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Chapter 1: The End of the Hundred-Year Hunt

MY BLOW SHATTERED the massive pair of double doors, transforming them into a cloud of stone chunks that scattered throughout the enormous throne room and ricocheted off of the ancient columns. The dust slowly settled on the ornate marble fixtures, but I didn't give a damn about the room or its adornments — I came here to destroy this place, not claim it as my own.

He was waiting for me in the middle of the room, perched on his throne on a raised obsidian platform — Andromalius, the 72nd demon lord. The last one on my list.

Like many demon lords, his real name is much longer — it’d take me twenty minutes to recite it — but I’m not crazy enough to memorize the whole thing.

“Do you have any idea how long it took me to find you, cur?!” I strode forward slowly, kicking a piece of the door out of my way. I also impaled one of his bodyguards as he tried to sneak up behind me. Demons are such naive creatures… “Your brothers and sisters made things a lot easier for me. I had no trouble tracking them down and sending them to the netherworld.”

The demon stood up from his throne, his enormous frame radiating might and ancient hatred. Instead of a crown, his head was topped by six curved horns, and his skin glowed on the inside, like red-hot lava beneath a thin layer of ash.

“Darion Thorn,” Andromalius growled, his voice shaking the columns. I kicked his henchman’s corpse from my blade, splattering the floor with demon blood. “I knew you would come for me one day.”

“Am I really that predictable?” I asked, lazily twirling my sword. “Well, let’s not break with tradition. What are your last words? You guys always have a speech ready to go — usually some bombastic tirade about darkness and eternal suffering… or do you feel like surprising me with an adlib?”

Andromalius growled, bearing his razor-sharp teeth. His body was suddenly bathed in flame, and his claws grew longer. He roared, then lunged at me, covering the distance between us in a single leap.

I reacted automatically, effortlessly. I’ve seen this sort of thing a hundred times before — the novelty wore off a long time ago. I shifted half a step to the left, dodging his claws. As I moved, my blade flashed, finding the demon’s only weak spot: the gap between the scales on his chest, right above his heart.

It was a precise, merciless blow. The sword sank deep into the demon lord’s flesh.

Andromalius froze with a shocked expression on his face. The flames around him grew dark. He looked down at the hilt of the sword sticking out of his chest, as though he couldn’t believe what had just happened.

“A single blow… impossible…”

“I’m disappointed,” I said with a grin, leaning in close to him. “You’re the weakest one yet.”

I pulled the blade out, and the demon’s body slumped to the floor. His skin began to darken and crumble.

“If those freaks were lying, and I can’t actually go home…” I grumbled, taking a glass vial out of my pocket.

Dark liquid splashed around inside of it — the combined blood of 71 demon lords. I held the vessel up to the demon’s wound, collected a few drops of his blood, and watched as they merged with the existing mixture, making it glow from within.

A hundred years… I’ve spent a hundred cursed years in this dimension, hunting demons and collecting their blood. After I closed the portal from the inside, I found myself trapped — the only human in a world of monsters. I don’t know what’s wrong with this place, but even after a century, I haven’t aged a day.

Fortunately, every cage has a key. I found mine in some ancient writings carved into the walls of the first fortress I captured. A pair of horned archivists translated them for me, and I learned that the blood of all 72 great demon lords could open a path to my world.

I corked the vial and shook it, then watched as the mixture began pulsating and glowing with a ruby-red light. I opened it again and poured its contents onto the blade of my sword. The ancient demonic runes gleamed, absorbing the liquid until the blade itself glowed a deep purple.

I raised the sword above my head, then swung it at the empty space in front of me.

The blade sliced through reality with a deafening peal. A glowing crack appeared in the air, then slowly expanded into a portal. The world I saw beyond it was utterly unlike the red wastes of the demon realm.

I laughed — long and hard, for the first time in a century.

“At last!” I said, then stepped through the breach in space.

The transition was instantaneous — no pain, no kaleidoscopic sparks — just one step, and I was on the other side.

I looked around and frowned. I was in a strange forest full of trees with red bark. The purple grass beneath my feet glowed softly in the twilight, and the air was thick with scents I didn’t recognize.

“Those gods-damned demons…” I hissed. “I knew they were trying to trick me with that translation of theirs!”

This clearly wasn’t my world — no green forests, no blue skies, no peaceful villages... I’d wound up in yet another dimension where I didn’t belong.

The silence was suddenly rent by a woman’s scream. I turned around and saw a girl running through the trees. Her dark hair flowed through the air behind her, and her clothes were stained with blood. She was being pursued by a creature that looked like a cross between a bear and an insect, with a bulky, chitinous body and an enormous stinger.

“Help!” she cried, not noticing me. “Somebody, help me!”

The monster was gaining on her, and they were both headed straight for me.

With a single smooth motion, I appeared between them. My sword swung through the air in a perfect arc, slicing the monster in half with almost no resistance, like a hot knife through butter.

The creature’s top half flew a few yards, then fell to the ground. Its bottom half dropped at my feet, splattering my boots with greenish goo. Yuck.

“I was hoping to spend at least a few days in this world without getting my clothes dirty,” I remarked, flicking the ichor from my sword.

The girl froze, breathing heavily and staring at me, her eyes wide. She looked to be about twenty years old, with a shapely figure and long, dark hair. A strange suit of light armor covered in glowing lines clung to her body, emphasizing her curves. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen a beautiful woman. This isn’t some succubus’s tentacles between my… actually, I’d rather not think about that right now.

“You… where did you come from?!” she gasped, trying to catch her breath.

“A place where the monsters are twice as big and three times as nasty,” I replied, nodding at that dead creature. “Is this thing considered dangerous around here?”

The girl was still staring at me with a confused look on her face. Hasn’t she ever seen a man before?

“I’m Darion,” I said, hoping to bring her back to reality.

“Aria,” she replied, sighing deeply. “Thank you for saving me. I… I’m the only survivor from my squad. Are you one of those people who go into Rifts illegally?”

“Maybe. What is this place? Believe it or not, the air here is even worse than the demon realm.”

“Don’t you know? This is the Vermillion Trees Rift, class C. I came here with four other Hunters, but that beast you killed… it was the boss of the Rift. It killed my squadmates. They didn’t stand a chance.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“A boss?” I said, looking at the monster’s bisected body. “And a team of five warriors couldn’t defeat it? Sorry, but you guys must be pretty lousy fighters.”

The girl ignored my sarcasm, still staring at me with a look of utter bafflement.

“You killed it with a single blow…” she said, shaking her head. “Only an A-rank hunter could do that. Where’d you come from? I didn’t see you at the entrance to the Rift. You weren’t sent here as backup, were you?”

I carefully examined my right hand, clenching and unclenching my fist. Something was wrong. My body felt heavier, weaker — as though some of my strength had vanished.

“It’s that damn portal,” I grumbled. “I’m much weaker now. The journey between worlds must have sapped my energy. There’s always a catch, isn’t there?”

My strength was barely a quarter of what it had been before. My sword was in bad shape too — its blade, which had seemed indestructible before, was now covered in a web of thick cracks.

“I need to find a blacksmith,” I mused, mostly to myself. “Even here, those gods-damned demons still found a way to screw me.”

“Hey! Aren’t you going to answer my questions?” Aria asked, taking a step toward me.

Oh, right… I forgot I’m not alone. I’m used to being surrounded by demons. Those freaks aren’t exactly sociable.

“Is this the human world?” I asked, turned to face the girl.

“Uh… yes,” she replied, taken aback by my question. “We’re in a Rift right now, but outside of it is the regular human world — the Oriat Empire.”

I couldn’t help but smile. I actually did it!

“How do we get out of here?” I asked, ignoring the other questions in her eyes.

“The only way to leave the Rift is to kill its boss, but…” she began, glancing at the creature’s remains, “you’ve already done that. The exit is about a third of a mile to the north,” she said, pointing in what I assumed was a northerly direction.

I nodded to her, then set out without another word.

“Hold on!” Aria shouted. “I’ve got questions! Who are you? How did you get to this Rift?”

I wasn’t listening. My thoughts were occupied by one thing: after a hundred years in another dimension, I’d finally made it back home. My world must have changed a lot over the last century.

After a brisk ten-minute walk, I reached what looked like the exit. A glowing purple oval was flickering and flashing among the trees.

I stopped and gazed at the phenomenon. It was suspiciously similar to the portal I’d used to enter the demon realm. I’d walked into that portal planning to close it from the inside and save my world from an impending invasion. But instead of a heroic death, I’d earned a hundred years of endless combat. Once I was trapped in the demons’ world, I made them suffer for all the atrocities they’d ever committed in mine.

“This one better take me to the right place,” I murmured with a weary sigh.

I took a single, determined step and entered the glowing oval.

The transition was instantaneous. One moment I was in a strange forest, and the next, I was blinking in the bright sunlight in a city square. I’d forgotten how good fresh air smells!

Then I looked at the city… and froze in astonishment.

The sky was pierced by gleaming, impossibly tall towers made of glass and metal. Metal birds with roaring wings soared through the air above my head.

“Has the world really changed this much in a hundred years?” I muttered, shaking my head.

It made sense, however — I’d closed the last portal. Without the ever-present demon threat, life had become immeasurably easier. Later generations had rebuilt the ruined world, and civilization had advanced.

I was standing on a platform surrounded by strange glowing barriers. People in black and white uniforms were milling around, writing things on glowing tablets and checking their equipment.

After a moment, a group of men with patches on their shoulders walked up to me.

“Your tag,” one of them said curtly, holding out his hand. “Name, rank, and guild.”

I looked him up and down. He was an ordinary bureaucrat, not a fighter.

“Why don’t we skip that for now? I’m starving! I could really go for some decent human food… and a mug of ale.”

The men in black exchanged glances. A few others joined them, forming a semicircle around me.

“He wasn’t one of the Hunters who entered the Rift,” said a skinny man with a tablet. “How’d you get there?”

I shrugged.

“Through a breach in space, of course.”

A large man stepped forward. He was a head taller than the others and exuded strength — something I’d learned to sense after years of battle. He was definitely a mage, albeit a weak one.

“I see what’s going on here! I’ve dealt with your kind before,” he hissed, taking a step toward me. “You sneak into Rifts to pilfer Astralite while Hunters are risking their lives killing monsters. Thieves like you deserve to be punished.”

His arms were suddenly covered in metal scales that glinted in the sun. He took a step forward and got ready to attack.

I didn’t even draw my sword. Two thunderous blows — one to his solar plexus, another his knee — made the bruiser double over. As soon as he lost his focus, his metal armor flickered and vanished — that’s the fastest way to break a mage’s spell. I grabbed him by the collar and forced his face to the ground, hard.

His comrades rushed me all at once. Judging from the way they moved, two of them were trained fighters, but even in my weakened state, they seemed like they were moving through molasses.

I met the first one with a blow to the jaw that sent him flying, then swept the other one’s legs out from under him and added a punch to the chest so hard, I actually heard his ribs crack. A third man managed to create a kind of fireball, but I just dodged it, grabbed his wrist, and squeezed it until I heard a crunch. The spell was broken.

A few seconds later, all the attackers were on the ground, clutching their injured limbs and whimpering in pain.

I went back to the bruiser, who was trying to get up, and pressed him to the ground with my foot.

“I’ve got a question,” I said, leaning over him. “Where can I find the workshop of Regulus Naris, the greatest smith in the Five Kingdoms?”

The man clearly had no idea what I was talking about. Either that, or I’d accidentally hit him too hard.

“I… I don’t know anyone named Regulus,” he finally said.

I pressed harder, and he howled.

“Wrong answer,” I said, flashing him my signature smile. “Think harder. Only barbarians from the north don’t know about Naris. Even if it’s been a hundred years, he must have left an heir.”

“I swear, there’s nobody named Regulus here!” he cried. “There’s a workshop called ‘Naris,’ but it’s a hole in the wall at the edge of the city. It’s run by some girl.”

Regulus must have had a daughter. I know a few decent female smiths. I wouldn’t recommend handing them your sword, however — they’re liable to rip your arm off without even noticing it. But even that would be preferable to those damn succubuses… I’ll never forget those freaks.

“Tell me how to get there,” I commanded, pressing harder.

The man shrieked in pain and pulled a flat rectangular object out of his pocket. He tapped it a couple of times and handed it to me.

“Here’s the route to the smithy. See? Just follow the line.”

I took the artifact and examined it with fascination. It showed a detailed map of the city with a clearly marked route on it. The level of detail was amazing, and… was it moving? Yes — the point on the map was slowly shifting to indicate my current position.

In my day, magical artifacts like this were only available to a chosen few, and they cost a fortune.

“That’ll do.”

I lifted my foot. The man heaved a sigh of relief and immediately lost consciousness. I looked at the other uniformed men, who were all keeping a safe distance, then turned and headed in the direction indicated on the map. I still had a lot to learn about this new world.

* * *

Aria was still trying to make sense of what had happened when she walked out of the Rift. That mysterious swordsman had one-shotted a boss that her entire group of C- and D-rank Hunters hadn’t even been able to scratch. Then he’d asked all those strange questions, and his behavior was so odd…

When she stepped onto the platform, she froze in surprise. Almost all the Hunters’ Guild employees were lying on the ground unconscious. Medics were already giving them first aid, and the ones who were still awake were talking anxiously to each other.

Without thinking, she squeezed the crystal in her palm — high-quality Astralite, dropped by the boss of the Rift. The swordsman had shown no interest in it whatsoever. It was worth a lot — enough to pay for six months of rent on her workshop and buy all new equipment.

“Miss!” shouted one of the few employees who were still standing. “Are you from the group that went into the Rift? What happened?”

Before Aria could answer, she overheard part of a conversation between two employees.

“He just knocked ‘em all flat like they were kids. And it was all ‘cuz of some workshop called ‘Naris.’”

Her heart skipped a beat.

“What did you say?” she asked, walking up to the Guild employees. “He was looking for Naris’s workshop?”

The men looked at her.

“Yup,” one of them said. “He asked about some guy called Regulus Naris. Said he was the greatest blacksmith in the Five Kingdoms. Ever heard of him?’

Aria felt a chill run down her spine. Without another word, she turned and ran off, ignoring the employee’s cries.

“Hold on! She’s the squad’s porter! Her name is…” the man began, flipping through some documents, but Aria could no longer hear him.

* * *

I wandered down the streets of this strange new world, trying not to betray my astonishment. In order to find the workshop, I had to watch how other people behaved and copy them, or I’d look like a savage. I asked for directions twice before the magic map suddenly cracked in my hand.

“Magical artifacts were sturdier in my day,” I muttered, looking at the crack. “Who made this thing, Easterners?”

I was surrounded by wonders I’d never seen before: floating images, talking boxes, devices that allowed people to communicate over long distances…

I eventually found the address and stopped in front of a small two-story building. Its slanted sign said, “Naris’s Workshop. Artifacts, Weapons, Armor, Repairs.” Compared to the magnificent buildings of class and concrete around it, it looked like an old, abandoned shack.

“This rundown hovel doesn’t look like the workshop of the greatest smith in the Kingdoms,” I murmured, examining the building with disappointment.

The Regulus Naris I knew worked in an enormous shop with dozens of assistants who were thrilled just to absorb a small drop of his staggering skill. His weapons were literally worth their weight in gold, and people came from far and wide to purchase them.

I pushed the door open, accidentally breaking the lock in the process, and walked inside. The shop was littered with workbenches, tools, and shelves full of materials. None of the equipment looked like anything I’d seen in a smithy before.

There was no one there.

“Hello?” I called out.

The door suddenly opened behind me. I turned around, my hand on the hilt of my sword.

A familiar figure stood in the doorway: the girl from the Rift. Aria, I think her name was. She was breathing heavily, as though she’d just run a long distance.

“It’s you,” she said, closing the door behind her. “I knew it!”

She walked forward, her eyes trained on me.

“You’ve been asking people about Regulus Naris,” she said. “How do you know that name?”

“He’s the finest blacksmith in the Five Kingdoms. Everyone and their mother’s heard of him,” I replied with a shrug.

Aria slowly nodded, walked up to the counter, and leaned on it.

“Regulus Naris is my ancestor,” she said quietly. “My very, very distant ancestor.”

“What year is it?” I asked, starting to realize that I’d made a mistake. I strode forward quickly until I was just a few inches from the girl. She had to crane her neck just to meet my gaze.

“2025. What kind of stupid question is that?!” she replied irritably.

The world seemed to stop. 2025... when I walked into that portal, it was 1024.

“It hasn’t been a hundred years at all,” I said, my words echoing dully. “It’s been a thousand gods-damned years…”


Chapter 2: A Thousand Years Later

THE SHOP WAS DEAD SILENT. I looked at the worn Naris sign, and everything started falling into place. A thousand years. A thousand gods-damned years… everyone I’d ever known wasn’t just dead — they’d crumbled to dust and been scattered by the winds of time. Even their graves were almost certainly long gone.

Aria stared at me, her arms crossed.

“Are you crazy, or is this some kind of joke?” she asked, tapping the counter. “A thousand years? Are you serious? Even for a crazy person, that’s ridiculous.”

I shrugged, scanning the walls of the workshop. I saw sketches of bizarre devices, tools I’d never seen before…

“When I went into the portal, it was 1024,” I said, walking around the shop and examining the tools. A few of them were unrecognizable, while others looked more or less like ones Regulus had used. “I closed the last portal to the demon realm from the inside — I basically plugged the hole with my body. There was no other way. Unfortunately, getting back turned out to be a lot harder than I thought.”

My hand came to rest on a strange metal object that looked like a hammer, but with some extra components on it. I picked it up and examined it, trying to understand how it worked.

“That’s a vibrohammer,” Aria said, still looking at me. “You didn’t escape from an insane asylum, did you? Or maybe some kind of institute where they research paranormal phenomena?”

“If I was insane, would I have been able to defeat the boss of that Rift with a single blow?” I countered, setting the tool back down. “Could a madman open a portal between worlds?”

Aria snorted, shaking her dark hair.

“So you spent a thousand years there, huh?”

“No, just a hundred,” I said, glancing at her. Aria looked uneasy, but the curiosity in her eyes told me that my story had piqued her interest. “That’s how long it took me to beat all the demon lords and collect their blood for the return ritual. I expected to come back a hundred years later, but the demons… well, they’ve always been masters of deception.”

I stopped and looked at an old portrait on the wall. It showed a silver-bearded man with intelligent eyes and a no-nonsense gaze. It was an amateurish painting, as though the artist had sketched the man based on a description rather than experience.

“Demons? Ritual?” She shook her head. “Listen, I don’t know who you are or where you came from, but…”

I interrupted her by pulling my sword out of its sheath. The sound of metal sliding along leather echoed through the room. The blade was covered in cracks and looked dull. The once-magnificent weapon was a shadow of its former self. I’d been through fire and ash with that sword, through blood and suffering… it had killed more demons than any other sword in history. How many spells had it protected me against?

“Can you fix it?”

Aria’s gaze changed instantly, her doubts pushed aside by professional curiosity. She took the sword from me as though I were offering her the rarest gemstone in the world, then held it up to the light and ran her fingers along its blade.

“By the gods, what have you done to it?” she gasped as she examined the cracks. “I’ve never seen a sword this worn before. Did you kill a whole army with it or something?!”

“What did I just tell you?” I asked, observing her reaction.

Aria’s fingers came to rest at the sword’s hilt. When she saw the nearly invisible engraving at the base of the blade, her eyes suddenly grew wide. She held the sword close to her face, almost touching the metal with her nose as she adjusted her round glasses.

“It can’t be…” she whispered, her breath catching.

Aria froze, staring at the text of the engraving. The color slowly drained from her face. She looked like she’d seen a ghost. Her hands were shaking slightly.

“Where did you get this sword?” she asked quietly, still gazing at the hilt.

“Regulus made it for me himself,” I replied. “He told me it was the finest blade he’d ever forged. And you know what? He wasn’t lying. This sword kept me alive through a hundred years of demon-slaying, then sliced through space itself.”

The girl’s finger gingerly traced the contours of the engraving, as though she were afraid the letters might disappear when she touched them.

“This engraving...” she gulped, “only members of the Naris family know how and where to make it. It’s a family secret that’s been handed down from master to apprentice for hundreds of years.” She carefully laid the sword on the table. “Either you’re telling the truth, or you’ve found one of our family’s lost swords… but no one has done that in at least three generations. I don’t know which option scares me more.”

“This is an interesting world. The proof is right there in front of you, staring you in the face, and yet you still won’t believe it. So… can you fix it, or should I find another blacksmith?”

Aria slowly walked around the table, her eyes glued to the sword. Her face showed a combination of scientific curiosity and awe, the way someone might look at a relic thought to be lost forever.

“I don’t know...” she replied, shaking her head. “I’ll need to examine it more carefully. This is an unusual weapon. If it really was forged by Regulus Naris, its alloy will contain elements that are almost impossible to find nowadays. Many of his secrets have been lost…”

She walked over to a cabinet in the corner of the workshop and pulled out a strange pair of goggles with multiple lenses, as well as some tools I’d never seen before. One of them reminded me of a miniature spyglass, but with a number of extra components.

“This is going to take a while,” Aria muttered, fully immersed in her work.

Oddly enough, the moment she saw the sword, she seemed to forget all about what I’d just told her. Could she really be a descendant of Regulus? He was just as obsessed with his craft as her.

I decided to take a look around. The workshop was full of strange devices whose purpose remained a mystery to me. Next to a stack of blueprints was a small silver box with something sticking out of it and a pitcher of dark liquid underneath it.

I picked up the pitcher, sniffed it, and grimaced. It smelled like burnt grains and something else I couldn’t place. I examined the device for a few seconds. It was clearly a pot for heating water, but small, about the size of a child’s toy.

“Hmm...” I mused, looking into the pitcher. “This water is awfully murky. Have people really forgotten how to filter water over the last thousand years?”

Aria looked up at me.

“That’s a coffee maker,” she said. “There’s coffee in the pot. It’s cold now, though…”

“Coffee?” I took a sip, then instantly spat the liquid out. “Damnation! What is this vile stuff? Don’t you people drink decent brew anymore?”

“It’s a drink that gives you energy.” Aria raised an eyebrow, watching the liquid stream down the furniture and onto the floor with an unreadable gaze. “And it’s expensive, by the way.”

“If you people drink this swill instead of good ale, then I saved the world for nothing,” I grumbled, wiping my mouth with my sleeve.

“It’s an acquired taste,” Aria said with a smile. “After a week, you won’t be able to live without it.”

“Danger is also an acquired taste,” I murmured, putting the pot back down, “but I prefer to avoid it… just like this liquid.”

“Listen, this really is going to take a while. You can take a shower if you want.” Aria gestured at a door in the corner. “Feel free to eat something too. There’s food in the fridge.” She pointed at a large white box by the wall. “You saved my life, after all. It’s the least I can do.”

I walked up to the device and opened the door. A wave of cold air blasted me in the face as a gentle light glowed within the box, illuminating shelves of food. I smiled, recognizing a familiar concept.

“Ah, a freezer chest,” I said knowingly as I scanned the device’s contents. “Our mage used to make these when we went on long campaigns. They were kept cold by ice crystals, although they needed to be fed a constant stream of energy.” I pulled out a container of something that looked like meat ragout. “One time, he set it to the wrong temperature, and we ended up with beer popsicles.” I chuckled as I extracted a couple of containers. “I didn’t mind, however. When you’ve been chased by northern berserkers for a week, chewing frozen beer is the least of your worries.”

“Northern berserkers?” Aria asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Indeed,” I nodded, studying the strange container. “Six-and-a-half-foot-tall maniacs. They used to drink some kind of foul liquid before battles that made them impervious to pain. They could fight with severed limbs and not even notice. Nasty foes, even for me.”

I sniffed the contents of the container. It smelled odd, but not disgusting. I decided to take a chance.

“That container needs to be warmed up,” Aria said, noticing my confusion. “There’s a microwave next to the coffee maker. Just put it inside and press the green button.”

I nodded and followed her instructions. The device began to hum, and the container revolved inside of it, lit by a white light. After a minute or so, I heard a chime.

“Careful, it’s hot,” Aria warned me without looking up from her work.

Once I was done eating, I went to the door in the corner. I opened it and found a small room with white walls and strange apparatuses. The room’s primary purpose was clear enough, however: it was a place for bathing with running water.

I figured the faucets out without too much trouble. All in all, plumbing hasn’t changed that much in a thousand years — the principle is still the same, although the execution is different. In my time, devices like these were only found in the homes of high-ranking mages who used elemental magic to heat the water, although a few very wealthy aristocrats had them too.

I closed my eyes in satisfaction as hot streams of water washed over my body. I was able to bathe in volcanic springs in the demon realm, but I always ran the risk of being attacked at any moment. I wouldn’t exactly call it relaxing, although the spring water was extremely healthy.

Fifteen minutes later, I walked out of the shower with a towel around my waist, clean and refreshed. Aria turned around when she heard the door open, and her gaze lingered on my scar-covered torso. She blushed noticeably. Her breathing grew quicker, and the hand holding the tool shook.

“You should, uh… get dressed,” she finally said, trying to look anywhere other than at me.

“I don’t have any clean clothes,” I replied indifferently.

“Look in the dresser. My father’s clothes should fit you. Now please let me get back to work!”

The clothes really did fit perfectly. I was starting to feel normal again — almost as though I hadn’t spent the last century fighting demons.

“Any news on the sword?” I asked, returning to the table. I was deeply concerned about the sword.

Aria coughed, still trying to avoid looking directly at me.

“Yeah, but it’s not great,” she said, pointing at a translucent image floating above the table. It showed the internal layers of the sword, as well as the structure of the metal, with cracks running all the way through it. “I’m afraid it can’t be fixed. Even if I had all the materials, the structure of the metal has been damaged on a fundamental level. It’s… well, you might say it’s dying.”

“I see,” I replied, feeling a pang of disappointment.

That sword had been my constant companion in the demon realm for a hundred years. We’d been through a lot together. In a way, it was my only ally there.

“However,” Aria continued, altering the projection by running her hand along it, “I could make a new sword for you based on it. Its structure is unique — I’ve never seen anything like it before. The alloy contains elements that are virtually unused today.” She zoomed in on the central part of the blade. “See those flecks? That’s blood. It altered the metal, made it special.”

So the demon blood affected the metal somehow… the girl suddenly turned toward me, her eyes blazing with inspiration.

“It’ll be challenging, but I think I can do it. With the right materials, the new sword will be as good as the original.”

“What do you need?” I asked, examining the magical projection.

Maybe saying goodbye to my old friend won’t be so bad if its essence lives on in another blade.

“Top-quality Astralite,” Aria replied. “At least two crystals. We’ve already got one.” She looked at me guiltily. “Um… you got it by beating the boss, and I picked it up.”

“What about the second one?”

“It can only be found in Rifts of class C or higher. But there’s a problem…”

She pulled a flat device with a glowing screen out of her pocket. It looked like the one I took from the guy who tried to detain me after I walked out of the Rift.

“Damn it!” she cursed, frowning at the screen. “My Hunter’s license has been frozen pending an investigation. They want to know what happened in the Rift.”

“That’s bad, right?” I asked, although the answer was obvious.

“Very bad. I can’t enter a single Rift without an active license.” She ran her fingers through her hair. “But if I tell them what really happened — that some mysterious swordsman killed the boss all by himself… they’ll think I’m either crazy or a liar. And my rank’s only…”

“Yes?”

“D,” she replied with a shrug. “It’s not high. I’m more of a support person than a fighter. I equip Hunters and repair their armor. I go into Rifts as a porter, and I also appraise loot.”

I nodded. We had similar specialists in our squad — people who weren’t fighters, but were still essential for a successful campaign. After all, a demon isn’t just a gigantic monster that wants to bite you — it’s also a treasure trove of valuable ingredients.

“So we need another way to get this Astralite,” I concluded. “Any ideas?”

“We could buy it, but it’ll cost a fortune,” Aria said, shaking her head. “I don’t have that kind of money. I’m guessing you don’t either…?” she asked with a glimmer of hope in her eyes.

I thought for a moment. In my world, if I needed something, I could get it in one of three ways: earning it, stealing it, or... borrowing it from someone who owed me a favor.

“Where do adventures typically gather around here?” I asked. “A tavern, or perhaps an inn?”

“You mean... like, a bar?” Aria asked, raising an eyebrow. “There’s one nearby called the Silver Moon. Hunters of all ranks hang out there.”

“Excellent,” I replied, heading for the door. “If anyone knows where to find something valuable, it’s the tavern-keeper.”

“Hold on,” Aria called out. “You don’t know anything about the modern world!”

“So now you believe I’m from the past, eh?” I said with a chuckle, narrowing my eyes slightly. “I survived for a hundred years in a world where every living thing was trying to kill me. You don’t think I can handle a tavern?’

“Bar…” she corrected me with a hint of resignation in her voice.

“Call it what you will,” I said dismissively. “Human vices don’t change, not even after a thousand years. Wherever people are drinking, they’re talking. And if they’re talking, I can get information out of them.”

* * *

In a glass skyscraper looming over the center of Dominus, Hunter’s Guild Councilman Rivers Montilar was going over surveillance footage of the C-rank Rift platform. An enormous screen that took up an entire wall of his office displayed the events of that morning from various angles. His eyes, dark blue like a thunderstorm at sea, ran across the screen, noting even the tiniest detail.

The stranger dispatched the security guards one after another with ease. His movements were practiced, confident, without a single superfluous step. Rivers’ professional eye caught it all: the stranger’s stance, the way he landed his blows, the targets he chose… he was an experienced fighter, maybe a former soldier. But something about his technique seemed… odd. Every movement he made would have been deadly if he hadn’t been holding back.

But the men he’d beaten were C-rank hunters, far from the lowest-level members of the Guild hierarchy. They’d gone through a careful screening process, had experience fighting in Rifts, and could use battle magic. And yet this stranger had taken them out without breaking a sweat.

Rivers rewound the recording to the point where the man walked out of the Rift. He appeared literally out of nowhere, although the entrance was carefully monitored.

According to the reports, a group of five D-rank Hunters had entered the Rift, and all of them except for their porter, a young woman named Aria Naris, had been killed. There was nothing strange about that — C-rank Rifts were dangerous, even for experienced teams. They were lucky even one of them had survived.

“Has anyone identified him?” Rivers asked without looking away from the screen.

“No, Councilman,” replied his assistant, who was standing next to him. “There is no such man in the Guild database. Not a single biometric match.”

“Interesting,” Rivers murmured. “Assign agents to this. Tell them to find out everything they can about this man — where he came from, where he’s going…”

“I already have, sir. What about the girl? The D-rank Hunter who came out of the Rift after him?”

“Aria Naris,” Rivers said, picking up a tablet and scanning Aria’s dossier. “She’s a support unit, not a fighter. A porter for a group of explorers.”

“Quite right, sir.”

Rivers drummed his fingers on the desk.

“She was with the group that didn't make it out of the Rift. She claimed that she survived by fleeing from the boss. Then this… swordsman showed up,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “Judging from footage from another camera, she clearly knows him. That’s why she left the platform so quickly.”

“What are  your orders, sir?”

“Send men to her home and tell them to recover the Astralite,” Rivers said with a smile. “She was just the group’s porter, not a Hunter. According to the Guild charter, support units don’t have the right to collect loot — they’re only entitled to their payment from the main group. And since the group is dead…”

“The loot belongs to the Guild,” the assistant concluded. “I’m on it, sir.”

“And keep an eye on her. I want to know where she goes and who she talks to.” Rivers peered at a paused image of the mysterious warrior. “Especially if she talks to him.”

* * *

After a thousand years, the city was unrecognizable, although a few things were still the same. People were still rushing around, merchants were still hawking their wares, and guards (who were now called “police officers”) were still patrolling the streets.

I watched it all and learned quickly. To avoid standing out, I copied the gait and mannerisms of the local residents. The street signs showed me the way to the Silver Moon, the bar Aria had told me about.

Its sign glowed with a soft silver hue, and an image of a moon going through its phases floated above the entrance.

The Silver Moon turned out to be a pretty cozy place — low ceilings with wooden crossbeams, walls decorated with strange pictures and weapons… behind the bar, a young woman was wiping glasses — a well-built blonde with short hair and tattoos covering her arms. Could the fashion for barbarian skin-ink have survived after all these years?

I sat on a tall barstool and looked around. The people at the tables were dressed in various sorts of clothing, from ordinary attire to what I assumed was Hunter armor. From the bits of conversation I overheard, I learned that most of them were, in fact, connected to the exploration of Rifts.

“What’ll it be, handsome?” the bartender asked.

“Strong ale, if you have it,” I replied with a grin. “As dark as my past.”

The girl looked me up and down and nodded.

“You got it.” She winked at me and filled a mug with dark liquid from a tap. “Here you go — the darkest stuff we’ve got. It’s an imperial stout, brewed from an old recipe.”

The mug slid along the bar, its handle coming to rest in my hand.

“Where’re you from?’ she asked, running down the list of standard bartender questions. Tavern-keepers are the same in every era — they all love information. “I haven’t seen you around here before.”

“Far away,” I replied evasively, sipping the mug. “I haven’t been to the city in a long time.”

“You a Hunter?” she inquired, leaning in closer and displaying her cleavage.

“Something like that,” I said with a smile. Some things never change — even after a thousand years, the effect I have on women is the same as ever.

“What rank are you?” she asked, her eyes sparkling with curiosity.

“Does it really matter?” I said, taking another sip. “I’m a guy who kills monsters and survives. All the rest is just window dressing.”

“So what brings you to our humble bar?” she asked with a smile. Her movements were fine-tuned, professional. “The Silver Moon isn’t exactly one of the top ten establishments in Dominus.”

I could tell from her gaze that this was no idle question.

“I’m looking for information,” I replied, lowering my voice and leaning in closer. Her perfume had a light, pleasant aroma. “I need some top-quality Astralite. Official channels are… unavailable to me.”

The bartender glanced around, then leaned in even closer, almost touching her lips to my ear. She did this intentionally, fully aware of how I might react.

“I might know of a couple of places,” she said quietly. “But that kind of information isn’t for everyone.”

“I know how to keep a secret,” I said, meeting her gaze. “And I know how to show my appreciation.”

The girl smiled, her eyes glimmering in the dim light.

“There’s this one place a block away,” she said, almost whispering. “An underground arena. They have no-holds-barred bouts there. If you win, you can make a lot of money — especially for matches with special conditions… as long as you’re willing to take the risk.”

“An arena, eh?” I felt a wave of anticipation course through my body. A century of fighting demons had made combat second nature to me. “That could work. I haven’t fought humans in a long time. Sounds interesting.”

“You look like it’d be right up your alley,” the bartender said, raising an eyebrow and giving me an appraising glance.

“Let’s just say it’s what I’m best at.” I finished my drink and put the mug down on the bar. “Thanks for the information. Where exactly is this arena?”

“In the eastern quarter,” she said, sketching a little map on a napkin. “But be careful — they don’t like noobs there. A lot of people end up getting taken out on a stretcher.”

“I think I can manage,” I assured her. “How much do I owe you?”

I had a few coins in my pocket. I wasn’t sure if they were still in circulation after a thousand years, but it was worth a shot.

“It’s on the house,” the girl replied with a wink. “Consider it an investment. If you survive, come back and settle up.”

“That’s very generous of you,” I nodded. “May I know my benefactor’s name?”

“Jess,” she said, offering me her hand.

“Darion.” I kissed her hand gallantly. She definitely liked it.

Jess pulled out another napkin, wrote something on it, and handed it to me.

“Here’s my number. Call me once you’re done in the arena, handsome,” she said with a wink.

I took the piece of paper. I didn’t quite understand what the numbers on it were for, but I decided not to reveal my ignorance. It must be some kind of communication method used in this time. I’ll ask Aria — she’s from here, after all.

“Absolutely,” I said with a nod, putting the napkin in my pocket.

After receiving a detailed description of my destination, I left the bar. The night air was cool, but pleasant. After a hundred years in the wastelands of the demon realm, it felt like heaven.

The eastern quarter was completely different — more cramped, with narrow streets and squat buildings. There were no glowing signs or noisy restaurants there. Everyone was on their guard, walking straight ahead and trying to avoid eye contact.

I found the building easily. The directions led me to a noisy place with loud music coming out of it.

Two tough-looking men with stony faces were guarding the entrance. One of them was broad-shouldered, with a red beard and a scar covering his entire cheek, and the other was scrawny, but ropey, with a shaved head and tattoos on his neck.

When I walked up to the entrance, they moved to block it.

“Where do ya think you’re going?” the bearded man asked. “This is a private club. We don’t let random riffraff in here.”

“I heard this was a fun place,” I said with a smile, looking down at them. “I’d like to see what those guys can do.”

“Another cocky moron… get lost while you’re still in one piece,” the bald man snorted.

“You know what? I think I’d like to see what you can do first,” I replied, not moving.

The bearded man replied with a sucker punch. Instead of dodging it, I grabbed his wrist and used his momentum to throw him to the ground. One blow to the chest, and the bouncer doubled over, gasping for air.

The bald man attacked me from behind, but I felt the air move behind me. I spun around and met him with a precise jab to the jaw. He staggered backward, but stayed upright. Impressive. The guard activated some kind of ability, and his skin took on a metallic hue.

“Now that’s interesting,” I remarked.

The bald man dashed at me, unleashing a flurry of punches. I blocked most of them, but allowed a few of them to hit me in order to gauge his strength. When I saw a momentary opening, I got him in a chokehold, pulled his arm behind his back, and pressed firmly on his neck.

“Enough?” I asked, feeling him trying to break free.

“Enough,” a woman’s voice said, husky and melodic. “Let my men go, sir. They didn’t realize you were such a good fighter, or they’d have let you in right away. Skilled warriors are always welcome here.”

“Miss Zara…”  the guard I was holding wheezed.

I slowly released him. A woman emerged from the doorway.

The sight of her would be enough to make any warrior drop his sword. She was tall, with a perfect body accentuated by a skin-tight red dress with a deep, rather bold neckline. But the most remarkable thing about her was her hair, which was bright red, like fire, and fell to her shoulders in heavy curls. Her face, with high cheekbones and full lips, was lit up by a confident smile, and her eyes, the color of melted gold, sparkled with levity and a hint of danger.

She moved with the grace of a predator confident in her superiority. Zara exuded an aura of strength and independence. This woman wasn’t just beautiful — she was deadly… just the way I like them.


Chapter 3: Flame

ZARA GESTURED FOR ME to follow her. Her guards glared at me, but stepped aside and let me through. My nose was immediately assaulted by the tang of sweat, blood, and excitement — a scent I’d recognize in any world. As I walked down the dimly lit hallway, I heard the din of the crowd growing louder and louder, punctuated by occasional shouts and whistles.

The hallway led us to a large room featuring an enormous metal cage surrounded by rows of spectators. Inside the cage, a brutal beating was taking place — there’s really no other way to describe it. A huge man whose body was covered in tattoos and scars was methodically pounding his opponent’s bloody face with his fists. Every blow was met by an approving roar from the crowd.

“Karhan,” Zara said as she walked beside me. “The current champion in the arena. Forty bouts without a single loss.”

I watched the fighter’s movements. He was strong and fast for his size, but predictable. He relied on brute force, not technique. His opponent finally slumped to the floor of the arena, and Karhan raised his hand, welcoming the audience’s cries.

“Impressive,” I noted, crossing my arms, “but he wouldn’t last a minute against a real warrior.”

Zara’s golden eyes studied me carefully.

“Arrogance can be a dangerous thing in my arena,” she said. Judging from her tone, she was more curious than wary.

“There’s a difference between confidence and arrogance,” I replied with a shrug. “The first comes from understanding your own abilities, while the second comes from overestimating them.”

Zara smiled. In the dim light of the arena, her grin seemed predatory. She gestured for me to follow her. We climbed a flight of stairs to the second level and found ourselves in a large room with soft couches, tables full of drinks, and large windows with a view of the arena.

“Have a seat,” she said, pointing at a couch by a window. “Would you care for a drink?”

“Ale, if you have it.” I sat on the couch, which turned out to be surprisingly soft.

Zara snapped her fingers, and a silent servant immediately appeared with a tray. She took two glasses of amber liquid and offered one of them to me, her fingers lingering on my hand just a moment longer than necessary.

“So, Darion...” She pronounced my name with a slight accent, stressing the last syllable. “What brings you to my humble establishment?”

“Astralite.” I saw no reason to beat around the bush. “The finest quality. I need a crystal.”

Zara leaned back on the couch and studied me, seeming to peer right into my soul.

“Interesting,” she said with a nod. “People usually come here for money, entertainment, or adrenaline.” She paused for a moment. “Judging from the way you move, I can tell you’re very experienced.”

“You’re observant,” I replied, looking at her with even greater interest than before. “Most people don’t notice things like that.”

“It’s my job to notice them.” She leaned forward, and the scent of her perfume enveloped me. It was musky, with a hint of something reminiscent of white-hot metal. It was an unusual combination, but I liked it. “Especially when it comes to such an… interesting guest.”

“So what did you see?” I asked, meeting her gaze.

“A warrior,” Zara replied without a moment’s hesitation. “A real one. Not like those wannabes in the arena. A man who’s looked death in the face so many times, it’s almost become a friend to him.” She smiled, baring her perfectly white teeth. “A man who, for some reason, is hiding his magic so well, even I can’t sense it. Believe me, very few people can pull that off.”

“Or maybe I just don’t have any magic,” I chuckled, refusing to make it any easier for her to evaluate me.

“Impossible,” she said, shaking her head. “Everyone in this world has at least a drop of magical energy — even the weakest of us. But based on how you move, and how you took down my guards… you must have an entire ocean of power inside of you.”

A gong rang out below, and the audience fell silent.

“I have a proposition for you,” Zara said, setting her glass down on the table. “I need a fighter for a certain important bout. In order to make the right kind of impression, he needs to be a fighter no one was expecting to see.”

“And I need Astralite,” I said, mirroring her movements.

“Precisely,” she replied with a smile. “Fight Karhan in the arena. If you win, you’ll get your crystal. What do you say?” she asked, gazing at me with a challenge in her eyes.

I cast an appraising glance at the arena, where the mess from the last bout was being cleaned up.

“What if I kill him by mistake?” I asked, more interested in her reaction than the answer.

Zara laughed, and in her laughter, I heard the ringing of metal, a blade with no mercy for the weak.

“Karhan has survived forty bouts against the best underground fighters in the city. I’d be more worried about you — covering up accidents is a simple matter around here.”

“Then I accept.” I offered her my hand.

Zara shook it, and I felt heat coming from her skin. It was incredibly hot, almost burning, but after my time in the demon realm, it was actually somewhat pleasant. She noticed my surprise and smiled even wider.

“You’re intrigued.” It was a statement, not a question.

“More like perplexed,” I said. “You’re a powerful mage.”

“You have no idea,” she said with a wink. Just then, the door to the room flew open.

Three men walked in. Two of them were bodyguards with inexpressive faces and strict black suits, and the third was a short, portly, balding man in a lavish outfit covered with golden symbols.

“Zara, my dear!” he exclaimed with false cordiality. “Is everything ready for tonight’s main event?”

“Alistair Wein.” Zara stood up, and her voice grew coldly polite. “Representative of the Wein merchant clan.”

Alistair replied with a friendly laugh, then glanced at me questioningly, his lips twisting into a scornful sneer.

“Is this your champion?” he asked, throwing his hands up dramatically. “I was expecting someone who at least looks like he can beat my fighter, but you’ve brought me this… lumberjack.”

I calmly finished my ale, put the glass down, and stood up to my full height. Alistair took an involuntary half-step back, then turned purple with rage when he realized what he’d done.

They say first impressions can be deceiving,” Zara parried with a hint of a smile.

“My Karhan is invincible! Forty bouts without a single loss! But this one...” he pointed at me contemptuously, “isn’t even a mage! I don’t feel any power coming from him at all!”

“About that...” Zara turned toward me. “What do you say, Darion? Can you beat Karhan? Magic is prohibited in the arena — our bouts are strictly tests of strength.”

I crossed my arms and allowed myself an arrogant smirk.

“Asking me if I can win without magic is like asking Alistair here if he can win a pie-eating contest. Judging from his gut, he must be a real champion. Isn’t that right, representative of the Wein clan?”

Zara laughed, and Alistair’s face turned beet red.

“How dare you…” he said, gasping in indignation. “My Karhan will grind you into dust!”

“Then you’d better warn the janitors,” I replied, nonchalantly adjusting my cuff. “The last time someone threatened to grind me into dust, he ended up losing his intestines. It’s awfully hard to get blood out of expensive rugs, you know.”

Zara laughed again, and one of Alistair’s bodyguards struggled to repress a smile.

“Our bet is still on!” Alistair hissed, turning to Zara.

“Naturally,” Zara replied, wiping away tears of laughter.

“See you in the arena!” Alistair roared, turning to go.

Once the door was closed, Zara burst out laughing.

“It’s been a long time since anyone put Alistair in his place like that,” she said, shaking her head. “But he definitely deserves it.”

“Arrogant rich men…” I said with a shrug. “They’re the same in every world and every era.”

Zara gave me a strange look, but decided not to pursue the topic.

“Let’s go.” She headed for the door. “It’s time to get you ready for your fight.”

We walked down to a small room underneath the arena. I took my shirt off — I didn’t want to get blood on it — and squared my shoulders.

“The bout starts in ten minutes,” the young woman said. She glanced at my body, her gaze lingering on my scars. “Impressive. I see you’ve fought more battles than Karhan.”

“More than he ever will,” I replied, doing a few warmup exercises.

“Are you really sure you can beat him?” Zara asked. For the first time, I heard a hint of uncertainty in her voice. “Karhan isn’t just a strong fighter. He...” She trailed off.

“Uses magic on the sly?” I said, finishing her sentence. “Yeah, I noticed. There were little flashes of energy during his attacks. That won’t stop me.”

Zara looked genuinely surprised.

“You’re awfully sharp. I’d wager no one else other than me has noticed that. Who are you, Darion?”

“Just a man who wants to get his Astralite,” I said with a wink.

The gong sounded up above, and the emcee’s voice announced the next bout.

“It’s time.” Zara touched my shoulder. Her fingers slid across my back, passing over a number of scars as though she were studying them. “Good luck. You’re going to need it.”

“I don’t believe in luck,” I chuckled. “I prefer to trust in my own skill and strength.”

I walked into the arena as the crowd cheered. I examined the cage — it was hexagonal, and its floor was covered in fine gray sand. There were magical lights along the edge of the cage, illuminating the space for the spectators, who were standing in a dense ring around the arena.

