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CHAPTER 1 — Resonance

The resonance chamber wasn’t supposed to be running at midnight.

I checked my phone again. 12:47 AM. The abandoned Nakamura facility had been dark for three years, ever since the company went bankrupt and left their experimental equipment behind. Nobody was supposed to be here. I certainly wasn’t supposed to be here.

But the readings coming from Dr. Nakamura’s old workstation had been impossible to ignore.

Harmonic oscillation detected. Pattern: Unknown. Source: Sub-basement 3.

I’d been monitoring the facility’s decay from my apartment in Bellevue, using sensors I’d planted during a legitimate inspection two years ago. Call it professional curiosity. Call it obsession. The Nakamura resonance project had been the most elegant piece of engineering I’d ever seen, and watching it rot in an abandoned building felt like watching a masterpiece burn.

The flashlight beam cut through dust that hadn’t been disturbed in years. My footsteps echoed in corridors designed for dozens of researchers. Emergency exit signs flickered with the last dregs of battery power.

You shouldn’t be here, Ethan. This is probably trespassing. Definitely trespassing.

But I was an engineer. When something impossible happened, I had to understand why.

The resonance chamber was three floors down, past security doors that no longer locked and through labs stripped of anything valuable. I’d helped design the chamber’s acoustic baffling during a contract job, back before Nakamura imploded. It was meant to study harmonic frequencies at scales no other facility could achieve.

The door to the main chamber hung open. Blue light spilled out.

That was wrong. The chamber had no power. The entire building had no power. I’d checked the grid myself.

I stepped inside.

The resonance chamber was active. Not just active. Alive. Concentric rings of crystal and copper spun in perfect synchronization, generating a low hum that I felt in my teeth. The air shimmered with heat distortion, except it wasn’t heat. It was something else. Something that made my eyes water and my skin crawl.

In the center of the rings, suspended in a column of impossible light, something floated. A sphere of pure geometry, edges that shouldn’t exist folding into themselves, dimensions that human eyes weren’t built to process.

“What the hell…” I breathed.

The sphere pulsed. Once. Twice. And then it noticed me.

I felt it like a physical pressure. A vast attention turning toward me, evaluating, measuring. My engineer’s mind tried to categorize what was happening: electromagnetic interference? Infrasound causing hallucinations? Some kind of—

The sphere expanded.

Not in size. In presence. It filled the chamber, filled the building, filled the world. I tried to run but my legs wouldn’t move. Tried to scream but my throat locked. The spinning rings accelerated, and the hum became a shriek became a silence so complete it erased everything else.

I was standing in my body. Then I wasn’t. I was pattern and possibility, blueprint waiting for construction, signal searching for a receiver.

RESONANCE DETECTED.

The words appeared in the void. Not heard. Not seen. Understood, as if they had always been part of me.

RESONANCE PATTERN VIABLE. INTEGRATION AUTHORIZED.

VOCATION ASSIGNMENT PENDING CONFIRMATION.

PROCEED? [Y/N]

I didn’t know what it meant. I didn’t know where I was or what was happening. Three years ago, Dr. Nakamura had theorized that certain harmonic frequencies could interface with fundamental forces science couldn’t explain. Everyone had called her a crackpot. Her company had collapsed. She’d disappeared.

Maybe she hadn’t been crazy after all.

The void waited. Patient. Eternal. Offering something I couldn’t comprehend.

I was thirty-four years old. I’d spent a decade designing systems for companies that took credit for my work, solving problems for people who couldn’t spell “engineering,” watching mediocre managers climb ladders I’d built for them.

For once, I wanted to see where the ladder led.

“Yes,” I said. Or thought. Or became.

And everything went white.

* * *

I woke with my face pressed against cold stone.

Not the resonance chamber’s polished floor. This was rough, ancient, covered in grit that tasted like dust and old metal. My head throbbed. My hands were empty. The sphere, the light, the chamber, all gone.

Right. The resonance. The sphere. The…

I pushed myself up and immediately cracked my skull against something solid.

“Damn it—” I bit off the curse.

