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Chapter one
Lonely At The Top
Ryan


Twelve tons of angry tree flew at my face. It met my shield instead of the intended mark. The treant’s branch was barbed with offshoots sharp as razors and dripping with some sort of weird pink energy. I shifted my stance, angling the glowing hunk of metal to deflect rather than absorb the impact.

Its branch slid down my shield with a shriek like nails on a chalkboard.

The monster echoed the sound, although it was more like the call of an owl instead of a high-pitched cry. I could hear the frustration in that angry hoot. It was mad that it couldn’t get past my defenses. Rage even simmered in the exaggerated black holes that made up its eyes.

It slammed a second branch down on me, then brought up the first again. Hit after hit rained down on my upturned shield, but I maintained position without losing ground.

My arms trembled under the strain. But only slightly. Enough to let me know that I was winning, but in a race measured in feet, not miles or inches.

The treant was three times my size. Maybe four. And it was strong. A worthy enemy...and yet it still didn’t push me to the limit of my abilities. I could do this for hours more. Days, if I needed.

Hopefully I didn’t have to. There were more monsters coming.

“Status.”

I could hear the team shuffling behind me. It was clear they were still dragging folks away. Clearing dead bodies and getting the injured to a walkable state. Or dragging them away, too.

“Two more injured to extract,” Sahib said from somewhere off to my left. His voice was strained, likely from the pressures of having to heal folks that were so seriously injured. “We need...three more minutes.”

I nodded. Didn’t waste my breath on unnecessary words.

We both knew the unspoken issue.

Three minutes in a collapsing dungeon might as well have been three hours. The monsters would get exponentially stronger, and without damage dealers cutting them down, I was fighting a losing battle. Holding the line for three more minutes could be asking too much.

But I’d held more hopeless positions longer.

My Divine Shield glowed brighter in my hands as I funneled more mana into it. Consequently, the expenditure channeled mana into the barrier behind me as another wave of collapse-maddened forest creatures surged forward.

My jaw clenched involuntarily. How many more would I have to hold back? Could I?

When was going to be my last?

This was the second dungeon collapse I’d responded to this month. We’d seen our first six weeks ago. Well, technically, that was a lie. The Market Breach incident had been beyond a dungeon collapse. It was the worst possible scenario. We didn’t know what to expect.

Many innocent lives paid for the guild’s lack of knowledge.

And since then, things had just gotten worse and worse. More dungeons were experiencing instability and collapsing. Good adventurers were dying unprepared. We were running out of time, and I didn’t even know for what. No one knew what was causing these collapses or why.

The Dark Forest dungeon had been stable for decades, a reliable E-rank training ground for novice adventurers. Now it was a death trap. Its core was destabilized and spewing out monsters far stronger than it should have.

A Red Classification emergency, by official designation.

In plain terms, everything had gone to hell. And I was the poor bastard standing between shit and the fan. All I had to do was hold the line.

With a quick glance, I tracked the spawn patterns as new monsters emerged and rushed toward my location. Practiced. Efficient. There were twelve seconds between major waves. Smaller creatures in groups of five to seven. Larger ones alone, or maybe with a pair of smaller creatures.

I was the only tank holding the line. All others had fallen back. Without me, the temporary barrier set up behind me would have fallen long ago. But I was one man, and there were many monsters. All I could do was keep the stronger ones off the barrier. Give the healers the time they needed to do what had to be done.

Observe.

Defend.

Pray.

I focused on that first one, since the second was automatic and the third instinctual. Every monster was a data point that I filed away. When we got back to town, I’d have reports to fill out. Someone would sit down and scour my notes. Learn from this collapse everything that they could. Maybe, just maybe, it would help us prepare for the next.

I adjusted my defenses and used my abilities in accordance with the incoming attacks. Shifted to the right. Then sharply to the left next. Stepped back. Took a hit across my shield. Stepped forward. Shield up. Back to the right. Repeat.

The pattern calmed me, gave me a feeling of control.

“The left flank is weakening,” I said, barely turning my head to confirm the instinct. “Ekta, reinforce the southeast corner.”

There was no verbal confirmation. Just a gust of wind energy that revitalized the fading barrier.

Ekta was good people. We’d worked together on enough Red and Gold Classification emergencies that she anticipated my next commands before I gave them. One of the few people I trusted to do their job without micromanagement, though I’d never tell her that.

A branch slapped against my shield, drawing my attention back to the treant. It hooted at me again.

Against protocol, I brought my shield down in a diagonal attack. Divine light cut away an encroaching branch with practiced motion. The creature roared. It slammed its multitude of feet into the ground, vibrating the dungeon floor with its frustration.

My shield was my only weapon, and it was the only one I needed.

I breathed a sigh of relief as the treant backed up a step, opening a small window. Twenty-five seconds. That’s how long it would take the treant to grow the branch back. Until then, it would pummel me with the others...but we had to get out of here.

The treant was a strong foe. Regen and multiple spiked limbs were the least of its abilities. It threatened death to any unsuspecting adventurer. This was an E-rank dungeon. It shouldn’t have been here. Every adventurer was unsuspecting.

But that was the nature of a dungeon collapse. All rules broke down as the core died. Just as the flood of monsters intensified, so did the bosses’ strength.

I calculated my remaining mana reserves: approximately sixty-two percent. Enough to maintain my Divine Shield for another fifteen minutes at this strength. That, of course, assumed the attack intensity didn’t increase again. If it did, I’d need to switch to more efficient defensive techniques.

A cold bead of sweat trickled down my back, betraying the strain I refused to acknowledge.

“Divine Reflection,” I murmured, activating one of my higher-level skills. The shield’s glow shifted from gold to silver, its surface becoming mirror-like. When the treant struck again, a portion of its attack’s energy rebounded, shattering one of its other limbs.

The satisfaction that flared in my chest was brief but intense. Don’t dish it out if you can’t take it.

Could I have said it, taunting the monster? Sure. But that wasn’t who I was.

The monster recoiled, giving me a momentary reprieve. I used the opportunity to adjust my footing, settling into a more sustainable stance. Five years of fighting in this world had taught me that proper footwork saved more mana than you would expect.

Wait...five years?

A crazed monkey creature stepped forward, taking the place of the treant. It wasn’t worth my concern.

Had it been five years already? The math added up.

I’d been born and raised in Columbus, Ohio. A boring city in a boring state. I’d been coming home from work one day when I was just whisked away to Osnary.

The locals called me a Najotha. Summoned. Goddess chosen with no way to return home. All my friends, all my family...just gone. Like they never existed. I wasn’t the only one, but some days it felt like everyone else had done a much better job of fitting in here. Of making a life for themselves.

I pushed the thought away.

Dwelling on the past was how you lost your future.

It was time to focus on the present.

“Last injured secure.” Sahib sounded exhausted. Hopefully he didn’t pass out on the exit. “Beginning extraction now.”

“Understood. Prepare for phased withdrawal,” I said. “Ekta, signal the perimeter team that we’re coming out. Standard collapse protocol.”

“Confirmed.”

Almost as if in response, the dungeon groaned. Ceiling fragments fell like deadly rain. The core’s death throes were accelerating. We might have less time than we thought before it all came down.

My gut tightened in warning. I’d seen too many extractions go wrong in the final moments.

We needed to move.

“Go,” I said, biting back the fear that threatened to shake my voice.

The team moved behind me. I could feel the barrier retreating with them.

Instead of moving with it, I waited.

“Shield Wall Extension,” I said in a sharp, tight tone. My Divine Shield grew from a tower into a wall. It expanded, filling the hallway, giving us a second line of defense to cover our entire retreat path.

The drain on my mana increased, but it was a necessary expenditure.

“I’ll cover the rear.”

The extraction team retreated down the hallway. I maintained position until they’d gained sufficient distance, then began my own measured retreat, never turning my back on the advancing monsters. The responsibility pressed on me like a physical thing, heavier than even the treant’s enraged blows against my shield.

This was the part most tanks got wrong. They either retreated too quickly, exposing their team, or stood ground too long and exhausted their mana.

The key was precise timing, which was something I’d been refining over the previous emergency extractions. I didn’t have it down to a science yet, but I was getting close. Each event taught me something new, usually through pain or terror.

The treant smashed against my barrier once more, joined by a swarm of corrupted sprites that buzzed against the shield like angry hornets on a glass window. I continued backing toward the dungeon entrance step by step, maintaining the barrier’s integrity through careful mana modulation.

When I finally emerged into daylight—last out, as was proper—I maintained the shield until the Dungeon Authority officials activated their sealing array. Only when the orange-red barrier snapped into place over the dungeon entrance did I dismiss my Shield Wall Extension.

My shoulders sagged for just a moment before I straightened again. The brief display of weakness annoyed me. No one else seemed to notice.

I walked through the extraction camp to locate the Red Classification emergency leader at the command post. She was a gray-haired woman, new to her post. Or at least not one I’d worked with before. She looked up as I approached.

“Extraction complete. No casualties,” I reported. My voice came out rougher than intended, showing the effort I wouldn’t admit to.

She nodded. “Clean operation, Gold Rank Mitchell. As expected.”

I accepted the acknowledgment with a brief nod. No need for elaborate thanks or congratulations. We all did our jobs. It wasn’t anything special. The emergency healers were already working on the injured adventurers, and the Authority’s containment specialists were reinforcing the seals around the dungeon perimeter.

That’s how it should be—everyone doing their part, no fuss, no drama.

“Ryan! Hey, Ryan!”

I looked up, scanning the encampment for Mike.

“Holy crap, man!”

He crashed into my personal space, blue-tipped hair wild and eyes practically glowing with excitement. Tiny sparks danced between his fingers as he clapped me on the shoulder, giving me a friendly and harmless jolt.

“Hey, Mike.”

“Seriously? ‘Hey, Mike’? Like you didn’t just save the goddamn day?” Mike was another Najotha, and one who had carved out his own little place in this world. He still sounded like a Californian though, despite being here for over a year. “The way you handled that treant was insane!”

I shrugged, uncomfortable with the attention, but secretly pleased someone had noticed the finesse it took to execute that defense. “I didn’t know you were watching.”

Mike mirrored my shrug. “Kinda hard to do much else as everyone’s doing that final phase. Whole camp is wound tighter than a Congressman’s butthole on election day.”

I winced at the crude analogy, but it wasn’t like anyone else here would get it. “I was just doing my job.”

“Your job?” Mike snorted, giving me a playful shove that barely did so much as ruffle my hair. “Dude, I counted at least three moments where any other tank I’ve ever met would’ve been paste. Remember Jerrik? Same dungeon type, same monster class, and the guy ended up in healing for a week.” He made a show of sizing me up. “And you don’t have a scratch on you. You could have held that spot for another hour if you had to, huh?”

I allowed myself the ghost of a smile, remembering Jerrik’s overconfident swagger before the collapse that had forced him to take sick leave. “Jerrik also tries to tank everything head-on like he’s invincible. He thinks nothing bad can ever happen to him.”

“And yet you’re the one they call ‘the Untouchable Knight.’” Mike grinned, mimicking my shield stance with exaggerated movements that made me want to correct his form. “Seriously though, that silver shield thing... When are you gonna teach me something like that?”

“Divine Reflection. Level 45 Divine Shield skill.” I tapped the Sitora emblem on my armor, feeling a rare hint of pride. “Not exactly something I can teach.”

Mike groaned dramatically. “Figures. All the cool skills are class-locked.” His eyes lit up with that familiar determination I’d seen too many times. “But the concept—reflecting energy back—I could adapt that with lightning, right? Like how we modified that thunder trap?”

The memory of Mike’s self-electrocution experiment made me wince. The smell of burning hair had lingered in the training room for days.

“You could try. Just—”

“—calculate the efficiency ratio first,” he finished with a grin, pulling out his battered notebook. It was singed and blackened at the corners. “I know, I know. I learned my lesson after the Thunder Burst incident. Zahir’s eyebrows still haven’t fully grown back.”

I surprised myself with a short laugh, the sound rusty from disuse. “I warned you about the conductivity. Rubber soles on your shoes. Trust me.”

“Yeah, yeah, you’re always right.” He scribbled something down, then snapped the book shut. “Hey, a bunch of us are hitting The Silver Spear tonight. Aisha finally made Gold Rank, and Sahib survived his first collapse.” His voice softened. “You should come. Been weeks since you’ve had anything besides guild rations and that awful tea you pretend to enjoy, right?”

The invitation tugged at something I usually kept buried. Memories from my other life. Going out with buds after a hard day’s work. Leaving tomorrow’s worries buried under a mountain of beer glasses. Maybe even finding a willing lady to take home and keep me warm through the night.

For half a second, I considered it. Wondered what it would be like to just...be normal. Here, in Osnary.

Relax. Let my guard down among people who might actually understand what this life was like. The pressures we went through. What fighting for your life in a world you didn’t even grow up in did to a man.

But then I shoved the thought in a hole so deep it couldn’t ever find its way out.

“Can’t. Guild business.” I gestured vaguely toward the city.

Disappointment dimmed Mike’s smile, but it didn’t disappear.

He’d been trying to drag me out for drinks for a few months now, ever since I’d helped him navigate his first C-Rank dungeon. His persistence reminded me of my brother Jake—always convinced the next invitation would be the one I’d accept.

The comparison brought an ache I wasn’t prepared for.

“One of these days, Ryan,” he said, pointing an accusatory finger, “I’m going to find whatever scroll or potion it takes to remove that stick from your—”

The appearance of a guild messenger saved me from hearing exactly where Mike thought my stick was located. She was a short woman with dark amber hair and big green eyes. Practically swimming in the uniform that marked her position. The messenger bowed slightly, holding a summons letter out to me.

“Gold Rank Mitchell. Guildmaster Gulnora requests your presence at your earliest convenience.”

I broke the seal, skimmed the contents. A direct summons for an in-person meeting. An unusual request, but not an impossible one.

So why did I immediately break out in a cold sweat?

I swallowed my reaction and snapped the summons letter shut. “Tell her I’ll be there within the hour.”


Chapter two
Guild Business
Ryan


Mike whistled low when the messenger departed. “Gulnora herself? What’d you do, save a prince I didn’t notice in there?”

“Probably just more paperwork,” I said, though we both knew a direct summons meant something significant. I kept my face neutral despite my curiosity.

“Sure, ‘just paperwork.’” Mike rolled his eyes. “Well, don’t let me keep you from your exciting form-filling.” He stepped back, but not before landing another light punch on my arm. “But the offer stands. Silver Spear, sunset. We’ll save you a seat...and make Sahib pay for your drinks since you saved his sorry ass again.”

I nodded noncommittally and turned to leave.

“Hey man, wait a second.” Mike paused, his voice suddenly serious. “I might joke around but... Your work in there today? Textbook perfect. You’re still the best tank in the world. Even if you are a grumpy bastard.”

Something warm and unwelcome stirred in my chest. I raised a hand in acknowledgment without turning around and headed toward the city, leaving Mike and his uncomfortable sincerity behind me.

He didn’t understand that connections were liabilities in this world. That getting attached just meant one more thing that could be taken away.

Behind me, the sealed dungeon pulsed with unstable energy. Another piece of Osnary slowly dying off. The Authority would monitor it for a few days after the collapse finished before officially declaring it a dead zone—the seventh since this all started.

I tried not to think about what that meant for all of us in the long run. It was one fewer place for E-ranks to level up. One fewer place for the next generation of adventurers to prove themselves. And what if it continued? What happened when there were no low-level dungeons left? How could the Guild protect the people when it couldn’t develop the personnel it needed for the job?

Some problems were too big even for a Level 57 Divine Shield.

The walk to the Lionheart Guild headquarters gave me time to center myself. The Dark Forest was an hour’s walk from the heart of Osnary’s largest city, Dushanbe.

Even after five years, the transition from wilderness to civilization always impressed me. First came the outer farms. They were neat rectangles of grain and vegetable plots worked by families whose ancestors had probably tilled the same soil for generations. Farmers guided ox-drawn plows between rows while children chased escaped chickens back to their coops. The air smelled of turned earth and growing things, with just a hint of the mana-charged atmosphere that made Osnary’s crops heartier than anything I’d known back on Earth.

The dirt path widened into a proper cobblestone road about a mile from the city walls. Here, the traffic thickened. There were merchant caravans loaded with dungeon goods heading to distant markets, adventuring parties returning from expeditions, and the occasional enchanted carriage that hummed with contained magic as it glided past.

Dushanbe’s walls rose forty feet high, built from local stone and reinforced with protective wards that shimmered in the afternoon light. The main gate was an impressive arch wide enough for three wagons to pass side by side, topped with carved reliefs of the seven divine figures. Guards in the city’s blue and silver tabards checked papers with efficient politeness. They knew most regulars by sight, and guild members like me got little more than a respectful nod.

In the grand scheme of things, Dushanbe was a mid-sized city. More like Akron, less like Columbus. Fifty miles of single- or double-story buildings spread out in organized districts, each with its own character. The Guild District’s towers and training grounds dominated the eastern quarter, while the Market Ward’s colorful awnings and constant bustle filled the southern sections. Mana-fueled streetlamps lined the main thoroughfares, and the subtle thrum of enchanted infrastructure—water pumps, message crystals, transportation circles—created a background harmony that had become as familiar as breathing.

The streets of Dushanbe were crowded as usual. I took my familiar route through the Market Ward, past the weapon smith’s forge where apprentices hammered out practice blades, their rhythmic clanging mixing with the calls of fruit vendors and the jingle of coin purses. A group of Bronze Rank adventurers clustered around a street performer juggling glass baubles that sparkled with different colors with each toss.

Merchants hawked their wares from wooden stalls. There was a healthy mixture of dungeon plants, monster parts, and enchanted trinkets that probably worked half the time. A jeweler held up a necklace that caught the light beautifully, trying to entice a well-dressed woman who looked skeptical.

Adventurers from various guilds moved between taverns and equipment shops, some still dusty from recent expeditions, others fresh-faced and eager for their first real quest.

Most gave me a respectful berth when they noticed my guild insignia and the way I carried myself. The distance suited me fine.

Didn’t stop me from hearing their whispers in my direction. Mike had it right: I was the Untouchable Knight. Not a designation I gave myself, but one I’d earned over countless dungeon runs. Not to mention the Market Breach. I’d stood my ground, held back the waves of enemies from destroying more of the town while others picked them off.

A grueling twelve-hour battle.

Slept for almost a week straight after that.

And it was why I volunteered for every dungeon collapse that came up. I didn’t want a repeat Breach event. Too many had died. So much had been lost. If I could stop it before it got that bad, I was going to help.

The Lionheart Guild occupied one of the most impressive buildings in the guild district. It was a three-story structure of warm wood and polished stone that managed to look both grand and welcoming. Unlike some of the newer guilds with their cold marble facades, Lionheart had been built to feel like home. Wide windows let in plenty of natural light, and the carved lion crest above the main entrance had been weathered smooth by decades of wind and rain.

Guards at the entrance nodded as I passed. No need to check my credentials. “Afternoon, Sir,” one murmured.

I’d never bothered to learn their names, but their faces had become part of the familiar routine.

The main hall was busy with quiet activity. The reception area dominated the left side. Three wooden counters set up where guild staff processed quest assignments and party registrations. The receptionists were cute; they all wore a guild uniform and were groomed to the nines. Many of them had tried to date me since I joined the Lionheart Guild after the Market Breach. I wasn’t interested, and they eventually stopped trying.

Behind the receptionists were the quest boards. They covered most of the wall, filled with parchments sorted by rank and difficulty. Bronze requests clustered near the bottom, while the few Gold and Platinum assignments occupied places of honor near the top.

A new section had been added for Dungeon Collapses, although there weren’t any currently listed. Good.

Round tables filled the center of the hall where adventurers formed parties, negotiated rates, and planned their next expeditions. The atmosphere was professional but relaxed. This wasn’t a tavern where people came to drink away their failures, but a place where serious work got done.

Conversations quieted as I crossed the room. A few adventurers nodded in my direction, some with genuine respect, others with the kind of curiosity reserved for anomalies. I was something of a puzzle. A solo Gold Rank who only took temporary assignments, doing contract work rather than leading a fixed party.

The whispers had stopped bothering me ages ago. My reputation had grown larger than the rumors.

I climbed the central staircase, its banister worn smooth by countless hands. Halfway up, I heard light footsteps descending from above.

She appeared around the curve of the staircase like something out of a dream.

The cat girl. The only one in Dushanbe. I’d seen her before, but I couldn’t remember where. She moved with fluid grace down the wooden steps. The afternoon light streamed through the stained glass windows above, catching the subtle highlights in her brown hair and made her eyes seem to glow.

She was small, maybe five-foot-three, but there was nothing fragile about the way she carried herself. Cute in that girl-next-door sort of way, but with enough curves to kill a grown man. Her movements had a predatory elegance that spoke of reflexes honed by something dangerous. The feline ears atop her head twitched slightly as she noticed me, and I caught a glimpse of a fluffy brown tail swishing behind her.

But it was her face that made me pause. Angular and delicate, with striking blue eyes. Vertical slits for pupils that were so very tiny. Her lips were slightly parted, as if she’d been about to say something before seeing me.

There was an intensity in her gaze. It wasn’t the casual recognition I’d expect from a former guild employee, but something more focused. More personal.

For a moment that felt longer than it was, we occupied the same few steps, close enough that I caught the faint scent of incense clinging to her robes. Close enough to see the way her pulse quickened at her throat.

Then the moment passed. She pressed herself against the railing to let me by, her eyes never leaving mine. I nodded politely and continued up the stairs, but I could feel her watching me all the way up.

The second floor housed meeting rooms and archives, while the third floor contained the offices where real decisions got made. Gulnora’s assistant, a precise man with wire-rimmed glasses, looked up from his desk as I reached the landing.

“She’s expecting you, Gold Rank Mitchell. Go right in.”

Guildmaster Gulnora Rustamova sat behind a desk covered with maps and reports, her steel-gray hair braided in an elaborate crown around her head. If I had to guess, she was somewhere in her fifties. Given how she talked, I would gather late fifties, but she looked young. The lines on her face were from years of expression rather than decay. Her golden-brown skin was crisscrossed with a network of fine scars, especially around her hands and forearms.

At Level 79, the Battle Sage was one of the most powerful individuals in Dushanbe, though she rarely left the guild these days.

Something about her always reminded me of my high school principal. She was terrifying and all-knowing. The straight-backed way she sat—hands clasped visibly on the blotter of her desk—wasn’t helping the image.

“Mitchell,” she acknowledged with the smallest dip of her head, gesturing to the chair across from her. “Prompt as always.”

“Guildmaster.” I took the offered seat, back straight, hands resting on my knees. Old habits from another life.

“I’ve reviewed the preliminary report from the Dark Forest operation. Clean execution, minimal mana expenditure, no casualties. Your usual standard of excellence.” She studied me with amber eyes that seemed like they were reading my heart rather than my face. “That’s the second collapse response you’ve led this month, correct?”

“Yes, Guildmaster.” I kept my voice neutral, though a flicker of pride tried to surface.

There were few things in this world I was certain of, but my competence as a tank was one of them.

“Did you submit your report yet?”

“No, Guildmaster. I came right here.”

Gulnora grunted in approval. “There’s a lot in the Red Classification emergency leader’s report about you. I think you made an impression.”

“Nothing bad, I hope.”

The Guildmaster chuckled. “Find me one person in Osnary who’s said a bad thing about you, and I’ll show you a liar.”

I let that one roll off my shoulders. There were plenty of bad things to be said about me. Plenty of people who would say them, too. False praise rang hollow, and Gulnora was better than that.

“She says you maintained continuous barrier integrity for forty-seven minutes while extracting six injured adventurers. That true?”

I nodded.

Gulnora leaned back in her chair. “Most tanks would have exhausted their mana reserves in half that time.”

“Only doing my job, Guildmaster. I’ve optimized my barrier techniques for efficiency.” And practiced until my hands bled and my mana channels felt like they’d been scoured with sandpaper.

“A fact I know all too well.” A slight smile crossed her face. “The ‘Untouchable Knight’ continues to live up to his reputation.”

I didn’t respond to the nickname. I was pretty sure it was just guild marketing—a label they used to charge premium rates for my services. Though a small, petty part of me enjoyed the way other tanks reacted when they heard it. Trembles of insecurity. Scowls of jealousy. And, on rare occasions, flickers of admiration and ambition.

“You’ve been with Lionheart for six weeks now,” Gulnora continued. “Gold Rank for two of those. Fastest advancement of any Najotha in our records.”

“I had advantages,” I said, uncomfortable with praise. “My Divine Shield class is rare among natives. I’ve only done what’s been my responsibility with this sort of power.”

And I’d trained like a man possessed, determined never to be vulnerable in this world. Not after how it felt that first day I arrived.

“Many have advantages. Few leverage them as effectively as you have.” She tapped a folder on her desk. “Your mission completion rate remains perfect. One hundred and seventy-three assignments over a five-year timeframe without a single failure. And every report is full of glowing praise. Impossible acts of heroism. Wounded that should have been dead. And always the Divine Shield, enduring longer and harder than the work of any knight, going back as far as we have records.”

I shifted slightly in my chair. This level of review usually preceded either a promotion or a particularly difficult assignment.

My money was on the latter.

“Which brings me to why I called you here,” Gulnora said, confirming my suspicion. “I have an assignment that requires your specific talents.”

“Another collapse response?” I hadn’t seen anything on the board downstairs, but that didn’t mean squat. Especially if she was giving it to me directly.

She shook her head. “Something more unusual. Are you familiar with the Forgotten Catacombs?”

“D-Rank dungeon, recently upgraded to C-Rank due to the crisis. Undead and shadow creatures. A wight rare spawn that can drop gear good enough to carry an adventurer through A-Rank and into low metal ranks.” I paused, going through my mental catalog of Osnary’s dungeons. “The necromancer lord summons one of four bosses on rotating spawns. It’s three hours’ journey west of Dushanbe.” I recalled the details automatically, reciting them with calm and mechanical professionalism. “Standard clear time is four to six hours for a balanced party.”

“Correct.” Gulnora slid a mission brief across the desk. “I need you to assist a guild party in clearing it.”

I reviewed the document, confusion growing.

Babysitting duty?

It was a waste of my skills, and we both knew it.

“Guildmaster, with respect, this seems like an assignment for a Silver Rank tank. You could even assign an A-Rank and nobody would bat an eye.”

“Under normal circumstances, yes.” She leaned forward, fingers interlaced. “But this particular party has gone through five tanks in the past week. None have completed the dungeon with them.”

That got my attention. “That’s a bit unusual.”

“Precisely. All the tanks were experienced with good reputations. And all refused to continue after a single attempt.”

I processed this information, analyzing the possibilities. “Equipment issues? Tactical incompatibility?” I ran through a dozen potential problems that could drive experienced tanks away.

“Unknown. None of the tanks have filed formal complaints, which is itself unusual. They simply requested reassignment.”

That raised more red flags than a military parade. Tanks didn’t just walk away without explanation. Not in this economy.

This world had the usually three-job breakdown for classes: tanks, healers, and damage dealers. Because most groups only ran with one tank, the spots were coveted. A tank earning a permanent spot in a party was difficult, and so many worked their asses off to make sure they were performing at peak for parties.

Walking away was unusual at best. Concerning at worse.

“The party leader must have submitted performance reviews. What do they say?” I leaned forward slightly, genuinely curious now.

Gulnora’s expression revealed nothing. “The party claims the tanks were ‘unprofessional’ and ‘abandoned their duties without justification.’”

I frowned. Five experienced tanks don’t all abandon a party without reason. Something was very wrong here, and the mystery tugged at me despite myself.

“What’s the party composition?” I asked, trying to piece together the puzzle.

“Four C-Ranks between Levels 23 and 29, except the leader. A healer who’s newer at Level 12. On paper, more than capable of handling the Catacombs with a competent tank.”

Level 12 was very low for a party leader, especially one running a C-Rank dungeon. But some healers advanced quickly through non-combat methods. And the healing classes were just uncommon enough that a party would bend over backwards to keep one around. Still, the disparity was notable and potentially dangerous. Healers without sufficient mana reserves were liabilities in extended engagements.

“You want me to determine why the tanks are quitting,” I concluded, seeing the assignment for what it was now: an investigation disguised as a routine dungeon clear.

Gulnora nodded. “While also helping them complete the dungeon. The party’s advancement paperwork is all ready to go, and I won’t have the guild’s investment in their growth and training wasted.”

“And you believe a Gold Rank is necessary for the tank?” I couldn’t keep the skepticism from my voice.

“I believe that specifically you are necessary, Mitchell.” Her eyes held mine, boring into me to make clear that this was a tactical assessment, not a compliment. “Your analytical skills are more valuable than your shield in this situation.”

I considered declining. Babysitting a problematic party through a basic dungeon wasn’t my usual assignment. But Gulnora rarely made direct requests, and her judgment had proven sound in the past. If she said the job required my attention, it was because she knew the job required it.

And, if I was honest with myself, the mystery intrigued me enough on its own.

“Timeline?” I asked, which was as good as accepting.

“I’ll arrange a meeting with the party leader this evening if you’re up for it. They’re eager to make another attempt as soon as possible, after all the delays.”

I nodded, tucking the mission brief into my pocket. There would be time to review it in full later. “I’ll need the previous tanks’ identities. Even without formal complaints, they might provide useful context.”

If the party wanted to leave immediately, I wouldn’t have time to talk to them. But, upon return, I’d make damn sure to find out what really happened. Even if they didn’t want to talk to the guild, they’d talk to me.

“Already included in the brief.” Gulnora rose, signaling the end of our meeting. “I expect not just a dungeon completion, but a full report. I don’t want to have to personally deal with a problem like this ever again. Do I make myself clear?”

“Understood, Guildmaster.” My curiosity was fully engaged now. A puzzle with humanoid variables was the most unpredictable kind.

As I turned to leave, she added: “And Mitchell? Consider forming more permanent connections. Solo work has its advantages, but in the coming months, reliable allies may prove essential.”

I acknowledged her advice with a nod but made no comment. It wasn’t the first time she’d made that suggestion. And it wouldn’t be the last time that I ignored it. Permanent connections meant permanent vulnerabilities, and I’d seen too many adventurers compromised by emotional attachments.

I’d buried that part of myself long ago, after leaving Earth.

This world was too dangerous for friendship. For trust. For anything beyond professional competence. Someday, people like Gulnora would come to understand and respect that, even if people like Mike might never.

Walking back through the guild hall, I reviewed what I knew about the assignment. A tank quitting a job was uncommon, but not unexpected. Class composition mismatch, leadership friction, personal feelings, or even a scheduling conflict could make a tank bail out on an assignment.

I pulled out the brief and looked over the names. Jarak, Meron, Damir, Firdavs, and Timur. They weren’t tanks I recognized, but from the dossier given, it was clear they were competent enough.

Two tanks quitting on the same party was a sign that something was off, but could just be a failure of the guild officials to respond appropriately to the reassignment request. Five tanks quitting the same party was beyond unusual. It was a pattern that demanded explanation. Incompetent leadership? Dangerous tactics? Ego conflicts?

I was already mapping out my approach, developing strategies, and planning contingencies.

Whatever the cause, I’d identify it efficiently and complete the assignment. That’s what I did. Clean, professional, thorough.

Just another job.


Chapter three
He’s Here
Parwana


Five tanks. Five obstacles removed. She thought it would be difficult. But they had been underwhelming even without her meddling.

Jarak had been the first test of her resolve. The hulking Earthshaker had seemed so confident, his massive frame blocking doorways like he owned every space he entered. During their expedition, she’d whispered urgent warnings about shadow creatures flanking from the east when the real threat approached from the west. The panic in her voice had been perfectly genuine; after all, she truly was terrified. Not of the monsters, but of the possibility that Jarak might actually succeed. When he broke formation to intercept the phantom threat, leaving their backline exposed to the real attack, she’d been the first to rush to heal the wounded.

Her tears of concern had been real too. So much could have gone wrong with her plan.

Meron had required more finesse. The Blade Guardian prided himself on perfect timing, his defensive skills cycling with mechanical precision. But precision required focus, and focus could be...disrupted. Those tiny tendrils of shadow magic were nearly invisible, threading through the air to brush against his temples at crucial moments. Just enough to make him second-guess his cooldown calculations. Just enough to make him hesitate when he should have acted.

When the party nearly failed because his Shield Wall came up three seconds too late, she’d held him as he sobbed in frustration.

Such a dedicated tank, really. It was almost a shame.

Damir had been laughably easy to manipulate. The Shield Bearer relied heavily on information gathering before engagements, always asking about enemy positions and patrol routes. Simple to feed him outdated intelligence. Simple to suggest alternative routes that would place them directly in the path of the Vine Terrors’ coordinated assault. When poisonous spores incapacitated half of the party, she’d worked tirelessly to save them all.

The gratitude in their eyes had been intoxicating. They’d trusted her completely.

Firdavs had presented a unique challenge. The Stone Warden was genuinely skilled, his tanking methods refined over decades of experience. But skill meant nothing when your healer’s priorities shifted. A delayed heal here, a poorly positioned barrier there. She’d made sure he took exactly as much damage as her calculations suggested he could survive...with her intervention, of course.

By the time his patience broke, he’d been convinced his techniques were failing him. He’d retired from active duty within the week, taking a position training younger adventurers.

She’d sent flowers to his farewell ceremony.

And Timur, well...he was just an inexperienced tank. She’d almost felt guilty about him. Almost.

The young Guardian had been so eager to prove himself, so desperate to make his mark. When her shadow magic disrupted his concentration during the crucial moments of their encounter with the boss, she’d been ready with the healing he needed to survive his mistakes. She’d even volunteered to help him practice his aggro management techniques afterward.

He’d been so grateful for her patience, so convinced that he simply wasn’t ready for the responsibility.

All of their downfalls had been carefully calculated. All perfectly executed. All untraceable. All chipping away at the obstacles until the guild would—by necessity or by choice—assign their greatest tank to the task.

Ryan Mitchell. Level 57 Divine Shield. The Untouchable Knight.

Just thinking his name sent warmth flooding through her chest, a sensation that started in her heart and spread outward until her fingertips tingled with anticipation.

Would today be the day? Or would she meet the next obstacle to be removed?

Guildmaster Gulnora had told them to meet here tonight. They’d meet the next tank trying to get them to Silver Rank. The old bat had made it clear this was their last chance, but Parwana knew better. She’d keep trying. Had to. The Dungeon Collapses meant they needed every adventurer at the highest ranks possible. And her party had been extraordinary so far.

As they waited, Parwana adjusted her robes, smoothing the light fabric over her slender body. Everything had to be perfect. Just in case it was Ryan who walked through the door.

Anticipation made her hands shake. It was a subtle, mild tremor. Nothing anyone would notice. And she’d be able to dismiss it as nerves about their potential impending failure.

There was a scuff. On her dress. Parwana’s breath caught in her throat.

It was small. No longer than her pinky finger, but it was a blemish on her otherwise perfect outfit. How did this happen? She’d been so careful.

Her robes were special. Most healers were blessed by Sitora, Goddess of Light and Healing. Fitting. But Parwana’s robes also had embroidery along the edges. Dark tendrils. A nod to her unusual dual blessing from both Sitora and Dilrabo. Dilrabo’s shadow made her special. Deserving of more.

Deserving of him.

It wasn’t the only unique thing about her. Parwana was a beastkin. A Janovar. The only in civilized society that she was aware of. Most of her people were scattered, nomads that fled into the Untamed. She’d been found during a rescue mission and raised among polite society.

Parwana showed the world a civilized, composed young woman with large, almond-shaped eyes. They were currently dilated, pupils blown large at the barely constrained excitement of meeting with their new tank. She had a feeling today would be the day. Gulnora hadn’t personally visited them any other time.

Otherwise, she was perfect. Brown hair fell in waves to her mid-back, held away from her face with simple silver clips. Her ears were fluffy, alert, straining to listen for the approach of armored boots that would signal their tank’s arrival.

Behind her, a silk-smooth tail stood both ramrod straight and with an inquisitive little curl at the end. It could not betray her inner thoughts. She’d spent so long training her tail to give away as little information about her mood as possible.

Parwana had arrived early, selecting a seat in the assigned meeting room that would put her directly across from where the tank would sit. She arranged herself perfectly. Waited with infinite patience.

But only on the outside.

Her party members arrived one by one, their expressions ranging from resignation to irritation.

Shoira entered first. She gave Parwana a dirty glare, eyes narrowed.

The ice mage was traditionally pretty. Annoyingly so. Everything about Shoira screamed “proper Osnarian lady” in a way that made Parwana’s tail twitch with barely suppressed irritation.

Where Parwana’s own features marked her as foreign—the distinctive ears, the unusual eyes, the constant awareness that she was the only Janovar in civilized society—Shoira embodied effortless belonging. Her honey-blonde hair fell in those perfect, gentle waves that noble ladies paid fortunes to achieve, framing a heart-shaped face with delicate cheekbones and skin like porcelain. She never seemed to struggle with the casual elegance that came so naturally to human women.

Even her magical specialization felt like a calculated choice designed to complement her appearance. Ice magic. Of course. Cool, pristine, untouchable. Just like her personality. Shoira carried herself with the kind of confident grace that suggested she’d never had to fight for her place anywhere, never had to prove she belonged, never had to worry that people saw her as an exotic curiosity rather than a person.

And she was Level 23. Nearly twice Parwana’s level, despite being barely two years older. The kind of progression that came from having natural talent, proper training, and, Parwana suspected, never having to waste energy on the exhausting work of constantly proving yourself worthy of basic respect.

When Shoira looked at her now with those narrowed blue eyes, Parwana could practically hear her thoughts: The beast girl thinks she can make it as an adventurer. It was the same look she’d gotten from half the guild when she’d first applied for party membership. The look that said she was playing dress-up in a world where she didn’t belong.

But Parwana had something Shoira didn’t, something that made all of her traditional prettiness irrelevant: she had purpose. She had devotion.

And soon, if the goddesses willed it, she would have Ryan.

“Well, don’t you look prepared,” Shoira said. Her tone was cutting. A sharpened icicle honed to kill. “Let’s hope our new tank lasts longer than a day this time.”

Parwana smiled pleasantly while imagining tangling Shoira’s vocal cords with knots of searing shadow. She could picture it so clearly. Those delicate little threads of darkness sliding between the ice mage’s lips, coiling around her larynx like silk ribbons. The shadows would tighten slowly, methodically, until that pretty voice became nothing but strangled gasps. Shoira’s porcelain skin would flush red, then purple, her perfect honey-blonde hair falling across her face as she clawed desperately at her throat...

But no. Not today. Not when Ryan might walk through that door at any moment. She couldn’t risk him seeing her as anything other than the perfect, devoted healer. The image of his perfect eyes looking at her with disappointment—or worse, fear—was enough to banish the violent fantasy.

“I’m sure today will bring positive changes to our team dynamic,” Parwana replied, her voice warm.

“Positive changes,” Shoira scoffed, settling into her chair with that infuriating grace. “Right. Because the last five ‘positive changes’ worked out so well.”

Mansur slipped in next. He was nervously adjusting his archer’s bracers. The wiry man always looked like he’d rather be anywhere else during these meetings. “Any word on who they’re sending?” he asked, glancing between the women as if expecting an argument to erupt.

“Not yet,” Parwana replied, her professional mask firmly in place. “But Guildmaster Gulnora sent assurances that they’re assigning someone with exceptional qualifications.”

“Exceptional qualifications,” Shoira repeated, examining her nails with studied boredom. “Wonder if they mean exceptional at running away this time.”

“Maybe they mean exceptional at staying alive,” Mansur muttered, earning a sharp look from Shoira.

“They’d have to be exceptional to put up with—” Shoira began, but Bahar’s entrance cut her off.

The dual-blade rogue moved with the fluid efficiency of someone who preferred action to words. Bahar was the kind of woman who made Parwana feel simultaneously grateful and resentful. Grateful because she wasn’t traditionally beautiful enough to be a real threat, resentful because she carried herself with the quiet confidence of someone who had never needed to rely on her looks. Her olive skin was marked with small scars from years of close combat, and her dark hair was pulled back in a practical braid that had probably never seen a styling brush. Everything about her screamed competence over charm, function over form.

It was almost refreshing, really. Bahar didn’t seem to care about being pretty, which meant she wasn’t competition. She was just...there. Reliable. Useful.

“Let’s keep it civil today,” Bahar said quietly, taking her usual seat near the wall. “We need this dungeon clear for rank advancement. Don’t make it harder than it already is.”

“Hard?” Shoira’s laugh was like breaking glass. “It’s already impossible. We’re cursed, I tell you. Every tank takes one look at our success rate and decides they’d rather fight gods barehanded.”

“Our success rate is fine,” Parwana said, her tone measured. “We’ve had some setbacks, but—”

“Setbacks?” Shoira leaned forward. “Five tanks, Parwana. Five.” She punctuated her words by forcefully tapping her knuckles against the table. “In a month. That’s not setbacks, that’s a pattern.”

Daler chose that moment to arrive, his massive frame filling the doorway. The spear-fighter looked exhausted, dark circles under his eyes speaking to too many sleepless nights. “Please tell me they’re sending a real tank this time,” he said, dropping heavily into a chair that creaked under his weight. “My arms still hurt from trying to hold that last boss back.”

“You did your best,” Parwana assured him, though they all knew Daler’s desperate attempts at improvised tanking had nearly gotten them all killed. He was built for damage, not defense, all explosive power and reach, not the steady endurance they needed.

“My best almost got us wiped,” Daler said grimly. “I’m a spear-fighter, not a meat shield.”

“Which is exactly why we need a proper tank,” Bahar pointed out. “Someone who can actually hold aggro while we do our jobs.”

“Assuming they don’t quit after the first retreat,” Shoira added sweetly.

The door opened again, and Parviz, the guild administrator, entered with his ever-present clipboard. The thin Spirit Scribe adjusted his wire-rimmed spectacles nervously, his pale fingers clutching the paperwork like a lifeline.

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said, his voice holding that perpetual apologetic tone of someone who spent their days managing adventurer complaints. “I have the assignment details here, but I’m waiting for—”

Heavy footsteps echoed in the hallway outside. Measured, confident steps that spoke of someone comfortable in heavy armor.

Parwana’s heart began to race.

“Ah, that should be him now. Good news for your party, too,” he said with a smarmy smile. “Guildmaster Gulnora has assigned Gold Rank Mitchell to your Forgotten Catacombs expedition.”

Parwana’s tail shuddered, the only outward sign of her sudden rush of emotion. She’d hoped, planned, and manipulated toward this outcome, but hearing it finally happening made her feel lightheaded.

“A Gold Rank?” Daler straightened in his chair. “That’s unexpected.”

“Mitchell?” Shoira’s eyebrows rose. “The Mitchell? The Untouchable Knight? For our C-Rank dungeon run?”

Mansur looked bewildered. “Is he being punished? He usually handles emergency responses and A-Rank dungeons. He shouldn’t be wasting time babysitting us.”

“The Guild takes challenges like what you’ve faced very seriously. Guildmaster Gulnora believes that extreme challenges warrant extreme responses,” Parviz explained diplomatically.

As if summoned by his words, the door opened again, and Ryan Mitchell entered the room.

Oh.

The breath left Parwana’s lungs in a silent rush. Everything else—Shoira’s cutting remarks, the nervous energy of her party members, even her own carefully maintained composure—simply ceased to exist.

There was only him.

Beautiful. The word whispered through her mind like a prayer. He was even more magnificent up close than she’d imagined during all those nights spent watching him from across the guild hall. His armor fit him like it had been crafted by the gods themselves, emphasizing the breadth of his shoulders and the lean strength of his frame. When he moved, it was with the fluid confidence of someone who had never known defeat.

His eyes swept the room with professional assessment, and Parwana felt her heart stutter when his gaze passed over her. Just for a moment, not even a full second, but enough to send heat flooding through her entire body.

Look at me again, she thought desperately. Please.

His sandy brown hair was still slightly damp at the temples. He’d showered recently. The thought of him standing under hot water, droplets running down that strong chest hidden beneath his armor, made her mouth go dry. She filed away this precious detail about his routine, adding it to the mental collection she’d been building for months.

“Good afternoon. I’m Ryan Mitchell, assigned to tank for your Forgotten Catacombs expedition.”

His voice. Gods, his voice. It resonated through her chest like a physical touch, deep and warm and perfectly controlled. She wanted to close her eyes and let it wash over her, wanted to hear him speak her name with that same calm authority.

The others were introducing themselves, their voices becoming indistinct background hum. Parwana’s world had narrowed to a single point of focus: the man standing before her like salvation made flesh.

When his attention finally turned to her, she felt her carefully constructed composure crack. Recognition flashed in his eyes. Was it because of earlier on the stairs? Or did he remember her from before, too?

“You must be the party leader. Parwana Ahmadzai, correct? Level 12 Temple Cleric?”

He knows my name. The thought hit her like lightning. Not just her name—her level, her class, her role. He’d researched her. He’d thought about her enough to memorize details about her before walking into this room.

All those weeks of planning, all those carefully rehearsed speeches she’d practiced in front of her mirror, all the perfect introductions she’d crafted and refined...none of it mattered now. Her mind went completely blank.

He was looking at her. Really looking at her. Those incredible eyes focused entirely on her face, waiting for her response. The defined line of his jaw was even more striking up close, and she could see the faint shadow of stubble that would feel rough under her fingertips. There was a small scar through his left eyebrow that she’d never noticed from a distance.

Perfect, she thought dizzily. Even his scars are perfect.

Her ears flattened against her head before she could stop them, her body betraying her with the same treacherous honesty that made her tail twitch when she was nervous.

“I... Yes. That’s... I’m Parwana,” she managed.

Shoira’s laugh was like breaking glass. “You’ll have to excuse our leader’s typical eloquence around tanks. It’s become something of a pattern.”

I’m going to kill her. The thought blazed through Parwana’s mind with crystalline clarity. She could do it right now—reverse her healing touch, find every delicate nerve cluster in Shoira’s perfect face and overload them until the ice mage was writhing on the floor, clawing at her own skin. The shadows would muffle her screams, and Parwana could heal the damage afterward, leaving no trace except Shoira’s word against hers.

But Ryan was watching. Those eyes had shifted between them with sharp intelligence, and she couldn’t—wouldn’t—let him see her as anything less than the devoted healer he deserved.

She drew in a slow breath, letting her professional mask slide back into place with visible effort. “Please forgive my momentary distraction. We’re honored to have a Gold Rank joining our expedition, especially one with your reputation.”

Perfect recovery, she told herself.

Ryan took the seat directly across from her—exactly where she’d planned, exactly where she’d dreamed he would sit. This close, she could see the way his armor shifted with each breath.

“Let’s discuss your previous attempts at the Forgotten Catacombs,” he said, his voice carrying that same calm authority that made her stomach flutter. “I understand you’ve had difficulty completing the dungeon.”

No judgment. No condescension. Just professional interest and the quiet confidence of someone who solved problems for a living. This is what a real leader sounds like, Parwana thought. This is what competence looks like.

“We’ve made five attempts,” Bahar said, visibly relieved to focus on something concrete. “Never made it past the second boss.”

“Five attempts with five different tanks,” Daler added grimly. “Starting to think the place is cursed.”

Ryan’s expression didn’t change, but Parwana caught the way his eyes narrowed slightly. Not with suspicion, but with the focused attention of someone processing new information. He was thinking, analyzing their failures with that brilliant tactical mind she’d watched in action during guild briefings.

Look at him work, she thought, her heart racing. So methodical. So perfect.

“Can you describe the mechanical difficulties you encountered?” Ryan pulled out a small notebook, ready to take notes.

He came prepared. Of course he did. Every movement was deliberate, professional, utterly competent. This was what a real adventurer looked like, not like the fumbling pretenders who’d failed her before.

The others began talking, their voices fading into meaningless background noise. Parwana nodded and made appropriate sounds when addressed, but her attention was completely consumed by watching Ryan work. The way he held his pen. The precise movements of his hand as he wrote. The slight furrow between his brows when he concentrated.

He’s taking this seriously, she realized with a flutter of warmth. He was everything she imagined as she watched him from afar. Everything and more.

“Based on what you’ve described,” he said after the others had finished their pathetic explanations, “I believe we can complete the Forgotten Catacombs successfully. Venturing into a shadow-based dungeon at night is unwise, so I suggest we proceed tomorrow morning, which gives everyone time to prepare and rest tonight.”

He believes in us. The thought sent electricity through her veins. He believes in me.

Ryan provided specific instructions with the calm authority of someone who had done this hundreds of times before. He made it sound almost routine, like their repeated failures had been nothing more than minor setbacks requiring the right leadership.

Finally, Parwana thought, watching him with barely concealed adoration. Finally, someone worthy.

As the meeting concluded, the others gathered their belongings with varying degrees of optimism and skepticism. Parwana barely registered their movements, her world still narrowed to the man across from her.

While the others filed out, Parwana lingered, her heart pounding at the prospect of a few precious moments alone with him.

“Do you have any additional questions for me?” she asked, letting her voice soften to something almost intimate.

Ryan looked up from his notes, blue eyes meeting hers with professional attention. Not the dismissive glance she’d gotten from the failures before him, but genuine focus.

“Not at this time. Your preparation seems thorough.”

Thorough. He thought she was competent. He appreciated her attention to detail.

She’d show him more. Much, much more.

“I want you to know that I value your expertise,” she said, choosing each word carefully. “Unlike our previous tanks, you clearly understand the complexities of dungeon dynamics.”

“Every party leader faces a learning curve,” he replied diplomatically. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning at the east gate. Six o’clock sharp.”

Six o’clock. She would be there at five-thirty. Maybe five-fifteen. She wanted to see him arrive, wanted to watch him prepare, wanted to memorize every detail of their first real mission together.

After Ryan left, Parwana remained in the empty meeting room. She got up and stood next to his chair, her fingers tracing the edge of the table where his hands had rested. She could still feel the lingering warmth of his presence, could still hear the echo of his voice saying her name.

The violent urge to rub her cheek against the edge of the table rose unbidden. Right behind it was the urge to rub another part of her against it.

She couldn’t. Oh, but she wanted. Either, both. They’d have the same effect. She’d claim him as hers with her scent. They’d mingle. Merge.

Parwana gripped the table with a frenzied strength. Her nails, curled into wicked claws, threatened to tear splinters out of the polished wood.

No. Tomorrow.

She couldn’t taint the promise of tomorrow with her actions.

Tomorrow would be the true beginning, the first chapter of their story together. He didn’t understand yet what they were to each other, but that was fine. Humans could be slow to recognize destiny when it stood right in front of them.

But she would show him. In the depths of the Forgotten Catacombs, she would prove that she was different from every other healer he’d ever worked with. She would protect him, support him, heal him in ways that would make him understand how precious he was to her.

Even at her low level, he would see that she was special. That she was devoted. That she was the only one who truly understood his worth.

Parwana smiled as she finally gathered her things, the expression holding more promise than warmth.

He was perfect.

And he would be hers.


Chapter four
A Little Too Perfect
Ryan


The Zombie Wolf Guardian lunged at me. It stank. Rotting black flesh hung from it in tatters around exposed bone. Snarling jaws snapped at my face, nearly knocking me out with the power of its fetid stench.

I shifted my stance, angling my Divine Shield so it could catch the brunt of its attack while positioning myself between the beast and the more vulnerable party members.

“Incoming pack!” I called out, tracking the smaller zombie wolves circling to flank us. Despite the oncoming foes, my tone was calm and professional. “Shoira, ice wall on the right passage. Mansur, focus fire on the smaller foes. Clean them out before getting back on the Guardian.”

My commands came automatically, born from hundreds of similar encounters. The dungeon’s first floor had proven straightforward so far. There was no dungeon collapse event here. Instead it was standard undead mobs and predictable patrol patterns. Nothing a competent party couldn’t handle. But something else captured my attention throughout our advance.

Parwana was too close to me.

Again.

The Janovar healer had maintained position almost directly behind my shoulder since we’d entered the dungeon, practically within touching distance. It violated every standard combat formation I’d ever used.

Everyone knew healers should maintain middle-distance. They had to be close enough to provide support, far enough to avoid area attacks.

But Parwana was just shy of frontline.

Her positioning left Daler and Bahar with delayed healing coverage and put her at unnecessary risk.

Yet I couldn’t deny her effectiveness. Whenever a pack of mobs was large enough that one could flank around my shield, the minor scratches and bruises were gone before I even realized they were there.

Her closeness meant she was the perfect tank healer. But it was incredibly distracting. It also limited my movement range, which made countering certain monsters a real drag.

The Wolf Guardian feinted left, then lunged right with surprising speed. I pivoted, but my shield adjustment came a fraction of a second slower than optimal. My barrier blocked the advance of a group of wolves trying to circle around to the left.

I let the Guardian’s claws rake across my upper arm, purposefully succumbing to the lesser hit.

It didn’t matter. Warm healing light surrounded me before the attack even landed, Parwana’s magic activating in perfect anticipation of where the damage would occur. The scratches were closing before the monster’s claws even left the wound.

Impossible timing.

No healer was that good.

Either she’d predicted the attack pattern, or her reaction speed exceeded what should be possible at Level 12.

Did a Temple Cleric have some sort of predictive move set? I knew she had a dual blessing, but there was no way Dilrabo’s influence was changing that much.

“Tighten formations,” I called, filing away the observation while maintaining focus on the fight. “Daler, watch your left!”

The spear fighter barely dodged a lunging zombie wolf, turning a nasty bite into a minor scratch. But I noted Parwana’s hesitation. There was a split-second delay before her healing light reached him, her eyes darting back to me as if checking I remained unharmed.

Why the concern? I was so much higher level than these things. If I dropped my shield and refused to use any ability, I’d be dead in minutes, sure. But I was a competent tank. I knew how to handle things.

Was it the other tanks? The ones that had come before me?

I could imagine it was hard to trust again, after five failures. Surely she had to know I was more capable than them, right? That I wouldn’t make rookie mistakes?

Guildmaster Gulnora had assigned me personally. That had to hold some guarantee my record and skillset otherwise didn’t.

I’d just have to prove myself.

The Wolf Guardian reared back onto its hind legs, its jaw unhinging to release a wave of shadow energy across the chamber.

“Eyes!” I warned.

The damage dealers all failed the check. They stumbled around, temporarily blinded by the shadow magic.

I was far too high a level to be affected, as expected.

But from the corner of my eye, I noticed Parwana moving with perfect confidence through the shadow, as if the darkness wasn’t there at all. Was it her affiliation with the Goddess of Shadow and Secrets?

“Divine Barrier!” I expanded my shield into a wall of light, cutting off the stream of shadow energy. The disoriented party members shook their heads almost collectively. “Shoira, freeze its legs on my mark!”

The ice mage readied her spell, frost gathering around her fingertips. I could read in her body language the moment the darkness debuff had cleared enough for her to see her target. “Ready when you are.”

“Mark!”

Ice crystals erupted around the Guardian’s legs, anchoring it in place. At the opportunity, Bahar darted forward, her dual blades slicing into the creature’s exposed flank while Mansur’s arrows found their targets in its face, popping one of its rotten eyes and setting the undead beast off-balance.

I charged forward, shield leading. “Divine Punishment!”

My shield connected with devastating force, the barrier turning from a wall to a bludgeon. The Wolf Guardian collapsed into a pile of rotten meat with a hollow howl, its pack disintegrating into dust as their master fell.

I lowered my shield, scanning the chamber for remaining threats. Finding none, I turned to assess the party.

Parwana swayed slightly on her feet, her face pale despite her professional expression. Her mana reserves were dangerously low. I could see it in the tremor of her hands, the sheen of sweat on her forehead. Yet she’d refused to drink a mana potion throughout the entire encounter, despite having several visible at her belt.

What was she trying to prove?

“Good work, everyone,” I said, keeping my voice neutral. “Standard rest period. Twenty minutes to recover mana, retrieve arrows, and check equipment. Don’t waste the opportunity.”

The party dispersed to what I assumed were their usual rest routines.

Shoira dropped to a meditative posture to recover her mana. Mansur counted his remaining arrows and checked those scattered around the battlefield for which were undamaged enough to re-use. Bahar silently cleaned monster residue from her blades. Daler took a knee, the standard posture for a warrior-based class’s Rest And Recover ability.

Parwana remained standing, watching me with an intensity that felt like a physical pressure. I’ve had raid bosses regard me less intently. Her eyes raked across my entire being. Up one arm, across my chest, down the other. Was she inspecting for missed injuries?

I shuddered under her unwavering stare.

“Healer Ahmadzai,” I said, using her title and surname on purpose, trying to maintain professional distance.

The Janovar healer’s eyes snapped up, locking with mine with magnetic accuracy. Her mouth opened, like she wanted to speak. But she just sat there, waiting. Her stillness made me uncomfortable. She didn’t question what I wanted, nor demand I explain myself.

Instead, she waited with perfect patience.

It was unnerving. Unnatural. Strange and...alluring. Interesting.

Unique.

“I’d like a word, please,” I said, pushing aside my confused thoughts.

Parwana nodded once, sharply. “Of course.”

I led her to a defensible alcove. It was close enough to the group for safety, far enough for privacy. She followed without question, her ears perked forward with attention.

When I was sure the other party members weren’t trying to edge closer to overhear, I turned to look at Parwana directly.

“Your mana reserves are critically low,” I said. No sugar coating. “You’re endangering yourself and potentially the party by not managing your resources properly.”

I expected a defensive response. But she just breathed an uneasy, hitched sigh.

Then she looked up at me.

Her eyes were a crystalline shade of blue. Almost as multifaceted as a jewel. Her pupils were normally a vertical slit, expanding slightly only in low lighting.

Now they were blown out. Dilated to an extreme. There was just a little ring of blue around the edge.

“I cannot allow you to be harmed while in my care.”

Jesus.

I took a step back reflexively. There was a wall behind me. Hitting it drove the air from my lungs.

Immediately her nostrils flared. Was she breathing in my breath on purpose? No way.

“My job is to take damage,” I said. Was she worried I was taking too much? My level was so much higher. “Your job is to maintain the entire party’s health, not just mine.”

Parwana waved a hand at me. “I have calculated all variables,” she replied with unsettling certainty. “Our party will be fine.” She took a deep breath. “Your safety is the only outcome that matters.”

I frowned. This was...not the response I expected. I was used to healers responding with denial or defensiveness when their healing was questioned.

It wasn’t clear to me how to proceed when criticism was met with a confident defense of what was clearly questionable decision making.

“I understand why you might believe that, but you are incorrect,” I said carefully, watching her eyes to measure her response. “We succeed or fail as a whole unit. If any member of our party—not just me—is seriously injured, this run will be a failure.”

“Of course,” she agreed immediately. There was some understanding and respect in her gaze, but her expression suggested she was merely humoring me. “I’ll adjust my approach.”

Her reaction unnerved me a little bit. Was this why the other tanks had quit the job? A tank’s job was to facilitate the team’s success. If the healer was acting against that goal, and showed no signs of correcting her approach, would a tank quit to preserve his reputation?

I decided to probe further. “Your healing timing was unusual during that last fight. Why was your magic working before the Guardian’s attack even landed?”

“Intuition,” she said, smoothly accepting the change in subject. “Your shield technique is remarkable. The way you angled your barrier—forty-three degrees exactly every time, the optimal deflection angle. I’ve never seen such precision.”

The specific detail of the angle—which was indeed correct—suggested a different problem entirely. She could only know that with extensive study of barrier management techniques and advanced tank combat training.

Had she been micromanaging the other tanks?

That seemed believable. I’d met tanks who bristled when I, the so-called Untouchable Knight, critiqued their moves. To be scolded by a Level 12 healer for failing to fight with perfect optimization in a C-Rank dungeon could indeed set a person’s blood boiling.

I observed her for just a moment more. While talking, she’d relaxed. Her eyes weren’t so dilated, her breath not so ragged. She’d been nervous. Worried I was going to scold her. Or maybe even quit on her.

Babysitting a nervous healer wasn’t what I wanted to do with my day, but I refused to let this run fail.

I gave Parwana a small smile.

She beamed back at me.

“We should rejoin the others,” I said.

She nodded instantly and turned back to the rest of the group.

My true mission was to solve the mystery of why the other tanks had quit. I was starting to put together a theory. Parwana was intense. She wasn’t aggressive, but she was forward, and she knew what she was doing. There was skill, sure, but her instincts were honed to a much higher level than most B- and C-rank tanks would be accustomed to.

Maybe it was just as simple as that.

I’d need to start asking the party.


Chapter five
Rumor Mill
Ryan


We walked back to the group, maintaining what I hoped looked like a perfectly respectable distance between us. I caught myself checking my peripheral vision to make sure we weren’t walking in sync. Something about Parwana’s precise movements made it easy to fall into step with her, which felt too intimate for a professional relationship.

The moment we rejoined the others, I watched her transformation with fascination. Her exhaustion seemed to evaporate like morning mist, replaced by that composed healer persona she wore like armor. It was seamless, practiced. Almost unsettling how quickly she could flip that switch.

While Parwana settled into a meditation pose slightly apart from the group—close enough to hear any emergency, far enough to avoid casual conversation—I decided to do what any reasonable tank would do. Gather intelligence.

Five tanks quitting the same party wasn’t just unusual. It was a red flag visible from orbit.

I approached Mansur first, partly because archers tended to be observant by nature, partly because he’d been fidgeting with his bracers ever since our rest started. The nervous energy radiating off him made him seem like the type who might actually talk.

“Hell of a thing, this dungeon,” I said, settling down beside him with deliberate casualness. “Five attempts though. That’s some serious persistence.”

Mansur’s hands stilled on his equipment, and he glanced up with the expression of someone who’d been dreading this exact conversation. “No choice, really.” His voice carried the weary tone of someone who’d explained this too many times. “We need this clear for rank advancement. The guild won’t consider us for Silver without a successful C-rank completion.”

“Makes sense.” I nodded, letting silence do the heavy lifting.

In my experience, people filled quiet spaces with truth.

Sure enough, Mansur’s resolve cracked after about ten seconds. “And it’s not like we can’t handle it. We’ve proven that much. There’s just been...” He gestured vaguely, searching for words. “Challenges.”

“The kind of challenges that make five different tanks walk away?” I kept my tone light, conversational. Like we were discussing weather patterns instead of whatever dysfunction had been plaguing this party.

His laugh came out bitter. “Yeah, something like that. Guild officials have been asking the same question. Caused quite a bit of chatter, actually.”

I leaned forward slightly, projecting interested concern rather than interrogation. “What’s your read on the situation?”

Mansur glanced toward Parwana. Quick, furtive. Like he was checking to make sure she was still deep in meditation.

When he spoke, his voice dropped to barely above a whisper. “Honestly? It wasn’t always their fault. Parwana can be...” He struggled for the right word. “Difficult.”

“Difficult how?”

“That’s the thing—I don’t know how to explain it.” Frustration leaked into his voice. “She just didn’t like them. Any of them. From day one, it was like she’d already decided they weren’t good enough.” He shook his head. “But with you? Complete opposite. It’s like she’s a different person entirely.”

I filed that away, keeping my expression neutral. “Maybe someone talked sense into her. Explained that burning through tanks wasn’t exactly advancing anyone’s career prospects.”

“Maybe.” Mansur didn’t sound convinced. “Or maybe she finally found what she was looking for.”

Before I could ask what the hell that meant, he’d already turned back to his equipment maintenance, clearly done with the conversation. The dismissal felt deliberate, like he’d said more than he’d intended and was pulling back before crossing a line.

I moved on to Daler, who was using his warrior-class strength to hammer out a dent in his breastplate with his bare hands. The metallic ringing provided perfect cover for conversation.

“Nice work during that last fight,” I said, settling beside him. “Good instincts on the off-tanking.”

Daler snorted, not looking up from his armor repair. “Let’s not pretend it was anything special. I’ve got about as much talent for tanking as a fish has for mountain climbing.” He examined his handiwork, apparently unsatisfied, and resumed hammering. “Tried it twice in this dungeon already. Nearly died both times.”

“What made the difference those first two attempts?”

The hammering stopped. Daler’s jaw worked like he was chewing on words he didn’t want to swallow. Finally, he glanced toward Parwana with that same secretive look Mansur had given her. “The ‘healer conditioning’ sure as hell didn’t help.”

“What do you mean?” I kept my voice carefully neutral, though something cold was starting to coil in my stomach.

Daler leaned closer, his voice dropping to match the conspiratorial tone this conversation seemed to demand. “With the other tanks, she’d critique everything they did. Every shield angle, every positioning choice, every tactical decision. And the healing...” He shook his head. “Let’s just say it came a lot slower when she disapproved of their performance.”

I felt my eyebrows climb toward my hairline. “She was withholding healing based on combat performance?”

“Not withholding exactly. More like...delayed responses. Healing that arrived just a few seconds too late to prevent real pain. Enough to make you second-guess every move.” His expression grew troubled. “I thought maybe it was her way of pushing them to improve, you know? Tough love training. But it created this hostile environment where you couldn’t trust that backup would come when you needed it.”

“And that’s not happening now?”

Daler’s laugh held genuine bewilderment. “Complete opposite. I’ve never seen her like this. She’s attentive, supportive, almost deferential. Like everything’s the same, but her motivations have changed.”

The pieces were starting to form a picture I really didn’t like. I was about to ask another question when Bahar materialized beside us with that unnaturally silent movement rogues perfected.

“He’s right. She’s been like a new person since yesterday,” Bahar said quietly, making it clear her trained senses had caught our entire conversation. “From the moment you walked into that initial meeting, actually. Like someone flipped a switch.”

I studied the rogue’s expression, looking for judgment or suspicion, but found only professional observation. “How, exactly?”

“Hard to explain. Before yesterday, she was...” Bahar paused, selecting words with visible care. “Guarded. Professional to the point of coldness. Kept everyone at arm’s length. But when Guild Administrator Parviz introduced you as our new tank, something changed in her face. Like recognition, but not quite.”

“You think we’d met before?”

“That’s what I figured initially. But watching her today...” Bahar shook her head. “It’s not familiarity. It’s something else entirely.”

Before I could pursue that line of thought, Shoira approached our impromptu gathering. The ice mage was the kind of woman who turned heads without trying. She had honey-blonde hair that caught the torchlight in waves, delicate features that belonged on a noble’s portrait, and skin so pale it was almost luminous. Everything about her screamed refined elegance, from her perfectly maintained robes to the way she carried herself with natural poise. She was objectively beautiful in that classic, untouchable way that probably had half the male adventurers in the guild stumbling over themselves.

But there was something calculating in those pale blue eyes as she moved with deliberate purpose, an intensity that immediately put me on guard. Beautiful or not, I could tell she was here for a reason.

“So,” she said without preamble, “did you and our devoted healer know each other before this assignment?”

“No,” I replied honestly. “We’ve never spoken before yesterday.”

“But you recognize her.” It wasn’t a question.

I was about to deny it again, but something nagged at the edges of my memory. A flash of brown hair disappearing around a corner. The tuft of a tail visible for just a moment in a crowd.

The feeling of being watched from a distance.

“She looks familiar,” I admitted, my frown deepening as I tried to pin down the specifics. “I think she might live in my neighborhood?”

It was a guess. Something about it didn’t feel right. But I had no better explanation for why she felt just vaguely familiar.

Shoira’s eyebrows rose with vindicated satisfaction. “Interesting coincidence, don’t you think?”

Before I could respond, she shifted tactics with the fluid precision of a striking snake. Her hand found my arm, fingers trailing along the metal of my vambrace as she smiled up at me with practiced allure.

“Your shield technique really is impressive,” she said, her voice taking on a husky quality that hadn’t been there moments before. “Perhaps you could show me some defensive maneuvers sometime? As a mage, I always need to be ready to handle all kinds of...” Her smile turned predatory. “Challenging positions.”

The innuendo was about as subtle as a brick through a window, but I found myself less interested in Shoira’s obvious proposition than in the sudden spike of attention from across the chamber. Despite being deep in meditation, Parwana’s head had snapped around in our direction with predatory focus.

I kept my response calm and professional, gently but firmly removing Shoira’s hand from my arm. “The guild offers defensive workshops specifically designed for ranged classes. I’d recommend starting there.”

Shoira withdrew with a knowing smile, apparently more amused than offended by the rejection. “Just testing a theory,” she murmured, glancing meaningfully toward where Parwana sat rigidly upright, no longer even pretending to meditate.

“What kind of theory?”

“The kind that explains why five different tanks found reasons to quit this party.” Shoira’s voice carried grim satisfaction. “And why you might be the first one she’s actually wanted to keep around.”

I didn’t know what to make of that. Instead, I decided to focus on something else.

Our rest period was winding down, and I could see the party beginning to stir in preparation for moving deeper into the dungeon. But the mystery that had brought me here was unraveling faster than I’d expected, revealing something far more complex and potentially dangerous than simple party dysfunction.

I gathered everyone together, using the tactical briefing as an excuse to observe Parwana’s behavior more closely.

“The second floor presents some unique challenges we need to prepare for,” I explained, sketching a rough map in the dusty stone floor with my dagger point. “The architecture gets tricky. There are narrow corridors with structurally weak floors. If you feel the ground starting to give way, your first priority is reaching the nearest solid ground. Do not try to rush across unstable sections.”

I outlined formation adjustments and communication protocols, deliberately making eye contact with each party member as I spoke. Everyone nodded along appropriately, except Parwana, whose gaze never wavered from my face with an intensity that was starting to feel like a physical pressure.

“Parwana,” I said, testing her focus, “if the party becomes separated due to floor collapse, what’s your priority?”

“Whoever has taken the most damage, regardless of position or role,” she recited immediately, as if reading from a guild manual.

“And if multiple party members are critically injured?”

“Triage by damage percentage relative to total health pool, prioritizing damage dealers if percentages are within five points of each other.” Her response came without hesitation, her attention completely locked on me as if the others had simply ceased to exist.

The technical precision of her answers impressed me, but the singular focus behind them was becoming genuinely unnerving.

“Let’s move out,” I said. Time to put theory to practice. “Shoira, take position three paces behind my right shoulder. Parwana, middle formation. Please be equidistant between front and rear lines. Daler, anchor the back to ensure any separated group retains frontline capability.”

I watched Parwana’s reaction carefully. The formation change displaced her from the close position she’d maintained all morning, putting Shoira in the spot she’d claimed as her own. For just a moment, her ears flattened against her head in what looked like genuine distress before she nodded with apparent professional acceptance. Like magnetic pieces snapping into place, her ears raised back up and her tail stilled behind her.

But I caught the way her hands stayed clenched into fists, and the slight dilation of her pupils that suggested the change had affected her more than she was letting on.

We approached the shadow-cloaked stairwell leading deeper into the dungeon. But instead of my normal calm, I found myself wrestling with conflicting thoughts. My mission was straightforward: complete this run and investigate the pattern of tank departures.

But the emerging picture suggested something far more dangerous than simple healer-tank personality conflicts. If Shoira’s theory held any water, I wasn’t just dealing with a difficult teammate. I was walking into a situation where my own safety might depend on understanding motivations I wasn’t sure I wanted to explore.

Time would tell.


Chapter six
Breathing Room
Ryan


The shadow wraith came through the wall like smoke. One second there was nothing, the next second there was this dark, wispy thing shaped like a person. I spun around and got my shield up fast.

I knew what came next. These things always had the same moves. They’d appear, shoot dark magic, scream like hell, then rush you. Pretty predictable once you’d fought a few. The tricky part was they could pop up anywhere.

“Wraith, left wall,” I called out. “Everyone hold position. Area attack coming.”

The wraith’s mouth opened way too wide, showing nothing but darkness as it gathered energy. I adjusted my shield, getting ready to catch the full blast. These attacks swept around the sides if you tried to deflect them, so I had to make my barrier into a wall.

What I wasn’t ready for was feeling Parwana’s breath on the back of my neck.

She was standing so close I could smell the mint from whatever she’d been chewing earlier. The wraith’s attack was about to hit, and she was right in the danger zone behind my shield.

No time to warn her or push her away.

“Divine Barrier!” I expanded my shield into a dome of light around both of us as the shadow energy crashed against it. The move worked, but cost me twice the mana I’d planned to use. Wasteful. Sloppy.

Not my fault, but definitely my problem.

I felt a spike of irritation. I should have been paying attention. She’d been doing this all morning—getting way too close despite my corrections. I could have handled this better.

The wraith let out a shriek that sounded like nails on glass. I’d had enough of this thing. I stepped forward and slammed my shield into it with more force than necessary. Flash of light, cut-off scream, pile of ash on the floor.

“Healer Ahmadzai,” I said, turning to face her while keeping my voice professional. “Your positioning is dangerous for both of us.”

Her ears perked up at being addressed directly. Those weird cat pupils of hers got bigger. “I was maintaining optimal healing range,” she said softly.

“Optimal healing range is five to eight paces, not breathing down my neck.” I stepped back and showed her the proper distance. “From here, you can heal anyone and stay out of area attacks. You can also see the whole battlefield instead of just my back.”

The others nodded along. Even Daler knew this stuff, and his trainers had apparently only taught him which end of the spear to stick in things.

Parwana’s eyes never left mine. “I understand. I apologize for my enthusiasm. It won’t happen again.”

Something about her apology felt rehearsed, like she’d been waiting for me to call her out. Was she testing me? Seeing how far she could push before I snapped?

“Let’s move,” I said. “Same formation. Shoira, behind me. Bahar, watch the right wall. Mansur, listen for pressure plates. Daler at the back. Parwana, middle of the group.”

As we moved through the narrow corridors lined with old burial holes, I kept checking on Parwana’s position. She stayed exactly five paces behind me, never varying by more than an inch. The mechanical precision was somehow worse than her previous closeness. And having Shoira in what she probably thought of as “her spot” made her visibly tense.

I’d dealt with admirers before. Gold Rank attracted attention, and being called The Untouchable Knight only made it worse. Usually it was flirtation during briefings or drink offers at guild taverns. Sometimes Silver Ranks wanted mentorship or party invitations. I had standard responses for all of it—polite but firm redirects through official channels.

Parwana was different. This wasn’t about advancing her career or bragging rights. There was an intensity to how she watched me that felt... personal. Like she was memorizing every movement, every word. Not someone interested in friendship or even romance, but someone who’d found something precious that might disappear if she looked away.

The thought was disturbing and—in some part of me I didn’t want to examine—oddly flattering. Most people saw the reputation, the gear, the famous shield. Parwana’s eyes had locked onto my face from our first meeting and hadn’t wavered since. Like she would have looked at me the same way even if I was nobody special.

I pushed the thought aside. This was work, not a social call.

The corridor opened into a circular chamber with bone pillars arranged in rings. At the center stood an eight-foot-tall skeleton in ancient armor, gripping a bone halberd. Blue light glowed in its empty eye sockets as it spotted us.

“Mini-boss,” I announced, quickly scanning the room. “Shoira, Mansur—it’ll summon archers on that upper ledge. Take them out first. Bahar, flank left when I give the signal. Daler, watch for bone shards every forty seconds or so. Parwana, spot healing only. Keep it simple and this’ll be over fast.”

Everyone moved to position. Parwana finally took proper healer placement—exactly five paces back, like she was following a ruler.

The Commander raised its halberd, weapon glowing with sickly energy. Right on cue, a dozen skeleton archers appeared on the upper ledge, drawing back ancient bows.

“Engaging,” I called, then charged forward with my shield leading. The halberd swung down to meet me with a bone-rattling clang. The impact traveled up my arm, but I held firm. The Commander’s strength gave out first, its weapon sliding off my barrier and sending it staggering.

Daler and Bahar rushed in while Mansur and Shoira handled the archers. I kept the Commander busy, deflecting its attacks with moves I could do in my sleep. Every swing of that glowing halberd bounced off my shield. Had to be perfect—I’d already wasted mana on that barrier earlier.

The fight fell into a rhythm. The Commander attacked with powerful but predictable patterns while my team whittled down our enemies. I kept track of Parwana’s position, expecting her to creep closer as things got dangerous.

To my surprise, she stayed put. Perfect tactical distance, moving in sync with the flow of battle. When I shifted to block archer volleys, she adjusted to keep healing angles while using my barrier for cover. When I pressed forward against the Commander, she stayed clear of its sweeping attacks.

The Commander slammed its halberd into the ground. “Heavy attack incoming,” I warned, adjusting my barrier.

“Bone shards!” Shoira called out.

A skeleton erupted from the floor and exploded. Razor-sharp bone pieces blasted toward me instead of Daler like they were supposed to. I shifted focus, letting them ping off my shield with metallic sounds. Most were deflected, but a few got through, leaving shallow cuts on my arms and face.

Parwana’s healing light hit me instantly, closing the wounds with impressive speed. Despite needing to heal, she held her position instead of rushing to my side like before. Good. I was back to full strength when the Commander’s halberd came down in its signature move—enough force to drive me to one knee, but my barrier held.

After surviving that attack, the Commander went into phase two, teleporting between the room’s bone pillars and filling the air with more shards on arrival. I tracked its movement, calling out positions before it appeared.

“Pillar three, incoming,” I said as the boss dissolved into blue mist. “Last teleport. Shoira, ice spike ready?”

The mage was already casting. Perfect timing as the Commander materialized exactly where I’d predicted. An ice spike the size of a small tree erupted through its ribcage, locking it in place.

“Take it down,” I commanded.

Bahar struck from the shadows with her nastiest debuff while Daler charged from the opposite side. Their blades carved through ancient bone while Mansur’s arrows peppered its skull.

The Skeletal Commander collapsed into dust, blue lights fading. A small chest appeared where it fell.

I lowered my shield and checked the party. Everyone standing, only minor injuries that Parwana was already handling.

“Good work,” I said, letting approval into my voice. “Clean execution. Mansur, excellent focus on those archers. Shoira, perfect timing on the ice spike.” I turned to Parwana. “Excellent healing, Ahmadzai. Your positioning was exactly right.”

The effect was immediate and intense. Her ears shot straight up, pupils dilating until they nearly swallowed the blue of her eyes. A flush spread across her cheeks as she made a small sound—somewhere between a gasp and a purr—that made everyone else exchange uncomfortable looks.