Karhan appeared on the other side. He was even more impressive up close — at least six and a half feet tall, with enormous muscles rippling beneath his skin. His heavily scarred face was frozen in a grimace of disdain.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” said the emcee, a tall man with a magically enhanced voice, “we’ve got a special fight for you tonight! Our undefeated champion Karhan is going to fight a mysterious challenger! Forty wins versus the unknown! Strength versus...” he trailed off, searching for the right word, “...versus surprise! All bets have been placed! The bout will begin at the sound of the gong! No magic! Only pure skill!”

The gong sounded, and Karhan lunged at me. I got into the Empty Blade pose — a basic stance from a martial arts style I learned from the monks of the Eastern Borderlands. I stumbled across their dwelling while chasing some demons and ended up getting stuck there for a while.

Left foot forward, right arm back, left arm palm forward.

The crowd fell silent as they watched this unusual beginning to the bout. Karkhan attacked me with a series of powerful blows, but I either dodged or parried all of them. His technique was crude, but undeniably effective.

After a few missed attacks, a red flame flickered in Karhan’s eyes. His next punch was accompanied by a flash of fire that was hidden from the spectators, but obvious to me.

“You call that magic?” I chuckled, blocking his flaming first with my open palm. “Seems pretty weak to me.”

“What?!” he hissed when he saw that his flames hadn’t hurt me. “How did you...”

“A hundred years in hell, buddy,” I replied with a shrug. “That fire of yours is a summer breeze compared to the stuff I’ve seen.”

Karhan roared and unleashed a hail of magically enhanced blows. It was time to put an end to this charade.

I took one smooth step forward and performed the classical Exploding Palm technique. My fingers plunged into a point directly beneath Karhan’s heart, then suddenly twisted, redirecting the flow of his energy.

The champion’s eyes rolled back in his head. He took a step backward and fell to the floor, unconscious. There was no point in killing him.

A stunned silence hung over the arena. A moment later, the audience burst into furious applause. Karhan’s winning streak had ended in less than a minute.

I looked up at the second level. Zara was on her feet, her hand pressed to her lips, her eyes blazing with a golden flame. Alistair Wein was next to her, looking like he’d just had a stroke.

* * *

In his glass skyscraper, Rivers Montilar received an urgent call. An agent, a skinny man with a piercing gaze, appeared on his screen.

“We have interesting news, Councilman.”

“I’m listening,” Rivers replied, leaning forward.

“The subject has been spotted in an underground arena in the eastern quarter. He just defeated a mage without using magic.”

“How strong of a mage?” Rivers asked, frowning.

“According to our intel, Karhan is a disciple of the school of fire and a C-class Hunter. But the subject defeated him as though he were a child.”

The man drummed his fingers on the desk as he considered this information.

“Requesting permission to initiate Operation Relic,” the agent continued.

Rivers was silent for a long time, then slowly nodded.

“Permission granted. But without direct contact. For now, just observe and gather information.”

“Yes, sir,” the agent said, immediately terminating the call.

Rivers leaned back in his chair and looked out the window, gazing at the city at night.

“At last,” he muttered, “after all these years of searching…”

* * *

I walked out of the cage to deafening applause and I met Zara, who was on her way down the stairs. Her eyes were shining, and a satisfied smile played on her lips.

“Incredible,” she said, walking right close up to me. “Absolutely incredible. You didn’t just defeat Karhan — you humiliated him, and Alistair as well. You should have seen his face!” Zara burst into a peal of musical laughter.

“He relied on deception,” I said with a shrug, “and deception never leads to real strength.”

Zara gently took my arm and led me away from the crowd.

“Come with me. Your prize awaits,” she whispered in an enchanting voice.

We went back upstairs, where Alistair was waiting for us. His face was purple with rage.

“You cheated!” he roared as soon as he saw us. “Your fighter used magic! I demand a rematch!”

“That’s funny,” I said, crossing my arms, “because the only one cheating was your man Karhan.”

“What?!” Alistair sputtered, taking a step back. “Balderdash! Karhan never…”

“I felt fire in his attacks,” I said, interrupting him. “I think Zara did too. Fire magic, carefully concealed and weak, so no one would notice.”

“I’ve suspected it for a long time, but couldn’t prove it. You lost the bet, Alistair. Fair is fair. Or do you want to admit that your fighter was beaten even though he was using magic?”

“This is… this is…” Alistair stammered, looking at us each in turn.

“This is the end of your performances in my arena,” Zara concluded. “Your clan’s reputation is important to you, right? We wouldn’t want all of Dominus to find out that the representative of the respected Wein clan was cheating.”

Alistair clenched his fists, but didn’t dare to object.

“You will regret this,” he hissed through clenched teeth, then turned around and stormed out of the room.

After the door closed, Zora burst out laughing.

“That worked out perfectly,” she said. She walked up to a safe in the wall, entered a combination, and pulled out the crystal I needed. “Your winnings, as agreed, Darion.”

I took the Astralite. I could feel it pulsating gently in my hand.

“Thank you.”

“You know…” Zara walked up to the bar and poured us two more drinks. “I’ve suspected that Karhan was using magic for a long time, but I couldn’t kick him out because of the Wein clan’s influence.”

“So I helped you solve that problem,” I said, taking the glass from her hand.

“You certainly did,” she replied with a smile. “So who are you, Darion? And don’t say ‘just a man.’ I’ve seen plenty of fighters in my day, but none of them moved the way you do. Your technique is very unusual. I don’t recognize it. And believe me, I’ve seen a lot of fighters.”

I shrugged.

“The truth isn’t all that complicated. I closed the last portal to the demon realm from the inside a thousand years ago. I spent a hundred years in their world, killing demon lords in order to collect the ingredients I needed for the return ritual. But instead of returning to my own time, I came here.”

Zara stared at me for a moment, then burst out laughing.

“Good one!” she said, shaking her head. “If you don’t want to tell me, you don’t have to.”

“It’s the truth,” I said, taking a sip. “It just sounds too crazy to believe. I guess I’m starting to get used to it.”

Zara looked at me quizzically, as if trying to decide if I was joking or not.

“Alright, let’s pretend I believe you,” she said with a chuckle. “What led you to my arena in search of Astralite? Didn’t the demons teach you how to get it without jumping through all these hoops?”

“I need to repair my sword,” I replied bluntly, “and I can’t do it without Astralite. It’s that simple.”

“Ah, so you’re a swordsman,” she nodded. “That explains a lot. Your martial arts stances remind me of fencing.”

“I was the best swordsman in the Five Kingdoms,” I said with a shrug. “A thousand years ago, anyway.”

“You’re sticking with that, huh?” She smiled, but I saw a glimmer of curiosity in her eyes. “I used to be the best too, you know. An S-rank, the highest available to a Hunter. I specialized in fire magic.”

“Used to be?” I inquired, raising an eyebrow.

Zara turned away, gazing at the arena below.

“I was injured in a Rift,” she said quietly. For the first time, I heard vulnerability in her voice. “My magic… I lost control of it. I still can’t use it properly. It’s unstable, dangerous. That’s why I opened this arena. There’s no magic allowed here — just pure strength.”

I looked at her arms. Underneath her sleeves, I could see scars — burns. A woman as powerful as her probably could have hidden those scars, but I assumed she kept them as a reminder.

“The flame burned its mistress,” I remarked.

“I’m afraid so.” She looked at me again, and something flashed through her eyes — I think she appreciated that I didn’t pity her. “But yes, I literally burn from the inside whenever I try to use my powers. The doctors call is ‘metamagical reversion.’ It’s a rare condition.”

I nodded without offering her any trite condolences. We both knew that it meant to lose a part of yourself.

“To the scars that make us stronger,” I said, raising my glass.

“I’ll drink to that,” she said with a smile. This time, it reached her eyes.

We kept talking, and the atmosphere grew warmer and warmer. Zara asked me about the past, although she obviously didn’t believe a single word I said. She told me all about her time as a Hunter, the Rifts she’d explored, and the strange creatures she’d fought.

“These Rifts…” I began after we made ourselves comfortable on the couch. “They sound suspiciously like the portals I used to close.”

“Scholars disagree about the origin of the Rifts,” Zara replied, refilling our glasses. “Some of them think they’re natural fissures in the fabric of reality, while others believe they’re the result of some kind of ancient cataclysm.”

“When did the first Rift appear?”

“According to the official chronicles, about nine hundred years ago.”

I nodded. The timeline matched. That was a hundred years after I closed the last portal.

“What if,” I began, leaning in closer, “the rifts are vestiges of the portals? Wounds in the word that haven’t fully healed?”

Zara looked at me thoughtfully. I could see in her eyes that she was starting to question her skepticism.

“That’s… certainly food for thought,” she eventually said. “If what you say about yourself is true…”

“It is,” I replied with a shrug. “But I understand why you might not believe it. If our roles were reversed, I wouldn’t believe it either.”

Our eyes met, and the temperature in the room seemed to increase. Zara was sitting so close to me, I could feel the heat from her body — not ordinary human warmth, but something more intense, as though there was a fire blazing inside of her.

“You know,” she said quietly, “I haven’t been with a man in many years. My… condition scares them away. No man wants to sleep with a woman who could burn him to ash in the fires of passion… quite literally.”

“I’ve survived hellfire and demons. I doubt you’ve got anything hotter than that,” I chuckled wryly, still looking her in the eye.

Her eyes blazed. She was suddenly even closer to me.

“Is that a challenge?”

“It’s a fact,” I said calmly, without moving away or breaking eye contact.

Zara carefully removed one of her gloves, revealing an arm covered in a bizarre web of scars. She ran her fingers along my cheek. I felt heat, but didn’t flinch.

“You aren’t afraid,” she remarked, surprised.

“Should I be?” I asked, my eyes narrowing slightly.

Instead of answering, she kissed me. Her lips were hot, almost scorching, but it was a pleasant sensation. An ancient instinct that had slumbered within me for a hundred years was suddenly awakened. I embraced her, feeling her body temperature rising by the moment.

Zara backed away, breathing heavily.

“I can’t…” she said. “I lose control when…”

“Then don’t try to control it.” I pulled her back to me.

“You don’t understand,” she said, pushing me away. “I’m really going to burn you!”

“I haven’t been with a woman in a thousand years. A couple of burns aren’t going to stop me, and you started this.”

She hesitated for a moment, then came to a decision, and flames began to dance in her eyes. She kissed me again, but this time, she didn’t hold back.

We found ourselves in her private chambers without even realizing it. The room was lavishly decorated, with an enormous bed in the middle. The air was filled with the scent of burning metal and something exotic. Zara pulled off her clothes, revealing a body covered in the same pattern of scars as her arms.

Her skin was glowing on the inside, as though lava flowed through her veins rather than blood. In the dimly lit room, it was breathtaking.

“This is your last warning,” she said, lying down on the bed. “I can’t guarantee your safety.”

“I’m not asking you to,” I replied, lying down next to her.

What happened after that was like dancing with fire — literally. With every touch, every kiss, her body heat increased. During especially intense moments, her skin started glowing brighter, and tiny sparks appeared in the air.

When she was approaching climax, tongues of flame appeared around us, and artifacts in the room that had remained hidden until now came to life and started operating at full capacity.

When she finally let go, the room was filled with brilliant light for a moment, as though a little sun was shining inside of it. I felt searing heat on my skin, but I didn’t back away. The pain was nothing compared to the pleasure I was experiencing at that moment.

Afterward, when we were lying next to each other, breathing heavily, Zara carefully ran her fingers down my back, where several burn marks had appeared.

“Sorry,” she whispered, guiltily and gratefully at the same time. “I tried to hold back, but…”

“You have nothing to apologize for,” I said, turning toward her. “It was worth it.”

“You’re the first man who hasn’t run away screaming,” Zara said with a weak smile. “Maybe you really are who you say you are.”

She tried to get up, but I stopped her.

“If you think once is enough after a thousand years, you’re mistaken,” I chuckled.

“Oh my…” she replied in a hushed whisper. I saw a golden flame flicker in her eyes — Zara was ready for round two.

* * *

The next morning, I left the arena with burns on my back and Astralite in my pocket. As Zara walked me to the door, I saw something new in her eyes — not just curiosity or desire, but respect.

“Come back soon, time traveler,” she said, adjusting my collar. “And not just for Astralite.”

“I definitely will, fire lady,” I replied with a grin.

The sun was already rising as I walked back to Aria’s workshop. The city looked different during the day — more quotidian and less mysterious.

As soon as I got close to Naris’s workshop, I immediately noticed that something was amiss. Two men in strict gray uniforms with Hunters’ Guild emblems on them were standing by the door, but they were discussing something and didn’t notice me. Judging from the play of shadows in the building, a few more of them were inside.

I got closer, but decided to eavesdrop rather than reveal my presence.

“According to the charter, if a team doesn’t come back, all Astralite obtained during the expedition belongs to the Guild,” a man’s voice said. “You were just a porter, Miss Naris, not a Hunter. You don’t have the right to gather loot — you only get a cut of the sale price.”

“I understand.” Aria’s voice sounded tense, but calm. “I’ll give the crystal back.”

Deciding that it was time to interfere, I pushed the door open. Inside the workshop were four members of the Hunters’ Guild, three men and a woman, all in identical gray uniforms with the emblems of various ranks on their shoulders.

When she saw me, Aria turned slightly pale and shook her head almost imperceptibly, warning me not to get involved.

“And here’s your mysterious friend,” said the senior Hunter, a middle-aged man with gray hair along his temples and a scar under his eye.

“Darion,” Aria said, taking a step forward. “Everything’s okay. These gentlemen from the Guild came to collect the Astralite I took from the Rift… which is perfectly legal.” She looked at me imploringly. “I didn’t have the right to take it, since I was just a porter.”

I evaluated the situation. Under ordinary circumstances, four against one would be nothing, but these people represented some kind of authority. I wouldn’t have hesitated in my era, but now, in a strange world, I needed to be more careful. I could end up making trouble for my friend’s descendant. As long as they didn’t provoke me...

“I understand,” I said with a nod, pretending not to notice the tension. “What happens now?”

“We take the Astralite.”

“That’s all?” I asked, my eyes trained on the man. Despite his rank and self-righteousness, he adjusted his tie nervously.

“And… Miss Naris will receive the compensation she was promised, of course.”

I smiled disarmingly, although it probably looked more like a sneer. Aria pulled the Astralite out of her pocket and handed it to the female Hunter. The woman put the crystal in a special container, which she immediately sealed.

“Your license will be reactivated within an hour,” the Hunter with the scar said, making a note on his device.

“Thank you,” Aria replied.

“Also,” he began, looking at me. “The Guild wants to know more about what happened in the Rift. As the sole survivor, you’ll have to file a full report, Miss Naris.”

“Of course,” she nodded. “I’ll do it very soon.”

The Hunters gave us another appraising glance, then headed toward the exit. As she passed Aria, the female Hunter handed her a small purse.

“Your pay,” she said quietly. “It’s not as much as the crystal was worth, but it’s better than nothing.”

Once the door was closed, Aria heaved a sigh of relief and collapsed into the nearest chair.

“Thanks for not turning that into a bloodbath,” she said quietly. “I could almost feel how badly you wanted to kill those guys.”

“I got the sense that they’re a kind of city guard,” I said, sitting across from her. “In my day, it was better to avoid conflict with them if at all possible.”

“That’s true,” she nodded, then noticed the burn marks under my collar. “What happened to you? Are you hurt?”

“I had a hot night. I’m fine,” I chuckled.

Aria blushed, understanding my hint, and quickly changed the subject.

“So I guess your mission was a success? You got the Astralite?”

I pulled the crystal out of my pocket. Aria gasped, eying my prize with delight.

“Wow… it’s even better than the one we had! Top quality, the purest grade!”

“What now?” I asked, looking at the workbench, where my weapon was waiting.

“I wish I had better news for you,” Aria began with a sigh. “I’ve solved the mystery of the metal. It’s an alloy made from a rare ore that used to be mined in the Northern Mountains. But the source ran dry a long time ago.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Not entirely,” she said, growing animated. “I’ve found a place where we can get the ore we need to make a similar alloy: the Black Mountain Rift, rank C. There are two issues, however: one, we need another Astralite crystal, since they took the one I had, and two, passes to C-rank Rifts are really expensive. And they won’t let us in without a group.”

“So?”

“I was thinking...” she lowered her voice, although there was no one else in the shop. “Since my Hunter status has been reactivated, and you can kill a C-rank boss with a single blow, maybe we can pull off a little scheme.”

I raised an eyebrow, waiting for her to continue.

“What kind of scheme?”

Aria leaned in closer, and an adventurous spark flickered in her eyes.

“One that’ll either get us everything we need for the new sword, or a lengthy sentence in the Guild jail.”


Chapter 4: The Black Mountain Rift

I RAISED AN EYEBROW, waiting for the details. Schemes have always been right up my alley, especially if there’s a new sword on the line. To be honest, I hadn’t been expecting a suggestion like this from Aria — she didn’t exactly seem like a risk-taker.

“There’s this guy I know…” she began, glancing around as though someone could have overheard us. “He has a rare ability: he can create tunnels in space. To make a long story short… he can teleport us right into the Black Mountain Rift, bypassing the official entrance.”

“So what’s the catch?” I asked, although I could probably guess.

“He usually charges a fortune for his services, but he owes me one.” She smiled. “And since I’ve got an active Hunter’s license, the Guild won’t know we’re breaking the rules.”

I stroked my chin, considering her idea.

“There’s a vein of rare metal in the Black Mountain Rift that’s a lot like the ore used in the blade,” Aria said with the confidence of a master craftswoman. She immediately averted her gaze, however. “The scanner confirmed that the structure is similar. I can use it as a basis for the blade. But the Astralite is still gonna be a problem. There’s already a group of Hunters scheduled to explore the Rift, and they’ll obviously be looking for the ore too.”

“Then we’ll have to borrow it from them,” I replied with a shrug. “Come on, show me where this tunneler of yours lives.”

* * *

It took about an hour to reach the space mage’s house (that’s what Aria called him). We made our way deep into the city, walking through neighborhoods that looked less and less presentable every block. It was the kind of place where rich gentlemen usually hide their coin purses, and ordinary citizens walk fast and keep their heads down. Nobody wants any trouble.

But the laws of the slums are the same in every world and era, and rule number one is: look like a stone-cold badass. I strolled along with a relaxed gait, making no attempt to hide the blade hanging from my waist. Some sketchy-looking locals looked us up and down a few times, but when they met my gaze, they immediately lost interest. There are a handful of instincts that have managed to survive civilization, and one of them is the ability to spot a bigger fish. Sure, there are a few guys who’ll take a chance anyway… guess that’s just natural selection at work.

“We’re almost there,” Aria whispered, pointing at a dilapidated building with a faded sign. “But let me do the talking, okay? He’s a little odd… and easily spooked.”

“Oddballs are my kind of people,” I remarked with a smile. “At least they’re not boring.”

Aria led me to a smoky bar on the first floor of the building. The few patrons there seemed to make a point of not paying any attention to us as they gloomily sipped murky liquid from their glasses. The owner of the establishment, a balding man with unnaturally long arms, silently pointed at a door in the far corner when he saw my companion.

We walked up a narrow staircase and found ourselves in front of a rusty metal door with no sign on it. Aria knocked — three short raps, a pause, and then two long ones.

The door opened to reveal a young man with a long black ponytail and purple, slightly glowing eyes — clearly the result of some kind of magical augmentation. His scrawny frame was covered in strange amulets and devices whose purpose I could only guess.

“Aria?” he asked, his eyes growing wide in surprise. “What, uh… what are you doing here?”

“Hi to you too, Wexel,” she said with a gentle smile. “Can we come in?”

He stood aside reluctantly and let us inside. The room was filled with various artifacts and devices, and there were thin glowing lines in the air forming complex geometrical patterns.

“And who is this?” Wexel asked, pointing at me without unconcealed suspicion.

“Darion. He’s an… associate of mine,” Aria said.

I nodded without bothering to elaborate.

“I need your help, Wex,” the young woman continued. “To be exact… I need your talent.”

“As always,” the man snorted. “No one ever stops by just to say, ‘Hey, Wex, how’s it goin’?’ They always need my ‘talent.’”

“How’s it goin’, kiddo?” I asked with a hint of sarcasm, although the “kiddo” looked to be at least thirty.

“Crappy, thanks for asking,” he snarled without even looking at me. “What is it this time, Aria? If it’s something illegal…”

“Of course it’s something illegal,” she said, interrupting him. “Otherwise I wouldn’t be here.”

“Well, how much are you willing to pay?” Wexel sighed after a brief pause. His eyes sparkled with interest.

“I’m not planning to pay you,” Aria replied calmly. “You owe me one, remember?”

Wexel grimaced, as though he’d swallowed something sour.

“I was hoping you’d forgotten about that.”

“And I was hoping I’d never have to remind you,” she countered. “But here we are.”

He rubbed the bridge of his nose and mumbled something to himself.

“Fine. What do you need?”

“A tunnel to the Black Mountain Rift.”

Wexel suddenly looked up.

“Are you nuts? That’s a C-rank! You can’t go in there without serious preparation and a squad of at least five Hunters.”

“We’ve got me,” I said, allowing myself a slight smirk. “That’s more than enough.”

“Who are you, anyway?” Wexel asked, giving me a suspicious glance. “Another cocky Hunter who thinks his skills are enough to…”

I decided to put a stop to his verbal diarrhea. Before Wexel could blink, I was next to him with my hand on his shoulder. I didn’t exert any force — I was just letting him know I was there.

“I’ve got a rule, Wexel,” I said quietly. “I never threaten anyone. I warn them once, then I act. So consider this a warning: be a little more polite from now on.”

His face went pale. He felt what people usually feel when they encounter a predator: instinctive, atavistic terror.

“Fine, fine,” he said, backing away and raising his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “I get it. Sorry.”

I went back to my previous position as though nothing had happened.

“So will you help us?” Aria asked, adroitly pretending not to have noticed our little dust-up.

“Okay,” Wexel replied without looking at me. “But I’m only going to create a tunnel and keep it open for thirty minutes. If you aren’t back by then, I’ll close it and walk away. I’m not gonna risk my ass for this.”

“That’s fair,” Aria agreed. “We need to get some ore for an alloy — just a couple of ingots worth. It shouldn’t take more than fifteen minutes.”

“So how will we know when thirty minutes are up?” I asked. “I doubt there are any sundials in the Rift.”

Wexel silently handed us two small devices that looked like hourglasses, but with some kind of glimmering liquid inside.

“Those are timers,” Wexel explained as we started getting ready to leave his lair. “Ordinary watches don’t work in Rifts. Take them with you. When the liquid turns red, that means you’ve got five minutes left. When it starts flashing, you’ve got less than a minute. Don’t be late.”

“So we need to go to the Rift itself?” Aria asked, pocketing the device.

“Of course we do,” Wexel said, giving her an irritated glance. “You think I can create a tunnel from this far away? I know a place near the official entrance to Black Mountain. There aren’t a lot of patrols there, so we should be able to keep everything nice and quiet. You’re lucky there’s already a group of Hunters in the Rift. If  we can do this quickly, we shouldn’t have any trouble.”

Half an hour later, we were standing in a copse of trees a safe distance from the official entrance to the Rift. I could see defensive platforms in the distance (Aria explained that they were for keeping monsters from coming out of the Rifts), as well as Guild employees patrolling the perimeter.

Wexel started getting ready by activating a number of rune-like symbols on his body. The purple characters glowed beneath his skin, almost like a strange map. He held his hand out and concentrated on the empty space in front of him.

“The closer I am to the Rift, the easier it is to create the tunnel,” he muttered as sweat beaded on his brow. “But the risk of getting caught goes up too. Stay close — I can’t say for sure where the entry point will appear.”

The air started growing denser, forming a kind of vortex that gradually widened until it took the shape of a tunnel. I peered into it and saw another place: a dark cave of black stone.

“The Black Mountain Rift,” Wexel said, keeping the portal open with some difficulty. “Go ahead. And remember — thirty minutes. If you’re late, I’ll close the tunnel and leave, regardless of what kind of danger you might be in.”

“Thanks, Wex,” Aria said with a grateful nod.

“After this, we’re even,” he said, focusing on the tunnel. “Don’t ask me to do anything like this again. I don’t work with portals higher than D-rank. They’re too much trouble…”

“Deal.” She walked into the tunnel.

“Even after a thousand years, some mages are still whiny little babies,” I murmured, following Aria.

* * *

The Black Mountain Rift truly lived up to its name. We were surrounded by tall, bizarre-looking hunks of black rock that looked like frozen waves. A dim bluish light radiated from crystals growing out of the walls, and the air was cold and smelled like metal.

The exit from the tunnel led to a small cave that lay off to the side of the main route.

“A group of Hunters definitely passed through here recently,” Aria noted, pointing at some footprints. “They’ve probably cleared most of the monsters out already.”

“That's convenient,” I said, looking around. “Where do we find the ore for this alloy of yours?”

Aria took a small device out of her backpack. It looked like a compass, but with a number of different-colored arrows on it.

“This is a compositional scanner. It’ll help us find the materials we need.” She pointed the device in various directions. “It’s somewhere over there,” she said, pointing at a small passage to the right.

We walked down the narrow tunnel and found ourselves in a large cave. Its black walls were covered in metal veins that glowed blue in the dim light.

“There it is! We did it!” Aria gasped ecstatically, walking up to a wall. “Now we just need to get a sample.”

She took a compact vibrohammer (the same tool I’d seen in her workshop earlier) out of her backpack.

“Take this.” She handed me the scanner and started adjusting the settings on the hammer.

While Aria was getting ready to mine the ore, I examined the device. Strange symbols and numbers beyond my ken glimmered on its display.

“Hmm… interesting,” I mumbled, noticing that one of the arrows was pointing in an entirely different direction. “Is this thing broken or something?”

Aria glanced at the scanner.

“No, it’s just pointing at all the interesting metals within range. The red arrow is the ore we’re looking for.”

While she was examining the veins of ore in the walls of the cave, I suddenly froze.

Something had changed. The air had become thicker, heavier. I felt a familiar tingling sensation on the back of my neck — a sensation that had never let me down in the demon realm.

Bloodlust. It was pure, almost palpable. Somewhere further into this Rift was a creature that exuded waves of deadly energy.

The corners of my mouth crept upward involuntarily. How many days had passed since I’d encountered a worthy foe? The modern world was full of weaklings who hid behind their hi-tech devices and pathetic magic.

“Is something wrong?” Aria asked, noticing the change in my expression.

“Looks like that Astralite’s gonna come to us on its own,” I said with a wry chuckle, feeling the stagnant blood in my veins flow faster in anticipation. “I smell a strong enemy.”

“What are you talking about?” she asked with a frown, glancing around the cave. “What enemy?”

“Trust my instincts.” I turned in the direction the sensation was coming from. “Stay here and get that ore. This place is safe. I’ll be right back.”

“Darion, stop!” Aria cried, grabbing my arm. “We shouldn’t split up! We don’t know what’s out there!”

I gently removed her hand.

“I do — something that might drop Astralite.” I winked at her.

She shook her head, but backed off, realizing that she couldn’t talk me out of it.

“Just… be careful.”

“I will.” I headed for the exit to the cave, following the call of bloodlust.

“And keep an eye on your timer!” she shouted after me.

As I advanced deeper into the Rift, I heard the sounds of battle: shouts, explosions, the clanging of metal…

* * *

Wexel anxiously shifted his weight from one foot to the other as he watched the tunnel to the Black Mountain Rift. Keeping the tunnel open wasn’t easy — his energy was being depleted faster than normal, as though something on the other side was draining it.

Weird, he thought, pulling out a small bottle of blue liquid. He downed its contents in a single gulp and felt power fill his body once more. That should be enough for another twenty minutes.

The air in the portal suddenly started trembling. Wexel stood up straight and peered into the image of the Rift. What he saw there made his blood run cold.

The black rocks at the far end of the cave started pulsating with a red light. Wexel had only seen something like that once in his entire career, and he’d barely managed to escape with his life.

The Rift was transforming.

It was a rare and very dangerous phenomenon. The internal structure of the Rift changed, usually attracting higher-rank creatures. That red glow could only mean one thing: a monster with a rank of B or higher had appeared. The magical pressure in the Rift would immediately intensify and start crushing everyone who wasn’t ready for it.

“Dammit,” the mage grunted as he watched the red light grow stronger.

A Guild patrol would be there soon. They always reacted to Rift transformations, especially if they could lead to dangerous monsters.

He had two choices: warn Aria and her scary companion and risk being caught by the patrol, or close the tunnel and disappear.

Wexel only hesitated for a second. He appreciated Aria, he really did. She’d saved his bacon when he was facing life in prison for sneaking into the Guild’s private archives. But right now, his own hide was on the line, and he wasn’t going to risk it for her.

“Sorry, Aria,” he muttered, starting to close the tunnel. “But you’d do the same in my place.”

The lines of power started quivering and compressing. The image of the Rift shook, melted away, and disappeared, leaving only a void behind.

A minute later, Wexel had left the street the Rift was on. Five minutes after that, he’d left the district.

* * *

I advanced deeper into the Rift. Everywhere I looked, I saw signs of Hunter activity: corpses of small monsters, broken crystals, marks from combat spells on the walls… they’d done a pretty good job clearing a path.

I checked the timer on my belt (only seven minutes had passed) and sped up, heading toward the source of the bloodlust.

Before long, I came to the edge of a broad cave and saw a group of five Hunters fighting a horde of monsters.

Two mages were standing apart from the group, hurling spells and erecting barriers to keep the monsters at bay. A bulky fighter with a shield was trying to repel an assault on the group’s flank. An archer was standing on a raised patch of earth, pelting the enemies with a variety of magically-enhanced arrows. A swordsman was in the middle of the fray, locked in a dance of death with the main foe.

It was an impressive enemy — an enormous praying mantis, at least as tall as two men, with blades where its front limbs should be. Its chitinous shell reflected the light from the crystals in the cave, and it moved so quickly, my eye could barely keep up with it.

The Hunters weren’t doing well. The smaller monsters, which looked like lizards, had surrounded the man with the shield, overwhelming him with sheer numbers. The swordsman clearly couldn’t keep up with the enemy’s speed, and his movements were becoming less and less precise. The mages were running out of energy, and the archer seemed to have almost exhausted his supply of arrows.

“This is impossible!” cried one of the mages, a blond guy with dark circles under his eyes. “What’s a B-rank boss doing here? This wasn’t supposed to happen!”

“Who cares about its rank?!” the swordsman snarled, barely dodging the mantis’s deadly blow. “Just kill the freak!”

The Hunters obviously weren’t new recruits, but the praying mantis was too much for them. Its attacks were fast, accurate, and deadly.

The swordsman eventually made a mistake: he reached for a second blade on his belt. He was only distracted for a fraction of a second, but that was all it took. With a single smooth motion, the Mantis seemed to disappear, then reappear right in front of him, its blades flashing through the air.

I watched as the swordsman’s head was separated from his body. The attack was clean, performed with almost surgical precision. The body stood there for a moment, then fell to the group.

“Renn!” screamed a female mage, an attractive blonde with a large bust that jiggled beneath the thin fabric of her cloak every time she moved. “No!”

The mantis vanished again. Before I could blink, it materialized next to the mage, drawn by her voice. Its blade-arms were poised on either side of her neck, ready to snip her head off like a pair of scissors.

She barely had time to cry out in terror.

I was already moving. I didn’t think, I didn’t plan — I just followed my instincts, honed by years of combat. In a single motion, I crossed the cave, grabbed the fallen swordsman’s blade, and inserted myself between the mantis’s arms a split second before they closed in on each other.

Steel met chitin with a loud scraping sound.

“Sorry for interrupting your date,” I chuckled, looking into the monster's compound eyes, “but I don’t think the lady’s interested.”

The mantis leaped backward, surprised by the appearance of this new enemy. The female mage fell to the ground, her eyes wide with horror and shock.

“Stay there,” I told her, standing between her and the monster. “And try to stay out of my way.”

The praying mantis made a piercing sound like metal scraping on glass and hurled itself at me. Its speed was impressive… to a normal person. Not to me.

I dodged its first attack easily. The mantis employed incredibly fast lunges — it was so quick, it was almost as though it could teleport a short distance. However, there was a tiny pause between each lunge. It was less than a second, but it was enough time to notice and react.

I parried its second attack, feeling my weapon vibrate with the power of the collision.

“Hmm… not bad for a bug.” I leaped backward, dodging yet another attack. “But in the demon realm, the cockroaches were the size of houses, and a lot faster to boot. And even they couldn’t take a bite out of me.”

The mantis attacked again and again, growing faster every time. I parried and counterattacked, learning its style as I fought. The Rift monster was now focused solely on me.

I had to admit, the mantis was strong. When I dodged an attack and its blade-arms hit the ground, they crushed stone. The only thing stopping me from sharing the fate of the decapitated swordsman was my experience.

After about a minute, I decided that I’d learned enough about my opponent. It was time to finish it off.

“You know, I’m starting to get sick of this,” I quipped, dodging an especially fierce attack. “I’ve got better things to do than play patty-cake with some overgrown insect.”

I went into the Crescent Moon stance, which I’d learned from a hermit in the southern wastes. Right leg forward, left leg back, body perpendicular to the enemy, sword at chest level, blade down. Designed for high-speed attacks, the stance demanded total concentration and perfect control of one’s body.

As though sensing a change, the mantis attacked with redoubled might, trying to break my focus… but it was already too late.

The world seemed to slow down around me. I saw every movement the mantis made, every swing of its blades. I concentrated on my inner energy, allowing it to flow through my body into my sword.

Then I moved forward. I didn’t step or jump — I just moved, as though I’d become part of the air. The stance led to five follow-up attacks that were so fast, they seemed like a single motion.

The first blow severed the mantis’s right blade. The second took its left. The third and fourth sliced off its rear limbs. The fifth cut off its head and sent it flying across the cave.

The mantis’s mangled corpse slumped to the ground, twitching spasmodically. Unable to withstand the force of my attacks, the sword in my hand cracked and shattered during the final move.

“Lousy steel,” I muttered, looking at the chunk of hilt in my palm. “And the enemy was nothing special either. I didn’t even have to work that hard.”

I turned around and scanned the battlefield. The other mage and archer were helping the fighter with the shield climb out from under a pile of dead monsters. At least they managed to deal with the small fry. The female mage was still sitting on the ground and staring at me, her eyes as big as saucers.

“You… you saved me,” she whispered when I walked up to her.

“No need to thank me,” I said, offering her a hand. “I was just in the right place at the right time.”

She was surprisingly light despite her impressive bust. Once she was standing, she didn’t seem to be in a hurry to let go of my hand.

“I’m Anise,” she said, blushing slightly. “Hunter, C-rank.”

“Darion,” I replied with a nod. “I was just passing by.”

The other mage walked up to us — the blond guy with the dark circles under his eyes.

“Thanks for helping us,” he said, offering me his hand. “I’m Corwin, the leader of this group.”

I shook his hand, noticing that his handshake was unusually firm for a mage.

“No problem. I heard a noise and decided to check it out.”

“Did the Guild send you as backup?” Corwin asked. “They must have noticed when the Rift transformed.”

I decided to neither confirm nor deny his assumption.

“The important thing is that I made it here on time… although I was too late to save your friend.”

Corwin nodded, glancing at the swordsman’s body.

“Renn was a good fighter. We weren’t expecting to find a B-rank monster here. The Black Mountain Rift is supposed to be a stable C-rank. The scouts didn’t find any anomalies.”

Anise was still standing there, her eyes trained on me. I felt something vibrating slightly… in my pants. Right, the timer… I need to get back to Aria. It’s already been fifteen minutes.

“I need to go,” I said, walking toward the Mantis’s body. “You guys got everything under control here?”

“Sure,” Corwin replied. “We’re good. We need to collect Renn’s body and report back to the Guild about what happened.”

I crouched down next to the mantis’s decapitated corpse and felt around for a core. Demons usually have valuable crystals in their chests, and I assumed that Rift monsters were the same.

After finding something hard in the creature’s chitinous shell, I unceremoniously cut it open with what was left of the swordsman’s blade. I found a piece of Astralite — a large, perfectly pure crystal the size of my fist. Just what I needed.

“Hey, what are you doing?!” the archer asked after I pulled the crystal out.

“Collecting my payment for saving your lives,” I replied, standing up and putting the Astralite in my pocket. “If you’ve got a problem, take it up with the mantis. Oh yeah, I almost forgot — it’s not quite up to chatting at the moment.”

The archer opened his mouth, but Corwin put a hand on his shoulder to stop him.

“It’s okay. He’s got a right to a share of the loot. We’d all be dead if not for him. It’s the least we can do.”

I smiled slightly and nodded.

“Makes sense to me. Take care of your fallen friend. And be more careful next time.”

I turned around and walked quickly back to where I’d left Aria.

* * *

When I got there, Aria met me with an expression of panic on her face.

“The tunnel’s closed!” she shouted as soon as she saw me. “I went there to make sure everything was okay, and it was gone!”

“We should’ve expected that,” I replied with a shrug. “Only trust people who’ve proven their loyalty — not people who owe you a favor.”

“What are we gonna do?” She fixed her hair nervously, looking at me with hope in her eyes.

“What choice do we have? We’ll leave the Rift through the main entrance.” I nodded at the items she’d collected. “Did you get everything we need?”

“Yeah.” She patted her backpack. “Even more than I expected. It’ll be enough for a sword and… a few experiments.” The last part was barely audible.

“All in all, it was a pretty good raid. I even found this thing.” I pulled the Astralite out and smiled.

“By the gods…” Aria gasped, looking at the crystal. “That’s top-quality Astralite! But how?”

“I found a smart bug the size of a horse. It wasn’t particularly polite, but it was generous. We danced a little, and… it gave me a present.”

Aria shook her head.

“Are you always this imperturbable? Even when it comes to monsters?”

“What’s the point in panicking?” I replied with a shrug. “Just keep your cool and do what you do best. If things go south, take as many freaks with you as you can.”

We quickly advanced down the Rift’s tunnels, following glowing marks left on the walls by numerous Hunters before us. Aria breathed heavily as she tried to keep up with me. She could probably use the exercise.

We eventually saw light in the distance — the exit to the Rift. When we walked through it, we were blinded by the sun for a moment. After those dim caves, the world seemed incredibly bright and vibrant.

Our relief didn’t last long, however.

We were confronted by a group of people in gray Hunters’ Guild uniforms. There were six of them, all armed, with the insignias of various ranks on their shoulders. They were led by a tall blond guy with unpleasant, ice-blue eyes and a sword on his belt that I immediately recognized as the work of far eastern craftsmen.

Interesting.

“You two,” a young woman said, checking some kind of device. “You’re not on the list of Hunters allowed to enter this Rift.”

“I take it you entered it illegally?” the blond guy said with a satisfied smile, pressing his thumb on the hilt of his sword, preparing to draw it.

Aria cursed under her breath. I just chuckled and evaluated the situation.

Looks like our little scheme just turned into something a whole lot more interesting.


Chapter 5: A Chilly Reception

LEON MONTILAR HATED SURPRISES, especially if they went against his painstakingly fine-tuned system. The youngest member of the Montilar clan rested his hand lightly on the hilt of his katana, a weapon he’d recovered in one of the far eastern Rifts a few years ago. The sword had become his calling card among A-rank hunters, and it made him instantly recognizable.

Leon’s perfectly combed, snow-white hair blew slightly in the light, cool breeze that always accompanied him — a natural manifestation of his incredible control of ice magic. His gray uniform with silver badges fit him flawlessly, emphasizing his stately form, and dark blue braiding added a touch of contrast to his look.

Leon was surrounded by his personal squad — five B- and C-rank Hunters trained to serve under his command. They’d just arrived at the Black Mountain Rift following an urgent summons — the Guild’s sensors had detected a transformation from C- to B-rank, which always entailed the appearance of more dangerous monsters.

“Report,” Leon ordered coldly, turning to the employee stationed at the platform.

“The Rift went up a rank. A B-rank monster was detected inside of it, probably a mantiscore. The C-rank Hunters in the Rift were unprepared, and at least one of them was killed.”

Leon nodded. Typical. This was hardly the first time a Rift had suddenly changed, putting unprepared Hunters in terrible danger.

“Any contact with the group?” he asked, walking toward the checkpoint.

“Contact lost,” the employee reported dryly. “Last message received twenty minutes ago.”

One of the patrolmen suddenly turned toward the Rift’s entrance.

“Movement! Someone’s coming out!”

Leon spun around, instinctively preparing for battle. Two figures emerged from the glimmering portal: a man and a woman. The Hunters immediately surrounded them and readied their weapons.

Leon slowly walked up to the strangers, examining them carefully. The young man’s behavior was odd — he didn’t display so much as a hint of fear or unease, just slight boredom, as though he’d been strolling down the street rather than escaping a dangerous Rift. The ice mage instinctively sensed that he was a threat. He couldn’t even detect any magical energy coming from him… yes, this man was definitely a threat.

“See if they’re in the database,” he ordered quietly.

One of his men activated an identification tablet and scanned the new arrivals.

“The woman is Aria Naris, Hunter, D-rank, technician. The man is… not found in the Guild database.”

Leon took a step forward, his icy gaze trained on the stranger.

“You have entered a Rift illegally,” he said coldly. “Unsanctioned infiltration of a Rift is punishable by law. State your name.”

The stranger smiled lazily, utterly unimpressed by his predicament.

“Darion. I assume you’re some kind of local guardsman or something? You look too fancy to be an ordinary patrolman.”

Leon turned red. His katana trembled, preparing to quit its sheathe.

“I am Leon Montilar, Hunter, A-rank, and I am placing you under arrest for violating Guild protocol.”

“Impressive,” Darion nodded. “But what if I don’t feel like being arrested?”

This was the last straw. Leon moved the habaki aside with his thumb, freeing the katana. The next moment, he performed his signature technique: Ice Slash. A stream of razor-sharp icicles flew at the impudent stranger.

What happened next turned Leon’s world upside down. The stranger just… disappeared, leaving only a blurry, momentary afterimage behind. Leon suddenly felt a finger touch his throat.

“Next time, warn me if you want to play,” a voice said in his ear.

Leon’s eye twitched in shock. How could this be? Not even another A-rank Hunter could react instantaneously like that, much less perform such an effortless counterattack. A finger? The man was mocking him!

The guards froze in indecision, not daring to attack the stranger for fear of injuring their commander.

* * *

There’s nothing quite like watching some cocky moron’s eyes widen as he realizes he isn’t actually at the top of the food chain. Leon Montilar, as he was apparently called, froze when he felt my finger on his throat.

A finger might not seem like a dangerous weapon, but if the ice mage knew that I was a master of the Precision Puncture technique and could put a hole in his throat with a single movement, the expression on his face would have been even more interesting.

I remember one master who trained his middle finger so hard, he could shatter swords and reduce walls to rubble with it. He was a funny old weirdo who’s basically invented a method similar to Precision Puncture. He loved showing his skills off to all and sundry, which really pissed everyone off.

Leon must have thought he’d teach some punk a lesson, then go back to his important job. A typical mistake often made by people who judge others based on appearances.

Aria went white as a sheet. I could almost hear her heart pounding — she clearly hadn’t been expecting things to go down like this.

The tense moment was suddenly interrupted by a new voice:

“Councilman Montilar!”

I turned my head, my finger still on the pompous mage’s throat. A group of Hunters had just emerged from the Rift — the same ones I’d saved from the praying mantis. Anise walked in front of them, her lavish bust jiggling with every strep, attracting attention despite the tense moment.

“Please forgive us, Councilman Montilar!” Anise said, quickly sizing up the situation. “There’s been a misunderstanding. These people are with us. They’re our squad’s porters. It’s our fault for not submitting an official application on their behalf. Everything just happened so fast…”

I slowly removed my finger from Leon’s throat and took a step back, allowing him to save face. I wanted to avoid causing trouble for Aria, after all.

Corwin, the leader of the group I’d saved, stepped forward and confirmed Anise’s story.

“It’s true. They joined us at the last minute, so we didn’t have time to register them.”

Leon cast us an icy gaze. His pride was clearly at odds with his need to accept this explanation from an official group of Hunters.

“Next time, follow protocol and submit all documents in a timely manner,” he said through clenched teeth, slowly returning his sword to its sheathe. “Violating Guild procedures can lead to unpleasant consequences.”

Leon’s jaw had grown noticeably tenser. I could literally hear his teeth grinding. He desperately wanted to save face in this situation.

“You got lucky,” he said. “Fortune won’t favor you next time.”

“I look forward to it,” I replied with a smile. “In the meantime, maybe you should learn how to hold that toy of yours properly. Your stance is too tight for such a small weapon… in fencing, size matters much less than skill.”

Anise’s cheeks turned pink as she tried to hold in her laughter. She covered it up cleverly with a cough.

Leon spun around and strode away. His squad followed him, glancing at me warily.

Once they were gone, Aria finally decided to breathe.

“Are you nuts, Darion?!” she whispered. “That was Leon Montilar! He’s one of the strongest A-rank Hunters out there! He could have turned you into an ice sculpture!”

“He could have tried,” I corrected her. “Between ‘try’ and ‘do’ is a chasm that pompous windbag won’t be crossing anytime soon.”

Anise stepped closer, her eyes gleaming with excitement. Aria literally bowed to her. I guess she must be important or something…

“You just saved us a lot of trouble. Thank you very much,” my old friend’s descendant said quickly.

“Oh, that’s alright,” the mage replied with a wave. “We’re the ones who owe you — him, anyway. That mantis would have killed us all.” She turned to me and nodded gratefully. “Your technique is incredible. If you ever want to come on a raid with us as a Hunter, let me know.”

I nodded without promising anything specific. These Hunters were offering me a connection that could prove useful in the future, but I had other priorities at the moment.

“We should go,” I said to Aria. “We’ve got everything we need, right?”

She patted the backpack she’d kept with her since we first entered the Rift.

“Yup, we’ve got the materials for the sword.”

We said goodbye to the Hunters and headed back to the workshop.

* * *

After the sun went down, Dominus was filled with light. Signs, magic lamps floating above the street — it all glowed and glimmered, creating the illusion of a never-ending festival. In my time, this kind of light show could only be found in palaces on special occasions, and even then, dozens of mages would have to exhaust themselves to do it. We sure blew a lot of gold on fancy nonsense back then…

Aria and I walked down the broad street toward her workshop. After our adventure in the Black Mountain Rift, she looked tired, but there was still a glimmer of anticipation in her eyes — she couldn’t wait to get started on the new sword. Only Regulus had that kind of fire in his eyes. Those were good times, despite… well, everything.

“You know, all that craziness could have ended really badly,” Aria said, breaking the silence. “Leon Montilar isn’t one to forgive a public humiliation.”