Stone pressed down from every direction. Not rubble exactly. Carved blocks that had been walls before they collapsed, columns that had been supports before they failed. Faint light filtered through gaps above, barely enough to see by.

I was still wearing street clothes. Jeans, hoodie, boots I’d chosen for breaking into abandoned buildings. My phone was dead, screen cracked. My flashlight was gone.

And a translucent blue panel hovered at eye level, glowing softly in the dark.

I scrambled backward, hit a fallen pillar, and stared.

INITIALIZATION COMPLETE
Dimensional anchor established.
Core essence mapped. Potential pathways identified.
Three vocations are available to you.
Make your selection to proceed.


I waved my hand through it. Nothing physical. Just light that wasn’t quite light, information that wasn’t quite information.

“This is insane,” I said. My voice echoed off the confined stone. “This is absolutely—”

Another screen materialized:

AVAILABLE VOCATIONS
> FIGHTER (Common)
Blade and shield. Direct engagement specialist.
Strength/Constitution primary. Durable in conflict.
> SCOUT (Common)
Swift and perceptive. Eyes where others cannot see.
Dexterity/Wisdom primary. Balanced resilience.
> RUNEFORGE ARTIFICER (Rare)
[Locked to soul frequency. Selection mandatory.]
Etches power into matter. Builds what others wield.
Intelligence/Precision primary. Indirect defense.


Fighter and Scout showed in plain text. Runeforge Artificer pulsed gold, almost breathing.

“Override not permitted.” I read the words twice. “So the first two are just for show.”

The System, whatever it was, didn’t respond.

Fighter would be useful. Scout would be useful. Either would give me a chance at surviving whatever was happening. But the gold text pulsed in sync with something I felt in my chest, a recognition that went deeper than logic.

Etches power into matter. Builds what others wield.

Something about those words resonated. I thought about the Nakamura resonance chamber. The elegant precision of it. The way I’d spent nights refining the acoustic baffling until every frequency hit exactly where it needed to. The way my hands had always known how to make systems work.

That was my resonance. That was who I was.

“Runeforge Artificer,” I said.

The gold flared bright enough to make me squint.

VOCATION CONFIRMED: RUNEFORGE ARTIFICER (Rare)
Maker. Builder. One who writes power into the world.
Steel bends to your vision. Stone answers your call.
What you craft shall carry echoes of your intent.
Build well, Artificer. Build to last.


Warmth flooded through me. Not painful, but intense. Something slotting into place like a gear finding its teeth. My hands steadied. My vision sharpened. Even the ache in my skull faded to something manageable.

“Status,” I said, trying variations. “Stats. Character sheet. Menu.”

The last one worked:

ETHAN COLE — Level 1 Runeforge Artificer (Rare)
STR: 8 DEX: 12 CON: 9
INT: 14 WIS: 10 CHA: 11 LCK: 9
CRAFTING STATS
Precision: 11 | Material Affinity: 7
Runic Resonance: 12 | Creation Speed: 7
HP: 90/90 MP: 120/120 XP: 0/100
SKILLS
• Runesmithing — Rank 1
Etch foundational patterns into receptive surfaces.
ABILITIES
• None unlocked


Intelligence at fourteen. Runic Resonance at twelve. Those felt right for someone who’d spent their life understanding systems.

Eight points in Strength. Nine in Constitution. Those felt like a death sentence.

“Low direct survivability,” I muttered. “At least the System is honest.”

Above me, stone groaned. The collapse wasn’t finished. More weight was settling, and I was underneath it.

Time to move.

I crawled forward, squeezing between fallen blocks. The carved patterns on the walls meant nothing to me, but they were clearly intentional. This wasn’t a natural cave. Someone had built this place, and someone or something had knocked it down.

The corridor narrowed. My shoulders scraped stone on both sides. Dust filled my lungs and I bit back a cough.

There. Ahead, a gap where the floor had given way. Not safe, but the alternative was waiting here while the ceiling finished collapsing.

I was moving toward the gap when I heard the voice.

“—absolute shit timing—” The words dissolved into a grunt of pain. Female. Furious. Somewhere below. “Move, damn it. Move.”