“Thank you,” she whispered, voice trembling with way too much emotion for such basic feedback. She looked like someone dying of thirst being offered water.

The reaction left me feeling uncomfortable and oddly guilty. Had no one ever praised her work before? Maybe I’d been too harsh earlier?

I cleared my throat and turned to the loot chest, breaking the awkward moment. “Standard distribution. Bahar, check for traps.”

While the rogue examined the chest, I pulled Daler aside.

“Has she always reacted like that to feedback?” I asked quietly.

Daler grimaced. “Can’t recall her getting any positive feedback before. She was always the one criticizing the tanks, never the other way around. And when they criticized back...” He didn’t look toward where Parwana was watching our conversation with laser focus. “Never seen anything like what just happened.”

The loot distribution went smoothly—enchanted bracers for Mansur, shadow dagger for Bahar, mana charm for Shoira, and belt of mana potions for Parwana. I passed on my share like always, letting Daler take some plate greaves. Standard practice for escort missions, but Parwana seemed thrilled by the gesture.

After a short rest, I gathered everyone for the next challenge.

“This is where things get tricky,” I said, pointing ahead to where the ancient stonework was cracked and unstable. “The floor ahead is designed to collapse and separate parties. We cross one at a time, specific order, precise spacing.”

I assigned crossing order based on who we’d need on each side if things went wrong—me first, Daler last, so both sides would have frontline protection. The fragile ranged fighters closer to me, Bahar near Daler for her versatility.

“Wait for my signal before moving,” I instructed. “Steady pace, no stopping. If the floor starts crumbling, don’t run—that creates more pressure. Move calmly to the nearest stable ground, even if that means going back.”

We reviewed the plan twice. Throughout the briefing, Parwana was unusually quiet while the others asked questions. She just watched the passages ahead with intense focus, tail swishing slowly.

“Ahmadzai,” I said directly, “questions about your position?”

She turned to me with perfect composure. “No questions. I understand completely.”

Something about her calm acceptance raised red flags, though I couldn’t say why. Nothing wrong with what she said, but it felt off somehow.

“Remember,” I said as I prepared to cross first, “stick to the plan. No deviations.”

Time to see if my suspicions about Parwana were justified, or if I was just paranoid.


Chapter seven
Perfect Trap
Ryan


Everything started according to plan. I went first, placing each step carefully despite my heavy armor. The ancient stone held, though it creaked ominously halfway across. There was a gaping hole on the left where part of the floor had already fallen away. I glanced down as I passed it.

The pit wasn’t that deep, but it was crawling with Death Hand Scorpions. Each one was the size of a house cat, with stingers that could drop a grown man. A fall wouldn’t kill you outright, but the venomous welcoming committee might.

I reached stable ground at the next intersection and knelt down, checking the path I’d just walked. No damage. Since I was the heaviest with all my armor, the others would be fine.

“Mansur, you’re up,” I called, gesturing him forward. “Step where I stepped.”

The archer moved with practiced grace, his lighter frame barely stressing the stone. As he passed the pit, I waved for Shoira to start.

“You two together weigh less than me,” I called. “Come on across.”

“Daler, step back to the safe line,” I called, pointing to where he should be. “You’re too close to the edge.”

“Sorry, just trying to get a better look at—”

“Back to the line. Now.” My voice carried more edge than I’d intended. “Bahar, what are you doing with your gear? We already did equipment checks.”

“Just making sure my rope is secure,” she replied, but her movements looked oddly deliberate.

“Parwana, hold your position. Don’t crowd forward.”

But she was already moving closer to Daler, those ears swiveling toward me. “I’m just following orders to stay with the group.”

“Hold positions,” I repeated, frustration building.

Shoira hugged the right wall as she crossed, using little ice spells to create handholds. It was a standard technique for mages on unstable ground.

What happened next was either the worst luck I’d ever seen, or the best acting.

Daler suddenly stumbled forward with a startled yelp. “Whoa!” Like he’d tripped over nothing while standing still.

His momentum carried him right into Parwana, who threw her hands up to catch herself against the wall. She let out a sharp hiss—very cat-like and very loud.

The sudden sound made Shoira glance back, breaking her concentration. Her ice handhold turned to water. When she stepped into the puddle, her foot went out from under her. She hit the ground hard with a crack that sounded like breaking kindling.

“Look out!” Bahar shouted, but it was already too late.

The hallway started collapsing from the middle. First a few pebbles, then chunks of stone the size of my fist. The sound was deafening. It was like the dungeon was screaming.

Stones tumbled into the pit with wet thuds and angry chittering from the scorpions below. I could hear their stingers scraping against stone as they prepared to attack whatever fell into their domain.

Dust filled the air, making it hard to see. The ancient stonework gave way in a cascade of cracks that sounded like breaking bones. I wanted to rush forward, maybe use my shield as a bridge, but it was happening too fast. Any move I made would just make it worse.

“Everyone back!” I yelled to those still on the starting side. “Get to solid ground!”

Mansur impressed me. He turned around calmly and walked back quickly without panicking. He even stopped to help Shoira to her feet and get her moving. Professional. Disciplined. Exactly what you want to see.

Parwana did the exact opposite of what I expected, and somehow exactly what I should have expected.

She ran toward the danger.

Her Janovar agility was something to see. She found footholds along the wall that were too small for anyone else, picking up speed as she went. At the middle of the passage, she launched herself over the gap. Her tail whipped through the air like a counterweight as she landed on my side, scrambling as more floor collapsed under her feet. But that inhuman speed and grace—plus her light weight—let her outrun the cave-in to reach stable ground beside me.

In seconds, an impassable twenty-foot gap separated us. Me and Parwana on one side, everyone else stranded on the other.

As the dust settled, I caught something on Parwana’s face. It was a quick smile of pure satisfaction that only lasted a second before she replaced it with a mask of concern.

“Is everyone all right?” she called out, voice full of what sounded like genuine worry.

If I hadn’t seen that smile, I might have bought it.

“We’re fine,” Shoira replied, brushing dust off her robes while shooting Parwana a suspicious look. “How convenient that we’re separated like this.”

The timing of those “accidents,” the way they combined to create this exact situation, and Parwana’s reaction pointed to one ugly conclusion.

This was premeditated in some way. But how?

“Options?” Shoira called across the gap, her voice echoing off the stone walls.

I studied the chasm, mentally calculating distances and risks. The scorpions below were getting agitated, their chittering growing louder. “Gap’s about twenty feet. Too wide for anyone to jump safely.”

“What about ice magic?” Mansur suggested. “Bridge of ice?”

“Would take everything I have,” Shoira replied, already shaking her head. “I’d be useless for the rest of the run.”

“My shield techniques could work,” I said, though the idea made me uncomfortable. “But it’s risky at this distance.”

“Don’t,” Daler called out. “We can find another way. These old dungeons always have multiple routes.”

He was right. I hated the thought, but we didn’t really have any other good options.

“Split up. We’ll have to find alternate routes,” I said, keeping my voice calm. “These passages should meet up on the third floor.”

“So we just continue separately?” Daler asked, peering nervously at the darkness around their ledge.

“Yes. Keep standard formation with Daler as frontline. Bahar, you’ll have to handle emergency healing with potions.” I turned to examine paths on my side, very aware of Parwana hovering just at the edge of my vision. “We’ll take this route and meet you at the rendezvous.”

“Are you sure that’s wise?” Shoira asked. The look she gave me, then Parwana, made her meaning crystal clear.

“It’s our only option,” I replied evenly. “I’m stuck over here with no obvious way back. Might as well push forward.”

True, but not the whole truth. I could have used a guild-issued emergency teleport crystal to extract myself, but that would abandon both missions—completing the dungeon and investigating the party problems. Besides, teleporting would leave Parwana stranded, and whatever her issues, I wouldn’t abandon another adventurer to die alone.

“Be careful,” Mansur called with genuine concern. “The deeper levels have shadow leech swarms if you reach the stairs first.”

I nodded. “Keep your light sources active and watch dark corners. See you at the rendezvous.”

As the other half of our group disappeared around the corner to find their own way, I turned to Parwana. Her expression was perfectly composed, showing appropriate concern without any hint of the satisfaction I’d glimpsed.

“Impressive move back there,” I said neutrally, watching her reaction. “Though I would have preferred you stick with the group.”

“A healer never abandons her tank.” Her response came too quickly, like she’d rehearsed it. “You wouldn’t survive long against the undead here without healing support.”

“I’ve been managing fine for five years.”

“Have you?” She tilted her head, those strange pupils dilating slightly. “I’ve seen the reports. Especially from your solo missions. The injuries you’ve sustained. There have been many close calls.”

That made me pause. Those reports weren’t public record.

“Where exactly did you see that information?”

“Guild archives,” she said smoothly. “I like to research my party members. Know their strengths and weaknesses. Their needs.”

The way she said that last word made my skin crawl.

Still, we were here now. I couldn’t exactly pick her up and chuck her across the gap.

I paused, looking at the broken bridge. Couldn’t I?

Mmm, no. It wasn’t worth the potential injury, even if it would be funny to try.

“Let’s move,” I said, deciding not to press the issue directly. Questions could wait until we were somewhere more secure. “Two-person formation. You stay three paces behind me, no closer.”

“Of course,” she replied with that same perfect composure. “Whatever you think is best.”

I took point, scanning the three hallways ahead to determine which would hold both our weight. The corridor ahead stretched into darkness. Ancient burial niches lined the walls, empty eye sockets of skulls watching our progress. The air was thick with the smell of old stone and centuries of decay.

Our footsteps echoed strangely, as if the sound was being stretched and distorted by the dungeon itself. Behind us, the distant voices of the other group had faded to nothing.

We were truly alone.

And suddenly I was worried. I was isolated with someone I suspected had engineered this scenario. Someone whose behavior toward me swung between professional competence and disturbing fixation.

She needed my protection, and I needed proof before I could act on suspicions. I was stuck in a forced partnership in dangerous territory, with no witnesses and no backup.

The perfect trap, executed flawlessly.

And I had walked right into it.

But the thing about traps is they only work if the prey doesn’t know they’re trapped. Parwana might have gotten me isolated, but she’d also revealed her hand. That brief smile had told me everything I needed to know.

“Which way do you think we should go?” Parwana asked softly, moving up beside me to study the three dark passages ahead.

Too close again. Always too close.

I glanced down at her upturned face, those strange blue eyes with their vertical pupils watching me with intense focus. Waiting for my decision like my word was law.

“The middle path,” I decided. “Looks the most stable.”

“Perfect choice,” she breathed, like I’d just solved some complex puzzle instead of picking a hallway.

I started forward, hyperaware of her footsteps behind me. Three paces back, just like I’d ordered. For now.

But we both knew the rules had changed down here in the dark.


Chapter eight
Alone Together
Ryan


As we walked, I chided myself for falling into such an obvious trap. But was it one? A series of unfortunate events and an opportunistic dash did not a mastermind make. It could have been a coincidence, and it was too early to reach any conclusions.

For now, we were alone. Together.

At least I’d get a better chance to observe Parwana, to see if she really had ill intent, or if I was being paranoid.

While this might not be the time or place to make early accusations, I couldn’t let my guard down around her. If she intended to harm me in some way, I had to be ready.

Ahead, the passage split into three separate hallways once more. I paused to observe it. The labyrinth area of the Forgotten Catacombs was always different. The corridors that were impassable and the ones that were merely precarious were always changing places. As such, I had no idea which passage would lead us onward and which might come to a dead end.

However, when we’d been separated, the rest of the party had gone to the right.

Logically, moving towards the right-hand side of the labyrinth offered our best chance of reconnecting with the party.

“Let’s try this one,” I said.

Parwana didn’t disagree.

I moved toward the passage, placing my armored foot carefully on the ancient stonework. The floor immediately protested with an ominous groan. Hairline cracks spread outward from my boot like a spider’s web across ice.

Frowning, I tested a few more steps with increasing caution. Each movement produced new fractures in the floor. My armor and shield added considerable weight. It was a tactical advantage in combat, but a liability in this crumbling labyrinth.

“This passage won’t hold my weight,” I concluded, stepping back to more stable ground. “The structural integrity is compromised.”

Parwana only nodded, that ever-present smile of utter devotion on her face. Was there a flicker of satisfaction in her eyes? Or was this isolating situation making me see what I feared instead of what was actually there?

I turned to examine the leftmost passage. A quick glance revealed a partial collapse about thirty feet in, leaving an impassible gap in the middle much like the one in the passage behind us. That left only the center corridor as our viable option.

“We’ll proceed through the middle passage,” I decided. “It appears to be the most structurally sound, and according to the dungeon layout, should eventually connect to the main chamber on the third floor.”

Throughout my assessment, Parwana remained unusually quiet, simply nodding at my explanations. She maintained exactly three paces behind me—the distance I’d specified earlier—with mechanical precision.

When I stopped suddenly to test the floor’s stability, she stopped just as abruptly and waited patiently for me to complete my examination and continue on.

Her eyes never left me. Not once.

They tracked my every movement, every gesture, every expression with an intensity that bordered on predatory. It wasn’t the casual observation of a party member watching their tank for cues. This was something else entirely. Focused, deliberate, consuming.

“The Forgotten Catacombs were constructed approximately four hundred years ago,” I said as we began our journey down the center passage, partly to fill the silence and partly to maintain a professional atmosphere.

Taking on the role of the experienced guide was the most natural way for me to do that. It let me focus on something other than her.

“Unlike most dungeons that form naturally,” I said, “these were deliberately built as burial chambers for an ancient noble family with a nearby estate. The estate was burned to the ground during the Red Plague, because the townsfolk believed the noble family was to blame. Their names were otherwise scoured from historical record. The dungeon formed around the existing structure a few hundred years later.”

“The architectural style suggests Khorezmi influence,” Parwana replied, her voice soft but clear in the quiet corridor. “The short stairs and narrow doors strike me as unusual for this part of the world otherwise.”

Her observation was surprisingly astute, revealing knowledge beyond what I’d expect from a low-level adventurer. I found myself nodding in agreement.

“Good eye, but backwards. This construction predates the Khorezmi movement, who took their cues from ancient structures just like this one.” I paused at an intersection, considering our route. “The burial chambers served a dual purpose of being a defensible bunker in the event of a war, which served Khorezmi purposes as well.”

“That explains the weak floors,” she added. “Khorezmi construction includes wood panel floors over stone. When the wood rotted away, that would compromise the integrity of the structure, wouldn’t it?”

I glanced back at her, reassessing.

Most adventurers I’d worked with treated dungeons as nothing more than monster containers and loot dispensers. To them, these places looked and acted the way they did for purely mechanical reasons, without any consideration to the system’s larger intent. Even high-level adventurers didn’t bother to understand their history or construction, and how it might explain or affect the dungeon’s operations.

Yet here was Parwana, offering insights that demonstrated genuine knowledge and observation skills. Was this because she was a Janovar? No one, not even other Najotha seemed to be as interested in the weird little quirks of this world like I was.

We continued deeper into the labyrinth, the passages dark and ominous. When the path forked, it took only a moment to examine the passages ahead, determine which ones would support my weight, and continue forward. I maintained vigilant watch for traps and monsters, shield ready for immediate deployment.

The silence between us was ever-present, but unlike the awkward silences I typically experienced with other adventurers, this one felt different. Almost companionable.

Parwana seemed content simply walking with me, requiring no conversation or entertainment. When we paused at another intersection, I caught her smiling to herself, a private expression of happiness that vanished when she noticed my attention.

I found myself comparing this to my usual social interactions—the forced camaraderie at guild gatherings, Mike’s persistent attempts to drag me to be social, Gulnora’s hints about forming permanent connections. All of those interactions left me drained, yet Parwana’s silent company somehow didn’t.

She expected nothing from me except my presence.

Placed no demands upon me.

Didn’t interrupt my thoughts with her own.

That realization disturbed me more than her behavior itself. I shouldn’t find comfort in the company of someone who had likely engineered our isolation and had, perhaps, antagonized five other tanks until they abandoned an easy assignment. I needed to reestablish professional distance.

“What’s your mana regeneration technique?” I asked abruptly. “You were maintaining output beyond what should be possible at your level.”

“I use a modified cycling method,” she replied without hesitation. “Traditional healers channel light energy in a single direction, but by incorporating shadow pathways, I create a loop that reduces energy loss by approximately twenty-three percent.”

“That’s advanced theory,” I noted, genuinely impressed despite myself. The precise figure reminded me of her remarks on my deflection technique.

“I’ve taken the time to study,” she said, her eyes flickering briefly with something I couldn’t quite read. “Dual-blessing clerics are relatively rare, but there are extensive studies of our abilities. We tend to be an oddity to examine.”

Despite the animosity of her party, Parwana’s devotion to the theory of adventuring impressed me. Her intelligence and knowledge further complicated my assessment. She wasn’t just obsessively focused but genuinely capable. It reframed the accuracy of her assessment of my tanking.

Parwana wasn’t just a lowbie who had memorized the manuals. She actually understood what she was saying.

We encountered a partially collapsed section requiring careful navigation. It was a narrow ledge along the wall with a drop of about ten feet to a lower passage. I moved first, testing each section before committing my weight. Parwana followed with perfect coordination, anticipating my movements as if we’d adventured together for years.

The wordless teamwork was both impressive and eerie.

I found myself wondering if her studies on tanking had been on the general practice, or if she had somehow studied me, specifically. How else could she be so in-tune with my movements?

As we rounded another corner, I sensed movement in a parallel corridor visible through a corridor with an entirely collapsed floor. A tall, gaunt figure moved with unnatural purpose, its skeletal form marching like a soldier on patrol.

I froze, immediately recognizing the distinctive blue light in its eye sockets, and the pale coloration of its desiccated flesh.

A wight.

Holy crap. Wights were a rare spawn. Lucrative, too.

I signaled for silence and pulled Parwana into a recessed niche, pressing us both against the cold stone wall. She complied instantly, her body going completely still beside mine. My size and armor made me nearly fill the space by myself, but she sidled up to me without complaint.

“Wight,” I whispered, my mouth close to her furred ear to minimize sound. The ear flicked at the force of my breath, and Parwana took a sharp intake of breath. “Rare spawn. Not quite as strong as the Skeletal Commander but with higher intelligence and life-draining abilities.”

Her ears twitched slightly at my proximity, but her focus remained sharp. “Threat assessment?” she whispered back.

“Under normal circumstances with a full party, I’d engage without hesitation,” I said. “The Wight of the Forgotten Catacombs is a notoriously desirable encounter and drops gear adventurers carry from your level up almost to my own.”

“But?”

I nodded. “But with just us, direct confrontation is too risky. A Wight’s drain touch is unaffected by Barriers, making it dangerous even for me. Our best approach is evasion. We can and will circle back to track it down, but not until we’ve met up with the others.”

She mimicked my nod, accepting my tactical decision without question. I appreciated her discipline. No arguments, no unnecessary questions, just immediate compliance. It made the dangerous situation easier to manage.

We began a careful game of cat and mouse, moving when the Wight patrolled distant corridors, freezing when it approached our section of the labyrinth. I used my knowledge of dungeon layouts to predict its patrol pattern, guiding us toward what I hoped would be a path to the stairwell leading down to the third floor, where we would rendezvous with the others.

However, as we progressed, I noticed a disturbing pattern. The Wight’s movements weren’t random, nor were they a cyclical patrol.

It was circling us. Gradually herding us away from what my instincts told me was the path forward.

We found ourselves in dead-end cross-paths, where all the ways but the one we’d come by had collapsed. I was forced to take risky moves over crumbling floors that I would not have without the ominous presence of the Wight’s marching feet somewhere nearby.

When we attempted to double back and take an alternative route, we found the Wight had circled around to block our retreat. My tactical assessment shifted from evasion to preparation for inevitable confrontation.

“It knows we’re here,” I muttered, more to myself than to Parwana. “It’s hunting us. And it knows these passages better than I do by far.”

“Perhaps it senses your power,” Parwana suggested, her voice calm despite our predicament. “Powerful undead are drawn to strong life force, right? You would look like a brilliant beacon to it.”

I considered her theory. It was plausible. High-level adventurers often attracted stronger monsters. But Wights were intelligent enough already. It might have glimpsed us by chance just as I had glimpsed it. Or, perhaps, it was the gentle rattle of my armor that gave me away.

“We need to change our approach,” I said. “Moving cautiously isn’t working. We need to move quickly. If it wants to play cat and mouse, we need to play cat and rabbit instead.”

“I trust your judgment,” Parwana said simply. “And I am your healer. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

Her faith in her own abilities should have seemed naive given our level disparity and the threat we faced. Yet something in her tone suggested absolute certainty, as if my success was a foregone conclusion in her mind, and she was simply along for the ride.

With the Wight systematically cutting off our options, we needed to increase our pace. We hurried through an increasingly unstable section of the labyrinth, my armored weight causing subtle vibrations in the ancient stonework.

Each step produced tiny sounds of protest from the floor beneath us.

Need made the risk necessary, though, and I pressed on.

After three such precarious crossings, it was finally a mistake. I heard the warning crack too late. It was a sharp, splitting sound like breaking ice.

The floor beneath us began to give way, stones crumbling into darkness below.

Acting purely on instinct, I lunged, grabbing Parwana’s arm in the same movement, yanking her toward me and away from the collapsing section. The momentum brought her crashing against my armored chest. The floor behind us disappeared into darkness, echoing with the clatter of stones and the distant hissing of some agitated insect monsters.

For a brief moment, we stood pressed together, Parwana’s slender form against my armor. Her reaction was immediate and intense—a full-body shudder ran through her as she looked up at me with pupils so dilated they nearly swallowed the blue of her irises again.

Her breath caught audibly.

“You saved me,” she whispered, her voice raw with emotion.

The naked adoration in her expression made me acutely uncomfortable. This wasn’t the appropriate reaction of one adventurer to another after a routine save. This was something deeper, more personal, more consuming.

I carefully disentangled myself, maintaining professional demeanor despite my discomfort. “Standard procedure. Let’s assess our situation.”

I turned to examine our position and found it dire. The collapse had cut off our retreat, leaving only one path forward. And from that direction, the distinctive blue glow of the Wight’s eyes stood out in the darkness, and grew brighter as it approached, its skeletal form now fully visible at the corridor’s end.

The creature moved with deliberate purpose, it’s half-rotted armor clanking and its unkempt, greasy hair waving side to side beside its face with every step. Its mouth opened in a rictus grin of anticipation, revealing teeth that seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it. In one hand it bore a scimitar dusted with dried blood, and the clenched fist of its other hand held the gray glow of necrotic energy, billowing off its knuckles like dark smoke.

I positioned myself between Parwana and the approaching threat, shield raised and stance widening.

There was nowhere left to run. The confrontation I’d hoped to avoid was now inevitable.

“Stay behind me,” I instructed, calculating our odds.

I didn’t like the results of that calculation.

“A Wight’s primary weapon is its sword, making it deadly to the unprotected. But my Barrier and armor won’t protect me from its life drain attack, and light-based healing will not be able to undo the necrotic damage.”

Parwana’s hand briefly touch my back, a gesture of support that somehow felt both reassuring and unsettling.

“Together,” she said with absolute conviction, her healing magic already gathering around her fingertips as she took up position behind me—exactly three paces back, as I’d instructed earlier.

Shadow energy gathered around her other hand, and I hoped that her dual blessing might let her counteract the life drain. Otherwise, this was going to be an embarrassing ending to my adventuring career.

Despite the danger, I found myself oddly steadied by her presence. Even if she had engineered our isolation, she clearly had no intention of abandoning me now that we faced a genuine threat.

The Wight raised its clenched fist, dark energy gathering between its fingers as it prepared to attack. Its eye sockets flared brighter as it approached, displaying excitement that matched the desiccated rictus of its grin, the glow of its unholy power illuminating the narrow corridor with an unnatural light.

I centered my weight, shield angled to intercept the creature’s first move. My Divine Shield class gave me advantages against undead, but Wights were among the few monsters that could bypass even my most powerful defensive techniques. If I were alone, this would certainly spell my doom.

And my only hope to tip the scales was, unfortunately, a Level 12 healer.

I found myself wishing I’d spent more time planning my last words, because I had the sinking feeling I was about to utter them.


Chapter nine
The Eyes Of Their Wights
Ryan


The Wight’s blue-lit eye sockets fixed on me as it advanced down the narrow corridor, its skeletal form moving with the practiced precision of a trained soldier rather than the shambling gait of lesser undead. I widened my stance, shield raised to intercept whatever attack came first. Behind me, Parwana’s breathing remained steady, her magic gathering around her fingertips in preparation.

I analyzed the corridor’s dimensions, calculating angles and distances. The confined space was good for my shield techniques against the Wight’s blade, but it would dramatically hamper attempts to evade its drain touch. The creature’s obvious intelligence would make standard aggro management less effective, too, which would make it even more dangerous for Parwana. I’d need to adapt. It was my responsibility to keep her safe.

“Divine Provocation,” I commanded, channeling light energy through my shield.

The barrier flared with golden radiance, flashing the whole corridor with holy light, a taunt specifically designed to draw undead attention.

My enemy’s reaction was immediate...and faster than I’d anticipated.

The Wight lunged forward, ancient scimitar slashing in a pattern that spoke of military training rather than mindless aggression. I intercepted the flurry with my shield, the impact forcing me to adjust my footing. The creature was stronger than expected for this dungeon level, and taking the attacks head-on was clearly a mistake.

But I had to hold my ground. I didn’t have a choice.

I countered with a shield bash, connecting solidly with the Wight’s chest plate. The ancient armor cracked slightly, but the creature barely staggered. It responded with a horizontal slash aimed at my exposed right side.

Before I could fully pivot my shield, I felt the blade connect.

Simultaneously, Parwana’s healing light surrounded the area. The wound sealed as it formed, the pain registering only as a brief pressure before fading completely.

The timing was impossible. She hadn’t reacted to my injury; she’d anticipated it perfectly.

The Wight hissed, its desiccated face twisting in what might have been frustration. It feinted left, then darted right, attempting to circle around my shield wall toward Parwana.

I pivoted smoothly, body checking it to stay between it and my healer.

“Stay at range,” I called, though Parwana was already adjusting her position without prompting.

The Wight followed up with a series of attacks with its blade, testing my defenses from different angles.

I had to find a careful balance.

Deflecting the blows with my barrier was safer for me, but it meant angling my defenses in ways that might leave Parwana exposed. Meeting the attacks head-on jarred my arm and depleted more of my mana into the barrier, but let me hold my ground more aggressively. And while balancing between the two strategies, occasionally a quick slash or thrust would slip through, only to be immediately countered by Parwana’s healing.

Within seconds, the creature seemed to recognize the dynamic, becoming increasingly focused on trying to reach her, redoubling its assault to try to force me out of the way.

I could have used more powerful barrier abilities to stymie its assaults more effectively, but the mana expenditure would have been catastrophic. With just the two of us, I had to be particularly miserly with my power. The lack of serious damage output would be our undoing otherwise.

“It’s trying to target you,” I noted during a brief lull as it backed off to reset its stance and plan its next assault. “You’re keeping me from getting chipped down, and it’s smart enough to know how to solve that issue.”

“Let it try,” Parwana replied. Her voice was almost scary, carrying unexpected steel.

The Wight changed tactics, backing up several paces. Dark energy gathered between its skeletal fingers. It seemed to be preparing a necrotic bolt. The ranged attack would be deadly for even a tank of Parwana’s level, but it had to get by my shield if it wanted to hurt her, and I wasn’t going to let it.

At the moment when the bolt released from its fist, a different strategy occurred to me.

“Divine Reflection,” I commanded, channeling mana into a technique I rarely needed to employ. My shield’s surface transformed from solid gold to a mirror-like silver, designed to redirect energy-based attacks’ power.

The bolt was a crackling gray-black blur that shot between us.

Against a lesser tank, it would have been too slow to catch, but I stepped into its path, my divine shield interposing between it and Parwana. The attack rebounded from the shimmering silver barrier, striking the Wight squarely in its chest. The creature staggered backward, its blue eye-lights flickering momentarily.

My reflected attacks took on my own divine properties, and even though the bolt was still a crackling gray-black, it struck with the force of Sitora’s light, which was anathema to the undead.

It was an opening I couldn’t let pass. “Divine Punishment!”

I lunged across the distance to the monster like a bolt of lightning. My shield connected with devastating force, cracking the Wight’s armor further and sending it stumbling into the wall. I followed with a series of quick bashes, each impact forcing the creature further on the defensive.

Despite the disruption of the divine energy my shield carried, it was able to muster a retreat. While that kept me from grinding it to dust between my shield and the wall, it also gained us ground, offering Parwana a little more space to maneuver between my back and the collapsed passage behind us.

But the Wight was intelligent.

After recovering from its initial surprise, its scimitar came flashing up again. The blade whirled, forcing me to focus entirely on defense rather than pressing my advantage. At the same, time, though, it’s free hand crackled with necrotic energy once more, looking for an opening to take a shot at Parwana as soon as it found a way to avoid my defenses.

We immediately settled into the same a stalemate as before. My defensive techniques prevented the Wight from landing decisive blows, while Parwana’s healing negated what chip damage did get through.

However, maintaining this defensive posture limited my offensive capabilities, making it difficult to deal significant damage.

It was a losing battle in the long term. While it couldn’t generate a real opening to disable me or close in on Parwana, I couldn’t dish out significant damage to it in turn. All we were doing was draining our mana. As a high-level Divine Shield, I could hold up for hours, but a Level 12 Cleric like Parwana couldn’t boast that kind of stamina.

And when she ran out, the little cuts and stabs were going to start wearing me down.

At least the confined space worked against both of us. I couldn’t maneuver properly to execute my more powerful techniques, while the Wight couldn’t fully utilize its superior speed and agility to outflank and outmaneuver me in turn. There was nowhere for us to run to escape, but there was also no way for the Wight to get past me to Parwana. It was a double-edged sword for us both, but that was one more sword that the Wight had than we did.

What struck me most was how Parwana moved in perfect coordination with me.

When I needed to shift position, she was already moving to maintain optimal healing range without me calling a warning.

When I executed a complex shield maneuver that temporarily exposed my left flank, her healing was already targeting the area before the Wight’s blade connected.

When I feigned an attack to the right, she was already shifted to that side to keep behind me, so that she was never exposed to a necrotic bolt for even a second.

This level of synchronization was something I’d never experienced with any other party member, not even those I’d adventured with for months. There was no verbal communication, no hand signals. She simply knew exactly what I needed and when I needed it.

I could feel her attention prickling on the back of my neck and knew it was her reading my cues. The depth of her devotion and trust guiding her to follow along without question or hesitation.

The Wight grew increasingly aggressive, frustrated by our unusual coordination. It launched a flurry of attacks, its blade moving almost too fast to track. I blocked most, but one slash caught me across the shoulder, and another grazed my thigh.

Parwana’s healing surrounded me instantly, the wounds closing before they could properly bleed. But I noticed her breathing becoming more labored, her movements slightly less fluid.

Despite her remarkable efficiency, she was approaching her limits.

“We need to change tactics,” I said, deflecting another flurry of slashes aimed at my face. “I can maintain this defensive posture indefinitely, but that won’t end the fight.”

“What do you need from me?” Parwana asked, her voice steady despite her obvious fatigue.

“On my signal, channel everything you have into a healing burst. I’m going to create an opening, but it’ll leave me vulnerable.”

She nodded, gathering her remaining mana. “Of course. Ready when you are, my Knight.”

I waited for the Wight to commit to its next attack sequence, tracking the pattern I’d observed over the course of the battle. If it started with an overhead swing, the combat form would go into a slightly slow backhand. If it started with a low strike, the backhand would be lightning-fast, but the spin on its follow-up would be where the opening came.

When it raised its scimitar for an overhead strike, the plan crystalized in my mind.

I deflected the overhead strike carefully to the left, and when the blade twisted to come back in the slightly slower backhand blow, I made my move.

“Holy Circle!”

Instead of raising my shield to block, I thrust it forward like a battering ram, catching the Wight mid-swing as the Divine Shield was wreathed in glowing white energy. The unexpected offensive caught the creature off-guard, sending it staggering backward. I pressed forward, shield radiating an intense light that seemed to burn the Wight’s undead flesh where it touched.

But the maneuver left my right side completely exposed.

Even though the backhand was slow, the blade still came across, raking deep across my ribs.

Pain flared hot and sharp, but I maintained my assault, driving the creature further back.

Parwana’s healing surrounded me immediately, closing the wound.

The Wight hissed in frustration, its eye-lights flaring brighter as it endured the holy light of Sitora radiating from my shield. Lesser undead would crumble to dust in the face of this power, but a Wight was more resistant.

It raised its blade to continue the assault despite the burns forming on its desiccated skin.

Then it did something unexpected. Instead of continuing its frontal assault, it feinted a sword strike at my shield. Before I could respond, it unexpectedly surged toward me, its free hand breaking through my defenses and reaching for Parwana, crackling with gray energy.

She didn’t even have time to react, not while still recovering from the healing pulse.

I reacted without conscious thought. There wasn’t time to bring my shield into position. I reached out and put my forearm right into the path of the attack.

Bony fingers clasped my arm and necrotic energy roared up my arm and right into my heart.

“Run!” I managed to command Parwana before my world narrowed to the Wight’s grip on my arm.

Pain unlike anything I’d experienced before wracked my body.

This wasn’t physical damage. I could take physical damage without flinching. This was the Wight’s dreaded life-draining attack.

It felt like years of potential age were being drained directly from my body.

I could feel my strength ebbing, flowing into the Wight as its burns started to heal. There was a tearing, heart-wrenching scream that it took a few agonizing seconds to realize was being ripped from my own throat.

Parwana’s normal healing light surrounded me, but had no effect on this type of damage.

I dropped to my knees, but the Wight maintained its hold, a rasping cackle spraying dust from its rictus grin as its grip on my forearm grew stronger. The draining continued, my vision beginning to blur at the edges. The Wight’s flesh wasn’t just healing from the wounds of the battle. Its desiccated flesh was moistening. Pale white skin started to turn pink and healthy. Lips formed around its dried-out mouth.

I was a powerful high-level adventurer, and a Divine Shield of Sitora besides. Vibrant and virile life filled my body, making me a feast for a monster like this.

My life poured into it, and for a moment, there was a flicker of the swordsman this undead creature used to be. A nose started to grow back. Gums started to fill in around its yellowed teeth.

Then Parwana stepped up beside me, placing one hand on my shoulder while extending her other toward the Wight, creating a triangle of connection between the three of us.

Her eyes shifted from blue to an intense violet as energy swirled around her. But not the light of her healing. The emblem of Sitora on her robe was smothered as the shadowy trim to her garb seemed to deepen and grow. The arrangement of the trim turned her whole body into another emblem. That of Dilrabo, Goddess of Shadow and Secrets, and the granter of her dual blessing.

“Those years you’re drinking,” she said to the Wight, her voice filled with calm fury. “They don’t belong to you. Those are mine!”

There was an expression on her face I’d never seen on any living thing before. Her features twisted in pure and utter hatred. She was, for a moment, a dark goddess herself. An image of vengeful rage that surpassed any monster or barbarian I’d ever seen in my life.

Beautiful and terrible at once.

“Shadow Inversion,” she whispered, the trembling hated in her tone making her audible even over my wrenching screams of agony.

The power of the Wight’s life drain was suddenly echoed in her own hand, sucking the years of life it was draining out of me into herself. All of that revitalized flesh suddenly desiccated once more before my eyes as my life flowed out of the Wight and into Parwana.

The Wight shrieked, a sound like metal grinding against stone, a dried-out mirror to my own agony. It tried to jerk back, to pull away, but all it managed to do was break the connection to me. Parwana’s grip, empowered by the stolen vitality, clenched down on the Wight’s shoulder and forced it to its knees before her as she continued to drain its life force.

Taking everything it took from me and more.

Much more.

The creature thrashed, trying to break the connection, but Parwana maintained her focus with iron determination. Her entire body trembled with the effort, sweat beading on her forehead as she channeled power far beyond what someone at her level should be capable of.

For a moment, I thought this was her plan all along. Using Shadow Inversion to mimic the Wight’s touch to absorb my vitality indirectly. The power of a Gold-Rank tank wouldn’t directly translate into a healer, but power was power. Combined with her unusual dual blessing, she could become a force to be reckoned with in the guild. And even with the Wight’s connection to me interrupted, I couldn’t stop her. I had aged decades in the seconds the Wight had gripped me. I was too drained to fight.

But her grip on my shoulder suddenly bloomed with magical warmth. The vitality she absorbed from the Wight poured through her and back into me. All the years stolen filled my chest, every one of them gifted back to me through Parwana’s power.

Briefly, through that connection, I felt something beyond just my own strength. My vitality carried the memory of passing through Parwana’s body.

I felt her fury, her rage, but more than that, the devotion that I’d seen in her eyes.

There was nothing superficial about it. It ran impossibly deep, and even though I should have been empowered by the return of my life force, I was stunned by the intensity of her true emotions.

By the time my strength was fully returned, though, the battle was done. The Wight collapsed into dust as Parwana’s touch drained the last of its vitality, leaving behind only a bloody scimitar and a hollow feeling of victory as a loot chest appeared.

Confusion and gratitude filled me in equal measure. But before I could express either, Parwana’s eyes roll back as she collapsed. I caught her in my arms before she hit the ground, surprised by how light and fragile she felt.

All that power had come at a cost.

Extreme mana depletion. She’d pushed herself far beyond safe limits for a Cleric twice her level.

I carefully lowered her to the floor, checking her pulse. Rapid but steady. It was a miracle she was even alive, but she could recover with the right rest and attention.

As I administered a mana potion from my belt, I found myself caught between professional admiration and deep suspicion. The technique she’d used—Shadow Inversion—was something I’d only read about in advanced manuals. An advanced power in an under-explored shadow healer specialization.

For a Level 12 healer to even know about it, let alone successfully execute it, should be tremendously unlikely. Resonating her shadow magic with that of a boss-level enemy in a dungeon she was under-leveled for was, strictly speaking, impossible.

Yet she’d done it without hesitation, risking herself in the process. And she hadn’t done it for herself. For power. She had passed the vitality back to me. Made me whole again. Her devotion, while unsettling in its intensity, had proven genuinely lifesaving. Her selflessness, for all her mysterious motivation, was exactly the quality every healer should aspire to.

I arranged Parwana in a comfortable position against the wall, then turned to examine the Wight’s loot chest.

As expected, the contents of the notorious rare spawn’s trove were over-leveled for this dungeon. A bone-tipped crown with a strength bonus on it that could turn even the lowest warrior into a terrifying warlord. A dagger dripping with necrotic power that would ignore any damage resistances on monsters well through Silver Rank. A quiver of arrows made from shadows that would fly forever, allowing an archer to operate at any range. And a pair of silken gloves that would amplify the passive abilities granted by a healer’s blessing.

I didn’t miss that those gloves would be doubly effective for a dual-blessing Cleric like Parwana.

Besides the gear, there was also a pile of precious crafting materials. Precious gems and bolts of cloth woven from strands of metal that would carry a high price at market, or could be used to commission powerful equipment for a more enterprising adventurer.

A treasure trove that would make even veteran adventurers envious. Yet all I could think about was the unconscious healer recovering beside me.

After gathering the valuable loot, I returned to Parwana’s side. Her breathing had steadied, color slowly returning to her face as the mana potion took effect. Extreme mana depletion could be fickle, but it seemed my quick thinking was working. I checked her pulse again, noting with relief that it was normalizing.

The battle had revealed capabilities far beyond what her level would suggest, raising uncomfortable questions about Parwana’s skills and identity. At the same time, our combat synchronization had been unlike anything I’d experienced before. We’d moved together as if we’d been fighting side by side for years, not hours. Where had that come from? How had she done it?

Parwana stirred, her eyes fluttering open. She immediately tried to sit up, looking around in alarm.

“The Wight—” she began, voice weak.

“Defeated,” I assured her, gently putting my hand on her shoulder to keep her from straining herself. “Thanks to you.”

Her eyes found mine, pupils dilating slightly. “Are you hurt?”

Not ‘Did we win?’ or ‘Did I do well?’ or even “What did it drop?” Her first concern was for my well-being, not victory, her own accomplishment, or the material rewards.

“I’m fine,” I said, surprised to find I meant it. “That technique you used? Shadow Inversion? It’s not something a Level 12 healer should know, let alone be able to execute. Where did you learn that?”

She looked away, her ears rotating outward before flattening backward. “I told you I do a lot of studying. And you were... You were in danger. I never want you to feel pain like that.”

A non-answer that raised more questions than it answered. But now wasn’t the time to press the issue. She was still recovering, and we needed to catch up with the rest of the party to complete the dungeon.

“Can you stand?” I asked, offering my hand.

She took it, her smaller hand disappearing in mine as I helped her to her feet. She swayed slightly but remained upright, her determination evident in the set of her jaw.

“I can continue,” she said, though her voice lacked its usual strength.

I nodded, gesturing at the chest of loot. “These are yours by right. Your technique defeated the Wight.”

Her eyes widened. “No, they’re yours. I merely supported you, as a healer should.”

I gave her a flat look, making clear what I thought of that.

She shook her head firmly. “I want you to have them. They’ll serve you better than me.”

The crown alone was worth more than most adventurers earned in a year. The rest of the loot was just as precious, if not more, to the right buyer. And the silken gloves were practically made just for her. Her refusal of such valuable items was yet another puzzle piece that didn’t fit with normal adventurer behavior.

“We’ll discuss distribution later,” I said, stowing the items in my pack. “For now, we need rest. There’s no rush.”

“I’m fine,” she insisted.

“No, you aren’t.” I shook my head firmly. “You are suffering from mana depletion. Until you’re recovered, your life is at risk.” I looked around. The area we were in was safe enough now that the Wight was dead. No other monsters patrolled these halls now. “We rest here.”

Parwana looked like she wanted to argue, but the slight tremor in her limbs betrayed her exhaustion. Finally, she nodded, her tail drooping slightly.

I guided her to a small alcove off the main corridor. The stone floor was dry and relatively smooth, and the narrow entrance would be easy to defend if necessary. I set my shield beside me, within easy reach, and settled against the wall.

“Drink this,” I said, handing Parwana another mana potion from my belt. She accepted it gratefully, drinking it in small sips.

While she rested, I found myself replaying the battle in my mind. The way we’d moved together, anticipating each other’s actions without communication. The way her healing had arrived precisely when and where I needed it, often before the Wight even realized I was vulnerable.

And that final technique—creating a connection between us that had felt like more than just magic. For those few moments, it was as if we’d shared a single consciousness, our vitality connected in a way that I could still feel tingling my skin where her hand had rested. My own energy carrying to me her emotions.

I’d never experienced anything like it, not even with healers I’d placed my trust in for months. There had been no learning curve, no adjustment period. It was just immediate, perfect synchronization. And an immediate and unhesitating connection of soul to soul at the moment my life was in real danger.

It was both impressive and unsettling. Useful yet concerning. Professional yet oddly intimate.

“How did you know?” I asked suddenly.

Parwana looked up, her expression questioning. “Know what?”

“Where I would be hit. When I would move. Where I needed you to stand. You anticipated everything perfectly, even though we’ve never fought together before.”

She was quiet for a moment, her tail swishing slowly behind her. “I’ve studied your techniques. You are a little bit famous, you know. Your movements follow logical patterns based on optimal shield positioning and weight distribution. Once I understood the principles, prediction was simply application of theory.”

A reasonable explanation, yet it didn’t fully account for the level of precision I’d witnessed. The line between theory and application should have still required some acclimation, especially in a life-or-death battle against an intelligent opponent.

“And the Shadow Inversion?” I pressed.

Her ears twitched nervously. “As I said, I study extensively. Sometimes knowledge comes from unexpected sources.”

Again, not a real answer. But her expression had closed off, making it clear she wasn’t willing to elaborate further. And, for some reason, I found that I didn’t want the answers anymore.

I leaned my head back against the cool stone wall. The sound of distant water echoed faintly through the corridors. We’d have to follow it towards the passage to the lower level of the dungeon, but for now, Parwana’s recovery was more important.

“You should sleep,” I suggested. “I’ll keep watch.”

“I’m not tired,” she protested, though her drooping eyelids suggested otherwise.

“Parwana.”

She looked up, startled by my direct tone. A slight shiver ran down her spine when I said her name like that. Her lips parted and a soft sigh escaped her mouth.

Professionally, I ignored it.

Personally, I tried to ignore the impact her reaction had on me physically.

Neither was successful.

“You saved my life back there,” I said quietly. “But you can’t help anyone if you collapse from exhaustion. Rest. That’s an order.”

A small smile played at the corners of her mouth. “You care about my well-being.”

It wasn’t a question, but a statement filled with satisfaction.

“I care about all my party members,” I replied, my tone deliberately neutral. “It’s my job.”

Her smile didn’t falter. If anything, it grew warmer. “Of course. You’re my Untouchable Knight.”

Parwana settled more comfortably against the wall, finally allowing herself to relax. Within moments, her breathing deepened as exhaustion claimed her.

I remained alert, one hand resting on my shield, but my thoughts kept circling back to our battle with the Wight. One thing was certain: our partnership, forced as it might have been, had proven remarkably effective. And that effectiveness raised uncomfortable questions about connection and dependency that chafed against my carefully maintained emotional distance.

Questions I wasn’t ready to answer.


Chapter ten
Healthy Obsession
Ryan


Parwana’s breathing had steadied, her chest rising and falling in the slow rhythm of deep sleep. The color had returned to her face, though the fur on her ears and tail remained dull. It was a clear sign that her mana reserves were still dangerously low despite the potions and rest.

I checked her pulse again. Stronger than before.

She’d pushed herself far past the limits of what someone at her level should attempt, but the rest was helping. The Shadow Inversion technique she’d used against the Wight would have exhausted healers twice her level, yet she’d executed it flawlessly, saving my life in the process.

And she’d done it with nothing but devotion in her heart. Pouring my life force back into me with a selflessness I’d never seen in another adventurer.

My fingers lingered at her wrist longer than necessary, monitoring the steady beat.

Professional concern, I told myself. Nothing more.

Was it also professional concern that had me smiling slightly as I watched her sleep? That made me think she looked adorable, even all tuckered out like this?

You’re pathetic, Mitchell. Spent five years holding everyone at arm’s length. Poor girl shows the slightest bit of genuine care, and you’re half a step from throwing yourself at her. Get it together, man.

I scratched my forehead, grimacing. That internal criticism wasn’t wrong, but it stung because it was true.

Five years. Five years of polite deflections and professional distance. Five years of keeping every guild member, every potential friend, every interested woman at exactly the right distance to maintain my reputation while staying completely alone.

The Untouchable Knight. What a joke. I’d made myself untouchable, all right. So untouchable that the first person to look at me like I actually mattered had me questioning everything.

And that person happened to be someone whose behavior with previous tanks suggested she might not be entirely stable.

Real smart, Ryan. Fall for the potentially obsessive healer who may have driven five other tanks away. That’s definitely the kind of solid judgment that earned you Gold Rank.

But watching her now, seeing how peaceful she looked after literally pouring her life into saving mine... It was hard to reconcile this vulnerable woman with the manipulative figure I’d suspected her of being. Maybe the other tanks really had been incompetent. Maybe she really was just devoted to doing her job right.

Maybe I was just so starved for connection that I was ready to justify anything.

The thought made my stomach clench. When had I become this desperate? When had five years of careful isolation turned me into someone who’d mistake professional competence for personal affection? Someone who’d read too much into every glance, every word, every moment of care that was probably just standard healer protocol?

She saved your life, you narcissist. That doesn’t mean she wants to be your girlfriend. It means she’s good at her job.

I pulled my hand away from her wrist and rubbed my face, trying to clear my head. This was exactly the kind of thinking that would get me in trouble. The kind of emotional confusion that led to poor decisions in the field.

But even as I tried to logic my way out of it, I couldn’t forget how she’d looked at me in those final moments before the technique took its toll. Not like I was her tank. Not like I was the Untouchable Knight. Like I was Ryan, and like losing me would have broken something inside her.

Stop it. You’re projecting what you want to see.

Maybe I was. Or maybe, for the first time since I’d arrived in this dangerous world, someone had actually seen me as more than just a reputation with a shield.

The problem was, I’d forgotten how to tell the difference.

I groaned under my breath and decided to focus on something, anything, other than all this...painful self-introspection.

The alcove we’d found provided decent protection. It was a small recess in the ancient stonework with only one entrance to defend. I positioned myself where I could watch both Parwana and the corridor beyond, shield within easy reach. The distant drip of water and occasional settling of stone were the only sounds breaking the silence.

Parwana needed rest, but she also needed stronger recovery aids than the basic mana potion I’d administered. She had others on her belt, but she seemed unwilling to drink them. A last resort?

Her healer’s satchel lay beside her, its worn leather suggesting frequent use despite its relatively new appearance. If she carried specialized recovery items, they’d be in there.

I hesitated. Searching through someone’s personal belongings crossed professional boundaries I typically respected. But our situation was far from typical. Isolated in a dangerous dungeon with an injured party member whose abilities raised more questions than answers—practical necessity outweighed etiquette.

With a quiet sigh, I reached for the satchel.

The bag was lighter than expected. Its contents were meticulously organized. Labeled compartments separated different types of medical supplies: standard healing potions in one section, bandages infused with minor restoration magic in another, a collection of herbs sorted by type and potency in a third. Everything was arranged for maximum efficiency, which was exactly what I’d expect from a professional healer.

What I hadn’t expected was the quality and rarity of some items.

Several herbs were things I recognized as uncommon even in high-level apothecaries, their distinctive colors and scents marking them as powerful reagents for advanced healing techniques. One small vial contained what appeared to be essence of Lunacite, a high-value ingredient that would double the power of a potion if it were mixed in before drinking. It wasn’t even regularly carried by healers at my level, let alone a newer C-Rank.

As I searched for something to help her recover from her mana drain, I felt something odd. A lump in the lining of the satchel. Instincts took over, and I traced the fabric to find a hidden pocket sewn into the seam. Interesting. The hidden pocket held a slim leather-bound journal with Parwana’s name embossed on the cover in simple, elegant script.

Even more interesting.

I paused, hand hovering over the journal. Threw a glance her way.

Under normal circumstances, an adventurer’s private notes would be considered confidential, protected by the same unwritten professional courtesy that covered everything from loot distribution to party dynamics.

But these weren’t normal circumstances.

I wasn’t just here to run this dungeon. I was here to investigate what had happened to the other tanks. If all my suspicions were correct, then this journal would have the proof I needed.

And if she wasn’t responsible, this might exonerate her.

“Sorry about this,” I murmured to her sleeping form, then opened the journal.

The first thing that struck me was the organization. The pages were divided into sections by individual name, with color-coded tabs for different categories: her current party members, previous party members, guild officials, and a separate section for every one of the party’s tanks, myself included. The handwriting was neat and precise, each entry dated and cross-referenced with remarkable attention to detail.

I turned first to the section on current party members, curious about what Parwana had observed about her companions.

Shoira’s entry noted a mild allergy to standard healing herbs, particularly almondleaf, with recommendations for alternative formulations. It documented her tendency to overextend during combat, resulting in predictable injury patterns that required preemptive healing focus. There was a section of notes that expressed a personal dislike of her, but a professional appreciation for her sticking with the party despite the tank troubles.

Mansur’s pages detailed an old leg injury that never properly healed, causing him to favor his right side during extended dungeon runs. Parwana had developed a specialized support spell to reinforce the weakened area without restricting mobility.

Bahar’s section included notes on her preference for minimal physical contact during healing, with a note to focus on area-effect and ranged spells to respect that preference.

And Daler’s entry warned that he consistently under-reported pain levels, requiring careful monitoring for signs of hidden injuries that could worsen if left untreated.

Each record contained thorough documentation of healing response patterns, recovery times, and specific techniques that worked best for each individual. The level of personalized care represented in these notes was rare even among parties that had traveled together for years, speaking to a dedication that went beyond basic professional requirements.

With growing curiosity, I turned to the sections on the previous tanks.

What I found wasn’t what I expected. Rather than evidence of sabotage or unreasonable demands, each entry documented legitimate issues that could reasonably justify a tank’s replacement:

Tank #1: Repeatedly broke formation during combat, exposing backline to unnecessary damage. Refused to maintain consistent positioning despite multiple discussions about party safety.

Tank #2: Failed to communicate defense cooldown timings, making healing coordination impossible. Healing efficiency reduced by forty-three percent due to inability to anticipate vulnerability windows leading to strain on mana usage.

Tank #3: Positioning problems consistently exposed party to area attacks. Demonstrated inability to adjust tactics based on dungeon environment, resulting in unacceptable danger during boss fights.

Tank #4: Insisted on outdated tanking techniques that wasted healer mana. Rejected suggestions for more efficient approaches despite evidence and documentation provided.

Tank #5: Claimed Silver Rank experience but demonstrated no such skills. Lacked fundamental understanding of aggro management in multi-target scenarios.

Each entry concluded with a professional assessment of compatibility issues rather than personal criticism. If these accounts were accurate, the previous tanks’ departures seemed more reasonable. There had been a consistent failure to adapt and adjust to the needs of the party, belying the tanks’ reliance on their normal party’s adjustment.

It provided the perfect answer to Guildmaster Gulnora’s mystery: there was a systemic issue in tank training that was failing to prepare them to take on duties with unfamiliar parties.

Yet something about the clinical precision of the notes made me wonder if there was more to the story. The entries felt almost too perfect, too justified in their assessments. As if carefully crafted to present a specific narrative. And while it measured up with my experiences with Parwana as knowledgeable and professional, it didn’t quite measure up with what her party members had said.

With growing unease, I turned to the section labeled with my name.

The difference was immediately apparent. While the other sections contained three to five pages of sparse notes, my section spanned nearly thirty pages of dense, careful handwriting. The first entries dated back to my early days with Azure Wings Guild, long before I joined Lionheart or even met Parwana.

Divine Shield techniques demonstrate unusual efficiency. Fifteen percent less mana consumption than standard application. Shield angle consistently optimized for deflection rather than absorption, reducing overall strain. Potential for exceptional endurance in prolonged engagements.

The initial notes focused on my tanking techniques, shield positioning, and mana efficiency, analyzing my combat style with remarkable accuracy.

Later entries tracked my career progression, noting each significant mission, rank advancement, and technique improvement.

Promotion to Silver Rank after Crimson Vale extraction. Maintained barrier integrity for thirty-eight minutes while under continuous assault from multiple B-rank threats. No casualties despite extreme circumstances. Guildmaster Saghar personally commended performance.

The level of detail suggested long-term observation rather than professional interest, raising uncomfortable questions about how Parwana acquired this information. Had she done this research last night, after learning I’d been assigned to the dungeon? And if so, why weren’t there similar sections on the other tanks?

Despite the unsettling implications, I found myself impressed by the accuracy of her analysis. She’d identified patterns in my shield techniques that even I wasn’t fully conscious of.

Shield rotation follows a modified Sitoran defensive cycle, but with unique adaptations that suggest self-taught optimization rather than formal training. Counter-pressure application at forty-seven-degree angle rather than standard fifty-degree angle provides superior deflection against slashing attacks. Use of a forty-three-degree angle for bludgeoning attacks reveals that his inconsistency is not coincidence, but unwavering devotion to his craft.

The last few pages held entries that matched more closely with the notes she’d taken on the other tanks, documenting my healing response patterns and positioning preferences. But between the lines, I detected the difference in tone. There was a subtle warmth that wasn’t present in the more clinical, professional observations of the other tanks.

Always checks shield edge for damage before examining the face. Unusual priority suggesting emotional attachment to the shield beyond its utilitarian value? Possible quirk of the Divine Shield class? No record exists of a shield failing him to predispose him to check a particular spot.

Even these details were more than what was present for the others. They extolled my virtues and opined on my habits, rather than documenting any of the specific fights and any of her struggles with keeping up with me. The final pages contained detailed plans for optimizing healer-tank synchronization specifically between Parwana and me, with multiple scenarios mapped out and contingencies prepared for different combat situations.

Optimal healing timing for Divine Reflection technique: zero-point-eight seconds after activation, targeting his right elbow first due to increased strain from technique execution. Secondary healing pulse required at three-point-two seconds after the strain runs from his shoulder down to his feet.

The thoroughness was both impressive and concerning. She’d essentially created a comprehensive strategy guide for working with me specifically, anticipating my needs before I even recognized them myself.

When had she even had the time?

I closed the journal, conflicting impressions battling in my mind: professional admiration for her dedication and analytical skills, and personal wariness about the intensity of her focus on me specifically in comparison to the other tanks. Sure, I was more well-known, and my exploits made me something of a local legend, but there hadn’t even been an attempt to document the other tanks’ histories and abilities with details this fine and specific. This wasn’t just a healer preparing to work with a new tank. This was something else entirely.

As I returned the journal to its hiding place, I noticed Parwana stirring. Her eyes fluttered open, immediately seeking me out. The relief that washed over her face when she found me nearby was palpable.

“You’re still here,” she murmured, voice weak but pleased.

I helped her sit up, offering water from my canteen. “How do you feel?”

“Better.” She accepted the water gratefully, taking small sips. “The mana depletion was a lot more severe than I anticipated.”

I nodded, watching her carefully. “Shadow Inversion isn’t the sort of technique you should ever anticipate using, especially not at your level.”

Her ears rotated outwards before snapping forward. It was a tell I was beginning to recognize indicated nervousness despite her controlled expression. “I told you, I study extensively.”

“Hmm.” I handed her another mana potion from my own supplies. “Drink this. It’s stronger than standard issue.”

Also cost a pretty penny, but I wasn’t about to tell her that in case she tried to pay me back for it. Her condition was directly tied to my survivability. It was worth the cost.

She accepted it with a grateful nod, drinking it slowly as color returned to her face. After ensuring she was stable, I decided to address what I’d discovered directly. Dancing around the issue would only complicate matters.

“I found your healer’s journal while looking for recovery potions,” I said, watching her reaction carefully. “Your notes are exceptionally detailed.”

Alarm flashed across her features before she composed herself. “Oh. I see.”

“Particularly the section about me.” I kept my tone neutral, professional. “It was... A lot more extensive than I expected.”

Parwana looked down at the empty potion vial in her hands, turning it slowly between her fingers. “As a healer, I believe in thorough documentation. My dual blessing creates unique interactions with different individuals, requiring careful study to optimize results. Especially for another with a Sitoran class. Shadow magic can have complicated side-effects with a light-aligned class.”

“That explains the notes on my abilities,” I acknowledged. “But not the extensive research on my career history. There’s more in there than I’d put on a resume.”

She hesitated, seeming to choose her next words carefully. “You’re the Untouchable Knight,” she said at last. “It seemed disrespectful to leave my analysis half-done.”

“And the previous tanks?” I pressed. “Your notes on them weren’t near as comprehensive.”

“We paid the price for it.” Frustration flickered across her face, seeming genuine. “Jarak constantly broke formation, exposing Shoira to direct attacks. Meron refused to communicate his cooldown timings, making it impossible to coordinate healing effectively. Damir couldn’t maintain consistent positioning, Firdavs rejected any suggestion to update his outdated techniques, and Timur clearly lied about his experience level.”

Her explanation matched her journal entries perfectly. Perhaps too perfectly. Was I being paranoid? It all seemed plausible. All except...

“Five tanks with five different fundamental problems, all assigned to the same party within a short time frame. That’s quite a coincidence.”

“Not really,” she countered. “The guild was assigning whoever was available due to the dungeon crisis. Quality control has suffered. After each failed attempt, I submitted detailed reports explaining the compatibility issues, hoping for a more suitable replacement.”

Her explanation was believable. I hadn’t considered the larger consequences of the dungeon collapse crisis. The guild had been stretching its resources thin, often assigning tanks based on availability rather than optimal party composition.

“And now they assigned me,” I noted, “a Gold Rank for a C-Rank dungeon.”

“Yes.” Something like satisfaction crossed her features before she controlled her expression. “After so many failures, Guildmaster Gulnora finally sent someone calm, professional, and competent. It seems a shame that she had to reach so high to provide those qualities.”

I studied her face, looking for signs of deception. Her explanation made logical sense while conveniently omitting any mention of personal interest. It didn’t match the picture of fanatical fixation that the tone of her notes had painted.

I’d hoped for answers, but all I’d gotten was more uncertainty.

Did she know about my investigation? Had the journal been prepared as a prop? Had she taken such deep notes to throw me off and distract me?

“We should continue soon,” I said, changing the subject. “The others will be waiting for us at the lower level.”

Parwana nodded, then hesitated. “Before we go... May I check you for residual effects from the Wight’s attack? Life drain can leave lasting damage if not properly treated.”

Despite my reservations, I recognized the professional necessity. “Fine. Make it quick.”

She moved closer, her gentle hands hovering over my arm where the Wight’s energy had struck. “This won’t take long.”

Her healing touch was different now. It was more controlled and precise than during the heat of battle.

As her magic flowed through me, I experienced an unusual sensation: rather than the standard warmth of healing energy, Parwana’s dual-natured magic created a complex interplay of light and shadow that seemed to resonate with my own divine shield energy.

It made me realize something.

She wasn’t just jamming mana into healing techniques. Parwana was manipulating the raw energy of her dual blessings, navigating by feel.

The connection felt almost like a conversation between our respective powers, each responding to and enhancing the other. Through this magical link, I sensed her genuine concern for my wellbeing. Not just professional responsibility but personal investment in my recovery. And I felt a gentle tug as her magic guided my own power to recover and reinforce my body.

More surprising was her ability to detect and address injuries I wasn’t even aware of—minor strains and accumulated stress from months of continuous missions. Tight muscles soothed and relaxed that I hadn’t even known were tensed.

Her hands ran from my arm over my chest, guiding her power through my body slowly and methodically.

Silently, she stepped around, running her hands over my back. Up to my neck. Down my legs. Across my other arm.

Every ounce of strain and stress soothed and smoothed away. As the healing progressed, I felt better than I had in years, with a clarity and energy that surpassed even my peak condition.

Parwana, however, looked even more drained than before, having prioritized my recovery over her own rest.

“You shouldn’t have used more magic before fully recovering,” I said, frowning at her obvious exhaustion.

She dismissed my concern with a simple statement: “Your wellbeing is my priority.”

The matter-of-fact way she said it, without dramatic emphasis or expectation of gratitude, suggested this wasn’t just a professional healer’s dedication but a fundamental aspect of her worldview.

Then we gathered our equipment and prepared to find a path to rejoin the others.

And I started to reassess my initial impressions.

Parwana’s intensity and focus, while still unsettling in their specificity, seemed driven by genuine dedication to her role as a healer rather than malicious intent.

Her extraordinary abilities and knowledge, while raising legitimate questions about their origin, had proven invaluable in our current situation. The journal entries that initially seemed obsessive now appeared more like the work of someone with exceptional attention to detail and commitment to their craft. Maybe she had put that much attention towards me not out of some plot to evade my investigation, but out of genuine professional desire.

Had she just gone above and beyond the call of duty in order to better support the tank that could get them through this dungeon for their rank advancements?

I hadn’t dismissed my suspicions entirely, but I was beginning to consider an alternative interpretation: perhaps the previous tanks simply hadn’t been up to the task of adjusting their performance in order to support the needs of a lower-level party and the high standards of an educated healer. If so, their departure might say more about their training than her behavior.

Guildmaster Gulnora wouldn’t like that answer. But it was plausible.

“I think I hear water this way,” I said, gesturing toward a corridor to our left. “It should lead to the main chamber where we can reconnect with the others.”

Parwana nodded, falling into step beside me. Exactly three paces back, the spacing I’d prescribed when we’d first been separated from the others. Her tail lazily swished behind her, betraying an eagerness that her composed expression concealed.

We walked for a decently long time. And as we did, I realized that I’d found myself in the unfamiliar position of trusting someone I didn’t fully understand. It was a compromise between professional necessity and personal caution that left me both more effective as a tank and more vulnerable as a person than I’d been in years.

The sound of rushing water grew louder as we approached an archway that finally opened into a larger chamber ahead. I raised my hand, signaling Parwana to stop while I assessed potential threats.

“Stay here,” I instructed, moving forward carefully to scout the area.

“Be careful,” she whispered, her eyes following my every movement with that now-familiar intensity.

For the first time since meeting her, I found that intensity more reassuring than unsettling. Whatever her true motives might be, one thing was certain: Parwana would do everything in her power to keep me safe.

And in a world as dangerous as Osnary, that kind of dedication might be exactly what I needed.


Chapter eleven
Blame Game
Ryan


The roar of the water grew louder as I approached the archway. A large area opened before me, illuminated by globes of light set into recesses along the walls. An artificial waterfall cascaded down one side, dropping into a channel that was choked with centuries of sediment. Half the water continued down the channel and into the far wall, but the rest of it clumsily splashed out, running down over the stairs that led down toward the dungeon’s third level.

I studied the chamber carefully, checking for traps or lurking monsters. Finding none, I returned to where Parwana waited.

“I found our way forward,” I said. “There’s a waterfall chamber ahead with stairs to the lower level. The others are likely waiting for us down there. I can’t imagine that they traversed the labyrinth slower than we had.”

They were really lucky we got the rare spawn on our side.

I tried not to think what would happen to them if they’d been caught out like that.

Parwana nodded, attempting to stand. Despite her obvious exhaustion, she maintained her composed expression. “I’m ready.”

Her legs trembled for a moment, though she tried to hide it. I’d seen enough injured adventurers to recognize when someone was pushing beyond their limits.

“The stairs are wet and uneven,” I warned. “Hold on to me so you don’t fall.”

Before she could protest, I offered my arm for support. After a moment’s hesitation, she accepted, her slender hand resting lightly on my armored forearm. We made our way down the narrow passage toward the waterfall chamber.

I noticed how she leaned into my support more than strictly necessary, her body gravitating toward mine whenever the path allowed. Was it instinctual? A damsel in distress, knowing she’s weak, looking toward the stronger figure to help her?

Stop looking for more, Mitchell. It’s disgusting.

The passage opened into the chamber I’d scouted. Water thundered down the far wall, creating a fine mist that caught and refracted the magical lights of the chamber. The ancient steps were slick with moisture and calcified sediment, requiring cautious footing.

“Take your time,” I advised as we approached the stairs. “We’re in no rush.”

As we completed our descent, I spotted the rest of our party waiting in the chamber at the bottom of the stairs. Their expressions shifted from wariness to relief to tension when they saw us. Shoira stood with arms crossed, her posture rigid and eyes narrowed. Mansur fidgeted with his bow, avoiding eye contact. Bahar maintained a neutral expression, while Daler was positioned toward us, as if he’d been ready to intercept a threat approaching.

I felt Parwana’s grip on my arm tighten fractionally. Her professional demeanor returned, though she didn’t move to break away from me even when we were at the bottom of the stairs where the footing was smoother and drier.

Shoira immediately stepped forward, positioning herself between Parwana and the rest of the party.

“Another convenient accident, Parwana?” she asked, her voice sharp with accusation. “Just like with the last five tanks?”

Mansur suddenly became fascinated with adjusting his bowstring. Bahar shifted her weight uncomfortably but remained silent. Daler sighed heavily, stepping forward and putting a hand on her arm.

“Shoira, this isn’t the time—” he began.

“When is the time?” Shoira cut him off, shrugging his hand away. “After someone nearly dies? After someone is dead? We’ve heard this song before, Daler, and I’m getting tired of the dance.”

Parwana showed no surprise at the accusation. Her expression remained calm with a hint of sadness, as if she’d expected nothing less.

She also didn’t immediately defend herself, which I found interesting.

“The floor collapse was a structural failure,” I stated, keeping my tone professional. “It was a hazard of the dungeon. I may not agree with Parwana’s actions during the collapse, but there’s no way for her to have caused it.”

Shoira scoffed. “Of course not. Which is why it happened to all the other tanks, too. Just hazards of the dungeon. Nothing she could have caused. And yet...”

She left the rest of her accusation unspoken, but her intent was clear.

I studied her expression. Despite her hostile tone, there was genuine concern beneath it. She believed what she was saying.

Belief didn’t guarantee accuracy, but I was confident it wasn’t driven by whatever petty feud was between the two of them.

I glanced at Parwana, noting her reaction: not guilt or defensiveness, but resignation, as if this wasn’t the first time by far they’d had this fight.

“Would you care to elaborate?” I asked Shoira, maintaining a neutral tone. This was an opportunity to gather more information for my investigation.

Shoira’s eyes flashed. “Gladly. Let’s start with Jarak. Parwana claims he ‘broke formation,’ but what really happened was she gave him contradictory positioning instructions. ‘Move left to draw aggro,’ she’d say, then heal him from the right side of the room, forcing him to choose between maintaining aggro or protecting her.”

I watched the others for their reactions. Mansur winced slightly, suggesting at least partial agreement with Shoira’s account.

“Then there was Meron,” Shoira continued. “He didn’t ‘refuse to communicate cooldowns’. He used standard nonverbal tank signals that every healer in the guild recognizes. Parwana ignored them, then blamed him when her healing timing was off.”

Bahar’s expression remained carefully neutral, revealing nothing. But even after our short time together, I could read a slight change in her posture.

“Damir’s ‘positioning problems’ happened because Parwana kept moving from her assigned healing spot. He had to adjust his tanking stance constantly to keep her protected, putting us all at risk.”

Daler occasionally shook his head during Shoira’s recitation, though his grimace made clear it was out of discomfort, not disagreement.

“Firdavs didn’t ‘reject suggestions’. He refused to abandon proven techniques for Parwana’s nonsense suggestions. And Timur didn’t ‘lie about his experience’, either. Parwana set impossible standards not even a Silver Rank tank could meet and refused to give him a moment’s peace about it.”

When Shoira finished, all eyes turned to me, waiting for my response to these accusations.

I considered my words carefully. “I’ve questioned Parwana about the previous tanks and found her explanations consistent with professional assessment rather than malicious intent.”

Surprise flickered across the party members’ faces. Even Parwana looked startled by my defense.

“Tank-healer synchronization requires mutual adaptation,” I continued. “Working with the same party over and over makes some people forget that. Tanks fall into patterns of relying on a healer behaving the same way as their usual healers. Sometimes it makes them inflexible. Unwilling or unable to adjust their techniques to accommodate a different healing style.

“This is a specialty of mine,” I went on. “I’ve had no such issue because I have no such predisposed expectations. Because I don’t work with a regular party, I’ve tanked with dozens of healers over the years. Each had unique approaches requiring me to adapt my tanking style. Flexibility is essential for effective party dynamics, especially as an independent contractor.”

Shoira’s expression shifted from accusatory to betrayed, as if I’d failed some unspoken test.

“She’s got to you already,” she said, her voice now tinged with something that sounded like jealousy. Her eyes flicked across the rest of the party. “Just like the others. It always starts the same way. She saves you from some ‘unexpected’ danger, and suddenly you’re defending her against all reason. Overlooking all the obvious warning signs.”

I maintained my professional demeanor, refusing to be drawn into emotional arguments. The accusation was creating a new tension between the party.

I didn’t like it.

“I’ll admit some of her behaviors have been unorthodox,” I conceded, “but it’s nothing I can’t handle. I’m here because I’m a professional. It would serve you well to adopt a less emotional attitude, too.”

Parwana remained silent throughout this exchange, though I caught the slight upward curve of her lips, satisfaction, perhaps, at my defense of her.

I turned to the other party members. “I’d like to hear from the rest of you, while we’re discussing this. Mansur, what did you witness with the previous tanks?”

Mansur looked uncomfortable, his fingers nervously adjusting his quiver straps. “They all seemed...uncomfortable around Parwana. But I never saw or heard her do anything, you know, directly wrong.” He paused. “There was a bit of an argument that I stayed out of, and then? They just...left.”

“Bahar?”

She hesitated before speaking. “Damir, Firdavs, and Timur complained about feeling constantly judged. But that could have been performance anxiety. This dungeon is important for all our rank advancements, and after Jarak and Meron left, we may have been on edge enough to discomfort them.”

I nodded, then turned to Daler. “And your perspective?”

Daler attempted diplomacy. “Each tank left for personal reasons after expressing concerns about party dynamics. But specific incidents?” He shrugged. “I was focused on my own role. Or on stepping up when things went wrong.”

Their testimonies were tellingly vague and inconsistent. Besides Shoira, none could present consistent specifics. And not even she was offering concrete evidence of deliberate sabotage. There were only impressions, hearsay, and second-hand complaints.

Throughout these accounts, I observed how the party physically positioned themselves. Shoira stood closest to me, almost as if she might physically intervene between me and Parwana. The others maintained a subtle distance from Parwana, who had positioned herself slightly behind me, as if using me as a shield from their scrutiny.

For now, though, this wasn’t getting us anywhere useful. Shoira’s intercession was doing my investigation more harm than good. And if I questioned them any more thoroughly, they were going to realize that Guildmaster Gulnora had sent me for answers, and not a simple dungeon clear.

I needed to get us back on track.

“Let me be clear,” I said, addressing the entire party. “Whatever happened with your previous tanks isn’t relevant to our current mission. They aren’t here. We are. We have a dungeon to clear, and party cohesion is essential for success.”

The group bristled at that, but I knew how to smooth it over. I didn’t like it, but it had to be done.

“Shoira, maintain your position behind my right shoulder at eight to ten paces,” I ordered, my voice firm and commanding. The authoritative tone of the Untouchable Knight took control of the party. “Mansur, you’re on the left flank to crossfire on Shoira’s target. Bahar, right flank for melee support. Daler, rear guard when moving, frontline at my side when I’ve engaged a target. Parwana, central healing position directly behind me with clear sightlines to all party members.”

My shift in tone and body language left no room for argument. I was in charge now, and I could see them all falling in as I stepped past them towards the next passage. In Mansur and Daler, I could see a little bit of tension bleeding out of them as I took control. Bahar was unreadable as always, but didn’t hesitate to obey.

“Professional conduct and effective communication are non-negotiable,” I continued as I led us deeper into the Forgotten Catacombs. “We’re in the bottom floor of a dangerous dungeon where distractions could prove fatal. If it’s not about monsters, mechanics, traps, or navigation, I don’t want to hear a word from anyone.”

Shoira bristled at that, but didn’t protest. Even if she didn’t like her confrontation being brushed off, her rank advancement was more important to her than vindication. And with a Gold Rank asserting command—and pushing her opposition out of the driver’s seat—that advancement seemed more possible.

What didn’t surprise me was Parwana’s reaction. The serene devotion she’d expressed from the start only redoubled. I was taking leadership away from her, but she clearly had a high enough opinion of me that she was willing to follow me, anyway.

As we prepared to continue deeper into the dungeon, I observed how the others maintained their distance from Parwana. Shoira positioned herself to keep me in sight at all times, Mansur and Bahar isolated themselves on the flanks to give her wide berth, and Daler fell just a little farther behind than was strictly necessary for a rear guard.

Most revealing was Parwana herself, who seemed completely unbothered by her party’s wariness. Her attention remained fixed on me, her positioning precise and her expression calm, as if the others’ opinions mattered not at all as long as she remained at my back.

This observation troubled me more than the accusations themselves. She hadn’t made an effort to defend herself, nor even express indignance or anger at Shoira’s confrontation. There was no call for professionalism or sharing her own side of the story.

She’d just let it all happen.

And now she wasn’t even bothered by the revelation that everyone else suspected her as well. It suggested a concerning emotional isolation that didn’t align with healthy party dynamics. As much as I’d defended Parwana’s side of the story, I had to question if this party was simply doomed to dissolve, and the other tanks had sensed that fracture and were responding to it.

“Before we reach the final boss,” I said, “I should mention that we encountered a Wight in the upper labyrinth.”

That got their attention. Mansur’s eyes widened, Bahar straightened her posture, and even Shoira’s hostility momentarily gave way to professional interest.

“You defeated it?” Daler asked, clearly impressed.

“We did,” I confirmed. “Parwana’s healing was instrumental in not just our success, but our survival.”

I deliberately avoided mentioning her Shadow Inversion technique. That information was too unusual—and too ominous—to share, given the current tensions.

“The loot has been secured and will be distributed appropriately upon completion of the mission,” I added, forestalling any questions about the valuable drops.

“A Wight,” Shoira murmured, her tone grudgingly respectful. “Those are tough even for experienced parties.”

“Dungeons can be dangerous. Big surprise. Which is why we need to focus on the mission at hand,” I said firmly. “Personal conflicts can be addressed after we’re safely out of the dungeon.”

I gestured toward the passage ahead. “According to the dungeon layout, the main chamber should be through that corridor. We’ll likely face the primary boss there, Marrowcoil, based on the dungeon’s rotation schedule.”

The mention of the upcoming challenge refocused the party’s attention on our shared goal.

Parwana moved closer to me, her voice low enough that only I could hear. “Thank you for defending me.”

I gave her a measured look. “I’m here to clear this dungeon, not jump to conclusions based on personal feelings.”

She nodded, accepting this neutral response. “That’s all I ask.”

But I was in an uncomfortable position. My investigation had become more complicated rather than clearer. Shoira’s accusations contained specific details that made them credible despite her obvious bias and lack of concrete evidence. Yet Parwana’s behavior during our isolated battle with the Wight had demonstrated genuine dedication to her healing role that was at odds with Shoira’s version of events.

And the confrontation meant that I couldn’t play coy with my investigation. By allowing me to take command as I had, the group clearly saw me as an impartial authority. A judge. I couldn’t trust them to speak openly and honestly on the topic anymore. They’d be out to protect their own professional reputation rather than reveal the truth. It was unlikely that I would come out of this with a story that would satisfy Guildmaster Gulnora.

In the meantime, taking command had its perks. The professional silence held as we entered the corridor leading to the main chamber. The corridor widened as we approached the main chamber, ancient stonework giving way to more elaborate architecture. Carved columns supported a vaulted ceiling, and faded murals depicted burial rituals of a long-forgotten noble family.

“Formation,” I commanded, raising my shield. “Standard approach pattern. Shoira, prepare ice walls to cut off new threats. Mansur, you’re on traps duty. Bahar, left flank security. Daler, right flank to cover Mansur.”