“I’ve dealt with arrogant idiots before,” I replied with a shrug. “You should’ve seen how mad the leader of a certain northern clan got after I beat six of his best warriors with my bare hands. Now that was real rage! Not like that peevish little popsicle’s hurt feelings. Or was it because I spent the night with his daughter afterwards?” I slowed down a little as I mulled it over. “I can’t remember. Maybe it was his wife. The northerners have some interesting customs, you know.”

Aria glanced at me in surprise.

“You really are from the past, aren’t you? The things you say sound so crazy, but after what happened today… I don’t know what to believe.”

“Believe whatever you want,” I shrugged. “The truth is the truth, whether you believe it or not.”

We finally reached the workshop. Aria headed right to her workbench and laid the ore samples out on it.

“Incredible!” she exclaimed as she examined the metal through a magnifying lens. “The structure is perfect — it’s just what we need for the blade!”

I pulled the Astralite I’d taken from the mantis out of my pocket. The crystal glowed in the dimly-lit workshop, casting glimmering patches of light on the walls.

“I’ll be able to forge a worthy weapon with this,” Aria said with hushed awe as she took the crystal.

While she was getting ready, I sat in a worn armchair in the corner of the workshop and watched her. Despite her youth, her movements were precise and confident, betraying inherited mastery.

“Tell me about Regulus,” she suddenly asked without looking up from her work. “What was he like? There aren’t many stories about him in our family — mostly just technical documentation.”

I chuckled as I remembered my old friend.

“Regulus was as stubborn as a demon. When he got an idea into his head, nothing could stop him. One day he decided to forge a sword capable of slicing through fire. He didn’t leave his forge for three months. He slept on the floor, trying his ideas out the moment they came to him. The royal guard stopped by three times to make sure he was still alive — that’s how bad the stench from his experiments was.”

Aria laughed as she prepared the materials.

“Did it work?”

“Not the way he’d planned,” I said, shaking my head. “The sword was sturdy, but it couldn’t cut through fire. However, when we were under siege by fire elementals in the Karson Mountains, the blade literally absorbed their attacks, becoming stronger with every blow. Regulus said afterward that he’d ‘made a slight error in his calculations.’ He was a funny guy — he insisted that he’d failed, but you could tell he was tickled pink by what came out of it.”

“The Karson Mountains?” Aria repeated thoughtfully. “That story’s mentioned in our family chronicle, but there, the mountains are called the ‘Flaming Peaks.’ I’ve never seen that name anywhere else.”

“That’s because they were renamed after the great earthquake,” I explained, “when half the mountains crumbled and formed a new valley. After the quake, Regulus said the mountains looked like the ‘an old witch’s burning teeth.’”

Aria’s eyes grew wide.

“That phrase… how could you know it?”

“I was there. I heard Regulus say it,” I replied with a shrug. “He always liked making weird comparisons, especially after his third mug of ale.”

“Our family has its own idiosyncratic way of keeping records. It’s every generation’s duty to copy the old entries in the chronicle and make new ones. My father digitized the whole thing. That comparison was in the chronicle — word for word…”

Aria froze for a moment, lost in thought, then went back to her work.

As I watched her, I saw a reflection of the past — the same gestures, the same crease between the eyebrows when she concentrated. Rugulus used to frown like that when he was working on a complex pattern on a blade. She reminded me of him. It’s amazing how strong a bloodline can be, even after so many generations.

“My clan fell into decline about four hundred years ago,” Aria said quietly as she configured one of her tools. “It started with a fire that destroyed our main workshop and most of our secret records. Then there was a war, an epidemic, and some unsuccessful business transactions… throughout history, a lot of families have fallen the same way.”

She smiled, but it was a sad smile.

“My parents died in a Rift ten years ago. They were decent Hunters, but… they had some bad luck. I’ve been on my own ever since. The last of the Narises.”

“Thern it’s up to you to restore your clan’s greatness,” I said. “Judging from your skills, I’d say you’ve got a good chance.”

“Thanks,” she replied without looking up from her work. “You know… if you’re really from the past, your home probably doesn’t even exist anymore. You can stay here in the workshop if you want. It isn’t a five-star hotel, but it’s got everything you need.”

“Hotel? Five-star?” I inquired, raising an eyebrow.

“Oh, sorry,” Aria said, getting flustered. “It’s a place where you can spend the night. They’re very comfortable.”

“Ah, an inn for the wealthy,” I nodded. “Thank you. I think this place will do just fine. I’ve slept in much worse places over the last few decades, you know.”

I spent the next few hours watching Aria forge the sword. She worked non-stop, smelting metal, shaping the blade, embedding Astralite in the hilt, carving runes… at one point, I dozed off, lulled to sleep by the regular clanking of the hammer and the hissing of white-hot metal — it was definitely quieter than what I was used to from the demon realm.

I woke up when she touched my shoulder. Aria was standing over me. She looked tired, but happy, and she was holding something wrapped in a cloth.

“It’s done,” she said, handing me the bundle. “I don’t know if it’s as good as Regulus’s, but I put everything I had into it.”

I unwrapped the cloth. The blade glinted in the lamplight — it was perfectly straight. The hilt was wrapped in dark leather, and Astralite glimmered in the pommel like a frozen drop of starlight.

I took the blade and felt its balance. It was a little heavier in the hilt than I would have preferred, but it was entirely acceptable. I took a few trial swings. The blade literally sang, slicing through the air with a quiet whistle.

“Not bad,” I said. Aria beamed when she heard my faint praise. “It’s clearly the work of a Naris.”

“Really?” she asked with unfeigned joy in her voice. “I tried to follow the old records, but I had to fill in a lot of blanks on my own. Unfortunately… a lot has been lost.”

I nodded, continuing to examine the weapon. The blade was good for a modern weapon. It wasn’t one of Regulus’s masterpieces, of course, but it was a worthy sword. I still had to test its durability, however.

“I’m exhausted,” Aria admitted, rubbing her bloodshot eyes. “I’m gonna take a shower and go to bed. You can use the room upstairs. Everything you need should be in there.”

She pointed at a flight of stairs leading to the upper level and headed for the shower.

When the door closed behind her and the water started running, I made a decision. The best way to test a new blade is in real battle. You can’t learn a sword’s true essence without bathing its blade in blood. Unless my intuition had deceived me, I suspected I could find plenty of opportunities in this city.

I grabbed the sword and left the workshop without making a sound.

* * *

I felt the cool freshness of the night air on my face. The city wasn’t asleep — I could hear music in the distance, lights were shining, and those strange self-driving carriages they call “cars” were scurrying this way and that.

I closed my eyes and concentrated on my senses. During my time in the demon realm, my ability to perceive energy had been honed to an incredible degree. I’d learned to feel the streams of energy that flow throughout our reality and identify the different kinds of emanations that come from living things.

Thanks to a couple of demon lords who thought they could hide from me, I spent a lot of time playing hide and seek.

Right now, I felt something… peculiar. A few blocks away, the air seemed to vibrate and distort, the same way it did when a portal was open. The portals clearly had a lot in common with the Rifts.

I headed in that direction without hesitation. The closer I got, the more distinctly I could sense a tear in the fabric of reality.

I eventually came to an unfinished building surrounded by an empty lot. The scaffolding had collapsed on one side, and concrete blocks and metal bars were sticking out of it like the bones of a giant skeleton. In the middle of all this chaos was a crack — a small one, no larger than the palm of my hand, but pulsating with a dark purple light.

It was a Rift — a tiny one. It must have just appeared, or people from the Guild would be there already. This was the perfect opportunity to study the phenomenon in greater detail, to try to understand its true nature.

I strode toward the crack. It seemed to react to my presence as I approached, expanding to human height. There were clouds of dark mist billowing inside of it, concealing whatever was on the other side.

I grasped the hilt of my new sword and stepped inside.

I was transported instantly — one moment I was standing at the construction site, and the next, I was in a completely different place. The air was damp and warm, filled with the scent of flowering plants and rotting foliage. Above me was an endless canopy of enormous leaves penetrated by rays of dim light. I couldn’t tell if the sun was rising or setting.

It was a tropical jungle, but it wasn’t like the ones in my world. The trees were incredibly tall. Their trunks were covered in glowing moss, and their roots were intertwined, forming natural arches and bridges. Flowers the size of a man’s head grew right out of the ground and on the branches, glowing slightly and filling the air with a sweetish scent.

I advanced carefully, listening to the sounds of the jungle. I could hear water somewhere in the distance — maybe a waterfall, or a fast-flowing river. The sound of rustling, cracking branches betrayed the presence of the jungle’s inhabitants, although I hadn’t seen them yet.

Before I made it a hundred paces, I noticed movement. A creature leaped out from behind a massive flower with purple petals. It looked like a frog, but the size of a large dog, with bright green skin and a number of slender tentacles instead of a tongue.

The beast spotted me, made a noise that sounded suspiciously like “poo-poo-poo,” and suddenly attacked, hurling its tentacles several feet in front of itself.

I dodged easily, allowing the tentacles to plunge into the trunk of the tree behind me, then severed them with a single swing of my new sword. The creature let out a piercing shriek and spat gobs of acid that hissed when they hit the jungle floor.

My attack didn’t stop the creature. It lunged at me again. I dodged and landed a precise blow, cutting the freak in half.

“Not bad,” I muttered, evaluating the sword’s handiwork. “It cuts cleanly, with almost no resistance. What about my stances?”

Before I could finish the sentence, three more creatures emerged from the underbrush, drawn by the noise or the scent of blood. They attacked instantly, from three sides at once.

I met them with the Stormbringer stance. Right foot forward, left foot back for balance, sword at eye level, tip forward. Electricity arced along the blade, crackling nicely as I moved.

The first monster took a blow to its open maw, the second lost its front legs, and the third was sliced from head to tail by a single diagonal swing. I moved like a whirlwind, not stopping for a second.

The blade literally sang with pleasure in my hands as it cut through flesh and bone. The balance really was shifted toward the hilt a little, but it was barely noticeable in combat.

When the last freak fell, I heard a rustling sound in the bushes. Had more enemies been attracted by the smell of blood and the din of battle?

I prepared for the new threat, but instead of frog mutants, creatures that looked like giant praying mantises leaped into the clearing. They were at least six and a half feet tall, with silvery, chitinous shells and lots of razor-sharp limbs.

There were five of them, and their movements were perfectly coordinated as they surrounded me. These creatures were more experienced and dangerous than the others, but they were still nothing compared to the monster I’d defended the Hunters against.

I switched to the Frozen Expanse style. The electric charges were immediately replaced by a thick layer of steaming frost. I held the sword vertically in front of me, blade down.

The first mantis attacked from the left. I parried its thrust, then instantly spun around to block another attack from the right. The third creature tried to sneak up on me from behind, but I saw the attack coming and stabbed over my shoulder, hitting it in the joint between two pieces of shell.

The two remaining mantises fell back, evaluating the situation. Then they started moving in a zigzag pattern, trying to confuse me. I’d seen this tactic in the demon realm before, where the insect-like creatures were much more dangerous — partly because of their regeneration, which was incredibly annoying. However, this ability became a real curse for their demon lord once I found him.

I allowed the enemies to get close, pretending to have lost my focus. At the last minute, just as they both leaped at me, I swung my sword in a lightning-fast 360-degree spin. Both creatures fell, their limbs severed.

“This is a nice blade,” I admitted, stroking the sword. It was far from perfect, of course, but it would do for the time being.

I advanced further into the jungle, encountering a few more monsters along the way, including spiders, flying reptiles with poisonous spines, and even some walking plants. They all became my victims, helping me test the capabilities of my new weapon.

After killing a dozen different kinds of creatures, I heard the sound of battle in the distance. Was there someone else in this Rift? I headed toward the noise, moving silently through the trees.

I walked into a small clearing and froze in surprise. Something was fighting in the middle of the open field: a black dog with powerful jaws and bright, amber-colored eyes. He was surrounded by monsters — the same praying mantises I’d encountered earlier.

Surprisingly, the dog was holding his own. He dodged the enemies’ attacks with remarkable agility, counterattacked, and sank his powerful jaws into his foes’ limbs. One mantis lay dead, and another was limping, having lost part of a leg. Nevertheless, the dog was outnumbered, and the enemies were slowly closing in on him.

How did a dog end up in the Rift? Did he wander in here by accident the moment it appeared?

I didn’t have time to solve this mystery, however. I spotted a deep, bleeding wound on the dog’s flank. He was starting to get tired, and his movements were slowing down.

The mantises clearly sensed their advantage and tightened their ring around the dog. They were about a minute away from tearing him to pieces.

I’ve never been particularly fond of animals, but there was something unusual about this mutt. Maybe it was his confident combat stance, or his amber-hued eyes full of intelligence rather than animal fear. Or maybe the reason was simpler than that — he reminded me of myself, surrounded by demons, when I decided to close the last portal at the cost of my own life.

I walked out of the trees and attacked the nearest mantis without warning. My sword decapitated it with a single clean, fast slice. The other monsters instantly turned toward me, forgetting all about the dog.

“Hey, bugs!” I chuckled, standing between them and the dog. “Looks like you picked the wrong prey.”

They all attacked me at once. I used the Stormbringer stance again, making my blade vibrate and arc with electricity.

The mantises fell one after another, losing limbs and heads. Some of them were sliced in half. Aria’s sword stood up to the pressure, not letting me down once during the lighting-fast combo. The weapon sang beautifully in my hands.

When the last enemy fell, I turned toward the dog. The beast stepped backward, baring his teeth and growling. The wound on his flank looked serious.

“Take it easy, boy,” I said, slowly lowering my sword. “I’m not your enemy.”

The dog kept growling, refusing to let me get close to him. I looked in his eyes and saw intelligence beyond what ordinary animals are capable of. He was frightened and acting aggressively, but not mindlessly.

“As you wish,” I said with a shrug, pretending to walk away.

As expected, the dog took a few uncertain steps, then fell on his side, unable to stand due to blood loss.

I turned toward the animal and carefully crouched down next to him.

“Let’s see what we’ve got here.”

The cut was deep, but clean — clearly from one of the mantises’ claws. I reached into my pocket and pulled out some ointment I always carry with me. This medicine is a must in the demon realm — a mixture of herbs and minerals that speeds up the healing process and prevents infection.

“It’s gonna sting, but bear with it,” I told the dog, as though he could understand me. “You don’t have a choice — unless you want to bleed to death.”

I rubbed the ointment on the wound. The dog twitched and tried to bite me, but I dodged easily.

“Don’t bite the hand that feeds you,” I chuckled. “Not if you want to survive, anyway.”

I ripped a strip of cloth off of my shirt and used it as a makeshift bandage, wrapping it tightly around the wound.

“There you go. Now you need to rest.”

The dog suddenly raised his head, his ears standing on end. He whined and started walking backward, which was strange. He’d been bravely fighting Rift monsters just a minute ago, and now he was suddenly scared?

Then I felt it too — a sudden change in the atmosphere, as though the air had thickened. I heard something droning behind me, like the sound of space being rent.

Without thinking, I spun around, my sword in front of me. My blade met an invisible attack, sparks flying from the impact. A fissure appeared in the space before me — a perfectly straight line in the air with dark purple light coming out of it.

A limb emerged from the fissure — long, covered in chitin, with sharp spines on its joints. It was followed by a massive body… and then the creature itself finally appeared.

It was a gigantic ant, but not the kind you find in the ordinary world. It looked more like a man in a bizarre suit of ant-like armor, but everything about it made its non-human origin abundantly clear.

The creature made a series of clicking and scratching sounds, forming something like speech. I didn’t understand its language, but its intonation was extremely threatening.

The dog whined again behind me, walking ever farther backward. After how bravely he’d fought the praying mantises, it was odd that this monster inspired such fear in him.

The creature’s red eyes flicked from me to the dog and back again. Then it made a sudden movement, trying to go around me in pursuit of the animal. The ant was hunting him! That was why the dog was so afraid of it — he’d encountered it before and knew it was a threat.

Interesting!

I intercepted the ant-like creature, standing in its way. There was something strange about it. It was too different from the other inhabitants of the Rift — too intelligent, too goal-oriented. And its ability to create fissures in space… I’d never seen anything like it in the demon realm.

On top of that, the ant seemed completely out of place here — it was just too strong compared to the other monsters I’d fought.

“If you want to get to that dog,” I said, assuming a combat stance, “you’ll have to go through me first.”

The ant made another series of scratching sounds — whatever it was saying, it was obviously furious. Its jaws opened, revealing a number of needle-sharp teeth, and its limbs tensed up, ready to attack.

I guess it’s time to see what this sword can do against a more dangerous opponent. I sure hope it holds up.


Chapter 6: Crystals and Paperwork

THE ANT-LIKE CREATURE clicked its mandibles and lunged at me. I dodged easily, switching to the Flames of Gehenna stance — an ancient technique I learned from a half-mad hermit in the Blazing Dunes. I got plenty of burns during that trial…

My inner energy flowed through my veins, filling the sword with reddish light. The Astralite in its hilt glowed, enhancing the effect. The blade was bathed in a brilliant flame, transforming it into a fiery trail in the air.

The ant froze for a moment, its segmented eyes reflecting the flickering flames. That split-second delay was all I needed. I landed the first blow, slicing off one of its limbs. Dark purple liquid squirted out of the wound, soaking the ground. The second blow cut through its chitinous shell. The third almost reached its target — the creature’s head — but the ant suddenly swung at me, trying to knock me off my feet.

I leaped backward, but the creature didn’t give me a moment’s respite. It instantly appeared to my left, attacking with its remaining limbs.

Smart — it’s using teleportation to change its position. I blocked the attack, but the monster had already vanished.

This time it appeared on my right, then behind me, then above. The ant was creating portal after portal, attacking from various places with incredible speed. Every blow was precise and calculated — the creature was learning as it fought, studying my reactions.

“Impressive,” I admitted, dodging yet another attack. “You’ve got more brains than half the demons I’ve fought.”

The ant clicked something in reply and created five portals around me at once. A limb emerged from each of them — it was now attacking me from all sides without revealing its main body. A clever tactic for an overgrown bug.

But a hundred years of fighting demons had taught me a thing or two. I closed my eyes and focused on my senses. Streams of air, vibrations, the direction of the threat — it all told me where the real ant was.

When I opened my eyes, my sword was already moving. With a single smooth motion, I sliced through the air where I could sense the enemy’s primary bulk. The blade met chitinous resistance, and the ant materialized right in the path of the blade, which dealt it a deep wound across its torso.

The creature staggered backward as purple liquid poured from its wounds. But instead of retreating, it attacked with redoubled fury, using all its remaining strength. Its limbs moved so quickly, they looked like blurry lines. Every blow was potentially lethal.

I switched to another style, one based on fluidity and unpredictability. My body curved and flowed between the ant’s attacks as though I were made of water, although my sword was still aflame. My enemy’s attacks were all a fraction of an inch from their target, but none of them hit me.

My blade, on the other hand, found the gaps in its defenses. A hack here, a slash there — short, precise attacks, each weakening the foe. The ant fought bravely, but the outcome was inevitable.

The creature’s final attack was truly desperate — it dashed at me, trying to overwhelm me with its massive bulk and stab me with its remaining limbs. It was a valiant last-ditch effort, but it was too straightforward.

I dodged to the side and plunged my sword into the gap between its head and torso armor. It wasn't a fatal blow, but it was enough to paralyze the creature and cause it to panic. The ant collapsed, its limbs twitching spasmodically.

“That was an interesting trick, but it wasn’t fast enough,” I said, easily cutting its leg off and preparing for the final blow.

The creature emitted a piercing, high-pitched shriek. A familiar fissure in space appeared in front of it, just like the one it had emerged from. The monster had apparently decided to retreat through the portal now that it was seriously injured.

“Running away, huh?” I chuckled, letting my sword down. “Smart move.”

The ant made a series of clicking sounds that clearly represented a threat, then vanished into the fissure. The portal popped shut, leaving gobs of dark purple energy behind, then slowly melted away.

The flames flickering down the length of my blade went out. I turned to the dog, which had given the battle a wide berth.

“The freak ran away, so you’ve got nothing else to fear, fleabag.”

The dog looked at me, examining me carefully with his amber-colored eyes filled with exceptional intelligence. Very unusual for a dog.

I walked around the clearing, gathering the Astralite dropped by the monsters I’d killed. The mantises and flying reptiles with poisonous spines were surprisingly generous with their crystals. I picked the largest ones, stuck my loot in an improvised sack of fabric scraps, and headed to the exit to the Rift. The dog thought for a moment, then followed me.

When I reached the portal leading back to the city, I stopped and gave my four-legged companion an inquisitive glance.

“Last chance. You can go wherever you want.”

The dog sat at my feet and stared expectantly at the portal, as though inviting me to take the first step.

“Alright. I guess I could use the company.” I shrugged, then stepped through the glowing aperture.

* * *

When we got back to the workshop, Aria was gone. The dog seemed to have decided to stick with me, and I hadn’t bothered to chase him away.

I looked around the room, then dropped the bag of Astralite on Aria’s workbench. Consider it payment for putting me up for the night — I don’t like being in anyone’s debt.

The dog didn’t waste time, methodically plodding around the room and sniffing in every corner. His behavior was calm and businesslike — more like a tenant investigating a new apartment than a frightened animal.

“You hungry?” I asked, walking to the freezer chest, which Aria insisted on calling a “refrigerator.”

I found a few containers inside. I took one of them out and put it in the strange oven she called a “microwave.” A minute later, I put its contents in a bowl I found on the floor.

The dog sniffed the food carefully and seemed to find it edible. He ate it all, licking the bowl as though performing some necessary ritual, then headed for the couch. He settled down at my feet, put his head on his paws, and fell fast asleep.

Meanwhile, I sat on the couch and inspected my sword. The blade had withstood its encounter with the Flames of Gehenna, a technique that produced enough heat to melt ordinary steel. However, I still needed to make sure there weren’t any micro-cracks or other damage that could have an effect on my next battle.

I took my shirt off so I wouldn’t get oil on it and started cleaning the blade. Fortunately, Aria had everything I required. The blade needed tending after coming into contact with the acidic blood of the monsters I’d fought. I found a whetstone and oil on a shelf next to some tools. Fortunately, these things hadn’t changed at all over time. I quickly immersed myself in the familiar, almost meditative process of weapon maintenance.

A while later, the front door opened.

“I’m home!” Aria said, then suddenly gasped. “Oh! I, uh… I didn’t know you were…”

I kept polishing the blade, not looking up from my work.

“It’s okay. I’m almost done,” I replied calmly.

“No, no,” she said, her voice suddenly growing higher. “I understand… I mean, you could have done that in your room with the door closed, not right in the middle of the workshop! What if a customer walked in?”

I frowned, not understanding her strange reaction.

“What difference does it make where I polish my sword?”

“Call it whatever you want.” Aria’s voice sounded muffled, as though she’d covered her face with her hands. “But… could you maybe stop now that I’m here?!”

“Why?” I finally turned around, lifting the blade and squinting, trying to find any uneven spots. “I’m just maintaining my weapon.”

Aria was standing in the corner, facing the wall. When she heard my voice, she slowly turned around, and her eyes grew wide.

“So… you were actually polishing your… sword, huh?”

“That’s what I said,” I replied, raising an eyebrow in surprise. Was it just me, or was there a hint of… disappointment in her voice? “What did you think?”

She turned such a bright shade of red, she looked like she’d been scalded with hot water.

“Nothing! Nothing at all!” she cried, waving her arms around. “It’s just… never mind! My mistake!”

I finally figured it out. I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Wait, you thought I was sitting here…” I shook my head. “Are you serious? I’m afraid I prefer to do that with a beautiful lady, not all by myself.”

“Okay, that’s enough!” Aria covered her face with her hands. “I said I was wrong, okay?!”

“By the way, I brought you some Astralite,” I said, deciding to change the subject and save her from further embarrassment.

Aria slowly lowered her hands, although her face was still bright red. Her gaze moved to the sack of crystals, then to the dog, who had been lying on the couch the whole time, not drawing any attention to himself.

“What is that?!” she cried, jumping backward. “Where did that dog come from?!”

“A Rift, obviously,” I replied with a shrug. “I found him there. To be exact, I saved him from some ant-like monster. Do all your monsters look like bugs, or am I just lucky?”

“You brought an animal back from a Rift?!” Aria cried, staring at the dog in horror. “It could be a monster!”

“Monsters don’t usually fall asleep at your feet,” I countered, offering what I thought was a sensible argument. “And this guy held his own pretty well against multiple creatures.”

Aria carefully walked up to the dog, studying him as she went. The dog looked at her just as carefully, lifting his head off the floor a bit.

“He’s got weird eyes… they’re too… smart.”

“All dogs are smart,” I said with a dismissive wave of my hand. “And this one’s brave too. He’s gonna live with me from now on.”

“You decided to get a pet?” Aria still didn’t look convinced. “Just like that?”

“I’ve never had a dog before,” I said, stroking the dog’s dark fur. “I’ve never stayed in one place long enough. I’ve always been too busy protecting the world from demons to worry about pets.”

Something about my tone of voice seemed to win Aria over.

“What are you gonna call him?”

I thought for a moment.

“Dog.”

“What?!” Aria stared at me in irritation. “That’s not a name! You can’t call a dog ‘Dog!’”

“Why not? He’s a dog, isn’t he?” I replied with a shrug. “Makes sense to me.”

“That’s like calling me ‘Person!’” Aria said, waving her hands.

“But you’re not a person; you’re a woman,” I said indifferently.

“If I didn’t know you were from the past, I’d be really offended by that!” she snorted. “Anyway, if you’re gonna let him stay here, you’ll have to come up with a decent name for him.”

“Hmm… okay, let’s call him ‘Shadow.’ He’s black, and he followed me all the way here, so I think it works.”

“Okay, that’s better.” Aria sighed with visible relief. “Shadow. It suits him.”

The dog barked once, as though expressing his approval. Then he laid back down with a look that said he wasn’t interested in anything else but sleep. What a funny critter…

Aria finally seemed to relax. She pulled a small card out of her purse and handed it to me.

“Take this. I sold the rest of the Astralite. You’ve got an account now. You can start by buying yourself some decent clothes and equipment. You can’t wear my dad’s stuff forever.”

I took the rectangle, examining it with curiosity.

“How do you use it?”

“You give it to the clerk at a store, he inserts it into the card reader, and the money is deducted from your account.” Aria shrugged as though she were explaining something obvious. “It’s pretty simple.”

“In my day, money was something that jingled in your purse,” I said, examining the card. “You always knew exactly how much you had left, and everyone could tell if you were a big shot.”

“Well, now it’s numbers in an account. You still know how much you have,” Aria said with a smile, “but you don’t have to lug a bunch of heavy coins around.”

I stuck the card in my pocket, making a mental note to figure out how the modern financial system worked. Another hassle…

“By the way,” Aria said, frowning as though she’d just remembered something. “You said you were inside a new Rift, right? All by yourself?”

“Yup. I saw a crack in space at an abandoned construction site. It was barely noticeable. I decided to check it out, and it expanded and let me in. After I cleared all the monsters out, I just walked back out.”

“And that seems normal to you?” Aria asked, shaking her head. “What about the Guild? What about permits, and…”

“The Guild wasn’t there. I guess they haven’t gotten their hands on that particular Rift yet. But as long as I can protect people from monsters, I don’t care about the rest.”

Aria looked tired and pensive, not at all like her usual energetic self. I got up and stuck my sword in my sheath. Shadow stood and walked over to me.

“We’re gonna go for a walk,” I said. “I want to show him around.”

Aria nodded, lost in thought.

* * *

A few days later, Aria was hurrying down the street, glancing at her watch every few seconds. She was late for lunch with Mina, and her friend hated waiting. After turning a corner, she finally saw the sign for Astral Nectar Cafe. She looked through the picture window and spied a familiar face sitting at a table in the corner.

As always, Mina looked flawless. Her chestnut hair was gathered in a neat ponytail, and her Hunters’ Guild uniform was ironed to perfection. Her Guild job was prestigious and paid well, and this was how she demonstrated her superiority.

“Sorry I’m late!” Aria said as she sat across from her friend.

Mina looked up from her tablet.

“Twenty minutes,” she said, pointing at the clock. A smile flitted across her face. “What was it this time?”

“A crazy customer,” Aria said with a sigh as she called the waiter over. “He brought me a battle staff with fully drained cells and demanded that I fix it for half the price, insisting that it was ‘just a few scratches.’”

“Typical low-ranking Hunter,” Mina laughed. “Every day some guy like that comes in and tries to renew his license even though he’s behind on his insurance payments. As if he doesn’t know that that money pays for our healers.”

“How’s it going?” Aria asked, thanking the waiter for a cup of coffee. “I haven’t seen you in a while.”

“It’s been a crazy week,” Mina said, shaking her head. “The Guild’s gone topsy-turvy, and it’s not just the usual red tape.”

“Oh yeah?” Aria said, trying to make it sound like she was just curious. “What’s going on?”

“Rifts,” Mina replied, lowering her voice, although the cafe was almost empty. She glanced around carefully before continuing. “They’ve started closing all by themselves right after they appear. The patrols can’t even get to them in time. A new Rift will get detected, but by the time a squad gets there, it’s gone.”

Aria could feel her shoulders tensing up. The hand holding her mug shook slightly.

“That’s weird,” she said, doing her best to sound calm. “How long has it been going on for?”

“About a week. It’s happened seven times already.” Mina drummed her fingers on the table. “And the worst part is that the clans are furious. They’ve bought the rights to the loot from those zones. They’re paying a fortune for them, but the Guild can’t give them access. Councilman Montilar is overseeing the investigation personally.”

“Rivers Montilar?” Aria asked, anxiously gripping her mug.

“Yeah. He suspects that someone is intentionally sabotaging the Guild.” Mina leaned in closer. “There’s a theory going around that a certain strong Hunter has been going into Rifts illegally, clearing them out, and keeping all the Astralite for himself. But how is he finding out about the Rifts before our scanners can even defect them? It’s a mystery. Our tech might not be perfect, but it’s getting better every year. It all sounds pretty far-fetched if you ask me. At first, everyone thought the Rifts were closing by themselves, but that theory’s been rejected.”

Aria swallowed with difficulty. An image of Darion popped into her head. She thought about his incredible sensitivity to danger and his ability to defeat monsters by himself. The strange swordsman’s appearance was the only thing of note that had happened in their district…

“What’ll happen when they find the guy who’s doing it?” she asked as casually as she could.

“If he’s lucky, they’ll give him a huge fine and confiscate his ill-gotten gains,” Mina said with a shrug. “If not, they’ll throw him in prison and take his license — if he’s got one, that is.”

Aria looked out the window, lost in thought. She had to do something about this.

“You don’t know anything about it, do you?” Mina suddenly asked, looking at her friend carefully. “You seem kinda tense.”

“Me? Of course not!” Aria replied, waving her hands way too fast. “I’m just tired. I can’t believe anyone could find those Rifts before the patrols do. Crazy, right?”

Mina nodded, still studying her friend’s face.

“That’s what’s so strange about it. Someone either has access to our notification system or a unique sensitivity to Rifts.” She paused for a moment, her eyes sparkling playfully. “By the way, there’s a rumor going around that some fancy beefcake with brown hair has been staying at your shop. Did you finally get a boyfriend? Come on, tell me all about it!”

Aria smiled nervously.

“He’s just a friend. He helped me out with something.”

They spent the rest of the meal chatting casually, but Aria kept thinking about what Mina had told her. Her suspicions had been confirmed — Darion’s activities had attracted the attention of the Guild. If things kept going this way, the consequences could be dire.

* * *

When Aria came back to the workshop, I was watching Shadow, who had recovered shockingly quickly and now looked like a calm, serious dog rather than a playful pup.

“We need to have a serious talk,” she said from the doorway. I saw anxiety in her eyes.

“What is it?”

“Your little trips into Rifts…” Aria crossed her arms. “They’ve got to stop. I told you not to go there without Guild permission! They’ve started an investigation — they’re looking for a guy who’s been clearing out Rifts before the official patrols get there.”

“So?” I asked, looking at her indifferently.

“We need to act now, before they figure out it’s you.” Aria started pacing around the room. “You need to get a Hunter’s license. Now. I looked into it, and they won’t come for you if you just stop. You can keep going into Rifts — as long as you buy the rights to them, obviously!”

“Why do I need a piece of paper to kill monsters?” I chuckled skeptically. “I’ve been protecting people from demons for hundreds of years, and I’ve never needed a license before.”

“This isn’t the demon realm,” Aria said firmly. “There are laws here, rules, a system… and you’re violating it. You need a legal basis for what you’re doing. Otherwise, best-case scenario, they’ll arrest you; worst-case, someone like Leon Montilar will have an official reason to hunt you down.”

I thought about what she said. I wasn’t afraid of trouble with the law, but I didn’t want to cause trouble for Aria. Besides, maybe Hunter status would create new opportunities for me. At the very least, it’d give me access to more information.

“Fine,” I replied reluctantly. “If it’ll save you a headache. But I don’t know if I’ll be able to stand all that bureaucracy.”

“Great!” Aria cried, beaming. “We’ll go to one of the regional Guild offices tomorrow. There’re usually less people there, and their testing isn’t as strict…”

“If we’re going to waste time on this nonsense, let’s just go to the closest one,” I said, interrupting her. “What’s the point of trudging all the way to the other end of town if we’re going to get the same results either way?”

“But the closest one is the central office,” Aria objected. “The testing is more thorough there. They’ve got more red tape and higher standards…”

I was already heading for the door.

“Then there’s no point in putting it off. We’ll go to the central office. The sooner we get started, the sooner we can be done with this farce.”

* * *

Soon after, Aria and I were standing in front of the massive Hunters’ Guild building. The lofty tower loomed three hundred feet above the ground, gleaming in the reflected sunlight. Guards in gray uniforms bearing the Guild emblem, a stylized sword piercing a crystal, were stationed in front of the entrance.

“Impressive,” I had to admit. “In my day, guilds were located in old fortresses or meeting halls, not glass towers.”

“The Hunters’ Guild is one of the most powerful organizations in the Empire,” Aria said with a hint of pride. “It’s on the same level as the clans. They control access to all Rifts, oversee the acquisition and distribution of Astralite, and train and license Hunters.”

“So they’ve got a monopoly on power and resources,” I said with a chuckle. “A strategy as old as time.”

We walked into the spacious lobby, where people in the uniforms of various Guild departments were scurrying this way and that. Aria led me straight to the registration desk, where she showed her pass and received a permit to use the elevator.

“You’ve got access to the Guild?” I asked, surprised.

“I appraise artifacts found in Rifts,” she explained. “Not as often as I’d like, but it gives me certain privileges… and new ideas for my work.”

We went up to the sixth floor and found ourselves in a large waiting room. There were signs hanging above the windows saying things like, “New registration,” “License renewal,” “Rank change,” etc.

“We need to go there,” Aria said, pointing at the first window.

The line moved surprisingly quickly. Before long, we were standing in front of a young woman with chestnut hair gathered into a ponytail. Her badge said “Mina Lars, Senior Registrar.”

“Aria!” the woman cried. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Hi, Mina,” my companion replied with a smile. “Remember that friend I told you about? Well, we’re here to get him a license.”

Mina glanced at me with a predatory gleam in her eyes.

“Hmm… so the rumors were true, huh?” she purred, then immediately coughed and returned to her former businesslike tone.

“Ahem. So you want to get a new license?”

“Obviously,” I replied with a nod.

“Yes, this is his first license,” Aria confirmed. “Is there any way we can use the simplified process for people from remote regions?”

Mina drummed her fingers thoughtfully on her desk.

“Maybe. For starters, we’ll need to get some basic information and evaluate your magical potential,” she replied, pulling out a tablet. “Name?”

“Darion Thorn.”

“Age?”

Technically, I was over a thousand years old. Physically, I was over a hundred, although my body hadn’t aged at all in the demon realm.

“Twenty-five,” I finally said, giving her the age I’d been when I entered the final portal.

“Place of origin?”

“The far-eastern Kingdom of the Four…”

“He’s from Oriat. A small town in the borderlands,” Aria interrupted.

“Okay.” Mina made a few notes on her tablet. “Now we need to evaluate your magical potential. It’s standard procedure for all applicants.”

She led us down the hall to a huge metal door with lots of locks and magical seals along its edge.

“This is an isolation chamber,” Mina explained, holding her hand to a scanner. The locks clicked one after another. “It screens out all external activity so we can get a clean reading without any interference.”

I walked inside and found myself in a small, completely bare room with white walls. In the middle of the floor was a transparent crystal the size of a fist resting on a podium, surrounded by a complex system of cables and sensors.

“This is a next-gen mana crystal,” Mina said with pride as she activated the control panel. “It records data about your magical potential, determines your native aptitude for a specific kind of magic, and gives you an exact rank. The system is so sensitive, it even reacts to residual magical energy from clothing and jewelry.”

This was all apparently supposed to impress me, but I’d seen much more impressive things in my day. Even demons had more interesting magical playthings than this. As if I’d never seen a magical gem before…

“Just put your hand on the crystal and concentrate,” Mina told me, closing the door behind us. “The procedure will take about a minute.”

I walked up to the podium. The crystal was cold to the touch, like an ordinary stone. I placed my hand on it and waited.

Nothing happened.

Mina frowned as she went through the devices’ readouts.

“That’s odd… the sensors seem to be functioning normally, but they’re not showing anything. Try again. Maybe you need to grip it a little harder.”

I gripped the crystal harder, actually trying to concentrate this time. The results were the same — no reaction whatsoever.

After the third failed attempt, Mina looked baffled.

“This doesn’t make any sense,” she muttered, checking the device’s settings. “The system even reacts to minimal traces of magic. Everyone has at least some basic potential…”

She looked at me as though she’d encountered something utterly inconceivable.

Mina looked at the screen for a long time, then back at me.

“Are you sure you want a Hunter’s license?” she asked slowly. “It’s just… it says you have no magical potential whatsoever.”

I shrugged.

“I never said I could use magic.”


Chapter 7: A Test of Strength

MINA’S WORDS HUNG IN THE AIR. It was apparently unusual, if not unprecedented, for a Guild applicant not to be able to use magic.

“No magical potential at all? That’s just…” Mina shook her head, anxiously drumming her fingers. “I’m afraid that’s going to be a problem. All Hunters use magic, both offensively and defensively. You’ll never be able to pass the licensing test without it.”

I noticed Aria tensing up next to me. She’d already opened her mouth to intervene, but I took a step forward. I leaned over to Mina — just a little bit closer than politeness dictated — and smiled.

“You know,” I said quietly, looking her right in the eye, “magic isn’t the only way to be strong. Sometimes the old ways work… even better.”

Mina gulped loudly without looking away. Her pupils dilated, and a slight blush appeared on her cheeks.

“Umm… I guess I could let you move on to phase two,” she said, trying to recover her professional tone. “It’s a combat test. But I should warn you — you’ll have to fight Guild instructors. They’re tough, and without magic…”

“Without magic, it’ll be even more interesting.” I straightened up, eliciting a barely noticeable sigh of disappointment from her.

Mina quickly tapped the screen of her tablet, generating the permit.

“I don’t understand…” Aria whispered as we walked to the elevator. “How’d you talk her into it? Guild rules don’t allow anyone to get a license without magical potential.”

“People and rules are different things,” I replied with a shrug. “People are much easier to manipulate.”

We went up to the tenth floor, where the training rooms were located. The atmosphere was different there — instead of bureaucratic restraint, I could sense real fighting spirit. Dozens of Hunters of various ranks were training, showing off their skills with weapons, magic, and techniques.

We were met by a short, sturdy-looking man with a trim graying beard. B-rank patches gleamed on his uniform.

“This is Master Bronn,” said a Guild employee who was accompanying him. “He will oversee the first part of your test.”

Bronn gazed at me intently.

“So you want to become a Hunter without a drop of magic, eh?” he asked in a mocking tone. “Fine, we’ll put your combat training to the test. This could actually be interesting… I’ve never heard of someone being allowed this far without any magical ability. Although I suppose it’s not strictly against the rules…”

“Maybe you should go easy on me?” I suggested with an innocent mien. “Since I can’t use magic and all.”

His eyes narrowed in irritation. The guy took the bait.

“Absolutely not. Everyone takes the same test,” Bronn replied curtly. I couldn’t help but chuckle. “You chose this path, young man.”

He led us to the central training room, where two other instructors were waiting. One was a skinny man with tinted glasses and clothing that almost made him blend in with the shadows. The other was tall and thin — by all appearances, a mage in a standard training outfit. Based on their auras, I could tell right away that all three men were experienced fighters, although they were far from true masters.

“Three matches,” Bronn explained. “One against me, a master of the sword, one against Silver, an expert at stealth techniques, and one against Arrow, a barrier mage. Once you’re done, we’ll decide if you’re worthy of a license. And yes, you’ll need to give us your weapons. We’ve got our own practice swords — we don’t want the kiddies pricking their fingers.”

I handed over my sword, which I hadn’t been planning to use anyway.

“It’ll be more fun that way,” I said with a grin.

Aria looked tense, but no one was paying any attention to her.

“That rule’s for noobs who’ve never…” she began.

“Don’t worry,” I interrupted. “Everything’s gonna be fine.”

Bronn went first. He picked up a practice sword, walked to a fence-in area, and got into a combat stance.

“Defend yourself, young man!”

I walked to the middle of the arena without changing my relaxed posture.

“Maybe you should defend yourself,” I said.

Broon’s face turned purple. He came at me with a lightning-quick lunge. To the untrained eye, he seemed to streak across the arena, but for me, time slowed to a crawl.

He performed a series of fast attacks, but my sword met them all, forcing him to quickly change his position and attack me again, desperate to at least graze me. I had to admit, for someone who’d clearly never fought a true sword master before, he was pretty skilled.

Bronn’s style wasn’t bad, but it was probably best suited to scaring peasants away during an uprising. I quickly got tired of playing with him. The man had nothing new to show me, after all — I’d assumed that the art of sword-fighting had advanced during my absence, but… how disappointing.

I easily shifted to the left, dodged his blade, and gently slid my hand along its length, using the Wending River Style, an ancient technique that allowed me to redirect my opponent’s attack against him. If I’d applied just a little more force, Bronn would have seen not a hand, but a stream of water pushing his weapon aside, but I held back this time. The basic version of the skill was more than sufficient for a Guild employee.

Bronn lost his balance. Before he had time to regain it, I performed a special kind of wrist grab and put pressure on a nerve cluster.

“What the…” he managed to gasp before the sword suddenly fell from his numb fingers.

With a single smooth motion, I grabbed the falling sword and held it to the instructor’s throat along with my own like a pair of scissors.

“The round’s over. What do you think?”

The room was dead silent. Then everyone started talking at once.

“You got lucky,” Bronn said, rubbing his wrist. I calmly returned his sword. He grabbed it and glared at me furiously. “It happens. I wasn’t expecting you to be able to fight at all.”

Silver, the second instructor, looked more cautious. The human shadow, as his coworkers surely called him, walked gracefully into the arena, almost melting into space.

“My test is different,” he said quietly. “I’m not going to attack you head on. I’m just going to try to mark you with this.” He showed me a piece of blue chalk, then disappeared into the shadows again.

I nodded. It sounded like a pretty simple test. I closed my eyes, fully concentrating on my senses. My years in the demon realm had transformed my body into the perfect threat detector. In that world, if I so much as walked against the wind, I risked being attacked. Damn demons...

I sensed movement to my right, then a weak vibration in the air to my left. Then there was movement behind me... all false. The Guild employee’s silhouette flashed in front of me, but I managed to dodge before he could do anything. He instantly moved in another direction.

I sensed that he was just feeling me out, studying my reactions in order to increase his own chance of success. Instead of attacking, he was overloading my senses with sudden movements. Rather than attacks, they were just feints designed to force me to jump at the slightest rustle.

The real attack came from above — the stealth master had decided to leap at me from a beam under the ceiling.

I raised my arm just as he began his descent, grabbed his wrist, and deftly took the chalk out of his hand. Silver was so surprised, he lost his focus and landed awkwardly next to me. I spun around and poked him in the shoulder with the chalk. He jerked away at the last moment in an attempt to free himself, but no one can escape my death grip alive — not with Silver’s skills, anyway.

“How did you…” he began, then fell silent when he saw the concentration on my face.

“Once someone’s learned to sense his opponent’s intention, not just see and hear him, no amount of stealth can stop him. Or maybe you just need to try a little harder,” I chuckled.

Silver pursed his lips, but his professionalism held him back from any display of emotion. He nodded, admitting defeat.

Last up was the barrier mage. He looked at me with unconcealed skepticism.

“How are you planning to get past a magical barrier without using magic?” he asked mockingly. “It’s physically impossible.”

“We’ve already seen a few ‘impossible’ things today, haven’t we?” I replied with a shrug.

Instead of responding, Arrow activated his skill. He was surrounded by a glowing bluish shield that gradually expanded, pushing me to the edge of the arena.

The test was simple: either I touched the mage despite the barrier, or he pushed me out of the ring.

I didn’t waste any time. I dropped into the Mountain Peak stance, an ancient technique for concentrating one’s inner strength. My breathing slowed, and my energy was focused in the center of my body. Then, with a single quick motion, I directed that energy into my palm and struck the barrier. If I didn’t have ways of dealing with magic, I’d have been dead a thousand years ago. The most important thing was not to overdo it — I’d used similar attacks to hack my way through the defenses of demon lords’ fortresses.

The blue shield shuddered, then burst like a soap bubble. Arrow flew backward, hit the wall, and slid to the floor, utterly stunned.

“Impossible…” he whispered, staring at me with his eyes wide. “You don’t have any magical energy… how did you break through my barrier?”

“A man’s real weapon is his body,” I replied with a wink.

A tense silence hung in the room. Three B-rank instructors, each a master of his discipline, had just been defeated by a noob without any visible effort — and without using magic.

I saw a combination of emotions on their faces, including surprise, suspicion, and… unconcealed fury. This was especially evident in Bronn’s case. His professional pride had been seriously wounded.

Mina, who had been watching the test, looked shaken. Her fingers shook as she made notes in her documents.

“I… I need to finish up the paperwork,” she said, trying to look at the instructors. “Technically, you passed all the tests… actually, you aced them.”

Bronn nodded gloomily and signed the form. Silver did the same, imperturbable as ever. Arrow, who was still pale after his encounter with the wall, signed last, and with great reluctance.

“The Guild does not have the right to refuse you a license,” Mina said formally. “However… there’s a problem. Without any magic defense, you won’t be able to enter Rifts with a rank higher than C. Starting with B-rank, the magical pressure inside is too intense for an ordinary person. The Guild can’t risk its Hunters’ lives.”

“Fine by me,” I replied with a shrug.

