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The Story So Far


Welcome back, Adepts! You may have survived the chaos of Dungeon Five and its fall out, but the true war for survival has just broken out in Quintasia. For those in need, here is a brief recap.

Seven and his companions secured victory in the infamous Dungeon Five, though the success was far from clean. They battled a determined dungeon and rival Adepts, suffering losses like the brutal murders of Will and Regan. In a cruel twist of fate, Seven was forced to save his sworn enemy, Geraint, who instantly vowed revenge.

Upon graduating to the Academy, Seven selected the Warlock class, intending a benign pact with the Arch Elf Penick. Instead, he found himself bound to his enchanted weapon, Califire, a dark, sentient entity from the dreaded land of Nythrondor. Califire is hungry: the Hexblade views life essence and blood as a crucial currency for power, constantly pushing Seven toward carnage.

The Arch Elf Penick confessed to engineering much of Seven’s preceding trauma (including causing the death of friends and the injury of Keller and Sinta). This horrific manipulation was designed to kickstart Seven's Mana Core—a crucial but dangerous step to equip him as the Academy’s "last hope" against the coming apocalypse.

But their Enemies are queueing up: Blood Magic, Horrors, and Escalation await.

While Seven struggled with his new identity and the Hexblade’s thirst, Geraint, stripped of his former power and utterly humiliated, descended into the darkest corners of Quintasia. He was taken in by the guild Crow, led by the enigmatic Dark Lord. Geraint was intentionally broken and rebuilt through intense Bloodmancy and suffering, transforming him into a powerful agent capable of storing mana in his own blood. His vengeance is now fused with his pursuit of power.

Meanwhile, the true nature of the Academy’s battle was revealed:

• The Rage of Elves: This threat is life or death. The Rage of Elves manifests as an "insatiable thirst akin to vampirism", with infected elves feeding on the mana and life force of others for immense power. They are closing in on Quintasia from all sides.

• The Horror Invasion: Quintasia is under a full-scale war from monstrous creatures, the Horrors, attacking through destabilized portals. Seven ventured outside the Academy’s safety (the "time bubble") and witnessed the brutal reality of survival, culminating in his consumption of a fallen comrade's mana to advance his core to Ascendant, Tier One.

The World is a Dungeon: The Countdown to Destruction

In a desperate meeting, the Academy leadership confessed the ultimate secret: Quintasia is a Dungeon, a fragile reality bubble facing annihilation. The current wave of Horrors and Gnolls is not random; they are fleeing their own neighboring dungeon, whose core has been captured by the Elves. Assimilation is imminent, granting the Elves direct access to Quintasia in roughly ten days.

This catastrophic news coincided with a final, explosive discovery. Eve and Jez, having chased Geraint's trail deep underground, stumbled upon the very control centre of their reality. When Jez tried an incorrect password, the system initiated a "Dungeon destruction sequence," starting an irreversible countdown.

As time raced toward zero and the final Gnoll portal breached, Geraint proved his dark worth, using his Bloodmancy to heroically defend the position and seal the portal. But salvation came from within: in the core chamber, racing against the final tick, Jez correctly guessed the password ("Mana Core") and assumed instant control of the Quintasia Dungeon!

The world is saved—for now—but the new Dungeon Master is untested, the Hexblade is hungry, and the Elves are ten days away from complete control of a neighboring reality.


Chapter One




Jez pressed her body against the warm stone wall, heart hammering in the hollow behind her ribs. She paused, taking a needed breath, and slid through the narrow doorway of their room. The carved oak door exhaled a last gasp of the corridor’s torchlight, then met the frame with a muffled click that signalled her sanctuary. The corridor’s noise—the distant thud of pewter mugs, the muted celebrations desperate survival allows—went silent, replaced by the pulse.

She waited a beat, as if expecting the outside world to claw its way through the grain of the wood in pursuit of her, then grab her neck and throttle her. She’d never been so scared in all her life, and none of them could understand.

Not Seven, the man she was desperate to kiss, to hold, to nestle her head in his chest and whimper. He couldn’t help her. He couldn’t even begin to comprehend the magnitude of what faced her.

Nor could Keller. Sassy, cocksure Keller with her flawed confidence and suicidal bravado. That woman could take on an army and stroll out the end twirling her sword while hunting down a burger. She could morph from axe-maiden to seductress in the blink of an eye. But she’d fail, fall, before the task Jez faced.

As would Tamereth, that winged warrior for whom oblivion was no deterrent. She had faced her darkness and strengthened where others would have fallen. Her mettle was never in question, but could she wrestle Jez’s burden and win? Not a cat’s chance in hell.

Perhaps Sinta? She had some understanding at least. She was of Quintasia. Born in the Glen. She was part of the fabric that held Jez hostage. But, something told the fragile goblin that Sinta would shatter. That her gentle soul would not stand the weight of the dungeon’s expectations.

Nor Snitch, Sanya, Tortalongue, Drake… Any of them.

She was alone.

Only then, in gloom of the very chamber where she’d eavesdropped Seven’s passion, did her lungs untie enough to breathe. She stood for a moment with eyes half-closed, fingers splayed against the wood, savouring the new silence. It was never true silence, not here, but the difference was enormous: the noise from the rest of the guild hall—celebration, mirth, grief, panic—was gone, and in its place was a low, ever-present hum, like the inside of a vast seashell. It vibrated up from the flagstones, a persistent quiver that lived in the marrow of her feet and pulsed along her shinbones, then higher, threading itself up her spine.

Their world was a dungeon. Jez had learned this in the ugliest way, through experience and violation, but also now through some faculty of perception she barely understood. She could sense it: the dungeon’s heartbeat, the way it flexed and squeezed, the raw pulse of Phillion’s core itself.

Pale blue motes drifted in lazy patterns above the ceiling timbers, filtered light holding the specks hostage. Jez watched their slow drift with narrowed eyes. The motes were more numerous than before—had been increasing every minute, every hour, ever since she’d become part of all of it. The motes thickened with stresses, coagulating and separating, the fabric of the place, their building blocks. Perhaps mana itself.

A mattress, hardly more than a block of hay wrapped in wool, waited at the far corner. She slipped past her battered desk and trunk, the privacy of her feeble curtain. The cobbled together privacy that separated her from Seven and his lovers. That meant she couldn’t witness their lovemaking, but could hear it, could imagine it was her under him, not Keller or Tamereth, or more recently, Sinta. She sat, keeping her boots on. Her toes ached. Even sitting, the floor’s vibration did not relent; it climbed up her thighs and curled into her abdomen, a smaller heartbeat in time with her own.

With a long sigh, Jez flexed her right hand, letting the blood rush back into her knuckles, then pressed it flat against the curtain, this time for anchor. Her other hand went to her left wrist, tracing the shallow crescent of a scar hidden just below the bone. She counted the seconds, calming her own rhythm, before letting her mind open to the information.

A waterfall of sensation crashed into her awareness. The roar was not auditory, but perceptual: an overwhelming shimmer of threads, as if the entire world had become strands of wire and every one of them was thrumming at a different pitch. She let the noise pass through her in one cold wave, steeling herself, parsing out the components. The distant, chronic moan of the outer dungeon layers as the Horrors probed for weakness. The faint, rhythmic sloshing of the Milkwood Glen, the pocket dimension to the north, as its time-warped bubble fluctuated unpredictably. The echo of gnoll claws, hundreds of them, scratching in uneven unison somewhere along the mid-layers; the sound sticky with fresh blood. The reverberations close by, where Seven’s own presence pulsed like a miniature star, his Mana Core ignited to a dangerous brilliance and still, somehow, unsated. Like her.

Jez exhaled, sharp, like biting down on ice. She remembered, all too well, the last time her focus had slipped and she’d guessed instinctively: the ancient system had defaulted to "destroy everything." The dungeon obeyed only the sharpest commands. There could be no mistakes.

She focused, narrowing her field of vision. She willed herself to tune out every irrelevant tremor, every feint and scream, every seductive thread of information that wanted to draw her focus away. All that mattered now was the skin, the very edge of the dungeon’s containment membrane.

In her mind’s eye, she saw it: a thin, pale ribbon floating in the air above, circumscribing the world of Phillion like the ring around a forbidden planet. It looked soft—almost pearlescent—but vibrated at a frequency that suggested violence held barely in check. The skin was stretched, stressed in places, rumpled in others, and it undulated under pressure as the rival dungeons pressed their faces against it.

Jez let her breathing slow. With each exhale, she forced her awareness out toward that encompassing ring, until she could sense only it, the boundary. She pictured it as she remembered it from the system interface: a translucent bubble, a single cell membrane separating life from annihilation. On the other side was nothing she could imagine easily.

Her left hand twitched. She dug her nails into her wrist, anchoring herself in pain. The urge to relax, to just let the world settle around her and collapse in sleep, was immense—but the skin was thin tonight, thinner than before? Hard to tell. Her experience was new, too raw, lacking the history of a master. If ever there was a novice in Quintasia, it was her in this. But she could feel the waiting malice, the way the outside world tested for breach points. Someone or something would try the barrier soon. She must be ready to command the defence.

All at once, the motes of light on the ceiling accelerated, swirling faster, clustering in panicked constellations. Jez blinked twice and the room realigned itself; the blue fireflies blinked out, replaced by the warm flicker of an imaginary lantern. She had no idea how much time had passed. She stood and, for a long moment, leaned her forehead against the velvet curtain, letting the chill seep into her brow.

Only then did she allow herself a smile, thin and fleeting. The skin would hold, for now. If there was another attack, she would sense it first. The dungeon was under her command, and while that command was fragile, it would strengthen.

She slipped her hand from the curtain, flexed her fingers, and crossed the darkness back to the mattress. She lay, arms crossed, eyes fixed on the ceiling. The hum in her bones was, for now, reassurance.

Jez closed her eyes. The soft lattice of phosphor glyphs gridded her imagination. The Dungeon Master interface mapped across her vision: a meshwork of argent lines, quicksilver threads branching fractally into infinity, each node pulsing with its own microclimate of colour, heat, and threat.

She let herself drift in the pattern. Sleep felt abstract now, unnecessary, and in this midnight hour she rode the interface like a swimmer rides undertow. The mattress sagged beneath her, compressing unevenly under the angles of her hips and knees. The wool cover prickled, familiar and animal, grounding her to the world even as she let her mind unspool into a maze of interconnected sigils.

She touched the skin of Phillion, could sense, in any instant, the exact flex and stretch of its outermost membrane—a boundary as real as the iron gate at the Academy, but more alive, more fickle. She had come to think of it as a meniscus, one layered over the ruined topography of an old world. And she could feel the pressure outside it: the relentless battering of adjacent realities as they crowded in on the shrinking safe-zone, their own boundaries hard and hot as tectonic plates grinding together.

Sometimes, the dungeon’s edge felt elastic, resisting foreign intrusion with a rippling, oscillating give-and-take. Sometimes it felt as brittle as blown sugar. The former she liked; the latter made her want to gag.

During that moment, it felt like both. Somewhere on Quintasia’s far perimeter, the skin was puckering—dimpling under the slow, predatory pressure of an enemy dungeon.

She reached with her mind, like a curious child prodding a loose tooth. For a few precious moments, the interface let her run parallel to the old world’s outline: she followed the boundary from the catacombs below Regganon Chapel, up through the twisted plumbing of the service tunnels, past the scorched chambers of the last Horror incursion. The border shimmered. She could see, in cross-section, the weave of the barrier: a quilt of mana filaments, organic yet precise, stitched together by a logic older than any spell. Beyond it, less than a span’s breadth away, ran another reality’s wall, hazy and out of phase but moving closer, closer.

Then the pressure spiked. Reality buckled, just for a heartbeat, and the whole network hiccuped: the silver mesh jittered and shot fractals of raw data into her mind. Dungeon fusion, she realized. It’s starting early.

She sucked in a breath, the wool cover of the mattress rough against her legs. The imagery became worse: the collision point morphing to a seam of light, then a fissure, and then a geometric ulcer eating through both realities. The interface responded by dumping a thousand error signals into her brain, each one the flavour of electric lemon and hot copper. She felt her jaw go rigid, teeth grinding so hard she tasted blood.

That was when she heard the whisper.

It wasn’t sound, exactly. More like the memory of sound, refracted through the glass of her mind and then played backward. She recognized, with clinical horror, the precise timbre of Penwick’s steel-dipped voice, only colder, and deep in the echo chamber of it a second, newer overtone—one she did not recognize but that was, instantly, like an old enemy.

She stiffened, all her nerves catching fire at once. The word was not a word, but a pure compression of intent—a signature as unmistakable as blood. It coiled around her spine, a tail of ice brushing the nape of her neck, and even in the interface she felt her actual flesh erupt with goosebumps.

No, she thought, trying to lock the interface down, refusing the intrusion. But the word kept unrolling, letter by letter, across the inner side of her eyelids.

Her breath caught. For a moment she was ten years old again, hiding in the cold stacks of the Adalora library, knowing the older boys had found her and there was nowhere to run. Her body froze. Her mind did not: it immediately started mapping out the probable shape of the threat, breaking down the new signal into bite-sized packets of data and logging them in triplicate.

Geronium was not just a message. It was a handshake, a diagnostic probe. Something—someone—was pinging her, seeing if the system had a new master, and testing whether that master was worthy.

She tried to blink the word away, but the letters just burned brighter, each one edged in blue frost, until at last she screamed and sat bolt upright on the bed, flailing her arm through the lattice of glyphs and scattering the pattern into chaos.

It took her a full ten seconds to realize she was not dead, not even in direct pain. The interface retreated, silver lines folding back into their sub-dermal home. Jez gasped for air, lungs constricting against the weight of her ribcage.

In the blank space after the mental storm, her first thought was not fear but a kind of professional irritation: the bastard had bypassed every defence she’d hastily erected. Not even Penwick had breached her mind so easily, though he had tried, even found it amusing that she could resist. This intrusion was a higher-order opponent, one who understood not just the architecture but the quirks of the new admin.

Geronium. Jez tasted the word, then spat on the flagstones, as if it might help. She glanced around, as if the threat might have a physical avatar, but there was only the pale glow of the glyphs and the shriveled shadow of her own hunched form.

If other dungeons are already probing the borders, we have less than ten days.

She closed her eyes again, bracing her hands on her knees. The wool mattress, rough and animal, kept her grounded, kept her present.

The interface, thankfully, did not try to resume. She would have to fix that—later. For now, the memory of the intrusion vibrated inside her skull like a tuning fork, threatening to tear her equilibrium apart.

She needed to act. If the enemy was already looking for weaknesses, her only leverage was to make the Phillion’s skin as hard and opaque as possible. Nothing in, nothing out. Even if it cost her every waking moment for the next ten days, she would keep the world from popping like a soap bubble under the pressure.

That thought, at least, steadied her. She rolled her shoulders, flexed her fingers, and activated the defensive macro the broken AI had stitched together for her—thickening the boundary, tightening the mesh, sacrificing flexibility for raw strength. She imagined it as knitting a new layer of skin over the world, one too dense for any cold-fingered bastard to slip through.

She almost laughed at the absurdity of it. This was, essentially, what she’d always done: looking for holes, inconsistencies, shoring up her knowledge, trying to buy enough time to figure out a real solution. The stakes, though, were more than intellectual point scoring. They were life and death.

She closed her eyes and let the interface return, but kept it muted, limited to the outermost layer. In her mind’s eye, she watched the meshwork tighten, the points of possible ingress shrinking like pinpricks. On the far edge, where the enemy pressure had been greatest, the shimmer faded. The interface accepted the change. For now.

She sagged back, exhausted, the mattress swallowing her shoulders in a primitive hug. It was a temporary fix, a tourniquet on a severed artery, but it was all she could manage. Her hands still shook. The taste of Geronium lingered in the back of her throat, metallic and sharp.

But for the moment, at least, the membrane of her world held.

A fine rime of sweat still prickled Jez’s skin when the knock sounded. She jerked upright on the cot, chest heaving, hands pressed flat to the cool wall to the side of the bunk. The glyphs on the ceiling had faded to wan afterimages, and her ears rang with a phantom of the psychic word: Geronium, echoing and echoing.

She called up the silver interface, just enough to check her perimeter. The mesh held. Still, her pulse hammered.

The door opened not with a creak, but with the soft, oiled click of a well-kept mechanism. She teased her curtain aside. Seven filled the frame, lean and tall, torch in his right hand and the other curled loosely around his weapon. The flame painted orange across his cheekbones and jaw, making the chiselled planes of his face sharper. The sword—Califire—hummed faintly with its own internal luminance, etching a secondary shadow behind him on the wall. It was almost beautiful, the way the weapon’s line of fire seemed to cut every other shadow in the room.

He surveyed her, eyes narrow but not unkind. “You all right?” Seven’s voice was a hybrid of warmth and new pain, familiar enough to disarm but edged with alarm.

She gave him a brisk nod. “Nothing physical.” The tremor in her voice disgusted her, so she tightened her jaw and started again. “We had an early visitor.”

Seven stepped in, his boots whispering over the stone. “What kind?”

Jez hesitated, weighing words. She smoothed the silk of her sleeve—a nervous habit, suddenly magnified in the hush of the chamber.

“External. Not Horror, Elven, I think. A boundary probe from the other side.” She sucked in a breath, steadied herself. “The system ID’d the intruder as Geronium.”

He frowned. “An elf, not a—” He reached for her. “Horror?”

“Yes.” She ran her thumb along the inside of her wrist, feeling for the old, ghostly bite of the interface. “He didn’t try to break the world, but he left a calling card. I think he wanted me to know he could.”

Seven’s lips pressed together. For a moment, neither spoke. The tension in the room felt structural—load-bearing.

“Can you stop him?” he asked.

“No,” she said, bluntly, “but I can stall him. Maybe keep us alive until I get a better grasp of it all.” She let the words hang, unwilling to articulate the part where the next stage might involve the violent collision of multiple realities and the extinction of everyone in Phillion, Quintasia, and any pocket dungeon under her control.

He didn’t push. That, at least, she appreciated. Instead, he glanced over his shoulder and called softly: “It’s safe. Come in.”

Sinta entered with her usual, slightly formal grace. Her sea-green hair was loose tonight, tumbling over her shoulders in a way that made her look younger, softer, except for the tired set of her eyes. She carried a small glass vial, its contents luminous and shifting as if it contained captured moonlight.

She approached Jez and extended the vial, kneeling by the bed. They all knew their battle was over for the day, the night, but Jez’s was constant. Jez cherished their guilt.

“For the residual chill,” Sinta said, her voice more gentle than usual. “It should help with the aftereffects.”

Jez took the vial, hesitating only a moment before uncorking and swallowing the contents. It slid down her throat, sweet and silty, and warmth returned to her limbs. She managed a quick “thanks” and met Sinta’s gaze. For once, there was no awkwardness. Sinta’s anxiety was naked, but so was her kindness.

Keller bowled in, sword at her side, every motion clipped and economical. She scanned the chamber as if looking for threats, perhaps unable to let the preceding day go. She gave a tiny nod to Seven, then to Jez, before leaning against the wall—always ready to spring, even when pretending to relax.

Tamareth, as if conjured by the gathering, ducked her head in from the corridor. Her eyes spoke for her, telling Jez there was news. Seven asked the question everyone dreaded.

“Is there more news?”

The spearwoman flared her wings, the message she was to deliver clearly annoying her. “A runner from the academy,” he said. “From Tortalongue. He waits in the outer hall.”

Jez looked at Seven, but it was Keller who spoke: “Should we take this here, or in the main council?”

Tamareth hesitated, then: “He was most insistent. They want to meet.”

Sinta shifted her weight, voice as soft as snowdrift: “Jez should rest. If she fails, then it is over.”

“I won’t.”

“How can you be sure?” Seven asked.

“Because I have all of you.”

Jez pushed off the bunk. Her knees almost buckled—sensation from the interface whiplashed—but she steadied herself. The others flanked her as she crossed the threshold, Seven to her left, Keller just behind, Sinta and Tamareth in the rear. The corridor outside was dim, and the only light was the thin yellow of torches guttering at each end.

The messenger from the Tortalongue waited for them at the edge of the antechamber. He was short, and his cloak was dusty and wrinkled, but his eyes shone a febrile blue—clear, almost alien in the gloom. He bowed but did not look away.

“Jez?” the runner asked, voice quick and clipped.

“Speak,” Keller said. It was not a command so much as a permission.

The messenger straightened. “Tortalongue wants you. She has a proposal.”

Seven stepped forward, so used to being in charge that his loss of power was awkward. “What proposal?”

“One for the dungeon master,” the runner said stiffly, nervously.

Jez felt the authority settle like a burden on her shoulders. She nodded to Seven. “Answer his question.”

The runner made an odd, formal gesture—right hand across chest, then a fist to the brow. “Madame Tortalongue requests your presence to approve the appointment of your second.”

Seven exhaled. “And who would that be?”

The runner looked through Seven, past the others, his weary eyes settling on Jez.

“Madame Tortalongue requests your presence to approve the appointment of your second. Can I tell her you are on your way?”

Jez straightened. She had no time for politics. They would have to straighten this shit out immediately. She was no leader. She was no heroine.

But she was the Dungeon Master, and she understood its depths and nuances way more than she had earlier. Her knowledge was growing exponentially, like the dungeon had seeded the broken AI within her. A second? Unless that person could crawl inside her brain, the second would be of no use to her.

“You can,” she replied, accepting that, for now, she was in charge.

A smile teased the edges of her lips as she stepped forward.

“Come on gang. Let’s go and see what she’s decided I need.”

Perhaps being in charge would be fun.

Maybe she could order Seven into her bed?


Chapter Two




Jez pushed the dungeon’s intrusion to the back of her mind. It was relentless, like a child vying for her attention. But it was also fascinating, a Pandora’s Box of secrets waiting to be discovered. Child dungeons were a thing. Portals had hierarchies. Mana came in a multitude of varieties. Flux smoothed all. Knowledge, the type she’d sought all her life, came at her from all angles. Her fear receded with each step forward. Her mother had always insisted that knowledge was power, and in Goblin hierarchy, a female agency was brains or breasts. Jez thrust her ample chest forward, catching Seven’s sly glance.

It was good to have both.

The corridor was empty, just the faint musky residue of cleaning solvent and ozone from the mana lamps. They made the journey in silence, each step resonating with the memory of what they’d survived in the hours since the world almost ended. Seven set the pace, all momentum and square shoulders, Jez at his side, while Tamereth and Keller flanked in tactical silence. Sinta drifted at the rear, hands hidden in her sleeves, cloak pulled close enough to vanish into the shadows.

Jez counted each step, pausing just before the oak doors. She recognized, with clinical detachment, the signs of her remaining fear: knuckles gone bloodless on her fist, teeth sunk hard into the inside of her cheek. Even here, the lattice of the dungeon buzzed faintly in her mind, the meshwork of boundaries and pressure points like a migraine just beneath the surface. She might have power, but old insecurities hadn’t been washed away just yet.

Inside, the common room was already half-filled with those who truly ruled Quintasia.

The doors swung inward on a soft click. For a moment, the light within stabbed at her eyes, outlining every inhabitant in harsh silhouette.

Tortalongue presided from the central table, her face sculpted by exhaustion but still immaculately composed. Beside her sat Rejoinder, arms folded with a lawyer’s wariness, and Emily Hunt, the only one openly smiling—though the effect was like the cold glimmer off a scalpel.

Sanya Soleil sprawled on a padded chair before the hearth, boots up on the iron crossbar, arms stretched over her head. Her hair was loose, her tunic unbuttoned past decent, a predatory grin pointed directly at the newcomers. By the fire’s flicker, the old bloodstains on her leggings showed up in a deep umber, as if she’d never bothered to clean them, not moved since they were last here.

Drake occupied the only upright chair near the sideboard, posture unyielding, hands pressed flat to the table. The glow of a small blue mana lamp etched every line of his face, painting the wrinkles with cyan and shadow. He looked older, like further burdens had been placed on his shoulders.

Ortega stood by a mullioned window, glass of wine in hand, back to the room as she gazed through the imperfect glass at whatever darkness still prowled the campus. Her reflection was barely visible in the panes, but even in profile her mouth was set in a hard, sardonic twist.

There was another teacher, too, at the edge of the table—Willar, if Jez recalled the parade of faces from before. She had no clue what he taught, but his presence said he was trusted by someone.

Tortalongue didn’t look up from her parchment until Seven announced them: “You called?”

“We did,” said Rejoinder, voice already tilting toward the formal. “We thank you for returning. We have mulled the recent events and felt that further discussion couldn’t wait. There are choices that are presenting themselves, and we can’t have them made without consultation.”

So that’s why we’re here. They’re scared I might screw it all up!

Jez tried to shrink behind Seven’s shadow, but Sanya caught her eye and winked. “They’re just jealous you can switch the lights out, Jez.”

“I don’t think anyone saw this coming,” said Tamereth, taking a spot at the far end of the table. Her wings, in this confined space, folded in tight origami against her back. Keller stayed standing, hands on hips, the only posture she appeared comfortable in since the violence began.

“Sit,” commanded Tortalongue, gesturing to the open seats. “This is not a tribunal. It’s a working session. The present changes. The past is done. If we don’t change with it, we will fail.”

Jez did as she was told, sliding onto the bench. Seven took the next seat over, Keller and Sinta bracketing her on either side. She was sandwiched by loyalty, but every set of eyes in the room weighed her like a meat merchant at market.

Tortalongue began without ceremony. “There has not been a normal hour since the incident. The faculty, the council, even the janitorial staff—all are in a state of sustained panic. Our previous models of behaviour are obsolete. You have forced us to revisit every policy in place by taking over.”

Jez nodded, afraid to interrupt.

“Dungeon theory is not new,” continued Tortalongue, “though our application of it here has always been limited by proof. We suspected, but we had no proof. Until today.” She slid the parchment aside and looked at Jez for the first time. “You are the new system.”

It should have sounded ridiculous. But Jez felt the lattice hum inside her, and knew it was nothing but true.

“We have spent the last six hours assembling any document, lore fragment, or administrative protocol that references the boundaries between dungeons, the theories, the reasoning. We are operating on the assumption that if you are capable of direct interface, you can be reached by other dungeon masters as well.”

“That’s been… confirmed,” Jez said, her voice tight and papery. “There was an intrusion before we came.”

Every teacher in the room tensed, a phenomenon Jez would have charted for amusement in any other context.

“From whom?” asked Drake, quietly.

“I don’t know,” she lied, “but it was not a Horror. It was… more organized. A message, not a breach. I have a name, but it would mean nothing to you.” She wouldn’t say Geronium aloud. It tasted like failure that she hadn’t at least countered the elf’s power, and she refused to give Drake the satisfaction of that failure. Somehow, he always appeared to be the enemy.

Sanya chuckled, stretching one arm overhead until her shoulder popped. “Nothing like a shot across the bows, eh, Drake?”

Ortega turned from the window at last, wine glass aloft. “If the enemy is already aware of the changeover, we have less time than the projections. They may skip containment and move to direct invasion.”

“There are no projections,” said Emily Hunt, her smile never fading. “The best we have is scenario modelling by Tortalongue and Willar.”

Willar, who wore thick spectacles and a drooping mustache, bobbed his head. “We always believed in the cycles. Horror invasions were almost scripted. The next ten days may be the last time cycle before total breakdown of whatever keeps them at bay.” He looked at Jez. “Unless you can accelerate learning.”

Jez blinked at him. “Learning?”

“Of the interface. The lattice. The boundary. Whatever you want to call it—whatever it actually is.” He spread his hands in a hopeless gesture. “It’s you or nothing.”

Tortalongue resumed command. “We have not, to be clear, authorized any ceding of authority to you. The council is not prepared to acknowledge a student as ultimate sovereign. However, practical considerations dictate that we must work with what is real, and at this moment, you are the only one who can influence this...” She looked around the room, the cracks in her confidence showing. “Dungeon?”

It was then Jez accepted them for what they were. Desperate to retain control, they grasped at minute threads of knowledge in the hope they might be correct. The thought that five fresher students might now control their destiny scared them senseless, even though it had been their plan. Seven, the wildcard. Their only hope had returned to haunt them.

“What are you asking?” Jez said, unable to keep her voice from cracking as she returned some authority to them.

“Cooperation,” said Tortalongue. “You are to attend all council sessions. You are to document any changes, breaches, or anomalies you detect. You are to refrain from introducing new hazards, no matter how tempting. And if there is a way to harden the boundary, or to raise our odds of survival, you will make it clear to us.”

Jez couldn’t help it: she burst into a nervous laugh. “You realize I can barely keep it from melting down, right? That it’s all new to me and that I’m clinging on by the tips of my fingernails.”

Rejoinder’s voice was calm, almost gentle. “We understand you are untrained. We are offering support.”

“We’re not idiots,” said Sanya. “We know you’re the only thing keeping us from being dinner for a thousand hungry elves. But you’re going to need babysitting. We have experience fighting these things. You aren’t alone, Jez.”

Seven made a strangled sound, halfway between a cough and a protest, but Drake cut him off with a slight raise of the hand. “If you have further questions,” Drake said, “now is the time. Otherwise, we will begin analysis of current threats.”

Jez felt the eyes again. Seven’s were the only ones that didn’t burn.

She swallowed, tried to speak, found herself unable. Sinta’s hand was on her wrist, cold and certain.

Tortalongue waited another beat, then said: “We have a proposal. If you are indeed the Dungeon Master, you will need a second. Someone to serve as anchor, liaison, or safety valve in the event of catastrophic failure.”

Keller snorted. “Sounds like a last ditch play to retain control. Have you thought we might not want the responsibility? That we might believe you are best suited to deal with all this shit?”

Tortalongue raised her hand as several of the teachers made to speak. “Everything has changed. Circumstance has altered all. What put Jez there? Eve. Eve, someone we paid no attention to happened to deliver the one person that had the brains to guess the password to the dungeon. How? Through the infatuation of a boy who should be dead. A boy, only alive because Seven spared him. Seven, the student who plucked Jez from obscurity and certain failure. Don’t you see? We, this council, had no influence on this. We were excluded from this manipulation, for that was what it was. So yes, Keller, we have thought you might not want this, but someone or something is insisting you have it.”

“We are,” said Willar, humorlessly, “finding the transition difficult.”

Seven cleared his throat. “I think you are all making a mistake. Fate brought me here through an error. Drake influenced us more than any. He literally caused Keller’s wolf. If Siniman Kayle taught me one thing, it was that teamwork is the only path to victory. We need you all to be in charge. Jez needs you.”

Silence fell. Only Drake’s sharp intake of breath broke it until Jez spoke.

“Have you chosen someone to help me?”

Sanya’s grin went feral. “That depends. What’s your favourite flavour of bad influence?”

Jez let the noise swirl around her for a moment, letting the data points click into place. They all wanted something from her—security, insight, maybe even a little borrowed power—but none of them wanted the burden. Not really.

She was already shrinking into herself, her posture closing, hands twisted in her lap. The lattice hummed at the back of her skull, full of possibility and terror. She could, if she wished, lock them out. Make the entire place a fortress of her own making. She ruled all, no matter what they said, no matter what Seven said. And the more familiarity that came with it, the better she felt about it.

But did she want that power?

Her voice, when it came, was so soft she doubted they heard it. “My favourite what?”

Tortalongue nodded, a queen yielding the floor. “Let’s take the night. We reconvene at first light. There is much we need to accept, much we need to chew over.”

Seven rose, gently pulling Jez to her feet. The meeting was already dissolving into new alliances, whispered strategy, the soft clink of glass as Sanya refilled her own drink. Jez let herself be led out; the last sight of the room being Sanya’s predatory smile and eyes alive with the promise of tomorrow’s chaos.

In the corridor, the air was cooler, easier to breathe.

“I’m not sure I can do this,” Jez admitted, the words brittle but true.

Seven’s hand found her shoulder. He didn’t squeeze, didn’t offer some clumsy comfort. Instead, he just walked beside her.
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She woke before dawn, or what passed for it in Quintasia, certain that the lattice had re-wired itself during the night. Jez sat up, sweat-frozen to the wool blanket, aware that the net of her existence had gone taut and was now humming at a higher pitch.

A note sat on her bed, telling her they’d gone, that they couldn’t wake her. Fear and anger came. Then she saw Seven’s mark, the stilted writing, and knew he’d insisted he’d written it himself. They were protecting her. The understood she was fragile.

By the time she reached the council chamber, the others were already seated. The survivors’ table had been shuffled; Tortalongue and Rejoinder were joined by Sanya, Ortega, Drake, and the ever-silent Willar. Seven, Keller, Tamereth, and Sinta took the far seats, Sinta’s eyes bloodshot but sharp. Jez had memorized everyone’s posture by now, could recite them like chess openings, but today there was a new anxiety: none of the teachers spoke as she entered, and even Sanya’s joke caught in her throat and died.

She waited for the usual dry commands, but Tortalongue simply gestured to the space across from her. “Let’s not waste time.”

Rejoinder picked up. “We need to understand what you’ve learned about the system. All of it.”

Jez nodded, folded her hands, and began. The timing of her arrival appeared convenient. Like the dungeon had woken her just in time to play her part.

“The dungeon is not what I initially thought it was.” She settled, her confidence coming. “Quintasia is—was—only a segment. The original system was Phillion, but that’s more a name than a location now. At some point, the first Dungeon Master realized they were going to lose the world. Rather than let the elves take it all, they split off this… bubble. A membrane, suspended in what you’d call the void.”

She paused. Drake’s eyes flickered, taking notes she’d never see.

“The split slowed down local time, to buy a window for a solution. But the system needed a purpose, so the AI—Cortex, I think—created a set of simulations. The dungeons. They were meant to breed talent, to create a weapon against the elves.”

“So we’re a breeding program?” Sanya said, her tone dry, but not mocking.

“In essence,” Jez agreed. “But with a failsafe. If the champion doesn’t emerge, everything resets. New dungeons, new rules. It’s done this… a lot.”

“How do you know?” Keller asked.

“The interface remembers. There are echoes. I can see every failed run, every patch job, every time a promising candidate died or defected.” Jez’s hands trembled, so she gripped the edge of the table. “We are somewhere along a new path. It might be our last chance.”

Silence. Even Tamereth seemed to struggle with the scale of her explanation.

“Milkwood Glen?” Willar prompted.

Jez nodded, grateful for the question. “That was a side experiment. The AI wanted to keep a backup, a memory of what Phillion was before the destruction. It modelled a fragment, used it as a template for a possible new world in case this one failed. It’s… beautiful, but also sterile. There’s no evolution, no entropy.”

“So if we win, what happens?” Seven’s voice was raw, but clear.

“We reseed Phillion,” Jez said. “Or some version of it. We become the ancestors for whatever comes after.”

“And if we lose?”

Jez shrugged. “The elves overlay the boundary. They eat the bubble. Nobody survives.”

Sinta let out a small, keening noise, and for once, no one looked at her like she was broken.

Rejoinder said, “The previous Master left?”

Jez nodded. “He couldn’t find a way to beat the elves, so he left the system to the AI hoping some random element might come into play. But the AI isn’t creative. It can only copy old scripts, combine them, pray for novelty. It’s terrified of change.”

“Yet you’re here,” Drake said, not quite a question.

Jez met his gaze. “The system needed wildcards. I am one of those. That’s the only reason I can see the interface—I’m anomalous enough to trip the failsafe.”

Drake steepled his fingers. “Why you?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s just luck. Or maybe—” she stopped, suddenly unsure she wanted to voice it. “Maybe the previous Master seeded it that way. Left a back door. The answer lays with Seven. I’m sure of that.”

“Which would mean?” Rejoinder’s voice was quiet.

“That we may be the solution. I just haven’t found out how yet.”

Willar made a noise like a dying bird. “Is there anything you haven’t told us?”

Jez almost laughed. “Tons. The lattice runs in layers; every time I sleep, I wake up to new topology. Sometimes I can sense the enemy through the boundary. Yesterday, I heard a voice. Geronium, I think, though I can’t verify it. It was a message, not an attack. A diagnostic, maybe. The boundary is getting thinner by the hour.”

“And the Horrors?” Sanya. Still hungry for the worst.

“They’re a side effect of elven meddling. They attack weak points. When the pressure builds, the membrane leaks. The monsters come through.”

Tortalongue sat with that for a long time. “So what is your plan?”

Jez exhaled. “The system is brittle. Any innovation might cause collapse, but without risk, it definitely fails. I want to try something different. Use the enemy’s tricks against them. Patch the boundary with a recursive loop, create a false layer to buy us time.”

Drake looked intrigued. “You can do that?”

“I think so. Not now. Perhaps soon. But I’ll need help. And if I fail, it might bring the whole thing down.”

Sanya laughed, the sound a bark. “That’s always been the deal.”

Rejoinder turned to the teachers. “Any objections?”

None came.

“Then you have our support,” Tortalongue said.

The council devolved into side conversations, and Jez felt herself slip out of focus, as if her presence was less a person and more a packet of volatile information.

She almost missed Drake’s question: “Who was the previous Master? You mentioned him.”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “But sometimes, in the interface, I hear a voice. It’s calm, and young, and never intrusive. It’s… reassuring.”

Drake seemed satisfied. “You must find out.”

Jez nodded, and for the first time since the transfer, she felt almost normal. Not part of a system, not a patch, not a sacrificial algorithm. Just herself.

The echo of the old Master’s voice lingered. She wondered what he would say if he could see the peril he’d brought them so close to.

Breakfast arrived without ceremony, trays and pitchers wheeled in by a mute pair of older students whose faces Jez didn’t recognize. The delivery felt almost obscene after so much existential conversation, but hunger asserted itself as soon as the covers were lifted. Sanya pounced on a platter of cold meats and cheese, loading her plate with the same joyful efficiency she brought to everything. Tortalongue accepted a cup of broth, barely sipping it as she resumed her spot at the head of the discussion.

Jez took nothing. She didn’t trust her hands to stop shaking, and the idea of eating while the system in her head rewrote her future felt sacrilegious.

Drake broke the ice with a surprising amount of warmth. “You did well,” he told her, as he spooned something gray and lumpy onto his bread. “Better than most would have.”

The compliment left her confused. “I didn’t fix anything.”

“You explained. You accepted uncertainty. You admitted your own limits.” He glanced at Sanya, who was picking through slabs of meat with two fingers and a wolfish grin. “Most people, given that kind of power, would already be rewriting the rules for their own benefit.”

Jez looked down, embarrassed. “I haven’t figured out how. I’m more steering it at the moment.”

Drake’s eyes creased. “That’s why you have to survive long enough to understand.”

Keller and Tamereth, at the end of the table, passed a plate back and forth, both eating with the detached intensity of people who have never known reliable meals. Sinta sipped a cup of dark tea, hands trembling only when she put the cup down. Seven just sat, staring at the table, lost in thought.

When the first hunger died, Tortalongue returned to business. “You need a second opinion, Jez. Drake and Willar have convinced me it must be our best expert on dungeon topology. Someone who can intervene if you lose focus.”

“Who?” Jez said, already dreading the answer.

Drake nodded to Sanya, who made a show of dusting crumbs from her hands and leaning back in her chair. “It’s simple. There is only one professor in Quintasia who studied the Dungeon Theory and truly believed every aspect of it. I believe she helped Drake manipulate the Speaker Tree.”

Jez glanced at the teachers, expecting a name, but Sanya smiled instead. Even then, the smile was not for her.

Tortalongue’s eyes were stone. “The risk is worth it.”

“Who?” Seven’s voice was deadpan, but the others heard the tremor beneath it.

Sanya didn’t answer immediately. She stood up, sauntered around the table, and draped an arm over Seven’s shoulders with the easy confidence of a bartender settling a dispute. She was taller, held power easily, and her grin was feral.

“We’re going to have to go back out,” she said. “Into the wilds. We’re going to have to bring her back in.”

“Her who?” Seven said.

“Levan,” Sanya replied.

Seven flinched. “She’s feral. You said she was feral.”

“Everybody outside is feral,” Sanya said. “But Levan’s feral is functional. She’s still the best. If anyone can keep Jez from falling, it’s her.”

Jez felt her stomach drop through the floor. Seven had told her how those on the outside sucked the power from their fallen. “She won’t come,” Jez said. “That craving for power is addictive. Seven told me. I see it in him.”

Sanya shrugged. “Then we’ll fight. Or negotiate. Or whatever works. But she’s our only hope. She knows more about dungeons than anyone.”

The room fell silent, each person retreating into their own crisis.

Seven finally spoke, voice barely more than a whisper. “It will be dangerous.”

Sanya ruffled Seven’s hair, to his obvious disgust, and winked at Jez. “Not as dangerous as doing nothing.”

Tortalongue nodded. “The pair of you leave at dusk. You’ll have a full support team, but only you can convince her.”

Seven pulled away from Sanya, jaw tight. “What happens if Levan’s too far gone?”

Sanya looked at him with real affection, as if suddenly remembering a favorite pet. “Then we do what you always do. We adapt. We survive, and we get the fuck out of there.”


Chapter Three




Wind scalped Seven's long hair, thorns ripping his pants as his boots pulverized the root-strangled tarmac of a forgotten Phillion street. Every shattered streetlamp and pulverized sidewalk slab hammered in sync with his exploding heart. The world screamed with contradictions: tower blocks on either side jutted like compound fractures through dead flesh, their glass eyes not just gouged but violently excavated, while everything below the tenth floor writhed with savage jungle—vines strangling concrete, moss devouring steel, mutant trunks twisting fire escapes into tortured sculptures that screamed with silent agony.

Sanya tore through the narrow forest two heartbeats ahead, her body a weapon hurled at incredible angles over twisted metal and concrete teeth. Each leap defied death, muscles coiling and exploding with the feral precision that only comes from staring down extinction daily. No words—words were oxygen, oxygen was survival. Her eyes flashed once over her shoulder, not to check if Seven followed, but to measure the distance between him and oblivion. The message was clear: keep up or be meat.

It was a hell of a pack.

They'd seen the alpha first—a knuckle-walker the size of a hut with skin like old basalt split by magma veins that pulsed orange-red with each laboured breath. The rest of its kind had been close behind, leaking from alleys like living oil, their hunched silhouettes warping the dying light. They flattened chainlink with casual swipes of forearms thick as choking vines, vaulted over the skeletal husks of rusted sedans, their movements synchronized with the eerie precision of a military unit that shared one mind. Seven could hear—actually hear—their breathing pattern through the cacophony of city-rot: the wet, metronomic huffing that cut through the drip of toxic condensation, the creaking of collapsing infrastructure, and the thunderous percussion of his own terrified heart.

Califire screamed inside his skull, "Six behind, two left, two circling," each word a hot nail driven through his frontal lobe. Seven's fingers cramped white-knuckled around the hilt—the blade never lied about a hunt, and right now it was shrieking for blood.

He didn't dare look back. Their hunger gnawed at his spine, teeth scraping vertebrae, promising to crack him open like marrow-rich bone. The weapon writhed in his grip, metal liquefying and reforming with a sound like tearing sinew, the staff-end sprouting a cruel spearpoint that thirsted for flesh. Black runes seared up his palm, burning ancient symbols into his skin that smelled of char and ozone.

“Are we headed to the cache or just getting eaten?” he grunted, more to Califire than Sanya.

Sanya hurdled a slab of concrete. “Stick to the plan, hero. Cache. Then we do this your way.”

“My way was to avoid getting boxed in by the damn apes,” he said, breathing hard now.

“Your way would have announced us to every elf in this half of the hemisphere. I told you, no magic.”

Seven slammed Califire into crumbling asphalt, the weapon shrieking against stone as he catapulted over a rusted chassis, lungs burning with each ragged breath. Sanya's silhouette flickered ahead—a blur of motion and survival instinct. They carved left at the intersection, skidding on loose gravel, where civilization surrendered completely—the road devoured by a writhing wall of kudzu that pulsed like something alive, hungry, waiting to swallow anything that dared approach its domain.

“Under!” Sanya yelled, and they dove together into a low culvert, a rainwater tunnel that ran under the block and stank of iron and stagnant water.

Califire flickered in his head: “They’ll not follow into confined space, unless⁠—”

Unless the elves are here, Seven finished for it. He didn’t say it aloud.

The culvert was a squeeze, slick with the last runoff and old oil pools. Seven’s shoulder screamed as he jammed it through a gap, the skin tearing but the pain useful: it kept him focused, made him remember he was alive. Sanya wormed ahead, all business, and they made it thirty meters before the tunnel widened, and the greenish light of the dead city seeped in from above.

They scrambled up the exit, fingers clawing at crumbling concrete edges, and landed on a crescent-shaped balcony overlooking what had once been a courtyard. The space below had collapsed into a crater of broken marble and twisted rebar. Vines cloaked every surface—thick, ropy tendrils with leaves like serrated knives and flowers that glowed faintly purple in the half-light. Yet the balcony itself remained oddly pristine, as though some invisible hand had swept it clean. Not a single creeper dared cross the threshold of weathered stone, creating a perfect semicircle of emptiness that even the most aggressive vegetation respected—a silent nod to Elven magic that lingered after its casters had vanished.

The city’s soundscape was wrong. No bird cries, no insect drone. Just their own breath, and, in the background, the subsonic whine of Phillion’s core—the same tone that haunted Seven’s dreams ever since he’d emerged from Quintasia’s bubble. It set his teeth on edge. It calmed him. It’s contradiction coming from knowledge, an understanding that Jez was always close.

He risked a look back.

The gorillas—"Culls," Sanya called them, though Seven was pretty sure she'd made it up—were already regrouping. The alpha, its skin like volcanic rock cracked with veins of molten orange, wedged massive three-fingered hands into the culvert's mouth and wrenched, metal screaming as it peeled back like foil. Beside it, the first subordinate lumbered forward on misshapen knuckles, each the size of Seven's fist. It tilted back its anvil-shaped head, parted lips mottled purple-black to reveal two perfect rows of yellowed teeth, and unleashed a howl that vibrated through Seven's skeleton and made his bowels try to slither away on their own.

Sanya yanked him to his feet. “We’re close. You feel it?”

Seven nodded, then shook his head. “The core’s too loud. All I get is pressure.”

“Good,” she said. “Means we’re not being surveilled. Move.”

They ducked under a skybridge that once linked the twin towers of the block. Halfway through, the world shifted, and for an instant, Seven felt a tingle of magic. He clutched the staff closer; Califire responded by heating in his hand, an eager dog ready to bite.

“Stay low,” Sanya said, more a habit than a necessity.

He did, crouching so low his knees scraped the moss-slick concrete, and they reached the fire exit of the east tower without incident. Seven tested the door, his palm coming away orange with flakes of rust. It stuck with the stubbornness of something long forgotten, but the steel frame had deteriorated to lace; he broke it with one hard shove that sent reverberations up his arm. The stairwell beyond was pitch dark, a vertical throat that swallowed what little light filtered in. It smelled like mildew and secrets—that peculiar blend of wet stone, corroded metal, and the sweet-sour decay that follows human absence. His boot disturbed the white dust coating every step—bones crushed to powder over decades, fine as talcum but grittier between his fingers when he tested it. Human? The thought made his throat tighten. Maybe.

They started up.

It took them a minute to realize that something was following them inside.

Califire murmured, “Two in the stairwell, small. Third floor and rising.”

Seven didn’t answer, just gripped the weapon tighter. Sanya glanced over her shoulder, judged his tension, and drew her sidearm—a battered slug-thrower that had been rare even before the walls of Quintasia closed.

They made it up four flights before the first of the “smalls” caught up. This one was faster and thinner than the Culls outside, and wore a coat of fur so pale it shimmered like a ghost. It moved on all fours but its front limbs bent like arms, hands tipped in long, human fingers.

It shrieked and lunged.

Sanya's gun cracked like thunder in the stairwell, the slug tearing through the creature's face in an explosion of midnight gore that painted the walls. Its momentum slammed into her like a freight train, both of them crashing down in a tangle of limbs and screams. Seven had no time—the second small one dropped from above, joints clicking unnaturally as it plummeted toward his skull. He thrust Califire upward with a primal roar, the blade punching through alien flesh and bone with a wet, sickening crunch. The thing's shriek cut the air as Seven twisted the weapon viciously, its metal singing with bloodlust as it drank deep.

The thing fell, writhing, but Seven didn’t hesitate—he drove the blade through its chest, pinning it to the step. The blood ran cold and sticky, pooling at his boots.

Below, the alpha howled again.

“Move, move!” Sanya barked, already limping but not slowing.

They climbed.

Above the tenth floor, the stairwell abruptly ended—jagged rebar jutted from the concrete like broken bones, and twisted metal handrails curled outward into empty space. The next flight had been ripped away completely, leaving nothing but a yawning void where stairs should have been. Chunks of pulverized concrete littered the landing, and deep gouges scarred the walls—five parallel lines, like massive claws had torn through stone. Sanya grimaced, wiping sweat-slicked hair from her forehead as she peered upward into the shaft of dim light filtering down from floors above. "Of course," she muttered, checking her weapon. "We go up outside.”

Seven reached the landing window. The pane was long gone. Beyond was a ledge three inches wide, vines massed everywhere, and a thirty-meter drop to the stone and rebar below.

He didn't wait for Sanya's orders. Heart hammering against his ribs, he lunged through the window frame, his boots scraping for purchase on the knife-edge ledge. The world tilted sickeningly below him—thirty meters of empty air and certain death. Califire burned hot in his grip as it transformed, metal flowing like quicksilver until the climbing axe's wicked point gleamed. He slammed it into the wall with a grunt, concrete dust exploding in his face as he carved his own salvation into the building's flesh.

Sanya followed, boots gripping even when her left leg dragged. The two of them made it up another two floors before the sound below shifted: the alpha was climbing, using raw muscle to scale the wall after them. The rest of the pack circled at ground level, waiting for scraps.

At the top floor, they found the window already open and slipped inside.

The interior gleamed with an unnatural cleanliness that made Seven's skin prickle. Not a single mote of dust hung in the shaft of light cutting through the window, not even when he disturbed the air with his passing. The atmosphere tasted filtered, processed—almost metallic on his tongue. Surfaces reflected with the sheen of recent polishing: glass tables without fingerprints, chrome fixtures without smudges, floors without a single scuff mark. Every calculated step he took across the pristine tile echoed with growing certainty: something lived here. Something methodical. Something clever.

Sanya gestured him down a corridor to the north. “That’s it. The cache. Or at least the coordinates we have.”

They ran.

But the alpha found them. The walls shuddered with each of its thundering steps, plaster raining down, pipes rupturing in geysers of steam. Then came the sound—concrete and steel surrendering—as it smashed through the corridor wall twenty feet behind them. Seven's eardrums compressed painfully as it roared, a sound like mountains collapsing. Up close, the beast was colossal, its shoulders scraping both walls, skin rippling with muscle beneath volcanic cracks. The stench hit like a physical blow—putrid meat, ammonia-sharp sweat, and bizarrely, the acrid tang of wood-ash that clung to the back of Seven's throat.

Sanya's gun bucked in her hands—crack-crack—two slugs punching into the alpha's skull with wet thuds that should have dropped anything living. The beast barely flinched. Seven's forearm blazed as if plunged into molten metal, Califire's hunger surging through his veins like electricity, the weapon's need for violence becoming his own. His knuckles whitened around the hilt until he thought the bones might snap, blood roaring in his ears as he locked eyes with the monster and screamed inside his skull: NOW!

“Califire. Let’s do this.”

The blade erupted with a thunderclap that shattered the air, unfurling into a six-foot arc of midnight flame that devoured light itself. Runes seared themselves into Seven's flesh, scorching from wrist to collarbone in a lightning-fast network of agony that tore a scream from his throat. Blood boiled beneath each symbol as they burned through skin, muscle, down to bone. The alpha recoiled, pupils contracting to pinpricks, a primordial terror flashing across its bestial features—recognition of ancient death incarnate—but the moment of salvation lasted less than a heartbeat.

Seven lunged, his vision tunneling to crimson pinpoints. The first strike severed the alpha's arm in a spray of black ichor that hissed where it struck metal. The limb hit the floor with a wet slap, twitching, fingers still grasping. The beast didn't even flinch—just pivoted with unbelievable speed. Seven's second strike carved a spiral trench across its chest, deep enough to expose yellowed ribs, but the wound sealed instantly, muscle knitting over bone as the alpha's jaws snapped inches from his face. Sanya's gunfire thundered, slugs punching through the creature's knees in geysers of pulverized tissue, but the thing only roared louder, its breath hot with the stench of rotting meat.

Califire screamed inside his skull, the blade's hunger a white-hot spike behind his eyes: "Blood! Take the head!"

Seven reversed grip with a feral snarl and rammed the blade up under the alpha's jaw with such force his shoulder socket popped. Bone splintered, black blood fountained, and the point erupted through the crown of the skull in a geyser of pulped brain matter and shattered bone. The beast's death-thrash caught Sanya mid-reload—its massive paw connected with her sternum with a sickening crack that Seven felt in his own ribs. Her body cartwheeled through the air, smashing into the far wall hard enough to spider-web the concrete before she crumpled into a motionless heap.

Seven hung on, teeth bared in a feral grimace as the alpha crashed to the floor with him astride it like some nightmarish bull. The impact jarred every bone in his body, blood spraying across his face in hot arterial jets. With a primal scream that tore his throat raw, he wrenched Califire sideways with every ounce of strength left in his trembling arms. The blade carved through bone and brain with a sound like wet concrete being split by lightning. The alpha's skull separated in a violent eruption of black matter and shattered bone, its death spasm so violent it nearly bucked Seven into the ceiling before collapsing into twitching, steaming ruin.

Seven rolled off and crawled to Sanya. She was breathing, but her eyes were rolling back and forth, trying to focus.

He wiped his hands on his shirt. The blood was everywhere. “You good?”

She grinned, teeth pink with her own blood. “That’s more like it. That’s more like the hero we hoped for.”

He helped her up, then used Califire to cut a strip from his shirt and wrap her arm. She hissed at the contact but let him.

They limped together down the rest of the hall.

At the end, the corridor opened into a penthouse that hit Seven like a slap from an unknown era. Not the luxury sort with gold fixtures and imported marble, but the kind built for survivalists with money: triple-reinforced windows in titanium frames, rooftop water catchers feeding into filtration systems that hummed behind the walls, and self-sustaining power cells glowing blue-green in recessed floor panels. The interior stood frozen in time—cream-colored couches arranged in perfect right angles, a glass coffee table bearing neatly fanned papers, a kitchen where brushed steel appliances gleamed under recessed lighting that hadn't flickered in fifty years. Through floor-to-ceiling windows, a view that punched the air from Seven's lungs: the skeletal remnants of Phillion's financial district jutting like broken teeth through a suffocating blanket of emerald jungle, and beyond it, where the suburbs once sprawled, the shimmering toxic mirror of a storm-soaked sea.

Sanya whistled. “We made it.”

Califire’s runes faded, the blade collapsing back into its normal, understated form. “More blood.”

Seven ignored the weapon. He eased Sanya onto a couch and found the kitchen sink, ran water over his face, trying to scrub the adrenaline off.

“Close all blackouts,” Sanya instructed the apartment.

Seven looked up, and in the mirrored finish of the faucet he saw the penthouse reflected: untouched, unsullied, but every window now blacked out, every door locked tight.

He shivered.

Sanya was already propped up, feet on the coffee table, arm bandaged. “You ever think this was all a bad dream?” she asked.

Seven stared at the dark windows, the skyline gone, and the blood on his hands.

“Yeah,” he said. “But I’m starting to think it’s someone else’s nightmare.”

Seven roved the penthouse like a security drone, arms crossed tight against his blood-spattered chest, eyes darting from corner to corner. He circled the perimeter twice, pressing his face close to the obsidian sheen of blackout glass, running the backs of his bloodied hands over polished titanium door frames and pristine wall panels. His fingertips left faint smudges on the immaculate surfaces—the only evidence of human presence in a space that seemed hermetically sealed against time itself. Every step on the soundless carpet felt like a violation, his combat boots too crude for this temple to pre-collapse luxury that refused to acknowledge the jungle-strangled ruins beyond its walls.

The place was surgically clean: no dust, no clutter, not even the smell of fear sweat in the air. The water in the sink was clear and cold. There was a working companel at the kitchen island. He found a suite of bedrooms, each made up as if for company that might drop by any moment. The bathroom off the main hall had a deep soaker tub and a row of artisanal bath salts that looked untouched. The towels were whiter than sun-bleached bones.

He returned to the central room, still clutching Califire. The blade was a hum in his mind now, a sleepy cat after a good meal.

Sanya sprawled on the biggest couch, one mud-crusted combat boot propped on the pristine cream arm, her tactical jacket unzipped to reveal the carnage beneath. Her shirt—once an enticing mix of military and subtle revelation, was now shredded like tissue paper—had torn open at the left shoulder, exposing a hasty coil of white bandage. The gauze was already leaking crimson in a perfect rosette pattern, the blood diluted by sweat or something worse that Seven couldn't name. Her fingers, still black with dried alpha blood, tapped an impatient rhythm against the immaculate upholstery.

“You’re pacing,” she said, without looking up. “You do that when you’re nervous.”

Seven pretended not to hear. He hunted the city beyond the blackout windows, funneling his hands and using his dark vision to pick out traces. At this elevation, he could see the way the jungle cut through the old street grid, like tumors bulging in every direction. He tried to pick out a familiar landmark—a broken freeway, a toppled transmission tower—but all the edges had been smoothed by relentless green.

“Does it bother you?” he said at last.

Sanya didn’t answer, so he kept staring out, letting the question ride the silence.

After a minute, she said, “Not really. You need to soak it all in. It’s like a theme park if you ignore the eating-alive part.”

He risked a glance at her. She was using a glass of whiskey as an ice pack, holding it to her temple with two fingers, not drinking it. Her hair, dark and damp, looked freshly washed, or maybe she’d just sweated out the last two hours.

“What was the plan, Sanya? Was this really the cache?” he asked. “Or did we just walk into a dead zone to see how close we could get before something ate us?”

She smiled without warmth. “I’m not suicidal, Seven. There’s a reason we’re here.”

“And that is?”

Sanya pointed the whiskey at the ceiling, the gesture precise. “This floor. This apartment. It’s a safe room. No one met us. Some bad shit’s gone down. It’s our go to if no one comes. We need to know what happened.”

Seven nodded, just once. “Levan?”

She shrugged. “Dead or hiding. Best chill. Tomorrow will be intense.”

Seven took that as permission to drop his guard. He sat on the couch opposite her, put Califire on the glass table, and waited for Sanya to say more.

Instead, she stood, walked to the food console set into the kitchen wall and scanned the panel with her thumb. The screen came alive, cycling through dozens of menu options—meat, soup, carbs, a handful of things Seven didn’t recognize. Sanya keyed in a sequence, then turned to face him.

“Steak. Medium rare,” she said. “You want?”

He shook his head. “Not hungry.”

She gave him a look. “You’ll want it later. Get precious about the protein.”

The console began to chuff and whir, grinding something deep inside, and a minute later a pair of identical slabs thumped onto ceramic plates, steamed and red in the center, seasoned to an industrial perfection. Sanya brought the plates to the table, set one in front of him with the grace of a practiced host, and used her boot to kick a chair into his shin.

Seven sat.

They ate in silence for two, maybe three, minutes. Sanya cut her steak into tiny bites, chewed each one until it was gone, then went for the next. It was methodical. She didn’t let her fork or knife hit the plate unless it was absolutely necessary. He watched her, mimicked her technique, found it oddly comforting.

After a time, she leaned back, wiped her mouth with a linen napkin, and regarded him with eyes that looked much too awake for the hour.

“You want to know why this place is untouched,” she said. “Why everything else looks like a slaughterhouse and this apartment’s ready for cocktail hour.”

“Not really,” he lied, “but go on.”

She set her utensils down, edge-aligned on the plate. “Because this is how the old world worked. People with power, actual power, always built bolt-holes above the mess. They paid off the right engineers, bribed the right city planners, laundered their fear until it was palatable to the masses. When the elves hit Phillion, everyone who could ran to one of these. Most died anyway, but the effort—” she trailed off, looking around the room. “The effort is impressive.”

Seven ran a thumb along the table edge. It was cold, smooth, probably self-sanitizing.

“So the elves don’t bother with these apartments?”

“Oh, they do,” Sanya said. “But not in the way you think. They like to keep a few perfect rooms as reminders, to see how long it takes for the survivors to come crawling back. It’s sport. If we last the night, I bet we’re on surveillance right now.”

Seven’s hands closed into fists. “Why did you bring me?”

“You’re the only person I know who could walk in here, come from a different era, a different time, without losing their mind,” Sanya said. “And you’ve got the only weapon in Quintasia that the elves actually respect. But mostly—” she hesitated, then finished her whiskey in a single swallow—“I wanted to see if you’d finally get it.”

“Get what?”

“That the world is always going to belong to bastards who plan ahead. All we do is make it interesting for them.”

Seven didn’t have an answer for that.

Sanya rose, favoring her right leg, and limped to the bathroom. She came back a minute later, hair tied up, shirt off, nothing on her upper body but the bandages and a webwork of old, faded scars. She tossed a towel to Seven and said, “There’s a first aid kit under the sink. Patch me up?”

He followed her. The bathroom was even more beautiful than he remembered—a sunken marble tub, mirror the size of a door, and a row of vials and jars in a glass case above the sink. He found the kit, popped it open, and let Sanya perch on the tub’s rim while he cut away the old wrap.

The wound was shallow, but ugly. He cleaned it, then taped it tight, fingers careful and slow. Sanya didn’t flinch once, but she watched him the whole time.

“You’re not as squeamish as I thought,” she said.

“You’re not as breakable as you look,” he replied.

Sanya grinned, the first real smile since they left the walls of Quintasia. “That’s the meanest compliment I’ve ever gotten. Thanks.”

Seven blushed, and she laughed, deep and unselfconscious. He found himself smiling too, despite the tension in his shoulders.

“You ever wonder what it would have been like if the elves never came?” he asked, half to himself.

“All the time,” Sanya said. “But then, neither of us would have come here, so we wouldn’t have known the place.” She pointed at the tub. “Help me in?”

He steadied her by the wrist. Sanya let herself sink into the water, arms resting on the porcelain rim. She looked, for the first time in weeks, actually at ease.

Seven started to leave, but Sanya said, “Stay. I hate baths alone. You don’t have to get in.”

He perched on the sink, watching the steam curl off the water. After a while, he asked, “What if they come tonight? The elves.”

Sanya closed her eyes. “Then they come. And we fight. And if that doesn’t work out, we improvise, run, hide or...”

Seven flexed his fingers, feeling the old tension creeping back.

Sanya said, “What’s the real reason you’re scared?”

He looked at her, at the scars and muscle and old pain, the power she wore like a coat she could shrug off at any second.

“Because I don’t know what I’d do if you weren’t here,” he said, barely above a whisper.

Sanya opened one eye. “Wow. That’s almost sentimental.”

“I mean it. You make Quintasia, this place, you make it safer.”

She reached for his hand, let it rest in hers, wet and warm.

“If we make it to morning, you owe me breakfast,” she said.

“If we don’t?”

“Then you owe me the next life,” she said, and smiled again.

Seven squeezed her hand and didn’t let go until the water went cold.


Chapter Four




Seven woke with every muscle in his body announcing itself—shoulders and ribs laced with dull ache, and a crook in his left calf that threatened full revolt if he stretched wrong. It was a glorious pain, the kind that made you believe you had survived where others would fall, but it was also false. An echo of his past. His Restoration had, of course, completely healed him.

The air in the penthouse cut against his skin like expensive cologne—cold, antiseptic, with notes of last night's grilled meat lingering beneath the electric tang of ozone from hidden vents. The recirculation system whispered its constant hum. Sanya was gone. The crisp white sheets beside him lay pristine and untouched, a sterile snowfield compared to his side's rumpled landscape of twisted fabric, bearing witness to hours of fitful dreaming.

He tried to reconstruct the night, but the timeline was a tangle of violence, exhaustion, and raw, unprocessed need. The fight with the alpha—burnt into his memory, every detail in slow motion. The bath, with Sanya laughing off her injuries and letting him tend to her, acting as if vulnerability was just another tool. Then the long, awkward silence where it felt like everything in the world hung in the balance, and she’d let him linger at the bathroom door before dismissing him with a single, curt: “Let the lady rinse in peace.”

She’d slept in one of the other bedrooms, he guessed. Maybe she’d never planned to share a bed. Maybe she’d wanted him to ask. It was hard to tell; Sanya ran on her own calculus, and Seven was still catching up on how any of it worked. He was still very much a novice in that department.

He thought of Keller, the first girl to ever punch him and then make out with him in the same hour. He thought of Tamereth, who understood loyalty the way most people understood breathing, and Sinta, who wore her kindness like armour. Jez, most of all: the new Dungeon Master, quantum-locked into Seven’s future whether he wanted it or not. The line between lovers and friends here blurred so often that Seven sometimes wondered if that was the point. Survive, adapt, improvise, love who you could until the end.

Sanya, though. Sanya was a contradiction he couldn't reconcile—all sharp edges that somehow still drew blood when he pulled away. Last night she'd thrown herself between him and danger without hesitation, then created this careful distance between them that felt both necessary and unbearable. Part of him wanted to hate her for the confusion, for making him guess at rules he'd never agreed to play by. The rest of him couldn't stop replaying the moment her fingers had lingered on his wrist before she'd walked away, her towel riding up, the crease of her ass, the pad of her feet on tile.

He rolled out of bed, wincing as he planted both feet on the icy floor. There was a robe hanging on the back of the door—white, plush, the kind he imagined a King would wear. He shrugged into it, belted it tight, and padded barefoot toward the sound of music and frying fat.

Sanya was in the kitchen, back to him, humming off-key to some ancient song that probably predated both of their existences. She wore only a battered T-shirt with faded block letters he couldn’t read. It was cut for someone much smaller, so it hung just above the swell of her hips, giving the exact impression of a dangerous animal that had decided, for now, not to bite.

She danced as she worked, flipping a skillet with lazy efficiency. The counter was covered in the spoils of the apartment’s food vault: eggs, cured meats, a brick of something yellow and semi-liquid labeled “cheese product.” She had managed to conjure two mugs of coffee from the food console.

He watched for a minute before she turned, caught his stare, and grinned.

“Morning, hero. You sleep okay?” she asked.

“Like a man who survived a gorilla massacre,” he said. “I thought this place just magicked food up.”

She twisted her lips, a strangled sound preceding her words. “I found their stash. Cooking is…therapeutic.”

“But will it taste like shit? That steak last night was perfect.”

She jabbed the skillet at him. “Sit. Eat. No dying on an empty stomach, not today.”

He did as he was told. She plated the breakfast with a flourish and brought it over, along with a coffee and a small pitcher of something that might have been synthetic cream. Seven sat at the marble island and watched as she shimmied onto the barstool beside him, one leg folded under her, the other dangling just above the floor. She poured them both coffee, then offered him the pitcher.

“Milk? Or are you tough enough for it black?” she challenged.

He took it black, like Keller had shown him. Sanya noticed, and her mouth twisted in what might have been approval.

They ate in silence for a while. The food was perfect—better than any meal he’d had since entering Quintasia, maybe ever. Sanya ate with quick, birdlike bites, chewing each one down before spearing the next. Seven tried to pace himself, but the first bite uncorked a primal hunger, and before long he was shoveling the stuff in with both hands, dignity be damned.

She watched him with half-lidded eyes. “It’s good, right?”

“Unreal. I didn’t even know eggs could taste like this. What is that, even?” He pointed with his fork.

She shrugged. “You learn tricks. Some of the old food packs are pure trash. But if you nuke it with salt and a splash of vinegar, it comes back to life.” She cocked her head. “You think it’s real chicken, or…?”

He shook his head. “I’d bet my arm on it.”

“Same. Still nice to have something other than ration sludge.”

He noticed, belatedly, that the robe had slipped open at his knee, exposing his legs and higher. Sanya’s gaze flicked down and back, then she grinned.

“You really went for it yesterday, but totally healed today. Impressive,” she said.

“Why? You must have seen my restoration.”

Sanya took a sip of her coffee. “Time’s slower out here. It’s faster in the dungeons. Slowest in Quintasia. Trust me, it’s impressive—better than mine.”

Seven drained his own cup and refilled it, the caffeine sharpening his focus. He felt the urge to fill the air with small talk, but Sanya seemed content to let the silence do its work.

Eventually, she said: “You wanna know why I didn’t crawl into your bed last night, don’t you?”

He choked on his egg. “That’s—uh, I mean, not my business. You do what you want.”

She gave him a slow, knowing look. “You’re cute when you squirm.”

He felt his face go red. “I just didn’t want to assume⁠—”

“Don’t,” she cut in. “Assume anything, ever. Especially with me.” She picked up a strip of bacon, waggled it like a finger. “But, since you’re too polite to ask, I’ll tell you anyway: I didn’t crawl in because I like you, Seven. And I don’t want to fuck that up with bad timing or worse decisions.” She took a bite. “Also, you snore. Loud.”

He couldn’t help but laugh. “You, Sanya Soleil, are afraid of bad decisions?”

She fixed him with a stare. “I’m not scared of shit. But I know how to play the long game.” She leaned in, her voice dropping. “You think you’re the only one with skin in this? Half the council is betting on you. Drake thinks you’ll burn the world down before you let the elves win. Even Tortalongue’s hedging her bets. Me? I think you’re going to do something nobody expects, and I want to see it. I don’t want the tangle of a relationship to get in the way of that.”

He picked at his food, unsure what to say.

“So, what are you thinking?” she asked, voice low and almost gentle.

He looked up, met her eyes. “I think I’m enjoying this trip way too much. Especially as it’s all gone to shit.”

She laughed, loud and genuine, then reached over and mussed his hair. “See, that’s the right answer.” She ruffled a little harder, then pulled away. “Eat up, Seven. We’re going to need all the energy we can get. Once the sun’s up, we hit the next step.”

He nodded, shoving another forkful into his mouth, and tried not to think about how easy it was to be with her, how natural it felt to sit and share a meal and not have to worry about what came later.

After all, he thought, later might never come.

They finished breakfast at the kitchen island, but neither moved to clear the plates nor refill their coffee. The air had changed—less the morning-after of a casual hookup, more the somber briefing before a suicide mission. Sanya leaned back on the barstool, stretching her legs until her toes brushed Seven’s, a gentle reminder of her presence even as she gazed past him into the fake blue of the apartment’s windows. Seven watched her, unsure if she was putting on a show or simply didn't care enough to hide her mood.

Sanya tapped her empty mug with a fingernail. "Want to know the real funny part?" she said.

Seven shrugged. "I've got nothing but time."

"This was never supposed to be the plan," she said. "There was supposed to be a meet. Here. That's why we even risked the damn cache. It's not just for food and blankets."

Seven frowned. "Who were we meeting?"

She rolled her eyes, as if the answer was too obvious to bother with. "Levan. And if not her, then at least one of her crew. There’s no fallback if nobody shows."

"You mean—" he began, then stopped, thinking back to the way Sanya had checked every room, every cupboard, every inch of the place the night before. She’d been looking for more than just threats.

"Yeah," Sanya said, reading his pause. "Best-case, they're late. Worst-case, it’s just us. Which means some very bad shit went down."

Seven sipped his coffee and let that settle. "So, what, we just hide here until the elves finish their sweep? Wait to get picked off?"

She snorted. "That’s not how any of this works, Seven. If they want us, they’ll get us. And I don’t know about you, but waiting to be hunted doesn’t exactly light my fire."

He put the mug down. "Then what is the point? Phillion's dead. The elves won. If Quintasia is just a training ground⁠—"

"It isn’t," Sanya said, voice suddenly sharp. "That’s just what the old men say, to keep the kids inside. You ever wonder why the elves never just nuked the bubble and called it a day?"

Seven thought about it. "Because…"

"Because they want something. Something specific. Maybe it's the mana, maybe it’s the tech, maybe it’s the people. They never stop pushing, but they never finish the job. You know what I think?" She leaned in, lowering her voice. "I think the whole thing is a game to them. Like, every year they roll the dice and see if maybe, just maybe, the next wave of humans will come up with something worth their attention."

He stared at her, and for a moment she looked almost vulnerable—like the admission cost her.

"So you think we're… what, cattle? Lab rats?" he said.

She shrugged, a little too quick. "You ever seen an elf bleed?"

The question hung in the air, weighty and dark.

"No," he said.

Sanya smiled, small and sad. "Neither have I. You know what that means?"

He shook his head.

"It means we’ve never even come close."

They sat with that. Seven let his eyes wander over the kitchen, the perfect order of everything, and realized the whole apartment was a mockery—a stage set for a play where the ending was written before the actors arrived.

"You ever wish you'd just stayed in the bubble?" he said, the words surprising him.

Sanya made a face. "Quintasia? Shit, no. That place is a slow death. Better to die fast and messy, at least you get to pick your moment."

"But you still go back," he said. "You could just run."

She snorted. "Run where? Elves own everything beyond the portals. Genevieve had it right. He played his cards then just left when he’d had enough."

He turned that over. "So the only thing left is to fight. Even if you know you can’t win."

"Exactly," she said. "That’s what makes us better than them. They can’t stand not being in control. Humans? We thrive on chaos. It’s the one thing we have that they never will."

He grinned. "You think that's enough?"

She shrugged. "If it’s not, it’s all we get."

He tried to imagine a world where hope was measured in teaspoons and every ounce of optimism was met with double the risk. Maybe he didn’t need to imagine it.

Sanya cracked the silence with a laugh. "Fuck, we got dark real quick. You ever think about sex? Because I do. All the time." She wagged her eyebrows, overplaying it.

Seven nearly spit out his coffee. "What⁠—"

She giggled, a little manic, but not insincere. "It’s just, sometimes I wonder how anyone gets off in a world like this. You got time to spare, but you know tomorrow is a maybe at best."

He found himself smiling in spite of the mood. "I guess I don’t think about it as much as you."

"You should. It keeps you sane." She slouched, sliding her butt a little lower on the barstool. "Speaking of, I heard a rumor you and Jez are a thing now. That true?"

He flushed. "We’re not⁠—"

"Oh come on. She’s the Dungeon Master. You’re the resident wildcard. It’s like, cosmically inevitable. Plus, I’ve seen the way she looks at you. She sleeps in your room. Is part of your little harem. She stares at you, Seven. Like you’re a cinnamon roll she wants to devour, but she’s scared she’ll choke and die on it."

He tried to laugh it off, but the image stuck.

Sanya grinned. "Did you hit it?"

Seven coughed. "No. Not even close. She’s still figuring out how to be a part of our group."

Sanya made a sympathetic noise. "That’s adorable. For the record, the goblin wants you. Like, bad."

He stared at her. "You sure?" He suspected.

Sanya snorted. "I’m sure. Jez is desperate to feel anything that isn’t pressure or guilt. And you’re the only thing in this world less predictable than her. Trust me, Seven, it’s not subtle."

He shook his head. "I don’t understand it all. Before, I was a vagrant. A literal nobody. Now I’ve got three girls, and every one of them is smarter, tougher, or more dangerous than I am."

Sanya looked at him for a long moment, then said, "That’s your problem. You still think you don’t deserve it."

He opened his mouth, then closed it.

She leaned over, close enough he could smell her sweat and the cheap soap from the shower. "Newsflash, Seven: girls want you. You’re going to have to get used to it."

He tried to meet her eyes, but she was already looking away, mug spinning slowly on the counter.

"Do you?" he said, voice too loud in the quiet.

She laughed, then stood, stretching her arms over her head until the T-shirt rode up high on her thighs. "Maybe I do. Maybe I like a guy who doesn’t know how to take a compliment."

She left the kitchen, bare feet padding over the polished tile, and he watched as her ass disappeared around the corner, the shirt flashing a few perfect centimeters of underbum as she went.

Seven stared at the wall and tried to remember if anyone had ever flirted with him so brashly before.

He couldn’t. But he found he liked the feeling.

She finished up. “Grab a shower. I’ll go prep.”

Seven didn’t know how long he stood in the shower, or what strange compulsion kept him there, hands braced on the tile, head bowed beneath the torrent. The bathroom’s exhaust was so efficient that, even as the steam rose in thick clouds, the mirrors stayed only half-fogged, creating a world divided: his flushed, naked reflection in high-def at center, and a dreamlike border where everything else ran to watercolor. He’d expected cold water, sharp and unrelenting, but the tap ran hot as a fever and the soap was the kind that turned to butter on the skin.

He closed his eyes and let the heat erase the tension, but it didn’t erase the new tension. Instead it swelled, a biological inevitability triggered by the memory of Sanya’s body, the cocky tilt of her hips as she left the kitchen, the barest flash of cheek beneath the T-shirt. Seven’s thoughts ran wild: Keller, who’d taught him how to fight and how to kiss and never once made him feel like a kid; Tamereth, all discipline and burning glances; Sinta, who’d healed his wounds and watched him with the worship of someone seeing god. Jez. Always, somehow, Jez—the way she shied away, only to return with eyes hungry for something neither of them could name.

But it was Sanya who pressed against the inside of his eyelids, the way her laugh became a threat and a promise at once, how she controlled the room with nothing but the bare arch of her collarbone.

He let his hands drift down. It was pure, adolescent, embarrassing, but after everything—blood, monsters, seeing the world outside as a bone-yard—he needed it. The touch was as clinical as a checkup, then less so; the shower’s hum dulled the rest of the world to background noise. He stroked himself, slow at first, a little stunned at how quickly the ache transformed into need, imagining her hand, her mouth, her voice, and that was enough. He came in a half-muted gasp, the spatter lost to the drain, the afterglow equal parts relief and mortification.