The party moved with professional efficiency despite their personal tensions. As much as they were at odds with each other right now, a Gold Rank tank was giving orders.

As Mansur carefully checked the entrance for traps, I caught Shoira watching Parwana with narrowed eyes. The ice mage’s fingers twitched, frost forming around her nails.

“Clear,” Mansur reported, stepping back from the entrance.

“Proceed with caution,” I instructed. “Maintain formation and communication.”

Parwana’s hand briefly touch my back. It was a gesture of support that reminded me of our battle with the Wight. Despite my professional reservations, I found her presence reassuring in a way I hadn’t experienced with other party members.

And that I shouldn’t experience with someone I should have been investigating.

The question remained: was that reassurance genuine, or part of a premeditated pattern that had led five previous tanks to abandon this party? Was Shoira right, and she was just trying to win me over to keep herself out of hot water?

I pushed the thought aside. The other party members weren’t the only ones who needed to concern themselves with the dangers ahead before personal concerns. The boss, Marrowcoil, required our full attention and coordination. The investigation would have to wait.

“Ready?” I asked, glancing back at the party.

They nodded, weapons raised and magic prepared. Whatever their differences, they were professionals facing a common threat. I could count on them for that much, at least.

“Then let’s finish this dungeon.”


Chapter twelve
The Terror Within
Ryan


The ancient doors groaned as we pushed them open, revealing the final area of the Forgotten Catacombs. Huge stone pillars lined the room, carved with images of historical events worn so smooth by the years that they were little more than vague figures and indistinct landscapes.

Bones littered the floor, aged and crushed just enough that I could ignore how many of them looked human.

“Formation,” I said, bringing up my shield. “Focus up. This is the final encounter.”

Everyone moved into position with professional efficiency. Despite the tension from our earlier confrontation, they understood what was at stake. A dungeon’s end boss required perfect coordination, and everyone wanted an end to this nightmare.

“Parwana,” I said, noticing her positioning slightly closer to me than standard healing distance, “maintain a central position with clear lines to all party members.”

She nodded, adjusting her distance. Though not by much. Her eyes remained fixed on me rather than scanning the battlefield as an experienced healer should.

I made a mental note of this but stayed focused on the immediate threat, experience letting me anticipate its imminent appearance.

The scattered bones across the floor began to vibrate, a subtle tremor that quickly intensified. They skittered across stone, drawn toward the center of the room like metal to a magnet.

“Here it comes,” I warned, widening my stance. “Remember the plan.”

The bones assembled with unnatural speed, vertebrae locking together, ribs extending outward, smaller bones filling gaps to create an enormous serpentine form. A skull larger than my torso crowned the creation, eye sockets blazing with blue necromantic fire.

Marrowcoil, Ambusher of the Forgotten Catacombs, rose from the pit with a sound like grinding stone. A giant serpent made entirely of bone, at least a hundred feet long, coiled and ready to strike. The white-blue glow of necromantic energy rippled down its form, giving it the illusion of a constantly moving stripe pattern.

“Ready up!” I called, bracing myself as the bone serpent lunged.

Its skull slammed against my shield before I could activate it, and with surprising force. I adjusted my angle, deflecting rather than absorbing the impact. Conserving my mana was going to be vital for this encounter. The serpent recoiled, then struck again from a different angle.

“Shoira, left flank!” I said, spotting the tail segment whipping toward our position.

The ice mage responded immediately, creating a wall of ice that intercepted the attack. Ice cracked but held, blocking off that avenue of attack for now.

“Mansur, Bahar, target the third vertebra from the head,” I commanded, deflecting another strike of the huge snake’s head, fangs digging deep into the barrier. “Damage there will limit its motion.

They moved in perfect sync, Mansur’s arrows striking precisely where the vertebra connected to the next segment while Bahar’s blades slashed at the underside, damaging the bone serpent’s structural integrity as her daggers inflicted debilitating debuffs with every strike. The creature hissed. It was a dry, hollow sound. Then blue energy leaked from the damaged section.

It shook itself, sending out a hail of retaliatory bone shards at each of us.

Throughout this initial exchange, I monitored not just the enemy but my party’s movements. Parwana’s healing magic surrounded me in a gentle glow, arriving before I’d even taken damage. When one of the serpent’s fangs grazed my arm—a minor scratch at worst—her magic surged with unnecessary intensity, closing the wound instantly.

Moments later, a bone shard struck Bahar’s shoulder, drawing blood. Parwana’s healing reached her, but only after a noticeable delay. It was three, perhaps four seconds. Long enough that Bahar was forced to back away from her attack before she was comfortable re-engaging the boss.

The pattern repeated when Daler took a hit from the snake’s lashing tail that slammed him against one of the stone columns in the room. Parwana’s attention eventually reached him, but only after she’d verified I remained unharmed. The spearman recovered to rejoin the fray, but slower than he should have with prompt healing.

I filed these observations away, focusing on the battle at hand. There was more than enough to maintain my attention as the boss tested my barrier from every angle with increasing speed and intensity.

Its attacks were powerful but not unmanageable for a tank of my level. Size and speed weren’t enough to overcome my defenses. After a particularly fearsome assault, which got no more done than the previous ones, it recoiled, pulling back while its blue-flame eyes regarded us with new intensity.

“Good work with phase one,” I called out. “Prepare for a phase shift.”

On cue, the serpent’s bones rattled ominously and then collapsed. The bones fell to the ground in a pile as the blue-white glow of necromancer magic began to flash and shift over them.

The phase change offered just a moment’s respite before the boss would re-appear to fight again. That few seconds was too precious to waste.

“Recovery check,” I ordered. “Status report.”

“Minor cuts, nothing serious,” Daler reported.

“Shoulder wound, partially healed,” Bahar said, her voice steady despite the blood staining her armor.

“Mana reserves at seventy percent,” Shoira added, her eyes never leaving the bone pile.

“Arrows holding steady, no damage,” Mansur confirmed.

“A little rattled,” Daler said, rolling his shoulder, but wearing the fierce grin of an adrenaline junkie. “But more bored than hurt. Come on, let’s get it!”

“Mana reserves adequate,” Parwana stated calmly, though I noticed the slight tremor in her hands that betrayed her fatigue. Adequate wasn’t a number. The severe depletion from earlier must not have completely passed.

Before I could address the healing discrepancies, the ground shook. Marrowcoil reformed, bones flying together through the air, but with a new configuration. Its body was now segmented into three distinct sections connected by glowing energy and not bone.

The head segment rose highest, skull twisting to survey us with malevolent intelligence. Its middle segment was the longest and served as an anchor for the other two. Lastly, the tail section whipped across the floor, scattering loose bones in its path with its new enhanced speed and range of motion.

“Adaptive positioning,” I called. “Shoira, Mansur, focus on the tail. Bahar, Daler, middle segment. I’ll handle the head. Parwana, keep everyone healthy. This is the hard part. Once we’re through this phase, it’s all downhill.”

This phase demanded more complex coordination.

Marrowcoil’s segments attacked simultaneously from different angles, forcing us to split our attention. The head and tail lashed out at me in chaotic and uneven intervals, while the middle section launched more bone shards at each of us in a continuous stream, one after the other.

I kept the boss focused on me, my shield intercepting its attacks and deflecting them as efficiently as possible while calling out positional adjustments to the others as the giant bone serpent’s tactics evolved and adjusted.

“Shoira, back off six paces, you’re in the splash zone for the tail,” I warned. Then I swapped my attention. “Daler, keep your head down or the next bone shard is going to take it off.”

My commanding tone had them both reacting on instinct. Shoira backed off while a ray of icy cold energy pelted the snake’s tail section. Daler seemed to shake himself with alarm as he realized his recklessness, adjusting his stance to account for the incoming bone shard attacks.

Throughout this dance of attack and defense, I continued monitoring Parwana’s healing patterns. When a bone fragment grazed my cheek—barely breaking skin—her magic enveloped me instantly, the healing power disproportionate to the minor injury.

Then came the moment that confirmed my growing suspicion.

The middle segment suddenly shifted its focus, sending a storm of bone shards at Shoira rather than a single one. The ice mage attempted to dodge but couldn’t completely evade. A jagged bone shard penetrated her shoulder and stuck fast, a serious injury that required immediate and serious attention.

Parwana’s response was delayed and minimal. It was just enough healing to stop the bleeding but not enough to restore function. Shoira’s left arm was twisted and still against her side, avoiding any movement that would cause the bone shard to slice through precious tendons and muscles.

Her eyes met mine across the battlefield, pain mixing with bitter vindication.

An accusatory question was clear in her gaze: Now do you see?

The realization hit with uncomfortable clarity: Parwana’s healing priorities were dangerously imbalanced, focused exclusively on my wellbeing at the expense of her other party members. It might still not be malicious sabotage, but it was no less dangerous.

My concentration wavered for a dangerous second before professional instinct took over. I couldn’t address this now. Especially not with Marrowcoil retreating again with a dry, hollow hiss of rage.

We needed to finish this fight first.

“Closing phase,” I warned as the segments began reuniting, the connecting energy racing up and down its body with renewed intensity. “Tighten formation! This is the final push!”

The bone serpent reassembled into a unified form, but with a new, more aggressive configuration. Spikes extended from its vertebrae, and its skull rattled and shook violently before the bones that formed it split, giving it two heads instead of one.

Marrowcoil coiled tightly, then launched upward, hovering momentarily before plunging down toward us. As it descended, bone shards exploded outward from its body.

This was the textbook moment for area healing. It was the situation every party trains for, where a healer distributes protection across all members.

Instead, Parwana channeled all her remaining mana into a powerful burst around me alone, leaving the others exposed. The golden light of her magic ran over my skin, ready to respond to even the smallest bit of damage.

Shoira, seeing this, was forced to use her ice magic defensively. She created a hasty ice wall that partially shielded herself and the others, but it shattered under the impact of the first few bone projectiles.

Our eyes met across the chamber in that moment before disaster, and in that moment, I understood completely what had driven five professional tanks away from this party. Not incompetence or malice, but the uncomfortable burden of needing to go above and beyond to cover what should have been someone else’s job.

It was a good thing that the others had quit before getting this far. Because for any other tank, this phase transition would have spelled the party’s doom. Fortunately, as a Divine Shield, I had the power to compensate for Parwana’s tremendous mistake. I reinforced my barrier, expanding and extending it with a command phrase. It was an amount of power I normally reserved for evacuation operations in a collapsing dungeon. It never should have been necessary on a routine clear run.

The giant bone snake and all the remaining shards slammed into my barrier with crushing force. But I stood strong against it. The strain on my mana was immense, but I could handle it. I had to, or half the party would have been slain on the spot.

I channeled my frustration into action. “Divine Punishment!”

My shield blazed with golden light as I charged Marrowcoil, swiping across both skulls with perfect timing. The impact stunned the creature, creating the opening we needed.

“All attacks, now!” I commanded. “Finish this!”

Despite their injuries and shaken confidence, the party responded with everything they had. Shoira’s ice encased the serpent’s tail, immobilizing it. Mansur’s arrows struck with precision at the glowing vertebrae. Bahar and Daler attacked in tandem, their weapons finding gaps between armored segments and carving away chunks of glowing bones.

With a final, grinding shriek, Marrowcoil collapsed, its segments falling apart as the necromantic energy binding them dissipated. Blue fire flickered out in its eye sockets, and the bones clattered lifelessly to the floor.

Loot chests materialized around the boss arena.

It was done.

Palpable relief washed over the party. After so many failed attempts with previous tanks, they’d finally cleared the dungeon.

Daler let out a triumphant whoop, Mansur grinned broadly, and even Bahar allowed herself a small smile.

Shoira’s celebration was more subdued as she examined the shard in her shoulder. When Daler offered her a standard healing potion, she accepted it rather than requesting Parwana’s assistance.

I observed how the party naturally separated during the celebration: Shoira, Mansur, Bahar, and Daler clustered together, discussing their rewards and rank advancement prospects, while Parwana stood slightly apart, her attention still fixed on me.

Her expression showed serene satisfaction, as if the only outcome that mattered was my safety. When she approached to check me for nonexistent injuries, her gentle touch and genuine concern made it difficult to reconcile her devotion with the neglect I’d witnessed toward others.

“You’re unharmed,” she said, relief evident in her voice. “Not even a scratch.”

“Thanks to the concentration of your healing,” I replied professionally, creating a subtle distance between us. “The others weren’t near as fortunate.”

She glanced briefly at her party members before returning her gaze to me. “I ensured you remained at full fighting capacity. As our tank, your survival was paramount. If anything happened to you, we wouldn’t last long.”

Her logic wasn’t entirely wrong. In many situations, prioritizing the tank’s survival made tactical sense. If I was rendered unable to hold the boss’s attention, the bone serpent would have been able to devour the next target with relative ease.

But making me the only focus had allowed everyone else to take significant damage and put them at just as much—if not more—risk of death throughout the fight.

“Help me distribute the loot,” I said, changing the subject. “Everyone contributed to this victory.”

While the others inventoried the boss drops, with the added drops I provided from the Wight, I quietly pulled Mansur aside, choosing the archer as the most likely to speak candidly without emotional investment.

“I need to understand what happened with the previous tanks,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Not Shoira’s version or Parwana’s, but yours. True and honest.”

Mansur glanced nervously at Parwana, who was occupied organizing her supplies. “It’s...complicated.”

“I’m not here to assign blame. I need the truth.” I spared a glance over as the group arranged the gear and materials they’d earned. “Just between the two of us. Total secrecy.”

He sighed, shoulders dropping slightly. “They didn’t leave because she was hostile or incompetent. They left because...” He paused, searching for words. “Because it’s uncomfortable being the only one she truly protects.”

“Explain,” I prompted.

“The first time, with Jarak, we thought it was just inexperience. New healers often focus too much on the tank. But then Meron noticed the same pattern. Perfect healing for him, delayed responses for the rest of us.” Mansur adjusted his bow strap absently. “By the third tank, we all saw it clearly. She’d let any of us bleed if it meant keeping the tank protected. And anything bad that happened became their fault for not protecting us.”

“Did anyone confront her directly?”

“Shoira did, multiple times. Parwana always had logical explanations. She talks about tank priority, mana efficiency, and tactical necessity. And she always turned it around on the situation. Positioning was wrong. Cooldowns misused. Even the slightest mistake was the whole and entire reason for the trouble. But in practice...” He shook his head. “It wasn’t that she sabotaged them like Shoira said. It was the pressure it put on them to try to make up for her mistakes.”

His explanation forced me to reevaluate everything I’d observed.

Parwana’s exceptional healing abilities and devotion weren’t fake; they were genuine, but pathologically focused on a single target to the exclusion of all others.

Her attachment wasn’t malicious, but it was dangerous in its imbalance.

“Thank you for your honesty,” I said. “It’s painted a more coherent picture than anything else.”

Mansur nodded, relief evident in his posture. “What happens now?”

“We complete the mission. Return to the guild. Get your advancements.” I kept my tone neutral, professional. “What you do with your career after that is your business.”

As we prepared to leave the dungeon, I watched Parwana’s calm efficiency as she packed her supplies. She seemed completely oblivious to the impact her behavior had on the group dynamic, humming softly as she worked.

When she caught me looking at her, her smile was warm and genuine, containing none of the calculation or manipulation I might have expected from someone deliberately sabotaging tanks. Instead, I saw only pure devotion, a devotion so intense and exclusive that it had driven five professional tanks away.

And now that devotion was fixed on me.

The victory over Marrowcoil should have felt more satisfying. I’d helped them cleared a dungeon that had stymied this party for weeks. Everyone would receive their rank advancements. The mission was, by objective standards, a complete success.

Yet as we began our journey back to the surface, I found myself troubled by what I’d discovered. Not the simple explanation of sabotage or incompetence I’d expected, nor the early signs of dungeon collapse that I’d feared, but something more complex and potentially more dangerous.

Parwana walked three precise steps behind me, exactly where I’d instructed her to position herself earlier. Her obedience was perfect, her attention unwavering. And therein lay the problem.

I now understood why five tanks had walked away from this party. The question remaining was what I would include in my report to Guildmaster Gulnora.

And what recommendation I would make about the healer whose devotion was both her greatest strength and her most dangerous flaw.


Chapter thirteen
Doing What Needs Done
Ryan


We approached the city gates as the sun was setting. The successful dungeon clear had lifted everyone’s spirits...except mine. While the others chatted about rank advancements and the rare loot, my thoughts remained fixed on the report I’d need to deliver to Guildmaster Gulnora.

I glanced back at our formation. Shoira, Mansur, Bahar, and Daler walked together in an animated cluster, their earlier tensions temporarily forgotten in the glow of victory. Several paces behind me walked Parwana, maintaining the exact distance I’d specified during our expedition. She was close enough to respond if needed, just barely far enough to respect personal boundaries.

“You’ll be able to process your rank advancements at the guild hall,” I said when we stopped just inside the city gates.

“Where are you going?” Shoira asked, her tone full of worry. “Aren’t you going to join us?”

“Yeah, we were going to celebrate after,” Mansur said. “I’d love to buy you a drink, man.”

The others nodded and murmured their agreement.

Everyone but Parwana. She just stared and smiled.

“I need to write up a report for Guildmaster Gulnora to let her know of our success.”

The party fell silent. Did they suspect the truth? That I was told to figure out why they were struggling? I’d been so careful to not mention it...but they had to know.

Shoira looked up at me. Her eyes were hard. The ice mage’s shoulder was still bandaged from the bone shard injury that Parwana had barely treated. “Will you tell her...everything?” she asked, her tone carefully neutral.

“I will be thorough,” I replied, leaving it at that.

My professional reputation made it the least and most I could say.

Our group separated with little fanfare or goodbyes. The others headed toward the guild hall while I turned toward a small corner café. There was a notable pause before Parwana broke away and trailed behind the others to complete the paperwork for the run.

Almost as if she was waiting for me to say something else.

But I needed to organize my thoughts before meeting with Gulnora. I felt like I had three different answers before me, and no clear line between where the truth ended and the interpersonal drama began.

I made my way to a quiet table where I wouldn’t be bothered, ordering a strong tea as I pulled out my field notebook.

These facts were clear: Parwana demonstrated exceptional healing abilities in excess of the limits of her level and focused those abilities almost exclusively on me. She neglected other party members, creating dangerous combat situations.

According to the rest of the party, whenever this behavior caused conflict between her and the previous tanks, she had come up with excuses and critiques and ignored the tanks’ input. The results were five tanks walking away from the job, and a near-disaster that would have had any lesser tank than me watching two or three party members die to Marrowcoil’s final phase change.

And yet, I couldn’t discount her side of the story. Her own records cataloged the other tanks’ shortcomings and inflexibility in the face of critique with clinical and detached professionalism.

She insisted that it was the tanks’ failures that had caused her struggles, not the other way around. And she possessed unusual knowledge of tanking techniques and fighting styles that had let her synchronize with me to an unsettling degree. That made it believable that she might have the knowledge to provide an academic critique of a tank that was accurate, but beyond the abilities of her party members to identify.

Yet other facts complicated the picture: Her healing had saved my life against the Wight.

A dual blessing cleric of her talents had so much potential that it was almost worth overlooking some personal quirks. Her devotion, while excessive, seemed genuine rather than calculated.

And despite her concerning behavior, we’d successfully cleared the dungeon, even if they’d required a Gold Rank tank to do it.

I sipped my tea and pored over my notes, weighing my responsibility to the guild against the potential consequences for Parwana.

Guildmaster Gulnora was more cautious than ambitious. A full report of my suspicions would likely end Parwana’s adventuring career. Was that the right outcome?

That was the question. Her Shadow Inversion technique had let her copy a boss-level ability at least ten levels above her. If she could do that at Level 12, what could she become at my level? Parwana could become a hero to eclipse even me, with that kind of power.

But if she continued to act as she was, other people would be hurt on her way to that lofty goal.

I wrapped up my notes, finished my tea, and ran out of ways to stall. It was time to head to the guild offices and make my report. There was a worry burrowing in my gut. I felt like I knew the right answer. In my mind, Parwana needed more training. Someone taking direct interest in her growth and development could clean up her bad habits and guide her to greatness. But to get Guildmaster Gulnora to make that decision, I would have to edit my report carefully.

But was it my responsibility? Was it up to me to make that decision?

“Gold Rank Mitchell,” Parviz greeted me at the administrative desk, adjusting his spectacles. “Guildmaster Gulnora mentioned you’d be submitting a special report tonight. Would you like a private room for preparation?”

“Yes, thank you.” I accepted the forms he offered. They were standard mission completion documents. Nothing regarding the investigation.

Parviz led me to a small meeting room.

“The Guildmaster has scheduled time to receive your findings personally before end of business today,” he added, his tone suggesting this was unusual, but leaving the question unspoken.

That confirmed my suspicion about how seriously Gulnora took this investigation. I nodded my thanks but refused to elaborate. Taking a seat at the meeting table, I spread the more basic documents out, leaving my field notebook off to the right.

For the next hour, I methodically completed the paperwork, choosing my words with careful precision. I documented the successful dungeon clear, the defeat of both Marrowcoil and a rare Wight spawn, and the party’s overall effectiveness. When describing Parwana’s healing practices, I used neutral language: “specialized tank-focused techniques” rather than “dangerous neglect of other party members.”

The most challenging section was a mandatory recounting of triggered dungeon hazards. The floor collapse that had isolated Parwana and me certainly qualified, but I had to be diplomatic about the specifics.

I noted the structural weakness of the dungeon, and didn’t disclose any suspicions of deliberate manipulation, though the memory of Parwana’s satisfied expression when we were separated still troubled me.

I also left out her mad dash to cross the gap as it fell. It wouldn’t hold up under tight scrutiny. Standard positioning practices could never account for how she could go from the middle of the marching formation to at my side without any of the others.

If someone asked, I’d volunteer the whole story then.

My quill paused over the recommendations section.

I was softening my report.

But destroying a talented healer’s career seemed excessive when guidance might correct her approach. The guild needed every capable adventurer in the current crisis. With proper training, Parwana’s abilities could become an asset beyond measure.

And I couldn’t let her questionable behavior overshadow the needs of the others.

Shoira’s observant nature and quick defensive decision making deserved praise. It was only right to mention that Mansur’s exemplary performance was at odds with his self-deprecating attitude. Bahar and Daler had training needs off the field, but had displayed talent that made them deserving of the investment.

I finished the dungeon report with a neat signature, aware that I wasn’t entirely going by the book right now. But sometimes doing the right thing required coloring a little bit outside the lines.

Once that was complete, I gathered my papers and left the meeting room. Heading down the hall and up the stairs.

Guildmaster Gulnora’s office occupied the eastern corner of the third floor, its windows offering a strategic view of both the guild district and the city walls beyond. When I entered, she was reviewing maps with Rustam, the Combat Division Leader. Red markers dotted the parchment.

I didn’t need a clear view of the map to identify what they represented. The recent dungeon collapses.

“Gold Rank Mitchell,” Gulnora acknowledged, gesturing for me to wait while she finished her conversation with Rustam.

“The pattern continues to accelerate,” Rustam said, his deep voice grave. “Three more E-ranks showing instability this week alone.”

“Increase patrols accordingly,” Gulnora replied. “And pull the training groups from anything showing even minor fluctuations. I’ll die before I let there be another disaster like Granite Widow.”

Rustam gathered the maps. He gave me a curt nod as he passed, the only sort of acknowledgement I’d ever received from the stern division leader.

Once the door closed, Gulnora turned her full attention to me, her eyes studying me with characteristic intensity. “Sit,” she instructed, gesturing to the chair across from her desk as she took her own seat.

I placed my completed report before her and took the offered seat, back straight, expression neutral.

“You cleared the Forgotten Catacombs successfully,” she said before picking up the report and skimming the first page. “And encountered the Wight. A lucky break for that party.”

“Yes, Guildmaster. A few of the drops in particular are noteworthy. If any of the party members decide to sell their rewards, I advise that the guild acquire them for the armory.”

She nodded, continuing to read. “And what of our little investigation? What drove five tanks away from the party?”

Direct and to the point. Typical Gulnora.

“Incompatible healing philosophies combined with complacency in tank training,” I replied evenly. “Parwana Ahmadzai possesses exceptional healing abilities but employs an extreme version of tank-focused priority healing that leaves other party members vulnerable. And less experienced tanks were not prepared to adapt to the style. Everyone got defensive against everyone else, and the tanks made the understandable judgment call to leave.”

Gulnora’s expression remained neutral. She still held the dungeon report before her, but I could tell she wasn’t reading it anymore. “Explain.”

“In standard party composition, healers distribute attention based on tactical necessity—prioritizing the tank during heavy damage phases but ensuring all members remain...”

Guildmaster Gulnora lowered the report and gave me a flat look.

Right.

I cleared my throat, realizing my mistake. Nerves were making me want to over-explain, but if anyone in the world didn’t need a detailed account of basic dungeon party principles, it was Lionheart’s Guildmaster.

“Parwana’s healing philosophy channels nearly all healing resources exclusively to the tank, regardless of others’ conditions, while relying on the tank to mitigate for the rest of the party, since they can be more reckless with their own health.” I kept my tone analytical, professional. “During our final battle with Marrowcoil, she focused all her healing on me while neglecting serious injuries to others, including a bone shard penetration that significantly impaired Shoira’s combat effectiveness, and forcing me to extend and empower my barrier to shield the party from the phase transition.”

“And you believe this is a philosophical difference?” Gulnora’s gaze sharpened. She was no longer pretending to be reading my report. “Because where I come from, leaving a party member injured and unprotected during something like the Marrowcoil phase transition could be construed as sabotage, if not attempted manslaughter.”

“Yes. Her approach is consistent with certain theoretical healing models that prioritize tank survival above all else, operating under the premise that if the tank falls, the party will always follow. It’s an extreme interpretation, but not without tactical merit in specific circumstances. Especially with a tank of my caliber who has the potential to hold up their end of the bargain.” I leaned forward slightly. “With proper training, she could become one of our most valuable healers. Her dual blessing is uniquely powerful and her raw ability is exceptional.”

Gulnora tapped her fingers against the desk, a rare display of contemplation. Her eyes returned to the report. “The separation incident on the second floor. You attribute this to structural weakness?”

A test. She was probing for inconsistencies in my assessment.

“It is a well-documented hazard in the Forgotten Catacombs,” I replied casually. “I can’t make any conclusive judgment on the exact cause. Being the most heavily armored, I went first. It’s possible that my passage caused damage that made it too weak for the rest of the party to cross. But Mansur’s quick reaction and professionalism in the face of disaster prevented anyone from falling.”

She let a moment of silence hand between us. I couldn’t tell if she expected me to continue, or if she was trying to read between the lines.

“You and Parwana managed to defeat a Wight while separated,” she said at last, changing the subject. “A feat that would challenge many full parties.”

It was another test. I hadn’t explicitly mentioned that the encounter had taken place with just Parwana and me, but Gulnora knew where in the dungeon the Wight would normally spawn. She was making an educated guess, intending to measure my reaction.

“Her healing abilities were instrumental in that encounter,” I explained calmly with a shrug. “She demonstrated advanced techniques I’ve rarely seen, including a shadow-based healing method that inverted the Wight’s life-draining abilities.”

“Shadow Inversion?” Gulnora guessed.

“The very same. It was from her dual blessing,” I said. “And I believe the extreme stress of such a strong encounter on a split party pushed her beyond her normal capacity. Even now, hours later, I suspect she still shows some symptoms of extreme mana depletion.”

“Interesting.” Gulnora leaned back in her chair. “And your recommendation?”

This was the critical moment. The culmination of my careful analysis and deliberate word choices throughout the report.

Guildmaster Gulnora had a critical tell in her leadership strategy. For the most part, she came to her own conclusions and made her own judgements. But when she asked for recommendations, it was because she was unsure. If she was asking me what to do about Parwana, it meant that I’d managed to muddy the waters just enough to keep her cautious nature from throwing out the baby with the bathwater.

“Specialized training under senior healers to broaden her healing focus beyond single-target concentration,” I stated immediately. “Her abilities are disproportionately potent for her level, but her current approach creates unnecessary risks for party members. She needs guidance more than reprimands.”

“And the rest of the party?”

“The others work well together and deserve their rank advancements.” I tapped the report on the desk before her. “My recommendations in the reports are independent of my separate investigation. But in time, each one could be a valuable asset, if properly cultivated.”

“Would you assist the same party on future dungeon runs?”

“Yes, if they remain as a single unit,” I said carefully. “But the struggles they’ve had with retaining tanks caused some interpersonal drama. I wouldn’t be surprised if they disbanded after receiving their advancement.”

“And Parwana?” she pressed, leaning over her desk. “Would you run with her again?”

“If she were receiving the training I’ve recommended? Absolutely.”

Gulnora studied me for a long moment, her expression revealing nothing. “You’ve softened your assessment, Mitchell.”

Not a question, but an observation.

I maintained eye contact, neither confirming nor denying. My unwavering professionalism was my shield now, and as a Gold Rank tank, I knew when to keep my shield up.

“I’ve provided my professional judgment based on observed behavior and outcomes,” I replied evenly.

She nodded slowly. “Very well. I’ll arrange for Zarina to oversee her specialized training.” She closed the report folder. “Your willingness to assist with her development is noted, though I question whether continued exposure to you specifically is in her best interest.”

Her perceptiveness was unsettling. Had I been that transparent? I hadn’t written anything in the report or said anything about my investigation that revealed her unsettling devotion. Had there been someone else doing their own investigation? Or was it her skills as a Battle Sage feeding her more information than I’d given?

“My recommendation does not require my participation if you think it could be detrimental, Guildmaster. I’m only answering your questions. If you assigned me to tank for her again, I would.”

Gulnora rose. Even though she was five inches shorter than me, at times like this she felt like she was towering over me. “I’ll take your recommendations under advisement. Remember, Gold Rank Mitchell, your responsibility is to the guild as a whole, not to individual members. As is mine.”

The gentle warning was clear. I nodded professionally and turned to leave.

“One more thing,” she added as I reached the door. “Good work with the Wight. Apparently the party has already made the crafting materials available to our research division.”

I accepted the rare compliment with a brief nod before exiting into the quiet corridor.

But my thoughts were not quiet.

I’d downplayed certain aspects of Parwana’s behavior. Let certain events fall through the cracks.

My justification seemed rational: reporting unproven suspicions would potentially end a promising healer’s career before she had the chance to improve. The guild’s current crisis demanded every competent adventurer, and couldn’t afford to lose anyone who was beyond needing the collapsing E-Rank training grounds.

Yet underneath this reasoning lurked an uncomfortable recognition that something about Parwana’s devotion had affected me personally despite my professional detachment. Her healing touch after the Wight battle had been...different. Not just technically proficient but somehow personally attuned, as if her power mingling in my body had called out to my own abilities in ways no one else could.

Passing the guild’s training halls on my way to the exit, I paused to observe a practice session. Three healers worked with their parties, their attention shifting between members as needed, golden light flowing from their hands in measured, efficient patterns. The balanced distribution of their focus contrasted sharply with Parwana’s singular concentration.

With proper guidance, she could learn this balance. The guild’s training protocols and occasional supervision could address the issue and shape her into something great. The problem was unusual but not insurmountable.

I continued toward the exit, trying to put Parwana out of my mind. The dungeon crisis was accelerating. My skills would be needed for emergency responses, and I needed to be ready to answer the call. I couldn’t still be carrying around this guilt in the pit of my stomach, or people would die.

Professionally, the matter of Parwana was resolved on my end.

I’d completed my assignment, delivered my report, and established a path forward that protected both the guild and a promising healer. The matter was in Guildmaster Gulnora’s hands now. What happened next was not my concern.

Outside the guild, the evening rush saw merchants emptying their stalls into carts to be returned to the warehouses. Some late shoppers tried to haggle down prices, using the timing to try to get their goods just a little cheaper by sparing the merchant the effort of hauling the product away. It was a familiar sight, and the signs of a healthy city put my mind at ease regarding the dungeon collapse crisis.

As long as the lives of the citizens were still going smoothly, the emergency wasn’t entirely out of hand yet.

The onset of night cooled the air as the sun set behind me, my thoughts already turning to equipment maintenance and potential missions for the coming week. I’d need to restock some potions after the Catacombs expedition, tend to my armor and shield, and get ready for my daily exercises in the morning.

Just another assignment completed. Another problem solved. Another day in Osnary.

The Parwana situation was behind me now. Time to focus on getting back to my normal life.


Chapter fourteen
Unnecessary Words
Parwana


The Silver Rank advancement cards were beautiful.

Parwana turned hers over in her hands, admiring the way the metallic threading caught the light streaming through the guild hall’s windows. The card itself was sturdy parchment, but the silver inlay made it feel substantial. Important. Real.

Silver Rank Healer.

The actual rank meant nothing to her. A means to an end. What did matter was that she’d finally gotten to work with Ryan. And being Silver Rank meant he could almost be considered her equal. She’d work with him more often. Not always. She’d have to be Gold Rank for that. And Gold Rank was still so far away. She’d have to grind many levels to get there.

But for now? This was progress. One more step on her path.

She was happy.

“Can you believe it?” Mansur laughed, holding his own card up to the light. “Silver Rank! My mother’s going to cry when I show her this.”

Bahar smiled, tucking her advancement card carefully into its leather holder. “Three years I’ve been working toward this. Feels surreal now that it’s happened.”

“The pay increase alone makes it worthwhile,” Daler added. Parwana caught the pride in his voice. “Silver Rank gets priority for the better missions.”

Shoira remained silent, studying her card with that calculating expression she wore when she was thinking too hard about something. The ice mage had been subdued since their return from the Forgotten Catacombs, her usual sharp commentary notably absent.

Good. Let her sulk.

“Silver Spear time?” Mansur said, gesturing toward the guild hall’s exit. “We should celebrate properly. First round’s on me.”

“Absolutely,” Bahar agreed. “We’ve earned it.”

Daler nodded, already moving toward the door.

Parwana wasn’t interested in joining them. Not really. She wanted to wait here, for Ryan to submit his report and then she wanted to follow him home. But he hadn’t arrived yet. Seeking him out would look odd, and she didn’t want to look odd. So, Parwana started to follow.

Shoira’s voice stopped her.

“Parwana. Wait.”

The others paused, glancing between them with curious expressions.

“Go ahead,” Shoira said to the group, her tone carefully neutral. “We’ll catch up in a few minutes. I need to discuss something with our healer.”

Mansur looked uncertain. “Everything all right?”

“Fine,” Shoira replied smoothly. “Just some technical questions. Nothing exciting.”

Bahar shrugged, accepting the explanation. “Don’t take too long. The first round won’t wait forever.”

The three of them left, their voices fading as they headed toward the Silver Spear. Parwana remained perfectly still, watching Shoira with patient attention. Her tail curled slightly at the tip—the only outward sign of her curiosity about this unexpected development.

What could the ice princess possibly want to discuss?

Shoira waited until the sound of their teammates’ footsteps disappeared completely before leading Parwana toward the meeting rooms. “Let’s get some privacy,” she said.

Dutifully, Parwana followed. She didn’t like where this was going. Ducking into a private space was never a friendly chat. But maybe Shoira just needed to blow off steam.

As soon as they were alone, Shoira turned to face Parwana fully. Her blue eyes held none of their usual calculated coldness. Instead, they blazed with something much more direct.

Anger.

“I know what you did down there,” Shoira said, her voice low but carrying clearly in the empty meeting room.

Parwana tilted her head slightly, genuinely curious. “You’ll have to be more specific. I did many things during our expedition.”

“The bone shard,” Shoira continued, touching her bandaged shoulder gingerly. “You deliberately withheld healing when I needed it most. You left me vulnerable during the most dangerous phase of the entire fight.”

Oh. This.

Parwana’s expression remained pleasantly neutral. “I prioritized keeping our tank functional during a critical encounter. Standard healing protocols when mana reserves are limited.”

“Standard?” Shoira’s voice rose slightly, shattering and cracking like ice under pressure, before she caught herself. “You had plenty of mana left. I saw you healing Ryan for minor scratches while I was bleeding out from a serious puncture wound.”

Parwana had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from rolling her eyes.

Bleeding out. What a dramatic little ice princess.

“Ryan’s defensive capabilities were essential to party survival,” Parwana replied calmly, as if explaining something obvious to a child. “A tank operating at reduced efficiency endangers everyone. We’d failed too many times before. I just didn’t want us to lose again.”

“That’s not how healing works, and you know it.” Shoira stepped closer, her anger making her forget her usual careful composure. “A good healer maintains the entire party. You can’t just—”

“I can do whatever I choose,” Parwana said. “My healing, my priorities.”

Shoira stared at her for a moment, clearly struggling to process the casual dismissal. “You could have gotten me killed.”

“But I didn’t.”

“Because I managed to avoid the worst damage through healing potions, not thanks to any help from you.”

Parwana smiled pleasantly. “Then the outcome was acceptable.”

This conversation is boring. Why does she care so much about something that’s already over?

“You’re insane,” Shoira said, her voice carrying a note of genuine disbelief. “Do you understand that I could report this to Guildmaster Gulnora? That your behavior constitutes gross negligence?”

A flash of anger rose up, and Parwana squished it down. Not worth it.

“You could try,” Parwana agreed, her tone remaining conversational. “Though I suspect she would find my tactical assessment reasonable under the circumstances.”

Shoira’s hands clenched into fists at her sides. “You think you’re untouchable?”

“I think,” Parwana said carefully, “that the results speak for themselves. We completed the dungeon successfully. Everyone survived. Our advancement cards prove the mission’s success.”

“Everyone survived despite your interference, not because of it.” Shoira’s voice grew sharper. “You’re a liability, Parwana. A dangerous one. And sooner or later, someone’s going to get seriously hurt because of your obsessive—”

“Choose your next words very carefully,” Parwana interrupted, her pleasant expression never wavering.

Something in her tone made Shoira pause, but the ice mage was too angry to recognize the warning for what it was.

“Fine,” Shoira said, throwing her hands up in frustration. “Be delusional. Pretend your reckless healing philosophy is justified. But don’t think for one second that anyone believes your act.”

“What act?”

“The professional healer routine. The composed, competent facade.” Shoira’s eyes narrowed. “We all see how you look at him. How you position yourself around him. How you hang on his every word like some lovesick—”

“Careful,” Parwana repeated, her voice dropping even lower.

But Shoira was past the point of caution, her anger and frustration finally finding an outlet. “You think you’re subtle? You think none of us notice how you worship Ryan like he’s one of the Seven Figures? It’s pathetic, Parwana. And it’s unprofessional.”

Getting warmer, Parwana thought distantly. But still not quite there yet.

“Your point?” she asked aloud.

“My point is that your little infatuation is affecting your judgment and putting people in danger.” Shoira stepped even closer, her voice becoming more vicious. “Your point is that you’re a mediocre healer with delusions of grandeur who thinks batting her eyelashes at a Gold Rank will somehow make her special.”

Parwana’s tail went completely still.

“And my point,” Shoira continued, her words coming faster now, “is that Ryan is too good for someone like you. Too professional, too competent, too—”

“Too what?” Parwana asked softly.

“Too everything for a desperate, clingy little beast who can’t accept that she’ll never be worthy of his attention.”

The word hit Parwana like a physical blow. Beast.

Not beastkin. Not Janovar. Beast.

The same word the temple children had whispered when they thought an adult wasn’t listening. The same word merchants used when they thought she couldn’t hear them discussing whether to serve “her kind.” The same word that had followed her through every interaction, every introduction, every moment when people noticed her ears and tail and decided she was something other.

Something less.

Beast. As if she were nothing more than an animal pretending to be civilized. As if all her education, her training, her careful cultivation of professional composure meant nothing when measured against the shape of her ears.

Shoira had used it deliberately. Had seen exactly where to strike to cause the most damage. Had reduced everything Parwana was—her heritage, her struggles, her very identity—to a single, cutting syllable designed to remind her that she would never truly belong.

The pleasant mask Parwana had worn for months didn’t slip. It shattered.

But Shoira wasn’t finished. The ice mage smiled, reading the pain in Parwana’s eyes with obvious satisfaction. “He’s going to be mine, Parwana. I saw how he looked at me during the mission. I’m going to pursue him and he will be mine. No amount of convenient ‘tactical healing’ is going to change that.”

Mine.

The word echoed in Parwana’s mind like a bell tolling. Everything else—the advancement cards, the guild hall, the celebration they were supposed to be attending—faded into irrelevance. The world narrowed to the blonde woman standing before her, claiming ownership of something that belonged to Parwana by right of destiny.

“What did you say?” Parwana asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Something in her tone finally penetrated Shoira’s anger. The ice mage took an involuntary step backward, her expression shifting from cruel satisfaction to something approaching wariness.

“I said he’s going to be mine,” Shoira repeated, but with less conviction than before. “I’m going to pursue him properly. Someone like Ryan deserves a real woman, not some obsessed little beast—”

Parwana moved faster than thought. Her fingers, suddenly tipped with nails made of shadow, curved like claws, found Shoira’s injured shoulder. Not the bandaged area. That would be too obvious. But her fingers dug into the tender tissue just beside it where the bone shard had sent hairline fractures through the structure.

She pressed down. Gently. Just enough to send sharp pain through Shoira’s nervous system.

“Listen very carefully,” Parwana said. Her voice felt foreign in her mouth. Cold and lifeless. Deadly. “Ryan doesn’t belong to you. He never has. He never will.”

Shoira gasped, trying to pull away, but Parwana’s grip was surprisingly strong. “Let go of me.”

“You seem to have misunderstood something fundamental about our situation,” Parwana continued, increasing the pressure just slightly. Shoira cried out. “You think this is about professional jealousy. About healing techniques or party dynamics. You think you can threaten me with reports to Guildmaster Gulnora.”

“You’re hurting me,” Shoira said, her voice tight with pain.

“Not yet.” Parwana’s smile widened, and for the first time all day, it reached her eyes. “But I could. So easily. Your shoulder is still fragile from the bone shard injury. The fractures I let heal improperly would split apart with just a little more pressure. The nerve damage would be permanent.”

Shoira whimpered.

She’s scared. The realization sent a thrill through Parwana. Good. She should be scared.

“You wouldn’t dare,” Shoira whispered, but her voice carried no conviction.

“Wouldn’t I?” Parwana leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper that somehow felt more threatening than any shout. “You have no idea what I would dare, Shoira. No idea what I’m capable of when someone threatens what belongs to me.”

“He doesn’t belong to you either,” Shoira said desperately. “You’re delusional if you think—”

Parwana’s other hand moved to Shoira’s throat, not squeezing, just resting there with gentle pressure. The ice mage went rigid, her eyes widening in genuine fear. One shadow-tipped claw pressed against the artery. Just enough to warn.

“Let me explain something to you,” Parwana said conversationally. “Ryan saved my life. My soul. My purpose. He gave me meaning when I had none. He is everything to me, and I am everything to him, even if he doesn’t understand it yet.”

“That’s not—”

“And you,” Parwana continued, her nails tracing a delicate line along Shoira’s throat, “are nothing. A pretty face with mediocre magical abilities and an inflated sense of self-importance. You contribute nothing to his life except distraction and potential danger.”

Shoira tried to speak, but Parwana’s grip on her shoulder tightened, sending fresh waves of pain through the injured area.

“If you ever—ever—suggest again that Ryan belongs to you, I will hurt you in ways that will make the bone shard seem like a gentle caress.” Parwana’s voice remained perfectly calm, perfectly pleasant. “I will use my shadow magic to ensure that every nerve in your body experiences pain simultaneously. I will heal you just enough to keep you conscious while I work.”

The fear in her eyes is beautiful. The thought drifted through Parwana’s mind with perfect clarity. She finally understands.

“And when I’m finished with you,” Parwana continued, “I’ll visit your family. Your mother who lives in the Artisan Quarter. Your younger brother who works at the textile merchant. I’ll make sure they understand the consequences of your arrogance.”

“You’re insane,” Shoira breathed.

“I’m devoted,” Parwana corrected gently. “There’s a difference. Ryan is my purpose, my destiny, my everything. Anyone who implies they have a claim to what is mine? They become my enemy. And I deal with my enemies very thoroughly.”

She released Shoira’s shoulder and stepped back, her expression returning to its usual pleasant neutrality. The shadow enhancement faded from her nails, leaving them looking perfectly normal.

“I’m so glad we had this talk,” Parwana said brightly. “I feel like we understand each other much better now.”

Shoira stood frozen, one hand pressed to her injured shoulder, the other touching her throat where Parwana’s fingers had rested. Her face was pale, her breathing shallow.

“Now,” Parwana continued, adjusting her healer’s robes with casual precision, “I believe the others are waiting for us at the Silver Spear. Shall we join them?”

“I...” Shoira started, then stopped, clearly struggling to process what had just happened.

“Oh, and Shoira?” Parwana paused at the office door, glancing back with an expression of mild curiosity. “If you’re thinking about reporting this conversation to anyone—Guildmaster Gulnora, the other party members, even your mother—I should mention that accidents happen to people who make poor decisions. Healing magic can be reversed, you know. Very painfully.”

She needs to understand completely. No room for misinterpretation.

“You wouldn’t have any proof of deliberate harm,” Parwana added thoughtfully. “And I’m quite skilled at making injuries look like natural complications from previous wounds. The bone shard damage provides so many possibilities for creative interpretation.”

She turned to leave again, but Shoira’s voice stopped her.

“You can’t threaten me. I’ll tell Gulnora,” Shoira said, her voice shaking but carrying a note of desperate defiance. “I’ll tell her everything. About your... Your threats. About your neglect during the mission, about your obvious obsession with Ryan. The way you manipulated those tanks. I’ll get you fired. Maybe even deported.”

Parwana turned around slowly, her pleasant expression never changing.

And then she slapped her.

Parwana’s palm connected with Shoira’s cheek with enough force to send the ice mage stumbling backward. Before Shoira could recover, Parwana’s hands were on her, one gripping her jaw, the other wrapped around her throat.

“You seem to be having difficulty understanding our new arrangement,” Parwana said conversationally, as if she weren’t currently restraining a terrified woman. “Let me clarify.”

She forced Shoira back against the wall, her grip tightening just enough to restrict breathing without causing permanent damage.

“You will not speak to Guildmaster Gulnora about this conversation.

“You will not mention your suspicions about my healing priorities or our failures.

“You will not suggest that Ryan and I have any unprofessional relationship.”

She was perfectly calm. Perfectly reasonable. Shoira was being out of control. She was the problem. And Parwana was fixing it.

“Because if you do,” she continued, voice still as stone, “I will wound so thoroughly that no one will ever believe it wasn’t something you were born with.”

Shoira’s eyes went wide with terror, her hands clawing ineffectively at Parwana’s grip.

“I know exactly which nerves to sever to ensure pain is excruciating but non-fatal,” Parwana continued, her tone suggesting she was discussing the weather. “I know how to use my healing magic to ensure said pain lasts for weeks while the wound appears to be healing normally. And I know how to make it hurt endlessly with shadow magic.”

She leaned closer.

“But most importantly, I know how to make sure you never speak against me again.” Her grip tightened, causing the ice mage to choke in pain. “You can’t tattle if you don’t have a tongue, after all.”


Chapter fifteen
Coincidental Stalking
Ryan


It turned out my normal life was no longer normal.

Parwana was everywhere I was. I’d never met this woman before the Forgotten Catacombs, and now I couldn’t avoid her.

Three days after the mission, I was examining shield polish at Orzu’s Armory when a flicker of movement across the street caught my attention. Parwana stood outside the apothecary, selecting dried herbs from wooden barrels. She looked up as if sensing my gaze, offering a polite wave without approaching.

I nodded back and returned to my shopping.

Dushanbe wasn’t that large, especially the guild districts. Running into another adventurer wasn’t unusual, and perhaps I simply hadn’t noticed her around before I knew her name. Sure, those ears and tail were hard to miss...but like I’d said to Shoira, I had seen her before. Maybe.

I paid for my supplies and continued with my errands.

Two hours later, I was submitting paperwork at the guild hall when I spotted her again, leaving the administration office with a stack of forms. This time she didn’t notice me, focused on organizing her papers as she walked toward the training grounds.

That evening, as I stopped by my regular tea shop near the Najotha Haven district, I glimpsed her familiar figure through the window of an herb shop three doors down. She was examining a jar of something purple and glowing, her face illuminated by its light.

Twice might be coincidence. Three times in one day was notable.

But the city wasn’t that big, and we were both adventurers with similar schedules.

I filed the observation away and continued home.

The next morning, I accepted a straightforward extermination contract. There were giant spiders infesting an abandoned farmhouse outside the western gate. Simple work that required no healer or party support, just the kind of uncomplicated solo job I needed to clear my head.

The spiders were exactly as advertised: large, aggressive, and completely outmatched against a Gold Rank tank. I dispatched them methodically, collecting venom sacs to sell and their fangs as proof of completion. The job took less than an hour, leaving me with a satisfying sense of efficiency.

As I emerged from the farmhouse, wiping spider ichor from my shield, I spotted a familiar figure kneeling in a nearby field. Parwana moved gracefully between patches of wildflowers, carefully selecting plants and placing them in a woven basket.

She looked up at the sound of my footsteps, her eyes widening in apparent surprise. “Ryan! What a pleasant surprise.”

“Parwana,” I acknowledged, keeping my tone neutral. I shook my satchel of venom sacs and fangs. “Spider extermination contract. You’re far from the city.”

“I’m gathering twilight nettle,” she explained, holding up a purple-veined plant. “It only grows in fields that receive equal amounts of morning and afternoon sun. This area is perfect, and the lunar cycle makes today ideal for harvesting.”

Her explanation was detailed and technically sound. The plant she held was indeed twilight nettle, valuable for potions that enhanced shadow magic. Given her dual blessing, it was a sensible use of her time.

“It’s quite useful,” she continued, placing the plant carefully in her basket. “Though its most documented uses are by damage dealers. Zarina suggested I investigate methods used by other shadow magic casters to deepen my understanding of my dual blessing.”

I nodded, noting how her gathering seemed to be done, with no more visible twilight nettle nearby, and her basket full. Whether intentional or not, I would now need to walk with her back to town or make a clumsy excuse to do otherwise.

“I’m heading back to the city,” I said, choosing the path of least resistance.

“I’ve gathered enough for today,” she replied, rising smoothly and brushing soil from her knees. “May I join you?”

“Of course.”

We walked together along the dirt path, maintaining a professional distance. I noticed how she adjusted her pace to match mine exactly. Not too fast, not too slow. She created a rhythm that required no conscious adjustment from either of us.

“How has your training with Zarina progressed?” I asked, breaking the silence.

“She’s very knowledgeable,” Parwana replied carefully. “Her multi-target healing techniques are efficient, though her approach differs from mine in fundamental ways. I’m adapting what I can while developing methods better suited to my style.”

“Zarina is the best healer in the Lionheart guild, and perhaps all of Dushanbe,” I pointed out. “Following her guidance would be wise.”

Parwana nodded, her expression neutral. “Of course. I value her expertise. But she is a single-blessing cleric. My dual blessing gives me abilities that she doesn’t possess. I demonstrated this during our Wight encounter.”

The mention of the Wight battle brought back uncomfortable memories. I decided to leave the conversation there.

We continued in silence until the city walls came into view. As in the dungeon, though, the silence was companionable. Comfortable even. It wasn’t until we approached the western gate that Parwana spoke again.

“I appreciate your recommendation to Guildmaster Gulnora. Many would have reported me for worse than simple incompatibility rather than recognizing potential for growth.”

“It was only my recommendation,” I replied, keeping my tone professional. “Guildmaster Gulnora was the one who made the decision. The guild needs every capable adventurer. Especially those with rare abilities. Especially now.”

“Still, it was kind,” she insisted. “You saw value where others saw only difficulty.”

I didn’t respond. At the gate, I nodded a professional farewell and turned toward the guild district, relieved when she headed in the opposite direction.

That evening, I met Farhod at The Silver Spear tavern. The shadow blade was one of the few people I occasionally worked with who didn’t exhaust my patience. He understood the value of silence and never pressed for personal details.

“Heard you cleared the Forgotten Catacombs with a problem party,” he said as I sat down across from him. “Five tanks quit them before you, right?”

I nodded, signaling the server for a drink. “The situation was more complex than initially reported.”

Farhod raised an eyebrow. “Meaning?”

“Their healer has unusual priorities.” I kept my explanation vague, professional discretion preventing me from sharing details. “I don’t want to get into it. Like I said. Complex.”

“The Temple Cleric?” Farhod asked, surprising me with his knowledge. “Parwana, right? Used to work the reception desk at Azure Wings.”

This was new information. “She was a guild receptionist?”

Farhod nodded, taking a drink from his mug. “For years. Processed my paperwork dozens of times. I liked her. Always efficient, kind of quiet.” He gave me a look. “She was there before you quit. Don’t you remember her?”

I shook my head. But something nagged at the back of my mind. Did I remember her? Or was it a false memory?

She would look cute as hell in the Azure Wings receptionist uniform. She had good thighs for those blue skirts.

I realized Farhod was talking and refocused. “—After the Market District Breach, she just quit. No fanfare or anything. I didn’t even realize until I asked after her last month.”

“She quit after that incident?”

“Days after you were recruited by Lionheart,” Farhod confirmed. “Word was she had healing abilities but never wanted to use them professionally. Then suddenly she’s liquidating her savings to buy adventuring gear and training as a cleric. Complete career change overnight.”

That explained her level.

And her drive to rank up faster than she should have been.

A chill settled in my stomach as pieces began connecting. Parwana had abandoned a secure position immediately after a breach event where I’d most publicly distinguished myself. Then she’d pursued a new position in my guild shortly after I transferred.

“Interesting timing,” I said carefully.

Farhod shrugged. From his expression and body language, he was utterly unaware of the significance of the information he’d just shared. “People change careers all the time. Though usually not—”

“Here you go, handsome,” a cheerful voice interrupted as Nodira, the red-haired barmaid, placed drinks before us. “Your usual tea and Farhod’s ale.”

“Thanks,” I said.

She lingered a moment longer than necessary, her smile bright. “You know, I haven’t seen you in weeks. Thought maybe you’d found another tavern.”

“Busy with guild work,” I said with a shrug. “Same as everyone else, these days.”

“Well, don’t be such a stranger,” she said, touching my arm lightly before moving to another table.

Farhod smirked. “She’s been asking about you.” He said it like a dweeb. All sing-song tone and high pitched.

I ignored his comment. Nodira asked about everyone. She was a notorious flirt. Had propositioned me more than one.

Wasn’t interested.

The Seven Figures hadn’t summoned me here to get my dick wet. I had a job to do. Responsibilities. Getting involved, even at just a physical level, put this world in danger.

No one seemed to understand that.

And even if I did want to entertain the idea of dating, it wouldn’t be someone like Nodira. She was a smart woman, and not bad looking to boot. But I’d be constantly afraid she was looking elsewhere.

I’d leave that for guys like Farhod.

“Anyway,” Farhod said, trying to get back to our conversation, “career changes happen, but usually not so dramatically. Most people don’t just—”

A sharp cry cut him off.

Nodira was crumpled near the bar, both hands clutching her stomach like she’d been stabbed. The cheerful barmaid who’d been flirting with me minutes ago was now gasping for breath, her face twisted in agony.

“Nodira!” The bartender dropped his rag and rushed to her side. “What’s wrong?”

Chairs scraped against the floor as half the tavern turned to look. I was on my feet before I’d consciously decided to move, that familiar tension flooding my body. My hand instinctively reached for a shield that wasn’t there.

“She was fine a second ago,” someone muttered. “Just serving drinks like always.”

I pushed through the small crowd gathering around her. Nodira was still upright, but barely. Her face had gone pale and sweaty, and she kept making these small, pained sounds that made my chest tight.

“What happened?” I asked the bartender, who was trying to keep her steady.

“Don’t know. She took a sip from her personal flask and just doubled over.” He looked as confused as he sounded. “Never seen anything like it.”

Something cold settled in my stomach. I glanced toward the window, scanning the street outside for... I wasn’t sure what. Just a feeling.

There. Across the street, barely visible in the shadows between two buildings. A familiar silhouette with distinctive ears. Parwana stood perfectly still, watching us with an expression I couldn’t read from this distance.

Our eyes met through the glass for just a moment. Then she stepped back into the darkness and vanished like she’d never been there at all.

“Should we call a healer?” someone asked, voice tight with worry.

“I’ll find one,” I said, already moving toward the door.

Maybe I could catch her.

But when I burst onto the street, there was nothing. No sign of Parwana anywhere. Just empty shadows and the distant sound of Nodira’s pain behind me.

I stood there for a long moment, scanning the darkness and trying to convince myself I’d imagined the whole thing. Maybe it really was just coincidence. Maybe Parwana happened to be walking by when Nodira got sick. Maybe—

Stop lying to yourself, Mitchell.

I forced myself to move, jogging toward the guild hall to find a healer. But I couldn’t shake the image of Parwana’s perfectly still figure, watching through the window as the woman who’d been touching my arm writhed in pain.

And I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was exactly what she’d wanted me to see.
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The next three days brought a pattern too consistent to ignore. Parwana appeared wherever I went, always with plausible reasons for her presence. She didn’t always seem to see me, but when she did, she was calm and professional, giving me no reason to suspect anything.

Nevertheless, I suspected something. I just wasn’t sure what it was.

When I visited the training grounds for barrier practice, she was there observing healing demonstrations. At the market, she browsed stalls near wherever I shopped. She appeared at the guild hall when I checked assignments, at the Central Dungeon Authority when I delivered reports, out in the field when I was on the way back from a mission.

She was simply... Everywhere.

I began varying my schedule and taking alternate routes. Mixing up my habits.

It made no difference.

When I deliberately visited an obscure bookshop that I’d never entered before, she was already there, supposedly researching healing techniques. When I stopped at a tavern on the far side of town from my apartment, she was shopping at the market stalls outside when I finished my meal, purchasing potions.

Each encounter seemed innocent in isolation.

Together, they formed a pattern that my I could no longer dismiss as coincidence.

I didn’t see Mike as often as I saw Parwana, and he’d made it no secret that he was always hunting me down for drinks. The professional distance I’d maintained with everyone since arriving in Osnary suddenly felt inadequate against this quiet, persistent presence that seemed to anticipate my every movement.

Six days after the Forgotten Catacombs, Guildmaster Gulnora called a meeting to announce a new mission. The Void Depths, a B-Rank dungeon in the northern mountain range, was showing signs of instability. Strange energy readings suggested it might be connected to the recent collapse events.

“This mission requires a small team rather than a full party,” Gulnora explained, addressing the gathered Gold Ranks. “We need mobility and discretion to investigate without triggering further instability, or starting a panic. To avoid rumors getting around, half the party has already been dispatched, with the other half leaving tomorrow to meet with them on site.”

I volunteered immediately, seeing an opportunity to focus on work rather than the unsettling situation with Parwana. The distance to the dungeon meant the mission would take me away from Dushanbe for at least a week.

“Gold Rank Mitchell, your defensive capabilities make you ideal for this assignment,” Gulnora agreed. “I’m pairing you with Gold Rank Zarina for healing support. You two leave together in the morning and catch up to the others at Expedition Camp Three south of the Void Depths.”

Relief washed through me.

My assurances to Parwana had not been made idly. Zarina was the best. A Level 58 Divine Blessing Cleric with more years of experience than I’d had been in this world, and a no-nonsense approach to her work.

Her involvement guaranteed a tremendous tactical advantage in any fights that might occur.

As I left the briefing room, I noticed Parviz, the guild administrator, engaged in conversation with Parwana near the mission board. Their discussion ended abruptly when they noticed me watching. Parviz adjusted his spectacles nervously while Parwana offered a serene smile before walking away.

I spent the rest of the day preparing for the mission, checking my equipment and studying maps of the Void Depths. I had never run it myself, favoring dungeons nearer to Dushanbe while I was climbing through B Rank. The dungeon was known for powerful elemental guardians and unstable environmental hazards. It was far from a cakewalk, even for Gold Ranks, but not unmanageable. The biggest strain was Gulnora’s abbreviated team size. She couldn’t have all her best and brightest out of town in case another dungeon collapse happened.

That evening, I returned to my apartment to find Parwana waiting outside my door. Her presence in my private residential space crossed a boundary that her previous “coincidental” encounters had carefully avoided.

This all but confirmed that her near-constant presence in the periphery of my life was not accidental.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, trying to keep the rage out of my voice. “How did you find my apartment?”

“Guild housing records,” she replied casually, as if her presence here was perfectly normal. “I wanted to wish you luck on your mission to the Void Depths.”

I stiffened. The mission details hadn’t been posted publicly. Only those directly involved should have known the specifics.

“That information isn’t common knowledge,” I said carefully.

“I have good sources,” she replied with a small smile. “I was disappointed you didn’t request me as your healer. You said we would work together again.”

“The Void Depths is a B-Rank dungeon, and we aren’t taking a full team,” I explained, maintaining professional composure despite my growing discomfort. “Zarina is better-suited to the task.”

Something flashed across Parwana’s expression. It was a cold calculation that disappeared so quickly I might have imagined it. Her smile was warm and genuine.

“Of course. Zarina is very skilled.” She stepped aside, allowing me access to my door. “I hope your mission goes well.”

“Thanks,” I said, unsure of what else to say.

As I unlocked my door, she added, “Perhaps afterwards, you’ll see that I’m the only healer who truly understands what you need.”

There was a feeling of surreal unreality to her tone.

I entered my apartment without responding, closing the door firmly behind me. As I heard her footsteps walking back down the hall, I found myself unsure if she’d said it at all, or if I’d imagined it. It was too weird.

She couldn’t have actually said that, right?

The next morning, I arrived at the guild hall to find confusion at the administration desk. Parviz looked flustered, papers scattered across his normally immaculate workspace.

“Gold Rank Mitchell,” he said. “You’re early.”

“As usual. Something wrong?”

The squirrely man looked uncomfortable. “Yes. There’s been a change to your mission roster.”

“What kind of change?” I asked, though a sinking feeling told me I already knew.

“Senior Healer Zarina has been urgently reassigned to handle a healing crisis in a northern village,” Parviz explained. “The request came directly from the regional governor last night.”

“And my mission?”

“Fortunately, we’ve arranged a replacement healer.”

Parviz gestured behind me.

I didn’t have to look to know. But I did anyway.

Parwana standing there, just as I expected. She was fully equipped for the mission.

“I volunteered as soon as I heard about Zarina’s reassignment,” she said, her expression professionally neutral. “Given our successful collaboration in the Forgotten Catacombs, Guildmaster Gulnora approved the substitution.”

“I’m afraid I have to object. Parwana only reached Silver Rank last week,” I said to Parviz. “This mission would put her in tremendous danger. Are there no other qualified healers available?”

He shook his head apologetically. “Not on such short notice. And Guildmaster Gulnora made it crystal clear that postponing this mission is not an option.”

The timing was too convenient, the substitution too perfectly arranged. But with departure time approaching and the mission’s importance to understanding the collapse crisis, I had no viable alternative.

“Very well,” I said, accepting the assignment papers from Parviz. “We depart in thirty minutes.”

As we left the guild hall together, I noticed Parwana’s expression. It wasn’t triumph or excitement, but the quiet contentment of someone whose carefully laid plans had unfolded exactly as intended. Though perhaps that was just because my own plans had been perfectly dashed at the exact same time.

I had been manipulated into precisely the situation I had tried to avoid. And now I was bound for a week-long mission in an unstable B-Rank dungeon with a healer whose obsession had orchestrated our partnership through means I couldn’t prove but couldn’t ignore.

The worst part wasn’t the manipulation itself. It was the realization that I’d made my own bed here.

My report to Guildmaster Gulnora had been too lenient. I had downplayed my concerns, recommended training rather than restrictions, and now found myself trapped by my own professional courtesy.


Chapter sixteen
Into The Void
Ryan


Three days into our journey to the Void Depths, the mountains were trying to kill us.

Sharp peaks cut across the sky like broken glass, casting shadows that made the narrow trails feel even more treacherous. We picked our way between boulders and scraggly pine trees, the air getting thinner with each step. The late afternoon sun wasn’t doing much against the wind that cut right through my armor.

I kept a steady pace, my shield secured to my back, eyes constantly scanning our surroundings for potential threats. Mountain predators were common in these parts, though most wouldn’t bother a pair of armed adventurers unless desperate. And none would provide a credible threat to any Gold Rank adventurer.

Parwana, of course, was always there. Always three paces behind. Always watching.

“We should reach the expedition camp by nightfall,” I said, breaking the extended silence between us. “The entrance to the Void Depths is another hour past that.”

“I’ve studied the maps,” Parwana said. “There’s a sheltered clearing just beyond the next ridge that would make a suitable rest point before we continue.”

I nodded without looking back. Her knowledge of the terrain wasn’t surprising; she’d clearly prepared extensively for this mission. What bothered me was the timetable. She’d either known to begin preparations before Zarina’s “emergency reassignment” had even occurred, or she’d gotten a full day worth of study done in the hour or so between the reassignment and when we’d left town.

Either had implications that made my skin crawl.

When we reached the clearing Parwana had mentioned, I called for a break. The spot was indeed ideal. It was protected from the wind by a natural rock formation, with clear sightlines in all directions and easy access to the trail. There was even a ring of rocks to mark a cold firepit where the place had been used as a camp before.

I set down my pack and started checking supplies while Parwana gathered firewood. I watched from the corner of my eye as she arranged everything with precise, efficient movements. Perfect pyramid of wood for the fire. Her bedroll at a respectful distance. My equipment arranged exactly how I preferred it—shield within easy reach by my head, pack positioned at my hip, feet angled toward the fire.

She’d never seen me set up camp before.

“Tea?” She was already heating water over the small flame.

“Thank you,” I replied, keeping my tone neutral.

She prepared it without asking questions with two pinches of mountain herbs, steeped for exactly three minutes. The tea was perfect. Exactly how I liked it.

A war grew within me. Her attention made me feel uncomfortable, but also desired in a way that had nothing to do with the physical. Not that I couldn’t see her staring at me like I was a delicious treat waiting to be unwrapped sometimes.

I took a sip, studying her over the rim of my cup. “You seem to know my preferences quite well.”

Her smile was serene. “I pay attention to details. It’s what makes a good healer.”

“Most healers focus on positioning and tactics, not their tank’s tea preferences.”

“Most healers aren’t as dedicated as I am,” she replied simply, her gaze steady and untroubled.

The disturbing part wasn’t her knowledge itself, but what that knowledge represented. To know how I took my tea, arranged my gear, positioned my bedroll... these weren’t things I’d ever told her. These were things she could only know through watching me.

Extensively.

We finished our rest and continued the climb toward camp. As we crested the final ridge, the mountain range housing the Void Depths dominated the horizon. The peaks looked like obsidian claws scraping the darkening sky, their jagged edges tinted red by the setting sun.

Expedition Camp Three came into view just as twilight settled over the mountains. Six tents in a defensive circle around a wooden building, campfires and torches flickering against the growing darkness. Standard Lionheart formation. Guards patrolled with enchanted lanterns casting controlled arcs of blue light.

I felt Parwana tense slightly as we approached. There was a sharpening of focus, a subtle shift in her energy. She knew this was where her real test would begin. For any Silver Rank, joining a Gold Rank mission was the opportunity of a lifetime. For Parwana specifically, it was her chance to prove she belonged at my side.

I wondered how far she’d go to make that impression.

The expedition team was waiting: two Gold Ranks—Kavah, a fire mage, and Rasa, a scout—plus three Silver Ranks for perimeter security while we were inside. They’d been monitoring the dungeon for two days, gathering data on energy fluctuations.

“Gold Rank Mitchell,” Kavah greeted me with a respectful nod. “Glad Lionheart sent their best shield.”

“The guild takes the collapse crisis seriously,” I said, setting my pack near the central fire. “Call me Ryan while we’re out here. No need for formalities in the wilderness.”

When Parwana stepped into the firelight behind me, I noticed the group’s subtle shift. Rasa’s welcoming smile faltered. One of the Silver Ranks—a young man with a recurve bow—took half a step back. They were creating distance, and I could sense why. They could tell she was lower level. They didn’t want to get attached before walking into a danger zone.

“This is Parwana Ahmadzai,” I said, watching their reactions. “Level 12 Temple Cleric with a dual blessing. She’ll handle our healing needs.”

“Level 12?” Rasa question was carefully neutral though her raised eyebrow showed concern. “I thought Zarina was assigned to this mission.”

“Last-minute change,” I explained without elaborating. “Parwana has proven her capabilities. Despite her level, she is Silver Rank.”

The group exchanged glances but offered polite greetings. As we gathered around the fire for briefing, they naturally arranged themselves in a loose semicircle on one side, leaving empty space beside me that no one filled until Parwana took it.

“What have you found?” I asked Rasa.

“The energy readings are unusual,” the young Silver Rank started before Rasa could speak. “We’ve detected fluctuations that suggest some kind of—”

“Cyclic shadow energy amplification,” Parwana said. “Based on the expedition logs from previous months, you’d expect roughly 60-65% elevation over baseline measurements, with surges occurring approximately every fourteen to sixteen hours. The pattern’s consistent with deep corruption rather than surface instability. Right?”

The Silver Rank blinked in surprise, looking to Rasa for confirmation.

“That’s... exactly right,” Rasa said, giving Parwana an appraising look. “You’ve clearly done your homework. Most healers don’t study shadow energy theory that extensively.”

Momentary satisfaction flickered in Parwana’s eyes. Like she was pleased by the recognition.

“I reviewed all available expedition data before our departure. Additionally, my dual blessing makes understanding shadow corruption essential for proper healing preparation.”

Rasa and Kavah exchanged uncomfortable glances. Proper divination magic was rare and closely monitored. For a Level 12 healer to possess such abilities without formal registration was unusual at best, potentially illegal at worst.

“I also reviewed the expedition logs before departure,” Parwana added, sensing their suspicion. “The historical pattern was clear once analyzed properly.”

The explanation raised more questions than it answered, but with no way to disprove her claim, we moved on to tactical planning.

I filed away this new information, adding it to my growing list of concerns about Parwana’s abilities. Her shadow blessing apparently extended beyond what she’d registered with the guild.

Another convenient omission.

Morning came with heavy mist clinging to the mountainside. We broke camp efficiently, taking only essential gear for the dungeon descent. Within an hour we were walking up to the entrance of the Void Depths.

The dungeon lived up to its name. Shadow-aspected caverns carved deep into the mountain, walls lined with crystals that absorbed rather than reflected light. Our lanterns created small islands of illumination in an ocean of darkness.

“Formations,” I commanded as we entered the first chamber. “Kavah, light the perimeter. Rasa, scout twenty paces ahead. The rest maintain rear guard. Parwana, center position with clear healing lines.”

Everyone moved.

We hit our first real threat in the third chamber—a pack of Void Hounds. The creatures moved like liquid shadow, nearly invisible except for glowing purple eyes and razor teeth that gleamed in the torchlight.

“Defensive circle,” I called, raising my shield.

The first beast lunged. Its attack sent vibrations through my arm, but nothing I couldn’t handle. I angled my shield to deflect the creature’s momentum while conserving mana. The Void Hound snarled, circling back while its pack mates spread to find attacking angles.

Kavah’s fire created a perimeter that kept the beasts from fully surrounding us. Rasa’s daggers flashed with deadly precision. The others maintained a disciplined formation, striking when my barrier sent hounds reeling away.

Throughout the brief battle, I felt Parwana’s healing magic flowing into me in a constant stream that mended minor injuries before they could register. When a hound’s claws scraped my armor, drawing blood across my forearm, her magic sealed the wound before I felt pain.

What was remarkable wasn’t just the speed but the anticipation. Her magic arrived at the precise moment of impact, sometimes milliseconds before a blow landed, as if she could predict exactly where and when I’d be hit.

Like before, her prioritization was strange. When one of the Silver Ranks took a vicious bite to the shoulder, Parwana’s healing reached him only after ensuring I remained at full capacity, despite his injury being far more severe.

The battle ended quickly, our attacks dispatching the pack with minimal difficulty. As the last creature dissolved into purple mist, Kavah turned to me.

“You two work together like you’ve been partners for years,” he commented, gesturing between us. “That synchronization doesn’t happen overnight.”

“This is our second mission,” I replied simply.

“Our first was the Forgotten Catacombs,” Parwana said. “We cleared it in five hours and forty-two minutes, defeating both Marrowcoil and a rare Wight spawn. Ryan’s defensive techniques reduced overall party damage by approximately seventy-eight percent compared to standard protocols.”

The specificity created awkward silence.

Kavah’s eyebrows rose before he nodded and moved away to check on the others.

Parwana didn’t seem to notice. She just smiled up at me.

Our exploration deepened as we pushed further into the dungeon’s maze of chambers and corridors. There wasn’t anything really unique. Especially nothing that felt like a dungeon collapse. There was a lack of instability, and that worried me more than if there’d been outward signs.

After hours of manageable battles and carefully navigated hazards, we located the core chamber. The enormous cavern stretched beyond our lights, ceiling lost in darkness. At its center stood towering crystals pulsing with dark energy.

But something was clearly wrong.

The energy felt incorrect. Shadow magic always felt unpleasant to me, but this didn’t just feel bad. It felt almost contaminated. Like the difference between a wet towel and an oily one.

“Keep any mana usage minimal,” I warned. “If things are unstable, no telling what might trigger a collapse.”

The others nodded.

“We should collect samples from different sections,” Rasa said, pulling tools from her pack. “If we split up, we could cover more ground and gather data faster.”

“That would be dangerous,” Parwana said immediately. “My magic requires maintaining group proximity, especially with unknown contamination risks.”

“The area’s cleared and we know the dangers.” Rasa frowned. “Faster we gather samples, sooner we can exit.”

“Ryan’s Sitoran power is at risk from the shadow energy,” Parwana insisted, her voice pleasant but her posture shifting to place herself between me and the others. “Splitting up would compromise his safety.”

The team exchanged glances.

“We split up,” I said, “but strategically. Rasa and Kavah together. Parwana sticks with me. The others in their group. Work fast.”

As we collected samples and data, the evidence became clear: the Void Depths’ instability directly matched readings from other recent collapses. The core contained energy signatures matching those found in the Dark Forest before its destruction.

This wasn’t just a warning the dungeon would collapse. It suggested systematic infection rather than isolated incidents.

The discovery was significant as two data points that could form a line pointing to the cause.

But this breakthrough felt overshadowed by something more immediate and personal. Throughout the mission, I’d watched the team’s subtle but growing unease around Parwana. They’d started the expedition professional but welcoming. Now they moved around her like she was a loaded crossbow.

And she’d noticed.

After gathering sufficient samples and documenting the anomalies, we began our ascent. The return journey should have felt like a victory lap. We’d had a successful mission, valuable intel, and no casualties. Instead, an odd tension had settled over the group.

We emerged from the Void Depths after nightfall. The starlit sky felt liberating after those shadow-choked caverns, and the clean mountain air was a relief in my lungs. But as we made camp for the night, watching Parwana efficiently arrange her gear with the same precision she’d shown throughout the mission, a troubling thought occurred to me.

She’d just proven herself capable of handling a B-Rank dungeon alongside Gold Rank adventurers. No panic, no mistakes, no moments where her level showed. From her perspective, this mission had been a complete validation.

When she looked up from her bedroll and caught me watching, her smile was different from before. Not nervous or eager to please. Confident. Almost proprietary.

“Good mission,” she said simply, but something in her tone suggested she meant more than just the dungeon clear.

I nodded and turned away, but I could feel her eyes following me as I settled in for the night. The return journey to Dushanbe would take three days.

Three days with someone who now believed she’d earned her place at my side permanently.


Chapter seventeen
My Tank, My Rules
Ryan


The three-day journey back to Dushanbe proved every bit as awkward as I’d feared.

Parwana had apparently decided that her successful mission performance gave her certain privileges. Like inserting herself into every conversation I had with the team.

“The corruption pattern suggests we’re looking at coordinated attacks,” Rasa said, falling into step beside me as we navigated a particularly rocky section of trail.

Before I could respond, Parwana was suddenly there. “Ryan’s shield techniques would be essential for countering the energy surges we documented,” she said, seamlessly taking over the conversation. “His barrier formations could adapt to the fluctuation patterns we observed.”

Rasa’s expression tightened, but she stayed polite. “I was actually discussing the strategic implications for—”

“Of course, Ryan would need proper healing support for extended barrier work,” Parwana continued, as if Rasa hadn’t spoken. “The mana drain requires careful management.”

This happened over and over. Every attempt at normal conversation got hijacked, redirected, or simply shut down by Parwana’s overwhelming presence. By the second day, the others had mostly stopped trying.

We traversed winding mountain trails and forested valleys, each day bringing us closer to civilization and further isolating me from normal interaction. The team maintained professional courtesy, but conversations became guarded when Parwana was present, which was always, when it involved me.

Rasa made several attempts to speak with me privately. Each time, Parwana materialized nearby with perfect timing and a plausible reason for her presence. By the time Dushanbe’s walls came into view on the third day, an invisible barrier had formed around us. The others could talk freely among themselves, but I was completely cut off from anything approaching normal conversation.

“Mission accomplished,” Kavah said as we approached the gates. But his tone was subdued. Professional rather than celebratory.

“Good work, everyone,” I said, though the words felt hollow.

We’d uncovered important information about the dungeon collapses, but something else had been lost during those three days on the trail.

At the guild hall, we delivered our findings to administration. Parviz accepted our reports with usual efficiency, though I noticed how his eyes darted nervously between Parwana and me before he adjusted his spectacles and busied himself with processing.

As the team dispersed, Rasa paused beside me. Her expression was troubled.

“Gold Rank Mitchell,” she said quietly, glancing to ensure Parwana was momentarily distracted, “be careful.”

She left before I could respond, but her meaning was clear. Whatever the team had observed about Parwana’s behavior, they felt unable to address it directly. No doubt because she was always present when they tried to talk to me.

I spent the afternoon reviewing my personal notes, adding details that might help the guild’s research team understand the connections between dungeon instabilities. The work was important, but my thoughts kept returning to the expedition and my growing suspicion that Parwana’s constant presence was manipulation, not coincidence.