Aria, who was standing next to me, heaved a sigh of relief. She didn’t have to explain that no “magical pressure” could be a threat to me. In the demon realm, I’d survived in conditions that would turn this world’s most powerful mages to dust.

While Mina filled out the paperwork, I felt the instructors’ gazes on my back. Their wounded egos had given birth to a wave of quiet hostility. I was curious to see if this would come back to bite me in the future. But if they challenged me, so much the better — then I could trample their aspirations once and for all.

“Here’s your license,” Mina said, handing me a card that was surprisingly similar to the payment card Aria had given me. “It’s good for a year, and then you’ll have to either extend it or retest. Your rank is C. That authorizes you to enter Rifts of ranks E, D, and C.”

I took the card. So much red tape over a little piece of plastic…

“Thank you,” I replied without any particular enthusiasm.

After Aria and I left the training room, I noticed a young man in the hallway getting ready for his test. He literally radiated arrogance and haughtiness. Expensive clothing, magical accessories with plenty of energy, the way he held himself — he was obviously from a wealthy family.

Our gazes met for a moment. He snorted disdainfully, as though he’d seen something unworthy of his time, and made a show of turning away.

“Who was that?” I asked Aria as we were approaching the elevators.

“No idea,” she replied with a shrug. “But he looks like he’s from one of the clans. Those guys have awfully high opinions of themselves — they’re all born into a life of privilege.”

“I hope the instructors have cooled off, or that guy’s in for a rough time.”

* * *

Valerian of the Arden clan was confident that this would be a day of triumph for his flawless reputation.

He’d spent two years on extra training, hiring the best tutors in the empire. His fire magic had reached A rank — an accomplishment few twenty-year-old mages could boast of. Valerian had intentionally delayed his licensing test in the hopes of making a big splash and immediately joining the Hunters’ Guild elite.

When he saw a poor-looking man in simple clothing walking out of the testing room, Valerian frowned slightly. How could the Guild accept someone like that? He was obviously just another middling D-rank who’d be sent to collect garbage in low-level Rifts — not like Valerian, the future star of the Guild and his clan.

Oddly enough, the instructors looked tense when he walked into the room. Members of the Arden clan were usually met with reverence.

“Okay, another applicant,” Bronn grumbled. “Let’s get started.”

Valerian noticed the instructors exchanging glances. Something was wrong.

“I am Valerian Ar…” he began with the appropriate amount of solemnity.

“Yes, yes, we know,” Bronn interrupted him, playing with his practice sword. “We’ll start with your combat training. Defend yourself, young gentleman,” he hissed acerbically.

Valerian was shocked by this lack of respect, but decided to put the instructor in his place. He went into an elegant combat stance he’d honed to perfection over the course of several years, then activated his skill with a slight gesture. His arms were bathed in flame, lending him a picturesque appearance.

He only had a vague memory of what happened next. Bronn moved incredibly fast — much faster than during the showcase training sessions Valerian had watched earlier. Three seconds later, young Arden was lying on the floor, the instructor’s blade hanging over him.

“Pretty weak for the scion of an eminent clan,” Bronn said with transparent venom in his voice as he played with his sword. “You should probably have a talk with your tutor if he trained you that badly.”

“My tutor?” Valerian asked. “How do you know…”

“Let’s continue,” Silver interrupted him. “My test is to avoid being marked for five minutes.”

Valerian tried his best, using all the techniques his expensive tutors had taught him, but Silver seemed to be playing with him, easily undermining his defenses and leaving blue marks all over his body without announcing the end of the test.

“If this had been a real fight, you’d have been dead a long time ago,” Silver said disdainfully. “You need to train harder, young man.”

When the last test began, Valerian was already exhausted and humiliated. His much-vaunted fire magic, a source of great pride, was useless against Arrow, who slowly but surely pushed him out of the arena.

“At least you managed to do something with your magic,” Arrow said, pushing him with his barrier so hard, the young man flew five feet. “Pretty weak for someone from such a famous clan.”

Valerian’s ratings were disastrous. His magic really was A-rank, but his combat skills… the instructors expressed serious doubts about his ability to survive in real-world conditions.

“Overall rank: D,” Mina declared without looking up from her tablet.

“D?!” Valerian couldn’t believe his ears. “With my magical abilities? There must be some kind of mistake!”

“Rules are rules,” Bronn said sharply. “Your combat skills are terrible. Even with your magic, you wouldn’t last ten minutes in a serious Rift, young gentleman.”

Valerian was crushed. His dreams of instant success had been dashed. D-rank! How would he explain this to his father?

Quivering in humiliation, he walked into the hallway, where he overheard two employees talking.

“Did you see how pissed they were after that last test?” one of them said.

“Of course! Some young guy beat the tar outta three B-ranks without using magic. Bronn’s never been humiliated like that, not in his entire career. He’s awfully proud of his swordsmanship.”

“Who was that guy?”

“No idea. But they gave him a C-rank license — ‘cuz he can’t use magic, I guess. Bronn really took it out on that clan kid.”

Valerian froze. It all made sense now. He’d been set up! He was the random victim of someone else’s conflict. He’d been humiliated through no fault of his own, all because some upstart had offended the instructors’ honor!

He spun around and dashed back into the training hall.

“Name!” he demanded as he ran inside. “The name of the man before me!”

Mina blinked at him in surprise.

“Darion Thorn,” she replied, not understanding what was happening. “Why?”

“Remember that name,” Valerian hissed quietly. “Because he just made an enemy of the Arden clan!”

Despite his pride and the devastating threat he’d just pronounced, no one was listening to the young aristocrat. They were all talking about Darion Thorn and didn’t give a damn about anything else. The star that was supposed to gleam so brilliantly hadn’t even gotten a chance to shine.

* * *

Aria and I went back to the workshop around lunchtime. She looked stunned and relieved at the same time.

“I can’t believe they gave you a C rank — you one-shotted a Rift boss!” she said, closing the door. “Although, on the other hand, Mina’s right — more dangerous Rifts would be hard without magic. Anyway, I don’t remember anything like that ever happening before.”

“Judging from the instructors’ reactions, neither did they,” I chuckled.

“The important thing is that you’re now safe from Guild persecution,” Aria said, tossing her purse on the couch. “You’re officially a Hunter. No one can accuse you of illegally entering Rifts.”

“So I can keep closing them?”

She looked off to the side, as though she were responsible for this world’s rules.

“Not quite,” she said with a sigh. “You have to buy the rights to Rifts in advance. The Guild discovers them, sets them up, and sells access to Hunters and clans. The prices vary depending on the Rift’s rank and location.”

I was about to respond when I noticed something strange: Shadow, who we’d left in the workshop, was sitting on the couch in the most innocent pose imaginable, but there were scraps of fabric sticking out of his mouth, and they looked suspiciously like my clothes.

“Shadow,” I said, walking up to him. “What did you do?”

Aria only needed a second to figure out what was going on.

“Did he eat your clothes?!” she cried. “That’s dangerous, Darion! Fabric is poisonous to dogs! Why didn’t you put your clothes away?”

“I was going to,” I lied. To be honest, it had never ever occurred to me that a dog could be interested in some old clothes I’d accidentally left on the floor.

“This is awful,” Aria moaned. “If animals eat stuff like that, they can get a bowel obstruction! We need medicine!”

She ran to another room. Meanwhile, I walked up to Shadow and looked at him. The dog didn’t look sick — on the contrary, he looked incredibly pleased with himself. He wagged his tail happily and almost seemed to be smiling.

“You did it on purpose, didn’t you?” I asked quietly, sitting next to him. “Demon blood. It was on the clothes.”

Shadow cocked his head to one side, his eyes flashing. Then something surprising happened: for a split second, he had two more heads, almost like Cerberus, one of the demonic creatures I’d fought in the demon realm. It was just for an instant, and then the vision vanished, and I saw an ordinary dog again,

“How about that…” I whispered. “There’s more to you than meets the eye. Isn’t that right, fleabag?”

Was Shadow a descendant of Cerberus, or just another Rift creature capable of absorbing the traits of other beings? Either way, I wasn’t afraid of him. I’d killed plenty of demons in my day — I could deal with one more if I had to.

“Okay, boy,” I said, patting him on the head. “I just hope you don’t turn into a bloodthirsty freak. Then I’d have to put you down. Do we understand each other?”

Shadow licked my hand and wagged his tail happily.

When Aria returned with a handful of pills and a potion of some kind, I waved her away.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “He’s a tough dog, just like me. Look, he’s fine.”

“But the fabric could get caught in his…”

“Trust me, there are worse things that could get stuck in his stomach,” I chuckled, remembering the demon blood. “He’ll be fine.”

Aria looked at Shadow uncertainly, but he really did look like the picture of health.

“If you’re sure…” she said, setting the medicine aside. “But pick up after yourself next time!”

I nodded, then thought for a moment. Getting a license was only one of the things on my to-do list. Now that that problem was solved, I could get back to more serious matters.

“Aria,” I said, looking at her. “I’d like to ask you something. It’s about my friends.”

“Your friends?” she asked, raising her eyebrows in surprise.

“I didn’t fight alone,” I explained. “Regulus Naris was just one of my comrades-in-arms. There were others too.”

I started listing off names that had never left my memory, not even after centuries in the demon realm.

“Arcarius Mentilus, the greatest mage I’ve ever known. Celestina and Liliana Syncroff, twins — one, a skilled archer, the other, an unsurpassed sorceress. Eddard Stein, a mercenary from the Eastern Shores who taught me half the things I know about hand-to-hand combat. And Shade Shadowblade, the best assassin in the Five Kingdoms.”

Aria listened to me, her mouth hanging open.

“We came together from all over the world to defend the Five Kingdoms against the demon invasion,” I continued. “They were all outstanding warriors. They couldn’t have vanished without making a mark on history. I just know it.”

“I…” Aria stammered. “I’ve never heard those names before, Darion. Not even in our family chronicle. A lot of entries have been lost over the years, of course. There was the Great Fire, wars, changing dynasties…”

“What about the Guild library?” I asked. “They must have archives, chronicles, something like that.”

“Maybe,” she replied with a frown. “But ordinary Hunters don’t have access to it. You need a B rank or special permission, and you have to earn it.”

I thought for a moment. I needed information. I wanted to know what happened to my friends after I closed the portal. Had they lived to a ripe old age? Did they have any descendants?

If anyone had that kind of information about great warriors, it would be someone who walked among them. Of all the people I’d met in this world, only one came to mind: Zara. She definitely could have heard legends about my friends. Even simple rumors would do.

I stood up, checked the sword on my hip, and headed for the door.

“Where are you going?” Aria asked, surprised. “You just fought three battles against strong Hunters! Why don’t you rest for a little while?”

“I’ll rest when I’m dead,” I replied with a chuckle. “Besides, the sooner I start looking, the better my chances of finding something.”

* * *

It took me about an hour to walk to Zara’s arena.

The guards at the entrance recognized me and let me inside right away. Zara was in her office — a large room with luxurious, but not excessive furnishings. When she saw me, she flashed me a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“Darion,” she said, getting up to greet me. “What a pleasant surprise.”

She led me toward a pair of comfortable armchairs by the fireplace, which was always smoldering regardless of the season.

“Wine? Or maybe some ale?” she asked, pouring some dark red liquid into her glass.

“Not this time, thanks,” I said, sitting in one of the chairs.

Zara sat across from me. Her movements were graceful, but I noticed a hint of tension in her shoulders.

“Well then,” she said with a hint of playfulness in her voice, “to what do I owe the privilege? Did you miss me and my… hospitality?”

“Actually, I came here for information,” I said bluntly.

Her smile grew slightly strained.

“Information? I’m flattered that you consider me so well informed. What exactly do you want to know about?”

“The past. People who lived a thousand years ago.”

Zara raised an eyebrow, but didn’t look particularly surprised.

“What an interesting topic… history is usually the domain of scholars from the Academy, not fighters,” she said, giving me an appraising glance. “But there’s definitely something unusual about you, Darion. What exactly do you want to know?”

“I need information about great warriors from the past.” I started listing off my friends’ names, carefully observing her reaction.

Zara listened to me without interrupting. Once I was done, she leaned back in her chair, thoughtfully rolling the wine around in her glass.

“A few of those names sound familiar,” she said slowly. “Especially Arcarius. That name is found in ancient chronicles connected to a certain Academy of Mages, which…”

Just then, the door of her office burst open, interrupting her. An out-of-breath man was standing in the doorway — one of her subordinates, judging from his clothing. He looked extremely alarmed.

“Miss Zara! We’ve got a problem!” he barked.

Zara’s face changed instantly. Her playfulness vanished, and her eyes grew cold.

“What is it, Marcus?”

“All five of the fighters who were supposed to fight tonight — they can’t make it!” Marcus said, almost moaning. “They were attacked on their way to the arena. They’re all seriously injured!”

“What?!” Zara cried, leaping out of her chair. “When did this happen?”

“Half an hour ago. They were found on West St., which our guys usually take.”

“Damn it,” Zara hissed through clenched teeth. She started pacing around the room. “Today is a special day. Representatives from several major clans will be here. If I cancel the main bouts, my reputation will be seriously damaged.”

“I know, ma’am,” Marcus replied, looking genuinely miserable. “I’ve already tried to find replacements, but on such short notice, it’s almost impossible.”

Zara glanced at the clock.

“We’re on in two hours. We need to find at least two or three decent fighters, or it’ll be a disaster!”

They discussed various options, almost forgetting that I was there. I listened to them, observing Zara. There was genuine anxiety hiding beneath the mask of the cold-blooded arena hostess. This wasn’t just a business to her — it was her outlet.

“I can help,” I said calmly, interrupting their feverish discussion.

They both turned toward me, as though they’d just remembered I was in the room.

“What?” Zara asked, blinking at me.

“I’ll fight in the ring,” I said. “Since you’ve got information I need, I propose a trade. You scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours.”


Chapter 8: Echoes of the Past

THE UNDERGROUND ARENA was buzzing like a kicked beehive. The air, thick with the smell of sweat, excitement, and alcohol, was sparking with tension. Tonight was special — representatives of five influential clans had brought their best fighters to the arena, and they were going to place bets ordinary Dominans could only dream about.

Zara could feel the flames within her flickering in anticipation. Unstable and dangerous, her fire magic required special control at moments of emotional intensity. But she couldn’t allow herself to show even the slightest hint of weakness right now. She adjusted her dark red dress, its plunging neckline attracting as much attention as her flaming red hair, and walked into the middle of the arena.

The music grew quiet. The spotlights focused on the hostess as she stepped into the steel cage. Enhanced by a microphone, her voice filled the arena.

“Ladies and gentlemen! Thank you all for coming to this special night!”

The room was filled with an approving roar. Dark silhouettes sat in VIP boxes walled off from the main audience — the important clan representatives. Zara recognized the unmistakable figure of Noxian Wein, the older brother of Alistair, the man Darian had humiliated. Next to him was a member of the Arden clan — the cold and calculating Sylvan, famous for his ability to artfully manipulate metal. Further into the shadows, other important figures were hiding.

“We’ve got a special format for tonight’s bouts!” Zara announced, scanning the crowd. “That’s right, we promised you five brawls…”

The audience grew uneasy. Some people started whispering to each other, afraid the event had been canceled.

“And you’re going to get them!” Zara raised an arm, mollifying the spectators. “Just not quite the way you expected. Tonight, the fighters from our honored clans will be pitted against not five of my champions, but one!”

Confusion, uncertainty, and then annoyance flashed across the faces of many of the spectators.

“Five against one?” a mocking cry erupted from the Wein clan’s box.

“Exactly,” Zara said, smiling even wider. “Five of your best fighters against one of mine. The battles will take place one after another, without a break. No weapons, no magic — just pure fighting ability. And if even one of your champions wins…” She paused dramatically. “All your bets will be tripled!”

This announcement caused a real furor. Tripling all the bets meant that if her fighter lost even once, Zara could bankrupt herself.

“And now,” she said, her voice cutting through the noise, “allow me to introduce my champion — the man who recently beat Karkhan, the undefeated fighter, with a single blow.”

Excited whispers rippled through the crowd. The story of Karkhan’s defeat was known to many of the arena’s regulars.

“Thorn!”

The door at the far end of the cage opened, and a tall man strolled into the ring of light with a shockingly carefree gait. Nothing about his appearance was outstanding — he wasn’t especially muscular or intimidating. Nevertheless, something in his eyes and the way he held himself made the more observant spectators instinctively uneasy.

“He’s the guy who beat Karkhan?” someone whispered skeptically. “I heard he took him out with a single blow…”

Everyone started placing bets. The bookies adjusted their odds on the fly while Zara explained the rules in greater detail. Darion stood in the middle of the cage, radiating calm confidence.

“He’s definitely gonna lose to the second fighter,” someone in the crowd declared.

“Nope, he’ll make it to the third one, but that’s it,” another man objected. “That’s how it’s gonna go down, or I’ll eat my hat!”

The silhouettes of the mysterious clan representatives in the boxes leaned forward, examining the new fighter with interest. Their faces remained in the shadows, but their tense posture betrayed just how invested they were. This really was an unusual spectacle, and it inspired many of them with a kind of excitement they’d never felt before.

The first fighter entered the cage — an enormous bald man with a scar covering his entire face. The representative of the Wein clan glared at his opponent with disdain, flexing his powerful arms.

“Fight!” Zara cried, leaving the arena.

The first bout lasted less than twenty seconds. The bald giant dashed forward, preparing to land a crushing blow, but Thorn just dodged to the side, allowing his opponent’s inertia to send him into the bars of the cage. When he turned around, furious and about to launch another attack, Darion met him with a quick combo of blows so fast, most of the spectators saw nothing but a blur.

The Wein clan’s fighter collapsed like a sack of potatoes. Before anyone could enjoy the match, it was over.

The crowd fell silent, then exploded into a cacophony of ecstatic cries. The odds changed again to reflect the new state of affairs.

The second fighter was the complete opposite of the first — skinny and flexible, with the practiced movements of a professional martial artist. This was the Arden clan’s champion.

Thorn greeted him with an informal nod, as though they were about to spar for fun. His relaxed posture contrasted sharply with his opponent’s tense stance.

This battle lasted longer — almost two minutes. The Arden clan’s fighter demonstrated magnificent technique, with fast, accurate strikes. He even managed to land a few of them, but Thorn was just studying his style and allowing his foe to tire himself out.

Once the agile fighter started to slow down, Darion switched to an intense assault. A few lightning-fast movements later, the second pretender was on the floor, gasping for air after a blow to the solar plexus.

The third and fourth bouts followed a similar pattern. The representatives of the Nord and Waryad clans — one relying on brute force, the other on speed — fell before Thorn’s incredible prowess. The crowd grew more and more excited after each match.

“Thorn! Thorn! Thorn!” they chanted as the last competitor entered the cage.

The fifth fighter was different from the others. A tall man with almond-shaped eyes and a noble bearing, he moved with the grace and confidence of a true master. His body was covered in complex tattoos that typically indicated membership in the monastic orders of distant lands.

“It is a pleasure to meet a true master,” the fighter said with a slight bow. “My name is Lee Shen of the Corwent clan.”

Darion replied with the same formal bow, acknowledging the man as a worthy opponent.

The audience froze in silent awe. These two masters fought on a level beyond the understanding of most people in the audience. Their movements merged into a beautiful, deadly dance. Lee Shen demonstrated techniques that would have made him a champion in any other arena in the world.

But not here. Not against Thorn.

At one point, Darion seemed to grow tired of their game and took his fighting to a whole new level. His movements changed, becoming at once sharper and more fluid. He was using a style that no one in the crowd had ever seen — an ancient technique forgotten in this world.

Lee Shen fell to his knees, admitting defeat.

“Thorn! Thorn! Thorn!” the crowd roared furiously when Zara returned to the middle of the cage and held up the winner’s hand.

“Five bouts, five wins!” she declared triumphantly. “Thorn is undefeated!”

As she watched the matches from her box, Zara couldn’t resist a satisfied smile. She’d been right to bet on Darion. From the very beginning, something had told her that this man was unusual. He’d managed to restrain her flame during her moment of passion without being seriously burned — that alone made him unique.

And now, as she watched him being cheered on by the ecstatic crowd, Zara felt something kindling inside of her. It wasn’t just desire, but some other, almost forgotten feeling: curiosity. Who was Darion Thorn? How had he acquired such incredible strength and skill? And why did her flame yearn for him, as though it had found a kindred spirit?

She couldn’t deny it — she wanted more. Much more.

* * *

In a separate box hidden from prying eyes sat a man whose presence in the underground arena could have raised questions. Rivers Montilar, member of the Hunters’ Guild Council, watched the matches with an expression of professional interest on his face.

He was holding a tablet with an open file that contained a surprising amount of information: “Darion Thorn. Age: 25. Place of origin: Oriat borderlands. Magical potential: none. Rank: C.”

In front of him sat Bronn, the instructor who had conducted Darion’s licensing test. His face showed a mixture of fear and shame.

“Please, Councilman Montilar,” Bronn said, his voice shaking, “you understand… without magic, we didn’t even think to conduct any further testing.”

Rivers carefully watched the next bout, in which Darion demonstrated technique that was clearly well above that of a C-rank hunter.

“You’ve lucky the mana crystal scans more than just magical potential,” Rivers said coldly, his eyes trained on the arena, “or you’d be torn limb from limb by Rift monsters.”

Bronn gulped, realizing how close he’d come to an inglorious end.

“So,” Rivers began, leaning forward after the man won the next bout, “we’ve got an experienced fighter with no magical ability whatsoever, but amazing magic resistance…”

He scrolled through the screen, which showed the results of Darion’s scan. Many of his statistics were at the upper end of what the crystal could detect. Rivers had never seen that before.

“Well, Darion… you’re getting more and more interesting all the time,” he muttered as the crowd chanted the winner’s name.

* * *

Five bouts, and none of them took the slightest effort for me to win. To be honest, I was expecting more from the representatives of the “great clans.” If these are the best fighters in the Oriat Empire, the overall skill level hasn’t just plummeted over the last thousand years — it’s fallen into a bottomless pit.

I was sitting in Zara’s personal office. The scent of her perfume permeated the room, mixing with the smell of the smoldering coals in the fireplace. Shadows danced on the walls, creating an intimate atmosphere.

“The audience adored you,” Zara said, filling her glass with ruby-red wine. Her eyes shone like melted gold. She must have been extremely excited, since the room was already getting pretty hot. “No one’s done that well in my arena in years.”

“It wasn’t hard,” I replied with a shrug. “I played with my opponents a little, just like you asked. The first four were obvious dilettantes, although the fifth one had a hint of real skill.”

“Lee Shen?” Zara said. “That’s not surprising. He trained at a temple in the Eastern Lands. They say the monks there practice ancient martial arts techniques.”

I snorted. The techniques Lee Shan had used were distorted versions of styles I’d seen a long, long time ago. I could even guess which temple he’s trained at. Although in my day, a monk from that temple could have easily destroyed two battle-ready squadrons. Fighting him was like seeing a parody of a masterpiece painted by a person who’d only seen the original in passing.

“Ancient techniques…” I chuckled. “Ridiculous.”

“Then I guess you must know some real ones?” Zara inquired, leaning in, her eyes full of curiosity.

“I know plenty,” I replied evasively. “Now that I’ve held up my end of the bargain, are you ready to give me the information you promised?”

Zara thoughtfully ran a finger along the edge of her glass, making a quiet, melodic sound.

“That’s fair,” she said with a hint of a smile. “One of the names you mentioned was Arcarius Mentilus, right?”

I leaned forward. I’d thought about my friends a lot in the demon realm, especially during my darkest days. Arcarius was the greatest mage of his time, but I was more amazed by his mind than his magical ability. If he’d been with me in the demon realm, it might not have taken me a hundred years to escape. But going in alone had been my decision — there was no reason to risk everyone.

“There’s an academy in the northern part of Dominus,” Zara continued. “It’s called ‘Arcanum Nox.’ There’s nothing that special about it — it’s a middling educational institution for mages. But it has something unique: an ancient library.”

“What’s so unique about that?”

“Most people don’t care about ancient books nowadays. But they say that the academy was founded back when there was no Hunters’ Guild, and even the oldest clans in the Empire didn’t exist.”

I listened intently, feeling an almost forgotten sensation awakening inside of me: hope.

“The building has been restored and rebuilt many times,” Zara continued, “but they say it was originally founded by someone called Arcarius. Although…” She shrugged. “Those are just legends. All sorts of myths have probably popped up over the last thousand years.”

“Legends often have a basis in fact,” I said, standing up. “Thank you for the information. It’s more than I was expecting.”

Zara stood up too, walking right up to me. I could feel the heat from her body through my clothing, and her eyes were blazing with a desire she couldn’t conceal.

“You’re leaving already?” There was disappointment in her voice, but the question was also an invitation. She was clearly hinting at a continuation of our night together.

I touched her chin and looked her in the eye.

“I’ll definitely come back, Zara,” I said. “But I’ve got something important I need to do right now.”

Zara sighed, but accepted my reply with a quick nod. She walked over to her desk and pulled out a small device I’d seen other Dominans using: a rectangle with a glowing surface.

“Take this,” she said, handing me the item. “It’s got my number in it. You can call me anytime. And don’t worry, there isn’t any tracking software on it…” She looked slightly embarrassed. “Anyway, take it.”

I accepted the gift and examined the device. The one I’d used last time broke as soon as I put any pressure on it. I guess I’ll have to learn how to use these things properly.

“Oh, and this too.” Zara pulled out a stack of bills. “It’s your cut from tonight’s bouts. I made a tidy profit thanks to you.”

I shook my head.

“Keep it. You already paid me in information.”

Zara smiled. For the first time, her smile wasn’t at all playful or calculating — it showed nothing but genuine surprise, and maybe just as much respect.

“You’re one of a kind, Darion Thorn,” she said, walking me to the door. “Come back once you’ve found what you’re looking for. In the meantime, I’ll look for information about the other names you mentioned.”

She kissed me gently on the cheek, leaving a slight burning sensation behind.

* * *

Arcanum Nox was located in the northern part of Dominus, far from the noisy downtown area. I had no trouble getting there thanks to the maps installed on the device Zara gave me. I still didn’t fully understand how it worked, but I’d learned to use its basic functions well enough.

Compared to the modern buildings around it, the academy looked archaic. The four-story stone structure with turrets and loopholes looked like a holdover from a bygone era. It had obviously been rebuilt many times, but its overall style still preserved an echo of my native age. I couldn’t believe it was still standing.

The courtyard in front of the academy was full of students of various ages. Many of them wore identical silvery-blue cloaks, while others were in ordinary street clothes. I mixed in with the crowd and walked inside without any trouble — I didn’t see any guards or checkpoints at the entrance. The academy seemed to be open to the public.

The main hall was extremely lively. Students were rushing to their classes, teachers were enjoying dignified conversations with one another, and a few people were just sitting on benches, staring at books or smartphones.

I stopped and looked at the decor. Tall ceilings, marble flooring, statues of famous mages of the past whose names meant nothing to me… although that was hardly surprising, since they could have lived after my disappearance.

I needed to find the dean or someone else who could tell me about the history of the academy. Seeing a young man in a gold-lined cloak walking by, I unceremoniously grabbed him by the shoulder.

“Hey, where do I find the dean?” I asked bluntly.

The kid gasped in surprise and stared at me, his eyes wide. His gaze slid along my clothing — a simple outfit of decent quality I’d bought with the money from the Astralite — and his face softened a little.

“You’re looking for Professor Livius?” he asked, fixing his glasses. “Fourth floor, west wing. Look for the door that says ‘Dean’ on it. But I think he’s teaching a class right now.”

“Show me the way to his office,” I said. It wasn’t a question.

The kid clearly wanted to object, but something in my gaze made him change his mind. Smart kid. I like smart people.

“Uh, follow me,” he said, hurrying to a broad staircase at the end of the hall.

We walked up the old marble steps, which clearly remembered more than one generation of students. There were portraits hanging on the walls, probably of former deans. I looked at each face carefully, hoping to see familiar features, but found nothing.

We came to the third floor. My guide pointed at a long hallway.

“Go to the end, then take a right. It’s the third office.”

I nodded. The kid left in a hurry, clearly glad to be rid of me.

I followed his instructions, then suddenly stopped. Something had stirred my senses — something elusive, but alarming. During my years in the demon realm, I’d learned to trust my instincts, even if I couldn’t explain them with logic or reason.

It was a weak pulse, a barely perceptible vibration in the air — almost like a distant echo of magic, both familiar and strange at the same time.

I changed directions, following the sensation. The hallway led me to another wing of the building, abandoned and empty. A sign on the wall read, “Under construction. Do not enter.”

An insignificant obstacle. I moved the yellow tape aside and walked forward without hesitation. The walls were covered in cracks, the floor was uneven in places, and the joists in the ceiling looked far from reliable. And yet the farther I went, the stronger the strange sensation became.

At the end of the hallway, I stopped in front of what seemed like a perfectly ordinary wall. This was exactly where the pulse that attracted my attention was coming from. I ran my hand along the stonework, feeling barely perceptible streams of energy that I could only sense because I’d experienced them before.

Ancient magic. A hidden room. A protective barrier so old, it had almost melted away over time. I couldn’t believe no one had discovered it yet.

I closed my eyes and concentrated. If Arcarius hid a room here, there must be a way to open it, as long as you know how.

“The gate of twilight opens for the key-master,” I said, speaking a phrase Arcarius used to use for his protective spells.

Nothing happened.

“Can a wall stop someone who can see through it?” It was another standard phrase he used to use.

Again, nothing.

I frowned. Maybe my imagination was playing tricks on me. It was an old building, and it could have preserved echoes of magic that had nothing to do with Arcarius.

Then it dawned on me. My comrade loved jokes and puzzles — especially ones based on very simple principles other people often miss.

“Arcarius Mentilus, reveal your secret to Darion Thorn.”

A barely noticeable ripple ran along the wall, as though the surface of a pond had been disturbed by a rock. The stones started to move, silently reforming into a passageway to a secret room.

But behind me, holding her breath, stood a woman. I was so focused on the mysterious wall, I didn’t notice her until it was too late.

* * *

Anise Raven, adjunct professor of practical magic at Arcanum Nox, taught an extremely boring class for freshmen. Young mages always started out with immense enthusiasm, but inevitably found the basic principles of spellcraft unbearably dull.

“The structure of a formula is just as important as the power you put into it,” she repeated for the third time, looking into her students’ glassy eyes.

After the tragedy in the Black Mountain Rift where Renn, the swordsman from her squad, was killed, Anise had decided to take a temporary hiatus from raiding Rifts. She went back to teaching full time in order to hide from her memories and reexamine her life. The job also gave her a chance to hone her own skills.

Nevertheless, sometimes, on quiet nights, she would relive that moment. She saw the boss monster, its blade-arms ready to cut her head off… and then the stranger who’d suddenly saved her life with a single movement: Darion Thorn. A man who had seemingly appeared out of nowhere, defeated a terrifying monster, and disappeared.

She’d thought about him a lot since then. In her imagination, he was something like a guardian angel — a handsome, mysterious hero like ones in so many books and movies about Hunters’ adventures. It was silly, of course. She was already 28 — far too old for adolescent fantasies.

The bell rang, marking the end of her class, and Anise dismissed her students with relief, watching them go.

And then she froze.

In the door of the classroom, looking not at her, but somewhere down the hall, she saw him — Darion. Her savior. Her gaze slid along his frame, noticing his broad shoulder and confident posture…

Anise’s heart was pounding. What was he doing at the academy? Could it be… no, it couldn’t. How could he have known she worked there?

What if he found out? she thought. What if I made an impression on him? What if he likes me?

She felt herself blush at her own thoughts. But why not? She hadn’t liked anyone in a long time, but Darion… there was something in his eyes, his movements, the way he held himself, that made her heart quicken.

Anise quickly pulled herself together, fixed her hair, screwed up her courage, and walked to the doorway where Darion had just been standing. But he was already gone.

She looked down the hall and saw him ask a student something, then follow him to the stairs.

Without a second thought, Anise followed them. She went up to the fourth floor, but kept her distance, hoping that Darion wouldn’t notice her. He seemed to be heading to the dean’s office. Why? What could he want from Professor Livius?

When the student showed Darion the way to the dean’s office and walked away, Anise hid around the corner. She saw Darion follow the student’s directions at first, then suddenly stop, as though he’d heard something.

His behavior changed. His movements became more careful, his gaze — more piercing. He turned in another direction and headed for a wing that was under construction. No academy employee had set foot in that wing for about four years, as long as Anise had worked there. It was always closed for repairs, and no one seemed to be in a hurry to do anything about it.

Her curiosity got the better of her caution. Anise followed Darion, trying not to make any noise. She saw him walk through the barrier without hesitation and continue down the abandoned hallway. She suddenly remembered a number of scary stories she’d heard about that hallway, but she overcame her anxiety, refusing to retreat.

What is he looking for? she thought, carefully following him.

Darion stopped in front of an ordinary wall at the end of the hall. Anise froze, watching him run his hand along the stones as though he were feeling for something. Then he started saying strange phrases, almost like incantations, although she couldn’t sense any magical activity.

Anise took a few more silent steps toward him. Darion was so focused on the wall, he didn’t notice her. He said another phrase:

“Arcarius Mentilus, reveal your secret to Darion Thorn.”

To Anise’s surprise, the wall shook. It started to ripple, and then the stones moved on their own, revealing a passageway to some hidden room. It was a passageway that shouldn’t have been there, that no one else at the academy knew about.

Anise watched in shock as the wall transformed into a doorway. But what truly shocked her was the name Darion had spoken: Arcarius Mentilus! The same Arcarius of legend, the first archmage, whose name was mentioned in the academy’s most ancient texts!

Darion stepped inside. Obeying a sudden impulse, Anise followed him, unable to contain her curiosity. Just then, as she crossed the threshold of the secret room, Darion suddenly turned around, having finally noticed her presence.

Their eyes met, and Anise froze, unable to move. Then she saw what was in the room, and her eyes grew wide in stunned amazement.


Chapter 9: Arcarius’s Workshop

THE SECRET ROOM WAS LARGER than I’d expected. I saw tall vaulted ceilings, walls covered in floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, and lots of glass display cases with various artifacts and strange items in them. The air was clean and dry — the magical preservation spell was still working flawlessly, even after all these years. That’s what happens when you make something that’s built to last.

I took a step inside and examined the room. Arcarius was always meticulous, but here, his passion for neatness and order had reached its apotheosis. Every book was in just the right place; every artifact was carefully displayed with a descriptive sign beneath it. There wasn't even any dust — the spell worked beautifully.

I suddenly felt like I was being watched. I would have noticed it earlier if I’d sensed any hostility, but there was nothing like that. I turned around slowly.

In the doorway stood a familiar face: Anise, the sorceress with the impressive figure I’d saved from the praying mantis in the Rift. Her expression showed a combination of amazement, delight, and embarrassment, all at once. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes were wide with surprise.

“I… I didn’t mean to eavesdrop,” she blurted out, waving her hands. “I’m sorry… I saw you in the hall and got curious, so… by the gods, this place is a real treasure trove!”

Her eyes danced around the room, settling on one artifact, then another. I saw her breath quicken with excitement.

“I’ve heard legends about hidden secrets in Arcanum Nox,” she continued, taking a cautious step forward. “The academy is so ancient, and there were definitely plenty of mysterious things here at one point, but we assumed they’d all been discovered a long time ago. We thought everything else was just tall tales.”

“The founder of this academy was a good friend of mine,” I replied calmly, observing her reaction. “That’s why I was able to find this place.”

Anise froze and stared at me in awe, as though I’d just told her I could walk on water. Her cheeks grew even redder, and her lips parted slightly.

“You… you were friends with Arcarius Mentilus?” she whispered. “But that was… he lived a thousand years ago!”

“Time is relative,” I replied evasively, deciding not to go into detail.

Anise nodded. She seemed to accept my statement as perfectly logical. Her fascination with me had clearly overwhelmed her common sense. It’s funny how the female imagination works… and even funnier that Aria, for example, hadn’t believed me right away.

“Of course,” she replied. “I don’t mean to pry. You’re… full of surprises, Darion.”

We started searching the room. Anise ran from case to case like a kid in a candy store, her eyes blazing as she examined the artifacts.

“Look!” she exclaimed, stopping at one of the display cases. “This is a prototype for an energy storage ring! See these runs? This method of fusing Astralite into metal is considered a lost art nowadays!”

I walked up to the case. It contained a simple silver ring covered in extremely fine engravings, but without any ornate patterns or other adornments. I recognized Arcarius’s style at once — he always preferred functionality to beauty.

“And this!” Anise ran to the next case. “A potion of regeneration! According to the library’s records, there were once formulas that could help Hunters during lengthy battles with monsters, but modern alchemists can only dream about them!”

Her enthusiasm was infectious, although the artifacts were only of historical interest to me. In the demon realm, I had to rely on my own abilities, not magical nicknacks. Although if I’d had any nicknacks, I definitely would have used them…

As I walked around the room, I noticed a small door half-covered by a tall bookcase. It was just as inconspicuous as the main entrance, but my intuition told me that there was something important on the other side.

“There’s another room over there,” I said, pointing at the door.

Anice turned around and squinted.

“I don’t see anything.”

“That’s because it’s hidden by the same spell as this room.”

I walked up to the wall and ran my hand along the bookcase. As I expected, my fingers found an invisible handle.

“Arcarius Mentilus, allow your old friend into your sanctuary,” I pronounced.

The door opened silently, revealing a small, but comfortable study. It was just as perfectly organized as the main room, with a writing desk covered in papers and tools, floor-to-ceiling bookcases, and a cozy armchair.

“Amazing,” Anise gasped as she followed me inside. “It looks like he just stepped out five minutes ago.”

I walked up to the desk and found a thick, leather-bound folio. Its cover was adorned with a symbol I remembered well: Arcarius’s personal seal.

I opened the book and saw familiar handwriting. Precise, well-shaped letters — my old friend hadn’t changed a bit.

“Musings on the Nature of Magic and Its Practical Application,” the title page read.

I flipped through the pages. The first few entries were theoretical treatises on the structure of spells and methods for optimizing magical formulas. Arcarius had always loved drilling down to the very essence of things, trying to understand what made them tick. I started reading one of the entries:

I completed my work on the amulet of persistent defense today. The principle of multi-tiered barrier-layering turned out to be more effective than I had expected. However, the cost of the materials makes mass production impossible at this stage. I will have to optimize the materials and redo all the calculations.

“What does it say?” Anise asked with interest, looking over my shoulder. I could feel her breath on my neck, and I caught a hint of some kind of floral scent — a rather pleasant one, I had to admit.

“It’s about his experiments,” I replied, still reading. “Arc was both a theoretical and a practical mage.”

The next few pages described how to craft various artifacts. There was a ring of regeneration that made wounds heal ten times faster, gloves of precision that made spells perfectly accurate, a cloak that concealed not only the wearer’s body, but his magical aura as well…

“These inventions…” Anise whispered as she read over my shoulder, “they could turn modern magic upside down! Even though thousands of years have passed, some of these ideas are still relevant. Arcarius was way ahead of his time! Why was his work hidden from the magical community?”

I read more of the journal. The entries became more personal, more philosophical. Arcarius mused about the nature of magic, its connection to life and death, the limits of human potential…

Then I found an entry that gave me pause.

107th year since the closing of the Great Portal. Strange phenomena continue to be found throughout the empire, including gaps in space from which unknown creatures emerge. The people have taken to calling them “Rifts.” Many consider them a new threat unrelated to any previous events, but I cannot shake the feeling that they seem terribly familiar.

My heart started beating faster. So the Rifts really did appear after the portals were closed…

109th year. The Rifts are becoming more frequent. The empire is mobilizing all its forces to combat this new threat. Fortunately, a hundred years of peace have allowed us to recover and regain our strength. The latest generation of mages and warriors is far stronger than the one that fought the demons. We are ready.

I read on, immersing myself in this lost history. Arcarius described the first expeditions into the Rifts, the founding of the Hunters’ Guild, the appearance of the ranks…

121st year. My theory is beginning to be proven. The Rifts are not a random occurrence. They are connected to the portals we closed — not directly, but a connection definitely exists. They are like scars in the body of reality that sometimes become inflamed and rupture.

“Incredible,” Anise whispered, commenting on the lines we’d just read. “He understood the nature of the Rifts better than our modern scholars do.”

I flipped ahead until I came to the final entries. The handwriting there was less precise, more hurried.

132nd year. I am old. Time has taken its toll on me, but my mind is still intact. I have learned much about the nature of the Rifts over the years. My theory is correct — they truly are connected to the ancient portals. Space remembers its wounds, and sometimes those wounds bleed.

I have prepared everything I need. My students will be able to continue running the academy without me. I must confirm my final hypothesis. I have an idea for a way to serve this world one last time, even as an old man.

I will seal this place. Should my mission fail, may the knowledge within it be preserved for future generations.

At the very end of the page, a note was added in tiny print, obviously written in haste:

It may be foolish of me, but I believe that you will find your way out of the demon realm and read these lines, Darion. If I return, I will simply tear this page out, and no one will ever know what I was thinking at this moment. It is a shame that I could not give this to you before you entered the final portal.

There was a small envelope glued to the bottom of the page. I removed it carefully and opened it. There was a folded piece of paper inside with a diagram on it.

When I saw the diagram, I burst out laughing. It was a detailed schematic for an artifact Arcarius and I had argued about dozens of times. He’d assured me that it was theoretically possible, but I thought his idea was insane.

“Arcarius, you crafty little bastard…” I chuckled as I studied the diagram. “You actually found a way to make it.”

“What is it?” Anise asked with great curiosity, trying to peek over my shoulder at the diagram.

“Something that might prove useful,” I replied evasively, carefully folding the paper and hiding it in my pocket. It definitely wasn’t for prying eyes — it was bad enough that she’d seen it at all.

We spent another hour or so in the study. Anise examined the books and notes with fascination, making her own notes on a small pad of paper. For her, it was like several years of birthday presents all at once. I’d never seen anyone else react to magical doodads the way she did, and her enthusiasm was so genuine, I couldn’t bring myself to shoo her away.

“With this information and these artifacts,” she said as she flipped through the tomes, “Arcanum Nox could become one of the three greatest academies in the empire again — not just a poor school that’s only known for its library.”

I eventually decided that it was time to leave. If we were gone too long, someone might notice.

“It’s time,” I said, heading for the exit.

Anise looked disappointed, but followed me obediently. We left the study, and the door closed silently behind us. Then we walked out of the main room, and the entrance turned back into an ordinary wall.

Anise looked distraught as we stood in the half-ruined hallway.

“It’d be such a shame to leave all that treasure there,” she muttered. “All that knowledge that could help people…”

“What kind of man is your current dean?” I asked. The question surprised the mage, forcing her to think for a moment.

She frowned.

“Professor Livius? He’s…” she trailed off. “He’s not particularly interested in educating mages or promoting the academy’s values. He’s more of a businessman. He’s always trying to monetize everything, sell it, and turn it into profit.”

“Well, there you go,” I replied with a chuckle. “I don’t want my friend’s legacy to get sold to some rich collectors at auction. I’ll decide what to do about it later, but for now…”

I walked up to her and gently touched her cheeks with the tips of my fingers. Her skin was soft and warm.

“You’ll promise not to tell anyone else about this, right?”

Anise literally melted when I touched her. Her cheeks turned bright red, her breathing quickened, and her eyes grew large and shiny.

“I… I swear on my magic,” she whispered, her voice shaking. “Not a word to anyone. I promise.”

“Good girl,” I said with a smile, taking my hand away.

Anise looked like she was about to turn into a puddle of embarrassment and delight.

We walked silently out of the abandoned wing. The halls were quiet — class was still in session. Anise led me to the main entrance, glancing at me ecstatically every few seconds.

“See you later, Darion,” she said quietly by the door. “And… thank you… for letting me see all that.”

“No problem,” I replied. “We’ll see each other again.”

I walked out of the academy, leaving behind a charming teacher and a mystery that could change many things. But at the moment, I had other plans. I’d have time to go back to my friend’s laboratory later — it’d been there for centuries, after all. Another couple of weeks wasn’t going to make any difference.

* * *

When I got back to the workshop, the first thing I did was ask about Shadow.

“What’s the dog been up to?” I asked Aria, who was messing around with some tiny mechanism on her workbench.

“Sleeping and eating,” she replied without looking up. “I’ve gotta admit, he’s got a very philosophical approach to life. Sometimes I’m jealous of animals — they don’t have to worry about things like taxes, accounts, tough clients, unexpected house guests…”

Shadow was lying in his favorite spot by the couch, looking perfectly content with his life. When he saw me, he wagged his tail lazily, but didn’t bother getting up. I guess he felt like his presence alone was enough of a greeting.

“Aria,” I began, pulling the diagram out of my pocket, “take a look at this.”

She looked up, set her tools aside, and walked over to me. She unfolded the piece of paper and frowned as she studied the detailed schematic.

“What is it?” she asked about a minute later.

“Can you make it?”

Aria carefully examined the diagram again, shaking her head from time to time.

“I’m a smith, not a seamstress!” she finally replied in frustration.

“Regulus wasn’t just a smith, he was also a craftsman — a real jack-of-all-trades. So if you ever want to measure up to your ancestor, take another look, read the notes, and tell me if you can make it.”

“Theoretically… yes. But the design is strange. Why would anyone want something like this? It looks like…” she trailed off, trying to find a decent comparison.

“Like what?”

“Like a very complicated and expensive toy,” she finally said. “But if you insist, it’s totally possible. The materials will be tricky, though.”

She pointed at a list of components in the corner of the diagram.

“I’m familiar with some of these things, but getting them… for example, time stabilization crystals are only found in the Crystal Caverns Rift. It’s a C-rank — a very dangerous place.”

“The Crystal Caverns Rift,” I repeated. “What do I have to do to get inside?”

“Buy access from the Guild,” Aria replied with a shrug. “You’re a licensed Hunter now, so it shouldn’t be a problem. You’ll need a phone and a special app, though.”

I pulled out the device Zara had given me.

“Will this work?”

Aria took the smooth rectangle, ran her finger over its surface a few times, and nodded.

“Where did you get the latest model? This clan doesn’t… actually, never mind. You’ll probably just give me some vague answer with your usual poker face,” she said, shaking her head. “Hold on, I’ll download the app.”

She spent the next ten minutes poking the screen. Modern technology still seemed like sorcery to me, but as long as it worked, I was fine with it.

“Done,” she finally declared. “This is the HunterAccess app. You can use it to buy the rights to Rifts, reserve times lots, and join parties. I’ll link your map to it… there you go. You can use it now.”