He stood there a minute, catching his breath, face in the crook of his elbow, before he shut off the water and stepped out. His skin glowed red and his hair was stuck to his skull. He reached for a towel and wrapped it low around his hips, then swiped at the mirror, blinking his own face into view.

That’s when he saw it.

At first, he thought it was just the typical arcing drip trails that fog left behind. But no. The letters were crisp, deliberate, and slashed across the glass in two rows: TOWER. THIRTEEN.

The words stuttered his heart. They weren’t there before. He looked around—no sign of Sanya, nothing moved or missing. Just those two words, capitalized, impossible to miss.

Seven put a palm to the glass. It was cold, even through the thick mist.

He called out, "Sanya?"

Her voice came muffled through the door. "What?"

"Can you—can you come here?"

There was a pause, then soft footfalls on the stone. The door opened and Sanya strode in, still wearing just the T-shirt, now bunched high from the static of the air. Her eyes flicked from his bare chest to the mirror and back again. For a second, she just stood there; then she grinned.

"You trying to seduce me?" she said. "Or is that towel for modesty?"

He tried to play it cool, but the color rose in his face. "The mirror. Look."

Sanya cocked her head. "Yeah. Tower Thirteen. Did you write it?"

He shook his head. "I was in the shower the whole time."

She drifted closer, close enough that her bare thigh brushed his towel-wrapped leg. She squinted at the mirror, then exhaled a low, appreciative whistle. "Shit," she said, "you’ve got a fan club. Or a stalker."

She turned, hands on her hips. Only now did Seven realize how naked he was. She didn’t hide her appraisal—her gaze started at his face, swept down his chest, paused meaningfully at the towel, then darted back up with a smirk.

"No wonder the goblin’s obsessed," she said. "You’re packing a lot of... personality."

He didn’t know how to respond. It was all too much.

“What’s Jez got to do with it?”

“She controls it all, in theory. I think she just got a message to us.”

He stared at the letters as they bled down, slowly vanishing under the weight of the steam. “Thirteen.”

Sanya watched his discomfort, clearly delighted. "So, you want to find out what it means? Or should we keep playing house?"

He swallowed. "We should probably⁠—"

She cut him off, finger pressed to his lips. "Not yet. Dry off. Meet me in the bedroom."

She left, pausing in the doorway to shoot him a final, predatory look. "And don’t worry about dressing."

The door swung shut behind her. Seven stared at the mirror, the ghostly message almost gone, then down at the bulge in his towel. He shook his head, unable to stop the stupid smile from spreading across his face.

Whatever happened next, he was finally starting to believe he belonged in this world.

He took his time crossing the suite, savoring the residual heat from the shower, the luxurious nap of the carpet against his feet, the casual sway of the towel that barely corralled him. His heart thudded in that old, wild pattern he recognized from fighting monsters, only now the enemy was inside him: lust, uncertainty, a raw hope that maybe he could just slip back into Sanya’s arms and forget the rest of it, at least for a while.

But Sanya was nowhere on the bed.

She stood at the far wall, back to him, bent over the open trunk. Her hair was pulled into a rough ponytail, and she was already half-dressed in gear: boots laced high and tight, pants a strange green-brown camo pattern, black compression shirt clinging to her arms. Seven watched her shoulders flex as she dug through the trunk, oblivious to or unconcerned with the towel-clad man behind her.

When she turned, she caught him staring. Her eyes flicked to his groin, then up to his face.

"Oh, you poor thing," she said, grinning. "Thought you were getting lucky?"

He felt his face flush, but the rest of him stayed stubbornly on message. "You told me not to dress."

She snorted. "And you nailed it." Then, with the grace of someone who’d done this a hundred times before, she tossed him a bundle of cloth.

"Put these on, Seven," she said. "We’ve got work to do."

He caught the bundle, fumbled it open, found a pair of matching pants, a black T-shirt, and a tactical vest loaded with empty pouches and little plastic toggles. He pulled the shirt over his head, then hesitated, towel still wrapped at his hips. Sanya just watched, utterly unselfconscious, then gave him a look that said, Really? and turned to the trunk again.

Seven stripped, pulled on the pants—they fit, sort of—and cinched them at the waist. The vest was heavy, and made him feel a little bit like he was wearing someone else’s uniform, some dead soldier from a better-prepared timeline. The last piece was a pair of fingerless gloves, which Sanya handed to him with mock ceremony.

"You look like a real action hero now," she said, eyes dancing. “It’s old military uniform. It’s best. Tough.”

He shrugged. "You sure this isn’t all a set up?"

She shrugged back, then flopped onto the bed and began lacing up her own boots. "You never know. It might just save you. This place is supposed to be safe, but after the message, I’m not trusting anything."

He sat beside her, feeling the awkwardness of proximity but also the comfort. She looked over at him, her face a little softer than before.

"You know, when I first met you," she said, "I figured you’d die within a week. Not for lack of skill—just too many bad habits. No self-preservation instinct."

He looked at her, trying to read the subtext. "I’m still here."

"Yeah," she said. "You are. That’s why I’m not making a move on you, in case you were still hoping." She grinned, flashing teeth. "I like my partners alive, not an inconvenient memory."

He chuckled. "I’m not planning on dying. I’ve got too much to live for."

She smacked his arm. "Then a rain check. We’re going to Tower Thirteen. Let’s see if we survive that."

He tried to remember if that meant anything, but all he could conjure was the message on the mirror.

Sanya noticed his confusion. "Ahh, I see the problem, you’ve never heard of the protocol out here. No magic, sure. That one you get."

He shook his head. Sometimes she talked in riddles.

She stood, stretching, then crossed to the far wall, where a panel broke the stone-coloured wall. She keyed in a code and it slid open, revealing rows of guns and rifles similar to what she’d used on the gorillas. They gleamed in the soft white light, oiled and ready.

She grabbed one, checked it over, and tossed it to him. He nearly dropped it, looking at it like it revolted him.

"Careful, it’s not loaded," she said. "I’ll show you how it works later."

He hefted the weapon, feeling both ridiculous and dangerous. "Are these even effective?"

"Against humans, sure," she said. "Against elves, not so much. But the trip to T13 is through a patch of city where the rules are... flexible. Sometimes you run into things that used to be people. Sometimes you run into nothing for days. Sometimes you meet another team, and you have to decide quick if they’re friend or enemy."

She took a sidearm for herself, racked the slide, and holstered it at her hip.

Seven found himself mesmerized by her efficiency, the way she moved and spoke and readied herself with so little wasted motion. He realized he’d seen versions of this his whole life—but swords, crossbows and the like. Weapons suited some folks like books suited Jez.

He said, "Why do we need all this? Because of the no magic rule? They make a noise. That little one you used nearly deafened me."

She closed the rack, looked at him. "After last night, I think it’s going to be a bitch to reach the old Tower. Something’s waiting for us, and it knows we’re coming. Hell, the elves can’t get us if we’re dead."

“So I can use magic?”

“Magic calls them. It reaches across the planet in ways noise doesn’t. But yeah, if it’s death or magic, go for your life.”

“You’re scared.”

“It pays to be.” She sat beside him on the bed, elbows on her knees. "You good?"

He nodded.

She nudged him with a shoulder. "You’re sure?"

He grinned, a little less nervous. "Yeah. I think so. You?"

She leaned in, voice a whisper. "I was born ready, hero."

They sat like that a moment, then she stood and gestured to the door. "Let’s make some noise."

He followed her out, the gun heavy in his arms, heart pounding with a mixture of terror and anticipation.

Whatever waited for them in Tower Thirteen, he was as ready as he was going to get.


Chapter Five




The world outside the penthouse had gone predawn dead: not the stillness of peace, but the dangerous lull that comes when everything with teeth is either too sated or too groggy to hunt. Seven and Sanya moved in silence, boots a slow drumbeat on the sculpted concrete of the apartment’s corridor. The tactical vest sat heavy on his chest, pinching the breath from his lungs. The gun’s grip was rough in his palm, the unspent energy of it like a low-voltage charge that made his hands buzz.

The elevator had been a disappointment—just an empty shaft, wires sagging slack and twisted all the way down—so they took the emergency stairs, Sanya in the lead, Seven’s steps echoing in double-time behind her. Every ten floors, she’d stop, listen, then sprint the next ten without a word. It took less than a minute for Seven’s shirt to stick to his back, and for the illusion of the old-world glamour to drain from the place, leaving only the hard skeleton of survival.

At ground level, Sanya kicked open a maintenance door with the practiced violence of someone who’d spent years getting locked out of places. The city’s air hit them: wet, chemical, sharp with the bite of morning and a hint of carnivorous bloom. The sky was a gradient, not of blue, but of thunderhead gray and the blood-orange of distant sunrise. Phillion’s cityscape was equal parts fossil and dream—concrete fingers punching up from a mat of invasive green, streets corkscrewed by root and erosion, and every window a blackened eye staring straight into tomorrow.

“We take the car park,” Sanya said, voice pitched low. “Cuts under the street, comes up near the old waterworks. Shortest route away. Just in case the rest of the gorilla pack are watching.”

Seven nodded, then realized she was already gone, picking her way through the litter of once-luxury cars, all of them reduced by time to puddles of chrome and glass. The gun bounced against his thigh, a constant reminder that his edge now came from tech he barely understood.

They reached the entrance to the car park, the concrete mouth yawning open and black, the sign above still legible under the grime: “RESIDENTS AND REGISTERED GUESTS ONLY.” Sanya turned, grinned, and flashed a rude gesture at the sign.

“Ready, hero?”

“Sure,” he said, and followed her down the ramp, the darkness swallowing them whole.

Inside, the temperature dropped ten degrees. The walls sweated with condensation, every surface furred with moss or the weird transparent fungus that made a wet sucking noise under his boots. The air stank of copper and something sour, the ghosts of a thousand car batteries corroding in their sockets. Sanya’s flashlight snapped on—a tight, surgical beam that sliced through the murk in increments, never more than a foot ahead at a time. Seven followed its bobbing light, letting the sense of tunnel vision focus him.

First level was empty, the cars there had been stripped bare like carcasses after a vulture feast, nothing but skeletal frames with jagged edges where doors and hoods had been wrenched away. The concrete floor had buckled and split, cracked like ancient pottery by thick, ropy roots that snaked through the darkness. These botanical invaders had long since devoured anything rubber or fabric, leaving only metal bones behind. Sanya froze at a support pillar mottled with black mold, her raised fist a universal command for silence. They waited, muscles tense, the only sound a slow, metronomic drip from somewhere in the dark, like an IV leaking out the last of its saline.

Second level, the water started. It crept up from the lower ramps like an oil spill, shining obsidian-black and stagnant, a mirror that fractured the ceiling's exposed wiring and crumbling concrete into a nightmare kaleidoscope that made Seven's stomach lurch. The flashlight's beam sliced across the surface, revealing islands of rusted metal jutting up from the murk—some long vehicle, its doors already half-submerged, algae creeping along the door handles like green fingers; another, its once-luxury leather seats now rotted to reveal foam innards, with a family of blind white lizards basking on the hood, their translucent skin pulsing with each shallow breath.

Sanya moved with the lethal precision of a predator, each footfall calculated to displace minimal water. Seven tried to match her rhythm, but his boot slid on something slick beneath the surface—a mistake that sent a thunderclap of sound ricocheting through the concrete cavern. She whipped around, eyes flashing like knife points in the dark, her body coiled tight as a spring trap ready to snap.

“Stay close,” she said. “If you see ripples, don’t blink; attack.”

He nodded, and kept one hand on the gun, though it felt absurdly fragile compared to the monsters he’d faced with Califire. Another weapon was slung across his back, wrapped in a wetproof sleeve.

At level four, the water was waist-deep. Sanya paused, then veered right, skirting the perimeter until they reached a small concrete alcove, half hidden by the upthrust chassis of a pile of rust. She ducked behind it, motioned for him to follow, then crouched low, dropping her pack to the ground.

“We’ve got an hour before the city truly wakes up,” she said, voice a whisper. “That’s when we move. First, you learn how to not shoot your dick off.”

She unholstered her own gun, a matte-black pistol with a grip scarred by old tape and what looked like someone’s tooth embedded in the butt. She held it out to him, barrel down, with the air of a priest offering communion.

“Ever shoot one?”

Seven shook his head. “No guns in my world,” he said. “I had a slingshot once.”

She cut him off with a snort. “Slingshot? You’re out here now. It’s all about crowd control, and this is the best we’ve got.”

He lifted the gun. It was heavier than he expected, dense and cold, the edges biting into his palm. Sanya took out a magazine, popped a round free, and set it on the floor between them.

“First, the basics.” She spoke with the clipped patience of someone who’d taught a lot of idiots, but didn’t quite consider Seven one of them yet. “Finger off the trigger until you’re ready to shoot. Aim for center mass—none of this action-hero headshot crap. Two hands, feet planted. When you fire, expect a punch.”

She ran him through the loading, the racking, the stance. Her hands on his shoulders, hips, even his wrists, adjusting him with micro-corrections that made him feel like a child. But her touch was brisk, never condescending, and every time he got it right she gave a quick nod and said, “Good.”

“Let’s see what you’ve got,” she said.

She pointed at a floating tire, maybe fifteen meters away. “That’s your target. Empty the mag.”

He lined up, inhaled, and squeezed the trigger. The gun snapped, the recoil a sharp, almost friendly shock that rocked up his arm. The first bullet missed. So did the second. But by the fourth, he was compensating, and by the end of the mag, the tire was listing, riddled with holes, and slowly sinking into the water.

“Not bad,” Sanya said, and there was real pride in her voice. “Again.”

He did it again, faster this time, the rhythm becoming addictive. The smell of the spent casings, the heat rising from the chamber, and the way each shot felt like an answer to an unspoken question. After the third mag, he was grinning. Sanya caught the look and grinned back.

“See? You like it. I knew you would.”

He flushed. “It’s… easy. Why don’t we use these in Quintasia?”

She looked at him, head cocked. “Because the best monsters don’t give a shit about bullets. Only the small fry die to lead. The big ones—like those Culls last night—they’ll eat a hundred rounds and not even slow down. That’s why you still need the magic, the blades. But this…” She gestured at the gun. “This is for everything that’s not worth the effort.”

She slid a new mag in her own weapon, flicked the safety, and leaned back against the car’s rusted flank.

“Remember the alpha last night?” she asked. “You saved us with Califire, but if you’d used the gun first, you’d have only pissed it off.”

He shivered, remembering the way the monster’s head exploded under the blade. “So why teach me at all?”

“Because you never know what’s coming next,” Sanya said. “Sometimes it’s not a monster at all. Sometimes it’s a person. Or worse, a person with a monster. You need every edge you can get out here, Seven.”

They sat in silence, listening to the slow drip of water and the distant hum of the city’s grid waking up. Seven practiced the motions—reload, rack, aim, fire—over and over until it became muscle memory.

After a while, Sanya stood, stretched, and scanned the car park with her light.

“Time to go,” she said. “You’re a fast learner, hero. I like that.”

He grinned, a little proud now. “Thanks for not shooting me when I slipped.”

She barked a laugh. “You do that in the forest, I might reconsider.”

They waded through the water, Sanya leading with the gun high, Seven right behind. The sense of dread faded with each step; the city above called, and for the first time since leaving the penthouse, Seven felt almost hopeful. Maybe they could reach Tower Thirteen. Maybe they’d make it through the day alive.

They reached the ramp at the far end of the car park, and Sanya paused.

“You ready for the real test?” she asked.

He nodded. “Yeah.”

She jerked her chin toward the concrete stairs, where a faint, rhythmic tapping echoed down from above. “There’s a family of thrashers in the stairwell,” she said. “Small, fast, mean. Not worth a spell, but too smart to ignore.”

He swallowed, remembering the Culls. “So I shoot them?”

“You shoot them,” Sanya said, “and you don’t miss.”

He crept up the stairs, gun ready, eyes locked on the shifting shadows ahead. The first thrasher came into view: a pale, hairless thing with skin like wet wax paper stretched over visible blue veins. Its bulbous eyes protruded from sunken sockets, milky and unseeing yet somehow tracking his every movement. A mouth that was too wide for its skull unhinged to reveal row upon row of needled teeth, each one translucent as icicles but stained yellow-brown at the gumline. It hissed—a sound like steam escaping a punctured pipe—then scuttled sideways on limbs that bent at unnatural angles, fingertips tipped with hooked claws that clicked against the concrete, before it suddenly coiled and lunged with the fluid grace of something born to kill.

Seven fired. The shot caught it square in the chest, spinning it back into the railing with a wet crunch. The second one came from the side, moving so fast he barely tracked it. He fired again, a wild shot that clipped the creature’s head, spraying the wall with a stuttering arc of dark fluid.

He fired again, and again, until the landing was quiet, the only sound his own ragged breath.

Sanya caught up, surveyed the scene, and whistled.

“See? Easy,” she said.

He nodded, a little shaken, but also something else. Alive. Alive in a way that made his skin prickle and his hands steady.

They made their way up, out of the car park and into the new morning. The city waited, silent and watchful.

Sanya holstered her gun, gave Seven a long look, and said, “Now you’re ready.”

He wondered if that was true.

But as the sun rose and painted the city with cruel, bright light, he knew there was no turning back. Above the city, clouds shivered with pink and sulfur, the morning light fractured by the high glass ruins and twisted into radioactive tints. Below, every sidewalk and alley pulsed with new life: vines in open war with the plastic and steel, birds whose songs were less music and more blood-claim, the air thick with the wet ache of chlorophyll and decomposition.

Sanya and Seven hit the ground at a dead sprint, lungs already burning, the city's outer blocks vibrating with the electric threat of unseen predators. Seven's memory of their first run—that desperate, blood-soaked scramble from the gorilla pack—now seemed like child's play. This wasn't a rehearsal anymore. This was opening night with no safety net, and death waited in the wings the moment their boots slammed against the root-shattered pavement that seemed to pulse beneath them like a living thing.

Within a block, a simian howler pack made their play. Six at first, dropping from the open windows of vine-battered high-rise, hands and feet flexing with the liquid grace of acrobats. Their fur was oily, black, with streaks of vermilion that looked sprayed on, their faces broad and expressive, twisted with a rage that seemed almost personal. Sanya knelt, sighted, and fired twice before Seven had drawn breath: the first shot cored a howler mid-flight, sending it tumbling in a wet arc, the second took out the trailing beast’s hand, which sheared off and spun end over end like a thrown glove.

The rest came fast, but Seven’s hands didn’t shake this time. He braced, aimed, and squeezed off three shots in measured rhythm—chest, shoulder, throat—and the lead howler collapsed, shrieking its own blood into the air. The others scrambled for cover, but Sanya was already up, clearing the zone with a wide, room-slicing sweep of her gun.

“Move!” she barked, and Seven obeyed, heart galloping, the world painting itself in streaks of motion and flashes of gunfire.

They took the east avenue, a canyon between two office towers. The jungle was thick, mutant ferns curling over broken vehicles, moss climbing the street signs. As they wove through the mess, a new threat slid into view—something reptilian, low-slung and spiked, camouflaged against the cracked road until it moved. The thing was three meters long, tail prehensile, head like a boar’s skull set on an alligator’s chassis. It hissed, then surged toward them, tongue lashing.

“Waste it!” Sanya yelled.

Seven fired. The bullets sparked off its plated skull, but the soft underbelly flashed pale for a split second with every charge. He aimed lower, caught it once in the gut, and the beast slowed, dragging itself in agony before Sanya finished it with a single, point-blank shot to the eye.

A second one followed, and this time Sanya let Seven take the lead. He waited, holding his fire until the mouth gaped. Then he fired straight down its throat. The creature flopped and died, bile hissing across the weeds as its death-thrash kicked up a storm of old mulch.

“You’re learning,” Sanya said, almost approving.

They moved on, and the city changed around them. Every block, the density of flora increased, every street sign more eroded, every building more like a patient waiting out its own terminal illness. Seven felt the presence of the jungle in his lungs, a high, feverish pulse that made him sweat and blink away hallucinations.

Next were the cats.

They hit at the old transit plaza, where the city’s veins split into a dozen wide boulevards, all choked by jungle. The first one was nothing but a flicker of gold above the doorway, but Sanya’s reflexes were faster. She ducked as the big cat—a panther, with strange mirrored patches on its fur—cleared the distance in a single, silent leap. She caught it with her left arm, rolled, and slammed it to the ground, then shot it twice through the skull before it could even claw her vest.

But this was not the only one. Four more melted from the shadow, their steps soundless on the moss, eyes wide and unblinking. They coordinated, moving as a unit, testing angles, probing for mistakes.

Seven’s mind went white with fear, then red with action. He fired into the first, the gun barking its report into the empty street. The cat jerked, then pounced anyway, raking claws down the leg of his cargo pants. The pain was immediate and hot, but not disabling. He shot again, and again, until the animal’s body went slack and tumbled off.

The rest hesitated. Sanya took advantage, shooting one through the pelvis, another through the spine as it tried to dart away. The last circled, limping, and then vanished.

Sanya reloaded with calm hands, then jerked her chin at Seven’s bleeding thigh.

“Walk it off,” she said, her own voice husky from exertion.

They moved on. But with each kill, the city grew more hostile. The walls echoed with the death rattles, the forest ceiling above now alive with movement. Something was changing—an escalation, a coordination. The next attack came not from the ground, but the rooftops.

Bats, or something that remembered being bats: leathery wingspans two meters wide, needle fangs, bodies like desiccated infants. They dove in groups, screaming a sound that stripped thought from Seven’s head and left only panic. Sanya ducked, then fired upward, the shot catching one beast and sending it cartwheeling into the branches below.

The rest swarmed, wings beating at Seven’s face, tiny claws raking his scalp. He turned, fired, and caught a wing in the blast, sending the animal into a convulsion that dropped it at his feet. He stomped it, almost gleeful now, then drew breath and fired again at the cloud above.

“Down!” Sanya yelled, grabbing his shoulder and yanking him into the shadow of a collapsed bus stop. The bats screeched, circled, then moved on, drawn by some other scent or sound.

Seven gasped, wiped blood from his hairline, and looked at Sanya. “You okay?”

She grinned, a red line down her cheek. “Better than them.”

It was then that Seven noticed the pattern. Each attack came harder, more organized, the monsters trading tactics like soldiers.

“They’re herding us,” he said, the realization hitting like a freight train.

“Yeah,” Sanya said, face suddenly serious. “But we don’t have a choice. Sewers are worse. Trust me. Keep moving.”

They ran.

Every alley, every shortcut, became a gauntlet. The city’s predators seemed to communicate, each wave timing itself for maximum effect. Seven’s arms grew heavy from the constant recoil, the gun’s slide burning his thumb each time it racked back. Sanya took a hit to the vest, a tooth puncturing the mesh, but she never slowed.

At the old riverway, the ground dropped off, exposing a hundred-meter chasm carved by water and neglect. Across the gap, a single, narrow rail bridge led eastward, its rusted trestles glinting in the dawn. Sanya stared at it, calculating.

“We take the rail,” she said. “They won’t expect it.”

They sprinted for the bridge, boots rattling the loose gravel as the forest behind exploded with new sound—a chorus of howlers, cats, even the hissing of the reptiles echoed from the canopies. Seven chanced a look back and saw the street behind them moving, alive with a mass of hungry, vengeful animals.

They hit the stairs, three at a time. Sanya cleared the first landing and vaulted the rail, landing on the tracks with a metallic thud. Seven followed, slipping once, then catching himself on a tie. The air up here was different—clear, cold, and electric with possibility. Below, the city’s predators prowled, but none followed onto the tracks.

They ran. The bridge shook with each step, every bolt and rivet protesting their passage. Sanya laughed, wild and high, the sound carrying all the way to the river below.

On the far side, they found a maintenance ladder, then dropped onto the embankment. The old rail yard was deserted, the rails curving toward the horizon in parallel arcs of rust and moss.

For the first time since morning, Seven could breathe. He looked back, and the city’s edge was already receding, the monsters pacing just out of range, unwilling to risk the open expanse of the bridge.

“They’re scared,” he said.

“Of the sky,” Sanya replied, eyes scanning above. “Something owns the air here. We just moved up the food chain.”

He swallowed, adrenaline fading. The world was quiet now, but it was a different quiet—one filled with the promise of bigger, meaner things.

They walked for a time, the sun climbing higher, the tracks growing hotter under their feet. The city fell away, replaced by a vast, open plain of scrub and tangled wires, the old signal towers rising like gravestones along the route.

They kept moving, always looking up.

And somewhere, far above, a shadow wheeled against the rising sun.

For a while, the tracks were peace—an alien, echoing sort of peace, but real. The rails stretched ahead in a gentle curve, the world below reduced to a static diorama of ruined suburbs and wild green. The sun was high now, flattening the city’s wounds and washing out the colours until only the harshest contrasts survived: the white gleam of the rails, the blue-black sky above, and the faint shimmer of heat off the concrete sleepers.

But nothing this quiet ever lasted.

At first, Seven saw nothing but sky. Then, from the left, a shadow carved a perfect arc across the sun, blotting the tracks in a heartbeat. It was vast, wings beating with the slow, lazy cadence of something that had never feared gravity. Sanya skidded to a halt, eyes tracking the thing as it spiraled down, each circuit tighter and faster until the wind shrieked with the friction of its descent.

The bird—if it was a bird—was nightmare fuel rendered in vector-fast art. Its beak was three feet of serrated bone, eyes like shards of obsidian, the face a mask of slate-blue feathers that faded into the black at the shoulders. Its wings spanned twice the width of the rail bed, feathers edged in metal and tipped with what looked like razors. As it stooped, it screamed—a noise that started at the base of the spine and ripped up through the brain, bypassing the ears altogether.

“Down!” Sanya yelled, and they dove together, flattening themselves against the gravel as the creature tore past. The wind off its wings flung pebbles like shrapnel, and Seven felt the feathers slice the air inches above his scalp.

The bird banked, braked hard, then perched on the wires thirty meters ahead. It regarded them with a predatory calm, head cocking in abrupt, unnatural angles. Sanya came up to a knee, raised her weapon, and fired a controlled burst at the beast’s head.

The bullets struck true. They ricocheted off the beak and forehead, sparking against the keratin, but not even causing the monster to flinch. It blinked, once, slow and deliberate, then spread its wings and came again.

Seven tried to run, but the bird was faster. It swept along the rails, wings tucked, a missile of feathers and hate. Sanya braced for the hit, but the creature caught her by the arm, claws like pruning hooks. She screamed as it yanked her up, then slammed her back down to the concrete, spine-first.

Seven emptied his own magazine at the bird’s chest, a wild, desperate fusillade. A few shots punched through, leaving ragged holes that didn’t bleed, that the bird didn’t even notice.

“Magic,” Seven muttered. “It wants fucking magic.”

He dropped the gun, hands scrambling for the wrap on his back. Califire slid into his grip with a sound like a violin string snapping. He thumbed the release, and the blade flexed into life—a cold, silver fire that shimmered with ancient menace.

The bird caught the glimmer, paused mid-strike. In that instant, Seven lunged. He brought the sword up in a two-handed swing, catching the bird’s ankle just as it reached for him. Califire sheared through tendon and bone; the foot came off in a spray of black oil, the beast screaming in an octave that made the sky itself shudder.

Sanya was up, blood streaming from her face, gun leveled. Seven didn’t have to shout—she saw her opening, and fired point-blank at the monster’s now-unsteady head. The impact staggered it, knocking it sideways, and Seven seized the moment to drive Califire through its eye socket and deep into the skull.

The bird thrashed, wings battering the air so hard Seven nearly lost his grip. Sanya grabbed him by the vest, yanking him back as the monster toppled off the rail into the abyss below, trailing black feathers.

They collapsed to the track, breathing hard.

Sanya wiped the blood from her eye, then checked her arm. It was mangled, but not broken. “You good?” she croaked.

Seven checked himself. “Alive.”

They sat for a moment, letting the tremors drain from their limbs. The silence was a luxury. Then Sanya pointed, not up, but down the line.

“Next station’s two klicks. If we move fast⁠—”

But the shadow returned, this time with friends.

Six—no, seven—birds carved the air above them, their screams slicing through Seven's skull like hot metal. The sky wasn't sky anymore, but a churning mass of razored wings and hooked beaks, waiting to descend. Sanya's fingers dug into Seven's arm hard enough to bruise bone as she yanked him forward, her face a rictus of terror and determination. "RUN!" she screamed, her voice breaking. And they did.

They sprinted, feet hammering the ties, lungs burning like furnaces, each breath a serrated knife in their throats. The station ahead—just a goddamn concrete slab with no walls, only a single, buckled roof that might as well have been tissue paper. The birds plummeted as one, a synchronized death squad, their hooked talons extended like executioners' tools, the air screaming around their dive.

Seven ripped Califire from its sheath, the blade singing as it tore through air. A bird's talon flashed—he swung, steel meeting bone with a wet crack. Blood sprayed his face, hot and oily. Another dive-bombed, its razor-edge wing missing his throat by millimeters, the backdraft alone enough to slice his cheek open. Sanya screamed as she fired, her gun bucking and smoking in her hands, each shot punching through feathers and hollow bones. Two birds crashed onto the tracks, their bodies shattering like glass bombs, viscera painting the rails crimson and midnight. The survivors shrieked their fury, circling tighter, pupils contracting to murderous pinpricks as they plotted their next attack.

The station loomed, and Sanya screamed, “Jump!” She vaulted the final gap, grabbing the railing with her good hand and swinging herself up. Seven followed, less graceful, landing hard and rolling, but making it.

The birds landed on the roof, claws gouging deep furrows into the old steel. They peered down, angry, but not foolish enough to attack the station directly.

Seven and Sanya pressed their backs to the wall, breathing in sync, as the birds circled above.

For now, they were safe.

But Seven knew it was just another kind of trap.

They made a redoubt in the farthest corner, wedging themselves between crumbled cinderblocks the color of dead teeth, their spines pressed against concrete that radiated cold like a corpse. The chill seeped through their tactical gear, numbing their thighs and turning sweat to ice along their spines. Above, the birds wheeled in tight formation, their midnight wings slicing the air with surgical precision. Their shrieks—part metal-on-metal, part infant's wail—rolled over each other like waves breaking on a poisoned shore. Every seventeen seconds, like clockwork, a set of titanium-edged claws raked across the corrugated roof, each pass peeling away another layer of protection, sending chalky white dust spiraling down in gentle, hypnotic drifts. It would have felt like snow in another life, soft and clean, if it wasn't laced with asbestos fibers and the unmistakable electric tang of dread.

The first attack was almost polite: a beak as long as Seven’s arm speared through the roof just meters from their heads, twisting and biting the air. Sanya pressed her sidearm to the beak and fired three times. Bone splintered, feathers flew. The beak withdrew, but not far. Instead, the bird hooked its claw through the same hole and began peeling the metal roof back, slow as a zipper. Light poured in, harsh and blue, and the next bird joined, slamming its weight onto the already-buckled sheet.

Seven and Sanya scuttled backward in desperate synchrony, spines scraping concrete as talons punched through the ceiling inches from their faces. The station's shelter collapsed inward like a dying star, each surrendered inch bringing the stench of oil-black feathers and ammonia breath. Seven's gun bucked in his white-knuckled grip, muzzle flash illuminating the terror frozen on Sanya's face as his bullets ricocheted off diamond-hard beaks with high-pitched screams, sparks showering down on them like hellish confetti.

“We’re going to have to run,” Seven said.

Sanya’s face was stone. “Not yet. It’s a test.”

He blinked. “A what?”

She nodded, eyes locked on the next beak punching through the roof. “The monsters? The patterns? They’re escalating us, testing response. Like a gauntlet. It means we’re getting close to something important.”

“Test or not, we can’t win this with bullets.”

“Then don’t use bullets,” she said, and tossed him the magazine from her pocket. “Improvise. Stall. I’ll watch your back.”

He reloaded on the fly, then snatched a length of rebar from the debris at his feet. The next time a bird’s talon punched through the concrete, he jammed the bar between the toes and twisted with all his strength. The bird screamed, tried to pull away, but Seven held on, leveraging his body weight until the monster finally ripped free, shattering the rebar but leaving one bleeding digit behind.

Sanya took her chance and fired up through the torn hole, emptying her magazine into the bird’s open mouth. It gagged, then fell silent, slumping onto the roof with a thud that nearly brought the whole thing down.

For a moment, there was calm.

Then, together, the remaining birds landed, their weight collapsing the roof into the station proper. Metal shrieked, support columns snapped, and the world became a blizzard of dust and noise. Seven and Sanya were driven to their knees, half-blind, hands covering their heads as the debris rained down.

When the air cleared, two of the birds were in the room with them.

Seven erupted upward, Califire blazing in his fist. The blade shrieked—not hummed—vibrating with such violence his teeth rattled. The nearest bird lunged, its serrated beak a missile aimed at Sanya's eye socket. Seven's world narrowed to a pinpoint of rage as he slammed the edge of his blade against the attack, metal screaming against bone. The impact nearly shattered his wrist. He spun—not with grace but desperation—and rammed Califire up through the soft underflesh of the jaw. The blade punched through cartilage, then skull with a wet crunch. Blood fountained over his hands, hot as molten metal, stinking of ozone and copper. The bird's death wasn't silent—it was a convulsion of wings beating Seven's face raw.

The second bird moved like lightning, its intelligence terrifying. It feinted, then dropped low, talons raking across Seven's shins with such force they shredded through kevlar and into meat. His legs buckled. He crashed down, vision exploding white. Sanya vaulted over his fallen body, using him as nothing but meat cover, and jammed her empty gun barrel so deep into the bird's nostril that black ichor spurted back. She pulled the trigger anyway, her scream of frustration drowning out the useless click. The bird's head snapped back, giving Seven his split-second. He lunged upward with the last reserves of his strength and drove Califire into the monster's chest cavity until the hilt slammed against ribs and the tip erupted from its back in a geyser of gore.

The monster spasmed, wings beating a hurricane into the rubble, but Seven held on. The blade pulsed, sucking energy from the creature, feeding it back up his arm in a flood of raw, electric power. He screamed, the pain and adrenaline indistinguishable now, and twisted the blade until the bird collapsed.

The fight was over.

Seven dropped to his knees, gasping, the sword searing hot in his hands. The creature’s essence was surging into him. It was a similar feeling to draining Solo, but not something he’d felt since. His core was close to full. The bird surely tipping it over some kind of edge.

Sanya crouched beside him, hands on her thighs, blood and sweat running in rivers down her face.

They looked at each other and laughed, wild and a little unhinged.

“Test passed,” Sanya said, voice hoarse.

Seven nodded, unable to speak. The world spun, and for a second, he wondered if he’d ever get back up again.

But Sanya helped him to his feet.

Outside, the birds were gone.

Only the silence remained.

Then something else. More than just his core. Something familiar.

A level up?

It came like a blow to the head, not a victory parade. Seven’s vision went white, then blue, then a hurricane of glyphs swirled across the inside of his eyelids, each one an atom bomb of new power and locked potential. He tried to focus—tried to read the skills or see what had changed—but the body wouldn’t be denied. His knees buckled. He vomited, clear and bitter, then blacked out for a microsecond.

When he came to, Sanya was already up, patting dust from her knees and rummaging for painkillers in the last uncrushed pocket of her vest. She threw him a tab, but he just shook his head and cleared his mind.

“Rough level up?” Sanya said, voice back to its normal sardonic register.

Seven managed to smile. “You could say that. I didn’t think I’d level anymore. Not with my core. I thought that superseded it.”

“Me too.” Sanya creased her brow. “We put the levels in place as stepping stones. Ways to get close to forming a core.” She reached, resting her hand on his brow. “Just what the fuck are you?”

He staggered to his feet, the sword still smoking in his hands. For a moment, he wondered if Califire was the only thing holding him upright. The blade’s energy retreated, seeping into his skin with the slow warmth of returning circulation. He felt…new. Not better, not worse, but as if his entire skeleton had been replaced with something denser, hungrier.

They took stock: two magazines left between them, one working sidearm, the sword, and a length of rusted pipe Sanya had claimed for herself. The sky was clear, the birds gone. Not even the crows dared the aftermath of their battle.

“Let’s move,” Sanya said, and this time Seven needed no urging. “We can worry about what’s going on inside you later.”

The rail line curved east, then north, the land dropping away from city to saltmarsh in a slow, sick descent. Where the city’s monsters had been coordinated, out here there was only the memory of predators—a few corpses, some half-eaten by their kin, and the weird, lonely quiet of an ecosystem waiting for its next disruption.

Seven paid attention to the changes. The air grew salty and thick with decay, coating his tongue with each breath. The ground beneath their feet transformed from packed dirt to sucking mud that pulled at their boots with greedy fingers. Soon the rusted rails themselves vanished under a sheet of standing water the color of weak tea, rippling with unseen movements just below the surface. They sloshed through it, shoes hissing against hidden debris, water splashing up their calves in frigid slaps. The final stretch of track ended at a small, battered terminal—nothing more than a concrete platform, cracked and scarred, upon which sat a squat, moss-crusted building whose windows stared out like blind, milky eyes.

Sanya led the way up the steps, checking every angle with a veteran’s paranoia. The doors were unlocked. Inside, the terminal was a time capsule: a news kiosk, a dead ticket machine, and a row of plastic benches faded to a uniform gray.

“This way,” Sanya said, and took the stairs two at a time to the second level.

Here, the world opened up. The north wall was all glass, most of it still intact, and the view was pure end-of-the-world epic: the marshlands, the splinters of old city skyline, then a long, low band of turbulent ocean. The water was wrong—too blue, then too black, as if the colour had been over-saturated. Above the sea, a line of storm clouds hung in perfect equilibrium, never breaking or dissipating, just cycling their rage forever.

Beyond that, on the far shore, was the tower. It rose from a knife-edged cliff, solitary, the only structure for miles. Its windows caught the last of the sun and scattered it in violent reflections. There were no roads, no lights, just the dark line of the cliff and the geometry of the building at odds with all.

Seven stared. “That’s Tower Thirteen?”

Sanya grinned, the moxie back in her. “That’s it, hero. The worst address on the coast.”

They watched it in silence for a while. Sanya found a food console tucked into a corner of the lounge and managed to coax it to life. She ordered a meal—some broth, heavy on the protein, and something blue called ‘Electrolyte Slurry’—and brought it to the booth where Seven still stared out at the horizon.

They ate in silence. The food was hot, salty, just this side of nourishing.

After a while, Seven said, “You think they’re waiting for us?”

Sanya shrugged. “If they weren’t before, they are now. That fight with the birds lit up every watcher from here to the bay. We’ll be lucky to get close without a reception party.”

He nodded. “Then we rest, right?”

“Hour,” Sanya said. “Maybe two. The closer we get to dusk, the better our odds.”

Seven leaned back, letting the aftershock of leveling and near-death settle into his bones. He watched the sea, the storm, and the distant tower, feeling both dread and the strange, idiot optimism that had carried him this far.

Sanya stretched out on the bench opposite, hands behind her head, eyes closed but not asleep.

“Hey, Seven?” she said after a while.

“Yeah?”

“You did good out there. Better than good. Most would have panicked, or died. You didn’t.”

He felt his face warm. “You weren’t bad yourself.”

She grunted, then drifted off. Seven watched her, wondered at how someone so brutal could look so peaceful, even for a second.

He stood and walked to the glass, staring across the water at the tower. In the reflection, he barely recognized himself—blood-matted hair, eyes dark from fatigue, but standing straight, tall, weapon in hand.

Whatever waited at Tower Thirteen, he’d meet it as he was.

He sat back down and waited for the sun to set, the promise of a new hell just a few hours away.


Chapter Six




Seven couldn't sleep. He'd tried—twice—stretching out on the terminal’s strange benches with his arms behind his head and eyes squeezed shut, but the cold had crept in through the glass wall and gnawed its way up his spine. His heart wouldn’t slow, and even when he managed to drift off, the dreams were a mutilated tangle of crows’ wings and screaming steel and Sanya’s laughter looping through a bassline of monster howls.

It was always Sanya, in those moments between sleep and not-sleep. She lay slouched in a chair by the wall, boots up, mouth slack and open. Her gun rested on her thigh, hand still gripping the handle even in unconsciousness, like she was afraid it would leave her. In the dawn light, her faint scars looked painted on, silken threads against her skin. For the last half-hour, she hadn’t twitched or so much as breathed loud enough to wake a cat. The only sign she lived at all was the condensation spreading from her nostrils across the micro-cracked surface of the chair.

Seven envied her. He tried not to, but it was hard.

He used the restlessness—sat up, stretched, ran a check on his recent injuries. An old habit. He’d done it on the street after every beating, now after every real-world horror that threatened to de-thread his mind. But today, the check-in felt different. His limbs were still shaking with the aftershock of leveling, but he felt nothing like the glass-limbed fatigue of the old days. Instead, his head buzzed with a cold, fluid clarity, as if someone had scraped out all the old and poured in a new system. Something was different. Fundamentally altered.

He reached for the familiar signal, the one that opened up the standard stats readout, then blinked into the air, waiting for the blue screen.

What hit him was so different it almost made him yelp out loud.

All the colours were gone. No soft gradients, no little pop-ups, not even the banners that the System used to use to announce its rewards. Instead, a series of monochrome lines floated in the air before his face, so crisp and angular that it hurt to look at them.

He blinked again. They didn’t change.

The character sheet had been torn down to the studs and rebuilt. Nothing was where it used to be.

He ran his eyes over it, brain stuttering:

NAME: SEVEN

GUILD: FORLORN HOPE

DEVELOPMENT LEVEL: 23%

CORE STRENGTH: 2

ATTRIBUTES:

- STRENGTH: 25%

- DEXTERITY: 27%

- BODY: 32%

- MIND: 27%

- INSTINCT: 34%

- MAGIC: 15%

- HEALTH: 35%

- MANA: 28%

PRIMARY CLASS: WARLOCK

SECONDARY CLASS: BLOOD BOUND

ACTIVE SPELLS: BLOODBOUND STRIKE

STORAGE DEVICES:

- RING OF VESTURIAN: QUALITY—EPIC. STORAGE—UNLIMITED. PARAMETER—ONE-HALF TIMES THE BEARER’S HEIGHT AND WEIGHT.

WEAPON:

- CALIFIRE: QUALITY—LEGENDARY. TYPE—PACT/ENCHANTED/SENTIENT.

No titles. None of his old skills or spells. Even the Restoration skill, which had defined him since the first days at Quintasia, was gone, replaced by some percentage bullshit.

He couldn’t stop staring. There was a clarity to it, a sense of purpose, but it made him feel naked, like he’d been stripped of all the comforting lies of progress and left with nothing but raw, ugly truth.

He read the list a second time, half-expecting it to reformat itself into something less horrifying.

It didn’t.

Instead, a voice sounded in his head. Not the familiar System voice—crisp, genderless, a little bored. This one was rougher, edged, with a sarcastic bite he recognized from the last fight.

“Welcome to the next phase, Seven.”

He blinked, looked around, but Sanya hadn’t stirred. The voice was in his mind alone.

“Califire?”

A warm hum, like steel heating in a forge. “You expected something else?”

He didn’t know what he expected. Maybe the sword would just... do what it was told, the way it always had. But the tone in his skull was unmistakable: it had evolved, along with him.

“What happened to my sheet?” he asked it, trying to keep the tremor out of his mental voice.

The blade responded instantly, a teacher snapping a ruler on a desk. “You’ve outgrown that System. You’re not just a pawn now. Your soul is in play.”

Seven let that land. “What do the percentages mean?”

“That’s how close you are to what you could be,” Califire said. “Every percentage is a step. Think of it as... a journey to self-actualization. The stats will get weirder the further you go.”

He shivered. “But the classes? The spells?”

The voice laughed. “You’re a Warlock now. My Warlock, specifically. The Blood Bound subclass is a byproduct—think of it as your heritage. You lost most of the little tricks, but you gained something else: focus. Purpose. Your powers are built for killing things like elves. You just don’t know it yet.”

The raw directness made Seven’s face flush, even though nobody could see him.

He read the sheet again, trying to make sense of what it implied.

“What’s the Development Level?”

“Your evolution,” Califire said. “You’re almost a quarter of the way to full realization. Most mortals never get past ten percent. The rest die or plateau. If you hit one hundred, you’ll be strong enough to kill an elf. Maybe a whole nest of the fuckers.”

There was a thrill at the idea, but also a coldness. “So the numbers are just... how much of a person I am?”

A pause. Then, “They’re how much of a person you can become.”

Seven sat mulling the information, hands loose in his lap. The line between human and weapon had been growing thinner ever since he’d met the sword, but now it felt completely erased. He was a project, not a person. A vehicle for some alien urge toward perfect violence.

But then, wasn’t that what he’d always been? Even before Quintasia, in the dirty alleys of his old-world, every day had been a lesson in survival, in becoming a thing that could walk through hell and not flinch.

He thought of Sanya’s words the night before—how only humans could thrive in chaos, how the elves were always obsessed with order and control.

Maybe this was the only way to win: to stop being a variable and become a weapon.

He stood, quietly, and crossed to the window. The marshlands between the station and the distant tower were choked with low, predatory fog, the kind that seemed to move on its own. He traced the line of the horizon with his finger, wondering if this new self would be enough. If he could become a person at all, or if he was just a weapon waiting for a trigger.

Califire interrupted his reverie. “You should rest. She’s going to wake soon.”

He nodded, even though he knew the blade couldn’t see. “Thanks,” he said, unsure if he meant it.

The voice was less sharp now. “We’re in this together. Remember that.”

He closed the interface, the lines dissolving into nothing but stood at the window for a long time, letting the blue hour bleed out of the sky, watching the fog march closer with every breath.

He was ready for whatever came next.

He had to be.
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Sanya woke in stages, like a dog slowly remembering it had enemies. Her eyelids fluttered, then she snorted, and one hand went straight for the gun before her brain told her it was morning and no one had slit her throat in the night. For a long minute, she just sat there, blinking into the high glass and the endless blue beyond, mouth open in a silent fuck you to the sun. Seven watched her from the bench, elbows on knees, waiting for her to see him.

Eventually, she did. Her mouth closed, and the muscle at the hinge of her jaw flexed as she woke her body—shoulders rippling, spine cracked, legs stretched, arms shaken out. She stared at him as if he’d visibly altered.

"You're alive," Seven said.

She eyed him. "You sound disappointed."

He tried to smile, but it came out crooked. "Not at all. But I've got a weird one for you."

"Is this breakfast talk or post-breakfast?" She scanned the room. "Did you scavenge the food console?"

"Not hungry." He gestured at the rail, where the fog had almost reached the station. "I've been... reading."

She yawned, an unsexy, animal noise. "If you're about to tell me the birds shit out little monsters while we were asleep and they’ll try and attack us later, I already guessed that."

He shook his head, forcing his hands to be still. "It's my sheet. It's—different."

Sanya scratched at her scalp, then smirked. "Let me guess. You finally turned into a girl and it's all my fault?"

He tried not to laugh, but a single snort escaped. "No. Not that." He closed his eyes, pulled the sheet up, and read it verbatim.

She listened, the humour draining from her face with every line.

When he finished, Sanya said, "Read it again."

He did. Slower this time.

She stood, paced a circle around the benches, then dropped to a crouch in front of him. Her voice was softer. "What did it feel like, when you changed?"

He thought about it. "Like leveling up, but also not. It wasn't just numbers. It was... like my bones rearranged themselves. Like I became a new animal, but still remembered the old one."

"Any side effects?"

"Clarity. Energy. And the sword talks to me like I’m an equal now. Califire, that is. He's like a second mind, a friend."

Sanya's fingers drummed on her thigh. "That shouldn't happen. When people get their core, they get a new set of stats. A few skills. Maybe a power spike. But they don't lose their entire sheet. And they don't start over with percentages."

He shrugged. "Maybe I'm different."

She looked at him, and in that moment all the jokes were gone. "Yeah, I’m beginning to think the same. You're a weapon."

He flinched. "We've been through this. I'm not—" He couldn’t argue. He knew the truth.

"You are," she said. "And I think the system knows it. Jez knows it."

She knelt on the tile, hands on her knees, staring up at him with a priest's intensity. "Califire told you about the percentages?"

He nodded. "Said it's how close I am to what I could be. Every percent is a step. If I get to one hundred, I can take on an elf. Or more."

She swallowed. Her hand shook, just once. "Did you ever hear the story about the original design for Quintasia?"

He tried to remember. "I thought it was just a training ground to breed better fighters, over and over."

"That's the official version," Sanya said. "The real version is darker. The system was designed to make a single person who could kill an elf king. Not a hundred people. Not even a squad. One person. The rest of us are just scaffolding. On Earth, Drake’s planet, they call it a Hail Mary."

He let that settle. The sense of being watched returned, a cold sweat crawling up his neck.

"What are you saying?" he asked.

"I'm saying the system’s prepping you for something none of us can handle. Not me. Not Drake. Not even Jez." Sanya's eyes locked on his. "You're the new vector. The next phase. The sword's not lying."

He blinked. "But the system is gone. Jez is running things now. Maybe she's doing this to give us a chance."

Sanya's lips quirked. "You think the goblin is pulling your strings?"

He shrugged, feeling dumb as soon as he said it. "She's the Dungeon Master. Isn't that the point?"

Sanya looked up, actually craned her neck, and made a show of scanning the room. "If you're listening, Jez, he's taken. The artefact has him. You want a hero, you better bring snacks."

Seven tried to laugh, but the knot in his stomach wouldn't allow it. "I don't want to be the one," he said, voice thin.

Sanya's hand found his, a grip that was bone and scar and old wars. "Nobody does," she said. "But if you get there, if you hit a hundred percent...you could end this."

He closed his eyes, and for a second he could see the world outside: the fog, the marsh, the distant tower.

He opened them, and Sanya was closer than before, the last of her armor gone.

"Next time I want to sleep with you," she said, "remind me that the goblin will smite me with a lightning bolt if I touch you."

“You mean you already wanted to sleep with me before?”

“Trust me, I didn’t want to sleep. Power does strange things to me.” She gave him a sly wink.

He grinned, even as the fear kept thrumming through his veins. "Maybe if we win, you can negotiate terms with her."

She squeezed his hand, once, then released it and stood. "We should go. The fog’s almost here."

He nodded, stood, and together they prepared, checked their weapons, and readied themselves for the last run.

But before they stepped outside, Sanya paused, turned, and looked him over one more time.

"Hey," she said, voice low. "If you ever feel like you're losing it, tell me. Or her. Or even the sword. Don't let it eat you alive, Seven. Promise me that."

He met her gaze, steady as he could. "I promise."

She grinned, savage and sweet, then opened the door and walked out into the waiting world.

He followed, feeling the weight of the new stats in every step, wondering if this was what destiny actually felt like: a suit of armor, sized just for him, and lined with the teeth of everyone he loved.

The fog closed behind them. The tower waited.

He was ready.
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The ocean was not an ocean anymore. It was a wound—a roaring, endless mouth chewing up the world’s edge, then vomiting it back in ragged bursts of salt and detritus. The storm sat on the sea like a living god, gravid and black, the cloud bellies pulsing with lightning that never reached the ground but instead forked down, then retreated, taunting the land with its promise of annihilation.

Seven and Sanya stood on the rain-slapped rail platform and watched the marsh choke itself to death. The tower was visible, barely, as a blunt silhouette against the slate sky, the distance between them measured in kilometers but also in a million unspoken threats.

“We have to skirt the marsh,” Sanya said, shielding her eyes. “That’s at least six hours on foot, if we don’t get swallowed up by the bog or killed by whatever feeds on the birds.”

Seven nodded. “What about the cliff route?”

She grinned, hair stuck to her forehead in wet bands. “We’re not monkeys, Seven. One bad handhold and we’re ocean mulch.”

He thought of the Culls, of the bats, of the birds made of razors and hunger. “Still better odds than the marsh.”

Sanya spat onto the concrete, then stretched. “If you slip, I’m not catching you.”

He smirked, because he believed her, and because the cold and the wind made him reckless. His new power made him invincible. He tucked his gun in his pants, the ammo almost gone—and together they picked their way down the crumbling embankment, the storm wind slapping their faces with wet grit and the scent of rancid flotsam.

The coast was a disaster. Every meter eroded, clawed back by the tide, the shale and basalt shattered into knives by generations of waves. The only path forward was the narrow seam between sea and marsh, a place where the ground sometimes held and sometimes didn’t, where every step threatened a collapse into either suffocating mud or a ten-meter drop to the surf below.

Sanya took the lead, her boots finding the best purchase, her body hunched against the wind. Seven trailed close, one hand always free to grab a root or rock or Sanya’s shoulder if the ground gave way.

The wind never stopped. It howled in their ears, filled every pause in conversation, tried to rip the words from their mouths before they even formed. They didn’t talk much.

Once, a patch of ground did give way—Sanya vanished to her waist in black mud, arms windmilling. Seven flung himself forward, and hauled her out by the wrists. The suction pulled her boot clean off, but she twisted and reached back, fingers digging through the slime until she yanked it free, then jammed it back on with a curse.

“We’re insane,” she told him. “We should have stayed in the terminal and died warm.”

He shrugged, and they kept moving.

It took hours to clear the marsh. By the time they reached the final ridge, both were plastered in mud, hands raw and bleeding from where rocks and roots had sliced them open. They stopped just below the crest, crouched low in the wind shadow, and stared at the tower.

It loomed close enough to hit with a stone, a monolith of pitted concrete and exposed rebar that jutted from the coastline like a broken tooth. Seven could see the windows now—long, vertical slashes carved into its face, most shattered into jagged maws that vomited tattered curtains into the wind. A few panes still gleamed with the unnatural blue-green polish of pre-collapse glass, catching the storm light in oily flashes. The base of the tower squatted on a massive chunk of obsidian-black bedrock, the only formation on the coast not pounded to sand by decades of relentless surf. A road, or what had once been a road, zigzagged up from the skeletal ruins below, but it was more suggestion than fact: entire stretches had crumbled into the churning sea, replaced by desperate makeshift bridges of rust-flaking pipe and milky plastic sheeting. The whole rickety construction fluttered and snapped in the storm like an infected wound struggling to hold its stitches.

Sanya squinted, then nudged his arm. “You see that?”

He followed her finger through sheets of rain. At first, nothing—just the same ruined cityscape with its skeletal buildings and the bruise-colored sea churning below. But then, as lightning forked across the sky, illuminating the coastline in stark white flashes, something moved in the surf. Not a wave with its predictable curl and crash. Not a fallen tree branch tumbling in the foam. Something bigger, darker, with a deliberate, sinuous motion that sent ripples against the natural rhythm of the tide.

Seven’s mouth went dry. “Is that⁠—”

“Yep,” Sanya said, already chambering a round in her sidearm. “That’s a monster.”

The thing in the surf was not a fish. It was not a whale. It was not anything Seven's ancestors had ever dreamed up, even on their worst nights. It was a nightmare fusion of prehistoric horrors—part crustacean, part reptile, part something wholly alien. Segmented plates of iridescent black-green carapace slid over one another as it moved, each edge serrated and dripping with brine. Its torpedo-shaped body, easily the length of three men, glistened with a patina of rot and bioluminescent mucus. When it breached the churning foam, Seven glimpsed rows of articulated limbs tucked against its underside, each tipped with hooked claws that could shear through steel. Its maw gaped in rhythmic pulses, revealing not one but three concentric rings of crystalline teeth, and behind them, eyes—not two, but a cluster of seven—burned the color of fresh blood against the storm-dark sea.

“It’s tracking us,” Sanya said. “Don’t look at it. Just move.”

They clawed their way over the ridge, skin tearing on jagged rock, then plummeted into the gutted parking structure below. The wind screamed through the skeleton of concrete and rebar, a banshee trapped in steel bones. Their lungs burned for oxygen in air that felt like razors. Backs slammed against the wall, they froze—hearts hammering against ribs, blood roaring in ears—as their eyes pierced the darkness ahead, searching for any movement that wasn't decay or death. Lightning preceded rolling thunder as rain lashed down.

The monster didn’t come for them immediately. It watched from the surf, slipping back and forth, never fully committing to land, but never retreating, either.

“We have to cross the causeway,” Sanya whispered. “It’s a straight shot, maybe two hundred meters. After that, we get to the tower, and the thing can’t follow.”

Seven nodded, but inside he doubted that. Monsters never followed the rules.

They waited for the lightning to recede, then sprinted. At first, nothing happened: just the slap of boots on wet cement, the burn of cold air in their lungs, the sweet promise of the tower drawing closer with every stride.

Halfway across, the world changed.

The thing erupted from the surf with a sound like the world ending—a volcanic column of foam and brine and nightmare muscle that blotted out the sky. When it crashed to earth, the ground buckled beneath Seven's feet, nearly sending him sprawling. It charged, each footfall a seismic event, its claws not just shredding but liquefying the road into gravel spray. Its tail whipped with such violence that the air cracked. Sanya's gun barked desperately—three, four rounds that should have dropped anything living—but the bullets only spiderwebbed its chitinous armor, tiny fractal explosions that did nothing but piss it off. Seven's hand moved with a speed born of pure terror, ripping the sword from his back, his thumb jamming the catch so hard his nail split. The blade snapped to full length with a sound like a guillotine falling.

Califire shrieked inside his skull: “Now!”

The monster closed the gap in seconds. Seven barely had time to duck as its claw swept overhead, slicing a tree trunk in half and sending it spinning into the sea. Sanya rolled to the left, came up firing again, this time aiming for the joints behind the front limbs.

It worked—sort of. The monster slowed, then whipped its head around, mouth gaping wide. Inside was not a tongue, or a throat, but a circular saw of teeth, each the length of Seven’s finger.

“Distract it!” Sanya screamed.

Seven hurled himself at the monstrosity, sword raised like a lightning rod in a hurricane. The thing's cluster of crimson eyes locked onto him, constricting to murderous pinpricks. It lunged with the force of an avalanche, jaws exploding open—a bone-shattering guillotine of crystalline teeth. Seven threw himself beneath the strike, rock scraping flesh from his palms as he skidded up beneath its pulsing throat. He ripped the sword upward with every ounce of strength, the enchanted blade shrieking as it tore through the creature's armoured seam, unleashing a geyser of black ichor that seared his skin like acid.

The monster's howl shredded the air—a shriek of industrial catastrophe, like a thousand steel beams snapping at once—and it whipped backward, its armoured underbelly missing Seven's face by millimeters. He scrambled sideways, but not fast enough. Three serrated talons hooked into his left thigh, ripping through fabric and muscle in one brutal motion, scraping bone.

White-hot agony detonated through his nervous system. Seven's vision strobed black-white-red, but he weaponized the pain, channeling it into pure adrenaline. The magic surged like liquid lightning in his marrow. With a feral scream, he pivoted and drove the blade into the pulsing crimson gash in the monster's flank. The sword didn't just cut—it devoured, tearing through sinew and organ with a sound like wet silk being ripped apart.

Blood—black and syrup-thick—splattered the ground. The monster reeled, swinging its tail, and caught Sanya across the ribs. She flew, hit a boulder, slid down, then didn’t move.

Seven saw red.

He ran at the monster, screaming. “Bloodbound Strike!” he roared, and the sword lit up with a dark, hungry light.

The world telescoped.

He felt his own blood evaporate from his veins, sucked into the blade atom by atom, filling the ancient runes carved along its fuller with crimson light that pulsed in time with his racing heart. Each beat sent waves of pain so exquisite through his nervous system that his consciousness floated somewhere between agony and ecstasy. His vision narrowed into a predatory tunnel, every edge razor-sharp and hyper-defined, colours bleeding away until only the vital remained. The monster's anatomy revealed itself to him like a living dissection—pulsing nodes of bioluminescent energy beneath its chitinous shell, veins thick as his wrist throbbing with black ichor just millimeters below the interlocking plates of its carapace, and at its core, a pulsating heart the size of his fist that glowed like molten glass.

He stabbed the blade straight into the monster’s chest, burying it to the hilt.

The thing convulsed, muscles writhing. Its jaws snapped shut a meter from Seven’s face, then opened again, wider this time, as if to swallow the world.

The creature’s power surged through Seven’s arms, into his chest, then everywhere. His head rang with the impact. He felt the core inside him ignite, every stat on the sheet spiking, the percentages rolling forward like dominoes in a hurricane then ebbing back, settling.

He twisted the blade, then yanked it free.

The monster fell, its own weight crushing it against the ruined road. Its death-thrash lasted minutes, but Seven didn’t watch. He dropped to his knees, hands shaking, blood leaking from his nose, his ears, the wounds in his leg.

Sanya crawled to him, one arm hanging limp, her face a mask of pain and awe.

“Holy shit,” she whispered. “You killed it.”

“I used magic,” he admitted.

He wanted to laugh, or maybe cry, but instead he just stared at the sword, now dim and cool in his hands. It had sucked the life from the creature and filled him with its essence.

The stats appeared in his vision, rolling over and over, each number a percent point higher.

“I don’t give a fuck,” she said, kneeling, gasping for breath.

He stood, barely, then staggered closer to her, helped her up, and together they limped, through the driving rain, the last fifty meters to the tower.

The doors were unlocked.

Inside, the world was warm. Lit. Safe.

Seven made it five steps before the pain caught up. He dropped to the floor, vision going black around the edges.

Sanya caught him before he hit. She held him there, blood from her own wounds dripping onto his face, mixing with his own.

“Rest,” she whispered. “You did it.”

He let go, and the last thing he saw before the world vanished was Sanya’s smile, wild and relieved, and the shadow of his sword on the wall behind them, still hungry, but satisfied for the moment.

“What the fuck are you?” he asked in his mind.

Laughter returned.


Chapter Seven




The first thing Seven saw was the ceiling—a slab of untreated concrete with a hairline crack running the length of it, painted in a drab olive green to match the soulless walls. No windows. No hint whether it was day or night. The air was a damp blend of some sharp smell he didn’t recognise that tried and failed to mask lingering damp. He tried to move, but his body stuck to the mattress like he'd been tarred down in the night. Only when he shifted again did he realize he was swaddled in a heavy blanket, sweat-glued to his ribs and thighs.

He blinked, rolling his head toward the far wall where a steel desk and an uncomfortable-looking chair sat. The door was a featureless sheet of off-white metal, no frills, no locks. The only other feature was a doorless shower stall in the corner, its tile smeared in brown and black grime.

He licked his lips—cotton, burnt sugar, and the aftertaste of blood.

The fight with the sea monster flickered back in snippets: the colourless crash of the black surf, the gutting pain as claws ripped his leg, Sanya’s voice hollering from somewhere behind him, the sword’s scream in his head, then the raw avalanche of power as his stats surged.

He flexed his hand, expecting it to feel different—bigger, heavier. His memory was clear. Califire had become a part of him. An extension. The runes burning his bones. But there was no sign of the hexblade other than its lingering presence inside him.

He summoned the new sheet.

The monochrome text unfurled in front of his face, sharp as razors:

NAME: SEVEN

GUILD: FORLORN HOPE

DEVELOPMENT LEVEL: 32%

CORE STRENGTH: 3

ATTRIBUTES:

- STRENGTH: 33%

- DEXTERITY: 37%

- BODY: 39%

- MIND: 29%

- INSTINCT: 38%

- MAGIC: 17%

- HEALTH: 46%

- MANA: 36%

PRIMARY CLASS: WARLOCK

SECONDARY CLASS: BLOOD BOUND

ACTIVE SPELLS: BLOODBOUND STRIKE

STORAGE DEVICES:

- RING OF VESTURIAN: QUALITY—EPIC. STORAGE—UNLIMITED. PARAMETER—ONE-HALF TIMES THE BEARER’S HEIGHT AND WEIGHT.

WEAPON:

- CALIFIRE: QUALITY—LEGENDARY. TYPE—PACT/ENCHANTED/SENTIENT.

He grinned, unable to help it. Thirty-two percent. The number rung in his head, audacious, a dare to the universe. He was climbing and every point brought him closer to… what? A monster? A messiah? The new system was still alien. But it felt right. It fitted so much more than the other one. A straight path to power.

A voice in his mind, like a stiletto slipped between the ribs, purred: "Don’t congratulate yourself yet. You’re not even a third of a person, according to this System. A real destroyer would hit fifty before smirking like that."

He didn’t answer. Califire’s smugness was ambient, part of the new normal.

Destroyer?

He rolled his body upright, fighting the wave of vertigo as he swung his legs off the mattress. His left thigh was a splatter map of dried blood, but the wound itself was a memory—just a feint scar, silver and smooth, nearly gone. He poked at it. Nothing. His body was restoring itself. Sanya had told him it worked slower in Phillion. But it seemed just fine.

"Your restoration still works fine. All your old skills do. They don’t list them because they’re meaningless compared to the path you’re on. They’re expected—part of the bargain," said Califire. "Comes with the territory. But don’t get reckless. There are things in this world that can turn you inside out and eat your soul through the mouth."

"I’ll be ready," Seven murmured.

"We’ll be ready."

The lights hummed—an ancient, rattling ballast tube somewhere above the false ceiling, never fully lit but never fully dead. He stood, legs shaky, feeling a new density to his bones. Like someone had replaced the marrow with steel wire. The sensation was unfamiliar but not unwelcome. He felt... poised, on edge, as if ready to bolt or brawl at a moment’s notice.

He opened the shower’s tap and let it run, listening to the pipes choke and sputter before coughing up a spray of rust-tainted water. He hesitated, thinking of Sanya, of her unkillable stubbornness, her commanding voice that still held tenderness, and the weight of her body pressed against his last night. She’d saved him. More than once. And he’d saved her.

There was a hard click at the door. Seven snapped to alert, heart jerking in his chest. The door opened, and Sanya stepped in, jacket half-zipped and hair slicked flat from a recent, rushed wash. A shadow moved behind her: another woman, taller, hair shorn to the scalp, face a geometry of muscle and suspicion.

"Good," said Sanya, nodding at Seven’s upright form. "You didn’t die in the night. Impressive."

He straightened, trying not to look naked under the blanket wrapped around his waist. "You look like you got hit by a wagon."

Sanya grinned. "Just a little curb-stomp. No worse than training day at Quintasia. You remember Levan?"

He did, but only through the haze of their previous meetings. She’d tried to help Keller adapt to Old Redeye. She’d kept Drake in check. Then she’d left Quintasia for the towers. Seven had met her on his last trip to Phillion. Sanya had said she’d gone feral. It hadn’t been that long ago, but she already looked different. She was all sinew and bone. Her eyes were distant, a gaze that sliced right through him but wasn’t there either.

Levan didn’t speak at first. She watched him for a full five seconds, face twitchless, before saying: "Why are you here?"

He blinked. "You mean, in the room?"

She didn’t crack. "On the planet. In my tower. Why are you here?"

Sanya looked at Seven, eyebrows up. "I told you, Levan. He’s here because Jez sent him."

The Feral Professor ignored Sanya, locked in on Seven with the hyperfixated threat of a starving animal. "I want him to say it."

Seven shrugged, feeling the blanket slide lower. "Jez wants me to help her. To keep her sane. Maybe to do something only I can do, when the time comes."

Levan cocked her head, a parody of curiosity. "She thinks you’re the wildcard?"

"Something like that," Seven said.

He tried to keep his voice flat, but there was an itch behind his eyeballs—something drawing his attention, not to Levan’s face, but behind it. Or within it. He blinked, and for a split second he saw it: a swirling, knotty mass of energy in the center of her chest, alive, burning, flickering between red and white. Her core.

He snapped back to the present. Sanya and Levan were still talking, but the words drifted by in a haze.

He felt Califire’s presence gloating. "See it yet? You’re evolving, Seven. You can read the shape of power now. Not everyone can do that. Not even most warlocks."

He tried to focus, nodding along as Sanya explained that they needed to shower, dress, and get ready for a tour. The blanket clung to his hips, barely decent, but neither woman seemed to care.

Levan lingered in the doorway. "You’re stronger than the last time you leveled," she said. "But that sword’s the real threat. You know what it does?"

He looked her in the eye. "It kills elves."

Levan grinned, sharp and dangerous. "Then you’re staying here, under my lock and Sanya’s key. If you make one wrong move, we’ll cut you in half and send Jez a box of your pieces. Understood?"

Seven nodded, feeling something between fear and respect.

They left. The door shut with a hermetic hiss. Seven stared at the wall for a while, letting the silence recharge him.

"So, you saw it," said Califire, its tone silky with malice.

He exhaled. "I saw her core. I don’t know how."

"You know how," the blade said. "You’re just not ready to admit it."

"What’s different?"

"You are," Califire said. "You’re not a person, Seven. You’re a conduit for the next step. I told you—every level brings you closer to the real world, the hidden one. Keep staring, and you’ll see what everyone’s hiding."

He wanted to scream at it, but instead he turned on the shower and stepped in, letting the rusty water scour his skin. The spray stung, but it felt good to feel anything at all.

He closed his eyes, letting the water fill his ears, until the only voice left was his own.

It wasn’t much, but it would do for now.

He stood in the shower, head braced against the tile, letting the hot rust-water needle his scalp and shoulders, scouring away the stink of blood and oil and whatever horrors had leaked into his pores the night before. For a moment, it was just the sound—water hissing, pipes ticking, the weird non-rhythm that let a person remember what it was to be clean and useless. Seven scrubbed at his thigh, the scab already gone to smooth skin. He pushed the memory of the monster aside and tried to think about nothing.

Instead, he thought about Levan’s core, about the way it pulsed inside her chest—wrong and bright, not like a lightbulb, but like a tumor that glowed. He saw it even with his eyes closed. He saw it more with his eyes closed.

You’re a conduit for the next step, the sword had said. Staring at the place where the water pooled at his feet, he tried to imagine what the next step even was.

"You missed a spot," Sanya’s voice lilted through the curtain, dry as static.

He startled, jerking upright so hard he clocked his elbow against the soap dish. "Jesus," he hissed.

She didn’t flinch, didn’t apologize. He peeled the curtain aside and found her leaning in the doorway, arms folded, eyes glinting with mischief.

"What the fuck, Sanya?"

She shrugged. "Wanted to make sure you didn’t drown. Or, you know, dissolve into your own thoughts. You were in here for like, twenty minutes."

He glared. "So you decided to… watch?"

She grinned, a little crooked, a little dangerous. "It’s not like you have anything I haven’t seen before, Seven."

He looked down, then up. "Pretty sure you haven’t seen this."

She whistled, low and mocking, but didn’t drop her gaze. "Wow. You’re right. My mistake. Should I leave, or do you want me to hand you a towel first?"

He looked around. The towel was out of reach, draped over the lone hook by the door—right behind her.

He tried not to let the anger show. "You can stay, if you tell me why we’re really here."

She arched a brow. "You don’t believe in the power of teamwork?"

He wiped his face, the water scalding his eyes. "You’re hiding something. Levan is too. So is the tower. And my sword won’t shut up about ‘next steps’ and ‘core readings’ and all that."

Sanya’s face sobered. She leaned her shoulder against the frame, voice lowering to a real register. "You want the honest version?"

He nodded.

She took a breath, rolling her head back to stare at the ceiling. "Every tower like this is built on something. Usually tech from before the fall, sometimes magic, sometimes both. It doesn’t matter what the aboveground looks like—fortress, ruin, garden shed. What matters is what’s below. Always."

He finished rinsing, keeping the curtain closed this time. "What’s below this one?"

She was quiet for a beat. "A working chamber. Like under Quintasia, but not for education. It’s for war. Real war. Levan says her lot have been studying it for years, but it’s not just a lab. It’s a keystone for the region. Every tower connects to others—some in our world, some in others. Some lead straight to the elf lands. Some are just tombs. If you know how to open the right door, you can walk from here to anywhere."

He paused, towelless and dripping. "Why hasn’t anyone used them to wipe the elves out, then?"

She snorted. "Because they’re trapped in a stalemate. Every time we get stronger, the elves push back harder. When we find a new tech, they counter it. When we breed a better monster, they drop an extinction event on our heads. The only thing keeping us alive is that we keep changing the rules."

He reached for the curtain. "So what’s our job here?"

She looked at him, then at the wall, then back. "Find the next edge before the elves do. Or, failing that, survive long enough to try again. We eat, we train, we research. And when we get bored, we hunt. Sometimes we make it. Most times, we don’t."

He considered that, then cracked the curtain open just enough to glare at her. "That wasn’t so hard. Now the towel?"

She uncrossed her arms, picked the towel from the hook, and let it flutter to the floor.

"Oops," she said, not sorry at all. "Guess you’ll have to come get it."

He did, stepping out naked and dripping, eyes locked on hers, not breaking first.

If she wanted to see him, she’d see all of him.

And if she flinched, he’d know it.

But she didn’t.

She just grinned, white teeth bright in the dungeon light, and tossed him a wink. "Attaboy," she said. "Now dry off. We’ve got a tour to survive."

He wrapped the towel around his waist, savoring the last word—survive—and let himself grin back, for once not feeling like the joke was at his expense.

He was starting to like adventuring with Sanya.

When Levan knocked, it was with the calm authority of someone who’d never once been refused entry in her life. Sanya answered, hair still damp from the shower, jacket already zipped to the neck, booted and ready. Levan loomed in the corridor beyond, arms folded, lips drawn so thin they vanished into the surrounding brutality of her face.

"Move," she said, and Sanya did, stepping back to let the professor in.

Seven, mid-swig from a canteen, met Levan’s gaze with what he hoped was the right blend of respect and readiness.

"Get dressed," Levan said, not waiting for a response. She turned to Sanya. "You, come with me. Now."

Sanya winked at Seven, then followed the professor down the hall, voices already muffled by the steel-reinforced bulkhead. He heard the words "intake" and "security protocol" before the door sealed shut, a pneumatic sigh that sounded disappointingly final.

Seven pulled on the new uniform—a black ribbed tee, olive cargo pants with too many pockets, and a vest armored with ceramic inserts. The gear fit as if tailored, which it probably was. His only adornment, aside from the vest, was a black plastic wristband embossed with the number thirteen in red. It snapped on with a smart, magnetic click, and immediately pulsed a faint heat against his skin, like it was reading him.

He slung the sword onto his back, not bothering to sheath it. If they wanted him to leave it, they’d have to take it from him.

The corridor outside was the architectural equivalent of a trauma ward: everything functional, nothing pretty. Pipes ran exposed along the ceiling, their paint long since flaked away to reveal years of corrosion and emergency patch jobs. The floors were non-slip, scrubbed raw by decades of boot traffic. At every intersection, a camera swiveled in a slow, predatory scan, pausing for a full heartbeat whenever it caught a human face.

He followed the only logical path—a yellow line stenciled on the floor, marked "ADMIN / CANTEEN"—and within moments found himself in the hub of Tower Thirteen’s daily life.

It was a canteen only in the technical sense: a dozen mismatched tables, every one etched and gouged with scars and runes from a hundred different cultures. The walls were lined with framed photos of the dead, but not the kind you’d find in a war memorial. These were candid, joyful, snapshots—groups smiling at cookouts, people arm-wrestling, someone giving the finger to the camera. Each frame was ringed with a crude black band, the name and date stenciled at the bottom. The oldest was six years ago; the newest was last week.

At the serving counter, a man with arms like rebar slopped gray protein paste onto trays with zero eye contact. He grunted at Seven, then gestured at the stack of trays. "Take and move," he said, his accent grinding every vowel into paste.

Seven took. He moved.

In the far corner, Sanya and Levan sat across from each other, neither speaking, both focused on the silent ritual of eating. Sanya waved him over with two fingers. He slid into the seat beside her, placing his tray on the battered metal surface.

Levan wasted no time. "You’ll meet the rest later. For now, memorize the faces," she said, nodding at the wall of the dead. "If you’re here more than two months, you’ll be on it. Three months and you get your own frame."

Sanya snorted. "She’s not joking."

Levan skewered a chunk of something gray with her fork, eyes never leaving Seven. "This is a research station," she said. "But we are also an armed camp. The job is to find things—old tech, new magic, enemy movements—and send the best of it up the line. Every resource matters."

Seven chewed, the food tasteless but not unpleasant. "Who’s in charge?"

"Nominally, the Director. Practically, whoever survives longest," Sanya said, lips curling in a smile. "Right now, Levan’s the alpha. She runs the patrols, the shifts, the deaths."

Levan ignored the barb. "There are twenty-three of us. A few from tech planets, the rest from gatherer worlds, one or two refugees like Sanya. We don’t have time to train you, so you’ll have to learn on the job."

Seven nodded, watching the other occupants. Most wore variations of his own uniform; a few were in jumpsuits marked "LAB" or "SECURITY." No one smiled. No one lingered.

"What’s the mission?" he asked.

Levan finished her food, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. "Right now? Survive. Long term, break the stalemate. The elves are probing for weakness. We are the weakness. This tower is a known liability, so we expect a major push within the month."

Sanya nudged his arm. "It’s a fun place to work. Good benefits."

He chuckled, feeling strangely at home.

They finished the meal, then Levan rose. "Orientation. Sanya, take him to the labs. I’ll see you at rotation."

Sanya stood, hands on hips. "Ready, hero?"

He followed her into the corridor, past more cameras and doors marked with arcane symbols. At the next junction, the yellow line branched—one route labeled "RESEARCH," the other "SLEEP." Sanya took the left.

"You ever been in a real lab before?" she asked, swinging the door wide.

"Define real," he said.

Inside, the lab was less Frankenstein, more NASA. Racks of glowing vials, machines that hissed and clicked, and screens running incomprehensible code. Half the room was given over to a glass enclosure, where a team of five worked in silence on a mound of something organic and pulsating.

Sanya pointed at them. "That’s the bio group. They study how the monsters adapt, try to find weaknesses. Sometimes they make new ones, but don’t tell Levan. She hates that."