Another groan from the stone overhead.

I dropped through the gap before I could think better of it.

The fall was maybe eight feet. I landed badly, ankle twisting, palms scraping against rough-cut stone. Pain lanced up my leg and I swallowed a shout.

Perfect. Thirty seconds in this world and I’ve already injured myself.

But I was in a different space now. A corridor with more intact walls, carvings visible in the dim light. The floor was cracked but solid. And ahead, where the light grew slightly brighter, I heard the sounds of someone struggling.

“Hello?” I called.

The struggling stopped.

“Who’s there?” Sharp. Defensive. “If you’re one of those things, I’ve got three arrows left and they’ll find your eyes.”

Things. She said things.

Whatever that meant, I was fairly certain I wasn’t one.

“I’m not a thing,” I said. “I’m also trapped. Fell through from above.”

Silence stretched. When she spoke again, her voice had shifted. Calculating instead of hostile.

“There’s light ahead. Maybe fifty feet. Looks like a way out.” A pause weighted with pain. “My leg is pinned under stone. I can’t reach it.”

The ruins groaned above us. Settling. Preparing to bury whatever was underneath.

“I can try to help,” I offered. “I don’t have weapons, but maybe I can—”

“What’s your class?”

The question confirmed it. This wasn’t Earth. This wasn’t anywhere I knew. Classes existed here. The System was real.

“Runeforge Artificer.”

Her laugh was short and bitter. “A crafter. Of course.” Another grunt of effort. “Fine. If you want to die attempting heroics, I won’t stop you. Twenty feet ahead, on the right. And hurry. I can hear something moving in the dark back there, and it doesn’t sound friendly.”

As if summoned by her words, claws scraped against stone somewhere in the shadows behind us. Something waking. Something hungry.

I moved.


CHAPTER 2 — Trapped

Twenty feet had never felt so long.

The corridor was narrow enough that my shoulders brushed both walls, and debris littered the floor in treacherous piles. I moved as fast as I dared, one hand trailing along the stone to guide myself, the other held out in front to catch whatever I might walk into.

The light ahead was growing brighter. Not daylight. Something else. Something with a faint blue tinge that reminded me of… of the System screens that had appeared after I arrived.

“Still alive back there?” The woman’s voice was closer now. I could hear the strain in it, the effort of holding still when every instinct screamed to move.

“Still alive.” I rounded a corner and saw her.

She was pinned from the waist down beneath a massive block of carved stone. The block had fallen at an angle, trapping her legs but leaving a narrow gap above her body. Dark hair scraped back in a practical knot. Worn leather armor, the kind that prioritized function over appearance. A bow lay just out of reach, and three arrows were clutched in her right hand.

Her eyes tracked to me and went wide.

“What in the hells are you wearing?”

I looked down at my torn button-down, my mud-caked dress shoes, my slacks that had cost eighty dollars and were now worth nothing. “Work clothes.”

“From where? A comedy troupe?”

“Seattle.”

“Never heard of it.” She shifted, trying to get better leverage, and gasped at whatever that did to her trapped legs. “Doesn’t matter. Can you move this stone or not?”

I crouched beside the block, studying it. The thing was massive, easily a thousand pounds, carved with the same spiraling patterns I’d seen throughout the ruins. The stone was some kind of granite, dense and gray, with veins of darker material running through it. In the faint blue light, I could see the fractures where it had cracked on impact.

No way I could lift it. Not with Strength at eight. Not without tools, and probably not even then.

But maybe I didn’t have to lift it.

Runesmithing. Etch foundational patterns into receptive surfaces.

I thought about my prototype back in Seattle. The power regulator that had absorbed a lightning strike and torn reality apart. I’d built it by understanding the problem, breaking it into components, finding the elegant solution that turned chaos into order.

This stone was just another problem. And I was good at problems.

“Maybe,” I said. “Give me a minute.”

“We don’t have a minute.” She jerked her head toward the darkness behind me. “That sound you heard? Those are Crawlers. They’re attracted to noise and blood, and I’ve been making plenty of both. They’ll be here soon.”