She showed me the interface, which was pretty intuitive, even for a man from the past. I saw lists of Rifts, information about them, prices, and schedules.

“Crystal Caverns,” she said once she’d found the Rift. “C-rank, access price: 300 credits. It’s not cheap, but you can obviously afford it.”

“I’ve never had to buy the right to kill monsters before…”

“It’s not the right to kill the monsters,” Aria corrected me, “it’s the right to collect loot. Everyone wants to loot Rifts. It’s a great way to get rich. The Guild regulates access so they don’t get overcrowded.”

I shrugged. I understood the logic of it, but I still hated all the red tape.

“Buy it,” I decided.

Aria pressed a few buttons, and a confirmation screen popped up. A map with a route to the Rift immediately appeared on the device.

“Great,” I said, heading for the door. “At least there won’t be other Hunters tripping me up this time.”

“But you won’t be…” Aria began, but I’d already left.

Just as the door started to close, Shadow suddenly leaped to his feet and dashed down the street after me.

“Wanna go for a walk?” I asked him. “Okay, we’ll give it a shot.”

* * *

The entrance to the Crystal Caverns Rift was a lively place. A group of ten Hunters of various ranks were sitting on folding chairs around a table covered with maps, diagrams, and tablets. Their leader, a tall, brown-haired man with a scar through his left eyebrow, was explaining something while pointing at a map of the Rift.

“Okay, one more time,” he said seriously. “The main group is six C-ranks, and the support group is four D-ranks. The porters will remain at a safe distance from combat operations. Our primary objective is to protect them and let them do their job.”

“Understood, Captain Norris,” said a redheaded girl with a bow. “What about our evac route?”

“There isn’t going to be an evac,” the leader replied curtly. “We’re going to go in together, advance along a predetermined route, and defend the caverns one stage at a time. No independent action, no diverging from the plan.”

A glasses-wearing mage raised his hand.

“What if we encounter a monster higher than C-rank?”

“We follow standard protocol: fall back to the nearest safe point and call in reinforcements. The most important thing is to stay together and not panic. Too many people have already died in this Rift, and they were all killed because they didn’t stick to the plan or started panicking.”

The other members of the group nodded, trying to memorize their instructions. It was clear that they all took these preparations very seriously.

“Remember,” Norris said, “once we go in, there won’t be a way out. The Rift will be closed for at least six hours. We need to be ready for anything.”

“How many groups bought access today?” asked a member of the support squad.

The Guild employee guarding the entrance checked his tablet.

“Two. Yours and one more, but the second buyer hasn’t arrived yet.”

Just then, a man of average height walked past them, followed by a black dog. He was dressed simply, without any extra flair or special equipment. He moved calmly and confidently, as though he were just going for a walk.

The Hunters barely noticed him. But when the stranger headed straight for the entrance to the Rift and disappeared into the shimmering portal, the entire group was stunned, unable to believe their eyes.

“What the hell?!” Norris cried, leaping to his feet. “Who was that?”

The Guild employee glanced at his tablet.

“He bought access legally,” he replied as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened. In fact, he was actually in the throes of a vicious hangover and could barely keep his eyes open, but he had to stay on duty thanks to his friend, who was in an even worse state after a night of bar-hopping. Because of this, he had no interest in any suicidal Hunters, especially if they hadn’t broken the rules. “C-rank license. All the paperwork checks out.”

“He went in alone!” the redheaded archer cried. “Without a group, or even any equipment! That’s suicide!”

“He had a dog,” someone added. “Who brings a pet into a C-rank Rift?”

Norris clenched his fists. Their group had spent a week preparing, studying maps and planning routes, and now some cocky imbecile had waltzed into the Rift like he owned the place.

“Okay, men,” he ordered the group. “Get ready. We’re going in ASAP!”

“But we aren’t done planning yet…” the glasses-wearing mage began.

“Oh, yes we are!” Norris barked. “We need to get in there before that meathead starts causing problems for us and ruining all our loot! Move out!”

The Hunters started hurriedly getting their gear ready. They folded their chairs, rolled up their maps, and checked their weapons one last time.

“We’ll follow the standard plan,” Norris said. “Tanks in front, mages in the middle, support in back. And be ready in case we have to pull that solo Hunter’s sorry ass out of the fire.”

“If there’s anything left of him…” the archer said gloomily.

The party got into formation in front of the Rift. Norris looked his people over, nodded, and strode decisively into the glowing portal. The others followed him, disappearing one after another into the glimmering light.

The Guild employee shook his head as he watched them go.

“Hunters…” he muttered under his breath. “They just can’t wait to whip ‘em out and start measurin’.”


Chapter 10: The Darion Thorn Fan Club

THE CRYSTAL CAVERNS RIFT greeted me with shimmering light and cool air saturated with some kind of strange energy. The walls of the cave were covered in crystals of every conceivable color, from deep purple to bright orange. They pulsated with a gentle light, creating an almost fairytale-like atmosphere.

“Pretty,” I had to admit as I glanced around. “Too bad the prettier Rifts are usually the deadliest.”

Shadow sniffed the air and growled quietly. Then he pricked up his ears and stopped wagging his tail. He definitely sensed something interesting.

“What is it, fleabag? Smell some prey?” I asked with a chuckle as I checked my sword in its sheath. “Well, let’s see what they’ve got running around in here. Just try not to eat everything, okay? The last thing we need is for your fur to get covered in crystals.”

We made our way deeper into the cave, following a natural passageway whose walls glittered like the inside of an enormous geode. The sound of our footsteps bounced off of the crystal-covered surfaces, creating a peculiar echo.

It didn’t take long for the first monsters to show up. When the creatures skittered out from behind some crystalline growths with a repulsive scratching sound, I couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow in surprise. They were a mixture of a spider and a scorpion, but about the size of a large log. Their chitinous shells glittered in the light of the crystals, and their limbs were tipped with razor-sharp crystalline growths.

“Arachnids,” I muttered, dodging one of their stingers. “They really broke the mold when they made the local fauna. What’s next, diamond bears?”

The first spider dashed forward, its fist-sized stinger pointed straight at me. I let it get close to me, then swung my sword in a smooth arc, slicing off three of its front legs. The monster shrieked — the noise was like a knife scraping against glass — and tipped over onto its side.

The second creature leaped onto the ceiling of the cave, then tried to attack me from above. It would have been a smart tactic against an ordinary Hunter, but I just took a step backward and met the falling monster with a vertical stab to the belly. My blade punctured its chitin with almost no resistance at all.

“Crunchy on the outside, soft and tender on the inside,” I quipped, shaking the goop from my blade. “Great, now I’ve got a craving for fried chicken…”

The third and fourth spiders tried to grab me with their pincers, attacking simultaneously from two sides at once. Their movements were pretty well coordinated, if predictable. I crouched down, allowing them to fly over my head, and cut them in half with a single circular swipe.

Meanwhile, Shadow dealt with his own enemies much more enthusiastically. I watched out of the corner of my eye as he sprouted two more heads for a second. They were translucent, as though woven out of shadows, but with very real teeth. He swallowed one of the creatures whole, which was an impressive feat for a dog his size.

“He’s a picky eater,” I remarked as I watched the dog sniff the remains of another spider without eating it. “That’s a good sign. He’s got a refined palette.”

After our first skirmish, Shadow’s aura was noticeably thicker, as though he’d actually acquired something by swallowing that monster. I was starting to think I’d guessed right, and my new four-legged friend was no ordinary pooch.

We advanced deeper into the cave. The crystals became larger and larger, the air — denser and denser. I felt a slight tingling on the surface of my skin, as though I was in the eye of a storm.

The next creatures we encountered were so unusual, I stopped for a moment and examined them carefully. They were crystal golems — not ordinary stone bruisers, but something far stranger. Their bodies were made of motley-colored gemstones with light pulsating inside of them. They were about up to my shoulders, but moved surprisingly gracefully given their crystalline nature.

“This is starting to get interesting,” I chuckled as I watched one of the golems start to glow brighter. “I guess the monsters in here do more than just flail their legs around.”

I was right. The golem fired a beam of concentrated light right at my chest. Fortunately, I saw its crystals change color a split second before the attack, so I had time to dodge. The beam burned a fist-sized hole in the wall behind me.

“Sheesh…” I said, shaking my head. “You’re shooting combat spells at me? That’s a bad habit. Time to break it.”

I lunged forward while the golem was recharging for its next shot. My sword plunged into the joint between its chest and right arm — the only place where there was a gap between its crystals. The golem instantly fell apart, its crystals scattering on the ground with a metallic clatter.

The other golem realized its comrade’s mistake and started retreating, firing at me over and over again. It was a smart move, but useless against someone who’d spent a hundred years dodging demon attacks. I moved in a zigzag pattern, using the crystalline growths as cover as I approached my quarry.

“Stand still and fight like a man!” I shouted at the golem. “I’m sick of all this running around!”

Needless to say, the golem ignored my request for a fair fight and kept shooting. I had to get creative. I grabbed a piece of chitin from one of the spiders I’d killed and tossed it at the creature. The golem instinctively fired at the projectile without understanding what it was, and I seized the opportunity by jumping and switching to the Flames of Gehenna style.

My blade was bathed in fire summoned by my inner energy. My downward strike sliced the golem from head to toe. Its two halves fell in opposite directions, scattering gemstones across the floor of the cavern.

“Much better,” I said, shaking crystal dust from my blade as the flames consumed the crystal.

Shadow sniffed the remains of the golems with curiosity, but didn’t eat them. Guess he’s only into organic food. However, he gobbled up the corpses of the spiders with gusto, and his spectral heads became even more clearly defined.

“Yeah, the monsters here definitely aren’t messing around,” I noted, glancing at the battlefield. “Although they’re pretty weak for a C-rank. Maybe they’ll get more interesting later.”

I heard clanking and shouting behind me. I turned around and saw a group of ten people noisily making their way through the area I’d just cleared out. They were led by a guy with a scar through his eyebrow waving a two-handed sword around like a club — no technique at all, but plenty of enthusiasm. He was followed by a red-haired female archer dressed like she was going to a debutante ball, a mage with glasses (he already looked like a pedantic intellectual, but then he adjusted his glasses on the bridge of his nose… well, you get it), and a few warriors with more basic equipment.

“Dammit!” roared the man who was apparently their leader as he hacked a dead spider into even smaller chunks. “Where is that suicidal maniac?”

“There are signs of battle everywhere, Captain,” the archer cried as she examined the monster chunks all over the floor. “Someone’s already been through here.”

“I can see that!” the leader said, breathing heavily from exertion. “Then that idiot is still alive… and he’s killing all the monsters! Gods dammit!”

The glasses-wearing mage crouched down next to the remains of one of the golems and picked up a piece of chitin from a spider.

“Judging from these cuts, he’s using a very sharp blade,” he said thoughtfully, adjusting his glasses. “And his technique is… highly unusual. See the angle of these slices? I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

“I don’t give a shit about his technique!” the dark-haired man barked, banging his sword on the floor. “He’s ruining our hunt! We spent a week planning this raid, and then he just showed up and… who the hell does he think he is, huh?”

“Should we try to find him?” one of the warriors suggested uncertainly. “If he’s really that strong, maybe we could…”

“We don’t need any help from some upstart!” the leader yelled, cutting him off. “Come on, we gotta catch up to that asshole!”

I chuckled as I watched them struggle in vain. Sure, blame the one guy who knows what he’s doing… typical logic for a mediocrity. He must be the kind of guy who blames the rain for being wet.

“Hey Shadow, looks like we’ve got an audience,” I said to the dog, who was finishing up his lunch. “Try not to scare them too much. Although that could be tricky given your newfound abilities.”

We made our way deeper into the cave and found ourselves in a real forest of crystals. Some of them were several feet high, forming bizarre tunnels and chambers. The light was so bright, I had to squint.

Then something really interesting happened: a droning howl echoed from the depths of the cavern, and all the crystals around me resonated with it and started to ring. The sound was so loud, I could feel it in my bones.

“This is even more fun,” I chuckled, gripping the hilt of my sword. “Finally, a worthy adversary.”

Something emerged from the labyrinth that would have made most Hunters turn tail and run straight out of the Rift. It was a crystal dragon — not a real one, of course, but an impressive facsimile. It was about fifty feet long and covered in glimmering scales made of varicolored gemstones. Its eyes looked like two huge diamonds, and sparks shot out of its mouth from time to time.

“Hey there, handsome,” I said to the monster, getting into a combat stance. “I haven’t seen a dragon in a dog’s age. The last one was in the demon realm, and it was about the size of a castle. Compared to that guy, you’re just a cute little lizard, and an inedible one at that.”

The dragon roared in reply, its voice shaking small stones loose from the ceiling. Then it breathed a stream of crystal sand that could have turned any incautious Hunter into a glittering crystal statue. I’d seen something like it before — it’s a kind of petrification.

I just moved aside and let the attack pass me by. The sand hit the wall behind me, turning some of the crystal growths on it into gray stone.

“Breathing shiny stuff, are ya?” I chortled mockingly. “I was expecting fire… what a letdown. But since you’re made of crystals, I guess fire would probably be suicide, right?”

Infuriated by my taunt, the dragon attacked me with its claws, each of which was the size of a small sword and as sharp as a blade. I dodged, slipped under its head, plunged my sword between the scales on its neck. It wasn’t a fatal blow, but it was painful enough to get the creature’s attention.

Just then, I heard cries of terror behind me.

“DRAGON!” howled a member of the group that was following me. “CRYSTAL DRAGON! IT’S THE BOSS OF THE RIFT!”

“BY THE GODS, IT’S HUGE!” someone else shouted.

“Everyone, get into position!” the leader bellowed, trying to take control of the situation. “Standard attack formation! Tanks, hold it back! Mages, hit it from range! Archers, attack from the rear!”

I shook my head, still dodging the dragon’s attacks. These guys were just going to get in my way and make a lot of unnecessary noise. Although maybe I could use them as a distraction…

“Hey!” I shouted over my shoulder as I parried another claw strike. “If you’re gonna help me, at least don’t bunch up like that! Spread out a little!”

But it was already too late. The dragon spotted the new enemies and switched its attention to them. It swiped the group with its tail, which was as thick as a tree trunk, scattering crystals, growths, and whatever else  happened to be in its path.

“GET OUT OF THE WAY!” the red-haired archer shouted.

Most of the Hunters were able to dodge, but two of them didn’t react quickly enough. The glasses-wearing mage and one of the porters were hit by the tail and thrown against the wall of the cave. The sound made me wince.

“Dammit!” the dark-haired leader cursed as he rushed to his comrades’ aid. “Erik! Thomas! Are you okay?”

The mage lifted his head. His glasses were broken, and there was blood trickling out of the corner of his mouth.

“I’m alive,” he wheezed. “I think my ribs are broken, but I’m alive.”

The porter didn’t respond. He just lied there, not moving.

Meanwhile, the dragon turned back to me, clearly deciding that I was a bigger threat than the group of terrified Hunters. What can I say? It was a smart lizard.

“So you wanna tango, huh?” I chuckled, transitioning to the Crescent Moon stance. “Let’s dance.”

What happened next would have been the subject of bardic ballads if anyone could have described it properly. I moved around the dragon like a whirlwind, striking one weak point after another — the gaps between its scales, the chinks in its armor, and other vulnerable areas I’d learned by heart while fighting real dragons in the demon realm.

The creature tried to attack me with its claws, teeth, tail, and even its wings, but I was never where it expected me to be. Every gash left a deep wound that bled crystal shards instead of blood.

“Impossible…” the red-haired archer whispered as she watched the battle, her eyes wide. “He’s soloing that dragon. It usually takes a whole party to beat a Rift boss.”

Shadow wasn’t idle. All three of his heads sank their teeth into one of the dragon’s hind legs, preventing it from maneuvering. The dog was clearly enjoying himself — his tail was wagging like mad.

“Who is this guy?” one of the warriors asked, unable to look away from the battle.

“I have no idea,” another replied. “But I’ve never seen anyone solo a Rift boss before.”

Realizing that his “quest to save the suicidal lunatic” was quickly turning into an exercise in humiliation, the squad leader decided to show everyone what he was made of. He grabbed his sword with both hands and rushed at the dragon with a battle cry, aiming for its left flank.

“For the honor of the Guild!” he roared, waving his sword around. “For our fallen comrades!”

What an idiot… a total, irredeemable idiot. The dragon didn’t even look at him — it just flicked its wing carelessly. Norris flew fifteen feet and slammed into the crystal-covered wall, then hit the ground like a ton of bricks.

“Captain Norris!” the archer cried, running to help him.

The dragon turned toward the fallen Hunter, and something akin to disdain flashed in its diamond eyes. It was clearly planning to finish Norris off. I had to step in.

With a single movement, I appeared between the dragon and the suicidal moron. Time seemed to slow down. I saw the dragon’s mouth open as it prepared to breathe a stream of deadly crystal sand. I saw horror in the leader’s eyes. I saw the other Hunters freeze in impotent despair.

I spread my legs wider and raised my sword behind my back, getting into the Final Blow stance. The name says it all. With my current strength, I doubt it would work against a monster any bigger than this one, but I should be fine here.

My sword swung in a perfect arc, slicing right through the joint where the dragon’s head and neck met. Thanks to the energy flowing into the blade, it cut the creature’s body with little resistance.

The dragon’s head slammed into the floor of the cave. Its body stood there for a few more seconds, then collapsed, shattering into thousands of crystalline shards.

The room was dead silent. Even the echo died quickly in the crystal-covered vault.

“Well then,” I said, inspecting my sword for cracks. “Was that so hard?”

The leader of the squad of unfortunate Hunter lied there staring at me, his eyes as wide as saucers. I saw shock, gratitude, and something else in them… respect? Maybe even awe.

“You… you saved my life,” he said with difficulty. “You risked your life to…”

“Don’t make a big deal out of it, pal,” I interrupted him, sheathing my sword. “I just don’t like seeing people get killed. It really ruins my day… and my appetite.”

The rest of the group slowly surrounded us, looking first at the dragon’s remains, then at me. I saw a wide range of emotions in their eyes, from amazement to something resembling religious fervor.

“You one-shotted a crystal dragon,” the archer said, her voice trembling from shock. “A C-rank boss… you took it out with a single attack.”

“It’s all about technique,” I replied carelessly, walking up to the dragon’s remains. “You just need to know where to strike. Anatomy is an awfully useful science, you know.”

The mage who’d been knocked against the wall stood up with difficulty, leaning on his staff. His glasses were broken, but his eyes were burning with exhilaration.

“Sorry, but who are you? I’d like to know the name of the man who saved us.”

“Darion,” I replied, crouching down next to the dragon’s body.

There were three items among the crystal shards. The first was a large piece of Astralite about the size of my fist. As far as I could tell, it was of excellent quality. The second was also a crystal, and it was even larger than the Astralite. It was exactly what I’d seen on Arc’s diagram. Could it be a time stabilization crystal? I guess Aria can tell me for sure when I see her. When I saw the third item, I raised an eyebrow in curiosity. It was a black stone the size of a large egg, but with a complex rune engraved on its surface. The symbol pulsated with a weak, reddish light, as though there was a heart beating inside of it.

“Wow! That’s a runestone!” the mage exclaimed when he saw my find. He sounded as though he’d just found treasure. “You’re incredibly lucky! They’re extremely rare!”

“What does it do?” I asked, examining the stone.

“You can activate it and get a random skill or other knowledge,” he explained with unconcealed enthusiasm. “Runestones contain echoes of ancient techniques, spells, or sometimes even memories. When the stone is destroyed, its contents are absorbed by the consciousness of the person who activated it.”

He paused and adjusted his broken glasses.

“Or you could sell it. Collectors and researchers will pay big money for these artifacts. A lot of Hunters seek them out just for the thrill of it — you never know what you’re gonna get. It could be a powerful spell, or it could be a recipe for soup.”

“I see,” I said, sticking the Astralite and runestone in my inside pocket. “Where do they buy and sell these sorts of things?”

“There’s a special app for buying and selling artifacts.” The mage reached into his pocket and pulled out his device. “I can show you how to use it.”

I took out the phone Zara had given me and tried to tap the screen to turn it on. My finger went right through the device, leaving a neat little hole in it.

“Crap,” I sighed, looking at the broken gizmo. “I just can’t get used to how fragile these artifacts are. In my day, they made things properly. They were designed to last for centuries.”

The entire group of Hunters exchanged glances. The leader, who had stood up awkwardly, chuckled.

“Your style is… unusual, Darion.”

The mage handed me his phone without a second thought.

“Take mine,” he said earnestly. “It’s the least I can do after you saved us. I doubt we could have beaten that dragon if you hadn’t been here.”

“Yeah,” the archer agreed. “We owe you one.”

“Thanks,” I said with a nod, carefully taking the device with two fingers. “I’ll try to be more careful with this one.”

While I was wrestling with modern technology, the Hunters started gathering the loot from the monsters I’d killed earlier. I didn’t stop them — I only needed the materials from the dragon. They could keep the rest.

“You didn’t even take the Astralite from the ordinary monsters,” the archer noted, collecting crystals from the spiders’ corpses. “Why not?”

“What do I care about those little things?” I replied with a shrug. “I’ve got what I need. It’s all yours.”

“But it’s worth money,” one of the warriors insisted. “Good Astralite from crystal arachnids is worth a pretty penny.”

“There’s more to life than money,” I said philosophically. “Although it’s definitely a useful thing, don’t get me wrong.”

The leader, who had finally recovered from his stupor, walked up to me. His movements had lost their earlier arrogance and self-assurance. He moved respectfully now, even a little humbly.

“Darion,” he said. His voice sounded completely different. “Forgive me for thinking what I did about you. I was wrong. You’re… an exceptional Hunter.”

“We’re all exceptional,” I chuckled. “Just to varying degrees. For example, you’re exceptionally brave… or stupid. I haven’t decided which yet. What do you think?”

The guy blushed, but nodded.

“Maybe both.”

“Forgive my curiosity,” the mage interjected, “but do you go into C-rank Rifts on purpose to help Hunters like us?”

I thought for a moment. That’s an interesting theory. Let them think whatever they want.

“Maybe,” I replied evasively.

“I knew it!” the archer exclaimed. “You’re one of those Hunters who go into low-ranking Rifts to help weaker ones!”

“And your dog,” one of them added, looking at Shadow, who was making a show of sniffing the crystal shards. “He’s unusual too. I saw him grow two other heads.”

“He’s a special breed,” I said, scratching Shadow behind the ears. “A very rare one.”

As we walked back to the portal, the Hunters looked eager and excited, casting reverent glances at me. Shadow strode next to me self-importantly, as though he understood that he’d become part of a legend.

“Darion,” Norris said as we were approaching the exit to the Rift. “Could you… I mean… would you consider coming with us next time?”

“What for?” I asked, surprised.

“Well…” he trailed off. “Hunting with you is a lot safer… and more interesting. We get to watch a real master at work, maybe study your technique.”

“I’ll think about it,” I replied with a shrug.

After we emerged from the portal, the Guild employee checked our documents and recorded our loot. His eyes grew wide when he saw the quality of the Astralite I’d obtained from the dragon.

“An excellent hunt,” he said respectfully. “You beat the boss of the Rift with minimal casualties. Exemplary work.”

“It’s all thanks to Darion,” the leader of the Hunters said quickly. “If not for him, we’d all be dead.”

The employee looked at me with curiosity, but didn’t say anything.

* * *

“How’s it going?” I asked Aria when I walked into the workshop.

“Looks like Shadow ate my new shirt,” she replied gloomily without looking up from her workbench. “The one I bought with the money from the Astralite. Now I’ve got an expensive rag full of tasteful holes.”

I looked at the dog, who wagged his tail innocently, walked forward, and lied down at the foot of the couch.

“Maybe he was just touching up the design a little,” I suggested. “I’ve seen people wearing clothes with holes in them.”

“Very funny,” Aria snorted. “We’ll see how you like it when he ‘touches up’ your clothes.”

“I wore clothes with holes in them all the time in the demon realm,” I noted philosophically. “It’s fine. I got used to it. Forcing demons to patch your clothes for you is a tall order, let me tell you.”

I pulled the Astralite from the dragon out of my pocket and put it on the workbench in front of Aria, along with the crystal. Her eyes immediately started blazing as they flicked from one item to the other.

“Incredible!” she cried, carefully picking up the Astralite. “This is a top-quality time stabilization crystal! It’ll be a pleasure to work with a material like this. Where’d you get it?”

“I killed a crystal dragon,” I replied carelessly.

“A dragon?!” Aria almost dropped the crystal. “You killed a DRAGON?!”

“A crystal dragon,” I corrected her. “Not a real one. Big, but not as big as a dragon. Maybe it wasn’t done growing or something.”

“By the gods…” she murmured, shaking her head. “Sometimes I forget who I’m dealing with.”

“By the way,” I began, sitting at the table. “I want to go into Rifts by myself. These group raids are a pain in the ass. You could have at least warned me.”

“I…” she started to say something, then waved her hand dismissively. “You’d have to buy the entire Rift, not just a single raid,” she said, shaking her head. “But it costs an arm and a leg. Exclusive rights are ten times as expensive as ordinary access.”

“Lousy bureaucracy…” I grumbled. “I don’t need a bunch of hangers-on following me around, messing up my concentration.”

I picked a mug off the table, sipped it, and immediately spat it back out. I forgot Aria liked that “coffee” stuff.

“No thanks,” I said decisively, pushing the mug as far from myself as possible. “There are some things I just can’t get used to, and this crap is one of them. I’d rather drink bogwater.”

My new phone suddenly played a melodic tone. A notification appeared on the screen — apparently, I had a message.

“You’ve been added to a group chat,” Aria said in surprise after glancing at the phone.

I opened the app and read the messages. The Hunters from the Rift were all begging me to go on another run with them, praising me and talking endlessly about how exciting it was to have me there.

It was the safest hunt I’ve ever been on! Norris wrote.

It was so great to see a master swordsman’s technique in action! added the archer (whose name was Mary, by the way).

Would you go with us again, Darion? asked the mage, who had apparently already bought himself a new phone.

“Are these guys serious?” I asked as I read the messages out loud. “They want me to be their full-time babysitter?”

“Why not go with them one more time?” Aria asked with a sly grin. “You know they won’t get in your way. And it’ll be easier and cheaper to get the other components for the artifact if you party up.”

“I’m not running a daycare center here. But if it’ll help me get the materials I need faster…” I sighed deeply.

“Besides,” Aria added, “it looks like you’ve already got your own fan club. It could be useful to you in the future.”

If only I knew what a “fan club” actually was…

* * *

I spent the next week leading the Hunters into C-rank Rifts. Every day there was a new Rift, new monsters, and new awed gazes. For me, it was something like a daily workout — a little light exercise to help me stay in shape and warm up for more serious training.

The first Rift was the Ice Spires, where we fought horse-sized ice wolves. Shadow especially enjoyed hunting them, and his spectral heads kept getting realer and realer.

The second was the Swamp of Despair, which was full of poisonous frogs and flesh-eating plants. The Hunters were used to my style by now and did their best to stay out of my way.

The third Rift was called the “Echoing Caves,” and it was inhabited by vampire bats with ten-foot wings. By this point, Norris had fully transitioned to “adoring student” mode.

“Darion,” he asked after one of our battles, “how do you identify the monsters’ weak points so quickly?”

“Experience,” I replied, wiping off my sword. “A lot of experience, and good teachers.”

“Where did you study?” the archer inquired.

“Challenging places,” I replied evasively.

The Sandstorm Rift, which was full of giant scorpions and snakes with poisonous fangs, was our next destination. Shadow was especially active there, swallowing several monsters whole.

We also went to the Mushroom Groves. This Rift was home to walking trees and man-sized poisonous mushrooms. The glasses-wearing mage (whose name was Erik) took notes the whole time as he observed my combat techniques.

“You use styles I’ve never seen before,” he said. “Are they very ancient techniques?”

“You could say that,” I replied.

I gradually came to realize that my strength was slowly returning. My movements were becoming more precise, my reactions — faster. My mind was shaking off the burden of fatigue I’d built up over a century in the demon realm, and my body was storing internal energy again. The transition to the real world had taken a toll on me, but it was worth it.

Every night I went back to the workshop with my pockets full of loot. My finances were looking great — I gave Aria some of my materials for crafting and sold the rest for credits, the local currency.

“This is the best my business has ever been,” Aria admitted as she tallied up her profits. “I made more last week than in the three months before that.”

“Money can come in handy,” I agreed as I watched her upgrade the workshop’s equipment. “Too bad certain people can’t buy brains with it.”

“Are you talking about your party?”

I just sighed. They were definitely useful, since they made my runs more lucrative, but… they acted like suicidal children, constantly going where they shouldn’t. I had to keep an eye on them all the time to make sure they didn’t get into trouble.

The workshop was transformed before my eyes — new tools, renovated equipment, fresh paint on the walls, even new furniture. Aria was beaming.

“I can afford materials I could only dream about before,” she said, showing me a catalog of rare metals. “Look, this is mithril! And this is meteorite iron!”

Shadow’s feats of destruction continued. By Friday, his victims included my spare belt, the handle of one of Aria’s tools, and one of her favorite coffee mugs.

“The dog’s driving me nuts,” she moaned one morning after she realized that Shadow had been chewing on the leg of her workbench. “He’s eating everything in sight! I’m afraid to leave him alone in the workshop!”

“Maybe he’s got a vitamin deficiency,” I suggested, watching Shadow innocently chewing on a piece of meteorite ore as though it were a bone.

“He’s got THREE MOUTHS!” Aria cried in frustration. “And his teeth are bigger than a shark’s! How could he have a vitamin deficiency?!”

It hadn’t taken her long to realize that she was living with a Rift monster. But as long as I was around, she was safe.

“Maybe he needs a little more variety in his diet,” I remarked.

* * *

Darion’s “party” actually did create a kind of fan club for him. Its leader was, ironically, Norris, the same man who’d been so incensed by his appearance that first day.

“Listen up, guys!” he announced in a bar Friday night, “we need to tell everyone about the great Darion! The man who goes into low-ranking Rifts to protect people like us!”

“Tell us about his dog too!” one of his listeners cried.

“Yes, his faithful companion!” Norris said, really getting into it. “A mystical three-headed dog, the descendant of legendary monsters of legend! You should have seen the way he fights! Three mouths, each capable of swallowing a monster whole!”

“Is it true that Darion killed a crystal dragon with a single blow?” someone in the audience asked.

“It is!” Norris declared solemnly. “I saw it with my own eyes! A single swing of the sword, and the Rift boss was dead!”

* * *

By the end of the week, I’d gathered almost all the components I needed for Arcarius’s diagram. I had time stabilization crystals, shadowsilk fibers, powdered ice wolf bones, crystal spider essence, and lots of other exotic materials.

“I’ve got almost everything,” Aria said, putting the materials on a large table. “You can buy the last two components at a special Hunters’ market downtown. It’ll be expensive, but you can swing it.”

I nodded as I examined the collection. It truly was an impressive sight.

“By the way,” I said,” setting down one of the crystals, “the training really has been helping. I can feel my strength coming back. My reflexes are getting sharp again. It’s time for me to go a step farther.”

‘Farther?” Aria asked, arching an eyebrow as she looked up from the materials.

“I need B-rank Rifts,” I declared frankly. “C-ranks are too easy. It isn’t even training anymore — it’s child’s play.”

“There’s no way,” Aria said, shaking her head. “A Hunter can’t go into a Rift with a difficulty level higher than their rank. The Guild system just won’t grant you access. It’s an ironclad rule.”

“Rules are made to be broken,” I chuckled. “There’s always a loophole. There must be a way.”

Aria thought for a moment, running through the options she was aware of.

“Well…” she said slowly after about a minute. “You could find a B-rank hunter who’s willing to take you into higher-ranking Rifts as a junior partner. As far as the system is concerned, he’d be responsible for your safety.”

I chuckled. So I need a higher-ranking benefactor. It’s an interesting challenge, but definitely doable.

“Where am I supposed to find this altruist?”

Aria shrugged.

“No clue. B-rank hunters are considered Guild professionals. They’ve got no reason to hang out with the C-ranks who make up most of the Guild’s membership. On top of that, A- and B-rank Rifts are mostly used by the clans — non-clan Hunters barely ever go into them.”

“Then I just have to find who’d benefit from that kind of arrangement.”


Chapter 11: Playing with Power

IN THE VERY HEART of the Hunters’ Guild skyscraper, on the 80th floor, was an office whose existence was known only to a chosen few. There were no official placards there, no secretaries, no meeting schedules — just red wood, leather armchairs, and picture windows with a view of the entire city of Dominus.

Rivers Montilar stood by a window, watching the people below him scurry around like ants. His dark blue eyes, the color of a storm at sea, reflected the lights of the city. They showed the same calm they had twenty years ago, when he’d first entered the Forgotten Depths Rift.

At the time, he’d only been the eldest son of the Montilar clan and a promising B-rank Hunter. The expedition into an A-rank Rift was supposed to be a deciding event in his life. Twelve of the best Hunters, including himself, made up the party. An elite group.

But what they’d found in the depths of the Rift was not supposed to be there.

Ancient ruins. An altar of black stone, covered with writing in a language that didn’t exist in the modern world. A crystal the size of a human head, pulsing with darkness that seemed alive.

Nine people died that night. Their bodies were found desiccated, as though all the life force had been sucked out of them. Only Rivers and two others survived, and they were changed forever.

The survivors abandoned the world of the Hunters, leaving the Rifts in the past. They swore never to talk about what happened in the Forgotten Depths.

But Rivers chose another path. He deceived even his closest friends, who thought that the Forgotten Depths raid had ended with the destruction of the crystal and the altar. The power he’d obtained that night should have remained in the shadows… but he found a worthy use for it.

“Councilman,” a voice said behind him.

Rivers didn’t turn around. He saw a woman in a dark suit reflected in the window: Selina Carr, his second-in-command and the coordinator of all his most delicate operations.

“Report,” he said curtly.

“Project Relic is ready to go. We have three S-rank Hunters under our control. Two of them have signed exclusive contracts with your dummy corporations, and the third is bound by other obligations.”

Rivers nodded. His years of planning had finally borne fruit. Building a shadow network of Hunters, buying their loyalty, painstakingly placing the right people in key positions — it was all running like clockwork.

“What about our new target: Darion Thorn?”

“An interesting case,” Selina said. There was a hint of professional curiosity in her voice. “Our analysts can’t identify the source of his power. Officially, he’s a C-rank without any magical potential, but he seems to have A-rank skills. The upper limit of his power is unknown. In principle, it should not be possible.”

“That’s exactly why we need him,” Rivers said, finally turning to face his subordinate. “Unique abilities require a unique approach. What do you suggest?”

“Direct force is out of the question,” the young woman replied clearly and succinctly. “He’s too strong. But everyone can be motivated somehow. The girl Naris, the smith he lives with…”

“No,” Rivers replied sharply. “Don’t threaten those close to him. Not a man like him. It’ll make him our enemy, not our ally. We need to find another way.”

Selina nodded, making a note on her tablet.

“Then let’s try to get his interest. Offer him something he can’t get anywhere else: access to restricted information, rare materials, special Rifts…”

“Do it.” Rivers turned back to the window. “Now, another issue. It’s time to show the Guild Council that some of its decisions are… short-sighted.”

Selina’s eyes reflected her understanding.

“Operation Breach?”

“Precisely. Choose three C-rank Rifts in various parts of the city. Get rid of the guards and destroy the defensive barriers. Let a few monsters out.”

“Casualties among the civilian population will be inevitable,” Selina warned him.

“Change demands sacrifice,” Rivers replied coldly. “But do your best to keep the casualties to a minimum. We need panic, not a bloodbath. Our goal is for the people to lose faith in the competence of our current leaders.”

“Understood. When should we begin?”

“Tonight. We need to show that the current system is flawed.”

Selina nodded and headed for the exit.

“One more thing,” Rivers called out to her. “Activate the Shadow Group. It’s time we put them to use — we have a particularly delicate matter for them to attend to.”

After the door closed, Rivers looked back out the window, staring at the city beneath him.

* * *

I left the workshop with the firm intention of acquiring the last components I needed for the artifact. Aria had given me the address of a special marketplace in the business district, as well as detailed instructions on how to get there. It was all stored on my little device.

I pulled the smartphone out and tried to open the map. The screen flashed, displayed something incomprehensible, and died. I pushed harder. My finger went right through the phone, leaving a neat hole in the middle of it.

“Seriously? Again?!” I grumbled, looking at the latest victim of my strength.

A wave of irritation washed over me. I clenched my fist, and the phone was reduced to a pile of plastic shards and metal shavings.

“Gods-damned modern junk!” I cursed, brushing the remains of the phone from my hand. “In my day, artifacts lasted centuries. These things fall apart the moment you look at them funny!”

Passersby turned around to stare at the grown man cursing a handful of electronic junk. One guy even stopped, apparently intending to offer me some help.

“Everything’s fine, pal,” I barked. “The gadgets here are a little fragile for me, that’s all.”

The guy shrugged and hurried away.

Without the map, I had to rely on my intuition and memory. The business district… I’ll just look for a place with lots of signs and people. Makes sense, right?

After about twenty minutes, I realized that I’d gone the wrong way. Instead of the modest market for specialized goods Aria had described to me, I was surrounded by the fancy window displays of luxury stores. Marble facades, gilded signs, security guards in expensive suits — this was clearly a destination for people with money to burn.

“Eh, whatever,” I decided. “I’ve got money. The stuff they sell here is probably really good.”

The first store I went to was surprisingly lavish. “Elite Arsenal,” its sign of polished gold proclaimed. The showroom was the size of a cathedral, complete with high ceilings and marble columns. I saw rows and rows of display cases containing weapons, armor, and magical artifacts of all conceivable varieties.

Swords, axes, bows, staffs — it all glittered in the soft lamplight. The armor was displayed on mannequins posed like an army of frozen warriors. Some of the cases offered rings, amulets, and potions in ornate flasks.

“Welcome to Elite Arsenal!” said a middle-aged salesman in an impeccable suit. “How may I assist you today?”

“I’m just looking,” I replied, heading to the weapon cases.

The swords looked impressive, but it only took a glance to see their real value. They were beautiful, shiny, and… that was it. Most of them were made to be displayed, not wielded in actual combat. Too many decorations, improper balance, steel of obviously questionable quality… and that was just after a quick look — I had no interest in actually picking them up. They were weapons for wealthy dilettantes looking to buy status, not functionality.

“Not exactly impressive,” I muttered as I examined an especially ornate blade with a gilded handguard.

Just then, a young, obviously aristocratic man stopped next to me. Expensive clothes, flawless posture, confident movements… he looked to be about twenty-five, with fair hair and intent gray eyes. Unlike many members of the social elite I’d seen, he didn’t exude haughtiness or arrogance.

“This one,” he told an employee, pointing at a case containing especially expensive blades. “Show me the one on the left.”

The salesman beamed as he solemnly extracted the sword from the case. Even from a distance, I could tell that the toy cost a small fortune.

“A splendid choice, sir!” the salesman said, peppering the customer with compliments. “This is the latest masterpiece from our world-class smiths. The blade is forged from meteorite oar, with an admixture of Astralite dust. The hilt is encrusted with rare gemstones. See these runes? They enhance the blade's sharpness and durability.”

This piqued my interest. Meteorite oar really is a rare, high-quality material. If the smiths who made it know their craft, this blade could be a worthy weapon. Aria talks a lot about the components used in modern equipment, and I usually listen to her carefully.

The salesman demonstrated the sword with a series of theatrical flourishes, turning it so that the light played along its polished blade.

“This sword is capable of cutting through any defense, be it the chitinous armor of an insectoid monster or the shell of a B-rank boss,” he continued. “Its blade will stay sharp even after hundreds of battles. It’s truly the weapon of a real warrior.”

The young aristocrat carefully examined the sword, seriously considering the purchase. One glance was all it took for me to see its real value.

The sword was pretty, and it was valuable… but it was completely useless for actual combat.

Its balance was shifted toward the hilt thanks to all the heavy decorations. The meteorite steel was diluted with ordinary iron — it was obvious thanks to the telltale sheen. The runes were inscribed in a superficial way, for looks, with no real magical function. And, most importantly, I could see micro-cracks in the metal where the blade met the shaft. The smith who’d made this blade wasn’t experienced enough — he prized appearance over functionality.

The sword would survive a couple of battles, and it might even kill a few monsters, but then it would need to be repaired. My techniques would shatter it in seconds.

“That piece of junk couldn’t even cut through paper,” I couldn’t help but utter.

The salesman spun around with an expression of indignation on his face.

“Forgive me, sir, but you are mistaken!” he countered with unconcealed irritation. “This is a masterpiece! A work of art! Our master craftsmen…”

“Your master craftsmen can’t tell quality steel from shiny garbage,” I interrupted him. “This blade will fall apart after the first serious blow.”

The young aristocrat looked from the sword to me with interest.

“How are you so sure?” he asked without a hint of hostility — just curiosity.

“Experience,” I replied curtly. “When your life depends on your weapon, you learn how to tell a useful tool from a piece of junk pretty quickly.”

The salesman turned purple with rage.

“This is beyond the pale, sir! How dare you refer to our craftsmen’s work that way! This sword costs tens of thousands of credits, and believe me, it’s worth every single one!”

“Did I say anything about the sword’s cost? Cost doesn’t equal quality, you know,” I replied with a chuckle. “Sometimes it just reflects the seller’s arrogance.”

“If you’re so sure,” the salesman began, standing at his full height, “perhaps you’d care to prove it? This blade can withstand any test! I guarantee it!”

I thought for a moment. It was an interesting offer, clearly made for the benefit of the young aristocrat, who could probably buy this weapon and many of the store’s other goods as well.

“Alright,” I finally replied. “If you’re that confident in the quality of your product, I’ll offer you a wager. If I can break this blade with my bare hands, you’ll give me an item of my choosing from your store for free.”

The salesman’s eyes blazed with greed. He obviously assumed that I was some kind of lunatic, which made it much easier to talk him into my proposal.

“Very well. And if you can’t, you’ll buy the sword at full price and tell every Hunter you see where you bought such a high-quality weapon!” he retorted mockingly.

“Praise from a satisfied customer is a very valuable thing,” I said thoughtfully, then flashed him a sly grin. “In that case, I’ll take three items from your store.”

“Three?! That’s highway robbery!”

“I guess you’re not actually that confident in your product, huh?” I said, egging him on.

The salesman hesitated, glancing at the sword. Thousands of credits for a blade against three items… in the end, his greed won out over his caution.

“Fine!” he decided. “But no magic! You need to break it with your bare hands.”

“I’ll be the witness,” the aristocrat suddenly said. He’d been standing there, silently observing our exchange.

“Deal,” I replied with a nod.

The young aristocrat stood aside, clearly curious to see how things played out.

The salesman handed me the sword with a dramatic gesture. I took it, feeling the familiar weight in my hand. The blade really was beautiful — its polished steel shimmered, its runes shone in the lamplight, and the gems on its hilt reflected all the colors of the rainbow.

“Last chance to change your mind,” the salesman said with a self-satisfied smirk. “Meteorite steel is many times more durable than ordinary steel.”

“I’ll be sure to keep that in mind next time,” I chortled.

I took the blade in both hands, placing my fingers in the necessary places — the metal’s maximum pressure points, where the micro-cracks were most noticeable. I applied pressure to them, gradually increasing the force I exerted.

The sword resisted for a few seconds, then let out a ringing crack. The blade broke in two places at once, falling apart into three pieces.

Dead silence hung in the showroom. The salesman stared at the pieces of the sword as though he’d just seen himself go bankrupt. The young aristocrat whistled in surprise.

“Impressive,” he said, clapping. “I’ve never seen anyone break a sword with his bare hands before.”

“It’s all about knowing where the weak points are,” I replied with a shrug, shaking the metal dust from my hands. “And now,” I said, turning to the dumbstruck salesmen, “I need three items.”

It took a few more minutes for the salesman to pull himself together. He nodded mechanically as I listed the components I required, his face completely pale.

I needed a walnut-sized energy-focusing crystal to stabilize the magical currents in the artifact, a skein of shadowsilk thread, and a potion of acceleration.

Together, the three items were worth at least as much as the sword I’d broken, but a bet is a bet.

“Your order is ready,” the salesman said gloomily as he packed my loot into a fancy bag.

I turned to the young aristocrat, who was still watching me.

“Choose your weapon more carefully next time,” I told him. “Your life depends on your blade. It isn’t just a tool; it’s your closest ally in battle. Trusting a poor-quality weapon is the same as turning your back on your enemy.”

The guy nodded, clearly remembering every word.

“And where can I find a truly high-quality weapon?” he asked.

“Look for craftsmen who make swords for themselves, not for sale,” I replied, heading toward the exit. “And remember, a good sword is never cheap, but an expensive one isn’t always good.”

I’d almost reached the door when I heard hurried footsteps behind me.

“Just a moment!” the young aristocrat called out to me. “May I ask your name? What you just did here… few have the strength for it.”

“Darion,” I said quickly, without stopping.

“Kaiden Waryad,” he said, walking beside me. “And what is your rank? Judging from your strength, you must be at least a B-rank.”

I chuckled, but didn’t say anything. The guy clearly wasn’t planning to leave me alone.

“Pardon my obstinacy,” he continued, “but I’m looking for a partner to raid Rifts with. I can offer you very generous compensation.”

“Not interested,” I replied curtly.

“What are you interested in?” Kaiden asked, refusing to give up. “Rare materials? Access to private Rifts? Information?”

I stopped and looked at him. He was stubborn, which wasn’t a bad thing. But I didn’t need any students or partners right now.

“I’m interested in peace and quiet,” I finally replied, “and I don’t think that’s something you can offer me — you talk too much.”

Kaiden looked disappointed, but didn’t surrender.

“If you change your mind, here’s my contact information,” he said, handing me a card. “The offer is still valid.”

I took the card mechanically without looking at him. Unlike most of the aristocrats I’d met, at least this guy was polite.

* * *

A funereal atmosphere hung over the back room of Elite Arsenal. Mark, the manager, was sitting at his desk, staring at the pieces of a very expensive sword.

“How am I supposed to explain this to Mr. Wein?” he muttered under his breath. “20,000 credits lost, plus another fifteen for those other items… why did I ever agree to that bet?! I’m such an idiot… Mr. Wein’s gonna kill me — slowly and painfully!”

The door flew open, and a man entered the room. His appearance made Mark leap to his feet — he was Alistair Wein, in the flesh, the younger brother of the leader of the clan and the owner of a chain of stores that sold equipment to Hunters all over Dominus.

He was short, stocky, and balding, but his gaze was sharp and merciless. This man had transformed artifact trading into a very lucrative endeavor in a very short time after taking the business over from the clan leader.