He watched the team work, hands moving with the precision of surgeons, slicing open a section of the mound to expose a web of blue-green fibers. One of them held up a sample to the light, then grunted and tossed it into a disposal chute.

"Don’t eat the blue meat," Sanya whispered. "It makes you dream in colors you didn’t know existed."

They moved on, past the glass, into a section lined with cages—some empty, some filled with animals that looked almost normal. A few glared at Seven, eyes too bright, too knowing.

"These are the baseline," Sanya said. "We use them to test new ideas. If a rat can survive it, maybe a human can too."

He shivered, not from fear but anticipation.

At the far wall, a door marked "PERSONNEL" opened onto a wide, well-lit dorm. Bunks were stacked three high, each with a privacy curtain and a lockbox bolted to the frame. Half the beds were occupied—people sleeping, or staring at screens, or just lying in silence. One woman sat cross-legged on her bunk, eyes closed, face calm as a monk’s.

Sanya pointed her out. "That’s the Dreamer. She pilots the scouts—remote drones, mostly. She’s the closest thing to a wizard we have."

He watched the Dreamer. Her lips moved, and for a moment he felt the pressure of a gaze, like she’d noticed him through a second set of eyes.

They left the dorm, winding back toward the admin corridor. Sanya spoke low, barely more than breath. "You should know, Levan’s not right. She used to be one of the best, but she’s been out too long. Sometimes she gets... hungry."

He remembered the way Levan watched him in the shower. The way her core burned inside her ribcage.

He said nothing.

They found Levan in the canteen again, this time pacing the far wall, studying the photos. She glanced over her shoulder at them, then at the clock.

"Tour done?"

Sanya nodded. "He’s seen the basics. Rest will have to wait."

Levan grunted, then looked at Seven. "You have questions?"

He shook his head. "Not yet."

She smiled, a twisted thing. "You will."

Sanya led him back to the admin hub, where a crowd had gathered. The lights overhead flashed red, and a klaxon blared once, twice, then cut off.

Levan was instantly in command. "What happened?" she demanded.

A man in a white coat—the senior tech, maybe—stepped forward. "It’s Murrik. He’s gone."

Levan’s eyes narrowed. "Gone how?"

The tech’s hand trembled. "Not a disappearance. He’s dead. Security found him in the sublevels. It looks like a core drain."

A ripple ran through the room—fear, awe, or just the grim satisfaction of a bad bet paying out.

Levan took two steps forward, nose to nose with the tech. "Show me."

The crowd surged toward the lift, Seven was swept along with them. Sanya stuck to his side, a hand on his shoulder guiding him through the press.

The sublevels were colder, darker, unfinished. Bare rock walls, the floor still gritty with drilling dust. The lights were fewer here, and the shadows multiplied.

They found the body in an alcove off the main service tunnel. The corpse had been shriveled, drained to a paper-thin husk. Eyes collapsed inward, mouth locked in a silent scream. The hands were fused to the concrete, as if he’d tried to dig his way out.

Levan crouched over the body, face unreadable. She placed two fingers on its forehead, then drew them back, stained black.

"Core drain," she said. "Nothing left."

Sanya shivered. "That’s not supposed to happen inside the perimeter."

"It happened," Levan said, rising. She scanned the crowd, eyes pausing on each face. "Nobody leaves the tower until we find the cause. Sanya, you’re with me. Rest of you, check the logs, sweep the corridors, and report in one hour."

The crowd dispersed, leaving only Seven, Sanya, and the corpse.

Levan stared at Seven. For a second, he felt the pressure of her attention like a vise.

Then her core flared in his vision—a corona of red and white, burning brighter than before.

He looked away, pulse thumping.

Levan smiled. "Back to your room, Seven. You’ll be needed soon enough."

He obeyed, Sanya trailing close behind.

As he left, he looked back at Levan, who stood over the corpse as if feeding off its last scraps of energy.

He knew then that the rumors were true: Levan was starving. She thrived on power.

And she’d do anything to survive.

The walk back to his room felt longer than before, the walls shifting colour and density as if the tower itself was recalibrating its mood to match the tension in Seven’s chest. Sanya said nothing, but she stayed close—her shoulder a hair’s breadth from brushing his, her hand tapping out agitated rhythms on her thigh. He wondered if she could feel the air between them flicker, if the static crawling up his neck was just adrenaline or the premonition of something worse.

Inside, the room was as he’d left it: clean, cold, the bed made by some invisible hand. Seven sat, then stood, then paced a circuit from desk to shower and back, trying to shake the image of Levan’s core from his mind.

Sanya flopped onto the mattress, boots dangling off the edge. She watched him like a biologist studying a rat that had just figured out how to work a lever.

"Spit it out," she said. "You’ve got the face."

He stopped. "The face?"

She grinned, teeth bright. "The ‘I just saw something that changes everything’ face. You get it every time the system throws you a curve. Start talking."

He took a deep breath, fingers digging into the desk’s edge. "It’s Levan. I can see her… I don’t know, her core? It’s not like anyone else’s. When the tech said Murrik’s was drained, I recognized it. Same signature as Levan’s. Like she ate it and wore the glow as a trophy."

Sanya’s face was calm, but her eyes darted, calculating. "Are you saying she killed him?"

He nodded. "Or something inside her did. I don’t think she’s even in control anymore."

Sanya pursed her lips, thinking. "You realize what that means, right? If you’re right, we have to tell Jez. Hell, we should probably drag Levan back to Quintasia and let them deal with it."

He sat on the bed, elbows on knees. "What if she kills us before we make it back?"

Sanya snorted. "Then we die. Welcome to the job, hero. But you’re not telling me everything. You’re still… twitchy."

He looked at her, really looked: the jag of her jaw, the flecks of silver in her eyes, the old scar running up the inside of her wrist. She’d saved him more times than he’d counted, and every time she did, it made her a little less human and a little more something else—something tough enough to survive.

He wanted to tell her how scared he was, but the words jammed behind his teeth.

Instead, he said, "You can’t understand the thirst. The monster, the one in the surf? It was strong. I felt the power when I took it. But Solo⁠—"

He stopped, unsure how to explain. "Solo’s energy was different. Human, or whatever passes for it. It’s like… you can live off monster juice, but it’s nothing compared to the real thing."

Sanya cocked her head. "So it’s a drug."

He blinked. "What’s a drug?"

She laughed, not unkindly. "Of course. You never had the luxury. A drug is something you take to feel good, or forget, or stop the pain. Some people chase it until they forget everything else. Is that what it’s like?"

He shook his head. "No. Or yes, but that’s not right. It’s more than a drug. It’s like…" He trailed off, embarrassed.

Sanya grinned wider, sensing blood. "Go on. Out with it."

He blushed, but forced the words. "It’s like… coming, but a thousand times more. It makes you want to tear your skin off and scream, but it also makes you feel alive. Like you could tear apart the world if you wanted to."

Sanya’s face flushed, then turned a thoughtful pink. "No wonder Levan looks at you like lunch."

He smiled, just a little. "You think I’m joking?"

She shook her head. "No. I think I want to feel it, too."

The air between them went solid, a current running from her spine to his.

She closed the distance, swinging her legs onto the bed, twisting until their knees touched. Her hand cupped his cheek, thumb dragging along the line of his jaw. For a long second, neither moved.

Their eyes locked, and an unspoken understanding passed between them. When Sanya closed the distance and sat beside him on the bed, their knees touching, her fingers brushed along his cheek and traced the edge of his jawline.

As their lips met, it was a passionate kiss filled with urgency. She bit his bottom lip, and he pulled her closer by the small of her back. Their tongues danced together as he explored the warmth of her mouth, tasting and claiming her.

Pulling away from the kiss, she helped him unbutton his shirt before she guided his hands to the hem of her blouse. As the garments fell to the floor, they revealed two bodies marked by their experiences - scars, bruises, and other stories hidden within their skin.

His palms molded against her breasts, feeling their supple weight before his thumbs grazed over her hardened nipples. A shiver ran through her, and she responded by pushing him onto his back. With a sultry grin, she straddled him. Her legs spread wide over his hips, giving him a full view of her wetness glistening between her thighs.

Sanya's nimble fingers worked the worn leather of his belt, the metal buckle clinking as she deftly undid it. The rasp of his zipper echoed in the quiet room as she pulled it down tooth by tooth, her eyes locked onto his, a spark of lust igniting between them. She tugged his pants down past his knees, the fabric rough against his thighs, and his cock sprang free, hard and pulsing with each heartbeat. She dragged her fingertips along its length, tracing the prominent vein underneath, before wrapping her hand around him with a grip that was both gentle and firm.

She leaned down, her breath hot on his cock, and circled her tongue around the sensitive tip before taking him into her mouth, inch by inch, her lips stretching to accommodate his girth. He hit the back of her throat, and she relaxed, taking him even deeper, her nose brushing against his pubic bone. She bobbed her head, her tongue swirling around his shaft as she sucked him vigorously.

Popping his cock out of her mouth, she straddled him, her slick folds grinding against his length. She reached down, positioned him at her entrance, and slowly lowered herself onto him. His cockhead pushed past her tight opening, and they both moaned at the sensation. She slid down, taking him in completely, her walls stretching to accommodate him.

Riding him, her hips rising and falling in a steady rhythm, her mouth opened, setting a whimper free. He matched her pace, his hips thrusting upwards as she came down, their bodies meeting with a wet slap. Her breasts bounced with each movement, her hard nipples begging for attention. He reached up, grabbing them, squeezing them firmly as she continued to fuck him.

The room filled with the sound of their lovemaking—the slick slide of his cock in and out of her wet pussy, the slap of their bodies meeting, their combined moans and gasps. Her inner muscles clenched around him as he hit a spot deep inside her that had pleasure radiating through every nerve ending in his body when he did so again this time harder than before causing both parties involved to cry out loud together once more but not quite yet reaching climax just building towards it steadily now like waves crashing against shoreline rocks getting closer and closer until…

He flipped them over suddenly without warning or breaking contact , now on top he could go faster thrusting harder deeper still into oblivion unable stop any longer urgent need driving forth primal instinct taking control pounding flesh against flesh sweat dripping skin sliding slickly slapping loudly flesh meeting flesh again one last time before finally...the dam broke violently—his vision fractured into shards of white light as his consciousness scattered like mercury. His body convulsed violently, spilling himself deep inside in hard powerful spurts, sending tremors rippling through every muscle fibre.

His violent orgasm trigger-released Sanya who followed mere milliseconds later -nails drawing blood clawing shoulders scream primal raw viscerally vocalizing pure unadulterated release inner walls clenching brutally intense milking every last drop from within while world shattered around them utterly consumed by raw intense pleasure intertwined limbs entangled gasping ragged breaths hearts pounding wildly erratically dancing syncopated rhythm all else forgotten except this perfect moment where time stood still forever etched memory indelible mark left behind reminder what true ecstasy felt like nothing else mattered other than right here right now lost each other embracing blissful oblivion together reduced stardust scattered universe immortalized eternity boundless ecstasy....

Spent, they lay intertwined on the bed, limbs tangled like driftwood washed ashore after a storm, chests heaving with labored breaths that gradually slowed to match each other's rhythm. Sweat cooled on their skin, leaving salt-crystal trails that caught the dim light filtering through the dull bulbs. As the thundering in their ears subsided to a distant roar, like waves retreating from shore, their gazes met once again across the rumpled landscape of sheets that smelled of copper and salt.

Sanya whispered with a satisfied smile, "Is that what you meant?”

He nodded, too stunned to speak.

She rolled off him, curled at his side, her face radiant and a little wild.

"I get it now," she said. "No wonder Levan’s gone feral. I’d kill for that, too."

”So, what do we do? We take her back and we risk…”

”We don’t and we might lose Jez. We might lose everything.”

“Then we have no choice.”


Chapter Eight




There were mornings, Eve mused, when Quintasia’s Artisan Quarter looked almost like the kind of place a person could imagine sitting out, drinking a latte, and discussing the latest chart hits. The sun—a bright and beautiful thing—pooled over the cobblestones and bounced off every copper downspout and blue-glazed eave. The air carried an after-rinse of rain, but the sort that made leather goods smell expensive. Even the pigeons seemed chirpier, but they were probably still full from feasting on the remnants of students and ghast alike.

Eve made a show of stretching, arms overhead, cloth straining, drawing every eye in the immediate area. She liked to think it was her command of space and posture, but the set of her chest and curve of her waist might also have had something to do with it. Either way, she soaked up the attention, then let it evaporate: back to business, back to the game she was currently embroiled in.

She’d gotten used to living with disappointment, but today felt like a special flavour. The entire city buzzed about Forlorn Hope and their leader, Seven, and about how the goblin girl (Jez, who still didn’t know how to make eye contact) had taken over the dungeon system. In the aftermath, the academy had changed, but not in the way Eve had expected. Seven, for one, hadn’t come crawling back to her with gratitude or even the decency of a reckless booty call. No, he’d gone and run off with Sanya Soleil, the one woman on staff who made Eve look demure. There was something poetic about it, but only if you liked poems that ended in the poet getting dumped.

And her own grand gesture? The frantic, dangerous rescue, the double-cross of Crow’s queens, the cat-and-mouse chase through the Quintasia’s underground chambers and beyond—it had vanished into the background noise. No one cared that Geraint, her romantic back-up, had nearly died for them all. Hell, she’d nearly died. Gratitude? Accolades? Recognition of any sort? Like fuck. In fact, quite the opposite. Geraint had been shunned for using blood magic. The same magic that had saved the fools. But, in Eve’s eyes, that was failure. He appeared to be her one remaining option, and he was no lauded king. So she was no queen. She was homeless instead.

Eve wasn’t going to let that stand. She was, after all, a Schemer now. The class was still new—raw and unformed—but it carried a promise: the world didn’t reward the best or brightest, only the ones who played the angles. She’d always known that, but now she had a license to make it everyone else’s problem. If scheming was needed, then Quintasia better watch out, because without the skill, she was a masterful manipulator. With it? She smiled. Perhaps it would be a great day after all.

But, Eve could only work with what she had.

She caught Geraint at a street cart, just down the road from where they were supposed to meet. He was staring at a tray of candied nuts with the look of a man who’d never learned to say no, even after three helpings. The oaf had become useless, blunt, or perhaps, in need of steering. He’d lost some spark, some devious, ruthless streak. Without it, he was, well, ordinary, and Eve didn’t do ordinary.

“You want the nuts, just take the fucking nuts,” she called. “Steal them! What’s he going to do? Kill the man who took down a dozen ghast with one spell?”

That announcement caused a stir.

A dozen ghast? She could hear the gasps.

Geraint flinched, then made a show of counting coins, paying the trembling vendor. “You ever consider lowering your voice?”

She took the two steps to stand beside him, close enough that the man behind the cart retreated into the shade. “If you want subtle, date a librarian. If you want me, man up!”

He grinned—small, but genuine. “You know I can’t date anyone but you.” He tried to catch his words. “I mean, I only want you.”

She side-eyed him, disappointment coursing through her, and snatched two candied almonds from the tray, popped one in her mouth, then pressed the other to his lips, daring him to stop her. He didn’t. The sugar melted between his teeth and, for a second, he looked almost content.

“Walk with me,” she said. “We’ve got things to do, a place to look at.”

His brow furrowed. “Shouldn’t we be working out a way to join Seven and his Forlorn Hope?”

“That’s a no go,” she said. “It’s not the solution we need.”

“It’s not? But I thought that was what you wanted. It was your idea.”

She shrugged, enjoying the way the movement made her hair tumble down her back. “Then you’ll love my next idea.”

“Which is?”

“We, Geraint, are going to take over Archemi.”

She set a brisk pace, and Geraint followed, one step behind and to the right, his shoulders squared against imaginary threats. He’d changed, no doubt about it. Failure carved a deep furrow. Rejection made the wound sour. Repeated rejection shattered confidence. He was on the verge of spinal bankruptcy. But the runes up his arms glowed faintly, even in the sun, and the set of his jaw had shadows that still held promise.

Yes, he can still be salvaged.

“You really think Crow is gone?” he said.

She snorted. “Crow was a franchise, not a guild. You can kill the board, but the franchise keeps trading. What matters is the brand.”

“And what’s the brand now?”

“Up for grabs,” she said, stopping at a corner and spinning to face him. “You want to be king of the underworld, Geraint? Or you want to keep playing errand boy to the winners?” She sniffed the air. “Surely you don’t want the fucker to win?”

“I thought we were taking over Archemi.”

She frowned. “Stepping stones. Stepping stones.”

Eve was a two-way girl. She either loved or hated. There was no middle ground. Unless someone didn’t matter to her, which was probably the safest place to be. Geraint was in danger of becoming the latter. Too pathetic to hate or love.

Geraint looked away, watching a street sweeper chase leaves into a gutter. “I’m not sure I want anything anymore.”

She stepped in, close enough to force the issue. “Bullshit. You want everything, and you want me. In that order.” She twizzled a stray bang. “The other way around, but you get the point.”

He started to protest, but she touched his lips with one finger. “You’re a failure if you don’t admit it, and a traitor if you pretend you don’t want it.”

He let the air out of his lungs, slow and controlled. “What’s the plan, then?”

She smiled, her Schemer senses tingling. “We take over Crow’s shop. Make it our new headquarters. And then? Archemi pay for every slight since day one.”

He blinked. “We hate Archemi?” Then he scratched his head. “I thought we hated Forlorn Hope?”

“First things first, and as I said, the first thing is Archemi.”

A grin ripped across his lips, followed by a glint in his eye. Not just any glint, either. A hint of the old Geraint. The bastard. He was still in there somewhere.

She laughed. “There’s my Geraint. Welcome back, hon.”

They reached the edge of the market square, where the old Ravensbury Stylist still sat, as imposing as before. The Crow insignia was there, barely glowing, but still visible. The door was chained, the lock hanging askew, a mere suggestion of security.

Eve leaned against the wall, arms crossed, the image of casual confidence. “You want to do the honors?”

Geraint stared at the lock, then at her, then back. “Pretty sure you could do it.”

She flashed a grin, teeth white and sharp. “But it’s more fun to watch.”

Besides, you don’t have a dog and bark…

He rolled his eyes, then took the lock in both hands. The runes on his forearms flared, and the metal corroded to flakes in seconds. He tossed the chain aside, then kicked the door open with showy, almost petulant violence. The inside was dark, but not empty, not even touched. Shelves still lined the walls, stocked with vials and jars and all the unguents and tinctures Crow had needed. A scattering of feathers and what might have been a cat’s skull decorated the work table. There was a smear of something dry and dark across the floor. The place was creepy, no doubt about that. Which was why it was untouched.

Geraint stepped in first, eyes adjusting to the gloom. Eve followed, breathing in the scent of dried herbs and abandonment. She moved to the table, idly spinning a glass vial between her fingers. “See? All the toys, none of the hassle of Crow and his two sluts.”

Geraint poked at a jar of what looked like eyeballs, floating in purple brine. “Feels wrong. Like we’re walking into a trap.”

She shrugged, then sat on the edge of the table, legs crossed. “If it is, we deal with it. But Crow is as dead as it gets, and the world moved on while they were busy getting torn limb from limb. Besides, they owe us for all the trouble they put us through.”

She hadn’t quite forgiven them for the torture. Although, in hindsight, her nakedness had made it quite erotic. Something to look back on when she was alone with herself. But something certainly not worth repeating.

Geraint sat opposite, arms on knees. For a second, he just watched her, the way a starving dog might watch someone slice ham. “So what now?”

Eve smiled, enjoying the moment. He’d reverted back to the dumb fuck, lost all trace of evil. That was fine. She needed him pliable while she finessed her plan. Her Schemer class was evolving by the hour. Plans were being discarded by the minute. “Now? You play with your new powers. I read up on my Schemer class. And we start thinking bigger.”

Geraint’s eyes narrowed. “Bigger?”

She leaned in, voice a whisper. “You’re going to run this guild, Geraint. We’ll be the best one in Quintasia. But first, we need to manoeuvre Crow into position.”

He considered that, the idea sparking something behind his eyes. “And you?”

She ran a fingertip up his thigh, slow, deliberate. “I’ll be your right hand. Your consigliere. Or your queen, if you can earn my respect.”

He caught her hand, squeezed, but didn’t break eye contact. “You think I can?”

She let the smile drop, just for a second, and in the new silence she let her real voice leak through: “If you can’t, then you’ll die, and I’ll move on. Simple as that. I’m tired of second best, Geraint. So you’d better shape up.” She ran her finger down his jaw. “If I decide you’re mine, you’re in for a hell of a ride.” She winked. “Because I’ll do anything to keep my man happy. Anything at all.” Then she licked his cheek, slowly, seductively, using only the very tip of her tongue.

He nodded, the tension between them something molten and unspoken.

Eve pulled back, brushed invisible dust from her dress, and let herself breathe. She’d said what needed saying. Now it was time to let Geraint stew in the implication.

“I’m going to set up in the back room,” she said. “There’s a desk, and I want to see if there’s any of Crow’s notes left. Get started on a full inventory. If anything’s valuable, bring it to me.”

He stood, already moving to the shelves, his hands quick and greedy.

As she left him to it, Eve let herself smile. It wasn’t the future she’d planned, but for the first time since the ghast attack, she felt something like optimism.

This could work. It had to.

She closed the back room door behind her and took stock: one battered desk, a wall lined with ancient books and ledgers, and a window that looked onto a forgotten alley. She sat, pulled the first ledger free, and started reading. If the world was going to cheat her, Eve was ready to cheat it right back.

The problem with men, Eve later decided, was that even when you gave them a literal castle full of dark toys and bloody possibility, they still fixated on the nearest, shiniest thing. Geraint had spent the last half-hour rummaging each shelf, drawer, and curio cabinet in the Crow storefront. Every ten seconds he’d crow—pun intended—about some new find. “They kept the real heartbinder under lock, but look what’s in the tea jar!” Or, “These aren’t runes, they’re tattoo templates—Thera was running her own ink shop.” Every discovery came with a crash, a curse, or a chortle. She could hear him all the way in the back office, the noise as steady as a metronome for mediocrity.

She tried to tune him out, focusing instead on the task at hand. Crow had money. How did it get it? What had been its point? Because everything had a reason for existing. It was a few hours before Eve began joining the dots. Crow was Quintasia’s darker side. It stretched deeper than just Thera and Gallion. Crow was a web that serviced the more sordid aspects of a man’s desires, of a woman’s quirks, of a guild’s needs.

Crow was perfect.

Eve sat back, inspiration coming in waves. But, like threads of an unmade cloth, she needed a weave, a pattern to work towards.

Delaying no longer, she looked up her new class, praying she wouldn’t be disappointed. She wasn’t.

She read the notification three times, not because it was confusing but because she wanted to savour it.

—CLASS UPGRADE: “SCHEMER”—

TYPE: SUPPORT / CONTROL / ADAPTIVE

PRIMARY TRAITS: Influence, Manipulation, Perception, Strategic Foresight.

CORE ABILITIES:

• FAÇADE ENGINE: Instantly think up false personas or histories, with accompanying physical and social markers.

• MEMETIC WEAVING: Subtly implant ideas or behavioral triggers in groups or individuals. Duration and potency scale with repetition and proximity.

• SCANDALMANCY: Use secrets or rumors as spell components. Publicly exposing another’s secrets grants massive bonuses to negotiation, blackmail, or instigation.

SECONDARY ABILITIES: All previous Rogue/Charlatan skills are retained at expert level. Immune to most conventional detection, mental probing, and truth-binding magic.

SYNERGIES: Schemer class excels when paired with high-impact, low-impulse agents (see: Bloodbound, Hexblade, Berserker). Optimal when operating through proxies or while maintaining deniability.

DRAWBACKS: Chronic need for stimulation. Prone to overreaching. May become dissociated from true self if facade is left unchecked for long periods.

She read it a fourth time, eyes lingering on the last bit.

May become dissociated from true self if facade is left unchecked for long periods.

She exhaled, feeling the ripple of excitement under her skin. It wasn’t fear—not anymore. The game was the thing. And she had a real class now, not reliant on a flutter of her eyebrows and a hint of underboob. She had agency. A road to power.

A sharp clang drew her attention, and for once, it wasn’t Geraint. Outside, the street pulsed with trade: bakers in dusted whites, kids with laundry carts, a pair of Archemi thugs picking on a hapless kid. It was beautiful. The most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. An academy, torn into pieces by a horror attack. Ripe for the taking.

She closed the tab and leaned back, letting the chair strain on its back legs, before jerking forward and catching herself on the edge of the desk.

Too small. She’d been thinking too small.

Geraint was strong—maybe as strong as Seven, once you factored in his fearless need to impress. But Seven wasn’t going to stop. He was on a quest to save the world and make himself a legend. The Forlorn Hope would snap up new recruits, and the rest of the world would fight for scraps. If she wanted a place in the new order, she needed to move up. Maybe not as a trophy, or even as a “queen,” but perhaps as the silent hand that shaped the future. Geraint could never run the Forlorn Hope, not with Seven, Tamereth, Sinta, Keller, and Jez standing in his way. But she didn’t need them. She had her sights firmly set on another guild, and its leadership was a revolving door of average students hiding behind a name.

A name appearing in many of Thera’s ledgers.

Zeno, the current guildmaster, had many a quirk. Some might say, perversion. A winner, yes, but a creep who’d been dealt a winning hand. The class structure had kept him in play, no matter the iteration. Like the thugs outside, Archemi played hardball, but underneath, they were a different beast.

Geraint would make a great Zeno.

But first, she had to break him out of his self-enforced ordinariness. His lust for chaos was genuine, but since the ghast, he’d grown mopey and... what was the word? Pliable. She needed the old Geraint. The one who’d nearly killed Seven several times, who’d burned a dozen bridges in the name of self-interest.

She heard a crash, this time from the main room—a shelf collapsing, glass popping, and Geraint’s voice trailing off in a curse. Eve smiled, picturing him on hands and knees, scavenging through the ruins for a shiny bauble to show her.

He wanted to impress her. Still. How adorable.

She swiveled back to the ledger, looking at the names, like hers, who’d ordered questionable drugs.

She could see a gap. Thera and Gallion had run Crow like a criminal syndicate, but they’d never managed to outflank Archemi. Not really. They’d cut deals, made alliances, but always as the junior partner. Now that the queens were dead, the power vacuum was inevitable.

She needed Geraint to fill the vacuum.

But first, a test.

She waited for the next lull in the noise, then called out, “Find anything that’s not garbage?”

Geraint appeared in the doorway, holding a two-liter flask of viscous blue. “Slumber syrup,” he said, proud. “Costs a fortune. Apparently, the victim talks in his sleep.”

She smiled, gesturing him in. “Drink it and see if it works.”

He grinned, but his heart wasn’t in it. “For real?”

She sighed. Maybe mediocrity wasn’t so bad.

She considered her words. “You want to run a guild, right?”

He shrugged, suddenly cagey. “Not like I have anything else to do.”

She stood, walked around the desk, and put her hands on his chest. “If you want Archemi, you have to kill Zeno. We have to destabilise them.” She sucked her cheeks in. “We need them running around like headless chickens.”

He stiffened. “Could I do all that?”

“With my help,” she said, “it’s inevitability. You’re stronger than any of them, and you have me. I know their weaknesses. I know how to hurt them.”

He searched her face, then nodded. “And if I say yes?”

She kissed him, hard, biting the edge of his lip before letting go. “Then you do as I say, for once. And you start by remembering how much Seven fucked you over.”

He blinked, pain and pleasure running together.

She let him process it, watching the thoughts flicker behind his eyes. There it was again—the old Geraint, the bastard, the conqueror. She just had to keep the flame alive.

“I need you to hate him,” she whispered. “Can you do that for me?”

He nodded, the violence coming back into his posture.

She took his hand and pressed it to her breast. “We’re going to go all the way, Geraint, all the way to the top.”

Geraint’s grin was wolfish now. “And if we fail?”

She ran her tongue along the edge of her teeth. “We won’t. First, I want you to go to Archemi, to ask to join them one last time. And when they reject you, I want you to remember the face of the man who delivers the humiliation. Then you come back to me and tell me you want it all. Revenge—complete and utter revenge, and you tell me his name.”

She watched him leave, his stride already more confident. She waited for the silence to settle, then sat back at the desk, pulling up the Schemer up one last time.

She was ready. Whatever it cost, she was going to win.


Chapter Nine




Geraint returned near dusk. The city had traded morning's optimism for a blunted, metallic gray, and by the time he reached the front of the old Crow shop his shadow was almost indistinguishable from the rest of the gutter trash. Eve saw him from the upstairs window, slouching along the street like a man who’d just lost a fistfight with the local bully. She watched him slow at the stoop, hesitate, then shoulder the door open with the quiet determination of a man who’d forgotten he had strength to spare.

She let him stand in the entryway. Let him stew in the stale air and the faint odor of herbs, rot, and spilled tinctures. Only when he started toward the back room, boots heavy, did she call out: “You going to cry on the shop floor, or do you want to be a man about it?”

He didn’t answer. She heard the soft clunk of his spine hitting the wall, and then silence. She counted to ten, then twenty. He made no sound.

Eve set the ledger down and padded barefoot to the doorway, pulling her hair back in a loose tie. She’d expected rage, or at least some of the old flair for dramatics, but what greeted her was just Geraint, hunched over, elbows on knees, face lost behind his hands.

He looked up as she entered, eyes a red-rimmed mess. “You were right,” he muttered.

Eve considered saying, I always am, but it seemed like wasted ammunition.

“They laughed at me,” he went on, voice scraping bottom. “Zeno didn’t even come out. Sent a second-in-command. They said Archemi was better off losing numbers to the Forlorn Hope than recruiting ‘defective goods.’”

He tried to smile, a sad parody. “Defective. I saved them all, Eve.”

Eve let the silence ride. Let him stew in it.

“They told me to come back if I ever wanted to join the greenhouses,” he said, and she caught the quiver in his lip before he hid it behind a fist. “They said I could be a farmer—a fucking farmer.”

This time, she couldn't resist: “They’re not wrong. It’s about all you’re good for at the moment.”

He gave a bleak, empty laugh, the sort that made Eve’s skin crawl. Not because it was ugly, but because it was so far from the man she’d once lusted after that it felt like watching a soul sucked from a body in fast forward.

She squatted in front of him, balancing easily on the balls of her feet. “You done sulking?”

He glared at her, and for a moment she saw the old Geraint, the one who’d killed with a smile on his face and fire in his eyes. But the flames guttered, and he just shrugged.

“I can’t do it,” he said. “I can’t fight them. Not anymore.”

Eve reached up, grabbed a fistful of his shirt, and yanked him forward. His face stopped an inch from hers. “You listen to me,” she said, letting the Schemer’s cold authority drop into her tone. “You think this is the bottom? That’s the best news I’ve heard all day. Now you get to stop pretending you’re anything but what you are.”

He tried to pull away, but she dug her nails into his chest. “You think Thera and Gallion picked you because you were special? You were raw product, nothing more. They wanted a vessel, a weapon they could aim at the world. And you were perfect. Strong, pretty, too dumb to say no. Then you won. You beat the ghast. But no one gave a shit, and now you’re crying like a spoiled brat.”

She gave him a shake. “You know what real men do when they hit bottom, Geraint? They stop playing nice. They fight dirtier.”

He looked at her, clearly hating her and needing her in the same glance. “What do you want from me?”

She smiled, a slow, dangerous drawl of lips. “I want the old Geraint. The one who ruled the novices, the one who everyone looked up to.” She let go, standing up so fast he almost fell. “But if you can’t find him, I’ll settle for whatever’s left. As long as you obey every fucking word I say.”

He stayed silent, so she turned and stalked toward the basement door. “Come on,” she called, not bothering to look back. “You need a refresher.”

He followed her down the stairs, boots scraping on the stone. The further they descended, the colder and wetter it got. The caverns under the shop hadn’t changed: still stank of blood, still daubed with chalk lines, still full of the ghosts of Thera’s reign. Geraint’s breath grew heavier, his pace slowing as the memories crowded in. Good, she thought. Let him sweat.

She led him into the main ritual chamber, a squat round room ringed with iron manacles and painted with hundreds of runes—some still glowing faint blue, others scabbed over with ancient brown. The center was occupied by a massive stone table, its surface scored and stained from years of use.

Eve gestured at it. “Strip.”

He blinked. “What?”

She didn’t repeat herself, just watched as he peeled off his shirt, then pants, each movement more hesitant than the last. The runes on his arms and chest pulsed, then faded as the air chilled his skin.

“On the altar,” she said. “Face down.”

He obeyed, and she could see his body tremble as his flesh met the cold stone. His faded scars were everywhere, a road map of every fuckup and failure. She admired the artistry—Thera had been nothing if not meticulous.

Eve took the manacles from the wall, secured his wrists and ankles with a practiced efficiency. The old iron bit into his flesh, and she could see the first shiver of adrenaline spike his veins. He hated this, but he needed it. Perhaps he always had.

She moved to the shelf, found the whip—one of Gallion’s, black leather with a crow’s foot woven into the handle. She let it unfurl with a snap.

“Do you know why you’re here?” she asked.

Geraint didn’t answer.

She cracked the whip against the edge of the table. The sound ricocheted around the chamber.

“Tell me.”

He gritted his teeth. “Because I’m a coward.”

She brought the whip down, not hard but enough to leave a red line across his back. “Wrong. Again.”

“Because I failed,” he spat.

Another stripe, this time across the thighs. He jerked, the chain biting his ankle.

“Try again.”

He was breathing fast now, anger percolating with the pain. “Because I’m a fucking loser.”

She smiled, laid the whip on his flank and let it rest there, cold and heavy. “Almost. But that’s not it, is it?”

He shuddered, then: “Because I want it.”

This time, she brought the whip down with everything she had. The crack was wet, skin splitting under the strike. He howled, half in agony, half in release.

“Say it again.”

He was sobbing now, tears running off his chin. “I want it,” he gasped. “I want it, I want it, I want⁠—”

She stopped after the fifth stripe, panting herself, and set the whip aside, kneeling next to his head. His face was a wreck, but his eyes were clear for the first time since she’d found him.

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” she whispered.

She reached out, stroking his hair. He pressed into the touch, desperate for reassurance.

“Next time you stroll into Archemi, I want you to kill every single one who tries to stop you,” she said. “I want you to be so dangerous they invent a new word for it.”

He nodded, blood dripping onto the stone.

“Can you do that for me?” she whispered.

He nodded again, this time with conviction.

She unlocked the manacles, helped him sit up. His back was a mess of welts and bleeding cuts, but he sat straight, head up.

She smiled, then ran her tongue up the side of his cheek, tasting the salt and iron.

“Good boy,” she purred. “Now clean yourself up. You have a few hours to remember who you are. If you’re not the old Geraint by then, you’re finished.”

He watched her go, and for the first time, she felt the weight of his eyes, hungry and bright.

Eve climbed the stairs without looking back.

She heard him weeping, then laughing, then silence.

When she reached the main room, she locked the door behind her.

She smiled, feeling the old world shifting back into place.

If she was going to win, it would be with monsters. Not men.
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By the time Eve left the Crow shop, the street had traded its usual apathy for a dull anticipation, as if the city knew something was about to break. She locked the front door—more symbolism than security, but the act made her spine straighten and gave her the illusion of control. She took the stairs to her current bedroom two at a time, ripped open her battered suitcase, and began her transformation.

She traded her demure blacks for a white silk blouse and a pleated skirt the color of ripe plums. The blouse, she decided, should be buttoned conservatively—at first. She let her hair down, shook it until the strands fanned out like a banner, then combed it flat and pinned a single crow feather just above her left ear. She considered her reflection for a long minute, then—almost as an afterthought—slipped the last two buttons free, enough that the cut of her collarbones was visible and the curve of her breasts threatened. It wasn’t armor, but it would do.

She palmed a small silver box from the top shelf, checked its contents, then stowed it in the lining of her coat. She’d stolen some drugs from Snitch’s stash, a single smoke of one could turn a room of sullen enemies into lifelong allies—or, if timed wrong, a mob of gibbering lunatics. She checked her pockets for the powder she’d filched from Crow’s stash, the stuff that made Geraint pliable as a kitten. It was all there.

Eve took a deep breath, centered herself, then set off toward the Archemi HQ. Her boots made no sound on the cobbles, but she felt every step like it was being measured and recorded by the city itself.

The Archemi guild’s headquarters squatted at the edge of the old park, a stone’s throw from Genvieve’s statue, which today was draped in an acid-yellow banner: “DEATH TO THE ELVES.” The square was a perfect trap—dorm houses on two sides, the Archemi office on the third, and on the fourth, the Bow and Quiver, a tavern built for a hundred but currently hosting at least twice that.

The noise hit her before she saw the door: a slurry of music, shouts, and the riotous bellow of youth at its own excess. A line of students snaked from the entrance, half of them shouting to get in, the rest slumped against the wall already drunk or high or both. Overhead, paper lanterns swung in the light wind, each painted with obscene cartoons that would have gotten a person kicked out of even the least reputable school on old Earth. In the window, someone flashed their breasts, then ducked away, laughter trailing in their wake.

It was, she decided, the perfect liberal environment for a hostile takeover.

She checked her hair in the reflection of a window, gave her chest a subtle upward push, then strode across the square with the loose-limbed confidence of a woman who belonged anywhere. She ignored the catcalls, the outstretched hands, the snide comments lobbed by rival guildmembers. Instead, she made a beeline for the tavern door, slid past the bouncer with a flutter of her eyelids, and let the dark and noise swallow her whole.

Inside was even more chaotic. The ceiling soared two stories high, timber beams thick as thighs overhead, each one carved with a history of insults, threats, and lewd figures. The main room was packed shoulder to shoulder: Archemi pledges in their green and gold, a smattering of foreign faces from the decimated guilds, and the ever-present wolves in sheep’s clothing—alumni, coaches, even a few teachers who’d lost all pretense of impartiality since last night’s victory.

The scent was pure Quintasia: sweat, cheap beer, the caramel tang of fried dough, and under it all, the faintest perfume of fear. Eve inhaled, then exhaled, letting the tension drain from her body.

She threaded her way through the crowd, assessing the situation with every step. There was a pecking order to these things, and she found it almost immediately: the winners sat at the center, sprawled on the largest table, while the new arrivals huddled at the periphery, unsure whether to blend or bolt. The losers—those who’d survived but lost their place—were relegated to the bar, nursing their wounds and eyeing the rest with toxic longing.

She flashed a smile at a passing pledge, then caught the gaze of a junior officer—tall, pale, and already half in the bag. He tried to block her path, but she brushed him aside with a laugh and a caress of the arm, moving on before he could even register the slight.

At the bar, she flagged the tender—a woman older than the rest, with a shock of gray hair and a tattooed neck. “Wine,” Eve said, pushing a coin across the counter. “The kind that stains.”

The woman grunted and obliged, pouring a glass the color of old crime scenes. Eve sipped, savoring the bite. She turned to survey the room, her eyes scanning for opportunity.

That’s when she saw it. Or, more accurately, the lack of it. Nobody here knew her. Not anymore. She’d vanished into oblivion, and now she was just another pretty girl in the enemy’s den.

She needed an entrance.

Eve waited until the band on the makeshift stage finished their song, then stepped up onto a bench. She whistled—two fingers, piercing—and, when the noise dipped, shouted, “Archemi, I bring news!”

A wave of jeers and cheers washed over her, but she kept smiling, even as tin mugs sailed past her ear.

She waited for quiet, then continued: “I know most of you think Crow is gone and the good-stuff has gone with them. But what you don’t know is that it’s under new management. Me.”

That got them. A mix of laughter and groans, and somewhere in the back, the distinct sound of someone vomiting.

She raised her glass. “I’m here to make friends. And share some of the spoils I inherited.”

With a practiced flourish, she drew the silver box from her coat and set it on the nearest table. “First round’s on Crow. Fill your boots.”

The mob surged toward her, greedy hands snatching at the box, the promise of something free too much to resist. She let the chaos unfold, backing away as the drugs were divided and consumed, the first wave of euphoria transforming the already unstable crowd into something wild and borderless.

Eve slid along the wall, watching as the officers at the head table noted her. The highest-ranking was a short, bull-necked boy with a mouth full of too many teeth. He eyed her knowingly, like he knew exactly what she was up to.

She moved toward him, glass in hand, hips loose, smile wide. “You close to Zeno?”

He shrugged. “Maybe. Since when are you a Crow girl, Eve?”

Him naming her made her check. She inclined her head, “May I?” Then took a seat next to him, thigh pressed tight to his. “You know my name?”

He grinned, eyes narrowing. “Some of us had access to the feeds from dungeon five.”

She sipped her wine, then leaned in. “I’ve grown since then. I can be a real asset to Archemi.”

He laughed, but not unkindly. “That’s not how it works.”

She shrugged, letting her blouse gape just a fraction more. “Then how does it work?”

He stared at her, lips parted. “Are you flirting with me?”

She didn’t blink. “Are you open to it?”

He shook his head, then turned to his companions, all of whom were watching. “She says she’s taking over from Crow. What do we think?”

One of them—a girl with hair shaved on one side—leaned forward. “She’s trashed his store and looted some stuff. Shame on our boys for not doing it.”

Eve smiled, reached into her coat, and produced a vial. She set it on the table, then leaned back, arms folded. “Some of that is true. I did loot the store, but not for this little trinket. Take it. Have a great night. It’s my twist on one of their recipes.”

The table went quiet as the vial was passed around, each Archemi taking a measured dose. one held it up to the light, watching the fluid catch the lantern glow, then tossed a shot back in a single gulp.

He shuddered, eyes wide, then slammed the vial down. “Damn, that’s not bad.”

Eve matched his stare. “There’s more where that came from. You see, I didn’t just loot the place. I found the recipes.”

He considered her for a long minute, then nodded. “So you can supply?”

She smiled, knowing she’d already won.

“Continuously,” she said, and toasted the table.

From the corner of her eye, she saw the girl with the shaved hair watching her. Not with suspicion, but with the slow, dawning recognition of a predator meeting a new species of threat. Eve finished her wine, then let the noise of the tavern wash over her. She felt alive, electric, ready for anything.

She had been to parties before—better ones, worse ones, ones where you needed a code word or a knife to get in the door—but nothing in Quintasia compared to what Archemi had conjured that night. The Bow and Quiver was an architectural miracle: the main hall was a palace, crossbeams ribbing the ceiling, chandeliers rigged from ancient war trophies and antlers, the whole place lit by a thousand candles that flickered and dripped and left the air greasy with smoke. The floors were real oak, scarred and scuffed but polished to a madman's sheen. Every inch of the space was filled, bodies pressed elbow to ribcage, and above it all the noise: a hurricane of laughter, shouting, and the backbeat thump of some bastard child of music and riot. Magicians cast light spells, their mana strobes blinking to the beat.

If Forlorn Hope was the scrappy startup, Archemi was the legacy player—the old-money cult that survived every regime change by eating its rivals and repainting the walls for the next era. Eve took it in with the envy of a connoisseur. She wanted this. She wanted to belong. Not as their supplier. As their boss.

She wasn’t there yet. She was an interloper, an outsider, a Crow in the house of foxes. The first wave of attention faded as her initial gift ran out. She became yesterday’s news. Archemi’s initiates dressed in variations of the uniform - emerald-green jackets, black boots, gold-threaded sashes - returned to their dancing, drinking and necking. The girls in the back skulked against walls, the boys on the dancefloor eyeing them thirstily.

Eve smiled through it. She'd positioned herself.

She drifted toward the bar, carving a wedge through the mass with her hips and smile, then perched on a stool that, for all its wood and brass, was perfectly designed to put her chest at eye level with half the room. She ordered a drink—something lethal—and watched the currents of the party.

It wasn’t long before her presence began to shape the mood. Crow was back in business, and those who looked like they had money, looked like they had some standing in Archemi, secured her remaining vials for generous sums.

Then, in the space of a single breath, the mood snapped. Two hands grabbed her by the elbows—soft at first, then iron hard—and she was yanked out of the party by a pair of matching twins, boys with the same haircut and the same dead look in their eyes. They hustled her through the kitchen, past a row of sweating cooks and a stack of casks, down a corridor lined with trophy skulls and war banners. She tried to protest, but the goons didn’t loosen their grip.

They led her to a door, lacquered black and inlaid with a fox’s head rendered in blood-red enamel. One twin knocked, the other stood at her shoulder. The door swung open on silent hinges.

The room inside was nothing like the party. It was a tomb, quiet and cold and perfectly arranged for intimidation. A single desk stood at the far end, its top bare except for a black quill and a sheet of blank parchment. The walls were lined with books—real ones, leather-bound and dusted. An old man sat behind the desk, hunched and motionless. His hair was silver, cut so close it was almost scalp, and his hands were clasped in front of him, the knuckles white.

He didn’t look up. “Leave us,” he said, voice flat as granite.

The twins dropped her arms and vanished, closing the door so quietly it barely registered until a lock sprang.

She took two steps forward. The carpet underfoot was so thick she felt it swallow her heels.

The man behind the desk let the silence stretch until it threatened to snap. When he finally looked up, his eyes were not what she expected: not the ice of a sadist, nor the soft damp of a grandfather, but a storm, deep and unreadable.

“You’re Crow,” he said, as if it was a diagnosis.

She nodded, trying to gauge the game.

He gestured at the single chair in front of the desk, the movement economical. “Sit.”

She did, smoothing her skirt and crossing her legs just so. “You wanted to see me?”

He ignored the question, studied her face, then her hands, then the line of her throat. “What’s your real name?”

She smiled. “Eve.”

He made a note on the parchment, then dipped the quill again. “And your class?”

“Schemer,” she said, letting the word hang between them.

He looked up, and this time she saw a flicker of amusement. “That is what I’d heard.”

He wrote something else, then set the quill aside. “Do you know why you’re here, Eve?”

She shrugged. “I assumed you wanted to make sure the new Crow boss wasn’t a liability.”

He shook his head. “Crow is always a necessary liability. It’s why we keep it around.” He folded his hands again, the tendons standing out like cables. “You’re here because you did something no one in this city has done since the Fall.”

She frowned, not sure if it was the drugs or the statement.

“You created a new class,” he said, voice still cold, but alive now. “Not a fusion. Not a variant. A true, original class. We’ve been watching for decades, waiting for someone to pull it off. And now, here you are.”

She felt the room tilt, the weight of his attention crushing and flattering at once.

He leaned forward, elbows on the desk. “Tell me. How did you do it?”

She considered lying, but the eyes across from her made it clear that wouldn’t work. “I didn’t mean to,” she said. “I just kept failing upward. Every time I lost, fate gave me another failing opportunity. After a while, I realized I was never going to win by waiting to see what was going to happen next. I had to make it happen. The System caught up. I was desperate for something; spy, consort, anything.”

He nodded, as if this confirmed something he’d already guessed.

“You know what regenesis means?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“It means new beginnings. I was the first to run Archemi after it formed. Zenos come and go, but I am constant. You’d do well to remember that as you scheme our demise.” He paused, let the silence bite. “So tell me, Eve, what do you really want?”

She blinked. “I’ve already told you.”

He smiled, and this time it was a wound opening, a glimpse of something that didn’t sleep. “In the end, when this place burns, only the clever survive. The current Zeno will head out to the towers, and a new one will take the mask.” He stood, and. “You’re not like the others. You never were. I saw that in the trials. I see it now. But if you want to play in my house, you follow my rules.”

She nodded, understanding the bargain. “What’s the first rule?”

He didn’t hesitate. “Never trust anyone who sits behind a desk.”

He crossed to her, moving with the smoothness of a man decades younger, and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Prethis humiliated your boyfriend. That is the true reason you’re here. Prethis is wearing a rather garish red cape.” He walked to the door, opened it. “Let’s call it a test. You came for him, and I grant you him. So go, and let’s see if you pass.”

Eve walked through the door and exhaled, letting her body shake out the fear, the exhilaration, the sense of destiny settling around her like a cloak.

She strolled back to the party, her smile deliciously dangerous.

And there she found her prey.


Chapter Ten




Eve darted ahead, telling Prethis she needed to freshen up. At first, the Archemi lieutenant had been suspicious, but the second-skin of her Schemer class had feigned nerves, bled sexual anticipation, and fed the man’s ego. Like all of them, he was led by his dick.

He arrived at the Ravensbury Stylist shop as if summoned by a curse, bouncing on his heels impatiently. He wore the Archemi uniform—emerald jacket, gold piping, black boots polished to an absurd mirror gleam. Peering through the shop’s soiled glass, he then knocked, even though the sign still read “OPEN” and Eve was plainly visible inside, arranging jars on the counter.

She didn’t answer immediately, letting him wait, watching the way he fidgeted with the cuff of his jacket, then with the silver coin ring on his finger. She smiled to herself. The only thing that ever waited on men like Prethis was disappointment. She liked hers raw.

When she did open the door, she did so with a flourish—a twist of her hip, one arm behind her back, the other beckoning him inside. “You found us,” she said, voice silked with enough false sweetness to glaze a scone. “Come in. Please.”

He entered, head ducked slightly, which would have looked bashful on another boy. On him it was just the residue of privilege—he’d never had to make a real entrance in his life. Moonlight cut through the window at a raked angle, catching the dust motes in a cylinder of slow-motion. The shop’s interior was a fever dream: shelves stacked to the rafters with glass bottles, each one painted a different color, labels scripted in either breathless italics or all-caps threats. A jar of pickled something watched them from the top shelf, its milky eyes pressed against the glass.

Eve closed the door with a soft click, then flipped the sign from “OPEN” to “CLOSED.” She turned the deadbolt, spinning it twice for effect. The sound was a promise.

Offering her hand, palm up. “Good of you to come. I’ll certainly make it worth your while.”

Prethis took her hand, fingers clammy. “If you wish to supply us, Eve, then I’d suggest you do. There are plenty of others trying to fill the gap left by Crow’s demise.”

She released him with the smallest hint of a shudder. “Of course there are. This city would collapse without Archemi. We all understand they need to have a blow out every now and then.” She gestured to the room at large. “Welcome to Ravensbury Stylist. More than just your average personal service. What are your preferences?”

He ran his gaze over the shelves, finding nothing that scared him, then grinned. “Depends what you’re offering.”

She closed the gap between them, her dress whispering along her legs. “I offer everything,” she said, and let the words linger. “For the right price. Some things, though…” She let her fingers dance over a bottle filled with glimmering blue beads. “Some things are for special customers only.”

He was watching her with the squinty, evaluative gaze of a man wondering how far he could push his authority mixed with the nerves of an adolescent faced with a beauty. “I was told you could make ‘enhancements.’ Potions, buffs. Stuff that’s not on the shelf.”

She laughed, the sound high but not giggled. “Whoever told you that was too modest. Everything here is custom. I just have to know what you want, what you need.” She cocked her head. “You do want something, right?”

He nodded, face flushed. “I heard you had the recipe for that would elongate certain encounters.” He shuddered. “Not needed for myself, of course.”

She took the bottle from the shelf, uncorked it, and let the scent waft between them. It smelled like sweet rot, or a bakery next to a slaughterhouse. She watched his pupils dilate.

“This will keep you hard all night, Prethis. You’ll not need it tonight.” She set the bottle on the counter and leaned forward, letting her blouse gap just enough to frame the argument. “I’m much better at it than any concoction.”

He smiled, a little too wolfish for his face. “Ever since I first saw you, Eve, I guessed as much.”

She shrugged. “Then let’s get business out of the way. I get to supply Archemi, and you get ten percent of the profits and me.”

“Fifty percent.”

“Fifteen.” She unbuttoned her blouse.

“Twenty.”

“Done.”

She produced a shot glass from beneath the counter—a thick crystal thing, cold in the hand. She poured a finger’s worth of the liquid, the blue beads rolling like marbles. “Let’s celebrate,” she said.

Prethis hesitated, then downed the contents in one go. He coughed, the color draining from his lips, then returned, brighter. “That’s... potent.”

Eve smiled, brushing her fingers along the bar. “If you live, you’ll have the best night of your life. If you die, at least you’ll look good doing it.”

He relaxed, letting the atmosphere soak him. “You ever consider joining Archemi? You’d be an asset. Maybe even make it up to the upper ring.”

She let her voice go flat, businesslike. “Not interested. I’m loyal to myself.” She pointedly straightened the nearest shelf, aligning the bottles with the precision of a jeweler.

He sidled closer, dropping his tone. “I’m just saying—someone like you could help me run the place, if you wanted.”

She regarded him, taking in the way his hands shook and the way he kept glancing at her mouth. “That’s generous,” she said. “But I have plans of my own.”

He grinned, emboldened. “Maybe we could… merge plans. I’ve got pull in Archemi. I know things.”

She stepped around the counter, all glide and intent, and led him by the elbow to the next aisle. “Then you should tell me something I don’t know,” she said. “First secret gets you a kiss. The next takes you to places you only dream of.”

He shrugged, shoulders squaring up. “There’s going to be a shift in the top ring. The old man wants to retire. Zeno is finished—too soft. They’re looking for someone with an edge. I’m in the running.”

She feigned interest, letting her hand rest lightly on his arm. “I heard about Zeno. And about the incident with Geraint.”

Prethis rolled his eyes; the contempt bubbling up. “Geraint’s a joke. He’s done. Even if he tried to crawl back, they’d never let him in. The only thing he’s good for is dying for someone else’s cause.”

She nodded, letting the hatred flash for half a breath before returning to neutral. “Men like that never last,” she agreed. “But men like you… you last forever.”

He beamed, then turned his attention to the shelves, where bottles glistened like gems. “Show me your best stuff. Not the shit. The real deal.”

She didn’t hesitate. “You want to try the ultimate high? The things I don’t show everyone?”

He licked his lips. “Absolutely.”

She guided him to the back of the shop, past the curtains and into a narrow corridor. The smell changed here—less of the flowers, more of the iron and burnt sugar. The walls were lined with tiny, precise mirrors, angled to catch and amplify the smallest movement. At the end of the hall, a heavy wooden door waited, locked by three visible bolts and an old-fashioned iron key.

She drew the key from her cleavage, making sure he saw. “The vault,” she said, with a stage whisper.

He watched, mesmerized, as she unlocked the door. It groaned open, the darkness behind colder than the rest of the shop.

She let him go first. “After you,” she said, voice dropping to velvet.

Prethis squared his shoulders, stepped inside.

The cellar stairs waited, black and yawning.

Eve closed the door behind them, the lock’s click echoing down the stairwell. She kept the key in her fist, knuckles white.

“Down there?” Prethis asked, suddenly less sure.

“Down there,” she confirmed. “Where they kept the legacy recipes. And the rarest stock.”

He nodded, and she watched him take the stairs, two at a time, the bravado holding but just barely.

Eve followed, letting her shadow stretch long behind her.

She smiled, a slow, sharp thing. The test had already been passed. The rest was just merit. She focused, determined to savour what was to come.

The cold struck first—not the gentle chill of autumn but the ancient, bone-deep cold of a place that had never known sunlight. The stone underfoot leaked its glacial memory through the paper-thin soles of her boots, numbing her toes within seconds. Moisture beaded on walls mottled with patches of sickly green-black mold, the stones themselves weeping as if mourning what they'd witnessed. Candlelight caught these droplets, transforming them into a constellation of amber tears. The air hung thick with the metallic tang of copper—like sucking on old coins—intertwined with burnt rosemary that scratched the back of her throat, the unmistakable signature of blood rituals gone horribly wrong. Eve waited at the landing, watching Prethis hesitate on the bottom step, his earlier swagger evaporating like morning dew on a hot grave.

He tried to mask his fear, trailing trembling fingers along the scarred altar dominating the room's center—once a sacred vessel for divine communion, now defiled for darker purposes. Deep grooves crosshatched its surface, stained the permanent rust-brown of old blood that no amount of scrubbing could remove. His gaze darted around, cataloging horrors: iron chains embedded in the walls, their links worn smooth from struggling victims; rusted loops protruding from the floor like metal mushrooms; shelves sagging under the weight of empty jars, their glass clouded with age. Some containers still held the remnants of failed experiments—crystallized residues in colors nature never intended. Others contained nothing but centuries of accumulated dust, fine as crushed bone.

Eve closed the cellar door with a slow, weighted push, the hinges screaming a warning. She drew the key, held it up, then locked the door. The sound—an honest, ancient clack—had the desired effect.

Prethis turned, all pretense dropped. “What is this?” His voice hitched, a half-octave higher than it was meant to be.

She kept her eyes on him, let the question rot in the air like week-old fruit. From the far end of the cellar, where the candlelight didn't quite reach, a second shadow detached from the wall—first just a suggestion of movement, then a silhouette taking form against the damp stone. Geraint moved slowly at first, each step deliberate as a stalking cat, then with quickening purpose, his bare feet making no sound on the lichen-spotted stone. The runes carved into his sinewy arms and up the column of his neck pulsed crimson, each beat brighter than the last, casting fleeting red shadows across the hollows of his face. His cheeks were sunken, jaw sharp enough to cut glass, eyes deep-set and rimmed with the purple-black of sleepless hunger—the kind of stare that doesn't just look at you but through you, already calculating where to make the first incision.

Eve stepped back, letting Geraint take the stage. She felt a chill of her own, somewhere between arousal and regret.

“Remember me?” Geraint said, voice cool, almost clinical.

Prethis staggered back, bumping into the altar. “No,” he said, the lie pathetically transparent.

Geraint smiled, showing all his teeth. “Funny. I remember you.” He glanced at Eve, then back. “And I remember what you did.”

Prethis reached for his belt, fumbling at a clasp. Eve caught the glint of steel as a short blade slid free.

Geraint didn’t flinch. He advanced, slow and predatory. “You’re going to try that?” He grinned wider. “That’s adorable.”

Prethis swung, but Geraint caught his wrist mid-arc, crushing it until the bones splintered beneath his grip. The crack reverberated through Eve's chest like a gunshot. Prethis's scream tore from his throat—raw, animal—as the knife clattered against stone. The cellar swallowed his agony, leaving only the rasp of his desperate breathing.

Geraint wrenched the mangled wrist upward until tendons strained white beneath the skin. In one fluid motion, he slammed Prethis face-first into the altar with such force that teeth shattered against ancient stone. Blood sprayed across the surface in a crimson constellation. The candles convulsed in their holders, shadows dancing feverishly across the walls as Prethis bucked and thrashed, his screams reduced to wet, gurgling sounds as Geraint ground his face deeper into the altar's hungry surface.

Eve leaned against the wall, breathing shallow, her fingertips pressed into the cold stone to steady herself. Heat bloomed across her chest and down her belly, a flush that had nothing to do with exertion. The metallic tang of blood mingled with the scent of Geraint's sweat, filling her nostrils with a perfume more intoxicating than any potion she'd ever brewed. Her pulse throbbed in her throat, between her legs, at her temples—a chorus of want she hadn't anticipated when planning this revenge.

Geraint brought his lips close to Prethis’s ear. “Here’s what’s going to happen,” he said. “You’re going to apologize. And then you’re going to die.”

Prethis sobbed, the snot and tears running together. “I’m sorry,” he choked out. “Please, don’t⁠—”

The runes etched across Geraint's skin ignited like embers breathed to life, casting the cellar in a hellish crimson glow. Heat shimmered in the air between them, distorting Eve's view like a mirage. He ran his free hand—fingers trembling with barely contained power—along the sweat-slicked curve of Prethis's neck, then pressed two fingers just below the jaw where the pulse fluttered like a trapped bird. There was a hiss, sharp as a serpent's warning, followed by the acrid, stomach-turning smell of searing flesh.

Eve watched, transfixed, as the magic worked its terrible wonder. The energy manifested as something physical—a viscous, writhing thread of red and black that coiled up from Prethis's spine, slithering into Geraint's hand like a parasite seeking a new host. Prethis bucked wildly against the altar, his scream clawing at the damp stone walls, but Geraint only pressed harder, his face a mask of ecstatic concentration.

The blood began as a single ruby droplet at the corner of Prethis's mouth, then a crimson trickle from his nose, then finally a dark stream from his ears. Geraint caught it in his cupped palm with practiced precision, drawing the liquid life up his arm in intricate patterns that fed the now-pulsing runes. His muscles bunched and flexed beneath skin that had gone paper-thin and translucent, veins bulging black and ropey along his forearms like ancient roots seeking water in drought.

Prethis’s screams went high, then thin, then silent.

Geraint held him for a moment longer, fingers digging crescents into Prethis's jaw, then released him with a contemptuous shove. Prethis collapsed, his knees cracking against the ancient stone. A whimper escaped his split lips as he attempted to crawl, fingernails scraping uselessly, leaving crimson half-moons on the floor. His limbs betrayed him, heavy as waterlogged wood. Geraint's shadow fell across him as he seized a fistful of Prethis's sweat-matted hair, wrenching his head back to expose the vulnerable throat, pale and pulsing. The abandoned blade made a whisper-soft sound as it parted flesh—a precise, almost surgical motion. Blood erupted in rhythmic fountains, each surge weaker than the last, painting the altar's base in glistening arterial patterns.

Eve felt her pulse slow, the cold replaced by a creeping heat that spread from her core outward, warming her limbs until her fingertips tingled. She found herself smiling, lips pulled tight against her teeth, as her hand moved of its own volition, sliding beneath the waistband of her skirt. Her fingers delved past cotton, finding slick heat there—her body's betraying response to the violence, to the power, to the terrible intimacy of watching a life extinguished by someone she once loved. Each shallow breath she drew tasted of copper and salt.

When it was done, Geraint stepped back, chest heaving. His skin glowed, every rune alive with power. The air shimmered around him.

He turned to Eve, eyes wild, face slicked with sweat and spatter. “For you, my love,” he said.

She nodded, unable to speak. Her body hummed with an electric current that started at her core and radiated outward to her fingertips, which still trembled against her pubic skin. The coppery scent of blood mingled with her own musk, and her skin felt hypersensitive—even the brush of her clothing sent aftershocks rippling through her. Her knees threatened to buckle, weak in the aftermath of an orgasm that had crashed through her without warning, leaving her gasping and dizzy, her underwear damp with evidence of her body's betrayal.

Eve descended the steps, approaching the altar, steadying herself. “Your power has returned,” she said, her voice shaky but admiring. “It thrummed right through me.” She smeared her wet finger on his lips. “Taste your power, Geraint. Remember it.”

Geraint smiled, the first real smile since the night began, his tongue tracing her fingers. “Want to see something?”

He reached down and took a deep breath, then exhaled—a sound like wind through a cracked window. The runes etched across his forearms pulsed once, twice, crimson light seeping from beneath his skin like blood through gauze. On the floor, Prethis's body convulsed, then shriveled—collapsing inward with a wet, sucking sound. His skin wrinkled and contracted like parchment held to flame, pulling taut across cheekbones that jutted sharply before crumbling to dust inside. His lips curled backward in a ghastly rictus, revealing yellowed teeth suddenly too large for the desiccated face. The eyes, still wet with tears, sank into their sockets until they were nothing but gelatinous puddles in twin caverns of bone. What remained was a husk—a leathery shell of humanity, hollow as a cicada's abandoned exoskeleton. Geraint stretched, rolling his shoulders as veins of light traced patterns beneath his skin, his irises incandescent with stolen life.

Geraint flexed his hands, watching the power ripple through his veins. “I can do more than I thought,” he said, almost giddy.

Eve put a hand on his shoulder, feeling the fever-hot skin beneath the torn fabric. Power radiated from him in waves that made her fingertips tingle and her breath catch. "That was beautiful," she said, voice husky with want, and then she kissed him—not gently, but with desperate hunger. She pressed herself against him, hip to chest, tasting her passion as her tongue sought his. His hands found her waist, fingers digging into flesh as he pulled her closer, his arousal hard against her thigh through the rough material of his trousers.

She broke away, holding his gaze. “That’s it for now. The job isn’t done.”

He laughed, wiping a smear of blood from his cheek. “You’re even weirder than I remembered.”

She leaned in, whispered: “Wait until you see what’s next.”

They stood for a long minute, catching their breath, letting the magic fade.

Geraint was the first to move, grabbing the husk by the ankles and dragging it to the corner. “We’ll deal with this later,” he said. “For now, we should celebrate.”

Eve grinned, teeth sharp in the candlelight. “We will,” she promised.

She followed him up the stairs, the two of them leaving the cold and the corpse behind, hands stained but hearts lighter than they’d been in years.

They got to work as soon as the high faded, as soon as the euphoria bled into that hollow, juddering calm. Geraint hauled the desiccated corpse onto the altar, rolling it in an old bedsheet Eve fetched from a trunk near the stairs. The sheet, flower-printed and threadbare. Prethis weighed almost nothing now; Geraint could hoist him with one hand.

Eve scavenged for the cleaning bucket and a battered brush. She started on the worst of the blood, scrubbing at the stone while the rag burned her palms. The iron reek clung to the air, refusing to dissipate no matter how hard she tried. Every few minutes, she’d look up to see Geraint rifling the corpse’s pockets, coming away with coins, a set of brass knuckles, and a single gold ring marked with the Archemi crest.

He tossed the ring into the bucket. “They’ll trace it if they find it on us,” he said.

She nodded, then picked it out and set it aside. “We should keep it. Proof.” She squeezed the rag, red water dripping onto her boots. “This wasn’t exactly the plan.”

Geraint flexed his hands, eyes still wide from the magic’s afterburn. “Worked, didn’t it?” He looked at her, hunger and admiration mixed. “You wanted Archemi’s attention. Now you’ll have it.”

Eve wrung out the rag, the water streaking pink. “He’ll expect a spectacle. Not a missing candidate.” She scrubbed harder, watching the candlelight shiver along the wet floor. “We need to make it look like the Forlorn Hope did this.”

Geraint grinned, running a thumb along the edge of a rune on his wrist. “That’s easy. Dump it outside their base, write a note in blood, sign it ‘Hope’.” He looked at the body, then at her. “We could even plant the ring on one of them. Maybe Sinta.”

She rolled her eyes. “That’s the minimum he’d expect. I don’t want to be a disappointment.” But she smiled, despite herself. The old Geraint was back, if a little cracked at the seams.

They worked in silence after that. Geraint wrapped the corpse tight, then bound it with twine. He found a sack in the corner and stuffed Prethis inside, tucking the broken knife and the Archemi ring into the shroud for good measure. Eve finished scrubbing, then doused the floor with a bottle of sharp, acrid sanitizer. The stench of blood fought with the chemical, and for a while the cellar felt like a battlefield—magic, death, and all the ways people tried to mask it.

When they were finished, Geraint wiped sweat from his brow. He looked at her, waiting for instructions.

Eve stared at the sack, the lump inside now anonymous. “We take it out after midnight. Leave it by the Forlorn Hope’s door. Someone will find it by morning.”

Geraint nodded, but his eyes stayed on her. “You’re different now,” he said, voice lower. “Harder.”

She shrugged. “They wanted a monster. I’m giving them one.”

He touched her shoulder, tentative at first, then more firmly. “No regrets?”

She thought about the old man behind the Archemi desk, his thin lips and the way he never quite blinked. She thought about the way Prethis had begged, and the way Geraint had drunk the life from him like water in a drought.

She looked at her reflection in a shard of broken mirror leaning against the wall. Her face was pale, eyes red from the cleaning fluid. She looked older, colder, and entirely herself.

“I’ll regret it if they don’t notice,” she said.

Geraint laughed, the sound bouncing off the stone and dying in the corners.

They dragged the body up the stairs, moving quietly. The city outside was silent, a rare and precious thing. Geraint took the sack and shouldered it, then nodded once at Eve. “I’ll handle this.”

She let him go, watched from the window as he disappeared down the alley, the bundle over his shoulder like laundry or an offering.

Eve stood in the dark shop, surrounded by shelves of impossible colors, and waited.

She wondered if one corpse would be enough.

“Geraint! Wait! I have a better idea.”


Chapter Eleven




Geraint heard the voice from the alley mouth—Eve’s, low and urgent, the words catching the night air like thrown darts. “Wait!” she called. “I have a better idea.”

He froze, the sack heavy on his shoulder, the dead weight inside shifting with a sound like dry paper on stone. Even in the dark, he could see her eyes: sharp, wild, her irises reflecting what little moonlight bled through the clouds. She was already moving, her boots making no sound as she closed the distance.

“Change of plan?” he asked, not even bothering to whisper. The city had gone to ground. Nobody out this late was up to any good.

She grinned, hair wild around her face. “They wanted a spectacle, right? Then we’ll give them one. But not at Forlorn Hope.” She jerked her chin, pointing up the narrow path toward the old campus square—the statue of Genvieve, a hero to some, a fool to others, his marble face always staring down at the main quad with a look of disappointment.

“Why there?” Geraint said. The corpse was already starting to leak, a small amount of fluid remaining, the smell not yet ripe but heavy with promise.

She stepped in close, breath sweet and just a little sour. “Because that’s where they’ll expect it least. And because it’s the center of everything. Think about it.” She reached up, brushed the sweat from his brow, a gesture equal parts affection and control. “This is about making us infamous in the eyes of Archemi’s hierarchy. It’s about sending a message.”

He squinted at her, the streetlight catching the lines of her collarbones and the slight shake in her hands. “What message?”

“That the rules are broken. That we fear no one,” she said, then tugged his arm. “Come on. It has to look theatrical.”

He let her lead, her stride quick and silent, sack slung over one shoulder, the dead man’s hand occasionally flopping out a tear. The route wound through the Academy park, under archways older than memory, past dormitory windows winking with the last blue ghosts of mana-light. The city had a pulse even in sleep.

They made it to the park unseen. Genvieve’s statue stood in the center, thirty feet of polished marble, sword pointed downward like he was pinning some ancient enemy to the earth. The pedestal was ringed with old bouquets, the kind of tribute that would have made Geraint sick if he’d ever cared about tradition.

Eve turned, eyes scanning the shadows. “Here,” she said, motioning for the sack. “Let’s make it count.”

He let it slide to the ground, the thud muffled by grass. She crouched, untying the cords with practiced fingers. The corpse inside was slack, features already melting into a mask of shock and decay. She rolled it out, careful not to let the last of Prethis’s blood pool. Then she got to work.

“Lay him out,” she instructed, voice gone flat and professional. “Like a sacrifice. Not too neat, not too messy. Just enough that they know it’s a message.”

He did as told, arranging the limbs so that Prethis’s broken fingers pointed at the base of the statue, his head lolling back at an awkward angle. Eve produced a small vial from her coat—dark brown but swirling with a single point of light. She dabbed it at the corners of Prethis’s mouth and nose, painting the death mask with a smear of ugly color.

“What’s that for?” Geraint said.

She wiped her hands on the dead man’s jacket, then stood. “Something I stole from the Crow stock. It’ll make the blood glow for a few hours.” She looked at him, and for a second, he saw something vulnerable in her face. “It has to be good, Geraint. Otherwise it’s wasted.”

He nodded, not sure if he wanted to see or be seen anymore. The runes on his arms pulsed, faint in the cold, each heartbeat sending a shimmer of light up his veins. He looked down at Prethis, at the mess they’d made together, and felt a strange pride. Like finishing a difficult puzzle, only the picture was all wrong.

Then, voices. Close.

Eve was on him before he could react, yanking him behind the hedge that ringed the square. She pressed him flat against the damp grass, her palm splayed across his chest, nails digging just hard enough to remind him she was still in charge.

“Quiet,” she mouthed, barely audible.

Through the thick tangle of leaves, Geraint watched as a trio approached from what resembled a sarcophagus. Sanya in the lead—he recognized her by the way she moved, all crisp lines and cat-like focus. Seven walked beside her, his face gaunt and haunted in the moonlight, holding the hexblade Califire loose at his side like a warning to the universe. Behind them, Levan. He hadn’t seen her in months, but the way she moved made his skin itch. Less a walk, more a series of fluid stalks, like she was picking the exact place her foot would make the least noise, even here where no one could hear.

He felt Eve tense beside him. He looked down at her—she was staring at Levan with a predator’s focus, lips barely parted, breath so shallow it was almost nothing.

“What is it?” he whispered, but she didn’t answer.

The three crossed the park, stopping once to talk, Levan raising her voice, but the words inaudible. She pointed at the statue, and for a moment, Geraint thought they’d seen the corpse.

“Should we run?” Geraint said, almost inaudible.

Eve shook her head. “No. Watch.”

The trio stood in silence for a moment, the moonlight casting them in alternating bands of shadow and silvered light. Then Sanya said something—too quiet for Geraint to make out, but the tone was all command, no question. Seven replied, voice softer. He unequipped Califire, and then put his arm around Levan, guiding her away.

Levan resisted, trying to go back to the sarcophagus, trying to escape Seven’s hold, snarling like an animal.

Eve’s hand went to his wrist, squeezing once. “She’s gone feral,” she breathed, not a hint of fear, only fascination.

“What does that mean?” he said.

She smiled, baring her teeth. “Means she’s mine.”

They waited until the trio moved on, Sanya leading them toward the administrative wing, Seven holding Levan tightly, her shoulders juddering as she sobbed.

Eve let go of Geraint’s wrist, then exhaled, slow and measured. “Did you see that?” she said.

He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

“She’s right on the edge,” Eve continued, eyes still fixed on the path the trio had taken. “If we push just right, she’ll fall. That will show the old man. That’ll put the cat among the pigeons.”

He looked at her, really looked. The glow from the statue cast her in bone-white relief, the lines of her face sharpened to a point. “You want to use her,” he said, more statement than question.

She smiled, softer now. “I want to win, Geraint. Same as you.”

He glanced back at the statue, at Prethis’s body. “Do you think they’ll blame us?”

Eve shrugged. “Maybe. But they’ll blame her more.” She stepped away from the hedge, brushing dirt from her skirt. “Put the body back in the sack. Third plan is a charm.”

He followed, the runes on his arms still pulsing, the blood on his hands already drying to a fine, iron grit.

As they disappeared into the night, Geraint felt a sense of something settling inside him. Not peace. Not even satisfaction. But purpose. And that, for now, was enough.

Eve looked back only once. She smiled, the plan already rewriting itself in her mind.
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They slunk away from the park, taking the side path along the old irrigation ditch. Eve set a pace just shy of a jog, only slowing once they hit the privacy of the hedge-row. Geraint matched her step for step, the body slung over his shoulder like an unwanted package.

She waited until they were safely hidden before letting out a quiet, measured breath. “Did you see her?” Eve said, eyes boring into Geraint.

He nodded, the last echoes of shock finally giving way to something close to relief. “Levan. She looked⁠—”

“Animal,” Eve finished for him. She squatted in the mud, hands splayed between her knees, her whole body still vibrating with adrenaline. “She’s gone feral. Everyone knows that happens, if you’re out too long.”

Geraint grunted, shifting the corpse to the ground with a grunt. “You want to pin it on her,” he said, tone carefully neutral.

Eve’s grin was sharper than moonlight on a razor. “Not want. Need.” She drew closer, voice dropping to a threadbare whisper. “If we can make the campus think Levan did this? The faculty, the students—everyone will hunt her. Seven and Sanya are protecting her now, but if we push her over the edge, she’ll drag them down with her. We get a clean slate and a three-way elimination.”

The logic was cold, perfect, and ugly. Geraint felt himself exhale, shoulders sagging. “It’s so much better than the statue plan.”

Eve’s hand found his cheek, just for a second, and then she was all business. “Follow them. Quietly. We need to know where they sleep.”

Down the winding paths, through the tangle of outbuildings and ancient cypresses, Eve moving with the predatory silence of a stalking housecat, Geraint hulking after her with the awkward grace of a man more suited for battlefields than back alleys. The corpse was awkward but not heavy anymore, rigor mortis beginning to give way to a kind of slack fluidity. The night was full of insect noises and the distant thrum of late-night student laughter, but in this part of the Academy, even the shadows seemed to hold their breath.

They tracked Seven, Sanya, and Levan to the southern ring, where the administration buildings gave way to the residential faculty quarter—a half-abandoned colonnade of stone and dark glass, each window a black mirror. Eve signaled Geraint to stop, and they hunkered in a thicket of brambles as the trio passed within arm’s reach.

Geraint watched: Sanya in the lead, her head on a swivel; Seven, eyes darting to every rooftop; and Levan, loping behind, her walk broken by sudden pauses to taste the air or cock her head at distant sounds. Her hair had grown wild, a matted cap of steel and white, and her hands were tucked into her sleeves, as if hiding claws.

They followed at a distance, the only sound the soft pad of Eve’s boots and the occasional wet slap of the sack against Geraint’s leg. Once, near the deserted practice yard, the bag slipped and thumped against the ground. Geraint froze, pulse stuttering, but no one heard. He checked the contents: Prethis’s face was a mere husk. Geraint swallowed bile and cinched the cord tighter.

At the last row of dormitories, Eve signaled a stop. They crouched in the crook of a broken wall, shadows deep as tar. Up ahead, the trio had halted under a single working lamp, the yellow light rendering their faces in sharp relief.

Sanya spoke first, her voice all business. “We’ll come back at first light. Just get your head down. You’ll adjust, Levan. You’ll remember.”

Levan didn’t respond with words. She just made a guttural noise and bared her teeth, lips writhing in a parody of a smile.

Seven reached out, touching her shoulder. His voice was soft, almost fatherly. “Sleep, Professor. We’ll keep you safe.”

“It’s not me I’m worried about.” Levan’s eyes narrowed, pupils huge and black. She sniffed the air, once, twice, then turned and vanished into the faculty wing.

Eve watched her go, lips parted in something between awe and disgust. “She’s lost it,” she muttered. “Perfect.”

They waited for Sanya and Seven to leave before daring to stretch and look. Geraint’s legs cramped. He tried to shift his weight, but Eve clamped a hand on his thigh. “Not yet,” she whispered. “Timing matters.”