That evening, I went to the guild’s training room, seeking the familiar comfort of physical exercise to clear my head. The space was nearly empty at this late hour as most adventurers were either on missions or enjoying themselves at local taverns.

But Parwana was there.

She practiced healing techniques in a far corner. It looked like she was practicing Tai Chi. Golden healing light rushed around her arms as she stepped through different forms. I’d seen other healers practice in similar ways. Parwana’s was different, though. Whirling tendrils of dark magic, shadow energy, swirled through the light.

She noticed me after a moment, her eyes finding mine across the yard as if she’d been waiting.

This was an opportunity I couldn’t ignore. With no witnesses and no mission protocols to hide behind, it was time to address what we both knew.

I approached her with measured steps. Treating her like a wild animal.

My arm itched for my shield.

“You arranged for Zarina’s reassignment.”

No question in my voice, and Parwana didn’t treat it as one. Her smile remained as she lowered her hands, magical energy dissipating.

“Senior Healer Zarina was needed elsewhere. The northern village was experiencing a genuine health crisis.”

“A crisis that conveniently occurred the night before our mission. After you learned that I’d be working with her instead of you.”

Parwana didn’t deny it. Her eyes blazed as she looked up at me, cocking one hip to the side. “You promised we would work together again.” The statement was accusatory. “After the Catacombs. You said you’d let me know if something appropriate came up.”

“And when I didn’t, you decided to create that opportunity yourself.”

“Yes.” The directness was jarring. No excuses, no deflection, just calm acknowledgment. “You’re my tank, Ryan. I won’t allow inferior healers to care for you when I can provide what you need.”

The possessive claim sent a chill through me.

“I’m not ‘your’ tank, Parwana. I’m a Gold Rank adventurer. I work with whoever Guildmaster Gulnora assigns me to. Or whoever I want to work with. I’m free to take parties or not as I please. Professional adventurers don’t claim exclusive rights to each other.”

Something shifted in her expression, a momentary crack in her serene mask that revealed something cold beneath.

It vanished quickly.

“Of course,” she said, voice gentle. “I misspoke. I only meant our compatibility is exceptional. The results speak for themselves; we’ve had complete successes despite all challenges.”

No. I wasn’t going to let this one go.

“It’s been two missions, neither presenting major threats. And beyond that, you’ve been following me for days. You’re at every location I visit. You know details about me I’ve never shared with anyone.”

“I’m trying to meet your needs,” she said smoothly. “Like an attentive healer should. That no one else has treated you this well just proves you need me.”

God, I hated how much I liked that look in her eyes. It repulsed me. Allured me. I was struck by the urge to both push her away and pull her closer.

“This has to stop, Parwana. It’s creepy. Whatever you think is happening between us isn’t appropriate. It isn’t professional. I need you to respect my boundaries.”

She studied me for a long moment, expression unreadable. Then she nodded, the serene smile returning.

“I understand. You need space. I can respect that.”

Her easy agreement was more unsettling than resistance would have been. It felt rehearsed, as if she’d anticipated this conversation and prepared her response.

“Thank you,” I said cautiously. “I appreciate your understanding.”

“Of course, Ryan. Your comfort is important to me.” She gathered her things. “I should finish my training with Zarina. She returned from the northern village this afternoon.”

As she walked past me toward the exit, she added, “Good night. I hope you rest well.”

I watched her leave, trying to focus on the apparent success. The confrontation had gone more smoothly than expected, but something about her ready agreement left me deeply uneasy. There was no sense of insincerity, but the way she’d said it made me think she was simply moving to the next phase of whatever game she was playing.

Could I have gone to Gulnora and put a stop to all this?

Perhaps. There wasn’t anything in regulations that covered this issue. But I could immediately and permanently keep Parwana away from me if I really wanted.

So why wasn’t I? My knees locked up the second I thought about it. My mouth grew dry when I tried to form the words.

Did I...like her attention?

What the hell was wrong with me?

I decided to forgo working out. The hairs on the back of my neck wouldn’t quiet, and I kept looking for Parwana’s return. So, instead, I headed home.

The walk took me through quiet streets that were growing darker as evening settled over Dushanbe. Shops were closing, owners securing shutters, while taverns came alive with music and laughter. A few other adventurers nodded in greeting, their guild insignia blazing under the city’s lights.

I found myself thinking about Parwana. Endlessly. Not just her, but her words. You’re my tank. Three simple words carrying an unsettling sense of possession. Not “my partner” or “my friend”—terms implying personal connection—but “my tank,” as if I were equipment she’d acquired rather than a person with agency.

Yet there was something compelling about her unwavering focus, her absolute dedication. In a world where allegiances shifted with guild politics and mission assignments, Parwana’s loyalty was a fixed point. It was disturbing in its intensity but undeniable in its value.

A representation of something I both wanted and yet fought so hard to keep away.

“You’re a sick man, Mitchell,” I told myself, closing my front door behind me. “Maybe it’s time to evaluate that?”

I laughed at myself. What else was I supposed to do?

Five years of living in a dangerous world where I put everyone at arm’s length. Where my only friends were acquaintances, where no one would mourn my loss when it inevitably happened. When the gods decided to send me back, or when I finally lost against one of the thousands of dangers that I put myself in.

I’d built my world perfectly.

And now here it was, crashing down around me, all because I’d finally met someone more stubborn than me.

Mike would be jealous.

Somehow that was even more fitting.

I laughed harder. Doubled over in my living room like a madman, trapped somewhere between mania and fear.

What the hell was I going to do?

A knock at my door interrupted these thoughts. I gathered myself quickly. A guild messenger stood in the hallway, expression grave.

“Gold Rank Mitchell, urgent news,” he said, handing me a sealed message. “Healer Nigora has been injured in a training accident. Guildmaster Gulnora thought you should be informed immediately. She was found with notes referencing techniques you’d discussed with her.”

Nigora was a talented young healer who’d approached me last week about learning shield-complementary techniques. She’d been enthusiastic about developing druidic magic specifically designed to work with tank defensive strategies, asking thoughtful questions that showed genuine promise.

My blood ran cold.

She couldn’t.

Wouldn’t.

And yet...

I broke the seal and scanned the contents. Nigora had been found unconscious in an unused practice room, her mana channels severely damaged by what appeared to be a failed healing spell. An experiment gone wrong. The guild wanted to know if I had any insight into what she might have been attempting.

But I could read between the lines. The damage described could only be the result of a specific application of shadow magic, whether the investigators had realized it yet or not.

The timing was impossible to ignore. Just hours after my confrontation with Parwana, a young healer who’d shown interest in working with me had suffered a suspicious “accident.”

“Tell Guildmaster Gulnora I’ll stop by first thing in the morning to review the details,” I said to the messenger, keeping my voice steady. “The techniques we discussed were basic barrier-healing coordination. Nothing that should have caused this kind of damage.”

It wasn’t a lie, exactly. The legitimate techniques I’d shared with Nigora were safe.

Whatever had happened to her was something else entirely.

Was it my place to tell them about my suspicions? I didn’t have an answer for that.

The messenger thanked me and then I closed the door. My earlier mania was gone. Muted. I moved to my window to scan the street below. The night was quiet, few pedestrians hurrying toward homes or taverns as light rain began to fall.

As I raised my gaze, a light across the street caught my attention. In the building directly opposite mine, a familiar silhouette stood framed in a window.

My blood turned to ice.

Parwana. Clear as day, standing in what looked like a living room with a perfect line of sight into my apartment. Not just nearby. Not just in the neighborhood.

Directly across the street, positioned to watch my every move.

How long had she been there? How long had she lived there? How long had she been watching?

I thought about all the times I’d moved around my apartment without closing the curtains. Getting dressed. Eating meals. Reading reports. Planning missions. Every private moment of my life, potentially observed and cataloged by those intense blue eyes.

She could see me looking at her now, and she didn’t hide or retreat. Parwana simply raised her hand in a casual wave, like we were neighbors sharing a friendly moment across the street.

Then she drew the curtains closed.

I stumbled back from the window, my heart hammering against my ribs. This wasn’t a coincidence. This wasn’t even stalking in the usual sense. This was planning. She’d either moved there recently—timing it perfectly after our missions together—or she’d been watching me for God knows how long before we’d ever met.

Either option made my skin crawl.

“Give you space,” I muttered, yanking my own curtains shut with shaking hands. “Right.”

Her promise to respect my boundaries hadn’t been a concession. It had been a threat. Why follow me around the city when she could watch me from the comfort of her own home?

But the pattern was becoming clear.

She’d said she understood my need for space, that she could respect my boundaries. What she’d really meant was that she didn’t need to follow me around anymore.

Not when she could watch me from her window instead.

You’re my tank, Ryan.

And apparently, that meant she had no intention of letting me go.


Chapter eighteen
Resonating Danger
Ryan


I barely slept that night. It was like I could feel her eyes on me, even though the curtains were closed.

Just before dawn, I forced myself out of bed. Took a shower and went about my morning instead of focusing on the thoughts that had plagued me all night.

I was midway through my morning workout when there was another knock at my door. The dread I felt in response was concerning. Who was injured now?

But instead of a guild messenger, this was someone else. Wearing the livery of the Central Dungeon Authority.

My licenses were still up-to-date through the end of the year, and any more mundane notice would have gone through official channels at Lionheart.

That this was delivered straight to my hands was a bad sign.

“Gold Rank Mitchell,” he said, extending the sealed document he held with both hands. “Immediate response required.”

I unsealed it and scanned the contents. An emergency summit at the Central Dungeon Authority headquarters in two hours. Attendance mandatory for all Gold Ranks and above. The wording was calmly formal, but I’d gotten enough notices from them to sense the urgency in this one.

No matter what this might be about, it was a welcome distraction. After discovering Parwana watching my apartment from across the street, sleep had proven elusive. My mind kept replaying our confrontation, the admission that she’d provided the distraction to Zarina, followed by her too-easy acquiescence, and the immediate “coincidence” of Nigora’s injury.

The call of duty would provide welcome relief from these troubling thoughts.

I arrived at the Authority headquarters precisely on time. The imposing stone building near the city center housed the administrative offices responsible for monitoring, classifying, and regulating all known dungeons in Osnary. I’d filed countless reports here, but only had occasion to stick around for a larger event two or three times.

Maps covered every wall, their surfaces marked with colored pins and connecting threads. Magical displays projected three-dimensional images of dungeon layouts, energy readings pulsing in various colors. Elite adventurers from all the major guilds gathered in small clusters, their expressions serious as they examined the displays.

I spotted Dilshod, the head of the Authority, at the center of the room. The older man’s runic tattoos glowed faintly on his forearms as he studied a big crystalline map table. His eyes flicked up as I approached and he acknowledged me with a curt nod.

A more personal touch than most adventurers were afforded.

“Position yourself near the eastern projection. We begin shortly.”

I found my place among the other Gold Ranks from Lionheart. The gathering was impressive. There were nearly fifty high-level adventurers representing every major guild in Dushanbe.

Were I a more glib man, I’d have commented on the danger of having all of us gathered in a single place at the same time. After my fears last night, that felt a little too on the nose.

The people in this room represented all the biggest and most powerful investments made by all the assembled guilds in the city. Such assemblies typically occurred only during national emergencies.

Which didn’t help my anxieties about what this could mean one bit.

Dilshod raised his hand. The room fell silent.

“What I am about to share is classified at the highest level,” he said. His gravelly voice carried across the room without effort. “The dungeon collapse events we’ve been experiencing are not isolated incidents. They form a pattern. And the more we learn, the more alarming it becomes.”

He activated the map table in front of him with a quick burst of mana. Light surged through the translucent surface, projecting a three-dimensional map of Osnary above it. Red dots marked the locations of recent collapses—the Dark Forest, Granite Widow, Serpent’s Pass, and four others I recognized from reports.

“Seven major collapses in the past month,” Dilshod said. A much more numerous scattering of orange dots appeared across the map with a wave of his hand. The Void Depths was one of them. “Twenty-three showing signs of instability consistent with collapse. The frequency is accelerating.”

This wasn’t news to anyone in the room. What came next, however, was.

“Observe the pattern when we overlay the energy readings.”

The projection shifted. Lines of force appeared between the collapse points, forming a very clear geometric pattern centered directly beneath Dushanbe itself.

My blood ran cold.

Murmurs swept through the assembled adventurers. I studied the diagram with growing unease. The collapsed dungeons formed a perfect heptagram—a seven-pointed star. I felt a tremendous sense of déjà vu.

Such precision couldn’t be coincidental.

“Data reported from the Void Depths just yesterday expedition confirms our theory,” Dilshod said, nodding toward me. “The energy signatures match across all sites, suggesting coordinated sabotage rather than natural deterioration.”

A Crimson Covenant mage stepped forward. He looked to be someone of high regard, with the way his guild filed in behind him. “With respect, Head Dilshod, this conclusion seems premature. Dungeon cores often share energy patterns during natural decline phases.”

“I anticipated this objection,” Dilshod replied. “Which is why I’ve brought in a specialist. Silver Rank Rodriguez, if you would.”

I blinked in surprise as Mike stepped forward from a side room. The young Thunder Mage looked nervous but excited. His wild, blue-tipped hair was slightly disheveled as if he’d been running his hands through it. Better than looking like he’d electrocuted himself, I guess.

At Level 30, he stood out as the only Silver Rank in the room.

His eyes scanned the room until he found me. I gave him a thumbs up, and his back straightened.

“Um, thank you, sir,” Mike said, his voice cracking slightly on the first word. He cleared his throat and ran a hand through his already-disheveled hair, sending little sparks dancing between his fingers. “Right, so... I’ve been looking at these energy patterns from the collapsed dungeons, and they’re showing something that’s honestly kind of freaking me out.”

He gestured toward the projection with more enthusiasm than grace, nearly knocking over a scroll in the process. The display shifted to show wave patterns that pulsed in steady rhythms across the magical surface.

“Back on Earth, we have this thing called resonance.” Mike’s eyes lit up as he warmed to his subject, the nervous energy transforming into genuine excitement. “It’s like, okay, you know how if you hit a tuning fork, and then hold it near another tuning fork of the same pitch, the second one will start vibrating too? Same frequency, sympathetic vibration.”

Several adventurers nodded. I watched a few of the veteran mages exchange glances. They’d all faced sonic-based attacks that worked on similar principles. Mike caught the recognition, and his shoulders relaxed a fraction.

“Right, exactly! But here’s the thing, it’s not just sound waves. Resonance can happen with any kind of energy pattern if you know what frequency to target.”

He moved to the water basin set up on the demonstration table, quick and eager. There was something infectious about his enthusiasm that had even the most stoic veterans leaning forward to watch.

“So imagine this water represents the, uh—” Mike paused, glancing at Dilshod. “The aethersphere? The magical field around Osnary. Under normal conditions, when dungeons age and fail naturally, it would look like this.”

Mike placed his palms on opposite sides of the basin. Thunder magic crackled softly between his fingers before flowing into the water. The surface began to ripple and dance, but the patterns were chaotic. Waves crossed and canceled each other out, occasional peaks forming randomly before dissolving back into the general turbulence.

“These are natural fluctuations,” Mike explained, his brow furrowed in concentration as he maintained the random frequencies. “Totally normal dungeon lifecycle stuff. A failure here or there, maybe one every few years in a region this size. They don’t spew out monsters, right? But what we’re seeing now...”

His expression darkened, and I felt something cold settle in my stomach as I watched his magic shift. The chaotic ripples suddenly snapped into perfect geometric patterns. The water seemed to pulse with purpose, creating standing waves that rose nearly three inches above the surface in precise, repeating intervals.

“This is what the energy readings are actually showing,” Mike said, his voice dropping to something closer to awe than excitement. “Look at those patterns. That’s not random. That’s not natural. Someone is playing the magical field of our entire region like a gods-damned instrument.”

The room had gone dead silent.

I caught myself holding my breath as I watched the demonstration. Something deep within me—some instinct honed by five years of dungeon diving—screamed warnings.

This wasn’t how this world worked.

Mike straightened up, the spell dissolving as he pulled his hands away from the basin. “The readings brought back from the Void Depths? They match this controlled pattern exactly. Someone or something is deliberately triggering these collapses, using resonance to turn our own dungeon network against us.”

He then paused.

“So, um, any questions?”

Pride swelled in my chest as I watched him field the barrage of questions that followed. The kid—because that’s what he was, really, barely twenty-three and still crackling with nervous energy—had just presented a theory that connected dots none of the world’s most experienced scholars had managed to link over the past few weeks. His voice grew steadier with each answer, the initial tremor replaced by the confidence of someone who genuinely understood what he was talking about.

When I’d first met him six months ago, he’d been a mess: homesick, overwhelmed, barely functional in combat despite his impressive level. Now he was commanding the attention of Gold and Platinum ranks with the same easy confidence he’d shown when explaining Earth movies to me over drinks.

I’d helped make that possible. The thought sat warm in my chest, a rare moment of uncomplicated satisfaction.

Dilshod called a brief recess before the next phase of the meeting. As the crowd dispersed toward refreshment tables, I made my way to Mike.

“Impressive presentation,” I said, beaming at him. “You’ve been holding out on me.”

Mike grinned. “Dude, they actually listened to me! The Head of the Dungeon Authority asked for my help!” He lowered his voice. “Though I nearly passed out when I saw how many high-level people were here.”

“We’re just adventurers, same as you,” I said. “But your theory makes sense. It matches up with the data and gets us a step closer to resolving the crisis. Good work, Mike. Though I’m curious how you got involved in this research in the first place.”

He ducked his head.

“Guildmaster Gulnora recommended me after reading my notes on dungeon energy conversion. Apparently, all you need to have some fresh new ideas is to be awake through a few dozen physics lectures. I guess being a college dropout is finally paying off.” He laughed. “Plus, I think she’s trying to fast-track my promotion to Gold Rank.”

“That’s great. Happy for you.”

“Thanks man!”

We talked for a few more minutes and then Guildmaster Gulnora took the floor as the meeting reconvened. The whole room seemed to hone in on her. Even those not affiliated with Lionheart stood up straighter when her eyes passed over them.

“Based on the evidence presented, we’re forming elite investigation teams,” she announced. “Each team will assess a high-risk location, gather data, place monitoring equipment, and coordinate responses for imminent collapses. Our public objective is damage control and triage. But our true objective is to identify the source of the destabilizing frequency Silver Rank Rodriguez described.”

She activated a different section of the map table, highlighting seven locations across Osnary.

“These sites show energy patterns consistent with pre-collapse conditions. Teams will deploy within the week, prioritizing the most critical locations.”

My eyes traced the highlighted sites, assessing their relative danger. The Abyssal Vault in the northern mountains stood out immediately. It was a B-Rank dungeon I’d run before, known for powerful enemies and notoriously hazardous environmental features. Even in stable conditions, it was considered one of the most dangerous dungeons in Osnary, competing with the extremely few A-Rank dungeons for difficulty.

I had a feeling that’s where I’d be going.

“Team assignments are as follows,” Gulnora said. “For the Abyssal Vault, our highest-risk location: Gold Rank Mitchell, Divine Shield, will serve as team leader.”

Right.

I kept my expression neutral despite my inner resignation. Of course I’d be assigned the most dangerous site. I was the best. The Untouchable Knight. Putting any other tank on the job was risking the lives of the whole team.

“Joining Mitchell will be Farhod, Shadow Blade, for reconnaissance; Behruz, Arcane Historian, for analysis; and Surayo, Life Domain Cleric, for healing support.”

The team composition was solid. Farhod and I worked well together, giving the party an edge on any dangers we might face. Behruz was eccentric but brilliant, his knowledge of ancient dungeon systems more than enough to hold together the investigation elements. And Surayo—a Level 72 healer even more senior than Zarina—would provide exceptional support.

More importantly, Surayo’s inclusion effectively blocked any attempt by Parwana to weasel her way into the mission. The Life Domain Cleric was not directly affiliated with any guild that could call her away on other duties, and on the few occasions we’d worked together, she’d proved to be as unflappable as she was powerful.

“We have an incomplete mission on the books for the Abyssal Vault,” Dilshod cut in. “A run sent by Azure Wings two weeks ago never returned. I hope it appropriately frames the danger to inform you that a Gold Rank led that party.”

The meeting concluded with logistical details for each team, with some minor details about each mission. We would depart in four days, allowing time for specialized equipment preparation and final briefings.

When the assembly dispersed, I realized I was feeling cautiously optimistic for the first time in days. Finally, the response to the dungeon collapse crisis was going on the offensive. And beyond that, I expected to be free of Parwana for as long as the mission took.

That delusion lasted exactly forty-eight hours.


Chapter nineteen
Actions Have Consequences
Ryan


I was reviewing equipment specifications for the Abyssal Vault when a guild messenger rushed into the storage room, his expression grim.

“Gold Rank Mitchell, urgent news.”

I was tired of urgent news.

Especially when it was like this.

I took the note and dismissed the messenger so he could continue delivering his news.

The message was brief but disturbing. An official document that was equivalent to a press briefing.

Several dozen healers had fallen ill with symptoms of mana poisoning. The first name on the list was, unsurprisingly, Surayo. Moreover, the affected healers were all names I recognized. Potential candidates for high-profile missions, their conditions serious enough to require at least two weeks of recovery.

I was disturbed by how little I was surprised.

The poisoning had been traced to a specialized flowering herb called twilight nettle. It was an uncommon ingredient in mana potions, usually only used by shadow-aspected classes. The herb itself wasn’t toxic but became dangerous when improperly processed, or when dosed more heavily by mages without shadow aspects. A large-scale market inspection was underway in order to locate any more potentially tainted mana potions before further harm could be done.

What struck me immediately was the timing. The poisoning incidents occurred within hours of the mission assignments being finalized, though the effects had manifested gradually over the following day. And the affected adventurers were too precisely targeted to be coincidental. No offensive mages were on this list. Not Behruz, not Mike. Not anybody who wasn’t a healer.

And the plant itself. Twilight nettle. It sounded familiar. Hadn’t I seen it before? Had someone I known mentioned it? If so, it had been weeks ago, and seemed minor enough that I hadn’t committed the event to memory.

It was on the tip of my tongue.

I had to investigate.

Equipment forgotten, I headed over to the guild’s medical facilities. Due to the size of our guild, the medical facilities took up an entire wing of the first floor. There were individual rooms with larger workspaces, as well as shared barracks-like halls.

Reminded me of old field hospitals.

Zarina was on duty. She moved between dozens of beds, her hands glowing with golden light as she treated the various patients. I ignored her and went to the foot of Surayo’s bed.

The healer was pale. Her skin looked frail, almost as if she’d shatter like glass if I touched her.

I didn’t know this woman. Not really. So why did I feel so guilty for seeing her this way?

“Gold Rank Mitchell,” Zarina said as she made her way over to Surayo’s bed. “If you’re here about the Abyssal Vault mission, I’ve already informed Guildmaster Gulnora that Surayo will not recover in time.”

“The report said it was twilight nettle poisoning... Is that what you’re seeing?”

Zarina’s expression tightened. “It is. Rare but not unheard of among healers under severe conditions.”

“All at once? Multiple healers making the same mistake simultaneously?”

Her hands paused momentarily over Surayo’s still form. “The timing is unusual. But not impossible. Twilight nettle is common in healers’ personal supplies. It can enhance the potency of mana potions, but it’s easy to overdose, especially for casters with light aspects. Given the strain on our stockpiles for the investigation, it’s not surprising that nettle-enhanced potions might be getting passed out more readily.”

“It’s a good thing that you were spared.”

“I make a point of minimizing my reliance on potions, tainted or not,” Zarina said. “And a good thing, too. Some of these healers would be unconscious for months if there was no one to treat them.”

“Lucky for them.”

Zarina finished with Surayo and made her way to the next bed.

I thanked her and left before I could be in the way any longer. But that nagging guilt followed me.

The poisonings effectively eliminated all high-level healers who might have replaced Surayo on my team. Even Zarina being up and about didn’t mean anything, since this emergency was taking all her attention. Given the mission’s importance and danger, we needed healing support, which left a very limited pool of candidates.

I got the feeling I knew exactly where this was heading.

Without hesitation, I headed up to Guildmaster Gulnora’s office to request either postponement or reassignment of available healing resources.

Her office door was already open, and I found myself depressingly unsurprised to see Parwana already there, standing before Gulnora’s desk with perfect posture, her expression professionally composed.

“Gold Rank Mitchell,” Gulnora said with a lift of her hand. “Perfect timing. We were just discussing your team composition for the Abyssal Vault mission.”

“Exactly why I was coming up,” I said. “In light of recent events, I wanted to discuss the possibility of postponing the mission.”

“Impossible. As I was explaining to Silver Rank Ahmadzai, this investigation is too important to delay. And even if it weren’t the Abyssal Vault is too dangerous to ignore. A shortage of qualified personnel cannot be the catalyst for a true disaster. If the Abyssal Vault collapses, there’s no one in a thousand miles of the site I trust to oversee the evacuation and sealing than you. I need you on site without delay.”

Parwana turned toward me, her expression serene. “I’ve been reviewing the Abyssal Vault’s documented hazards and preparing specialized countermeasures.” She gestured to a detailed scroll on Gulnora’s desk. “I’ll unique advantages against the monsters you’re likely to encounter.”

“Silver Rank Ahmadzai is the best we have,” Gulnora continued, almost as if Parwana hadn’t spoken. “Everyone else is assigned to another team or in the sick bay. But she’s proven capable. Putting you on the job should be more than enough to compensate for any shortcomings from her rank and level.”

I kept my face neutral despite the cold twist in my stomach. “Guildmaster, considering the danger level of this mission, I believe we need a more experienced healer. I’m not concerned with my ability to make use of her support, I’m concerned with her ability to survive.”

“Under normal circumstances, I would agree,” Gulnora said, her tone suggesting she found the situation as uncomfortable as I did. “However, the mission cannot be postponed, and we cannot reallocate healers from other teams. I am giving you the best available option. Everyone else would be even more at risk, and lack the potential advantages of her dual blessing.”

I began to object, but Gulnora raised her hand, cutting me off with uncharacteristic sharpness.

“This is not a negotiation, Gold Rank Mitchell. The mission’s urgency trumps all other concerns. Healer Ahmadzai is assigned to your team effective immediately. As team leader, I am tasking you, personally, with ensuring her safety.”

Watching the interaction, I noticed subtle signs that Gulnora herself seemed uncomfortable with the arrangement. There was tension around her eyes, a barely perceptible stiffness in her posture. She saw no alternative, and didn’t like it. And she didn’t even have all the context of the last few surreal weeks of my life.

“Understood, Guildmaster,” I replied with professional courtesy. I was as trapped as she was. “I’ll adjust our preparations accordingly.”

Parwana’s expression remained neutral. Had I missed her telltale flash of satisfaction? Or was this just another coincidence?

“Thank you for your confidence, Guildmaster,” Parwana said. “I won’t disappoint you or Gold Rank Mitchell.”

We left Gulnora’s office together. I maintained a calm and professional expression. But inside, I struggled to figure out how to handle this new development. Or how to even respond to it.

Parwana had manipulated circumstances perfectly. She eliminated her competition through means I couldn’t prove while positioning herself as the only viable solution to a critical need.

“I understand your concerns,” she said as we walked through the guild hall. “But I hope you’ll give me the opportunity to prove my value to the team.”

“This mission is dangerous, Parwana. The Abyssal Vault has claimed the lives of adventurers more experienced than you even in stable conditions.”

“I’m aware of the risks,” she said, her tail ramrod straight behind her. “I’ve been studying its documented hazards since the emergency meeting.”

Another piece clicked into place. She’d gathered information during her “delivery” to the Authority headquarters. It was all but a confession that she’d been preparing to orchestrate this very outcome.

“The team will operate under strict protocols,” I said, stopping to face her directly. I tried to step up to her, to tower over her and establish some kind of authority. But she stood her ground. We ended up standing just barely outside uncomfortably close. “Mandatory partner rotations, detailed reporting requirements, and redundant communication systems. No one works alone at any time. No shirking duties to intrude on conversations that you aren’t specifically involved in.”

If she recognized these measures as specifically designed to prevent her from isolating me or doing further harm to others around me, she gave no indication. Her smile remained perfectly composed. If anything, her pupils were dilated from the close proximity to me.

“Of course. Safety protocols are essential in such environments. I’m honored by your dedication to protecting me, Ryan.”

“I’m the team leader,” I said. “I am dedicated to protecting everyone under my command. Now get preparations underway. You heard Guildmaster Gulnora. We can’t afford any delays.”

I watched her walk away, her graceful movements and the calm swish of her tail betraying none of the calculation I now knew drove her actions. She had systematically eliminated all obstacles between us, forcing a partnership that would trap us together in one of Osnary’s most dangerous locations for at least a week.

Again.

I spent the remainder of the day drafting and implementing safeguards. When that was done, I scheduled a private meeting with Farhod. He was the only person on our team I personally knew—one of the few people in this entire world I actually considered a friend.

We met at a quiet corner table in the guild’s common room after most members had cleared out for dinner. Farhod ordered ale; I stuck with water. Old habits.

“So,” he said, settling back in his chair with easy confidence. “What’s got you looking like someone stole your favorite shield?”

I appreciated his directness. It was one of the things that made our friendship work. Neither of us wasted time on small talk.

“Something’s been bugging me about this mission,” I said carefully.

“Ah.” Farhod took a long drink. “This about the healer situation? Heard about the poisonings. Bad luck, that.”

“That’s part of it.” I found myself hesitating.

This was harder than I’d expected. How do you tell someone that you suspect your teammate of systematic sabotage without sounding paranoid?

Farhod studied my expression. “Whatever’s eating at you, just say it.”

I took a breath. “You notice anything weird about Parwana lately?”

“The cat-girl healer?” He shrugged. “She’s kinda fixated on you, yeah? Follows you around like a lost kitten. Figured she had a crush.” His eyes narrowed. “Why? She giving you trouble?”

“More than trouble.” I kept my voice low. “She’s been, er, escalating. Following me, learning my schedule, moved into the apartment right across from mine. And now all these healers get poisoned right before assignments? Every qualified one except her?”

Farhod was quiet for a moment, his fingers drumming against his mug. “That’s... You really think she...?”

“I don’t know what to think,” I said quickly. “But the patterns are there.”

He leaned forward. “What kind of patterns?”

The question hung between us. I found myself staring at my hands, wrestling with how much to reveal. Farhod waited with the patience of someone accustomed to extracting information.

“She knows things she shouldn’t,” I said finally. “My schedule, where I eat, conversations I had when she wasn’t even there. And weird shit keeps happening. Remember Nodira? I swear I saw Parwana outside right before she got sick.” I shrugged. “Small stuff individually, but...”

“But you feel like you’re being hunted,” Farhod finished.

“Yeah. Exactly.” The relief of having someone understand was immediate. “And now this. Every high-level healer poisoned at once? Come on.”

Farhod’s expression grew more serious. “You think she actually poisoned them? Multiple healers?”

“The timing’s fucked,” I said. “And twilight nettle...” I paused, that nagging familiarity still bothering me. “Someone mentioned that plant to me recently. Can’t remember when or where, but it’s bugging the hell out of me.”

“I use twilight nettle sometimes. Stealth enhancement.” Farhod shook his head. “But healers overdosing on it all at once? That’s either the worst luck in Osnary’s history or someone knew exactly what they were doing.”

“Which sounds more likely to you?”

He was quiet for a long time, his dark eyes studying me. “Look, you pulled my ass out of a collapsing dungeon when my own team leader was ready to write me off. You’ve never bullshitted me.” He took another drink. “So if you’re worried, I’m listening.”

The relief that flooded through me was stronger than I’d expected. I hadn’t realized how isolated I’d felt until someone finally took my concerns seriously.

“I remember her from Azure Wings,” Farhod continued. “Receptionist. You still don’t remember her, right?”

I shook my head.

“She was quiet, got the job done. Never seemed unstable.” He paused. “Of course, going from being a receptionist to front-line healing? That’s not exactly normal.”

“She says watching me during the breach inspired her.”

“Inspired enough to flip her whole life upside down inside of six weeks?” Farhod raised an eyebrow. “And join your guild specifically even though she likely would have been babied in the other? That’s...a lot.”

“What I thought, too.”

There was more than that. But I couldn’t tell Farhod how I really felt. I could barely admit it to myself.

“So what’s the plan? Can’t exactly request a different healer now.”

“I can’t prove shit,” I admitted. “But I can’t ignore this either. I wanted you to know what we might be dealing with. Keep everyone safe, you know?”

Farhod nodded. “I’ll watch her. Especially around Behruz. That guy’s dangerous enough without someone playing games.”

“I’m putting strict protocols in place. Partner rotations, detailed reports, no one works alone. If she is what I think she is, I don’t want to give her chances.”

“And if she’s just some lovesick healer who doesn’t know boundaries?”

“Then maybe I’ll feel stupid enough to apologize when we get back.”

Farhod finished his ale and leaned back. “You know, I’ve never seen you this rattled. Whatever’s going on with her, it’s really getting to you.”

He was right. I’d faced down monsters, dungeon collapses, life-threatening situations without losing my cool. But Parwana’s calculated devotion had me second-guessing everything.

“I’ve been flying solo too long,” I said. “Made myself an easy target.”

“Well, you’re not solo now.” Farhod stood and clapped me on the shoulder. “Watch your back in there, and I’ll watch hers. She steps out of line, we’ll handle it.”

When I returned to my apartment that evening, a message was pinned on my door.

My pulse leapt into my throat at the sight. But it wasn’t some new maybe Parwana-led catastrophe. Just Mike.

“Hey, you weren’t in. Leaving this in hopes you get it before you go. Can’t wait to see what data you bring back! Maybe we can grab some drinks while we go over it. Wanna put a stop to this if we can get the right intel from the investigation. Counting on you, bro!”

The friendly invitation was the same kind I’d declined dozens of times before. This time, however, I found myself considering acceptance. My isolation, once a shield against the vulnerabilities of connection, had become a liability. Without allies who noticed my absence or questioned unusual behavior, I had no safeguards against Parwana’s manipulations. I’d avoided the pain of losing anyone important, and lacking support for my situation was the price I paid for it.

Maybe, once we got through this mission, I could finally reach out to Mike.

If we got back.

I prepared for bed. Through my window, I could see the light in Parwana’s apartment across the street. Her silhouette moved past the curtain.

It was creepy, but I felt like just as much of a creeper for looking and realizing she was awake.

Tomorrow, we would head out for the Abyssal Vault. Just me, Farhod, Behruz... and the healer who might have poisoned half the guild to ensure she’d be the one watching my back in the dark.

It was no wonder I struggled to sleep.


Chapter twenty
Social Distancing
Ryan


I moved methodically through the inventory, checking off items against my list, inspecting equipment with professional attention to detail. It was exhaustive. Maybe it was my lack of sleep making me anal retentive. It could have also been that I was dragging my feet, not wanting to begin this mission.

Maybe the dungeon would just collapse if I delayed us enough.

Farhod stopped to watch me. It was very clear he saw right through me. “Everything up to standard?”

“So far.” I examined an enchanted lantern like it was a holy grail. “The survey tools still need a final calibration.”

Across the hall, Behruz sorted through his research materials with the same methodical precision I was using on equipment. Was he nervous, too? The scholar moved between stacks of parchments and his leather case, double-checking references against his notes. I’d worked with enough academics to recognize the look. He was focused but tired, the kind that came from knowing your research might be the difference between success and disaster.

Parwana entered carrying a wooden box of healing supplies. She moved gracefully as she approached, stopping at a distance I’d specified. It was close enough for conversation, but not crowding me.

Even though I’d been the one to specify the distance, it still felt too close for comfort.

“I’ve prepared specialized healing kits for each team member,” she said. Her voice was soft and professional. Every bit the receptionist Farhod thought she was. “Including adaptations for the Vault’s elemental influence.”

I nodded without looking up from my checklist. “Put them with the other supplies. We’ll distribute everything once final preparations are complete.”

“Of course.” She moved away to comply, but not before I caught the subtle droop in her ears, like a momentary sign of disappointment.

Keeping my interactions with Parwana brief and focused on mission requirements was my primary strategy for maintaining professional distance. I just had to make sure every conversation had clear boundaries, every instruction precise enough to prevent misinterpretation. She was bound to bristle at the constraints, but I expected her to stick to the boundaries I set.

We could deal with the fallout when we were back from our mission.

When the final check was done, I gathered the team for a final review of our mission parameters.

“For travel efficiency, we’ll go by cart,” I explained, indicating positions on the map of our route. “Farhod and I will take point. Behruz and Parwana will follow in the covered wagon.”

Farhod nodded, understanding the unspoken reasoning behind my assignments. Behruz continued reviewing his notes, barely registering the logistics discussion even as he nodded along.

“Once inside the Vault, we maintain tight formation. Primary objective remains documentation and sample collection, not combat engagement. We’re not doing this for the dungeon clear. We’re doing this to gather intelligence for the Central Dungeon Authority.”

“The guardians will be fascinating to observe,” Behruz said, finally looking up from his papers. “Current theories suggest they operate on principles entirely different from traditional dungeon creatures. Seeing how they respond to the preliminary signs of collapse will be quite enlightening.”

“We observe from safe distance where possible,” I emphasized. “This is an investigation, not a hunting expedition.”

“Yes, yes,” Behruz waved dismissively. “Though I’ll need proximity readings for accurate energy assessments.” He turned to Parwana, his expression brightening. “Perhaps you could assist with the harmonic measurement device? Your special blessing can provide valuable calibration points.”

“I’d be happy to help,” she said, and her tail started swishing gently behind her.

I watched their interaction with professional detachment, noting how Parwana maintained appropriate enthusiasm without the excessive focus she typically directed at me. If I hadn’t witnessed her previous behavior, I might have believed this was her natural demeanor.

Even in the absence of her unsettling behavior, I was still very uncomfortable of the memory of it.

“Departure in one hour,” I said, wrapping up the briefing. “Final equipment checks. If anything is missing, say so now. Once we’re underway, we’re not turning back.”

Everyone moved to confirm their equipment. Behruz had to rush out of the room at least three times to gather something he forgot. That was expected. Farhod and Parwana were professional adventurers, but Behruz was a glorified nerd we were going to be dragging along behind us.

With final preparations complete, we loaded our gear into the waiting wagon. The cart was pulled by domesticated raaz, a sort of cross between an ox and a boar. Despite their muscular build and curling tusks, they were placid and agreeable, calmly waiting for the cart to be loaded and responding with prompt obedience when the signal was given to depart.

I maintained my strategy of distance, sitting in the driver’s seat beside Farhod while Behruz and Parwana rode in the covered wagon with the more delicate equipment.

By midday, the capital’s bustling streets and imposing stone buildings had given way to rolling farmland and scattered villages. The northern trade route stretched before us, a well-maintained road winding through green hills that gradually gave way to rockier terrain. Our carriage moved at a steady pace, the raaz requiring minimal guidance as they followed the established path.

“Based on previous expedition reports, the Vault’s collapse manifests primarily through elemental disruption,” I said, spreading a map across my knees as the carriage jostled along. “We’ll place the monitoring devices at these key junction points to track energy fluctuations and hold position outside the dungeon to gather the data for the investigation.”

Farhod nodded, tracing the marked locations with a finger. “The last few clear teams reported strange activity in the lower chambers. Guardians moving between sectors when they should be confined to their domains.”

“The boundaries are breaking down,” Behruz said, looking up from a thick tome balanced precariously on one knee. “Fascinating, really. The Vault was constructed back when artificial separation of primal forces was considered necessary for proper study. If the guardians are not being divided into their usual domains, it means the collapse is manifesting in the more delicate structures first. Breaking the barriers managing the guardians before the magics managing the limits between elemental domains are failing.”

The scholarly tangent provided context to what we could expect to find. I encouraged him to continue, partly for the information but mostly to maintain a conversation that Parwana wasn’t interjecting into. She sat quietly in the corner of the carriage, grinding herbs with a small mortar and pestle.

Despite her apparent focus on her task, I noticed the slight swivel of her ears whenever I spoke. The minute reaction betrayed her attention even when her eyes remained on the herbs. I tried to ignore it.

By evening, we reached a roadside inn where arrangements had been made for our overnight stay. The modest establishment catered primarily to merchants traveling the northern route, offering simple but clean accommodations, and security for the wagon’s contents.

While Farhod, Behruz, and I discussed the dungeon at one end of the table, Parwana worked at the other, arranging and cleaning herbs. The physical distance was deliberate on my part, as Behruz seemed to suffer from seasonal allergies. but it didn’t seem to bother her. She moved as if everything were normal, barely looking my way.

It was a little unnerving.

I kept looking for her to be staring at me, or finding reason to be three paces behind me. Now that she wasn’t...

“Some of us have cleared the dungeon,” I said, sharing a glance with Farhod. “But it isn’t exactly the most transparent dungeon when it comes to its purpose. What are we looking at?”

Behruz’s face lit up. He finally had a chance to share his expertise. “The Vault dates back to the Pre-Empyrean era,” he said, sketching a rough timeline on a scrap of parchment. “Back when mortals worshiped the raw elemental forces directly.”

“Before the modern pantheon,” Parwana said quietly from her end of the table, not looking up from her herbs but clearly following along. Her voice held genuine interest, not the calculated attention she usually directed at me.

“Exactly!” Behruz beamed at her understanding. “Before the gods started distributing classes to the worthy.”

I glanced at her as she worked, noting how she ground each herb with careful precision. There was something oddly calming about watching her hands move in steady, practiced motions. Professional competence, I told myself. Nothing more.

“That explains the unusual architecture,” Farhod noted, leaning over the scholar’s drawing. “Most dungeons from the Pre-Empyrean show signs of ritual design rather than practical defense.”

“Remember how you said the enemy distribution lends itself to pitched battles?” I asked, pulling my attention back to the tactical discussion where it belonged.

“Yes, yes!” Behruz tapped the parchment emphatically. “This wasn’t built as a dungeon at all, but as a temple-laboratory for studying and worshiping the elements.”

The scholar paused to take a sip of ale, and in the brief silence, I caught the soft scraping of Parwana’s mortar and pestle. The rhythm was methodical, almost meditative.

“The dungeon system co-opting the location would have been controversial,” Behruz continued, “but the collapse breaking down the barriers? That would have been outright blasphemous to the original builders.”

“How so?” Parwana asked, finally looking up.

“The elements slipping their bonds would have been unthinkable,” Behruz said, reaching over to tap the maps before me. “These ancient builders designed everything around maintaining perfect separation.”

I nodded, following his reasoning. “So they would never have prepared their construction to account for these limiting barriers being broken. The lines between domains are going to be structurally unsound.”

“That’s good tactical intelligence,” Farhod agreed.

Throughout our discussion, I maintained awareness of Parwana’s position. But increasingly, I noticed, it felt less like surveillance and more like...consideration. She contributed when she had something valuable to add, listened when others were speaking, and somehow managed to remain part of the team without making everything about her proximity to me.

Maybe this professional distance thing was working better than I’d expected. For both of us.

When we finally retired for the night, I made sure our room assignments maintained the separation strategy. Farhod shared a room with me, while Behruz and Parwana had private rooms. It felt needlessly elaborate, and even more so when nothing happened.

But as I settled into my bedroll, I found myself thinking not about what threats hadn’t materialized, but about how naturally Parwana had fit into our tactical discussion. How her questions were the right ones.

How much easier this mission felt with a competent healer watching our backs.

We departed from the inn before dawn, the raaz well-rested and eager as we continued our journey northward. The landscape gradually grew from gentle hills to the rugged foothills of the northern mountain range. By mid-afternoon, the road became too narrow and steep for our cart, forcing us to transition to the next phase of our journey. There was a waystation at the trailhead where the wagon and raaz would be kept. We gathered our supplies in our packs and continued on foot.

The mountain trail forced us closer together than I preferred. Narrow paths carved into the rocky slopes left little room for the spacing I’d planned. Tactical considerations forced me to let Farhod take the lead as our scout, while I stayed close to Parwana and Behruz.

“Watch your step here,” I called back as we navigated a particularly treacherous section. “The path narrows around this bend.”

Behruz plodded along behind me, apparently taking my warning as the sign to start a conversation. “Ancient texts indicate that the Abyssal Vault protected the results of all the experiments Pre-Empyrean society conducted.”

“Is that why it has guardians instead of random monsters?” Parwana asked, her voice carrying from further back on the path.

“Yes!” Behruz’s excitement was palpable. “Most dungeons generate creatures spontaneously from ambient mana. The Vault’s guardians don’t follow that rule. They were put there by the builders, and the dungeon has just kept them around instead of making its own monsters. Each embodies the purest form of its element and are designed to protect the sacred workings from contamination or theft.”

I half-listened to their conversation. It just sounded like nerd talk. I was more focused on assessing potential dangers along our route, but that didn’t mean I wanted to miss any vital information entirely as we planned our investigation.

The path was well-worn from years of adventurers daring the dungeon, but that didn’t mean I could be sloppy about protecting my team.

By mid-afternoon, we reached the expedition camp established by the advance team. Six tents arranged in a defensive circle surrounded a central fire pit, just like Expedition Camp Three, but without the permanent storehouse. Two Silver Rank scouts greeted us, their expressions revealing relief at our arrival.

“Gold Rank Mitchell,” the senior scout acknowledged. “We’ve maintained perimeter watch as instructed. Energy readings have increased by seventeen percent since yesterday.”

I nodded, waving Behruz to my side. “Show us your data.”

While the scouts walked the two of us through their monitoring results, I assigned the rest of the team to final preparations. “Farhod, double check the perimeter. Familiarize yourself with the terrain. Parwana, inventory our supplies against the expedition stocks. Make sure the scouts here are taken care of, not just us. Behruz, I could use your expertise here.”

My party moved to comply with my requests. Meanwhile, Behruz and I got brought up to speed.

The scout’s report confirmed my concerns. The Vault’s energy fluctuations matched patterns observed at other collapse sites, but with greater intensity and complexity.

Behruz’s downcast expression mirrored my own. The collapse here was more imminent than Dilshod and Gulnora had feared.

“The elements are showing early fusion symptoms,” the scout explained, showing me sketches of what looked to be monsters in unusual places around the Vault. “Fire and water energy signatures are melding instead of neutralizing each other. Same with water and earth, and fire and air.”

“At least the boundaries between fire and earth are holding,” Behruz offered, though from his tone I could tell it was little comfort.

I studied the sketches, noting how even in these hasty drawings, the walls were cracked and damaged. As I suspected, this was going to be a precarious investigation. Hopefully the other teams could gather more useful data from their assigned dungeons, because I was afraid that survival was going to be our foremost concern.

After reviewing the full report, I rejoined the team to outline our approach for the morning descent. Farhod reported no immediate threats around the camp.

But there was one.

Parwana was moving quietly among our supplies. She looked to be casual, but I caught the deliberate way she slipped small packets into each team member’s personal pouches. They were dried herbs wrapped in thin cloth, each tied with different colored thread.

Hopefully she accounted for Behruz’s allergies.

When she reached my equipment, she placed two packets instead of one, the second slipped into an inner pocket when she thought no one was watching. I pretended not to notice, continuing my conversation with the scouts about entrance security protocols.

The evening progressed with routine efficiency. We ate a simple meal, reviewed our objectives once more, and prepared for an early departure. Throughout dinner, I maintained conversation with Farhod and Behruz, discussing our approach and historical construction while Parwana listened quietly, contributing only when directly addressed.

As the team dispersed to prepare for sleep, Farhod casually approached me near the equipment check station.

“Need to test my Shadow Step in this terrain,” he said, loud enough for others to hear. “Need to make sure there’s no reaction with the fluctuating mana around here. Walk with me to that outcropping?”

I nodded, recognizing the pretense for a private conversation. We moved beyond earshot of the camp before Farhod spoke again, his voice low.

“She watches you constantly,” he said without preamble. “Like prey she’s stalking. Even when she’s talking to Behruz or checking supplies, her attention never leaves you.”

I nodded, unsurprised but grateful for independent confirmation. “I noticed. I can see it in the way her ears track me.”

“She put something in your gear. Two packets of herbs, one hidden.”

“I saw. She put one packet in each of yours and Behruz’s too.”

Farhod’s expression tightened. “I’d dispose of them if I were you. No way to know what’s in them.”

“I’ll check them first. If there’s something harmful, I need to know.”

As it was, people around the guild were getting poisoned. Maybe this was the proof I needed to point fingers her way.
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Back at camp, I casually retrieved both packets from my equipment, examining them when I was certain no one was watching. The herbs appeared identical at first glance. They were cloth bags, no bigger than my palm, filled with dried leaves and flowers mixed with some sort of powder. Looked oddly similar to what she was messing with at the inn.

Each packet contained handwritten instructions, the neat script detailing specific uses:

For enhanced shield efficiency (morning use): Infuse in hot water, drink thirty minutes before primary exertion.

For muscle recovery and mana regeneration (evening use): Mix with neutral plant-based oils and apply to pulse points at wrists and neck.

I sniffed each mixture carefully, detecting nothing beyond herbal scents. Familiar scents. I wasn’t familiar enough with herbs to say for certain, but I’d downed enough potions with similar effects over the years to recognize the smells and flavors.

Tinctures and essential oils? Seriously?

I returned them to my pack, uncertain if my suspicion was justified or paranoid. Either way, I wouldn’t use them. Not unless I could get their contents verified by a third party.

The night passed without incident. Regardless I slept lightly. My senses were on high alert, tuned to any unusual movement around our camp.

When the first light of dawn filtered through the mountain peaks, we were already geared up and ready to move. Tension ran through the team. Even Behruz’s enthusiastic chatter had quieted to focused preparation.

We didn’t need to take morning readings. We could all feel the edge of danger in the air.

Under normal circumstances, I would have called off the venture and made preparations to seal the dungeon when it inevitably collapsed in the next few days. But this investigation was important. The readings we collected here, under the most extreme circumstances, could be exactly what the Central Dungeon Authority needed.

More important than containing the collapse, more important than sealing off the impending disaster, and more important than our lives was the investigation.

The dungeon collapse crisis couldn’t be allowed to continue.

The Vault entrance loomed before us at dawn. It was a huge archway carved directly into the mountain face, its edges lined with crystal formations that shifted between elemental aspects. Ancient symbols carved into the stone pulsed with erratic energy, their patterns disrupted compared to historical descriptions Behruz showed us.

“Formation protocol,” I said as we prepared to enter. “Farhod, scout twenty paces ahead. I’ll lead the main group. Behruz center position for maximum protection. Parwana, rear support.”

Everyone moved to their assigned positions without question. Even Parwana.

I affixed my shield to my arm and it lit up with Sitora’s light. Ready to provide protection as we crossed the threshold into the Vault’s first chamber.

Inside, the destabilization was immediately evident. Even I could feel the elemental energy fluctuating in the air arrhythmically. Behruz quickly oriented us with hushed urgency.

“The Vault contains four primary elemental chambers arranged in cardinal directions,” he said, pointing to faded glyphs on the wall. “Earth in the north, fire in the east, water in the south, air in the west. Those energy channels in the walls once carried purified essence along fixed paths.”

But now those orderly patterns twisted together. Green earth energy intertwined with blue water currents, while red fire essence leaked into what should be pure air channels.

“The central nexus houses the control mechanisms,” Behruz continued, indicating our destination on a weathered map. “That’s where the energy will be at its most concentrated. We’ll place our monitoring devices there.” Behruz held up a small crystal device that hummed in response to the surrounding energy. Anxiously, he repeated information we already knew: “these crystals are paired with the ones back at the scout camp. The aetheric resonance of these crystals will be projected to those, allowing us to monitor the conditions from a safe distance.”

“Remember,” I added, “we’re not here for a clear. We can’t avoid the small guardians, but we can ignore the mechanics required to spawn the boss monsters. Don’t fight the guardians near the crystal formations.”

We advanced carefully through the initial chambers, encountering minor guardians that posed little threat to our combat capabilities. They were floating humanoid forms made of element-aspected crystals, with their energy released into the air when they died. We just had to dispatch them away from the stationary crystal formations which would absorb their energy to summon the elemental chambers’ bosses.

Farhod and I had cleared this dungeon before, back when we were Bronze Rank. The elementals’ behaviors were immediately distressing to both of us.

The deeper we progressed, the more pronounced the problems became. It became harder to tell what element a crystal creature was supposed to be, and which elements that ran through it were the impurities. Even the boss-summoning crystal formations in the chambers had intermingled energies, and every entryway and passage were choked with more such fused formations.

“The boundaries are collapsing,” Behruz whispered, his academic excitement barely contained. “The elemental domains are bleeding into each other at an accelerating rate.”

In one corridor, we witnessed a puddle of water that spiked upwards, dancing in rhythmic cycles like flames. In another, stone formations ebbed and flowed, stalagmites growing and eroding on the scale of seconds, like capricious winds.

A few hours after entering the dungeon, we reached a big chamber housing what appeared to be ancient elemental fountains. Four pedestals arranged in a square, each supporting a basin that once contained pure elemental essence. When Farhod and I had been here before, the basins were joined, and unseen magic divided the energies into discrete quarters. Now, the substances within enjoyed no such division. The edges of the elements became swirling vortices of matter in impossible states, neither solid nor liquid nor gas, but something that defied classification.

“This is the primary collection point,” Behruz announced, already unpacking his measuring instruments. “These fountains should feed purified essence to their respective chambers. Even if the dungeon’s core is elsewhere, nowhere is going to show more strongly the effects of the collapse than this room.”

Before we could begin our analysis, movement from the shadows caught my attention. Guardians emerging to defend the sacred space against intruders.

“Defensive positions,” I ordered calmly. “Farhod and Parwana, take the eastern quadrant. Behruz with me.”

The tactical assignment was deliberate. Keeping Parwana paired with Farhod rather than myself was on purpose, but not for me. The Shadow Blade could both protect her and watch her while I focused on the primary threat.

The guardians advanced with halting steps. They were enormous humanoids made of stone and crystal infused with unnaturally fused elemental energy. The hybrid monstrosities violated the Vault’s fundamental design principles, just as the lesser guardians had in the outer chambers. Stone bodies wreathed with flowing waters, airy bodies burned with internal flame.

My barrier expanded with a word as the first guardian charged, its fist crashing against my defenses with a force that would have shattered ordinary tanks. With expert precision, I angled the barrier to deflect the blow, minimizing the mana cost to maintain my position.

“Behruz, behind me,” I commanded, maintaining position as two more guardians approached from different angles.

Across the chamber, Farhod danced between shadow steps, his enchanted daggers striking at vulnerable points in the guardians’ crystalline structures. Parwana moved with surprising agility for a healer, maintaining optimal distance for her magic while avoiding the guardians’ sweeping attacks.

Throughout the battle, I remained aware of Parwana’s healing patterns. Despite her position with Farhod, her magic reached me with perfect timing whenever a guardian’s attack struck my defenses in a way that bruised my arm or strained my elbow. The golden-shadowed light of her dual blessing suffused my wounds almost before I felt them, her attention divided between her assigned partner and me.

Even with our small party, the guardians weren’t unmanageable. Within a minute or two, we sent them crumbling into piles of fused crystal and stone. As we regrouped to assess damage and collect samples, Behruz’s excitement overshadowed his fatigue.

“Extraordinary patterns!” he exclaimed, carefully gathering crystal fragments from the guardians into specialized containers. “The elemental signatures are merging in ways that should be theoretically impossible. It’s as if—”

A sudden energy surge interrupted his analysis. The fountains gushed elemental energy with sudden strength, and that was the only warning we got before the chamber trembled, crystal formations along the ceiling fracturing with an ominous cracking sound.

“Move! Now!” I shouted, already running toward the others as pieces of ceiling began to fall.

Farhod moved first, his Shadow Step getting him out of the way. Behruz barely had time to look up, but he was already on the far side of the room from the falling section. Parwana’s eyes widened and the fur on her tail puffed out with alarm, but there was an agonizing moment of decision paralysis where she was stuck, rooted to the spot with fear.

Without conscious thought, I found myself diving across the chamber toward her. My body moved on pure instinct, wrapping one arm around her while I extended my barrier up above us.

A stone the size of a Buick smashed down on my barrier. Even deflecting it, the force shoved me to the ground. We landed hard, my armor absorbing most of the impact as I covered her smaller form with my body. My shield glowed brilliantly above us, sending the stone fragments that rained down off to the left.

Only when the danger passed did I realize our position, my face inches from hers, her wide eyes staring up at me with an expression of wonder. Her pupils dilated fully, turning her eyes almost completely black as we lay in the dust of the collapse. I couldn’t tell if the sound was the rumble of the chamber’s unstable energy, or if she was purring.

It was almost adorable.

“Are you all right?” Farhod called from across the chamber, breaking the moment.

I pushed myself up quickly, shoving away the stones that rested on my barrier and extending a hand to help Parwana to her feet before taking a long and firm step away. The automatic protective gesture had happened without any tactical calculation. It was pure reflex that I couldn’t explain given my mental guardrails against exactly this kind of proximity.

“We’re fine,” I replied, brushing dust from my armor while avoiding Parwana’s gaze. “Let’s clear a path and find secure ground for analysis. We need to get our readings, deploy the crystals and get back to camp fast. We can’t be this deep in if a real collapse happens.”

After navigating the debris, we located a small side chamber with a single entrance that could be easily defended. The space contained remnants of ancient research equipment, long since abandoned. But the room was defensible and structurally sound. There was no sign of damage from the fused crystal formations in here.

“We’ll take our measurements here,” I ordered, setting down my pack. “Behruz, get set up. Parwana, assist as necessary. I’ll keep watch at the door. If readings take more than an hour, Farhod will relieve me, so get your rest while you can.”

Taking my position for first watch, I settled with my back against the wall, shield within reach. Even untrained in such matters, I could feel the Vault’s strangely fused and unstable energy pulsing through ancient stone.
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“There’s something very wrong about this place,” I said, keeping my voice low as we took up a position on the second level of the Vault.

If anyone else had said it, I would have snapped at them. But my party members just nodded.

The corridor ahead branched into three separate pathways, each glowing with a different elemental energy. According to Behruz’s maps and my previous experience clearing this dungeon, the paths should have contained pure elemental domains. Instead, the energies spilled across boundaries in unpredictable ways.

“The fusion is accelerating,” Behruz whispered, furiously taking notes as his survey equipment audibly vibrated at the intensity of the energy here. “The readings suggest the collapse is progressing nineteen percent faster than our initial estimates.”

I nodded, recalculating our timetable. While there was no certainty of when, exactly, the dungeon would collapse, I’d thought we had weeks. With nearly a twenty percent acceleration, we might only have days.

“We complete the second level survey and place the remaining monitoring crystals,” I said. “Then we leave. If it’s this unstable here, the final floor is right out.”

Farhod leaned in to watch the survey equipment over Behruz’s shoulder. “The western path has the least energy disruption. Should be our safest route.”

“Agreed.” I turned to address our formation. “Farhod, take point with Behruz. Parwana and I will follow at standard interval.”

The pairing wasn’t ideal. I’d maintained my strategy of keeping Parwana with others rather than myself whenever possible. But tactical necessity sometimes outweighed personal preference.

Farhod was the best forward scout, and I wanted Behruz toward the head of the group with the survey equipment—soonest begun, soonest done—but I didn’t like it. Especially not with the way Parwana had been looking at me since the incident with the ceiling collapse.

But just as I couldn’t have Behruz lagging behind, I couldn’t separate her further. She was the most vulnerable among us and I couldn’t leave her unprotected, despite my discomfort.

We proceeded with cautious efficiency, our footsteps nearly silent on the ancient stone floor. The western corridor twisted deeper into the mountain, crystal formations along the walls shifting between blue-green water energy, yellow-orange fire energy and, after about a hundred yards, pale white air currents. According to Behruz’s historical knowledge, these pathways once served as purification channels for elemental essence before the dungeon system co-opted them.

Forty minutes into our exploration, Farhod raised a closed fist. The signal to halt. We all immediately stopped, and he crouched, examining something on the floor ahead.

“Blood,” he reported, voice clipped. “Not fresh.”

I moved forward, keeping my shield ready. “Signs of combat?”

“None nearby. But there’s a trail.” Farhod pointed at the floor, his finger tracing the path of near-imperceptible marks on the stone. “Drag marks. Someone pulled someone that way.”

My assessment shifted immediately. The Vault wasn’t supposed to have creatures that dragged prey. The elemental guardians attacked and then returned to their positions. They didn’t feed on the dead or clean up remains. It was a safe conclusion that after a battle, the party dragged their wounded away to regroup.

“Change formation,” I ordered, keeping my voice calm and smooth. “Defensive diamond. Behruz, center position.”

We adjusted smoothly, with practiced precision. Farhod took left point, while I covered right. Parwana protected our rear, with Behruz sheltered in the middle where the more frail ranged caster would remain safe from immediate threats. We followed the drag marks Farhod had spotted towards the side chamber.

The passage opened into a large circular room with a domed ceiling. Crystal formations glowed with unstable energy that flashed between different colors, casting eerie, shifting light across what seemed to be the remains of an Azure Wings dungeon party.

“Seven Figures’s blood,” Behruz breathed, horrified.

Equipment lay scattered across the floor. There were backpacks torn open, weapons abandoned, and the remains of what appeared to be six adventurers spread among their belongings.

The only way I could tell the number of people was by counting the number of hands.

Their bodies were torn open and ripped apart in a giant tangle smeared across the floor. Tooth marks stood out on the bones.

This wasn’t the work of elemental guardians, who had no need to eat, nor the teeth to leave these kinds of marks. The whole room reeked of death and rot.

Farhod knelt beside a broken staff, his expression grim. “I recognize this. Belonged to Javid from Azure Wings. Gold Rank elemental mage.”

“The missing dungeon party,” I concluded.

I surveyed the scene, noting details with professional detachment despite the gruesome sight. The positioning was wrong. The bodies weren’t arranged in any defensive formation. Their equipment wasn’t near their hands as it would be if they’d fallen during combat. Swords in sheaths and shields on backs. There were no signs of elemental damage, either. No burn marks, crushing impacts, or water damage, and the cuts weren’t the thin and precise slices of wind magic.

“This wasn’t a guardian attack,” I said to the others, examining a torn backpack. “No elemental signature on any of this damage.”

Behruz moved carefully between the remains, documenting findings in his notebook. “These tears appear to be from fangs or claws. And there’s some kind of residue on the edges.” He withdrew a wrapped packet of glass collection vials from his pouch. “I should gather samples for analysis.”

“Do it quickly,” I instructed, unease growing as I studied the chamber. “They weren’t ready for this fight. Whatever got them struck before they could react.”

Parwana knelt beside one of the dead adventurers, her expression solemn as she murmured a brief prayer to Sitora. Her ears remained alert, swiveling to track sounds around us while her tail remained perfectly still.

Something about the scene triggered my instincts. The bodies were too exposed, too conveniently arranged in the center of the chamber. There were no defensive positions taken, no signs of retreat or tactical movement.

It looked staged.

Like bait.

“Everyone regroup,” I said, my voice cutting through the eerie silence. “Back-to-back formation, now.”

Behruz looked up, startled. “But I’ve barely begun collecting—”

“Now,” I repeated, my tone leaving no room for argument. “Something’s not right. These bodies are positioned like—”

A chittering sound from above interrupted me. I looked up just as three huge shapes descended from the shadows of the vaulted ceiling.

“Ambush!” I shouted, shield raised.

The creatures dropped with frightening speed. Each was the size of a small wagon, with eight jointed spider legs supporting torsos that resembled humanoid crocodiles. Their scaled upper bodies ended in elongated reptilian heads with rows of dagger-like teeth, while their lower halves were covered in coarse black hair. Eight gleaming eyes scattered semi-randomly along their snouts tracked our movements with predatory intelligence.

These were not Vault guardians. I’d seen them in other dungeons, but never here. Most adventurers called them Demonic Hybrids, but that was far too generic, and covered at least two dozen different monsters I’d fought.

I called this specific variety Crocodriders, but the name hadn’t caught on. Everyone else was cowards.

Regardless, that wasn’t the important question. What were they doing here? Where did they come from?

The first creature landed between us, immediately spitting a thick stream of webbing from wall to wall to divide our formation. Farhod and I found ourselves cut off from Behruz and Parwana as two of the monsters converged on us, while the third advanced on our separated companions.

“They’re targeting our healer!” Farhod shouted, daggers already in hand as he executed a perfect Shadow Step to flank the nearest creature before it could attack.

I noted the attack pattern with cold clarity. Farhod was exactly right. The webbing hadn’t split the party randomly, but it had precisely divided us along the line between the frontline and the backline. These creatures had been watching us, studying our dynamics, learning who we protected and who we put in the line of fire.

“Divine Barrier!” I shouted, expanding my shield into a wall of golden light as both creatures charged. One slammed its scaled fists against my defense while the other tried to circle around. I pivoted, keeping the barrier between the monsters and myself while Farhod used me as a distraction to strike at the creatures from behind.

Through the translucent webbing, I glimpsed Parwana pulling Behruz behind a crystal formation as the third creature pursued them. Her hands glowed with dual-aspected magic—golden healing light threaded with shadow energy—as she prepared a defense.

We couldn’t get to them. I knew from experience that the webbing was too thick to slice through quickly. Farhod’s daggers or the edge of my shield would only get bound up in the webbing, leaving us vulnerable to the crocodriders’ attacks.

And the web’s demonic properties would stop Farhod from Shadow Stepping through it.

“Farhod! Take the one on the left!” I called, adjusting my positioning to draw his target in and make room for him to work.

The Shadow Blade moved like liquid darkness, his daggers finding a gap in the creature’s chitinous plating. Black ichor sprayed as the blade sank deep, but the monster retaliated quickly. Crocodile teeth sent golden sparks off my barrier as they scratched against my defenses, and one of its bristle-haired legs kicked out, bludgeoning Farhod and sending him staggering back.

I engaged the second creature more indirectly, letting it circle around my barrier before charging. Its weight and momentum were considerable, turning it into a real danger for me. When it reared back for its strike, I seized the opening.

“Shield Bash!” I spun, pulling my shield away from defending against the other foe and smashing the barrier’s edge into what passed for the monster’s throat. I could feel a crunching reverberate up my arm from the strike. The crocodrider stumbled back, momentarily stunned.

From the other side of the webbing, I heard Behruz shouting incantations. Even without a frontline, the other two were putting up a fight. Flashes of blue-white light illuminated the webbing as he hit the foe attacking them with a stun effect of his own.

My momentary distraction cost me.

The creature I was fighting recovered faster than expected, its spider body rearing back to catch me in the side with a horse-like kick. Even through my armor, the impact knocked the wind from my lungs.

I maintained my footing through sheer stubbornness, raising my shield just in time to block its follow-up bite.

Farhod was fighting with elegant precision despite the confined space, his daggers leaving deep cuts across his opponent’s hide. But the creature seemed to learn with each exchange, adjusting its movements to counter his Shadow Step technique, predicting where he would reappear. More than once, it was darting left when he appeared right, and, critically, the aggro I’d generated was starting to wear off without my continued attention. Its legs were lashing out, and in moments, it was going to whirl on him and bring its jaws to bear.

“They’re adapting to our tactics!” I warned, executing a diagonal Shield Slash that drove my opponent back several steps, giving me the time to flash my barrier in the other crocodrider’s face in an effort to keep its attention.

Our battle fell into a desperate rhythm. Advance, defend, counter, retreat.

The creatures fought with unnerving fervor, one pushing me back against the webbing wall while the other warded off Farhod’s attacks. Our offenses were growing less effective by the second as they learned our attack patterns just as effectively as we learned theirs.

We were at an impasse, and all the while, it served their needs more than ours.

Through a gap in the webbing, I caught a glimpse of Parwana. She stood with her back to a crystal formation, hands extended as she channeled a barrier of her own, a shimmering wall of golden energy that was a poor mimicry of my barrier.

Sitoran power would give her some defense, but as a cleric, she couldn’t match the power of a Divine Shield.

Fortunately, it wasn’t the shield itself that was doing the work. Shadowy tendrils wove through the golden energy, and they seemed to distract and attract the crocodrider, drawing its attacks to the parts of the improvised magic shield that were sturdiest. Behind her, Behruz frantically worked with his collection tools, apparently gathering something from the crystal formation even while under attack.

“We need to break through!” I called to Farhod, indicating the webbing with a quick gesture. “This is all a stall tactic!”

Farhod nodded, understanding my intent without further explanation. It took a fraction of a second for him to determine how to proceed, and as soon as he started, I knew where he was going with it.

“Umbral Transfer,” he murmured. Despite his quiet tone, the words made both crocodriders snap their scattered bug eyes to him as my shadow on the stone floor changed places with his. He had traded our aggro, letting me get out from between the web wall and the monsters. He feinted left, drawing his opponent’s attention, then executed a complex maneuver, dancing around their attacks to position both creatures in a line relative to the webbing.

“Now!” he shouted.

I channeled mana into my shield from my new position, expanding the barrier to its maximum width. “Divine Rampart!”

The golden wall of energy surged forward like a battering ram, driving both creatures back toward the webbing. For a moment, I thought the combined mass would tear through the division, reuniting our team.

The webbing was too strong. The combined force stretched the wall, but it held, refusing to tear. The pair of crocodriders were briefly stuck to the sticky substance, but were quickly freeing themselves, eyes on me with obvious satisfaction at our failed attempt.

Farhod seized the moment of confusion to launch a devastating attack on the creature to his left. His Shadow Step carried him above the monster, daggers plunging down into the junction between its crocodilian head and torso. Instead of leaping away, he gripped the creature under the chin and pulled up, dragging his dagger around and across its throat, cutting its head halfway off.

Despite their resilience, the crocodrider couldn’t endure that strike. The creature thrashed violently, ichor spraying across the stone floor as it writhed in its death throes. Farhod rode its corpse to the ground with a vicious grin of satisfaction.

But as Farhod landed, the second creature lunged low with terrible speed. Its jaws opened impossibly wide, revealing triple rows of serrated teeth that closed around Farhod’s leg before I could intercept.

His scream of pain echoed through the web-choked chamber as the teeth sank deep into flesh and bone. With remarkable discipline, he drove his remaining dagger into one of the creature’s eyes even as it bit down harder.

The monster released him with a shriek, retreating several steps as Farhod collapsed to the floor.

“Farhod!” I moved to cover him, shield extended to ward off further attacks.

“I’m fine,” he gasped, though the spreading pool of blood beneath him contradicted his words. “Finish it!”

The wounded creature circled us warily, its movements less coordinated with one eye destroyed. The one Farhod had stabbed in the neck lay twitching on the floor, still bleeding to death second by second.

I assessed our situation with cold efficiency. Farhod was severely injured, bleeding heavily from puncture wounds that tore through muscle and possibly broke bone. My mana reserves had dipped to approximately sixty percent after the attempt to force my power to break the web barrier. The remaining creature still posed a significant threat, especially with Farhod incapacitated. And the webbing separating us from our healer showed no signs of yielding to conventional attacks.

“Hold position,” I told Farhod, retrieving a healing potion from my belt pouch. “Drink this.”

He accepted the vial with shaking hands, downing the red liquid while keeping his eyes fixed on the circling monster. I stood protectively over him, shield ready as I calculated our options.

The sounds of battle continued from beyond the webbing. Behruz’s incantations mixed with the creature’s chittering and the distinctive hum of Parwana’s dual-aspected magic.

They were holding their own, at least for now.

“Something’s wrong,” Farhod whispered, his voice strained. “The wound...it’s not responding to the potion.”

I glanced down and felt a cold spike of alarm. The puncture wounds on his leg were turning an unnatural blackish-purple, with dark veins spreading outward from the bite marks. The bleeding had slowed, but the discoloration was advancing rapidly up his thigh.

“Venom,” I realized, turning back to face the creature with renewed caution. “These aren’t normal crocodriders.”

Farhod attempted to stand, careful not to touch the sticky webbing wall beside him, but his injured leg buckled beneath him. “My gods,” Farhod whispered. “I’m going to die and the last thing I’m going to remember is the stupid name you call these things.”

I reached for another potion. It was an antivenom compound that all Gold Ranks carried as standard equipment. “Try this one.”

He drank it while I maintained guard, and the spreading discoloration slowed, but didn’t stop.

Whatever this was, it was resistant to traditional antivenoms.

The remaining monster seemed to recognize our predicament. It no longer tested my defenses, but it circled back and forth, forcing me to shift my stance and defenses to shield Farhod. It was playing the waiting game, conserving its energy while Farhod’s condition deteriorated and my mana reserves gradually depleted.

“We need Parwana,” Farhod said, voice growing weaker. “A real healer is the only thing that will stop this venom.”

I knew he was right. The alchemical antivenom hadn’t worked, but magical healing from a cleric could adapt to the toxins directly and neutralize them no matter what they were. Without it, the venom would continue spreading until it reached vital organs.

The creature charged again, sensing my distraction. I raised my shield, deflecting the impact with perfect efficiency, but that didn’t change that it cost me time and mana.

Two things I didn’t have.

I couldn’t turn my back on it to try to break through the webbing. Farhod couldn’t do it himself, either. Even the act of increasing his heart rate to try would only spread the venom faster. And without his offense, it would take me minutes—if not longer—to actually defeat the remaining crocodrider myself.

Our only hope was beyond the wall of webbing behind us, but it wasn’t coming through. Just the sound of battle and the terrible knowledge that help was tantalizingly close yet impossibly far.


Chapter twenty-three
Taking The Hit
Ryan


“How bad?” I asked without taking my eyes off the creature.

“Bad enough,” Farhod replied, his voice strained through gritted teeth. “Can’t feel my leg anymore.”

I adjusted my stance, shield angled to intercept the monster’s next charge. My mana reserves had dropped to fifty-three percent after the failed attempt to break through the webbing. Not critical yet, but heading there fast. Behind us, the sounds of battle continued.

The crocodrider feinted left, then right, testing my reactions. I kept my shield steady, conserving energy. It was playing the long game, and it was winning. Each minute that passed brought Farhod closer to death and drained more of my mana maintaining a defensive position.

“Anything else to try?” Farhod asked.

“Working on it.” I scanned the chamber, looking for anything we could use. The webbing behind us remained impenetrable. The stone walls offered no escape. The dead crocodrider lay in a pool of black ichor, no longer a threat but offering nothing useful to us either.

The creature charged suddenly, its spider legs propelling it forward with frightening speed. I braced, shield up, calculating the angle of impact.

I channeled mana into my shield, its surface strengthening just as the monster slammed into it. It bounced directly off the defense rather than deflected, sending it skidding backward with a surprised hiss.

The defense held, but cost me precious mana to take the hit straight-on. Down to forty-nine percent now.

I couldn’t keep this up indefinitely. Each exchange depleted resources we couldn’t afford to lose.

Farhod tried to push himself up on his good leg, daggers ready, but collapsed back with a grunt of pain. “The venom’s spreading faster. I can feel it in my hip now.”

I risked a glance back. The blackish-purple discoloration had indeed advanced, creeping upward toward his abdomen. Without proper healing, he had maybe fifteen minutes before it reached vital organs.

And the fact that I wasn’t a doctor meant that it was probably less.

The crocodrider circled again, more cautiously, but not even close to giving up the fight. It changed tactics, moving to my left, then rapidly to my right, forcing me to adjust my position to keep between it and Farhod. Each movement cost energy, each shift in stance required mana to maintain the shield’s integrity.

It was wearing me down. And time was already against us.

The creature lunged again, this time aiming lower, trying to get under my shield. I dropped to one knee, angling the barrier downward to deflect its attack and reduce the mana cost. The creature re-angled its own attack, though, and struck straight-on again. Its claws scraped against the divine energy with a sound like nails on glass, sending golden sparks across the floor.

Mana down to almost forty percent. The situation was deteriorating faster than I’d calculated. The crocodrider knew that a direct hit drained resources faster, and was actively trying to force the extra mana expenditure.

I needed to change tactics. Defense alone wasn’t making any progress. But attacking meant leaving Farhod exposed, even if just for seconds. And seconds were all this thing needed.

The crocodrider seemed to sense my dilemma. It backed away slightly, watching me with cold, predatory intelligence. Then it began a new pattern, darting forward to strike at my shield, then immediately retreating before I could respond. Each blow, it tried to strike the barrier straight-on, denying me the chance to deflect. Each blow drained a little more mana, leaving me with less and less to work with. And the creature’s speed let it set the pace and deny me the chance to retaliate at all.

“It’s playing with us,” Farhod observed, his breathing coming more ragged now.

“No,” I corrected, watching the creature’s movements. “It’s playing to win. Running out the clock.”

My options narrowed with each passing second. I could attempt an all-out offensive push, but Farhod couldn’t defend himself if I left him exposed. I could try to break through the webbing again, but that had already failed once and would drain critical mana. Or I could maintain our current defensive posture and hope for intervention from the other side of the barrier, but that was relying on the members of our party most in need of protection winning a fight without us.

The situation seemed grimmer and grimmer the more I thought about it.

The realization hit me with cold clarity. I’d been in no-win scenarios before, but always found a way out through superior tactics or sheer stubbornness. This time, the math didn’t work. The variables couldn’t be manipulated to produce a favorable outcome. There wasn’t a secret answer that only I could see.

Or, at least, not one that didn’t put someone else in danger.

“Farhod,” I said, keeping my voice steady. “When I move, be ready to strike. You’ll only get one chance.”

He understood immediately. “You’re going offensive.”

“No, you are. Make it count.”

The crocodrider attacked again, and this time, instead of falling back and bracing for impact, I feinted back and then reversed direction, turning my defensive shield into an advancing wall. Its own momentum became an amplifier for my attack, and the impact was loud and brutal.

The monster shrieked, rearing back on its spider legs. I pressed the advantage, taking a step forward. The golden barrier of my shield advancing again drove the creature backward in a reflexive flinch.

“Now!” I shouted to Farhod.

Despite his poisoned state, the Shadow Blade summoned his remaining strength. His dagger glowed with dark energy as I grabbed his free hand and swung him through the air. He intuited my intent in good time and lashed out as I swept him past the crocodrider’s face.