“Mark,” Alistair said coldly as he examined the ruined blade. “Explain. And I warn you — if you start lying to me, you’ll have to find a new job on the outskirts of town… if you’re lucky.”

The salesman gulped anxiously and started telling him everything — the confident customer who’d dared to criticize their wares; the bet that had seemed like a sure thing; how the man had broken a sword made of meteorite steel with his bare hands.

“Stop,” Alistair interrupted him. “Describe this man. In detail.”

Mark obediently described Darion’s appearance, mannerisms, and voice. With every word, Alistair’s face grew gloomier and gloomier.

“Darion, you say?” he asked once the account was finished.

“Yes, sir. That’s how he introduced himself to the Hunter who wanted to buy the sword.”

Alistair slowly walked around the room, mulling this information over. This was the same man who’d humiliated him in Zara’s arena… who’d defeated Karkhan, his best fighter, with a single blow… and now he’d come to his store and trampled on the Wein clan’s reputation yet again.

“This man is becoming a problem,” he eventually said. “A serious problem.”

“Please, sir… I had no way of knowing he could actually break the blade!” the manager begged. “It was made by a master blacksmith…”

Wein wasn’t listening. A direct confrontation was out of the question — after Karkhan’s defeat, he understood that Darion was too strong for brute force. But there were much more refined ways to ruin a man’s life.

“Get all the managers of my stores together,” he ordered. “I have an announcement to make.”

While Mark made his calls, Alistair devised a plan. His business network encompassed all of Dominus — hundreds of stores, thousands of employees. If he used his influence properly…

An hour later, a conference call was held with the managers of all the Wein clan’s largest stores. They all knew Alistair as a cruel, but fair boss, and they understood that this call meant something important was going on.

“We have a special customer,” Alistair began, turning on a projector. A picture of Darion taken by the store’s security cameras appeared on the wall behind him. “Remember his face well.”

The managers carefully studied the image.

“This man is now persona non grata in all our establishments,” Alistair continued. “But we’re going to do this very carefully. Don’t directly refuse him service. Instead…”

He pulled out a tablet and started reading instructions off of it.

“One: all prices will be tripled for him. Explain it as a special tax, the exclusivity of the item he wants, whatever you like. Two: if he sells something, reduce the price to the very minimum. Tell him the item is of poor quality, or you’re overstocked with it. Three: any orders he places will be filled last, with as many delays as possible.”

One of the managers raised his hand.

“What if he complains to the Guild and says we’re discriminating against him?”

“Technically, we aren’t breaking any rules,” Alistair said with a chuckle. “Private companies have the right to set their own prices. We don’t force anyone to buy from us.”

“Understood. And how long will this go on for?’

“Until Thorn understands that messing with the Wein clan is a bad idea,” Alistair said, his voice like steel. “This man thinks he can humiliate our family without any repercussions. It’s time to show him that every action has consequences.”

The managers nodded, remembering the instructions. No one asked any other questions — they all understood that the clan’s honor was at stake, and none of them were stupid enough to contradict their boss.

“That’s all,” Alistair said, concluding the meeting. “And remember: no independent action. Follow the plan exactly. Act carefully and efficiently.”

Once the call was over, Alistair was left alone. He looked at the picture of Darion again and clenched his fists. This man had humiliated him twice. There would not be a third time.

* * *

I took the components back to the workshop and found Aria in a cheerful mood. She was singing something to herself, sorting her tools while Shadow snored peacefully by the couch.

“Good hunt?” she asked when she saw the bag in my hand.

“You could say that,” I replied, placing my loot on the table. “After a little conversation with a certain chatty salesman, I ended up with a whole bunch of free stuff.”

Aria looked the components over carefully, then whistled.

“A premium-class focus crystal, top-notch shadowsilk, and a potion of acceleration... this stuff is worth a fortune! I was expecting low, maybe medium-quality ingredients, but not this! How’d you manage to get it?”

“I broke a fancy sword with my bare hands,” I replied with a shrug. “Apparently it wasn’t as sturdy as the salesman said.”

“You broke a sword with your bare hands?” Aria asked, staring at me. “For real?”

“What’s so strange about that? I had to break way stronger stuff in the demon realm, and I’m not just talking about my enemies’ bones. That sword was just a pretty fake.”

“Sometimes I forget who I’m dealing with,” Aria said, shaking her head. “Anyway, we’ve got everything we need now. I can start crafting the artifact. But first… I’ve got news!”

Aria’s eyes were blazing.

“I found a way for you to get into B-rank Rifts! And you’re not gonna believe how it happened! A man who can help you just walked in here on his own literally half an hour ago. What a coincidence, right? I mean, it’s gotta be fate!”

She headed for the workshop’s rear door.

“He’s waiting in the back room. He’s a really nice guy, by the way. And, most importantly, he’s a B-rank Hunter. He also placed a really large order with me, so I’ll set for work for a long time!”

The door opened, and a familiar figure walked into the workshop. Fair hair, fancy clothes, alert gray eyes…

“Kaiden Waryad, Hunter, B-rank,” she pronounced triumphantly. “Kaiden, this is Darion, the man I told you about.”

The young aristocrat smiled, and his face betrayed the satisfaction of a man who’d finally gotten what he wanted.

“Who’d have thought we’d meet again?”

I looked at the hand he was offering me, then at Aria, who was standing there, confused.

“Huh? You guys already know each other?”


Chapter 12: A Compelling Offer

“I’M PRETTY SURE I already said no to you,” I said, folding my arms and looking the young aristocrat in the eye. “But before I kick you out of here, tell me how you found me.”

Kaiden shrugged with the look of a man who was used to getting the information he needed.

“With enough money, you can get any information you want. A few questions, a couple hundred credits in the right hands — and now I know where the most interesting C-rank Hunter in the city lives.”

Aria looked from me to Kaiden, clearly trying to understand what was happening.

“But how can you know each other?” she asked, raising her hand. “Kaiden didn’t tell me anything about that!”

“We met at a certain store,” the young member of the Waryad clan said. “Your friend made an indelible impression on me by demonstrating a very… unusual approach to testing the quality of a product.”

“I broke a sword with my bare hands,” I added for the sake of clarity.

“Of course you did…” Aria said, rolling her eyes. “Did you break anything else while you were at it?”

“No, but I did put a ding in someone’s self-esteem,” I chuckled.

Kaiden laughed. It sounded genuine.

“That’s exactly why I’m here. You see, I didn’t just come here to place an order with Miss Naris. I’ve got an offer that could be beneficial to both of us.”

He paused, choosing his words carefully.

“Aria told me about your… idiosyncrasies. How you prefer to work alone and are looking for access to more challenging Rifts.”

I cast a meaningful glance at Aria, who shrugged meekly.

“We were just talking,” she said, trying to justify herself. “He ordered a suit of armor, and I mentioned that I knew someone who was really strong, but needed B-rank partners to access better Rifts. I didn’t tell him any secrets or anything!”

“Exactly right,” Kaiden confirmed. “And I think we can help each other. You see, I have certain… familial obligations.”

Interesting. So the rich kid wants to prove something to his daddy.

“My father thinks I’m wasting my time training,” Kaiden continued. I caught a hint of irritation in his voice. “He wants to grow his financial empire, but I’ve decided to go my own way.”

“And?” I asked, waiting for him to get to the point.

“To make a long story short, I’m offering you a deal. I’ll give you access to B-rank Rifts. I’ll take care of all the red tape, buy the licenses, and file all the paperwork. You’ll go into the Rifts and do what you do best. Officially, I’ll be registered as a member of the expedition, and I’ll earn a profit from the loot you sell. You’ll keep some of it, of course.”

He pulled a tablet out of his pocket and showed me a screen with financial calculations on it.

“On top of that, I’ll handle any issues you have selling your loot. The Waryad clan has its own sales and distribution channels, including exclusive contracts with buyers. We can sell Astralite and artifacts at much higher prices than you’ll get through the official trading platforms. This is in my clan’s best interests, since we’ll keep all these resources for our own internal use.”

Aria whistled as she looked over the numbers.

“This is one and a half times the going market rates!”

“Exactly,” Kaiden said with a nod. “And no one will ask any uncomfortable questions about how we defeated the monsters. All I have to do is sign a non-disclosure agreement, and to everyone else, it’ll look like I’ve been actively participating in combat operations. We’ll throw a few fake Hunters into our party, and there won’t be any issues. Believe me, it’s in my own best interest for everything to go smoothly and avoid any unwanted inquiries.”

I thought for a moment. Kaiden’s offer really would solve a lot of problems for me. I’d get access to challenging Rifts, do away with a lot of red tape, and make a tidy profit selling my loot. And all I have to do in return is allow a rich kid to take credit for someone else’s work.

“Our insurance will fully cover any risk,” Kaiden added, assuming that I still had doubts. “Plus, I’ve got connections at the Guild. If any issues arise, I can take care of them.”

“This all sounds too good to be true,” Aria noted. “What do you get out of it other than reports for your dad?”

“Honestly?” Waryad replied with a grin. “A reputation. I don’t want to live in the shadow of my father or older brothers, and I don’t intend to follow in my father's footsteps. I’m going to build my own empire, and this will be my first step. As I’m sure you understand, I’d prefer to have trusted partners. I’m just getting started, but those who side with me now have a lot to gain.”

Not bad. To be honest, I like the idea, although the execution could use a little work.

Aria nudged me with her elbow.

“This is a really good opportunity, Darion! You can finally get into serious Rifts without wasting time looking for a party.”

I weighed the pros and cons. On the one hand, working with an aristocrat could make things more complicated for me politically. On the other, it really did solve the problem of gaining access to interesting places.

“Okay,” I eventually said. “But I’ve got some conditions. If I need resources from a Rift, I keep them. If I need a specific Rift, you provide it. And, lastly, no other people. Just me.”

“And Shadow,” Aria added.

“Your dog?” Kaiden asked, surprised. “Is that safe?”

“Safer than most Hunters,” I replied dryly.

“Alright, I agree,” young Waryad replied. “What else?”

“If something goes wrong, I reserve the right to do whatever I think is necessary — without worrying about your reputation.”

“That’s fair.”

“One more thing…” I looked him in the eye. “Before we do anything else, I want to see you in action. Buy a C-rank Rift, and we’ll go in together. If I like what I see, we’ll move forward with our arrangement.”

Kaiden offered me his hand.

“Deal. When shall we begin?”

“As soon as you’re ready,” I said, shaking his head. I noticed that he had a firm handshake. Not bad.

“Excellent! I’ll get in touch with you as soon as I find a suitable Rift.” He turned to Aria. “Until then, let’s get to work on that order. I’ve brought you all the necessary materials.”

“By the way,” I said, stopping him. “I don’t have a phone. How will we communicate?”

Aria gave me a surprised look.

“What do you mean, you don’t have a phone? What about the one your fan club gave you?”

I frowned at the phrase “fan club.” I didn’t particularly care for it.

“It broke,” I replied curtly, not specifying that it broke because I didn’t know my own strength.

Kaiden pulled his own phone out of his pocket.

“Take mine. I have several.”

I took the phone, trying to handle it as carefully as possible.

“Just so you know, I don’t get along with these things. They keep breaking on me for some reason.”

“This one is unusually durable,” Kaiden assured me. “It’s military issue, with a reinforced shell. It should last, since it’s made for Hunters.”

After young Waryad finished discussing his order with Aria, I was left alone with my roommate and my new phone. Shadow walked up to the device and sniffed it intently, but didn’t eat it.

“Smart boy,” I remarked. “He can tell it’s not edible.”

“Darion,” Aria said, walking up to me with a serious mien. “About Kaiden… his offer really is a good one, but he’s from a clan, and they have their own interests. Just be careful, okay?”

“Everyone has their own interests,” I replied philosophically. “All that matters is that his and mine coincide.”

“And if he tries to use you?”

“Let him try,” I chortled. “It’ll be a good learning experience… for him.”

* * *

The next few days were pretty calm. Aria dove headfirst into Kaiden’s order and Arcarius’s artifact, and I found an interesting new diversion for myself.

In the corner of the workshop was a large screen Aria called a “TV.” At first I thought it was just a picture, but then I accidentally pressed the power button. That’s when something really interesting happened.

The first thing I saw was a show about rich people in an eastern country. It was full of bright colors, good-looking actors, and characters with incredibly convoluted relationships. I meant to just watch a few minutes out of curiosity, but ended up getting sucked in for several hours.

“Seriously?” Aria asked in surprise when she found me in front of the screen the next morning. “You’re watching ‘Chaebol Heirs?’”

“What, is that a problem?” I replied without looking away from the screen. “It’s interesting to watch people create all sorts of problems for themselves out of thin air.”

“It’s a soap opera,” she explained. “A romantic melodrama from the Eastern Empire. You usually can’t stand schmaltzy stuff like that.”

“It’s not schmaltzy,” I corrected her. “It’s an interesting social experiment. Look, the main character could have solved all his problems just by talking to his dad, but instead, he’s cooking up all sorts of complex schemes. It’s a classic example of how not to resolve conflicts, as well as how people can make their lives harder for no reason at all.”

Aria sat down next to me. Guess I got her attention.

“What do you think about the main female character?”

“A typical girl who makes all her own problems,” I replied analytically. “She fell in love with a rich kid, but instead of just telling him how she feels, she comes up with all kinds of ways to push him away. Does that make any sense to you?”

“Well… it’s romantic,” Aria said uncertainly.

“Romance is when a man risks his life for a woman,” I said. “Not when two adults can’t figure their own feelings out.”

Yet another dramatic scene was playing out on the screen. The main character was standing in the rain, suffering beautifully from his unrequited love.

“What a dumbass,” I commented. “Instead of standing around in the rain getting soaked, he could have gone home and just talked everything out like a normal person.”

“It’s symbolic!” Aria replied huffily. “The rain symbolizes his inner turmoil!”

“Rain symbolizes water falling from the sky,” I replied dryly. “Five minutes from now, the guy’s gonna catch a cold.”

Despite my criticism, I kept watching. Something about these shows was hypnotically attractive. Maybe it was the contrast with my own life, where I solved my problems with a sword instead of lengthy monologs — not even dialogs, since the characters in this story never had the guts to just talk to each other.

By the end of the week, I was following the storylines of several soap operas at once. Shadow curled up next to me on the couch and watched with me, sometimes growling quietly during especially dramatic scenes.

“You’ve trained your dog to watch soap operas,” Aria chided me. “He won’t even go for a walk until his show’s over.”

“He understands the importance of narrative completeness,” I said, defending Shadow. “He’s got good taste.”

Just then, a scene played on the screen in which the villain was planning to poison the main character during a family dinner.

“Now this is more interesting,” I noted. “Someone’s finally ready to solve a problem by taking extreme action.”

“Darion!” Aria gasped, horrified. “He’s gonna kill someone!”

“It’ll get the job done,” I replied with a shrug. “Although his plan is incredibly stupid. Poisoning the wine? Way too obvious. It’d be smarter to use something with a delayed reaction.”

Aria shook her head and went back to work. I continued studying modern culture through the prism of eastern melodramas. Who would have thought that a thousand years later, people would entertain themselves by watching other people’s heartbreak? In my day, we read legends about heroes!

Meanwhile, Shadow continued his gastronomical experiments. Over the next week, his victims included my spare pair of boots, half of Aria’s kitchen equipment, and three books on the theory of magic.

“Is he studying for a test or something?” Aria asked after finding a chewed-up textbook.

“Maybe he’s studying the local culture,” I suggested. “Or he just likes the author.”

But the most mysterious thing was that after he ate his “food,” Shadow looked healthier and stronger. His fur became thicker and shinier, acquiring an almost metallic sheen. His spectral heads appeared more often and became more real.

“Your dog is definitely weird,” Aria noted as she watched Shadow eat a metal spoon without any particular effort. “Ordinary dogs don’t do that.”

“Ordinary dogs don’t live in workshops,” I replied. “He’s adapting to his environment.”

One night, as I was sorting through the political machinations of the eastern aristocracy yet again, Aria finally finished the artifact.

“Darion!” she called from the workshop. “Come here, I wanna show you how it turned out!”

I tore myself away from the TV, where the main character was about to propose to the wrong girl, and headed for Aria’s workbench.

There was a cloak draped over it. It was black as night, made of fabric that seemed to absorb the light. Its cut was elegant, but practical — almost ankle-length, with a tall collar and lots of nearly invisible pockets.

“Nice,” I said, running my fingers over the material. “Very stylish.”

The fabric had a surprisingly texture: soft, but durable, with a slight tingle indicative of its magical properties.

“Try it on,” Aria suggested with pride in her voice.

I threw the cloak over my shoulders. It fit perfectly, which was hardly surprising — Aria had spent half an hour mummifying me in measuring tape. Despite the cloak’s length, its weight was barely noticeable.

“It fits perfectly,” I said, adjusting the collar.

“It’s powered by low-quality Astralite that it literally absorbs through special conduits in the fabric. All you have to do is carry a few tiny crystals with you, and the cloak will operate indefinitely. I made a few minor modifications from the diagram. For example, magical batteries haven’t been used in about two hundred years.”

She showed me some barely visible patterns running along the seams.

“The fabric is special — it’s made from shadowsilk that’s been treated with a potion of acceleration. It increases the wearer’s reaction speed by about 20% and grants additional physical and magic defense.”

“Not bad,” I said, testing it out with a few basic stances. The cloak fluttered behind me without hampering my movements.

“But the most interesting thing is the pockets,” Aria continued with a sly grin. “They use spatial magic. The number of items you can fit in them depends on the amount of Astralite you have. And you can’t feel the weight.”

I stuck my hand into one of the pockets and felt it disappear into some kind of void.

“Nice,” I repeated. “Pockets of holding cost a fortune in my day. I guess Arc never forgot about the idea — he actually came up with a way to work them into a piece of clothing. You’ve done a great job bringing his diagram to life.”

Aria blushed with pleasure.

“You really like it? I tried to make it suit your style and personality — elegant, but not ostentatious.”

“It’s excellent work,” I said. She beamed. “Regulus would be proud of his descendant.”

Just then, my new phone played a melodic tone. A message from Kaiden appeared on the screen.

I’ve found a suitable Rift. C-rank. The Frozen Wastes. We can go tomorrow morning. Sound good?

I showed Aria the message.

“Looks like it’s time to try the cloak out in action.”

* * *

The next morning, I met Kaiden by the entrance to the Frozen Wastes Rift. Young Waryad looked well prepared, with high-quality winter gear, an expensive weapon, and several protective amulets. But, most importantly, he didn’t try to pass himself off as an experienced warrior.

“That’s an impressive cloak,” he remarked when I walked up to him. “Miss Naris’s handiwork?”

“Yup,” I confirmed. “So, are you ready to see what I can do?”

“Absolutely,” he replied, nodding at the glimmering Rift. “After you.”

Shadow was slinking around next to me, clearly ready for some action. His ears were up, and I saw a predatory excitement in his eyes.

“Your dog is going too?” Kaiden asked, looking at him in surprise.

“He needs to go for a walk,” I replied calmly. “And he likes these raids too.”

The Rift greeted us with piercing cold and endless white plains. Visibility was limited by heavy snow, and the wind howled like a living thing. The temperature was so low, an ordinary person would have frozen to death in minutes.

“Nice place for a picnic,” I quipped as I scanned the white wasteland. My cloak instantly reacted to its environment, creating a palpable pocket of warmth around me.

“This place is inhabited by ice wolves and albino bears,” Kaiden told me, checking the map on his tablet. “Snow rats also crop up from time to time. They all hunt in packs and are highly aggressive.”

“Sounds fun,” I smirked. “You’re gonna love it here, Shadow.”

The dog barked happily and ran through the snow, leaving neat tracks behind.

It didn’t take long for us to run into some monsters. A pack of ice wolves leaped out from behind a snowdrift — six large predators with snow-white fur and blue eyes. They were each the size of a small horse, and their fangs glittered like icy daggers.

“Typical pack-animal tactic,” I remarked as I watched the wolves surround us. “They distract you from the front while their main force flanks you out.”

Kaiden instinctively reached for his sword, but I gestured for him to stop.

“Just watch and learn.”

I went into the Frozen Expanse stance, and my blade was instantly covered in a layer of ice. My cloak billowed theatrically behind me.

The wolves attacked simultaneously, two from the front and two from each flank. They were fast, well-coordinated, and confident that their prey couldn’t repel attacks from all sides all at once.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t ordinary prey.

My first attack was directed at the closest wolf. My blade went between its ribs, and the predator froze, turning into a block of ice before it fell. The second wolf tried to sink its fangs into my throat, but took a hilt to the temple and flew several feet.

The cloak worked magnificently — I really did move faster than usual when I wasn’t in a stance, and its fabric deflected the wolves’ claws, preventing them from finding purchase.

The four remaining predators tried to attack as a group, but that just made things easier for me. One 360-degree slice, and three wolves lost their heads at the same time. The fourth managed to pounce at me, but the cloak wrapped itself around my body, creating a protective screen that knocked the animal back.

“Tremendous,” Kaiden said as he watched me finish off the last wolf.

Meanwhile, Shadow sniffed the corpses, trying to find the most tempting one. When he came to the largest wolf, he started devouring it. His other two heads appeared again as he ate. It was a pretty impressive sight.

“Your dog...” Kaiden began, then fell silent, at a loss for words.

“He’s a special breed,” I replied calmly. “Very rare.”

“But he’s a Rift creature! You’ve tamed a monster!”

“He’s my dog,” I said firmly. “He’s just… exotic.”

Kaiden shook his head, but didn’t argue. We advanced further through the snow-covered waste. My cloak did an excellent job protecting me from the cold, and its pockets of holding saved me from any inconvenience.

My next enemies were albino bears — three enormous, ten-foot-tall predators. Their white fur was so thick, their fangs and claws looked like black gaps in a white background.

“They’re larger than the wolves,” Kaiden warned me, “and much more dangerous.”

“Size doesn’t always equal danger,” I replied, switching to the Flames of Gehenna stance. One of the reasons I came here was to train, so I might as well use various stances and styles.

The first bear stood on its hind legs, trying to frighten me with its size. It was an impressive spectacle — a wall of white fur and muscle the size of a two-story building.

I just walked up to it and slit it from groin to chest with a single upward slice. The trail of fire from the sword burned its fur, and the bear collapsed before it could even understand what was happening.

The other two creatures tried to attack me at the same time, but the results were all too predictable.

“I must admit, that was rather unexpected,” Kaiden whispered after the last bear fell. “Did you even break a sweat?”

“Why would I?” I replied with a shrug. “They’re weak enemies, and I’ve got my techniques down pat. It’s all pretty simple.”

Shadow chose one of the bears and started feasting. After eating the wolf, his spectral heads had become even more distinct, and he’d grown a little larger too.

We spent about two hours in the Rift, encountering a few other groups of monsters. There were snow rats, ice elementals, and even a pack of frozen birds the size of eagles. I took them all out without any real effort. Shadow had fun finishing off the ones that tried to sneak up behind me.

The cloak did exactly what it was supposed to do. Defense against attacks, enhanced speed, temperature maintenance — it all worked like clockwork.

“I guess this Rift doesn’t have a boss,” Kaiden noted when we reached the far end of the wasteland, where a black abyss yawned. “It happens sometimes.”

“That’s okay,” I replied. “It was enough for a little workout.”

Shadow had eaten about four carcasses at this point. His stomach seemed to be a bottomless pit. His main head had become larger, and his fur had become shinier, like polished metal.

“You do understand that your ‘dog’ is looking less and less like a dog all the time, right?” Kaiden asked carefully.

“He just needed the right vitamins. He’s making up for a deficiency.”

We headed for the exit to the Rift. Kaiden looked impressed by what he’d seen.

“Well, I’ve seen what you can do, and I’m convinced,” he said. “The next Rift will be a B-rank.”

“Well, good job not running away when you saw those monsters. You stood there calmly without getting in my way. I think we can work together.”

“Excellent. If you need anything to prepare for the next raid, just let me know.”

“Like I said last time, all I need is for no one to bother me. And I don’t need any prying eyes either.”

We’d already come to the glimmering Rift exit when something surprising happened. A familiar vortex appeared right in front of the portal — a tunnel in space just like the one Aria and I had taken to the Black Mountain Rift.

Something heavy emerged from the tunnel and landed on the snow with a dull thud. The vortex immediately slammed shut, leaving nothing but a few sparks of energy flickering in the air.

“What was that?” Kaiden asked in surprise as he carefully made his way toward the fallen object.

I already knew what we were going to find, but I walked up to it anyway. A middle-aged man in expensive clothing was lying on the snow. Judging from his position and the fact that he wasn’t breathing, he was definitely dead.

“It’s a dead body,” Kaiden stated, crouching down next to it. “Someone tried to get rid of it by dumping it in a Rift.”

“Does that happen sometimes?” I asked, although the answer was obvious.

“Unfortunately, yes,” young Waryad replied with a nod. “Some criminals do it. It’s difficult and expensive, but when the Rift closes, the body vanishes forever. And if there’s no body, there’s no evidence to use against the killer.”

I leaned in closer, studying the corpse. The man was well dressed and groomed, clearly a member of the social elite. But that wasn’t what I was interested in.

I was interested in his wounds.

I saw a few precise strikes by a knife or dagger — one in the heart, two in the neck, and one below the ribs. They were all deadly and had been dealt with surgical precision, but the most important thing was the technique and sequence of the attacks.

With every second I spent examining the victim, I became more and more convinced that I’d seen the killer’s technique before. I knew these techniques, although they’d been performed imprecisely, in an almost dilettante-like fashion. But the basic principles, the angles of the stabs — it all hinted at a familiar and very recognizable style, at least to me.

It was the style of the greatest assassin in the Five Kingdoms. A man who’d fought by my side a thousand years ago.

Shade Shadowblade.

I stood up, feeling a long-forgotten sense of anticipation awakening inside of me.

“Is something wrong?” Kaiden asked when he saw my expression.

I looked at the corpse, then at him.

“I just remembered something very important.”


Chapter 13: The Shadow’s Trail

I THOUGHT ABOUT WHAT I’D SEEN as I walked back to the workshop. Kaiden escorted me to the Rift entrance, then left in his horseless carriage or whatever it’s called, promising to get in touch tomorrow about the next rift.

Shade’s technique… the implementation was pathetic, but I still recognized it. Someone had either learned from my old friend or found his notes, where he’d kept a scrupulous record of his own mistakes.

Or maybe… no, that was impossible. Even if Shade had somehow managed to live until the present day, he would never kill someone for profit or pleasure. He was a man of honor, although he’d chosen a pretty roundabout way of getting there.

Shadow strolled next to me, enjoying the walk. He’d grown significantly after eating several monsters and was now closer to a wolf than a dog in size. His spectral heads had become so distinct, a few passersby turned around to get a second look at him, although they probably chalked the sight up to fatigue or their eyes playing tricks on them.

“You’re starting to stand out too much, Shadow,” I told him when an old lady stumbled after seeing my companion’s three heads. “You’re gonna have to learn to camouflage yourself in the city.”

The dog barked in understanding, and the spectral heads immediately vanished. He seemed to shrink a little too. The dog catches on fast.

When I entered the workshop, I was immediately greeted by the smell of coffee and the sound of Aria’s electro-hammer. She was hard at work, banging something assiduously on her anvil.

“You’re back!” Aria said, looking up from her work. “How was the hunt with Kaiden? Was he a good partner?”

“He stayed out of my way. That’s pretty good,” I replied. “Listen, I need some information.”

“About what?”

“Remember Wexel? The guy who sent us to the Black Mountain Rift?”

“Of course… although I’m not exactly proud to know the guy. What about him?”

“Where can I find him?”

She put her hammer aside and rubbed her forehead thoughtfully, leaving a black smudge behind.

“Wexel usually hangs out in the Old Port neighborhood. There are a few bars there where… well, people from his social circle get together. Murky Water, Last Chance, The Goldfish — those are his main haunts. But it won’t be easy to find him. He’s paranoid, always meeting in different places and never staying in one bar for long. As you can imagine, after last time, he probably won’t return my texts, so you’re gonna have to find him on your own.”

I nodded, trying to remember what the guy looked like. My memory for faces wasn’t great.

“By the way, about the soap operas,” I said, turning to the screen, where another episode of Chaebol Heirs was on. “What happened to that guy? Has he told that girl he’s in love with her yet?”

“Are you serious?” Aria stared at me. “You’re turning into an ordinary soap opera viewer, Darion! Pretty soon you’ll start buying snacks and yelling at the screen!”

“I’m just curious,” I said defensively. “If Chong Guk doesn’t tell Li Sing how he feels, it’d be a real shame.”

“You even know their names…” Aria sighed. “If you must know, no, he didn’t tell her how he feels. Instead, he decided to pay her college tuition in secret and pretend it was a scholarship.”

“What an idiot...” I replied. “The direct approach is always best.”

“It’s romantic!”

“It’s stupid. She’s gonna find out the truth sooner or later, and then it’ll be even worse.”

Shadow barked quietly, as though agreeing with me.

“See?” I said, pointing at the dog. “Even Shadow understands logic better than that guy.”

“Shadow’s way too smart for a dog,” Aria grumbled.

Just then, Shadow walked up to the table, stood on his hind legs, carefully picked a bottle of water up with his teeth, and brought it to me.

“See, he’s got good intuition. Good boy, fleabag.”

“Intuition, huh?” Aria said sarcastically. “If you say so…”

“He could tell I was thirsty. He’s a smart dog.”

“I’m starting to suspect that ‘dog’ of yours might be smarter than some humans,” Aria grumbled.

“He’s definitely smarter than the guy in that soap opera.”

I was already on my way to the door when Aria suddenly grabbed my sleeve.

“Be careful, okay? The Old Port isn’t the safest place in the world, especially at night. It’s full of smugglers and thieves… and more serious dudes too.”

“Don’t worry,” I chuckled. “The most dangerous dude there is gonna be me.”

Shadow watched me go, but didn’t get up. Having apparently decided that one outing a day was enough, he stretched out in his favorite spot by the couch.

“Alright, take it easy,” I said with a smile. “Guard Aria in case any bad customers show up.”

The dog chuffed and buried his nose in his paws.

* * *

The Old Port welcomed me with the scent of saltwater, fish, and something even less pleasant. The narrow alleys between the old warehouses were poorly lit, and suspicious silhouettes scurried around in the shadows between the buildings. It was the perfect place for all sorts of questionable dealings.

The first bar I went to, Murky Water, completely lived up to its name, with dirty windows, a cracked sign, and a smell you could cut with a knife. The inside was dark and smoky. The patrons sat at their tables, speaking in hushed tones and casting wary glances at everyone who walked in.

As far as I could tell, Wexel wasn’t there.

“You seen a skinny guy with purple eyes today?” I asked the bartender, a sturdy-looking man with tattoos on his arms.

“Who’s askin’?” he snarled.

“A guy who can pay,” I said, placing a few coins on the bar.

The money disappeared instantly.

“Wexel was here about two hours ago. Said he was goin’ to Last Chance. Seemed awful nervous — kept lookin’ over his shoulder. But he’s a nutcase, so there ain’t nothin’ strange ‘bout that.”

The same thing happened at the next bar. Wexel had been there, but he’d left about twenty minutes ago, headed for The Goldfish. As far as I could tell, the guy really did move around between those three establishments.

The Goldfish was a little more presentable than the other two taverns. At least it wasn’t as dark, and the customers didn’t look like they’d slit your throat for a piece of silver.

Wexel was sitting in the far corner, anxiously sipping something out of a tall glass. He still looked like a frightened rabbit — scrawny, jumpy, his purple eyes darting uneasily around the room. When he saw me, he choked on his drink and tried to get up before I noticed him.

“Sit,” I said, walking up to the table. “We need to talk.”

“I… I didn’t do anything wrong!” he started jabbering. “I swear! After that whole thing with you and Aria, I swore I’d never do anything illegal ever again! I only closed the tunnel ‘cuz we ran out of time! I waited until the last second, I swear! If I'd checked…”

“Relax,” I said, sitting across from him. “I’m not here to kill you. Yet.”

Wexel grew even paler, if that was even possible.

“I need information,” I continued. “Who else in this city can create tunnels in space?”

“Why do you want to know that?”

“Answer the question.”

He gulped nervously and squirmed in his seat.

“Well… there are a few people. But I don’t work with them! We don’t even talk to each other. We keep to ourselves.”

“Names.”

“That… that could be dangerous. Some of them work for really serious people.”

I leaned in, and Wexel instinctively recoiled from me.

“Know what else is dangerous? Making me ask you twice.”

“Fine, fine!” he said, waving his hands. “There’s the Rat Catcher — skinny guy, mostly works with smugglers. He lives somewhere in the Old Docks neighborhood. There’s the Tailor — despite the nickname, she’s a woman. She’s very secretive — they say she’s an aristocrat. And there’s the Architect. I barely know anything about him… just that’s the most expensive and dangerous one.”

“Where can I find them?”

“I have no idea!” Wexel replied with an honest shrug. “We don’t exchange addresses, you know? We all keep to ourselves. If anyone needs our services, they find us on their own, not the other way around.”

He sounded like he was telling the truth. The guy really didn’t know anything else.

“Which of them might be willing to… dispose of unwanted items?” I asked carefully.

Wexel frowned, not understanding me.

“Dispose of… oh, you mean, like, when people dump something in a Rift?” He grimaced in disgust. “That’s not our style! We transport people, not… that stuff! That’s revolting!”

“But somebody is doing it.”

“Maybe,” he agreed reluctantly. “But not me! I don’t know who, I swear!”

I examined him carefully. The guy was shaking, but I could see honesty in his eyes, along with a certain amount of genuine revulsion. He really didn’t know anything about it.

“Fine,” I said, standing up. “If you remember anything else or hear something, let me know.”

Wexel nodded as though he’d just received a suspended death sentence.

* * *

I spent the next two hours methodically combing through the Old Port’s bars and other haunts, squeezing people for information. My approach was pretty simple: walk in and ask questions. If I get any evasive answers, provide a few convincing arguments in my favor.

At the Salty Shrimp, I had to break the arm of a particularly chatty guy who decided to haggle with me. At The Fisherman’s Catch, I turned a few tables over before I got the information I needed. At The Porthole, I actually had to throw a couple of bouncers through a window when they tried to stop me.

“Friggin’ psycho!” one of them shouted at me as I left the establishment.

“Thanks for the compliment,” I replied without turning around. “I’ll come back sometime, and we’ll do it again.”

By the end of the night, I had a pretty thorough picture of what was going on. There really were several space-tunnel specialists working in the city. Most of them were just smugglers who could get goods past customs or help people sneak into Rifts illegally, but one person definitely provided more sinister services.

The problem was that no one wanted to give me any names. Even under physical duress, most of them preferred to keep silent. I guess they really didn’t know any details.

I was about to leave the latest bar, a dive called The Lucky Anchor, when a man in an expensive suit walked up to me. He was tall and fit, with carefully trimmed dark hair and intent gray eyes. He looked to be about thirty. I assumed he was a successful merchant or bureaucrat. He was dressed way too well for this place.

“May I join you?” he asked politely, sitting at the bar next to me.

“No, you may not,” I replied.

“I’m Marcus Flint,” he said, offering me his hand, which I ignored. “I represent the interests of a very powerful man.”

The name didn’t mean anything to me, but the guy’s mannerisms were definitely those of someone used to working in the shadows.

“And what does this powerful man want?”

“Rivers Montilar, member of the Hunters’ Guild Council, would like to meet you in person. Perhaps you’ve heard the name. He wants to offer you a mutually beneficial arrangement. My employer has heard quite a bit about your… unique abilities. He’s prepared to give you access to exclusive Rifts, rare artifacts, and generous remuneration. In exchange, he asks only that you provide him with the occasional small service.”

“What kind of service?”

“It varies. Exploring particularly dangerous Rifts, escorting VIPs, resolving delicate issues… nothing that would contradict your principles.”

“And how do you know what my principles are?” I inquired.

“We’ve studied your file. You protect the weak, do no harm to the innocent, and value justice. You’re exactly the kind of man we need.”

It sounded tempting, but something about the guy rubbed me the wrong way. He was too silver-tongued, too confident. For some reason, I got the feeling these “small services” wouldn’t end up being so small after all.

“Thanks, but I’ve already got someone like that,” I replied. “I’m gonna stay with my current partner for now.”

“You mean young Mr. Waryad?” Marcus didn’t look surprised. “A worthy choice. But we can offer you far more than him.”

“Maybe. But I’m happy with things the way they are, and I don’t go back on my word.”

“That’s a valuable quality,” he said with a nod. “Well, our offer stands. If you change your mind, here’s my card.”

He handed me an elegant business card printed on expensive paper. There was a handwritten address on the back.

“What's this?”

“A place that might interest you,” he said, then stood up and started walking toward the exit. “If you go there around midnight, you just might find what you’re looking for.”

“And how do you know I’m looking for something?” I called out to him.

“Aren’t you?” he said without turning around. “Consider it a small advance in honor of our potential future collaboration.”

Sharp. Real sharp. This Rivers Montilar clearly had his finger on the city’s pulse.

* * *

At night, the industrial district looked like the set of one of the horror movies I’d seen. Abandoned buildings, rusty pipes, broken windows… the empty streets were lit only by the odd streetlight. It was the perfect play for shady stuff to go down.

The address on the business card took me to an old warehouse at the edge of the district. The building looked abandoned, but I noticed a faint light in a second-story window.

I walked around the outside of the building, examining potential entrances and exits — a habit left over from a time when every encounter was a potential trap. The main entrance was locked, but a side door opened with just a little effort.

The inside of the building smelled like machine oil and dust. The warehouse clearly hadn’t been used for its intended purpose in many years. I saw old workbenches with tarps thrown over them, as well as crates stacked in the corners, their contents unknown.

The sound of footsteps from the second floor confirmed that there was someone else there. I walked up the creaky staircase, trying not to make any noise.

There was something resembling an improvised office on the second floor, with a desk, a few chairs, and a map of the city on the wall. At the desk sat a man — middle-aged, normal-looking, in a dark suit. Nothing out of the ordinary, just the kind of guy you forget about five minutes after meeting him.

When he saw me, he stood up.

“Are you the client?” he asked.

Interesting. So he was waiting for someone.

“Maybe,” I replied carefully. “Do you offer… disposal services?”

“We offer a variety of services,” the man said in a self-satisfied tone, obviously reassured by my answer. “We get rid of problems, transport unwanted items, and resolve delicate issues — quickly, cleanly, and without any unwanted questions. Our services have been used by countless clients over the years, and believe me, they’ve all been satisfied with the way we eliminated their ‘difficulties.’”

“I see. So what can you tell me about a package that was recently delivered to the Frozen Wastes Rift?”

His expression changed. Caution was replaced by open hostility. No trace of his former politeness remained.

“You’re barking up the wrong tree, pal,” he hissed. “We never rat on our clients. Some things are better left alone.”

“And some things need to be brought to light,” I countered, simultaneously evaluating the distance between us and his potential escape routes.

The man’s hand flew under his jacket and reappeared with a long dagger typical of the assassins of my era. It was a thin, curved blade, serrated near the tip — the same kind of weapon Shade used to use. But the similarity was just superficial. The man’s technique betrayed the fact that he was self-taught.

“This is your last warning,” he said, getting into a combat stance. “Walk away while you still can. Believe me, I’m not always this merciful.”

“Where did you study the Shadowblade technique?” I asked, placing my hand on the hilt of my sword.

Instead of answering, the man attacked. His movement was fast, but predictable — a classic upward strike aimed beneath the ribs. It was one of the basic techniques from Shade’s school, but performed very clumsily.

I easily parried the attack while studying the man’s style. Yes, the fundamentals were correct. The stance, the way he held his weapon, the angle of his attack — it all matched my old friend’s technique. But the execution… it was as though he’d learned it from a book without ever seeing it in real life.

“Where’s the fire?” I asked as I dodged his next strike. “Let’s talk first. I’ve got a couple of questions for you.”

The assassin replied with a series of quick lunges, trying to break through my defenses. The Cobra Dance technique was one of Shade’s favorite combos. But while my friend’s attack was a real dance of death, this guy looked more like a drunk peasant with a kitchen knife.

“Terrible,” I commented, deflecting his latest assault. “Shade would turn over in his grave if he saw you butchering his moves like that.”

“Who the hell is Shade?!” the assassin roared, switching to the Poisonous Snake style.

At least, he thought it was Poisonous Snake. In reality, it looked more like Nervous Worm.

“The man whose technique you’re desecrating,” I replied, easily blocking his attack. “He was a master. A real master. But you… you’re just a pathetic dilettante. This is just sad.”

“My skills are just fine!” the killer barked furiously. “They’re all I need to kill obnoxious aristocrats! Whoever I want to kill, I kill!”

These words stung me more than any blade. Shade never killed for no reason. He had an ironclad code: only those who hurt the innocent, only those who were above the law. He was an angel of death for villains, not some hired murderer for profit.

This half-pint hustler was using my friend’s techniques for his own ends.

“That’s enough,” I said coldly.

My sword described a lightning-fast arc, and the assassin’s dagger was broken into three pieces. It was good steel, but not good enough to withstand a blow empowered by my inner energy.

The killer stared at the hilt in his hand, dumbfounded.

“How… how did you do that?”

“It was easy,” I said, pressing the blade of my sword to his throat. “Now answer my questions. Where did you learn those techniques? And what have you done with them?”

Instead of answering, the man dashed to the side while grabbing some kind of artifact out of an inside pocket. The small orb glowed, and a familiar vortex appeared in the air — a tunnel in space.

I ran after him, but it was too late. The assassin dove into the tunnel, which slammed shut literally an inch from my nose. Only a few weak sparks of energy showed that it had ever been there.

I cursed so eloquently, a few rats in the corner of the warehouse squeaked in fear and ran back to their holes.

So this guy wasn’t just using bastardized versions of Shade’s techniques; he also knew how to create tunnels in space. He must be one of the specialists Wexel told me about.

But I’d still learned something. When a tunnel in space is created, it leaves a trail of energy behind. That means that as long as you know how, you can open it again. And I think I know a certain volunteer who’ll be willing to help me out.


Chapter 14: Hunting for the Past

WEXEL WAS EASIER TO FIND the second time — all I had to do was wait outside Murky Water for half an hour. He looked like a hounded animal, glancing around nervously and jumping at every suspicious noise. When he saw me, he tried to turn around and run, but I grabbed him by the shoulder.

“We need to talk,” I said in the friendliest tone I could muster.

“I don’t know anything!” Wexel howled. “I swear! I haven’t even left home since we talked last time!”

“Relax,” I replied with a chuckle. “I just need you to send me somewhere.”

We didn’t talk much on the way to the warehouse. Wexel scurried along next to me, occasionally casting frightened glances at me or muttering something under his breath. I think he was trying to remember his prayers.

“Listen… do you believe in the afterlife?” he suddenly asked.

“Why, are you planning to find out?” I asked.

“No! I mean… yes! I mean…” he murmured, tripping over his own words. “I was just wondering.”

“Trust me, after you die, curiosity won’t be an issue for you anymore.”

By the time we reached the warehouse, Wexel was utterly crestfallen.

“So this is where the guy disappeared, huh?” he asked, looking around the building.

“Yup,” I confirmed. “Can you track where he went?”

Wexel walked around the place where the tunnel had been closed, sniffing the air like a bloodhound. His purple eyes glowed slightly in the dark — presumably a side effect of the spatial magic he used.

“Yes,” he eventually said. “The trail is still fresh — no more than three hours old. But…” he trailed off.

“But?”

“We don’t wanna go there,” he said, his voice shaking. “The tunnel leads to the Shadowblades.”

“How can you tell?”

“Mages like me can sense entry and exit points,” he replied evasively. “And, uh… don’t ask. I can just tell, okay?”

“What do you know about them?” I inquired, raising an eyebrow slightly.

“Just that… well, they’re a group of assassins,” Wexel said, licking his lips anxiously. “Very dangerous assassins. People say they do especially dangerous jobs.”

Interesting. Very interesting.

“What else do people say about them?”

“That they’re as merciless as demons,” Wexel whispered. “They don’t just kill for money, but for pleasure too. They torture their victims, collect trophies from them, and perform ritual executions. Even other criminals are afraid of them.”

“I see,” I replied with a calm nod. “Open the tunnel.”

“What?!” Wexel cried, jumping as though he’d been stung by a bee. “Did you hear what I just said?!”

“Yup. Open it.”

“But there could be a whole gang of murderers on the other side! A dozen or more, each of them tougher than an ordinary merc! Their mages are B-rank, if not higher! And they’ve got no mercy for their enemies!”

“So?”

“So they’ll kill us!” Wexel shouted, waving his hands. “Slowly and painfully! They’ll chop me up and feed me to the rats!”

“They’ll never know it was you,” I replied with a shrug. “You don’t even have to keep the tunnel open. Just let me through, then close it.”

“How are you so sure you can beat them?”

“‘Cuz I won’t even give them a chance to attack me,” I replied flatly.

Wexel spent several more minutes trying to talk me out of it, giving me more and more gory details about the Shadowblades, but his stories just convinced me that I needed to crush these two-bit thugs who’d brought shame to my friend's memory. The bastards had even taken his name. They’d stolen techniques from a man who protected people from demons and used them against the people themselves.

“Fine, fine!” Wexel said, finally capitulating. “But if anything goes wrong, don’t say I didn’t warn you!”

He pulled a small artifact out of his pocket — an irregular crystal that glowed with a faint light.

“This is a single-use key,” he explained. “After I use it, it’ll turn to dust. It isn’t easy to open someone else’s tunnel.”

The crystal shone brighter, and the familiar vortex of a spatial tunnel appeared in the air.

“Good luck,” Wexel whimpered. “But if even half the rumors are true, you’re gonna need more than just luck.”

“Thanks for the optimism,” I chuckled, then stepped through the tunnel.

* * *

Only two hours had passed since one of the Shadowblades returned to base. That was enough time for the gang of killers to relax and go about their business. Their lair was in a distant corner of the city, in an abandoned industrial building that had once been a factory. The lair could only be accessed by special artifacts, or by tunnels, as long as the mage knew how to open them and, most importantly, where to go. As far as the rest of the world was concerned, this spot on the map just didn’t exist — the Shadowblades had made sure of that.

The assassins had absolute faith in the security of their lair. Their organization had existed for years, and none of their enemies had ever managed to find them. Even the Hunters’ Guild preferred not to get involved with the Shadowblades as long as they didn’t kill civilians… very often.

But they were wrong. Dead wrong.

* * *

The trip took a few seconds. When I appeared on the other side of the tunnel, I immediately caught a scent: a mixture of blood, sweat, fear, and something repellent. It took me a moment to recognize it.