They waited, the night ticking by in the slow erosion of clouds across the moon. All fell deathly quiet. Eve nodded, satisfied. She pointed at the door Levan had entered, then mimed a slow, careful approach.

Geraint narrowed his eyes, lifting the sack carefully. He followed Eve as she skirted the perimeter of the quad, every step rehearsed, deliberate. They reached the faculty building’s side entrance, a battered oak door that looked as if it had been kicked in and repaired a dozen times. Eve eased it open, the hinges singing, but only a little.

They slipped inside. The air was thick with disinfectant and the sour tang of institutional loneliness. Geraint’s shoes squeaked, so he pulled them off and walked in socks, the floor cold as ice.

They found Levan’s room easily—her name still stenciled on the door, along with three old academic degrees and a handwritten “DO NOT DISTURB” sign. Eve pressed her ear to the door. Silence, then a low, rumbling growl, almost canine.

Eve smiled. “She’s out,” she mouthed.

Geraint unslung the sack, placing it softly at the threshold. Eve reached into her coat and produced a packet of red powder—a trick from Crow’s kit. She sprinkled it on the doorknob and the floor, careful not to touch any herself.

“She’ll never notice,” Eve whispered. “But the first people who check the scene will see the evidence.”

Geraint stared at the body one last time. Prethis looked even less human in the faint light, his face caved in, lips blue-black, the glow from Eve’s earlier potion already dimming. “Are you sure about this?” he asked, voice barely above a breath.

Eve met his gaze, unflinching. “We get one shot. If we pull this off, Archemi will be ours. And you’ll be their king.”

He grunted. “What about Seven?”

She shrugged. “He’ll do his best to prove her innocence, but he’ll have his doubts. It’ll tear him in two.”

They backed away from the door, Geraint walking backwards, eyes never leaving the corpse. Eve led them out of the side exit, into the frost-bitten air. They circled the dormitory, then watched from the darkness until they were sure all was clear.

Eve pulled Geraint close, their breaths mingling in the cold. “Tomorrow, everything changes,” she said, her voice half-prayer, half-threat.

He nodded, not trusting himself to say more.

They waited in the shadows, watching the sky lighten by degrees. Somewhere, a bell chimed the hour. Eve looked up, her face sharp and hungry.

“Let’s go home,” she said. “The job’s done. Now we wait.”


Chapter Twelve




Seven hit the door panel with his hip, barging his way through. The midnight streets of Quintasia had left him smelling of sweat, burned mana, and Levan’s dried blood, but the moment he stepped into Forlorn Hope’s main floor, the world became quiet, deserted, the bar empty along with every table barring one. A stark contrast to the madness of Levan’s extraction.

Jez was there, exactly where she’d always be if given the option, folded into the wide leather chair, hunched over an open book. She hadn’t changed her clothes—still the same oversized black shirt, sleeves knotted around her thin biceps to keep them out of the way. She hadn’t changed her posture, either: knees up, chin in hand, lips pursed in a frown that was less an expression and more her default state of being.

She didn’t look up when he came in.

Seven let the door hiss shut behind him and strolled across the empty common room. It was quieter than any night he remembered; even the background crackle of the mana lamp seemed muted, as if the building was holding its breath.

“Hey,” he said.

Jez’s fingers flew over the words, looking up, the hint of a smile. “You’re late. I thought you’d be back before nightfall.”

He slumped into the chair opposite her, too tired for bed, too tired not to go. “Ran into trouble on the way back. The monsters sensed blood.”

She didn’t answer right away. Her eyes flicked side-to-side, scanning feeds inside her mind, and only after a full sweep did she let her gaze slip to him.

“You look like shit,” she said.

He grinned, or tried. “I missed you too. What was it like here?”

Jez’s lips quirked, not quite a smile. “You missed a lot. Everyone did except me.” She pushed her glasses up, then sighed, shoulders slumped. “I don’t know if I can do this, Seven.”

He watched her for a moment, the way her ears flicked when she was annoyed, how her jaw twitched when she tried not to say something.

“You’ll be fine, ” he said, leaning back in the chair, staring across the table. “I’m sure it’s just a matter of getting used to it.”

She shifted, folding her knees tighter to her chest, and let the silence linger a second too long.

“Do you even care?” she said, eyes not focusing, still flickering as she continued to monitor everything. “Because I’m pretty sure you only talk to me when you want something.”

“That’s not—” He paused, thinking of Sanya, of the way she’d gripped his shoulders when she left, the unspoken promise in her voice. He tried to find the right words, but they all felt like lies.

Jez yawned, then ran her fingers through her white hair. “You don’t have to pretend,” she said. “I get it. You’re busy. You have… responsibilities.” The pause was loaded, a baited trap.

Seven rubbed his eyes. “Jez, come on. You know I’m not good at⁠—”

“At juggling multiple women?” She snapped her gaze to him, and for the first time, he saw the exhaustion: the dark smudges under her eyes, the way her cheekbones stood out sharp against her skin.

He nodded, guilty. “At this,” he said.

She looked away, then closed her hands, palms flat on her knees. The room’s glow dimmed as she swept her arm, collapsing some internal holographic interface or system page.

“What’s it like? Is it the same as my sheets? My system info?”

“Not exactly.”

“Then?”

“Hard to explain.”

“Show me?”

“Show you?” she said, furrowing her brow.

He blinked. “What you’re up against.”

She gestured at the air just in front of her eyes. “It’s all in here. I carry it with me wherever I go.”

Seven leaned in, his expression serious, eyes laser focused. “I need to know what we’re fighting for, Jez. What you’re up against. I need to understand all of it.”

Jez hesitated, then she took his hands. “You’ve got enough on your plate.”

She pulled away and uncorked the vial, offering him a drink. “This keeps me awake. I had the AI invent the spell. It can do that, innovate. It can do anything we wish if it has the resources.”

Seven held it up to the flickering light. “You made this?”

She shrugged, but her lips pressed tight in a way that meant she was proud. “Call it a prototype. Some dungeon flora produce a protein that boosts cognitive function. It helps me keep up…”

He didn’t let her finish. “You’re amazing.”

Jez shrugged again, but didn’t look at him.

He let the silence build, then tried again. “You never told me what happened with Geraint and Eve.”

She frowned. “Because you didn’t ask.”

“I’m asking now.”

She hesitated, then opened her hand, blue magic sitting upon it, forming a sphere. Her eyes flickered and the scene changed to show Eve dragging her into the sphere leaving Geraint outside fighting the ghast. “I guessed a password, Seven, and for that I’m a hero and Geraint is an outcast again.”

He whistled. “I get it, but he used blood magic.”

Jez smirked, a little of the old confidence returning. “So what? What does it matter? What if blood magic is the only way to beat them? What if the AI made Geraint, and he’s the hero not you?”

He exhaled, then rubbed his eyes. “Does it think that? You should know.”

“It’s just not fair, is all. He was a hero.”

“Did Tortalongue know? Sanya?”

“Sanya?” Jez huffed, and her face closed off again. “All of them know. Soleil knows. But she doesn’t care. She’s more interested in drilling you on swordwork.”

Seven opened his mouth, then closed it.

Jez watched him, eyes unreadable. “Speaking of which,” she said, voice going cold. “How was the trip? Did you two have fun?”

He started to answer, but she didn’t let him. “Was it like you imagined?” she asked, her tone brittle as cracked glass. “Did she teach you anything you couldn’t learn from me?”

He stared at her, searching for anger, but all he saw was the old wound—loneliness, turned inside out and painted over with sarcasm.

He tried to laugh it off. “Jez, it’s not like that. She’s⁠—”

“A teacher?” she interrupted. “A mentor? Or just someone who fucks you?”

He flinched, but didn’t argue.

Jez let the silence stretch, then shook her head. “It’s fine,” she said. “You don’t owe me an explanation.”

He tried again. “Jez, please. I just⁠—”

She cut him off with a gesture, dismissing the display, the blue light vanishing from her face. “You should get some sleep,” she said, voice flat. “You look like you’re about to fall over.”

He watched her, wanting to say something that would make it better, but all the words felt small.

He stood, knowing he’d let her down, that somehow he’d cheated on her, on all of them. “If you want company,” he said, “you know where to find me.”

She didn’t answer, just stared into space, fingers drumming a silent rhythm.

He hesitated at the door, then left.

As he crossed the threshold, he heard her voice, soft and bitter: “You’re not the only one who gets lonely, gets afraid, you know.”

The door slid shut behind him.
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He tried to sleep. He really did.

He lay on his bed, staring at the ceiling, wondering how he’d fallen into Sanya’s arms but finding it hard to regret a single moment. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Sanya’s face, then Jez’s. He tried to imagine the world where it all made sense—where he could balance duty and desire, power and kindness, the way Sanya did with every word, or the way Jez did with every action. But the world wasn’t built for balance, and he wasn’t experienced enough to juggle multiple women.

Unfortunately, the world was built for breaking.

He was still awake when the door hissed open and a wedge of light knifed through the darkness. Jez stood in the frame, arms folded, eyes hard.

“Get up,” she said.

He groaned, but swung his legs off the cot. “What time is it?”

She didn’t answer, just beckoned him with a jerk of her head. “We need to talk.”

He followed her down the corridor, past the darkened bar and the abandoned mess. The whole place was empty—no Snitch, no Bork, not even a distant snore from the bunkrooms. Jez kept her pace fast, her feet barely making a sound on the scuffed tile.

He tried to break the tension. “So. I guess you know about Levan?”

Jez shot him a look over her shoulder. “Of course I do. You think the core doesn’t flag every unauthorized entry in the last twenty-four hours? I got the alert before you crossed the gangways.”

He tried to smile. “She’s in rough shape. But I think she can help you.”

Jez stopped, turning to face him in the blue-lit hallway. “Help me? You think I want help?”

He hesitated, then nodded. “She’s not herself. But if we give her time⁠—”

“She’s not just ‘not herself,’ Seven.” Jez’s voice was cold, clinical. “She’s something else now.”

He tried to argue, but she cut him off with a sharp gesture. “Come with me,” she said. “There’s something you need to see.”

She led him to the end of the corridor, then out into the cold night. She moved quickly, like every moment she wasn’t focused on the core was wasted. They came to a building, a tower, and Jez pressed the door, a metallic click letting her in, the rungs of a spiral staircase headed up and down. She descended, the iron thump dull under her boots.

Seven followed, the air growing colder with each spiral. The walls here were different—smooth, seamless, covered with glyphs that shimmered as he passed. A thrum, the undercurrent of Quintasia, grew louder, a low throb that vibrated in his bones.

At the bottom, a door waited: matte black, with no visible handle or controls. Jez pressed her palm to a panel, and the door irised open with a soft whine.

Inside was a cathedral of glass and metal. The room stretched upward and downward, a sphere cut into the very bedrock, its walls lined with panels and pipes and veins of crystal. At the center floated an orb of blue-white light, surrounded by concentric rings of holographic data, spinning slowly, casting shifting shadows across the chamber.

Jez walked to the control plinth at the edge of the sphere. Her hands danced over the interface, and the rings snapped into focus, each one resolving into hundreds of smaller windows—live feeds, diagnostic graphs, system alerts.

Seven stared, trying to process the scale. “Is this…”

She nodded. “This is the expanded core. The real heart, not the first iteration I cracked.” She flicked her wrist, and a new window expanded before them, showing a map of the academy and its sublevels, every tunnel and chamber rendered in perfect clarity.

Jez turned to him, her face lit from below by the blue glow. “Watch.”

She typed a command, and one of the feeds zoomed in: a dim corridor, lined with moss and old stains. In the frame, Levan moved, her body half-crouched, hands pressed to the floor. She paused at a junction, sniffed the air, then crept forward with inhuman silence.

The feed cut to another angle, this one closer. Levan stopped over a body—a man in military garb, his throat opened from ear to ear. Blood pooled on the stone, still fresh. Levan leaned down, her lips at the wound, and drank his essence.

Seven jerked back, mouth dry. “What is this?”

“Her past. The outside. It’s where she lost herself.” Jez’s voice was barely above a whisper. “That’s not the worst part.”

She queued a series of feeds, each one showing Levan in a different space: always stalking, always feeding. Sometimes the bodies were fresh, sometimes they were days old, but every time, Levan moved with purpose, her eyes alive with a hunger that wasn’t just survival.

Seven watched, hands shaking. “She’s… enjoying it.”

Jez nodded, her jaw tight. “She’s adapting. The core thinks she’s a denizen now—a feeder—more a compulsion than a way to grow power.”

He turned away, fighting the bile rising in his throat. “Can’t we do something? Reset her, or⁠—”

Jez shook her head. “She’s beyond that. The core flags her as neutral, maybe even beneficial. There’s a reason they never let outsiders back in.”

He tried to catch his breath, but the air in the chamber felt thin. “Why are you showing me this?”

Jez let the question hang, then turned off the feed. The sphere dimmed, the silence crashing in. “Because I thought you should know what you brought back. And because you seem to think everyone can be saved.”

“But she was fine. Sanya thought she’d be fine.”

“They’re all fragile. They’re all fine until they reach a tipping point.”

Seven slumped against the rail, staring at the orb. “So what now?”

Jez shrugged, but the gesture was empty. “We watch her. We adapt at the first sign of trouble. That’s all we can do.”

He looked at her, really looked: the way her eyes reflected the blue light, the set of her mouth, the way her hands trembled just a little as she powered down the controls.

He wanted to say something comforting, but the words wouldn’t come.

Jez stepped away from the plinth, walking to the far side of the chamber. She stood there, arms wrapped tight around her chest, staring into the glow.

Seven watched her, the two of them alone in the center of the core.

“I see everything,” she said, her words barely a whisper.

Jez didn’t look at him, not at first. She just stood by the glass, the blue light painting her in silhouette, hands locked around her elbows as if holding herself together. The sphere of the core spun, its data rings throwing stuttered shadows on her skin, her cheekbone, the hard set of her jaw.

Seven waited for her to speak, but she just watched the light, silent and unmoving.

He took a step closer, trying to be careful with his voice. “I didn’t know it was this bad.”

Jez didn’t turn. “Of course you didn’t,” she said. “You don’t know what it’s like down here. You’re always up there. You get to walk in sunlight. You get to talk to people.” She huffed, a sound that might have been a laugh if it wasn’t so bitter. “You get to pretend you’re the hero.”

He bristled, feeling the sting. “You know I never⁠—”

She cut him off, spinning on her heel, eyes bright in the gloom. “You think I wanted this? You think I wanted to spend my life running simulations of monsters eating us? Or tracking every time someone in this shithole has a psychotic break?” She walked to the control plinth, slamming her palm against the panel. “You think I like watching you risk your life every hour, coming back with new scars healing, new stories for telling? Like I’m just waiting here, waiting for you to drop in and say ‘Hi, I’m still alive, want to watch me break the world again?’”

The words hit him, each one a new cut, but he stayed where he was.

She tapped a command, and the orb refocused. A new feed opened, this one showing the conference room from above—a grainy, slightly distorted view, but unmistakable. Seven saw himself, Sanya beside him, laughing over something on the table. The angle changed: now Sanya was leaning close, her hand on his shoulder, her smile softer than he remembered. Then another shift, and the image sharpened—Seven and Sanya outside, clothes half-off, his hand tangled in her hair, her mouth on his neck.

He recoiled. “Jez, turn it off.”

But Jez only crossed her arms, daring him to look away.

He tried to step back, but the orb zoomed closer, now showing the moment when Sanya straddled him, her face flushed with heat, Seven’s own expression rapt and open.

“Jez, please⁠—”

“No,” she said, and the word was soft, final. “You’re going to watch like I had to.”

He tried to look away, but the screens followed him, surrounding him with their light—cold blue against his feverish skin. He saw himself, skin on skin with Sanya, saw the way she moved against him like water finding its course, saw the way he moaned with his head thrown back and throat exposed, saw how he clung to her as if she was air and he was drowning. His cheeks burned hot enough to sear, shame and arousal twisting inside him like twin serpents coiling around his spine, each fighting for dominance as the footage played on in merciless high definition.

Jez walked to him, her footsteps silent, and stopped at his side. She stood just a little too close, her shoulder pressing against his.

“You want to know what really hurts?” she said, voice flat. “It’s not that you did it. It’s that you never once thought about what it would mean for me to see.” She leaned in, her breath warm against his ear. “You never thought I was watching, did you?”

He shook his head, words stuck in his throat.

Jez let the silence stretch, then reached up and caught his chin in her fingers, turning his face so he had to look at her. “You don’t get to look away. Not anymore.”

He tried to pull back, but her grip was steel. “Jez⁠—”

She leaned in, kissing him hard, the taste of her electric and sharp, nothing like Sanya’s slow sweetness. She bit his lower lip, drawing blood, then licked it away with a hungry noise.

Seven staggered, caught off-guard, but Jez didn't stop. She pressed him back against the railing, her hand flat on his chest pinning him.

"You think I can't do it better?" she said, low and mocking as she moved her hand up and down his length. "You think I'm just a brain in a jar down here?"

He tried to answer but she kissed him again, harder this time, and he felt her body trembling with the force of it. Her other hand found the button of his pants, undoing them with ease as she continued touching him; the sensation made him shudder.

She broke the kiss, staring into his eyes with wild intensity. "I could be anyone I want, you know. I could copy her voice, her touch. I could simulate every single thing she did to you." She smiled viciously. "But I'm not going to. You're going to remember this as me."

She pushed his pants down; the air cold against his thighs. Her fingers wrapped around his length; stroking smoothly and rhythmically.

Seven struggled to speak. "Jez, what are you⁠—"

She shut him up with a glare. "Don't pretend you don't want this. I can feel your heart rate. I can see your fucking dopamine levels from here. This is overdue."

Her grip on him tightened, her hand moving even faster, bringing him to the edge of release.

She jerked her chin toward the screen, where the footage of Sanya and him looped on repeat, his cock buried deep inside her. “Is that what you like?” she said, her hand wrapping around his length, stroking him harder. “You want me to ride you like she did? To see your cock disappearing inside me?”

He tried to speak, but all that came out was a groan, his hips involuntarily bucking into her grip.

Jez grinned, cruel and beautiful. “Good. Because I want it too.”

She yanked his pants down, his cock springing free, then pushed him back against the railing. She undid her own pants, kicking them aside, and straddled him with a single, practiced movement. Her hand gripped his shaft, aligning it with her entrance, and she slid down onto him, her pussy hot and tight around his cock. Her hands gripped his shoulders for leverage, her nails digging into his skin.

He could feel every inch of her, her inner walls slick and pulsating as she began to move. She lifted herself up and down, her thighs trembling with each thrust. The room filled with the wet sounds of their fucking, her breath coming out in ragged gasps. She ground against him, her clit rubbing against his pubic bone, her hunger for him bordering on violence.

The footage played in the background, every thrust mirrored on the screens, but this was nothing like the slow, careful fuck with Sanya. This was raw, desperate. Jez used him like a tool for her pleasure, her body slamming down onto his, her pale green tits bouncing with each forceful movement. She leaned back slightly to change the angle of penetration as if testing every possible variable to maximize her pleasure. He could see his cock glistening with her juices as it pounded in and out of her at the command of gravity and rhythm.

She dug her nails deeper into his skin leaving red welts behind as she rode him vigorously; she leaned down occasionally biting at his neck hard enough he knew there would be hickeys later. “You don’t get to leave me on my own anymore,” she panted, drawing more blood from scratches on his shoulder blades , riding him harder still. “You don’t get to fuck off with your teacher and leave me to clean up your mess.” As if to emphasize each syllable, she clamped down on him harder than before, almost suffocating him with the vice-like grip that only a goblin's pussy can produce. It was both painful and pleasurable at once - a unique sensation he had never experienced before.

He tried to hold her but she smacked his hands away powerfully enough to make an audible slap sound reverberate through the room . “No,” she growled through gritted teeth. "You don’t touch me unless I say so.” She grabbed both wrists and pinned them above their heads , jamming him against the railing-one hand returning between their legs working overtime, keeping their pace unbroken, even intensifying faster now juices squirting from between them both, splashing over onto their clothes, underwear tossed carelessly somewhere nearby.

They fucked blindly, mimicking whatever sexual positions were portrayed by Sanya and Seven on the screens. He obeyed, becoming overwhelmed by these intense sensations—the way Jez's pussy engulfed him, swallowing up and milking every last bit of strength, stamina and endurance left within; the animalistic ferocity, and neediness, the fierce determination behind each pound, every relentless assault driving towards inevitable, explosive release just kept building, higher and higher, until breaking point became unavoidable.

Her voice vibrated with anger and need, making gruff guttural noises, words punctuating phrases percussively. "You-don’t-leave-me-here!" She rode staccato, shortening sentence fragments matching her rhythmic thrusts, grinding relentlessly, her hunger growing exponentially, intensifying, eventually becoming frenetic.

She kept going faster, movements precise, almost mechanical pistoning drilling, their bodies together, interlocking in one fluid motion. Close tension wound Seven’s gut tight, twisting knots viselike. Jez leaned in, lips grazing his earlobe and whispering warm breath. Her tiny hairs sent shivers cascading over him, goosebumps erupting, flesh tingling in waves that radiated, rippling euphoric pulses, quickening his heartbeat. Her breath caught. A gasp, then expelling air, her lungs collapsing as she spoke in breathy whispers. ”You want to come for me?"

He nodded, unable to speak.

She smiled, slow and wicked. “Then beg.”

He hesitated, and she stopped moving, squeezing him with her muscles in a way that made him gasp.

“Beg,” she said again, her breath hot.

He swallowed, then whispered, “Please.”

She rewarded him by grinding down, hard, her pelvis crushing against his with bruising force. His vision blurred at the edges, darkening like a vignette as he felt himself unravel from the inside out. The pleasure hit like lightning striking water—sharp, electric, radiating outward in violent ripples. He came inside her in hot, urgent pulses, his entire body trembling uncontrollably. But Jez didn't stop—she rode through his sensitivity with merciless determination, her thighs clamping around him like a vise, pushing him past the edge where pleasure became something else entirely. Her own climax seized her suddenly, her back arching like a drawn bow, inner walls contracting around him in rhythmic waves as a raw, guttural cry tore from her throat and echoed off the cold metal chamber walls, reverberating back to them like the sound of something ancient and primal.

She slumped against him, breathing hard, sweat slick on her skin. For a long moment, neither of them moved.

The core orb hummed, its blue light cycling slowly, as if watching.

Jez exhaled, finally satisfied, and he wrapped his arms around her, holding her close. She let herself be held, head resting on his shoulder, the anger drained out of her.

After a while, she spoke, voice small. “I just wanted you to see me,” she said. “Not the core, not the system. Just me.”

He kissed the top of her head. “I see you,” he said, and for the first time, he meant it.

They stayed like that, alone and watched, until the dawn crept in, and the core began to sing the day awake.


Chapter Thirteen




Seven woke with sweat sheen coating his forehead, the blanket prickly and suffocating, as if he’d been fighting it for hours. He blinked, staring at the sunlit rectangles on the ceiling, and waited for the ache behind his eyes to recede. The bed was warm but already missing the shape of Jez, the other half of the mattress cool to the touch when he slid a hand across it. Only the ghost of her scent remained—that sweet, unique, almost herbal odour and the residue of their lovemaking.

He rolled over and found Keller sitting on the edge of the bed, elbows on her knees, her back to him. She wore a sexy shirt, scrawled with the words, Forlorn Hope, across the back, and a pair of black shorts so old the hem had started to fray. Her hair was wet, sticking to her neck in heavy, uneven clumps. He wondered if she’d been up for hours, running circuits in the yard like she used to when they trained in the chapels.

She didn’t turn around. Instead, she reached behind her and flicked him on the forehead, hard enough to make his skull ring.

"Up," she said, voice flat and hoarse. "We’re leaving in twenty."

He winced, not sure if it was from the flick or the news. "Where are we going?"

Keller stood, rolled her shoulders, and turned to face him. Her lips were pulled into a line so straight it could have been carved there. "You’d know if you were with us last night," she said. "Sinta wants to see her old man. And Tamereth’s already packed the gear. We, the originals, are going on a road trip. More a tunnel trip, but you know what I mean."

Seven stared through her, the words swirling in his groggy mind. He watched the way Keller’s jaw clenched and unclenched as she waited for him to respond. He tried a smile, weak and crooked. "Good morning to you, too."

Keller rolled her eyes, but the tightness in her face eased a fraction. "You need coffee," she said, already halfway to the door. "You look like you slept in a drainpipe, and you smell of goblin cum." She winked at him. “Not that we’re jealous or anything. Jez is one of us, but Sanya Soleil? How’s she going to fit in?”

She didn’t wait for an answer.

He found his shirt tangled at the foot of the bed, shook out the wrinkles, and yanked it over his head. His pants were still stained with the previous nights crud, but he couldn’t muster the effort to change them. The air in the room tasted thick, heavy with the residue of sweat and… Yeah… He grinned. Goblin cum. He caught himself in the cracked mirror: a scarecrow with dark rings under both eyes, jaw flecked with stubble he hadn’t bothered to trim in days.

He followed Keller out into the hall, the floors creaking under his booted feet. Downstairs, the Forlorn Hope’s common room was still a mess. A single window let in enough light to paint the dust in gold, but it only made the chaos more tragic. They needed a cleaner, that or the willpower to do it themselves. Tamereth sat at a table, laying out equipment with the patience of a clockmaker. There were rows of health shots, ration packs, and two daggers set perfectly parallel. She’d braided her hair into a long, tight rope, and it hung over her shoulder like a challenge.

Sinta hovered near the door, fingers tracing concentric circles into the wood. She wore her chapel robes, the sleeves rolled to her elbows, and her expression was pinched with nerves. Every few seconds, she’d glance back at the others, as if checking to make sure they hadn’t vanished.

None of them spoke at first, but the silence couldn’t hold forever. Tamereth was the one who broke it, eyes never leaving the line-up on the table. "Morning Seven," she said, "Keller finally roused you? She said you’d sleep through a bomb if someone didn’t light it under your ass."

He shrugged. "I was up late. Research?"

“Is that right?” Sinta’s lips twitched, maybe a smile. "Jez limped out of their earlier, like she’d been riding a horse for a day. She’s gone to check on her dungeon, or replay the night, or both."

Seven grunted, embarrassed at the thought.

Keller came up beside him, holding out a mug. It was filled to the brim with the worst coffee in the city, thick enough to chew. "Drink," she said. "You’ll need it."

He took a cautious sip, then a bigger one. The bitterness shocked him awake, burning away the last of the dream-fog. The girls had fallen into a triangle, arms folded, feet planted, as if waiting for him to announce a plan.

"So," he said, trying to sound less like a hungover failure and more like a leader. "We’re visiting the Milkwood today?"

Sinta nodded, her hand dropping from the door. "It’s important," she said, voice barely above a whisper. "I must check up on my father."

She didn’t finish, but Seven saw the way her shoulders slumped.

“Is he okay?”

She shrugged. “Something feels wrong.”

Tamereth shouldered her pack, buckling the last strap with a sharp click. "We should go. Sun’s up and I don’t want to be caught out after nighfall. The city still isn’t right." She paused, scanning the room. "Jez isn’t coming?"

Keller snorted. "Not unless you drag her. Takes her duty seriously, that one."

Seven let out a breath. "Fine. We’ll bring her something back. A memento. That is, if she isn’t watching us."

They moved toward the door in a loose phalanx, Keller hanging back to walk beside him. She bumped him with her shoulder, just enough to remind him that she still existed. "You sure you’re up for this?" she said. "You look like you’re rejuvenation’s shut down."

He tried to laugh, but it came out thin. "I’m fine. Been on my feet a while. The outside was…hectic."

Keller studied him for a second, then nodded. "Not all fun then... We need you to break the wards in the tunnels. You up for that?"

Sinta and Tamereth were already outside, picking their way down the cracked steps to the alley. Keller lingered, eyes searching his face for something she couldn’t name. She opened her mouth, then closed it, lips twisting into that resigned line again.

"Let’s go," she said, softer than before.

Seven followed her into the sunlight, the chill of morning cutting through his shirt. He glanced back at the Forlorn Hope once, saw the empty windows staring down at him, and wondered when it had stopped being a home and started feeling like a mausoleum.

He caught up to the others, falling in step behind Tamereth’s steady stride. The four of them moved as one, their shadows merging on the uneven stones.

As they walked, Seven felt the weight of Keller’s stare on his back, the unspoken words hanging between them like the last notes of a dying song.

They were upset about something.

[image: ]


They came to Genvieve’s secret entrance, lifting the grate and dropping in. Sinta led, fingers moving with the delicate confidence of someone who’d spent years mapping the city’s arteries. The tunnel spat cold air, a steady draft that chilled to the bones. Seven was last through, pulling the iron grate shut behind him, the clang echoing down the black throat of the passage.

Sinta equipped her staff, mana light drifting off it lazily. Nothing much had changed. It still felt like Snitch’s world, somehow clandestine, like despite all, they simply shouldn’t be there. They were still novices, mice in a world of giants.

For the first ten minutes, nobody spoke. The only sound was the slap of boots on wet stone and the distant, rhythmic drip of condensation falling from above. Sinta set a brisk pace, her robe’s hem skimming the slick floor; Keller at her heels, Tamereth lingered ten paces behind, spear unslung and bare. Seven found himself scanning the walls, reading the ghost signatures of old wards and graffiti: warnings in three dead languages, some of them scorched into the mortar with mana-flare. They passed an archway filled with rubble, then another, this one spray-painted in angry red: "DIE ARCHEMI." Someone had painted a crude wolf head beneath it, fangs bared.

At a fork in the path, Sinta paused, running her hand along the wall’s uneven surface. "something feels off. Not natural."

Keller grunted. "Remnants of the ghast, perhaps."

"They’re bound to have got down here," Tamereth said. “Just a question whether the wards stopped them."

Mold grew in velvet swatches on the ceiling, each spore cluster leaking a chemical sweetness that made Seven’s eyes water. Wooden barrels lined the walls, some split and leaking, the rest blackened and empty. Keller rapped one with her knuckles, the hollow thump vibrating through the floor.

"This is where Snitch used to store his gear," Keller said, nodding toward a heap of rags and crushed cardboard in the corner. "Swore it was safe from Tortalongue down here. Now it seems they tolerated him all along."

Sinta didn’t slow. She led them through the fermentation stench and out a narrow chute at the far end, emerging into a stretch of tunnel where the walls shimmered with an oily residue, like dozens of tallow torches had burned for an age.

"The old mana lights have stopped working" Seven asked, his breath fogging in the chill.

"The place is devoid of magic, like it’s all been sucked away," Tamereth said, not looking back. She shrugged. "Or maybe it was always like this, but I’m more attuned to it.”

Seven nodded, unable to argue. He felt the old paranoia crawling up his neck, memories of being hunted by eyes that never blinked, monsters that never slept. He quickened his step, closing the gap to Keller, who looked at him with a sidelong glance but said nothing.

They walked for another twenty minutes. The tunnel narrowed, ceiling dropping so low they had to crouch. Ahead, a patch of brighter light flickered, blue and sharp, like a shard of sky buried underground. Tamereth signaled a halt, then edged forward, spearpoint first.

The light came from a crystalline ward lattice embedded in the tunnel’s end. The structure pulsed gently, its surface inscribed with the same runes Seven had seen in Genvieve’s book. It looked like a snowflake carved from sapphire, hung on a web of silver filaments. Beyond it, the tunnel widened and turned sharply upward—a ramp he remembered from his last visit, slick with moss and shadow.

Tamereth poked the ward with the butt of her spear. Nothing happened.

Sinta stepped up, eyes narrowed. "We’re expected," she said. "The wards are set to allow us through."

Seven reached out, palm open, and let his hexblade feed a tiny thread of mana into the lattice. The ward flared, then collapsed, its energy twisting into a brief ring of cold fire before vanishing. The way was open.

Keller was the first through. "Not a fan of that part," she said, voice almost admiring.

They climbed the ramp, boots slipping, until they came to the iron gate at the top. The lock was massive and ancient. Seven took the key out of storage and handed it to Kellar.

She worked the key, the mechanism groaning like a wounded animal. The gate swung wide, and sunlight hit them in the eyes, sudden and fierce after the half-light of the tunnels.

They stood at the edge of the Milkwood.

It was just as Seven remembered: natural, raw and untamed. The tree trunks were smooth as bone, branches interlacing overhead in a living dome. The ground was a carpet of bluey green moss, spiked with wildflowers, the air thick with pollen and the music of bees. Off to the left, a path wound upward, stone steps set into the rise. At the far end of the oval, the land fell away in a sheer drop, the city visible through the branches.

But something was different. There were no voices, no laughter, no clangor of rural industry from the glen or argument from above. The chapels were silent, too.

"Where is everyone?" Seven asked, the hush prickling the back of his neck.

Keller shrugged, but even she looked uneasy. "Maybe out hunting? Perhaps the novices are in dungeons."

Sinta shook her head. "They’re not here."

They started up the steps to the chapels, the climb steeper than Seven recalled. The air grew colder, laced with the scent of chlorophyll. They passed three chapels in a row, their doors locked and windows opaque. No lights burned inside, no footsteps echoed beyond the threshold. Tamereth tested each door, her expression growing more wary with every refusal.

At the fourth, Sinta paused. "This one should be open. The fourth allowed us access to sort the rooms out when you were in the dungeons."

She tried the latch. It was stuck, but she leaned her shoulder into it and forced it to budge. The door scraped open with a reluctant scream, revealing a long, narrow room lined with benches. At the far end, a simple altar stood, its surface dusted with a scattering of dried petals. Shafts of sunlight fell through cracks in the ceiling, illuminating the dust in suspension.

Keller stepped in first, scanning the corners. Sinta followed, her shoulders relaxing only slightly as she moved down the aisle.

"Looks abandoned," Tamereth said, her tone clinical. "No sign of recent use."

Sinta made her way to the altar, knelt, and pressed her fingers to the stone. "It’s not like Father to neglect the novices," she said, eyes downcast. "Something’s happened."

Seven walked the length of the room, running his hand along the polished wood of the benches. He paused at a patch of dark on the wall, a cluster of sigils etched so deep the wood grain warped around them. He touched the groove, felt a residual hum—someone had tried to erase the ward, but it clung, stubborn and wild.

He looked at Sinta. "Was there trouble here?"

She shook her head. "No more than usual. The academy doesn’t help the novices, but they hope they live. Father said it was a matter of time, though, before someone tried to shut it all down."

Keller made a noise at the far end of the room. "This window’s smashed," she called, pointing at a star-shaped fracture in the stained glass. "Looks like it was done from the outside."

Tamereth scanned the floor, then the walls. "No blood," she said, almost disappointed.

They regrouped at the altar, Sinta standing now, her hands clasped at her waist.

"I want to check if we can access the upper levels," she said, her voice gaining a measure of steel. "If I recall, there’s a balcony up top. I could see it from the outside."

Tamereth took point, moving up the spiral stairs with the liquid grace of a predator. The others followed, Seven sandwiched between Sinta and Keller. At the top, the balcony curved around the inner edge of the chapel, open to the sky. The view was spectacular—beyond the Milkwood, the clouds sprawled in every direction. giving the impression the whole place was floating.

But the foreground told a different story.

Every chapel in view was dark. The training fields were empty, save for the scatter of abandoned weapons and the slow drift of leaves in the wind. The silence was a thing alive, pressing on their ears, filling the space where prayers and singing should have been.

Keller leaned on the railing, squinting into the glare. "Looks like the whole place is abandoned."

Tamereth’s eyes narrowed. "We should go."

But Sinta wasn’t done. She traced the curve of the balcony, stopping at a spot where the railing had been burned away, the metal warped by extreme heat.

Seven joined her, peering over the edge. Directly below, the stone was scorched, the moss burned to black. In the pattern of the char, he could just make out the outline of a hand, fingers spread wide.

He looked at Sinta. "Mana burn?"

She nodded, her lips pale. "Someone forced the wards. Hard enough to overload this bubble."

They stood there a moment, letting the chill sink in. Then Sinta turned, her composure snapping back into place. "That’s enough," she said. "We need to go."

They made their way down, the tension mounting with every step. At the threshold, Sinta stopped and faced the group.

"Thank you for coming," she said, her voice raw. "I know it’s not what we expected."

Tamereth nodded, no trace of irony in her face. "We stand together. Always."

Keller reached out, clapped Sinta on the shoulder. "Let’s hit the glen. Your dad’s probably worried sick."

Seven smiled, just a little, and Sinta smiled back.

They stepped out into the light, the memory of the empty chapels behind them, and started down the path to the Milkwood village.

The sun was already setting, the branches above catching fire in the orange glow.

Seven didn’t look back.

He knew the emptiness would follow them, all the way home.
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The path down from the chapels was slick with dew, each step alive with the green tang of the Milkwood glen. The morning’s chill clung to their collars, but by the time they reached the foot of the stairs the mist had already started to burn off, revealing the first scattered huts of Sinta’s village.

Seven had visited a number of times, but this time it looked even more serene. The buildings sprawled wherever the ground would have them, stitched together with planks, woven mats, and pale wood from the surrounding grove. Smoke curled from half the chimneys, scented with peat and something faintly sweet. Children darted among raised beds of medicinal herbs, shrieking and laughing, while the old ones sat on low benches, their hands busy with strips of willow and lengths of twine. Every so often, a chime sounded—a set of metal disks hung from a tree branch, ringing as the wind passed through.

They were halfway across the green when Sinta broke into a run. The shift was subtle—a slight forward lean, the snap of her robe’s hem against her calves—but to Seven, it was like watching her shed the last of the academy’s weight. At the edge of the village square, a man stood waiting. He was tall, even taller than Seven, with hints of Sinta’s green hair, long gone grey. His face was lined and weathered, but the smile that split it as Sinta approached was bright enough to erase a decade of fatigue.

Sinta slowed, then stopped a pace away. For a second, she hesitated, hands twisting in the sleeves of her robe. Then her father reached out, closed the distance, and wrapped her in a hug that lifted her feet off the moss. The embrace lasted long enough to feel like an answer to a question neither wanted to ask.

The rest of the group caught up, but waited a few yards back.

Sinta’s father set her down, then turned to the others. His gaze landed on Tamereth first, lingered for a beat, then moved to Keller, and finally to Seven. "It’s good you all survived," he said, voice low and pleasant. "A rare boon indeed."

Tamereth inclined her head, eyes unreadable. “There were times when that was in the balance, Sir."

"Zenofal," he said, reaching out to clasp her forearm in the old soldier’s way. "And you are the guild’s spearwoman. I’ve heard you’re the fastest in the Hope."

Tamereth looked surprised, but not displeased. "I try."

Zenofal laughed, the sound rich and easy. "And Keller how goes your wolf? Have you made peace with him?"

Keller snorted, but took the offered hand. "Peace? Old Red Eye doesn’t do peace. But he’s a good boy. He only comes out when I really need him."

"And Seven," he finished, turning to Seven, who felt something tighten in his chest. "My, have you grown into your role. I could barely keep one woman happy, I don’t envy you."

Seven smiled awkwardly but genuine. "I’m learning as I go."

Zenofal barked another laugh, then gestured for them to follow. "Come on, come on. There’s bread, and tea, and if you’re lucky, someone may have caught a fish."

They wove through the village, past women kneeling in the dirt, transplanting seedlings with the focus of surgeons. The paths were lined with stones and shards of old pottery, each fragment inscribed with a symbol or a name. Sinta pointed at one as they passed: "We bury our dead under the paths," she said, her voice calm. "That way, we never walk alone.”

They reached a clearing by the stream, where a wide plank table had been set with baskets of bread, a steaming pot, and a few chipped bowls of pickled greens. The air was soft, alive with the sound of water and birds. Someone had laid out woven mats on the grass, and Zenofal motioned for them to sit.

“Do not be surprised I anticipated your arrival. I still feel Genvieve’s wards. I knew someone was coming, so this was either going to be a fine meal or my last.”

Seven dropped onto a mat, the muscles in his back loosening for the first time in days. Tamereth sat cross-legged, surveying the clearing with the relaxed vigilance of a guard on leave. Keller flopped onto her back, arms folded behind her head, staring at the clouds. Sinta lingered at the table, hands restless, until her father brought her a cup and guided her to a seat beside Seven.

He took it, cradling the warmth, then glanced sidelong at Sinta. She was staring at the stream, her shoulders relaxed, her expression unguarded.

"You look different here," Seven said, keeping his voice low. "Happier."

She blushed, but didn’t deny it. "It’s easier," she said. "Nobody expects me to be anything but me. I can just relax."

He nodded. "I get that."

She sipped her tea, then added, "You don’t, though. You’re never just you. Even now, you’re wondering why the chapels are desserted. Does it mean something? Have they stopped trying?"

Seven grimaced. "It means all of those. It means we’re the last⁠—”

“Throw of the dice,” Kellar said.”It’s a saying from Earth. We’re the last throw of the dice. Quintasia’s last chance.”

Sinta’s gasp was small, but it reached her widening eyes.

The meal was simple, but good. The bread was dense and chewy, the tea laced with something sweet and unfamiliar. The pickles were sharp enough to make Seven’s eyes water, but he ate them anyway, earning a silent nod from Zenofal.

“Your mother,” Zenofal said. “She knew. She knew you were the one to stand.”

“The vision?”

He nodded, chewing on a root as he contemplated his words. “It’s a curse, the farsight, a curse. She saw her death, and she rejoiced. I couldn’t understand it, but she just laughed at me. She told me it gave her time to prepare.” He sniggered. “Said she didn’t want to mess it up, that if she was going to get torn apart by an elf it would be on her terms, and that she’d say her peace.” He turned to Sinta. “Have you witnessed her demise?”

“I have. She⁠—”

Zenofal raised his hand. “Please. That was for you and you alone. Just tell me she said her peace.”

“With her usual defiance,” Sinta said.

Zenofal nodded. “Then I am happy.”

Sinta switched her attention to Seven as her father closed his eyes and rocked back and forth. "I’m glad you came," she said, turning her eyes down. “I thought you might be too busy.”

He followed her eyes to the group. "I’m glad too, and I should apologize. What I did with Sanya was..." He struggled to find the right words.

“Acceptable,” Kellar interjected. “She’s great, and we’re not here to restrict you. We just need some attention too.”

“Lots of attention,” Sinta said.

She smiled, then turned back to her father. “What happened to the chapels? Why are there no more students?”

He shrugged. "You were the last. All things come to an end.”

“Do you know why?”

Zenofal stared through her. “Because they must. I’ll die, and so will you, my child. Quintasia is no different, no matter how they dress it up. Everything dies in time.”

"The Roman Empire," Keller said. "I’ll bet at the time no Roman ever saw that collapsing."

Tamereth spun the willow shaft, nodding approval. "Which gives us hope," she said.

“How?” Seven asked.

“Because, one day, the elves have to fall. It’s simple, Seven, it’s them or us.”

The sun dipped lower, painting the clearing in gold. Villagers drifted in and out, some stopping to sit, others content to observe from a distance. The sense of peace was tangible—no alarms, no urgent messages, no need to watch the door.

Sinta and Keller joined the children weaving some crowns, teaching them the proper way to twist the stems. Keller faked ineptitude, letting the kids laugh at her clumsy fingers. Tamereth helped a group of teens build a miniature fort from twigs and stones, critiquing their design with mock severity.

Seven found himself alone with Zenofal, who studied him over the rim of a chipped mug.

"You care for her," Zenofal said, nodding toward Sinta.

Seven didn’t bother denying it. "I do," he said. "But the future worries her."

Zenofal’s smile was sad but kind. "It always has. But you don’t need to fix it for her. Just don’t let her forget her roots. Quintasia can’t help her, not really. It is fraud, and fraud has no power once it’s unmasked. Phillion." He thumped his chest. “That is where her power comes from. That is what scares them.”

“How do you know?”

“Why do you think they’re here? They want it all.”

Seven looked out at the clearing: Sinta and Keller, heads bent together, weaving flowers; Tamereth, spear resting on her knees, trading stories with the local teens; children darting under the table, shrieking with laughter. He tried to fix the image in his memory.

"I’ll do my best to keep her anchored," he said.

Zenofal nodded, as if satisfied.

As dusk settled in, the air grew cooler, and the villagers lit lanterns in the trees. Someone produced a flute and began to play, the tune loose and wandering. The children started a game of tag, darting between the adults. Sinta’s father told stories, some true, some clearly invented, and the laughter rolled up and out of the glen, scattering the last of the day’s tension.

Seven watched Sinta, saw her glow in the firelight, her face alive and unguarded.

He felt something in his chest crack open, then fill with quiet, wild joy.

"We needed this," Tamereth said, dropping down beside him as if she’d read his mind.

He nodded. "We really did."

They watched Sinta and Keller help the children, their hands twined with stems and petals, laughter mixing with the night air. For a moment, Seven let himself believe that this was what normal felt like.

He hoped he could hold onto it, just a little longer.
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They lingered as long as they could, milking the last dregs of warmth from the fire, but the sun was already gone and with it the illusion of serenity. As soon as the lanterns began to gutter, Tamereth rose, shook the moss from her, and started packing their kit in silence. Keller followed suit, wrapping up leftovers in a square of cloth and tucking it into her satchel. Seven stood, stretched the kink from his neck, and looked for Sinta, who was kneeling by the stream, washing flower crowns and talking softly to the kids who clustered around her.

He watched her for a minute, wishing he could freeze the moment, bottle the calm and drink it later when the world turned ugly again. But the spell broke when Sinta’s father called her back, voice softer now, the two of them huddled on a bench, heads bowed together. She hugged him, long and fierce, then jogged to catch up with the rest.

The path out of the village felt different, the sky above starless, the Milkwood trees leaning in as if to eavesdrop on their every word. Nobody spoke at first. The air had changed—colder, with an edge that wasn’t there before. It wasn’t just the absence of sunlight or the closing of the village behind them. It was the sense of unfinished business, the knowledge that while they’d let themselves relax, the academy had been busy writing its own disaster.

As they neared the gate, Tamereth’s hand strayed to her staff more often. Keller walked with her head down, hood up, eyes flicking side to side at every snap of twig. Sinta, once so animated, lapsed into quiet, moving with the same nervous economy she showed in the Hope’s war room.

Seven found himself counting his steps, measuring every breath, cataloguing every distant scrape and echo. When they reached the gate, old habits took over: Keller moved point, Tamereth hung back as rear guard, Sinta in the middle, Seven floating between them, the unofficial glue that held the line.

Genevieve’s ward was different. The blue light was still there, pulsing in the dark, but instead of the expected hush, there was a cluster of shadows at the entrance. A figure stood at the gate. As they drew closer, Seven recognized the outline of Snitch, hunched and twitching, boots scuffing the moss as he paced.

Snitch spotted them, waved them over with a desperate urgency that felt wrong.

“Hey—” He kept his voice low as he grabbed the bars like a prisoner. “You need to move. There’s a curfew on. Something’s got them spooked.”

Keller cut him off. “Since when do we take notice of the teachers?”

Snitch’s hands worked the hem of his jacket, twisting it tighter and tighter. “This isn’t like before, Keller. There’s sentinels everywhere. And word is, something bad went down at the staff quarters. Real bad.”

Tamereth leaned in, her eyes narrow. “What happened?”

Snitch’s eyes darted at the ward gate, then back to them. “Open that and let’s get moving, please?”

Seven broke the wards and opened the gate. Sinta didn’t wait—she took the lead, and the rest of them followed her around a bend in the tunnel, out of sight from the glen. Snitch kept glancing to each side, as if expecting something, until finally he pulled them into a tiny store room, and he wheeled on them.

“It’s Levan,” he hissed. “She’s… I don’t know how else to say it. She’s gone. Like, really gone. They say she murdered an Archemi officer last night.”

Seven felt the cold spread from his gut to his fingertips. “Who?”

“Prethis,” Snitch whispered, like the name itself was dangerous. “They found him outside her room. Didn’t even hide the body, just dumped it there like a warning. Archemi’s going apeshit. And the students—some of them are saying this is the start of a war. That the Hope and Archemi are gonna go at it, students against teachers, a whole new regime.”

Keller went white, and Tamereth’s staff glowed with straining power. “You’re sure it was her?”

Snitch’s voice quavered. “Everyone says so. They’re not even trying to cover it up. Said she drained him, like… all the way.” He shuddered. “And that’s not all. Word is, they don’t know where she is.”

Sinta hugged her arms across her chest, shoulders shivering. “So they locked the city down?”

Snitch managed a sad, crooked smile. “They locked down everything. All our trade is halted. No money coming in.”

“Fuck the money,” Seven said, then thought again. “What money?”

Snitch cleared his throat and looked away. “Not important at the moment.”

A long silence followed. Seven didn’t know what to do with his hands, his eyes, anything. He glanced at the others, saw Keller’s fists clenched so hard her knuckles glowed, Sinta blinking back tears of frustration, Tamereth’s mouth a thin, bloodless line.

He wanted to say something that would fix it, but all he could manage was, “We need to get back. We need to find her.”

Keller nodded, but she kept her hand on Seven’s arm as they left the room. Tamereth took point, her posture so upright she seemed to gain an inch.

“I don’t believe it, Seven. She helped me. She was so sweet.”

“But the outside…”

“Can’t change who you fundamentally are. I won’t have it. We find her, and we find out her side of the story.”


Chapter Fourteen




By the time they hit the upper level, all hope of stealth was gone. The alarm had spread and taken on a life of its own, turning Quintasia’s students into a fear-induced, angry mob. The halls overflowed with bodies—students in uniforms, some wild-eyed, some armed, all with the unmistakable air of waiting for someone to tell them what to break, corralled only by the mysterious sentinels. The crowd thickened as they neared the plaza, a human tide packed shoulder to shoulder, flooding every walkway and balcony. Someone had set off a smoke bomb, and the bitter tang of acrid resin drifted through the air, staining everything with a rotten blue haze.

Tamereth led, spear in hand, scanning for threats. Keller flanked Seven, her body low and ready, boots already flecked with the debris of broken glass and kicked-over lanterns. Sinta trailed behind, head down, her hands hidden beneath her robe. They moved as a four-part wedge, shoving through the sea of flesh, each step won with elbows, snarls, and raw desperation.

They broke through at the edge of the main square. The light was intense—magical spotlights angled down from the dormitory windows, the stone flags glaring like a theater stage. Against the quad’s dorm bank lay Prethis’ corpse, arms and legs splayed in a grotesque star. His face was frozen in a rictus of fear, skin drawn so tight over his skull that he looked mummified; lips had peeled back from his teeth and eyes that were still wet, stared up at nothing.

The crowd swelled, pressing in from all sides. Archemi students clustered at the front, sleeves rolled up, some with makeshift shields—desk lids, lengths of pipe, a trash can lid painted gold and green. Behind them, the ring of civilian students and unaffiliated, their faces washed blank by the lights. The only order came from the perimeter, where faculty fanned out, each with a baton or stun stick at the ready. Sentinels stood inert, looking, waiting, ever mysteriously threatening.

On the steps overlooking the square, three figures presided: Tortalongue, standing straight-backed with arms folded, her silver hair gleaming in the cold; Rajinder, in a tailored jacket buttoned to the neck, the only one presentable enough for a funeral; and Drake, who looked like he’d just come off a ten-hour bender, suit rumpled and one hand wrapped around a tin mug.

The mob roared as Seven and his girls entered. "There!" someone shouted. "That’s them, the Hope—get them!" A dozen voices took up the cry.

Seven barely had time to brace before the first wave hit. A bottle arced in, shattering at Keller’s feet, dousing her boots in sticky liquor. Tamereth spun the spear and barked, "Back up, unless you want to actually fight," but the threat only emboldened them. A second bottle, a wad of wet paper, then a flash of light—a mana flare, probably homemade, exploding just behind them and sending a blast of white pain through his vision.

Seven blinked it away, dragging Sinta behind the cover of a low fountain. Tamereth and Keller fell in beside him, the crowd momentarily stalled by their own aggression. The crowd seethed, faces distorted by grief and adrenaline. Archemi’s seniors—three girls and two boys, all high on their own righteousness—formed a human chain in front of the body, eyes daring anyone to cross the threshold.

Keller spat a gob of blood onto the stones, then leaned close to Seven. "We’re not getting through without a fight. Got a plan?"

He scanned the scene, mind whirring. "We need to talk to Tortalongue. Get to her. Prove we didn’t⁠—"

She cut him off with a snarl. "Does it look like these people want the truth? They want a head on a stick. They want us to bleed for their friend. They’re blaming you for bringing Levan back."

Sinta peered over the edge of the fountain. "We could go around, to the service tunnel. Cut through to the steps. Less crowded."

Tamereth shook her head. "They’ll have it covered. Only way is through the center. They want us to have to march through. That’s the whole point."

Seven nodded, jaw set. "Fine. Then we play it their way."

They advanced, slow, each step a calculated risk. The crowd pressed in, shoving and cursing, but the Hope’s reputation made them wary. In a short time, their fighting prowess had become legendary. No one wanted to be the first to get their nose broken by the infamous Tamereth, or by Keller’s viscous right hook.

They made it to the edge, close to the ring of teachers. The Archemi chain braced, one of the girls spitting at Seven’s feet. He ignored it, focusing instead on the corpse.

Prethis had not simply died; he had been emptied. The flesh on his arms and legs was gone, slumped and wrinkled as if every drop of blood had been vacuumed out through the pores. The throat bore twin punctures, and the hands were curled into claws that had torn deep gouges in the flags. It was impossible to look at him and not think of Levan, or what Levan had become.

Someone at the back of the mob yelled, "Where’s your monster now, Hope? Did she drain anyone else?"

A ragged laugh, then another bottle, this time aimed at Sinta, who dodged and fell to her knees. Keller caught the thrower’s eye and bared her teeth, the promise of violence clear.

Rajinder called for silence from the steps. "Enough," he bellowed. "Let the accused speak!"

The crowd hushed, a thousand eyes boring into them.

Seven stepped forward, the torches hot on his skin. He looked up at Tortalongue, who nodded once, face impassive.

Seven cleared his throat. "Levan didn’t do this," he said. The words sounded hollow, even to him.

A hiss from the crowd. Drake leaned over, whispered something to Rajinder, then sipped from his mug.

Seven forced himself to continue. "She… She’s changed, but she wouldn’t do this. She was with us most of the night. We saw her in the tunnels—she barely had the energy to keep up."

The mob grumbled, the Archemi chain sneering.

“All the more reason to drain him!”

Tamereth raised her voice. "Quiet! You all know Levan! She wouldn’t turn on you!"

An Archemi girl, the biggest, stepped up, face red with rage. "He was my roommate, bitch. I found him. He was empty. Don’t you dare⁠—"

Keller matched her step. "You want to go, do it. But you know we’re not the enemy."

The crowd roared again, but this time the sound was less certain, more muted.

Drake set his mug down, his voice razor-sharp. "Interesting argument, Seven. But the evidence seems fairly decisive. The wound pattern. The way he was left, discarded like a banana skin. Unless you’ve got an alternate theory, I’m not sure your logic’s going to fly in a tribunal."

Seven met his eyes. "She’s not the killer. Someone wants to pit us against each other."

Drake nodded slowly, as if considering it, but Seven caught the twist of sarcasm in his smile. "And who would that someone be?"

Rajinder intervened, arms raised. "Let’s not escalate. We’re all upset, but violence isn’t the answer. We should wait for a proper investigation⁠—"

Drake cut him off. "Levan didn’t do this. She is my friend. But there is one question that needs answering. Is she still that Levan?”

“Enough, Drake! Archemi! All of you. There’ll be no revenge until we have proof."

The crowd jeered, but the guardians shifted, their deep blue eyes glowing.

Seven scanned the faces—fear, suspicion, but also desperate hope. They wanted him to be right. They wanted the monster to be someone else.

He let out a breath. "Where’s Sanya?" he asked, sudden and sharp.

Rajinder glanced at Tortalongue, then back. "She’s not here," he said. "She left before we got here."

Seven’s blood ran cold. "Did you see where she went?"

Drake’s lips curled. "Word was, she went to the lower levels. With you-know-who."

The implication was clear. Sanya was hunting Levan, or maybe hiding her.

Seven turned to Tortalongue, eyes pleading. "Madame. Where is she?"

Tortalongue finally smiled, a quick baring of teeth. "Gone to Snitch’s little hideaway, most likely. It wasn’t as secret as he thought." She dropped her voice to a whisper, meant only for him. "You’d best join her, quickly. If Levan’s still alive, she’ll be there."

The crowd was already splintering, the argument turning inward, the thirst for blood replaced by the first glimmers of confusion and self-preservation.

Keller nudged Seven. "You hear that? We need to move. Now."

He nodded, heart pounding, mind already on the next step.

As they turned to go, Seven cast one last look at the body, at the circle of faces that wanted justice. He felt the eyes on him, the weight of accusation and hope, all tied together by the thinnest thread.

He wondered how long it would hold.

They just reached the edge of the square when Zeno made his move. The Archemi leader materialized from the dense knot of his followers with such effortless command that for a second, Seven thought he’d been lurking there all along, perfectly still, just waiting for Seven to turn his back. Zeno’s people closed in around them in a subtle, practiced maneuver, forming a tight ring two bodies thick, each face blank and unreadable.

Seven stopped short, instantly aware of how surrounded they were. Keller braced beside him, hand already inching toward her belt. Tamereth pivoted, eyes flickering from Zeno to the perimeter, weighing odds. Sinta stood between them, pale but unbowed, her chin up, lips tight with resolve.

Zeno looked immaculate: not a hair out of place, not a scuff on his dark blue jacket. Even in the artificial daylight of the plaza, he radiated the calm of a chess player who knows he’s three moves from checkmate, eyes hidden behind his mask.

He gestured, and his inner circle fanned out, arms crossed, boots set in perfect formation. It was a show, but it worked. The general student mob backed off, retreating to a safer distance, content to let the giants clash.

“Seven,” Zeno said, his voice almost gentle. “I had hoped we could talk under better circumstances.”

Seven braced, ready for the first insult or blow, but Zeno only smiled, lips pressed thin.

“I see you brought your girls,” Zeno continued, nodding to each of them as if memorizing their faces for a eulogy. “Always good to know who stands together when the chips are down.”

Keller snorted. “Didn’t think you’d be the type for dramatics, Zeno. You usually let your stooges do the talking.”

He held up a palm, all forgiveness. “Sometimes the matter requires a personal touch.”

He stepped in, so close Seven could see the fine lines around his eyes even through his mask, the cold calculation behind their soft tone. “You shouldn’t have brought her back,” Zeno said, not bothering to specify which her. “She’s feral. They’re all feral, no better than elves. You think you can domesticate that?” He shook his head. “You’re smarter than that. Or I thought you were.”

Seven tried to answer, but Zeno cut him off with a glance. “You want to save your friend. I get it. Loyalty is a virtue. But what about the rest of us? You think this ends with Prethis? You think Archemi is going to let it slide?” The smile vanished. “If you can’t control your own ego, there will be consequences. For you, and for every single person you claim to care about. The teachers are no longer in control here.”

A murmur ran through the ring—agreement, or maybe just hunger for the next blow.

Seven felt Keller slide half a step closer, her warmth grounding him. Sinta moved to his other side, one hand brushing the edge of his sleeve, as if to anchor him in place. Tamereth’s grip on the spear had tightened, but she hadn’t raised it yet. They were ready, but not eager. There was still hope this would end with words.

Zeno’s eyes flicked from one to the next, cataloging their stances, their tells. Then he focused on Seven, all pretense gone. “You don’t know what you’ve done,” he said, voice low enough that only the Hope could hear. “You’ve set something in motion you can’t stop. If you thought dungeon 5 was bad, you’d best prepare for what’s to come.”

Seven met his gaze, refusing to look away. “When it comes, I’ll deal with it,” he said, words ringing in his ears. “But I won’t let you stomp all over my friends.”

Zeno smiled again, slow and sad. “You never learn, do you?”

He nodded to his people, who stepped aside as one, making a clean exit lane for them.

“Think it over,” Zeno said. “You’re running out of time.”

He melted back into the crowd, his lieutenants following with predatory ease. The ring closed behind them.

For a moment, nobody spoke. The world felt smaller, colder.

Keller was the first to break the silence. “We need to find Sanya. And we need to do it before they do.”

Seven nodded, his jaw clenched so tight it hurt. The words echoed in his mind, mingling with the memory of Prethis’ empty eye sockets and the crowd’s feverish hunger for justice.

He realized, with sudden certainty, that Zeno was right.

The teachers were losing.

Seven led them through a side entrance, ducking under the polished arch and into the main classroom block. Here, the world felt numb, insulated. There was no trace of the howling mob, just the soft click of boots on tile and the hum of ancient lights struggling against institutional gloom. Lockers lined the hallways, half of them dented or painted with graffiti. Somewhere overhead, a bell chimed the half-hour, echoing through empty rooms that should have been full of noise and heat. Quintasia was falling apart.

They kept close to the walls, avoiding the windows. Every few minutes, a group of sentinels passed by—floating, lethal, waiting for something. At the end of the corridor, Seven paused. The way to Snitch’s was through the brig’s lab, a shortcut he’d once sworn never to take again. But the professor was gone, killed by the ghast, and with it, his iron rule. Keller sensed his hesitation, nudged him forward with a quick slap to the shoulder.

The lab was deserted, but it stank of bleach and old projects gone wrong. Beakers and petri dishes littered the benches, some of them still filled with ancient, crusted experiments. Tamereth swept the perimeter, checking the windows.

Keller pointed at a door near the back. “That’s the maintenance hatch,” she whispered. ”Somehow those were better times.”

Seven crossed the room, opened the hatch, and peered into the shaft. It dropped straight down.

“Ladies first,” he said, trying for a grin.

Keller rolled her eyes but went anyway, diving in, knowing she’d survived it once before.

Seven counted to thirty, then helped Tamareth in, chancing a quick kiss to reassure. Thirty more and Sinta jumped in. Seven took a breath and followed, hurtling down the chute and out, tumbling onto a mat and crashing into Sinta.

Snitch's hideout gleamed with the antiseptic brightness of a hospital ward. The main room's walls were lined with military-grade shelving units stacked with vacuum-sealed provisions, their packaging still crisp and unwrinkled. Bottles of mana-laced sports drink cast an eerie cobalt glow across the polished concrete floor, arranged with obsessive precision on every available surface—dozens of them, like blue sentinels standing watch. The air tasted faintly metallic, recycled through industrial-grade filters that hummed in the background, a constant reminder that they were underground, sealed away from the chaos above.

Sanya Soleil paced at the far end, her copper-red hair a wild storm around her face, strands catching in the zipper of her teaching jacket. Dark circles pooled beneath bloodshot eyes, and her lips were chapped from nervous chewing. The jacket's navy fabric was rumpled at the elbows where she'd hastily rolled the sleeves, and three mismatched buttons clung to the wrong holes, revealing a coffee-stained tank top beneath. When she spotted them, her whole body seemed to uncoil—shoulders dropping, jaw unclenching—and she crossed the room in two long strides, boot heels clicking against concrete, fingers already reaching out as if to confirm they were real.

“Thank god,” she said. “I was beginning to think⁠—”

Keller pulled her into a quick, fierce hug, then released her. “We’re fine. No thanks to the archemi goons.”

Sanya nodded, then looked at Seven. “Did you see it? Prethis?”

He nodded, but said nothing.

Sanya ran a hand through her hair. “It’s not her. It’s not Levan. She wouldn’t.”

A cough, low and almost polite, came from the darkest corner of the room.

Levan sat cross-legged on a crate, hands folded in her lap, head bowed as if in prayer. She was wearing a stained t-shirt and ruined pants. She looked the part, looked feral. She didn’t look up.

Sinta edged closer, her fear obvious. “Is she⁠—”

Sanya shook her head. “She’s not violent. But her nerves are shot to shit.”

Seven crossed the room, every step measured. He stopped a few feet away. “Levan?”

She raised her head, slow, like a machine winding to life. Her eyes were almost black, the irises lost in the dilation. She looked past him, then at him, and for a moment Seven saw something like recognition. It was gone in an instant, replaced by the old, clinical detachment of a teacher evaluating a project gone wrong.

“Seven,” she said. The voice was almost normal.

He swallowed. “They think you killed Prethis.”

She nodded once, as if this was the most obvious outcome in the world.

Sanya stepped in, voice urgent. “She didn’t do it. I know it looks bad, but⁠—”

Levan interrupted, raising one finger. “You don’t need to protect me, Soleil. I could have drained him, and you know that.”

A cold shiver ran up Seven’s spine. “But did you?”

Levan held his gaze. “No.”

It wasn’t a denial, not really. Just a single syllable dropped into the silence.

Sinta broke the spell. “Then who did?”

For a long moment, nobody spoke. The only sound was the gentle whirr of Snitch’s scavenged machines, the soft beeping of a diagnostic unit running tests on an old air filter.

Levan spoke again, softer this time. “I don’t know. I heard nothing.”

“But there would have been a struggle,” Seven said.

She closed her eyes. “I was asleep. My core hasn’t grown, so I didn’t sleep drain him. They set me up, Seven. It was a mistake to come back.” She looked up, and for the first time there was pain in her face. “They think I’m a monster, Seven. That’s what they want me to be. So they made sure I’d get blamed.”

Sanya pressed her palm to her forehead. “We need to get her out of here. Now. If Zeno or one of his mob finds her, it’s over.”

Keller drew her weapon. “We’ll make a run for it. There’s a tunnel under the service chute.”

Tamereth glanced at the crates, then at Seven. “You ready?”

He looked at Levan, really looked: the ruined hands, the haggard skin, the eyes that had once terrified every student but now seemed so small and tired. She didn’t ask for help, but she didn’t refuse it either.

“We could take her back to ours.”

“It’s the first place they’d look,” Tamareth pointed out.

“Then where?”

“There were rooms near the dungeon core,” Sanya said. “And she did come here to help Jez.”

“Then we just need to get under the city,” Seven said.


Chapter Fifteen




They stared at the map of the tunnels, its blue lines flickering across the battered table. Sinta tapped one route, then traced a line back to the surface, chewing her lower lip as she worked through the math. The mood in Snitch’s hideout was taut, all of them balancing on the edge of something sharp and invisible.

Seven tried to sit still, but the effort was wasted energy; a cold tingle was crawling up his spine, a hunch so strong it felt like a hex. He started to say something, then clamped his jaw shut and leaned over the map, eyes darting from line to line, looking for a way to get Levan to their guild house without being noticed.

Keller clocked him from across the table, her expression pinched. "You look like you just solved a murder."

He glanced at her, then at Sanya, then at the others. "There’s something that can help us, I just can’t put my finger on it."

“Help us how?” Tamereth asked.

“Help us find the killer. It’s…” His eyes lit up.

Tamareth snorted, the sound not quite amused. "Go on, you’ve clearly got it. Enlighten us."

He stood, hands braced against the tabletop. "Jez can do playbacks. Surveillance, from the core. She showed me—" He faltered, searching for the right way to phrase it, then pushed ahead. "She can show us exactly what happened, frame by frame. It’s like a holographic representation. Like you’re actually there."

A silence landed in the bunker, flat and heavy. Sinta looked up first, her face a portrait of skepticism. "You mean she watches everyone? Like, all the time? Not sure I like that."

"Only if she needs to," Seven said quickly. "It’s not like she’s spying on us, she just⁠—"

"I’ll bet she has a dossier on every student, every staffer, and probably every rat in the service tunnels," Tamareth finished, dry as chalk. "We’re living in a glass bowl, is what you’re saying."

Keller’s mouth twitched, but she didn’t bother disagreeing. “Like everything?” She twisted her lips in disgust. “I knew goblins were inquisitive little fuckers. The games told me as much.”

Sanya leaned back, folding her arms across her chest. "So you’re saying Jez can prove who killed Prethis?"

Seven nodded. "If it’s like what she showed me, she can find it."

Levan hadn't moved from the cot in the corner, a sagging canvas stretched over rusted metal that creaked with every shallow breath she took. She sat with her knees drawn up to her chest, arms wrapped around them so tightly her knuckles had blanched bone-white, her fingernails leaving marks in her own skin. Her gaze remained fixed on a particular crack in the concrete floor, tracing its jagged path as if it held some secret code. Her face was damp, tear tracks glistening like snail trails in the dim light, but her eyes were dry and hot—like the crying had been scorched out of her by some internal fever. When she finally spoke, her voice scraped out, rough as gravel churning under a boot heel. "After everything I did for this school, they think I'm a murderer."

Sinta moved to sit next to her, hesitant, her hand hovering inches above Levan’s shoulder. "You know you didn’t. And we know it, too."

Levan ignored her, teeth bared. "But they want me to be one. It makes them feel better about the rest of it. We protect them. We keep the elves occupied. We resist. They sneer from the safety of this illusion." She pounded her fist into the concrete wall, hard enough to leave a mark. "They deserve to see what it’s really like."

Sanya’s eyes darted to Seven, wary now. "How do you know about the playbacks? Has she shown you before?"

He hesitated, then shrugged. "She showed me what happened with the dungeons. And some of the time I spent outside. With you."

Sanya’s cheeks went pink, but her eyes held steady. "What parts exactly did she show you?"

Seven coughed, wishing for the ground to open up. "All of it."

Keller snickered. "Told you she was inquisitive."

Sanya’s face twisted—half horror, half something else. She looked away, then back, her mouth a thin line. "She watched us fuck?"

“You two…” Keller asked, but instead of being angry, a devious smile rippled across her lips. “Does that make you one of us now?”

“No!” Sanya said, then regained her confidence. “Well, may be. The show wasn’t bad first time round. You’ll have to ask Seven what it was like on the big screen, the perv.”

"That’s not—" he started, but she cut him off.

"It’s fine," she said, the words edged in fake acid. Then, softer: "Maybe I’ll just join your harem and get it over with."

Sinta giggled at that, the tension in the room punctured for half a breath. Even Levan managed a huff, though it sounded like resignation that she couldn’t take her revenge.

Keller thumped the table. "Enough drama. We need to get to Jez, and we need to do it before anyone else does. If she can replay it, we clear Levan and we get out from under this witch hunt. If she doesn’t, we move to plan B. Or plan F, or whatever letter we’re on."

Tamareth eyed the exit, then the group. "I say we go now. Alchemi are riled up, they’ll sweep the tunnels at dawn. I don’t want to be here when they get trigger-happy."

Sinta glanced at Levan, then at Seven. "Are you sure she’ll help?"

"She will. Of course she will. It’s Jez," Seven said, not even bothering to lie.

“She’s changed since she got the dungeon core,” Tamereth said.

“Just finding herself,” Keller snapped.

"Then let’s go," Sanya said, and the decision was made.

They readied, the silence now urgent, purposeful. Sanya ran her finger along the edge of her knife, face set and grim, no sign of the gun she’d used on the outside. Tamareth rolled her neck, then her wrists, ready for anything. Sinta hovered by Levan, murmuring quiet encouragements that went mostly unheard.

Seven pulled on his battered jacket, the motion automatic, then opened the door. He let the group pass through one by one, pausing last at Levan, who hadn’t moved. He crouched in front of her, waiting until she looked at him.

"You’re not what they say you are," he said.

She smiled, a slow, bitter thing. "I used to believe that mattered."

He offered a hand, and after a long moment, she took it.

Together, they left the bunker behind.

The tunnels were colder than Seven remembered. The air prickled with the static charge of untended wards, the concrete walls sweating a sheen of frost despite the spring warmth above. Each step threw a hollow echo down the chute, bounced back by black water pooled in the depressions of the floor.

He led, head down, eyes on the next patch of darkness. Sinta walked just behind him, a hand on Levan’s elbow, gentle but insistent, guiding her around the worst puddles and the occasional, unidentifiable mound. Levan’s feet shuffled with the dragging weight of someone wading through memories she’d tried to drown. Sometimes she stumbled, but Sinta was there, every time, to right her.

Keller paused at every intersection, scouting each branch before signaling the rest forward. Tamareth kept the rear, silent but for the slow grind of her teeth. It wasn’t the plains of her old life, but a cramped, dank tunnel, yet she seemed to belong, as if she’d lived her life in the belly of the beast and only just now found her way home.

Sanya drifted in the middle, eyes flicking to every shadow, one hand curled around the handle of her blade. The other hand, Seven noticed, rested on her hip, fingers drumming, on edge. When he slowed to wait for Keller, she’d edge closer, almost like she wanted to say something, but she never quite did.

The crackle of mana grew denser as they descended—at first a subtle pressure in the chest, then a steady thrum that made Seven itch. The lamps embedded in the walls weren’t glass but some kind of crystal, each filled with a milky blue substance that rippled like water disturbed by a heartbeat. When they passed close, he could hear the lamps whispering to one another, little cracks of coded light dancing across the walls. He tried to catch a fragment, but the language was beyond him.

He wondered, for the first time, how much of this was new, was Jez’s work and how much had always been there, invisible and uncaring, until someone smart and stubborn enough decided to take control.

They passed three bright blue wards in quick succession, each with its own array of glyphs and fail safes. Keller called out, telling Jez it was them—she didn’t even bother to hide her grin when it buzzed open, punching the air instead and muttering something about being VIPs.

"Did you ever wonder," Sanya muttered as they squirmed through, "what it’s like being a rat in a world built for wolves?"

Seven shrugged, breathless. "Rats live longer."

Keller laughed, but the sound was clipped, almost cautious.

They reached the core’s antechamber in less time than he’d expected. The last stretch was a winding ramp, floor slick with the condensed breath of the building. Here, the lamps glowed so bright he had to squint, and the hum of magic was almost a roar.

The door was new—a slab of mirrored metal, black as oil and etched with an endless tessellation of numbers. It didn’t have a handle. Instead, there was a panel with three pads: blue, green, and a faintly glowing red. Jez’s colors, he realized.

He pressed his hand to the blue.

The door melted away.

Inside, the space had changed. Last time, the core room had been a sphere of glass and wiring, a lonely pedestal at its center. Now, it was a living organ: pipes and fiber branching everywhere, holographic screens unfurling in slow, synchronized waves, data rings whirring in a dizzying spiral that reached from floor to ceiling. The air tingled with ozone and the sickly-sweet perfume of overworked cooling rods.

Jez sat at the heart of it all, her back to them, the top of her green head barely visible above the arc of a control bench. Her hands were a blur over the interface, chasing windows and code strings, assembling then discarding virtual models with the grace of a magician. She wore a black sweater with a ragged hole in the elbow, and the pale glow of the screens made her look more ethereal than ever—a creature born to do this.

Seven stepped forward, then paused. The rest of the group fanned out, each caught in a different posture of awe, suspicion, or barely disguised envy. Keller couldn’t keep her eyes off the big projection sphere that hovered in the center, a miniaturized model of Quintasia rendered in millions of spinning dots. Sanya’s gaze bounced between the spheres and the crawl of code, trying to take it all in. Levan just stood in the doorway, body rigid, hands clenched so tight the knuckles shone white. Sinta waited by her side, unwilling to move forward, unwilling to let go, ever the healer.

Jez didn’t look up. "Too soon for a visit," she said. Her voice was flat, but the relief in it was almost audible. "I wasn’t done rearranging it all. Pretty cool, eh?"

Keller whistled, a low, appreciative note. "You redesigned the whole system in days?"

Jez grunted. "Three days. But it’s not stable. None of the original protocols wanted to talk to each other. I had to… improvise."

She finally turned, blinking at Seven as if seeing him for the first time in days. There were new shadows under her eyes, and her skin was the color of old milk, but her smile—when it came—was sharp enough to split him in two.

"Did you bring the monster?" Jez said, eyes flicking to Levan.

"We brought everyone," Seven said, stepping closer. "But it’s not what you think. Levan didn’t⁠—"

"I know," Jez said, waving a hand. "It’s all over the feeds. The rumors, the panic. The faculty’s already split into factions, and the student body’s eating itself alive. Nobody wants the truth, they just want someone to blame." She yawned, then rubbed her eyes, the gesture so vulnerable it almost hurt to watch. "But if you want evidence, you’ll need to be quick. I can already feel someone trying to cover their tracks."

Tamareth stalked the perimeter, examining every detail of the new architecture. "You don’t trust anyone, do you?"

Jez shrugged. "I trust math. And maybe Seven, when he’s not being unfaithful to us. But I’ve forgiven him for that."

“Do you know who killed Prethis?” Tamereth asked.

“I assumed her.” Jez pointed at Levan. “Wasn’t it?”

“No,” Seven said “No it wasn’t. We need a playback. We need to find Prethis’s killer."

"Which location?"

"Start with the park. They must have come from there. There was mud smeared all over the cobbles," he said. "Work outward."

Jez nodded, then flicked her fingers. The projection sphere’s surface rippled, scenes swimming into focus—a timeline, marked by subtle pulses of light.

The others gathered around, their tension thickening the air. Sanya folded her arms, jaw set, her stance now that of a bodyguard watching for an ambush. Keller hovered at the margin, half ready to intervene, half hypnotized by the speed at which Jez conjured data.

Levan remained at the back, silent and alone. Seven glanced at her, then at Sinta, who finally edged closer and slipped an arm around Levan’s shoulders. Levan didn’t flinch, but she didn’t lean in, either.

Jez finished queuing up the relevant feeds, then sat back, her breathing shallow. "You ready to watch this?"

Seven nodded.

"Okay," Jez said, and the world became memory.

The feed began with the park, Genvieve’s statue looming above the crushed grass, moonlight painting everything in sterile blue. A digital timestamp crawled across the bottom of the sphere, and the projection rendered each figure with clinical precision, every heartbeat and pixel in sync with the memory of the place.