“How soon?”

“Soon enough that if you’re going to do something, you should do it now.”

I placed my hands on the stone block and closed my eyes.

I didn’t know how to inscribe runes. I didn’t even know what runes looked like in this world. But I remembered the feeling from when the class had been assigned. That warmth spreading through my chest. That sense of something clicking into place.

Runesmithing. Rank 1.

I focused on the stone beneath my palms. It was old. Dense. The carved patterns weren’t decorative, I realized. They were structural. They had meaning, even if I couldn’t read them.

Show me, I thought. Show me what you need.

And something answered.

Not words. Not images. Just… knowledge. An understanding of where the stone was weak, where it was strong, where the stress lines ran through its ancient structure. I could feel the weight pressing down, feel the fractures that had formed when it fell, feel the places where the stone wanted to break.

My fingers moved without conscious thought. Tracing a pattern on the surface. Something that looked almost like a circuit diagram, if circuit diagrams were drawn in glowing blue light.

The stone beneath my hands hummed.

“What are you doing?” The woman’s voice had changed. Less irritated, more curious. And maybe a little scared.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But I think it’s working.”

The rune I’d inscribed pulsed once, twice. Then the stone cracked along one of the stress lines I’d sensed, splitting cleanly into two pieces. The smaller piece tumbled away. The larger piece shifted, and suddenly there was room beneath it.

“Move!” I grabbed her shoulders and pulled.

She screamed as her legs came free. It wasn’t a dignified scream, but I couldn’t blame her. Even in the dim light, I could see the blood soaking her leather trousers, see the unnatural angle of her left knee.

“Can you walk?”

“Does it look like I can walk?” But she was already groping for her bow, her arrows. “Help me up. We need to move.”

I got an arm under her shoulders and hauled her upright. She put her weight on her good leg and hissed through her teeth.

“This way.” She pointed toward the light. “There’s an exit. I saw it before everything came down.”

We moved. It was slow, agonizing work. She couldn’t put any weight on her bad leg, and I had to half-carry her while she used her bow as a makeshift crutch. Every few seconds, I heard sounds from behind us. Scratching. Clicking. The whisper of something moving through darkness.

“I’m Lyra, by the way.” Her voice was tight with pain. “Lyra Ashveil. Scout, Level 12. You?”

“Ethan Cole. Runeforge Artificer. Level 1.”

“Level 1?” She almost laughed. Almost. “And you came down here to help me? Are you stupid or just suicidal?”

“Neither. I fell through the ceiling.”

“Right.” She grunted as we navigated a pile of rubble. “The Artificer who fell from the sky. Perfect. Just my luck.” Another grunt. “Scout class means I’m supposed to spot danger before it spots me. I came in here tracking what I thought was a minor Fracture-spawn nest. Turned out to be a whole colony. And then the ceiling came down.”

“What’s a Fracture?”

She shot me a look that suggested I’d just asked what water was. “Where exactly did you say you were from?”

“Seattle. It’s… not here.”

“Clearly.” She adjusted her grip on my shoulder. “Fractures are tears in reality. Dimensional rifts. They let things through from the other side. Monsters, mostly. Sometimes worse.” Her voice went flat. “Everyone knows about Fractures. Even children.”

“I’m new here.”

“How new?”

“Very.”

The light ahead was definitely growing brighter. It was coming from a crack in the wall, where part of the structure had collapsed outward. I could see sky through the gap. Actual sky, gray and clouded, but sky. After the darkness of the ruins, it looked like salvation.

The sounds behind us were getting louder. More Crawlers, or something else? I didn’t want to find out.

“Almost there,” I said. “Can you make it?”

“Don’t have a choice, do I?” She gritted her teeth and pushed forward. “Just keep moving. And whatever you do, don’t look back.”

I looked back.

The Crawlers were exactly what their name suggested. Pale, many-legged things the size of large dogs, moving along the walls and ceiling with horrible fluid grace. Their eyes, if they had eyes, were just dark patches on their heads. Their mouths were much more obvious. Wide. Full of teeth.

“I said don’t look back!”

“How many arrows do you have?”