It was the scent of pain — something I’d never expected to find in this world.

I’d learned to distinguish between different emotional auras in the demon realm. Demons feed on suffering, so their lairs are always permeated by a very specific stench. That stench was just as powerful here.

I was in a large room that had probably once been a workshop, with high ceilings, concrete walls, and rusty pipes. But it had been transformed into something else entirely.

Various types of weapons hung on the walls, including daggers, swords, chains, and exotic blades from all over the world. The floor was covered in bloody rags and suspicious-looking stains. There were cages in the corner. Though empty at the moment, they showed signs of recent use.

I saw about a dozen men, all occupied with various tasks. Some were sharpening weapons, others were studying maps, and a few were just lounging around on mattresses. They looked like ordinary people, but they were surrounded by so much darkness, it actually made me cringe — probably because there was so little humanity left in them. Even after everything I’d seen, I couldn’t imagine the kind of monster a person would have to become in order to lose everything that made him human.

The closest man looked to be about twenty-five. He was playing with a strange weapon: a ring with blades coming out of it. He threw it into the air and caught it several times without cutting himself. His movements were finely honed, as though he’d trained with the weapon since childhood.

When he saw me, he raised his eyebrows in surprise.

“Oh-ho!” he chuckled. “What do we have here? Did one of us bring a guest?”

The other men in the room looked up, examining me with curiosity and chortling unpleasantly.

“I don’t remember anyone saying anything about a visitor,” one of them remarked.

“Maybe he got lost?” another one suggested.

The guy with the ring stood up and walked toward me, still juggling his weapon. He slouched and dragged his feet like a worn-out bum, but I was extremely aware of his intentional, confident movements.

“Ya know what, buddy?” he said in a self-satisfied tone. “This is the first time I’ve ever heard of prey walkin’ right into our hands. How ‘bout that?”

He stopped a couple of paces from me, his smile growing wider.

“It’s great timing, through… the last captive I tested my new techniques on gave up the ghost yesterday. Pretty quick too — guess his ticker just couldn’t take it. I hate it when my toys break too fast,” he said with a weary sigh. “But you look pretty sturdy. I bet you’ll give me plenty to work with.”

The other killers laughed. This was apparently their usual form of entertainment.

“Let’s play a game,” the guy continued, now openly taunting me. “I’ll cut yer limbs off a piece at a time, and you won’t scream. If ya win, I might even feed ya. That’s fair, ain’t it?”

I listened to his tirade silently, evaluating my surroundings. The aura of pain permeating the place was becoming more and more evident. These men really had tortured countless victims. Hundreds of innocent souls had passed away within these walls.

And, worst of all, they’d reveled in it. Otherwise the darkness wouldn’t have enveloped them. They were clearly its source.

“What’s the matter, cat got yer tongue?” the guys said, waving the ring in my face. “Or did ya already shit yerself? No worries, it happens. Everybody’s scared before they die.”

I looked him in the eye. I didn’t see a drop of conscience or empathy — just a hunger for someone else’s pain. These creatures had abandoned their humanity a long time ago. They’d transformed into demons in human skin.

And I kill demons.

My fist met the man’s face before he could even react. The punch hit him right in his jaw, and I heard the telltale crunch of a bone snapping. The guy flew about ten feet backward and slammed into a wall, dropping his ring.

“Whah zuh hew?” he mumbled through his broken jaw, trying to get up. “Whah zuh hew awe you?!”

“Your executioner,” I replied calmly, drawing my sword.

The other assassins reacted instantly. Some of them went for their weapons, others tried to surround me, and few started casting spells. But it was already too late.

I decided to see how well they’d learned Shade’s techniques. The closest killer, a guy with twin blades, tried to use the Cobra Dance combo, one of my old friend’s most basic techniques.

It was like watching a chicken trying to fly.

His movements were angular, his rhythm was off, and the attacks themselves were shamefully predictable. I dodged them easily and cut his head off with a single motion. Blood splattered onto the wall, forming a surprisingly intricate pattern.

“Your technique sucks,” I remarked. “Shade would have cried if he’d had to watch that.”

The next assassin tried to attack me from behind using the Poisonous Snake style. Another technique reduced to a pathetic farce. I didn’t even turn around — I just stuck my sword backward, and the idiot impaled himself on the blade.

“Who’s Shade?” one of the survivors growled.

Instead of answering his question, I shifted my sword to the side, getting into the Crescent Moon stance.

Now four of them came at me at once, trying to rely on numerical superiority. It would have been a smart tactic against an ordinary man, but against me, it was nothing short of mass suicide.

I stabbed the first man through the heart while simultaneously slicing through the second one’s neck. The third assassin tried to hit me in the back, but took an elbow to the nose. The shattered cartilage drove into his brain with a sickening crunch. The fourth assassin hesitated, giving me enough time for a fatal blow.

“You guys are hopeless,” I said, shaking the blood from my blade., “Worse than rookies.”

The guy with the broken jaw tried to crawl over to his ring, but I stepped on his hand as hard as I could. His bones snapped under my heel.

“H-have mershy!” he begged. “I’w tew you evewyshing!”

“Is that so?” I asked. “And what can you tell me that I would find interesting?”

“Ouw guysh! Othew guysh! Money!”

“I don’t care about money,” I chuckled. “But the other guys… now that really is interesting.”

Before he could enlighten me, five more murderers ran out of the next room, drawn by the sound of battle. These guys looked more serious than the others.

One of them, presumably the leader — a middle-aged man with a shaved head and scars on his face — was swinging an eastern-style curved sword. Two of his minions were armed with chains with hooks on them, and the other two had long, straight blades.

“Who the hell do you think you are?!” the bald man roared.

“The janitor,” I replied. “I’m here to take out the trash.”

I heard that on TV once. I liked it. Nice and pithy.

They attacked together as a team. The chains tried to immobilize my arms and legs while the swords went for my vital organs. It would have worked… if I’d stood still. Their technique was significantly better than the first group’s.

But it still wasn’t good enough.

I switched to the Flames of Gehenna style, and my blade was bathed in fire. The first chain shattered as soon as it touched the white-hot steel. The other fighter tried to hit me in the back with his hook, but took a flaming blade to the ribs.

The bald leader was the most experienced of the bunch. His technique actually reminded me of Shade’s, although it was greatly simplified. He even managed to make me take a couple of steps backward. Well, they weren’t really “steps” — I just shifted my weight a little.

“You know our techniques!” he shouted during the battle. “Who told you about them?”

“The man who created them,” I replied, easily parrying his latest lunge.

The bald man’s eyes grew wide in surprise. That momentary opening was all I needed. My sword entered his belly below the ribs and came out between his shoulder blades. The flames instantly carbonized the man’s insides, causing him excruciating pain.

“Impossible…” he wheezed as he fell. “Those notes are… hundreds of years old…”

“More like a thousand,” I said, finishing off the last member of the group.

The man with the broken jaw was still trying to crawl to the exit, leaving a trail of blood behind. I walked up to him and stepped on his back.

“Stop, stop!” he roared, suddenly regaining the ability to speak clearly. “Don’t kill me! I’ll tell you everything!”

“Too late,” I said, then slit his throat.

The room was quiet now, the silence disturbed only by the sound of dripping blood. I glanced around to make sure no one else was still alive. Looks like I got them all.

But that was just the beginning.

I walked through a metal door and found myself in a hallway with other rooms branching off of it. I heard muffled voices coming from one of them — there must be more assassins in there.

The next room greeted me with a scene so vile, I instantly felt sick to my stomach. It was a torture chamber. The walls were covered in implements of torture, and there were a number of tables in the middle with people strapped to them. Most of the victims were already dead, but two of them were still breathing.

An assassin in a leather apron was standing at one of the tables, methodically slicing something with a scalpel. He was so absorbed in his work, he didn’t notice me walking in.

“Hmm…” he mused aloud. “I wonder what’ll happen if I sever this tendon? How ‘bout this one? Oh, you’re still alive?! Wonderful! Just wonderful!”

My sword pierced his heart before he could turn around. The sadistic freak slumped over the table, his blood mixing with his victim’s.

I quickly checked the survivors’ pulses. One of them was too far gone to be helped — he’d lost too much blood. The second was a girl of about twenty. She looked terrified, but not injured.

“It’s all over now,” I said as I untied her bonds. “No one’s going to hurt you anymore.”

She tried to say something, but all that came out was a dull wheeze — she’d lost her voice from screaming. Unfortunately, she was just as afraid of me as of her tormentors, so I backed off.

The rage I’d been holding back until now finally broke free. These bastards weren’t just killing people — they were slowly destroying them, relishing every second of their agony. Everything around me told me as much. I could feel it.

I spent the next ten minutes in a state of controlled insanity. The assassins fell to my blade like grass to a scythe. Some of them tried to run away, others tried to fight, and a few begged for mercy, but the results were always the same.

In one room, I found an entire arsenal containing hundreds of weapons of all shapes and sizes. Most of them were splattered with blood and had clearly been used for something other than their intended purpose. I methodically broke every blade, every hilt, reducing the entire arsenal to a pile of scrap metal.

In another room, I found devices whose purpose was immediately obvious. They were torture machines, engines of refined cruelty. There were a few I didn’t even recognize — presumably modern inventions.

I destroyed all of them — carefully, leaving nothing intact.

While I was taking out the trash, a memory floated through my mind.

A thousand years ago, during the demon invasion, Shade and I found a place like this. The killers claimed that their order had been founded by my friend, using perverted versions of his techniques for their own vile ends. As it turned out, they were inspired by his path, but didn’t understand its true meaning. They represented a highly distorted version of what my friend was striving for.

Shade was so furious, I could barely keep up with him as he exterminated over a hundred men. He considered it a personal offense — those killers weren’t just using his name; they were defiling his methods.

“They’ve brought shame to the art of death,” he said as he stood among the corpses of the false assassins. “They’ve turned a refined science into a foul tool. This isn’t assassination — it’s slaughter.”

And now history had repeated itself. Once again, someone had used my friend’s techniques to satisfy their own bloodlust. Once again, his name has been used as a facade for the most disgusting crimes imaginable.

Shade wasn’t there this time, but I couldn’t let it stand.

There were almost no survivors left by the time I reached the final rooms. The few assassins who tried to hide or flee were found and eliminated. I left no witnesses.

At the very end of the hall was a room that was slightly larger than the others. Judging from its furnishings, it was the personal chambers of the gang’s leader. But when I walked inside, I found only one man.

The same tunneler who’d run from me at the warehouse.

He was standing by the window, holding some kind of artifact and clearly getting ready to escape. When he saw me, he tried to activate the device, but I was too fast.

My sword cut his hand off along with the artifact. The tunneler howled, grabbing his bloody stump.

“You!” he hissed. “How did you find this place?”

“I’ve got good connections,” I replied, holding my blade to his throat.

“What do you want? Money? Information? I can offer you a place in our organization!” he said quickly as his gaze wandered around the room in search of an escape route.

“I want you to stop defiling the memory of great warriors,” I said as I ran my sword along his throat.

Blood splattered, and the tunneler collapsed. He would never hurt anyone again.

I searched the room carefully. It was pretty luxurious — the assassins’ business was clearly booming. But there were a few things that caught my attention.

An eastern vase in the corner. Calligraphic scrolls hanging on the walls. A tea set on the table — clearly an antique. Interestingly, these items all reminded me of things Shade had used.

My old friend was born in the Eastern Kingdom and held onto many habits from his homeland. Some of these modern assassins must also have eastern roots.

But the most interesting thing of all was a safe lazily disguised as a bookcase. It had a complex magical lock, but my sword made short work of it.

Inside were documents, money, valuables — the sorts of things you usually find in a secret hiding place. But in the corner of the safe were a few boxes that were clearly designed for storing especially valuable items.

I opened the first box and froze.

It contained yellowed pages covered in familiar handwriting — neat, precise characters I recognized from our adventures together.

It was Shade Shadowblade’s.

The pages were from his diary — not the full diary, just fragments. Someone had apparently gotten his hands on some of my old friend’s writings, then used them to train his subordinates.

I flipped through the pages carefully. Most of them were descriptions of techniques — the same ones the assassins had used distorted versions of. Cobra Dance, Poisonous Snake, Scorpion’s Sting — all the core techniques of Shade’s school.

But the pages were falling apart. Much of the text was effaced, a few of the pages were torn, and some of the writing was no longer legible. That must be why their techniques were so clumsy — they’d tried to restore the missing parts on their own, but lacked the ability.

The other boxes contained records of assassinations the group had performed. There were names of victims, methods of murder, clients — an entire archive of crime. I recognized some of the names — powerful aristocrats, rich merchants whose ads were inescapable…

This could be very valuable information. However, I need to understand the modern political landscape better before deciding what to do with it.

I took Shade’s diary and the assassination records. The former, I took as a keepsake; the latter, as a potential trump card.

I didn’t care about the safe’s other contents. The money, the valuables, the documents — I left it all behind, since it was stained with the blood of the innocent. Items with an aura that foul are no good to anyone — they’d spent too much time there, soaking up the pain and suffering of the assassins’ victims.

As I left the killers’ lair, I took a quick glance at my handiwork — over two dozen corpses, destroyed equipment, burned documents. If any of the Shadowblades were still alive, they were unlikely to go back to their old activities.

Justice had been done.

When I went outside, I realized that I had no idea where I was. Guess I’ll have to find my way home somehow. It’s pretty far, but after what just happened, I could use a walk.

“Sorry, Shade. I’m not as precise as you. I’ve always been more of a hammer than a scalpel,” I chuckled, looking up at the starry sky as I took my first step in search of home.

* * *

About an hour had passed since the mysterious avenger left the ruined Shadowblade lair. The industrial district had returned to its usual silence, broken only by police sirens in the distance and the sound of nocturnal drivers on the main highways.

The telltale vortex of a tunnel in space appeared in front of the killers’ former lair. But unlike the homemade artifacts used by the criminals, this portal was stable and perfectly round, with distinct edges.

Five men in dark clothes emerged from the tunnel. They were muscular, covered in scars, and armed to the teeth. Their faces betrayed the fatigue of a long journey and irritation at being forced to return.

“Blade better have a good reason for calling us back here,” one of them grumbled as he adjusted his sword belt. “We were almost done with that job at the eastern port.”

“He’s prolly just bein’ paranoid again,” his traveling companion replied. “Remember when he sounded that alarm ‘cuz a cat wandered into our turf? He figured there must be a Rift nearby. Now that was hilarious.”

One of the men wasn’t participating in the conversation. He was noticeably older than the others, with an expensive dark suit and the mannerisms of an experienced negotiator. His focused gray eyes studied his surroundings with professional caution.

As they approached the building, the men immediately realized that something was amiss. The door was caved in, the windows were broken, and there was smoke coming out of some of the rooms.

“What the hell happened here?” one of the mercs cursed, grabbing his weapon.

The men broke in and froze, stunned by what they saw. There were corpses everywhere — the bodies of their comrades, their brothers-in-arms, men they’d shared danger and loot with for years.

“No way…” the second merc whispered as he leaned over the body of the bald leader. “Who could have done this? There was a whole crew here!”

“And they’re all dead,” his partner stated flatly as he checked the other rooms. “They were killed by a pro. Fast, precise, without any unnecessary suffering.”

The man in the suit remained silent as he carefully inspected the slaughter. His trained eye noticed details the other mercs had missed — angles of attack, types of wounds, the sequence of the kills…

“This is the work of one man,” he eventually said.

“One man?” another merc asked dubiously. “Against a dozen killers?”

“Look at the wounds. They were all inflicted with the same weapon: a longsword. The fighting style is uniform, and the technique is top-notch. Most importantly, none of them managed to injure the attacker. There isn’t a single drop of anybody else’s blood on the floor.”

The man knew what he was talking about — he was the best hemomancer (blood mage) in the capital and the surrounding area. He preferred to hang out at the assassins’ base so he could lie low and indulge this aspect of his personality.

They made their way through the rooms, finding destruction everywhere. The arsenal was destroyed, the torture devices were broken, and the documents were burned. Even the safe in the leader’s room had been opened and partially cleared out.

“Whoever he was, he knew what he was looking for,” the man in the suit said as he searched what was left of the safe. “He only took the most valuable stuff and destroyed the rest.”

“Could it be the Guild?” one of the mercs asked. “They’ve been wantin’ to shut us down for a long time now.”

“No,” the older man replied, shaking his head. “The Guild acts in groups. Everything’s a big production with them, and they always make arrests. This is something else. Something more personal.”

Just then, the air in front of them started to glow, and another tunnel appeared. Two men walked out of it: one in an expensive gray suit, and another in simpler, but still high-quality clothing.

“Speak of the devil… what does the Guild want here?” one of the assassins chuckled, but immediately shut up when their leader, the man in the suit, raised his hand.

“I’m Marcus Flint,” the first man said, scanning the destruction. “This is Rivers Montilar.”

The surviving mercs exchanged glances. The name River Montilar was known all over Dominus. He was a member of the Hunters’ Guild Council and one of the most powerful men in the empire. As a young man, he’d refused his clan’s help because he wanted to start from scratch and climb to the top on his own.

“Councilman,” the man in the suit said with a respectful bow, “I wasn’t expecting to see you here. I don’t suppose you can explain this? We had an arrangement, after all.”

Rivers ignored the greeting and studied the slaughter with a professional gaze, his dark blue eyes methodically tracking every detail.

“Interesting,” he eventually said. “We had an arrangement, but you violated it. And, apparently, someone decided to settle the score with you instead of me.”

“Rivers!” one of the assassins cried as he dashed at him, drawing his dagger, but Montilar didn’t even move.

Marcus appeared behind the killer and broke his neck with a single forceful motion.

“I’d avoid reducing the numbers of your already small organization even further,” the councilman said coldly, as though nothing had happened.

“What are you suggesting?” the man in the suit asked without even looking at his dead subordinate, his gaze fixed firmly on Rivers.

“You’re going to work for me, Oswald. In exchange, I’ll allow you to find out who made this mess… and settle the score with him.”


Chapter 15: The Dead Metropolis Rift

LEON MONTILAR HADN’T SLEPT in three days.

After returning from the latest Rift, he lied there in his chambers, staring at the ceiling and mentally replaying those humiliating seconds over and over again. The way that cocky bastard just disappeared right under his nose. The way he held a finger to his throat as though he were playing with a child. The way he smiled mockingly when he told him to “learn how to hold that toy of yours properly.”

Over the last week, the youngest member of the Montilar clan had spent more time in Rifts than in the previous month. His personal assistants — two experienced B-rank mages — were already starting to break into a cold sweat the moment they saw their employer, but try as they might, they couldn’t talk him out of it.

“Mr. Montilar,” one of them had said carefully as they emerged from his fourth Rift of the day. “Maybe you should take a break. You’ve spent the last eighteen hours in combat.”

“A break?” Leon turned to him, a dangerous spark flickering in his eyes. “Weaklings take breaks. I’m no weakling. Do I make myself clear?”

His assistants exchanged glances, but decided not to argue. They knew their employer — when he was obsessed like this, it was better to just keep your distance and follow orders.

In the fifth Rift of the day, Leon fought so furiously, even the monsters started to back off. His katana sliced through the air, leaving icy sparks behind, and his magic was so intense, the temperature dropped fifty degrees.

“It’s not enough!” he roared as he finished off his latest foe. “It’s still not enough!”

But the last straw was the report he received the next day.

Darion Thorn. C-rank Hunter. Magical potential: none.

Leon read through the document three times, unable to believe his eyes. The man who’d humiliated him, one of the most powerful mages in the empire, couldn’t even use magic himself. This was more than just a humiliation. His ego was decimated.

“How is this even possible?” he whispered, crushing the paper in his fist.

The next few days were spent in the feverish pursuit of power. Leon bought access to the most dangerous C-rank Rifts he could find. Sometimes — very rarely — he dared to go into a B-rank, but only with a painstakingly selected party and all the necessary preparations. He wasn’t completely suicidal, after all.

When it came to difficulty, B-rank Rifts were on a completely different level. Every monster there could kill an unprepared Hunter with a single blow. The magical pressure was so intense, even experienced mages would start to choke. A single mistake could cost not just your own life, but your entire party.

And now, as he scrolled through the Guild app in search of yet another suitable trial, Leon found a notification that made his heart beat faster.

B-rank Rift: Dead Metropolis. One slot available. Cost: 15K credits. Entry: tomorrow morning, 7:00.

15,000 credits for one slot — that was a hefty sum, even for a member of the Montilar clan. But the high price tag told him just how dangerous the Rift was.

Leon looked at the screen for a long time, weighing the pros and cons. Going into a Rift with a party of strangers was risky. He didn’t know their tactics, level of preparation, or ability to work as a team. On the other hand, this was an opportunity to test himself without his clanmates’ help, without their protection and support.

It was a chance to truly test his mettle.

His finger hung over the “Buy” button. Tomorrow morning. If he bought it now, he’d only have a few hours to prepare. No maps, no retreat route, no one to watch his back.

“The greater the risk, the greater the reward,” he muttered, repeating one of his father’s favorite maxims. He pressed the button.

The transaction was completed instantly. There was no turning back now.

* * *

It was a cold, damp, foggy  morning. I was standing in front of the entrance to a Rift, sipping something hot Aria called “herbal tea” out of a thermos. If she knew about the herbal tea Levianna used to make, she’d call it “swill,” but what are you gonna do…

Kaiden looked more serious than usual. His typically relaxed demeanor had been replaced by professional focus.

“Darion,” he said, checking the equipment one last time, “B-rank is on a whole new level. Every monster there could kill you if you aren’t careful. If you see the Rift Boss, I suggest retreating. They’re especially dangerous in these sorts of Rifts.”

To be honest, I was curious to see how strong the monsters in the rift would be. After clearing out that den or murderers last night, I felt like taking on something a little tougher. But I nodded, pretending to listen.

“After a little while, the collectors will head in and follow your trail. Everything the monsters drop will be put to use, so try to make the area behind you as safe as possible. We don’t want any accidents.”

Just then, a familiar silhouette approached us.

Leon Montilar walked to the Rift entrance as though he were headed for his own funeral. His face was pale, and his eyes showed a combination of determination and poorly concealed anxiety.

When he saw us, he stopped, rooted to the spot.

“You?” He stared at me as though he’d just seen a demon. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“I’m gonna go kill some monsters,” I replied indifferently. “What’s the matter — your mommy didn’t let you in the sandbox, so you decided to come play with the big boys?

“Very funny,” Leon hissed through clenched teeth.

Kaiden looked from me to Leon, clearly trying to understand what was going on.

“Wait a second…” he said, raising his hand. “You two know each other?”

“Unfortunately,” Leon grumbled.

“You mean ‘fortunately,’” I corrected him. “Who else could have brought our illustrious prince down from heaven?”

A Guild employee, a young guy with a tablet, walked up to us and started checking our documents.

“Kaiden Waryad, B-rank. All slots purchased,” he muttered, looking at the list. “Leon Montilar, A-rank, individual slot purchased. Just a sec…” He frowned. “There’s been some kind of mixup.”

“What kind of mixup?” Kaiden asked, growing tense.

“Mr. Waryad, you purchased all the slots, but that’s not the same as buying the Rift in full. Apparently, there was still one free slot left, and Mr. Montilar bought it. So only two Hunters are going into the Rift: Mr. Thorn and Mr. Montilar.”

I snorted. Kaiden looked perplexed.

“How can that be?” he asked. “I was certain I purchased all the slots.”

“Technically, you did buy all the available slots, but this happens sometimes. Maybe you didn’t notice, or maybe there was a malfunction and the program generated an extra slot,” the employee explained. “Either way, Mr. Montilar bought it.”

Leon turned even paler.

“This is impossible!” he exclaimed. “It’s simply not done! According to Guild rules, you need a party to explore a Rift. Going in solo is against the rules.”

“Technically, everything’s fine,” the employee replied with a shrug. “Guild rules don’t prohibit these sorts of things. Usually, no one dares to go into a B-rank Rift alone, but it’s a free country. From a formal perspective, it’s perfectly legal. The slots were purchased, and no rules were broken.”

“But it’s suicide!” Leon said, waving his hands. “And it contradicts safety regulations.”

“The safety regulations are just recommendations,” the employee said dryly, clearly disinterested in the entire situation. “You’re both experienced Hunters, and you’ve both got the appropriate ranks. The paperwork all checks out, so I don't see any reason not to let you go on the raid. Unless you refuse, of course.”

I finished off my tea and tossed the thermos to Kaiden.

“If you’re done blabbing, I’m going in,” I said, heading for the glimmering Rift.

“Wait!” Leon called out to me. “If this is how it has to be, then… I’m going with you.”

I turned around and flashed him a derisive glance.

“Do whatever you want. Just don’t start blubbering if it gets scary in there, and stay out of my way. I’m not gonna save you.”

“I’m no coward! We’ll see who saves whom!”

“We will indeed,” I chortled, then stepped through the Rift without waiting for a response.

* * *

The first thing I noticed when I entered the Rift was the smell. It was a combination of decomposition, fumes, and something that could have been a chemical, or maybe just something extremely rotten.

We found ourselves on the roof of a tall building with a view of what had once been a city. Skyscrapers rent the horizon like broken teeth. Many of them were half destroyed or deformed beyond recognition. Ruined bridges and overpasses ran between them, and the carcasses of cars and rubble from unrecognizable structures littered the streets.

But the most terrible thing was the atmosphere. The sky had a sickly yellowish hue, and the air glittered with some kind of energy. Every now and then we heard noises off in the distance, including the sound of scraping metal, moans, and something resembling distorted human speech.

“Welcome to the Dead Metropolis,” Leon intoned grimly after appearing next to me. “It’s one of the least pleasant B-rank Rifts. Portals to it appear on the outskirts of this region from time to time.”

I scanned the panorama of destruction.

“Looks cozy. Who’s the architect?”

“No one knows.” Leon cast several protective spells, and a cool mist gathered around us. “This Rift is considered to be a reflection of some disaster from a parallel world — a world where civilization destroyed itself.”

“That’s a nice fairy tale. So where are the critters?”

As if answering my question, a lengthy howl echoed somewhere below us. It was so loud, it shook the panes of the nearby windows.

“There,” Leon grumbled, instinctively gripping the hilt of his sword.

We took a fire escape down to the street. The metal steps groaned and bent under our weight, but held.

The first floor greeted us with a spectacle that would have driven an unprepared person mad. The streets were littered with bodies — but they weren’t dead bodies. They were… wrong, somehow.

The humanoid figures were lying, sitting, and standing in various poses, but they were all disfigured in the same way. Instead of heads, they had various items sticking out of them: streetlights, road signs, megaphones, antennas…

“Is this some kind of sick joke?” I muttered.

“They’re mutants,” Leon explained, giving the nearest group a wide berth. “In the Guild archives, it says that they were once human. But now… no one knows what they are.”

A figure with a road sign for a head suddenly twitched and started getting up. The sign spun toward us, and I saw that there were glowing symbols embossed on it.

“They’ve spotted us,” he said, drawing his sword.

The other mutants came to life too. A man with a streetlight for a head started emitting a dim red light. A teenager with a megaphone roared something inhuman. A hunched old man with an antenna started emitting a repulsive squealing sound.

“They’re attacking!” Leon warned me.

I met the first attacker in the Stormbringer stance. Lightning bolts flickered along my blade before it sliced through the mutant’s body, simultaneously blasting its road-sign-head to pieces.

The creature collapsed. A glowing liquid immediately started seeping out of its severed neck. The liquid pooled into a puddle on the ground, then started assuming the form of a new monster.

“These things are disgusting! Seriously, they’ve got the demons beat,” I grumbled, dodging an attack by a streetlight-headed freak.

Meanwhile, Leon was fighting a “megaphone” using his ice magic. His katana was covered in hoarfrost, and every swing left ice crystals hanging in the air. However, his opponent was surprisingly fast and agile.

“They’re stronger than ordinary monsters!” Leon cried, barely dodging an attack by a metallic fist.

“Then hit ‘em harder! What’s the problem?” I replied, switching to the Frozen Expanse stance.

My sword was coated in a thick layer of ice, and the temperature around me plummeted. My next attack turned the streetlight monster into an ice sculpture, but it started thawing out almost instantly.

“Crap,” I cursed. “I hate it when enemies regenerate…”

“You need to destroy its energy source!” Leon shouted, hacking at his enemy’s chest, where a strange crystal was glimmering. The crystal shattered, and the mutant fell to the ground, finally dead. “See! Hold on… I thought you couldn’t use magic!”

He looked at me like I’d stolen his birthday present and eaten his cake.

“It’s called ‘technique,’” I replied with a smirk after finishing my foe off the same way.

We advanced down the ruined streets, encountering groups of three or four mutants at a time. They all had various items instead of heads and glowing energy crystals in their chests.

Leon was a decent fighter, but I could see his shortcomings: too many unnecessary movements, not enough coldblooded calculation. He relied on brute force and magic when precision would have been enough.

“Hey popsicle,” I said after our latest battle. “Don’t wave your sword around so much. Who taught you to do that, anyway? It isn’t a club. Your movements need to be economical.”

“How dare you try to instruct me!” he snarled. “I’ve been wielding a sword since I was a boy!”

“Yeah, obviously,” I parried. “And you never grew up.”

During the next battle, I intentionally sent a couple of mutants his way to force him to fight with greater speed and precision. Leon was angry, but his anger made his movements sharper and more efficient.

“Better,” I said approvingly. “You think faster when you’re mad. Maybe one day you’ll be able to cut through a fish with that sword of yours.”

“Shut up!” Leon barked, slicing through the crystal in another monster’s chest.

“Hey, your vocabulary’s getting bigger too.”

We fought our way to the center of the dead city, where the buildings looked truly bizarre. The skyscrapers seemed to have grown sideways, intertwining with each other like the branches of a tree. There were metal tentacles sticking out of some of the windows, and the walls were covered in pulsating growths.

“It’s going to get even worse here,” Leon warned me. “The mutation gets stronger the closer you get to the middle of the city.”

“Awesome,” I chuckled. “Then the monsters’ll be more fun to fight. It was getting kinda boring, huh?”

I wasn’t wrong. The new mutants were larger and more aggressive. Some of them had multiple head-things, others had learned to spit blasts of energy, and one could actually teleport short distances.

But the most dangerous enemies were the ones that had retained some memory of their past life. They moved more intentionally, used strategy, and even tried to talk, although they could only make distorted sounds rather than actual speech.

“Listen,” a creature with an antenna for a head tried to say as it walked up to us, its arms outstretched. “He… help… hurts…”

“Sorry, pal,” I said, cutting its head off with a single motion. “I’m all outta painkillers.”

Leon glared at me.

“Don’t you feel any sympathy for them?”

“Why should I?” I replied with a shrug. “They aren’t human anymore. For them, death is a release.”

“It’s still cruel.”

“It’d be crueler to let them keep suffering,” I countered. “This is mercy.”

* * *

Leon Montilar had spent his entire life considering himself one of the best swordsmen of his generation. His katana technique had been deemed flawless by mentors from several clans. His ice magic could rival that of the most senior masters. He was the pride of his family and a rising star of the Hunters’ Guild.

But now, as he fought beside Darion in this cursed Rift, Leon realized just how naive and blind he’d been.

Darion fought like death incarnate. Every move he made was precise and deadly. He didn’t make mistakes, didn’t waste energy, didn’t show the slightest hint of fatigue.

But the most humiliating thing of all was the way he constantly changed his fighting style. First his sword was covered in lightning, then ice. Then he swung it so fast, it became a blur. Leon had already counted four distinct techniques, and they were all performed on a level that seemed beyond what most mages could hope to achieve. And he couldn’t even use magic!

Where did he learn all this? Leon thought as he parried the latest attack by a mutant. Who did he train with?

This B-rank rift was exactly the kind of challenge he’d been craving: an incredibly deadly trial. Every monster could kill him with a single successful attack. His head felt like it was going to burst from the magical pressure, but he was gradually getting used to it. The air itself was infused with toxic energy. The magic defense and barriers provided by his artifacts lessened the effect, but didn’t eliminate it.

It pained him to no end, but Leon had to admit that he would never have been able to survive in the Rift on his own. Maybe he could have made it halfway, but after that, he’d have been lucky to die gloriously in battle, felled by a horde of freakish monsters. He’d have wasted his life for nothing.

But for Darion, the Rift was a walk in the park.

Yes, he was focused. Yes, he fought seriously and didn’t let his guard down. But Leon could tell that he was far from the limits of his abilities. Darion hadn’t even broken a sweat, and they’d been fighting for over two hours straight.

How strong is he, really? Leon wondered as he sliced through another foe.

And then it dawned on him. Maybe the humiliation he’d suffered in front of the Black Mountain Rift hadn’t been a fluke. Maybe Darion really was so far beyond him, the difference in their skill levels was truly undeniable.

That realization should have broken him, but instead of despair, Leon felt… excitement.

If skills like Darion’s existed, that meant he had something to strive for. If Darion could reach such lofty heights, there was a path for him too.

He isn’t my enemy after all, Leon realized. He’s my goal. He’s the bar I need to clear.

This thought changed his entire relationship to the battle. Leon stopped being irritated by Darion’s acerbic comments and started analyzing his technique — the angles of his attacks, his transitions between stances, the way he balanced his powers.

And when Darion started sending him more challenging enemies, Leon realized that he wasn’t trying to mock him — he was trying to teach him a lesson. A practical exercise in surviving in extreme conditions.

He started fighting harder, but more intentionally. His ice magic became more precise, his katana strikes — more deadly and efficient.

“Not bad,” Darion said after Leon performed a combo attack.

For the first time in a long time, Leon felt pride at someone else’s praise.

* * *

We’d already been fighting our way through the dead city for several hours. The Rift really was a serious challenge — every battle demanded peak efficiency, and the monsters were becoming more and more dangerous as we approached the center.

I liked it. I hadn’t felt this kind of tension in battle for a long time. Every enemy forced me to apply myself; every encounter honed the skills that had been dulled by my transition between worlds.

I shifted from stance to stance, changing tactics depending on my enemies. Stormbringer for penetrating defenses, Frozen Expanse for finishing off still-living creatures, Crescent Moon for high-speed attacks against fast foes. Despite this, I was starting to realize that traveling to this world had been a lot harder on my body than I’d thought. Sure, I could usually compensate for it with experience, but right now, my techniques had reached the limit of what they could do.

Leon acquitted himself pretty well. His technique was far from perfect, but he was a fast learner. Every battle we fought made his movements more precise, his decisions — more correct.

“Listen,” he said while we were taking a short break. “Where did you learn to fight like that?”

“In harsh conditions,” I replied evasively. “From harsh teachers, Trust me, you wouldn’t want to go through what I did.”

“Understood,” he said, not pressing the issue. “I’ve never seen techniques like those before.”

“They’re from old schools,” I said with a shrug. “They don’t teach them anymore.”

We came to the central square of the dead city, where there was a surprise waiting for us. In the middle of the square loomed a building that clearly didn’t fit with the local architecture: a windowless black tower covered in strange symbols, pulsing with a dim light.

“What the…” Leon gulped. It wasn’t really a question as much as agitation mixed with surprise.

“Get ready, popsicle. Things are about to get real interesting.”

We entered the tower through its only door. It was quiet and empty on the inside, with no sound other than our footsteps echoing dully from the walls. We walked up a spiral staircase to the top floor, where we found ourselves in a round room without any furniture.

There, in the shadows in the middle of the chamber, a figure began to materialize.

It was almost ten feet tall and impossibly thin, as though it were made of sticks. It had no facial features — just a smooth white surface where its head should have been. The creature’s long arms hung almost all the way to the floor, and it exuded an aura of primal terror.

“A Faceless,” Leon whispered. I could hear unfeigned fear in his voice. “It’s the Faceless Reaper.”

“Nice name,” I quipped, getting into a combat stance. “What can it do other than scare little kids?”

“Darion,” Leon said, grabbing my arm. “We can’t fight it. It’s a B-rank monster, but it’s one of the strongest. It can kill us with a single touch. If we don’t retreat now, we’ll be killed!”

I looked at the tall figure and felt the waves of deadly energy wafting from it. It really was a serious enemy. It was much more dangerous than the other ones we’d fought — I could literally feel it on the surface of my skin.

“You know what an old friend of mine used to say in situations like this?” I said with a big grin, my eyes trained on the monster. “The bigger they are, the harder they fall.”

The Faceless Reaper turned its featureless visage in our direction, and the air began to vibrate from the creature’s power.


Chapter 16: Breach

THE FACELESS REAPER stood in the middle of the room, exuding waves of deadly energy. Its featureless white head slowly turned toward us, and its long arms began to transform into a number of dark tentacles that twisted in the air like snakes.

“Leon,” I said calmly without looking away from the monster, “fall back to the wall, and don’t interfere.”

“What?” he asked, looking at me in confusion. “No, we need to go. But if you want to fight, we should at least fight together, because if we don’t…”

“No,” I said quickly. “This fight’s too serious. I might not notice you in the heat of battle and end up hitting you by mistake. So sit there like a good boy while I take care of this.”

Leon was about to object, but after glancing at the Faceless, which had slowly started approaching us, he silently retreated to the far wall. He’s a smart boy — almost as smart as Shadow.

I got into a combat stance and carefully studied my opponent. Ten feet tall, inhumanly gaunt, no obvious weak points. Its arm-tentacles moved independently of each other, which suggested a high level of control. And, most importantly, there was a deadly aura coming from each tentacle.

One touch would be enough to send me to my ancestors. Okay… this is finally getting interesting.

The Reaper attacked first, firing half its tentacles in my directions with incredible speed in an attempt to entangle me. I dodged to the left, then leaped backward. The other tentacles struck right where I had been about to move.

It’s predicting my movements. Either it can read minds, or it has a lot of combat experience.

The next attack came from above — a few tentacles hit the floor where I’d been standing just a second earlier. The stone plates cracked and started turning black, as though they’d been splashed with incredibly potent acid.

I definitely didn’t want this freak touching me.

It would have been foolish to attack now. I needed to study my adversary first, learn the Reaper’s every attack, every behavior pattern. In the demon realm, I’d learned never to rush into battle against an unknown opponent.

The Reaper was fast, but not so fast I couldn’t dodge it. Its attacks were deadly, but predictable. And, most importantly, it only attacked with its tentacles, keeping its body at a safe distance.

It was a tactic typical of a cautious predator. Or...

After dodging a series of blows, I finally went on the offensive. The Stormbringer stance — my sword flickered with lightning, and I swung at the nearest tentacle.

The blade cut through the dark flesh surprisingly easily. The lopped-off part of the limb fell to the floor and instantly melted away, transforming into a black puddle.

The Reaper uttered a protracted wail that shook the tower. But instead of replacing the lost tentacle, it grew two more from the stump.

“More regeneration, huh?” I groaned. “This is quickly becoming my least favorite Rift.”

The pace of the battle intensified. The Reaper attacked with twice as many tentacles, trying to overwhelm me. I stitched to the Crescent Moon style — fast, cutting blows that never gave my enemy a chance to catch its breath.

I severed dozens of tentacles, but each one was replaced by two more. Before long, there were a hundred dark limbs flailing around the Reaper.

“Be careful, Darion!” Leon cried. “You’re just making it stronger!”

I’d already noticed that. The more tentacles the creature grew, the faster and more aggressive its attacks became. It was time to take a more serious approach.

The Frozen Expanse style froze at least half of its tentacles, turning them into ice sculptures. But the frozen limbs just fell off and were instantly replaced by others.

Flames of Gehenna burned the tentacles to ash, but the results were the same — they regenerated right away.

“Dammit,” I cursed, dodging an especially obnoxious tentacle. “My usual methods aren’t working.”

As though sensing my frustration, the Reaper sprang to life. Now it wasn’t just attacking with its tentacles — it was using its entire body, performing sudden forward lunges and trying to grab me with its main arms.

I was barely able to dodge. Every movement I made had to be perfect — one mistake, and the monster’s deadly touch would send me to the netherworld.

Then I had an idea.

Regeneration consumes energy, so this thing must have some kind of energy source. I just need to find it and destroy it. But first…

“Hey, popsicle!” I shouted to Leon as I repelled an attack by ten tentacles. “Give me your sword!”

“What?!” he cried, stunned by my command. “Why?”

“Just do it! Now!”

Leon hesitated for a second, then drew his katana and tossed it to me. I caught the sword easily in my left hand, still fending off the Reaper’s attacks with my right.

“I hope you know what you’re doing!” he shouted.

“I always do,” I chuckled in reply.

To be honest, I don’t like dual-wielding. It requires a completely different kind of coordination, a different technique, a different way of thinking.

But there was no other way to beat this enemy. Not in my current condition.

The Twin Lightning stance was an ancient technique I’d learned from a certain insane master in the Karson Mountains. I had to dodge him and his lightning bolts, but I eventually won out and got the stubborn old geezer to train me. He insisted that in the hands of a real warrior, twin blades could become an embodiment of divine retribution.

I thought he was nuts at the time, but now I was willing to admit that the old-timer may have been on to something.

Both swords glowed — mine with the usual lightning bolts, Leon’s katana with frost energy. The powers of the two elements began resonating, creating an aura of destruction around me.

“It can’t be…” Leon whispered, but I heard him perfectly. “He’s using ice magic through my katana!”

I didn’t bother explaining that magic had nothing to do with it. It was just my inner energy, properly channeled through the blade. On top of that, his sword had absorbed its master’s magic over the years. Steel has its own kind of memory.

The Reaper sensed the change and tried to attack me with all its tentacles at once, like a hail of sharp spears. But now I had two blades, which meant that I had twice as many opportunities to attack and defend.

The sword in my right hand slashed while the one in my left hand stabbed. One froze while the other burned. Tentacles fell by the dozens, but I didn’t let them regenerate — the next blow was always against the same place, completely destroying the creature’s flesh.

Then I found what I was looking for. In the middle of the Reaper’s chest, hidden behind its ribs, was a pulsating dark crystal — the source of its strength and regeneration. It was like the other creatures’ cores, but more carefully concealed.

I couldn’t reach it through the wall of tentacles, however. I needed to distract it somehow.

I switched to the last phase of the Twin Lightning technique, raising both blades above my head. Lightning and ice energy mixed together, creating something entirely new.

After slowly exhaling, I held my breath to increase my accuracy and brought both swords downward.

The energy from the explosion blew off all the Reaper’s tentacles at once, laying its body bare. A split second later, I threw Leon’s katana like a spear, aiming right at the dark crystal.

The blade ran the monster through, shattering its power source into thousands of shards.

The Reaper gave one last protracted howl and started falling apart. Its body transformed into black dust that slowly scattered on the floor.

“Done,” I said with a heavy sigh.

Where the Faceless Reaper had stood, all that was left was an Astralite crystal the size of an ostrich egg, gleaming with all the colors of the rainbow. I’d never seen a mineral of such high quality before.

I picked up the trophy and the blade, then headed for Leon, who was standing by the wall with his mouth agape.

“That… how did you do that?” he muttered. “You used a dual-sword technique! And my katana… it was glowing from the energy you channeled into it!”

I walked right up to him and offered him the hilt of his blade.

“It’s a good sword,” I said seriously. “One of the best I’ve ever seen. You should become a master worthy of it.”

Leon took the katana, his hands shaking. He stood there for a while without saying anything, like a child who’d just been given a present.

* * *

After we left the Rift, we were witness to a very tense scene. Kaiden was standing next to the Guild employee, and they both looked extremely uneasy. A few other Hunters were milling around, checking their equipment and receiving instructions.

I instantly sensed that something was wrong. Aside from the tension, there was a feeling of danger in the air.

“Finally!” the employee cried when he saw us. “How was the Rift?”

“Cleared out,” I said curtly. “What’s going on here?”

“There’s been a breach in the industrial district,” Kaiden said gloomily. “A portal went red about ten minutes ago.”

Leon tensed up right away.

“It’s already been ten minutes?!” He grabbed his phone. “We need to go there right away! Every second counts!”

“What does a red portal mean?” I asked, although I could tell from Leon’s reaction that it wasn’t anything good.

“A rift goes from purple to red when the edges of reality are wearing thin,” Leon explained quickly as he dialed a number. “It means that the monsters are about to break through. We usually have between a few minutes and an hour, but if it’s already been ten minutes…”

Before he could finish, he started talking into his phone.

“Hello? Yes, this is Leon Montilar. What’s going on in the industrial district? I see. Have you started evacuating people yet?” He paused for a moment. “How many Hunters are there? Just five D-ranks? That’s not enough!”

Kaiden anxiously drummed his fingers on his bag.

“Rifts don’t usually let monsters out right away. They have to build up energy first. It can take anywhere from a few days to a week. The Guild tracks every new Rift, assumes control of it, and allows Hunters to explore it. As soon as it changes color, they close it instantly.”

“How do they close them?” I asked. “Aside from clearing them out.”

“Special Guild equipment,” the employee said.

Leon hung up the phone with a grim expression on his face.

“It’s bad. Monsters have already started breaking through, and our Hunters can barely keep them at bay. We need to go there now.”

“Let’s go,” I decided.

* * *

It took about fifteen minutes of furious driving to reach the portal. Kaiden broke every traffic law in the book, but before we even got there, we knew we were too late. A column of crimson light reached up into the sky, and the sound of sirens was mixed with roaring monsters and people’s screams.

“Gods damn it!” Kaiden cursed, braking suddenly. “They’ve already broken through.”

We leaped out of the car and ran forward. It was a dismal scene — a few low-ranking Hunters were trying to hold back a stream of creatures rushing out of a red Rift. They were the same item-headed monsters we’d seen in the Dead Metropolis, but there were a lot more of them here.

It was five against dozens. All the Hunters could do was fall back and try to protect the civilian evacuation.

“We need to help them,” Leon said, already drawing his sword.

Just then, his phone gave off an emergency sound. It was followed by another. Then another.

“What the…” Leon glanced at the screen and turned pale. “Two more breaches! Districts 3 and 4! They’re right next to each other!”

I quickly evaluated the situation. The Hunters here were hanging on by the skin of their teeth. But if monsters started breaking through two other Rifts in residential districts…

“Leon,” I said, making a decision, “you stay here. Get these people organized, lead the defense, and protect the civilians. I’ll cover the other two.”

“But that’s two breaches at the same time!” he objected.

“What other choice do we have?” I replied with a shrug. “There’s already a team here. You just need to take charge of it and lead the defense. I’ll handle the rest.”

Leon hesitated for a second, then nodded decisively.

“District 3, all the way at the end. District 4, the intersection by the fountain. They’re about two hundred yards apart.” He showed me the coordinates on his phone. “Right next to each other.”

“Don’t get yourself killed,” I said with a smile, then ran toward the residential districts.