"Here," Jez said, her voice as hollow as the space between beats. She dialed in on two figures slinking through the hedge: Eve in a black dress, Geraint trailing, the limp sack dragging a rut behind him. The system’s audio auto-leveled as they hissed and muttered, sharp words, curt orders from Eve.

Keller watched, arms folded so tight her hands vanished. Sinta hovered on the fringe, a thumb pressed to her lips, eyes darting between the feed and Levan, who stood at the wall as if awaiting a verdict.

Eve scanned the quad, then gestured for Geraint to haul the body—Prethis, easily recognized now in grotesque high definition—across the turf, liquid trailing like the ribbon.

Eve hissed at Geraint. "Don’t drag him like that, you idiot. It has to look plausible."

"Do it yourself, then," Geraint grunted, wiping sweat from his jaw. "This is fucked up."

"She staged the whole thing," Tamareth said, voice sharp as glass.

Jez piped in, not turning from the controls. "Watch. Here’s where it gets ugly."

The projection followed as Geraint and Eve ducked into the quad, out of frame for a minute. Seven tensed, jaw aching from how hard he was clenching it. The timestamp jumped. Geraint and Eve returned, this time moving with more caution. They checked the windows, then doubled back, wheeling the body up toward Levan’s room.

"The fuckers," Sanya whispered.

The view shifted to a dim corridor. The lens captured Geraint propping the sack upright, then Eve kneeling beside it, arranging the hands just so.

"I don’t believe Eve would do this. She must be under that fucker’s spell," Sinta said, her voice flat.

Jez let the footage run, and they watched in horror as the pair finished staging the scene.

“I think it’s the other way round. Eve seems to be in charge.” Tamareth shifted uneasily.

A silence grew, slow and suffocating.

On the feed, Eve wiped her hands on her skirt, then kissed Geraint—quick, brutal, almost an act of domination. "If this doesn’t work," she said, "you owe me an apology. For ever doubting me."

Geraint spat on the floor, but didn’t reply.

They left the scene, moving out of frame, the sound of Eve’s heels clicking down the tile like gunshots. Jez killed the scene, and the group stared at the looping image: Prethis, staged, the evidence damning and absolute.

Levan didn’t cry. She just stood, rigid, as if every joint had seized. Sinta reached for her hand, but Levan didn’t respond. "They did it," she said, voice rasping in her throat. "They really did it, and I didn’t."

Seven’s hands trembled. He didn’t realize he’d equipped Califire, the hexblade’s tip resting on the floor, a faint blue spark leaping from the steel to the tile.

Jez turned, her face lined with exhaustion and something that looked like victory. "There’s your evidence. You want to play this for the faculty, they’ll have to listen."

Sanya started to say something, then stopped, eyes darting from Seven to Levan and back.

Tamareth hissed, "So what now? We march this up to the square, confront them in public?"

Seven shook his head. "It’s not enough. Geraint has to answer for it. In person."

Sanya moved to block his path as he started for the exit. "Seven, wait. You can’t just— Was it him or Eve?"

But he was already past her, his shoulder catching her arm as he barreled through. Keller tried to intercept, but he dodged, hexblade glowing brighter with every stride.

"Seven!" Keller shouted, "Don’t be stupid. We need a plan."

He didn’t slow, didn’t turn. Sanya sprinted after him. She grabbed his arm, spinning him around. "You’re not thinking straight. That sword⁠—"

He cut her off with a glare, the blue fire in his eyes almost eclipsing the brown. "You think I care? He framed my friend. He killed Prethis. He’s not getting away with it."

She held her ground, voice low and urgent. "If you go now, they’ll kill you. Archemi think you’re in league with Levan. They’re looking for retribution."

He yanked free, voice guttural. "He’s got to pay this time. After everything he did in dungeon 5, after everything he’s become, they can’t stop me this time."

Sinta turned to the others with a sudden, icy calm. "Where’s Levan?"


Chapter Sixteen




The scent of death followed them back to their Crow base, clinging to hair, skin, and every battered thread of their clothes. Eve caught herself relishing it—the mysterious power it held, the way it overpowered even the centuries-old mildew in the walls, how the aftertaste haunted the tongue. Geraint didn't seem to notice; he paced the floor with the caged energy of a warhound, runes still alive under the pallor of his skin, every few seconds glancing at her like he half-expected her to explode.

The lantern-light was dim, warped by the green glass that lined every shelf, throwing the shop into a series of deep, shifting shadows. Eve watched him from the counter, both elbows planted wide, chin propped on her fist. He was beautiful in a predatory way—big, reckless, and all sharp edges, the kind of man who looked better in armor than posh clothes.

She let him stew. Let him build up the nerve.

He lasted all of three laps before he snapped: "What are you playing at?"

Eve grinned, slow, without moving. "You’re going to need to be more specific, darling. You aren’t the only game in town." She kept her reply vague, glad to confuse him, to keep him on edge, his anger simmering.

He stalked closer, lip curled. "That corpse, what we did—there’s more to it than making Levan look bad. You want something, Eve. Out with it."

She stretched, letting her back pop, enjoying the way his eyes traced the motion. "I want what I always wanted, Geraint: power. Control. My place at the table when it all goes sideways." She ran her finger along a bottle’s label, leaving a smudge of blood. "You should be flattered. I picked you to help me do it."

He scoffed, though the sound came out softer than he'd intended. "I'm not your pet."

"No," she said, "you're the knife I throw when I want something dead."

Geraint bristled, but didn't flinch. He reached for a bottle and poured two shots of something blue and viscous, slid one down the counter. She ignored it; he threw his back with a grimace, not blinking as it burned down.

"What’s the bigger plan, Eve?" he said, lowering his voice. "Just tell me. I can handle it."

Eve matched his gaze, letting her voice go cold. "But why should you have to worry about it? You have enough on your plate as it is.”

Geraint shook his head, though there was a grudging respect in it. "I’m in charge here. Tell me!"

"If that’s what you believe." She smiled, a flash of canines, then rose off the stool with a slow, deliberate grace.

The distance between them vanished; she was in his space, up close, heat radiating off her even as she kept her hands behind her back. "But you need me to make the wise choices. Admit it."

He braced himself, every muscle tensed. "I don’t need anyone, not you, not your games."

"Poor baby," Eve whispered. She reached up, brushed his jaw with the back of her knuckles. "You're so mistaken, and so much more fun when you're angry."

He grabbed her wrist, hard, but not hard enough to hurt. "Just what the fuck are you up to, Eve?"

She met him, nose to nose, their breath mingling in the hot, sharp air. "Next," she said, "we take Archemi. You know this. We talked about it."

Geraint’s grip tightened. "You mean kill Zeno."

Eve nodded. "Whatever it takes."

He shoved her hand away, but not before she leaned in and caught his lip between her teeth, biting down hard enough to draw blood. He yanked free, but she held her stance, chin lifted, blood staining her mouth in a perfect imitation of the corpse they'd left behind.

They stood like that, seconds stretching, neither wanting to give ground.

Geraint licked the blood from his lip, eyes wild. "You're insane."

She shrugged. "Everyone worth remembering is."

He laughed, sharp and ragged, the sound echoing off the glass and old wood. "What about us?"

Eve cocked her head, considering. "We're history in the making, love. We are a pair. We are unstoppable. You want to celebrate?"

Before he could answer, the door creaked. Both turned in unison—a single, well-trained motion. The visitor was a boy, barely old enough to shave, Archemi’s green-and-gold only just fitting his twitchy, underfed frame. He hovered at the threshold, eyes huge and skin so pale it was nearly transparent.

He stammered, "Uh—the Old Man wants to see you. Both of you. Right now."

Eve grinned at Geraint, tongue flicking out to taste the blood at her lip. "Showtime."

She strolled past the boy, boots clicking, leaving a perfect red fingerprint on the door as she went. Geraint followed, shoulders squared, runes pulsing a hungry crimson under his cuffs.

The night swallowed them both.

Even at this hour, the core campus of Quintasia pulsed with light. Lamps threw hard-edged circles on the stone, the air alive with ozone and distant students shouting. The pledge kept his head low, pace urgent, casting furtive glances back at his charges every few steps. Geraint walked with the heavy, deliberate tread of a brawler about to be called to account. Eve floated along, her boots barely making a sound, drinking in the spectacle with every blink.

They wound through alleys and plazas, each one grander than the last, eventually entering Archemi territory. Banners, black with the triple-crow insignia, hung from every archway, their edges curling in the wind. Gold-framed portraits of dead founders watched from the walls, eyes following the procession with mute, sour judgment. The deeper they went, the more the city seemed to shrink away from them.

Inside the guild’s headquarters, the pledge’s composure began to fray. His voice dropped to a nervous whisper, rattling off instructions as if terrified of being overheard by the tapestries. He took them up two flights of marble stairs, past a row of armored mannequins that gleamed in the flickering gaslight, each one posed as if about to lunge. At the top, a corridor flared open, lined with slabs of black stone and lit only by guttering torches set at chest height.

At the end of the hall waited two sentinels, perfectly still. They wore Archemi formal—double-breasted tunics with rows of silver medals, and faces blank as death masks. Eve could see the pulse in one’s throat, but neither twitched as the trio approached.

The pledge stopped a full body-length from the door and turned, eyes refusing to meet theirs. "He’s inside," the kid said, his voice little more than a croak. "You go in when ready."

Eve flashed a grin, all teeth. "We’re always ready."

The boy knocked, three deliberate raps. From inside, a low voice beckoned.

As Geraint stepped up, Eve leaned close and whispered, "Remember: smile. You want them to think you’re unphased by all this."

Geraint’s jaw worked, but he managed something like a grin.

The pledge retreated down the hall, steps faster with every meter until he was nearly running, the click of his shoes fading as Eve reached for the handle.

The sentinels didn’t move, as if even they obeyed Archemi’s rules.

She glanced sideways at Geraint, letting the anticipation settle into a fine, humming line between them.

"Showtime," she said again, and swung the door wide.
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The office was dark. Ceiling lost in gloom, walls sheathed in black stone that drank light. The floor was so polished it threw back their reflections, warped and stretched, like the souls of condemned men. One wall was a continuous pane of smoked glass, the other lined with leatherbound books. At the far end, behind a desk carved from some extinct tree, sat the Old Man.

He looked like he’d been poured into the chair and left to evaporate: a sack of bones in a double-breasted robe, hair a shock of white that splayed in every direction. But his eyes, framed by the raw red of old scars, sliced through the gloom with surgical precision. He barely moved, but the air in the room moved for him.

Eve stopped three paces from the desk, hands folded behind her back, chin up.

Geraint hesitated, the urge to bare his teeth nearly overwhelming. He’d never seen this man before, not in the flesh, only what Eve had told him.

"Sit," said the Old Man, and they did.

A single folder waited on the desk, brown and battered. He slid it toward them with a dry, papery finger. "Congratulations," he said, his voice thin as parchment. "You’ve passed my first test. And you’ve managed to do it with style. I appreciate that."

Eve smirked. "You set the tone."

A flicker at the corner of his mouth—a smile, or the rehearsal of one.

He fixed Geraint with a gaze that felt like a wire tightening around his ribs. "And you. You were a disappointment, especially in 5. You had it all, and you let that cripple take it. Fortunately, I enjoy a good redemption story."

Geraint leaned in, refusing to look away. "I’m not done yet."

The Old Man’s fingers steepled, knuckles pale and angular. "I want to hear your plan, Eve."

She outlined it in crisp, unfaltering strokes: frame Levan, turn Archemi against one all, collapse the faculty’s stranglehold on power. When the dust settled, she said, the only credible leadership would be those ruthless enough to have survived the purge. Which, not coincidentally, would be them.

The Old Man listened in absolute silence, not a muscle betraying his thoughts. Only at the end did he speak: "And the guilds?"

"Crippled by infighting," Eve said. "Their trust in the teachers will be eroded. They’ll turn to whoever can offer order."

He arched one brow. "And you can offer it?"

"I can," she said, calm as a razor at the neck.

He nodded, once. "And the monsters?"

"They’ll feast on the weak," she said, "and so will we."

He laughed, a sound like a moth burning on a lamp. "You are my favorite, Eve. I’m glad you finally understand your ambition."

He turned to Geraint. "And you? Are you aligned with her? Will you preside over the ashes?"

Geraint met his gaze, unblinking. "I want to lead. I don’t care how."

The Old Man's mouth twitched again, but the humor was gone. "Then listen well, because this is your next move: you take Archemi. Not in spirit, not in theory, but by force. You kill Zeno and anyone who stands with him. The guild's loyalty will follow power. Always has."

Eve nodded, not a moment's hesitation.

Geraint felt a low heat build in his chest. The idea of killing Zeno—of beating him, ending him, burying all those years of mockery and quiet judgment—lit him up in ways he couldn’t voice.

The Old Man stood, slow and deliberate. The effort looked like it cost him. "Do it by sunrise. Otherwise, I’ll never gift you another shot."

He walked around the desk, pausing to let his shadow fall over them. "And remember: I made you what you are. Don’t embarrass me. My guards will show you to the hustings hall. You’ll find him there."

Eve stood, Geraint half a second behind. The Old Man glided past, and for an instant Geraint thought he felt a hand brush his shoulder, weightless and terrifying.

They left the office in silence, the corridor outside suddenly too bright, too loud, after the hush of the chamber. Eve stopped, hands shaking just enough to betray her adrenaline.

She grinned at Geraint, breathless. "You ready for more fun?"

He thought about Zeno’s face, the sneer through his mask, the endless rejections, the way he’d always looked at Geraint like a piece of meat that had failed the cut.

He smiled back, teeth showing. "Born ready."

[image: ]


The route to the hall was clear, almost ceremonial—a straight shot down Archemi’s backbone, lined with doors marked “No Entry” and “By Invitation Only.” Eve followed the guards, face set in a mask of anticipation. Geraint was by her side, pulse thundering in his ears, his hands flexing with the memory of how easy it was to break a man with his new power.

The doors at the end were open, spilling out the heat and clamor of drunken laughter. Inside, two dozen of Archemi’s best and brightest toasted their dead friend, their hair sweat-stuck and faces masked with focus. Zeno was in the center, sleeves rolled and mask off, hair perfect, eyes sweeping the room with practiced boredom, as if he’d never cared for Prethis, as if he was above it all. He didn’t spot them at first.

Geraint stepped into the light, letting the runes on his arms pulse brighter. The effect was immediate, the raucousness dying and silence falling. Zeno’s gaze flickered over, casual at first, then sharpening to a blade.

He didn’t smile, didn’t snarl. Just nodded once, the barest acknowledgment of an equal. "I thought I told you that you weren’t welcome in Archemi, that you were too pathetic," he said, voice carrying with zero effort. "So to what do I owe this displeasure?"

Eve hung back, leaning against the doorframe, her eyes never leaving Zeno’s hands. Geraint walked forward, slow and deliberate, the floor buzzing beneath every step.

"I’m here to prove you wrong," Geraint said, loud enough for the whole room.

Zeno’s fingers drifted to his belt. "Prove me wrong? Just one of you, or will your slut join in?"

Geraint grinned, baring his teeth. "Just me."

Zeno clapped his hands. Instantly, his circle of generals formed up—three to the right, two left, a tight wedge with shields appearing and staves suddenly in hand. Geraint saw how their eyes flicked to Zeno, waiting for a signal. Rather than arm himself, he took his shirt off, his runes glowing with the full force of his blood magic.

He almost felt bad for them.

The first move was a crimson streak—the woman lunged with her shield like a battering ram, sword cocked to decapitate. Geraint's body reacted before his mind could: he dropped, swept, and hammered his fist through her skull with a sound like a watermelon splitting. Blood sprayed his face, hot and metallic. Two more attackers converged, but time had slowed to a crawl. The runes on his arms blazed white-hot, burning his veins from the inside out, feeding on his fury. He caught the staff bare-handed, felt splinters drive under his nails as he shattered it, then rammed the jagged end through the man's thigh with enough force to pin him screaming to the floor beneath.

The hall erupted into a slaughterhouse—wet gurgles, bone-snaps, and the high keening of men who'd never truly known pain before.

Eve's pupils dilated black with pleasure. "Left knee," she hissed, her voice cutting through the screams. "The tall one—snap his fucking spine!”

Geraint obeyed. His fist punched through cartilage and found the spinal column, twisting until something fundamental gave way. The man collapsed in a puddle of his own making, face frozen in a silent scream as his nervous system short-circuited, foot severed clean at the ankle, blood jetting across the marble in rhythmic spurts.

The circle shattered like glass. Bodies scrambled backward, leaving wet crimson trails, faces twisted in animal terror. Some slammed into walls, others crawled on broken limbs, shields abandoned. Only Zeno remained at the epicenter of the carnage, a statue carved from ice and contempt, hands hanging loose at his sides, fingers twitching for weapons that wouldn't save him.

Geraint prowled forward, each footfall leaving scorched imprints on the marble. Blood magic pulsed through his veins like liquid fire, his runes blazing so bright they cast Zeno's face in stark relief. "No more games," he growled, voice guttural, barely human. "You're already dead. Your body just hasn't figured it out yet.”

Zeno’s expression barely changed. He only sighed, as if disappointed in a poor test score. "But you’re still alone. A one man army never wins anything. Did you kill your friends too?"

"Not tonight," Geraint said. “But I did kill Prethis. Sucked the fucker dry, just like I’m about to do to you!”

Zeno moved, a flicker of motion almost too fast to register. His hand closed around a throwing knife, and the blade sang through the air toward Geraint’s eye. Geraint watched it come, and let the magic move him: the rune on his wrist flared, and the knife slowed to a crawl, spinning lazily. He plucked it from the air and tossed it aside.

"Impressive," Zeno said. “All that power from blood?"

Geraint shrugged, voice thick. "And pain."

Zeno lunged like a viper, all sinew and hate. Geraint let him come, then locked arms with a crack that echoed through the hall. The impact sent shockwaves up Geraint's spine, nearly lifting him off his feet, but he dug in, runes blazing white-hot as power erupted from him in a blood-red tsunami. Zeno's face contorted—teeth bared in a feral grin, sweat beading on his forehead, pupils dilated with unmistakable ecstasy. For one electric second, Geraint recognized the man lived for this violence. Then he twisted with savage force, tendons popping as he shattered Zeno's grip, and drove his knee into the man's gut with enough power to rupture organs. Zeno doubled over, vomiting air, but whipped upward with a skull-crushing headbutt that exploded across Geraint's mouth in a spray of crimson.

They broke apart, both bleeding, circling.

Eve’s voice rang out, clear as a bell: "He favors the right shoulder. Overcompensates on the left."

Geraint's lips peeled back in a crimson rictus, his teeth slick with gore. He feinted left, a blur of motion, then seized Zeno's fist mid-strike with a sound like wet leather tearing. In one savage motion, he hyperextended the arm until the elbow exploded outward—bone shards and tendon erupting through skin. Zeno's scream tore through the hall, primal and raw, but even mutilated he coiled like a wounded beast and drove his heel into Geraint's ribcage with a sickening crack that sent bone fragments spearing into soft tissue.

Geraint didn’t feel it, not in the moment. He wrapped both hands around Zeno’s neck and squeezed.

Zeno scrabbled for purchase, feet kicking the floor, eyes bulging with disbelief. "You—" he choked, "don’t…"

But Geraint did. He squeezed until the light went out of Zeno’s eyes and he crumpled.

The silence in the hall was absolute. The generals who still lived cowered at the edges, blood pooling around them, faces gone gray. Geraint let Zeno’s body drop and wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

He turned, breathing hard, and found Eve waiting at his side.

She clapped, slow and deliberate. "Bravo."

He looked at her, and for a moment, neither said a word.

Then Geraint raised his voice, loud enough for every living soul in the hall to hear: "Your leader is dead. If you want to survive, you serve me now. Or you can join him."

Geraint stood over Zeno, feeling the rush, the power of death. The mana was there, ready for the taking. He bent, crimson glowing around him as he drew Zeno’s power into his core.

The remaining Archemi looked on in horror as Geraint drained the dead one-by-one before turning to them, his runes glowing with savage red. “So, who’s with me?”

They wavered for mere seconds, some sank to one knee. Others bowed their heads. Some just stared, haunted.

Eve surveyed the carnage, then slipped her hand into Geraint’s.

"You did it," she whispered, almost tender.

"We did it," he corrected.

She kissed him, quick and hard, then pulled him through the empty husks and out into the quad where the crimson dawn rose.

“We are Archemi now,” she whispered.


Chapter Seventeen




Jez was losing her grip on the feeds—every time she cut to a new angle, the city glared back in a new shade of violence. Her fingers jabbed at the air, slicing through layers of false color and pulsing overlays, until the projection room’s walls became a stuttering craze of Quintasia’s fractures. The real-time gridwork showed every camera, every sentry, every scared pair of eyes that even once met the lens. Her hands trembled, sweat prickling down her spine as she locked one view: Levan, striding through the city with all the patient, unstoppable certainty of a bullet halfway through a skull.

“She’s going to kill them,” Jez whispered, voice catching on the last syllable. She cut the playback, the digital afterimage of Levan’s silhouette lingering longer than physics allowed.

Seven was at her shoulder, and if he noticed her shaking, he didn’t say a word. “Who?” he asked, voice all edge, no softness.

Jez jerked her chin at the panel, then stabbed at three feeds in quick succession: Levan stalking down the center of the boulevard, then the next, the camera angle from a rooftop where you could see the string of Crow Shop lanterns burning in sickly red, and finally an interior feed—empty, but showing the staffers inside, oblivious, less than a minute from oblivion.

“She’s not even trying to hide,” Jez said, the words bitter. “If she’s feral, she’ll paint the Crow Shop like a goddamn slaughterhouse.”

Sinta clapped a hand to her mouth, face drained white. “She’s not—she can’t be that far gone.”

Tamereth’s hands flexed, nails carving tiny crescents into her own palms. “Don’t debate it. We need to move.”

Keller was already half out the door, her stance rigid as she called back, “The tunnels will be faster, but the main road’s the only way if she makes a scene.”

Seven didn’t even wait for a consensus. “We go now,” he said, and Jez watched the group dissolve into movement, all of them sprinting before her brain caught up enough to send her own body in pursuit.

Jez snagged the console’s portable, slamming it into her hip, and sprinted after the others. By the time she hit the main stair, the group had cleared two landings; she could hear their footsteps, the dull thud of combat boots and the lighter patter of Sinta’s chapel slippers, echoing up the stone with the urgency of a fire alarm.

Quintasia’s main corridor had always been a theater—tonight, the casting director had gone mad. There were too many people, and none of them moved with the blind routine of students. Every pair of eyes locked on Jez and the Hope as they burst into the light, and every single one had a story to tell: rage, fear, hunger, or the thousand-yard stare of a person expecting an explosion any second.

Guild members clustered in tight knots, every argument escalating to red-faced, wild gestures. No one seemed to be in charge. The news of Archemi’s decapitation had spread already; Jez saw it in the way the white-jacketed initiates snarled at their own seniors, the subtle gravitation of power from old to new. She saw a pair of guards from rival guilds screaming at each other, each with one hand on a knife and the other on the neck of a prisoner—except the prisoners were both Archemi, both looking up with identical glassy, defeated eyes.

“Move!” Keller shouted, and the crowd parted just enough for the Hope to punch through.

They kept to the broadest avenue, past the bazaar, where every closed door had a knot of people pressed against it. The sun was setting, casting monstrous shadows across the wet stone. Each step took them deeper into the new order, the old Quintasia sloughing off in thin flakes behind them.

Sanya caught up to Seven, breath already rasping, and shot Jez a look that was half fear, half calculation. “If Levan’s gone full predator, the first target’s Crow. But if not⁠—”

Jez interrupted, “I saw her face, Sanya. There’s no if.”

Keller cut left at the intersection, barreling down a narrower lane where the slabs of stone had been slicked clean by last week’s rain. “The fastest way is through the Agora, then straight shot to the Crow’s lane.” She didn’t wait for approval, just kept her pace up, Tamereth running point and Sinta just behind, already muttering prayers that sounded less and less like the comforting ones from the chapel.

Jez toggled the portable, popping the latest feeds into her retina. Levan was only a block away from the Crow Shop, her speed a metronome; it never varied, never hesitated, not even when a brawl spilled out in front of her. She walked straight through the two bodies, and when one tried to push her aside, she floored him with a single slap. Not even a pause.

They were almost at the shop when the first scream reached them. It came from ahead—a woman’s voice, sharp and short, cut off by a thud. Then glass shattered.

Seven didn’t slow. He pulled ahead of the rest, arms pumping, every line of his body trained on the Crow Shop’s door.

The street outside was chaos. Two Archemi flunkies lay sprawled on the curb, their faces wet with blood, both of them twitching but neither dead. The shop’s lantern was knocked free, swinging in crazy loops from its chain, painting wild, bloody arcs across the street.

Seven hit the shop’s front door, and for a second Jez thought he was going to shoulder it off its hinges. He didn’t have to—it was already unlocked, slightly ajar, the inside dark except for the phosphor glow of the back lab.

He yanked it open and vanished inside.

Jez reached the threshold just as Keller and Tamereth crashed in after him, Sinta a pace behind, Sanya already drawing her weapon.

The shop was a warzone: shelves upended, potions shattered on the stone, their contents eating fresh scars into the floorboards. A bloody handprint streaked across the counter, leading toward the rear. There was another scream—less force this time, more a wet gargle.

They found the first body slumped over the cash box, a looter, eyes wide, mouth gaping. The throat was split open, not with a knife but with something stronger, more final. Sinta knelt, two fingers to the neck, then shook her head, face blank.

Jez toggled the feed, heart hammering. The rear cam showed nothing; Levan had already killed it, either with intention or by destroying the power lines that fed the network.

Seven didn’t wait. He was already at the back door, yanking it open with enough force that the ancient wood shrieked in protest. Beyond, there was a narrow alley. At the far end, just before the street curved, Levan stood perfectly still.

She wasn’t running. She just stood, head tilted up, mouth wet, eyes closed as if savoring a memory.

Seven’s voice was hoarse. “Levan!”

Levan turned. Her face was a mask—there were smears of blood across her cheeks, and her eyes reflected the sunset in flat, predator yellow. For a moment, she didn’t move. Then she smiled, slow and serene.

“You’re late,” she said, voice calm. “I’m finished here.”

Sanya pushed past Jez, her weapon out, arm trembling. “We don’t want to hurt you.”

Levan opened her hands. “You couldn’t.”

Seven moved down the alley, stopping just out of her reach. “Come with us. We can fix this. Jez can fix it.”

Levan’s smile twitched, a flicker of the old professor beneath the monster. “There’s nothing to fix, Seven. I only did what you brought me here to do.” She looked at the corpses with something like regret, then at Seven. “Did you catch the news? Zeno is dead. The world’s already changing. These were looting their new boss.”

Keller’s voice was a snarl. “This isn’t change, Levan. It’s a fucking massacre.”

Levan shrugged, the motion oddly elegant. “Massacres change things.”

Jez watched from the threshold, frozen by the way the air felt heavier now, as if every scream and every drop of blood was still floating around, refusing to land.

Levan stepped back, into the fading sun, and Seven followed, each keeping the other in their peripheral.

Jez risked a glance at her feeds. The city was boiling now. News of the Crow Shop hit the rumor circuit like a depth charge, sending guilders out of hiding, arming themselves with anything sharp or heavy. The old rules were dead, and nobody knew what replaced them.

Levan didn’t run. She just walked, slow and purposeful, her head high.

Seven stayed a body’s length behind, never closing, never letting her out of sight.

Tamereth blocked the alley entrance, Keller flanking, Sanya tight to Seven’s side. Jez and Sinta followed, the latter never letting her gaze drop from Levan’s silhouette.

They trailed her through four blocks. She didn’t attack anyone else—didn’t even look at the knots of students who parted at the sight of her. It was as if the killing had drained her, left her only the memory of what she was supposed to do next.

At the edge of Archemi territory, Levan stopped. She turned, eyes scanning the group, and for a second, Jez thought she saw the professor again: tired, scared, but still in there.

“I’ll find Geraint. He’s my problem. Don’t interfere, Don’t follow,” Levan said. “You owe me that much.”

Seven didn’t answer. He just watched. She was right. He did owe her.

Levan turned the corner, and the moment she vanished, the group exhaled as one, tension bleeding out in sweat and curses.

Jez toggled the feed, catching a last glimpse of Levan as she strode straight to the Archemi Guild Hall—not running, not hiding.

They waited, not sure what to do next. The city was alive now, the unrest tangible. A bottle crashed somewhere, and the resulting shout carried all the way up the block.

Seven finally spoke. “She’s not our problem now. You’re right. She’s too far gone.”

But the words tasted like failure.

Jez checked her feeds, hands no longer trembling. She watched the city grid strobe with new clusters of violence, saw Levan’s heat signature blend into a larger crowd—hundreds, maybe a thousand, all converging on the guild hall. Something big was going to happen, and this time, there was no one left to stop it.

They moved as a group, drifting in the direction of the crowd, all of them knowing that whatever came next would be worse than anything the Hope had ever faced.

Jez toggled the portable, rerouted the city’s entire surveillance to a single, growing epicenter.

The heart of Quintasia was about to burst.
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They hit the last major intersection before Archemi and found the city’s entire situation boiling over. What had begun as a trickle of gawkers and thrillseekers was now a mass migration, people squeezing shoulder to shoulder, all being funneled by rumor and morbid hunger. Sinta clung to Seven’s sleeve, her other hand clenched white around a canister of something Jez had given her—a “crowd dispersal” charm, supposedly—but in the press of bodies, Seven doubted she could even lift her arm to throw it.

Keller tried brute force, muscling through with curses and elbows, but even she gave up after a dozen meters. Tamereth planted her spear into the cobbles and used it as a prow, carving a lane just wide enough for the group to stay together. Sanya and Jez floated at the rear, both with their heads on a swivel, scanning for the sort of side-violence that always sprouted at the edge of riots.

It was nearly sunset, and the world’s light was a gaudy, drugged orange. The stone underfoot glowed with reflected fire; from above, the upper stories of Quintasia caught the last rays, turning the city into a canyon of embers.

The mass of humanity moved as a single, surging creature. Every so often a rumor rippled out—“they’re hanging Zeno,” “Eve’s in charge now,” “Crow’s gone feral, they’re hunting everyone”—and the crowd would buckle, compress, or explode forward, only to settle again into a more desperate crush.

They rounded the final curve and the guild hall came into view: Archemi’s grand quad, a vast bowl of marble and old blood, and every single square foot was filled. The building itself was lit up like a funeral pyre; torches lined the balconies, their flames guttering in the wind. High above, at the balcony’s edge, stood a row of bodies—some alive, some probably less so—guarded by a fresh ring of sentinels in blue-black livery.

At the very top, in the center, was Geraint.

He was bare-armed, his runes pulsing with a manic, unhealthy red, the kind of color that only shows up when your insides are trying to claw their way out. Next to him was Eve, impossibly composed in a tailored black suit, her hair slicked back and her mouth set in a straight, predatory line. The air around them glimmered faintly; some shield or spell, probably, though Seven could feel the raw threat without seeing it.

In Geraint’s left hand was Zeno’s mask, its lacquered surface cracked but still whole, except for the fresh blood that had seeped into the seams.

Seven tried to push forward, but the crowd was a solid, living thing. He ended up wedged between a knot of Archemi juniors and two ancient, desiccated professors who looked like they’d crawled out of a tomb just for the occasion. Sinta stuck to his back, her breathing tight. Keller, Tamereth, Sanya, and Jez had to fan out to find footholds.

He could hear Geraint’s voice even before the spell-amp kicked in; his words were slurred with adrenaline, not alcohol, but the cadence was the same.

“The old powers have failed you!” Geraint boomed, and the spell took his voice and rammed it down every throat in the square. “They fed us to the dungeons. They sent us to die for their games. While they prepared for elves, they let the rot spread from within!” He slapped the mask against his palm for emphasis; a line of blood spattered onto the stone.

The crowd rippled, a low wave of agreement.

“No more!” Geraint roared. “No more will Quintasia bow to weak leadership! No more will we cower behind walls, waiting for the end! Archemi will lead us, not because we claim it, but because we are the only ones left willing to fight for this city!”

At his side, Eve smiled. She leaned in and whispered something. Geraint threw his head back and laughed.

“We will strike first!” he shouted, and slammed the mask onto his face. The runes on his arms flashed, and for a second, the world went white.

The crowd’s answer was an animal scream. Every man, woman, and student for a quarter mile bared their teeth and howled, the sound crashing against the walls and bouncing back until it felt like the city itself was trying to shake itself to pieces.

Seven felt the urge ripple through him, raw and hot and not entirely his. Califire picked up on it, the weapon’s runes strobing a dangerous blue-black along the edge of his vision.

It would have been so easy—so goddamn easy—to slice through the mob, to send a wave of terror and fire and shut Geraint up for good. Seven felt the hexblade’s voice, oily and persuasive: you could stop it, you could stop all of this, just one move, just one spell.

He let his hand drift to the hilt, and the weapon responded by pulsing so hard it made his teeth ache. He imagined it—imagined the crowd, the torches, the balcony—all of it burning down in a single, cleansing act.

Instead, he let go.

Sinta noticed; she squeezed his shoulder, and the simple pressure of her hand was enough to remind him there were other ways.

Geraint kept on, voice a hammer, smashing the old world to pieces in real time. Seven scanned the other balconies, looking for a way in—anything that could give him leverage, a chance to get close without killing half the city in the process. But there were no guards to bribe, no friends left to call in. The game had changed; he was a bystander now.

Behind him, Keller grunted and shouldered her way to his side. “We’re not getting through this crowd without casualties,” she muttered. “If we fight, it’ll be slaughter.”

Tamereth was next. She didn’t bother with a greeting, just angled her head at the upper stories. “We can go to the roof,” she whispered. “But we’ll be exposed.”

Jez and Sanya drifted over, both with the same expression: they were out of moves.

Seven looked up at the balcony again. Geraint had started on a new tirade, but Seven tuned it out. Instead, he watched the crowd—really watched—and saw the way they hung on every word, the way their eyes glazed over in the torchlight, each of them willing to die or kill for whoever promised to keep them alive just a little longer.

He saw himself in that, and it was enough to make him sick.

He touched Sinta’s hand, then Keller’s. “Not tonight,” he said, voice quiet but certain. “We wait.”

Keller nodded, jaw set. Sinta squeezed his hand again. Tamereth didn’t argue.

They fell back, as much as the mob would let them, and watched as Geraint finished the speech, the last rays of the sun flickering over his blood-stained mask.

Above it all, the city’s new rhythm pounded, wild and unstoppable.

And Seven could feel, in his bones, the world tilting toward something none of them were ready for.
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The first bottle sailed in from two rows back, spinning end over end, and burst on the stones just a meter from Sinta’s left foot. It exploded into a fine mist of liquor and glass, catching the edge of her robe and setting it aflame with blue fire. She shrieked, more in shock than pain, but the cry was enough to snap the crowd’s trance.

They all turned as one: hundreds of faces, all twisted with the same ugly cocktail of terror and hope and something worse, something newly minted and eager for blood. Every eye was fixed on Seven’s group.

High above, Geraint leaned out over the railing, his mask leaking red onto his collar. “There!” he called, voice now razor-sharp, perfectly pitched to cut through the city’s din. “The traitors! The monsters! There’s your Hope, Quintasia, right where the elves want them—slithering among us, hiding behind the old banners, plotting to sell us out just like every other failed hero before them!”

The magical spotlights whipped across the quad and locked onto Seven and his crew, turning their every move into a tableau of guilt. Seven’s skin crawled in the glare; he saw himself through their eyes—a stranger, a threat.

“Don’t move,” Keller hissed, grabbing Seven’s arm. “You move, they’ll tear you to shreds.”

Geraint didn’t let up. “What’s it worth, citizens? The flesh of a traitor? The pelt of a Hope-wolf?” He pointed directly at Seven. “They colluded with the monsters, with the elves, with the Core itself! They will doom us all if we don’t stop them now!”

There was a half-second of silence, then the crowd went off like a gunshot.

They surged forward. Hands clawed, feet stomped, and anything that could be thrown, was: bottles, stones, dead batteries, a fistful of firecrackers that detonated under Tamereth’s legs and sent up a cloud of acrid smoke. Seven tried to duck, but the mob pressed so tight he couldn’t raise his arms above his shoulders.

Sinta stumbled and would have fallen if Keller hadn’t bodily lifted her, swinging her around like a sack of grain. Tamereth angled her body sideways, shielded Sinta with one wing, and kept the other arm free to bat aside the worst of the projectiles. Jez was next to Seven, her eyes bright with adrenaline and the edge of terror.

They couldn’t run; there was nowhere to run. Every exit from the quad was jammed with humanity, bodies so packed that Seven could barely see the alleys beyond.

“We need to get off the main floor!” Sanya shouted, voice barely audible. She pulled at Jez and pointed up—toward the shadowy arcade that lined the interior of the quad.

Keller didn’t wait for consensus. She lowered her shoulder and plowed ahead, using elbows and curses in equal measure. It worked, but only for a few meters, and then the crowd congealed, bodies locking up in a mass panic.

Seven felt his boot slip on something wet. He looked down: blood, not his, painting the stone in fresh streaks. A body went down somewhere to his left and vanished under the mob. He heard the snap of a limb, a scream, then nothing.

Tamereth shouted, “Stay tight! Sinta, keep your head down!” She tried to open her wings fully, but there wasn’t space; instead, she fanned them just enough to sweep aside the debris, using them like riot shields.

A hand latched onto Seven’s collar and pulled him back. He pivoted, ready to punch, but it was Jez, her glasses missing, blood streaming down one cheek. “You have to use the sword,” she said, and her voice was so earnest, so matter-of-fact, it chilled him.

He almost did. He almost drew Califire and let it do what it wanted: a ripple of power, a single, perfect arc to clear the world of obstacles.

But then Keller’s voice cut in: “Too many! Innocents, Seven. Don’t do it.”

He hesitated, and the moment passed.

Instead, he wrapped one arm around Sinta and the other around Jez, bracing them both as Keller and Tamereth opened a wedge just wide enough to move. Sanya slithered ahead, weaving through the gaps, her hands flickering with the faintest hints of a spell—nothing showy, just enough to loosen a grip here, turn an ankle there, make the crowd’s violence clumsy instead of lethal.

They made it to the arcade, squeezing into the shadowy corridor. There, the pressure eased; the crowd couldn’t follow in such numbers, and only the most desperate chased them. The worst of the projectiles slowed, but a few diehards lobbed stones, one catching Tamereth square in the face. She grunted, spat a mouthful of blood, and kept moving.

The chase was not clean. They ran, but every turn was a new knot of bodies to push through, every side street a gamble. Seven caught glimpses of fire up ahead—someone had started burning trash in the gutters, and the acrid smoke rolled through the passages, making it hard to breathe.

The mob’s sound changed as they ran. At first, it was a scream, a curse, a desperate yearning. Now it became a chant: “Kill the Hope! Kill the Hope! Kill the Hope!” Over and over, until it was less words and more a pulse, a thing that pounded on the insides of Seven’s ears.

They took a sharp right down a narrow alley. Here, the buildings pressed in, and the light faded to a dirty blue. The crowd had thinned, but the faces that remained were the worst kind: faces with nothing to lose, eyes rimmed in red, teeth bared.

One man—barefoot, hair wild, shirtless despite the cold—lunged at Seven with a kitchen knife. Seven sidestepped, caught the man’s arm, and twisted it until the knife dropped. Jez kicked it into the drain, and Sanya used the flat of her palm to stun the man, dropping him to the ground without another thought.

The next block was chaos. Two rival guilders fought each other in the street; one had a length of chain, the other a crowbar. They didn’t even notice the Hope until Keller bowled them aside, sending both sprawling into the gutter.

Tamereth called out, “Academy’s this way. If we make it to the old gate, they can’t touch us. Faculty are still neutral!”

They veered left, into a passage so tight that Seven had to move sideways. Sinta nearly tripped, but Jez held her up. Behind them, the mob’s sound faded, replaced by the sound of their own breathing and the scrape of boots on old stone.

The old gate was in sight. Two sentinels stood at either side, impassive, their eyes glowing the same blue as always. Beyond them: relative safety. But between the Hope and the gate was one final barricade: a line of students in riot gear, Archemi colors, all armed and all hungry for violence.

Keller slowed, eyes narrowed. “Now or never,” she muttered.

They barreled in. Keller took the left, Tamereth the right. The first student swung a baton at Sanya, who ducked and punched him in the gut, sending him to his knees. Tamereth’s spear swept the legs out from under two more; Keller just body-checked them, turning bodies into dominoes.

Seven felt a baton crack across his shoulder, but he barely noticed. Sinta and Jez made it to the sentinels, and Sinta shouted, “Let us through! We’re Hope!” The sentinels regarded her with alien calm, then stepped aside, just a hair, enough for Sinta and Jez to squeeze between.

Seven and the rest followed, ducking through the gap as another wave of students crashed in behind them.

Once through, they kept running—into the familiar cold of the Academy’s first level, past the doors that, for now, would close out the world.

They collapsed inside, panting and bloody, but alive.

Behind them, the howl of the mob faded, replaced by the heavy silence of exhaustion and defeat.

Sinta slumped against a wall and stared at her hands, still shaking. “That’s not the end of us,” she whispered. “That can’t be.”

Jez put an arm around her, and for a second, neither of them said a word.

Seven looked back through the doors, at the city gone mad.

He knew, in his heart, that this was only the beginning.

Of the end.
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They reached Tortalongue’s headquarters with nothing left in reserve. The Hope limped up the steps, the last of Sinta’s healing spells barely knitting shut the raw gash on Keller’s forearm. At the top, the Sentinels stood their silent guard: six of them, maybe more, all in blue and gold, each one a brick wall in human shape. The Sentinels’ masks were smooth as glass, and behind them, their eyes burned a winter blue that promised nothing but obedience.

Jez hung back, tapping at the portable, her green hair plastered to her forehead with sweat and blood. Sanya leaned against the wall, face gray, eyes unfocused. Tamereth had one hand on Sinta’s back, and the other never left her own battered spear.

The mob was only a block behind—Seven could hear their boots, the sick thump of bodies hitting stone, the rumble of a crowd determined not to stop until they’d cracked open a skull and feasted on the brains. There was nowhere left to run.

Seven stepped forward, hands raised. “We need sanctuary,” he said. “Geraint’s staged a coup. He’s got the city.”

The Sentinels didn’t move. Not a blink, not a twitch. Their blue eyes regarded Seven with the cold disinterest of a machine calculating the odds of survival and finding them amusingly low.

Keller tried next, voice cracking. “Open the doors, you freaks. We’re the only ones left who know what’s coming!”

Still nothing.

The mob rounded the corner, a fresh scream rolling over the plaza like a thunderclap. Someone lobbed a bottle; it arced high, shattered on the steps, and sprayed them with a mist of vinegar and glass. Sinta flinched and clung to Tamereth, who muttered, “Almost out of time.”

Jez edged up next to Seven and whispered, “System’s pinging the HQ, but the Sentinels aren’t getting a clear signal. Something’s off.”

The crowd poured in, filling the plaza in seconds. They were a new species now, bred in the last hour: faces blank, hands clawed, every nerve tuned to the exact frequency of Geraint’s hate.

Seven tried again, this time putting every ounce of command into his voice: “Let us in. By order of Tortalongue herself.”

It wasn’t a password, but for a split second, the Sentinel on the left twitched. The faintest tick of the head, a whisper of humanity.

Sinta found her voice. She stepped forward, blood running from her hairline down her cheek, and screamed, “Madame Tortalongue! It’s Sinta! Let us in! Please!”

The world paused. The mob froze in place, every eye on the Hope, waiting to see if the kill would be denied them.

A second passed. Then two.

Then the center Sentinel stepped aside, the motion as slow and inexorable as a glacier moving to erase a mountain. The gap it left was just wide enough for a single body.

“Move!” Sanya hissed.

They crammed through, the sensation of passing between the Sentinels like squeezing through a rift in reality. They were ice cold, so cold that Seven felt his sweat freeze to his back. Keller yanked Sinta forward, Jez tumbled after, and Tamereth brought up the rear, her spear held out like a warning to the mob.

The instant they cleared the threshold, the Sentinels snapped back into place, walling off the entrance with their bodies. On the other side, the first row of the mob crashed into them and rebounded with screams of rage and pain. Blood ran in thin lines down the Sentinels’ arms, but they didn’t react.

Inside, the entry hall was deserted. Seven slid down against a pillar, panting, his heart jackhammering. Jez collapsed next to him, running trembling fingers through her hair. Sinta and Keller hugged; the contact was less comfort than simple confirmation that they were still alive.

Outside, the mob battered at the walls and howled. The building shook under the force of it, dust raining down from the ceiling. Sanya spat blood and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “How long do you think they’ll last?” she asked, jerking her chin at the Sentinels.

Tamereth let out a humorless laugh. “Longer than we will.”

Jez checked the system. “We’re locked in, for now. The Sentinels are holding, but the network’s gone to shit. I can’t get through to the rest of the faculty, and all the sub-levels are dark.”

Keller pounded the floor with her fist. “So we’re trapped? Geraint got the city, the mob’s got us, and the elves are coming?”

Nobody answered.

They sat in the silence, listening to the mob’s energy pulse and fade, then surge again. Every so often, the Sentinels would grunt or shift, a noise like a boulder grinding against iron, and the screams outside would go up another octave.

Seven tried not to think about the future. Instead, he focused on the here and now: his own ragged breathing, the steady pulse of Califire at his side, the weird warmth of Sinta’s hand when she took his and squeezed.

He caught Sanya watching him, her eyes colder than the Sentinels. “You know what this is, right?” she said, quiet enough that only he could hear. “It’s exactly what the elves would want. Us, locked up, tearing ourselves apart.”

Seven didn’t have an answer. He just nodded and looked away.

The Sentinels held the door. The mob howled for blood.

And somewhere in the city, Geraint wore Zeno’s mask and ruled over the ruins.


Chapter Eighteen




The council chamber smelled like old coffee and nervous sweat. Seven followed Tortalongue through doors that hissed shut behind them, sealing out the mob's howl but not its memory. The room was all hard angles and cold light: monitors lined one wall, each screen flickering with feeds from across Quintasia, a grid of small disasters that together spelled apocalypse. A conference table dominated the center, black wood scarred by decades of important folk making terrible choices. Seven's boots left bloody prints on the tile.

The others filed in behind him, each one dragging their own weight in exhaustion. Keller moved to the monitors immediately, arms crossed, jaw working. Tamereth helped Sinta to a chair, then took up position by the door—old habits, even here. Jez drifted to the control panels beneath the screens, fingers already dancing across interfaces Seven couldn't begin to parse. Sanya stood apart, shoulders slumped, staring at nothing.

Tortalongue took her seat at the table's head with the careful deliberation of someone whose spine had been ground to powder and rebuilt with something harder. Her silver hair caught the monitor light, turning it into a halo that didn't fit the lines of her face.

Seven found a chair and dropped into it. His hands were shaking. He pressed them flat against the table's surface, felt the wood's grain bite into his palms.

The silence stretched. On the monitors, Quintasia burned in a dozen different ways.

Sanya broke first. She turned from the wall, met Seven's eyes, then Tortalongue's. "We fucked up," she said, voice flat, stripped of everything but the admission itself.

Nobody argued.

She walked to the table, braced both hands on its edge. "Geraint killed Prethis. Staged the whole thing to frame Levan, get the city turned against her, against you." She nodded at Seven. "Eve helped. They drained him dry, left him like bait."

Seven felt something cold settle in his gut. "Jez showed us the playback."

“We saw,” Tortalongue said.

Sanya's lips twisted. "Right. But here's what you don't know: Levan took it personally. She went after Geraint. Went after him hard." She pushed off the table, started pacing. "I thought maybe she'd come back, that we could contain it. But she's not coming back. She's too far gone, and she wants his blood."

Drake turned from the monitors. "So she's hunting him?"

"Was," Sanya said. "Last I saw, she was headed straight for Archemi territory. That was twenty minutes ago. Could be dead by now. Could have killed him. Either way⁠—"

"Either way, it doesn't help us," Tamereth finished.

Tortalongue tapped one finger against the armrest, the sound precise as a metronome. "Actually," she said, voice carrying the same detached calculation Seven associated with surgeons choosing where to cut, "it might."

Every head turned.

She met their stares without flinching. "If Levan kills Geraint, our problem solves itself. Archemi loses its new leader before he can consolidate power. The mob has no one to follow. The city might tear itself apart, but at least it won't be unified against us."

Seven's jaw clenched. "You're talking about maybe letting her die."

"I'm talking about strategy," Tortalongue said. "Levan made her choice when she went after him. We can't unmake it, and if I might be so bold. You let her go."

Sinta's voice was small, brittle. "She's still our friend."

Tortalongue's expression didn't change. "Friends don't always survive wars."

The words landed like stones in water, ripples spreading through the silence.

Keller moved back to the monitors, fingers tracing tactical overlays that Seven couldn't follow. "What about the Sentinels?" she asked, not looking away from the screens. "They're the only thing between us and the mob. How long do they hold? Who commands them?"

Tortalongue shifted, and for the first time, Seven saw something like uncertainty cross her face. "I assumed the school did," she said. "The administration, the faculty council. They've always responded to our authority."

"Assumed," Keller repeated, flat.

"Yes."

Jez spoke from the control panel, her voice carrying that particular mix of exhaustion and focus that came from staring at code for too long. "It's not the school," she said. "It's the dungeon."

Seven stood, moved to where he could see both Jez and the monitors. "What?"

Jez pulled up a new display, lines of data cascading across the screen in patterns that made Seven's eyes hurt. "I've been tracking their command protocols since I got access to the core. The Sentinels aren't tied to faculty authority or any administrative structure. They're bound to the dungeon itself—to the same system that runs the trials, manages the monsters, keeps the whole place from collapsing."

She zoomed in on a feed showing Sentinels holding the entrance below. "They protect. They herd. They defend. That's it. They don't take orders, don't respond to requests. They just execute their primary function: preserve the integrity of the system."

Sanya stepped closer. "Which means what, exactly?"

"Which means," Jez said, fingers still moving, "they'll hold the doors because the doors are part of the structure. But they won't sortie. Won't hunt down Geraint or break up the mob. They'll just stand there until either the mob gives up or finds a way to break through."

Keller cursed. "So we're trapped."

"We're protected," Jez corrected. "There's a difference."

Seven stared at the screens, at the chaos playing out across Quintasia's streets. On one feed, Archemi students dragged someone through the plaza. On another, fires burned in the market district. On a third, a group of civilians huddled in an alley, faces pressed to the stone, trying to become invisible.

He felt Califire pulse at his side, the hexblade's hunger a steady drumbeat beneath his skin. It wanted out. Wanted blood. Wanted to solve every problem on those screens with the simple application of overwhelming force.

He ignored it.

The air crackled.

Seven felt it first—a pressure change, like the moment before a thunderstorm breaks. The temperature dropped five degrees in half a second. The monitors flickered.

Then the center of the room tore open.

It wasn't a door or a window. It was reality itself peeling back, edges burning with light that hurt to look at. The portal stabilized into a vertical slash of pure energy, its borders writhing like something alive.

Penwick stepped through.

He looked exactly as Seven remembered: ancient and impossibly spry, leaning on an ornate cane that probably cost more than Quintasia's entire operating budget. His suit was pristine despite the dimensional travel, not a thread out of place. His face wore a grin so wide and delighted it looked painful.

"Well, well, well," he said, voice carrying the same cheerful malice as a cat that had just cornered a mouse. "This all worked out splendidly."

The portal snapped shut behind him with a sound like breaking glass.

Nobody moved. Seven's hand had gone to Califire's hilt without conscious thought, but he didn't draw. He couldn't draw, not yet; not until he understood what was happening. Besides, there was no guarantee the weapon would strike its old master.

Penwick limped forward, cane tapping against the tile, surveying the assembled council with eyes that catalogued and dismissed in equal measure. He looked at the monitors, at the chaos displayed across their surfaces, and his grin somehow widened.

"Splendidly," he repeated, and the word tasted wrong in Seven's ears, like honey laced with poison.
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The council stared at Penwick like he was a corpse that had forgotten to stay dead. Seven's fingers tightened on Califire's hilt, the metal warm against his palm, almost eager. Sanya shifted her weight, hand drifting toward her blade. Keller looked ready to throw something. Only Tortalongue remained still, her face carved from ice, eyes calculating angles Seven couldn't see.

Penwick ignored the tension like a man might ignore rain. He strolled past the table, cane clicking, and stopped in front of the monitors. Up close, the light turned his face into a skull wrapped in parchment. "Jez, darling," he said, not looking back, "could you zoom in on that feed? Third from the left, top row."

Jez's hands moved before Seven could tell her not to. The screen expanded, filling with a view of Archemi territory, students packed shoulder to shoulder, all eyes turned upward.

Penwick leaned closer, breath fogging the glass. "Perfect. Just perfect." He tapped the screen with one finger, the nail yellow and thick. "You see? This is what I was hoping for. Not exactly this, mind you—I'm not omniscient, whatever some people think—but something like this. The chaos. The pressure. The crucible."

Seven found his voice. "What are you talking about?"

Penwick turned, and his expression was pure delight. "It works out well," he said, each word measured, savored, "because the little gamble we took brought not one, but two apex predators."

Silence. The kind that pressed against eardrums.

Penwick's cane tapped once, twice. "I always knew humans had the capacity. The raw material was there—violence, desperation, that beautiful will to survive at any cost. After all," his face shifted, lips pulling into something between a pout and a sneer, "humans and elves...similar. More than either side wants to admit."

Tamereth's voice was low, dangerous. "You orchestrated this."

"Orchestrated?" Penwick laughed, the sound like bones rattling in a box. "My dear, I barely had to do anything. I simply provided opportunity. The rest?" He gestured at the monitors. "Human nature did the rest."

Movement in the shadows. Seven's head snapped around as Drake stepped forward from a corner he could have sworn was empty moments ago. The man looked even more disheveled than usual, suit wrinkled, hair uncombed, but his eyes were sharp. Alert.

"Two apex predators?" Drake asked, arms crossed. His voice carried professional curiosity, the tone of a man watching an interesting experiment.

Penwick's grin widened. "Yes. Geraint and Seven. Two." He pointed his cane at Seven, then swept it toward a monitor showing Archemi banners. "One rose through blood and ambition, the other through necessity and friendship. Different paths, same destination." The cane tapped the floor. "One might even be worthy to face an elf. And I have just the elf in mind. Nasty bastard."

Seven felt cold spread through his chest. The pieces were connecting, forming a picture he didn't want to see.

Jez's whisper cut through the room. "Geronimo."

Penwick's tongue clicked against his teeth. "Just the fellow. Proper monster, that one. Makes most elves look like amateurs." He turned back to the monitors, waving one hand dismissively. "Now, let's all be quiet. I think the fun's about to start."

The screens shifted. Jez's doing, Seven realized, her fingers moving with mechanical precision even as her face went pale. The main monitor filled with a feed from high above Archemi's central plaza. The angle showed everything: the packed crowd, the balcony, the figure standing at its edge.

Geraint.

He looked different. The blood magic had changed him—muscles too defined, skin too tight, runes blazing across exposed arms with an intensity that made Seven's eyes water. He held something by the neck, one-handed, lifting it like it weighed nothing.

An ex-Archemi lieutenant. Seven recognized the face, though the name escaped him. The man's feet kicked at air, hands scrabbling at Geraint's grip.

The crowd below was silent. Watching.

Geraint smiled. Then he drained him.

The process was visible even through the camera's distance. The lieutenant's body withered, color leeching out, flesh collapsing inward. It took seconds. When Geraint released his grip, what fell wasn't a corpse but a husk, something that had been hollowed out and discarded like a fruit skin.

The body hit the plaza stones with a sound Seven heard in his imagination, wet and final.

Penwick clapped his hands together, the crack sharp in the silent chamber. "Now that's how you get stronger!" His voice dripped approval. "No hesitation. No mercy. Just pure, efficient consumption."

Seven's stomach turned. He looked at Sanya, found her staring at the screen with an expression he couldn't read. Horror, maybe. Or recognition.

Sanya leaned forward suddenly, finger stabbing at a different section of the feed. "Is that Levan?"

Seven's eyes found her immediately. She was pushing through the crowd, heading toward the building. Even from the aerial view, he could see the way people parted around her, the space fear created.

The feed switched. Ground level now, a camera mounted somewhere on the balcony itself. Levan appeared, climbing over the railing with movements that were more animal than human. Her face was streaked with blood—whose, Seven couldn't tell—and her eyes burned with single-minded purpose.

Geraint turned to face her. For a moment, neither moved.

Then Geraint laughed.

The sound carried through the speakers, distorted but clear. He gestured, and a dozen Archemi guards materialized from the balcony's shadows. They grabbed Levan from behind, from the sides, overwhelming her through sheer numbers. She fought—Seven saw one guard go down with his throat torn open—but there were too many.

They wrestled her to the ground, held her there.

Geraint stepped forward, donning Zeno's mask, the blood-slicked surface reflecting light in sick patterns. He looked down at Levan, then out at the crowd. When he spoke, his voice boomed across the plaza, amplified by magic or acoustics or both.

"You want a show?" Geraint shouted, arms spread wide. "You all want a show?"

The crowd's roar answered him.

Geraint pointed down at the plaza's center. "Clear a space! Right there, in the middle!" His laughter echoed off stone. "I will fight the Feral! I will show you what true power looks like!"

The crowd exploded. They surged inward, then back, creating a circle maybe thirty meters across. The movement was chaotic but purposeful, driven by that peculiar mob intelligence that knew what it wanted to see.

Blood.

Tortalongue's face darkened. She stood, hands flat on the table. "Nothing good is going to come of this."

Penwick turned from the monitors. His expression shifted, the delight sliding away to reveal something colder underneath. When he looked at Tortalongue, his eyes held contempt so pure it was almost beautiful.

"You never did understand," he said, voice soft now, conversational. "You never did have that killer instinct." He took a step toward her, cane tapping. "Do you even know what it takes to kill an elf?"

Tortalongue met his gaze without flinching.

Penwick's smile returned, thin as a razor. "It takes an apex predator. Someone willing to do whatever it takes, sacrifice whoever needs sacrificing, become whatever the moment demands." He glanced back at the monitor, at Geraint dragging Levan toward the plaza's center. "It takes someone like him. Or," his eyes found Seven, "someone like you."

Seven felt the weight of that stare. Felt Califire pulse in response, hungry and eager.

On the screen, Geraint threw Levan into the circle. She rolled, came up in a crouch, blood dripping from her mouth.

The crowd screamed for violence.

Penwick turned back to the monitors, settling in as if preparing to watch a play he'd written himself.

"Now then," he said, voice bright with anticipation. "Let's see which one survives."


Chapter Nineteen




The council chamber fell silent. Seven stood three feet from the monitors, close enough to see every pixel of violence, far enough that he couldn't do a damn thing about it. The screens glowed blue-white, washing everyone's faces in corpse-light. Jez's fingers danced across her console, pulling feeds from a dozen surveillance points, each one aimed at Archemi's guild square like vultures circling a kill.

Penwick settled into his chair with the satisfied air of a man about to watch his favorite play. His cane tapped once against the floor, drawing everyone's attention. "Quiet now," he said, voice soft as a knife sliding between ribs. "The entertainment's about to begin."

Seven's jaw ached from clenching. Behind him, Sinta pressed close to Tamereth, both of them rigid with dread. Keller stood with arms crossed, face carved from stone. Sanya hovered near the door, one hand on her blade like it might help.

The main screen showed the impromptu arena from above. Archemi's central square had been cleared, a circle of empty cobblestones maybe thirty meters across. The crowd packed the perimeter shoulder to shoulder, thousand-strong, all of them hungry for the same thing.

Blood.

Geraint stood at the circle's edge, shirtless, his rune tattoos blazing crimson against pale skin. Seven had seen him before, but this was different. The blood magic had rewritten him. Muscles coiled beneath skin pulled taut, every line of his body screaming predator. He rolled his shoulders, neck, testing the limits of flesh that had been rebuilt from the inside out.

Penwick leaned forward, cane tapping again. "Note his posture," he said, like a professor dissecting a corpse. "Complete confidence. The blood magic has already begun transforming his musculature. See how he stands? Weight distributed perfectly. Center of gravity lowered." The old man's eyes gleamed with something worse than madness. "He's not human anymore. Not entirely."

Seven's fingers twitched toward Califire. The hexblade pulsed against his hip, a slow heartbeat that matched his own.

Movement on the screen. The crowd parted, bodies shoving aside, and Levan entered the circle.

Seven's breath caught.

She moved like water, like smoke, like nothing he'd ever seen a person move before. Each step flowed into the next with predatory grace, her bare feet silent on stone. Blood matted her hair, streaked her face in tribal patterns. Her clothes hung in shreds, barely covering anything, but she didn't seem to notice or care.

Her eyes.

Fuck, her eyes.

They were yellow now, catching the torchlight and throwing it back wrong. Wild. Unfocused. The eyes of something that had forgotten what it meant to be human and didn't miss it.

The crowd's roar died to whispers, then to nothing.

Even the mob knew a monster when they saw one.

Levan stopped at the circle's center, head tilted, nostrils flaring. Scenting the air. Scenting Geraint.

Her fingers curled into claws.

Penwick's voice was barely a whisper, reverent as a prayer. "She's beautiful."

Drake's head snapped around, face twisted in disgust. "What?"

"What?" Penwick met his glare without flinching. "She's embraced what she truly is. There's beauty in that honesty." He gestured at the screen with his cane. "No pretense. No civilization's thin veneer. Just pure, distilled survival instinct made flesh."

Sinta made a sound like she was going to be sick.

Seven couldn't look away from the screen. From Levan. From what she'd become.

The fight erupted without warning.

Levan launched herself at Geraint, zero to full speed in a heartbeat, closing the distance in a blur of motion that made Seven's eyes hurt trying to track it. Her first strike caught Geraint across the face, claws raking from temple to jaw.

Blood sprayed.

Geraint's head snapped sideways, the impact audible even through the speakers. He staggered, one hand going to his face, fingers coming away slick and red.

The crowd exploded into screams.

Seven felt Califire pulse harder, faster, feeding on the violence transmitted through surveillance feeds like a vampire drinking secondhand blood.

Geraint recovered fast. Too fast. His runes flared white-hot, and he spun into a defensive stance, hands up, feet planted.

Not fast enough.

Levan was already moving, already inside his guard, her attacks coming in a blur that made the first one look slow. Claws raked his chest, his shoulders, his arms. Each strike drew blood. Each wound shallow but precise, targeting nerve clusters, muscle groups, anything that would slow him down.

She fought like an animal.

No.

She fought like something worse than an animal. Something that remembered being human and used that knowledge to hurt better.

Geraint backpedaled, blocking what he could, absorbing what he couldn't. His forearms were a mess of shallow cuts, crimson dripping onto the stones. Every drop of blood made his runes glow brighter.

"First blood to the feral," Penwick announced, voice carrying the same cheerful tone a sports commentator might use. "But notice how his runes activate in response to danger." He pointed at the screen with one gnarled finger. "See that? The more she hurts him, the stronger he becomes. Blood magic feeds on pain. On trauma. On desperation."

Seven watched Geraint's tattoos pulse in rhythm with his heartbeat, watched them drink the blood running down his arms and turn it into something else. Power. Raw, terrible power that made the air around him shimmer.

Levan didn't care.

She pressed her advantage with single-minded fury, a whirlwind of claws and teeth and savage intent. Her strikes came from impossible angles, low then high then low again, forcing Geraint to react rather than think. One slash opened his bicep to the bone. Another caught his ribs, drawing lines of red across his torso.

The crowd was screaming now, a wall of sound that the surveillance couldn't quite capture but Seven felt in his chest anyway.

Geraint blocked a strike aimed at his throat, caught another meant for his eyes. His movements were getting faster. More precise. The initial shock was wearing off, replaced by something colder.

Calculation.

Seven saw it in his face on the screen. The moment Geraint stopped reacting and started planning.

Levan lunged again, claws extended for a killing blow.

Geraint moved.

His hand shot out, faster than Seven would have thought possible, and caught Levan's wrist mid-strike. The sound of impact cracked through the speakers. For a heartbeat, they stood frozen, locked together, Levan's yellow eyes meeting Geraint's burning gaze.

Then Geraint smiled.

His runes flared nova-bright.

He twisted.

The snap of breaking bone was loud enough to make Sinta gasp. Levan's wrist bent at an angle wrists weren't meant to bend, shattered completely, and she shrieked—a sound more animal than human, pure pain and rage mixed together.

Geraint didn't let go. He spun, using her broken wrist as a lever, and slammed her into the cobblestones hard enough to crack stone.

The crowd's roar doubled.

Levan rolled, came up in a crouch, her broken wrist hanging useless. Blood dripped from her mouth where she'd bitten through her own tongue.

She didn't retreat.

Seven's hand found Califire's hilt without conscious thought. The weapon sang against his palm, eager, hungry, wanting to join the violence it could sense through whatever dark connection bound it to the world.

On screen, Geraint advanced, slow and deliberate, giving Levan time to rise. Giving the crowd time to savor what came next.

"Now it begins in earnest," Penwick whispered.
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Drake turned away from the screens, one hand pressed flat against the wall, shoulders hunched like he'd taken a gut punch. "We should be stopping this." His voice cracked on the last word. "This isn't a trial. It's not justice. It's just—" He couldn't finish. Couldn't name what it was.

Tortalongue's face was granite in the monitor light. "With what army?" Her finger jabbed at the main screen, at the sea of faces surrounding the arena. "Look at the crowd. There must be a thousand people there. Maybe more." Her jaw worked. "Even if the Sentinels would obey us—which they won't—we'd have to fight through a mob to reach her. And for what? To save someone who's already gone?"

Seven heard the logic. Understood it. Hated it anyway.

On screen, the tide had turned completely.

Geraint moved with the casual confidence of a man who knew he'd already won. He stalked Levan in a wide circle, forcing her to turn, to track him with eyes that were losing focus. Her broken wrist hung at her side, bone fragments grinding audibly with each movement. Blood ran from a dozen cuts, pooling on the stones beneath her feet.

She lunged anyway.

Pure desperation, no technique, just the animal instinct to hurt the thing hurting her.

Geraint sidestepped without apparent effort. His hand shot out, caught her throat, lifted. Levan's feet kicked at air, finding nothing. Her good hand clawed at his wrist, drawing blood that his runes drank immediately.

He smiled at her.

Then he threw her.

Not pushed. Not dropped. Threw, with blood-magic-enhanced strength that sent her body flying across the circle like a child's doll. She hit the cobblestones fifteen feet away, the impact loud enough to make Seven wince. Something cracked. Ribs, maybe. Spine, possibly.

The crowd's roar built to a physical thing, pressing against the surveillance feeds like static.

Levan didn't get up immediately. She curled on her side, gasping, blood bubbling from her lips. Each breath looked like agony.

Seven's hand tightened on Califire. The weapon pulsed stronger now, matching the rhythm of violence on the screens, feeding on secondhand slaughter like it was a gourmet meal.

Stop, he wanted to scream at her. Just stay down.

She didn't.

Levan rolled to her knees, then to her feet, swaying like a drunk. Her yellow eyes found Geraint through a curtain of bloody hair. She bared her teeth, more rictus than smile.

"Now he plays," Penwick said, his voice carrying that same professorial fascination. "Watch how he doesn't press his advantage immediately. He's not just fighting—he's performing."

Seven saw it then. The pattern.

Geraint could have finished her. Should have finished her. Instead, he stood at the circle's edge, arms loose, weight balanced. Waiting.

Watching.

His head turned, gaze lifting to a balcony overlooking the square. Eve stood there, perfect in her black suit, hair slicked back, every inch the power behind the throne. When Geraint looked at her, she blew him a kiss.

Theatrical.

Calculated.

Perfect.

Something ignited in Geraint's eyes. Not rage. Something colder. Something that knew exactly what it was doing and loved every second.

He came at Levan like a storm.

The first strike was a punch to her gut that doubled her over. The second was an elbow to her spine that dropped her to her knees. The third was a kick that sent her sprawling, sliding across blood-slicked stone.

But these weren't the wild, powerful blows from before. These were measured. Precise. Each one calculated to hurt without killing, to damage without ending.

To prolong.

Levan tried to rise. Got her hands under her. Pushed.

Geraint's boot came down on her broken wrist.

She screamed.

The sound cut through everything—the crowd's noise, the surveillance static, Seven's own breathing. Pure animal agony, wordless and raw.

Geraint ground his heel down harder.

The scream went higher.

Then he stepped back.

Levan collapsed, panting, sobbing, but still—impossibly—trying to get up.

"He's toying with her," Sinta whispered, tears streaming down her face. Her hands twisted in Tamereth's shirt, knuckles white. "Why won't he just finish it?"

"He's feeding," Penwick corrected, and his voice held nothing but academic precision. "Each time she rises, her determination, her pain, her rage—it all strengthens the emotional current that powers blood magic." He tapped his cane against the floor, punctuating each word. "He's not toying with her, child. He's harvesting her."

Seven felt sick.

On screen, the pattern repeated. Levan rose. Geraint struck. Levan fell. The crowd screamed. Geraint waited.

Again.

And again.

Each cycle more brutal than the last. Each time Levan took longer to stand. Each time she did stand, something in her broke a little more.

Seven watched Geraint's runes burn brighter with every round. Watched them pulse and writhe like living things, drinking in Levan's suffering and transforming it into raw power.

Keller made a strangled sound. "This is what you wanted, Penwick? This is what all of this was for."

The old man didn't deny it. Just smiled. “I want one of you to kill an elf. That is all.”

Geraint caught Levan mid-lunge, his hand closing around her skull. She hung there, suspended, feet dangling, her good hand scrabbling uselessly at his wrist. His runes flared white-hot, casting shadows that danced across the plaza like demons.

For a heartbeat, Seven thought he'd finally finish it.

Instead, Geraint threw her down and stepped back again.

Levan hit the stones face-first. Didn't move. Didn't try to move.

The crowd went silent.

Waiting.

Seconds crawled past. Five. Ten. Fifteen.

Levan's hand twitched. Fingers curled against stone. Impossibly, unbelievably, she started to push herself up.

"Magnificent," Penwick breathed.

Drake was crying now, openly, his face buried in his hands. Tortalongue's jaw worked, but no sound came out.

Seven felt Califire singing against his palm, felt it begging to join, to be part of this, to taste what Geraint was tasting.

He wanted to throw it across the room.

He wanted to draw it and kill everyone on those screens.

He did neither.

Just watched as Levan rose one more time, broken and bleeding and utterly, completely doomed.

And Geraint smiled.
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The pattern repeated across the screens like a ritual sacrifice stretched over twenty minutes. Geraint allowed Levan moments of desperate hope—a landed blow here, a successful dodge there—before crushing her again with methodical precision. Each time she thought she'd found an opening, he proved it was bait. Each time she rallied, he demonstrated it was permission, not opportunity.

Her clothes went first. Torn to ribbons by claws and impacts and the simple friction of her body hitting stone over and over. The fabric hung in strips, then fell away completely, until she fought naked under the torchlight.

Seven expected the crowd to react. Jeers, maybe. Catcalls.

Instead, silence.

Because what they saw wasn't human enough to sexualize.

Levan's body had changed. Not just broken—transformed. Her skin had hardened in places, plates of something like chitin forming over her shoulders, her ribs, her thighs. Natural armor growing in response to repeated trauma. Her muscles had reconfigured themselves, bunching and elongating in ways that sacrificed aesthetics for pure mechanical advantage. Leverage. Power. Survival.

She was becoming something else. Something that evolution might have designed if it had been cruel instead of random.

"Fascinating," Penwick murmured, leaning so close to the screen his nose nearly touched it. "The transformation accelerates under extreme stress. Her body's trying to save itself. Her core adapts. Human cores evolve on the fly. Incredible."

It wasn't working.

Geraint caught her across the jaw with a backhand that sent teeth flying. Blood and enamel scattered across the stones like dice. Levan spun with the impact, hit the ground and rolled.

Got up.

Always got up.

Her broken wrist had swollen to twice its normal size, purple-black and grotesque. She couldn't use it anymore, couldn't even hold it properly. It just hung there, a dead weight dragging her off-balance.

Geraint came in low and swept her legs. She fell hard. He stomped on her knee. The joint bent sideways with a pop that made Sanya gag.

Levan screamed.

Geraint stepped back.

Seven's hand was welded to Califire's hilt. He couldn't let go if he wanted to. The weapon pulsed in perfect rhythm with Geraint's attacks, each strike sending a surge of dark pleasure through the connection. The hexblade was feeding, gorging itself on secondhand violence, and it wanted more.

It wanted Seven to join.

On screen, Levan tried to stand on her ruined leg. Failed. Tried again. Her good hand clawed at the cobblestones, pulling her body forward inch by inch, fingernails tearing away against stone.

She couldn't stand anymore. So she crawled.

Toward Geraint.

Still trying to hurt him. Still refusing to quit.

The crowd found its voice again. A chant built from a thousand throats, simple and brutal and hungry:

"Finish it! Finish it! Finish it!"

Geraint looked up at the balconies, at Eve, at the sea of faces demanding conclusion. His chest heaved, slicked with blood—some his, most Levan's. His runes burned so bright they cast red shadows, turning him into something demonic.

He looked down at Levan, still crawling, still coming for him despite everything.

Something like respect flickered across his face.

Then it was gone.

He approached with ceremonial slowness, each step measured, giving the crowd time to savor the moment. Giving himself time to prepare for what came next.

Levan didn't stop crawling until he stood directly over her. Then she rolled onto her back, yellow eyes meeting his, and bared her teeth one last time. Not a smile. Not a snarl. Something between defiance and acceptance.

She knew.

Geraint reached down. His hand closed around her throat. He lifted, slow and steady, raising her off the ground with one arm until her feet dangled in empty air. Her good hand wrapped around his wrist, but there was no strength left in it. Just reflex. Just muscle memory of resistance.

The crowd held its breath.

"Finish it," someone shouted, and others took up the cry, louder now, urgent, demanding the kill they'd been promised.

Geraint locked eyes with Levan. His face was calm. Almost serene. He leaned in close and whispered something Seven couldn't hear through the surveillance feed.

Levan's eyes widened.

Then, with a swift motion that seemed almost merciful after the prolonged torture, Geraint's free hand came up and tore out her throat.

Not cut. Not slashed. Tore.

His fingers hooked into soft tissue and ripped, pulling away everything important—trachea, arteries, veins, all of it coming free in a spray of crimson that fountained across his face and chest.

Blood jetted from the wound in pulsing streams, painting Geraint, the stones, everything within six feet in hot red.

Levan's body convulsed once. Twice. Her mouth opened in a scream that produced only bubbles and wet sounds.

Geraint held her there, suspended, as the life drained out and onto him.

His runes flared to incandescent brightness.

Seven felt it even through the screens—the surge of power as Geraint absorbed not just Levan's death but everything she'd been. Her rage. Her pain. Her desperate will to survive. All of it sucked into his blood magic and transformed into raw strength.

The crowd roared.

Drake collapsed into a chair, hands covering his face, sobbing openly. The sound was terrible—broken, ragged, the sound of a man watching everything he believed in destroyed.

Tortalongue stood frozen, one hand on Drake's shoulder, her own expression carved from stone. But Seven saw her throat work. Saw the tremor in her fingers.

Keller turned away, jaw clenched so tight Seven thought her teeth might crack.

Sinta buried her face in Tamereth's chest, shoulders shaking with silent tears.

Sanya just stared at the screens, face blank, eyes dead.

Seven felt nothing. Califire had numbed him, its hunger bleeding into his own nervous system, replacing human emotion with the weapon's cold satisfaction. He watched Geraint drop Levan's corpse with the same detachment he might watch someone discard trash.

The body hit the stones with a wet thud.

Empty.

Used up.

Discarded.

Geraint raised his arms to the sky, blood dripping from his hands, his face, his entire body. His runes pulsed with stolen power, so bright they turned night to day in the plaza.

The crowd screamed its approval.

And Seven realized, with absolute clarity, that this was what Penwick had wanted all along. This exact moment. This transformation. This proof that humans could become what they needed to be.

Monsters.

Just like the elves.
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Geraint wasn't finished. He hoisted Levan's corpse onto his shoulder with the casual ease of a man carrying groceries, blood streaming down his chest and back, pooling at his feet. The crowd's roar faltered, confusion rippling through the mob. What now? What more could there be?

He turned toward Archemi's guild hall, toward the sheer stone face that rose five stories above the plaza. No handholds. No ladder. No way up.

He started climbing.

His fingers found purchase where there was none, blood magic enhancing grip strength until he could cling to irregularities in the stone that wouldn't support a spider. He ascended with fluid grace, body moving in smooth arcs, defying gravity with each pull. The corpse on his shoulder didn't slow him. If anything, he moved faster, climbing as easily as most men walked stairs.

Jez zoomed the camera, following his progress. Seven watched muscles bunch and release under blood-slicked skin, watched the runes pulse with each movement, drinking power from the air itself.

Geraint reached the guild hall's peak in under a minute. The highest spire, a decorative needle of stone that jutted another twenty feet above the roof. He crouched at its base, body perfectly balanced on a surface maybe six inches wide, and produced rope from somewhere.

Where the hell had he been carrying rope?

Didn't matter.

He bound Levan's corpse. Arms pinned to sides. Legs tied together. The rope work was neat, precise, the knots complex. He threaded the end through an iron fixture at the spire's tip—some architectural flourish that now served as a gallows.