The blade bit deep, raking across the monster’s face. Two of its insect-like eyes popped, and it let out a pained wail of agony as it fell back. I was about to step in to give Farhod another shot, but the man crumpled, letting out an agonized cry of his own. I was barely able to lower him to the floor before he collapsed.

“That was a mistake,” he wheezed, free hand clutching his hip. “I can’t do that again.”

I pivoted immediately, abandoning my offensive to place myself between the monster and Farhod once more. The attack had wounded the monster, slowing it down, but was far from enough to end the fight. And now Farhod lay completely defenseless, the failed attack having drained his last reserves and accelerated the poison through his veins.

Despite the giant slash across its face, the crocodrider chittered and growled, a sound almost like laughter. It had endured our final offensive play, and it knew it.

The sticky webbing was at my back as I maintained position over Farhod, protecting him. The barrier between us and potential help was our only chance, but was no less impenetrable than before. Through it, I could still hear combat.

They were still fighting their own battle. And we couldn’t help them any more than they could help us.

“Sorry,” Farhod whispered from behind me. “Wasn’t... fast enough.”

“Save your strength,” I replied, shield raised as the creature prepared for another charge.

It came at us with renewed confidence, eight legs propelling it forward in a rush of chitinous limbs and snapping jaws.

I braced, channeling what mana I could spare into my shield.

“Divine Barrier!”

The golden wall expanded just in time to catch the full force of the charge. The impact drove me back a step, my boots sliding on the stone floor. With Farhod obviously out of the fight, it didn’t withdraw, instead railing against my defenses again and again, claws and teeth scratching along the surface in a constant barrage.

The barrier held, but the drain on my reserves was severe. I was below thirty percent mana now.

And no potions.

The creature pressed against my shield, its weight and strength testing the limits of my defense. Its jaws snapped inches from my face, separated only by the thinning barrier of divine energy.

This was it. The final push. When my mana finally failed, we were both dead.

I dug deep, channeling every ounce of determination into maintaining the barrier. My body shook with the strain, muscles burning as I pushed back against the relentless pressure. The shield flickered, golden light dimming as my mana reserves approached critical levels.

Then something impossible happened.

The webbing behind me moved. I couldn’t turn away from the attacking monster, but there was a warmth that seemed to melt it like thin ice before a hair dryer. Through the opening stepped Parwana, her hair and clothing singed from battle, eyes glowing with the golden light of Sitora and shadow energy shimmering around the edges of her robes.

The crocodrider’s remaining eyes swiveled to track this new threat. It redoubled its efforts against my shield, sensing that help had arrived and now time was on our side.

“Farhod needs healing,” I managed through gritted teeth, still holding the barrier against the creature’s onslaught. “Venom. It’s nearly to his abdomen.”

Parwana nodded once, dropping to her knees beside Farhod without hesitation. Her hands began to glow. The right with golden healing light, the left with swirling shadow energy. She placed them on Farhod’s chest, directly over his heart.

“This will hurt,” she warned him, her voice calm despite the surrounding chaos.

Farhod managed a weak nod. “Do it.”

I couldn’t tell whether the crocodrider could identify Parwana as a healer, or if it only identified her as a threat. Its pressure against my shield redoubled, but it tried to circle around to the left, pushing on my weak side to try to force me out of the way so that it could get at her.

“No you don’t,” I growled, pivoting hold my ground. My barrier held, and I kept the ravenous beast at bay. Even as my mana plummeted towards empty, I kept my companions safe.

Behind me, Farhod screamed through gritted teeth as Parwana’s dual-aspected magic worked through his system. I couldn’t see what she was doing, but I could feel the power she was channeling—far more than a Level 12 healer should possess.

The crocodrider hissed with fury as it backed away, making ready for a charge to force its way through. I glanced back for a split second and saw Parwana drawing what looked like black smoke from Farhod’s wounds, absorbing it into her left hand while her right continued to pulse with healing energy.

“Keep it busy,” she said without looking up. “I need thirty seconds.”

I nodded, turning back to face the creature. My mana reserves hovered at nearly twenty percent, enough for one good push if I timed it right.

The crocodrider charged again, and this time I dropped my barrier and met it head-on. “Shield Bash!”

The edge of my shield slammed into the creature’s snout with enough force to send a spray of blood from the wound Farhod had left there. It staggered back, stunned by the unexpected advance. I pressed forward, executing a series of quick strikes with the edge of my shield, pushing it back and keeping it off-balance.

Each strike was a dangerous prospect. Without a barrier active, I was vulnerable, but I needed to buy those thirty seconds.

Behind me, Farhod’s screams subsided to pained groans. Whatever Parwana was doing, it was working. I could hear her voice, murmuring incantations that mixed Sitoran healing prayers with darker, more rhythmic words I didn’t recognize.

The crocodrider recovered from my assault, backing away and kicking out with its spider legs to stop me from following. It was really wounded now, black ichor dripping from its snout, with a few of its eyes swollen shut from my battering. But it was far from defeated.

“I’ve neutralized the worst of the venom. He needs a moment to recover.”

I glanced back to see Farhod pushing himself up on his elbows, color returning to his face. His leg still bore the bite wound, but the black veins running from the teeth marks were gone.

Relief flooded me.

But the momentary distraction cost me.

The crocodrider lunged, faster than I could track, one clawed hand slipping past my shield to rake across my armored chest. My armor’s enchanted plates held, but the impact knocked me back several steps.

“I’m up,” Farhod announced, retrieving his fallen dagger with shaking hands. “Not at full strength, but I can fight.”

The creature hissed, backing away slightly at the prospect of facing more than just me. It reassessed, eight eyes darting between us, calculating its chances.

I checked my mana reserves. Dangerously low, but not empty. Enough for one more significant technique if necessary. Beside me, Farhod steadied himself, his movements still sluggish but improving by the second as Parwana’s healing worked through his system.

“Together,” I said, and Farhod nodded in understanding.

We advanced in unison, forcing the crocodrider to divide its attention. It backed away, hissing, looking for an opening that wouldn’t come. We had it cornered now, its tactical advantage lost.

“Shadow Step,” Farhod whispered, his body briefly dissolving into darkness before reappearing behind the creature. His dagger plunged deep into the junction between its spider body and crocodilian torso, finding a vital spot with surgical precision.

The monster shrieked, twisting to dislodge him, but I was already there, barrier flashing into existence as I demanded its attention with a vicious slam.

The golden energy smashed against the creature’s chest, black ichor spraying from its mouth and nose. It thrashed violently, legs scrabbling against the stone floor as Farhod’s daggers found vital organ after vital organ. Halfway through the flurry of stabs, the fell intelligence left the creature’s eyes. Farhod kept going though, right up until the creature sagged to the floor and fell completely still.

Farhod withdrew his dagger, stepping back as the crocodrider’s ichorous blood pooled around its corpse. The Shadow Blade swayed slightly on his feet, still weak from the venom and healing process.

“Well,” he said with a weak smile, “that was unpleasant.”

I let my barrier fade, conserving what little mana remained. “Are you all right?”

“Thanks to your healer, I’ll live.” He glanced toward Parwana, who stood watching us with an expression I couldn’t quite read. “That was no ordinary healing technique. I’ve never even heard of that kind of thing.”

I turned to Parwana, noticing for the first time how pale she looked. The dual-aspected healing had taken a toll on her. The fur on her ears and tail had lost some of its luster, and dark circles had formed under her eyes.

“Behruz?” I asked.

“Alive,” she replied. “But injured and out of mana from fighting the demonic hybrid that attacked us. I stabilized him before coming through.”

“How did you get through the webbing?” Farhod asked, voicing the question I’d been wondering myself.

Parwana’s tail flicked once, a subtle sign of discomfort I’d learned to recognize. “The demonic energy that makes it impenetrable is resonant with shadow energy. I peeled that energy out with my shadow blessing and then burned away what was left with Sitoran light.”

Another ability beyond what a Level 12 healer should possess, dual blessing or no. I filed the information away for later consideration.

“We need to regroup,” I decided, helping Farhod stand more steadily. “We’ll gather Behruz and assess our situation.”

I supported Farhod as we moved through the hole in the webbing that Parwana had created. The Shadow Blade leaned heavily on me, his poisoned leg still weak despite the healing. At least he wasn’t still getting worse.

“She shouldn’t be able to do that,” he whispered, low enough that only I could hear. “Not at her level.”

“I know,” I replied just as quietly.

On the other side of the web barrier, the chamber showed signs of intense battle. Crystal formations had shattered, scorch marks blackened the walls, and black ichor pooled across the floor.

“Behruz is just around that corner,” Parwana said, pointing to an alcove partially hidden by the crystal formation I’d seen them hiding behind during the battle. “I managed to create a barrier to protect him, but he took a serious hit to the chest when he stepped out to go on the offensive. Multiple broken ribs, possibly internal bleeding.”

I nodded, still supporting Farhod as we made our way carefully across the battle-scarred chamber. “What happened to the crocodrider- er, demonic hybrid on this side?”

“I killed it,” Parwana said simply, her tone matter-of-fact. “It was going to eat Behruz.”

The casual way she described eliminating a monster that had nearly killed a Gold Rank—and was starting on a second—raised more questions than it answered. But those questions would have to wait.

As we approached the alcove, a sound from above froze me in place. It was the unmistakable chittering of another crocodrider.

I turned, pushing Farhod behind me as I raised my shield. But I was too slow, my reactions dulled by exhaustion and depleted mana. My shield was only halfway up when I saw it: a fourth crocodrider, larger than the others, dropping from a hidden recess in the ceiling directly toward me.

No time to dodge. No time to raise a proper defense.

My mana reserves too low for any significant technique, anyway.

The calculation was simple and brutal: I wasn’t going to survive this.

Movement to my left. Parwana, launched herself forward with impossible speed. Her body intercepted the crocodrider’s descent, placing herself directly between the monster and me.

The creature’s clawed hands seized her, lifting her small frame as if she weighed nothing. Its jaws opened wide, revealing rows of saw-blade teeth that closed around her shoulder and chest in a single, vicious bite.

Blood sprayed across the chamber.

It was bright red, not the black ichor of the monsters.

Parwana made no sound as the teeth sank deep into her flesh, tearing through muscle and bone with horrifying ease.

“NO!” The shout tore from my throat as I lunged forward, shield raised despite knowing I was too late.

The crocodrider held Parwana in its jaws, her blood dripping from its teeth. But instead of the fear or pain I expected to see on her face, her expression showed only serene satisfaction. Her eyes found mine, holding my gaze with startling clarity despite her mortal wound.

Her eyes began to glow. Not with the dual-aspected energy I’d seen before, but with pure shadow magic. The darkness swirled around her whole body, growing in intensity until it seemed to draw the very light from the air around her.

“For you,” she whispered, the words somehow carrying straight to my ears through everything else.

My skin crawled.

The shadow energy coalesced into a concentrated burst that erupted from her body, tearing apart the crocodrider’s upper torso. Intense waves of destructive power made me flinch back as the crocodrider was literally shredded, leaving just a headless spider body that sagged to the ground instantly.

As the monster’s body fell apart, Parwana collapsed towards the pile of gore.

I caught her before she hit the ground, cradling her small form against my chest. Blood soaked through her clothing, spreading across my armor where I held her.

“Parwana,” I said, lowering her gently to a cleaner spot on the floor away from the corpse. “Stay with me.”

Her eyes fluttered open, focusing on my face with effort. A small smile curved her lips, blood trickling from the corner of her mouth.

“Dying for you is an honor I’ve dreamed of,” she whispered, her voice weak but clear.

The words sent a chill through me, not because of their obsessive nature, but because they were spoken with such genuine conviction.

She truly meant it.

Parwana was happy to give her life for mine.

For the first time since arriving in this world, I felt real fear grip me—not fear of her, but fear of losing her. The realization was as startling as it was unwelcome.

When had this happened?

When had she become someone I didn’t want to lose?

“You’re not dying,” I said firmly, applying pressure to the worst of her wounds. “Farhod! My pack. There’s a major healing potion in the side pocket.”

Farhod moved quickly despite his injured leg, retrieving the potion and bringing it to us. I uncorked it with my teeth, lifting Parwana’s head to help her drink.

“Won’t...work,” she murmured, blood bubbling with each word. “Too much...damage.”

“Drink it anyway,” I ordered, tipping the red liquid into her mouth. “Do it for me.”

She swallowed obediently, her eyes never leaving my face. The potion’s magic flared briefly, sealing some of the smaller wounds, but not all of them. Not enough of them. The crocodrider’s bite had damaged too much vital tissue for a simple potion to repair.

“We need to get her back to Dushanbe,” Farhod said, his voice grim as he assessed her injuries. “She needs a high-level healer, not field medicine.”

I nodded, already calculating the fastest route out of the dungeon. “Find Behruz. If he can travel, we move immediately. If not...”

The implication hung in the air. If Behruz couldn’t travel, we’d have to make impossible choices.

Farhod moved toward the alcove where Behruz had been hidden, leaving me alone with Parwana. Her breathing had grown shallow, each inhale a visible struggle. Blood continued to seep from her wounds despite my efforts to staunch the flow.

“Why?” I asked, the question escaping before I could stop it. “Why throw yourself in front of that attack?”

Her eyes, already growing distant, focused on me with surprising clarity. “Because you matter more.”

Such a simple answer, delivered with absolute conviction. No hesitation, no doubt, no regret.

I pressed harder on her wounds, trying to slow the bleeding. “That’s not a good enough reason.”

A small smile touched her bloodied lips. “It is...to me.”

Her pulse fluttered weakly beneath my fingers, growing fainter with each passing second. I found myself calling her name with increasing urgency, as if my voice alone could tether her to life.

“Parwana, stay with me. That’s an order.” My voice cracked on the last word, betraying emotion I hadn’t intended to show.

Her eyes began to glaze over, and she started growing limp in my arms. I shook her gently, then more firmly when she didn’t respond.

“Parwana!”

The fear I’d been holding at bay surged forward, raw and overwhelming. I’d lost comrades before—it was an inevitable part of this world’s reality. It was why I never got close. Never connected. But this was different. Personal in a way I wasn’t prepared for. Despite my best efforts, I’d failed to keep my distance.

And I’d failed to protect her.

Her pulse continued to weaken, her breathing becoming irregular. Blood pooled beneath us, slipping through my fingers and spreading across the ancient stone floor in a widening circle.

“Don’t you dare die,” I whispered fiercely. “Not like this.”

But her eyes fluttered closed, her body limp in my arms as her life ebbed away one heartbeat at a time.
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Her blood soaked through my armor, warm and sticky against my skin. I pressed harder on Parwana’s wounds, trying to stem the flow, but it was like trying to hold back the tide with my bare hands. Her pulse fluttered beneath my fingers, growing weaker with each passing second.

“Parwana,” I said, my voice rough. “Stay with me.”

Her eyes, glazed with pain, found mine. That small smile still played on her bloodied lips, as if dying for me was some kind of gift she’d been waiting to give. The thought made my chest constrict in a way I hadn’t felt since arriving in this world.

“Farhod!” I shouted over my shoulder. “C’mon man! We need more potions! Something. Anything!”

Where the hell was he? Was he still looking for Behruz? Didn’t he realize that didn’t matter anymore?

I didn’t hear him respond, nor did I have the time to look for him. My attention was glued to Parwana, whose breathing had grown shallow and irregular. The healing potion she’d already consumed had barely slowed the bleeding. The crocodrider’s teeth had torn through too much. It had puncturing organs, shredded muscle, cracked bone.

And through it all, I could see the blackish tinge of the same venom that had almost killed Farhod.

“Hold on,” I told her, the command in my voice failing to hide the desperation beneath. “That’s an order.”

She tried to speak, but blood bubbled at the corner of her mouth. Her small hand reached up, trembling, to touch my face. The gesture was so unexpected, so vulnerable, that I froze.

Her fingers left a smear of blood on my cheek before falling limply back to her side.

Something broke inside me then. It was a wall I’d built years ago before I’d even arrived in Osnary. A barrier more unbreakable than my Divine Shield, but designed to protect me from something far more dangerous than monster attacks.

I could do something, couldn’t I?

When she’d been isolated against one of the crocodriders, she’d used her Sitoran magic in a crude mimicry of my own abilities. She’d created a barrier to protect herself. Sitora was my patron deity, too, wasn’t she? Couldn’t I use her power to heal just like Parwana had used it to shield, despite the difference in our classes?

I placed my hands directly on her chest wound, ignoring the blood that welled between my fingers. There was no time for hesitation, no room for doubt. I’d never attempted this before—never even considered it possible—but desperation has a way of expanding the boundaries of what we believe we can do. And Parwana had shown me that the inverse of what I was trying had been possible.

“Divine Barrier,” I whispered, but instead of projecting outward as I’d done thousands of times before, I focused the energy inward, into Parwana’s broken body.

The golden light of my shield magic flowed from my hands into her wounds. I didn’t know if I could heal her like this. It didn’t feel like it. But if I could create a barrier inside her, maybe it could stem the bleeding. Stop the venom. Be a shield against death itself, buying precious minutes until a real solution appeared.

Pain shot up my arms as the divine energy transferred between us. My veins felt like they were filled with molten metal, burning me from the inside out. Parwana’s body convulsed, her back arching as the foreign magic flowed through her system.

I gritted my teeth and pushed harder, forcing more of my remaining mana into her. The golden glow spread beneath her skin, tracing the path of her veins and arteries, creating a network of light throughout her body.

Where it touched, the bleeding slowed. Not stopping completely, but no longer pumping out with each heartbeat.

“What are you doing?” Farhod asked, returning with our remaining potions.

“Buying time,” I grunted, sweat beading on my forehead from the effort. “Give me the strongest one you’ve got.”

He uncorked a crystal vial containing a deep crimson liquid that seemed to glow from within. The label marked it as a Major Healing Elixir, meaning it was the kind that cost more than most adventurers made in a month.

I’d been saving it for an emergency.

If this didn’t qualify, nothing did.

I lifted Parwana’s head with one hand, keeping the other pressed to her chest to maintain the energy flow. “Drink,” I ordered, as Farhod tipped the potion into her mouth.

She swallowed reflexively, the potion disappearing down her throat. For a moment, nothing happened. Then a faint red glow joined the golden light beneath her skin, the two magics intertwining as they worked through her system.

More of the smaller wounds began to close, the edges of torn flesh knitting together. Through the connection of my power racing through her, I could feel her organs repairing just a little. But the major damage to her chest remained largely unchanged. The potion simply wasn’t powerful enough to repair injuries this severe. Not in someone so far gone.

“It’s not working,” I said, the words tasting like ash in my mouth.

Farhod knelt beside us, his expression grim as he assessed her condition. “Without a high-level healer, she won’t last more than a few minutes. Even with whatever you’re doing.”

I knew he was right. The barrier technique was slowing the inevitable, not preventing it. A bandage wasn’t the answer for a perforated lung. My mana reserves were already dangerously low from the battle, and this improvised technique was draining what little remained at an alarming rate.

But I couldn’t stop. Couldn’t let go. Couldn’t watch her die.

“More potions,” I demanded, though I knew it was futile.

Farhod handed me another vial, this one containing a blue-tinged liquid. “Try this instead,” he said quietly. “It’s for mana restoration, not healing. But maybe it will help you maintain... whatever this is.”

I drank it in one gulp, feeling the cool energy spread through my system, replenishing some of my depleted reserves. It wasn’t much, but it might buy us a few more precious minutes.

Parwana’s eyes fluttered open, finding mine with surprising clarity given her condition. Her lips moved, forming words too quiet to hear.

I leaned closer, my ear near her mouth. “What is it?”

“Village...” she whispered, her voice weak and thread. “My village... Gone...”

At first, I thought she was delirious, her mind wandering as death approached. But as she continued, I realized she was trying to tell me something important.

“Dungeon breach... when I was seven,” she managed between labored breaths. “Everyone... running. Monsters... everywhere.”

I maintained the energy flow between us, listening as she spoke. Her past spilled out in broken fragments, pieces of a life I’d never bothered to ask about.

“The healer... she chose me,” Parwana continued, blood seeping from the corner of her mouth despite my efforts. “Others dying... But she...saved me.”

Farhod moved away, giving us privacy while still remaining close enough to help if needed. I was grateful for his discretion. I thought, for a moment, to ask after Behruz, but at the moment, I couldn’t find it in me to care more about that than about what was happening in my arms.

“She died... Holding me. Like this,” Parwana whispered. “Her light...went into me. But also...shadow came.”

The dual blessing.

I’d wondered how a healer had come to possess shadow magic. It was a combination virtually unheard of in Osnary. Now I understood. It hadn’t been a natural blessing, but something transferred in death, mixed with whatever darkness had been present during the dungeon breach.

“They said... I stole her power,” Parwana’s voice cracked with the memory. “Said I...killed her. Child of shadows...they called me.”

My hands trembled with the effort of maintaining the barrier, but I refused to let go. Her story started to explain a lot about her behavior.

“Aunt took me in... Made me hide it,” she continued. “Said healing...would get me killed too. Said I...wasn’t worthy of Sitora’s gift.”

Her speech became more fragmented as she described how she’d suppressed her healing abilities, working as a guild receptionist instead of following her true calling. Years wasted because of fear and shame forced upon her by others. The isolation, feeling that she couldn’t open up to anyone.

“Then I saw you,” she said, her voice taking on a different quality despite its weakness. “The Market Breach. Twelve hours... You held them back. Alone.”

The market district breach had been a few months ago now. I’d been one of many defenders, holding a critical position while civilians evacuated. But I had been on the scene from the start and hadn’t relented until the breach was contained.

“You didn’t stop... Even when hurt,” she whispered. “Shield cracking... But you stood. Wouldn’t let anyone...take your place.”

I remembered that day vividly. The exhaustion, the pain, the grim determination to hold the line no matter the cost. Pulling people out of the rubble and getting them to safety with my barrier held up like a golden beacon against the chaos.

The stubborn refusal to show weakness for even a second.

But I’d never considered how it might have looked to others. Never thought about who might have been watching.

“I knew then,” Parwana said, her eyes fixed on mine with burning intensity despite her fading strength. “My purpose...to heal you. To keep you...standing.”

Her devotion had never been random obsession sparked when I’d carried her party through the Forgotten Catacombs. It had been born from watching me offer the very protection she’d been denied as a child. In her fractured understanding, I represented everything she’d lost when her village was destroyed. Safety, purpose, acceptance.

“No one...has ever tried...to save me before,” she whispered, her voice growing fainter with each word. “They always...leave.”

The raw honesty in those words struck me with physical force. How many times had I pushed people away, maintaining professional distance to avoid attachment? How many connections had I refused because I feared the vulnerability they represented?

I’d been doing exactly what everyone in her life had done—keeping her at arm’s length. I’d viewed her devotion as something to be managed rather than understood. And now I’d cost Parwana her life.

“I’m not leaving you,” I said, the words emerging with a fierce certainty that surprised me. “Do you hear me, Parwana? I’m not leaving.”

Her eyes widened slightly, as if she couldn’t quite believe what she was hearing. A single tear traced a path through the blood on her cheek.

“I know,” she said with a small smile, her teeth tinged red with her own blood. “But I am.”

But her pulse was fading beneath my hand, her breathing growing more labored with each passing second. The golden barrier I’d created inside her was flickering, my mana reserves nearly depleted despite the potion.

I was losing her. And there was nothing I could do to stop it.

“Please,” I whispered, the word unfamiliar on my lips. I never begged. Never pleaded. Never admitted I couldn’t handle something on my own. But in this moment, I would have given anything—my rank, my reputation, my life—to save hers. To undo all the mistakes I’d made that led us here. “Don’t go.”

Her eyes began to close, her body growing heavier in my arms. The barrier flickered once more, then started to fade as my mana reserves approached zero.

I’d failed. After five years of perfect mission completion, of never losing a party member, of being the Untouchable Knight, I was about to lose the one person who had overlooked the shield and the insignias and looked me right in the eye.

The one person who had seen through my armor to the man inside.

And then... Footsteps approached from behind us. Multiple sets, moving quickly across the stone floor. I tensed, ready to defend Parwana with my last breath if another threat had appeared.

“Gold Rank Mitchell?” Behruz’s voice called out, strained but recognizable.

I turned, keeping one hand pressed to Parwana’s chest, maintaining what little remained of the barrier. The Arcane Historian stood at the entrance to the chamber, supported by a stranger in tattered adventurer’s gear. Behind them, four more people appeared. They all bore the signs of recent battle, their clothing torn and bloodied.

“Survivors,” Behruz explained, gesturing to the group. “From the Azure Wings expedition. They’ve been hiding in the dungeon for days.”

One of the strangers—a woman with short-cropped hair and determined eyes—rushed forward when she saw Parwana. “I’m Taneen,” she said, kneeling beside us. “Level 38 Life Mender. Let me help.”

Hope surged through me, so powerful it was almost painful. “She’s dying,” I said, the words catching in my throat. “Demonic Hybrids. Multiple puncture wounds to the chest and shoulder. Possible organ damage. Venom.”

Taneen nodded, her hands already glowing with natural green healing magic as she assessed Parwana’s injuries. “This magic...it’s your work?” she asked, noticing the golden energy still flowing from my hands into Parwana’s body.

“Yes,” I admitted. “It’s just a barrier. All I can do.”

“It’s brilliant,” Taneen said, genuine admiration in her voice. “Don’t remove it. I can work with it, use it as a framework.”

She placed her hands next to mine on Parwana’s chest, her green healing energy merging with my golden barrier, running along it like rain on a glass window. The combination created a pulsing, shimmering field that spread throughout Parwana’s body.

“Her magic is fighting me,” Taneen murmured, frowning in concentration. “It’s rejecting conventional healing. Isn’t she a healer?”

“She has a dual blessing,” I explained. “Sitora and Dilrabo both.”

Taneen’s eyes widened. “All right. I’ll need to adjust my approach.” She closed her eyes, her healing energy shifting to accommodate this new information. “Keep your barrier stable. It’s the only thing that’ll keep her alive long enough for me to work.”

I focused on maintaining what little remained of my divine energy, channeling every scrap of mana I could muster into the barrier. Sweat dripped down my face from the effort, my arms shaking as I fought to keep the connection.

Taneen worked with practiced precision, her hands moving across Parwana’s body as she targeted specific injuries.

“The venom is the priority,” she muttered, more to herself than to me. “The lung after that. Then the major blood vessels.”

Minutes stretched into what felt like hours as we worked together to save Parwana’s life. I lost track of time, my world narrowing to the golden energy flowing from my hands and the faint pulse beneath my fingers that I refused to let fade.

I should have been out of mana, but I found myself pulling deeper and deeper. Finding some way to keep going.

Around us, the other survivors helped Farhod secure the chamber, checking for additional threats and gathering our scattered equipment. Behruz sat nearby, documenting everything with the meticulous attention to detail that characterized all his work, despite his own injuries.

“The bleeding is under control,” Taneen announced after what seemed like an eternity. “I’ve repaired the worst of the damage to her lung and heart. The rest will take time, but...” She looked up at me, a small smile touching her lips. “She’ll live.”

The words washed over me like a physical wave, leaving me light-headed with relief. I maintained the barrier, unwilling to let go until I was certain.

“You can release the shield now,” Taneen said gently. “I’ve stabilized her. She needs rest and more healing, but the immediate danger has passed.”

Slowly, reluctantly, I withdrew my hands, allowing the golden energy to dissipate. Without the effort to keep me focused, I swayed slightly, exhaustion hitting me all at once. Farhod appeared at my side, a steadying hand on my shoulder.

“You look like hell,” he observed with dry concern.

“Feel like it too,” I admitted, too tired to maintain my usual stoic facade.

Parwana’s eyes fluttered open, finding mine immediately despite the others gathered around us. Recognition flickered in their depths, followed by something that looked like wonder.

“You’re still here,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

“I told you I wasn’t leaving,” I replied, the words emerging rougher than intended.

A small smile touched her lips before her eyes closed again, her body surrendering to much-needed rest. Taneen assured me this was normal. Her body needed to recover from both the trauma and the intensive healing.

As the others discussed plans for extracting ourselves from the dungeon, I remained beside Parwana, watching the gentle rise and fall of her chest. Each breath seemed like a miracle after coming so close to losing her.

The realization hit me with startling clarity: I didn’t want to live in a world without her in it.

Not because she had potential, or because she was a good healer, or because she was devoted to me. But because she was Parwana.

Complicated, damaged, extraordinary Parwana.

The walls I’d built around myself since adolescence suddenly felt like a prison rather than protection. I’d convinced myself that emotional distance was strength, that connections were liabilities. But watching Parwana hover between life and death had shown me the truth. My isolation hadn’t made me stronger. It had made me vulnerable in ways I hadn’t recognized.

Because when someone finally broke through, as Parwana had, I had no defenses against the feelings that followed.

“No one deserves to be abandoned in the darkness alone,” I whispered to her.

Her fingers twitched in response, seeking mine. I took her small hand in my larger one, feeling the faint warmth of her skin that confirmed she would live to see another day.


Chapter twenty-five
Hard Call
Ryan


Parwana’s chest rose and fell in a shallow rhythm, her breathing still labored but stable. We’d cleaned the blood from her fur, but it still coated my armor, dried and flaking. I knelt beside her, watching to make sure her breathing continued, though Taneen had assured me the immediate danger had passed.

“She’ll need time to recover,” Taneen had said. “The healing’s taken hold, but her body has been through severe trauma.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. The intense discomfort of hearing myself plead with her to live felt like it lived in my throat now.

I found it difficult to let go of her hand. Like I needed that grip as proof.

Proof she was still alive.

Still here.

The room felt different when I finally looked up. Taneen’s group had secured the chamber, turning the door into a defensive position, and making a rough camp on the far side of the torn-open web wall. Behruz had been furiously switching between his notes and his books, despite his injury. He didn’t look like a man who’d had his chest caved in, but I supposed Taneen had seen to him before coming here.

It felt strange, looking up and finding the room around me transformed while my focus was on Parwana. I didn’t usually let myself be blinded to the world around me.

“Ryan.” Farhod’s voice pulled me from my thoughts. I looked up to find him standing a few feet away, his posture still putting all his weight on his uninjured leg. “The survivors need to speak with you. It’s important.”

I hesitated, reluctant to leave Parwana’s side.

“I’ll stay with her,” Farhod added, reading my expression. “She won’t be alone.”

After another moment’s hesitation, I nodded and rose to my feet. My muscles protested the movement. The combination of combat strain and mana depletion had left me physically drained. I pushed the discomfort aside and followed Farhod to where the three survivors had gathered near one of the crystal formations.

I’d already met Taneen the Life Mender whose skills had saved Parwana’s life. Beside her stood a tall man with wind-swept gray hair and weathered features, his robes torn and stained but still bearing the distinctive blue trim of a Storm Mage. The third survivor sat slightly apart from the others, a heavily armored man whose vacant stare and trembling hands spoke of trauma beyond physical wounds.

“This is Hoshang,” Farhod said, indicating the Storm Mage. “And that’s Delbar.” He nodded toward the armored man. “They were part of the Azure Wings expedition.”

Hoshang stepped forward, extending a hand in formal greeting. “Gold Rank Mitchell. Your reputation precedes you.”

I shook his hand briefly. “Report on your situation. What happened to your party?”

Hoshang’s expression darkened. “We entered the Vault five days ago, led by Javid. Standard exploration team of eight members with a balanced composition. We were ambushed in the hall outside this chamber by creatures like the ones you fought. They took down Javid and one other in the first attack. As soon as we started to fight back, they scattered. We retreated here with our fallen to regroup.”

“That just let them corner us,” Taneen added, her voice tight with controlled emotion. “Picked us off with small skirmishes and escaped when we finally could fight. We tried to stay together, but...” She shook her head. “They’re intelligent. Strategic.”

“We hid,” Hoshang continued. “The alcove beyond the crystal formation held a hidden door. Standard treasure room, but the mechanism needed more dexterity to open than the demonic hybrids could manage. We’ve been praying for a rescue party for days.”

“We heard your mage through the door,” Taneen said. “It was lucky for us all that we did.”

I studied Delbar, whose eyes remained fixed on some middle distance, seeing things the rest of us couldn’t. “He was your second tank?”

Taneen nodded. “Level 49 Guardian Knight. One of the best in Azure Wings.” Her voice softened. “He watched his partner get torn apart while he was pinned down. Couldn’t reach her in time.”

Delbar’s lips moved silently, forming words without sound. His fingers tapped against his armored thigh in an erratic pattern.

“Eyes,” he suddenly said, his voice hoarse from disuse. “Too many eyes. Watching. Always watching.”

I’d seen this before. Combat shock that went beyond physical trauma. Some adventurers had mental limits that a dungeon ambush could shove them past. Delbar might be physically present, but part of him was still trapped in the moment he lost his partner.

“What about the dungeon itself?” I asked, turning back to Hoshang. “The elemental instability has been the primary reason we believe the place is collapsing.”

“It’s getting worse,” he confirmed. “When we first entered, the elements were merely...bleeding into each other. Small leaks, like a child’s coloring book. Just a little bit smeared outside the edges. Now they’re actively combining in ways that shouldn’t be possible.”

Behruz limped over to join our discussion, his notebook clutched in one hand. Despite his injuries, his eyes gleamed with scholarly intensity.

“The survey equipment confirms it,” he said, opening his notebook to reveal pages of calculations and diagrams. “The instability is the cause of the demonic hybrids. The dungeon was behaving within the constraints of the Vault’s initial construction, but now that it’s failing, it’s not playing by those rules anymore. It’s generating its own monsters, and what’s more, it thinks it’s an A-Rank dungeon. That’s why we’re seeing packs of Demonic Hybrids.”

“What does that mean for the investigation?” I asked and then shook my head. “No, what does that mean for our duties here as adventurers?”

“The dungeon has been building energy faster than anyone expects, and creating monsters stronger than anyone is ready to fight,” Behruz said quickly. Despite the seriousness of the subject matter, he was growing more excited by his own discovery. “On top of the impending collapse making everyone scared to approach, it’s a perfect storm that can only cause—”

“Dungeon breach,” I said, feeling my blood run cold.

“No,” Hoshang said immediately. “There’s a town fifteen miles down the mountainside. They’ll be overrun before help can arrive.”

“A population of over three thousand,” Behruz confirmed, his tone finally turning as grave as the situation was.

I moved away from the group, needing space to think. The tactical situation had changed dramatically from our original parameters. We’d entered the Vault as a specialized team of four, just here to take measurements and gather data. Now we were a mixed group of seven, with varying levels of injury and trauma, with the sudden and unexpected need to kill the dungeon boss to prevent a dungeon breach.

Parwana couldn’t be moved safely yet. Her injuries were stabilized but far from healed. Farhod was still compromised by the damage from the venom, his movements slower than normal. Delbar was physically capable but mentally unreliable in a combat situation. The remaining survivors were exhausted from days of hiding and running.

And I... I was drained. The improvised barrier technique I’d used on Parwana had emptied my mana reserves to zero. Past it, somehow. I’d regained a little bit in the few moments since then, but it would be awhile before I was ready for a real fight.

The logical course would be to abort the mission and extract immediately. Get everyone to safety, regroup with fresh personnel. Get a properly prepared team to tackle the dungeon properly in order to get the readings we needed.

But Behruz’s assessment made that impossible. We didn’t have time for a return trip. If we left now, thousands could die in a dungeon breach. Not to mention the breach creating chaos that would eliminate any hope of containing the collapse to come.

I rejoined the group, my decision made. “We continue the mission. Slightly amended.”

Farhod gave a wan smirk. “Slightly amended, he says.”

“We split the party,” I continued. “Parwana can’t be moved safely yet. Someone needs to stay with her. The rest of us continue to the core and finish Javid’s mission. Killing the boss must be done. We need to prevent the breach. We can place the monitoring crystals and take our measurements when the dungeon is as safe as we can make it.”

“Who stays?” Hoshang asked.

I assessed each person quickly, weighing combat effectiveness against other factors. “Farhod and Delbar will remain here with Parwana. The rest of us continue forward.”

Farhod stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Ryan, you need me for the push forward. I’m sure you could handle it if it was just the Vault’s normal boss, but you can’t count on that. It could be anything now.”

“I’m aware,” I replied. “But you’re still compromised from the venom, and I need someone I trust to protect Parwana.”

His eyes widened slightly at the implication. “You think there might be more demonic hybrids?”

“I think we can’t rule it out,” I said. “This chamber needs to be defended, and you’re the best man for the job.”

Farhod studied my face for a moment, then nodded. “Understood.”

I turned to the others. “Taneen, how are your mana reserves?”

“About 60%,” she replied. “The extensive healing for your companion depleted more than I’d like.”

“Can you continue?”

She straightened her shoulders. “Yes. I’ll manage.”

“Good. Hoshang, your storm magic is our primary offense. Behruz, offer what support you can, but make sure you save your strength for taking the measurements and monitoring crystals. I’ll handle frontline duties myself.”

Each of them nodded in acknowledgment of their roles. The plan wasn’t ideal, but it balanced our resources against the objective as effectively as possible under the circumstances.

I moved back to where Parwana lay, kneeling beside her once more. Her breathing remained steady, her face peaceful in unconsciousness. I reached out, brushing a strand of hair from her face before I could stop myself.

“Take care of her,” I said to Farhod, who had followed me. “Under no circumstances is she to be left alone. Not even for a moment.”

“I understand,” he replied.

I gripped his shoulder, my fingers digging in with an intensity that surprised even me. “I mean it, Farhod. Not for a single moment. If anything happens to her while I’m gone...”

I didn’t finish the sentence. Didn’t need to. The look on Farhod’s face told me he understood perfectly. He seemed startled by my vehemence. This wasn’t the controlled, professional Ryan Mitchell he knew.

I could understand how he felt.

It wasn’t the Ryan Mitchell I knew either.

“I’ll guard her with my life,” he said quietly. “You have my word.”

I nodded, releasing his shoulder. “Delbar will help you if it comes to a fight. He may not be fully present mentally, but his combat instincts should remain intact.”

“And if they don’t?”

“Then you handle it alone,” I said simply. “I’m trusting you with this, Farhod.”

Something in my tone made him study me more closely. “Are you all right?” he asked.

I didn’t respond to that.

Instead, I moved to distribute our remaining supplies. “Taneen, take these healing potions. With only you for healing support, we can’t have you coming to harm.”

She accepted the vials, tucking them into her pouch.

“Hoshang, you’ll need these mana restoration potions. It’s far from ideal for a mage to be our primary damage output, but we can’t have you running on empty.”

The Storm Mage nodded, securing the potions in his belt.

“Behruz, keep the monitoring crystals and survey equipment safe. If we can’t get our mission done, the collapse will cost us more than a powerful dungeon. It’ll be our chance to get the data the Central Dungeon Authority needs to fight the collapse crisis.”

The Arcane Historian carefully placed the crystals in a padded case, which he then secured inside his robes.

I kept only what was absolutely necessary for myself: a single healing potion and two mana restoration vials. The others needed the resources more than I did, but I still couldn’t leave myself entirely without options.

Turning back to Farhod, I gave my final instructions. “If we don’t return within four hours, initiate extraction protocols. Get Parwana to safety, then send word to the Dungeon Authority about the potential for a breach.”

“Four hours,” he repeated. “Not a minute longer.”

I nodded, then looked once more at Parwana’s sleeping form. The urge to stay by her side was almost overwhelming, a foreign feeling I couldn’t entirely process. But duty pulled stronger. She would be upset if she awakened without me beside her. But she would be dead if the dungeon breached or collapsed with her inside it.

With a final nod to Farhod, I led Behruz, Hoshang, and Taneen deeper into the Vault.

The passages beyond our secured chamber grew increasingly unstable as we proceeded. The walls themselves seemed to breathe, expanding and contracting with pulses of elemental energy. Crystal formations that should have glowed with pure elemental essence instead swirled with chaotic mixtures of energies. And it was even worse than before. Instead of just swirls of two elements, the crystals bore three energies warring within them.

“The boundaries between elemental domains are all but gone,” Behruz muttered, taking notes as we moved. “The mix is overwhelming the guardians. They can’t form without an abundance of their primary element. That’s why the dungeon is spawning its own monsters..”

“Can you still navigate to the core?” I asked, keeping my shield ready as we approached a junction where three passages converged.

“Yes,” he confirmed, consulting a complex diagram in his notebook. “The basic structure remains intact, even as the elemental composition destabilizes. We need to take the central passage.”

The tunnel ahead glowed with a disquieting light. There were pulses of red, blue, green, and white energy racing along the walls in erratic patterns, like bolts of forked lightning. The floor beneath our feet occasionally shifted texture, stone becoming momentarily muddy before solidifying again.

“Stay close,” I instructed. “Single file. I’ll take point.”

I led the way, shield raised, senses alert for any sign of danger. Behind me, Hoshang murmured continuous incantations, his storm magic detecting subtle pressure changes that might indicate structural weakness.

“Stop,” he called suddenly. “The ceiling ahead is about to collapse.”

I halted immediately, raising my shield as a section of the tunnel roof crumbled. Stones and crystal fragments rained down, bouncing off my divine barrier with musical chimes.

“Alternative route?” I asked Behruz once the debris settled.

The Arcane Historian consulted his notes. “Left fork, then second right. Longer, but should remain stable.”

We backtracked and took the new path, moving as fast as we could. Time pressed on us, each minute bringing the dungeon closer to catastrophic failure, but we couldn’t neglect basic safety concerns. We couldn’t save anyone if we were buried under a ton of rubble.

After nearly half an hour of navigating increasingly treacherous passages, we reached a big circular chamber. Unlike the chaotic energy patterns in the tunnels, this space pulsed with a strange harmony. The four elemental energies swirled around a central platform.

“The core chamber,” Behruz breathed, eyes wide with scholarly excitement despite our dire circumstances. “The heart of the Pre-Empyrean temple.”

At the center of the chamber stood a huge crystal structure. It was a tetrahedron hovering several feet above the platform, each face glowing with one of the four elemental energies. Around it, smaller crystals orbited in intricate patterns, their trajectories forming mathematical sequences too complex to follow.

“The anchor stone,” Behruz explained, already moving toward it. “The original stabilizing mechanism for the entire complex.”

“It looks intact,” I observed. “Shouldn’t it be broken, if everything else is coming apart?”

“It’s the dungeon’s instability surpassing the limits of the anchor stone,” Behruz explained. “Remember? The anchor stone has been here this whole time. The dungeon sprang up around it. It wasn’t designed to operate under these conditions. Not without the dungeon working with it instead of against it.”

“Can you do something about it?” I asked quickly. “Killing the boss will buy us time on the dungeon breach, but if we can buy time on the collapse...”

“Theoretically?” Behruz said, suddenly digging through his pack for some specific tome. “It’s possible that I could—”

A low rumble interrupted him, vibrating through the floor and walls. The elemental energies in the chamber intensified, swirling faster around the central platform.

“Something’s coming,” Hoshang warned, his hands already tracing patterns in the air as he prepared his storm magic.

From the shadows above, a giant form descended. It was serpentine and sinuous, its long and snakelike body covered in scales that shifted color with each movement. But it was the eyes that drew my attention. Dozens of them, perhaps a hundred, covering the creature’s body from its nose all the way down to its tail. Each eye glowed with a different elemental energy, blinking independently as they fixed on our group.

“A Hundred-Eyes Dragon,” Behruz whispered, his voice filled with terror and academic fascination in equal measure. “That’s not supposed to be here. That’s not supposed to be here at all!”

“Neither were the demonic hybrids,” I said, noting the unnatural black veins running between the eyes, fusing the elements together across the dragon’s skin. “Just because it’s breaking the rules doesn’t mean we don’t have a job to do.”

The dragon roared. It was a sound that contained the crash of waves, the roar of flame, the howl of wind, and the rumble of earth all at once. Then its enormous head swung toward us, eyes focusing with predatory intent.


Chapter twenty-six
Eyes On Me
Ryan


The Hundred-Eyes Dragon’s body twisted and roiled as it regarded us with each of its literal one hundred eyes. I could see the elemental energy crackling off of them as it prepared its first attack. There was no way of knowing what was coming first. Fire? Water? Wind? Earth? Or the tremendous fangs it bared at us?

“Behruz, get to the anchor stone. Do whatever you can to get it working,” I commanded, stepping forward with my shield raised. “Taneen, stay back and conserve your healing. Hoshang, focus on disrupting its movement. I’ll keep its attention.”

The dragon struck with frightening speed, its head darting forward like a viper. I braced, angling my shield to deflect rather than absorb the impact. The collision still drove me back several steps, my boots scraping against the stone floor.

I planted my feet and let out a roar of my own, my barrier flaring to life with a golden flash, drawing the monster’s eye and challenging it to test my defenses. The dragon came on like an avalanche, a wildfire, a tsunami, and a gale force wind all at once.

Hoshang moved to my right, his hands weaving complex patterns as he channeled his storm magic. “Tempest Chains!”

Crackling bands of lightning and compressed air wrapped around the dragon’s middle section and anchored to the floor, temporarily restricting its movement. The creature roared in fury, multiple eyes glowing bright red as it prepared a fire attack.

“Incoming flame breath,” I warned, keeping my tone calm and collected as I adjusting my barrier’s composition to resist heat.

The dragon exhaled a stream of multi-colored fire—not the pure orange-red of normal flame, but a mixture of elemental energies. My barrier held, but I felt the drain on my already depleted mana reserves.

I found myself reaching for one of the mana potions already.

Behind me, Behruz had reached the central platform and was carefully examining the elemental tetrahedron. Arcane energy flickered around his fingers as his focus swapped back and forth between his hands and his books, engaging in some process far beyond my understanding. Taneen stood far back towards the door, ready to heal but conserving her mana as instructed.

The dragon broke free of Hoshang’s tempest chains by thrashing its long body like a whip, sending a shock wave through the chamber that knocked the Storm Mage off his feet. I adjusted position immediately, placing myself between the creature and my fallen teammate.

“Divine Barrier!” The golden wall projected off of my shield stretched wider, covering Hoshang’s recovery as he scrambled back to his feet.

The dragon circled the chamber, its serpentine body flowing with unnatural grace as it assessed my defenses. Its eyes blinked, filled with colors representing a different elemental attack it was considering.

This was a different kind of battle than I was accustomed to. Without Parwana’s healing giving me total impunity against any assault, I had to pick my moments carefully. Damage I took needlessly was a cost I couldn’t afford to pay. And with my already-low mana reserves, I couldn’t lean entirely on the strength of my abilities to make up for a single sloppy mistake.

“Behruz, status?” I called, not taking my eyes off the dragon.

“Working on the calibration,” he replied, his voice strained with concentration. “The resonance is intact, but it’s not getting enough power to expand beyond this chamber. I can find the power, but I need time!”

Time was exactly what we couldn’t spare. The dragon was learning our patterns with each exchange, its multiple eyes tracking our movements with disturbing intelligence.

It attacked again, this time splitting its assault. Its tail swept low to trip me while it unleashed a barrage of stones up high. I was forced to choose which attack to block directly, opting to shield my head while jumping over the tail swipe.

I wasn’t quite fast enough. The rocks bounced off my barrier, but the tail grazed my ankle, sending a jolt of elemental energy up my leg that momentarily numbed my foot. I landed in a stagger, and the dragon let out a crackling hiss of triumph, lunging at me with its fangs.

Hoshang seized the opening. “Thunder Strike!”

A bolt of concentrated lightning hit the dragon’s forehead, causing several of its eyes to close in pain. The creature recoiled, writhing in agony as I recovered my footing.

“Taneen,” I called. “Quick heal on my left leg. Minimum power, just enough to restore mobility.”

She nodded, sending a gentle wave of healing energy that cleared the numbness from my limb. Her efficiency was impressive. She used just enough mana to address the issue without wasting resources.

The dragon recovered quickly, its eyes glowing brighter as it gathered energy for another attack. I studied its movement patterns, looking for weaknesses. Its jaws opened wide, showing rows of dagger-sharp teeth.

A memory flashed through my mind: Parwana stepping in front of the crocodrider’s attack. That giant maw snapping down on her.

The image was so vivid it momentarily distracted me, allowing the dragon to blast me with a burst of elemental water from an unexpected angle.

The impact sent me flying across the chamber, my armor absorbing some of the blow but not all of it. I hit the wall hard, pain lancing through my ribs as I slid to the floor.

“Mitchell!” Taneen called, already moving to get me in range for her healing magic.

“No!” I shouted, forcing myself back to my feet. “Save your mana. I’m fine.”

The dragon pressed its advantage, advancing on me with multiple elemental attacks building in its many eyes. I raised my shield, channeling what mana I could spare into a defensive position.

But something had changed within me. The memory of Parwana’s sacrifice wasn’t a distraction anymore—it was fuel. She had given everything to protect me. What would that mean if I threw that gift away?

The dragon prepared a more potent attack, all of its multicolored eyes gathering energy. I braced myself for whatever was to come, seeing the opening about to be handed to me. The dragon’s eyes redoubled their glows, and each one, individually, blasted me with its own associated elemental energy. Jets of flame and water. Slicing lances of wind and earth. All converging on me, seeking to overwhelm my defenses and reduce me to elementally charged Swiss cheese.

Exactly what I was waiting for.

“Divine Reflection!”

The shield’s surface transformed, becoming mirror-like as it caught the dragon’s attacks and redirected them back at the creature. The reflected energy struck the dragon full in the face, causing it to rear back with a screech of pain and surprise.

“Now, Hoshang!” I called.

The Storm Mage needed no further instruction. “Hurricane Binding!”

A vortex of wind and lightning encircled the dragon, constricting around its body like a giant serpent wrestling its prey. The creature thrashed violently, but the binding held for a moment, the lightning running through the wind scorching the dragon’s scales.

“Behruz?” I asked, maintaining position despite the pain in my ribs.

“Almost there,” he replied, sweat beading on his forehead as he aligned the stabilization crystals with the anchor stone’s geometric points. “The instability is making it difficult to get the energy into the anchor. Once I get the power there, it’ll take care of itself, but I just need—”

The dragon broke one limb free from Hoshang’s binding, using it to swipe at the Storm Mage. I intercepted the attack with my shield, the impact jarring my injured ribs and drawing a grunt of pain from my lips. Hoshang snarled with effort as he held both hands out, struggling to keep his hurricane going.

“Taneen,” I said, my voice tight. “Hoshang needs support.”

She nodded, sending a pulse of healing energy to the Storm Mage, whose binding spell was visibly draining his reserves. The added strength allowed him to reinforce the hurricane binding, securing the dragon once more and continuing to scorch it with lightning.

“It’s ready!” Behruz finally called. “I need ten seconds of complete stability to activate the harmonic resonance!”

Ten seconds. It might as well have been ten hours with a multi-elemental dragon flinging power wildly in every direction.

“Hoshang, if you’ve been holding anything back, now’s the time,” I ordered. “Taneen, full support to him.” I stepped forward, barrier raised. “I’m going for the head.”

The Storm Mage nodded grimly, taking a deep breath to draw deep on his remaining reserves. “Storm Prison!”

The hurricane binding compressed and intensified, forming a cage of pure elemental energy around the dragon’s body. Just as electricity fried the dragon’s body, smoke started to smolder from Hoshang’s hands. Taneen placed her hands on Hoshang’s shoulders, channeling healing energy directly into him to sustain the demanding technique.

That left the dragon’s head still free and thrashing wildly as it fought against the binding. I stepped forward, directly into its path.

“Divine Shield: Maximum Deployment!”

My remaining mana surged into the shield, thickening the barrier to its absolute limit. As I stepped up and swung my arm, it felt like I was driving a truck instead of walking. The golden barrier slammed into the dragon’s head, smashing it against the chamber wall. The creature’s eyes rolled in its head, stunned by the tremendous impact. The elemental energies flickered and faded as the giant monster struggled to regain its bearings.

“Behruz! Do it!”

The Arcane Historian activated the stabilization sequence, his hands moving in gestures as he recited an incantation in a language I didn’t recognize. Surfaces of the tetrahedron began to glow, each one resonating with the harmonic pulses of the room that contrasted sharply with the chaotic energies of the dragon.

The anchor stone brightened, rotating just a little faster as it absorbed whatever power Behruz was feeding it. The pulse in the room grew stronger, ringing with perfect clarity. With every pulse, the hundred-eyes dragon seemed to diminish visibly. Its eyes went from faded to dark. The power of the anchor stone was splitting and separating its fused energies. Literally, the Vault’s natural state could not abide the existence of this creature.

With a final pulse of pure, harmonized elemental energy, the anchor stone locked into its recalibrated position. The dragon went completely still, then slowly dissolved into particles of elemental essence that flowed back into the anchor stone, splitting into their corresponding face of the prism.

“It’s done,” Behruz said, his voice weak with exhaustion. “The anchor stone should be able to seize control over the dungeon again. It won’t hold off collapse forever, but... It might keep it going for a few more weeks. Maybe months, even.”

“And the boss was slain, after a fashion,” Hoshang gasped, shaking ash off his hands. “The dungeon breach is averted.”

I let my shield drop, nearly collapsing myself as the last of my mana reserves flickered out. Taneen moved quickly to my side, sending a small pulse of healing energy to address the worst of my injuries.

“Broken ribs,” she diagnosed. “And severe mana depletion. You need rest.”

“Bruised ribs,” I corrected her, already turning toward the chamber exit. “We have to finish up here. The others will be waiting for us.”

It only took a few minutes to set up the monitoring crystals and let Behruz take his readings.

Despite the successful completion of our mission, I felt no satisfaction.

My thoughts had never fully left Parwana and the others we’d left behind. The sooner we returned, the sooner we could begin extraction.

The journey back through the tunnels was mercifully uneventful. The recalibration of the anchor stone had already begun to stabilize the elemental energies throughout the Vault, making the passages safer to traverse. The energies were still blended and fused wherever we looked, but the energy that flowed through them was correcting itself. Three-element crystals we’d passed had bled out one of their elements entirely, with one of the two remaining starting to diminish as well. Hoshang’s storm magic warned us of a few remaining weak points, but they weren’t at risk of immediate collapse.

When we finally reached the chamber where we’d left Parwana, Farhod, and Delbar, I moved ahead of the others, driven by an urgency I couldn’t fully explain.

Farhod met us at the entrance to the alcove, his dagger drawn until he recognized us. “Right on time,” he said, sheathing his weapons. “Another twenty minutes and we would have initiated extraction protocols.”

“Status?” I asked, already moving past him toward where Parwana lay.

“Secure,” he reported. “No further encounters. Delbar maintained perimeter watch with me, though his focus comes and goes. I got him talking for a little bit, but it comes and goes. Parwana remains unconscious but stable. Her breathing has improved over the last hour.”

I knelt beside her, checking her condition myself. Her color had indeed improved, and her breathing was deeper and more regular than when we’d left. The wound on her chest was healing cleanly, though the scars would be significant.

“The mission?” Farhod asked.

“Completed,” I replied, not taking my eyes off Parwana. “Behruz successfully recalibrated the anchor stone. That should strengthen the dungeon long enough to gather the data we need.”

“And the boss?”

“Neutralized.”

Farhod studied me for a moment. “You look terrible.”

“I always do,” I said.

“Should we begin extraction preparations?”

I nodded, finally looking up from Parwana. “We’ll need to construct a stretcher for her. She still can’t be moved without proper support.”

“I’ll handle it,” Farhod said, already moving to gather materials from our packs.

Taneen approached, kneeling on Parwana’s other side. “I can provide another healing burst before we begin. It won’t wake her up, but it should make her safer to move.”

“Do it,” I agreed.

As Taneen worked, I organized the rest of the team for extraction. Behruz would lead, using his knowledge of the dungeon layout to guide us along the safest route. Hoshang would follow, his storm magic continuing to serve as an early warning system for any remaining structural instabilities. Delbar and Farhod would guard our rear, while Taneen and I would remain with Parwana in the center of the formation.

When the stretcher was ready, I moved to lift Parwana onto it.

“Let me,” Taneen suggested. “You’re injured and exhausted.”

I shook my head. “I’ve had worse. I can handle it.”

My tone must have made it clear this wasn’t open to discussion. Taneen stepped back, exchanging a glance with Farhod that I pretended not to notice.

With careful movements, I gathered Parwana’s small form into my arms, cradling her against my chest before gently placing her on the stretcher. Her ear twitched slightly at the movement, but she remained unconscious.

“I’ll take the front,” I said, taking position at the head of the stretcher.

Farhod moved to the foot without comment, though his expression suggested he had questions he was choosing not to ask.

She had nearly died for me. The least I could do was bring her home safely.


Chapter twenty-seven
Clean Slate
Ryan


I waited outside Guildmaster Gulnora’s office for her to finish reviewing the preliminary report I’d submitted. Two days had passed since our return from the Abyssal Vault expedition. Two days of medical treatments, debriefings, and paperwork. It was all the necessary bureaucracy that followed any high-risk mission.

My ribs ached despite the healers’ efforts. Not broken, just as I’d insisted to Taneen, but definitely not just bruised. I’d refused extended treatment, allowing only the minimum required to ensure field readiness. After what happened at the Vault, Others needed the healing resources more than I did.

Parwana, especially.

The door opened, and Gulnora’s assistant nodded for me to enter. I straightened my shoulders, ignoring the twinge of pain, and walked into the office with my calm and professional demeanor. That was my armor for situations like this.

Guildmaster Gulnora sat behind her desk, my report open before her. She studied me with that penetrating gaze that always made me feel as though she could see straight through my carefully constructed exterior. Like she could read my mind.

“Gold Rank Mitchell,” she acknowledged, gesturing to the chair across from her. “Your written report was thorough in some areas, curiously vague in others.”

I took the offered seat, keeping my posture straight despite my body’s protest. “I focused on the technical findings, Guildmaster. The nature of the collapse and the anchor stone recalibration are our most significant discoveries.”

“Indeed.” She tapped the report with one finger. “Behruz has already begun collaborating with the Central Dungeon Authority to apply these findings to other unstable sites. If his theories prove correct, we may have bought ourselves months instead of weeks to address the broader crisis.”

I nodded, waiting for the inevitable questions about the parts of the report I’d deliberately kept vague.

“However,” Gulnora continued, leaning forward slightly, “I’m more interested in what you’ve omitted. Your account of the healer Ahmadzai’s actions is notably sparse on details, considering she nearly died saving your life.”

“She performed her duties exceptionally well,” I replied, keeping my voice neutral. “Her dual blessing allowed her to counter the venom affecting Farhod when standard methods failed. She also demonstrated remarkable courage during the final confrontation.”

“Courage?” Gulnora’s eyebrow rose slightly. “According to Farhod’s supplementary report, she threw herself between you and a lethal attack. That goes beyond courage, Mitchell.” Her tone made it clear she didn’t think highly of what Parwana had done.

I shifted slightly in my chair. “She made a tactical decision in the moment.”

“Hm,” Gulnora said, her tone making it clear she didn’t believe that for a second. “And what about her previous behavior? The behavior that concerned you enough to discuss it with Farhod before the mission?”

Of course Farhod had mentioned that. I should have expected it. I wanted to be mad, but he was just looking out for me. And for himself.

“My concerns were overstated,” I said carefully. “The timing of what happened to Surayo and the other healers made me paranoid. I let the stress of leadership get to me, and I won’t let it happen again. Once the mission was underway, her focus and dedication proved invaluable.”

Gulnora studied me for a long moment. “This is quite a change from your previous assessment. After the Forgotten Catacombs, you advised increased training. Now you describe her as the model of a healer.”

“Perspective shifts when someone saves your life,” I replied, meeting her gaze steadily. “And the lives of the rest of the team, plus the Azure Wings survivors.”

“So it does.” She closed the report and folded her hands atop it. “What are your recommendations regarding Healer Ahmadzai’s future assignments?”

This was the question I’d known was coming. My answer would shape Parwana’s career trajectory...and potentially my own. If Guildmaster Gulnora thought she couldn’t trust me anymore, it might be the end of my time as her go-to tank contractor.

“She has exceptional potential that would be wasted if restricted,” I said carefully. “Her dual blessing gives her unique capabilities, particularly against shadow-aspected threats that would resist Sitoran or natural healing. With proper guidance and continued field experience, she could become an invaluable asset.”

“Proper guidance from whom?”

“I’m willing to continue working with her,” I said, the words coming more easily than I’d expected. “She responds well to clear direction and has proven herself in extreme circumstances well outside what she should be capable of keeping up with. If you feel trepidation at taking my recommendation to keep her on with the guild, then I will take responsibility for her personally.”

Gulnora’s expression didn’t meaningfully change, but I could still feel her scrutiny intensify.

“You’ve always preferred solo work, Mitchell. In fact, you’ve actively avoided forming permanent partnerships since joining Lionheart.” She reached casually into a drawer and produced a thick file. “The Azure Wings’ Guildmaster said much the same when I bought out your contract with him.”

“The current crisis requires adaptability,” I replied. “We can’t afford to let promising talent slip through our fingers. If taking on a partner is what I have to do to keep her, I’d be failing the guild to turn my nose up at that duty.”

Gulnora leaned back in her chair, studying me with that unnerving intensity that made lesser adventurers squirm. I maintained eye contact, keeping my expression calm and professional. It was no different from staring down a dungeon boss, except that it would have been a breach of etiquette to deploy my divine barrier.

“Very well,” she said finally. “I formally order a partnership between you and Ahmadzai, on a provisional basis, to continue her development. However,” she added, her voice hardening slightly, “I expect complete transparency in your mission reports going forward. No more convenient gaps or vague details.”

“Understood, Guildmaster.”

She nodded, then changed the subject. “The healers report that Ahmadzai should be cleared for light duty within a week, full duty in two. When she’s better, I’m assigning you both to local reconnaissance. We have monitoring crystals set up in dungeons across the country now. I need a reliable runner to gather that data for Silver Rank Rodriguez’s work to pay off.”

“I’ll be ready,” I said, rising from my chair.

“One more thing, Gold Rank Mitchell.” I paused and turned to look at her. “The young woman took a killing blow meant for you. Whatever her motives, that deserves acknowledgment.” Her tone softened uncharacteristically. “I was never going to expel her for that.”

I paused, then nodded once before exiting the office.

The guild’s medical wing occupied the eastern section of the building, its windows positioned to catch the morning sun. I made my way through the main ward, where several adventurers were recovering from various injuries. The Azure Wings survivors had been given a separate recovery room, still processing their trauma from days of being hunted by the demonic hybrids.

Parwana had been placed in a small private room at the end of the corridor. Her dual blessing made some of the other healers uncomfortable. And not just emotionally. It could actively interfere with healing work on other patients.

I paused outside her door, organizing my thoughts.

We needed to have this conversation. Needed clear boundaries and expectations. No room for misinterpretation.

I knocked twice, then entered without waiting for a response.

Parwana sat propped up against several pillows, her small frame almost lost in the wide hospital bed. Bandages wrapped her chest and shoulder, visible beneath the loose healing robe she wore. The fur on her ears and tail appeared dull and dark circles shadowed her eyes.

Despite this, those eyes brightened immediately when she saw me, her ears perking up.

“Ryan,” she said, her voice weaker than normal but filled with genuine happiness. “You came.”

“How are you feeling?” I asked, remaining near the door rather than approaching the bed.

“Better now,” she replied, then seemed to catch herself, her posture curling in just a little bit. “The healers say I’ll make a full recovery. Senior Healer Zarina personally supervised the regeneration work on my shoulder.”

I nodded, noting the careful way she adjusted her initial response. “Good. The mission was successful. Behruz’s findings about the anchor stone may help address other unstable dungeons. Perhaps even give us another option to combat the dungeon collapse crisis.”

“I’m glad,” she said, watching me with those attentive eyes that never seemed to miss anything. “Are you... Are you all right? Your ribs were injured.”

“Minor damage. Already addressed.”

I shifted my weight, considering how to approach the real reason for my visit. Direct was always best.

“We need to discuss our working relationship going forward.”

Her ears flattened slightly, and her tail, which had been swishing gently off the side of the bed, curled under the sheets towards her body. “I understand if you don’t want to work with me anymore. What I did—”

“This isn’t about that,” I interrupted. “Or not entirely.”

I moved closer to the bed, maintaining a professional distance but close enough to avoid being overheard if someone else was at the door. “You saved my life in the Vault. And Farhod’s. And Behruz’s. And you did it with skills and talents that healers four times your level don’t have. Without your intervention, the Azure Wings survivors would never have been rescued, and we might be looking at a simultaneous dungeon breach and collapse.”

Her expression remained guarded, waiting for the inevitable “but” that would follow.

“My earlier report hasn’t changed. You need training and guidance,” I said, watching her reaction carefully. “To that end, I’ve recommended to Guildmaster Gulnora that we continue working together.”

The change was immediate and dramatic. Her eyes dilated, ears shooting upright, tail suddenly animated again, flicking back out from under the covers. The happiness that flooded her face was so raw and unfiltered that it made me uncomfortable.

No one should find that much joy in a simple professional arrangement.

“Really?” she asked, her voice barely containing her excitement. “You want to keep working with me?”

“With conditions,” I added quickly, before her expectations could run away from her. “Clear boundaries that must be respected.”

She nodded eagerly, sitting up straighter and scooting about three more inches closer to me, despite what must have been significant pain from her injuries. “Anything.”

I held up one finger. “First, no interference with other healers or guild members. The incident with Nigora and the other healers before the Vault expedition cannot happen again.”

Her expression flickered briefly. It wasn’t denial, but something closer to surprise that I’d acknowledged the incident out loud.

She nodded. “I understand.”

“Second,” I continued, raising another finger, “no unauthorized following or surveillance. If we’re not on a mission together, you maintain appropriate professional distance.”

“Yes,” she agreed without hesitation.

“Third, respect for personal space, both during missions and at the guild. No more appearing at my apartment or manipulating mission assignments.”

She nodded again, though I noticed a slight tension in her jaw at this one.

“Finally, and most importantly, you really need to expand your healing focus. Your tendency to prioritize me over other team members is tactically unsound and potentially dangerous. A healer must consider the entire party’s needs.”

This condition seemed to give her the most pause. She looked down at her hands for a moment before responding.

“I will try,” she said quietly. “It...doesn’t come naturally to me. But I will try.”

I studied her, looking for signs of deception or reluctance. All I saw was earnest determination and that unsettling depth of devotion that had concerned me from the beginning.

“These aren’t suggestions, Parwana. They’re requirements. If you can’t meet them, this arrangement won’t work.”

She looked up, meeting my gaze directly. “I understand. I will meet them. I promise.” A small smile curved her lips. “You called me by my first name.”

I blinked, realizing she was right. I typically avoided using first names outside of my closest friends, maintaining professional distance through formality. The slip surprised me.

“Yes, well. We’ll be working closely together. Formalities can be inefficient in field situations.”

Her smile widened slightly, but she said nothing more about it. “When can we begin? The healers say I should be ready for light duty in a week.”

“Guildmaster Gulnora has assigned us local reconnaissance when you’re cleared for full duty. Once you’re ready, we’ll start with simpler missions to allow you time to regain your strength. And to help you overcome your limitations. I want you to live up to your potential, and that means a lot of work for both of us.”

She nodded, her expression turning serious. “I won’t let you down, Ryan. I’ll prove that your trust isn’t misplaced.”

Trust. Was that what this was? I wasn’t sure. What I did know was that something had changed in the Vault when she’d thrown herself between me and certain death. Something I couldn’t quite name or understand yet. Like a thread in my chest that tugged at a nerve I didn’t even know I had.

“Rest and focus on your recovery,” I ordered, stepping back toward the door. “I’ll check in periodically on your progress.”

As I turned to leave, she called out softly, “Ryan?”

I paused, looking back at her.

“Thank you,” she said, her eyes shining with genuine emotion. “For giving me a chance.”

I nodded once, then left, closing the door behind me.

In the corridor outside, I paused, questioning my decision. Was I making a terrible mistake, letting sentiment cloud my normally cool and detached judgment? Or was I recognizing genuine potential in someone who’d proven herself far beyond what her level and abilities would suggest?

Either way, I’d committed to this course. Time would tell if it was the right one.


Chapter twenty-eight
A Step Too Far
Parwana


The walk to Guildmaster Gulnora’s office felt like it took longer than usual. Each stair a mountain to climb. Part of that was her still-healing wounds. It had only been days since she returned from the Vault. The healers had wanted Gulnora to come to her, but Parwana had dismissed their worries. She was fine. This was something better dealt with in private anyway.

Parwana kept her expression pleasantly neutral, her hands folded in front of her robes, her tail curved in a perfect arc of professional composure.

It was an effort. More than a physical thing. She ached. All she wanted to do was rest. She shouldn’t have been up and walking around, taking stairs...but there was something going on. The rumors had been the start. While she was lying in bed, she could hear them. And now, this.

An anonymous report. That’s all Parviz had said when he’d summoned her. Someone had made accusations serious enough to warrant the Guildmaster’s personal attention.

I wonder who it could be.

The name circled through her mind like a vulture, but she didn’t let it show on her face.

Weeks had passed since their conversation and the inevitable breakup of their party. Weeks of Shoira avoiding her gaze, taking different routes through the building, accepting assignments that took her far from Dushanbe. Weeks of blessed silence from the ice mage.

Apparently, the silence was over.

Parwana knocked twice on the office door and only entered when Gulnora’s voice called permission. The Guildmaster sat behind her desk, a thin folder open before her. She studied Parwana with that penetrating intensity that had intimidated so many others.

It didn’t intimidate Parwana.

Nothing did, anymore.

“Sit,” Gulnora said, motioning to the chair across from her desk.

Parwana settled with some strain. She kept her posture perfect, her expression attentive, despite the pain. The model of a dedicated healer awaiting instruction.

“How are you feeling?”

“Sore,” Parwana answered. “But my recovery is going well.”

“Good.” Guildmaster Gulnora rested on hand on the desk. “I’ve called you here today because I received an interesting report yesterday.” Gulnora’s fingers drummed once against the folder. “Anonymous, unfortunately, which always makes such things difficult to verify.”

“Oh?” Parwana tilted her head slightly, projecting mild curiosity. “What sort of report?”

“Allegations that you’ve been making threats against fellow guild members. Specifically, that you’ve used your position and abilities to intimidate others.” Gulnora’s gaze never wavered. “The report suggests you may be a danger to yourself and others.”

Danger to others.

The irony would have been amusing if it weren’t so insulting. Parwana was the most dedicated healer in the entire guild. She’d saved Ryan’s life. She’d rescued the Azure Wings survivors. She’d proven herself time and again.

“That’s a serious accusation,” Parwana said carefully. “Do you have specifics about these alleged incidents?”

“Nothing concrete. The report is frustratingly vague on details.” Gulnora closed the folder with a sharp snap. “Which brings me to my first question: should I be taking this seriously?”

“No.” The answer came without hesitation, accompanied by a small smile. “My record speaks for itself, Guildmaster. I’ve completed every assignment successfully, maintained professional relationships with all team members, and received commendations for my performance in high-stress situations.”

All true. Every word verifiable through official documentation.

“Your recent partnership with Gold Rank Mitchell has been notably successful,” Gulnora said. “He speaks very highly of your capabilities.”

Ryan believes in me. The thought sent warmth flooding through Parwana’s chest. He sees my value.

“I’m honored by his confidence,” she replied. “Working with someone of his caliber has been an incredible learning experience.”

“Indeed.” Gulnora leaned forward slightly. “Is there anyone you suspect might have made this report? Someone who might have misinterpreted your interactions?”

Shoira. The name blazed through Parwana’s mind like a brand. The jealous little ice princess who couldn’t accept that she’d lost before the game even began.

“I can’t think of anyone who would have cause for such complaints,” Parwana said aloud, her voice perfectly steady. “I maintain cordial relationships with all guild members. If someone has concerns about my behavior, I wish they’d approached me directly rather than filing anonymous accusations.”

Such a reasonable response. So mature and professional.

Gulnora studied her for another long moment, then reached into her desk drawer. She pulled out several documents. they looked like mission reports, performance evaluations, and peer reviews.

“Your record is indeed exemplary,” she said, flipping through the papers with a casual air. “Consistent improvements in technique, positive feedback from team members, exceptional performance under pressure.” She looked up. “Which makes this report all the more puzzling.”

“Perhaps someone is trying to damage my reputation?” Parwana suggested with careful concern. “Professional jealousy can manifest in unfortunate ways.”

“Perhaps.” Gulnora sighed and then set the documents aside. “I’m dismissing the report as unfounded. Probably someone’s idea of a cruel joke.” Her expression hardened slightly. “However, I want you to be extra careful about your interactions with other guild members. Perception matters as much as reality in our line of work.”

“Of course, Guildmaster. I’ll be mindful of how my actions might be misinterpreted.”

Such a good little healer. So concerned about guild harmony.

“Excellent.” Gulnora closed the folder definitively. “You’re dismissed. I believe Gold Rank Mitchell is expecting you for this afternoon’s reconnaissance mission.”

Parwana rose gracefully, bowing her head in acknowledgment. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Guildmaster. I appreciate your trust in my character.”

As she turned to leave, Gulnora’s voice stopped her. “One more thing, Silver Rank Ahmadzai. If anyone does approach you with concerns—legitimate or otherwise—I expect to hear about it immediately.”

“Understood.”

Parwana left the office with measured steps, her expression serene. She walked through the guild corridors, nodding politely to other members, projecting the same professional composure she always had.

Hiding her pain. Her worry. Her anger.

So Shoira thinks she can destroy me with anonymous reports.

The thought followed her down the stairs, through the main hall, past the training rooms where the sound of clashing weapons echoed off stone walls.

She thinks she can poison Ryan’s mind against me with whispered warnings and careful suggestions.

Parwana retrieved her equipment from her locker, checking each item with methodical precision. Healing potions, mana potions, the new staff Ryan had helped her select last week. Everything in perfect order, just as he preferred.

She thinks I’ll just accept her interference in my destiny.

She’s very wrong.

The reconnaissance mission with Ryan proceeded flawlessly. Light duty work, since they were both still under medical observation. Two hours mapping energy fluctuations in a minor dungeon. They worked in perfect synchronization, their partnership seamless and efficient. He praised her observations about the formations, valued her insights about the stability readings.

See how well we work together? she thought, watching him record their findings. See how perfectly matched we are?

That evening, she returned to her apartment and waited. Not with impatience, but with the calm certainty of someone who knew exactly what needed to be done.

Two days. That seemed reasonable. Long enough to avoid any obvious connection to their conversation with Gulnora. Short enough that the lesson wouldn’t lose its impact.

Parwana spent those two days being the perfect guild member. Resting and recovering. She assisted Senior Healer Zarina with training exercises. She helped organize the medical supplies. She studied advanced healing techniques in the library, taking careful notes that she could discuss with Ryan during their next mission.

And then, when no one was looking, she studied and trained her shadow magic. It had grown so much over the past few weeks. A dangerous blade in the hands of a healer. She wanted to hone it. Use it.

Look how dedicated I am. How professional. How completely harmless.

That last one made her laugh.

On the third day, she began watching.

Shoira’s schedule was predictable. She had training sessions in the morning, administrative work in the afternoon, errands in the early evening before returning to her family’s home in the Artisan Quarter. The ice mage had grown careless over the weeks, her initial wariness fading as nothing had happened.

Stupid girl. Did you really think I’d forgotten?

Parwana followed at a careful distance, using her shadow magic to muffle her footsteps and blur her presence. Not invisibility—that was beyond her current abilities—but enough to avoid notice in the busy streets of Dushanbe.

She watched Shoira purchase medicine for her mother at the apothecary. Watched her select vegetables at the market, haggling over prices with the practiced efficiency of someone managing a household budget. Watched her stop by the temple to leave an offering for her family’s health.

Such a dutiful daughter. Such a responsible citizen.

The observation continued for three days. Parwana memorized every detail of Shoira’s routine, every route she took, every person she spoke with. The ice mage’s life was small and predictable, bounded by family obligations and guild duties.

How boring. No wonder she’s so jealous of my connection with Ryan.

On the fourth day, Parwana was reviewing her notes in the guild library when she heard familiar voices from the next reading alcove. Shoira’s clear tones, speaking in hushed but urgent whispers.

“—I know how it sounds, but you have to listen to me.”

Parwana went perfectly still.

“She’s dangerous, Ryan. More dangerous than you realize.” Shoira’s voice carried desperation. “The way she looks at you, the way she positions herself around you—it’s not normal devotion. It’s obsession.”

Ryan is here. The realization sent ice through Parwana’s veins. She’s trying to poison him against me.

“I appreciate your concern,” Ryan’s voice replied, measured and professional as always, “but my partnership with Ahmadzai has been highly effective. Her performance speaks for itself.”

“That’s what makes her so dangerous!” Shoira’s voice rose slightly before she caught herself. “She’s competent enough that people overlook the warning signs. But I’ve seen what she’s capable of when someone threatens what she thinks belongs to her.”

Belongs to me. The words echoed in Parwana’s mind. Because he does belong to me. By right of destiny, by right of devotion, by right of everything I’ve sacrificed to be worthy of him.

“Are you suggesting I should request a different partner?” Ryan asked, and something in his tone made Parwana’s breath catch.

No.

No, no, no.

“I’m suggesting you be careful,” Shoira said urgently. “Watch how she reacts when other healers work with you. Notice how she always seems to know where you are, what you’re doing. Pay attention to what happens to people who get too close to you.”

She’s ruining everything. The thought blazed through Parwana’s mind like fire. She’s going to destroy my partnership with Ryan. She’s going to take away the only thing that matters.

“I’ll consider your observations,” Ryan said finally. “Thank you for bringing your concerns to my attention.”

Parwana heard the scrape of chairs being pushed back, footsteps moving away from the alcove. She waited until their voices faded completely before moving, her hands trembling with barely contained rage.

She thinks she can steal him from me with lies and warnings.

This has gone far enough.

That evening, Parwana followed Shoira home through the winding streets of the Artisan Quarter. The ice mage walked quickly, her shoulders tense, occasionally glancing over her shoulder as if sensing pursuit.

You should be afraid.

Three blocks from Shoira’s home, in an alley between two workshops that had closed for the night, Parwana stepped out of the shadows like a nightmare made flesh. She was surprised by how fluidly she moved. Like her injuries were just gone.

“Hello, Shoira.”