Along the way, I decapitated a couple of creatures that had managed to break away from the main group.

When I reached District 3, I immediately realized the scale of the problem. Two columns of red light were shooting into the sky on neighboring streets, and monsters had already started running out of them. There weren’t that many of them yet, but their numbers were increasing by the second.

Between the two streets, in the spot where they intersected, was a familiar silhouette.

“You’re that barrier instructor, right?” I asked in surprise when I recognized the mage who’d sparred with me at the Hunters’ Guild.

He turned around when he heard my voice. His typically calm face showed extreme concentration.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, seeming to recognize me.

“The same thing as you,” I said, taking stock of the situation. “Trying to prevent a bloodbath.”

“Then we’ve got a serious problem,” Arrow said gloomily. “Two breaches at the same time. Monsters have started running all over the district. I can create barriers, but I can’t cover both streets at once. And I won’t be able to hang on for long. All I can do is buy us some time.”

I looked at the Rifts. The two streets really were next to each other, and they intersected right where we were standing. If the monsters ran in opposite directions…

“What if you didn’t have to cover anything?” I suggested. “Can you make a barrier that’ll send them all in the same direction?”

Arrow frowned.

“Theoretically, yes. I can cover both portals and part of the streets with a barrier, creating a kind of corridor. But it’ll be weak. The monsters will be able to break through it easily.”

“They won’t break through it,” I replied with a chuckle. “We just need to shunt them forward.”

“Why forward?”

“So they all come to me,” I said with a grin. “It’ll be a hell of a lot easier than running around the city, chasing them down one by one.”

Arrow stared at me as though I were a lunatic.

“That’s suicide! You can’t fight monsters coming out of two portals at once!”

“You got a better idea?” I countered. “They’re gonna run all over the district either way. It won’t kill you to try.”

The mage hesitated for a second, then nodded.

“Fine. Give me a minute to get ready.”

Arrow started casting a spell. Golden walls of energy appeared around both portals. They were thin, but they channeled the stream of monsters in the right direction.

“No one will be able to tell what’s going on from the outside,” he explained. “To avoid panic. The Guild is already working on evacuating people.”

“Great,” I nodded, spinning my sword in my hand. “Let’s do it.”

The barrier finally took shape, creating a kind of corridor. When the monsters burst out of the red Rift portals, they only saw one path in front of them, and it led straight to me.

They ran at me in a huge horde.

I stood at the intersection. The freaks were getting close, and there were a lot of them — a hell of a lot.

I gripped my hilt tighter and got into the Crescent Moon stance. Right foot forward, left foot back for balance, sword at chest level, blade down.

This reminded me of my battle against Dantalion. That demon lord had hordes of minions in his castle too — thousands of small fry, each of which could have killed an ordinary warrior.

I stood alone against an entire army.

Today, history was repeating itself.

“Well then,” I murmured when the first monsters had almost reached me, “let’s dance.”

* * *

It was just another day in Aria’s workshop. She was working intently on a breastplate, banging some kind of complex pattern into the metal. Shadow was sleeping peacefully on the couch, occasionally wagging his tail. Some kind of show was playing on the TV, but the volume was turned way down.

Aria was about to take a coffee break when the show was suddenly interrupted.

“Warning! Emergency! Breaking news!”

Aria looked up and frowned. Something big must be going on.

“Citizens of Dominus, six Rift breaches recently occurred in remote districts of the capital. Three to the south have already been eliminated by A-rank hunters, but three others are still active. An evacuation is underway. Experienced Hunters have been deployed to the breaches, but it will take time for them to get there.”

Aria quickly walked up to the TV and turned the volume up. Shadow had already woken up and pricked up his ears.

The image changed, showing scenes of destruction. She saw overturned cars, shattered store windows, and claw marks on the asphalt.

“As you can see, there has been significant property damage. But, thanks to the heroic actions of our brave Hunters, the threat will be contained.”

The next shot showed the industrial district. A group of Hunters were fighting monsters in front of a red Rift. In the middle of the action, leading the defense, was a familiar-looking, fair-haired young man with a katana.

“A-rank Hunter Leon Montilar is leading low-ranking Hunters and personally participating in the battle, holding back the influx of monsters until specialized equipment can be deployed to seal the Rift.”

Aria recognized the young mage. Leon really was fighting well — his ice magic was keeping the mutants at bay, and his clear, precise orders were preventing less experienced Hunters from panicking.

The next shot was of a residential district.

“Here’s a critical area: a residential district where two breaches occurred on neighboring streets. A Hunter named Arrow is currently protecting both streets with barrier magic, but it’s not clear whether he’ll have the strength to hold on until more Hunters arrive.”

Both streets were covered in a golden barrier. All Aria could see from the outside was a faint glow, but even through the magical veil, she could sense the danger roiling inside.

The correspondent was still commenting on the situation, but Aria wasn’t listening to him anymore. Her eye had been drawn to a detail that no one else had probably noticed.

A guy walked up to Arrow and said something. The mage nodded, and the stranger headed for the barrier. The camera showed him in profile for a second, and Aria recognized a set of familiar features.

High cheekbones, blue eyes, a confident gait… and a cloak she’d made with her own two hands.

“Darion…” Aria said quietly.

The man in the black cloak vanished inside the barrier, melting away in the golden light. Just then, Shadow leaped to his feet, ran to the door, and leaned all his weight on the handle. The door opened, and the dog dove outside before Aria could say anything.


Chapter 17: After the Storm

LEON MONTILAR STOOD AT THE EPICENTER of the chaos, and for the first time in a long time, he felt right at home. The red column of light from the Rift pulsed behind his back, belching out yet another batch of freaks, but he wasn’t afraid anymore. On the contrary — each new foe was another chance to apply what he’d learned in the cursed Dead Metropolis.

“Tanks, go left!” he barked as he decapitated a nearby megaphone-headed monstrosity. “Mages, keep your distance! No heroics!”

The D-rank hunters, who had been retreating in a panic before he got there, were now functioning like a well-oiled machine. The youngest member of the Montilar clan had evaluated their skills and assigned them combat roles. Two warriors with shields were holding the front line, a couple of mages were casting spells at range, and an archer was choosing safe single targets.

“Mr. Montilar!” one of the mages cried as he struggled to fend off an attack from a road-sign-headed creature. “There’s too many of them!”

“Then kill them faster!” Leon replied, piercing another monster’s chest.

Instead of sweeping katana swings, he’d switched to precise, economical movements. Every blow struck a creature’s vulnerable area — the power source in its chest. The ice mage wasn’t just bathing his blade in ice; he was concentrating it in the tip of the weapon, making every attack fatal.

The difference was night and day. Before, it had taken three or four attacks to finish off a single monster, but now, one precise lunge was enough.

“Amazing,” an archer whispered as he watched Leon hold back half the enemies by himself. “Now that’s an A-rank Hunter!”

There was no time for awe and admiration, however. Another wave of creatures emerged from the Rift, and they were larger and more aggressive than the last. Leon spotted an especially dangerous enemy among them. This monster with a streetlight for a head was the size of a small giant and had unnaturally long limbs.

“Everybody, fall back!” he ordered. “I’ll take this one on myself.”

The massive monster bellowed, and its streetlight shone with blinding red light. An ordinary person would have been blinded, but Leon reacted instantly, blocking the light with a wall of ice.

Darion’s lesson number one: don’t rely on brute force alone. Use your brains.

While the monster was trying to get around the barrier, Leon quickly took stock of the situation. The enemy was large, but slow. He could see its power source glowing in its chest, but it was covered by thick armor made of metal plates.

He went around the wall of ice to the right, forcing the giant to turn. Just then, another Leon materialized behind the creature — an ice clone, one of his family’s advanced techniques. Leon had mastered it fairly easily about two years ago.

Darion’s lesson number two: distractions are more effective than frontal assaults.

While the monster was attacking the clone, Leon snuck up behind it and stabbed between its armor plates. His katana entered it all the way up to the hilt, instantly destroying the creature’s power source.

The giant collapsed, and the D-rank Hunters cried out in amazement.

“Mr. Montilar!” the mage shouted, running up to him. “That was incredible! How did you…”

“I learned from the best,” Leon replied. For the first time ever, he said these words without a hint of envy.

Reinforcements finally arrived: a group of C-rank Hunters led by Norris, Mary, and Erik.

“Where’s Darion?” Mary asked, drawing her bowstring.

“Yeah! The sword master wouldn’t miss something like this,” Norris said with a nod.

“I heard he’s saving a residential district,” replied one of the Hunters who’d been there from the beginning.

All three Hunters went about their business with redoubled enthusiasm. Norris took command of the evacuation, Mary covered the fleeing civilians, and Erik analyzed the creatures’ behavior and supported his comrades with magic.

“Stay calm, citizens!” Norris roared into an improvised megaphone. “Proceed to the evacuation bus! No shoving!”

“One of the monsters is headed for the daycare center!” Mary reported, firing an arrow at the fleeing creature.

“I’ll get it!” Erik cast a spell, binding the fleeing foe.

Meanwhile, Leon glanced at Districts 3 and 4. Columns of red light were still flickering in the distance, but he couldn’t hear any explosions or screams of terror.

“Mr. Montilar!” a Hunter cried, running up to him. “Look!”

Five figures appeared, several of which he recognized right away: famous A-rank Hunters. The reinforcements had finally arrived.

* * *

When the first monster came barreling down Arrow’s corridor at me, I felt a familiar feeling: the anticipation of a good fight. There weren’t as many enemies as when I fought that demon army, but still…

The Crescent Moon stance was the perfect style for this narrow passageway. I held my sword horizontally, blade down, which allowed me to slice and stab as the situation warranted.

The first wave contained five monsters with various items for heads. I saw a road sign, a streetlight, an antenna, a megaphone, and something that looked like a fire hydrant — a typical collection of urban junk. As ridiculous as the whole concept was, these creatures were definitely real.

“Talk about a motley crew,” I chuckled as I met their attack.

I decapitated the road-sign-headed mutant with a diagonal slice, simultaneously dodging an attack by the streetlight. My second blow struck the antenna’s power source, and my third chopped the megaphone in half.

The fourth creature tried to come at me from the side, but took a hilt to the crystal in its chest. The fifth freak, the one with the fire hydrant for a head, was smarter than its buddies and tried to jump backward.

“Where’s the fire, pal?” I quipped, then caught up to it in two steps and stabbed it through the heart. “The party’s just getting started.”

The next wave was larger, and the creatures were clearly smarter, since they tried to attack me in a coordinated manner. The two in front attempted to distract me while four others flanked me out and two more prepared to attack me from above by jumping off of balconies.

“Whoa, actual tactics!” I chuckled approvingly. “I didn’t know you guys had brains!”

But the problem with coordinated tactics is that if you know what your enemies are doing, it’s easy to foil their plans. I suddenly dashed to the left, making the flanking groups collide with each other, then rolled backward, allowing the “jumpers” to land on their buddies.

Now that the creatures were all jumbled together, I methodically finished them off before they could get their bearings. A few precise strikes, and the latest batch of freaks was reduced to a pile of lifeless scrap.

“Eh, I was hoping for something a little tougher,” I sighed, flicking the black goo these monsters had instead of blood from my sword.

The universe apparently heard my plea. More enemies crawled out of the red Rifts, and they were even bigger and badder than the last ones. I saw a few larger mutants that could have easily been C-rank Rift Bosses.

“Now we’re talking!” I cried joyfully, switching to the Flames of Gehenna style.

My blade burst into flame, and I dashed forward to meet the latest wave of foes. Now every blow left fiery trails in the air, and the creatures’ heads melted from the heat.

The battle grew even more intense. An endless stream of Rift monsters started pouring out of the portals, and I had to constantly change my tactics. First I switched to Stormbringer to penetrate the larger creatures’ defenses, then I used Frozen Expanse to hold the larger foes back.

At one point, I noticed that a particularly fast monster with an antenna for a head had managed to sneak past me and was running toward Arrow’s barrier. If it broke through and attacked him, the barriers could fall. I still didn’t know what the mage was capable of, so I needed to assume the worst.

“Dammit!” I tried to catch up to the runner, but there were three other creatures in my way.

Then a familiar black silhouette leaped out from around the corner.

Shadow intercepted the fleeing monster in mid-jump, sinking his jaws into its neck with a crunch so loud, I grimaced in surprise. My four-legged friend barked a greeting and ran into the thick of the fray.

“Way to go, fleabag!” I shouted, fending off yet another attack. “You couldn’t miss all the fun, huh?”

Fighting with Shadow was a blast. We complemented each other perfectly — I attacked head on, while he went at our enemies from the flank or rear. When I distracted a group of enemies, he ripped one of them apart.

But the most amazing thing was how quickly Shadow had learned my tactics. He no longer pounced on enemies willy-nilly — he chose his targets intelligently, finishing off weakened foes, leaving the stronger ones for me, and distracting especially dangerous enemies until I could get to them.

“Good job!” I praised him after we took down a particularly large creature with a cluster of various road signs for a head.

Shadow replied by manifesting his other two heads. He wasn’t messing around anymore.

Then something unexpected happened. The next wave of creatures was more numerous than any before it. Distracted by the hunt, Shadow found himself surrounded. A dozen monsters were advancing on him in a ring, clearly intent on tearing him apart.

I was about to run to his aid when the dog’s fur suddenly stood on end, all three heads raised their faces to the sky, and he barked loudly.

At that moment, several chains of black flame seemed to burst out of his back and entwine his enemies. The chains started coiling tighter around them, and the monsters howled in pain as the fire consumed them.

“How about that…” I smiled as I watched my companion’s latest ability. “Guess it’s a good thing you ate all those Rift monsters, huh?”

Shadow wagged his tail in satisfaction and ran back into the battle.

We kept fighting, but I started to realize that fewer monsters were appearing. Instead of an endless stream, they were now coming out in groups of five or six, then three or four. Eventually, it was just one at a time.

“Looks like the Rifts are running out of freaks,” I said to Shadow as we finished off the last enemy.

The dog barked in agreement, and his extra heads vanished. His ability seemed to require concentration, so he preferred to conserve his energy when he wasn’t fighting.

Smart boy. Guess it’s a good thing I took him with me.

* * *

An atmosphere of restrained panic reigned in the Council chambers, which was located in the headquarters of the Hunters’ Guild. An emergency session had been called half an hour after the breaches began, but by the time all the councilmen were assembled, the situation had already started to change.

Rivers Montilar was calm and collected on the outside, but on the inside, he was seething with rage. His painstakingly planned operation was falling apart right before his eyes. Instead of a large-scale catastrophe that would discredit the Guild’s current leaders, it had become a story of heroic Hunters saving the city.

“Gentlemen,” he began, trying to maintain a businesslike tone, “the situation is critical. Six simultaneous breaches in various parts of the capital… this has never happened before. Not in the entire history of the Guild.”

The other councilmen exchanged nervous glances. Some of them were Rivers’ allies, while others were his enemies.

“Casualties?” asked Councilman Waldron, the representative of the merchant clans.

“So far, insignificant,” Rivers admitted reluctantly. “The Hunters that have been deployed to the Rifts are performing well.”

“How could this have happened?” Council Morheim interjected. “Our early detection system should have warned us about the formation of new Rifts days in advance.”

Rivers prepared to land the final blow.

“That’s exactly what I wanted to talk to you about.” He turned on a projector, and documents appeared on the wall. “My investigation has uncovered serious violations in the departments responsible for monitoring Rifts.”

The documents were more than convincing. Financial double-dealing, attempts to conceal information about unstable Rifts, corrupt ties to criminal groups… only one conclusion was possible: someone had hidden these Rifts in order to get rich off of them, and the breaches were a direct result. The evidence had been carefully fabricated by Rivers’ team, and it would be almost impossible to prove that the documents were fake.

“You’re accusing half the Council!” Morheim cried angrily.

“Facts are facts,” Rivers replied coldly. “And while we sit here arguing, the city is burning because of your incompetence.”

A tense silence descended upon the Council chambers. Rivers saw his enemies trying to find objections, but the documents had been created too skillfully. Every accusation was backed up by “evidence.” Every fact looked utterly convincing.

“What are you suggesting?” Waldron eventually asked.

“We need to immediately create a Central Coordinating Committee,” Rivers replied. “A single control center for all Rift-related operations. It’s the only way to avoid a repeat of today’s disaster.”

“And who’s going to head this committee?” Morheim asked skeptically.

“I am prepared to assume that responsibility,” Rivers said humbly. “Temporarily, of course. Until a more suitable candidate can be found.”

Just then, an aide ran into the room with urgent news.

“Gentlemen!” he cried. “The three breaches in the southern part of the city have been eliminated! Casualties are minimal!”

“What about the other three?” Rivers asked.

“The industrial district has been stabilized, and the evacuation is complete. As for the residential district…” the aide trailed off. “There’s something odd going on there. We haven’t observed any destruction. Guild instructor Arrow Green, a C-rank Hunter, is maintaining a barrier, and reinforcements just arrived.”

“See?” Rivers said, pointing at the data. “Chaos and confusion. This is exactly why we need a single coordination center. Those three Rifts were only closed in time because I reacted and sent elite squads there!”

“Elite squads?” Morheim inquired. “I don’t recall the Council making that decision.”

“I have the authority to act independently during an emergency,” Rivers reminded him. “Article 3 of the Guild Charter. Or should I have waited for you to deign to save our city?”

It was true, although it was a stretch. Article 3 really did give members of the Council the right to take extreme measures, but they usually had to at least notify their colleagues.

“Very well,” Waldron said, giving in. “Let’s vote on the creation of the CCC. Those for?”

Hands were raised reluctantly, but the motion still had a majority. Rivers’ enemies understood that in this situation, opposing him would have meant taking responsibility for any potential disaster.

“Motion carried,” Waldron declared. “Rivers Montilar is hereby the temporary leader of the Central Coordinating Committee.”

Rivers allowed himself a barely noticeable smirk. His plan hadn’t gone quite the way he’d hoped, but he’d still gotten what he wanted. He now had control of the distribution of all the Rifts in the empire. That gave him limitless power over the most lucrative business in the modern era. All he had to do now was get rid of any councilmen who might stand in his way.

* * *

The barrier around me slowly started to melt away, becoming more and more transparent. The golden glow grew weaker, and I could start to see vague silhouettes of people through the energy field.

I was sitting on an improvised throne made from the bodies of my vanquished foes, my legs crossed and my sword slung over my shoulder. Shadow had made himself comfortable at my feet, sighing in satisfaction after a good fight. His extra heads had disappeared, and he now looked like an ordinary, if very large dog. He could adjust his size at will, by the way, so that didn’t actually mean anything.

“Nice work, fleabag,” I said, scratching him generously behind the ear. “I especially liked that little trick with the flaming chains. I should ask Aria to make you a nicer collar, since you’re a magical pooch now.”

Shadow wagged his tail gratefully and pushed his nose into my palm.

The barrier finally dissipated, revealing a group of Hunters. They were just standing there, utterly stupefied. In front of the group was my old friend Arrow, who looked as though he’d just seen a demon come back from the dead (yes, I did have an unpleasant incident like this once, but that particular demon lord ended up becoming a great training dummy — he eventually regretted being so hard to kill). Behind him were several Hunters in full combat gear.

“You guys sure took your sweet time,” I remarked, getting up from my “throne” and shaking off my cloak. “I was starting to think I’d have to find my own way home.”

“But… how…” Arrow opened and closed his mouth like a fish floundering on the shore. “There were hundreds of them here! Coming out of two different Rifts at once!”

I scanned the battlefield. It really was an impressive sight. The entire street was covered in piles of dead monsters, and there was damage from various attacks all over the pavement — scorch marks, patches of ice, furrows from sword swings…

“It was fun,” I said with a shrug. “If a little dangerous.”

“Fun?!” one of the Hunters gasped, almost choking on his irritation. “You call this ‘fun?!’”

“What do you call it?” I replied, surprised. “A serious battle? Those monsters didn’t even have proper regeneration. I’ve seen way tougher enemies, trust me.”

Shadow stood up and stretched, making a show of his complete lack of interest in these proceedings.

“What about the Rifts?” Arrow asked, pointing at the places where columns of red light had been pulsating just a few minutes ago.

“What about them?” I asked, following his gaze. “They closed after I killed all the monsters.”

“But that doesn’t happen!” one of the Hunters objected. “Breaches can only be sealed with special Guild equipment!”

“Maybe no one’s ever tried killing all the monsters before,” I replied with an indifferent shrug. “Anyway, guys, it’s been real, but I’ve got stuff to do. Tell your bosses I said hi.”

“Stop!” Arrow called out to me. “What about your report? We need to figure out what happened!”

“What happened, happened,” I said without turning around. “The monsters came out of the portals, and then they died. What’s so complicated about that?”

Shadow walked next to me, occasionally turning around to look at the Hunters, who were still frozen in shock. He seemed to like making an impression on people.

On the way home, we passed a few groups of civilians who’d been evacuated — people carrying suitcases, parents with children in their arms, frightened faces… but when they saw me and Shadow, they seemed to calm down for some reason.

“Excuse me, young man,” an elderly woman called out to me. “You don’t know what happened, do you? They told us to evacuate, but that’s all.”

“It’s nothing serious, ma’am,” I replied with a smile. “Just a little trash pickup. You can go home now.”

“Thank you!” she said, beaming. “You’re such a nice young man!”

If she had any idea how much blood there was on my hands, she definitely wouldn’t have called me “nice.” But why upset the old gal?

* * *

It took me about an hour to walk home. The stroll gave me time to check the contents of my cloak’s pockets — I had a respectable amount of Astralite in there. Every monster I’d killed had dropped a crystal, and I had over a hundred of them. Not bad for a little evening jog.

When I opened the door of the workshop, I immediately sensed the tension in the air. Aria was sitting in front of the TV, biting her nails anxiously and glancing intermittently at the screen. When she saw me, she leaped to her feet.

“Darion!” she exclaimed. “You’re alive! I saw you on the news… I mean, there were all those breaches, and I thought… then they showed you walking into the barrier, and I…”

“Just breathe,” I said, taking off my cloak. “Everything’s fine. It was just an ordinary evening stroll.”

“A stroll?!” she cried, staring at me just like that Hunter had earlier. “There were two Rifts there, Darion! Hundreds of monsters! You could have been killed!”

“I could have,” I agreed, emptying my pockets onto the table. “But I wasn’t. Look — I even brought some loot back.”

The colorful Astralite crystals scattered along the surface of the table. Aria started sorting them mechanically, her gaze still trained on me.

“But how did you… why didn’t you tell me you were going there? I would have gone with you! At least I could have warned you about how dangerous it was!”

“Why would you go there?” I replied, surprised by what she’d said. “You’re not a fighter. And as for the danger…” I shrugged. “It wasn’t that bad.”

“You’re impossible!” Aria exploded. “You’re acting like you just went to the store for a loaf of bread!”

“I mean… didn’t I?” I plopped down onto the couch next to Shadow. “I went there, did my thing, and left. What’s the big deal? It just happened. You should text Kaiden about the B-rank Rift — we got some pretty sweet loot in there.”

Aria looked at me for a long time, then waved her hand.

“Whatever. I guess I’m used to your antics by now. But I’m still pissed! Warn me next time, okay?!”

“Fine,” I agreed. “Next time I’ll tell you I’m going to kill an army of demons.”

Aria was about to say something, but then I pulled the Astralite from the Faceless Reaper out of my pocket.

“This is… I can’t believe it! I’ve only seen Astralite like this in pictures! I could buy a whole new workshop with it!”

“Go ahead,” I said with a shrug. “Although I like this place the way it is. It’s cozy. I’m not used to living in a palace. By the way, did Shadow seem a little more active than usual today?”

“Shadow?” Aria looked at the dog, who was lying innocently on the couch. “What about him? He looks normal to me.”

“Eh, never mind,” I chuckled. “He just did a couple of new tricks.”

Just then, the scene on the TV changed. I looked up and saw familiar faces: the male and female leads of Chaebol Heirs. They were standing in the rain. The girl was crying, and the guy was wiping away her tears.

“Huh?” I said in surprise. “Since when are they together?”

“He confessed his love in the last episode,” Aria explained, still sorting the crystals.

On the screen, the characters kissed as romantic music played, the rain glimmering beautifully in the light from the streetlights.

“Crap!” I cursed. “I missed the whole thing ‘cuz of those lousy Rifts! I’ve been waiting for that loser to finally man up and tell her!”

Aria laughed.

“Are you serious? You’re more worried about missing an episode of a soap opera than getting killed by monsters?”

“Obviously,” I replied. “I fight monsters every day, but I’ve been waiting two weeks for that dumbass to confess to her.”

Shadow barked in agreement and made himself more comfortable. He must have been worried about the TV characters too — guess we both got sucked into the story without realizing it.

Meanwhile, the guy on the screen gave the girl a beautiful ring, and they both started crying.

“What’s he blubbering about? He should be happy!”

“Farewell,” Chong Guk,” the girl on the screen said. I sat bolt upright.

“No way!” I shouted.

“I… have a terminal illness. The doctors say I’ve only got one month to live.”

The sound of my palm slapping my forehead echoed through the workshop.


Chapter 18: A Game of Chess

IN THE SILENCE OF HIS OFFICE on the 80th floor, where only a chosen few had access, River Montilar stood by the picture window, watching the city-dwellers scurrying around below him. Despite all the problems he’d faced, he’d achieved his goal. However, his plan was still far from reaching its ultimate logical conclusion.

He heard soft footsteps behind him. Selina Carr walked into his office carrying a tablet full of reports. Her usually impeccable hairdo was slightly askew, a sign that she’d been working for many hours without a break.

“Mr. Councilman,” she said, stopped at a polite distance. “I have fresh data obtained from monitoring social media.”

Rivers kept looking at the city without turning around.

“Report.”

“Darion Thorn’s popularity is growing.” Selina activated a hologram on her tablet. “Over the last 72 hours, his name has been mentioned two thousand times. The mainstream media hasn’t mentioned him, but social media users are actively discussing the Hunter who ostensibly sealed two breaches by himself.”

“Ostensibly?” Rivers asked with a hint of ice in his voice.

“Most people think it’s a hoax,” Selina added quickly. “They can’t believe that one man could do something like that. But there are witnesses who insist that he did, and more and more of them are coming forward. I predict that we’re only two or three days away from this story reaching the mainstream media.”

Rivers finally turned to face her. Selina’s face betrayed no emotion, but she knew her boss well enough to sense the danger radiating from him.

“Details?”

The hologram expanded to show a chart of Darion's popularity, as well as key posts and comments. Most of them were skeptical, but there were a few ecstatic stories from supposed witnesses.

“‘I saw the guy appear on a pile of monsters with my own two eyes,’” Selina said, reading one of the posts. “‘He had a dog the size of a wolf with him.’ Naturally, most people think it’s just a fantasy.”

“But not everyone,” Rivers countered grimly.

“Not everyone,” she confirmed. “And what’s worse, photos and videos from the scene have appeared. They’re of poor quality, and you can’t make the faces out, but...”

“They’re enough to get people talking,” Rivers concluded.

He walked away from the window and sat in an armchair. His fingers started drumming on the armrest — the sole sign of his inner unease.

Darion Thorn. That cursed unpredictable variable was continually vexing him. His original plan had been so simple, so elegant: order the murder of some small-time aristocrat, toss his body in the Rift Thorn was currently exploring, and accuse him of the crime. After that, magnanimously save him from prosecution. In the end, he’d get his hands on a dependent, grateful Hunter with unique abilities that could be studied in greater detail.

But everything had gone wrong.

Thorn didn’t just find the body — he started digging around in an unexpected direction. He took an interest in the assassin’s technique and began pursuing the Shadowblades. Rivers had quickly changed his tack and sicced Thorn on the killers, hoping that they would deal with the problem. The Shadowblades were professionals, after all, and Thorn was just a swordsman, albeit a tremendously powerful one.

But that gods-damned Thorn ended up wiping out their entire base. By himself. In a single night.

Now, instead of an obedient tool, Rivers had a looming threat. Thorn was too strong, too independent, too unpredictable. Even worse, he was starting to attract attention. And attention could be used to control popular opinion.

“Selina,” he finally said, “contact Alistair Wein. Tell him I need to meet with him. Urgently.”

“Yes, sir. Is there anything else?”

“Yes. Activate the Cleaners. Tell them to be ready for an operation at a moment’s notice.”

Selina nodded and headed for the exit. Before she reached the door, she stopped.

“Mr. Councilman, what if Thorn agreed to work with you? Maybe we should try again?”

Rivers flashed her an expression of cold mockery.

“There are two kinds of people in this world, Selina: those who understand the rules of the game, and those who break them. Thorn is of the second variety. People like him cannot be controlled. They can only be eliminated,” he concluded darkly, clenching his fist.

* * *

The conference room on the fifth floor of the main Guild building was only illuminated by desk lamps. A few men were sitting at a massive table made of polished oak, their faces hidden in the shadows.

Councilman Waldron was anxiously drumming his fingers on the arm of his chair. His usually serene face showed profound unease.

“Gentlemen,” he began quietly, “the situation is spinning out of control. Over the last three days, Rivers has acquired more power than any of us has had in his entire career.”

Councilman Morheim, the representative of the military clans, nodded grimly.

“This Central Coordinating Committee is a brilliant move. He now controls all the Rifts in the empire. Whoever controls the Rifts, controls the money, and whoever controls the money…”

“Controls the power,” said the third person in the meeting, Councilman Kein, a slender man with sharp features who was always the most direct of the three. “The question is, what are we going to do about it?”

“Do we have any proof of his schemes?” Waldron asked.

“We have suspicions,” Morheim replied. “Strong suspicions. But it will be difficult to prove anything. Rivers is too careful. Moreover, he has dirt on all of us.”

“Then we need to find some other course of action,” Kein said, leaning forward. “We have allies in other clans. If we join forces…”

“That will take months,” Waldron countered. “We don’t have them. Rivers’ position is becoming stronger by the day.”

“Then what do you suggest?”

Silence. Everyone in the room understood that they were playing a deadly game. Rivers wasn’t the kind of man to forgive a betrayal.

“There is one option,” Morheim said slowly. “Appeal directly to the Imperial Council. If we tell them that power is being concentrated in the hands of a single man…”

“They’ll demand proof,” Kein reminded him.

“We could at least launch an investigation. That’ll give us more information.”

Waldron nodded thoughtfully.

“It’s risky, but… I see no alternative. When can we begin?”

“In a week. Imperial Inspector Valerius is coming to Dominus. As you know, he is famous for his incorruptibility and adherence to the letter of the law. If we can get to him…”

“Then that’s that,” Waldron decided. “We’ll get the documents ready and gather everything we have. This is our only chance.”

They spent a few more minutes going over the details, then left the room one by one. None of them noticed something clicking in the corner of the room — a miniature recording device had just turned off.

* * *

“Imperial Inspector Valerius,” Rivers chuckled after hearing Selina’s report. “How predictable.”

He was sitting in his chair, unhurriedly sipping a glass of expensive cognac. His agent had only told him about the conspiracy an hour ago, but Rivers had already planned his counterattack.

“What are we going to do, sir?” Selina asked.

“What are we going to do?” Rivers asked rhetorically. “We’re going to greet the honored inspector with all due pomp and circumstance. And, naturally, we’re going to provide him with all the information he needs.”

“All of it, sir?”

“Of course. Especially about Councilmen Waldron, Morheim, and Kein’s illicit ties to organized crime. It’s amazing how much interesting information you can find if you know where to look.”

Selina nodded knowingly. She’d become used to Rivers’ methods over her years in his service. He was always several moves ahead.

“Are the falsified documents ready?”

“Yes, sir. Although half of them aren’t even falsified. Morheim really did have dealings with smugglers about a decade ago. Waldron has taken bribes from the merchant clans. And Kein has illegal accounts in eastern banks.”

No one even suspected Rivers’ true plan. It was so simple, so intricate in its execution: a new system for distributing Rifts. One linked to clan membership. Under this system, freelance Hunters and organizations would be left with almost nothing, which would only further fortify Rivers’ position.

* * *

Alistair Wein sat in his luxurious office, surrounded by dozens of monitors. Each screen showed various news sites, blogs, and social networks. His fingers flew across the keyboard as he tracked reactions to his latest campaign.

“Not bad,” he muttered, scanning the comments under a post. “But it could be better.”

Over the last 24 hours, his team of online trolls and paid-off bloggers had led a massive attack on Darion Thorn’s reputation. Dozens of articles, hundreds of posts, thousands of comments — it was all intended to make him seem like an unpredictable loner.

"Reclusive Hunter Threatens City’s Safety”; “Unknown Swordsman Acts without Guild Authorization”; “Witnesses Report Attacks on Hunter Parties” — the headlines were filled with colorful accusations such as these.

His most effective tactic was fabricated videos that purportedly showed Darion’s “out-of-control sword swings” almost hitting civilians. The videos’ quality was bad enough to hide the fact that they were doctored, but convincing enough to fool ordinary people.

“Mr. Wein,” his assistant said, knocking at the door., “We have a problem.”

“What is it now?” Alistair asked irritably without looking away from his monitors.

“A counterattack. A group of fans of this Thorn character have appeared. They’re actively posting refutations, their own videos, eye-witness accounts…”

Alistair finally looked away from the screens and at his assistant.

“Show me.”

The homepage of a group called the “Thorn Fan Club” appeared on his main screen. Its admins were people named Norris, Mary, and Erik. The group already had 10,000 followers, and more were signing up all the time.

“Damn,” Alistair cursed, scrolling through their posts.

Darion’s fans were surprisingly well organized and motivated. They weren’t just disputing the accusations — they were presenting an alternative version of events. There were videos of Thorn saving civilians, stories from grateful witnesses, and analyses of fake videos.

“Our hero risks his life for people he doesn’t even know”; “Darion Thorn is a real defender of the weak”; “They’re afraid of someone they can’t buy.” Their counter-propaganda was just as effective as his own.

Even worse, the fans had a kind of enthusiasm that couldn’t be bought. They were working round the clock, replying to every negative comment and finding more and more witnesses to support their idol.

“How many people do we have?” Alistair asked.

“About 1,200 active accounts.”

“And how many actual fans does this imbecile have?”

“According to our findings… a few thousand. And the number is increasing.”

Alistair gritted his teeth. He’d underestimated the power of this fan movement. Paid-off bloggers couldn’t compete with people who genuinely believed in their hero.

“We’re doubling our budget,” he decided. “Hire more bloggers. And find some dirt on these fans. Everyone’s got a skeleton in his closet.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And what about Leon Montilar?”

“He’s doing well. The media is running with the story of the ‘ice shield of Dominus.’ His rating is increasing, and he’s being interviewed by one reporter after another. People love heroes with handsome faces.”

“I see. Is there anything else?”

“Yes. Councilman Montilar asked me to tell you that we may have need of more… drastic measures to solve the problem in the near future.”

Alistair nodded. He knew what that meant. If the media war didn’t work, he’d have to employ more direct methods.

* * *

Meanwhile, the newly-formed Central Coordinating Committee was extremely active. Employees in strict suits were running around the hallways, carrying folders full of documents and reports. Enormous monitors on the walls showed maps of all the known Rifts in the empire.

Rivers stood in the middle of the main office, watching his subordinates at work. In just three days, he’d managed to centralize the entire system for overseeing Rifts. Now every single application for access, every single license, every single permit went through his department.

“Mr. Director,” one of the managers said, walking up to him, “Leon Montilar has applied for access to the A-rank Crystal Catacombs Rift.”

“Approve it immediately,” Rivers said without a moment’s thought. “And provide him with our best support team.”

“Yes, sir. What about Kaiden Waryad’s application to the B-rank Weeping Isles Rift?”

Rivers thought for a moment. Waryad was working with Thorn. That complicated matters.

“Delay it. Tell him we need to perform an additional safety inspection.”

“Understood. One more question...”

“Later,” Rivers interrupted him when he saw Selina walking into the room.

She approached him holding a tablet.

“The team is here,” she informed him quietly. “They’re waiting in conference room alpha.”

Rivers nodded and headed to the service elevator. Conference room alpha was located on a secret floor, the existence of which was known only to a chosen few.

Four men were waiting for him in the room. Even sitting down, they were obviously professional assassins. They were all A-rank Hunters, each with dozens of successful operations under his belt.

On the left was Casper, a swordsman with a telltale scar across his entire face. His gray eyes were as cold as a winter morning, and there was a two-handed sword hanging from his waist that had supposedly never been defeated. His right arm was covered in metal plates, the result of a complex and expensive magical procedure that made his punches devastatingly powerful.

Next to him was Elron, a tall, ropey man with a spear slung over his shoulder. His most interesting trait was his ability to materialize his weapon anywhere within a range of a hundred yards. His enemies never knew where the killing blow would come from.

Two support mages sat across from them. There was Ellis, a blond man of about thirty with ice-blue eyes, a specialist in spells that slowed down and weakened his foes. His magic could deprive an enemy of half his speed and strength. Next to him sat Garret, an elderly man with a kindly face that concealed his merciless efficiency. He could not only heal his allies, but also cause internal bleeding in his enemies with a single touch. He had to actually reach them in order to do this, of course, but he was also a master torturer.

“Welcome,” Rivers pronounced, sitting at the head of the table. “I imagine you all remember what I pay you for.”

“Complete confidentiality and unquestioning thoroughness in regard to all operations,” Casper replied without a trace of emotion in his voice.

“Precisely. I have a mission for you. Possibly the most difficult one in recent memory.”

“Who are we going to kill?” Ellis asked.

“A Hunter by the name of Darion Thorn. He’s technically a C-rank, but that doesn’t reflect reality.”

Elron chuckled.

“A C-rank against four A-ranks? This won’t take long.”

“Don’t jump to conclusions,” Rivers warned him. “This man took out the entire Shadowblade base by himself. And they were hardly rookies.”

The mercenaries’ expressions grew more serious.

“What else should we know?” Garret asked with more gravity than before.

“He employs unusual combat techniques. He may use something resembling elemental magic, although he has no actual magical potential. He also has a companion: a black dog with strange abilities.”

“A dog? No problem,” Casper said with a shrug.

“Don’t underestimate your enemy,” Rivers said strictly. “Remember, you’ve already killed an S-rank Hunter at my command. But he was predictable. This man is not.”

The team exchanged glances. The murder of an S-rank Hunter two years ago was their most difficult operation yet, but they’d pulled it off and earned a substantial payday.

“When do we move out?” Garret asked.

“Soon. Wait for my signal. As soon as his popularity dies down, I’ll give him access to a Rift. Do it there. And remember — it has to look like an unfortunate incident. There can be no ties to me.

The assassins nodded and left the room one at a time. Rivers stayed there alone, thinking about the upcoming operation. Darion Thorn was dangerous, but even the most dangerous predator could be rendered helpless if it wandered into a properly set trap.

* * *

The Weeping Isles Rift greeted us with sea air and the cries of seagulls. I was standing on a sandy shoal, gazing at the landscape before me. Dozens of small islands were linked by narrow stone bridges, some of which occasionally sank under the water during high tides.

“Pretty,” I remarked, adjusting my cloak. “Too bad the water stinks like dead fish.”

Shadow sniffed the air and chuffed in irritation. Apparently his keen sense of smell could detect even more unpleasant odors than mine.

Kaiden was waiting outside, as usual — technically, he was a member of the expedition, but in reality, he just waited for me at a safe distance. The fact that the Guild employees stationed at the rift saw such a flagrant violation of the rules was solved by simple bribery. The system worked like a charm — or, at least, I was happy with it.

The first monsters showed themselves as soon as we set foot on the second island. Creatures that looked like a cross between an octopus and a crocodile dove out of the water. They had long, scaly tentacles and mouths full of sharp teeth. The enemies were about the size of a large dog, but moved like lightning.

“At least they aren’t mutants with streetlights for heads,” I muttered, dodging tentacles. “They’re almost cute by comparison.”

I cut the first one in half using the Frozen Expanse stance. Ice crystals froze the water around the beast, reducing its maneuverability. The second creature tried to come at me from the side, but Shadow intercepted it and sank his jaws into its neck with an appetizing crunch.

“Way to go, fleabag. Don’t give ‘em a chance to catch their breath.”

We moved from island to island, gradually making our way through the Rift. The monsters became larger and more aggressive as we went. The croctopuses were joined by gigantic sea serpents that spat acid, as well as flying electric stingrays.

But the real fun started when we reached the fourth island. A crab the size of a small house crawled out of the water with a loud splash. Its shell gleamed every shade of blue, and its claws were so enormous, they could have cracked a man like a nut.

“Huh… do you think its meat might be edible?” I asked Shadow as I got into the Strombringer stance. “Aria said she loves crabmeat salad. Or was it some other kind of salad? Eh… never mind.”

The crab attacked with its right claw, trying to grab me. I dodged to the side and hit a joint where the shell met the body. Lightning ran through the creature’s shell, but didn’t do any serious damage.

“Tough shell,” I noted, leaping out of the way of a blow from its left claw. “I’ll have to find some other weak point.”

The crab was slow, but incredibly resilient. My attacks left cracks in its shell, but that was it. Its claws were so powerful, every time it missed me, it left deep furrows in the ground.

Shadow tried to help by attacking the crab from behind, but his teeth couldn’t penetrate its armor. However, he did distract the monster, giving me a chance to get closer to it.

I noticed that the crab’s shell was thinner on its belly. I just needed to get it to rear up on its hind legs…

“Hey, crabby!” I shouted, waving my sword in its face. “Betcha can’t bite me!”

The crab took the bait and reared up, trying to bring both its claws down on my head. At that very moment, I quickly dove underneath it and plunged my blade into its weak point. The sword cut through the soft flesh like a hot knife through butter.

The crab howled in pain — it sounded like an overgrown baby — and fell on its side. Bluish liquid gushed from the wound. Judging from the smell, it must be what passes for blood around here.

“Nice one,” I said to Shadow, who was already sniffing the fallen foe. “Just don’t eat this one. If its meat really is edible, I’ll ask Kaiden to lug it home.”

Shadow chuffed in disappointment, but obeyed me.

We continued from island to island. The creatures became more and more numerous, but I was used to their tactics by now. Most of them attacked from the water, trying to use the element of surprise. But after a few battles, I learned to predict when they would appear by watching for ripples on the surface. After that, it actually got a little boring.

Before long, we reached the penultimate island, the largest of them all. Judging from the tracks, the Rift Boss should be here, but it hasn’t shown itself yet.

“Where are you hiding?” I murmured, looking around.

The communication device on my belt, which allowed me to stay in touch with people outside the Rift, suddenly came to life.

“Darion,” Kaiden’s voice said. The connection was bad, with lots of interference. “Be ca…”

He was suddenly cut off. Nothing but white noise was coming out of the speaker.

I frowned. Communication issues happen in Rifts sometimes, but usually not so suddenly. And I heard anxiety in Kaiden’s voice.

“Something’s happening outside,” I said to Shadow. “Maybe we should…”

Before I could finish my sentence, I heard a light splashing sound behind me, as though something was carefully climbing out of the water. But it didn’t sound like another monster — it was clearly a person.

I turned around slowly and saw a few surprise guests.

There were four of them. All in black combat armor, all armed, all obvious professionals. They looked at me like predators that had cornered their prey.

A tall man with a two-handed sword over his shoulder and a metal arm. A ropey guy with a spear that glimmered faintly with magical energy. A blond man in light armor that exuded cold. An elderly man with a kind face whose eyes were filled with deadly menace.

I could tell that they all had plenty of murders under their belts, as well as extensive combat experience. A killer can always recognize a killer… and judging from their positioning, they weren’t here for a friendly chat.

“Darion Thorn,” the man with the sword said, his voice calm and professional. “I hear you’re one of the best swordsmen of your generation.”

“I’m afraid my generation was way before your great-granddaddy was born,” I said with a chuckle. “Now tell me why you’re here.”
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A Dystopian Portal Progression Fantasy Series

by Boris Romanovsky

The Last Portal Jumper

A LitRPG Progression Fantasy Series

by Konstantin Zubov

The Dark Healer

A Historical Progression Fantasy Series

by Alex Toxic & Nadya Lee

Lord of The System

A LitRPG Progression Fantasy Series

by Alex Toxic & Furious Miki

A Shelter in Spacetime

A LitRPG Apocalypse Series

by Dmitry Dornichev

The Village

A LitRPG Progression Fantasy Series

by Dmitry Dornichev & Alexey Kovtunov

Living Ice

A Portal Progression Fantasy Series

by Dmitry Sheleg

Ghost in the System

An Apocalypse LitRPG Series

by Alexey Kovtunov

The Goldenblood Heir

A Portal Progression Fantasy Series

by Boris Romanovsky

Condemned (Lord Valevsky: Last of the Line)

A Progression Fantasy LitRPG Series

by Vasily Mahanenko


In order to have new books of the series translated faster, we need your help and support! Please consider leaving a review or spread the word by recommending The Swordsman Returns to your friends and posting the link on social media. The more people buy the book, the sooner we'll be able to make new translations available.

Thank you!

Want to be the first to know about our latest LitRPG, sci fi and fantasy titles from your favorite authors?

Subscribe to our New Releases newsletter!

Be the first to know about our new releases!

Visit our

Facebook LitRPG page

to meet new and established authors!

Tell us more about yourself and your favorite books, view new book covers and make friends with other sci fi and fantasy fans!

More LitRPG news and discussions at fellow LitRPG group

GameLit Society!

Follow the latest LitRPG news on Twitter!

Till next time!
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ANDREI TKACHEV writes heroic and martial fantasy and tells stories about time travelers and survivalists, which often explore the mysterious disciplines of the East.

He began writing the day he finished the last book in the library and turned to the internet in search of something new. He ended up writing that new book himself, and has been creating new worlds ever since.

Each book in this series hides a certain something special – but what that is, dear reader, is for you to discover.

OLIVER LAW was born in 1995 in a small seaside village not far from the Chinese border. Ever since his childhood he was attracted to fantasy and stories of portal and time travelers. He took an especial liking to strong charismatic characters with a good sense of humor which would later serve to inspire him to write his own books.

His first attempt at writing was a LitRPG story based on the Path of Exile system. Even though it remained unpublished, it gave Oliver the desire to write for a living. At that point, he was already an accomplished lawyer with eight years of court practice behind him. But legal work took too much out of him, until one day he realized it was time for him to go back to what brought him real joy: writing.

These days, Oliver creates exciting and lighthearted fantasy novels inspired by the genre of web novels, primarily Xiānxiá and LitRPG. His style was also influenced by authors such as Er Gen and Mars Gravity, and The Black Company series by Glen Cook.

Oliver is dreaming of one day adapting his stories for the big screen – whether as a TV series, an anime or a movie short. In the meantime, he still has quite a few stories within him, awaiting their hour of lecture.
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