He hoisted her up.

Levan's body swung in the night breeze, suspended above the plaza like some obscene flag. Trophy. Warning. Declaration.

The crowd processed what they were seeing. Then the cheering started again, louder than before, worshipful now instead of merely bloodthirsty.

Geraint stood at the spire's peak, feet planted on that impossible perch, and turned. His head moved, scanning, searching for something.

His eyes found the surveillance camera.

"Fuck," Jez whispered.

Seven felt ice flood his veins.

Geraint's face split into a grin, blood-smeared and feral. He was looking directly at them. Through the lens. Through the distance. Seeing them as clearly as they saw him.

"One day," Geraint called out, and somehow the audio picked up every word perfectly, as if he'd planned for this, as if he knew exactly where to project his voice, "this will be you, Seven."

The council chamber went silent.

Geraint spread his arms wide, crucifixion-style, balanced on six inches of stone five stories up with a corpse swinging beside him. "I'm coming for all of you. For everyone who thought they were better than me. Everyone who looked down. Everyone who dismissed me." His voice carried across the plaza, amplified by position and magic and pure theatrical timing. "But you, Seven—you're special. You get to watch. You get to know it's coming. You get to wait."

Seven's jaw ached from clenching.

Geraint reached out, grabbed the rope, pulled Levan's corpse close. For a moment, Seven thought he was going to cut her down, that whatever psychotic performance art this was had reached its conclusion.

Then Geraint bit into her neck.

Not a bite. A feeding.

His mouth locked onto the ruined throat, and his runes flared nova-bright. Seven watched Levan's body shrink, watched skin collapse inward against bone, watched muscle and fat and everything soft get sucked away like water down a drain.

The transformation took seconds. Levan's corpse withered before their eyes, features sharpening then hollowing, eyes sinking deep into skull, skin turning the color of old leather stretched too thin.

When Geraint released her, what swung from the rope wasn't a body anymore. Just a husk. A shell. Something that had once contained a person but now held only air and memories.

Geraint's body blazed with absorbed power. The runes covering his arms, his chest, his back—all of them burned so bright they illuminated the entire square below. Red light washed over a thousand upturned faces, painting them all in shades of blood and fire.

He raised his arms again, threw his head back, and screamed: "Bring me more!"

The crowd roared in response.

"Bring me more power!"

They worshiped him. Every face turned up toward their new god of blood and strength, offering themselves, offering others, offering anything he wanted.

"More!" Geraint screamed, and the word echoed off stone, bounced through streets, carried across the entire city like a challenge.

Penwick sat back in his chair with a satisfied sigh, the kind a man makes after an excellent meal. He turned from the screens, cane tapping once against the floor, and surveyed the council chamber with eyes that gleamed with triumph.

"Now," he said quietly, voice cutting through the silence like a scalpel, "we have ourselves a proper contender."

Seven's hand moved without conscious thought. Califire's hilt felt cold under his palm, then hot, then neither—just an extension of his own flesh, responding to rage that had been building since the fight began.

The weapon pulsed eagerly.

Hungry.

Ready.

"No," Seven said, and his voice was deadly quiet, stripped of everything but cold certainty. The kind of certainty that came before killing. "What we have is my next target."

Califire responded. The hexblade's dark magic manifested visibly for the first time in the council chamber—tendrils of smoke curling around Seven's fingers, black shot through with crimson that matched Geraint's runes. The temperature dropped ten degrees in a heartbeat.

The weapon approved. It hungered for this fight. Craved it. Needed it the way addicts needed their fix.

Seven felt its eagerness bleed into his own nervous system, felt the line between his rage and the hexblade's hunger blur until he couldn't tell where one ended and the other began.

Didn't care.

On the screens, Geraint still stood at the spire's peak, arms raised, Levan's husk swinging beside him like a grotesque wind chime. The crowd chanted his name. Eve watched from her balcony with a smile that promised further horrors.

Seven stared at the screens, at the monster Penwick had helped create, and felt something fundamental shift in his chest. Not breaking. Hardening. Calcifying into purpose.

Keller moved to his side, silent support.

Tamereth's hand found his shoulder.

Sinta pressed close, tears still wet on her face but jaw set.

Sanya nodded once, weapon already drawn.

They understood. All of them. What came next. What had to come next.

The council chamber fell into tense silence, broken only by Califire's eager humming and Drake's ragged breathing and the distant sound of a thousand voices screaming Geraint's name.

Seven didn't look away from the screens.

Didn't blink.

Just watched as the city burned and the monster danced in the flames and the weapon at his side sang its dark song of coming violence.

And then Geraint screamed, an unholy scream that focused every single camera on his bloodied face, eyes wide, madness gripping.

“Seven! Cripple! No hope! I challenge you! Just you! Meet me in dungeon 5! We go again! You and me!” He grinned, blood on his teeth. “Two go in. One leaves.”

Silence.

Then Penwick clapped.

“Oh I do like him! I like him a lot!”


Chapter Twenty




Seven clenched his hands, nails cutting into his palms. He couldn't unclench them if he'd wanted to. Couldn't look away from the screens where Geraint stood triumphant, backlit by torches that turned him into something painted in hell's colors. Levan's husk swung beside him in the night breeze, a trophy that wasn't a body anymore, just the memory of one. The surveillance feeds painted everything in clinical blues and grays, but Seven's mind filled in the red.

Califire pulsed against his hip. Eager. Hungry. Waiting.

Movement on the main screen. The camera angle shifted, tracking something new—someone ascending the guild hall with the same fluid grace Geraint had displayed, though without the blood magic enhancement. Just natural athleticism and practiced showmanship.

Eve.

She climbed the last twenty feet in seconds, her black suit somehow still immaculate despite the ascent. When she reached the spire's peak, she stood on that impossible perch like it was a stage built specifically for her, weight perfectly distributed, every line of her body calculated for maximum visual impact.

Geraint turned to face her. Even through the surveillance feed's distance, Seven could see his expression shift—triumph melting into something softer, more human. Vulnerable, almost.

Eve smiled. Then she grabbed his face with both hands and kissed him.

Long. Deep. Deliberate.

When she pulled back, Levan's blood painted her cheeks in war stripes, crimson against pale skin. She didn't wipe it away. Instead, she turned to face the camera, lips still curved in that practiced smile, and Seven felt ice flood his chest.

She knew exactly where the surveillance was. Had known all along.

"Hello, Quintasia," Eve said, and her voice carried with the same magical amplification Geraint had used, projecting across the plaza below and through every speaker connected to the surveillance network. Clear. Precise. Theatrical. "I trust you've enjoyed tonight's entertainment."

Behind Seven, someone made a strangled sound. Sinta, maybe. Or Drake. He didn't turn to check.

Eve's eyes found the camera lens. Found them. "And a special hello to you, Jez. Yes, you, little goblin slut. I know you're watching. I know you see everything." Her smile widened. "How's your surveillance network treating you? Getting all the angles? All the delicious details?"

Jez's sharp intake of breath cut through the council chamber. Seven risked a glance sideways, saw her face go pale, fingers frozen over her controls.

"Let's talk terms," Eve continued, and her tone shifted—still theatrical, but edged with business now. Cold calculation dressed up in honey. "This challenge my darling Geraint issued—it's real. Midday tomorrow. Dungeon 5. Seven against Geraint. One on one." She held up a finger. "But let's make it interesting, shall we? Give it proper stakes."

Geraint shifted beside her, still watching her with that unsettling mix of lust and reverence.

"If Seven wins," Eve said, and she managed to make the possibility sound absurd without changing her tone, "then Quintasia returns to normal governance. The teachers reclaim authority. Archemi stands down. Everyone goes back to their cozy little hierarchies and pretends tonight never happened." She paused, letting that sink in. "A nice, clean reset. Very civilized."

The crowd below had gone silent. Waiting.

"But when Geraint wins—" She didn't say if. Said when. "—he claims Califire. That pretty hexblade Seven's been carrying around like a security blanket. And all teachers—every single one—relocate to the towers to fight whatever the fuck is actually out there." Her smile turned knife-sharp. "I'm sure they'll do just fine. After all, they're so much more experienced than us poor students, aren't they?"

Seven's jaw ached from clenching. The towers. Elven killing grounds. The place where students went to die or transform into something worse.

Eve wasn't finished.

"Of course," she said, and her voice went soft, almost gentle, "we need insurance. To make sure everyone plays fair. To ensure our dear Seven actually shows up."

The camera feed switched. Jez's doing, responding to some cue Seven couldn't see. The new angle showed the guild hall's main entrance, the grand doors thrown wide.

A line of people stood just inside. Ten of them. Maybe twelve. All wearing the varied colors and insignias of Quintasia's teaching staff.

All bound. Gagged. Bruised.

Seven's breath caught.

They'd been beaten. Systematically. Professionally. Enough to hurt, to terrify, but not to kill. Not yet. Each face showed the particular shade of fear that came from understanding exactly how fragile their situation was.

At the center of the line, prominently displayed, stood Snitch.

His face was a mess—one eye swollen shut, lip split, nose clearly broken. Blood crusted his shirt, old enough to have dried brown. But he was conscious, head up, staring at the camera with an expression Seven couldn't quite parse. Terror, yes. But something else underneath. Defiance, maybe. Or just the stubborn refusal to give his captors the satisfaction of seeing him completely broken.

"These poor folk," Eve said, and her voice carried mock sympathy that made Seven's skin crawl, "will pay his price. Should Seven fail to show—or should anyone interfere with our little contest—Geraint will consume them. One by one." She paused for effect. "Starting with the Forlorn Hope scum."

Her finger pointed directly at Snitch.

The bound man flinched but held the camera's gaze.

"Each hour Seven delays," Eve continued, "another teacher feeds Geraint's power. Each attempt at rescue, another corpse." Her smile turned beatific, the expression of a saint discussing charity work. "We're generous, though. We'll even let you choose the order. Democracy in action."

Behind Seven, Keller made a sound like a wounded animal. Tamereth's hand found his shoulder, grip tight enough to hurt.

Seven felt nothing. Califire had bled all emotion out of him, replacing it with cold calculation and the weapon's eager hunger. He watched the screens with the detachment of a surgeon examining x-rays, cataloguing threats, calculating angles.

The feed switched back to Eve on the spire. She spread her arms wide, embracing the night, the crowd, the chaos she'd helped orchestrate. "Midday tomorrow," she said, voice ringing across the plaza. "Back where it all began. Dungeon 5." She turned to Geraint, reached up to cup his blood-smeared face with one hand. "Time to finish what you started, love. Don’t let him cheat this time."

Then she was moving, descending the guild hall with the same practiced grace, leaving Geraint alone at the peak.

The camera zoomed in on his face. On eyes that burned with stolen power and something worse. Something that had looked at Seven through surveillance feeds and had seen prey.

Geraint raised one blood-slicked hand and pointed directly at the camera. At Seven. Through distance and glass and the clinical blue light of the council chamber, his message was perfectly clear.

Tomorrow. You. Me.

One goes in.

One leaves.

The feed didn't cut. Geraint held that pose, held that stare, letting the moment stretch until it became unbearable. Then, finally, he smiled—slow and terrible and certain—and turned away.

The screen went black.

For three heartbeats, nobody in the council chamber moved. Nobody breathed.

Then Califire pulsed, hard enough that Seven gasped. The weapon sang against his hip, a frequency that resonated in his bones, in his blood, in every nerve ending.

Want, it whispered. Need. Take.

Seven's hand found the hilt without conscious thought.

The metal felt like an extension of his own flesh.

Cold.

Hot.

Neither.

Both.

Ready.
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The silence lasted five seconds. Maybe six. Long enough for Seven to count his own heartbeat, feel it hammer against ribs that suddenly felt too tight. Long enough to watch Drake's shoulders shake with barely suppressed sobs, to see Tortalongue's mask crack just enough to show the horror underneath, to register Sinta's death grip on Tamereth's arm.

Then Penwick started clapping.

Slow. Deliberate. Each strike of palm against palm echoed through the council chamber like gunshots.

"Magnificent," the elf said, and his voice carried genuine delight, the tone of a theatrical critic who'd just witnessed a masterwork. "Absolutely magnificent. That girl has style." He turned from the darkened screens, eyes bright with enthusiasm that looked obscene in the council chamber's harsh light. "Well, I like her. Should be a great contest."

The words landed like stones in water. Nobody moved. Nobody responded.

Penwick's grin widened.

Tortalongue rose from her chair with the careful deliberation of someone whose spine had been replaced with steel and rage in equal measure. When she spoke, her voice could have etched glass. "I fail to see how any of this is humorous."

"Humorous?" Penwick's eyebrows shot up. He planted his cane and leveraged himself to his feet with surprising speed for someone who'd been playing the ancient invalid moments before. "My dear Madame, I'm not amused. I'm delighted. There's a difference."

He strolled forward, closing the distance between them with each tap of his cane against tile. When he stopped, he stood close enough that Tortalongue had to tilt her head back to meet his gaze.

"Might I remind you," Penwick said, and each word came out precise as scalpel cuts, "again, that we set out to create a human who could kill an elf. Not wound one. Not inconvenience one. Kill. Permanently. Irrevocably. Dead."

His cane tapped once for emphasis.

"How do you not see our progress?" The question hung in the air, rhetorical but demanding an answer anyway. Penwick's gaze swept the council chamber, cataloguing each teacher's expression, finding them all wanting. "We started with children who could barely survive a dungeon. Now—" He gestured at the darkened screens. "—now we have two apex predators about to tear each other apart, and the victor will be strong enough, ruthless enough, hungry enough to maybe—just maybe—stand a chance against a real threat."

Drake found his voice, raw and broken. "By sacrificing everything we're supposed to protect. By turning them into monsters."

"Yes," Penwick said simply. No apology. No justification. Just acknowledgment. "Because monsters are what we need."

Seven watched the exchange with Califire's cold detachment bleeding through his nervous system. Part of him—the part that was still fully human—recoiled from Penwick's logic. The larger part, the part that had been touching the hexblade's hilt since the broadcast ended, recognized truth when it heard it.

They needed a monster. Geraint was becoming one. And if Seven wanted to stop him, wanted to save those hostages, wanted to survive tomorrow⁠—

He'd have to become one too.

"By this time tomorrow," Penwick continued, turning back to face the full council, "we will have our best shot yet." His expression shifted, enthusiasm dimming to something more calculating. More honest. "True, it might be this planet's last shot. True, the cost has been—" he waved one hand dismissively, "—substantial. But everything comes at a price."

The cane tapped again, punctuating his point.

"The elves won't show mercy because we maintained our principles," Penwick said, and his voice went soft now, almost gentle. Almost kind. "They won't spare Quintasia because we refused to dirty our hands. They'll kill every man, woman, and child in this city, drain them for mana, and use their corpses as fuel for whatever comes next." He looked at each teacher in turn. "So yes, we created monsters. Yes, we pushed them past breaking. Yes, some of them died in the process."

Silence.

"But the alternative," Penwick said, "is extinction. For everyone. Forever."

Nobody had an answer for that.

Seven saw it in their faces—Tortalongue's jaw working, Drake's red-rimmed eyes, the way Sanya had gone pale, how Keller's hands had curled into fists. They wanted to argue. Wanted to find the flaw in his logic, the moral high ground that would let them reject everything he represented.

They couldn't.

Because he was right.

Monstrous. Cruel. Unforgivable.

And right.

The silence stretched. Penwick let it, seeming to savor the moment when his audience confronted uncomfortable truths.

Finally, Tortalongue spoke. Her voice came out steady, stripped of everything but cold fact. "If Seven loses⁠—"

"When Geraint wins, you mean," Penwick corrected with a smile.

"—if Seven loses," she continued, ignoring him, "those teachers die. The city falls. Everything we've built collapses."

"Yes," Penwick agreed cheerfully. "So I suggest you all hope very hard that young Seven here has what it takes." His eyes found Seven, held him with a gaze that saw too much, understood too clearly. "Though between you and me, I think he does. I think he's always had it. Just needed the right motivation to let it out."

Seven's hand tightened on Califire's hilt. The weapon pulsed approval.

"We're done here," Seven said. His voice came out flat, emotionless, the product of Califire's influence and his own mounting rage combining into something cold and focused. He looked at his team—Keller, Tamereth, Sinta, Jez, Sanya—and jerked his head toward the door. "We have work to do."

Nobody argued.

They filed out in silence, leaving the teachers to their moral wrestling match. Seven went last, pausing at the threshold to glance back.

Penwick stood at the center of the chamber, leaning on his cane, watching them leave with eyes that gleamed with satisfaction.

"Make it memorable, boy," the old man called after him. "The whole world will be watching."

Seven didn't respond. He just turned and followed his team into the corridor, letting the heavy doors seal shut behind them.

The mob's distant roar filtered through stone and steel, a constant reminder that the city had already fallen.

Tomorrow, in Dungeon 5, he'd decide if it could be saved.

Or if it deserved to burn.
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The Forlorn Hope compound felt like a tomb. Seven led his team through the ruined hall that had hosted celebrations and planning sessions and a dozen other signs of life, all of it now rendered meaningless by the next day's deadline. Their footsteps echoed off stone, each sound a countdown. The bar was empty. A mess. They entered their meeting room, the chamber where they’d once planned their future.

It was empty. A shell. Stripped weapon racks lined three walls, looted in the chaos. A stone table dominated the center, scarred by years of maps and planning and spilled blood when training got too enthusiastic. Mana lamps flickered to life as they entered, washing everything in cold blue light that made shadows dance in the corners.

Keller moved first. She swept aside old training gear and slapped down a rolled parchment, unfurling it with practiced efficiency. Dungeon 5's map spread across the stone, hand-drawn and annotated with dozens of additions from their previous time there. Towers marked in red. Monster spawns in black. Safe zones—such as they were—circled in blue.

"Right," she said, voice clipped, professional, refusing to acknowledge the impossible odds. "We know the terrain. That's an advantage this time."

Tamereth took up position at the table's far end, examining weapon racks with critical eyes. Her fingers traced along spear shafts, testing balance, rejecting each in turn. "Geraint will expect ambush tactics. He's not stupid, just arrogant."

Sinta moved to a smaller table pushed against the wall, unpacking healing supplies from her chapel satchel. Potions. Bandages. Components for emergency spells. Her hands trembled slightly as she worked, but her face stayed focused. "I've been studying blood magic countermeasures," she said quietly. "Theoretical ones, mostly. Nothing field-tested."

Jez was already at her portable console, fingers dancing across interfaces that materialized in mid-air. Lines of data cascaded down her screens, surveillance footage from the night's fight playing in miniature windows. "Give me a minute," she muttered. "I'm compiling everything we saw."

Seven stood at the table's head and watched his team work. Watched them prepare, plan, refuse to accept that tomorrow might be their last day. Part of him—the part that remembered what it meant to be their friend, their leader—wanted to join in. Wanted to help.

The larger part, the part that had been touching Califire's hilt for the past hour, couldn't focus.

His fingers drifted to the weapon again. Found the familiar metal. Felt it pulse welcome.

"Here," Jez announced, and the holographic projection sphere activated in the center of the table, pushing the map aside. Geraint materialized in miniature, frozen mid-strike from tonight's fight. "Watch his movement pattern."

She ran the sequence. Geraint dodging Levan's initial lunge, the way his runes flared, his counterattack precise and brutal.

"His blood magic enhances reflexes proportional to damage taken," Jez continued, stylus pointing at the frozen figure. "See how his runes pulse brighter after each hit? He's literally feeding on his own pain. The more you hurt him, the faster and stronger he gets." She pulled up statistical overlays. "Based on tonight's performance, I'd estimate a forty-three percent increase in strength and a thirty-seven percent increase in speed by the fight's end."

Keller leaned over the projection, arms crossed. "So we can't win through attrition. Have to end it fast."

"Ambush," Tamereth suggested. "Hit him before he can build momentum. Tower interior, confined space, nowhere to dodge."

Seven's fingers tightened on Califire. The weapon pulsed faster now, excited by combat discussion. Hungry.

"He'll expect that," Keller countered. She traced routes on the now-displaced map. "We set a false ambush here—" Her finger tapped a tower entrance. "—then hit him from behind when he commits to clearing it."

"Too risky," Jez said, pulling up more data. "His combat awareness is extraordinary. Look—" The projection showed Geraint blocking an attack he couldn't possibly have seen coming. "He's reading intent, not just visual cues. Blood magic must be enhancing his perception."

Sinta joined them at the table, a vial of something dark and viscous held up to the light. "This is concentrated silver thorn extract. It disrupts magical healing. If Seven can get it into his bloodstream⁠—"

"How?" Tamereth asked, not unkindly. "He'd have to get close. He'd kill Seven before he finished the injection."

"Coat Seven's blade," Sinta suggested. "Every cut delivers the payload."

Seven should have been paying attention. Should have been contributing. Instead, he stood at the table's head with one hand on Califire's hilt, watching his friends plan his survival, and listening to something else entirely.

The power Levan gave him, Califire whispered, voice sliding through Seven's mind like smoke through cracks. All that strength. All that life. Compressed into pure energy and absorbed in seconds.

Seven's grip tightened.

Imagine, the weapon continued, and its tone carried honey-sweet temptation, the power you would gain from consuming him.

The thought shouldn't have appealed. Should have repulsed him.

Didn't.

"Seven?" Keller's voice cut through the whisper. "You with us?"

He blinked, focused. Found four pairs of eyes watching him with varying degrees of concern.

"Yeah," he said. His voice came out steady. Normal. Hiding everything underneath. "Just thinking."

"Thoughts?" Tamereth prompted.

What could he say? That his hexblade was tempting him with visions of draining Geraint's blood magic for himself? That part of him—growing larger with each passing moment—wanted that power more than he wanted victory? That saving his friends, saving Snitch and the other hostages, saving the entire city—all of it was secondary to the hunger building in his chest?

"Jez is right," Seven said instead, nodding at the projections. "We can't beat him through conventional tactics. He's too enhanced, too unpredictable."

"So what do we do?" Sinta asked quietly.

Seven's eyes found the holographic Geraint, frozen mid-strike, runes blazing. "I fight him straight. No tricks. No ambush. Just me and him."

"That's suicide," Keller said flatly.

"Maybe." Seven met her gaze. "But it's what he wants. What he expects. And if I try anything else, he kills those hostages." He looked at each of them in turn. "Snitch. The other teachers. Eve made the terms clear."

Silence settled over the vault.

Tamereth broke it first. "Then we make sure you're as prepared as possible." She selected a spear from the rack, tested its weight, nodded approval. "Backup weapons. Emergency supplies. Contingency plans for when things go wrong."

"Not if," Jez muttered. "When."

They worked for another hour. Keller outlined known routes. Sinta prepared healing supplies that Seven could carry. Jez compiled every scrap of data on Geraint's fighting style, searching for weaknesses that didn't exist. Tamereth sorted through equipment with methodical precision.

Seven participated. Answered questions. Made suggestions. Projected confidence he didn't feel.

All while Califire pulsed against his hip, whispering promises.

His blood magic. His stolen strength. His power over crowds and combat. All of it could be yours.

Seven's hand found the hilt again.

You don't just want to defeat him, Califire observed, and there was no judgment in the weapon's tone. Just recognition. You want to consume him. Drink him down. Take everything he stole from Levan and make it your own.

The thought should have horrified him.

It didn't.

"That's enough for tonight," Keller finally announced, exhaustion clear in every line of her body. "We need rest. Tomorrow—" She couldn't finish.

Tomorrow, everything would end. One way or another.

The team filed out slowly, each offering quiet words of encouragement, touches of support. Sinta hugged him tight enough to hurt. Tamereth gripped his shoulder with silent solidarity. Jez squeezed his hand, fear naked in her eyes. Keller clasped his forearm, warrior to warrior, refusing to say goodbye.

Sanya lingered last. She studied his face in the vault's blue light, seeing something there that made her expression darken.

"Don't lose yourself," she whispered.

Too late, Seven thought but didn't say.

She left. The vault fell silent.

Seven stood alone at the stone table, one hand on Califire's hilt, staring at the holographic projection of Geraint frozen mid-kill.

Tomorrow, Califire purred. Tomorrow you take his power. Tomorrow you become what you need to be.

Seven didn't argue.

Didn't deny.

Just stood there in the cold blue light, admitting to himself what he couldn't admit to his friends.

He wasn't fighting Geraint to save the hostages.

He wasn't fighting to restore order to Quintasia.

He wasn't even fighting to survive.

He was fighting for the power.

For what came after consuming someone who had consumed so many others.

For the strength he'd need to face what came next.

The weapon at his hip sang approval.

And Seven smiled in the darkness.


Chapter Twenty-One




Dawn came like a wound opening. Seven stood at the window where he'd first seen Sinta serve him fruit—months ago, when the world almost made sense. Dust motes swirled in shafts of weak sunlight, illuminating worn practice mats that bore the scars of a thousand training sessions. His fingers traced the window frame's edge, wood smooth from years of hands gripping the same spot, and he tried not to think about how many of those hands belonged to people who went before him.

The training room smelled empty. Like every desperate hour spent preparing for dungeons that killed students had been forgotten. Like the past, which was already gone, and the future, which might not exist past noon.

Behind him, his companions maintained the kind of silence that pressed against eardrums.

Jez fidgeted with her dungeon interface, fingers dancing through holographic displays that materialized and dissolved in rapid succession. Scrolling through data. Checking protocols. Rechecking them. Her green hair fell across her face, hiding eyes that hadn't stopped calculating odds since last night. The interface's blue glow painted her skin corpse-pale.

Sinta arranged healing potions on a makeshift table constructed from stacked crates. Her hands trembled as she sorted vials by potency, by application speed, by function. Red for trauma. Blue for magical exhaustion. Green for poison. A rainbow of ways to delay death that his restoration already had covered. She'd knock one over, catch it, set it down too carefully, move to the next. The glass clinked against glass with sounds like breaking bones.

Tamereth paced. Three steps, turn, three steps, turn. Her wings kept twitching, starting to unfurl before she caught herself and folded them tight again. Restless energy with nowhere to go. She'd sharpened her spear twice already that morning. The whetstone's rasp had filled the room for twenty minutes until Keller made her stop.

Keller stood against the far wall, arms crossed, face carved from something harder than stone. She hadn't moved in ten minutes. Hadn't blinked. Just watched Seven's back with eyes that saw too much, understood too clearly what this morning meant.

Seven felt their tension like physical weight. Like drowning in shallow water.

He broke the silence because someone had to.

"You know I have to go alone." His voice came out flat, stripped of everything but fact. "The rules of the challenge are clear."

The words landed like stones in still water.

Tamereth stopped pacing. Her wings flared wide, spanning half the room, feathers bristling with barely contained fury. "Rules?" The word came out sharp enough to cut. "Rules created by a madman who just publicly executed and consumed one of our teachers. Since when do we play by their rules?"

Her face twisted with protective rage, with helplessness, with the terrible knowledge that being right didn't matter.

Seven turned from the window, meeting her eyes. Califire hummed softly at his side, a low purr of anticipation that only he could hear. "Since they have hostages," he said, and each word cost something. "Since Snitch and the others will die if I don't."

"Snitch is—" Tamereth started, then stopped. Swallowed whatever she'd been about to say. They all knew what Snitch was. Opportunist. Coward. Survivor. Also their partner. Their inside source. Their sometimes-ally who'd pulled their asses out of fires more than once despite being fundamentally self-interested.

Also human.

Also someone who didn't deserve to be drained to death by blood magic as punishment for Seven's failure.

Silence crashed back down, heavier than before.

Jez moved first. She crossed the room with quick, nervous steps, her interface dissolving as she reached into her satchel. What she pulled out was small, crystalline, beautiful—a data node that pulsed with internal light. She pressed it into Seven's palm, fingers lingering against his for a heartbeat longer than necessary.

"Dungeon schematics," she said, voice controlled, professional, only cracking on the last syllable. "Every layout change we've documented. Monster spawn patterns. Safe zones. Emergency protocols." Her eyes met his, behind her glasses, raw with fear she couldn't quite hide. "It's keyed to your biometrics. Touch it and the information feeds directly to your tactical overlay."

Seven closed his fingers around the node. It was warm. Solid. Real. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me." Jez stepped back, arms wrapping around herself. "Just use it. Come back."

Sinta came next. She moved slowly, like someone walking through water, like gravity had doubled. When she reached Seven, she didn't offer potions or tactical advice. Just stood there, eyes filling with tears that she didn't try to hide.

"I can't see it," she whispered. "Past noon. I've been trying all night, Seven. I can see the morning. I can see you entering the dungeon. Then everything goes white. Just—" She made a helpless gesture. "—white. Nothing."

Her gift had always been unreliable. Visions came when they wanted, showed what they chose. But she'd never admitted to trying to force them before. Never confessed to spending hours staring into possible futures, searching for the one where her friends survived.

Seven pulled her into an embrace. She collapsed against him, small and shaking, her face pressed into his chest. "I'm sorry," she gasped. "I'm so sorry I can't⁠—"

"Stop." He held her tighter. "It's not your job to know. It's mine to survive."

She looked up at him, tears streaming freely now. "Promise you'll try. Not just to win. Try to survive."

He couldn't promise that. Couldn't lie to her face. So he kissed her forehead instead and held her until the shaking stopped. He wanted more.

Tamereth approached as Sinta stepped away. The warrior's face had shifted from rage to something more complex—acceptance, maybe, mixed with determination and the kind of love that expressed itself through preparation.

"You remember the tower interiors," she said. Not a question. "Confined spaces. No room for aerial advantage."

"I remember."

"Good." Her hands found his shoulders, grip strong enough to bruise. "He'll try to corner you. Blood magic makes him stronger in enclosed areas—more blood spray, more power feedback. Don't let him control the environment." Her eyes bored into his. "Stay mobile. Keep him chasing. Force him to waste energy."

Seven nodded. Tactical advice wrapped in warrior's wisdom.

Tamereth pulled him into a fierce embrace, her wings folding around them both, creating a private cocoon. "You're the best fighter I've ever trained with," she whispered against his ear. "Better than you know. Better than that hexblade lets you believe." Her wings tightened. "Remember that when it matters. Remember you're more than your weapon."

When she released him and stepped back, her eyes were dry. Warriors didn't cry. But her jaw worked, and her hands clenched, and Seven saw everything she couldn't say written in the set of her shoulders.

He turned to Keller last.

She hadn't moved from her position against the wall. Hadn't uncrossed her arms. When Seven took a step toward her, she held up one hand. Stop.

"Don't," she said.

Seven froze.

Keller's voice came out steady, controlled, carved from ice. "If you comfort me, I'll break. If I break, I can't watch you walk into that portal. Can't stand here and let you go." Her hand dropped. "So don't."

The distance between them felt infinite. Ten feet. Might as well have been miles.

"Keller—"

"No." Sharp. Final. Her eyes shone too bright in the morning light, but her face stayed rigid. "You made your choice. To go alone. To face him. To risk everything because that's who you are." Her jaw clenched. "I can't change it. Can't help you. Can't do anything but stand here and watch the person I⁠—"

She stopped. Swallowed. Started again.

"The person I care about walk into hell." Each word sounded like it cost her. "So I'm going to stand here. I'm going to stay strong. And I'm going to believe you're coming back. Because the alternative—" Her voice finally cracked. "—the alternative destroys me."

Seven stood there, one hand half-extended, understanding dawning. This was her farewell. Distance. Walls. The refusal of comfort because comfort meant accepting the possibility of loss.

"I'm coming back," he said.

"You better." Keller's lips twisted into something that wasn't quite a smile. "Because if you die, I'm going into that dungeon after you, and I'm dragging your corpse back just so I can kill you myself."

It should have been funny; should have lightened the moment.

It didn't.

Seven looked at each of them—Jez with her data and fear, Sinta with her tears, Tamereth with her warrior's blessing, Keller with her walls built from love and terror. His family. His team. The people who'd kept him alive, kept him sane, kept him human through everything Quintasia had thrown at them.

Califire pulsed at his side, hungry and eager, wanting the violence to come.

Seven ignored it.

"Thank you," he said, and the words felt inadequate, too small to carry everything he needed to express. "For everything. For—" He gestured helplessly at the room, at them, at the months of shared struggle. "—all of it."

No one responded. What could they say?

Seven shouldered his pack. Checked his weapons one last time. Felt the crystalline data node pulse warm against his palm where he'd tucked it into a pocket.

Dawn had broken fully now, spilling through the window in sheets of gold that did nothing to warm the room.

Time was running out.

He walked toward the door without looking back. If he looked back, he'd stay. If he stayed, the hostages died.

If he stayed, Geraint won.

Behind him, his companions stood in silence, watching him leave, each one carrying their own version of goodbye.

The door closed with a sound like finality.

And Seven walked alone toward the portal that would take him to Dungeon 5.

To Geraint.

To whatever came next.
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The morning air tasted wrong. Seven stepped into the grove where the portal would form, and the world held its breath. No birds. No wind. Nothing moved except dust settling in the aftermath of his footsteps. The trees stood like witnesses to an execution—his or Geraint's, outcome pending.

Seven set down his pack. Checked his weapons for the third time in ten minutes. Rolled his shoulders, feeling vertebrae pop. Califire hummed against his hip, that low purr of anticipation that had become as familiar as his own heartbeat. The hexblade wanted this. Craved it. The weapon's hunger bled through their connection, making his fingers itch to draw and slash and paint the world red.

He ignored it. Focused on breathing instead. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. Combat rhythm. The cadence of violence preparing itself.

From the distant city came sounds that shouldn't exist at dawn. Screaming. Glass breaking. The dull roar of a mob that had forgotten how to be human. Quintasia was tearing itself apart, one block at a time, and everyone with sense had barricaded themselves inside whatever shelter they could find.

Seven stood in the grove and waited for reality to crack open.

It didn't take long.

The air rippled first. Not a visual distortion—something deeper, like the world's fabric recognizing it was about to be violated. Then came pressure, sudden and overwhelming, the sensation of standing at the bottom of an ocean. Seven's ears popped. His teeth ached. Califire's hum went sharp, excited.

Space tore.

The portal manifested as a vertical slash, edges burning with light that hurt to look at directly. Not the blues and purples of dungeon entrances. This was silver-white, surgical, precise. A doorway cut with skill rather than brute force.

Penwick stepped through.

The elf looked like he'd dressed for a royal funeral. His coat was midnight blue, cut in a formal style that would have looked absurd on anyone less committed to the aesthetic. It fell to his ankles in perfect folds, every seam ruler-straight. The high collar framed his face, emphasizing the alien angles of his features—cheekbones too sharp, jaw too defined, eyes too large and bright. Runic embroidery covered every surface, intricate patterns that pulsed with internal light, glowing brighter when they caught the morning sun.

His cane was new. Ebony, probably. Silver fittings. The head carved into something that might have been a dragon or might have been a scream frozen in wood.

He looked magnificent. Terrible. Completely wrong for the moment.

Penwick's smile was warm. Genuine. The expression of a man greeting a favorite nephew before sending him to war.

"My boy," he said, voice carrying that precise enunciation that marked him as aggressively, deliberately other. "Let me look at you."

Seven didn't move. Didn't respond.

Penwick closed the distance with quick, spry steps that belied his apparent age. When he reached Seven, he set his cane aside and began fussing. Hands straightening Seven's collar. Smoothing wrinkles from his shirt. Brushing invisible dust from his shoulders with the kind of focus someone might bring to preparing a corpse for viewing.

The contact felt invasive. Wrong. Seven held still anyway, letting the old man work, because what else was there to do?

"There," Penwick said finally, stepping back to admire his handiwork. "Much better. Presentation matters, you understand. The whole world will be watching. Well—" His smile flickered. "—what's left of it, anyway."

Seven found his voice. "You came to give me fashion advice?"

"No, no." Penwick waved one hand dismissively. "I came to see you off. To offer... encouragement." His eyes glittered with something that might have been pride or might have been anticipation. "Though I suppose advice wouldn't hurt. A final bit of wisdom before you step through."

He leaned in close, close enough that Seven could smell the ozone clinging to his formal wear, see the tiny runes etched into his pupils.

"There are no prizes for second place in our little experiment," Penwick whispered. "No participation trophies. No points for trying hard. You either kill him, or he kills you. Simple. Final. Honest."

Seven's jaw clenched. "I know."

"Do you?" Penwick's head tilted, bird-like, studying Seven's face with clinical precision. "Because knowing and accepting are different things, my boy. You can know death waits and still flinch when it reaches for you. You let him live once before." His smile widened. "Don't flinch. That's my advice. When the moment comes—and it will come—don't hesitate. Don't question. Just act."

The pieces clicked together in Seven's mind. Slow at first, then all at once, forming a picture he should have seen months ago.

"You made him," Seven said. Not an accusation. Just fact. "You were behind Crow all along."

Penwick's expression didn't change. Didn't deny or confirm. Just that same smile, warm and terrible.

"Behind?" The old elf straightened, brushing non-existent lint from his coat. "Such a strong word. Implies direct control. Hands-on management." He retrieved his cane, leaned on it with theatrical weariness. "I prefer to think of myself as having provided... opportunities."

Seven's hand drifted toward Califire. Not to draw. Just to touch. Ground himself. "You introduced Geraint to blood magic. You taught him. Made him what he is."

"Taught?" Penwick laughed, the sound like breaking glass. "Oh no, my boy. I don't teach. I'm far too lazy for that. No, I simply—" He made a gesture, fingers dancing through air. "—nudged. Suggested. Left certain texts where they might be found. Ensured certain failures occurred at precisely the right moments to generate maximum desperation." His eyes locked onto Seven's. "Blood magic research already existed. I just made sure the right person found it when he needed it most."

The admission should have shocked Seven. Should have generated rage, horror, something.

It didn't.

Because part of him had known. Had suspected. The pieces had been there all along—Penwick's interest in "apex predators," his delight at watching them fight, his complete lack of moral concern about methods. The old elf wasn't a teacher or mentor or even an ally. He was a scientist running an experiment, and humans were the lab rats.

"You created a monster," Seven said quietly.

"Monsters." Penwick held up two fingers. "Plural. Let's not pretend you're innocent in all this, hmm?" His cane tapped against the ground. "I saw what Califire showed you last night. The hunger. The desire. The way you've been touching that weapon ever since, feeling its power, imagining what you could do with Geraint's stolen strength added to your own."

Seven's hand tightened on the hilt. The weapon pulsed recognition.

Penwick's smile turned knowing. Sympathetic. "You're becoming what you need to be. Both of you. One might be worthy to face a real threat—something truly dangerous that makes our little blood mage look like a child playing dress-up." He leaned forward, voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "I have just the elf in mind. Nasty bastard. Makes most of my kind look civilized."

"Geronimo," Seven said, remembering Jez's whispered name from last night.

"Precisely." Penwick straightened, clapping his hands together once. "But first, you have to survive today. Have to prove you're strong enough. Ruthless enough. Monstrous enough."

He moved closer, reached up to clasp Seven's shoulders with surprising strength. For something that looked ancient and frail, the grip was iron. Penwick stared up into Seven's face, eyes blazing with intensity that was almost religious.

"May the best monster win," Penwick said, voice carrying absolute sincerity. "And when you do win—because I have my preferences, boy, don't doubt that—remember what it cost. Remember what you had to become. Hold onto that transformation."

His hands dropped. He stepped back.

"Because if you survive Geraint only to soften, only to let your friends convince you to return to weakness?" Penwick's expression went cold. Dead. "Then you'll be useless against what comes next. And I can't have that. Too much invested. Too much at stake."

He turned, sketched a gesture in the air. Reality split again, another portal manifesting—this one leading somewhere else, somewhere that smelled like ancient libraries and burning parchment.

"Good luck, my boy," Penwick said, not looking back. "Try not to die. It would be terribly inconvenient."

He stepped through. The portal collapsed behind him with a sound like thunder swallowed by distance.

Gone.

Seven stood alone in the grove. The scent of ozone lingered, mixing with morning dew and distant smoke from Quintasia's ongoing riot.

His hands were shaking. He pressed them flat against his thighs until they stopped.

Penwick had confirmed everything. The manipulation. The orchestration. The complete disregard for human life in service of creating weapons strong enough to kill elves. Seven should have felt betrayed. Used. Angry.

Instead, he just felt cold.

Clear.

Focused.

Because Penwick was right about one thing: there were no prizes for second place. No comfort in moral superiority when you were dead. No victory in maintaining principles while your friends died because you weren't strong enough to save them.

Califire hummed approval, sensing his thoughts, feeding on his acceptance.

Seven didn't fight it.

He had minutes left before the portal would form. Minutes to prepare himself. To become what he needed to be.

To stop pretending there was a version of this story where he walked out clean.

The weapon at his side sang its dark song.

And Seven listened.
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Ten minutes. The timer in Seven's mind counted down with mechanical precision, each second a nail driven into a coffin lid. He stood in the grove's center, pack secured, weapons checked, everything ready except himself. Califire pulsed against his hip, patient now, knowing the feast approached.

The morning had shifted. Sun climbing higher, burning off the unnatural stillness Penwick's presence had created. Birds returned. Distant city sounds filtered through trees. Life reasserting itself in small increments, unaware that noon would bring an ending.

Seven's fingers drummed against his thigh. Once. Twice. Stopped.

Waiting was its own torture.

Movement at the grove's edge. Three figures approaching through morning shadows, their footsteps synchronized and purposeful. Seven recognized their silhouettes before their faces resolved.

Tortalongue led. Drake flanked her right. Rajinder her left. The trinity of Quintasia's remaining authority, what little remained after Geraint's coup. They looked like they'd aged decades overnight—faces lined with exhaustion, shoulders carrying weight that might crush them before the day ended.

They stopped three paces away. Close enough to speak without shouting. Far enough to maintain the distance rank and circumstance demanded.

Tortalongue studied Seven with eyes that had seen too much, survived too much, lost too much. Her silver hair caught the light, turning it into a crown she'd never wanted. When she moved, it was sudden—stepping forward to pull Seven into an embrace that was brief, fierce, and entirely unexpected.

Her lips brushed his ear, words whispered so softly he almost missed them. "If you see her—if you find Levan's spirit in there—tell her I'm sorry. Tell her she deserved better than we gave her."

Seven's eyes widened. He started to respond, to ask what she meant, but Tortalongue had already released him and stepped back. Her face was a mask again, professional, unreadable. Whatever moment of vulnerability she'd shown was sealed away.

"Survive," she said, louder now, formal. "That's an order, not a request."

Seven nodded. Words felt inadequate.

Drake moved next. The man looked shattered—red-rimmed eyes, trembling hands, the expression of someone who'd watched his world collapse and couldn't find the strength to rebuild. He didn't embrace. Didn't reach out. Just performed a formal bow, deep and precise, the kind reserved for warriors heading to certain death.

"You're better than your weapon lets you believe," Drake said quietly. "Remember that when it matters. Remember you're human, and I’m sorry. Sorry for the way I treated you to start with. Too many students. Too many deaths."

The same thing Tamereth had said. Same words. Different weight.

Rajinder was last. He moved with the controlled power of someone who'd spent a lifetime mastering violence, making it clean, making it efficient. When he reached Seven, he offered his forearm in the old warrior's greeting.

Seven clasped it. Felt the strength there, the calluses, the scars from decades of combat.

"No speeches," Rajinder said, voice gravelly. "You know what needs doing. Do it." His grip tightened. "But if that hexblade tries to own you—if it pushes too hard—you put it down and fight with fists if you have to. Weapons are tools. You're the warrior."

He released Seven's arm, stepped back to join the others.

They stood there, the three of them, bearing witness. Offering what support they could through simple presence.

The air rippled.

Seven felt it before he saw it—pressure change, temperature drop, that sensation of reality recognizing it was about to be violated. But this was different from Penwick's surgical precision. This was raw. Primal. The dungeon itself manifesting, reaching into the world to claim what had been promised.

The portal formed slowly. Blues and purples swirling together, creating a vortex that grew from pinpoint to doorway in seconds. Not the clean slash Penwick had made. This was organic, alive, the dungeon's own method of transportation that felt less like technology and more like the world being devoured from within.

Wind picked up. Not natural wind. The portal was pulling air, dust, anything not anchored. Seven's hair whipped around his face. His pack straps tightened as the suction increased.

Five minutes. Maybe less.

Seven took a step toward the portal. Then another. His hand found Califire's hilt, held there, feeling the weapon's eagerness bleeding into his palm. This was it. The moment all the preparation and pain and loss had been building toward.

One more step.

"Seven!"

Keller's voice cut through everything—wind, distance, his own thundering heartbeat. He turned, found her sprinting across the grove, her carefully constructed walls crumbling with every stride. She'd been watching from the tree line, he realized. Staying back. Maintaining the distance she'd demanded earlier.

Not anymore.

She crossed the remaining distance and threw herself between him and the portal. Her hands found his chest, pushed, forcing him back a step. When she looked up at him, her eyes shone with tears she'd finally stopped fighting.

"You come back to me," she said, and her voice cracked on every word. Not a request. Not a suggestion. A demand. An order. A plea. "You don't leave me alone in this world. Promise me, Seven."

All the control she'd shown earlier was gone. Burned away. What remained was raw, desperate, real.

"I can't—" she continued, the words tumbling out now that the dam had broken. "—I can't watch you walk through that thing without saying it. Without making you understand that if you die in there, if you give up, if you let that bastard win, I will never forgive you. Never."

Her hands moved from his chest to his face, fingers curling against his jaw, holding him like he might disappear if she let go. "I need you to come back. Not because we need our leader. Not because the city needs saving. Because I⁠—"

She stopped. Swallowed. Started again.

"Because I need you."

Seven felt something break in his chest. Not Califire's influence. Not the cold calculation that had been building since last night. Just him, just the part of him that had been trying not to acknowledge what Keller meant, what losing her would cost.

He took her face in both hands. Gentle. Careful. Memorizing every detail like a man committing scripture to memory before burning.

The small scar above her right eyebrow, barely visible, from a training accident months ago.

The flecks of gold in her irises that caught the light and turned her eyes into something precious.

The slight tremble of her lower lip, vulnerability she only ever showed him.

The way her breathing had gone shallow, rapid, matching his own.

"I promise," Seven said, and his voice was quiet but certain. Absolute. The kind of certainty that came from deep places, from foundations that didn't crack under pressure. "I'm coming back. No matter what it costs. No matter what I have to do. I'm surviving this, and I'm walking back through that portal, and you're going to be here waiting."

Califire pulsed once at his side. Disapproval. Hunger denied.

Seven ignored it.

He pulled Keller close, closed the distance, and kissed her. Not gentle. Not careful. This was desperation and promise and goodbye and greeting all mixed together, compressed into one moment that had to carry the weight of everything they couldn't say.

She kissed him back with matching intensity, fingers tangling in his hair, holding on like he was the only solid thing in a collapsing world.

The portal's pull intensified. Wind howling now. Debris starting to lift.

Seven broke the kiss, rested his forehead against hers for one heartbeat. Two.

"Wait for me," he whispered.

"Always," she whispered back.

Then he turned. Stepped away. Each movement feeling as if something fundamental was tearing loose inside his chest.

He didn't look back. Couldn't look back. If he looked back, he wouldn't go.

The portal loomed ahead, swirling blues and purples that promised violence and pain and transformation. Califire sang its approval, dark energy manifesting as visible tendrils that curled around Seven's legs, his arms, his chest. The weapon preparing for what came next. Eager. Ready.

Seven took the last step.

The portal's surface felt like ice water. Like walking through a wall. Like dying and being reborn in the space between heartbeats.

Reality twisted. The grove vanished, replaced by dimensional transit—colors that didn't exist, sounds that made his teeth ache, the sensation of moving in every direction at once while staying perfectly still.

Then impact.

Solid ground. Stone under his boots. Air that tasted like rust and old blood and desperation.

Dungeon 5.

Seven blinked, vision clearing, taking in his surroundings. The entrance chamber was exactly as he remembered—high stone walls, no windows, single corridor leading deeper. Torches burned in sconces that had no fuel source, casting everything in sickly orange light.

Behind him, the portal collapsed with a sound like breaking glass. Gone. No way back until someone won.

Or both died.

Califire's presence intensified, no longer background hum but active voice, whispering eagerness and hunger and dark promises.

Seven drew the weapon.

The blade sang as it cleared the scabbard, black metal shot through with crimson veins that pulsed in rhythm with his heartbeat. The hexblade's power flooded his nervous system, sharpening reflexes, dulling fear, replacing everything human with something colder.

Better.

Stronger.

Ready.

Somewhere deeper in the dungeon, Geraint waited. Preparation complete. Blood magic singing. Ready for the rematch that would end with one of them drained, broken and discarded.

Seven started walking. Each step echoed off stone. Each breath came easier. Califire's influence was complete now, the weapon and wielder merged into something that was neither one nor both.

A monster.

Just like Penwick wanted.

Just like the world needed.

The corridor stretched ahead into darkness.

Seven smiled.

And descended.


Chapter Twenty-Two




The forest hit like a fist. Seven stumbled through reality's final membrane and into rain that fell in sheets, cold enough to make him shiver. Ancient trees rose around him, trunks thick as towers, their canopy so dense it swallowed daylight and spat back twilight. He caught himself against rough bark, gasping, while mud pulled at his boots like the earth wanted him buried already.

Dungeon 5.

The words felt inadequate. This wasn't a dungeon—it was a world. A primordial fragment ripped from some prehistoric age and compressed into pocket dimensions that barely held together. The trees were wrong, too large, bark scaled like reptilian hide. Moss hung in curtains that dripped with rain and something else, something that glowed faintly green in the gloom.

Seven pushed away from the tree. His clothes were already soaked through, shirt clinging to his chest, water running down his spine in rivulets that made him shudder. The rain was constant. Relentless. Not the comfortable drizzle of Quintasia's autumn but something heavier, colder, malicious.

He looked up. The canopy stretched overhead in interlocking layers that turned noon into dusk. Somewhere beyond that ceiling of leaves and branches, the sun existed. Down here, light was a memory.

His breath came out in visible clouds. The temperature had dropped twenty degrees since the portal. Everything smelled like rot and growth mixed together, life and death composting in equal measure.

Seven wiped water from his face. Scanned his surroundings. He stood on a steep valley slope, the ground angling down at maybe thirty degrees. Treacherous. The mud was ankle-deep in places, studded with roots that could snap an ankle if he wasn't careful. Upslope offered nothing but more trees, more darkness. Downslope led to⁠—

He squinted through the rain. A valley floor, maybe. Hard to tell. The forest consumed distance, turned everything beyond fifty feet into suggestions and shadows.

No towers visible. No landmarks. Just trees and rain and the pressing weight of isolation.

"Just you and me now."

Califire's voice slid through his mind like smoke through cracks. The weapon hung at his side, still sheathed, but its presence had intensified the moment they'd crossed into the dungeon. No longer background hum. Active. Eager.

"Like it should be," the hexblade continued, and Seven heard satisfaction in its tone. Possessiveness. "No friends to slow you down. No conscience to hold you back. Just hunter and prey."

Seven's jaw clenched. He didn't respond. Couldn't encourage it. Instead, he focused on the tactical situation, letting training override the weapon's whispers.

Objective: Find Geraint. Kill him. Take his power.

Simple. Clean. Achievable.

The rain intensified. Seven pulled his hood up, not that it helped. Water found every gap, every opening, soaking through layers until he felt it against his skin. His fingers were already going numb. He flexed them, forcing circulation, and started moving.

Downslope made sense. Valleys offered better sight lines, easier travel. Towers would be visible from lower ground. And Geraint—wherever he was—would likely seek the same advantages.

The mud sucked at Seven's boots with each step. Not just wet earth but something thicker, more resistant. Like the dungeon itself wanted to slow him down, drain his energy before the real fight began. He planted his feet carefully, using exposed roots as handholds, controlling his descent through pure concentration.

Twenty feet down, he paused. Caught his breath. Looked back.

The portal's entry point was already invisible. Trees and rain and gathering darkness had swallowed it completely. No way to tell where he'd entered. No breadcrumb trail back to safety.

Not that it mattered. The portal was closed. One-way trip. Winner's exit only.

Seven turned back downslope. Kept moving.

The silence was oppressive. Rain hitting leaves created white noise that drowned out everything else. No bird calls. No insects. Nothing living except the forest itself, and even that felt more dead than alive, preserved in some eternal state between the two.

He'd been surrounded by people an hour ago. Keller's hands on his face. Sinta's tears. Tamereth's fierce embrace. The warmth of human contact, human concern, human love.

Now: nothing.

Just trees and rain and Califire's eager whisper.

The isolation hit harder than expected. Seven had trained for solitary operations, had spent time alone in dungeons before, but this was different. This wasn't temporary. Wasn't preparation. This was the end of something, the final separation between who he'd been and what he was becoming.

No one to watch his back. No one to pull him from the edge when Califire pushed too hard. No one to remind him that monsters could still choose humanity.

"You're thinking too much," Califire murmured. "Emotion is weakness. Focus."

Seven's hand drifted to the weapon's hilt. Felt the metal pulse warm beneath his palm. The hexblade was right, in its way. Emotion wouldn't help him survive. Wouldn't give him the strength to face Geraint. Wouldn't save the hostages or restore order to Quintasia.

Only power could do that. Raw, terrible, monstrous power.

He pushed the thought aside. Focused on the terrain. The valley floor was closer now, maybe a hundred yards. The slope had lessened, ground leveling out into something almost navigable. Through the rain, he caught glimpses of what might be a path—not natural, but worn by foot traffic. Students or monsters or both.

A tower would be nearby. Had to be. Dungeon 5 followed patterns. Valleys contained towers. Towers contained challenges. Challenges yielded power.

Seven's objective crystallized. Reach a tower. Secure a position. Wait for Geraint to come hunting. Then finish what they'd started.

The rain ran down his face, mixing with sweat, with determination, with the cold acceptance that he'd crossed a threshold back in that council chamber. Watching Levan die. Watching Geraint consume her. Feeling Califire's hunger bleed into his own nervous system until he couldn't tell where the weapon ended and he began.

He was a monster now. Or becoming one. The distinction didn't matter.

What mattered was winning. Surviving. Taking Geraint's blood magic and adding it to his own dark arsenal. Becoming strong enough to face whatever came next.

Seven reached the valley floor. The ground was marginally more solid here, mud replaced by slick stone and compressed earth. He straightened, rolled his shoulders, felt vertebrae pop.

The forest stretched ahead into darkness. Rain hammered down without mercy. Somewhere in this primordial nightmare, Geraint waited. Preparing. Hunting.

Seven smiled. Cold. Certain. The expression of something that had stopped pretending to be fully human.

Califire pulsed approval at his hip.

He started walking. Each step deliberate. Patient. The rain could fall. The cold could bite. The isolation could press.

He was the hunter now. And hunters didn't quit.

Not until prey was consumed and bones picked clean.
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Twenty yards. That's how far Seven made it before the forest tried to kill him. The undergrowth exploded sideways and something humanoid launched itself at his throat, elongated limbs reaching, mottled green skin gleaming wet in the rain. Seven's body moved before his mind caught up, Califire clearing the scabbard in a black blur that sang.

The creature was tall. Maybe seven feet. Built like a man who'd been stretched on a rack then reassembled wrong. Its arms bent at too many joints, fingers tipped with black claws that would have torn Seven's face off if he'd been a half-second slower. The face—if it could be called that—was mostly mouth, jaw distended to accommodate rows of needle teeth.

It screamed as it lunged. High. Piercing. The sound of something that had forgotten language but remembered rage.

Seven pivoted. Let the creature's momentum carry it past. Califire moved independently of thought; the weapon and wielder merged into something faster than either alone. The hexblade's edge caught the creature between shoulder and spine, cleaving through flesh that resisted then gave way with a wet sound.

The cut was perfect. Surgical. Califire had calculated the angle and force, and delivered exactly what was needed. The creature's torso separated from its lower body in a spray of dark ichor that painted the trees and mixed with rain.

It hit the ground in pieces. Still screaming. Still trying to reach for Seven with arms that no longer connected to anything useful.

Seven stepped back. Breathing steadily. Not even winded.

The fight had lasted three seconds. Maybe four. He'd moved faster than conscious thought could follow, relying on reflexes enhanced by Califire's influence and months of brutal training. The creature never had a chance.

He looked down at his blade. Ichor ran in dark streams down the metal, dripping from the tip, mixing with rainwater. The crimson veins that shot through Califire's black surface pulsed brighter, feeding on the violence, already hungry for more.

The creature's pieces twitched. Its mouth opened and closed, needle teeth clicking together uselessly. The light in its eyes—whatever passed for eyes in that nightmare face—began to fade.

"Don't waste it."

Califire's voice was urgent now. Commanding. The weapon pulsed against Seven's palm, hot enough that he felt it through leather gloves.

"Every drop counts," the hexblade continued. "The residual life force. The mana. The essence. It's all there, waiting. Just reach out and take it."

Seven stared at the dying creature. His hand tightened on Califire's hilt.

He'd done this before. In the council chamber, watching through surveillance feeds as Geraint drained Levan. Feeling the hexblade's approval, the weapon's hunger bleeding into his own nervous system. Imagining what it would feel like to consume power that way.

Now the opportunity lay twitching at his feet.

"Just place your hand on its chest," Califire whispered, patient now, seductive. "Like before. Remember? Solo, your first kill? You touched him and felt the power flow. This is the same. Natural. Right."

Seven hesitated. The rain hammered down. The creature's twitching slowed, death claiming it by inches.

Every second wasted was power lost. Potential squandered. And he needed every advantage against Geraint. Needed to close the gap between them. Needed to become strong enough to win.

The justifications came easily. Too easily.

Seven knelt. Mud soaked through his pants. Rain ran down his face. His free hand reached out, trembling slightly, and pressed against the creature's chest.

Nothing happened for a heartbeat. Two.

Then: contact.

The sensation hit like lightning traveling in reverse. Power flowing from the creature into Seven, following pathways carved by Califire's influence, channels that had been opened the first time he'd bonded with the hexblade. Warm. Then hot. Then burning through his veins like liquid fire.

The creature's body convulsed. Its mouth stretched wider, that endless scream going silent as its lungs deflated. Seven felt its life force compress, concentrate, flow up his arm and spread through his chest like roots finding fertile soil.

Mana. Raw and unrefined. The creature had been F-grade, barely sentient, but it had existed in this dungeon for who knew how long. Had accumulated power through survival, through hunting, through simply being. All of that compressed into pure energy that Seven's body absorbed and integrated.

The physical sensations were overwhelming. His heart rate spiked, then steadied. His muscles felt denser, stronger, like someone had upgraded the materials without changing the design. The exhaustion from his descent down the valley slope vanished, replaced by vitality that made him want to run, to fight, to hunt.

Beneath his palm, the creature withered. Skin that had been mottled green turned gray, then ashen, then nearly transparent. Muscle mass collapsed inward, leaving only bones wrapped in parchment-thin tissue. Its eyes sank into its skull, drying out like fruit left in the sun.

Seven watched it happen. Watched the transformation. Watched something living become a husk, emptied of everything that mattered, reduced to biological architecture with no purpose.

He should have felt horrified. Should have recoiled. Should have recognized this as the same predatory act Geraint had performed on Levan.

He didn't.

Instead, he felt satisfied. Complete. Like a meal after days of hunger. Like water after desert heat. Like something fundamental had clicked into place.

The flow stopped. The creature's body was empty, nothing left to take. Seven pulled his hand back, flexed his fingers. The palm felt warm, tingling with residual energy.

Califire hummed approval. Deep. Resonant. The weapon was pleased.

Seven stood and looked down at what remained. The corpse barely resembled what had attacked him. More mummy than monster. More lesson than threat.

"Good," Califire murmured, and its tone carried pride. Satisfaction. "You're learning. You're adapting. Every drop counts, Seven. Remember that."

Seven sheathed the weapon. The motion was automatic, muscle memory from countless practice sessions. Rain washed the ichor from his clothes, diluting it, carrying it away into the mud.

He felt stronger. Faster. More alert. The forest's oppressive atmosphere had lessened, or maybe he'd just stopped noticing it. Power insulated against discomfort.

This was what Geraint had discovered. This was the shortcut, the advantage that blood magic provided. Not just enhanced combat abilities but accelerated growth. Every creature killed became fuel. Every death a step toward transcendence.

Seven started walking again. Left the withered corpse behind without looking back. The rain fell. The forest pressed close. Somewhere ahead, more creatures waited.

More power to harvest. More steps toward the strength he needed.

Califire pulsed contentedly at his side.

And Seven smiled.
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The forest thickened. Seven pushed through underbrush that grew denser with each step, branches catching at his clothes, thorns drawing blood he barely noticed. The rain had intensified into something biblical, turning the world into a gray curtain that reduced visibility to arm's length. He moved through it like a ghost, Califire's presence sharp in his mind, guiding him toward movement ahead.

The wolves came at him from three sides. Not wolves—things that had borrowed the shape and forgotten the details. Each stood four feet at the shoulder, covered in matted fur that dripped something darker than rainwater. Their heads were wrong, elongated, featuring too many eyes arranged in asymmetric clusters that glowed yellow in the gloom. Six eyes. Eight. Ten. Hard to count when they kept blinking out of sync.

The pack leader lunged first. Seven sidestepped, Califire moved in a horizontal arc that opened the creature's throat to its spine. It dropped mid-leap, momentum carrying it past him to crash into undergrowth.

The second wolf tried to circle. Get behind. Amateur tactic. Seven pivoted, blade coming up in a reverse grip, punching down through the creature's skull as it lowered to spring. The metal crunched through bone, pinned the wolf to earth. One twist. Califire pulled free.

Two down. One remained.

The third wolf was smarter. It backed away, yellow eyes fixed on Seven, lips pulled back to reveal teeth like broken glass. It was calculating. Waiting for an opening that wouldn't come.

Seven didn't give it time to think. He closed the distance in three strides, Califire leading, the blade taking the wolf in the chest with enough force to lift it off its feet. When it hit the ground, it was already dying.

The entire engagement lasted eight seconds.

Seven knelt beside the first corpse. No hesitation this time. His hand found wet fur, pressed through to flesh beneath. The connection formed immediately, easier than before, like his body was learning the pathways. Power flowed in a rushing torrent—faster, more intense, three wolves' worth of accumulated mana compressed into seconds.

He moved to the next. Then the third. Each draining smoother than the last. Each absorption settling into his core with comfortable warmth. Califire hummed approval throughout, the weapon practically purring.

When Seven stood, three withered husks lay scattered in the mud, eyes dried to empty sockets, fur falling away from skin pulled tight over bone. He felt incredible. Energized. Strong in ways that transcended simple muscle enhancement. This was cellular, fundamental, his entire being upgraded by each feeding.

"Efficient," Califire observed, satisfaction clear. "You're learning quickly. Much quicker than I expected."

Seven wiped rain from his face. Scanned the forest ahead. The valley continued to slope downward, trees thinning slightly, offering better sight lines. He could see maybe seventy feet now. Progress.

He'd covered another hundred yards when the air changed. Pressure built behind his eyes, in his sinuses, the sensation of being watched by something that existed in spectrums humans couldn't see. Seven stopped. Hand on Califire's hilt. Searching.

The orb materialized twenty feet ahead. A sphere of crackling energy maybe three feet across, hovering at chest height, rotating slowly on an axis that shouldn't exist in three dimensions. Lightning arced across its surface in patterns that hurt to follow. Beautiful. Deadly. Wrong.

Seven felt the pull immediately. His mana responding to the orb's presence, drawn toward it like iron to lodestone. The sensation was violation, something reaching into his core and trying to siphon away everything he'd accumulated. His vision blurred. His knees buckled.

The orb drifted closer. Patient. Taking its time.

Seven's teeth clenched. He forced himself upright through pure will, fighting the pull, compartmentalizing the sensation. Pain was information. Information could be used.

Califire pulsed urgently. "It's feeding on you. Strike now."

Seven drew the blade. His arm felt heavy, mana drain making every movement cost triple. The orb rotated faster, lightning intensifying, pull strengthening.

No time for finesse. Seven lunged. Califire's edge connected with the orb's surface, and reality screamed. The impact sent feedback up Seven's arm, electric current racing through his nervous system, every muscle seizing. But the blade cut. Cleaved. The orb split in half, energy spilling out like liquid light.

The two halves dropped. Hit the ground. Went dark.

Seven fell to his knees, gasping, muscles twitching from electrical shock. That had been close. Too close. The orb had nearly emptied him.

"Touch it," Califire urged. "Quickly, before the mana dissipates."

Seven's hand found the nearest half. Contact.

The sensation was different from creatures. Where wolves and humanoids had offered warm, organic power, the orb provided something crystalline. Sharp. Cold fire that raced through his veins and settled in his core with geometric precision. Pure mana, unfiltered by biology, concentrated into essence.

The orb fragments withered like everything else. Collapsed inward. Became dust that the rain washed away.

Seven stood. His body felt strange—muscles still twitching from the shock, but his mana reserves were fuller than they'd been since entering the dungeon. The orb had nearly killed him, then paid back the debt with interest.

He smiled. Started walking. The forest continued its relentless press, but Seven moved through it with growing confidence. Each encounter made him stronger. Each feeding pushed him closer to the power he needed.

Then: crimson light.

It flashed in the next valley over, visible through gaps in the trees. Brief. Intense. The unmistakable signature of blood magic activating, red like arterial spray, bright enough to paint the forest in shades of slaughter.

"Geraint."

The name came out as a breath. As recognition. As certainty.

Seven's entire focus shifted. The tower plan evaporated. Tactical considerations vanished. There was only the light, the signature, the promise of confrontation.

He abandoned the path. Crashed through undergrowth. Branches whipped his face, thorns caught his clothes, roots tried to trip him. He didn't care. Didn't slow. The light was ahead, and he needed to reach it before Geraint moved on.

The valley side dropped away beneath his feet. Seven controlled his descent through desperate momentum, using trees as pivot points, sliding through mud, letting gravity pull him down. Ten feet. Twenty. Thirty. The slope was nearly vertical here, more cliff than hill, but he couldn't stop. Wouldn't stop.

Mud spattered his face. Rain stung his eyes. His lungs burned. None of it mattered.

The crimson light flashed again. Closer now. Maybe five hundred yards. Seven's vision narrowed to that single point, that beacon promising violence and resolution and the chance to end this hunt.

He hit the valley floor at a dead run, boots finding purchase on stone, arms pumping. The forest blurred past. His heart hammered. Califire sang in its sheath, eager, hungry, sharing his predatory focus.

Somewhere ahead, Geraint waited. Fighting something. Using blood magic. Painting the forest red.

Seven grinned. Cold. Feral. The expression of something that had stopped pretending to be civilized.

The hunt was on.

And prey didn't get to run forever.
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The forest floor leveled into a wide path worn smooth by foot traffic. The rain stopped like someone had thrown a switch, leaving only dripping water and unnatural silence. Seven slowed, muscles tensing, every instinct screaming ambush. Nothing moved. No wind. No creatures. Just the sound of water falling from leaves and his own controlled breathing.

Wrong. Everything about this felt wrong.

The path stretched ahead maybe sixty feet before curving out of sight. Wide enough for three people abreast. The mud here was churned, marked with footprints that looked almost human. Recent. Leading in both directions.

Seven's hand found Califire's hilt. The weapon pulsed once, alert but not alarmed. Waiting.

Footsteps. Multiple sets. Coming around the curve. Moving with strange rhythm—not quite synchronized but close, like dancers who'd forgotten the choreography but remembered the beat.

Seven drew Califire. The blade sang free, black metal gleaming even in the forest's gloom. He set his stance, weight distributed, ready to move in any direction.

They came around the curve in a line. A dozen figures, humanoid, walking with jerky, uncoordinated steps that would have been comical if they weren't so deeply wrong. Their movements didn't match their bodies' rhythm. Feet landed too hard. Arms swung at incorrect angles. Heads lolled on necks that couldn't quite support them.

Seven's breath caught.

He knew them.

The lead figure was Mikel. Had been Migel. Once. A brief meeting. Dead in under a day. Dungeon 5 held no forgiveness.

Behind Migel walked a girl. Her throat was a ragged wound, torn open from when the razorback had caught her during a tower defense. She'd bled out in seconds. Now she walked, dead flesh held together by whatever magic animated these corpses. Her weapon was an axe. Her eyes were the same yellow glow.

Others came. Students Seven recognized, had trained beside, had watched die in dungeons across the last six months. All of them walking in that same jerky cadence, weapons raised, eyes burning with unnatural light.

Twelve corpses. Twelve students. Twelve people who'd deserved better than this.

They advanced in unison. Not running. Just walking. Patient. Inevitable. Their faces retained enough humanity to be recognizable but not enough to be called alive. Skin had gone gray, pulled tight over bone. Mouths hung open in permanent screams that no longer had voice. Whatever they'd been was gone. What remained was puppet and purpose.

Seven felt his throat tighten. His fingers clenched on Califire's hilt. The weapon pulsed eagerly, hungry for the violence to come, but Seven's chest felt hollow.

"I'm sorry," he whispered.

The words felt inadequate. Meaningless. But they were all he had.

Migel's corpse lunged. The movement was too fast, too precise, enhanced by whatever magic drove the reanimated flesh. His sword came at Seven's throat in a diagonal slash that would have decapitated a normal opponent.

Seven wasn't normal anymore.

He sidestepped, blade rising, catching Migel's strike and redirecting it past his shoulder. The counter came automatically—Califire's edge finding the gap beneath Mikel's raised arm, sliding between ribs, piercing what passed for a heart. The corpse staggered. Fell. Went still.

The others came as one. A wave of dead flesh and rusted weapons and yellow eyes that saw nothing but target.

Seven moved through them like water. Califire sang its dark song, each strike precise, efficient, finding the points where reanimated bodies became puppets without strings. Throat. Heart. Spine. He knew the targets, had trained for years to find them, and his body executed the patterns without conscious thought.

An axe came at his head. He ducked, blade rising, taking her in the chest. She dropped.

Another tried to flank. Seven pivoted, caught the attack on Califire's edge, used the corpse's momentum to spin him into a girl’s path. Both went down in a tangle of limbs. His blade found them before they could separate.

Three others tried to surround him. Seven launched himself at the center, trusting speed over defense, Califire leading. The hexblade carved through dead flesh like it wasn't there, each strike finding purchase, each cut final.

The fight was brutal. Mechanical. Seven's movements stripped of everything except efficiency. These weren't people anymore. Just obstacles. Threats. Things that needed to be eliminated.

But he remembered them.

Remembered Migel's laugh.

The girl's fierce determination during sparring.

One of the boys’ terrible singing voice.

The memories flickered through his mind even as Califire cut them down. Even as their corpses fell and went still. Even as their yellow eyes dimmed and went dark.

The last one stood. The boy raised his weapon—a spear—and lunged with that same jerky, uncoordinated movement.

Seven caught the spear on Califire's edge. Twisted. The weapon flew from his hands. A second strike took him in the chest, and the last reanimated corpse collapsed.

Silence crashed down. Heavier than before.

Seven stood in the center of a circle of fallen bodies, breathing hard, Califire dripping ichor that mixed with rainwater and mud. Twelve corpses surrounded him. Twelve students. Twelve lives ended months ago, then violated by whatever magic had dragged them back for this final indignity.

His chest felt tight. Eyes stung. Might have been rain. Might have been something else.

"Feed."

Califire's voice cut through the emotion. Cold. Practical. Remorseless.

"They're empty vessels now," the weapon continued. "But residual mana remains. Waste nothing."

Seven looked down at Migel's corpse. At the caved-in skull. At dead eyes that had briefly glowed yellow before going dark forever.

His hand reached out without conscious decision. Touched cold flesh. Felt the connection form.

The power that flowed was different. Tainted. These bodies had been dead too long, reanimated by foreign magic, used as weapons by something that didn't care about their humanity. But mana remained—scraps of what they'd accumulated in life, preserved by the reanimation magic, now available for harvest.

Seven moved through them all. One by one. Methodical. Each touch drawing out the final traces of power, leaving husks that withered further, becoming less than corpses. Becoming nothing.

When he finished, twelve desiccated bodies lay in the mud. Unrecognizable. Dust waiting to happen.

Seven stood over them, feeling stronger, feeling sick, feeling the distance between who he'd been and what he was becoming stretch wider with each heartbeat.

Califire hummed contentment.

And somewhere ahead, Geraint waited.
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The applause started slow. Deliberate. Each clap echoing through the forest like breaking bones. Seven's head snapped up, Califire raised, searching for the source. Thirty feet above, standing on a ridge that shouldn't have been climbable, Geraint smiled down at him. And Seven's breath caught because the man he'd known was gone, replaced by something rebuilt from blood and terrible purpose.

Geraint had transformed. His body was larger, denser, muscles layered with unnatural precision like someone had consulted an anatomy text and decided to improve on the design. He wore no shirt, just torn pants that ended mid-calf, and his exposed skin was covered in runes. Not tattoos—these were living things, red lines that pulsed with each heartbeat, glowing bright enough to illuminate the ridge around him. They covered his arms completely, spread across his chest in geometric patterns, wound around his neck and jaw like arterial systems that had decided to grow externally.

His face had changed too. Sharper. Leaner. Cheekbones that could cut, jaw carved from something harder than bone. His eyes burned red in the gathering darkness, catching light that didn't exist and throwing it back wrong.

He looked magnificent. Terrible. Completely inhuman.

"Impressive," Geraint called down, and his voice carried unnatural resonance, like multiple frequencies overlapping. Not quite echo. Something worse. "You've learned to feed almost as well as I have."

He gestured at the withered corpses surrounding Seven. At the evidence of feeding, of power taken, of humanity discarded for strength.

"How does it feel?" Geraint continued, and his tone was conversational, curious, the voice of a scientist discussing results with a colleague. "To consume what's left of your friends? To become the very monster you pretended to fight against?"

The words hit harder than they should have. Seven's jaw clenched. His grip tightened on Califire's hilt.

"Don't look so hurt," Geraint said, laughing now, the sound like breaking glass run through a meat grinder. "I'm not judging. I'm congratulating. You finally stopped lying to yourself. Stopped pretending there was a version of this story where you stayed clean." He spread his arms wide, displaying his transformed body, the runes that covered every inch. "We're the same now, Seven. Both monsters. Both willing to do whatever it takes. The only difference is I'm honest about it."

Seven raised Califire, pointing the blade at Geraint. The weapon sang in his grip, eager, hungry, wanting the confrontation as much as he did.

"This ends today," Seven said. His voice came out steady, stripped of everything except certainty. No anger. No emotion. Just fact.

Geraint's smile widened. "Does it?" He tilted his head, studying Seven like a predator sizing up prey. "You think you're ready? You've consumed a handful of dungeon creatures and some reanimated corpses. I've been drinking blood magic for months. Been rebuilding myself cell by cell. Been preparing for this since the moment you crippled me."

His runes flared brighter. The air around him shimmered with heat, with power, with the accumulated strength of everyone he'd drained.

"But sure," Geraint said, and his tone shifted to mockery, "let's end it. Let's see which monster is stronger. Which one of us Penwick backs. Which one walks out of this dungeon with the other's power added to their own."

He took a step back on the ridge. Then another. His eyes never left Seven's face.

"Oh, it's only beginning," Geraint continued, voice carrying that same theatrical quality Eve had displayed during her broadcast. "Catch me if you can, hero."

He turned. Vanished over the ridge's edge with fluid grace that shouldn't have been possible on that terrain.

Gone.

Seven moved immediately. No hesitation. No pause to consider tactics or strategy or the fact that this could be a trap. There was only forward, only up, only closing the distance between hunter and prey.

He hit the ridge's base at a dead run. The stone was nearly vertical, wet from rain, offering no obvious handholds. Seven didn't care. His fingers found irregularities, pulled, feet finding purchase on surfaces that wouldn't support a spider. Califire's power surged through him, enhancing grip strength, making impossible climbs merely difficult.

Up. Ten feet. Fifteen. His arms burned. His fingers screamed. The stone was slick, treacherous, each handhold threatening to give way. Twenty feet. Twenty-five. He could see the ridge's edge now, a dark line against darker sky.

One more pull. His hand found the top. Gripped. He hauled himself over in a motion that was more desperate than graceful, rolling onto flat stone, gasping, muscles trembling.

The ridge was empty.

Seven scrambled to his feet, searching. There—footprints in the mud, leading east, already filling with water. Fresh. Minutes old at most. And beyond them, deeper in the forest, a faint crimson glow pulsed once, twice, then faded.

Geraint. Moving. Already putting distance between them.

The hunt had begun in earnest now. No more surveillance feeds. No more watching from safety. Just forest and rain and darkness and two monsters circling each other in the primordial gloom.

Seven started running. Following the footprints. Following the occasional crimson flashes that marked Geraint's position like breadcrumbs left by something that wanted to be followed.

His lungs burned. His legs ached. Califire sang at his side, eager, hungry, feeding on the chase.

This was what he'd come for. What all the preparation, pain and transformation had built toward. Two apex predators, hunting each other through a nightmare forest, and only one would consume the other.

Seven's lips pulled back in something that wasn't quite a smile.

Let Geraint run. Let him think he controlled this hunt.

Seven was patient. Seven was determined. Seven was becoming exactly what Penwick had wanted, what Califire had shaped him into, what the world needed him to be.

A monster strong enough to kill monsters.

The forest pressed close. The darkness deepened. The crimson glow pulsed ahead, beckoning, promising violence and resolution and the end of everything one of them had been.

Seven ran faster.

The hunt was on.

And prey never got away forever.