The ice mage spun, her eyes widening in terror. “Wh... Parwana? Wait—”

“I told you what would happen if you interfered.” Parwana’s voice was perfectly calm, perfectly reasonable. “I was very specific about the consequences.”

Shoira tried to run. Tried to scream. But Parwana was faster, stronger, her shadow magic muffling sound and obscuring sight from any potential witnesses.

This is what happens to people who threaten my happiness.

The first touch of shadow-enhanced claws against Shoira’s throat drew blood. Not deep enough to be immediately fatal, but deep enough to make the ice mage understand that this was real.

“You went to Gulnora,” Parwana said conversationally, as if the horrible things Shoira had done were of no importance. “Anonymous report. Very clever. Almost worked.”

“Please,” Shoira gasped, her hands pressed against the shallow cuts. “I was just—”

“Trying to destroy my partnership with Ryan.” Parwana’s grip tightened, her claws finding the pressure points she’d studied so carefully. “Trying to convince everyone I was dangerous.”

Which I am. But only to those who threaten what’s mine.

“And today,” she continued, her voice falling to a whisper, “you actually spoke to him directly. Warned him about me. Tried to make him doubt my devotion.”

The realization in Shoira’s eyes was beautiful. The understanding that her worst fears were coming true.

“I gave you a chance,” Parwana said, her free hand trailing along Shoira’s injured shoulder—the one that had never quite healed properly after the bone shard. “I was clear about the boundaries. But you couldn’t accept them, could you?”

She pressed down on the old injury, feeling the tissue give way under her pressure. Shoira’s scream was muffled by the shadow magic that wrapped around them like a shroud.

“You thought you could take him from me,” Parwana continued, her tone never changing from that pleasant, conversational register. “You thought you could poison his mind with doubts and warnings.”

What followed was methodical. Clinical.

Parwana’s shadow-enhanced fingers found the nerve clusters at Shoira’s wrist, applying pressure that sent lightning bolts of agony up her arm. When the ice mage tried to jerk away, Parwana simply shifted her grip to the damaged shoulder, using her intimate knowledge of the old bone shard injury to reopen wounds that had never properly healed.

“The beautiful thing about healing magic,” she explained as blood seeped through Shoira’s robes, “is that it gives you such intimate knowledge of how bodies work. How to cause pain without permanent damage. How to ensure someone stays conscious through experiences that would normally cause shock.”

She demonstrated by sending a pulse of corrupted healing energy into Shoira’s nervous system. It wasn’t enough to damage, just enough to overwhelm every pain receptor simultaneously. The ice mage convulsed, her mouth open in a silent scream that the shadows swallowed completely.

Shoira tried to fight back, frost forming weakly around her fingertips as she attempted to use her magic in defense. But Parwana’s shadows consumed the cold, turned it back against its creator, letting the ice crystals form inside Shoira’s own skin before shattering.

“I want you to understand something,” Parwana said, watching with clinical interest as Shoira’s struggles weakened to pitiful twitches. The ice mage’s face was pale with shock, her breathing shallow and rapid. “This isn’t happening because I’m evil or cruel. Nor because I’m a danger to myself or others.” She smiled. “This is happening because you threatened what belongs to me.”

She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper that carried all the certainty of absolute truth.

“Ryan is my purpose. My destiny. My everything. Anyone who tries to take him from me—anyone who even suggests they have a right to warn him away from me—becomes my enemy.”

And I deal with my enemies very thoroughly.

The killing blow was almost gentle. A precise application of shadow tendrils to the heart, drawing the life from it, stopping it as quietly as snuffing out a candle. Shoira’s eyes went wide for one final moment before the light faded from them forever.

Parwana stood over the body, her breathing steady, her expression serene.

No guilt. No regret.

Only the quiet satisfaction of a problem efficiently solved.

She brought this on herself. Tried to take him from me. Wanted him all herself.

Stupid girl.

The cleanup was meticulous. Magic to obscure any traces of her presence. Careful positioning of the body to suggest a random mugging gone wrong. The removal of anything that might connect the crime to guild business.

Just another tragedy in a dangerous city.

By the time Parwana returned to her apartment, she felt lighter than she had in weeks. She hadn’t stolen much of Shoira’s life, but just enough to heal herself.

I’m free, she thought. No more anonymous reports. No more whispered warnings. No more interference.

She prepared for bed with her usual careful routine, checking her equipment for tomorrow’s mission with Ryan. Everything needed to be perfect. He was depending on her, trusting her, believing in their partnership.

And now nothing can threaten that.

As she settled into her narrow bed, Parwana allowed herself a small smile. Tomorrow she would work beside Ryan again, proving her worth, demonstrating her devotion. Their synchronization would be flawless, their partnership seamless.

Just as it should be.

The news of Shoira’s death would spread through the guild in a day or two. There would be shock, grief, perhaps even suspicion. Parwana would play her part. Act worried, upset. She’d meet with her old party. Drink to the ice mage’s memory.

But nothing would connect back to her. She’d been far too careful for that.

Poor Shoira. If only she’d understood that some things are worth killing for.


Chapter twenty-nine
Boundaries Blurred
Ryan


Thirty miles east of Dushanbe was a small E-rank dungeon. The Whispering Grove had shown minor instability readings, nothing like the Vault’s critical state, but enough to warrant investigation using Behruz’s new monitoring protocols.

Parwana was with me. She’d been able to heal over the last two weeks. The wound on her chest had healed well, though I knew from the medical reports that the scarring was extensive. She’d gained weight back during her recovery, the fur on her ears and tail back to a lustrous shine.

“Remember the formation,” I said as we prepared to enter. “You maintain position three paces behind me unless directed otherwise. Kavah will handle ranged offense from your left flank. Mansur provides rear security. If they take a stray hit, they get the same response time and treatment that you’d give me.”

Parwana nodded, her expression focused and professional. “Understood.”

Kavah, a Gold Rank fire mage I’d worked with occasionally, gave me a questioning look. “Standard dungeon protocol would put the healer six to eight paces back, not three.”

“Ahmadzai’s healing range is optimized at four paces,” I replied. It wasn’t the full truth—Parwana’s healing could reach much further—but her effectiveness was indeed highest at that specific distance. She’d demonstrated that repeatedly during our previous missions.

I wasn’t sure if it was a quirk of her dual blessing, or if she just felt more comfortable when she was closer to me.

Kavah shrugged, accepting the explanation. “Your call, Mitchell. You’re lead on this one.”

We entered the dungeon in formation, moving through the initial passage with practiced efficiency. The Whispering Grove. Plant-based dungeons were relatively common in this region, making any instability here particularly noteworthy.

As we proceeded deeper, I monitored Parwana’s behavior from the corner of my eye. She maintained exactly four paces behind me, her attention divided between watching for threats and checking the other team members’ status. When Mansur stumbled on a root and twisted his ankle, she moved to heal him without hesitation, returning to position only after ensuring he was fully recovered.

Progress, then. She was making a genuine effort to change.

The first combat encounter came twenty minutes into our exploration. It was a cluster of thorn sprites that emerged from the walls. Their barbed limbs dripped with mild poison. I raised my shield, drawing their attention while Kavah prepared a fire attack.

“Defensive formation,” I called, widening my stance and empowering my shield to create a solid barrier. “Kavah, area effect on my mark.”

The sprites launched themselves at me, their thorns scraping against my divine shield with a sound like nails on glass. I held firm.

“Go!”

Kavah released a controlled wave of flame that swept over the sprites, careful not to ignite the surrounding plant matter. The creatures shrieked as they burned, their wooden bodies blackening and crumbling.

One sprite managed to dart around my shield, its thorns raking across my forearm where a gap in my armor exposed skin. The poison stung, a minor irritation rather than a serious threat. Before I could even react to the injury, I felt Parwana’s healing energy wash over me, neutralizing the poison and sealing the scratch.

Her timing was perfect. Not too early to waste mana, not too late to allow the poison to spread. The work of an expert.

But what impressed me more was watching her immediately turn to check Kavah and Mansur, sending small pulses of healing energy to address minor scrapes they’d received during the skirmish. She’d distributed her attention appropriately, just as I’d instructed.

We continued deeper into the dungeon, encountering progressively stronger plant-based enemies. Throughout each engagement, Parwana maintained her position and fulfilled her role with increasing confidence. When we reached the central chamber where Behruz’s new and improved monitoring crystals needed to be placed, she helped secure the perimeter while I set up the equipment.

“Energy fluctuations are within acceptable parameters,” I noted, checking the crystal readings. “Minor instability in the earth element concentration, but nothing critical.”

“The whispers are changing pitch when the fluctuations occur,” Parwana observed quietly. “They drop lower, then rise again as the readings stabilize.”

I looked up from the monitoring crystal, surprised by her observation. “You can differentiate the pitch changes?”

She nodded, her ears swiveling slightly as she listened. “My shadow blessing enhances certain senses. The changes are subtle but consistent.”

Kavah moved closer to the crystal, curious. “Can you predict when the next fluctuation will occur based on the sound?”

Parwana closed her eyes, concentrating. “Three...two...one...”

The crystal flared briefly as another fluctuation passed through the dungeon. Kavah looked impressed.

“That’s useful,” he said, nodding to Parwana with newfound respect. “Could help us track the pattern more efficiently.”

For the next hour, Parwana helped us map the fluctuation cycle using her enhanced hearing, allowing us to complete our monitoring setup in half the expected time. As we prepared to exit the dungeon, I noted the way Kavah and Mansur included her in their conversation, asking questions about her dual blessing and listening to her insights with genuine interest.

She was integrating into the team dynamic naturally, without the awkwardness that had characterized her interactions during the Forgotten Catacombs and Abyssal Vault expeditions. And she’d gained a level during this relatively simple mission, her power growing as she gained experience.

By the time we returned to Dushanbe that evening, I had to acknowledge that the arrangement was working better than I’d anticipated. Parwana was keeping her promises and had committed to improving. And now our effectiveness as a team was undeniable.

Over the next few weeks, we completed a series of progressively more challenging missions. Three more unstable dungeons investigated and monitored. A nest of shadow-corrupted creatures cleared from an abandoned mine. A village protected from dungeon-spawned threats that had escaped during a minor breach.

Through each mission, Parwana continued to improve. Her healing became more efficient, her combat support more effective. With the number of missions we took on, she gained levels rapidly. She reaching Level 17 within a month, which was impressive progress for someone who had started at 12 only weeks earlier.

I wondered if I was pushing her too hard, but she said it was fine.

Guildmaster Gulnora was impressed as hell.

More importantly though, she adhered to the boundaries I’d established. She maintained appropriate distance at the guild, never appeared uninvited at my apartment, and distributed her healing attention to all team members as needed. When we weren’t on missions together, she focused on her own training with Zarina or assisted in the guild’s healing wing.

The arrangement was working so well that I almost forgot why I’d been concerned in the first place.

Until the test.

I hadn’t planned it as a test initially. Nigora, the young Nature Healer who’d been injured before the Vault expedition, had approached me once more about training in defensive positioning for healers. Given her specialization and genuine talent, it made sense to include her in a routine mission. Just a simple C-rank dungeon clear that would provide her with a practical demonstration without excessive risk.

I informed Parwana of the assignment change the day before departure, watching carefully for her reaction. This would be the first mission I’d undertaken with another healer since our partnership began.

Her smile froze for just a fraction of a second before she nodded. “Of course. Nigora has excellent potential. She’ll learn a lot from working with you.”

No argument. No attempts to change my mind. No sudden plotting of an “accident” to befall Nigora.

“You’re not upset?” I asked directly, pressing further.

Parwana’s tail swished once, the only outward sign of emotion. “You never promised exclusivity, Ryan. I understand the value of training other healers, especially with the current crisis.” Her smile remained in place, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Just come back safely.”

The mission proceeded without incident. Nigora proved to be a capable healer with a natural talent for battlefield positioning. Her nature-based healing took longer to activate than Parwana’s instant responses, but the regenerative effects lasted longer, providing sustained recovery.

Yet throughout the expedition, I found myself unconsciously expecting different timing. Adjusting my shield angle for a healing burst that arrived a second later than I’d anticipated. Moving to cover a position where no one stood, because Nigora observed different spacing between us.

Small things. Tiny adjustments that no one else would notice. But they threw off my rhythm, made me feel slightly off balance in situations where I was normally in perfect control.

During the final encounter, a pack of arcane tigers attacked from multiple angles. I positioned myself to block the primary threat, expecting healing to cover me from a secondary attack on my flank. Nigora’s healing came, competent, effective, but a moment after I expected. The primary tiger’s rending attack sent me staggering, finding myself surprised by the pain that came when the healing wasn’t already underway.

I recovered quickly, dispatching the tiger with a shield bash.

The mission was completed successfully, with no significant injuries to any team member. By any objective measure, it was a perfectly executed operation.

Yet as we returned to Dushanbe, I found myself thinking about the constant misalignment. The slight delay in healing that had disrupted my combat flow. The absence of that perfect synchronization I’d grown accustomed to with Parwana.

When had I started relying on that connection? When had I allowed myself to grow comfortable with someone else’s habits?

Back at the guild hall, I found Parwana assisting with inventory in the supply room. She looked up as I approached, her face lighting up with genuine pleasure at seeing me.

“How was the mission?” she asked, setting aside the ledger she’d been updating.

“Successful,” I replied. “Nigora performed well.”

Parwana nodded, her smile remaining steady. “I’m glad. She’s very talented.”

I studied her for a moment, looking for signs of jealousy or resentment. I found none. Or at least, none she allowed to show on the surface. I had learned not to rely on appearances with her.

“We have another assignment tomorrow,” I said. “Unstable D-rank dungeon fifty miles south. Possible shadow corruption, possible instability. As I understand it, it will be challenging for your dual blessing, but I have every confidence you will be up to the task.”

The joy that filled her expression was immediate and unguarded. “I’ll be ready at dawn.”

As I walked away, I caught sight of her in my peripheral vision. Though she’d returned to her inventory work, her body had shifted orientation slightly. Angled toward me even as I moved across the room. Her ear remained turned in my direction, tracking the sound of my footsteps despite the guild hall’s busy atmosphere.

Later that evening, as I reviewed mission parameters in the common area, I observed her interacting with other guild members. She laughed at a joke from a Silver Rank mage, offered healing advice to a novice cleric, discussed herb properties with an alchemist. Normal, professional interactions.

Yet I noticed how her eyes found me every few minutes, no matter where I was in the room. How she somehow knew the exact moment I finished my tea, appearing with a fresh cup before I could rise to get it myself. How she positioned herself to always maintain a clear line of sight to my location.

The boundaries I’d established were being respected in letter, if not entirely in spirit. She no longer followed me or appeared uninvited at my apartment. She didn’t interfere with other healers or manipulate mission assignments. She distributed her healing appropriately during combat.

But her world still revolved around me. Her happiness still depended entirely on my approval and presence. And the most troubling realization was how comfortable I’d become with that arrangement.

I’d spent years before arriving in Osnary building walls around myself, and the time since I arrived in this world reinforcing them. Maintaining professional courtesies. Avoiding attachments that could become vulnerabilities. Closing myself off. Putting on the mask of a calm and distant professional.

Now, watching Parwana move through the guild hall—always aware of my location, always oriented toward me like a flower tracking the sun—I had to acknowledge an uncomfortable truth: those walls were beginning to crumble.

And part of me didn’t want to rebuild them.


Chapter thirty
Never-Ending Patience
Parwana


The first thing Parwana thought about every morning was Ryan.

Not the gentle drift of consciousness that most people experienced upon waking, but the immediate, electric awareness of his presence in her world. He was across the alleyway, probably still asleep, his chest rising and falling in that steady rhythm she’d memorized from watching him recover after the Vault. Seven floors up, third window from the left, behind curtains he closed every night at exactly the same time. Ten-forty-five.

She lay in her narrow bed, staring at the ceiling.

Yesterday’s observations: He favored his left shoulder after the shield extension technique. Duration: approximately four seconds of subtle compensation in his stance. Significance: minor muscle fatigue, not injury. Recommendation: suggest warming exercises before today’s mission without making it obvious I noticed.

Mood assessment: Seventy-three percent baseline contentment, elevated by successful mission completion. Fifteen percent residual concern about dungeon instability patterns. Twelve percent wariness? Anticipation? Requires further observation.

Physical status: No new scars. The faint line above his left eyebrow has faded another millimeter since last month. His hair was still slightly damp when he entered the meeting room yesterday, confirming shower routine timing. Filing away for future reference.

The mental catalog was extensive, detailed, and absolutely necessary. How else could she be the perfect partner he deserved if she didn’t understand every nuance of his needs?

Parwana rose from bed with fluid grace, her morning routine as precisely choreographed as any combat formation. First: check the weather. Sunny with afternoon clouds. Ryan would need extra hydration during their mission to the Thornwood Reaches. She’d pack additional water without being asked.

Second: review today’s team composition. Kavah would be joining them again, along with two Silver Rank adventurers she’d researched extensively. Yadleen, a shield warrior with confidence issues who overcompensated with bravado. Parsad, an archer who had a tendency to panic under pressure. Both potential weak points that could endanger Ryan if not properly managed.

I need to position myself to provide emergency healing for the weakest links. Can’t let them fail and put Ryan at risk.

Third: wardrobe selection. Her healing robes were clean and freshly mended.

He appreciates competence. Professionalism. The appearance of control.

She dressed with meticulous care, every fold of fabric arranged to project calm efficiency. In the mirror, she practiced her expressions: professional concern, pleasant agreement, focused concentration. Each one calibrated to be appropriate but not memorable.

She couldn’t afford to draw unwanted attention from other guild members who might interfere with her carefully laid plans.

The hardest expression to perfect was surprised pleasure—the look she’d give when Ryan made one of his rare jokes or acknowledged her contributions. Too much enthusiasm would seem unprofessional. Too little would suggest she didn’t value his approval.

Find the balance. Always find the balance.

Her tail betrayed her. The tip curled with anticipation at the thought of spending another day at Ryan’s side, fighting alongside him, proving her worth. She forced it to stillness, muscle control developed through months of practice.

Control. Always control.

The walk to the guild hall provided her with seventeen minutes of reconnaissance. She noted which adventurers were already active, which merchants were setting up stalls, which routes Ryan might take to arrive. By the time she reached the building, she had updated her mental map of potential variables that could affect their day.

Ryan was already in the common area, reviewing mission parameters with his characteristic thoroughness. Parwana’s heart performed its familiar skip-and-flutter rhythm at the sight of him, but her expression remained pleasantly professional as she approached.

“Good morning,” she said, her voice pitched to carry just far enough. Not too eager, not too formal. “Ready for the Thornwood expedition?”

He looked up, and for a moment—just a moment—she saw something in his eyes that hadn’t been there a month ago. Not wariness, not professional assessment. Something warmer. More personal.

Progress.

It made her chest ache.

“Good morning, Parwana. Yes, I’ve been reviewing the botanical hazards. The corrupted dryads are proving more aggressive than previous reports indicated.”

She nodded, moving to stand at the optimal distance. Close enough to suggest familiarity, far enough to maintain propriety. “I’ve prepared specialized antitoxins for plant-based poisons. And extra mana potions, given the extended combat duration we’re expecting.”

He’s pleased. The slight relaxation around his eyes, the almost-smile. He appreciates my foresight.

“Thorough as always,” he said, and the simple praise sent warmth pulsing through her chest.

Perfect. I’m being perfect for him.

The mission briefing proceeded smoothly, Ryan’s leadership bringing their temporary party together with practiced efficiency. Parwana contributed when appropriate, her insights valued and acknowledged. She was becoming indispensable, not through manipulation or sabotage, but through genuine competence paired with unwavering devotion.

It was so much more satisfying than her previous methods.

During the journey to Thornwood, she maintained her position four paces behind Ryan, exactly as they’d practiced. But her attention was split between watching for threats and cataloging every detail of his behavior. The way he checked their formation every three minutes. The slight tension in his shoulders that meant he was running tactical scenarios. The unconscious adjustment of his shield strap that preceded every major decision.

I know you so well now. Better than you know yourself.

When Yadleen stumbled during a stream crossing, Parwana was already moving before the shield warrior hit the water. Her healing touch was gentle but efficient, mending the twisted ankle while projecting competent reassurance.

“Thank you,” Yadleen gasped, embarrassment coloring her cheeks.

“Part of the job,” Parwana replied with a smile.

Your weakness could have slowed us down. Could have put Ryan at risk. I won’t let that happen.

She caught Ryan watching the interaction, approval clear in his expression. Another perfect moment, another small step forward in their relationship.

See how well I take care of everyone? See how valuable I am?

The Thornwood Reaches lived up to their reputation for danger. Unstable plants twisted into unnatural shapes, dryads whose beauty had curdled into something predatory and wrong, thorned vines that moved with disturbing intelligence. Throughout each encounter, Parwana and Ryan maintained their flawless synchronization.

But it was during the fight with the living wood that she noticed something new.

Ryan had extended his Divine Barrier to protect Parsad from a crushing branch attack, leaving his own flank momentarily exposed. Without thinking, Parwana stepped forward, her shadow magic creating a protective screen just as thorned vines lashed toward his unguarded side.

It wasn’t planned. Wasn’t calculated. Pure instinct, born from weeks of partnership and an understanding that went deeper than tactical coordination.

When the treant fell and Ryan turned to her, his expression held something she’d never seen before. Not just approval or professional respect, but recognition. As if he was truly seeing her for the first time.

Finally. Finally, you’re beginning to understand what we could be together.

The journey back to Dushanbe was filled with quiet satisfaction. Another successful mission, another step forward. Ryan’s trust in her was growing, just as she’d planned. Soon, she wouldn’t need to maintain such careful distance. Soon, he would want her closer.

Patience. It’s all about patience.

That evening, she attended the customary post-mission gathering at the Silver Spear, playing her role perfectly. Laughing at the appropriate moments, contributing to conversations without dominating them, being pleasant and forgettable to everyone except Ryan.

But she watched. Always watched.

When the serving girl brought Ryan’s drink, lingering a moment too long as she set it down. When Yadleen praised his leadership with stars in her eyes. When a passing adventurer stopped to congratulate him on another successful stabilization.

Threats. All of them, potential threats.

Not immediate ones. She’d learned to distinguish between casual interaction and genuine interest. But they required monitoring. Cataloging. Just in case.

By the time she returned to her apartment, Parwana’s face ached from maintaining her pleasant mask. Her tail thrashed once, twice, before she forced it to stillness. The strain of perfect behavior, perfect responses, perfect control was exhausting.

But it was working.

She could see it in Ryan’s growing ease around her, in the way he’d started including her in tactical discussions, in how he’d actually asked her opinion about equipment modifications last week. Her strategy was flawless: become indispensable through competence, earn trust through reliability, and slowly, carefully, make herself essential to his happiness.

He’s beginning to need me. Just like I need him.

The thought sent a shiver of anticipation through her entire body. After months of careful planning, weeks of perfect behavior, she was finally making real progress. Ryan was starting to see her not just as a useful healer, but as a genuine partner.

Soon. Soon he’ll understand that we belong together.

He’s starting to trust me completely. Starting to rely on me.

My perfect knight. My destined partner.

Alone in her room, with no one to watch or judge, Parwana finally allowed her carefully controlled mask to slip. The professional healer disappeared, replaced by something far more intense, far more honest.

Tomorrow, I’ll be perfect for him again. But tonight...

She needed it. Release. The siren called to her, spoke her name in fevered tones. His nearness, his face, his perfect being wore her down. Ate at her defenses until she was raw with need.

What she wanted was him. His calloused hands and perfect mouth and hard... Ah, she couldn’t even think the word. Not without her fingers buried deep inside her.

Parwana checked the door. Twice. Six times. Locked. Alone. Curtains drawn. No sounds in the hall.

She shucked her clothes. They burned her. Her otherwise beloved robes hurt, scratched her skin. Made her want to tear them to free her skin of the burden.

She lay back on her single bed, sheets clean but smelling faintly of bleach and sleep. Her thighs were already slick, inner muscles twitching, traitorously greedy for friction.

The first touch to her clit sent a bright, nauseating spark up her spine. She balled her fist and bit the inside of her elbow to stifle the whimper, picturing his hands instead of her own. Imagined him holding her down, holding her open. Not with cruelty but with deliberation, as if fixing a broken thing with infinite patience.

She wanted him to look at her the way he looked at impossible problems, at tactical maps and mission briefings: with hunger for the answer, with an intent that left no room for anything else. Parwana wanted his approval, his judgment, his acceptance. To be his only puzzle.

Parwana ground her palm against herself and let her mind slip loose, racing through every fragment of private memory she’d hoarded: the time he stood shirtless after training, sweat pooling at the small of his back; the rare, almost-smile when she’d made an especially pithy joke; the moment in the Vault, near death, when he’d cradled her head and whispered, “Stay with me.”

Stay with me.

She came hard. Violently. A convulsive snap that left her shuddering, teeth drilling new wounds into her own skin.

Her free hand clawed at the sheets, at her own thigh, nails leaving crescent marks that would take days to fade. For a few seconds, the world went white with pleasure, a static haze that washed out everything but the throb between her legs and the faint copper taste of blood.

It was over so soon. And yet left her as satisfied as she was going to be without him.

She lay there, panting, for an unmeasured stretch of time. The sharp aftershocks made her hips twitch. Her tail, usually so disciplined, lashed at the mattress like a whip. For once, she let it: a small rebellion in the privacy of her empty, silent apartment.

When she could move again, Parwana rolled to her side and curled up, arms hugging her knees in the dark. She pressed her lips to her skin, tongue flicking at the tooth marks, savoring the pain. Evidence of her loyalty, her focus. If she were weaker, she would have regretted her lack of control. Instead, she saved the memory, ready to summon it again next time she needed strength.

Tomorrow she would wake up, catalog her observations, don her mask, and be exactly what Ryan required. Tomorrow, she would sit so close her sleeve brushed his. Just once. She would catch a stray smile and let it fuel a thousand perfect, indispensable acts.

She would look at him as if he were the only man in the world. Because he was.

But tonight, she was allowed to be greedy. To want more.

She drifted into sleep with the taste of blood bitter on her tongue, and dreamt of the day her patience would be rewarded.


Chapter thirty-one
Perfect Harmony
Ryan


“The Crimson Ravine has shown increasing instability over the past two weeks,” Guildmaster Gulnora said, sliding a mission brief across her desk. “Three parties have reported unusual monster behavior. Creatures exhibiting attack patterns they shouldn’t possess.”

I picked up the folder, scanning the contents with practiced efficiency. “B-rank dungeon. Primary aspects: fire and blood. Standard clear time is between five and nine hours for a balanced party.” I flipped through the incident reports, noting the descriptions of monsters using abilities from entirely different dungeon types. “Elemental mixing, similar to what we saw at the Abyssal Vault.”

“Precisely.” Gulnora’s gaze fixed on me in that way that always made me feel like she was reading more than just my expressions. “I want your team to investigate and apply Behruz’s stabilization techniques if applicable.”

“Who is assigned with me for this?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.

“You and Healer Ahmadzai have become our most effective stabilization unit,” she replied matter-of-factly. “Your success rate speaks for itself. I’ve also assigned Gold Ranks Kavah and Farhod, and Silver Rank Mansur to round out your party.”

I nodded, accepting the assignment without further comment. A month and a half since Parwana’s recovery and we’d fallen into an efficient working relationship. The provisional partnership Gulnora had agreed to had proven more effective than either of us had anticipated. As she said, any party with the pair of us at the core was an assured success.

“We’ll depart immediately,” I said, rising from my chair.

“Gold Rank Mitchell.” Gulnora’s voice stopped me as I turned to leave. “The Authority is tracking seventeen newly destabilized dungeons across Osnary at present. This pattern troubles me.”

I paused, recognizing the rare note of concern in her voice. “You think this is an intentional escalation.”

“I think we’re missing something important,” she replied. “Keep your eyes open for anything unusual, even by our current standards of unusual.”

“Understood, Guildmaster.”

I found Parwana in the guild’s supply room, already preparing healing kits for our journey. Her ears perked up at my approach, swiveling in my direction before she turned to face me. She’d grown accustomed to my footsteps. Could identify me by sound alone now.

“Crimson Ravine?” she asked, continuing to pack specialized burn treatments into her satchel.

“News travels fast,” I observed.

She shook her head, a small smile playing at her lips. “Not news. Logic. It’s the only B-rank or higher dungeon showing critical instability that we haven’t personally addressed yet.”

Her analytical abilities had sharpened over our weeks working together. Our frequent high-level expeditions had earned her levels rapidly, an experience that adventurers often struggled with, but she’d adapted with tremendous grace and competence. Her combat healing had improved dramatically under Senior Healer Zarina’s guidance, and the inclusion of her shadow blessing had grown more refined with practice.

“Correct,” I confirmed. “Kavah, Farhod, and Mansur will join us. Departure in thirty minutes from the east gate.”

“Understood.”

I left her to finish preparations while I collected my own equipment. By the time I reached the east gate, Kavah and Mansur were already waiting, comparing notes on the Ravine’s layout. Farhod arrived moments later, his daggers freshly sharpened and gleaming with the subtle dance of his shadow powers.

Parwana joined us last. She greeted each team member with professional courtesy, maintaining the appropriate social distance between the two of us that she’d been practicing since our boundaries discussion.

I could tell it was strained. But I couldn’t exactly go back on my word, making her think it was okay to relax and be herself.

“Is everyone familiar with the Ravine’s structure?” I asked as we set out on the road east.

“Three main levels,” Kavah replied, running his fingers through his hair like he always did when he was thinking. “Upper level is standard fire aspect. Middle level introduces blood aspect creatures. Lower level combines both with narrow passages and ambush points.”

“The reports mention creatures using abilities from shadow and ice dungeons,” Farhod added, his naturally quiet voice carrying just far enough for our group to hear. “That shouldn’t be possible with the Ravine’s aspect alignment.”

“Similar to what we observed at the Vault,” I noted. “The dungeon’s natural nature failing and adding new elements due to the instability. But the Vault was a Pre-Empyrean structure with built-in guardians before it became a dungeon. The Ravine formed naturally only a century ago.”

“Unless it didn’t,” Parwana suggested softly.

All eyes turned to her, and I noted with approval how she didn’t shrink from the attention as she once might have.

“Explain,” I prompted.

“The Ravine appeared after the Great Northern Earthquake,” she said. “But what if it didn’t form then? What if the earthquake merely uncovered something older?”

Farhod nodded slowly, his eyes narrowing in thought. “The shadow abilities reported are consistent with mechanics from Pre-Empyrean dungeons. These reports read like fight guides for the bosses I’ve faced before.”

“Worth investigating,” I agreed. “We’ll keep that possibility in mind during our exploration. That bodes well for Behruz’s stabilization methods, though.”

The journey to the Crimson Ravine took four hours, the terrain growing progressively more rugged as we approached. Red-tinged stone formations jutted from the earth like broken bones, and the air grew warmer with each mile.

We reached the dungeon entrance by midday. It was a jagged crack in a cliff face, wisps of steam escaping into the air. The Central Dungeon Authority monitoring station had upgraded the dungeon’s threat level in response to the reports of instability, but not yet bumping it to A-Rank like the Abyssal Vault had earned.

“Standard formation,” I instructed as we prepared to enter. “I’ll take point. Kavah on left flank, Farhod right. Mansur rear security. Parwana, maintain your standard position.”

Everyone nodded, falling into position with practiced ease. Even though the overall party composition wasn’t always the same, the five of us had worked together enough times now that the formation felt natural, each person understanding their role without need for a lengthy explanation or questions.

The entrance tunnel descended sharply, the temperature rising with each step. The walls glowed with a dull red light, illuminating our path without the need for torches. The familiar scent of brimstone filled the air, growing stronger as we progressed.

Twenty minutes into our descent, we encountered our first creatures. Fire salamanders skittered across the heated stone floor. Normally docile unless provoked, these specimens immediately charged our position, their movements unnaturally jerky and aggressive.

I raised my shield, drawing their attention. “Defensive position. Kavah, why are they moving like that?”

Kavah studied the creatures, his brow furrowing in concentration. “They look like standard fire salamanders, but their movement pattern is all wrong. They’re moving like...ice crawlers?” His voice rose in question at the end, the impossibility of what he was seeing evident in his tone.

“I agree,” Farhod said. “Attack pattern matches ice dungeon predators.”

The salamanders swarmed toward us, their bodies leaving trails of fire across the stone.

I braced myself, shield glowing as I channeled mana into it. “Let’s get it done.”

The battle was brief but instructive. The salamanders attacked with the coordinated precision of ice crawlers, attempting to flank and isolate team members. It was a strategy completely foreign to fire-aspected creatures, which typically relied on solitary power and overwhelming force rather than pack tactics.

As the last salamander fell, Parwana moved forward to check everyone for injuries. Her healing touch was brief and efficient, addressing minor burns on Mansur’s arm and a small cut on Kavah’s hand before returning to her position.

“Their internal structure looks normal,” she reported after examining one of the creatures. “No physical modifications, only unexpected behaviors.”

“Mental changes rather than physical,” I noted. “Consistent with the reports from other unstable dungeons.”

We pressed deeper into the Ravine, encountering increasingly disturbing examples of the phenomenon. Blood bats engaging in ambush stealth tactics like shadow stalkers. Flame sprites using hit-and-run maneuvers.

With each encounter, the wrongness of it became more apparent. These creatures were acting against their nature, using strategies that shouldn’t be available to them.

The team adapted quickly, adjusting our tactics to counter the unexpected behavior. Throughout each engagement, I noted how smoothly Parwana kept abreast of the shifting combat rhythm. Her healing arrived precisely when needed, her shadow magic occasionally supplementing our attacks and providing more dedicated support when applicable.

By the time we reached the middle level of the dungeon, we’d established a combat flow that felt almost effortless. The others had noticed it too. I caught Kavah and Farhod exchanging glances after a particularly smooth engagement where Parwana and I had coordinated perfectly to neutralize a blood elemental.

“You two have been working together a while now, haven’t you?” Kavah asked during a brief rest period.

I nodded, not elaborating. Parwana, seated a respectful distance away, smiled slightly but said nothing.

“It shows,” Farhod commented quietly. “Good teamwork like that is hard to miss.”

Considering how he’d shared my uncertainty about her just a month ago, this constituted high praise. I acknowledged it with a nod. Despite the initial reservations we’d discussed, neither of us were able to deny the truth of it. Parwana and I were in sync, and the power it offered us in battle was too much to ignore.

We reached the lower levels at a breakneck pace compared to the estimate. While the narrow passages forced us into single file at times, that served our party dynamic well, making ample use of my barrier and Parwana’s support. The combined fire and blood aspects created an oppressive atmosphere. It was hot, humid, with the metallic scent of blood mixing with brimstone.

We took a break at the bottom of the passage to the third floor, letting Mansur scout ahead while we all caught our breath

“The core chamber should be ahead,” Mansur reported when he returned. “Finally seeing signs of actual elemental impurities. The walls are...pulsing.”

“For a blood-aspected dungeon, that’s not abnormal,” I observed, already moving forward.

“Not like this,” he replied. “It’s irregular. Stuttering.”

We approached the core chamber cautiously, the passage widening to allow our standard formation once more. The doorway ahead glowed with fluctuating red light, the stone around it visibly shifting as if alive. As Mahur had said, though, it wasn’t rhythmic like a heart. Beats were skipped or of varying intensity.

“Prepare the stabilization equipment,” I instructed Kavah, who carried the bundle of specialized gear. “Everyone else, defensive positions. We don’t know what we’ll find inside.”

The chamber beyond was vast, a circular cavern with a ceiling that disappeared into darkness above. In the center, sprouting out of a pool of too-red bubbling lava, emerged the dungeon core, a crystalline structure the size of a small wagon, pulsing off-rhythm from the dungeon’s normal fiery heartbeat.

But it was the walls that captured my attention. They rippled and shifted, patterns of shadow flowing across their surface in complex, geometric configurations. Not random fluctuations, but deliberate designs.

“That’s not natural dungeon behavior,” Farhod stated, his dagger drawn as he studied the patterns. “Those are shadow script symbols. Ancient ones.”

“Can you read them?” I asked, maintaining a defensive position as we advanced into the chamber.

He shook his head. “Only fragments. I’m a student of the shadows, not a master. Something about ‘consuming’ and ‘the seven’ though I can’t tell what’s doing the consuming, and what seven things it’s talking about.”

A sudden tremor shook the chamber, the core’s pulsing intensifying. The lava pool around it bubbled more violently, spraying molten droplets into the air.

“Stabilization procedure,” I ordered. “Kavah, set up the anchor. Farhod, Mansur, perimeter security. Parwana, stay close. I’m focusing defense on Kavah’s position.”

We moved with practiced efficiency, each person fulfilling their role without hesitation. Kavah began placing Behruz’s replica of the Abyssal Vault’s anchor stone as close to the dungeon core as the lava pool allowed him to get, while Farhod and Mansur took up defensive posts nearby.

Parwana remained near me as instructed, but her attention was divided between watching for dangers and studying the wall patterns. “The symbols are changing,” she noted quietly. “Responding to our presence.”

She was right. The flowing patterns had shifted, new symbols appearing as we moved through the chamber. Not random fluctuations but a deliberate response.

“Get out,” Farhod said.

“What?” Mansur said, bristling.

“Just reading the new symbols,” Farhod explained.

“Something is aware of us,” I realized, a chill running through me despite the chamber’s heat.

Before I could issue new instructions, the core’s arhythmic pulsing flared, and creatures began crawling out of the blood-lava. There were fire lizards, blood beetles, and twisted elementals made of burning blood. But they moved wrong, attacking with techniques from entirely different element types.

“Defensive circle!” I called, raising my shield as the first wave rushed toward us.

Not only were the elements of their attacks all wrong, so too was their tactics. Beetles intended to charge in with wild abandon were employing their elemental spray at range. Lizards intended to run at us with unceasing fury encircled us and attacked in careful synchronicity. Elementals that were supposed to rely on their powers to wear us down slowly rushed in and out in complicated hit-and-run maneuvers. Each creature fighting against its nature, creating unpredictable attack patterns that required constant adaptation and adjustment.

Through it all, Parwana and I maintained our perfect synchronization. When a blood spear flew toward my unprotected flank, she raised her improvised Sitoran magic barrier to deflect it without me calling for assistance. When a fire lizard’s unexpected ice attack frosted my shield arm, her healing warmth countered it before the cold could slow my movements enough to leave me open to the shadow spray of a blood beetle.

We moved as a unit, my shield and her magic complementing each other in a combat dance we’d perfected over weeks of partnership. The others fought well, but they couldn’t match our seamless coordination. They benefited from our protection, but there was no way to learn what had grown between us.

After the last creature fell, Kavah completed the stabilization array. The anchor stone activated, tapping into the energy that radiated off the core and creating a sympathetic pulse of energy. The erratic heartbeat of the core gradually steadied, the violent fluctuations calming to a regular rhythm, matching what it should have been doing the whole time.

“Stabilization successful,” Kavah reported, checking the crystal readings. “Energy patterns returning to normal parameters.”

I nodded, but a realization had been forming in my mind throughout the battle. Something that had been nagging at me across our last several missions. “This isn’t solving the problem.”

The others turned to me, questioning looks on their faces.

“We’re treating symptoms,” I elaborated, gesturing to the now-stabilized core. “Individual dungeons. But the pattern is too systematic. These aren’t random collapses or natural instability.”

Farhod nodded slowly. “The shadow script. The consistent patterns across different dungeon types.”

“Someone or something is causing this,” I said with a nod. “Mike said as much. And stabilizing individual dungeons isn’t stopping what’s behind it.”

“The heptagram pattern Dilshod identified at the summit,” Parwana added quietly. “Seven points forming a star around Dushanbe.”

I glanced at her, surprised by her insight. She’d been paying closer attention to the broader crisis than I’d realized. She wasn’t even present for that part of the summit. Though I supposed with her close involvement with my missions, it would have been in her interest to gather those details.

“You should tell Guildmaster Gulnora,” she continued, meeting my gaze directly. “You’re right. Behruz’s breakthrough in stabilization techniques has become a distraction. We’re treating the superficial scratches, and not the venom that continues to do damage.”

She was right. The individual stabilizations were necessary but insufficient. The Lionheart Guild was focused on running triage to extend the lifetimes of doomed dungeons. We could install anchor stones in every dungeon on the continent, but it wouldn’t change what was happening. We needed to address the source, not just the effects.

“We’ll complete the monitoring setup,” I decided. “Then report our findings to Gulnora. After that, I’ll talk to her. Express my misgivings.”

The rest of our work in the Ravine proceeded without incident. The stabilized core maintained its regular rhythm, and the wall patterns faded to normal dungeon textures. By the time we exited the dungeon, evening was approaching, the sky darkening above us.

Our return journey to Dushanbe was quicker than the outbound trip, our load much-lightened by distributing the stabilization equipment and the monitoring crystals. We reached the city as the street lamps were being lit, the guild district still bustling with activity despite the hour.

I went directly to Gulnora’s office, leaving the others to handle equipment return and preliminary reports. To my surprise, Parwana accompanied me, her expression determined.

“You don’t need to attend this briefing,” I told her as we climbed the stairs to the third floor.

“I observed the wall patterns more closely than the others,” she replied. “My blessing allowed me to see details they missed. My report may be relevant.”

She had a point, and I didn’t argue further. Her professional confidence had grown significantly over our weeks of partnership, and I’d learned to value her observations. She was treating my wishes with respect, wasn’t she? It was only right that I extend that same respect to her.

Gulnora listened intently as we described what we’d found in the Ravine, her expression growing more serious as I expressed my concerns about treating symptoms rather than causes.

“I’ve had similar thoughts,” she admitted when I finished. “Thanks to Silver Rank Rodriguez’s work, we know there is a larger source of the issue. And we do have him set to the task of collating the monitoring data to find it. But Dilshod has been adamant about stemming the bleeding. The dungeons represent a resource. A resource that the Central Dungeon Authority relies on.”

“And we want to preserve that resource,” I agreed, “but we need to plug the leak more than we need to scoop up and save what’s already spilled to the ground.”

“The wall patterns contained Pre-Empyrean shadow script,” Parwana added. “Symbols referencing ‘convergence’ and ‘the seven becoming one.’ They responded to our presence, issuing threats to get us to leave. This implies conscious control rather than some unfocused phenomenon.”

Gulnora’s gaze sharpened. “You could read the symbols?”

“Only partially,” Parwana replied. “My shadow blessing gives me limited recognition of such scripts. Enough to identify patterns, not enough for complete translation.”

I took particular note of that. Her translation was slightly different from Farhod’s. More complete. Had Farhod simplified his reading? Or was Parwana more adept at shadow script than he was?

“That’s still valuable information,” Gulnora said, making a note in her ledger. “I’ll consult with Dilshod about these findings immediately. This might help me convince him to put resources where they’re truly needed. In the meantime, well done on stabilizing the Ravine. Your team continues to exceed expectations.”

The subtle praise was unexpected coming from Gulnora, who was normally tremendously miserly with compliments. I nodded in acknowledgment, and Parwana’s ears perked up slightly with quiet pride.

“Dismissed,” Gulnora said. “Get some rest. I suspect we’ll need your services again soon.”

Outside the guild hall, I found the rest of our team waiting, equipment already returned and reports filed. Kavah approached with a grin.

“Silver Spear?” he suggested. “Successful mission deserves celebration, especially one as smooth as that.”

I hesitated, my usual instinct to decline social invitations surfacing automatically. But before I could refuse, I caught sight of Parwana’s expression. It was hopeful but carefully controlled, not wanting to influence my decision.

“One drink,” I conceded, surprising myself almost as much as the others.

Almost like I was a new man.
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The Silver Spear was full near to bursting with adventurers when we arrived. There were loud conversations and clinking glasses. Laughter and comradery shared by those who faced danger so often.

We found a table in the corner, and Kavah ordered a round of drinks for the group.

“To the most efficient dungeon stabilization I’ve ever witnessed,” he toasted when our drinks arrived. “And to teammates who make it look easy,” he added, tipping his glass towards Parwana and me.

The others raised their glasses in agreement. I participated with minimal discomfort, the familiar social interaction bothering me a little than it once had.

It took just a few moments for us to settle in. The conversation flowed more freely. The others exchanged stories and bouts of heroism. They goaded me to join, but I just laughed them off.

Parwana, however, seemed right at home. She laughed at Kavah’s jokes, asked thoughtful questions about Mansur’s experiences, and even engaged in a technical discussion with Farhod about shadow magic properties. She seemed genuinely at ease, not just performing social niceties.

Yet I noticed how her attention never strayed far from me. When I shifted in my seat, her ear would swivel in my direction. When I drained my cup, she would signal for a refill before I could do so myself. Whenever I had something to add to the conversation, her tail flicked with enjoyment at the mere sound of my voice. Small things, subtle enough that the others wouldn’t notice, but obvious to me after weeks of working closely with her.

“That moment in the core chamber,” Kavah was saying, gesturing with his cup, “when those twisted fire elementals came at us from three directions at once? I thought we were in trouble until I saw Mitchell’s shield expand to cover all sides simultaneously.”

“Divine Barrier Extension,” I corrected automatically. “Standard technique for multi-directional threats. I’ve done it a thousand times.”

“Nothing standard about the execution,” Farhod commented quietly. “Perfect timing with Parwana’s shadow support. Seamless integration.”

“We’ve practiced that maneuver,” Parwana explained, her voice warm with remembered satisfaction. She turned to me, her eyes bright with enthusiasm. “Remember that shadow wraith nest last week? When you extended the barrier just as I channeled shadow binding?”

Without thinking, she touched my arm for emphasis, her fingers resting lightly on my forearm as she described the battle to the others. The contact was brief, casual. The kind of touch that happens naturally during animated conversation.

In the past, I would have withdrawn immediately, maintaining the physical distance I’d always kept between myself and others. But I didn’t. The simple contact carried an unexpected charge, a connection that echoed our combat synchronization.

If Parwana noticed my lack of withdrawal, she gave no sign, continuing her story without interruption. But I caught the subtle flick of her tail.

As the evening wore on, Kavah, Farhod, and Mansur eventually departed, each citing early assignments the next day. Parwana and I remained, our conversation shifting from mission details to broader topics. We talked about dungeon theory, the nature of blessings, training exercises, and the differences between native Osnarians and summoned individuals.

I shared stories from my early days in this world that I’d never told anyone else. The confusion of my blessing ceremony. The humiliation of my first failed dungeon run. The gradual process of adapting to a reality where magic and monsters were everyday concerns.

In return, Parwana revealed more about her childhood in a small village. Her tale took circuitous routes to ignore the tragedy at the center of her adolescence, but I learned things about the education and social structure of small town life in this world that I never could have known otherwise. She spoke of her years as a guild receptionist watching adventurers come and go, constantly wondering if her talents were wasted behind a desk.

The tavern gradually emptied around us, the late hour thinning the crowd until only a handful of patrons remained. When the server approached to ask if we wanted final drinks, I realized with surprise how much time had passed.

“We should head home,” I said, settling our tab with the server. “Early start tomorrow.”

Parwana nodded, gathering her small bag as we rose from the table.

Outside, the night air was cool after the tavern’s warmth, the streets of Dushanbe quiet except for the occasional patrol or late-night traveler.

We walked toward the Najotha Haven district where our apartments were located, the professional framework that had defined our relationship blurring, and not just because of the alcohol. Our conversation flowed naturally, like the end of a first date rather than a casual chat between colleagues.

“I still think in dollars sometimes,” I admitted as we passed a market stall closing for the night. “Five years here, and I still mentally convert talas to American currency when I’m shopping.”

She laughed softly. “I do the same with recipes. My aunt taught me to cook using village measurements—pinches and handfuls. The guild kitchen uses precise weights and measures. I’m always converting in my head.”

“Like being bilingual,” I agreed. “Translating so we can think in our native tongue.”

“They keep us connected to who we were,” she said thoughtfully. “Even as we become something new.”

The insight struck me as unexpectedly profound. I glanced at her, seeing not just the dedicated healer who had saved my life twice, and not as the unstable fanatic who had patterned her life around engineering our partnership, but the person beneath all that. Parwana was complex, thoughtful, shaped by experiences I was only beginning to understand.

We reached my apartment building first, stopping outside the entrance. In under normal circumstances, this would have been where we parted ways with professional courtesy. A nod, perhaps a brief comment about the next day’s schedule, then separation until our next assignment. Her apartment was just across the street, after all.

But something had changed. The rigid boundaries I’d maintained for years felt suddenly arbitrary, a wall built from habit rather than necessity.

A moment of hesitation stretched between us, Parwana waiting for my customary dismissal, me struggling with an unexpected impulse. Was it too many drinks? Had I shared too much? I found myself not wanting to cut this connection off. I wanted to...

“Would you like to come up for tea?” I asked, the words surprising me as much as they clearly surprised her. “I have an eastern providences blend that’s supposed to help with mana regeneration.”

Her eyes widened, pupils dilating in the dim light of the lamps. The quirk of her ears and the sudden focus of those wide eyes staring up into mine reminding me of our first meeting. For a moment, she seemed at a loss for words. I’d gotten used to her toeing the line of professional courtesy, the sudden shift to that older, almost predatory focus on me was unexpected.

What was even more unexpected was the way that sudden focus made my heart race. Not with fear or anxiety. With anticipation.

“I’d like that,” she replied finally, her voice soft but steady.


Chapter thirty-two
Tea And Consequences
Ryan


My apartment door clicked open, and I hesitated for a fraction of a second before stepping aside to let Parwana enter. Years of carefully maintained isolation broken by three words: “Please, come in.”

She crossed the threshold with careful steps, as if afraid she might break something. Her eyes took in every detail of my living space. The practical furniture. The organized weapon rack. The single bookshelf filled with tactical manuals and dungeon maps. Nothing decorative or frivolous, except for the small potted plant Mike had given me last winter festival that somehow hadn’t died yet.

“You can sit,” I said, gesturing to the small table near the window as I moved toward the kitchen area. “The tea will take a few minutes.”

Parwana nodded, settling into one of the chairs with a grace that made even my utilitarian furniture look comfortable. Her tail curled neatly around her ankles, the tip occasionally twitching with subtle movement.

“I’ve never had eastern province tea,” she said, watching me measure the dried leaves into the pot. “Is it prepared differently from local teas?”

“Completely,” I replied, focusing on the familiar ritual of tea-making to steady myself. “Western province tea is always done in a hurry. Boiling water has it done in just a few minutes. Eastern province tea needs to steep slower, in water that’s hot but not boiling.”

I filled the kettle and set it on the stove, acutely aware of her presence in my space. Not intrusive, but undeniably there. A change to the air. A shift in the energy of rooms that had known only me for years.

“You have excellent natural light,” she observed, glancing at the window beside her. With the sun setting on the other side of the building, I assumed it was something she knew from living across the street. “Perfect for growing herbs.”

“I’ve never tried.”

“You should. Fresh healing herbs are twice as potent as dried.”

The kettle began to quietly whistle as the water steamed, and I removed it before it reached full boil. The routine of preparing tea gave me something to do with my hands while my mind adjusted to the strangeness of having someone else here. Someone watching me move through my private space.

“Do you take honey?” I asked, pouring the steaming water over the leaves.

“Yes, please.”

I brought the teapot and cups to the table, along with a small jar of honey. Setting everything down, I took the chair opposite her, suddenly uncertain what to do next. The script of professional interaction had been left at the door.

“This is nice,” she said, her ears perking up as she inhaled the steam from the pot. “I can smell the mountain herbs.”

“It’s supposed to help with mana regeneration,” I repeated, pouring for us both. “I’m not sure it works any better than traditional treatments, but I like the taste.”

She added a spoonful of honey to her cup, stirring it carefully. “Most regeneration aids are at least twenty percent psychological. The ritual matters as much as the ingredients.”

“That sounds like something Zarina would say.”

Parwana’s lips curved into a smile. “She does say it. At least three times during every training session. ‘Healing is thirty percent skill, thirty percent mana, and forty percent convincing the patient they’re being healed.’”

Her impression of the senior healer’s precise diction was so accurate that it startled a laugh out of me. I hadn’t realized she had this talent for mimicry.

“She also says,” Parwana continued, her voice shifting to match Zarina’s haughty tone, “‘A proper healer never runs to a patient. It creates panic. Walk purposefully, as if you have all the time in the world, even when you don’t.’”

I shook my head, taking a sip of my tea. “That explains a lot about guild medical protocol.”

This side of her—wryly observant, gently mocking the guild’s pretensions—was entirely new to me. In our professional interactions, she’d always been earnest, focused, occasionally intense. This dry wit had never surfaced.

“You have a good ear for people,” I said.

She shrugged slightly. “Three years as a receptionist. You learn to listen when people think you’re just furniture.”

“Is that how they treated you?”

“Some did.” Her expression grew thoughtful as she sipped her tea. “Most adventurers see receptionists as obstacles between them and their missions. The paperwork gatekeepers.”

“I can’t imagine you as a receptionist.”

“No? I was quite good at it. Very organized.” Her tail flicked with amusement. “I could recite the entire mission classification system from memory. Still can, probably.”

“Go ahead, then,” I challenged, leaning back in my chair. “Impress me.”

Without hesitation, she launched into a flawless recitation of the guild’s byzantine mission classification codes, complete with subcategories and risk modifiers. Her delivery was deliberately over-formal, mimicking the dry tone of guild orientation sessions.

I found myself laughing again, the sound unfamiliar in these rooms. “Okay, I’m convinced.”

“I was very good at my job,” she said, a hint of pride in her smile. “Though I much prefer what I do now.”

“Even with the constant danger?”

“Especially with that.” Her expression grew more serious. “There’s honesty in danger. Nobody hides behind false bravado when their lives are truly on the line.”

I nodded, understanding exactly what she meant. “That’s why I trust professional partnerships more than social ones. No room for pretense or deception when your life depends on someone.”

“Exactly.” She met my eyes over her teacup. “You can’t fake competence when a monster is charging at you.”

“Or trust.”

The conversation flowed more easily after that, moving through topics both professional and personal. I found myself sharing stories I’d never told anyone, especially honest and true stories of my life back on Earth, before arriving in Osnary. A version of myself from another life.

As I refilled our cups from the kettle, I realized we’d been talking for over an hour. The tea was growing cool, but neither of us seemed inclined to end the conversation.

“I’ve been meaning to ask,” I said as I sat back with a fresh cup. “You have such confidence in your abilities as a healer due to your dual blessing. Why? What does it offer you?”

“Most healers can only address what’s physically present,” she explained, leaning forward with sudden enthusiasm. “But Shadow Sight lets me see damage that’s still forming, injuries in potential rather than actuality.”

“That’s how you heal me before I’m actually wounded,” I realized.

“Sometimes,” she admitted. “It’s not perfect prediction, more like...seeing the shadow of what might happen.”

“That also explains why you had such difficulty keeping your attention on the whole team in your early dungeon runs,” I guessed.

“That’s right,” she said, cheeks flushing slightly. “When a battle gets heavy, I see dozens of wounds opening up on you. Hundreds, sometimes. It makes it hard to ignore the danger you put yourself in as the party tank.” She cleared her throat gently. “And thinking about how other healers can’t see that... I worry what might happen to you. The marks on your skin that you shouldn’t have to carry.”

As she spoke, her hands moved expressively, tracing patterns in the air to illustrate her point. I noticed an old scar on my forearm—a souvenir from an early dungeon expedition—had caught her attention.

“May I?” she asked, gesturing to my arm.

I hesitated only briefly before extending it toward her. Her fingers traced the pale line of the scar with gentle precision.

“This could have healed without scarring,” she said. “With the right technique.”

“It was before I had parties with skilled healers,” I explained. “Early days. We were all new back then.”

“I could show you what I would have done,” she offered, her eyes meeting mine. “It might help you understand how my dual blessing works.”

I nodded, oddly curious. “Go ahead.”

Her fingers returned to my arm, but this time accompanied by the faintest glow. Gold light intertwined with shadow. The sensation was unlike any healing I’d experienced before, a warmth that seemed to reach beyond the physical, as if it was touching the wound when it had been fresh.

“Light healing addresses the physical damage,” she explained, her voice soft as she concentrated. “And shadow healing addresses the memory of the wound. The body’s record of trauma.”

The dual energies flowed from her fingertips, creating a peculiar but not unpleasant tingling along the scar. I found myself watching her face rather than the healing process. The intense focus in her eyes, the slight furrow of concentration between her brows, the way her ears angled forward with attention.

When she looked up and caught me watching her, something shifted in the air between us. Her fingers stilled on my arm, ceasing their work, but she didn’t withdraw them.

I should have pulled back. Reestablished distance. Returned to safer ground.

I didn’t.

Instead, I turned my hand to catch her wrist, feeling her pulse quicken under my thumb. Her breath caught, pupils dilating as she held my gaze.

“Ryan,” she said, my name carrying a question she didn’t voice.

I had no answer that made logical sense. Only the sudden, overwhelming certainty that I wanted to close the remaining distance between us. To discover if the synchronization we’d developed in combat would translate to this entirely different context.

When I leaned forward, she met me halfway. The kiss was tentative at first, exploratory, before deepening with a sudden intensity that surprised me. Her hands moved to my shoulders as she slid into my lap, the motion natural as breathing.

We broke apart after a moment, both slightly breathless.

“I’ve wanted to do that for a very long time,” she whispered, her eyes searching mine.

The raw honesty in her voice shattered any remaining hesitation. I pulled her closer, her arms winding around my neck as our lips met again with greater urgency. Her tail flicked behind her as a sound between a moan and a purr began to grow in her throat.

We should have stopped. This was going nowhere good for either of us.

But I didn’t want to stop.

And Parwana was damn clear she wasn’t stopping without intervention.

I let go.


Chapter thirty-three
Dreams Made Reality
Ryan


Parwana’s fragile teacup rocked on the table’s edge, forgotten.

Her fingers dug into my hair, her body pressed close enough for me to feel her heartbeat against my ribs. She wasn’t tentative now. A surge of need rose from her. Months of restraint and self-denial crumbled in seconds. She shifted in my lap, knees bracketing my hips, skirt riding up until the smooth heat of her thigh met my palm.

I pulled back long enough to see her: blue eyes slightly unfocused, mouth parted and wet, ears rigid with focus. Her hand traced my jaw, then swept behind my neck, insistent, guiding. I obliged, kissing down her cheek, along the line of her throat. She tilted her head, exposing, inviting. I grazed my teeth along the tendon and felt her shudder in my hands.

“No more holding back,” she breathed, voice rougher now. “Not tonight. Please.” As if she thought I’d deny her, even now.

I slid my hand under her blouse, finding bare skin and tracing the line of her spine. She arched into me, sharp breath hissing through her teeth. Her tail whipped, knocking the tea tray off the table with a crash neither of us acknowledged. My other hand slipped up her thigh, fingers playing at the edge of her underwear.

She was already wet. Impossibly so, slick heat that spread to my palm before I’d even touched her properly.

“Fuck,” I groaned, unable to help myself.

Her laugh was a ragged, hungry thing. “Yes. That,” she said, but when I pressed two fingers against the damp cotton, she clenched and trembled as if the touch had shocked her.

I pushed the fabric aside and found her bare, clean-shaven, and burning. She was so ready, so hypersensitive, that my thumb on her clit made her knees jerk and her head snap back, ears pressed flat to her skull. I kept rubbing, slow, watching her fall apart. Her hips rolled, grinding down as if she wanted to swallow my hand whole, as if she would pull my fingers inside her by force of will.

I teased her, tracing circles, feeling her pulse race beneath the skin of her thigh. With each stroke, the tight coil in her body wound higher. She didn’t plead, didn’t whimper. She just stared me down, pupils blown wide, demanding more.

When I slipped a finger inside, she made a low, guttural sound and bit my shoulder through my shirt.

“Don’t stop,” she growled around a mouthful of fabric, muffling herself. “If you do, I’ll—”

She shuddered, unable to finish the threat.

I kissed her again, and she kissed back harder, her lips and teeth and tongue all at once. I added a second finger and curled them, searching for the spot that would break her open. Her body answered me, clenching down so hard I thought for a second she’d snap my fingers off. I kept up the pressure on her clit, rubbing steady and relentless, until she spasmed in my arms and screamed my name.

It was a primal, guttural sound.

She collapsed against me, sweating and shaking, her forehead pressed to mine as she worked to catch her breath. I held her, feeling the aftershocks roll through her body in waves.

When she recovered, she nuzzled into the curve of my neck, lips tickling my skin. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted this.”

I did. I could taste it on her tongue, see it in every calculated glance she’d given me across briefing tables and blood-slicked dungeon floors. Desire, starved and hoarded, now spilling out.

Parwana licked a bead of sweat from my jaw, then bit down, hard enough to leave a mark.

Her hand slid between us, working the buttons of my shirt with surgical precision.

“I want to feel you,” she whispered, voice low and edged with command.

Then she stripped away the remaining distance, peeling my shirt off and raking her nails down my chest. I wasn’t gentle, pulling her blouse over her head and tossing it aside.

Her breasts were small, perfect handfuls, her brown nipples already hard with anticipation. I took one into my mouth, biting and sucking, and she arched her back, pushing herself further against my teeth. Her hips never stopped moving, grinding into my hand, slick and insistent.

She reached down, fumbling with my belt, then my pants. I helped her, sliding them down just enough to free my cock, already leaking and heavy.

The look on her face when she saw it was almost comical. Her eyes widened, her mouth popping open with an audible gasp that immediately turned into a knowing, self-satisfied smirk. She stroked me, slow and possessive, with a grip too tight to be casual.

“You are perfect.”

Parwana leaned down, giving one strong lick across the head of my cock. Lapping up that precum. She groaned, grinding herself against my leg. Then she aligned herself, one hand at the base, the other braced on my chest, and eased down, not bothering with preamble or ceremony, just the raw need to take and be taken.

She ground herself onto the head, angling her hips with precision, and pushed down until I was inside her. The heat and tightness were like being wrapped in a fist made of velvet and fire. Her fingers dug into my shoulders, anchoring herself as she rocked up and down with ruthless efficiency.

I watched her lose composure, piece by piece. Her control cracked, breath hitching and eyes rolling back. She rode me with perfect rhythm, every thrust drawing out a new, more desperate sound. It was almost clinical, how she used my body to get herself off. But every time I thrust up into her, her composure wavered, her tail sticking straight and ears flattening as she tried to hold in another guttural moan.

When she came again, she tried to muffle her scream by biting my neck. I let her, feeling the pain mingle with the pleasure. It was honest, unfiltered, everything she’d said about danger and trust made flesh.

I moved her, setting her down on the table, careless of the scatter of teacups and the honey jar rolling to the floor. She was all nails and teeth and limbs, wrapping her legs around my waist and yanking me back in, her bare ass sliding against the battered tabletop. I pushed into her, deeper this time, the angle making her yelp and then gasp, mouth wide as she clung to my shoulders.

Her hips bucked hard. She wanted it rough, wanted to lose herself, so I gave it to her.

The table rocked against the wall, the sound of flesh on wood louder than any of her cries. Her nails raked my back, scoring angry red lines that burned in the best way. She looked feral, hair wild, face flushed and blue eyes wild with hunger. Every thrust had her head snapping back, that thick tail lashing in counterpoint to our rhythm.

She came again, hard enough to shake the table, then went limp, chest heaving. But she didn’t release me. Her legs just squeezed tighter, holding me deep inside as if afraid I’d vanish the second she let go. I bent low to bite her neck, and she purred, vibrations rumbling through both our bodies. The taste of sweat and skin and her was intoxicating.

After a minute, still joined, she wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me down on top of her, legs splayed, body sticky and trembling.

“You have no idea,” she whispered, voice hoarse, “how jealous I have been. Of every healer you’ve ever worked with. Every woman that’s ever looked at you.”

I paused, concern flooding me. That sounded like the old Parwana. The obsessed one. Not the one who I’d allowed into my world.

She just smiled, teeth sharp, tongue flicking at the place she’d bitten me. “But I don’t need to be anymore. Not if you keep taking me like this. Not if you keep letting me have you.” Her voice was a ragged whisper with the force of a death vow. “You’re mine now, Ryan. And I’ll kill anyone who tries to heal you but me.”

Possessive. Territorial as a jungle cat.

Gods help me—I liked it.

No, more than liked it: it stoked something reckless in my chest, a primal urge to claim and be claimed.

“Good,” I growled, punctuating it with a thrust that made the table scream against the floorboards. “Wouldn’t want anyone else. Only you.”

I felt her body spasm around me at that, raw and honest. She knew I was completely hers. Parwana dug her nails into my back again, then softened, stroking the wounds she’d made. The hint of healing magic tingled from her fingertips.

It was tender, in a way.

A silent apology for the marks I’d wear tomorrow.

I kept fucking her. Slow now, deliberate, savoring every ripple and clench. Her thighs locked me in place, her head tipped back in abandon, the column of her throat exposed as she moaned and sucked in lungfuls of air. I braced one hand on the table, the other clutching her hair, holding her steady as I rode out the waves of her climax.

I didn’t last much longer. The pressure built, relentless, her heat and the sight of her—hair wild, skin flushed, eyes bright with conquest—doing what no enemy blade had ever managed: breaking me open.

I buried my face in her neck, biting at her shoulder as I came, harder than I could remember in years. I felt her shudder, felt the heat of it, the whole of her body clenched around mine, unwilling to let go.

We stayed like that, both sucking in air like we couldn’t get enough. My knees ached from the floor, back sticky with sweat, lungs burning in the best way. The remains of our tea ceremony lay scattered. There were overturned cups, honey crystallizing on wood, the scent of spiced tea overwhelmed by raw, unbridled sex.

Parwana was first to move. She unwound her legs, slumping back on the table, hair a halo of victory. I watched her for a moment, the rise and fall of her chest, the faintest smile that curled her lips.

She looked sated. No, more than that. She looked whole in a way I’d never seen before.

I reached out, thumb stroking her cheek, and she turned into the touch, eyes closed.

“Thank you.” She practically breathed the words.

And then she started to cry.

Not loud, not desperate. Just silent tears running down her cheeks, cooling her hot skin. Her chest stuttered, but her hands never left me, nails pressing crescent moons into my ribs, as if to make sure I remained corporeal.

I stood between her knees, not sure what to do. I’d seen Parwana heal the impossible. I’d watched her almost die. But I’d never seen her cry. Not like this.

“Hey,” I said, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “You’re okay.”

“I know.” She forced a watery laugh, the sound raw and unpracticed. “Seven Figures, I’m pathetic.”

“You’re not.” I pressed my forehead to hers, breathing in her scent, sharp and musky and mine. “You’re the opposite.”

She swiped at her face and tried to smile. “You’re too good to me.”

“You can stop pretending.” I kissed her, softer this time, tasting salt on her lips. “You don’t have to be anything in particular with me.”

The tears stopped. She sniffed, exhaled, then let her head fall onto my shoulder, limp as a rag doll. “You’re such a bastard,” she mumbled. “You don’t even know what you do to people.”

I did. Or, at least, what I did to her.

Instead of replying, I rubbed her head. Where her feline ears met her skull. Slow, small circles.

The effect was instant. Parwana turned to putty in my arms, all tension and sorrow gone.

She purred, for real this time, a low, chest-vibrating sound I felt more than heard. The juxtaposition of healer and predator had always been there, but never as raw or intimate as it was now, naked in the aftermath and clinging to me like I was both lifeline and prey.

We stood like that, motionless, until her purr faded, and her breathing evened out.

Finally, she pulled back to look at our wreckage. The table was a disaster zone. The tea was spilled, honey pooled in the grain, a pot knocked to the floor and leaking its insides. Our clothes—mine halfway, hers entirely—were scattered like molted skins. The faint, throbbing pain of her love bites and scratch marks was oddly reassuring. Proof it had really happened, that neither of us had blinked and shattered this fragile, impossible thing.

Parwana surveyed the damage, then met my eyes with a lopsided, post-coital smile. “I broke your mug.”

I shrugged. “I have more.”

Her hand curled around my wrist, anchoring me to her even as she slid off the table, legs still shaky and pussy still slick with me. She bent over to retrieve her blouse, then paused and sent me a look over her shoulder. It was playful, cruel, and so damn perfect it made my dick twitch again, exhausted or not.

“Don’t get dressed yet,” she said. “I’m not finished.”

“Bedroom?”

She licked her lips. Just the smallest flicker of pink against rosy perfection. “Eventually.”
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Morning brought clarity that night had obscured.

I woke to find Parwana already awake, propped on one elbow, watching me with unblinking attention. Her eyes tracked my every movement as I stretched and sat up, her expression one of complete absorption.

“Good morning,” I said, suddenly aware of my nakedness. I tried to pretend I wasn’t self-conscious about it.

“Good morning,” she replied, smiling. “You look different when you sleep. Younger.”

The comment was innocent enough, but something about her steady gaze made me uneasy. How long had she been watching me? A few minutes? An hour? The entire night?

I rose, pulling on pants and moving to the kitchen to make morning tea, needing space to sort through my thoughts. Parwana followed, borrowing my shirt, the garment hanging loose on her smaller frame.

She found a place to sit where she could watch me work, her eyes on my back like a physical touch again. Unlike last night, this touch wasn’t calm and familiar. It felt possessive. Glancing back at her, her pupils were as dilated now as they’d been in the throes of passion last night.

Warning bells rang in my mind. The natural escalation of our connection the night before was replaced by the memory of all the reasons I’d been concerned about her behavior in the first place.

“Parwana,” I began carefully, turning to face her. “Last night was unexpected.”

“Wonderfully,” she agreed, her tail swishing with pleasure.

“Yes, but perhaps we moved too quickly. We should take a step back, process this change in our relationship.”

Her expression remained perfectly composed, but her ears flattened momentarily before straightening again. Suppressed emotion.

“Whatever you think is best,” she agreed, her voice even. “I understand.”

But I caught the flash in her eyes. It was a look of possessive determination that contradicted her agreeable words. The same expression I’d seen when she’d watched me with Nigora, or when Shoira had touched my arm during our dungeon expedition. A predator temporarily retreating, but not abandoning the hunt.

I opened my mouth to confront her directly, to address the contradiction between her words and her eyes, when the sound of horns blared through the open window. Three long blasts followed by two short ones.

The breach alarm.

My personal concerns vanished instantly, replaced by concern. The two short blasts indicated a major breach, not just a minor incursion.

“Central district,” Parwana said, stripping out of my shirt and tossing it to me, already moving toward the trail of her clothes. “That’s the primary response signal.”

I nodded, catching the shirt and shrugging it on before gathering my armor. “Whoever is on duty will pass command to me as soon as I arrive. The sooner I get there, the better.”

We dressed with practiced efficiency, all awkwardness forgotten in the face of emergency. Within minutes, we were both fully equipped—me in my full armor with my shield strapped to my arm, Parwana with her healing kit and staff.

As we headed for the door, she caught my arm, her expression serious.

“Whatever you decide about us,” she said, “I’ll never let you come to harm. Never.”

The simple declaration hit me like a sudden shock, yanking me back to the discomfort before the alarm. The calm confidence of duty suddenly washed away by the flood of memories of last night. I’d enjoyed her obsession then, just as I was benefiting from it now.

Could I be with her? Really? Just let her be obsessed and dangerous? I obviously enjoyed it.

“Let’s go,” I said, mentally fighting my way back to professionalism. “People need us.”

We rushed down into the street together, joining the flow of adventurers responding to the alarm, the sound of the warning horns continuing to echo through the city. I pretended not to notice how her hand found mine and held fast, keeping us together through the chaos.


Chapter thirty-four
City Under Siege
Ryan


We moved with the flow of adventurers in the street. The alarm sounded again, the call now taking on a plaintive tone, the three long blasts followed by two short ones calling for our help.

The city was in danger.

“We need to hurry,” Parwana said, giving my hand a gentle squeeze as she held to it, keeping us from being separated. “If they’re calling again, there must be multiple breaches.”

I nodded, pushing our pace faster. Other adventurers emerged from buildings around us, equipment half-secured, faces tight with concentration. The flow of bodies grew thicker as we neared the guild district, everyone converging on their respective headquarters.

The Lionheart Guild’s central courtyard was now a command center. Guildmaster Gulnora stood on a raised platform, issuing rapid-fire orders while division leaders distributed assignments to assembled teams.

I spotted Division Leader Rustam and made my way toward him, Parwana close behind me.

“Gold Rank Mitchell,” he acknowledged with a curt nod. “Good timing. We have multiple Red Classification breaches across the city.”

“How many?” I asked.

“Seven confirmed, possibly more developing. Market district is hit hardest with three active portals. Eastern residential district has two. Northern crafting district and western temple district have one each.”

Seven breach points simultaneously. Somehow I knew that’s what it would be.

“Why?” I pointed to the map Rustam was holding. “It’s just...”

Gulnora approached as if drawn by my question. “Gold Rank Mitchell. Your assessment?”

“The number alone suggests deliberate targeting rather than random instability,” I said. “But look at the formation. The seven points evenly spaced around the city center.”

Her brow furrowed as she made the connection I had. “A heptagram.” Her gaze shifted between Parwana and me. “Gold Rank Mitchell, take command of market district defense. It’s our heaviest commercial zone with the most civilians to protect. Take Gold Rank Farhod and Silver Ranks Javid and Latif with you. Senior Healer Zarina will coordinate medical support for the civilians.”

I accepted with a nod, already calculating defensive positions and evacuation routes.

“Silver Rank Ahmadzai,” Gulnora said, “report to the eastern evacuation zone. The Sewer Sanctum is dumping dark serpents into the streets and your shadow blessing will be critical to treating the venom. You’ll work with Gold Rank Kavah’s team.”

Parwana’s ears flattened momentarily before straightening. “Understood, Guildmaster.”

It was the first time we’d been assigned to separate positions since establishing our partnership. The tactical logic was sound. It placed the strongest tank where fighting would be heaviest, and the healer best suited to combating shadow venom where those attacks were happening. But I caught the flash of naked panic in Parwana’s eyes as she processed the separation.

Not fear for herself. She’d flung herself into the path of a demonic hybrid for me. This was terror at being separated from me during danger. At what might happen to me without her attention.

“Move out,” Gulnora ordered. “I want you both on site five minutes ago.”

As Gulnora moved to the next group, Parwana turned to me, her composure restored but her tail twitching with agitation.

“Stay safe,” she said, voice steady despite her obvious distress. “I’ll find you when this is over.”

Without looking around to see if anyone was watching, I ducked down and gave her cheek a quick kiss.

“Focus on your assignment,” I said. The words felt hollow. “Protect the civilians. They need you.”

She nodded, then surprised me by quickly pressing something into my hand. It was a small cloth packet tied with string. “Emergency poultice. Use it if you’re injured and I’m not there.”

Before I could respond, she turned and hurried toward her assigned team. I tucked the packet into my belt pouch and headed for the west entrance, pushing aside the strange emptiness her departure created.

Farhod waited with two Silver Ranks I recognized from previous missions: Javid, a spear fighter with exceptional reach, and Latif, a wind mage specializing in area control. Both looked grim but ready.

“Bad one?” Farhod asked quietly as I approached.

“Seven breach points,” I confirmed. “Coordinated pattern.”

His eyes narrowed. “Not random, then.”

“No. Remember the heptagram from the summit?” I shook my head with a grimace. “And we’re the lucky ones who get to handle the market district’s three portals.”

“Three?” Javid grimaced. “That’s almost half the breaches.”

“And we hold the line. Form up,” I ordered, leading them out of the guild compound. “Spearhead formation. I’ll take point, Farhod right flank, Javid left, Latif rear security. Zarina and her healers will join us at the market square, but count on them to care for the civilians. Don’t give them more work than they already have.”

We moved quickly through the streets, passing civilians being directed toward evacuation points by guild security personnel. The sounds of combat already reached us from multiple directions. There was the clash of weapons, shouts of commands, and the unnatural roar of breach monsters.

As we approached the market district, a plume of black smoke rose from the central square. The first portal had opened directly in the main marketplace, a swirling vortex of purple-tinged energy hovering ten feet above the ground. Creatures poured through in waves. There was a motley assortment of elementals, though the bulk of them were fire-aligned, jumping from structure to structure finding wood to set alight.

Guild defenders had established a perimeter, but they were being pushed back by the sheer number of enemies and the growing cloud of smoke. I spotted Senior Healer Zarina directing a team of healers behind the defensive line, her white-blonde hair unmistakable even at a distance.

“Latif, wind barrier on my signal,” I ordered, assessing the battlefield. “Javid, Farhod, we’re going to punch through their right flank and tighten their perimeter to the fountain. Ready?”

They nodded, weapons drawn.

“Now!”

I charged forward, divine shield blazing with golden light as I channeled mana into it. “Divine Barrier Expansion!”

My shield grew to three times its normal size, becoming a wall of light that pushed back the nearest creatures. Latif’s wind magic swirled above us, deflecting attacks from the rooftops and clearing the smoke to make a corridor of clear space. Farhod and Javid flanked me, cutting down anything that blocked our advance.

We reached the defensive line, where exhausted Silver Ranks looked relieved at our arrival.

“Gold Rank Mitchell taking command,” I announced. “Status report?”

A battle-worn tank stepped forward. “Portal opened twenty minutes ago. First wave was the expected mix of elementals, but the second wave was almost all fire, and in enough numbers that they breached our line. We pulled back to here, and we’re holding, but barely.”

I nodded, quickly reorganizing the defenders. “Form three teams. Team One maintains this perimeter. Team Two, with me to push in and tighten the line. Team Three, help with civilian evacuation from the surrounding buildings.”

The battlefield shifted with our arrival, the defenders finding new energy just from my leadership. I led Team Two on a merciless advance past the established line, crushing the enemy numbers and letting the defenders close the perimeter around the portal. The new shifted line of battle protected dozens of storefronts and homes that would have been burnt to ash if we didn’t act. Establishing a defensive position at the fountain cut down on the smoke from the fire, giving us better sight lines to all three portals. The second portal had opened near the eastern gate to the market district, while the third smoldered at the western edge near the spice merchants’ stalls.

“Farhod, take five fighters and secure the eastern portal,” I ordered. “Javid, western portal with another five. I’ll hold center with the remainder. Latif, provide support wherever the smoke is heaviest.”

Zarina approached as the teams deployed, her healing staff glowing with prepared magic. “Mitchell. You’ve arrived just in time. We’re running low on healing supplies.”

“Prioritize life-threatening injuries,” I instructed. “We need to hold until reinforcements arrive.”

She nodded, her expression professionally neutral though I detected a hint of strain around her eyes. “The monsters are displaying unusual tactical coordination. When they breached the line, they went right for the healers.”

That confirmed my suspicions. These weren’t mindless creatures and they were clearly being directed by an intelligence. This might not even be a dungeon breach at all, but something new.

Something worse.

The next wave hit before we could fully establish our positions. Fire elementals surged from the central portal, replenishing the numbers we’d cut down. But instead of their usual direct assault, they split into smaller groups and scattered, trying to rush past our ranks rather than standing to fight.

“Hold the line!” I shouted, expanding my shield to cover more than my fair share of the perimeter, letting the other defenders work more closely together. “Latif, wind wall on the eastern approach! Do not let them through!”

The battle devolved into chaotic skirmishes across the market square. I found myself constantly adjusting position, covering vulnerabilities as they appeared, and holding the fires back. Without Parwana’s healing, I had to be more cautious, more measured in my movements.

A fire elemental charged directly at me, its molten body trailing flames across the cobblestones. I braced, angling my shield to deflect its attack. The impact sent shockwaves through my arm, but my stance held firm.

“Divine Reflection!”

My shield’s surface turned mirror-like, reflecting the elemental’s own fire back at it. The creature shrieked as its flames intensified, consuming it from within.

Two wind elementals leapt at me from different directions, flying high to circumvent my shield. I pivoted, smashing my shield into the first one and trying to follow through on the other, but the second one had time for its windy claws to lash against my pauldron, leaving deep gouges in the metal. The flare of pain was going to slow down my shield arm enough to be a threat. And if my position faltered, dozens would die.

I expected the immediate healing warmth I’d grown accustomed to with Parwana, the sensation of wounds closing before they fully formed. It didn’t come.

“Healer!” I called, more out of instinct than necessity. The scratch hadn’t penetrated my armor, but the momentary expectation of Parwana’s healing left me off-balance.

Zarina appeared at my side, her healing magic washing over me in a golden wave. Professional, powerful, but fundamentally different from what I’d grown accustomed to. Her healing came after injury, not before it. Reactive, not predictive.

“Are you all right?” she asked, already moving down the line to check the next defender.

“I am now,” I said, shaking off the disorientation. “Continue triage.”

For the next hour, we fought to maintain our perimeter against increasingly coordinated attacks. Throughout it all, I kept catching myself expecting Parwana’s particular style of support. The absence created small vulnerabilities, moments of hesitation that wouldn’t have existed with her at my side.

Between waves, I received reports from across the city. The northern and western breaches were contained, but fighting continued in the eastern district. The evacuation zone where Parwana had been sent was under increasingly heavy attack.

“Another wave incoming!” Latif shouted from his observation position. Sweat was running down his face in rivulets as he focused on managing the smoke.

I returned to the front line, shield ready as creatures poured from the central portal in a sudden burst. This wave confirmed that this was no mere dungeon breach. There were no more elementals in this wave. Large over muscled beasts led the charge, backed up by ranged support from a trio of thorny treants, flinging their arms to send spiked branches streaking against our defenses.

“Hold the line!” I ordered, stepping forward to meet the first stripe-furred beast.

The giant creature towered over me, twice my height at the shoulder with four clawed limbs bulging with burly sinew. Somewhere between a tiger and a gorilla, but with the face of a bear. It swung an enormous fist toward me. I raised my shield, channeling extra mana into it, and angling to deflect the blow to maximize my efficiency.

My divine barrier absorbed the monster’s attack, sending it off and to the right in a stumble. The impact still drove me back several feet, boots scraping against cobblestones, but I was able to leap back into the breach, holding my ground for its second attack.

Farhod appeared beside me, his shadow-infused dagger jabbing wildly into the beast’s unprotected flank. “These things are from the Dark Forest,” he called. “Not the Elemental Arena here in the city!”

That confirmed what I’d suspected: these weren’t breaches. They were some kind of invasion. And the Dark Forest collapsed over a month ago. If monsters from a collapsed dungeon were being spawned here, it had to be connected to the collapse crisis.

The battle intensified as more treants emerged from the portals, either flinging thorns or joining the beasts to batter against our barriers. Our defensive perimeter had to fall back, fighters giving ground to avoid being crushed under the weight of the reinforced front line. Zarina and her healers worked frantically to keep everyone fighting.

A messenger from the guild arrived, pushing through the chaos to reach me. “Gold Rank Mitchell! Eastern evacuation zone reports critical pressure. They’re requesting immediate reinforcement.”

My attention fractured between the immediate battle and the implications of that message. Parwana was in the eastern zone. If they were calling for reinforcements, the situation there must be dire.

“Status of the other districts?” I asked, deflecting a volley of thorned branches without breaking eye contact with the messenger.

“Northern and western breaches contained. Southern district reporting no breach activity. All available units being redirected to the eastern district, but they’re stretched thin.”

I made a rapid tactical assessment. The market district was holding. Barely, but holding. With the other breaches contained, reinforcements would arrive soon. The eastern district needed immediate support.

“Farhod,” I called. “Take command here. I’m taking a strike team to reinforce the eastern evacuation zone.”

He nodded, clearly seeing right through my intent. “We’ll hold until relief arrives.”

I selected four fighters, including Javid, leaving the rest under Farhod’s command. “We’ll push through the merchant quarter. It’s the most direct route to the eastern district.”

We moved out immediately, fighting our way through smaller groups of monsters that had broken through the perimeters of the other teams. The city streets had become a battlefield, with buildings damaged and debris scattered across once-busy thoroughfares.

At least the evacuation had been completed.

Our progress was slow, each intersection requiring careful clearing before advancing. The monsters we encountered showed the same tactical intelligence as those in the market square. They were adapting to our movements, setting ambushes, and attempting to separate us. If we left them behind us, they harried our flanks and slowed our progress, demanding our attention.

Without Parwana’s healing, I had to fight more conservatively, managing my mana reserves carefully. The guild healer assigned to our strike team was competent but unfamiliar with my fighting style, creating small gaps in our combat rhythm that wouldn’t have existed with Parwana.

Halfway to the eastern district, we encountered Mike Rodriguez leading a pair of city guards through an alleyway, carrying a monitoring crystal.

“Ryan!” he called, relief evident in his face. “Man, am I glad to see you!”

“Mike, what are you doing out here?” I demanded, checking the alley for threats.

“Tracking the breach pattern,” he explained, holding up the crystal beside another that pulsed with recorded energy. “It’s not random, Ryan. We’ve seen this before.”

“I know,” I said quickly. “It’s a heptagram like the collapses. And they’re not breaches. They’re connected to the collapsed dungeons.” I gestured back the way we came. “The market district is full of treants and beasts from the Dark Wood.”

“Of course!” Mike slapped his forehead. “That explains everything! Well. Almost everything. The convergence is still new.”

“Convergence? What convergence?”

“Muhri Qadim,” he said. “The sealed dungeon beneath Dushanbe’s center.”

“There’s a sealed dungeon under the city?”

“Yep. All the old books call it the Prison of the Forgotten One. All seven breach points are directing energy flow toward it. The same kind of aethersphere influence that’s causing the collapses.”

The implications hit me immediately. The heptagram pattern Dilshod had identified at the emergency summit. The shadow script we’d seen in the Crimson Ravine mentioning “consuming” and “the seven.”

The energy was messing with the dungeon bindings, destroying them.

“Something’s trying to break the seal.”

Mike nodded vigorously. “Exactly! The portals are weakening the boundary between Muhri Qadim and the city, while demanding all the guild forces spread through the city and away from the sealed dungeon. If this continues without intervention—”

“The seal breaks,” I finished. “We need to report this to Gulnora immediately.”

“Already tried,” Mike said. “Communications are disrupted. The energy from the breaches is interfering with sending stones and messengers can’t get through this mess. I can’t even get through myself.”

“Then we need to reach her in person. Where’s the nearest command post?”

“Eastern evacuation zone,” Mike replied. “Gulnora moved there when the fighting intensified.”

That settled it. “You’re coming with us. Stay in the center of our formation. We need to get you to her safely.”

We continued toward the eastern district, fighting through increasingly dense monster activity. The closer we got to the evacuation zone, the more signs of heavy combat we encountered.

Then, abruptly, the monsters thinned out. By the time we reached the edge of the evacuation zone, we found only scattered resistance.

The evacuation center itself was a scene of recent chaos. The large plaza that served as the gathering point was empty of civilians but showed signs of hasty departure. Buildings around the plaza bore damage from magical attacks and monster claws.

There weren’t any signs of casualties or deaths, but there was no active fighting.

No defenders. No healers. No Gulnora.

“They must have relocated,” Javid said, looking around nervously. “Moved the civilians to a secondary evacuation point.”

“Without leaving a messenger or sign?” I said, moving cautiously into the plaza. “Standard protocol is to leave communication relay personnel at each position. Or a traditional trail sign.”

We spread out, searching for clues. The evacuation had clearly been successful. There were no civilian casualties, and the defensive barriers around the plaza remained partially intact, suggesting an organized withdrawal rather than a rout.

“Ryan!” Mike called from near a collapsed building at the edge of the plaza. “Over here!”

I joined him, my stomach tightening at what he’d found. A blood-stained healing staff lay abandoned on the ground, its golden wood carved with Sitoran symbols and wrapped with leather bindings.

Parwana’s staff.

I picked it up, noting the blood was still tacky. Relatively fresh. There was too much of it to be from a minor injury. Was it hers? Or from her work as a healer?

“Gold Rank Mitchell!” One of our fighters called from across the plaza. “Signs leading west! Looks like they relocated toward the guild district.”

I nodded, using the strap on Parwana’s staff to secure it across my back. “Form up. We’re following.”

We prepared to move out.

My hand kept reaching back to touch the wooden staff, my professional calm fracturing. Where was she? What had happened here? The evidence suggested successful evacuation, but what had happened then?

The breach alarm continued to sound in the distance, reminding us that the city remained under attack. We had our duty: find the command post, report Mike’s findings about Muhri Qadim, and protect the civilians.

But as I led my team west, following the tracks of the evacuation, another, deeper duty filled my chest. I had to find Parwana. I had to make sure she was all right. I had fought so hard to keep everyone out because of the pain of loss that I couldn’t endure.

Was I about to be forced to live my nightmare?


Chapter thirty-five
Breadcrumb Trail
Ryan


“Stay tight,” I ordered as we approached an intersection. “Mike, center position.”

Mike nodded, adjusting his position behind me.

“Javid, point check,” I said, gesturing to the cross-street ahead.

The spear fighter moved forward in a half-crouch, weapon extended. He paused at the corner, then signaled back: multiple hostiles, moving away from us.

I joined him, assessing the situation. A group of thorn-covered humanoids—spine imps based on their coloration—harried and chased a group of civilians down the street. But instead of attacking, they were herding the terrified people. Moving them towards the central plaza ahead.

“They’re corralling them,” I said quietly. “Not killing.”

“Why?” Javid asked, gripping his spear tighter.

“Unclear.” I studied their movements, noting the deliberate pattern. “But we’re going to stop it. Spearpoint formation. Full charge, on my signal.”

I waited until the imps had reached the midpoint of the block, farthest from the cover that the cross-streets could offer, then raised my hand and dropped it sharply. “Now!”

We burst from cover, my divine shield blazing with golden radiance as I charged the nearest spine imp. The creature whirled, its spiked body twisting with unnatural speed. It raised its claws, literally bristling as its thorny spines grew about two inches longer and started to crack at the sight of my approach.

“Shield Wall!” I commanded, expanding my barrier just as the imp flung its limbs in a full-body convulsion. Cracking spines flung off its body in a burst, shattering against my barrier before they could perforate the whole group of us.

Javid darted past me, his spear finding the imp’s throat in a vicious thrust. The creature collapsed, its spines failing to regrow before it fell. The other fighters engaged the remaining imps, their coordinated attacks making equally short work of the surprised monsters.

Mike stayed behind my shield, but his contribution wasn’t diminished. Lightning arced from his fingertips, chaining between two imps that were charging at the civilians, stunning them long enough for our fighters to dispatch them before anyone could come to harm.

The civilians cowered against the nearest wall, a young mother clutching two small children while an older man—perhaps her father—stood protectively before them.

“You’re safe now,” I told them, keeping my voice level despite the urgency pressing against my chest. “Head north toward the market district. Guild forces have established a secure perimeter there. They can give you more detailed evacuation orders there.”

The woman nodded, tears streaming down her face. “Thank you. There are more people being taken that way.” She pointed east, toward where the imps been guiding them. “Strange creatures of all sorts, not just imps. They’re gathering everyone at the old fountain plaza.”

I exchanged glances with Mike. According to his intel, the old fountain plaza was likely directly above Muhri Qadim. The sealed dungeon beneath the city center. One I hadn’t known about before now. The place these not-breach incursions were focusing their energy.

“How many people?” I asked.

“Dozens,” the old man replied, his voice shaking. “Maybe hundreds. They’re not hurting anyone. Unless they try to leave.”

This confirmed the pattern we’d observed. The monsters hadn’t caused any casualties when they’d overrun the eastern command post. They had let the team evacuate, but had controlled the available avenues of escape.

They were gathering everyone at the center of the heptagram.

“Go,” I told the family, pointing north, towards the market district. “Stay together, move quickly but quietly.”

As they hurried away, I turned to my team. “We head directly to the central plaza. If that’s where they’re gathering people, that’s where we’ll find the command post...and hopefully answers.”

And Parwana. I didn’t add it aloud.

If healers were at the evacuation centers, and the civilians were being moved to the central plaza, then the healers would follow to protect them. It was the logical conclusion. The only conclusion I could accept.

We moved west with redoubled haste, encountering more monsters herding civilians. Despite the variety of monsters, each group we engaged showed the same pattern of herding people toward the center rather than attacking outright.

Even though they would have guided us to where we wanted to go, we fought as many as we could. The civilians had to be freed to head toward the nearest safe zones.

The streets grew more chaotic as we approached the city center. Bodies of monsters littered the ground, evidence of resistance, but no human casualties. Whatever the creatures wanted with the civilians, they needed them alive.

As we rounded a corner onto a wider avenue, a high-pitched scream cut through the battle sounds. A young messenger in Dungeon Authority uniform was cornered against a collapsed wall, three elemental guardians advancing on him. The boy couldn’t have been more than sixteen, clutching a sealed scroll case to his chest.

“Move,” I ordered, breaking into a run. “Shield Bash!”

My shield smashed into the guardian closest to the messenger, sending it shattering into a thousand pieces as I interposed myself between the boy and the other two. My golden barrier flared to life as the creatures lashed out at me.

“Stay behind me,” I called to the messenger.

The boy scrambled to comply, ducking under my arm to safety.

The guardians hesitated for just a moment, unsure of how to handle my sudden appearance. It was more than enough time for my team to catch up. Mike fried the water-aligned guardian with a bolt of lightning as Javid’s smashed the butt of his spear through the head of the other.

The rest of my team descended on the badly injured foes to reduce them to shimmering shards scattered across the cobblestones.

I turned to the messenger boy, who stared at me with wide eyes.

“Gold Rank Mitchell,” he said, recognition dawning. “I was looking for a command post to deliver this.” He held up the scroll case.

“What is it?” I asked, keeping an eye on our surroundings as my team secured the area.

“Urgent findings from Scholar Behruz,” the boy explained. “The readings from the collapsing dungeons finally found a match. The sealed dungeon, Muhri Qadim. Something in there. He called it Tiruzomod, the Forgotten One.”

The name sent a chill through me, although I had no idea why. “What did he say about it?”

“In the ancient texts describing its energy signature, Behruz read that before it was sealed, it was defeated in combat,” the messenger continued. “But it was able to reconstitute itself by absorbing life force.”

Mike stepped forward, putting a hand on my arm. “Muhri Quadim should be right under the central plaza. Where the monsters are gathering people. And where the portals are sending energy to break the bindings.”

“There’s more,” the boy added, his voice dropping. “Everyone is saying that healers are being specifically targeted during this attack. Behruz says Tiruzomod was known to hunger for life-aligned mana. So this is all consistent with his influence.”

My hand instinctively reached back, fingers brushing against Parwana’s staff. Healers targeted. The blood on her staff took on new meaning, driving a spike of fear through my carefully maintained composure.

“Have you seen healers being taken to the central plaza?” I asked, struggling to keep my voice steady.

The boy hesitated for a moment, thinking. “Not personally, but there are reports. Monsters have been trying to separate them from their parties. Maybe they’ve been trying to drive them that way, but I can’t be sure.”

I made an immediate tactical assessment. If healers were primary targets, and Parwana had been forced towards the central plaza, she was in grave danger. I had to get to the plaza and report to whoever was in command there. It was only logical that the monsters’ perimeter had to be broken, and the people had to get ushered away from Muhri Qadim.

At least, that’s what I told myself. The truth burned beneath that rationalization: I needed to find Parwana. I needed to get her away from Muhri Quadim. Saving everyone else was just a happy accident.

“We’re heading to the central plaza already,” I explained to the messenger. “We have reason to believe Guildmaster Gulnora is there already. We need to get your report to her, and we need to break up whatever the monsters are doing there at all costs.”

We moved out, our pace quickening. The messenger boy stayed between Mike and Javid, protected from all sides as we navigated the increasingly dangerous streets.

Three blocks later, we encountered a group of civilians besieged in a partially collapsed bakery. They startled as we smashed through the attacking spine imps, finding the defenders with weapons raised until they recognized our guild insignias.

“You can’t believe how glad we are to see you,” an older woman said, sagging with relief. “We thought you were something worse trying to take the imps’ dinner.”

“How long have you been here?” I asked, scanning the room for threats.

“Since the alarm sounded,” a man replied. “We were going to the eastern evacuation point when those things started herding people toward the center. We broke away and hid here.”

“Did you see any healers?” I asked, trying to sound casual and failing.

The woman nodded. “One came through not long ago. A young woman with cat ears and a tail. She healed my grandson’s arm where one of those spiky bastards nearly took it off. Didn’t even leave a scar. Urged us to come with her, but we wanted to hold our ground here.”

Parwana.

“Which way did she go?”

“Toward the central plaza,” the woman said. “She said she had to report back, but she kept looking for other people to help. Said something about finding someone important.”

Of course she did. Even in a city-wide crisis, with healers being targeted, she was looking for me instead of thinking for even a second about her own safety.

The realization brought back the memory of that look in her eyes when the crocodrider’s jaws snapped down over her.

“You need to get clear of this district,” I told the civilians. “And maybe the whole city. Can you get north to the Market District?”

“Maybe,” the man said. “We may be armed, but we’re not exactly fighters.”

“The monsters have been thinned out behind us,” Mike explained. “If you don’t think you can get to the market, just follow our backtrail. We’ve killed everything from here halfway to the east gate.”

We left the civilians with directions to the abandoned eastern district command post and continued toward the central plaza. Along the way, we rescued a few more people who had seen a cleric matching Parwana’s description.

Each sighting had her urging people towards the central plaza, while she kept venturing around and away from it, not returning that direction herself.

The pattern was clear: she had forsaken her duty to search for me.

That knowledge twisted in my chest. Her obsession with my safety had potentially endangered others who needed her healing at the evacuation point. And yet, she had apparently stopped to help everyone she encountered along the way.

As we approached the central plaza, the concentration of monsters increased dramatically. We fought through waves of creatures. Every type of monster we’d ever seen in even a dungeon that had started to collapse. Treants, thorn sprites, elemental guardians, imps, fire lizards, arcane tigers blood bats...everything.

I shoved through it all, smashing through the perimeter to try to make a hole. “Conserve your mana. This is just the way in. We’re going to have to battle our way back out after.”

Without Parwana’s support, I had to fight more cautiously, managing my mana reserves and minimizing damage rather than relying on immediate recovery. The absence of her help created small vulnerabilities in my technique—moments where I expected healing that didn’t come, positions I would have taken with her behind me that I now avoided.

The staff on my back knocked against my armor with each movement, a constant reminder of what—who—was missing from my strategies.

We pushed forward, street by street, building by building. The sounds of major combat grew louder as we approached the plaza. Flashes of magic lit up the sky ahead—fireballs, lightning strikes, the distinctive blue glow of ice magic. Guild forces were engaged in heavy fighting near our destination. They must have been trying to fight their way out already.

“One more block,” I called to my team. “Form up, prepare for the heaviest resistance.”

The final approach to the plaza was through a narrow street lined with upscale shops, now shattered and burning. Monsters formed an almost solid sea of foes, as if they could hold us out and the civilians in with sheer mass.

“Something’s happening,” Mike said, his monitoring crystal pulsing rapidly between volleys of storm magic. “The energy convergence is accelerating.”

We battled through the tide of monsters, finally gaining our first view of the central plaza. The once-beautiful open space had transformed into a battlefield. Hundreds of monsters surrounded a large group of civilians gathered at the center, near the ancient fountain that marked the location of Muhri Qadim beneath the city.

Guild forces formed a defensive ring around the civilians, but they were outnumbered and clearly exhausted. I spotted Gulnora among them, her battle magic cutting down swathes of creatures with each gesture to buy the front line breathing room, but even she was showing signs of fatigue.

“There’s the command post,” I said, pointing to a makeshift barricade where several guild officials coordinated the defense. “We need to get the messenger and that information to Gulnora. And then we need to crack this line back open and get the people away from Muhri Qadim.”

Before we could make our move, a new wave of monsters surged toward the plaza from the opposite side. The defenders’ line buckled under the assault, closing in around the civilians they were trying to defend.

And then I saw it: a brilliant flash of light at the center of the plaza, near the fountain. A distinctive signature, forming a protective dome over the nearest group of injured townsfolk, buying time for the civilians to get clear of the fighting.

I recognized it immediately for what it was: a mimicry of my own Divine Shield.

I’d only ever seen one person do something like that.

Relief flooded me.

It was Parwana’s magic. Unmistakable, unique, and filling me with a disorienting blend of flattery and fear. Despite the reports of her searching the outskirts of the plaza, she had found herself exactly where she should be.

And exactly where I didn’t want her to be.

“They’re breaking through,” I said, my voice tight. “By the fountain.”

Mike followed my gaze. “Is that—”

“Yes.” I didn’t elaborate. I didn’t need to. “I’m going to shove through the line to get us into the plaza. Mike, take the messenger to Gulnora. Report everything about the energy convergence and Tiruzomod. Javid, you and the others provide escort. Protect that message with your lives.”

“And where are you going?” Mike asked, though his expression suggested he already knew.

My jaw tensed, eyes fixed on the golden-shadow dome in the distance. “I’m going to the fountain. She needs me.”

Mike grimaced. “All right, man. Let’s do this.”


Chapter thirty-six
Tables Turned
Ryan


I charged into the plaza’s outer ring like a battering ram, my Divine Shield blazing with concentrated golden light. The monsters had formed defensive lines, organized ranks that shifted and adapted to my approach.

“Shield Burst!” I barked, releasing a pulse of divine energy that scattered the nearest group of spine imps. It was one of my lowest-level abilities, but it worked on these trash mobs. They tumbled backward, their thorny bodies clattering against the cobblestones, but immediately began regrouping.

A huge treant swung its clublike branches at my head. I ducked low, angling my shield upward to catch the limb and redirect its momentum. The branch slid off my barrier with a grinding screech, and I followed through with a Shield Bash that cracked the treant’s trunk. Sap oozed from the wound, but the creature didn’t fall. It only staggered back into the ranks of mixed monsters, stunned.

Behind me, Mike’s lightning crackled through the air, chaining between a cluster of blood bats that had swooped down from the surrounding buildings. “These things are way too organized!” he shouted over the din of combat.

“I noticed,” I replied, parrying a strike from an elemental guardian’s fist. The creature’s movements were precise, calculated. They were working in unexpected harmony with the mob of spine imps trying to use the guardian’s attack as cover to flank me. “Keep the messenger protected! Get that information to Gulnora.”

I pressed forward, using Shield Wall Extension to expand my barrier to protect my team’s advance. The technique drained my mana faster than I liked, but I couldn’t hold back. The expenditure of mana put a hard limit on my effectiveness on the field, but I had to push. I needed to break through.

A group of fire salamanders emerged from a side street, their scales glowing with intense heat as they all unleashed their flames at once. Normally, I could have charged straight through the flames to smash them, relying on Parwana’s immediate healing to counter any burns. Instead, I had to slow down. Fight defensively. I hated to let them check my advance like this, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t fight back.

“Divine Reflection!” I called, turning my golden barrier into a silvered mirror sheen. The torrent of fire reflected off my defenses and roared through the salamanders, causing them to recoil and hiss. I used the opening to advance, but kept my shield positioned defensively rather than offensively. It was a more cautious approach that was taking more time than I liked, but necessary without a healer watching my back.

“Mitchell!” Javid called out. “Incoming from above!”

I looked up to see a swarm of thorn sprites rushing toward us, needle-studded wings allowing them to glide through the air. They were diving out from the surrounding buildings, converging on our team from all angles.

“Barrier Dome!” I commanded, expanding my shield into a protective hemisphere over the entire team. The sprites crashed against the golden barrier, their thorns scraping harmlessly across its surface.

We pushed deeper into the plaza, the concentration of monsters growing thicker with each block. I found myself checking over my shoulder repeatedly, expecting to see Parwana maintaining perfect distance behind me.

Instead, I saw Mike’s concerned face as he struggled to keep up with my aggressive pace.

“Slow down!” he called. “You’re burning through mana too fast!”

He was right. I was single-minded. Reckless. I needed to break through. To get to Parwana. I was letting it cloud my judgment, wasting resources needlessly.

But was else could I do? Stop? Leave her in danger?

Not a chance.

Another treant—a larger one, burly and covered in gnarled knots—blocked our path to the plaza’s center. It raised thick branches to hammer us down. I recognized it as a boss-level foe. Something that didn’t belong anywhere near the city streets, even in a dungeon breach.

“Coordinated strike,” I ordered. “Mike, light it up. Javid, target low and to the left. Everyone else, right down the center and cut it down.”

I waited for Mike’s lightning to strike the treant’s branches, causing its foliage to ignite. The monster didn’t panic, but I knew from fighting this boss in the dungeon that the flames would disrupt its senses. Making it easier to control.

With it rendered vulnerable, I charged forward and smashed my shield into it on the right. It swept its branches down at me, the blows hailing off of my barrier. As I directed, Javid went to the other side, his spear driving into the leg-like roots on the left side, splintering the wood and making it stagger. The other fighters pounced on the opportunity and hacked the creature to pieces while it was off-balance, distracted, and blinded.

But even as it fell, more monsters moved to fill the gap. They weren’t just fighting because we were attacking. They were protecting the plaza’s center.

Trying to keep us out.

I caught my first clear view of the plaza’s heart since the battle started. The ancient fountain stood at the center, its carved stone depicting the seven magical elements of Osnary, as represented by the gods. Around it, a desperate battle raged as Guild forces formed a defensive circle around hundreds of trapped civilians.

Parwana was at its center.

“That’s it!” I called to the others. “We’re breaking through!”

I abandoned all pretense of conservation, pouring mana into my shield as I turned myself into a battering ram through the remaining monsters. I was a moving wall that bulldozed through everything in our path. My mana vanished at an alarming rate, but I wouldn’t be stopped.

Not now.

Not when we were so close.

Spine imps shattered against the golden surface. Fire salamanders were swept aside like leaves. Even the larger creatures—treants and elemental guardians—were forced to give ground before my advance.

Behind me, my team followed in the wake I was creating. Mike’s lightning danced around the edges of my shield, warding off any creatures that tried to flank us. Javid’s spear watched my other side, striking down monsters that slipped around my shield.

But my focus was entirely on that dome of golden-shadow light ahead. As we drew closer, I could see more details of what was happening inside it.

Parwana knelt beside a fallen healer, her hands glowing with healing energy as she worked to stabilize the woman’s injuries. Around her, a dozen other wounded people—both civilians and Guild members—were in various states of distress. But what struck me most was her demeanor.

She wasn’t panicked. She wasn’t frantically searching for me. She was calm, focused, working with methodical precision to triage the wounded according to the severity of their injuries.

A group of blood bats dove toward her dome, their fangs gleaming. Without looking up from her patient, Parwana raised one hand. Shadow tendrils danced along the shield, capturing the bats’ interest and leading them to fly fruitlessly around the dome, accomplishing nothing. With them distracted, archers from the main defense force picked the enemies out of the sky.

I’d never seen her fight like that, with such calculated efficiency, such tactical awareness. She was protecting everyone within her dome with the same intensity she usually reserved for me alone.

“We’re through!” Mike crowed in triumph.

The last line of creatures scattered, and suddenly I was inside the plaza’s center, surrounded by the organized chaos of the Guild’s defensive efforts.

“Gold Rank Mitchell!” Guildmaster Gulnora shouted over the noise. She stood on an overturned cart, directing the defense with sharp gestures. “About time you showed up. We need to evacuate these civilians before—”

“The messenger has critical intelligence,” I interrupted, gesturing to the young man still clutched protectively between Mike and Javid. “Information about Tiruzomod and the energy convergence. And Mike has figured out what this is all about.”

Gulnora’s expression sharpened. “Report. Immediately.”

I nodded to Mike, who guided the messenger to the head of the group. But my attention was already turning toward Parwana’s dome, just twenty yards away across the plaza’s center.

As I approached, I could hear her voice. She was calm, professional, and completely unlike the emotional intensity I’d grown accustomed to.

“Hold pressure on that wound,” she was instructing a young Guild member who was helping tend to an injured civilian. “The bleeding will stop in a moment, but we need to prevent shock.”

She looked up as I approached, and for a split second, I saw relief flash across her features. But instead of the overwhelming emotional reaction I expected, she simply nodded and returned her attention to her patients.

“Ryan,” she said without looking up from the healer she was treating. “I need you to take over the barrier and expand the perimeter. There are more wounded about fifteen yards to the east, but the monsters won’t let me reach them.”

The request was tactical and professional. Exactly what any competent healer would ask of a tank in this situation. It caught me by surprise. It seemed all the training and practice of the last few weeks had stayed with her. She was operating exactly as I’d asked her to.

“Are you—”

“I’m fine,” she said, finally meeting my eyes. “But these people aren’t. Can you clear a path to the eastern group?”

I nodded, unsure why I felt so off-balance. This was what I’d wanted...Parwana focusing on her job instead of obsessing over my safety.

So why did it feel so strange now?

“Divine Barrier Expansion,” I commanded, extending my barrier and physically shoving the monster’s back from her dome of protection. She seemed to sag with relief as she let her own shadow-enhanced dome lapse. I forced my way against the monster’s line, pushing back the elemental guardians until we could reach the knot of wounded survivors.

“Perfect,” Parwana said, rising smoothly to her feet. “Maintain that for ninety seconds.”

She moved to the group with fluid grace, her healing magic already active as she reached the injured. I watched her work. She was assessing wounds, prioritizing treatments, and organizing the walking wounded to help carry those who couldn’t move on their own.

It was masterful. Professional. Everything a crisis situation like this needed.

And it was completely unlike the Parwana who had abandoned her post to search for me.

“Bring them through,” she called, guiding the group back toward the main dome. “Ryan, can you continue to cover this flank?”

I adjusted my shield configuration, ceding ground to the monsters while I fell in line with the guild’s defensive ranks. While the enemies still harried and tested my defenses, their attacks seemed to slow once we were contained, like this was the way they wanted us. Behind me, the wounded settled themselves in the open-air infirmary in an orderly procession, with Parwana directing traffic like an experienced field commander.

As the last person reached safety, she turned to me with a slight smile. “Thank you. I missed having you at my side.”

“Parwana,” I said, my voice rougher than intended. “I thought... When I found your staff covered in blood—”

“Minor injuries,” she said dismissively, though I noticed her left arm was wrapped in makeshift bandages. “Nothing that couldn’t wait. There have been people in need of immediate attention.”

She gestured to the wounded around us, and I realized that while I’d been holding the line, she’d organized the wounded into a proper triage system. The most severely injured were closest to the fountain, where other healers could attend to them. The walking wounded were positioned just a little farther out, where some bore weapons or shields in case the monsters broke through. Even the Guild members who were only moderately hurt had been assigned specific roles in the defense.

“How did you—”

“Receptionist training,” she said with a slight smile. “Years of organizing adventurers who don’t want to be organized and managing resources that nobody wants managed. It’s surprisingly applicable to field medicine.”

A fresh flock of blood bats swooped down toward our position, and Parwana’s expression shifted to focused concentration. She raised both hands, and her golden-touched shadow magic infused itself into my barrier, acting as the same lure to draw the enemies away from the wounded.

But instead of the desperate, overwhelming power I’d seen her use before, this was controlled, measured. Perfect.

“Can you hold the perimeter while I finish stabilizing the critical cases?” she asked.

I nodded, expanding my shield to cover the entire group. “How long do you need?”

“Ten minutes for the worst injuries.”

“Good,” I said firmly, reaching back with my free hand and untying the sash I’d used to secure her staff to my back, handing it down to her. “Because we need to start thinking about evacuation.”

She accepted the staff and immediately started using it to amplify her power, her hands glowing as she knelt beside a Guild member with severe burns. I watched her work, noting the efficiency of her movements, the way she conserved her mana while still providing effective healing.

It was as if the change in her that had gradually come over the last few months together suddenly crashed into my awareness all at once now. This wasn’t the obsessive, single-minded healer who had driven away five tanks from the Forgotten Catacombs. Nor was it the recklessness of the woman who had abandoned her own life to protect mine over a month ago. This was someone who understood battlefield medicine, resource management, and tactical priorities.

This was the fruits of my gamble. When I’d advised Gulnora that Parwana needed training, this was what I’d wanted. A gifted healer rising to the occasion and growing into her potential. And now it was before me.

“Parwana,” I said quietly. “You’re handling this all very well. I’m proud of you.”

She glanced up from her patient, a little flush on her cheeks. “I wanted to be worthy of working with you. You’re the best tank in the country. You deserve the best healer. That’s all.”

The words hit me harder than any monster’s attack.

“You are worthy,” I said, and meant it.

Her hands stilled for a moment, and she looked at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. Then she returned to her work, but I caught the slight smile that crossed her face.

Over the next ten minutes, we worked in perfect synchronization. I maintained the defensive perimeter, adjusting my barriers to counter each new wave of attacks. She moved between patients with practiced efficiency, stabilizing injuries and getting even the most wounded civilians on their feet. As I’d suspected, Gulnora issued the evacuation order, but Parwana’s focus was already to the task thanks to my direction.

When a group of elemental guardians broke through the Guild’s outer defenses, threatening our position, we responded as one. My shield deflected their initial assault while her shadow magic bound up their movements, slowing them down long enough for other Guild members to finish them off and re-establish their line.

It was the kind of seamless cooperation we’d developed over the past few weeks. Not just tactical coordination, but genuine understanding. We anticipated the other’s needs and responding instinctively. I hadn’t even realized how special it was until I’d been forced to fight without her.

“Evacuation ready,” she announced, rising from the last critical patient. “I’ve organized them into groups based on mobility. The Guild members can help carry the stretcher cases.”

I looked around at what she’d accomplished. In less than twenty minutes, she’d transformed a chaotic collection of wounded people into an organized evacuation force. Everyone knew their role, their destination, and their priorities.

“The route?” I asked. Being tethered to the defensive wall meant that I hadn’t received the full content of Gulnora’s orders.

“Northwest exit, toward the market district. It’s the most defensible path, and the team you left behind there has held their ground to provide reinforcements when we arrive.”

“Lead the way,” I said.

She shook her head. “You take point. Gulnora needs you to clear the path. I’ll manage the evacuation order and provide mobile healing support.”

It was the correct tactical decision. My shields were better suited for breaking through monster lines, while her magic could adapt to whatever healing needs arose during the retreat.

But it was also a decision that put the mission first, rather than keeping herself close to me. The old Parwana would have insisted on staying by my side regardless of tactical considerations. Would have lied to keep me close, ignoring the consequences.

But I’d been right all along. She was the model of a perfect healer. A real hero.

She’d just needed the time and patience to get here.

We began the evacuation, moving in a carefully organized column toward the northwest route out of the plaza. The same way as I’d burst my way in, I carved a path back out through the attacking monsters while the rest of the gathered adventurers lined up on my flanks, making me the tip of a spear forcing our way out even as the monsters grew ever-more frenzied to keep us in. Behind me, Parwana managed the evacuation of the injured, ensuring that no one fell behind and that the wounded received attention as needed. Gulnora and her command structure held up the rear lines, rebuffing any attacks from that direction as we made our escape.

The retreat proceeded smoothly—too smoothly for a group of injured civilians moving through a monster-infested city. But Parwana’s organization made the difference. Everyone knew their role, and no one panicked.

As we reached the plaza’s edge, I realized we’d successfully evacuated the whole group without losing a soul. It was a textbook extraction, executed with precision that would have seemed impossible.

“The market district is just ahead,” I announced as we reached the Guild’s secured perimeter. “Zarina and her team should be standing by.”

The wounded were rushed past me towards Zarina’s makeshift medical facilities, and the Guild members dispersed to reinforce the defensive efforts. Farhod Shadow Stepped his way to Gulnora’s side to give a full report on the state of the market district, even as the guild forces set up their new defensive line here to hold off the hordes that seemed desperate to yank people away to be dragged back to the central plaza.

I turned to find Parwana standing beside me, her healing magic finally dimming as the immediate crisis passed. For the first time since I’d found her, she was looking directly at me instead of scanning for the next person who needed help.

“Your arm,” I said, noticing the blood seeping through her makeshift bandages.

“It can wait,” she replied, but I was already reaching for her shoulders, taking hold of her and catching her eyes with mine.

“No, it can’t.” I held her close. “You’ve been taking care of everyone else. You have to take care of yourself, too.”

“I was so worried when I couldn’t find you,” she said quietly, her expression finally cracking out of that professional mask. “I kept searching the evacuation zones, but you weren’t at any of them.”

“I was looking for you too,” I admitted. “When I heard the eastern district was overrun, I handed command to Farhod and rushed right there. Then...this” I held the weapon out to her. It was still splattered with blood.

“I’m sorry.” She looked down at the weapon. “I had to drop it to carry a wounded child. It was more important to make sure she made it through the retreat than to recover it.”

The explanation was simple, logical. But it didn’t address the fear I’d felt, the way my chest had tightened at the thought of losing her.

“Parwana,” I said, stepping closer. “What you did today—organizing the evacuation, protecting all those people—that was incredible.”

She looked up at me. Despite her apparently calm demeanor, she couldn’t hide the way her eyes dilated at the closeness between us. “You always protect everyone, no matter who they are. You deserve a partner who can do the same. You deserve a healer worthy of you.”

“You already were,” I said. “But today you showed me something I didn’t know I was looking for.”

Her hands moved to my armor, checking for injuries with the practiced efficiency she’d displayed all day. But when her fingers found a cut on my forearm, her touch lingered longer than necessary.

“You’re hurt,” she said.

“Maybe,” I replied, but I didn’t pull away as her healing magic flowed into the wound.

The healing energy was warm, familiar, carrying with it the same perfect understanding of my body that had always marked her healing. But now it felt different. There was still that edge of possessive protectiveness, but there was a sense of care in it.

Not obsession, but affection.

“There,” she said, her hands still resting on my arm. “Better?”

Instead of answering, I pulled her against me, my arms wrapping around her as the weight of the day’s fears finally caught up with me. She felt solid, real, alive in my embrace.

“That’s not where I hurt worst,” I said into her hair. “When I thought I lost you. That’s what hurt most. Can you heal that?”

She pulled back to look at me, her eyes searching my face. “Ryan—”

I kissed her, cutting off whatever she’d been about to say. It was desperate, relieved, full of all the emotions I’d been holding back during the long fight through the plaza. She returned it with hunger. Need. All her professionalism melted away by the sudden flare of heat between us.

When we broke apart, she was smiling. I expected it to be the intense and overwhelming expression I’d grown accustomed to, but instead it was something softer, more balanced. Not that there wasn’t a slight predatory edge to it, but it lacked the wild fanaticism that had frightened me before.

“I love you too,” she said quietly.

The words hit me like a physical blow, not because they were unexpected, but because I realized she was right. Somewhere between what we’d done together last night and her tactical brilliance today, my feelings had taken that final step. Moved past the uncertainty.

I loved her.

“I never want to be without you,” I said, the words feeling strange but right on my tongue.

Around us, the battle for Dushanbe continued. But for this moment, I wasn’t afraid anymore. Not of her obsession, nor of losing her. I had found her. She was safe. I was finally ready to admit that I never wanted to let her go.

And I was going to fight tooth and nail to keep her.


Chapter thirty-seven
Dangerous Devotion
Ryan


“Ryan! Parwana!” Mike’s shouted as he sprinted toward us. Completely oblivious to the intimate moment he was disturbing. “Thank god I found you both. We need to move. Now.”

I pulled back from Parwana reluctantly, my arms still around her waist. “What’s the situation?”

“Underground,” Mike panted, hands on his knees as he caught his breath. “Behruz found something. Muhri Qadim. The seals aren’t just weakening, they’re being actively torn apart. We need you both down there immediately.”

Parwana’s expression shifted from the soft warmth I’d seen moments before sharping focus. “How bad is it?”

“Bad enough that Gulnora pulled me from perimeter duty to find you specifically.” Mike straightened with uncharacteristic seriousness. “The staging area is set up right at the entrance to Muhri Qadim. They’ve got monitoring equipment, ancient texts, the works. But Ryan, man... What Behruz found about this Tiruzomod thing? It’s worse than anyone thought.”

I felt Parwana’s hand slip into mine, her fingers intertwining with my armored gauntlet. The gesture was possessive but also seeking reassurance. After everything we’d been through today, I couldn’t blame her.

“Lead the way.”

Mike guided us through a series of sewer maintenance passages I hadn’t known existed, descending beneath the market district through stone corridors that grew older and more elaborate the deeper we went. The walls shifted from practical stonework to carved reliefs depicting the seven gods, their faces worn smooth by centuries of moisture and age.

“How long have these passages been here?” Parwana asked, her voice carrying strangely in the confined space.

“Post-Empyrean, but just barely, according to the Authority’s records,” Mike replied, his lightning providing flickering illumination as we navigated a particularly dark section. “Built as access routes to the buried temple complex that became Muhri Qadim. They built a dungeon authority outpost here to monitor it. The city just grew up around it over the centuries.”

The passages felt oppressive, crowding us together with the pressure of history and something else—a wrongness that made my divine blessing react with subtle unease. Beside me, Parwana’s grip tightened on my hand.

“You feel it too,” she said quietly.

I nodded. “Whatever’s down here, it doesn’t like divine magic.”

“That’s why they need you,” Mike said over his shoulder. “Your Divine Shield class should maintain integrity near the seals. Most other divine abilities just...fail.”

We descended another level, the air growing colder and carrying a metallic taste that reminded me unpleasantly of blood. The carved reliefs on the walls became more elaborate, depicting scenes of battle between figures wreathed in rays of light and something that hurt to look at directly. It was a writhing mass of darkness with too many eyes.

“Tiruzomod,” Parwana whispered, following my gaze. “Even the artistic depictions are disturbing.”

“Wait until you hear what Behruz figured out about the real thing,” Mike said grimly.

The passage led to a circular chamber carved from living rock, its domed ceiling disappearing into shadows above. Ancient pillars supported the unknown stone and earth between here and the city overhead, each one inscribed with binding runes that pulsed with fading light. At the chamber’s far end, a huge stone door stood sealed with bands of metal inscribed with symbols that seemed to shift and writhe when I wasn’t looking directly at them.

The entrance to what I assumed was Muhri Qadim.

Tables had been set up throughout the chamber, covered with monitoring crystals, ancient texts, and maps. Dungeon Authority officials moved between them with urgent efficiency, their faces grim as they tracked readings on various instruments and exchanged notes on their findings. The air hummed with magical energy, but it felt wrong, like a musical note played slightly off-key.

“Gold Rank Mitchell! About time.” Guildmaster Gulnora emerged from behind one of the larger monitoring stations. She looked tired. Her steel-gray hair was coming loose from its elaborate braids like she’d been fighting for hours. I supposed we all had, at this point. “We have a situation that requires immediate action.”

She looked down at my hand, which was looped into Parwana’s. Both eyebrows practically leapt off her face.

But before she could say anything, Farhod materialized from the shadows near the sealed door. His dark eyes reflected the pulsing rune-light. “The seals are failing faster than anyone predicted. We might have hours, not days.”

“Farhod.” I acknowledged him with a nod. It was good to see him uninjured after the chaos above.

“Ryan,” he replied, then glanced at Parwana with something that might have been sympathy. “Parwana, too. Glad you both made it through the battle intact. Ryan was worried about you.”

Before I could say anything, another voice spoke up. “Gulnora! My people are in position.”

Guildmaster Saghar of Azure Wings strode into the chamber, her crimson robes billowing behind her. Unlike Gulnora’s battle-worn appearance, Saghar looked immaculate. But I knew from my time with her guild that it wasn’t for lack of time on the front lines. Her skills were just that sharp. Her eyes swept the assembled group with calculating precision.

“Saghar,” Gulnora acknowledged curtly. “Your timing is perfect. Behruz was just about to brief everyone on what we’re facing.”

The Arcane Historian looked up from a pile of ancient texts, his ink-stained fingers trembling slightly as he adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses. His white hair stood in even more disorganized tufts than usual, and even surrounded by guild personnel, I could see that he had an ethereal sheen of a shielding spell running over his skin.

“Ah, yes,” Behruz said, his voice carrying that familiar drift between the present conversation and his ever-whirling train of thought. “The situation is...considerably worse than our initial assessments suggested.”

“Go on.”

He gestured to a large map spread across the central table, marked with symbols and energy readings. “The coordinated breach attacks weren’t random. They formed a perfect heptagram with Muhri Qadim at the center, a ritual configuration designed to channel energy directly into the ancient seals.”

“We’ve been appraised of that already,” Gulnora said impatiently. “What else?”

“Tiruzomod isn’t fully sealed down there,” Behruz continued, his gray eyes wide behind his glasses. “It’s awake. Has been clawing at the walls of its magical cell for centuries. After all that work, the barriers must be very thin now.”

“Who is Tiruzomod?”

Everyone turned to stare at me like I’d spoken some distant language.

Gulnora clasped me on the shoulder. “No time for a history lesson, but let’s just say it’s an ancient creature. A divine being different from the Seven Figures who bound it.”

That didn’t really explain anything, but it did put a few puzzle pieces into place.

“The energy signatures from the Abyssal Vault,” Parwana said, “they match what you’re showing here.”

“Yes!” Behruz’s voice rose with academic excitement before dropping back to grim seriousness. “Every dungeon collapse, every instability we’ve experienced, that was Tiruzomod’s work. And it’s not just random destruction. They were all part of a larger plan. It hasn’t just been sending out waves in the aethersphere to knock over dungeons and weaken us. It’s been making connections. Linking up. Absorbing power.”

“Hence the mobs attacking the city,” I reasoned. “It’s connected to the power of the collapsed dungeons, letting it call up all manner of monsters.”

“Not just the collapsed ones,” Mike said. “Even just the unstable ones that haven’t collapsed are linked to it. Remember how the Abyssal Vault was stabilized? It’s still able to spawn the elemental guardians.”

“But that’s not the worst part.” Behruz ran his hands through his wild hair. “According to the ancient texts, Tiruzomod doesn’t just absorb magical energy. It feeds on elemental light itself. The civilians gathered in the plaza above...they’re not prisoners. They’re a prepared feast. Their very souls will be Tiruzomod’s first meal in a very long time.”

“Good thing we evacuated everyone,” I said quickly, making note of Behruz’s sigh of relief. He had been rushed down here to do his research. They hadn’t told him the latest news about the state of the fight.

“Even so,” he insisted, “if it fully wakes up, that event will mark the beginning of a new dark age.”

“It’s not gonna see an empty breakfast buffet and go back to bed,” Mike said. “It’ll go looking for a pantry to raid. And we’re the leftover pizza waiting in the fridge.”

The chamber fell silent except for the humming of monitoring equipment and the subtle wrongness pressing against my divine blessing. I felt Parwana’s hand tighten in mine.

“How long do we have?” I asked.

“Based on the current rate of seal degradation,” one of the Dungeon Authority officials said, consulting a crystal display, “perhaps six hours before catastrophic failure. But if Tiruzomod chooses to actively accelerate the process...”

“Less,” Behruz finished. “Much less. Hours, perhaps minutes once it realizes we’re here. The effort would make it weaker when it finally rises, but it will still be a larger threat than anything any of us have ever seen.”

Gulnora moved to the center of the chamber, her presence commanding immediate attention. “Then we don’t have time for elaborate planning. We’re going in with what we have.”

“Guildmaster,” I said, “what’s the tactical assessment? What are we walking into?”

“Unknown,” she replied bluntly. “Muhri Qadim was sealed before reliable records began. We know it contains Tiruzomod and whatever defenses the ancient heroes and gods left behind to stop its cultists from releasing it, but the internal structure is completely unmapped.”

Saghar stepped forward, her calculating gaze fixed on the sealed door. “Azure Wings has experience with ancient sites. My people can handle archeological challenges while Lionheart focuses on combat.”

“Agreed,” Gulnora nodded. “We’ll coordinate two teams. Saghar, you’ll take point on mapping and seal analysis. I’ll take command of the combat team and coordinate to guide them directly to Tiruzomod.”

My stomach dropped as I realized what was coming. “Team composition?”

“Combat team: you, Farhod, and...” Gulnora paused, her eyes flicking to Parwana before settling on a figure I hadn’t noticed among the research team. “Surayo.”

The Master Healer stepped into the pack, her silver-streaked hair braided down her back and her violet eyes carrying an otherworldly calm. At Level 72, she was one of the most powerful healers in the kingdom, and someone I’d worked with before during major crises.

“Surayo,” I acknowledged, but my attention was on Parwana, whose entire body had gone rigid beside me.

“I’m sorry,” Parwana said, her voice carefully controlled. “Did I miss something? Why is Surayo assigned to Ryan’s team instead of me?”

Gulnora’s expression softened slightly, but her tone remained firm. “Parwana, you’re a Level 17 Temple Cleric. What we’re facing down there—”

“I’ve kept Ryan alive through every mission we’ve taken together,” Parwana interrupted, her voice rising. “I’ve saved his life multiple times in dungeons across the level spectrum. I know his fighting style better than anyone.”

“That’s not the issue,” Gulnora said. “The issue is that Tiruzomod specifically targets light-aligned abilities. Anything short of a Divine Shield like Mitchell here is useless. Sitoran healers are active liabilities. Surayo’s power is from Navruz. Life-aligned, not light.”

I felt the tension radiating from Parwana like heat from a forge. Her ears had flattened against her head, and her tail lashed behind her with agitation.

“Guildmaster,” I said carefully, “Parwana has unique abilities that might be valuable. Her dual blessing gives her shadow-aligned healing that won’t be blocked.”

“Ryan,” Gulnora’s voice carried a warning. The last time the guildmaster had called me by my first name was before recruiting me. She was deadly serious. If I didn’t fall in line, she would rather expel me than argue. “This isn’t a discussion. The team composition is final.”

I sighed. “Understood.”

Parwana turned to face me directly, her eyes blazing with fury and betrayal. “You’re accepting this? After what you said to me not twenty minutes ago?”

“Parwana—”

“You said you never wanted to be without me,” she continued, her voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. “You said you didn’t want to be apart again. And now you’re walking into the most dangerous place in the kingdom without me?”

I glanced around the chamber, acutely aware that our personal drama was playing out in front of both guildmasters and their assembled teams. Farhod was studying the ceiling with sudden interest, while Mike looked like he wanted to disappear entirely.

“It’s not about what I want,” I said, trying to keep my voice level. “It’s about what’s tactically sound. Gulnora is in command. It’s my responsibility to—”

“Don’t.” Parwana’s voice cut through my explanation like a blade. “Don’t hide behind tactics when this is about you choosing duty over our partnership.”

“That’s not—”

“Isn’t it?” She stepped closer, her voice dropping to a whisper only I could hear. “I’ve spent months proving myself to you. Changing everything about how I heal, how I fight, how I think. And the moment it matters most, you abandon me.”

The word ‘abandon’ hit me like a physical blow.

I could see the pain beneath her anger, the fear that I was rejecting everything we’d built together. But when I blinked my eyes closed, all I could see was her bloody staff on the street. That old scab of loss ripped open after spending so many years trying to shield it.

“I’m not abandoning you,” I said quietly. “I’m trying to keep you safe.”

“I don’t want to be safe,” she hissed. “I want to be with you. I want to protect you the way you protect everyone else.”

“Parwana,” Surayo said, interrupting our argument. “Your dedication to your partner is admirable, but Guildmaster Gulnora’s assessment is correct. You can’t heal him if your power is cut off by Tiruzomod.”

Parwana whirled to face the Master Healer, her claws fully extended. “And you think you understand Ryan better than I do? You think you can anticipate his needs, support his fighting style, keep him alive when everything goes wrong?”

“I think I can do my job,” Surayo replied calmly. “As I always have. Even if I lack the same synergy you two share, I will keep him alive. I promise.”

The temperature in the chamber seemed to drop several degrees. Parwana’s shadow magic began to manifest around her, dark tendrils writhing at the edges of her form, tracing the shadow inlay of her robe into a Dilraban emblem.

“Enough,” Gulnora commanded, her voice carrying the authority of decades of leadership. “Parwana, you will remain here to coordinate with the surface teams and provide support for the wounded. That’s an order.”

“An order,” Parwana repeated, her voice flat and emotionless. “I see.”

She turned back to me, and the look in her eyes made my blood run cold. The fury was still there, but it had crystallized into something harder, more dangerous.

“You’re making a mistake,” she said, her voice carrying absolute certainty. “You’ll need me before this is over. You’ll need me, and I won’t be there, because you chose to leave me behind.”

“Parwana—” I reached for her.

“No.” She held up a hand, shadow magic coiling around her fingers, warding off my touch. “You’ve made your choice. Live with the consequences.”

She turned and walked toward the chamber’s exit, her movements fluid and predatory. At the threshold, she paused without looking back.

“When you realize you can’t survive without me,” she said, her voice carrying clearly through the chamber, “remember that you could have chosen differently.”

Then she was gone, disappearing into the passages above.

The chamber fell silent. I stared at the empty doorway, feeling like I’d just made a terrible mistake but unable to see what else I could have done.

“She’ll be fine,” Gulnora said, but her voice lacked conviction. “Parwana is stronger than she appears.”

“That’s exactly what I’m afraid of,” Farhod muttered under his breath.

Mike moved to my side, his usual humor completely absent. “Ryan, man, are you okay?”

I wasn’t sure how to answer that. The logical part of my mind knew Gulnora was right. Parwana’s elemental affinity made her a liability in what we were about to face. But the part of me that had held her bleeding body in the Abyssal Vault, that had kissed her in relief just minutes ago, felt like I was betraying everything we’d built together.

“I’m fine,” I lied. I could tell Mike wasn’t convinced. “We focus on the mission. None of this matters if we’re all dead.”

Gulnora nodded approvingly. “Equipment check in ten minutes. We go in light and fast. Whatever’s down there, we can’t afford a prolonged engagement.”

I did what I was told. Drowned out my worries in preparation. I checked my armor’s integrity, ensured my shield’s focus was properly calibrated, and reviewed what little tactical information we had about Muhri Qadim’s layout.

But my mind kept drifting to Parwana’s final words, the cold fury in her eyes.

As I secured my equipment pack, my fingers brushed against something that shouldn’t have been there. It was a small piece of parchment tucked into an inner pocket. I pulled it out, recognizing Parwana’s precise handwriting immediately.

“I’ll find you in the darkness, whether you want me to or not.”

The note was unsigned, but I didn’t need a signature to know who had written it. But I had to seriously question when she’d managed to slip it into my pack without me noticing. Was it before she stormed off? Had she slipped back in here unseen?

I stared at the words, feeling a chill. It wasn’t a threat, exactly, but it wasn’t reassurance either. It was a promise, carrying all the intensity and obsession I’d thought we’d moved past.

“Ready, Mitchell?” Gulnora called.

I folded the note and tucked it back into my pack. Parwana’s anger at being excluded had reawakened something I’d hoped our closeness had put down—the single-minded devotion that had caused me so much trouble from the start. That fanatical obsession that had driven away five tanks, and caused the poisoning of a dozen high-rank healers. But now it was focused on me instead of on those between us, and I was walking into an ancient dungeon where her shadow-touched abilities might be more deadly than ever.

“Ready,” I replied, but the word felt hollow.


Chapter thirty-eight
Descent Into Darkness
Ryan


The others sounded off as well.

“Final equipment verification complete,” Surayo said.

“Excellent,” Gulnora replied from her position near the monitoring stations. “Team assignments remain as briefed. Mitchell, you’ll take the shadow pathway with Farhod and Surayo. Rodriguez leads the elemental team through the northern access to screen. Saghar coordinates archeological support from the eastern approach. Keep communication crystals live. I want constant updates.”

I nodded, but found myself glancing back toward the dungeon entrance despite my best efforts to maintain professional focus. No sign of Parwana returning to make one final argument for inclusion, no last-minute appearance to wish us luck, or just to make more big ominous declarations.

I almost would have preferred that. Anything to fill the hollow absence where her presence had become routine.

“Ryan,” Mike said, looking over me. “You good to go?”

“Ready as anyone can be for something like this,” I replied, which was true enough.

The tactical briefing had been thorough, our equipment was optimal, and the team composition made sense from a purely strategic standpoint. Surayo’s life-aligned healing would function where Sitoran light magic would fail. Farhod’s shadow abilities would help us navigate the shadow-aligned pathways that Gulnora had directed us through. My Divine Shield could maintain integrity against whatever corruption we encountered.

On paper, it was perfect. But that didn’t change how unusual this was. Unmapped dungeons were normally new ones. Low rank, not yet grown. This dungeon was far from new, and there was no telling how powerful it had become over the centuries.

“Communication crystals are keyed to the same frequency,” Behruz called out, his ink-stained fingers adjusting a complex array of monitoring equipment. “Report every fifteen minutes, or immediately if you encounter anything unusual.”

Farhod looked at the pulsing rune-light from the sealed door. “The shadow pathway will be challenging. Dilrabo’s domain has is the most closely aligned to Tiruzomod, so there’s no telling how much control it has over them. Even my abilities may be limited down there.”

“We’ll adapt,” I said, though the admission bothered me more than it should have. Adaptation required flexibility, and flexibility was easier when you worked with someone who anticipated your needs before you expressed them. Someone whose healing reached you exactly when you needed it, whose positioning never required adjustment, whose understanding of your fighting style was so complete that—

I cut off that line of thinking. Surayo was a Master Healer with decades of experience. She would do her job, and I would do mine. Professional competence was all that mattered.

“Teams, prepare for descent,” Gulnora commanded.

The enormous stone door had finished grinding open, revealing four distinct passages branching into darkness. Ancient carvings marked each entrance with symbols representing different divine domains.

Seven gods, seven domains.

Davlat, god of earth and wealth, and Javlon, god of wind and speed were to the north. Navruz, goddess of water and knowledge, and Zafar, god of fire and combat, were to the east. Sitora, goddess of light and healing, and Navruz, goddess of growth and life, to the west. Only Dilrabo was to the south.

Our route.

“Remember,” Gulnora said, “we’re on a tighter clock than any run of a dungeon even half this difficult, but this isn’t a mapping expedition or a full clear. Archeology and elemental teams, we need data on the sealing ritual. Combat team, get down there and do whatever has to be done to repair the seal. Speed over caution. The world is at stake.”

I led my team toward the southern passage, noting how the temperature dropped several degrees as we approached the shadow-aligned corridor. The carved symbols seemed to writhe in my peripheral vision, and my Sitoran blessing reacted with subtle unease to whatever lay beyond.

That passage did not want me in it. But what might have been a paralyzing power to a lesser adventurer was only a mild discomfort to me. My Divine Shield class granted me a tremendous boost to resistance.

The shadow held no power over me.

“Divine resistance holding steady,” I reported as we crossed the threshold. The passage beyond was carved from black stone that seemed to absorb light entirely. Ancient runes lined the walls, their meaning lost to time but their malevolent intent unmistakable. They seemed to change and shift whenever I wasn’t looking directly at them.

Farhod moved ahead, his shadow abilities allowing him to scout the path while remaining connected to our group. “This still feels like pure Dilraban shadow, but we’ll see how long it lasts.”

“The shadows here are...wrong,” Surayo said, her tone calm. “They move independently of their sources.”

“Yes,” Farhod said. He refused to elaborate further.

Surayo maintained position behind me, her healing magic ready but not actively channeled. Her movements were precise, professional, exactly where a healer should be in this formation. But something felt off about the spacing. I knew it was the standard spacing, but it felt like she was too far from me to protect her properly.

I found myself adjusting my pace unconsciously, trying to match the rhythm I’d grown accustomed to over weeks of missions. The automatic synchronization that had developed between Parwana and me, where we moved as a single unit rather than two separate individuals working in coordination.

“Barrier formation,” I called as we descended deeper, expanding my Divine Shield to protect the team from the increasing corruption. The golden light resisted the unnatural darkness, extending a lesser version of my resistance to them and creating a bubble of safety around us.

“Efficient deployment,” Surayo observed, her tone carrying professional approval. “Your mana conservation is impressive.”

The compliment was accurate and well-intentioned, but it felt hollow. Unnecessary. She should have expected this degree of competence. Parwana would have. She would never—

“Contact ahead,” Farhod’s voice cut through my distraction. “Something’s blocking the passage.”

I moved forward, shield raised, and saw what he meant. A mass of writhing shadow had coalesced across the corridor, too thick to see through and radiating malevolent intelligence. Unlike normal dungeon obstacles, this felt purposeful. Hostile.

“Can you disperse it?” I asked Farhod.

He raised his hand, extending his shadow abilities toward the mass, then recoiled. “My abilities only touch natural shadows, and those conjured by Dilrabo.” He paused for just a moment before adding: “I can’t touch that thing.”

“Divine Purification,” I said, channeling holy energy through my shield.

The barrier suddenly glowed with power, casting a golden light over the shadowy entity, causing it to recoil and thin, but not entirely dissipate. My power turned it from a wall into a net, though it was no less an obstacle. I couldn’t tell if the writhing mass was resistant to divine magic, or if this was the first sign of Tiruzomod weakening light-based powers.

“I can support the purification,” Surayo said, moving closer. Her life-aligned magic flowed into my barrier, adding green-tinged energy to the golden light. The recoiling mass of tendrils faltered and withdrew, clearing the path. Thanks to the addition of life magic, the resistance to Sitoran light was bypassed.

But the process was inefficient. Slow. With Parwana, the energy would have flowed seamlessly, and she would have lent her support from the start. Instead, it was a delay—however small—allowing the hostile entity to impede our progress. Though I couldn’t say if her shadow blessing would have helped where light could not.

“Moving forward,” I announced as the last of the shadow barrier dissolved to allow us to step through. “Proceeding to the next level.”

The descent continued, each level revealing increasing signs of otherworldly influence. Ancient murals depicting Dilrabo’s teachings of shadows and secrecy had been defaced with mysterious symbols. Looking directly at them caused my eyes to water at a stabbing pain in my gut. I tried to ignore the feeling. The air grew thick with a cloying presence that made breathing difficult, like the air was incredibly humid despite the dry environment. As we went deeper, the shadows themselves seemed to object to our presence, reaching toward us with grasping tendrils that couldn’t quite press past the golden glow of my barrier.

“Communication check.” My crystal crackled to life. Mike’s voice carried through with static interference. “Team Two reporting. We’ve encountered significant resistance in the elemental passages. Elemental essence. They look like they’re supposed to be trying to chase us off, but they’re just blocking the way over and over, not fighting us. Hard to touch with the corresponding element. Proceeding slow, but proceeding.”

“Team three here,” Behruz said. “Archeological route is completely blocked. There’s a mechanical defense here. Somehow it’s all still active and hostile. We’re falling back to try to find another route.”

“Team one?” Gulnora’s voice somehow projected all the command of her presence even through the crystal.

“Team One continuing descent,” I reported. “The same kind of resistance Team Two is facing. Shadow barriers that are resistant to our advance. No hostile contact yet.”

That changed thirty seconds later.

The passage opened into a vast circular chamber, its domed ceiling swallowed by darkness above. Ancient pillars supported cracked ceiling panels, each one carved with Dilrabo’s symbols and radiating an aura of shadow-touched power. At the chamber’s far end, a sealed doorway bore the goddess’s mark: a crescent moon surrounded by thick shadows.

“This is it,” Farhod breathed. “The entrance to the deeper levels.”

But as we approached the sealed door, the shadows in the chamber began to move. Not the natural play of light and darkness, but purposeful, coordinated motion. They flowed together like liquid, rising from the floor and coalescing into humanoid shapes.

“Defensive formation,” I commanded, expanding my shield to cover the team as a dozen shadow shapes took form around us.

“Destroy the light!” one of them shrieked in a voice like grinding stone. “Consume the divine essence!”

They attacked perfectly. Three shadowy humanoids charged my shield directly while others circled to attack Surayo from behind. The remaining creatures moved to block the passage we’d entered through, and guarded the gate ahead, trapping us in the chamber.

“Shadow Blade Flurry!” Farhod’s weapons danced through the air, his twin daggers leaving trails of darkness as he engaged the flanking constructs. But his shadow magic seemed muted here, and I didn’t want to ask if it was because they were of the same alignment as his powers, or because they were empowered by Tiruzomod’s influence.

I pivoted to protect Surayo as two shadow soldiers reached her position, their clawed hands crackling with dark energy. “Divine Reflection!” My shield became a mirror, sending their attacks back at them with doubled force. The creatures staggered and seemed to melt under the damage, but didn’t fall, their forms already beginning to reconstitute.

“Life Renewal!” Surayo’s magic flowed into me, healing strain to my shoulder that I hadn’t even realized I’d suffered. Her timing was good, professional, exactly what any competent healer would provide. But it lacked the perfect synchronization I’d grown accustomed to, the healing that arrived before the injury fully manifested. The joint still held the ache of effort.

More soldiers emerged from the chamber’s shadows, their numbers growing faster than we could destroy them. This was a calculated defense. Something put in place by whoever built this structure to protect the seal, now turned to Tiruzomod’s ends of protecting its emergence. There had to be a solution, because there was no way any fighting force could overcome this level of resistance.

“The pillars!” Farhod said. “They’re drawing power from the support columns!”

He was right. The pulsing pillars’ shadow energy had diminished, and I could see that it decreased in discrete increments every time a shadow soldier spawned. It also poured that energy into the wounded, letting them regenerate.

The army’s numbers could be cut off by destroying the pillars, but the damage to the ceiling was already extensive. And with untold tones of stone above us, that didn’t seem like a smart move.

“We need to disrupt the power flow without bringing down the ceiling,” I said, calculating angles and stress points while maintaining my defensive barrier.

“I can sever the connections with life magic,” Surayo offered, “but I’ll need to reach each pillar.”

“Do it,” I commanded, adjusting my shield configuration to get ready to move. “Farhod, watch our flanks.”

We moved as a unit toward the nearest pillar, Farhod carving a path through the attacking soldiers while my shield covered our advance. Surayo worked to disrupt the energy flow as soon as she reached it, pressing her hands to it and pouring her mana into channels that were only supposed to support shadow energy. Her life magic proved effective against the shadow-touched power, clogging the pathways the same way that the shadow tendrils had clogged the passages down to this room.

But as each pillar’s energy was blocked, whatever the source of the shadow element was diverted to the others, and the soldiers they generated became larger and more powerful.

My shield was still strong enough to hold them off, but it slowed our progress.

While Surayo sealed the fourth pillar, that was when things went wrong.

The shadow soldiers shifted tactics. While half their numbers kept harrying us, trying to slow us down, the rest started to hammer the sealed pillars, as if they could break Surayo’s magic with force alone. Unfortunately, while their goal was impossible, their actions still had consequences. The whole room shook as the load-bearing supports sustained damage from the soldiers’ attacks.

“They’re going to bring down the ceiling!” Farhod shouted as cracks appeared in the stone overhead.

I looked up to see giant chunks of masonry beginning to separate from the dome. If the chamber collapsed, it would take out not just our team but potentially compromise the structural integrity of the passages above. It might seal off any approach through the dungeon, preventing us from re-sealing Tiruzomod.

“Barrier Dome!” I shouted, and my shield expanded into a protective hemisphere over the entire team. The golden barrier caught the first wave of falling debris, but the impacts sent shockwaves through my mana reserves.

“We need a plan,” Surayo said, even her endless professionalism starting to crack under pressure. “I can seal the last two pillars, but not if the chamber comes down on top of us.”

I had options. Extending my shield to its limits would let me hold up the ceiling for a time. But then we wouldn’t benefit from its protection and the shadow soldiers would be able to attack us directly. Or I could maintain my current barrier and hope that we could move fast enough before the ceiling came down.

That’s when the chamber’s ancient defenses took the choice away from me.

Hidden mechanisms triggered throughout the room, releasing bursts of divine energy that had been dormant for centuries. The shadow soldiers shrieked in grinding-stone voices as light flooded the chamber, their forms dissolving like smoke in sunlight.

I quickly intuited that it was a failsafe. This chamber’s ancient architects had known that the shadow soldiers could damage the room, and they needed the place to stay open. Blasts of light were used to dispel the soldiers if they threatened the room. But that same failsafe was its own undoing. The architects clearly didn’t anticipate the room still standing for this long. The blasts of energy sent cracks and splits racing up the pillars from where they’d already been damaged. Instead of stopping, the ceiling collapse accelerated, huge stones crashing down with increasing frequency.

“Back the way we came!” I shouted, pointing toward the entrance we’d used. “Move!”

Farhod Shadow Stepped toward the exit, escaping the danger quickly so that he could make sure there was no further danger beyond. Surayo and I ran after him, my barrier holding the falling debris at bay. Within a few moments, Surayo passed into the darkness beside Farhod, turning to make sure I was right behind her.

But as I reached the threshold, one of the pillars was already tumbling towards us. It hit my barrier squarely, right above my head.

The impact drove me to my knees, my barrier flickering under the tremendous weight. For a moment, I thought I would be fine, but as I tried to stand against the pressure on my shield, the pillar fell. And it fell the wrong way, slamming down in front of the passage and covering it entirely.

“Ryan!” Surayo’s voice came through the communication crystal. “Are you injured?”

I tested my limbs, finding everything functional despite the crushing impact. “I’m fine, but the passage is blocked. Can you see a way through?” I looked up at the crumbling ceiling. “Quickly, please?”

“Negative,” Farhod said. “The pillar is larger than the door. We’re looking at a solid wall. It would take hours to dig through, and the structure is still unstable.”

“Return to Gulnora’s command,” I said, the words tasting like ash in my mouth. “Redeploy with Mike’s team. Leave me.”

“Ryan, no,” Surayo protested. “We can find another way to get this out of the way, get you out of there—”

“In a couple of seconds, there’s going to be nothing but rock where I’m standing,” I reminded her as my barrier held off larger and larger chunks of stone. “If I stay here to wait, you’re going to pull a corpse out of here, not a tank.”

The communication crystal crackled with magical interference as the chamber’s collapse continued around me. Through the interference, I could hear Gulnora’s voice demanding a report, trying to take command of the situation. Farhod appraised her of the situation, though I could hear the struggle in his voice as he dragged Surayo away down the passage, following my command.

My final command.

I shook that thought away. Couldn’t be thinking like that.

I turned from the blocked passage, looking for a way to get through this collapse alive. It looked like two of the pillars had fallen towards each other, crashing together and forming a temporary A-frame to keep the ceiling up. But there was no telling how long it would last.

At the far end of the room, though, there was a chance of salvation. A large, pointed stone had struck the sealed passage that led deeper in, hitting it like a splitting wedge. The crack in the wooden door had to be at least two feet wide. Maybe I could squeeze through.

And pass into darkness even closer to Tiruzomod.

I thought about Parwana’s note, still tucked in my equipment pack. Her promise to find me in the darkness, whether I wanted her to or not. The intensity in her eyes when she’d warned me that I would need her before this was over.

Maybe she’d been right. Maybe I’d made a mistake in accepting Gulnora’s team assignments. I couldn’t see how her presence could have changed this outcome, but I couldn’t help but imagine...

But it was too late for regrets now. I needed to seize my chance for surviving.

With my barrier raised, I rushed across the chamber. Stones larger than my body pelted my golden shield, but I angled to deflect rather than catch, keeping me moving. As I approached the door, the sigils on the metal bands sealing it shifted and writhed, before forming words I could understand, even if I didn’t recognize any of the symbols that composed them.

“Those who walk in darkness must embrace the light within.”

Through the crack in the door I could see a sliver of light. A staircase that descended into absolute blackness. No runes provided illumination here, no divine energy offered comfort. Just the void that existed at the heart of Dilrabo’s domain.

Considering that all that I had on this side of the door was a crushing death, I dove for the opening, squeezing through just as I heard the pillars crumble and crack, giving up their last effort at holding the ceiling up.

Stone crashed down by the ton. My angled barrier caught an impact that should have liquefied my legs, but the angle of deflection sent me shooting through the crack like a bar of soap from a wet grip. A plume of dirt followed me, and when I looked back at the cracked door, it was just a solid wall of stone.

My communication crystal made a faint fuzzy noise. It was still working, but it wasn’t picking anything up. Whether that was the work of the collapse, or some ancient power sealing this place like a magical faraday cage.

Without any other options open to me, I activated my Divine Shield, its golden light pushing back the darkness as I began the descent. Even if I couldn’t hear them, I had to trust Farhod and Gulnora. He would follow my orders, and she would never let Tiruzomod destroy the world. Not on her watch. They’d find another way to the sealing chambers. That was my shot at survival. Their extraction strategy was my rescue.

Maybe I could help in some way. Somewhere below, Tiruzomod waited for its freedom. It certainly wouldn’t expect a lone adventurer to be ready and waiting to stall its advance. And despite everything that had gone wrong, despite the team separations and communication failures, despite the growing certainty that I was walking into a trap I couldn’t escape...

I might be the only thing standing between that ancient evil and the city above.

Even if I had to do it without the one person whose support could carry me through any crisis.

The darkness swallowed my light as I descended deeper into Muhri Qadim, alone.


Chapter thirty-nine
Whispers In Darkness
Ryan


The staircase descended into absolute darkness. The stone beneath my feet was ancient beyond measure, worn smooth by centuries of neglect but still solid. Each footfall produced no sound, not even the whisper of leather against stone that should have accompanied my movement.

The silence was wrong. Complete. Just as the darkness seemed to suck in the light of my barrier, it was absorbing all sounds and echoes.

I maintained my barrier as tentatively as I could, conserving mana while providing enough illumination to navigate the narrow passage. The walls pressed close on my left, carved with reliefs that depicted scenes I couldn’t quite make out in the shifting shadows. Faces that might have been human, or divine, or something else entirely. The stone felt warm under my gauntleted hand when I steadied myself against it, radiating heat like a living thing.

On my right side there was just a pit with no railing. A yawning abyss into which I descended.

The passage curved gradually downward in what seemed like a normal spiral staircase, but something about this place made it feel like a surreal and unearthly shape.

I counted my steps. Three hundred and seventeen before the stairwell started to grow wider, four hundred and twelve before I caught the first glimpse of something below that wasn’t pure darkness.

A faint glow emanated from the stone floor at the bottom of the shaft, revealing the passage’s end. I emerged into a chamber that felt dizzyingly large after the cramped confines I’d been navigating. The ceiling stretched high above, supported by columns that twisted upward like frozen flames. More of those disturbing reliefs covered every surface, but here I could see them clearly.

The carvings told a story. Ancient figures in robes and armor. They were heroes, I realized, recognizing the stylized representations of divine blessings. Some of the first people who received Divine Blessings in the Post-Empyrean era. My own blessing even resonated in response to one of them who bore a shield.

They surrounded a central figure, that writhing mass of darkness with too many eyes and mouths. Same as before. Looking directly at that image caused a stabbing pain in my gut.

This carving depicted the binding ritual. The final battle that culminated in the sealing of Tiruzomod.

But the carvings were wrong. Altered. The heroes’ faces had been scratched out, replaced with more of those twisted runes that made my eyes water. The bound figure at the center seemed to move when I wasn’t looking directly at it, its many mouths opening and closing in silent screams or laughter.

“Impressive, isn’t it?”

The voice came from everywhere and nowhere, a whisper that bypassed my ears and spoke directly into my mind. I spun around, shield raised, but the chamber remained empty except for the dancing shadows cast by my divine light.

“The hubris, I mean. Those mortals thought they could contain me with stone and prayer. They believed their gods would protect them forever.” The voice carried amusement, ancient and vast and utterly without warmth. “But gods forget. Heroes die. And I... I endure.”

“Show yourself,” I called out, my voice echoing strangely in the chamber. The sound seemed to fracture, returning to me as fragments that didn’t quite match what I’d said.

“Oh, but I am showing myself. You’re looking at me right now. Every small wrongness, every twisted symbol, every shadow that moves in defiance of the light? That’s me. I’ve been awake for so very long, watching, learning, planning, acting.”

The phosphorescent glow of the room began to pulse, and I realized it wasn’t coming from the stone at all. It was coming from beneath it, seeping through hairline cracks that spread across the chamber floor like a spider’s web.

It was wrong. The light wasn’t the clean illumination of divine magic, the flickering flare of fire, the steady glow of any magical power, or even the natural phosphorescence of certain minerals or fungus.

This was the glow of decay. Of things that should be dead but refused to die. The light of something that should shed no light at all.