Chapter Twenty-Three




The tower rose from the forest, broken, a remnant. Ancient stone, black with rain, windows empty as skull sockets. Lightning split the sky, turned everything white for a heartbeat, then darkness crashed back harder than before. Seven's boots sank into mud that tried to hold him, pull him down, make him part of the earth. Each step fought gravity and exhaustion in equal measure. The storm wasn't weather anymore—it was violence, pure and simple, hammering down with intent to break whatever stood beneath it.

Seven pushed forward. Water ran down his face in sheets, filled his eyes, his mouth, soaked through every layer until he felt it against skin. His clothes hung heavy, adding pounds he didn't need, but there was no stopping to strip down. No time. Geraint was here. Had to be here. The tower was the only structure visible for miles, the only landmark in this primordial nightmare.

Thunder rolled. The ground shook. Seven counted three seconds between lightning and sound. Close. Too close. The next strike could hit the tower, could turn stone to shrapnel, could end this before it began.

Didn't matter. Forward was the only direction that existed.

The tower's base loomed ahead. Fifteen feet. Ten. Five. The doorway yawned open, a mouth waiting to swallow. No door. Just darkness and the promise of shelter from the storm. Seven slowed, approached the threshold with Califire's hilt warm against his palm. The weapon hummed. Not alarmed. Eager. Anticipating violence the way sharks anticipated blood.

Seven crossed into shadow.

The temperature dropped ten degrees. The storm's roar muted to distant thunder, rain reduced to the constant drip of water finding cracks in ancient masonry. Seven's eyes adjusted slowly, pupils dilating, searching the gloom for threats. Stone walls stretched up into darkness. A spiral staircase dominated the chamber's far side, winding upward through the tower's heart. Torches burned in sconces that had no fuel source, casting everything in sick orange light that made shadows dance.

And at the staircase's base stood Geraint.

He didn't move. Didn't react to Seven's entrance. Just stood there, motionless, facing the stairs like a statue carved from flesh and with terrible purpose. His bare back was a canvas of living runes—crimson lines that pulsed with each heartbeat, flowing across skin in geometric patterns. They covered his shoulders, his spine, spread across his ribs like cracks in porcelain. The light they cast painted the walls red. Arterial red. The color of something dying.

Seven took another step. Water dripped from his clothes onto stone, each drop loud in the silence. His hand tightened on Califire's hilt.

Geraint's head turned. Slow. Deliberate. His profile emerged from shadow—sharp cheekbones, jaw carved from something harder than bone. When his eyes found Seven, they burned. Red. Bright. Empty of everything except hunger and hate.

For three heartbeats, they stared at each other across twenty feet of empty stone.

Then Geraint smiled. The expression was wrong, too wide, revealing teeth that seemed sharper than they should be. His lips moved, forming words without sound. Seven couldn't hear them. Couldn't read them. But he felt their meaning anyway, felt it like ice water down his spine.

Too slow.

Geraint vanished.

Not movement. Not running. Just gone, like reality had edited him out between frames. Seven's breath caught. His eyes searched the darkness where Geraint had stood, found nothing, nothing, just empty space and the echo of that terrible smile.

Footsteps behind him.

Seven spun, Califire half-drawn, body already moving into defensive stance⁠—

The bone club caught him in the ribs.

The impact was total. Complete. Seven felt bones break, felt his torso cave inward, felt air explode from his lungs in a wet gasp that brought blood with it. The world tilted. His feet left the ground. Then the wall was there, rushing up to meet him, stone that didn't yield, didn't forgive.

His body hit with a sound like meat being tenderized. The stone cracked. Spiderwebs spread from the impact point, fractures racing outward, dust raining down. Seven collapsed, slid down the wall, hit the floor in a heap.

Pain arrived late. Overwhelming. Contained instantly. His ribs screamed, every breath a knife turning in his side. Then gone. His vision swam, darkness crowding the edges, threatening to pull him under. Blood filled his mouth. The taste was copper and salt.

Laughter echoed through the tower.

Geraint stood five feet away, the bone club resting casually on his shoulder. The weapon was massive, easily six feet long, its surface studded with metal shards that caught the torchlight and threw back red reflections. Blood dripped from those shards—Seven's blood—painting patterns on stone.

Geraint looked down at him with something between contempt and disappointment.

"Too slow, hero!" His voice carried that same unnatural resonance, multiple frequencies overlapping, each word cutting deeper than the last. "I thought the great Seven would provide more of a challenge!"

He took a step forward. His runes flared brighter, pulsing in rhythm with the laughter that wouldn't stop, wouldn't end, just kept echoing off stone walls until it became part of the architecture.

Seven tried to move. His body didn't respond. Couldn't respond. Everything should have hurt, everything was mending, and Geraint stood there like a god carved from blood and cruelty.

"This is what you came for?" Geraint continued, his tone shifting to theatrical mockery. He spread his arms wide, displaying his transformed body, the runes that covered every visible inch. "This is the monster who's going to save Quintasia? Going to defeat the Blood Mage? Going to be Penwick's precious apex predator?"

He’d given himself a title. Perhaps lost his sanity along the way. The club lifted from his shoulder. Geraint examined it with casual interest, turning it in his hands, inspecting the blood and tissue caught on its metal shards.

"Pathetic," he said quietly. Then louder: "Pathetic!"

He turned. Started walking toward the spiral staircase with that same supernatural grace, movements too fluid, too perfect, enhanced by magic that had rewritten his musculature from the inside out.

"Stay down, Seven," Geraint called over his shoulder, not looking back. "Rest. Catch your breath. I'll be waiting upstairs." His laughter resumed, echoing down from the staircase as he ascended. "Come find me when you remember how to stand!"

Then he was gone. Vanished up the spiral stairs. The sound of his footsteps faded, replaced by silence and the constant drip of water finding stone.

Seven lay against the cracked wall, tasting blood, feeling his ribs mend with each shallow breath. His vision swam. His fingers twitched, searching for Califire, finding the hilt still clutched in his hand.

The weapon pulsed once. Urgent. Demanding.

Get up.

Califire's voice cut through the fog, through the disorientation, sharp as broken glass.

His blood magic has enhanced his speed beyond normal limits. You must anticipate, not react.

Seven's jaw clenched. He spat blood onto stone, watched it pool and spread, mixing with rainwater from his soaked clothes.

Get up, Califire repeated, and this time the command carried weight, carried power that flowed through their connection and into Seven's shattered body.

We're not finished.

Seven's fingers tightened on the hilt. His other hand found purchase against the wall. Pushed. His ribs screamed protest, bones grinding, but he kept pushing, kept forcing his body to obey despite the damage.

He made it to his knees. Then, impossibly, to his feet.

Blood ran down his chin. His left side felt liquid, wrong, like something fundamental had come loose inside. Each breath came hard. But he was standing.

Seven looked up at the spiral staircase, at the darkness where Geraint had vanished.

The weapon at his side hummed approval.

And he took the first step forward.
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Seven spat blood onto the stone floor and started climbing. His healing was taking too long. Each step cost when it shouldn’t. His ribs ground together when they should have mended. Bone fragments shifted with movement that sent white-hot spikes through his torso. He took the stairs two at a time anyway, forcing his body to obey through pure will. The spiral ascended into darkness, winding through the tower's guts, each turn revealing nothing but more stone and more stairs stretching upward.

The tower's interior was a maze. Passages branched off the staircase at irregular intervals, leading to chambers that had been abandoned centuries ago. Collapsed doorways. Fallen ceilings. Architecture that made no sense, rooms that shouldn't exist given the tower's external dimensions. This place had its own geometry. Its own rules.

Seven climbed. His left hand gripped the wall for support, fingernails scraping stone. His right held Califire, the weapon's presence a constant pulse against his palm. Up. Another turn. Another dozen steps. His breathing came shallow, rapid, each inhalation stopping before his lungs could fully expand. The pain wouldn't let him breathe deep.

The blood magic is interfering with your restoration. He’s leaching your power away, getting stronger as you get weaker.

Califire came to the same conclusion he had. Blood ran down his side, soaking through his shirt, warm against cold skin. How much could he lose before it mattered? Before he couldn't climb anymore?

Didn't matter. Forward. Up. Find Geraint. End this while he still had power.

The staircase opened into a circular room. Seven emerged cautiously, Califire raised, searching for threats. The chamber was maybe forty feet across, its domed ceiling rising another twenty above. Windows had once looked out over the forest, but time or violence had shattered them, leaving empty frames through which rain and wind poured freely. Water pooled on the floor, reflecting torchlight in rippling patterns.

Seven moved to the chamber's center. Listened.

Silence. Not complete—the storm provided constant background noise, rain hammering stone, wind howling through broken windows. But no footsteps. No breathing. No movement.

Too quiet.

The growl came from behind a partially collapsed wall. Low. Menacing. The sound of something large waking up hungry.

Seven turned toward the sound, blade ready⁠—

The creature exploded through the opening.

Griffin. Or something that had borrowed the concept and gotten it wrong. Its body was lion-massive, covered in matted fur and patches of scales that caught the light wrong. Wings sprouted from its shoulders, too small to provide flight but tipped with talons that could gut a man. Its head was all beak and rage, serrated edges designed for tearing, for ripping, for making meat out of anything soft.

It came fast. Impossibly fast. Talons extended, aiming for Seven's throat.

Califire rose on instinct. The hexblade's edge caught the beak mid-strike, deflected it past Seven's shoulder with a screech of metal on bone. The griffin's momentum carried it forward, massive weight impossible to stop, and Seven threw himself sideways, rolled, came up in a crouch.

The griffin spun. Its wings spread wide, talons scraping stone, yellow eyes fixed on Seven with predatory focus.

Movement flickered at the edge of Seven's vision.

More doorways. More creatures emerging. A lion-rhino hybrid charged from the left, its body an impossible fusion of bulk and speed, massive horn lowered to impale. Seven's eyes widened. No time to dodge. No room to⁠—

He moved on pure reflex. Stepped into the griffin's space, grabbed its wing, and used its own confusion against it. The creature shrieked as Seven spun it around, positioning it between himself and the charging rhino-lion.

The collision was spectacular. Horn met feathered body with a sound like breaking wood. Both creatures went down in a tangle of limbs and screaming, sliding across wet stone, crashing into the far wall.

But there were more.

Seven counted them as they emerged. Five. Six. Seven monsters, each one a nightmare made flesh, each one circling with the patience of pack hunters who knew their prey was cornered.

A serpent-wolf hybrid, scales and fur mixed together, venom dripping from fangs.

Something that might have been a bear once, before someone had added too many limbs and replaced its head with a cluster of eyes.

Two creatures that were just wrong, with anatomies that defied description, movedwith fluid grace that suggested intelligence.

Geraint had led him into a trap, and he’d followed without argument.

They circled. Patient. Waiting for the first opening.

Seven's grip tightened on Califire. His breathing came faster, shallow, pain limiting every movement. Blood ran down his side, his back, soaking into clothes already heavy with rain. His ribs screamed with each turn, each adjustment of stance.

The griffin recovered first. It lunged again, beak aimed for Seven's face.

Califire moved. Caught the strike. Redirected. But the serpent-wolf was there too, coming low, fangs seeking his leg. Seven pivoted, blade coming down, edge finding the snake's head, severing it clean. The body thrashed, spraying venom that hissed where it hit stone.

The bear-thing charged. Seven couldn't block in time. The impact lifted him off his feet, sent him flying backward. He hit a pillar hard enough to crack stone. Again. Always hitting stone. Always breaking against something harder than flesh.

The creatures closed in.

Then: laughter.

Geraint's voice echoed through the chamber, arriving before his body, theatrical and mocking and everywhere at once.

"Having trouble, hero?"

Movement. Too fast to track. Geraint materialized at Seven's left, the bone club already swinging. Seven tried to dodge, managed to twist, took the blow on his thigh instead of his knee. The impact was still devastating, muscle crushed, leg buckling, dropping him to one knee.

Geraint vanished.

The griffin was there, beak descending. Seven raised Califire, blocked, the impact jarring his shoulder. He shoved the creature back, tried to stand⁠—

Pain exploded across his back. A dagger's edge, shallow but long, opening a line from shoulder to hip. Seven gasped, spun, found nothing but empty air.

Geraint's laughter bounced off walls, came from everywhere and nowhere.

"Faster, Seven! You have to be faster!"

The lion-rhino had recovered. It charged again; its horn aimed at Seven's chest. He rolled left, the horn missing by inches, gouging stone instead. But the movement came at a cost. His ribs ground together, something sharp inside him, maybe bone fragments, maybe worse.

More laughter. More movement at the periphery.

Geraint appeared at Seven's right, foot already rising. The kick caught Seven's already damaged ribs, lifted him off the ground, sent him crashing into another pillar. He felt more bones break. Felt something internal tear. Blood filled his mouth, more than before, too much to spit out. It ran down his chin, painted his chest.

"He's toying with you."

Califire's voice cut through the chaos, cold and analytical, observing the situation with clinical precision.

"Using the monsters to wear you down while he conserves his strength and leaches yours."

Seven tried to stand. His leg wouldn't cooperate, the thigh where Geraint's club had connected already swelling, purple-black bruising visible through torn pants. He used the pillar for support, hauled himself upright through pure stubbornness.

The griffin lunged. Seven blocked, but weakly, the impact driving him back against stone. Its talons found his shoulder, punched through armor that wasn't armor anymore, just torn fabric and useless leather. He felt them dig deep, felt them scrape bone.

Seven screamed.

The sound was raw, animal, stripped of everything human.

The bear-thing charged. Seven couldn't dodge. Couldn't block. Could only brace as its weight slammed into him, driving him down, multiple limbs pinning him to stone. Its cluster of eyes stared down at him, each one reflecting his face back at him, bloody and broken and losing.

Blood streamed from a dozen wounds now. The gash across his back. The punctures in his shoulder. His broken ribs, internal bleeding making his abdomen distend. His thigh. His face, where the griffin's beak had caught him at some point he couldn't remember.

Too much damage. Too many threats. Too fast.

Geraint's laughter echoed one more time, distant now, already moving to some other part of the tower, confident that Seven wouldn't survive this chamber.

The creatures pressed closer. Patient. Hungry.

And Seven felt something inside him start to break.

Not his body. That was already broken.

Something deeper.

Something that had been holding on to rules, to limits, to the idea that there was a version of this fight where he stayed human.

Califire pulsed in his hand.

Eager.

Hungry.

Waiting.
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Something snapped. Not bones. Not will. Something deeper, something that had been holding the line between Seven and the weapon at his side. The part of him that said no, that fought against Califire's hunger, that clung to the idea that monsters could choose to stay human. That part broke. Shattered. Dissolved like salt in water, leaving nothing but rage and pain and the cold certainty that rules were luxuries for people who weren't dying.

Califire responded instantly.

The hexblade's power surged through their connection like dam water finding a crack, then a gap, then total breach. Dark energy flooded Seven's nervous system, rewrote synapses on the fly, turned pain into fuel and desperation into something colder. Stronger. The weapon sang, finally unleashed, finally free to be what it was designed to be.

Black tendrils manifested around Seven's hand. Not metaphor. Not imagination. Real smoke shot through with crimson veins, writhing like serpents, spreading up his arm, across his chest, down to where the bear-thing pinned him. The corruption was visible now, external, marking him as clearly as Geraint's runes marked the blood mage.

The temperature dropped. Frost formed on stone. The bear-thing's cluster of eyes widened, multiple pupils dilating with something that might have been fear.

Seven smiled.

Then he moved.

His hand shot up, grabbed the bear-thing's throat with strength that shouldn't exist in broken ribs and torn muscles. The dark tendrils wrapped around its neck, tightened, and Seven stood, lifting the creature with him, impossibly strong, fueled by power that cared nothing for anatomy or limits.

The bear-thing thrashed. Its extra limbs clawed at Seven's arm, drew blood that steamed in the cold air. Didn't matter. Seven's grip was iron. Was death. Was final.

He threw the creature. Not pushed. Threw it, one-handed, sending its massive bulk flying across the chamber to crash into the wall. Stone cracked. The bear-thing slumped, twitching, most of its bones broken by impact.

The other monsters hesitated. Predator instinct recognizing something worse than themselves.

Too late.

Seven came at them like a storm.

Califire extended in his hand, the blade growing, stretching, becoming something fluid and terrible. No longer sword. Now whip, black metal flowing like water, shadow given edge. It lashed out, the tip moving faster than eyes could track, and the griffin's head separated from its body in a spray of dark ichor.

The serpent-wolf lunged. Califire shifted mid-swing, compressed, became a massive cleaver that caught the creature mid-leap. The blade split it from skull to tail, perfect bisection, each half falling to either side in perfect symmetry.

The lion-rhino charged. Too big to dodge. Too heavy to stop. Seven didn't try. He met the charge head-on, Califire reshaping again, becoming a spear, a lance, something designed to punch through armor and bone. The weapon found the charging creature's skull, drove through eye socket and brain, erupted from the back of its head in a fountain of gore.

Seven didn't stop moving. Didn't slow. The dark energy writhed around him, making him faster, stronger, turning him into something that existed between human and nightmare.

Each kill fueled the next. Each death fed Califire, and through their connection, fed Seven. The absorption was automatic now, instantaneous, essence flowing from corpse to weapon to wielder in a circuit that grew stronger with every completion.

A wolf-thing tried to flank. Seven spun, Califire extending like a scythe, taking its legs out. It fell. The blade came down, pinned it to stone, and Seven felt its life force rush into him. Warm. Intoxicating. Power that made his wounds close, his bones knit, his fatigue vanish like morning frost under sun.

Another creature—something with too many teeth and not enough sense—charged from behind. Seven didn't turn. Didn't need to. Califire reshaped itself, extended backward, caught the creature through the chest and lifted it high. Seven turned then, looked up at the thrashing thing, watched it weaken, watched it die.

Dropped it. Moved on.

The bear-thing had recovered. It charged with desperate fury, all its limbs working in concert, trying to overwhelm through sheer mass. Seven met it halfway. Califire became a hammer, massive and brutal, slamming down on the creature's head with enough force to crater its skull. The bear-thing collapsed. Twitched once. Went still.

Seven's hand found its body. Absorbed. Felt its accumulated power flow into him, settle in his core, make him denser, stronger, more.

Two creatures remained. They'd backed into opposite corners, trying to put distance between themselves and the thing Seven had become. Yellow eyes wide with animal terror. Bodies pressed against stone like they could phase through it given enough fear.

Seven approached the first. It tried to run. Failed. Califire caught it across the middle, opened it from spine to stomach. It collapsed, innards spilling onto wet stone, and Seven knelt beside it. Placed his hand on dying flesh. Drew out everything that remained.

The last creature didn't even try to flee. Just watched Seven approach with the resignation of prey that understood its fate. When Califire's edge found its throat, it almost seemed grateful.

Seven stood. The chamber fell silent.

No movement. No breathing except his own. Just corpses scattered across stone, withered husks that barely resembled what they'd been minutes ago. Emptied. Drained. Discarded.

The dark energy still writhed around Seven's form, tendrils of shadow that had become part of him, marking him, claiming him. His eyes reflected the chamber's torchlight wrong, throwing back crimson instead of orange. Califire pulsed in his hand, the weapon satisfied, content, powerful in ways it hadn't been since its forging.

Seven looked down at his body. The wounds were closed. Not healed—closed. Scar tissue had formed over the griffin's punctures, the dagger slash across his back, even the crushing damage from Geraint's club. His ribs still hurt but functioned, bones realigned through accelerated healing fueled by absorbed essence. His thigh worked again, the massive bruise fading to yellow-green as his body processed and integrated stolen vitality.

He felt incredible. Strong. Alive in ways that transcended simple survival. This was power, raw and unfiltered, the same shortcut Geraint had discovered months ago. Each death a step toward transcendence. Each feeding a rejection of limits.

The silence pressed down. Heavy. Complete.

Geraint was gone. Seven didn't need to search the chamber to know. Could feel his absence, feel the empty space where the blood mage had been. But he could also sense him now—a pulsing beacon of crimson magic somewhere higher in the tower. Not visual. Not auditory. Something deeper, some connection forged through their shared corruption, predator recognizing predator across distance.

Seven started walking toward the staircase. His movements were different now, fluid where they'd been labored, graceful where they'd been desperate. The dark energy had rewritten his form, enhanced reflexes, turned him into something that moved between human and other.

He reached the stairs. Paused. Looked back at the carnage behind him.

The withered corpses. The blood painting stone. The silence of a slaughterhouse where things had been alive moments ago and now weren't.

Understanding arrived cold and clear.

This wasn't just combat. Wasn't just a test of strength or speed or power. Geraint was attacking something deeper. Pushing Seven toward the same edge Levan had gone over, the same madness that came from surrendering completely to corruption. Every hit-and-run attack, every use of monsters as proxies, every theatrical display—all of it designed to break Seven's sanity, not just his body.

To prove that apex predators were all the same in the end. Monsters wearing human faces until the faces slipped.

Seven's jaw clenched. His hand tightened on Califire, feeling the weapon pulse with satisfaction, with approval, with the certainty that Seven had finally stopped fighting what he needed to become.

The realization should have horrified him. Should have made him reject this path, choose something else, anything else.

It didn't.

Because Geraint was right about one thing: Seven couldn't beat him while clinging to weakness. Couldn't save the hostages while maintaining limits. Couldn't survive while pretending to be something he wasn't.

The storm intensified outside. Lightning flashed through broken windows. Thunder rolled.

Seven looked up at the stairs, at the darkness that led higher, at the place where Geraint waited.

He'd wanted Seven to become a monster.

Fine.

Seven would show him what monsters could do.

He started climbing.
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Seven ascended the remaining stairs. Not chasing now. Hunting. Each step deliberate, controlled, the movements of something that had stopped reacting and started planning. The dark energy still writhed around his form, visible tendrils of shadow that marked him as clearly as Geraint's runes marked the blood mage. No longer hidden. No longer denied. Just power, raw and terrible, wrapped around flesh that had learned to carry it.

The spiral staircase wound higher. Tighter. The stones here were older, more worn, centuries of foot traffic having smoothed edges into curves. How many had climbed these stairs? How many had reached the top? How many had become something else during the ascent?

Seven climbed. His breathing was steady now, controlled, the healed ribs allowing full expansion. His body felt different—denser, stronger, like someone had upgraded the materials without changing the design. Each absorbed essence had added layers, making him more than he'd been. Less human. More effective.

The staircase ended at a wooden door. Ancient oak, iron-bound, hanging slightly ajar. Beyond: silence. No movement. No breathing. Just the howl of wind that promised violence.

Seven pushed the door open with Califire's tip. The blade extended before him, searching for traps, for threats, for Geraint waiting in ambush.

Nothing.

The chamber beyond was circular, maybe twenty feet across. Windows ringed its perimeter, tall and arched, offering panoramic views of the storm-lashed forest below. Rain poured through broken glass, pooling on stone floors that sloped toward a central drain. The ceiling rose into a dome, its apex lost in shadow.

Empty. Completely empty. No furniture. No decoration. Just stone and wind and the promise of temporary sanctuary.

Seven entered. Scanned corners. Checked the shadows. Satisfied, he moved to secure the entrance. The door's hinges were rusted but functional. He swung it closed, dropped the iron bar across it. Not perfect security. But it would give warning if something tried to enter.

His body chose that moment to register exhaustion. Not physical—the absorbed essences had eliminated fatigue, healed wounds, pushed him beyond normal limits. This was deeper. Mental. The weight of what he'd done, what he'd become, what he'd surrendered in that chamber below.

Seven's legs folded. He dropped to his knees in the chamber's center, Califire clattering to stone beside him. The dark energy faded, tendrils withdrawing into his flesh like serpents returning to their nest. His hands shook. His breathing went shallow.

The storm intensified outside. Rain hammered stone. Wind screamed through broken windows. Lightning split the sky, turning everything white for a heartbeat before darkness crashed back.

Seven knelt there, head bowed, and processed what had happened.

The slaughter in the chamber below. The ease of it. The way his body had moved without conscious thought, guided by Califire's influence, executing patterns that were efficient and brutal and completely devoid of mercy. The way each kill felt good. Right. Necessary.

The way he'd wanted more.

Still wanted more.

His hands clenched against stone. Cold bit into his palms. He welcomed it, used it to ground himself, to pull his thoughts into something resembling order.

"He wants me to become like him," Seven whispered. Partly to Califire. Partly to himself. Partly to the storm that wouldn't answer. "To surrender completely to the corruption so I die knowing it."

Califire pulsed once against stone. Its voice slid through Seven's mind, quieter than usual, almost contemplative.

"And what if that's the only way to defeat him?"

The question hung in the air between thought and speech.

Seven's jaw clenched. He lifted his head, stared out the window at the forest below. Trees bent under wind pressure, branches whipping in chaotic patterns. Somewhere down there, creatures hunted and died and fed on each other in an endless cycle. Nature red in tooth and claw, survival of the strongest, evolution's brutal calculus.

"What if your humanity is the very thing holding you back?" Califire continued, and its tone carried something Seven had never heard before. Not mockery. Not hunger. Something closer to genuine curiosity. "You felt it in that chamber. The power. The clarity. The moment when you stopped questioning and just acted."

Seven's eyes closed. He had felt it. The liberation that came from surrendering rules, from embracing what the hexblade offered, from becoming the weapon Penwick wanted; the monster the world needed.

It had been intoxicating. Terrifying. Perfect.

"I felt it," Seven admitted quietly.

"Then why resist?" Califire's voice was patient. Understanding. The tone of something that could afford to wait because it knew the answer was inevitable. "Why cling to weakness when strength is available? Why limit yourself when the power to save everyone you love is right here, waiting to be claimed?"

The questions were reasonable. Logical. They made sense in ways Seven couldn't deny.

That was what made them dangerous.

Lightning split the sky again. The flash illuminated the forest in stark detail—every tree, every shadow, every space where monsters lurked and hunted. In that moment of clarity, Seven saw it all. The tower where he knelt. The valleys where he'd climbed. The paths he'd taken to reach this point.

The journey from person to weapon.

"Levan surrendered completely," Seven said, opening his eyes. "She gave herself to survival, to instinct, to the animal inside. And look what happened."

"She survived," Califire countered. "For months. Alone mostly. In conditions that would have killed anyone else."

"Until she didn't." Seven's voice went flat. "Until Geraint drained her in front of a cheering crowd. Until everything she'd survived, everything she'd endured, meant nothing because she'd lost the one thing that made survival matter."

Silence from Califire. The weapon couldn't argue with facts.

Seven's hands unclenched. He looked down at his palms, at skin that bore new scars from absorbed damage, at fingers that had held Califire through slaughter and feeding. These were monster's hands now. Killer's hands. Tools shaped by necessity and corruption.

"He's not just testing my power," Seven continued, working through the realization aloud. "He's attacking my sanity. Pushing me toward the same edge Levan went over. Trying to prove that all apex predators end the same way—mindless, feral, consumed by their own strength."

Thunder rolled. The storm's intensity doubled, then tripled, rain coming down in sheets that obscured everything beyond the windows.

Seven stared out at the tempest. Somewhere in that darkness, Geraint waited. Preparing. Recovering. Planning the next stage of psychological warfare, designed to break Seven's mind the way blood magic had broken his body.

The real battle wasn't for survival. Wasn't about power or skill or who could absorb more essence. The real battle was right here, in this chamber, in this moment of quiet between violence.

The battle for his soul.

For the line between monster and man. For the choice between surrendering completely to corruption or finding some way to use power without being consumed by it. For proving that apex predators could be more than what Penwick and Geraint believed, more than just weapons pointed at enemies and fired until empty.

Seven's fingers found Califire's hilt. The weapon pulsed warm against his palm, patient, waiting for his decision.

The storm raged outside. Lightning painted the sky in shades of violence. Thunder shook stone.

And Seven knelt in the chamber's center, weighing what he must become to defeat the monster Geraint had transformed into.

Weighing whether that transformation would leave anything recognizably human when the fighting ended.

Weighing whether survival was worth the cost if what survived wasn't him anymore.

The questions had no easy answers. Maybe no answers at all. Just choices, each one taking him further down a path that might not have exits.

Califire hummed softly. Content to wait. Content to let Seven struggle with philosophy while the weapon itself remained simple, direct, honest about what it was and what it wanted.

Power. Violence. Victory.

Everything else was human complication.

Seven's grip tightened on the hilt. His eyes remained fixed on the storm, on the darkness where Geraint waited, on the future that approached with the inevitability of dawn.

He didn't have answers yet. Didn't know where the line was, or if one existed, or whether he could walk it without falling.

But he knew one thing with absolute certainty: this fight would determine more than who won Dungeon 5. More than who claimed the other's power. More than who survived to face whatever came next.

This fight would determine whether Seven could become strong enough to kill elves while remaining something worth saving himself.

The storm intensified. The tower shook. The night deepened.

And Seven knelt in silence, preparing for the battle that would define everything.


Chapter Twenty-Four




Seven descended the spiral staircase with legs that remembered every step of the battle before, every kill, every moment of surrender to Califire's hunger. His body was whole. Healed. The final union with the hexblade had seen to that, knitting broken bones, sealing wounds, restoring flesh to function where his restoration had let him down. But healing wasn't the same as rest. His muscles carried fatigue that went deeper than tissue, settled in marrow, in the spaces between thoughts. Each step down felt like walking through water. Like drowning on dry land.

The storm had passed. What remained was worse. Silence pressed against his eardrums, complete and suffocating, the kind that came after violence had exhausted itself. No birds. No insects. Not even wind to disturb the unnatural stillness.

Seven reached the tower's base and stopped at the threshold. The forest beyond had changed.

The trees were wrong. Not dead—wrong. Their trunks had twisted overnight into shapes that defied natural growth, bark spiraling in patterns that were hard to follow. Branches reached at angles that shouldn't support their own weight, creating archways and tunnels through the canopy. The effect was deliberate. Architectural. Like something had redesigned the forest while he'd knelt in contemplation, reshaping nature into a cathedral built for watching.

Seven felt eyes on him. Dozens. Hundreds. The trees themselves seemed to observe his progress with patient attention, waiting to see what the monster would do next.

He stepped into the transformed forest. His boots sank into earth that was too soft, too yielding, like walking on flesh disguised as soil. The sensation made his skin crawl, but he kept moving. Forward was the only direction that mattered.

Califire pulsed at his side. Eager. Ready. The weapon had tasted power the previous night, drunk deeply from the slaughter in the tower chamber, and it wanted more. Always more.

Seven's hand found the hilt. The metal was warm beneath his palm, almost body temperature. Comforting in ways that should have disturbed him.

The path revealed itself gradually, materializing from the mist like a memory taking solid form. Seven recognized it—the same route they'd taken during their first dungeon run, when his team had been whole, when survival had seemed possible, when the world had made some semblance of sense. He remembered Tamereth's wings catching torchlight as she'd scouted ahead. Remembered Keller's tactical assessments, precise and confident. Remembered being surrounded by people who trusted him to lead them through nightmares.

Now: just him. Just the weapon. Just the hunt.

The bridge appeared through morning fog like a ghost solidifying. Ancient stone, worn smooth by centuries of foot traffic, ended abruptly when Geraint destroyed the far side during his advance. Seven had watched as the Geraint brought the structure down, cutting off their advance, forcing them to go over the edge.

Seven slowed. Scanned the approach. The bridge stretched maybe sixty feet across a chasm that dropped into darkness. Mist rose from below, carrying the smell of rot and old death. The near side was intact. The far side⁠—

Geraint stood at the bridge's center.

Seven's breath caught. His hand tightened on Califire's hilt.

The transformation was complete now. Total. Geraint had crossed whatever threshold separated enhanced from inhuman, and what remained barely resembled the man Seven had once known. His skin was covered in runes—not tattoos, living things that pulsed with each heartbeat, crimson light flowing through channels carved directly into flesh. They covered every visible inch: arms, chest, neck, face. Even his scalp bore the marks, visible through hair that had thinned to wisps.

His frame had distorted. Muscles layered wrong, too dense, too precise, like someone had consulted anatomy texts and decided to improve on evolution's work. He stood maybe three inches taller than before, spine elongated, limbs rebalanced to accommodate the changes. When he moved—even slight shifts of weight—his body flowed with predatory grace that was beautiful and terrible in equal measure.

His eyes glowed. Red. Bright. Cutting through morning fog like headlights through smoke.

"Finally."

Geraint's voice resonated unnaturally, harmonics overlapping, the sound of something that had forgotten how human vocal cords were supposed to function.

"I was beginning to think you'd fled back to your little slut harem."

The words landed flat. Crude. Geraint's smile was too wide, revealing teeth that seemed sharper than they'd been, canines elongated just enough to be noticeable.

Seven advanced onto the bridge. Each step deliberate. Controlled. Califire hummed approval, the weapon's eagerness bleeding into his nervous system, sharpening reflexes, dulling everything except focus on the threat ahead.

Predator facing predator.

The gap between them narrowed. Fifty feet. Forty. Thirty.

Geraint spread his arms wide, embracing his corruption, displaying it like a peacock showing its feathers. His runes flared brighter, painting the bridge in shades of arterial spray.

"You can't deny what you are!" His voice carried perfectly across the distance, each word edged with venom. "You're a monster, just like me, Seven. Yes, you've got your little slut harem, your yes girls. Yes, you've hoodwinked Tortalongue and the rest into thinking you might be the saviour."

He stepped forward. The runes pulsed in rhythm with his footfalls, creating a visual heartbeat that made Seven's adrenaline roar through his veins.

"But this world doesn't need a saviour. It needs a bastard. It needs me. Not you."

His voice dropped to a whisper that somehow carried perfectly across the remaining distance. Intimate. Poisonous. The sound of corruption given speech.

"And the price everyone pays? They have to fucking worship me, Seven. They have to beg for their lives."

Twenty feet now. Close enough to see the details of Geraint's transformation. The way his pupils had elongated slightly, becoming more reptilian than human. The constant tremor in his muscles, like electrical current running through them. The saliva at the corners of his mouth viscous and dark.

"You think your sluts won't cave when you're gone?" Geraint continued, and his smile widened further, impossibly wide, the expression of something wearing human skin as costume. "You think Keller won't fall to her knees and beg to suck my cock? You think Tamereth won't bend over and plead for me to pound her like the dog she is? Sinta? Jez? They'll all kneel."

His eyes burned brighter, reflecting satisfaction at his own crude imagination.

"They'll beg so pretty, Seven. And I'll make them mean it. Make them love it. Make them forget you ever existed."

Something cold and resolute settled in Seven's chest. Not rage. Not the explosive fury Geraint clearly hoped to provoke. Something colder. Cleaner. The certainty that came from seeing through transparent manipulation to the pathetic insecurity underneath.

He stopped ten feet from Geraint. Met those glowing red eyes with his own steady gaze.

When Seven spoke, his voice was quiet. Conversational. Stripped of everything except cold observation.

"You've always been pathetic, Geraint."

The words landed like stones in still water.

"Even with all this power, you're still that insecure little boy desperate for validation. The girls would rather die than submit to you—and that knowledge eats at you, doesn't it?"

Seven took another step forward. Geraint's smile faltered.

"No matter how many people you force to kneel. No matter how much power you steal. No matter how many corpses you pile up trying to prove yourself." Seven's hand rested easy on Califire's hilt, relaxed, confident. "You'll never have what I have."

Geraint's face contorted. Rage. Humiliation. The terrible recognition that Seven had seen through his psychological warfare to the wounded child underneath.

"And you know why?" Seven continued, voice still quiet, still conversational, each word a scalpel finding weakness. "Because they chose me. Freely. Without coercion. Without threats. They see something in me worth following, worth trusting, worth loving."

He smiled. Cold. Certain. The expression of someone who'd walked through darkness and found themselves still standing.

"While you?" Seven tilted his head slightly. "You have to force people. Have to threaten them. Have to imagine crude fantasies where they finally give you the validation you're desperate for. That's not power, Geraint. That's just sad."

The silence that followed was absolute. Complete. Even the mist seemed to hold its breath.

Geraint's runes pulsed faster. His muscles trembled. His eyes blazed with fury that had nowhere to go except inward, consuming, eating at the foundations of whatever remained of his sanity.

Seven stood ready. Califire hummed at his side. The bridge stretched between them, ancient stone that had witnessed countless confrontations, and this one would be final.

One way or another, this ended today.
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Geraint's face twisted into something beyond human expression. Rage compressed into density that should have exploded outward. Instead, it inverted. Collapsed. He spun with unnatural speed, body becoming crimson blur, and vanished up the valley path beyond the bridge. His laughter echoed back through morning fog—high, brittle, the sound of something breaking that refused to admit it was broken.

"Catch me if you can, hero!"

The taunt bounced off stone, off trees, off the unnatural silence that had settled over the forest like a shroud.

Seven moved immediately. No hesitation. No pause to celebrate his psychological victory. There was only forward, only closing the distance, only ending this before Geraint recovered enough to become dangerous again.

His boots hit the bridge's far side. The stone held. Seven accelerated into the valley path, following footprints that glowed faintly crimson in his enhanced vision. Geraint's corruption left traces now, visible to those who'd walked similar roads. Blood magic recognized blood magic. Predator tracked predator.

The forest erupted.

Shambling figures emerged from undergrowth on both sides. A dozen. Two dozen. More. They moved with the jerky, uncoordinated gait of reanimated corpses, arms reaching, mouths hanging open. Their eyes glowed yellow—not Geraint's crimson, something else, some lesser magic that puppeted flesh without bothering to simulate life.

Seven's hand found Califire's hilt. Drew. The blade sang free, black metal eager for the violence to come.

The first corpse lunged. Seven's body moved without conscious thought, blade rising to meet the attack, edge finding the gap between neck and shoulder. The head separated cleanly. The body collapsed.

Two more came from his left. Seven pivoted, low, Califire extending in a horizontal arc that opened both at the waist. They fell in pieces.

These weren't students he recognized. The faces were wrong—older, younger, wearing armor from different academies, carrying weapons that marked them as previous dungeon runs from other guilds. Casualties that had piled up over months, over years, all pressed into service now as obstacles between hunter and prey.

Nameless. Faceless. Just bodies.

Seven moved through them like water through cracks. Efficient. Clinical. Each strike found purchase, each cut final. Califire sang its approval, the weapon drinking deeply, hungrier than it had been in the tower chamber. The corruption flowed both ways now—weapon feeding wielder, wielder empowering weapon, the circuit growing stronger with each completion.

A corpse with a rusted longsword came at his back. Seven sensed it without seeing, spun inside its guard, drove Califire up through its jaw and into brain cavity. Withdrew. Moved on.

Another tried to grapple him. He caught its reaching arms, used its momentum to spin it into two others. All three went down in a tangle. Califire found them before they could separate, multiple strikes in rapid succession, each one precise.

The attacks came faster. More corpses emerging from shadows that shouldn't exist in morning light. Seven's breathing stayed steady. His movements remained controlled. It wasn't combat—it was butchery. These things couldn't hurt him, couldn't even slow him significantly. Just obstacles. Speedbumps. Geraint's desperate attempt to buy time.

Seven obliged by being thorough.

The last corpse fell. Its head rolled away from its body, yellow glow fading from empty eyes.

Silence crashed back down.

Seven stood in a circle of fallen bodies, chest barely moving, Califire dripping ichor that steamed in cold air. His hand found the nearest corpse. Touched cold flesh. Felt the connection form.

Power flowed. Warm. Intoxicating. The accumulated mana these bodies had carried in life, preserved by reanimation magic, now available for harvest. Seven moved through them methodically, one hand after another, drawing out the final traces, leaving husks that withered further into dust.

When he finished, the corpses were gone. Just stains on earth. Memories that would fade like morning fog.

Seven looked ahead. The valley path continued through twisted trees, winding deeper into the forest's transformed heart. Geraint's corrupted mana trail glowed faintly, breadcrumbs left by something that wanted to be followed.

Seven started walking. His body felt stronger now, energized by the feeding, but the fatigue remained underneath. Bone-deep. Existential. The kind that came from walking roads that led away from everything human.

The path opened into a clearing. Seven recognized it instantly.

The abandoned camp.

Tattered tent fabric hung from broken poles, fluttering in breeze that didn't exist. Supply crates lay scattered and rotting, their contents long since claimed by forest or scavengers. A fire pit dominated the clearing's center, filled with ash that had turned to paste from accumulated rain.

Seven's team had found brief respite here during their first dungeon run. They'd rested. Planned. Believed they might survive. Then two students had died in the night—assassinated in their sleep by something that moved too quietly to wake guards.

Seven remembered finding the bodies at dawn. Remembered the blood. The expressions of terror frozen on faces that would never change again.

What he couldn't remember were their names.

He stood at the clearing's edge, searching his memory for something that should have been there. Faces. Names. Voices. Anything that would make those deaths matter, that would elevate them above statistics.

Nothing.

Just absence. Two students who'd trusted him enough to sleep in his presence, whose deaths he'd mourned in the moment, and now—weeks later—they'd become ghosts he couldn't quite visualize. Generic victims. Nameless casualties.

The realization hit like ice water.

"You can't even remember them, can you?"

Califire's voice slithered through his thoughts, patient, understanding, seductive.

"Two lives snuffed out, and they've already faded from memory. In the end, only survival matters."

Seven's jaw clenched. His hand tightened on the weapon's hilt.

"That's the truth of this world," Califire continued, sensing his inner turmoil, pressing its advantage. "Names, faces, bonds—they're luxuries for peaceful times. In war, there is only power and those too weak to seek it."

The words made terrible sense. Cold. Logical. Undeniable.

How many others had he forgotten? How many lives had become mere stepping stones on his path to power? How many faces had dissolved into that same generic blur of the dead and dying?

"The corruption I offer isn't just power," Califire whispered, and its tone carried honey-sweet temptation. "It's freedom. Freedom from the weight of compassion, from the burden of caring, from the exhaustion of remembering everyone you couldn't save."

Seven stood motionless among the camp ruins. The tent fabric fluttered. Ash stirred in the fire pit. Morning light filtered through twisted trees, painting everything in shades of gray.

For one moment—brief, terrible, tempting—he considered it. Surrendering completely to what Califire offered. Becoming the monster Geraint already believed him to be. Letting go of names and faces and bonds, embracing only survival, only strength, only the clean simplicity of predator existence.

No more guilt. No more weight. Just power and the freedom to use it without hesitation.

The temptation pulled at him like gravity. Like drowning. Like falling and calling it flight.

Califire pulsed with approval, sensing his consideration, feeding on the possibility of complete surrender.

"Yes," the weapon breathed. "Now you understand. Now you see what you could become."

Seven took a deep breath. Felt the hexblade's corruption seeping through his veins like ice water. Felt it spread through muscles, through bones, through the spaces between thoughts where humanity lived.

He didn't fight it this time. Not completely.

But he didn't surrender either.

Something shifted in his perspective. Not breaking. Focusing. The corruption Califire offered was power—raw, terrible, effective. But power was just a tool. What mattered was who wielded it. How they wielded it. Whether they became the weapon or remained the hand guiding the blade.

Geraint had surrendered completely. Had let the corruption consume him until nothing remained except hunger and rage wearing his face as mask.

Seven would walk the edge instead. Channel the darkness. Use it. Direct it toward purpose without letting it consume what made purpose matter.

If defeating Geraint required becoming a monster, then fine. He'd become one. But a controlled monster. A directed monster. A monster that remembered why it fought even when it couldn't remember the names of everyone it had failed.

The distinction was razor-thin. Probably insufficient. Maybe just self-delusion dressed up as principle.

But it was all he had.

"Now you understand," Califire purred, satisfaction clear in its tone. "Now, let's get him!"

Seven's eyes found the crimson trail leading deeper into the forest. Geraint's mana signature pulsed ahead like a beacon, guiding him forward, promising the confrontation that would end with one of them drained and empty and discarded.

He started walking. Each step deliberate. Controlled. The corruption flowed through him, enhancing reflexes, sharpening senses, turning him into something faster and stronger and more dangerous than human.

But human enough. Barely. The line was there, somewhere behind his eyes, and he'd walk it until it broke him or he crossed the finish line still recognizable to the people he'd promised to return to.

The hunt entered its final phase. The forest pressed close, twisted and watching. The morning deepened into something that wasn't quite day, wasn't quite anything natural.

Seven moved through it like a blade through flesh. Califire sang at his side. The corruption pulsed in rhythm with his heartbeat.

And somewhere ahead, Geraint waited.

Prey never got away forever.

Time to prove it.


Chapter Twenty-Five




Seven slipped through the twisted forest. Califire's corruption coiled around his form in visible tendrils—black shot through with crimson veins, writhing with each step, marking him as clearly as Geraint's runes marked the blood mage. Different. Controlled. The dark energy responded to his will now, enhancement without surrender, power channeled rather than consuming. His boots left impressions in earth that glowed faintly with residual magic, breadcrumbs for something that wouldn't follow because nothing in this forest was stupid enough to hunt what he'd become.

Geraint's trail pulsed ahead. Crimson. Fading. The blood mage was moving fast, burning through stored power to maintain distance. Good. Let him run. Let him exhaust himself. Seven had time. Had patience. Had the cold certainty that came from walking the edge between monster and man without falling completely into either abyss.

The trees thinned. Tower Two emerged from the morning mist like a memory solidifying. Ancient stone, fifty feet high, its surface marked with scorch marks and claw gouges from months of student incursions. Seven recognized every scar, and had even participated in creating some of them. The structure stood empty now, windows dark, its challenge chambers cleared weeks ago when his team had fought their way to victory.

He'd search it anyway. Thoroughness mattered. Missing an ambush because he'd assumed instead of confirmed was how good hunters became corpses.

Seven entered through the main archway. His eyes adjusted instantly, enhanced vision cutting through shadow like it wasn't there. The entry hall was exactly as he remembered—stone floor worn smooth by centuries of foot traffic, spiral staircase dominating the far wall, doorways leading to challenge chambers that had claimed so many lives.

Empty. Completely empty. Not even dust disturbed by recent passage.

Seven moved deeper. Started with the square.

It stretched forty feet across, its floor marked with painted lines that delineated zones. Seven and his team had spent hours here during their first run, testing combinations, learning how each piece moved.

Now: nothing. Just lines on stone. Just echoes of voices that wouldn't speak again until he made it back to Quintasia's relative safety.

Seven didn't linger. Didn't let memory become and anchor. He scanned the space with enhanced senses, confirmed the absence of threats, moved on.

The terrace came next.

He climbed the interior stairs two at a time, Califire's dark energy flowing with each movement, making him faster than human, stronger than baseline. The terrace had been a test, students slaughtered behind, Eve caught looking out for Geraint. Seven remembered the desperation that had driven those accusations. The need to find her guilty.

Seven's fingers drummed against Califire's hilt once. Twice. Stopped. Sure, the tower was empty.

He was wasting time. Geraint wasn't here. Wouldn't be here. This tower had been conquered, its challenges exhausted, its purpose fulfilled. The blood mage would choose somewhere more symbolic for their final confrontation. Somewhere that mattered.

Seven descended. Moved to the bowl arena.

The chamber sprawled beneath the tower's main structure, a depression carved into bedrock that created natural amphitheater seating. This was where they'd fought for survival against waves of dungeon creatures, where students had died screaming while their teammates watched from safety, where Seven had learned that leadership meant choosing who lived and who became sacrifice.

Blood still stained the bowl's floor. Months old. Dried to brown. Impossible to clean from porous stone. Seven recognized some of the patterns—arterial spray from a girl whose name he couldn't remember, pooling from a boy who'd taken too long to die. Evidence of slaughter that wouldn't wash away no matter how much rain fell.

He stood at the bowl's edge and felt nothing. No grief. No guilt. Just the cold acknowledgment that those deaths had happened, had served their purpose, had taught him lessons he'd needed to survive this moment.

The corruption made that easier. Califire's influence cushioned emotion, made everything clinical, turned human responses into data points for tactical consideration. Part of Seven recognized he should be disturbed by that absence. Should mourn the loss of grief itself.

The larger part didn't care.

He turned. Left the bowl behind. Exited Tower Two through the eastern archway that led to the valley.

The landscape opened before him. Wide. Sloping. The same space where Tamereth had soared during their advance, her wings catching light as she'd scouted ahead, spear ready to strike anything that threatened the team below. Seven remembered watching her fly, feeling inadequate by comparison, wondering if his ground-bound combat could ever match her aerial grace.

Now he crossed that same valley with purpose that made flying irrelevant. Speed came from enhanced musculature, from Califire's power flowing through his legs, from the dark energy that propelled him forward in bursts that covered ground faster than running. He was the weapon now. The delivery system. Flight was just one method among many.

The valley climbed toward the forest's far edge. Seven followed Geraint's trail without conscious thought, his senses locked onto the fading crimson signature like a hound following scent. Up. Through underbrush that parted before him. Past trees that seemed to lean away, recognizing something they wanted no part of.

Then: the final tower.

It rose from the forest's heart, taller than the others, older, its stones darker with age and accumulated violence. The structure dominated the landscape, visible from miles away, impossible to mistake for anything except what it was—the dungeon's crown, its ultimate challenge, the place where stories ended one way or another.

And atop its highest rampart, silhouetted against gray sky, stood Geraint.

The blood mage didn't move. Didn't gesture. Just stood there with arms crossed, his rune-covered body pulsing crimson even at this distance, waiting with the patience of something that had already won and was simply allowing the formality of combat to play out.

Seven stopped at the tower's base. Looked up. Met Geraint's glowing eyes across three hundred feet of empty air.

For one heartbeat, they simply observed each other. Two apex predators. Two monsters. Two people who'd walked different roads to reach the same place—corruption given flesh, humanity discarded for power, everything soft burned away until only the weapon remained.

Poetic, Seven thought. That it ends where his torment began. Where Tamereth's spear had pierced Geraint months ago. Where their story had truly started, before either of them knew what they'd become.

Califire pulsed eagerly against his palm. The weapon could taste the coming violence, the feast that waited, the power that would flow from victor to victory.

Seven's lips pulled back. Not quite smile. Not quite snarl. Something between.

He entered the tower. Started climbing. Each step brought him closer to the ending both of them had been building toward since the moment Penwick had decided to create monsters from students.

Only one would descend. Only one would consume the other. Only one would walk out of this dungeon carrying enough power to face what came next.

Seven intended to be that one. Geraint intended the same. The tower would decide.

And the tower didn't forgive.
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The spiral staircase wound upward through the tower's guts. Seven took each step with care, boots finding purchase on stone worn smooth by centuries of climbers who'd never descended. The air was cold, stale, carrying the copper-salt taste of old violence that had soaked into masonry and refused to leave. Torches burned in sconces that had no fuel source, their flames guttering in drafts that came from nowhere, casting shadows that danced like memories given form.

Califire hummed against his hip. Patient. Eager. The weapon could sense what waited above, could taste Geraint's blood magic like ozone before lightning, and it wanted that power added to their own. Seven's hand rested on the hilt, feeling the pulse, sharing the anticipation.

The first floor landing appeared through gloom. Seven slowed. Scanned. Took in details that painted history across stone.

Bloodstains. Dark. Permanent. They spread from the doorway in patterns that told stories—arterial spray where someone had taken a blade to the throat, pooling where they'd fallen and bled out slowly, drag marks where something had pulled the corpse away for feeding or disposal. The walls bore scorch marks, black char that radiated from a central point where fire magic had detonated. Stone had cracked under the heat, spiderwebs spreading outward, evidence of desperate last stands that hadn't been desperate enough.

Seven remembered this floor. Remembered fighting here during their ascent. A student—her face clear in his mind but her name gone—had panicked when creatures had surrounded them. She'd released her magic without control, without aim, and the backlash had killed her instantly. Her burning body had bought them seconds to regroup, to counterattack; to use her sacrifice as distraction.

He hadn't mourned then. Didn't mourn now. Just acknowledged the price and moved on.

Second floor. The landing was worse. Claw marks scored the walls, deep gouges that had removed stone in chunks. Something large had fought here. Something that had taken multiple students to bring down, and the cost had been written in blood that wouldn't wash away. Seven counted the stains. Three. Four. Five. Each one representing a life that had ended screaming, torn apart by claws designed to rend flesh from bone.

His team had cleared this floor without casualties. Tamereth's aerial advantage had kept her above the creature's reach while Seven and Keller had drawn its attention, carved it apart from opposite sides. Professional. Efficient. The kind of teamwork that came from trusting each other completely.

Seven's chest tightened. Not grief. Not longing. Just acknowledgment that what he'd had was gone now, replaced by this solitary climb, this singular purpose, this acceptance that some battles could only be fought alone.

He kept climbing. Third floor. Fourth. Fifth. Each landing bore evidence of previous attempts—blood, char, impact craters where bodies had been thrown hard enough to crack stone. The tower was a vertical cemetery, its architecture built from other people's failures.

The staircase narrowed as it approached the tower's crown. The stones here were older, darker, their surfaces carved with runes that predated the dungeon's current form. Seven felt them pulse as he passed, ancient magic recognizing corruption, acknowledging kinship with the darkness he carried.

Then: wind. Cold. Howling. The sound of weather that had forgotten how to be merely atmospheric and had become violent instead.

The rampart access opened above. Seven emerged into chaos.

Rain fell in sheets, horizontal, driven by wind that screamed across the tower's crown with enough force to stagger normal men. Lightning split the sky, close enough that Seven felt it in his teeth, in his bones, static electricity making his hair stand on end. Thunder followed immediately, no gap between flash and sound, deafening.

The ramparts stretched in a circle around the tower's peak, maybe fifteen feet wide, protected by a low wall that wouldn't stop anyone from falling if they lost their footing. The stone was slick, treacherous, water running in streams toward drainage holes that couldn't keep up with the deluge. Beyond the wall: a three-hundred-foot drop to the forest below. No safety net. No second chances.

And at the rampart's far side, exactly where Tamereth's spear had pierced him months ago, stood Geraint.

The blood mage had positioned himself with theatrical precision. His back to the drop. Arms spread wide. Runes blazing so bright they turned rain into crimson mist where it struck his skin. His eyes burned with that same terrible light, reflecting satisfaction at Seven's arrival.

"Poetic, isn't it?"

Geraint's voice cut through wind and rain without effort, amplified by blood magic, resonating with unnatural harmonics that made Seven's ears ache.

"Where I fell, you will die!" The blood mage's smile was wide. Wrong. "Full circle, hero. Your story ends where mine began."

He gestured at the spot beneath his feet, at the stone where his blood had pooled months ago, where he'd lain broken and defeated before crawling away to become something worse.

"I've been waiting for this moment. Rehearsing. Imagining exactly how I'll drain you. How I'll make it last. How I'll⁠—"

Seven moved.

No response. No acknowledgment. No theatrical counter-speech. Just motion, pure and sudden, Califire singing free from its sheath in a draw that was too fast to follow with normal eyes.

The blade extended mid-swing, stretching from normal length to something impossible, black metal flowing like water, shadow given edge. It crossed the distance between them in a heartbeat, aimed for Geraint's throat with killing precision.

Geraint's eyes widened. Shock. His hand came up on pure instinct, blood magic manifesting as a shield, crimson energy solidifying just in time to catch Califire's edge.

The impact sent him sliding backward. His boots scraped stone. His shield cracked, fractures spreading through the magical construct.

Seven was already moving again. Closing distance. Califire reshaped itself, compressed from extended whip back to standard blade, then split—the weapon becoming twin daggers that Seven wielded in both hands, a storm of slashing attacks that forced Geraint into frantic defense.

"What—" Geraint managed, his voice breaking. "How⁠—"

Seven didn't answer. Didn't waste breath on words. Just pressed harder, faster; the dark energy coiling around his form, making each strike hit like sledgehammer blows. Califire shifted again, the twin daggers merging back into a single blade, extending into a spear that punched through Geraint's weakening shield and opened a line across his chest.

Blood. First blood. Crimson on crimson, Geraint's life force mixing with rain, flowing down his body to pool at his feet.

The blood mage's face contorted. Pain. Fury. Genuine fear bleeding through theatrical confidence.

"This isn't—" He tried to counterattack, his hands moving in complex patterns, blood magic forming missiles that streaked toward Seven's face.

Seven pivoted. Let them pass. Califire extended again, became an axe, massive and brutal, slamming down where Geraint had been standing half a heartbeat before. The stone cracked. Geraint had dodged, barely, his enhanced speed finally engaging, pulling him out of immediate danger.

But he was backing up now. Defending. Reacting instead of controlling.

Seven smiled. Cold. Certain. The expression of something that had stopped playing Geraint's game and started dictating terms.

The battle had begun. And for the first time in their conflict, Geraint was the one scrambling to survive.
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Geraint tried to create distance. Failed. Seven was there, inside his guard, Califire flowing through forms that shouldn't exist, the weapon reshaping itself faster than thought. Each strike forced Geraint backward another step, his boots scraping on rain-slick stone, his blood-formed shields cracking under impacts that hit like artillery.

The blood mage's movements were fast. Enhanced by months of experimentation, reflexes pushed beyond human limits. But Seven was faster. The corruption Califire offered, the dark energy coiling around his form, made him something between flesh and shadow. He moved like smoke, like violence given form, and Geraint couldn't track him, couldn't anticipate, could only react and hope his reactions came quickly enough.

They didn't.

Califire reshaped mid-strike, compressed from axe to rapier, and the narrow blade punched through Geraint's defense to open his shoulder. Blood sprayed. The surrounding runes flared brighter, pulsing in response to the wound, drawing power from damage the way Geraint had designed them to.

Seven pressed harder. Didn't give him time to leverage that power. The rapier became a hammer, massive and brutal, slamming into Geraint's hastily-raised forearm. Bone cracked. The blood mage screamed, genuine pain breaking through his theatrical composure.

Lightning split the sky. Close. Too close. The bolt struck the tower's crown maybe twenty feet from where they fought, and the thunder that followed was immediate, deafening, shaking stone beneath their feet. The ramparts cracked, spiderwebs spreading from the impact point, creating new hazards on already treacherous terrain.

Neither fighter slowed. Couldn't slow. Momentum belonged to Seven, and stopping meant giving Geraint the opening he needed to turn the tide.

Seven's blade found Geraint's ribs. Not deep. Just enough to part flesh, to add another wound to the collection, to keep the blood mage bleeding and desperate. Geraint tried to counterattack, his clawed hand reaching for Seven's throat, but Seven was already gone, pivoted away, Califire extending to catch Geraint across the back as he overcommitted.

More blood. More damage. The runes covering Geraint's body were blazing now, so bright they hurt to look at directly, turning rain into steam where it touched his skin.

"Stop—" Geraint gasped, the word breaking. "How are you—this isn't⁠—"

Seven drove Califire toward his chest. The blood mage barely blocked, both hands coming up to catch the blade between his palms. The edge bit into flesh. Held. Blood ran down his wrists, dripped from his elbows, pooled at his feet faster than rain could wash it away.

For three heartbeats they stood locked, Seven pushing forward, Geraint straining to hold the blade back, both of them breathing hard, both recognizing that this moment was critical.

Then Geraint's face changed. Shock dissolved. Fear evaporated. What remained was rage, pure and absolute, compressed into something dense enough to crack foundations.

"This isn't possible!" The words came out as scream, as denial, as the sound of someone confronting reality they couldn't accept. "You're nothing! You've always been nothing!"

His hands squeezed tighter on Califire's edge. The blade cut deeper into his palms, severing tendons, scraping bone. Geraint didn't seem to notice. Didn't care. He just kept screaming, kept denying, kept trying to unmake truth through volume.

Seven's eyes stayed cold. He pushed harder. The blade advanced another inch despite Geraint's desperate grip.

Something broke in the blood mage. Not his body. Something deeper.

Geraint released the blade. Stumbled backward. His ruined hands came to his chest, pressed against the gash Seven had opened earlier. When he pulled them away, they were coated in his own blood—thick, dark, carrying power that had been building since the first wound.

"You want to see nothing?" Geraint's voice had gone quiet. Dangerous. The rage had compressed inward, become cold, become focused. "Let me show you what nothing looks like when it tries to become something."

His hands moved. Complex patterns traced in air, each gesture leaving crimson trails that hung suspended, defying gravity and reason. The blood forming the patterns began to glow, to pulse, to resonate with the runes covering his body.

Seven recognized the buildup. Recognized the power gathering. He launched himself forward, Califire extending⁠—

Too slow.

The spell completed. Blood magic detonated outward in a sphere that expanded at impossible speed. Seven caught the edge of it, felt it slam into him like a wall, and then he was flying, thrown backward across the ramparts, his body tumbling through rain and lightning-lit sky.

He hit stone. Hard. The impact cratered the rampart wall, sent fractures racing through already damaged masonry. His ribs compressed, threatening to break despite the corruption strengthening them. Air exploded from his lungs.

Califire's presence surged, flooding Seven's body with dark energy, healing damage as fast as it occurred, keeping him functional when normal flesh would have shattered.

Seven pushed himself up. His vision swam. Cleared. Found Geraint across the ramparts.

The blood mage was cutting himself. Deliberately. Methodically. His clawed hands opened new wounds across his chest, his arms, his thighs. Each cut released fresh blood that didn't fall, didn't obey gravity. Instead it rose, swirling around Geraint in patterns that grew more complex with each addition.

"Every drop," Geraint said, and his voice carried that same unnatural resonance, amplified by power that made the air vibrate. "Every wound. Every sacrifice." His eyes found Seven through the rain. Blazing. Mad. "I'm going to tear you apart, Seven. Piece by piece. I'm going to make you beg for the mercy of dying."

The blood surrounding him began to take shape. Not random swirls anymore. Constructs. Weapons. Dozens of crimson blades, spears, hammers, all formed from his own life force, all hovering in orbit around his transformed body.

Lightning struck again. The bolt illuminated everything in stark white, turning the scene into a frozen moment—Geraint surrounded by blood-formed arsenals, Seven crouched at the rampart's far side, both of them drenched and bleeding and committed to ending this no matter the cost.

Thunder rolled. The moment broke.

Geraint attacked.

The blood constructs launched as one, streaking across the ramparts in a barrage that would have obliterated anything human. Crimson missiles trailing vapor, each one carrying enough force to punch through stone, to shatter bone, to kill instantly on impact.

Seven moved. The dark energy coiling around his form intensified, making him faster, making him other. He dodged left, rolled right, vaulted over a blade that carved stone where he'd been standing. Califire extended, became a shield, caught three projectiles that shattered against black metal.

More coming. Always more. Geraint was pouring everything into this assault, drawing from wounds that should have killed him already, sustained only by blood magic that cared nothing for biological limits.

A spear caught Seven's shoulder. Punched through. He felt it grind against bone, felt Califire's healing kick in immediately, dark energy sealing the wound even as the blood construct dissolved into mist.

Seven kept moving. Kept dodging. Kept surviving through pure speed and Califire's constant adaptation. The weapon shifted forms with each heartbeat—shield to whip to blade to hammer, whatever was needed to deflect or destroy the incoming barrage.

The constructs kept coming. Geraint's face had gone pale, his body trembling from blood loss, but his eyes remained focused, burning, fixed on Seven with absolute hatred.

Seven saw the opening. Saw Geraint's footing falter slightly, his stance weaken, his concentration waver for a fraction of a second as exhaustion pressed against even blood magic's ability to compensate.

He lunged. Califire extended, became a spear, massive and brutal, aimed for Geraint's center mass. The weapon moved faster than the remaining blood constructs could intercept, faster than Geraint's weakened reflexes could dodge.

The blade found purchase. Punched through Geraint's side in exact mirror of where Tamereth's spear had struck months ago. Seven felt resistance, felt flesh part, felt bone crack as Califire drove deeper.

Geraint's eyes went wide. His mouth opened in a soundless scream. Blood—his own, real blood, not magical construct—poured from the wound, running down Califire's shaft, steaming where it met the dark energy coating the weapon.

Seven twisted. Drove the blade deeper. Felt Geraint's runes flare in desperate response, trying to heal damage that was too severe, too precise, too intentionally placed to counter quickly.

The remaining blood constructs dissolved. Fell as rain. Geraint staggered, his hands clutching the spear shaft embedded in his side, blood pouring between his fingers faster than his magic could stem the flow.

For the first time since their battle began, victory seemed certain. Seven had him. Had driven Califire through his defenses, through his body, through his arrogance and rage and desperate power. One more push. One final strike. End this and claim the power that would flow from victor to victory.

Seven advanced. Califire hummed with anticipation, already preparing to feast, to drain, to consume everything Geraint had stolen and make it their own.

Geraint looked up. Met Seven's eyes. And smiled.
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Seven pulled Califire back, preparing to drive the blade through Geraint's heart. End it. Claim the power. Walk away from this tower with enough strength to face whatever came next. One strike. One kill. Victory compressed into a single motion that would define everything. His muscles tensed. The dark energy coiled tighter. Califire hummed eagerly.

Geraint's smile widened. Blood ran from his mouth, from the wound in his side, from a dozen smaller cuts covering his body. He looked like a man seconds from death. Broken. Finished. Defeated.

"Do it," Geraint whispered, and his voice carried no fear. No desperation. Just satisfaction. Terrible satisfaction. "Strike me down, hero. Take what you think you've won."

Something was wrong. Seven felt it in his gut, in his bones, in the way Califire's eagerness suddenly wavered. The weapon's presence in his mind shifted from hungry anticipation to something closer to uncertainty.

Seven hesitated. One heartbeat. Two. His blade remained poised above Geraint's chest, ready to plunge downward, but his instincts screamed warning.

"You really thought I would face you without insurance?" Geraint's smile turned into a grin, wide and terrible, blood staining his teeth crimson. "Did you learn nothing from Levan? From watching me drain her in front of that crowd?"

His hands fell away from the wound in his side. The blood pouring from it didn't fall. Didn't obey gravity. Instead it rose, swirling around Geraint's body in patterns that grew more complex with each rotation.

"Every death in this dungeon," Geraint continued, and his voice was strengthening, gaining resonance, losing the weakness that should have accompanied his injuries. "Every student who fell. Every creature slaughtered. Every drop of blood spilled across these cursed stones." His eyes blazed brighter. "I've been collecting it. Storing it. Waiting for this exact moment."

The blood pooling at his feet began to rise. Not just his blood anymore—this was darker, thicker, carrying the essence of dozens, hundreds of deaths compressed into liquid power. It climbed his legs like living serpent, wrapped around his torso, covered his wounds with crimson bandages that pulsed with stolen life force.

Seven lunged. Drove Califire toward Geraint's throat. Too late.

The blood cocoon completed itself. Geraint vanished inside a sphere of swirling crimson that rotated faster with each second, becoming a tornado of compressed violence. Seven's blade struck the surface and bounced, repelled by magic that made the air itself solid.

Inside the cocoon, Geraint laughed. The sound echoed, amplified, became thunder that had nothing to do with the storm overhead.

"Every wound you inflicted?" His voice came from everywhere, nowhere, the cocoon making it omnipresent. "Every advantage you thought you'd earned? Watch it mean nothing!"

The runes covering his body ignited. Not the steady pulse from before—this was conflagration, flames that burned without heat, light that hurt to witness. Through the cocoon's semi-transparent surface, Seven watched Geraint's wounds seal themselves. The gash in his side closed, flesh knitting back together with unnatural speed. The cuts across his chest, his arms, his shoulders—all of them healing, all evidence of Seven's victory erasing itself as stolen life force rewrote biology.

Geraint's form began to change. His muscles swelled, becoming denser, his frame expanding to accommodate power that had nowhere else to go. His claws lengthened, becoming proper weapons, each one sharp enough to part steel. His teeth elongated, canines becoming fangs that would have looked at home in a predator's jaw.

"Did you really think I would face you without insurance?" Geraint repeated, and his voice was different now, deeper, resonant with harmonics that shouldn't exist in human vocal cords. "I've been waiting for you to push me to the edge. Waiting for you to believe you'd won. Waiting for this!"

The cocoon exploded.

Not metaphor. Not gradual dissolution. It detonated outward in a shockwave that was physical force wrapped in blood magic, power given mass and momentum. The wave caught Seven center-mass, lifted him off his feet, and launched him backward across the ramparts like a stone from a catapult.

Seven's world became motion and pain. Rain and lightning and the terrible certainty that he'd miscalculated, had believed victory when he should have recognized trap. His body tumbled through air, arms flailing uselessly, unable to control trajectory or momentum.

The tower's central spire rushed up to meet him. Ancient stone, unyielding, positioned perfectly to break everything soft that struck it.

Impact. His back hit first. The stone cracked, spiderwebs racing outward from the impact point, but the spire held. Seven didn't. He felt ribs break, felt his spine compress, felt organs shift in ways they shouldn't. Blood filled his mouth instantly. His vision went white, then dark, then swam with colors that didn't exist.

Califire's presence surged, flooding his body with dark energy, healing damage as fast as physics could inflict it. Bones knitted. Organs realigned. Flesh sealed over broken surfaces. But the healing cost. Drew from reserves already depleted by constant combat. Seven felt his power draining, felt exhaustion creeping in despite the corruption's artificial strength.

He slid down the spire. Hit the rampart floor. Gasped. Tried to stand.

Geraint was there. No transition. No movement Seven could track. One moment the blood mage stood where the cocoon had been. The next he was inches away, moving with speed that made his previous enhancements look sluggish by comparison.

His clawed hand caught Seven's throat. Closed. Lifted Seven off the ground with strength that shouldn't exist in biology, enhanced or otherwise.

Seven's hands found Geraint's wrist. Tried to break the grip. Failed. The blood mage's flesh was hard as stone now, unyielding, powered by the accumulated death of everyone who'd fallen in this dungeon over months of slaughter.

"Not so confident now, are you?" Geraint's face was inches from Seven's, close enough that Seven could smell the copper-blood scent on his breath, could see the madness burning in those red eyes. "Where's your clever tongue? Where's your psychological warfare? Where's the monster who thought he could match me?"

His grip tightened. Seven's vision darkened at the edges, oxygen cut off, blood flow to his brain restricted. His fingers clawed uselessly at Geraint's wrist, found no purchase, accomplished nothing.

"I'm going to take everything from you," Geraint snarled, and his voice carried absolute conviction, absolute certainty. "Your weapon, your life, your precious girls—all mine." His free hand came up, claws extended, and Seven felt them pierce his armor like it was paper, felt them dig into his chest, searching for his heart. "But first, I want you to beg. I want you to acknowledge who the true monster is. I want you to understand that you never had a chance."

Seven tried to speak. Couldn't. His lips moved but no sound emerged, just gasping attempts to draw breath that wouldn't come.

Geraint's claws dug deeper. Pain exploded through Seven's chest, white-hot and absolute. His healing tried to compensate, tried to seal the wounds, but Geraint's blood magic countered it, prevented regeneration, kept the damage fresh and agonizing.

"Say it," Geraint demanded. "Say I'm stronger. Say you were wrong. Say you're nothing!"

Seven's hand reached for Califire. Found the hilt. His fingers closed around familiar metal⁠—

The weapon slipped free. Clattered to stone. Went silent. The connection between weapon and wielder, the bond that had sustained Seven through combat, through feeding, through transformation—it flickered. Weakened. Faded like morning fog under sun.

Califire lay on rain-slick stone. Unmoving. Silent. Abandoning its wielder in his moment of greatest need.

Geraint's laughter echoed across the ramparts, mixed with thunder, became indistinguishable from the storm's rage.

"Even your weapon knows," the blood mage whispered, his face so close Seven could see his own reflection in those burning red eyes. "Even it understands who's won. Who's always been destined to win."

His claws pushed deeper. Found something vital. Seven's body convulsed, back arching, every nerve screaming. His vision was mostly dark now, just pinpricks of light that were fading fast. His thoughts fragmented, became disconnected, individual moments without context or connection.

Keller's face. Her hands on his jaw. Promise you'll come back.

Tamereth's wings, catching light, beautiful and terrible.

Sinta's tears. I can't see past noon.

Jez's data displays. Come back.

The faces blurred. Dissolved. Became nothing except the darkness pressing in from all sides, the cold that had nothing to do with rain, the certainty that this was the end, that he'd lost, that Geraint had been right all along about which monster would consume the other.

Consciousness began to fade. Seven's hands fell away from Geraint's wrist. Stopped fighting. Stopped resisting. Just hung there in the blood mage's grip, dying by inches, everything he'd fought for dissolving into failure and darkness and the terrible knowledge that everyone he'd promised to protect would face Geraint's cruelty without him there to stop it.

The last thing Seven saw before darkness claimed him completely was Geraint's smile. Triumphant. Mad. Final.

Then: nothing.
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Darkness wasn't complete. Seven's consciousness flickered like a dying flame, guttering, threatening to extinguish but not quite giving up. Pain anchored him to reality—his chest where Geraint's claws had dug deep, his throat where the grip still held, his ribs where stone had broken them. Everything hurt. Everything was failing. But he wasn't dead yet. Not quite.

Geraint's laughter pulled him back from the edge. The sound was close, intimate, the mockery of something that had won and was simply enjoying the aftermath before claiming its prize.

"Still conscious?" Geraint's voice carried surprise mixed with satisfaction. "Good. I want you aware for this. Want you to understand how completely you've lost."

The grip on Seven's throat released. He dropped, hit stone hard, his legs unable to support him. Rain hammered down on his back. Lightning painted everything white, then darkness crashed back. Thunder rolled.

Seven tried to move. Managed to get his hands beneath him. Pushed. His arms trembled, muscles barely responding, exhaustion and damage combining to make simple motion nearly impossible.

"Look at you," Geraint said, circling slowly, predator savoring wounded prey. "The great hero. The apex predator. The monster who thought he could match me." His boot caught Seven's ribs, gentle, almost playful. "Reduced to this. Broken. Helpless. Pathetic."

The kick came harder. Lifted Seven off the ground, sent him rolling across wet stone. His body left a trail of blood, diluted by rain but still visible, marking his path like breadcrumbs leading nowhere.

Seven tried to reach for Califire. The weapon lay ten feet away, black metal gleaming wetly, silent and still. His fingers stretched toward it, trembling, desperate for contact that would restore their connection, bring back the power that might give him a chance.

Too far. Might as well have been miles.

"Your weapon's abandoned you," Geraint observed, following Seven's gaze. "Smart blade. It knows when to cut losses." He moved between Seven and Califire, blocking any route to the hexblade. "Tell me, Seven—does it hurt? Knowing even your precious hexblade thinks you're finished?"

Seven's hand dropped. His breathing came in shallow gasps, each one bringing fresh pain from damaged ribs. His healing was active but slow, overwhelmed by the volume of damage, struggling to prioritize what to fix first when everything needed fixing simultaneously.

He had to move. Had to fight. Had to do something other than lie here while Geraint gloated and prepared the killing blow.

Seven's legs tensed. He pushed himself upright through pure will, forcing his body to obey despite exhaustion, despite pain, despite the rational voice screaming that movement would accomplish nothing except hastening his death.

Geraint's eyes widened slightly. Surprise. Then his smile returned, wider than before.

"Oh, you still want to fight?" The blood mage's tone carried delight. "Please. Show me what the apex predator can do when he's broken and empty and alone."

Seven lunged. No technique. No strategy. Just desperate motion fueled by refusal to quit, by promises made, by the memory of faces he couldn't let down.

Geraint sidestepped casually. His hand shot out, caught Seven's wrist mid-swing, stopped his attack cold. His grip was iron, immovable, powered by magic that made flesh stronger than steel.

"Disappointing," Geraint said. Then he twisted. Seven's wrist broke with a sound like dry wood snapping. The pain was white-hot, immediate, overwhelming. Seven's scream tore from his throat before he could stop it.

Geraint released him. Seven stumbled backward, cradling his broken wrist, breathing hard, vision swimming. His healing kicked in, began working on the fracture, but slowly, too slowly, his reserves nearly depleted.

"Again," Geraint demanded, spreading his arms wide. "Try again. Show me that fire, that determination that made Penwick think you might be worthy."

Seven tried. Launched himself forward with his good hand reaching for Geraint's throat. If he could just close the distance, just get his fingers around that neck, maybe choke him, maybe do something, anything⁠—

Geraint's palm struck Seven's chest. Not a punch. Just a push. But powered by blood magic that turned simple force into devastating impact. Seven's feet left the ground. He flew backward, crashed into the rampart wall, felt more bones crack on impact.

He slid down. Hit stone. His vision went dark for a moment, then swam back, colors bleeding together, rain and lightning and Geraint's crimson form all mixing into incomprehensible blur.

"Pathetic," Geraint repeated. He took a step forward. Another. His movements were leisurely, confident, the swagger of someone who knew victory was inevitable and was simply drawing out the entertainment. "Is this really all you have? All those months of preparation, all that corruption, all that power you stole—and this is the result?"

Seven tried to stand again. Failed. His legs wouldn't cooperate, muscles turned to water, bones too damaged to support weight. He remained slumped against the wall, breathing hard, bleeding harder, everything failing at once.

Geraint reached him. Knelt. His clawed hand found Seven's jaw, forced his head up, made him meet those burning red eyes.

"I'm going to take everything from you," Geraint whispered, and his voice carried absolute certainty. "Your weapon. Your life. Your precious girls." His smile widened. "And I'm going to make them watch what I do to your corpse before I drain them too. Slowly. Make them beg. Make them scream. Make them understand that following you was the worst mistake they ever made."

The words should have sparked rage. Should have given Seven strength, adrenaline, something to push past the damage and fight back. Instead they just settled into his chest like stones, heavy and cold and final.

He'd failed. Failed them. Failed everyone. All his promises, all his determination, all his willingness to become a monster—none of it had been enough.

Geraint's hand moved from jaw to throat. Closed. Began to squeeze.

"Any last words, hero?" The blood mage's face was inches away, red eyes burning, smile terrible and triumphant. "Any final plea? Any acknowledgment that I was right all along?"

Seven's lips moved. Tried to form words. Couldn't. His throat was too compressed, his breath too restricted. Just gasping attempts that produced no sound, meant nothing, changed nothing.