“You’re the one they call the Untouchable Knight,” the voice continued, and now I could hear the smile in it. The amusement. The voice was openly and unashamedly entertained by my presence. “Such an interesting title. Doesn’t it bother you? To be called such a thing? To have everyone needle at your deepest weakness?”

I didn’t answer, but my grip tightened on my shield’s edge. The question touched on something I’d never wanted to examine too closely. The string of victories that had built my reputation and the unending tenacity that had held off impossible odds. That was why they called me the Untouchable Knight, but something about the name had always felt off. I just never thought about it.

“Because it’s such a perfect description, isn’t it?” the voice purred, making my skin crawl at the feeling of that dark voice whispering directly in my ear. It made me flinch and spin, trying to escape a sensation that was coming from inside my mind. “Never let anyone in. Never let anyone close. Never let yourself be touched. Didn’t you think they knew? Didn’t you know they call you that because you’re so isolated? Alone?”

A flood. Memories of the loss in my childhood that made me so distant. Memories of all the times someone tried to get close only to meet a wall of endless professionalism.

Until...Parwana.

“Of course, the untouchable man thinks that finding the exception doesn’t prove the rule,” the voice continued. “You found one lost little kitten willing to touch you? As if that isn’t all the proof you need that she’s a few shields short of a phalanx.”

“Don’t talk about her like that,” I snapped, but it didn’t feel like my voice.

It felt like it was pulled from me by the sudden and unnatural surge of emotion in my heart. An invasion.

“She’s hurt so many people for you,” the voice whispered. “Eliminating anyone who might take you away from her. The barmaid who showed you attention. The young healer who offered to train with you. The other healers poisoned to force you into partnership with her. How many others, do you think? How many injuries can you lay at her feet? All for you, of course, but... How long before she kills for you?”

“She wouldn’t.” But once more, it didn’t sound like me. The voice was in my head. It knew what I knew. It knew my suspicions. What I’d seen.

“You really think so? Search your memories, my lonely little knight. I’ve been watching her with attention as rapt as hers upon you.” There was a disgusting sense of the voice rifling through my mind. Forcibly calling up my conversation with Farhod. My altered report to Gulnora. Parwana’s confrontation at my apartment door before the mission to the Abyssal Vault. “She’d have to be crazy to want to touch you, of course, but how crazy? I’ve been thrilled by the prospect of finding out. A shame it has to end like this, instead.”

The chamber began to change around me. The walls stretched higher, the ceiling disappearing into darkness above. The corrupted reliefs moved more openly now, the carved figures turning to watch me with eyes that gleamed with malevolent intelligence even as I watched.

“Because she’s not here now, is she?” The voice took on a mocking tone. “You left her behind. Chose duty over devotion. And now you’re going to die alone in the dark, just another failed hero whose bones will join the others in my collection.”

Something moved in the shadows between the columns. Shapes that resolved into humanoid forms as they stepped into the phosphorescent glow. They wore armor that had once been magnificent but now hung in corroded tatters. Their faces were hidden behind helmets that had fused with their skulls, each one defaced with the same dark symbols on the chamber’s altered carvings. Their hands and weapons dripped with the same wrong light that seeped up through the floor.

“The previous heroes who tried to stop me,” the voice explained as more figures emerged from the darkness. “They took up residence here to maintain the seal for the rest of their natural lives. Now, of course, they make such loyal servants. I’d ask if you’d like to join them, but we both know the shallowness of your capacity for devotion, don’t we?”

The tainted heroes moved jerkily, spreading out to surround me. Their weapons—swords, spears, maces that had once been blessed by the seven gods—now radiated the same decay that filled the chamber. I counted twelve of them, each one moving with the fluid grace of someone who had once been elite. The same confident competence that I prided myself on.

“Barrier Wall,” I commanded, expanding my shield into a protective hemisphere. The golden light pushed back against the encroaching darkness, but I could feel the strain immediately. The corruption in this place pressed against my divine blessing like acid. Just being in this place felt like a constant pressure against the barrier, bleeding away my mana as if I were blocking a trickle of damage already.

The first attack came from three directions simultaneously. A spear thrust from my left, a sword strike from my right, and a mace blow from directly ahead. The three impacts sent vibrations up my arm and into my shoulder, but the barrier held the attackers at bay.

What didn’t hold was my confidence.

The corrupted weapons had left marks on my barrier, dark stains that spread like infection across the golden surface. Where they touched, my divine magic faltered. Holes opened up like flames on a page.

“Divine Purification,” I called out, channeling holy energy through my shield to cleanse the damage. The dark stains faded and the holes sealed, but the effort cost me mana I couldn’t afford to waste.

And already, more attacks were coming.

The tainted heroes fought with intelligence and coordination that spoke of their former lives. They wore down my defenses systematically, probing for weaknesses while maintaining constant pressure. When I tried to focus my defenses on those coming forward, the others pressed in at me from my undefended flanks. When I tried to create distance to put my back to a wall, they herded me back into the center of the chamber. When I tried to surge forward to counterattack, they melted back, letting me waste my energy on nothing.

“Oh, this is much more fun from the outside,” the voice taunted. “You feel that despair? The helplessness? The hopelessness? That was what I felt when I fought these heroes. Their coordination, their power, their persistence, their tactics... It was so frustrating! But they work for me now, and I must say, it is very satisfying to know that I’m not alone in being unable to fight back against this.”

A corrupted archer appeared on one of the twisted columns, raining arrows down on my position. I adjusted my barrier to cover the aerial attack, but that left gaps in my ground-level defense. A spear slipped through, its point scraping against my armor and leaving a line of that unnatural glow that burned like acid through the metal.

The pain was unlike anything I’d experienced. Not just physical damage, but a wrongness that tried to seep into my very essence. I could feel it passing over my physical body and testing the boundaries of my divine blessing, looking for ways to claw at the source of my power.

“Feel that?” the voice asked with obvious pleasure. “That’s what real pain feels like. Not the minor scratches your healer has been protecting you from, but genuine agony. The kind that breaks heroes and turns them into servants.”

I gritted my teeth and pushed back, using Divine Reflection to send the enslaved heroes’ arrows spraying out against the others.

The technique worked, buying some space, but not as effectively as it should have. The reflected attacks weren’t as powerful going out as they were coming in.

I tried to tell myself that was the nature of the corruption, and not a sign of damage to my blessing.

More shapes moved in the darkness beyond the ring of attackers. More tainted heroes. I was already outnumbered, and the situation was worse than it looked already. The dark entity was toying with me.

“You know what the truly amusing part is?” the voice continued as I fought desperately to maintain my defenses. “She’s coming for you. Right now, your obsessed little healer is tearing through my domain, killing everything in her path to reach you. Your little shadow blade friend didn’t even try to stop her, just go with her, and she threw him out of the way like a child’s toy. She’s magnificent in her fury. Shadow magic that would make Dilrabo herself proud, combined with a protective instinct that Sitora so enjoys among her followers.”

My heart lurched at the words. Parwana was here? In this place of corruption and death?

“Oh yes, she followed you down,” the voice answered my very thoughts. “Couldn’t bear the thought of you facing danger without her. She’s been carving a path of destruction through the guardians, and she’s getting closer. But she won’t arrive in time. You’ll be dead and mine long before she reaches this chamber.”

The thought of Parwana fighting through this nightmare alone filled me with a stab of terror that eclipsed the fear I had for my own situation. She had power, but this place was beyond anything I’d ever faced, let alone something appropriate for her level. The power here would suppress her normal healing, and how far could she actually get on her shadow blessing alone?

“Don’t worry about her,” the voice said, reading my thoughts with disturbing ease. “I have special plans for your crazy little healer. When she arrives to find your broken body, when she sees what I’ve done to you, the despair will shatter her cracked mind the rest of the way. And through the cracks, I rush in. She’ll become my most devoted servant, spreading my influence across the realm. I’m looking forward to the experience, even if it means I have to puppet your corpse around for a few decades as I devour all life on this planet.”

Rage flared in my chest, burning away fear and exhaustion. The thought of this thing touching Parwana, invading her mind, using her love for me as a weapon...it was unacceptable.

“Shield Burst!” I roared, unleashing a burst of divine energy that scattered the corrupted heroes. The golden light blazed brighter than ever before, fueled by protective fury that reminded me why I’d become a tank in the first place. Not for glory or recognition, but to stand between the innocent and those who would harm them.

The tainted heroes staggered back, their forms wavering in the intense divine radiance. For a moment, I saw them as they had been. Noble faces were beneath the corroded helmets, with hands that had once held blessed weapons in defense of the realm.

They had been like me once. Protectors. Champions.

“Impressive,” the voice acknowledged. “The power of a Divine Shield is what struck me down in the end, you know. But futile this time. I was weakened by hours of battle, and you don’t have the backup he had. I will claim you now as I claimed them over the centuries down here. The only question is whether you’ll retain enough of your mind to appreciate what I do to your beloved healer.”

The chamber shuddered, and cracks appeared in the floor. The phosphorescent glow intensified, and I realized I was standing directly above the seal holding Tiruzomod down. Somewhere beneath my feet lay Tiruzomod’s prison, and the final metaphysical bars keeping it in were failing.

“Yes,” the voice whispered with anticipation. “Feel the bindings weaken. The power of those collapsed dungeons answers to me, and it will destroy these wretched spells. Soon I’ll be free to walk the surface world again, to reclaim my birthright. And your cute little home will burn in shadow and flame.”

The corrupted heroes regrouped, their numbers swollen by new arrivals from the darkness. I counted twenty now, then thirty. Too many to fight effectively, especially with my mana reserves dropping below half. The taint from the spear wound was spreading, making my movements sluggish and my abilities weaker.

I needed to change this fight. Whatever was beneath this chamber, whatever remained of the original seals—that was where this would be decided. Not in a battle of attrition against endless corrupted servants, but in a direct confrontation with the entity itself.

“Divine Shield Overdrive,” I commanded, pouring the majority of my remaining mana into my barrier. The golden light became blinding, a miniature sun that drove back the shadows and sent the possessed champions reeling from the light.

The floor cracked beneath my feet as I lifted my shield up high above my head. Unnatural glow seeped up through the breaks in the stone. I could feel something vast stirring below, awakening to my presence. The voice in my head became a roar of rage and anticipation.

“You cannot stop what has already begun! The seals are broken! I am—”

I smashed my shield straight down into the stone, breaking through the cracked barrier and dropping me down to the chamber below. My overclocked barrier threw back the unnatural phosphorescence with its own golden light as I fell. But my divine blessing responded fiercely to the concentrated energy here, sending waves of nausea through my system.

I dropped down into a vast circular chamber that took my breath away. Seven ornate pillars supported a domed ceiling covered in murals depicting the gods in their full glory. Each pillar bore the symbol of one of Osnary’s deities—Sitora’s radiant sun, Davlat’s mountain peak, Javlon’s swirling wind, Navruz’s blooming flower, Ruslan’s flowing water, Zafar’s blazing flame, and Dilrabo’s crescent moon.

But the seals themselves were failing. Visible fracture lines spread across each pillar like spider webs, and with every pulse of the chamber’s glowing heartbeat, the cracks widened. At the center of the room, was a circle of ancient that were glowing, but seemed to be losing power.

And rising from that circle, growing more solid with each passing moment, was Tiruzomod itself.

The entity defied description. Its form shifted constantly between seven different visages. Sometimes it showed Sitora’s face twisted into a mask of cruel radiance, sometimes Zafar’s features warped by consuming rage. It was as if the entity had tried to mimic the gods themselves and created this abomination instead.

“At last,” it said, and now the voice came from the manifestation itself rather than the whispers in my mind. “The final hero arrives to witness my resurrection. How fitting that it should be you. The Untouchable Knight, protected by isolation, beloved only by insane obsession.”

The manifestation solidified further, taking on a more humanoid shape while retaining the shifting divine features. It stood nearly twice my height, wreathed in energies that hurt to look at directly, just like the defacing symbols I’d seen throughout the dungeon. When it moved, reality seemed to bend around it, space and time distorting in its presence, as if struggling to contain it.

“You know why you’re really here,” it continued, circling me with predatory grace. “Not to stop me—that was never possible. You’re here to die. You let someone in. Let someone touch you. And now that you’ve broken your rule, you’re done, right? Better to die a hero than see yourself as the villain of her story.”

I raised my glowing shield, but the gesture felt hollow. My mana reserves were critically low, the decay of that earlier spear strike was spreading through my system, and I was facing an entity that had once required scores of heroes to contain. This wasn’t a battle I could win through skill or grit.

“She’s been preparing you for this,” Tiruzomod said, its features shifting to show Dilrabo’s face with eyes like black stars. “I don’t think she even realizes it. Softening you. Sanding down your edge and making you weak. And now, in your darkest hour, she’ll arrive to save you. The ultimate expression of her devotion. If only she knew she was so, so late.”

The entity raised one hand, and dark energy coalesced around its fingers. Not the clean destruction of fire or lightning, but something that sought to unmake rather than simply destroy. The unnatural light filling the chamber concentrated to the purpose of ending my fight.

“But first, you must truly despair. You must face the certainty of death, of failure, of knowing what comes next. Only then will you appreciate the full irony of your cute little nickname. Untouchable indeed.”

The attack came faster than thought.

A lance of pure energy punched through even my overdrive-empowered barrier like it was made of paper. The energy struck my chest like a water balloon the size of a car, sending me flying backward to crash against one of the failing pillars. My armor cracked, and the energy coating me began seeping through the gaps, burning my skin like liquid fire.

I tried to stand, but my legs wouldn’t support me. I tried to wipe the stuff off of me, but my arms just twitched and flailed. The light was spreading through my system, attacking not just my body but my divine blessing itself. I could feel my connection to Sitora weakening, the golden light of my shield flickering like a candle in a hurricane.

“Feel it,” Tiruzomod commanded, approaching with measured steps. “Feel your power abandoning you. Feel your mortality asserting itself. This is what it means to be truly alone. No healer to mend your wounds, no shadow guardian to eliminate your enemies, no obsessed protector to shield you from consequence, and not even your goddess of light and love to let you protect yourself with that delicious light.”

Another blast of corruption, this one targeting my shield directly. The divine barrier shattered like glass, fragments of golden light scattering before dissolving into nothing. For the first time in years, I was completely defenseless.

“She’s close now,” the entity said, tilting its head as if listening to something I couldn’t hear. “Fighting through the final barriers, spending her life force recklessly to reach you in time. Such beautiful desperation. Such perfect love. She’ll arrive just as I deliver the killing blow, just in time to watch you die. I wonder if she’ll even remember it, when it breaks her? I hope not. When I puppet your corpse to her, it will be easier to enter her mind if she’s not haunted by your final screams.”

I crawled backward, leaving a trail of blood and glowing energy behind me. My vision was blurring, and I could taste copper in my mouth. The spreading darkness in my system was reaching my heart, my lungs, the core of my being. My blessing was being siphoned off, and I couldn’t even fight it.

There was an alcove behind the next pillar. A small space that might provide momentary shelter.

I dragged myself into it with the last of my strength, pressing my back against the ancient stone. My hands shook as I tried to channel what remained of my divine energy into one final barrier, trying to protect myself from the pure decay infesting my body.

The golden light was weak, barely more than a candle’s flame. It wouldn’t stop Tiruzomod, wouldn’t even slow it down significantly. But it was all I had left.

“Very thematically appropriate,” the entity said, its voice now coming from just outside the alcove. “Using the last gasp of your blessing in a final gesture of defiance. But we both know how this ends. You die here, alone and broken, and she arrives to watch the light leave your eyes. The despair will drive her mad, and she’ll become my most devoted servant. Your tragic love story will become the foundation myth of my cult.”

I closed my eyes, feeling the energy spreading through my chest like ice water in my veins. The pain was beyond description. It wasn’t just physical agony, but the slow dissolution of everything that made me who I was in this world. My strength, my purpose, my connection to the divine light.

But in the growing darkness, one thought remained clear.

Parwana.

Not the tactical considerations of her healing abilities or the professional assessment of her combat effectiveness. Not even the fear of what she might become in Tiruzomod’s service. Just... her. The woman who had watched me with such intensity that it frightened me. Who had changed everything about herself to be worthy of standing beside me. Who had sacrificed her own life to protect mine without a moment’s hesitation.

The woman who had seen something in me worth obsessing over, worth killing for, worth dying for.

I’d spent so much time trying to maintain distance, to keep our relationship professional, to protect myself from the vulnerability that came with genuine connection. I’d told myself it was about tactical efficiency, about avoiding the complications that emotional attachment brought to dangerous work.

But the truth was simpler and more frightening. I’d been afraid of having someone to lose. Afraid of depending on another person and having them leave me behind again. Afraid of admitting that another person could make my life better.

“Parwana,” I whispered into the darkness, not as a call for help but as an acknowledgment. An admission of what I’d been too proud or too scared to say when it mattered. An apology.

I loved her. Not just her healing abilities or her tactical support, but her. The intensity that had driven away five tanks. The obsession that had poisoned potential rivals. The devotion that had led her to abandon everything safe and familiar to follow me into danger.

She was magnificent in her madness, terrifying in her dedication, and absolutely essential to any future I wanted to imagine. The thought of existing without her—of winning this battle only to return to a world where she wasn’t waiting for me—was more unbearable than the corruption spreading through my system.

“How romantic,” Tiruzomod said, its voice dripping with mockery. “Final thoughts of love before the end. She’ll appreciate that when I show her your memories. The perfect backdrop for her transformation into my servant.”

The entity’s presence filled the alcove, and I could feel its attention like a physical presence pressing down on my fading consciousness. My makeshift barrier flickered, the golden light growing dimmer with each labored breath.

But I wasn’t afraid anymore. Not of death, not of failure, not of the taint that was slowly claiming my body. The only fear that remained was for her, for what she would face when she found me, for the choices she would make in her grief.

“Parwana,” I whispered again, the name carrying all the love and regret and desperate hope I’d never been able to express. “I’m sorry.”

The golden light of my final barrier guttered like a dying flame, and darkness closed in around me. But even as consciousness faded, even as the corruption reached my heart and began to still its beating, I held onto that one truth.

She had been worth everything. Worth the fear, worth the vulnerability, worth the complete abandonment of the emotional walls I’d built to protect myself.

Worth dying for, if it came to that.

The darkness swallowed me whole, and Tiruzomod’s laughter followed me down into the void.


Chapter forty
Found
Ryan


The darkness wasn’t empty. It moved around me like living water, carrying whispers that might have been memories or might have been the last gasps of my dying consciousness. I couldn’t tell where my body ended and the void began. Everything had dissolved into fragments of sensation that refused to cohere into anything meaningful.

Cold. That was real. My mind told me that it was the stone leaching the heat out of me, but it ran deeper than that. It felt like there were ice crystals forming in my blood vessels. My heartbeat came in irregular stutters, each pulse weaker than the last.

Parwana. Her name surfaced through the mental fog like a lifeline. Not a call for help—I was beyond that now—but an anchor. Something to hold on to as everything else slipped away. All these memories sliding through my fingers, but I knew the one I wanted to hold on to.

I tried to remember her face, but the images kept shifting. Sometimes she was the professional healer from our recent missions, competent and controlled. Sometimes she was the obsessive woman tearing my life force out of a wight and channeling it back into me, eyes blazing with possessive fury. Sometimes she was the broken girl bleeding out in my arms after saving my life, whispering that dying for me would be an honor.

All of them were real. All of them were her.

The destabilization had reached my heart now. I could feel the wrongness there, an icy pressure that made each breath a struggle. My divine blessing guttered like a candle in a tornado, the golden light that had defined my existence in this world diminishing.

I should have said it. The thought came with startling clarity. Should have said it when it mattered.

But what would I have said? That I was taken by her madness as much as her devotion? That her obsession both terrified and thrilled me? That the thought of existing without her was more unbearable than the corruption eating away at my soul?

That I loved her?

My vision had faded to pinpricks of light that grew smaller with each labored breath. The alcove around me felt like a tomb, and maybe that’s what it was meant to be. Another failed hero’s final resting place, forgotten in the depths of an ancient dungeon.

Tiruzomod’s laughter still rang in my ears, though the entity itself had vanished after delivering its killing blow. Probably savoring the moment, waiting for Parwana to arrive and find my corpse. The perfect setup for breaking her mind and claiming her as a servant.

No. The word formed without sound, a desperate denial that accomplished nothing. I couldn’t protect her from this distance, couldn’t even protect myself. All I could do was lie here and wait for the end.

The golden light of my makeshift barrier finally died, leaving me in absolute darkness. My chest rose and fell in shallow gasps that seemed to echo in the confined space. It was the only sensation that still remained to me now. Each exhalation wondering if I would still have the strength to draw the next breath.

Then I heard it. Impossible, but unmistakable.

“I’ll always find you.”

The voice cut through the darkness like a blade, carrying warmth that had no business existing in this place of death and decay. I tried to turn my head toward the sound, but my body wouldn’t respond. The destabilization had paralyzed everything.

Footsteps approached the alcove. Not the heavy tread of boots on stone, but something lighter. Softer. The whisper of bare feet moving with predatory grace.

A figure emerged from the shadows at the alcove’s entrance, framed by the darkness closing in over my vision.

Parwana.

But not as I’d ever seen her before. Her form seemed to exist in two states simultaneously. Solid flesh and translucent energy that pulsed between golden light and deep shadow. The brown hair I remembered now carried threads of silver that caught the faint light seeping through the chamber floor. Her eyes, once vibrant blue, had faded to pale gray.

She looked older. Not just tired or stressed, but genuinely aged in ways that defied her twenty-two years. Lines had appeared at the corners of her eyes, and her skin carried a translucent quality that made the veins beneath visible as dark traceries.

“Found you,” she said, and her voice carried the same perfect calm I’d heard during our most dangerous missions. No panic, no desperation. Just matter-of-fact certainty.

She knelt beside me, her hands already glowing with healing energy that looked nothing like any restorative magic I’d encountered. Instead of the pure golden light of Sitoran healing or the green radiance of life magic, this was something else entirely. Dark tendrils writhed through the luminescence, wiping it away where my hands had failed.

“Don’t try to speak,” she said, pressing one hand to my chest where the energy had concentrated. “This will feel strange.”

Strange didn’t begin to cover it. The moment her power touched me, I felt the wrongness in my system react violently. The destabilization tried to spread faster, racing toward my heart as if fleeing from her touch. But her magic followed, dark tendrils that seemed to extract the tainted energies and draw it into herself.

I watched in horrified fascination as the phosphorescent energy literally pulled out of my body and into hers, where it dissolved harmlessly against her shadow-touched skin. The process should have been impossible. Even if it were possible for magic to touch this weird, decayed energy—and it shouldn’t have been—it should have turned against her, burrowing in and robbing her of her own blessing.

But Parwana made it look effortless. Her hands moved in complex patterns that seemed to guide the extraction, pulling the wrongness from my chest and neutralizing it with her own dual-aspected magic. The relief was immediate and overwhelming. Not just the absence of pain, but the active restoration of everything the destabilization had damaged.

My heartbeat steadied. Breathing deepened. Strength flowed back into my limbs like water filling an empty vessel.

The connection to my divine blessing, which had been fading to nothing, blazed back to full strength. It was like the awakening ceremony all over again, power roaring into me from its divine source.

I was, for lack of a better word, reborn.

“Better?” she asked, though her voice carried a slight tremor that hadn’t been there before. The extraction had cost her something, though she tried to hide it.

I managed to sit up, testing my restored mobility with cautious movements. Everything worked perfectly. Better than it had before the corruption, actually. Whatever she’d done hadn’t just healed me, it had purified my entire system.

“How?” The word came out as a croak, my voice rusty from the ordeal.

“Forbidden techniques,” she replied with clinical detachment. “Methods that draw directly from the caster’s life force to amplify healing beyond normal limits. I’ve been studying them for months, and a good thing, too. Working with only my shadow blessing is a bigger handicap than I expected.”

Months. The word hit me like a physical blow. “Parwana, what have you done to yourself?”

She tilted her head, studying me with those faded eyes. “What I had to do. Didn’t I tell you before? It is an honor to give my life for yours. Even in smaller increments like this.”

The cost was written across her transformed features. The silver in her hair, the lines around her eyes, the rougher quality of her skin. She’d aged years in the time since I’d last seen her.

Months.

She’d been working to sacrifice herself for me since we first met.

“The destabilization would have killed you,” she said, rising to her feet with movements that carried new fragility. Aches of years earned in seconds. “Tiruzomod’s power attacks the blessing itself, not the body. Normal healing can’t repair that.”

“Where is it?” I asked, looking around the chamber. The enormous manifestation that had nearly destroyed me was nowhere to be seen. “Tiruzomod?”

“Temporarily disrupted,” Parwana said, brushing dust from her robes. “What you saw was just a piece of it. A few fingers slipping through the bars. I severed its connection to two of the failing seals when I entered the chamber, and so it had to withdraw to try to resume its escape.”

“How did you even find me?” I struggled to my feet, leaning against the pillar for support. “This place is unmapped, and I fell through the floor—”

“I placed a tracking spell on you a month ago,” she said matter-of-factly. “Woven into my regular healing, so subtle you never detected it. I know your heartbeat, your breathing patterns, your life signs better than my own. And I can feel them wherever we both are.”

The casual admission sent chills through my restored system. A month ago would have been right after the Abyssal Vault, when I’d thought we were building professional trust. Instead, she’d been monitoring me with magical surveillance I’d never suspected. Playing at cooperation so that she could lay groundwork to weave herself even closer to me.

“Why?” I asked, though part of me already knew the answer.

“Because you’re mine to protect,” she replied, her voice carrying the same certainty she’d shown when healing my wounds. “That doesn’t depend on your acceptance or approval. It doesn’t change based on guild assignments or mission parameters.”

She moved closer, and I could see the full extent of what her forbidden techniques had cost her. The vibrant young woman I’d known was still there, but overlaid with premature aging that spoke of years sacrificed for power. For me.

“You came after being explicitly excluded from the mission,” I said, trying to process the implications. “Gulnora’s orders—”

“Don’t matter.” Parwana’s interruption was soft but absolute. Her hand rested on my chest in a possessive gesture that made my steadying heart rate suddenly race. “My love doesn’t require permission. My protection doesn’t need authorization.”

The words should have terrified me. The obsessive devotion, the complete disregard for authority, the casual violation of my privacy, the implied ownership of my person...all of it pointed to the same dangerous fixation.

But lying there dying in the darkness, I’d realized something that changed everything. I didn’t want her to be different. I didn’t want her calm and demure and proper and professional. I wanted her exactly as she was—wildly devoted, fiercely protective, and willing to give anything and everything for me.

“The silver in your hair,” I said, reaching out to touch one of the ethereal strands. “How much of your life have you traded away?”

“Enough,” she replied, not pulling away from my touch. In fact, she leaned into my hand, her pupils dilating at the contact. “Probably two years.”

Two years of her natural lifespan, spent in seconds to save my life. Without hesitation. With joy, even. The knowledge sat in my stomach like a stone.

“Why would you—”

“Because you’re worth it,” she said simply. “Because it’s what I want. You always save everyone. I wanted to save you. No matter the cost.”

The chamber shuddered around us, and I felt Tiruzomod’s presence beginning to reassert itself. The entity’s malevolent consciousness probed at the edges of my awareness, reaching out again to reassert control of the situation.

“It’s coming back,” I said, instinctively moving closer to her.

“Yes.” She helped me toward the chamber’s center, where the seven pillars pulsed with increasingly unstable energy. “The disruption was temporary. We have minutes before it regains full coherence. If it doesn’t break the seal entirely before coming back here to take care of us.”

The ancient seals were failing faster now, visible cracks spreading across each pillar like spider webs. The pillars of Dilrabo and Sitora were holding, but I could feel rather than see the malevolent energy crawling back up the stone there. The circle of runes at the chamber’s heart flickered with dying light, their power nearly exhausted after millennia of containing what lay beneath.

“You’ve learned something about the sealing ritual,” I said, noting how natural it felt to step past her and take up my usual defensive position. Despite everything, I trusted her completely.

“A little,” she confirmed. “Behruz said something while I was coming down here that I don’t think he understood. The original binding wasn’t just divine magic...it required sacrifice. Like the forbidden techniques I’ve been studying. Life force was willingly given to power the containment.”

The implication hit me immediately. “You want to reinforce the seals using the same forbidden techniques you just used to save me.”

“We must do it together,” she said carefully, though I could hear it pained her to admit it. “This requires both of us. My shadow blessing is only half the puzzle. I need more than one type of thread to weave the containment. My divine blessing is suppressed in here, but yours isn’t. I need that power. But Ryan...” She stopped walking, turning to face me with those faded eyes. “The process will require you to trust me completely. To follow my lead without question, even if my methods seem wrong or dangerous.”

“What aren’t you telling me?”

“The sealing ritual requires a permanent connection between the casters and the binding,” she said, sighing. “If we succeed, part of our life force will remain here forever, maintaining the containment. And part of me will always be with you, and part of you will always be with me. We’ll be linked to this place, to each other, until death. Or else Tiruzomod will rise again.”

I immediately understood that she was right. That was why the original heroes had stayed here. Lived here. Died here. Because that was what the sealing ritual required. They bound themselves together, and to the seal. Parwana had determined the ritual from a few details and her own studies.

And yet... The words hung between us like a challenge. A permanent magical bond with someone whose obsession had already reshaped her entire existence around me. Someone who had violated my privacy, eliminated perceived rivals, and just admitted to months of magical surveillance. Who would lie and cheat and poison and maybe even kill for her ownership of me.

Someone who had also sacrificed her very life force to save me without hesitation.

“And if we don’t?” I asked.

“Someone else shows up at the eleventh hour with a better plan,” she replied dryly. “Or Tiruzomod breaks free, consumes the surface world, and every living soul dies screaming.”

The chamber shuddered again, more violently this time. Chunks of stone fell from the ceiling as Tiruzomod’s presence grew stronger. The entity’s consciousness pressed against the weakening barriers, seeking the source of its temporary disruption. No mere manifestation poking through the bars of his prison. This was his whole being body-checking the door.

“How long do we have?”

“Not long,” Parwana said, guiding me toward the central circle where the dying runes pulsed with fading light. “The original seals are failing catastrophically. If we’re going to act, it has to be now.”

I looked at the seven pillars. Each one bore the symbol of Osnary’s gods. And each one was cracking under the strain of containing this...thing. The task ahead seemed impossible.

But the alternative was unthinkable. Mike, Farhod, and Gulnora fighting a hopeless battle above. The rest of the guild trying to evacuate a city that couldn’t be evacuated fast enough. Everyone I’d ever protected reduced to a meal for an evil deity.

“What do you need me to do?”

Relief flickered across her face, quickly replaced by focused concentration.

“Stand at the circle’s center. Channel your barrier into the runes. Not to hold something out, but to hold something in. I’ll guide the energy through my dual aspects, shaping it into the patterns the original ritual required, and reinforce it with my shadow blessing.”

I moved to the position she indicated, feeling the ancient power thrumming beneath my feet. The runes responded to my presence, their dying light brightening slightly as my divine blessing touched them.

“Remember,” Parwana said, taking her position opposite me across the circle. “Trust me completely. No matter what you see, no matter how wrong it seems, don’t break the connection.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?” She met my eyes across the space between us, and for a moment I saw not the obsessive healer or the forbidden magic user, but simply the woman who had chosen to love me with terrifying completeness. “Because once we begin, there’s no going back. We’ll be bound together in ways that go far beyond anything we’ve shared before. And if either of us falter for a moment, we will die here.”

The prospect should have terrified me. Permanent magical connection to someone whose devotion had already consumed her life. But as I looked at her transformed features, seeing the years she’d sacrificed and the power she’d seized, I realized the truth.

I was already bound to her. Had been since the moment she’d thrown herself between me and death in the Abyssal Vault. Possibly since I put myself in harm’s way at the Market District breach and caught her eye in the first place. This binding ritual would simply make official what my heart had already accepted.

“I’m ready,” I said.

Parwana smiled. It wasn’t the intense, overwhelming expression I’d grown accustomed to, but something softer. More balanced.

“Then let’s save the world.”

The chamber filled with Tiruzomod’s roar of rage as the entity’s presence felt the first tickle of resistance to its escape. The failing seals cracked further under the assault, and I could feel the ancient binding beginning its final collapse just as my shield rushed into the breach, like a layer of fresh cement filling the cracks in a crumbling dam.

Parwana raised her hands and began channeling power that pulsed between light and shadow. My divine blessing responded to her guidance and flowed into patterns older than the city itself. It was then that I felt something I hadn’t experienced since before arriving in this world. Since I was a teenager on Earth experiencing real loss for the first time.

Complete trust in another person. Total and utter confidence that if I fell, she would catch me. Absolute faith that together, we could accomplish the impossible.

Even if it killed us both in the process.


Chapter forty-one
Forbidden Balance
Ryan


The ancient chamber trembled as Tiruzomod’s presence reasserted itself, malevolent energy seeping through the cracks in the failing seals like poison through broken skin. I felt the entity’s consciousness probing at the edges of my awareness, searching for the source of this new resistance.

“It knows we’re here,” I said, focusing my energy down into the seal, trying to hold it steady.

“It should,” she replied, her voice carrying that perfect calm I’d learned to associate with sketchy moments during our most dangerous missions. “Let it come. We have work to do.”

The dying runes at the chamber’s center flickered with fading light, their power nearly exhausted after millennia of containing what lay beneath. Each pulse grew weaker, the intervals between them longer. The containment was moments from complete failure.

Parwana positioned herself opposite me across the ancient circle, her transformed features set with focused concentration. The silver of her hair caught the phosphorescent glow seeping up through the floor, and her eyes reflected the light like a cat’s.

“Keep your barrier steady,” she instructed, raising her hands as energy began building around her. “If it starts to push, you’ll want to push back, but I need you to resist the urge. It has to be consistent.”

I stood in the circle’s center, feeling the old energy vibrating beneath my feet. The fading runes seemed to be drawing energy from my shield. Golden radiance flowed from my blessing into the carved symbols, replacing what had decayed over the centuries with my power.

That’s when the chamber exploded.

Tiruzomod’s manifestation erupted from the shadows between the pillars.

“At last,” it said, and the voice came from all seven aspects simultaneously, creating a dissonant chorus that made my teeth ache. “The final act begins.”

The entity’s presence once more filled the chamber with wrongness that eroded my divine blessing. But this time, I wasn’t alone. Parwana’s energy flowed into mine, her shadow-touched healing creating visible resonance with my golden light. Dark tendrils intertwined with divine radiance, amplifying both our abilities far beyond their normal limitations.

“Ignore its words,” Parwana said, her voice steady despite the mounting pressure. “Focus on holding the seal. I’ll deal with this.”

The entity attacked with coordinated precision, seven different aspects striking simultaneously. Sitora’s corrupted light blazed toward my shield while Zafar’s twisted flames roared from another direction. Javlon’s perverted winds tried to knock me off balance as Davlat’s tainted earth erupted beneath my feet.

“Barrier Dome!” I snapped and my shield expanded over us. But instead of the standard golden barrier, something unprecedented happened. Parwana’s energy flowed seamlessly into mine, her shadow magic interweaving with my divine light to create something entirely new. The barrier pulsed between gold and deep purple, its surface rippling with patterns that should have been unsettling, but instead filled me with a strange sense of comfort.

The entity’s attacks struck the enhanced barrier and simply...stopped. Not deflected or absorbed, but neutralized. Where Tiruzomod’s corrupted divine energy met our combined power, it dissolved like smoke in sunlight.

“Impossible,” the entity snarled, its seven aspects speaking in overlapping fury. “No mortal magic can withstand the power of the gods themselves!”

“We’re not using mortal magic,” Parwana replied, moving to the first failing pillar. Her hands glowed with that dual-aspected energy, light and shadow dancing together in perfect harmony. But not her own light. Mine. I could feel at the edges of my awareness where her power drew on my shield, and my faith in her let her take its power for her own. “We’re using something older. Something pure.”

She pressed her palms against the cracked stone, and I watched in fascination as our power flowed into the ancient structure. The spider web of fractures began to seal, divine energy reinforcing what had been weakened by centuries of strain, tendrils of shadow guiding and hardening it as it went. But the process came at a cost: more silver spread through her hair, and new lines appeared around her eyes.

The pillar’s restoration sent a shockwave through the chamber. Tiruzomod’s manifestation flickered, its coherence disrupted as one-seventh of its power source was cut off. The aspects woven through its form that took the shapes of light and love—corrupted though they were—vanished from its body.

“The first seal holds,” Parwana announced, moving toward the second pillar. “Six more to go.”

But Tiruzomod had learned from the first disruption. Instead of attacking us directly, it began targeting the chamber itself. Tainted energy lashed out at the ceiling, bringing down chunks of ancient stone. The floor cracked and heaved as the entity tried to collapse the entire structure.

“It’s trying to bury us,” I said, adjusting my barrier to catch the falling debris.

“Let it try,” Parwana replied, her hands already working on the second pillar. “For all its belittling of the ancient heroes, they knew what they were doing when they built this place.”

Our coordination fell into the same pattern as always. I moved without conscious thought, my shield intercepting attacks before they could reach her. She worked with mechanical precision, her power flowing like water as she reinforced each seal, accepting my power and cutting off Tiruzomod’s resources piece by piece. We moved as a single being, each anticipating the other’s needs before they were expressed.

The second pillar stabilized, and Davlat’s aspect flickered out of existence. Tiruzomod’s roar of rage shook the chamber, but we were already moving to the third seal. Each success weakened the entity further, its manifestation becoming less solid with every pillar we restored.

But the cost was increasing. She looked older. Not just tired, but like the aging was continuing.

“Parwana,” I said, catching her arm as she swayed slightly on her way between the pillars. “The life force drain—”

“Is necessary,” she finished, pulling away from my touch. “Don’t break concentration now. We’re almost finished.”

The fourth pillar sealed, eliminating Ruslan’s corrupted aspect. The fifth followed, banishing Navruz’s twisted form. Only Zafar and Dilrabo remained, their aspects circling us with increasing desperation.

That’s when Tiruzomod changed tactics entirely.

The remaining aspects suddenly converged, merging into a single point of absolute darkness at the chamber’s center directly above me. The entity’s presence concentrated into something so dense it seemed to bend reality around itself.

Then it exploded outward, not as an attack but as a vortex, like a swirling maelstrom of pure entropy that sought to drain the life from everything it touched.

“Soul drain,” Parwana gasped, her face going pale as the vortex’s pull reached us. “It’s trying to end the resistance by overwhelming your defenses.”

The technique was brutally effective. My divine blessing reacted violently to the overwhelming entropy, golden light flickering as the vortex tried to tear at my connection to Sitora herself through my divine resistance. I felt my strength bleeding away, my mana reserves dropping as the entity attempted to consume my power not by infecting it and letting it die, but by forcibly ripping it out of my body.

“Ryan!” Parwana’s voice cut through the chaos, but she was too far away. The vortex’s pull made it too dangerous for her to approach me, and I could see her struggling against the same draining effect even from outside the direct focus of the attack.

The entity’s laughter filled the chamber as my barrier began to fail. “Yes! Feel your power abandoning you! Feel your mortality asserting itself! This is what happens when mortals dare to challenge the divine! You are not my foes! You are my food! And I have been hungry for centuries...”

My shield flickered, its golden light dimming as the soul drain intensified. I tried to reach for Parwana, but the distance between us might as well have been miles. The vortex pulled at everything. My strength, my magic, my very essence.

That’s when she made her choice.

Without hesitation, Parwana leaped up over me, directly into the vortex’s path. Her body intercepted the worst of the draining effect, creating a barrier between me and the entropy with her own life force.

“No!” I shouted, but it was too late. She was already channeling her forbidden technique, once more pouring her life essence directly into a protective shield while simultaneously strengthening my connection to Sitora’s divine light. Feeding me her blessing to give me the strength to hold on.

The transformation was immediate and horrifying. Energy flowed visibly from her body into mine, silver light streaming from her skin like liquid starlight. Her hair turned completely white, her eyes fading to colorless crystal. The years she’d already sacrificed were nothing compared to this.

I could see decades leaving her with each passing second.

“Parwana, stop!” I reached up towards her, but she was beyond my physical reach now, her form becoming translucent as she fed more and more of herself into the protective barrier.

“This is what I want,” she said, her voice carrying new fragility but absolute certainty. “This is what I choose. You’re worth everything, Ryan. Everything I have, everything I am.”

The vortex intensified, Tiruzomod pouring all its remaining power into the soul drain. The entity sensed victory; if it could breach Parwana’s sacrificial barrier, it would consume both our life forces simultaneously. Her protection was the only thing standing between me and complete annihilation.

But watching her fade away, seeing the woman I loved literally dissolving herself to save me, something inside me snapped.

“No,” I said, the word coming from the deepest part of my gut and carrying absolute authority. “Not again. Not like this.”

I did something that defied every principle of magical theory I’d ever learned. Instead of accepting Parwana’s sacrifice, I reversed the energy flow. My Divine Shield’s power, strengthened by her forbidden techniques, poured back into her through our connection.

Golden light streamed from my body to hers, past the flow of silver light flowing from her to me, creating a circuit that distributed the burden between us equally.

The effect was immediate and spectacular. Instead of one person sacrificing for another, we became a balanced system. The silvery light of her shadow-touched blessing and the golden power of my Divine Shield. Her obsessive love and my protective instinct, her willingness to die and my refusal to let her. The energies merged and amplified, creating something that transcended pure devotion and defied the pull of entropy itself.

Brilliant resonance rippled through the chamber like a shockwave. The walls themselves rang like bells as our combined power destabilized Tiruzomod’s vortex.

Tiruzomod’s manifestation wavered, its carefully maintained form beginning to unravel under the unexpected harmonic frequency.

“What are you doing?” Tiruzomod shrieked, its voice losing coherence as the resonance tore through its essence. “This is impossible! Mortals cannot—”

The entity’s protests were cut off as our combined energy forced it to reveal its true nature. The shifting aspects, the borrowed divine power, the malevolent consciousness...all of it was just a shell. Beneath the facade lay the truth: an unstable dungeon core, pulsing with centuries of stolen life energy from its victims.

Understanding flooded between us through our magical connection. Not words or thoughts, but pure comprehension that bypassed conscious communication entirely. The final sealing didn’t require overwhelming force or perfect containment. It required balance. Stabilization. And with our mingled divine power and sacrificial intent working in perfect harmony, we knew we could do it.

“Together,” Parwana said, her voice carrying new strength as our shared energy stabilized her form, the deep longevity of my power giving her body a meaningful nudge back towards youth. She was still older than she’d been this morning, but no longer by decades.

“Together,” I agreed, feeling our powers merge at the edges while remaining distinctly ourselves.

We turned toward the exposed core as one, our combined will focusing on the pulsing mass of unstable energy. Parwana’s obsessive love and my protective instinct flowed together, becoming something that transcended both. Not the desperate need to possess or the frantic desire to shield, but transformative power that sought to purify rather than simply contain.

The blast of energy that erupted from our joined hands was unlike anything I’d ever seen.

Golden and silver lights run through with deep shadow spiraled together, creating a triple-helix of power that struck Tiruzomod’s core with devastating precision. But instead of destroying the entity, our attack did something far more permanent. It separated the stolen energies back to the order they’d began from, breaking apart the unified consciousness that had terrorized the realm for millennia.

The core shattered into seven distinct fragments, each one glowing with a different color as the stolen divine aspects were freed from Tiruzomod’s influence. The fragments dissolved into motes of light that drifted up through the room like luminous snow, finally returning to their proper sources after centuries of being bled out.

The ancient seals responded to the fragments of energy, regenerating with renewed strength that filled the chamber with warm, clean light. Those seven pillars blazed with divine energy, their surfaces smooth and whole once more. The heart of the chamber, a circle of runes, pulsed with steady radiance, no longer dying but reborn.

Tiruzomod was gone.

Not banished or contained, but truly destroyed. The chaotic instability that had formed its consciousness was dissolved into component parts and robbed of the stolen energy that had given it delusions of grandeur.

All that remained was the ancient core of an old dungeon, once more ready to mechanically serve its original purpose. And around us, that very dungeon, already seeking to convert back into what it had been centuries ago.

The chamber fell silent except for our labored breathing. I looked at Parwana, seeing the cost of our victory written in her transformed features. Her hair remained silver white, and her eyes crystal-clear rather than their original blue. She looked older, more fragile, but somehow more herself than she’d ever been.

“It’s finished.” Her voice carried wonder and exhaustion in equal measure.

“Yes,” I said, feeling the truth of it in my bones. The connection between us remained. Not the desperate magical circuit of the battle, but something deeper. More permanent. “It’s done.”

I could feel her presence at the edges of my consciousness, just as she could feel mine. Not an invasion or violation, but a voluntary sharing. We were still ourselves, still distinct individuals, but we were also something more. Something that could never be separated again.

The chamber’s renewed light revealed the true beauty of the ancient architecture. We could clearly see murals depicting the gods in their glory and pillars carved with symbols of hope and protection. A space designed not for imprisonment but for preservation. For keeping safe what mattered most.

Considering that I could feel our linked energy woven through this room as well, I found myself wanting to keep it safe, too.

“The others will be worried,” Parwana said. “We should return to the surface.”

“In a moment,” I replied, reaching out to touch her face. Her skin was warm despite its translucent quality, real despite the changes our ordeal had wrought. “I need to say something first.”

She leaned into my touch, her crystal eyes reflecting the chamber’s gentle light. “What?”

“I love you,” I said, the words carrying all the weight of my earlier fear and newfound certainty. “Beyond your healing abilities and tactical support. You. The intensity, the obsession, the devotion. Parwana. All of you.”

Her smile was radiant, transforming her aged features into something beautiful beyond description. The dilation of her crystalized eyes was no less predatory than it had been before her transformation. “Say it again.”

“I love you,” I repeated, and the words were no lighter the second time.

“I know,” she said simply with a satisfied nod. “I’ve always known. That’s why I waited. Why I never gave up. Why I followed you into the darkness.”

“And I love you for it,” I continued, relishing the feeling of saying it again. “For seeing something in me worth obsessing over. For being, for lack of a better word, absolutely crazy about me. You’re exactly what I needed. What I always needed. I think...” I hesitated for a moment before pressing on. “I think I was sent to this world just to meet you. And I’m glad I was.”

She kissed me then, soft and gentle and perfect. When we broke apart, I could feel her contentment through our connection—not the desperate satisfaction of possession finally achieved, but the quiet joy of being truly appreciated.

“We should go,” she said again, but this time she stood, offering me her hand.

I took it, feeling the rightness of the gesture.


Chapter forty-two
Careful Whispers
Ryan


The ancient corridors of Muhri Qadim bore no resemblance to the nightmare passages I’d worked my way through earlier. Where twisted symbols had once defaced the walls, peaceful murals now depicted the seven gods in perfect harmony. Sitora’s radiant sun shared space with Dilrabo’s gentle moon, their light intertwining rather than competing, with none of the darker symbols that had been carved into the stone. The phosphorescent decay had vanished, replaced by a soft illumination that seemed to emanate from the stone itself.

“It’s beautiful,” Parwana murmured. Her voice was filled with wonder despite her obvious exhaustion. She walked beside me with careful steps, one hand resting lightly on my arm for support.

“The way it was always meant to be,” I said, studying the intricate carvings that told stories of divine cooperation rather than corruption. “Before Tiruzomod was created and twisted everything to its own ends.”

We climbed steadily through passages that spiraled upward in graceful curves, each level revealing new artistic treasures that had been hidden beneath centuries of malevolent influence. Gardens carved in stone displayed flowers and plants hundreds of years extinct, their petals traced in precious metals that caught the light. Fountains flowed with crystal-clear water that sang soft melodies as it cascaded down carved channels.

After twenty minutes of steady climbing, Parwana’s steps began to falter. She tried to hide it, but I felt her increasing weight against my arm as her strength ebbed. The silver threads in her hair caught the gentle illumination, reminding me of the price she’d paid for our victory.

“I can manage it myself,” she said when she noticed my concerned glance, but her words lacked conviction.

“I know you can,” I replied, stopping in the middle of the corridor. “But you don’t have to.”

Without waiting for her protest, I swept her up into my arms, cradling her against my chest like she was a precious treasure. She weighed almost nothing. Was this another consequence of the forbidden techniques that had drained years from her life?

“Ryan—”

“Let me,” I said simply, and something in my tone made her relax against me. Her head found the hollow of my shoulder, silver hair spilling across my armor like liquid starlight.

The position felt natural, right in ways that went beyond mere physical comfort. Through our magical connection, I could feel her. Content. Sated. And I know she could feel my desire to protect her. To not just shield her from danger, but carry her when she couldn’t carry herself.

We continued upward through the transformed dungeon, one step at a time. We weren’t any slower with me carrying her. Especially since she was so light now.

Parwana’s breathing gradually evened out as exhaustion claimed her, her body finally allowing itself to rest now that she was safe in my arms. I adjusted my grip carefully, ensuring her comfort took priority over my own convenience.

The passages grew brighter as we climbed, natural light beginning to filter down from somewhere far above. The oppressive atmosphere that had marked Tiruzomod’s domain had lifted entirely, replaced by an almost temple-like serenity that made me want to speak in whispers.

“Ryan?” Parwana’s voice was soft, drowsy.

“I’m here.”

“When I was dying in the Abyssal Vault,” she said, her words slightly slurred with fatigue, “you held me just like this.”

“I remember.”

“I knew then that I loved you. Really loved you, not just the idea of you I’d built up in my mind.” Her eyes opened, meeting mine with startling clarity. “But I was afraid you only saw me as an obligation. That you owed me.”

I paused in my climbing, studying her transformed features in the gentle light. The premature aging from her sacrifices had settled into something that spoke of wisdom more than age. She was still beautiful...perhaps more so for the price she’d willingly paid.

“I never saw it that way,” I said, meaning every word. “In that moment, I didn’t feel like I owed you. I felt like I understood what you really were to me. I was just too scared to admit it at the time.”

Her smile lit up her face. “And what was I?”

“Everything,” I replied without hesitation. “You were everything I was afraid to want. And the one thing I desperately needed.”

She nestled closer against my chest, her contentment flowing through our new magical connection like warm honey. “I can live with that.”

The staircase opened into an area that took my breath away. This was the true heart of the ancient temple, revealed now that Tiruzomod’s corruption had been cleansed. Seven alcoves lined the walls, each one containing a statue of perfect craftsmanship depicting one of Osnary’s deities. At the chamber’s center, a fountain sent water spitting up through the air, making music as it struck stone and metal channels.

“Look,” Parwana whispered, pointing toward the ceiling.

Above us, the dome was painted with a map of the night sky so detailed I thought it might be an actual window. The magic imbuing the plural sent constellations wheeling slowly overhead, their light casting shifting patterns across the chamber floor. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen in either world.

Well. Second most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

“The original builders must have been incredible artists,” I said, turning slowly to take in the full scope of their achievement.

“They were trying to create a piece of heaven on earth,” Parwana said. “A place where the divine and mortal could meet in perfect harmony.”

The irony wasn’t lost on me. As a pair of mortals, we’d ripped the divinity out of Tiruzomod by force, restoring this harmony with violence. But our methods had still restored this place to its intended purpose, even if they had been at odds with that original intent.

A new sound reached us from somewhere above. Voices calling out. Search parties.

“They’re looking for us.”

“We should answer,” Parwana said, though she made no move to leave my arms.

I tipped my head back and called upward: “Down here! We’re alive!”

Parwana flinched in my arms and then laughed.

“Sorry,” I whispered to her, nuzzling her ears.

The response from above was immediate and enthusiastic. Multiple voices shouted back, their words overlapping in excitement and relief. Heavy footsteps thundered overhead as the search parties converged on our location, making their way through the maze of passages to try to follow my voice.

Minutes later, Mike Rodriguez appeared at the chamber’s entrance, his clothes drenched in sweat from what had clearly been an extensive search. His eyes widened when he saw us and I knew we were quite the sight. Me standing in the center of the beautiful chamber with Parwana cradled in my arms like a bride on our wedding night.

“Holy shit, Ryan!” He rushed toward us, then stopped short when he got a closer look at Parwana’s transformed appearance. “What happened to her? The silver hair, the eyes—”

“Forbidden techniques,” I said, unconsciously tightening my protective hold. “She saved my life, and all the rest of us, too. But it cost her.”

More figures appeared at the chamber entrance. Guildmaster Gulnora strode in with her usual commanding presence, followed by Farhod and several other guild members I recognized. All of them stopped short when they saw the chamber’s restored beauty, their expressions shifting from relief to awe.

“Magnificent,” Gulnora said, studying the painted ceiling. “This is what Muhri Qadim was meant to be.”

“The crisis is averted,” I confirmed. “Permanently. Tiruzomod is destroyed, not just contained. The threat is over.”

“And the cost?” Gulnora’s eyes fixed on Parwana in my arms, taking in the visible signs of her sacrifice.

“Acceptable,” Parwana said before I could answer, her voice carrying quiet strength despite her exhaustion. “More than acceptable.”

Gulnora nodded slowly, understanding passing between them. “We need to get you both to the surface. The healers are waiting.”

“I can walk,” Parwana protested weakly.

“Maybe,” I said, the word carrying absolute finality. “But you don’t have to.”

Mike stepped closer, his expression shifting from excitement to concern as he studied Parwana’s condition more carefully. “Ryan, her mana levels... They’re really low. Like, dangerously low.”

“Which is why we’re not wasting time,” Gulnora said, taking command of the situation with her usual efficiency. “Rodriguez, signal the surface teams. Tell them we need immediate transport to the Temple of Sitora when we arrive.”

“Not the guild?”

She shook her head. “Temple’s closer.” Then she turned to Farhod. “I want a full map of this place by this time tomorrow.”

As the others moved to follow her orders, Gulnora approached us with measured steps. Her gaze lingered on the way I held Parwana, noting the protective positioning and the way neither of us seemed inclined to change it.

“You’ve both been through an ordeal,” she said carefully. “The healers will want to examine you separately—”

“No.” The word came out sharper than I’d intended, but I didn’t soften it. “We stay together.”

Gulnora’s eyebrows rose slightly. “Mitchell, you need medical attention as well. What Farhod said happened to you during the collapse—”

“Can be treated while I’m with her,” I finished. “We’re not separating.”

Something in my tone must have convinced her not to argue. Probably a first for her. She nodded once, then turned to coordinate the operations from down here. Within minutes, the chamber filled with additional guild members and Dungeon Authority personnel, all of them working to map the dungeon, find secure routes to the surface, and determine what, if anything, was to be done with this place.

The journey back up to the city took half an hour, but I never considered putting Parwana down. She dozed fitfully in my arms, occasionally stirring to murmur something I couldn’t quite catch. Each time, I adjusted my hold to ensure her comfort, my every movement calculated to minimize any disturbance to her rest. The adjustments felt natural. I could feel her through our new connection, feeding me information about what was comfortable and what was bothering her.

When we finally emerged into daylight, I was surprised to find the sun still high overhead. The battle that had felt like days of my life had apparently taken only a couple of hours. It was difficult to remember that the first alarms had sounded just after dawn, putting us at just barely early afternoon.

A medical team waited with a transport wagon, its bed lined with soft cushions and equipped with various healing apparatus. I climbed up carefully, settling into a position that allowed me to maintain contact with Parwana while giving the healers access to examine her.

“Her life force is severely depleted, not just her mana,” the lead healer announced after a brief examination. “We need to get her to the temple immediately. The specialized materials there are necessary to stabilize this kind of damage.”

The wagon lurched into motion, wheels clattering over cobblestones as we raced through Dushanbe’s streets. I held Parwana steady against the jostling, one hand stroking her silver hair while the other maintained contact with her pulse point. Through our connection, I could feel the fragility of her condition, like a small fish fighting the current in fast water.

The Temple of Sitora rose before us like a beacon of hope, its white marble walls gleaming in the afternoon light. Priests and healers waited at the entrance, their faces grave as they saw Parwana’s condition. They moved with practiced efficiency, transferring her to a specialized healing chamber while I followed close behind.

“Sir, you’ll need to wait outside while we work,” one of the healers said, moving to block my path.

“No,” I replied, not breaking stride. “I stay with her.”

“The procedures we need to perform require—”

“I said no.” I fixed the healer with a look that made him step aside. “Find a way to work around me, because I’m not leaving.”

Not ever again.

They didn’t argue any further.

The healing chamber was a marvel of both divine magic and practical medicine. Divine light filled the room with silvery power that I could already feel pressing in around me and reducing the aches and pains of the battle. There were various crystals all around her bed, and I guessed they were to monitor different parts of her like hospital equipment.

They put her to sleep. A medical induced coma. Necessary. Scary.

I positioned myself beside the bed, taking her hand in mine while the healers worked around me. Her skin was cool to the touch, almost translucent in the holy light. The silver hair that had once been rich brown spread across the pillow as a reminder of what she’d sacrificed for me.

“What happened to her?”

I explained for what felt like the fifth time today.

“The damage is extensive,” the lead healer said as his team got to work. “Forbidden techniques are forbidden for a reason. They always exact a price, but I’ve never seen them used this heavily... She literally traded years of her life all at once. We can stabilize her condition, but what she traded away can’t be restored.”

“I don’t care about her age,” I said, squeezing Parwana’s hand gently. “I just care about her. I can’t lose her.”

“We’ll do everything we can, sir.”

The next several hours passed me by as they treated Parwana and waited to see how she responded. Healers came and went, reading the crystal’s measure of her vital signs and administering spells, poultices, and potions. Guild officials appeared periodically, asking for debriefings and situation reports. I answered their questions with mechanical efficiency, my attention never leaving the woman in the bed. Gulnora could have my full report once Parwana could stand beside me while I issued it.

Mike visited twice, bringing food I didn’t eat and updates I barely heard. Farhod stopped by once, shared my vigil in silent respect for about an hour before leaving without words. Even Gulnora appeared, studying the medical readings with professional interest before settling in beside me.

“You need rest,” she said quietly. “You’ve been through as much as she has.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re exhausted. When was the last time you slept?”

I couldn’t remember how long I’d been here. Was it still the same day? The same week? The concept of time seemed irrelevant. “I’m not leaving her.”

Gulnora studied my face for a long moment, seeing something there that made her nod slowly. “Very well. But at least let the healers examine you. The exposure you endured could have long-term effects.”

I submitted to a brief examination without releasing Parwana’s hand, allowing the healers to confirm that my divine blessing was intact and that there was no lasting damage to my spirit that Parwana’s work hadn’t repaired. The physical wounds were minor, easily treated with basic healing magic. The deeper changes—like the magical bond that linked our souls—wasn’t the kind of thing medical attention could address.

Based on the activity around me, night fell, and the sun rose again after. The temple’s routine continued around us, but I remained constant at Parwana’s bedside. Healers checked her condition regularly, their expressions gradually shifting from concern to cautious optimism as her vital signs stabilized.

“She’s responding well to treatment,” the lead healer informed me during one of his rounds. “The life force depletion has stopped progressing. She’s coming back. Now it’s just a matter of time for her body to adjust to the changes.”

“How long?”

“Difficult to say. Could be hours, could be days. The mind needs to accept the physical and magical costs of her actions before she’ll have full control of her body back.”

I nodded, settling back into my chair to continue the wait. Time moved strangely around me, marked only by the soft hum of monitoring crystals, the coming and going of healers and clerics, and the steady rhythm of Parwana’s breathing. I found myself studying her transformed features, memorizing every detail of what our victory had cost her.

The silver hair caught the crystal light beautifully, shimmering like the reflection of the moon on a river’s surface. Her skin had taken on a porcelain quality that made her seem almost ethereal. Even unconscious, she was the most beautiful person I’d ever seen.

Some amount of time later, her fingers twitched in mine. I leaned forward immediately, watching for any sign of returning consciousness. Her breathing pattern changed slightly, becoming less shallow and more active.

“Parwana?” I called softly.

Her eyelids fluttered but didn’t open. Through our connection, I felt the first stirrings of awareness, like the blurriness of a movie trying to capture someone experiencing a slow recovery from a coma. I squeezed her hand gently, sending reassurance through our bond.

“I’m here,” I whispered. “I’ve been here the whole time. I’m not leaving you.”

Another passage of time brought more definitive signs of recuperation. Her vital signs strengthened, and the healers began reducing the frequency of their treatments. After some time, they were confident enough to step back and let her body complete the healing process naturally.

“She should wake soon,” the lead healer told me. “Her life force has stabilized at a sustainable level. The worst is over.”

I thanked him absently, my attention focused entirely on the woman in the bed. Through our connection, I could feel her consciousness rising toward the surface like a swimmer approaching air. Her breathing changed again, becoming lighter and more responsive.

Then her eyes opened.

Crystal-clear and beautiful, they focused immediately on my face with that familiar intensity I’d grown to love. But instead of the professional concern or guarded affection she might have expected to see, she found something that made her breath catch.

I was looking at her the way she’d always looked at me—with complete devotion, absolute focus, and a love so intense it bordered on obsession. The emotional walls I’d spent years building had crumbled entirely, leaving me as exposed and vulnerable as she’d always been.

“Ryan,” she whispered, my name carrying wonder and disbelief.

“I’m here,” I replied, leaning down without hesitation to press my lips against hers.

The kiss carried everything I’d never allowed myself to express. Gratitude for her sacrifice, acceptance of her devotion, and love so profound it redefined what I thought the emotion could be. When we finally parted, I cradled her face gently in my hands, my thumbs tracing the high cheekbones that had become more pronounced with her aging-induced transformation.

“You look different,” she said.

“You don’t,” I replied, stroking the silver hair that framed her face. “Beautiful. Absolutely beautiful.”

“I meant your eyes,” she said softly. “They’re not guarded anymore.”

“No,” I agreed. “They’re not.”

“What changed?”

“You scared the fear out of me.” I settled onto the edge of the bed, never breaking contact with her face. “I almost lost you. Not just in the dungeon, but every day since we met. I kept pushing you away because I was terrified of needing someone again. Terrified of having something to lose.”

Her smile was radiant, transforming her entire face. “And now?”

“Now I’m more terrified of living without you.” The confession came raw and unguarded, stripped of the careful consideration that had marked all our previous interactions. “I love you, Parwana. I love your intensity. Your obsession. Your complete inability to do anything halfway.”

Tears gathered in her crystalline eyes, catching the chamber’s soft light like diamonds. “I’ve wanted to hear you say that since the first time I saw you during the Market District breach.”

“I should have said it sooner.”

“You did.”

“I mean before...” The words dried up in my throat. I couldn’t finish the thought. Not even in my mind.

“You weren’t ready.” She reached up to touch my face, her fingers tracing my jawline with reverent care. “I knew you’d come around, eventually. I just had to be patient.”

“That was you being patient?” I laughed, the sound carrying equal parts amusement and amazement. “You poisoned other healers, manipulated mission assignments, and followed me into the most dangerous dungeon on the planet.”

“I was patient about the important things,” she clarified with a mischievous smile. “Your feelings. Your trust. Your heart.”

“And now you have all three.”

“Do I?” The question carried vulnerability that made my chest tighten.

Instead of answering with words, I kissed her again. This time she was ready for it, her arms coming up to circle my neck as she pulled me closer. The kiss deepened, becoming a mutual surrender as I finally stopped fighting against the current of her devotion and instead embraced it as the anchor I’d been searching for since being torn from my original world.

When we broke apart, both of us were breathing heavily. Her pupils had dilated with that familiar intensity, but now I met it with matching fervor instead of professional distance.

“I need you to know something,” I said, my voice rough with emotion. “Everything you did—the career change, the obsessive focus, even the dangerous sacrifices—I understand it now. Because I can’t bear the thought of a world where you might be hurt when I could prevent it.”

“Ryan—”

“I’m not finished.” I pressed a finger gently to her lips, then replaced it with a soft kiss before continuing. “You saw something in me worth complete devotion, and not just my blessing and my shield. I spent every day since then trying to convince myself that was wrong or unhealthy. But it wasn’t. It was exactly what I needed. What I’d always needed. I love you, Parwana.”

Her smile was brilliant, lighting up her entire face. “Say it again.”

“I love you,” I repeated, the words coming easier each time. “I love your madness. I love your dedication. I love that you’re absolutely crazy about me, because I’m absolutely crazy about you too.”

“Finally,” she breathed, pulling me down for another kiss.

This one lasted longer, deeper, carrying all the pent-up emotion we’d both been holding back. When we finally separated, I rested my forehead against hers, breathing in the scent of her silver hair.

“What happens now?” she asked.

“Now we go home,” I said, but the words felt hollow even as I spoke them. Home to what? To separate apartments? To careful professional distance? To pretending this connection between us was anything less than everything?

“Promise?” she whispered, and something in her voice made my chest tighten.

Instead of answering immediately, I cupped her face in both hands, studying those eyes that held nothing back. No walls. No pretense. Just pure, overwhelming love that made my breath catch.

“Parwana,” I said, her name coming out rough and raw. “I can’t go back to pretending. I can’t go back to acting like you’re just my healer, like this is just a professional concern. I can’t—”

She silenced me with a kiss that was nothing like the gentle ones we’d shared moments before. This one was desperate, hungry, suppressed need breaking free. Her fingers tangled in my hair, pulling me closer, as if she could somehow merge us into one person.

“Say it again,” she whispered against my lips, her voice carrying an edge that made my pulse race.

“I love you.” The words came out like a confession torn from my soul. “I love you so much that it terrifies me. I love you so much that I can’t think straight when you’re hurt. I love you so much that I—”

She kissed me again, harder this time, and I could taste the salt of tears on her lips. But these weren’t tears of sorrow. I felt her overwhelming joy, her relief, her desperate need that matched my own.

“Ryan,” she breathed when we separated, my name carrying a realness that made something fundamental shift inside me. “I need you to know something.”

“What?”

“I’m not fragile.” Her eyes held mine. “The forbidden techniques, the aging, the silver hair... None of that makes me fragile. I’m still me. I’m still the woman who followed you into the darkness because I couldn’t bear to lose you.”

My hands were shaking as I traced the silver strands that framed her face. “I know. Gods, I know. You’re the strongest person I’ve ever met.”

“Then stop treating me like I might break.” Her voice dropped to a whisper, but it carried more command than any shout. “I’ve been patient, Ryan. I’ve waited and watched and hoped. Played your games, pretended to be someone I’m not. I don’t want to be patient anymore.”

The healing chamber suddenly felt too small, too bright, too public for what was happening between us. But I couldn’t make myself care about even the possibility of healers returning. All I could focus on was Parwana, looking at me like I was everything she’d ever wanted, finally within reach.

“The healers said you need rest,” I managed, though even as I said it, I was leaning closer to her.

“The healers said my life force has stabilized.” Her hand slid up my chest, fingers finding the gaps in my partially removed armor. “They said the worst is over. They didn’t say anything about rest.”

I felt her need crash into me like a physical force. Not just emotional need, but something deeper. The need to confirm we were both alive, both here, both finally admitting what had always been between us.

Without the pretenses I’d put on us before.

“I love you, Ryan Mitchell.” Her free hand cupped my face, thumb tracing my jawline. “More than reason, more than sanity, more than life itself.”

“I’m not asking you to pretend anymore,” I said, finally understanding what she needed to hear. “I’m asking you to show me.”

Something shifted in her expression. A wall coming down, a mask being discarded. What was left was pure want, unfiltered and overwhelming. The same look she’d given me a hundred times before, but now I wasn’t running from it.

Now I was drowning in it willingly.

“Show you what?” she asked, though we both knew the answer.

“Show me how you love me.” My voice broke on the words. “Show me what I’ve been too afraid to accept. Show me what surrender really means.”

Her smile was radiant and dangerous and perfect. “Close the door, Ryan.”

I didn’t hesitate. Rising from the bed, I moved to the chamber’s entrance and engaged the privacy ward with hands that trembled slightly. The soft hum of the magic dimmed as the barrier activated, ensuring we wouldn’t be disturbed.

When I turned back, Parwana was watching me with an expression that made my heart try to leap from my chest. No longer the exhausted patient recovering from forbidden magic. Not the careful healer maintaining professional boundaries. This was the woman who had moved across the hall from me, who had changed her entire life to stay close to me, who had literally traded years of her existence to save me.

This was the woman who loved me beyond all reason.

And I was ready to love her back the same way.

“Come here,” she said softly, and in those two words was everything we’d never been able to say before.


Chapter forty-three
Surrender
Ryan


I stood over her, not sure where to begin. Despite her words, she looked fragile. The dressing gown she wore was sizes too big, making her drown in unflattering cloth. It was also the most awful shade of green, and the mere presence of the color against her skin made her look ill.

She smirked at my hesitation and slipped one shoulder free, exposing the perfect line of her collarbone. “If you’re waiting for me to beg, you’re going to be disappointed.”

I grinned, my hands finding the sash and tugging it open. “I just don’t want to break you.”

“Try,” she challenged, her fingers hooked into near claws as she pulled on the dressing gown, making it puddle around her hips.

Her body was more slender than before, her breasts somehow larger against the backdrop of her narrow ribcage, all silver and blue with bruises. There were new scars, pale lines that mapped out the violence of our recent survival.

I knelt at the side of the bed and pressed my lips to the inside of her wrist, then traveled up until I found the pulse at her elbow. Her breath hitched. I worked my way up, kissing the crook of her arm, her shoulder, the hollow above her collarbone. With every inch, she trembled and arched, slowly unraveling.

“Ryan,” she gasped, nails sinking into the mattress. “Don’t tease.”

I gripped the robe and yanked it down, baring her thighs. The scent of her musk hit me like a punch. She opened her legs in a silent invitation. Hungry, needy, not fragile at all.

Parwana was wet, and the first brush of my tongue made her hiss and nearly buck me off the bed. She threaded her hands through my hair, pinning me to her pussy with surprising strength. I licked along her slit, slow at first, then faster when I finally made my way up to her clit. One circle. Two. Her hips jerked, thighs clamping my ears. I let her use me as an anchor, pressing my tongue deep, over and over, until her breath came in gasps.

“I—” Her words dissolved into a low moan before they really began, muffled as she bit the meat of her thumb to stifle the noise. “Don’t stop,” she hissed around the flesh. “Don’t—!”

I didn’t. I wanted her to know exactly what she meant to me. Wanted to make her feel good. I slid two fingers inside her, curling just right as I kept up the rhythm with my tongue. She went rigid, arching off the mattress as the orgasm hit her full-body, a shudder that left her breathless and trembling.

Only when she relaxed back to earth, limp and gasping, did I lift my head. Her face was flushed, eyes wild and wet and unguarded.

She shoved me back down. “You’re not fucking done,” she growled, voice ragged but full of life.

I wasn’t. I took her words as gospel, doubling down, using lips and tongue and slow, deliberate thrusts to build her back up, never giving her a moment to collect herself. She lost count. I didn’t. Every time she peaked, a new wave of something wordless hammered its way through our connection. Pleasure and trust and the hard edge of survival, the memory of loss and the terror of almost never having this again.

The mattress underneath her was slick with sweat and the mess I was making of her. Her nearly bare body wreathed in silver hair and false starlight from the healing chamber’s ever-present glow. I looked up only once, just to see her, and found her grinning at me with an expression I’d never forget: half-feral, half-invincible, all Parwana.

“Stop holding back.” Her voice was somewhere between a plea and a command. “You don’t have to be careful. I won’t break.”

I crawled up over her, pinning her wrists above her head not to restrain, but to ground myself as much as her. She bit her lip, arched into me, and wrapped both legs around my waist. Our hips met with a slap that echoed in the quiet.

“I want you,” she whispered, cradling my face between her hands like she might never let go. “I want all of you. The real you. Not the hero. Not the legend. Just—”

“Ryan,” I finished for her, and then there was no more talking because we were too busy showing each other exactly what that meant.

I slid into her slow, savoring the slick heat of her body, the way she pulsed around me. She was already so oversensitive that she was shaking, but greedy for more. Her fingernails raked down my back, hard enough to sting. She pulled me deeper, hips rocking and rolling, chasing every ounce of friction and fullness she could get.

All the while, she kept her eyes locked on mine, refusing to let me retreat behind control or stoicism.

I’d never been embarrassed by intensity before. But Parwana’s need lit something raw in me, something that had lain dormant for years. I gave it to her, let the mask slip all the way off, and met her thrust for thrust, hips pistoning in a savage rhythm that made her gasp my name over and over.

She was loud, and I reveled in it.

She was wild, and I surrendered to it.

She was a goddess, and I worshiped her.

I fucked her like I could imprint myself on her bones, like if I was inside her deep enough, neither of us could ever be alone again. The rhythm got rougher, more desperate, her legs locked around my hips, her heels leaving bruises on my ass.

“Harder,” she said, voice ragged but giddy. “If you pull out, I’ll kill you.”

“You can try,” I growled, and she bared her teeth in a grin that was more animal than human.

She bit my lip on the next kiss, just shy of breaking skin. I gave back and good as I got, sliding in and out of her like I was trying to pound the memory of death and nightmares out of both of us. I let go of every careful restraint, every simulation of control. She wanted all of me so I gave it to her, every inch, every ounce of hunger and muscle and ferocity I’d ever forced myself to hide.

Her hair was a wild halo on the pillow, her skin slick, her voice a steady battery of curses and praise languages I didn’t know. That I was pretty sure no one on Osnary spoke anymore.

She came again, this time grabbing my shoulders so hard I heard her nails scrape over my scapula. Her body seized around me, clamping so tight my vision went white at the edges. I lost it, coming hard, buried as deep as I could go, her name a raw shout punched from my lungs.

We collapsed together, a detonation in a world of quiet. Parwana wrapped every limb around me, refusing to let me roll away, and I was more than fine with that. Her healing magic crept over my skin, mending my fresh wounds.

The room felt different after, like all the tension and ambient fear had been purged from the air by what we’d just done. My brain was a static haze, but I managed to brush her damp hair from her face and kiss the tip of her nose.

She laughed. It was a real laugh, bright and uncaring. “This was definitely worth the pain I’ll be in later.”

“I’d say so,” I said, still catching my breath. “But I wish I hadn’t made you wait so damn long.”

“You were worth waiting for. You’re worth everything,” she said, and the total lack of pretense in her voice made my chest ache.

She shifted beneath me, legs still locked, eyes scanning my face like she was taking inventory of a new world. Her thumb brushed my cheek, gentle where everything else between us had been anything but.

“You’re mine, you know that?” she whispered. “I’m never letting anyone else have you.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.” The answer came out hoarse, but I meant every word.

She kissed me, slower now, like she was savoring the taste after a lifetime of starvation. “No more hiding. No more running. Not from me. Not from what you want.”

I let myself be kissed, let myself feel every ounce of her need. The old fear—that I’d wake up and find myself alone, that she’d pull away when the real me showed through—was gone. In its place was an ironclad certainty, the kind that could only be forged in the crucible of actual loss.

I held her gaze, my world reduced to the narrow, infinite space between her eyes and mine. A whole lifetime could have passed in that moment and I’d never want for anything more.

Eventually, the sweat cooling on our skin and the unreliable mattress forced us to shift. I rolled to my side, gathering her in against my chest, and she let herself be folded into my arms like she’d always belonged there. It was a ridiculous thing: two grown-ass adults, both battered and bruised, clinging to each other like teenagers after prom. But I’d never felt less ridiculous in my life.

The privacy ward cast a haze over the room, muffling the world outside, letting us marinate in the aftermath. Parwana’s breathing slowed, the ragged edge giving way to a lazy, satisfied purr so feline it was almost a parody. Her fingers traced absently over my scars, following the familiar terrain of my body.

She laughed quietly against my chest, like she’d read my mind. “You know, I used to think all this would scare you off,” she said, rolling a lock of her own hair between thumb and forefinger. “The obsession. The risk. The parts of me that don’t make sense even to myself.”

“The only thing that scared me was running out of reasons to keep going,” I said, surprising myself with the honesty. “You made sure that never happened.”

She pinched my side hard enough to make me twitch.

“Good,” she said. “I like being necessary.”

I grinned and dropped my chin onto her head, content to let the silence sprawl. In the haze of afterglow, we didn’t need words. I ran my hand up and down the ridge of her back, tracing the raw new shape of her. She’d been lean before, whip-strong, but now she felt more like a sharpened wire—refined, dangerous, impossible to break.

“You’re going to outlive me, you know,” she said, voice muffled in the crook of my shoulder.

“Doubtful,” I said. “You’ve always been the survivor.”

She snorted, a purr vibrating in her throat. “I meant it. The years I gave up for you—worth every second, but they’re gone. I’m not going to grow old and boring here. I’m going to grow intense and crazy, and you’re stuck with all of it.”

I tilted her chin up and kissed her, soft and slow. “You make old and crazy look good.”

She eyed me, speculative. “You know, there’s a tradition when someone saves your life in Janovar culture. I get to claim a forfeit.”

“You already claimed it.”

She considered. “I suppose I did. But I want it official. So you understand what it means.”

“What does it mean?” I asked, letting her savor the anticipation.

She sat up. I pulled her into my lap, carefully. Her eyes were wide, pupils reduced to tiny little slits, her smile sharp enough to cut glass. “It means you belong to me until I say otherwise. For as long as it takes to pay off the debt.”

I gripped her hips, letting her feel how little resistance I planned to put up. “I hope you’re not in a rush.”

She licked her lips, catlike, savoring the moment.

I dug in, dragging her down until our faces were level. “Is this where you threaten to break me?”

She pressed her forehead to mine, breath hot and wild. “That would be a waste. I like you in one piece.”

“And I like you,” I rumbled, letting her read every truth in my body.

Parwana looked down the line of us, both battered and healing, and then, with deliberate slowness, she leaned in, kissed along my jaw, up to my ear. Once there, she whispered, “You’re not afraid anymore?”

“Of you?” I laughed. Deep and full-throated. “Not a chance.”

“Good,” she said with a purr, biting down on my earlobe, just enough to sting. “Because we’re going to have to do this again. And again. Until I believe you.”

I would spend my life proving myself hers, even if it took years. Even if she outlived me by decades, I’d haunt her bones, a love so unkillable it made a joke out of entropy.

And if she kept demanding proof—loud, messy, undeniable proof—I’d pour myself into her until there was nothing left to give.

THE END
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