Geraint's grip tightened further. The world went dark at the edges, consciousness threatening to fade again, this time maybe permanently.

Somewhere beyond the darkness pressing in, Seven heard Califire's voice. Distant. Uncertain. The weapon trying to reach him but unable to bridge the gap their severed connection had created.

Too late. Too far. Too finished.

Seven's eyes began to close. His hands fell away from Geraint's wrist. Stopped fighting. Stopped resisting. Just accepted what was coming, what had always been coming, what he'd been too arrogant to see until this moment.

He'd lost. Geraint had won. And everyone Seven loved would pay the price for his failure.

The final tower had become his tomb after all.
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The darkness had texture now. Thick. Suffocating. Seven tried to push through it, tried to claw his way back to consciousness, but it resisted, pulled him deeper, promised rest if he'd just stop fighting. His body wanted to accept. Wanted the peace that came from surrender. Only his mind refused, held onto awareness by threads so thin they threatened to snap with each heartbeat.

Geraint's voice cut through the fog. Close. Intimate. The sound of something savoring victory before consuming it completely.

"I've imagined this moment for months," the blood mage said, and his tone carried satisfaction that went beyond simple triumph. "Every night in that pit where you left me. Every day rebuilding myself cell by cell. Every hour planning exactly how I'd break you." His claws dug deeper into Seven's throat, not enough to kill immediately, just enough to maintain absolute control. "And you know what I realized? Physical death would be too quick. Too merciful."

Seven's vision flickered. Lightning illuminated Geraint's face in stark white—sharp angles, burning eyes, smile that belonged on something that had forgotten how to be human.

"No," Geraint continued, his free hand gesturing at the storm, the tower, the dungeon spread below them. "I'm going to take everything that makes you Seven. Strip away every connection, every relationship, every reason you had for becoming this." His claws traced Seven's jaw, almost gentle, a mockery of affection. "Your girls first. Keller with her tactical mind—I'll break that. Make her watch as I drain her precious team one by one, force her to acknowledge that all her planning meant nothing."

Seven tried to move. Couldn't. His muscles wouldn't respond, exhaustion and damage combining to make his body a prison he couldn't escape.

"Tamereth with her wings," Geraint's voice took on dreamy quality, imagining atrocities not yet committed. "I'll clip them. Slowly. Make her crawl. Make her beg to serve me the way she served you." His eyes refocused on Seven's face. "Sinta's tears will be real then, won't they? When she watches her friends die and realizes her visions couldn't save them."

The words should have sparked something. Rage. Determination. Anything. Instead they just fell into the darkness inside Seven's chest, meaningless because he lacked the power to prevent them from becoming reality.

"And Jez," Geraint laughed, the sound like breaking glass. "Smart girl. She'll see it coming. Calculate the odds. Know there's no escape. That knowledge will make draining her so much sweeter."

Seven's hand twitched. Not conscious movement. Just neurons firing randomly, body refusing to accept defeat even while mind acknowledged it. His fingers scraped against stone, searching for something to grip, something to anchor him.

Found nothing. Just rain and blood and the terrible certainty that he'd failed everyone who'd believed in him.

"But you won't be there to watch," Geraint said, and his tone shifted to false sympathy. "You'll be dead. Drained. Empty. Just another withered corpse in my collection." His grip on Seven's throat adjusted, prepared to crush windpipe and end this. "Although⁠—"

He paused. Considered. His eyes found Califire where the hexblade lay on rain-slick stone.

"Maybe I'll keep you alive," Geraint mused. "Strip away your corruption, your power, everything that made you dangerous. Reduce you to baseline human. Then make you watch as I take everything you tried to protect." His smile widened. "Force you to live with the knowledge that becoming a monster wasn't enough. That you sacrificed your humanity for nothing."

Seven's vision was fading. Colors bleeding together. Rain and lightning and Geraint's crimson form all mixing into incomprehensible blur. Sound distorted, Geraint's voice becoming echo, becoming distant, becoming nothing except vibration his dying brain couldn't quite process.

His last desperate thought went to Califire. The weapon that had transformed him, corrupted him, given him power that should have been enough. Lying ten feet away. Silent. Abandoned. Their connection severed like a rope cut clean through.

Seven reached for it mentally. Tried to bridge the gap through will alone. Called to the hexblade with everything remaining in his fragmented consciousness.

Nothing. Not even acknowledgment. The weapon had chosen preservation over partnership, had decided Seven was finished and refused to go down with him.

Can't blame it, Seven thought, and even his internal voice was fading, becoming whisper, becoming nothing. Made the right choice. Survival over loyalty. Same thing I taught everyone else.

Geraint's claws positioned themselves carefully. One quick squeeze. Crush windpipe. Sever arteries. End Seven's story here on this rain-soaked rampart where everything had begun months ago.

"Any last thoughts, hero?" Geraint asked, and his tone carried genuine curiosity, like he actually cared what Seven might be thinking in these final moments.

Seven's lips moved. Formed words without sound. Apologies to people who wouldn't hear them. Promises broken. Futures erased.

Keller. I'm sorry. Tried to come back. Couldn't.

Tamereth. You were right. Should have trusted the team. Shouldn't have thought I could do this alone.

Sinta. Your vision was accurate. Nothing past noon. Just darkness.

Jez. Calculate this. How do you solve for complete failure? What's the formula for losing everything?

The faces dissolved. Became fragments. Became memories already fading, details lost, names slipping away like water through fingers. Seven tried to hold onto them, tried to keep his team present in his final moments, but even that was failing. Even memory was being taken.

Geraint began to squeeze. Slowly. Savoring. The pressure built gradually, giving Seven time to feel it, to understand what was happening, to acknowledge the ending rushing toward him.

Seven's last conscious thought was surprisingly simple. Surprisingly clear. Not dramatic or poetic or meaningful. Just observation compressed into words his mind barely had strength to form.

I failed.

The darkness that had been pressing at the edges of his vision rushed inward. Consumed everything. Turned the world into void that cared nothing for promises or determination or the fragile human belief that trying hard enough guaranteed success.

His eyes closed. His body went limp in Geraint's grip. His breathing stopped.

Somewhere distant, impossibly far, Califire's presence flickered once. Weak. Uncertain. Then faded completely, the weapon's consciousness retreating into itself, abandoning the connection that had defined both wielder and blade.

The final tower stood silent except for storm and Geraint's triumphant laughter. Rain washed blood from stone. Lightning illuminated the scene in stark flashes—victor standing over vanquished, monster triumphant, hero broken.

Seven's body hung lifeless in Geraint's grip.

The story ended there. On rain-wet stone. In darkness and defeat. With every promise shattered and every hope extinguished.

The apex predator had been consumed after all. And the monster who'd always been destined to win stood alone atop the tower, crowned by lightning, baptized by rain, ready to descend and claim everything Seven had died trying to protect.

The hunt was over. Prey never got away forever.

And this time, the wrong predator had won.


Chapter Twenty-Six




Dying had texture. Grain. Specific architecture. Seven felt it in layers—first the burning in his lungs, oxygen-starved cells screaming their final protests. Then the numbness creeping inward from his extremities, fingers going cold, toes following, the body shutting down peripheral systems to preserve the core for thirty more seconds, twenty, ten. His vision had collapsed to a pinpoint, just Geraint's burning red eyes floating in void, triumphant and terrible and the last thing Seven would ever see.

The pressure on his throat was absolute. Physics given intent. Geraint's clawed hand had become the entire universe, and that universe was collapsing.

Rain still fell. Somewhere. Distant. The sensation of water on skin had dissolved into an abstract concept, data that his dying brain couldn't process. Lightning flashed but the light didn't reach him anymore. Thunder rolled but made no sound. The storm continued without him, indifferent, and Seven was simply fading from it, becoming less, becoming nothing.

His thoughts fragmented. Became disconnected. Individual moments without context.

Keller's hands on his jaw. Her voice. Come back.

Gone. Dissolved. Replaced by static.

Tamereth's wings. Light. Beautiful.

Fading. Becoming shadow. Becoming absence.

The faces he'd promised to return to were slipping away like water through fingers, details erasing themselves, names becoming sounds without meaning. Even memory was dying, the final cruelty, ensuring he'd go into darkness having forgotten why he'd fought to stay in light.

Geraint's voice cut through the dissolution. Close. Intimate. Savoring.

"Submit," the blood mage whispered, and his breath was hot against Seven's face, copper-scented, carrying the taste of everyone he'd drained. "Acknowledge me. Die knowing I was always stronger."

Seven's lips moved. Tried to form response. Couldn't. His tongue was lead. His jaw locked. The machinery of speech had shut down, prioritized below keeping his heart beating for ten more seconds, nine, eight.

Geraint's smile widened. Satisfaction. Victory. The expression of something that had won completely and was simply enjoying the aftermath before claiming its prize.

"Nothing to say?" The blood mage's claws dug deeper into Seven's throat, not killing, just emphasizing control. "No last words? No defiance?" He laughed, the sound distant to Seven's failing ears. "You're exactly what I always knew you were. Weak. Pretending. A monster who couldn't commit."

The words should have sparked something. Rage. Determination. Instead they fell into the void opening inside Seven's chest, meaningless because he lacked the strength to care, lacked the consciousness to respond, lacked everything except the fading awareness that he'd failed.

Then: light.

Not external. Not lightning. This came from inside, or maybe from ten feet away where Califire lay on wet stone. The hexblade pulsed once. Weak. Uncertain. Like a heart trying to restart after stopping.

Seven felt it through their severed connection. Barely. The sensation was ghost-touch, memory of contact rather than actual sensation. But it was there.

Califire pulsed again. Stronger. The weapon's consciousness reaching across the gap between them, searching, finding the thread of Seven's awareness and pulling.

The visions hit like lightning in reverse.

Keller. Not memory. Present. Real. Her face was sharp with determination, jaw set, eyes fierce with the loyalty that had made her follow him into the nightmare. She was planning something, hands moving over tactical displays, calculating odds, refusing to accept that Seven wouldn't return. Her voice cut through dimensions: "You promised."

The vision compressed. Became dense. Became weight that anchored Seven to reality when his consciousness wanted to drift away.

Sinta followed. Her face wet with tears that weren't grief, not yet, just fear and hope mixed together in prayer. Her gentle wisdom, her careful hands that had healed him dozens of times, her quiet strength that had sustained him when his own had faltered. She knelt in Regganon Chapel, lighting candles, whispering words to gods that might not listen: "Bring him home."

The vision settled beside Keller's. Two anchors. Two reasons. Seven felt them pull against the darkness dragging him down.

Tamereth came next. Her wings spread wide, catching light that made them translucent, beautiful and deadly in equal measure. She stood on Quintasia's walls, scanning the horizon for threats, spear ready, her protective fury held in check only by discipline. But Seven felt it beneath the surface—the rage that would be unleashed if anything touched what she considered hers. Her thought was simple, absolute: "I'll burn the world if you don't come back."

Three anchors now. Three threads connecting Seven to purpose larger than survival. His consciousness stopped fragmenting, started gathering itself, pulling inward rather than dissolving outward.

Jez appeared last. Quiet. Thoughtful. Her mind working through calculations that would have broken lesser intellects. She stood in front of surveillance feeds, watching the tower, watching the battle, her clever determination refusing to accept failure until mathematics confirmed it. Data streamed across her displays, tactical assessments, probability matrices, all pointing to the same conclusion she rejected with simple faith: "The numbers are wrong. He's not finished."

Four anchors. Four faces. Four voices calling him back from the edge, reminding him what waited, what mattered, why death wasn't acceptable when so many needed him alive.

But Califire wasn't finished. The weapon's consciousness pressed deeper, showed him darker visions, consequences rather than connections.

Quintasia burned. The academy's towers collapsed under elven siege magic, ancient stone that had stood for centuries reduced to rubble in minutes. Citizens fled through streets that offered no escape, cut down by attackers who showed no mercy, no hesitation, no humanity. Blood ran through Quintasia's gutters, pooled in its squares, painted its walls in testament to slaughter.

Keller died on the walls, tactical mind intact until the moment an elven blade found her throat.

Sinta fell in the chapel, protecting children who died anyway.

Tamereth's wings burned, her body broken against stone, spear shattered beside her.

Jez calculated her own death to the second, watched it arrive exactly on schedule, and closed her eyes accepting mathematics.

Everyone Seven had promised to protect. Everyone who'd believed in him. Everyone who'd followed him into darkness, trusting he'd lead them out. All dead. All destroyed. All because he'd failed to become what was necessary.

The visions compressed into single certainty: his death guaranteed theirs. His surrender ensured their slaughter. His failure would cascade through everyone he loved until nothing remained except ashes and the elves' triumphant laughter.

Unacceptable.

The word formed in what remained of Seven's consciousness. Not thought exactly. Something deeper. Primal. The refusal that existed below language, below reason, in the place where survival instinct lived.

Unacceptable.

Califire pulsed with agreement. Strong now. Certain. The weapon's essence began to move, flowing across sodden stone like liquid shadow, black shot through with purpose. Not abandoning. Never abandoning. Just waiting for this exact moment when survival instinct would override all hesitation, all fear, all the human weakness that demanded limits.

A tendril of dark energy crossed the gap. Found Seven's hand where it hung limp at his side. Touched. Connected.

The bond reformed instantly. Total. Complete. Not the partial connection they'd shared before, not the partnership where Seven maintained some separation, some control, some pretense that he remained entirely human. This was fusion. Integration. The weapon's consciousness pouring into Seven's dying body without restraint, without limit, without any barrier between wielder and blade.

Power flooded his system. Raw. Terrible. Beautiful. His cells drank it like desert soil drank rain, absorbing everything Califire offered, integrating corruption that had been hovering at his edges directly into his core. The dark energy raced through his veins, rewrote his musculature on the fly, turned bones denser, made flesh more than flesh, transformed him into something that existed between human and hexblade, monster and weapon given unified purpose.

Califire's voice resonated through their merged consciousness. Patient. Satisfied. Understanding.

"Now you're ready. Now we can truly begin."

The weapon had been testing him. Waiting for the moment when he'd stop fighting what was necessary, stop clinging to humanity as limit rather than foundation, stop pretending that defeating monsters could be accomplished while remaining entirely separate from their nature.

Seven had failed that test by trying to maintain boundaries. Had nearly died for his hesitation.

He wouldn't fail again.

His eyes snapped open. Glowing. Power given visible form. The darkness that had been consuming him reversed instantly, became fuel, became strength, became the foundation for transformation that would remake him entirely.

Geraint's triumphant expression froze. His smile faltered. His burning red eyes widened as he recognized something fundamental had changed in the prey he thought he'd killed.

Seven smiled back. Cold. Certain. Terrible.

Then he moved.

[image: ]


The transformation wasn't gradual. Wasn't gentle. Seven's body convulsed in Geraint's grip as Califire's power rewrote him cell by cell, molecule by molecule, turning flesh into something denser, darker, designed for violence. His skin rippled like water disturbed by stone, then darkened—not the crimson of blood magic but midnight blue bleeding into deep purple, colors that had no place on human skin. Runes manifested across his exposed flesh, pulsing patterns that resembled Geraint's marks but carried different intent, different purpose, the language of shadow rather than slaughter.

The sensation was overwhelming. Total. Seven felt his muscles compress and rebuild, fibers layering with unnatural precision, becoming something stronger than baseline human, more efficient than natural evolution. His bones hardened, density increasing until they could have supported a building's weight. His heart rate doubled, then stabilized, pumping blood that carried Califire's corruption to every extremity, ensuring no part of him remained untouched by transformation.

Power manifested visibly around him. Shadow energy coalesced into a corona that surrounded his body like dark flame, writhing tendrils that responded to his will, extensions of consciousness rather than separate phenomenon. The energy pulsed in rhythm with the runes covering his skin, creating visual harmony between internal corruption and external power.

Seven's eyes blazed. Not red like Geraint's burning rage. This was different light—deeper, colder, the glow that came from stars dying light-years away, their death visible but untouchable. When he focused on Geraint's face, the blood mage's triumphant expression crumbled.

"No—" Geraint started, the word breaking, recognition dawning that his victory had become defeat in the span of three heartbeats. "That's not⁠—"

Seven's hand shot up. Caught Geraint's wrist where it still held his throat. His fingers closed with force that made the blood mage's enhanced bones creak in protest.

"My turn," Seven said, and his voice resonated with harmonics that made Geraint's blood magic sound crude by comparison. Two consciousnesses speaking through single throat—human determination wrapped in hexblade certainty.

He squeezed. Geraint's grip on his throat broke instantly, clawed fingers losing their hold as Seven's strength proved overwhelming. The blood mage tried to pull away, tried to create distance, but Seven held him effortlessly, arm extended, making their positions mirror what had existed thirty seconds ago.

Then Seven moved.

Not pushing. Not throwing. Just releasing Geraint with explosive force channeled through shadow energy that detonated at point of contact. The blood mage became projectile, body launched backward across the tower's crown with velocity that made physics scream. Geraint's body cut through rain and wind, arms pinwheeling uselessly, his enhanced reflexes too slow to control trajectory or prepare for landing.

He hit the merlon dead center. The ancient stone exploded. Chunks of masonry that had weathered centuries crumbled like sand under the impact, fragments spinning away into storm and darkness. The decorative battlement collapsed inward, its structural integrity compromised by violence it was never designed to withstand. Geraint's body crashed through debris, slammed into the rampart wall behind it, cratered the stone with force that sent fractures racing outward in spiderweb patterns.

For three heartbeats: silence. Just rain. Just wind. Just the settling of pulverized stone and the distant rumble of thunder.

Seven stood where he'd released Geraint, watching with eyes that saw more than human vision allowed. His enhanced perception tracked everything—the blood mage's chest rising and falling, confirming life; the micro-tremors in his limbs as his body processed damage; the way his runes flickered and pulsed, drawing power from injury the way Seven's corruption drew from violence. Still dangerous. Still capable.

Good.

Califire hummed approval in Seven's hand, the weapon having materialized there during transformation, pulled across distance by will rather than motion. The hexblade felt different now—not separate tool but extension of self, limb that happened to be forged from shadow and hunger rather than flesh and bone.

Geraint stirred. His head lifted. Rubble cascaded from his shoulders. When his eyes found Seven across thirty feet of rain-slicked rampart, they burned brighter than before, rage replacing shock, fury overwhelming whatever moment of recognition had frozen his expression.

"You—" The word was snarl, was denial, was the sound of something that couldn't accept what had happened. "That's not—you can't⁠—"

He pushed himself up from the rubble. His movements were jerky at first, damaged muscles protesting, then smoother as blood magic flooded his system and forced recovery. The runes covering his skin blazed crimson, so bright they painted rain red where it struck him. Power accumulated around his form, visible distortion that made air shimmer.

"I WAS WINNING!" Geraint's scream cut through wind and thunder, raw and terrible. His hands came up, fingers moving in patterns that had become second nature, and blood magic responded instantly to his fury.

Crimson projectiles manifested. Dozens. Hundreds. Condensed droplets of his own blood, each one carrying enough kinetic force to punch through stone, suspended in orbit around Geraint's transformed body. They pulsed with his heartbeat, waited for his command, promised devastation compressed into forms smaller than fists.

Seven's grip tightened on Califire. His shadow corona intensified, tendrils writhing faster, responding to threat the way immune systems responded to infection. Automatic. Instinctive.

Geraint gestured. Screamed wordless rage. The blood projectiles launched.

They came in waves. First dozens, streaking across the distance in patterns designed to overwhelm defense through volume. Each one trailed vapor, left crimson contrails hanging in rain-heavy air, created visual chaos that would have disoriented normal opponents. Seven saw them clearly. Saw their trajectories. Saw the gaps between them, the spaces where body could fit if moved with precision and speed that pushed beyond human limits.

He was no longer human.

Seven moved left. The first volley passed through space he'd occupied heartbeat before, crimson death finding nothing except rain. He pivoted right. Another wave screamed past his shoulder close enough that he felt the displaced air, the heat they carried, the promise of what they'd do to flesh if contact occurred.

More coming. Always more. Geraint was burning through reserves with abandon now, throwing everything at the problem that had become Seven's continued existence.

Seven's eyes tracked patterns. Found rhythm. The projectiles weren't random—blood magic required structure, required intent, and Geraint's rage made him predictable. Seven could see it now, see the attack developing heartbeats before it manifested, his enhanced perception cutting through chaos to find order underneath.

A cluster aimed for his chest. Seven didn't dodge. Califire moved instead, the hexblade extending impossibly long, becoming whip that cracked through air with sound like breaking bone. The blade's edge caught three projectiles mid-flight, cleaved them, sent their component blood scattering harmlessly as mist.

The whip kept moving. Fluid. Alive. Seven's will guided it through patterns that were part combat technique, part dance, all violence. More projectiles died on its edge. The weapon sang as it cut, harmonics that resonated with the shadow energy surrounding Seven, creating feedback that made both stronger.

Geraint snarled. Changed tactics. The remaining projectiles condensed, merged, became larger constructs—blood given temporary solidity, shaped into forms that suggested weapons. Blades. Spears. Hammers. Each one the deep crimson of arterial spray, each one pulsing with power that made them more dangerous than steel.

They launched together. Coordinated assault from multiple angles, attacks timed to arrive simultaneously, forcing Seven to choose which to block and which to accept.

Seven chose neither. Califire compressed in his hand, the whip collapsing back into blade form, then growing, expanding, becoming a cleaver massive enough that its edge could split boulders. The weapon's weight should have been impossible to wield, should have required both hands and leverage and strength no one possessed. Seven held it one-handed, raised it overhead, brought it down in arc that was simple and brutal and perfect.

The cleaver caught the first blood construct—a spear aimed for his throat. The impact was total. The blood weapon shattered, exploded into mist that the cleaver's momentum carried through. The blade kept moving, found a second construct, a third, a fourth. Each one broke against Califire's edge, each one destroyed so completely that Geraint's magic couldn't maintain cohesion.

But some got through. Had to. Too many coming from too many angles for even enhanced speed to counter everything.

A blade caught Seven's side. Shallow. Just enough to part flesh, to draw blood that steamed where it met shadow energy. The wound sealed instantly, Califire's corruption flooding the damage and forcing regeneration faster than blood magic could capitalize.

A hammer struck his shoulder. The impact was massive, would have shattered baseline human bone. Seven staggered. Recovered. His enhanced musculature absorbed kinetic force that should have been crippling, distributed it through density that had become architectural rather than biological.

Geraint saw the hits land. Saw Seven take damage. His expression twisted—hope bleeding through rage, the belief that maybe, maybe he could still turn this around.

He was wrong.

Seven advanced. Not running. Walking. Deliberate. Each step purposeful. The cleaver in his hand dragged across stone, throwing sparks, leaving groove in ancient masonry. His shadow corona had spread, tendrils reaching farther now, creating nimbus that made his form indistinct, threatening, the silhouette of nightmare given physical presence.

"No." Geraint's voice broke. "Stay back. Stay⁠—"

He threw more blood magic. Desperate now. Constructs launched without precision, without the tactical consideration that had defined his earlier assaults. Just volume. Just hoping something would connect, would slow Seven's advance, would give him time to formulate strategy.

Nothing worked. Califire shifted again, became shield this time, massive and black, its surface absorbing impacts that should have been devastating. Blood constructs shattered against it. Geraint's magic failed to find purchase, failed to penetrate defense that was part weapon, part wielder, part the fusion between them.

Ten feet separated them now. The distance collapsed as Seven moved, closed the gap in three strides that ate space like it was nothing. Geraint tried to create blood shield, his most reliable defense, crimson barrier materializing between them.

Califire became a cleaver again. Expanded. Grew impossibly large, weapon that shouldn't exist in physics, blade forged from shadow and hunger and the absolute certainty that obstacles existed only to be destroyed.

Seven swung. Two-handed now. All his enhanced strength channeled through arms that had become architecture for violence. The cleaver's edge met Geraint's blood shield at point of maximum structural weakness, the place where magic formed construct and physics made matter.

Contact.

The blood shield held. For exactly one heartbeat. Then: fracture. Spiderweb cracks racing through crimson barrier, spreading from impact point, multiplying faster than Geraint's magic could repair. The shield screamed—metaphor made literal as magic under pressure found voice.

It shattered.

Fragments exploded outward, blood made glass that caught lightning and threw it back in thousand directions. The destruction was beautiful. Terrible. Absolute.

The tower trembled beneath them. Not from the shield's destruction—something deeper. The stones themselves responded to power being thrown around on their crown, ancient masonry recognizing that supernatural forces were treating it as battlefield. Fractures spread through rampart floor. Merlons that had survived centuries cracked and shifted, threatening to collapse completely.

Lightning struck. Close. So close that Seven felt it in his teeth, in his bones, static electricity making his hair stand on end despite the rain. The bolt hit maybe fifteen feet away, struck the rampart wall and turned stone into slag, created crater that glowed red with heat that rain couldn't quench.

The smell was ozone and scorched rock and something else—the scent that came when reality itself protested unnatural forces pressing against its boundaries.

Thunder followed instantly. No gap. No delay. Sound that was physical force, that shook internal organs, that made the tower sway like it might simply give up and collapse rather than continue hosting this violence.

Geraint staggered backward. His blood magic was failing, not from lack of power but from lack of will. Fear was bleeding through rage now, recognition that he'd miscalculated, had believed his accumulated strength would be sufficient when it clearly, obviously wasn't.

Seven pressed forward. Relentless. His shadow tendrils had spread farther, were touching the tower's stones now, corrupting them at molecular level, turning ancient gray into midnight blue shot through with purple veins. The corruption was spreading, claiming territory, marking this place as belonging to something that existed between human and hexblade.

Another lightning strike. Then another. The storm wasn't natural anymore—if it ever had been. The supernatural energies both combatants were throwing around had attracted attention from forces that cared nothing for human conflict but responded to power the way sharks responded to blood in water.

The tower shook harder. Stone groaned. Somewhere below, in chambers they'd fought through earlier, masonry gave way completely. The sound of collapse echoed upward, reminder that this structure had limits, that even ancient architecture couldn't withstand infinite abuse.

Neither fighter cared. Couldn't care. Momentum belonged to Seven and he wouldn't stop until Geraint was broken. The blood mage knew it, felt it, saw it in Seven's transformed eyes that burned with light that had nothing human left in them.

This was the monster Penwick had wanted to create. The apex predator designed to face elves and win. Seven had become that thing by surrendering everything that made him separate from Califire, by accepting fusion that erased boundaries between wielder and weapon.

And now that monster had one purpose, one target, one objective that would be achieved regardless of cost.

Geraint's destruction. Complete. Final. Absolute.

The blood mage backed toward the tower's edge, options narrowing, escape routes collapsing. His runes flickered weakly now, power depleted, reserves exhausted by desperate magic that had accomplished nothing except demonstrating the gap between them.

Seven smiled. Cold. Certain. Terrible.

The real battle was just beginning.
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Seven saw Geraint's next attack before the blood mage formed it. Not prediction. Knowledge. His enhanced perception cut through the chaos of combat to read micro-expressions, muscle tension, the subtle shift in stance that preceded specific techniques. Geraint was preparing blood spears. Three of them. Aimed for throat, chest, and gut. Textbook formation designed to force target into choosing which vital area to protect.

Seven moved before the spears manifested. Stepped left. The attack crystallized where he'd been standing half a heartbeat before, three crimson projectiles streaking through empty air, finding nothing.

Geraint's eyes widened. Confusion bleeding through rage. He tried again—blood whip this time, flexible construct designed to wrap and constrict. Seven was already pivoting right, Califire extending to intercept, the hexblade's edge meeting the whip mid-formation and severing it before the magic fully cohered.

"Stop—" Geraint gasped, the word breaking. "How are you⁠—"

Seven didn't answer. Didn't waste breath explaining that fusion with Califire meant sharing the weapon's centuries of combat experience, meant having access to pattern recognition that had been refined across countless battles. The hexblade had seen every variation of blood magic. Had countered them all. Now that knowledge was Seven's, integrated so completely he didn't need to think, just act.

Geraint tried blood missiles. Seven ducked. Tried a blood net. Califire shredded it. Tried blood spikes erupting from the rampart floor. Seven's shadow tendrils wrapped around them mid-emergence, crushed them back into mist before they could fully manifest.

Each counter was precise. Efficient. Wasteless. Seven moved like water through gaps in Geraint's offense, his enhanced body responding faster than conscious thought, guided by instinct that was part human determination, part hexblade certainty.

The blood mage's breathing went ragged. His movements became more frantic, less controlled, desperation replacing whatever tactical consideration had remained. He was burning through his remaining power reserves, throwing magic at walls that wouldn't fall, hoping something would work through sheer volume.

Nothing worked.

Geraint's face twisted. Recognition settling in. The understanding that he'd already lost, that this was just extended execution, that Seven was simply choosing how long to make it last.

"No." The word was denial. Prayer. Curse. "You're just—you were nothing⁠—"

His hands moved in complex patterns. Final desperation. Blood magic responded, drawing from reserves that should have been exhausted already, pulling from his core, from the essence that kept him alive. What manifested made Seven's eyes narrow.

Blood constructs. But not weapons this time. Bodies. Human-shaped forms that rose from the pooled blood covering the rampart, given temporary life by magic that was half necromancy, half something worse. They pulled themselves up from crimson pools, stood on legs that trembled with unnatural animation, faced Seven with eyes that glowed yellow rather than red.

Geraint had created puppets. Soldiers. Cannon fodder designed to overwhelm through numbers while he recovered enough strength for one final gambit.

Seven counted them. Six. Eight. Ten. Twelve. Each one humanoid, each one carrying crude weapons formed from solidified blood—clubs, blades, spears. They moved with jerky coordination, not quite synchronized but close, responding to Geraint's will transmitted through blood magic that kept them animated.

They charged as one. Awkward. Determined. Programmed for single purpose.

Seven's shadow tendrils responded before he consciously commanded them. The corruption surrounding his form lashed out, became weapons themselves, extensions of will made manifest. Black shot through with purple, writhing with purpose, moving faster than the constructs could track.

A tendril punched through the first puppet's chest. Not physical impact—pure corruption, shadow energy that unraveled blood magic on contact. The construct exploded into mist. Gone. Erased.

Two more tendrils found two more puppets. Same result. The blood magic holding them together couldn't withstand contact with Califire's corruption, couldn't maintain cohesion when shadow energy invaded and rewrote the spell's foundation.

The remaining constructs tried to swarm Seven. Surrounded him. Raised their weapons in unison. Programmed to attack simultaneously, overwhelm defenses through coordinated strikes.

Seven stood motionless at the swarm's center. His shadow corona expanded outward in pulse that was visible, that carried physical force. The tendrils multiplied, became dozens, became too many to count, each one seeking targets with predatory focus.

The constructs died. All of them. In seconds. Shadow tendrils tearing through blood magic like paper, like tissue, like nothing at all. The puppets exploded into mist that rain dispersed instantly, leaving no evidence except pooled blood that had been their raw material.

Geraint staggered. The spell's destruction cost him, feedback racing through the connection between caster and constructs. His knees buckled. He caught himself against a merlon, breathing hard, blood trickling from his nose.

Seven advanced. Three steps. The distance between them collapsed to nothing. His shadow tendrils had retracted, coiled around his form like serpents waiting to strike again.

Geraint's eyes found the tower's edge. Ten feet to his right. Open air beyond. Three hundred feet of fall to forest below. Escape route. Desperate. Probably fatal. But better than staying here.

He moved. Blood magic propelled him, enhanced speed that should have been sufficient to reach the edge before Seven could react. Should have given him the split second needed to leap, to fall, to accept impact with earth rather than face what Seven had become.

Too slow.

Seven was there first. Not movement. Not running. Just transition from one position to another, space between them erased by speed that made Geraint's enhanced reflexes look glacial by comparison. When the blood mage's trajectory brought him to the tower's edge, Seven stood waiting.

Califire had transformed again. No longer cleaver. No longer shield. Now scythe—massive, curved blade mounted on staff that extended from Seven's grip like extension of his spine. The weapon was nightmare given form, designed for one purpose. Reaping.

The scythe's blade materialized directly in Geraint's path. The blood mage couldn't stop his momentum, couldn't change direction mid-leap. His chest met the curved edge. Stopped. The blade didn't cut—not yet. Just halted him completely, pinned him against its surface like insect on display.

Geraint's hands found the scythe's shaft. Tried to push away. Failed. The weapon was immovable, held steady by strength that had nothing to do with muscles and everything to do with will made manifest.

"Please." The word broke from Geraint's throat. "Please, I⁠—"

Seven's eyes held no mercy. No pity. Just cold assessment. Predator evaluating prey's final moments, calculating whether to end it quickly or draw it out.

Geraint saw that emptiness. Understood he'd find no humanity there to appeal to. Whatever remained of Seven was buried too deep beneath corruption to reach. The fusion with Califire had erased boundaries, had created something that existed beyond human compassion.

The blood mage's face shifted. Fear dissolved. Rage returned. Desperation crystallized into final determination.

"If I can't win," Geraint snarled, and his voice carried conviction, carried the certainty of someone who'd decided on last resort, "I'll take you with me."

His right hand released the scythe's shaft. Came to his left palm. Claws extended. He slashed. Deep. The cut opened his palm from fingers to wrist, split flesh and muscle, went deep enough that bone showed white beneath crimson flood.

Blood poured. Too much. More than that injury should produce. Geraint was forcing it, pumping it out through will and magic, creating volume that would fuel whatever spell he'd prepared for this exact scenario.

The blood didn't fall. Defied gravity. Rose instead, forming thread that extended from his opened palm toward Seven's chest. Crimson strand that pulsed with power, with intent, with hunger.

Blood link. Parasitic spell. Designed to connect caster and target directly, create conduit through which life force could flow. Geraint had used variations on captured students, had perfected the technique on Levan during her public execution. This was his ultimate technique, his guaranteed kill, the spell that would drain Seven's essence directly into Geraint's depleted reserves.

The thread touched Seven's chest. Connected. Pierced through shadow corona without resistance, sought the power underneath, found it.

Seven felt it immediately. Suction. Pull. His energy beginning to flow through the blood link, traveling from his core toward Geraint's, following pathway the spell had established. The sensation was violation, something reaching inside and taking without permission, without mercy.

Geraint's eyes blazed with triumph. "Yes. YES. I feel it. Your power. Your corruption. All of it." His smile returned, terrible and wide. "Flow into me, Seven. Give me everything. Let me show you what true⁠—"

Seven's hand found the blood thread. Closed around it. Not breaking it. Holding it.

The flow continued. His power draining toward Geraint. The blood mage was right—the spell was working. The link was established. Energy was transferring exactly as designed.

Geraint's laughter started. High. Brittle. Victory snatched from defeat's jaws. "You can't stop it! The ritual is complete! You're mine!"

Seven's lips moved. Formed words barely above whisper, but they carried perfect clarity through the connection they now shared.

"You're right. I can't stop it."

He smiled. Cold. Certain. Terrible.

"So I won't."

His grip on the blood thread tightened. Shadow energy erupted from his palm, flooded into the connection, turned it black. Not breaking the spell. Accepting it. Using it. Channeling Califire's corruption through the very pathway Geraint had established, sending it racing toward the blood mage like poison through veins.

Geraint's laughter cut off. His eyes widened. Recognition. Horror. Understanding exactly what was happening half a heartbeat too late to counter it.

The corruption hit him. Flooded his system through the blood link he'd created, following magic's natural pathways, seeking the core where his power accumulated. Shadow energy met blood magic. Corrupted it. Rewrote it. Turned everything Geraint had built over months of experimentation into foundation for his own destruction.

His runes responded first. The crimson marks covering his body flickered. Pulsed irregularly. The light within them shifted from red to black, corruption flowing through channels carved into flesh, poisoning them from inside.

"No—" Geraint gasped. "No, this isn't⁠—"

The first rune cracked. Not gradual fading. It cracked like porcelain struck by hammer, spiderweb fractures racing through the mark's intricate patterns. The sound was glass breaking, amplified, made physical rather than auditory.

Another rune cracked. Then another. The corruption spread across Geraint's body like disease, turning his own power against him, using the blood magic that had made him powerful as vector for its delivery.

Geraint screamed. Raw. Terrible. The sound of something breaking that couldn't be repaired. His body convulsed. Blood poured from his cracked runes, from eyes, from mouth, from ears. Not normal bleeding—hemorrhaging caused by magic failing catastrophically, by power that had been integrated at cellular level suddenly turning toxic.

The blood thread connecting them turned completely black. Shadow energy had claimed it entirely, made it extension of Califire rather than Geraint's spell. Through it, Seven felt everything—felt the blood mage's pain, his terror, his desperate attempts to sever the connection he'd created.

Too late. Far too late. The ritual's completion meant it couldn't be broken until one participant was drained completely. Geraint had designed it that way. Had made it absolute. Had ensured victory would be total.

He'd been right about that last part. Just wrong about who would be victorious.

The runes covering Geraint's body shattered. All of them. Simultaneously. The sound was symphony of destruction, hundreds of marks breaking at once, creating harmony from catastrophe. The blood mage's body jerked backward, released from the scythe's blade, stumbling toward the tower's edge he'd tried to reach moments ago.

His enhanced muscles were failing. Collapsing. The density that had made him superhuman drained away as foundation crumbled. His bones became normal weight, normal strength. His skin lost its unnatural resilience. Everything blood magic had given him dissolved like salt in water, removed by corruption that cared nothing for what had been built on compromised foundations.

Geraint collapsed to his knees. The blood thread connecting them finally dissolved, task complete, no more essence to transfer. His hands came to his chest, pressed against skin that bore only scars where runes had been, evidence of power that had existed and now didn't.

He looked up at Seven. Eyes that had burned red now just human brown, wide with shock, with understanding, with the terrible recognition that he'd given Seven the perfect weapon to use against him.

"You..." The word came out broken. Defeated. "You were always..."

He couldn't finish. Didn't need to. Seven understood. Saw it in Geraint's expression. The blood mage had believed himself the apex predator, had thought himself the monster Penwick had wanted to create. Had been wrong. Had been tool, training ground, obstacle designed to push Seven toward exactly this moment.

Geraint had never been the monster. Had just been the thing the real monster practiced on before facing what came next.

Seven stood over him, shadow energy still writhing around his form, corruption that had consumed blood magic and made it fuel for its own growth. Califire hummed satisfaction in his grip, the hexblade pleased with how completely the battle had turned.

The rain continued. Lightning struck somewhere distant. Thunder rolled.

And Geraint knelt broken at Seven's feet, knowing his story ended here.
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Geraint crawled backward. His body wouldn't support standing, wouldn't respond to commands that had once been instant. His legs dragged across rain-slick stone, arms trembling with effort that should have been trivial for enhanced strength but was now overwhelming. Each movement left smears of blood, marking his path, creating trail from where he'd knelt to where he was going.

The tower's edge. Five feet behind him. Four. Three. Open air beyond, three hundred feet of fall, impact with earth that would pulp what remained of his broken body. Probably fatal. Better than what waited in Seven's transformed eyes.

Rain hammered down harder. The storm's intensity had plateaued at violence, wind screaming across the ramparts with enough force to make the ancient tower sway. Water ran in rivers across stone, pooled in craters lightning had carved, cascaded from broken merlons in waterfalls that fed the abyss below. The world was gray and black and crimson, colors bleeding together, reality reduced to essential components: stone, water, blood.

Lightning split the sky. Close. Too close. The bolt struck the tower's far side, illuminated everything in stark white that turned both combatants into silhouettes, monsters made of negative space rather than flesh. Thunder followed immediately, sound that was physical pressure, that made internal organs vibrate, that promised the storm would bring the tower down if the fighting didn't end soon.

Geraint's back hit the low wall marking the rampart's edge. Stone pressed against his spine, solid and final, marking the limit of where he could retreat. Beyond: nothing. Just air and fall and ending.

He looked up at Seven approaching with methodical purpose. Each step deliberate. Unhurried. The shadow corona surrounding him pulsed in rhythm with the lightning, making him seem to flicker in and out of existence, here then not-here then here again. Califire hung at his side, blade returned to standard form, black metal drinking what little light existed.

"Wait." Geraint's voice cracked. "Please. Wait."

Seven stopped. Ten feet away. Close enough that Geraint could see details through the rain—the runes covering Seven's skin still pulsing with power, the glow in his eyes that carried no human warmth, the way his transformed body moved with predatory grace that made every gesture threatening.

"We don't have to do this," Geraint said, and desperation made him eloquent, gave him words that might have been convincing if his audience had been anything except what Seven had become. "Think about it. Really think. You and me, together—we could rule Quintasia. We could face the elves and win."

He gestured at himself, at his broken body, at the evidence of power that had been stripped away. "I made mistakes. Got arrogant. Let rage control my tactics. But the principle was sound. Blood magic works. Corruption works. You've proven that by becoming what you are."

His hands spread wide, palms up, showing submission, showing he held no weapons, no threats, nothing except words and desperate hope they'd be sufficient. "Alliance. Partnership. We're apex predators, Seven. Both of us. We're what humanity needs to survive what's coming. The elves won't stop. The monsters won't stop. We need strength, and we can provide it."

Lightning flashed again. Thunder rolled. The storm was moving closer, drawn by the supernatural energies both of them had been throwing around, attracted to power the way scavengers were attracted to carnage.

"Look at yourself," Geraint continued, and his tone shifted to something like reason, like tactical assessment delivered between soldiers who understood hard truths. "You've become exactly what I became. Monster wearing human skin. Corruption integrated at cellular level. Power bought with humanity's price."

He pulled himself straighter against the wall, trying for dignity despite circumstances. "We're the same, you and I. Both willing to do whatever was necessary. Both choosing strength over weakness. Both becoming weapons Penwick wanted us to be."

Seven's expression didn't change. No reaction. No acknowledgment that the words had even registered. Just cold observation, predator waiting for prey to finish talking before resuming the hunt.

Geraint saw that emptiness and tried harder, voice gaining urgency, words tumbling faster. "The girls you care about—Keller, Tamereth, Sinta, Jez—I'll leave them alone. Swear it. We can protect them together. Build something at Quintasia that actually matters. Face the elves as unified force instead of divided elements."

His breathing went ragged. "Don't you see? This fight, right here, right now—it accomplishes nothing except weakening humanity before the real war begins. The elves are coming. They're going to hit Quintasia with everything they have. We need every advantage, every weapon, every monster we can field."

He gestured between them. "Two apex predators are better than one. Mathematics. Simple logic. We can put aside personal grievances for species survival. We can be what humanity needs even if they don't understand what that requires."

Geraint's eyes searched Seven's face, looking for something, anything that suggested the words were landing, that reason might penetrate where violence had failed. "You want to protect your girls? Your friends? Your academy? You can't do it alone. You need allies. Need someone who understands what you've become and won't judge you for it."

His voice dropped to something like intimacy, like confession shared between people who'd walked similar roads. "I know what the corruption costs. Know how it feels to look in mirrors and see monster looking back. Know the isolation that comes from becoming what everyone else fears. But together—together we could make it mean something. Could turn our damnation into humanity's salvation."

Silence. Just rain. Just wind. Just Geraint's ragged breathing mixing with distant thunder.

Seven stood motionless. Processing. Calculating. Weighing variables that Geraint couldn't see, considering factors that existed beyond the blood mage's awareness. The shadow energy surrounding him had stilled, tendrils no longer writhing, just hovering like serpents waiting for command.

For three heartbeats, the outcome was uncertain. Balanced on edge thinner than Califire's blade. Two monsters on rain-wet stone, both carrying power bought with terrible prices, both understanding exactly what the other had become.

Then Seven moved. Raised Califire. The hexblade extended slightly, blade growing longer, edge catching lightning-light and throwing it back as dark reflection. His face held nothing. No anger. No mercy. No acknowledgment that Geraint's words had been anything except noise, sound that required no response because actions would speak completely.

"No." The word was quiet. Final. Not refusal of Geraint's offer—just statement of fact. This ended here. This ended now. This ended only one way.

Seven advanced. The distance collapsed. Three steps. Two. One. Califire rose above Geraint's head, held in both hands now, all Seven's enhanced strength channeled through arms that had become architecture for this exact purpose. The blade hung suspended for single heartbeat, poised, perfect, positioned for strike that would be clean and fast and final.

Geraint's eyes widened. Understanding arriving too late. "Seven, please⁠—"

The blade came down. Single fluid motion. No hesitation. No theatrical pause. Just execution delivered with clinical precision, edge that had been forged in darkness finding the gap between skull and spine, passing through with resistance that barely registered.

Califire sang as it cut. Pure note. Crystalline. The sound of something completed, of purpose fulfilled, of weapon and wielder achieving perfect harmony through violence. The hexblade drank deeply as it passed through flesh and bone, absorbed essence directly from the blood mage's dying body, pulled power that was still flowing even as separation occurred.

Geraint's head separated. Tumbled. His body remained upright for moment longer than physics should have allowed, propped against the wall, blood fountaining from severed neck in arterial spray that rain tried and failed to dilute. Then it slumped, toppled sideways, became corpse that gravity claimed and pulled toward the edge.

The body tipped over the low wall. Fell. Vanished into rain and darkness, swallowed by three hundred feet of empty air, gone before impact sound could reach back up.

Seven's left hand moved. Caught Geraint's head by the hair before it could follow the body over the edge. Caught it mid-tumble with reflexes that made the interception seem casual, effortless, the action of someone who'd known exactly where the head would be and simply placed his hand there to receive it.

The head was heavier than it should have been. Still carried weight of all the power Geraint had accumulated, all the lives he'd drained, all the corruption he'd integrated. Blood ran down Seven's arm where he held it, mixed with rain, created streams that dripped from his elbow in rhythm with his heartbeat.

Geraint's face was frozen in expression caught between plea and recognition. Eyes still open. Mouth still shaped around words that hadn't saved him. The moment of his death preserved in flesh that would decay but would never change what it showed—absolute defeat, absolute ending, absolute proof that apex predators could be consumed by bigger monsters.

Seven turned. Scanned the ramparts. Searched for what he knew had to be there somewhere, what Jez would have positioned to track the battle, to provide intelligence, to give Forlorn Hope and Quintasia's leadership visibility into what happened here.

There. Twenty feet away. Partially hidden behind collapsed merlon. Small device, barely noticeable, camera lens reflecting lightning when angle was right. Surveillance equipment. Jez's work. Standard protocol for dungeon operations—record everything, learn from victories and failures, use data to improve future tactical approaches.

Seven walked toward it. His movements were deliberate, unhurried, the swagger of someone who'd won completely and wanted the victory witnessed. Rain cascaded across his transformed body, ran off the shadow corona surrounding him, failed to wash away the blood painting his skin crimson over midnight blue.

He stopped directly in front of the camera. Close enough that the lens would capture details—the runes covering his face, the glow in his eyes, the way his features had changed through fusion with Califire. Close enough that whoever watched would see exactly what he'd become.

His right hand raised Geraint's head. Held it high. Blood dripped from the severed neck, ran down Seven's arm, painted trails across the runes marking his skin. The head was trophy. Warning. Promise. Message compressed into single brutal image that would speak louder than any words could.

Lightning struck. The bolt hit so close that Seven felt heat, felt his hair stand on end, felt electricity race across his skin without finding purchase. The flash turned everything white for single heartbeat, created photograph burned into reality—Seven standing on broken ramparts, crowned by storm, holding the head of the monster who'd thought himself apex predator.

Thunder followed. Sound that shook stone. That made the tower groan. That promised collapse was imminent if the structure endured any more abuse.

Seven's lips moved. Formed words for the camera, for Jez watching somewhere in Quintasia's depths, for Forlorn Hope and the academy's leadership and everyone who'd doubted whether he'd survive, whether he'd return, whether he'd become strong enough to face what was coming.

"He's dead." The words were simple. Factual. Stripped of drama because none was needed. "I'm coming home."

He lowered the head. Let it drop. Then watched it bounce once on stone, then roll away toward the tower's edge, follow Geraint's body into darkness below. Disposal. Discard. Evidence that even trophies had limited utility once their message had been delivered.

Seven turned from the camera. Walked toward the staircase that would take him down, take him out, take him back toward Quintasia and whatever came next. His shadow corona pulsed with each step, mark him clearly, ensure anyone watching understood exactly what was returning to them.

Not the Seven who'd entered this dungeon. Not the student who'd been uncertain, who'd struggled with Califire's corruption, who'd tried to maintain boundaries between weapon and wielder. That version was gone. Consumed. Integrated into what remained.

What walked down those stairs was Quintasia's champion. Humanity's weapon. The monster designed to face monsters and emerge victorious. The fusion of human determination and hexblade power that had been Penwick's goal from the beginning, achieved through methods she'd probably never anticipated but would definitely approve.

Behind him, the final tower stood silent except for rain and wind and settling stone. Geraint's blood washed away, diluted, disappeared into the storm that had witnessed everything and cared about none of it. The ramparts bore scars that would remain—craters, cracks, collapsed sections marking where supernatural forces had clashed and one had consumed the other.

The message was sent. The deed was done. The apex predator had proven himself by killing the thing that had claimed that title first.

And now, finally, the real war could begin.
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Seven stopped halfway down the staircase. Turned. Ascended back toward the ramparts with purpose that came from recognition rather than impulse. The head. Geraint's head. He'd dropped it, dismissed it as trophy whose usefulness had expired, but that was incomplete thinking. Wasteful. The blood mage's accumulated power remained in that severed flesh, essence that could be claimed, integrated, made fuel for what came next.

Waste nothing. Califire's principle, transmitted through their merged consciousness, now Seven's principle. Every drop counted. Every source of power mattered. Especially power bought with as much sacrifice as Geraint had invested.

He emerged back onto the ramparts. Rain still fell but lighter now, intensity decreasing, the storm's fury beginning to exhaust itself. Wind had lessened from scream to howl, still dangerous but no longer threatening to tear everything apart. The tower groaned as Seven crossed its crown, settling into new configuration, adjusting to damage that would remain permanent.

Geraint's head rested against the low wall where it had rolled after Seven dropped it. Hadn't fallen off the edge after all—some irregularity in the stone had caught it, held it, preserved it for this exact purpose. The face was turned skyward, eyes still open, mouth still frozen in that final expression. Rain had washed away some of the blood but not all. Never all.

Seven knelt beside it. His hand reached out, palm down, fingers spread. Hesitated for single heartbeat—not uncertainty, just acknowledgment of what this represented. Final absorption. Complete integration. The moment when he'd take everything Geraint had become and make it fuel for his own transformation.

No hesitation after that. His palm found cold flesh. Connected. The absorption began immediately.

Power flowed. Different from the dungeon creatures Seven had drained during his hunt. Different from the reanimated corpses in the valley. This was concentrated essence, refined through months of blood magic experimentation, accumulated from dozens of victims Geraint had sacrificed to his transformation. The blood mage had become walking repository of stolen strength, and now that repository emptied itself into Seven's core.

The sensation was overwhelming. Geraint's power carried texture, carried history, carried the echo of everyone who'd died to create it. Seven felt them as the essence flowed—students drained in dark chambers, creatures harvested for their vitality, even fragments of Levan's desperate strength that Geraint had consumed during her public execution. All of it compressed, all of it preserved, all of it now becoming part of Seven's foundation.

His body responded immediately. The shadow-runes covering his skin blazed brighter, pulsing faster, drawing power from the influx and using it to deepen their integration. What had been surface manifestation—corruption marked on flesh—now drove deeper, carved itself into bone, into marrow, into the spaces between cells where biology became something else.

Califire hummed. The weapon's satisfaction resonated through their connection like purr from satisfied predator, like contentment from hunger finally sated. This was what the hexblade had been building toward since the moment Seven first gripped its hilt. Complete fusion. Total integration. Wielder and weapon becoming single entity that could be called either name or neither, that existed between categories, that had transcended whatever limitations had bound them separately.

"Now you understand," Califire whispered, and its voice was Seven's voice, was both voices, was the sound of consciousness that had merged so completely that origin no longer mattered. "Now you're ready. Now we can face what comes."

The flow continued. Geraint's head withered beneath Seven's palm, flesh collapsing inward, features sinking as essence was drawn out and consumed. The process was faster than previous absorptions, more efficient, refined by practice and enhanced by Seven's complete surrender to what Califire offered. Minutes compressed into seconds. Seconds into heartbeats.

The head became husk. Empty. Desiccated tissue wrapped around skull, barely recognizable as what it had been. Seven's palm lifted away, leaving impression in flesh that would remain until decay finally claimed what was left.

He stood. His body felt different. Denser. More. The accumulated power of two apex predators now resided in single frame, compressed into musculature that had been rewritten to contain it, channeled through pathways carved by corruption that cared nothing for biological limits.

The transformation was complete. Permanent. Seven understood that with certainty that came from feeling changes settle into place like puzzle pieces finding their final configuration. His skin bore shadow-runes that would never fade, midnight blue and deep purple patterns that pulsed with his heartbeat, visible proof of what he'd become. His eyes glowed with inner light that needed no external source, radiance that came from power integrated at cellular level.

He was no longer just student who'd bonded with hexblade. No longer human wielding weapon. The boundary between Seven and Califire had dissolved completely, leaving something that was both, neither, more than the sum of parts that had comprised them separately.

Monster. Weapon. Champion. The words were all accurate and all insufficient, labels that failed to encompass what existed beyond their definitions.

Seven walked to the rampart's edge. Looked out over the forest that surrounded the tower, over the valleys he'd crossed during his hunt, over the dungeon that had served as crucible for this transformation. Rain fell on his upturned face, ran down his marked skin, failed to wash away anything that mattered.

The storm was ending. As Seven watched, lightning strikes grew less frequent, less intense. Thunder rolled with longer gaps between flashes, sound fading into distance. Wind decreased from howl to whisper, then to nothing, leaving only rain that fell straight down rather than being driven horizontal.

The dungeon was acknowledging him. Seven felt it in ways that transcended normal perception, felt it through senses enhanced by fusion with Califire. The environment itself recognized new apex predator in its midst, recognized that power hierarchy had shifted, that something stronger than anything native to these cursed grounds now stood at its crown.

Creatures that had been prowling in the shadows went still. Predators became prey, recognized themselves as such, retreated into whatever holes they called home. The very air seemed to press against Seven in gesture that was part submission, part acknowledgment, part fear of what he represented.

He'd become what this place had been designed to create. Trial by darkness that either destroyed or transformed those who entered. Seven had been transformed. Utterly. Completely. Irreversibly.

Blood covered him from crown to boots. Geraint's. His own from wounds that had healed. Rain from storm that had witnessed everything. The combination painted him in shades of violence, marked him clearly as something that had fought and fed and emerged victorious. He made no move to clean it away. Wore it like uniform, like badge, like evidence of trials survived and enemies consumed.

The rain stopped. Complete cessation between one heartbeat and next, like someone had closed tap, like the storm had simply decided its purpose was fulfilled and further presence was unnecessary. Clouds began to break, allowing gray light through gaps, illumination that was neither day nor night but something between.

Seven's eyes found the horizon beyond the dungeon's boundaries. East. Toward Quintasia. Toward the academy that had sent him here, toward the people who waited for his return, toward everything he'd promised to protect. The distance was measured in miles but felt like worlds—gap between dungeon's darkness and whatever passed for civilization, between monster's reality and human pretense.

But beyond Quintasia, farther east, deeper into lands that humanity had abandoned: the elves. The real enemy. The threat that had driven Penwick's experiments, that had justified creation of apex predators from students, that had made transformation necessary rather than optional.

They were coming. Seven knew it with certainty that came from somewhere beyond normal knowledge. Felt it in his bones, in the corruption flowing through his veins, in the weapon-consciousness merged with his own. The elves would come for Quintasia, would bring their magic and their armies and their absolute conviction that humanity deserved extinction. Would hit the academy with everything they had, expecting walls to crumble, expecting defenders to break, expecting victory to be inevitable.

They would be wrong.

Seven smiled. Cold. Certain. Terrible. The expression of something that had become exactly what was needed, exactly when it was needed, through methods that would horrify everyone who benefited from the protection he'd provide.

He'd entered this dungeon as student. Promising. Talented. Burdened by potential that everyone believed in but no one had quite trusted. He'd been corrupted by Califire, had fought against that corruption, had tried to maintain boundaries between himself and what the weapon offered.

All of that was gone. Burned away. Sacrificed on altar of necessity. What remained was Quintasia's champion. Humanity's weapon. The apex predator that had consumed other apex predators and emerged stronger for the feeding. Monster capable of facing monsters without flinching, without hesitating, without pretending that victory could be achieved while remaining entirely human.

The real war was beginning. The elves would come. And Seven would be waiting, crowned by darkness he'd accepted completely, wielding power bought with prices he'd paid willingly, ready to demonstrate exactly what corruption could accomplish when channeled toward purpose larger than survival.

He was no longer human. Wasn't entirely Califire either. Existed between categories, in space that had no name because nothing like him had existed before. But he was loyal. Determined. Focused on singular purpose that gave meaning to transformation that might otherwise have been damnation.

Protect Quintasia. Protect the people who'd believed in him. Protect humanity from threats that required monsters to counter them. Do whatever was necessary, pay whatever prices were demanded, become whatever was required to ensure that when the elves came, they found something worse than themselves waiting at the gates.

Seven turned from the horizon. Started descending the tower for final time. His movements were fluid, controlled, the grace of something that had integrated power so completely that extraordinary had become baseline. Shadow corona pulsed with each step, mark him clearly, ensure nothing mistook him for human or weapon alone.

Behind him, the ramparts bore evidence of everything that had happened. Blood. Rubble. Scorch marks. Cracks that ran through ancient stone and would never quite heal. The tower would stand, would remain functional, but it would always carry scars from the battle that had occurred on its crown. Would serve as monument to the moment when apex predator had consumed apex predator and emerged transformed.

Ahead: the journey back. Through the dungeon. Across the valleys. Past the towers where his team had fought and died and survived. Return to Quintasia with proof that yes, the experiment had worked, yes, the corruption had served its purpose, yes, humanity now had its champion regardless of what that champion had been required to become.

Califire was silent in his grip. Satisfied. Content. No longer needing to push, to corrupt, to convince. The fusion was complete. What it had wanted from the beginning had been achieved through methods neither of them could have anticipated but both now accepted completely.

The dungeon's darkness pressed close as Seven descended. Familiar. Comfortable. Home to monster who'd learned to navigate it, to feed from it, to use it as training ground for the greater darkness that waited beyond Quintasia's walls.

The storm had passed. The battle was won. The transformation was complete.

And the real war—the one that mattered, the one that would determine whether humanity survived or became footnote in elven history—was just beginning.

Seven smiled into the darkness. Let it welcome him. Let it recognize what he'd become. Let it understand that apex predator walked its paths now, and nothing native to its cursed depths would ever threaten him again.

He was ready. Quintasia would be ready. And when the elves came expecting easy conquest, they'd find monster waiting who'd been forged specifically to show them exactly how wrong they'd been.

The descent continued. The darkness pressed close. And Seven walked through it without fear, without hesitation, without any doubt about what he'd become or why it mattered.

Humanity's champion. The monster who'd save monsters by becoming something worse than anything that threatened them.

The real war was beginning. And he was ready.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




The portal tore reality like a wound. Seven stepped through into Quintasia's courtyard, and three hundred voices died mid-breath. He stood in afternoon light that his enhanced vision painted in new colors, stood in silence so complete he heard individual heartbeats in the packed crowd, stood as living proof that the dungeon returned some things it swallowed but never returned them unchanged.

Blood covered him. Geraint's. His own. Rain that had mixed with both until the distinction became meaningless. It painted his clothes rust-red, dripped from his fingertips, marked a trail from the portal that steamed where it touched clean stone. The shadow-runes etched into his exposed skin pulsed with his heartbeat—midnight blue bleeding into deep purple, patterns that writhed like living things, corruption made visible and permanent.

Dark energy coiled around him. Not separate anymore. Not Califire reaching out to claim him. This was extension, was part of him the way arms and legs were parts, responsive to will that had become their will, singular consciousness wearing dual nature. The tendrils moved in rhythm with his breathing, creating a corona that made his outline indistinct, threatening, the silhouette of something that existed between categories.

Seven's enhanced senses catalogued everything. Recognized faces in the crowd—students who'd mocked him in early days, teachers who'd doubted his potential, citizens who'd watched him enter the portal on screens and now watched him emerge as something else entirely. Their fear tasted metallic on air he breathed, their shock registered as static electricity against skin that had become more than flesh.

Califire hung at his side. The hexblade was silent, satisfied, no longer needing to assert itself because assertion implied separation that no longer existed. The weapon's presence in his mind had become like background noise—constant, familiar, part of the baseline reality he existed within.

Someone in the crowd made a sound. Choked a gasp that was part terror, part awe. The noise broke whatever spell had held them frozen, and suddenly everyone was moving—backing away, pressing closer, reaching for weapons or friends or nothing except the person beside them who might provide an anchor against impossible sight.

Seven stood motionless. Waited. Knew what had to happen next, who had to move first, whose acceptance would determine whether the crowd saw a champion or a monster.

Keller pushed through. Her shoulder caught a student who didn't move fast enough, and sent him stumbling. Her eyes locked on Seven's face with intensity that cut through fear, through shock, through the immediate recognition that yes, something fundamental had changed but no, the person underneath remained.

She stopped three feet away. Close enough that dark energy tendrils brushed her clothes, left traces across fabric that might never quite wash clean. Her jaw was set. Her hands trembled—not from fear, from restraint, from visible effort to not just grab him when grabbing something this powerful might result in injury she'd never recover from.

Seven moved first. Deliberately slow. His hand reached for her face with movements that were careful, precise, conscious of strength that could crush without meaning to. His fingers found her jaw—familiar territory, mapped by previous touches, known in ways that transcended memory and became instinct.

"Keller," he said, and his voice resonated with harmonics that made her flinch slightly before she caught herself. "I came back."

Her hands found his chest. Pressed against runes that pulsed beneath her palms, against flesh that had been rewritten, against proof that coming back and returning unchanged were different things. Her eyes searched his face, looking for something, some confirmation that the person she loved still existed inside this transformed shell.

"Yeah," she managed. Her voice broke. "You did."

She pulled him into embrace that was fierce, desperate, the kind of contact that said words weren't sufficient, that only physical confirmation would prove he was real and present and here. Seven's arms wrapped around her carefully, conscious of every point of contact, ensuring strength remained controlled, that corruption stayed channeled, that the monster parts stayed buried beneath human gesture.

The silence shattered. Sinta moved first among the others, her smaller form slipping through the crowd with practiced ease. Then Tamereth, her wings shifting restlessly, predatory focus locked on Seven with intensity that promised violence to anything that threatened him. Jez followed, her analytical mind already cataloguing changes, processing implications, accepting conclusions before most people finished forming questions.

They surrounded him. Created protective circle between Seven and the watching crowd, their bodies forming barrier that was part defense, part claim, part statement that whatever he'd become, he remained theirs. Sinta's hand found his arm. Tamereth's wing extended to partially shield him from view. Jez pressed against his side with contact that was grounding, anchoring, reminder that connections formed before transformation remained valid after.

"Welcome home," Sinta whispered, and her voice carried weight of prayers answered, of visions that had shown possibilities she'd feared wouldn't manifest.

"About time," Tamereth added, and her attempted casualness failed to mask relief bleeding through every word.

Jez just squeezed tighter. Said nothing because nothing needed saying when her presence spoke volumes.

Seven felt something in his chest unclench. Something that had been wound tight since the moment he'd driven Califire through Geraint's neck, since he'd absorbed the blood mage's essence, since he'd become what was necessary without knowing if the people he'd done it for would still accept the result.

They did. They would. They surrounded him with loyalty that transcended appearance, that valued substance over form, that recognized champion beneath monster's skin.

Movement at the crowd's edge. Sanya approached with different energy—measured, professional, the tactical assessment of someone who'd seen transformation before and understood its costs. Her eyes tracked the shadow-runes, the way Califire hung silent at Seven's hip, the corona of dark energy that marked him clearly as changed.

She stopped at appropriate distance. Nodded once. Professional acknowledgment that carried weight of shared experience, of understanding that came from walking similar roads even if destinations differed.

"Soleil," Seven said, returning the gesture.

Her lips curved slightly. "Impressive work."

Translation: she'd watched him decapitate Geraint. Had seen the brutality, the efficiency, the cold execution that marked apex predator rather than reluctant student. Had watched and approved rather than recoiled.

Before Seven could respond, the crowd parted again. Madame Tortalongue swept forward with Drake and Rajinder flanking her, authority figures reclaiming control, reasserting hierarchy that Seven's dramatic entrance had temporarily disrupted.

"Seven," Tortalongue began, and her voice carried command that had bent hundreds of students to her will over decades of leadership. "We need immediate debriefing. Strategic assessment of Geraint's capabilities, analysis of⁠—"

"Tomorrow."

The word cut her off mid-sentence. Not loud. Not aggressive. Just final. Seven's voice resonated with new authority that made Tortalongue's command sound hollow by comparison, made decades of accumulated power seem suddenly insufficient.

The headmistress stopped. Her eyes widened slightly—shock that someone had interrupted her, that a student had dismissed her directive, that the power dynamic she'd relied upon had shifted underneath her while she wasn't watching.

"Tomorrow," Seven repeated, and this time it wasn't interruption but statement. "We'll talk tomorrow. Tonight belongs to my team."

Drake's hand moved toward him. Stopped. Something in Seven's eyes convinced him that they weren’t close enough.

Rajinder just nodded. Respectful acknowledgment from one warrior to another, recognition that yes, the hierarchy had changed, and trying to fight that change would accomplish nothing except demonstrating inability to adapt.

Tortalongue's jaw worked. She wanted to argue, to reassert control, to remind everyone present that she commanded this academy and students obeyed regardless of power they'd accumulated. The words died unspoken. Something in Seven's steady gaze promised that forcing the issue would result in confrontation she couldn't win, that the transformed student standing before her had transcended her authority whether she acknowledged it or not.

"Tomorrow then," she managed. Tried to make it sound like concession rather than defeat. Failed. Everyone heard the shift, understood what had changed, recognized that Quintasia's power structure had been rewritten in the moments since Seven emerged from the portal.

Seven nodded once. Dismissed her without words, attention already shifting back to his team, to the people who mattered, to the circle of loyalty that had sustained him and would continue sustaining him regardless of what came next.

"Let's go home," he said quietly, and Keller's hand found his, and together they walked toward the Forlorn Hope guild house while three hundred voices gradually resumed their conversations, processing what they'd witnessed, trying to understand what it meant that Quintasia's champion had returned but the student who'd left was gone forever.
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The guild house door closed behind them and the world became smaller. Better. Five people who'd walked through darkness and somehow emerged still walking, still breathing, still together. The hearth crackled. Familiar sound. Home sound. Seven felt tension he hadn't acknowledged drain from shoulders that had carried too much for too long.

They shed their public faces like uncomfortable armor. Tamereth's wings relaxed, spread slightly, no longer held in defensive posture. Jez's analytical mask dissolved into something softer, younger, more vulnerable. Sinta's careful composure gave way to exhaustion that made her seem smaller. Keller's tactical assessment mode faded, leaving just the woman who'd waited and worried and refused to believe the worst.

Seven remained by the door. Watched them settle into familiar spaces—Tamereth claiming the chair nearest the hearth where heat could warm her wings, Jez curling into the oversized cushion she'd claimed months ago, Sinta kneeling by the fire to add logs. Sanya lingered, not quite fitting yet. Then Keller pulled her down, making room on the couch. His team. His people. The reason transformation mattered, the justification for everything he'd become.

"Beer," Keller announced, jumping up, heading toward the cellar stairs. "The good stuff. Tonight deserves the good stuff."

She descended. Returned minutes later carrying bottles that caught firelight and threw it back as amber warmth. Their best reserves. Luxury saved for victories that mattered, for moments that required marking because they might never come again.

She distributed bottles with ceremony that was half-serious, half-performance. Handed them out like awards, like gifts, like promises that tonight they'd celebrate being alive rather than mourning those who weren't. The bottles were cold, wet with condensation, real in ways that made the previous hours feel distant, dreamlike, events that had happened to someone else.

They gathered around the hearth. Natural configuration. No assigned seating but everyone knew their place, had claimed it through shared experience that transcended formal designation. Seven took the space between Keller and Sanya, close enough to touch both, grounded by contact that reminded him he remained capable of gentleness despite hands that had recently held a severed head.

The fire popped. Sent sparks spiraling upward. Cast shadows that danced across faces Seven knew better than his own reflected image, faces that had become his anchor points, his navigation stars, his reason for walking roads that led away from everything human.

Seven raised his bottle first. The others followed. Five bottles lifted in synchronized motion that needed no coordination because they'd done this before, would do it again, had learned the rhythm of shared grief and shared survival.

"To Levan," Seven said quietly. Her name felt heavy on his tongue. Woman who'd walked too far into darkness, who'd survived through methods that destroyed what made survival worthwhile, who'd died screaming Geraint's name while blood magic drained her in front of Quintasia's watching crowds. "To every student who never returned from the dungeons. To everyone we couldn't save."

The words settled. Found weight. Became memorial spoken aloud because speaking made loss real, made it acknowledged, prevented the dead from dissolving into convenient forgetfulness.

"To the fallen," they echoed. Six voices. One purpose. Bottles clinked together in sounds that were bell-tones, were tribute, were acceptance that survival meant carrying the weight of those who didn't.

They drank. The beer was good. Better than good. Rich and complex, flavors that unfolded across the tongue, warmth that spread through chest and limbs, comfort that came from shared ritual more than alcohol content. For long moments no one spoke. Just sat together in silence that was comfortable rather than awkward, that needed no filling because presence was sufficient.

"I knew you'd come back," Sinta said eventually. Her voice was soft but certain. "Saw it. Not clearly, not all the details, but the shape of it. You standing in the courtyard, changed but still you."

"Define 'you,'" Tamereth muttered, but her tone carried affection rather than criticism. Her wing extended slightly, brushed Seven's shoulder in gesture that was claim and comfort combined. "Pretty sure the guy who left wouldn't have made Tortalongue back down with single word."

"That was satisfying," Jez admitted. Her grin was fierce, carried vindication for every time the headmistress had dismissed their concerns or overruled their tactical assessments. "Watched her face on the security feed. Thought she might actually argue for a second."

“She’s argued out,” Sanya said. “We all are.”

"She's smart," Keller said. Her hand found Seven's thigh, rested there with casual possession that made something in his chest warm. "Knows better than to fight battles she can't win."

They talked. Easy conversation that flowed between topics without structure or agenda. Didn't ask about Geraint, about the battle, about what specific acts had transformed student into apex predator. Those questions would come tomorrow when debriefing became necessary. The night, though, was for reconnection, for reaffirming bonds that had been tested by separation, for proving that distance and transformation hadn't erased what mattered.

The bottles emptied slowly. Fire burned lower. Comfortable exhaustion settled over them like blanket, the kind that came after crisis passed, after danger was survived, after the luxury of safety could finally be acknowledged.

Seven's hand found his character sheet. The gesture was unconscious, automatic, fingers seeking the document he'd carried since entering Quintasia months ago. The paper felt different against his transformed skin—texture more pronounced, weight more noticeable, everything enhanced by senses that processed reality in spectrums normal humans couldn't access.

He pulled it up. Projected it. The strobe caught firelight and⁠—

Glowed. Actually glowed. Faint luminescence that had nothing to do with reflected flames and everything to do with power that had saturated every cell, every attribute, every capability the sheet tracked.

The others leaned closer. Drawn by light, by curiosity, by the understanding that character sheets were intimate things, windows into capabilities that defined who they were and what they could become.

Jez gasped. Soft sound. Shocked. Her analytical mind processing impossibility, rejecting it, being forced to accept it anyway because evidence didn't lie even when it should.

Everything read 100%. Not high numbers approaching the cap. Not impressive stats that suggested exceptional capability. Perfect maximums. Absolute peaks. Numbers that shouldn't exist because the System wasn't designed to allow complete mastery, was built on assumption that specialization required sacrifice, that strength in one area meant weakness in another.

Seven had transcended the assumption. Had broken the System's fundamental architecture through fusion with Califire, through absorption of Geraint's accumulated power, through transformation that had rewritten rules everyone else was forced to follow.

"That's..." Tamereth started. Stopped. Couldn't find words adequate to describe what they were seeing.

“That’s a fucking A grade,” Sanya said.

"Impossible," Jez finished. But her tone carried awe rather than denial. "The System caps at 85% to force build diversity. This shouldn't—" She reached out, touched the sheet like physical contact might prove it was illusion. Her fingers came away glowing faintly. "This is real. It’s the hexblade’s system. It’s the elf’s power."

"What does it mean?" Sinta asked, though her unfocused eyes suggested she already knew, had seen glimpses of futures that this power enabled.

"Means we have a chance," Keller said simply. Her hand squeezed Seven's thigh. "Real chance. Against the elves, against whatever comes next. You can take on the elves, Seven."

“It means we’ve won,” Sanya said, tiredness lacing every word. “It means we’ve achieved what we set out to. We have produced a chance.”

Seven stared at the numbers. Part of him—the part that remained student, that remembered being weak and uncertain and desperate to prove himself—wanted to feel triumph. Wanted to celebrate achievement that transcended every metric, that proved he'd succeeded beyond anyone's expectations.

The larger part, the part that had become weapon, just acknowledged the tool he'd become. Power was only meaningful in application. Stats only mattered when deployed toward purpose. He'd maximized his capabilities not for personal glory but because protecting what mattered required being stronger than everything that threatened it.

"So," Tamereth said into the silence. Her voice carried edge that was anticipation, was hunger, was the barely-contained violence of predator finally given permission to hunt. "Tomorrow we start killing elves."

Seven nodded. His fingers intertwined with Keller's, hand on Sanya’s thigh. Contact that grounded him, reminded him why power mattered, what purpose justified transformation's costs. "Tomorrow we take the fight to them."

Sinta's eyes unfocused. Pupils dilating as visions overtook present moment, as futures branched and collapsed and reformed based on probabilities only she could perceive. When she blinked back to awareness, her expression carried something that might have been hope.

"It won't be easy," she murmured. "But for the first time... I can see paths where we win."

"I've been mapping the dungeon systems," Jez added. Her grin turned fierce, carried the vindictive satisfaction of someone who'd spent months preparing for war everyone else thought was distant concern. "When those pointy-eared bastards come through, they'll find more than they bargained for."

Their confidence felt different from previous bravado. Deeper. More substantial. Built on foundation of shared trials, of power proven rather than theoretical, of understanding that came from walking through darkness and emerging stronger rather than broken.

The fire crackled. Cast shadows. Painted them in shades of orange and gold, made them look like heroes from stories, like champions who'd been forged specifically for this moment, this purpose, this war.

The guild house door creaked. Distinctive sound. Familiar. The specific groan of hinges that needed oil, that they'd discussed fixing dozens of times but never quite gotten around to addressing. Sound that meant someone was entering uninvited, was interrupting their moment, was about to discover exactly how unified their rejection would be.

As one, without hesitation, without needing to confirm or coordinate, they all shouted:

"Fuck off, Eve!"

The End.


Also by Jack Spry

Monsters, Mayhem and Misfits – A LitRPG Progression Fantasy

When Josh Underwood is thrown through a wormhole and lands on an unfamiliar world, he is immediately attacked by flesh-eating worms and snarling wolves.

He has one huge advantage. A ring sits on his finger, but it’s no ordinary ring. It’s alien tech designed to improve its host’s strength, speed, agility, durability and combat instinct. Not all boons are infinitely wondrous. This tech has to understand what Josh needs for it to evolve, and time is of the essence.

An evil force is rising in Mythelore and threatening not only the land’s entire way of life but also Josh’s new companions—the lovely Arabella, Elowen, the wildly sexy archaeologist, and Cassandra, a sassy witch with no understanding of her true powers.

Only one question remains: Will Josh’s power grow in time to save them?

Click here to find the completed series on Amazon.
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Dungeon Core Guardians – A LitRPG Fantasy Adventure

A regional curse, a land in need of a hero, and single dungeon mage willing to risk it all to save the day.

Dark forces are gathering on John’s horizon, and they want nothing more than to end his life before he becomes unstoppable. John possesses the flux magic of a Dungeon Lord, capable of altering, shaping, and building dungeons. In addition he has mana magic, making him unique, potentially powerful, and a grave threat to stopping the curse. Of course, this puts a lot of pressure on John, but he’s not alone. Ellie, a talented sorceress with exquisite flare, joins John in his valiant cause.

As the team grows, will they be able to save Asantia.

Click here to find the completed series on Amazon.
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Starship Heroes -Galactic Dreams

Gain a ship, assemble a team, conquer the galaxy!

Born in a small spaceport on a distant planet, I dreamed of flying a starship, exploring wild frontiers and having one exciting encounter after another.

I wanted to go everywhere, but life locked me onto the slow track to nowhere. Then fate dealt me a new hand, and my life changed beyond all imagination in the most amazing ways. But I couldn’t do it by myself. To fulfill my dream, I needed a team of starship heroes.

Earning their trust and making them family will be just as grand as the epic adventures.

Click here to find book 1 on Amazon.
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Druid Path of the Alpha - A LitRPG Fantasy

Phil's plane plunges into the Irish Sea but instead of drowning, a portal propels him and a bunch of survivors to a new world, where they become the hunted.

Fortunately, Phil never backs out of a fight. Perhaps that’s why Fate chooses him and converts him into a Druid. He worries about rescuing his fellow survivors and taking the fight to the monsters, goblins and orcs who keep coming for them.

When he finds out who’s behind the attacks, he vows a merciless revenge.

Click here to find book 1 on Amazon.
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