“Three. And I’m not wasting them on Crawlers when we’re this close to the exit.” She shoved me toward the gap in the wall. “Go. I’ll be right behind you.”

I squeezed through the crack, pulling her after me. The gap was tight enough that I scraped skin off my shoulders, but we made it. On the other side was open air, a rocky slope, and the most beautiful gray sky I’d ever seen.

The ruins behind us were extensive. A sprawling complex of collapsed walls and fallen columns, half-buried in the hillside. Whatever this place had been, it was ancient. The vegetation growing over the stones suggested centuries of abandonment.

And we’d been inside it. With the Crawlers. With whatever had howled.

Don’t think about it. Just move.

We scrambled down the slope as fast as her leg would allow, putting distance between us and the ruins. Behind us, I heard the Crawlers scrabbling at the crack, but they didn’t follow. Either the daylight bothered them or they didn’t want to leave their territory.

We made it maybe fifty yards before Lyra’s leg gave out completely.

She went down hard, cursing fluently in a language I didn’t recognize. I caught her before she hit the rocks and eased her down as gently as I could manage.

“Let me look at your leg.”

“It’s fine.”

“It’s obviously not fine.”

She glared at me. Up close, I could see how young she was. Maybe early twenties. Dark circles under her eyes. A scar on her jaw that looked old. Her leather armor was well-maintained but worn, the kind of gear that saw daily use. Not a noble’s hobby equipment. This was a working Scout’s kit.

“Fine.” She let me examine the leg. “But if you’re about to suggest we rest here, forget it. We’re still too close to the ruins. And I have no idea what else might be hunting these hills.”

The knee was bad. Probably dislocated, maybe worse. The leather trousers were soaked with blood from a gash on her thigh, and the way she held herself suggested bruised ribs at minimum. She must have taken a serious hit when the ceiling came down.

I didn’t have any medical training beyond basic first aid, and even that felt useless here. No bandages. No antiseptic. No splint materials.

But I had something else.

I pulled up my status screen with a thought.

ETHAN COLE — Level 1 Runeforge Artificer (Rare)
STR: 8 DEX: 12 CON: 9
INT: 14 WIS: 10 CHA: 11 LCK: 9
CRAFTING STATS
Precision: 11 | Material Affinity: 7
Runic Resonance: 12 | Creation Speed: 7
HP: 90/90 MP: 102/120 XP: 35/100
SKILLS
• Runesmithing — Rank 1
Etch foundational patterns into receptive surfaces.
ABILITIES
• None unlocked


My MP had dropped from using that rune on the stone. Eighteen points for a single inscription. And I’d gained XP. Thirty-five points, just from escaping the dungeon and helping free her.

So the System rewards survival. Good to know.

“What are you looking at?” Lyra’s voice was sharp.

“My status. I gained XP.” I hesitated. “Is there anything in this world that can help with your leg? Healing potions? Healing magic?”

“Healing is expensive. And rare.” She grimaced, adjusting her bad leg with a wince. “What I need is to get somewhere safe, rest, and hope the knee isn’t as bad as it feels. There’s a settlement three days east of here. Thornhaven. Small town on the edge of civilized territory. If we can make it there, I can get proper treatment. Maybe even find work.”

She looked at me, assessing. “You’ll need to register with the Guild. Get proper documentation. Even a crafter class needs papers to work in settlements.”

“Three days? With that leg?”

“Do you have a better suggestion?”

I didn’t. I had a dead phone, clothes from another world, and exactly zero survival skills that applied to wherever this was. I didn’t even know which direction east was.

But I had Runesmithing. I had MP to spend. And I had the growing sense that if I wanted to survive this world, I needed to start thinking like a craftsman.

What can I make? What can I build? How do I turn this situation into something I can fix?

The answers weren’t coming. Not yet.

Behind us, deep in the ruins, something howled. It wasn’t a Crawler. This sound was lower, deeper, and far more disturbing.

Lyra’s face went pale.

“We need to move. Now.” She grabbed my arm and hauled herself up. “Help me walk. Questions later. Just… help me walk.”

I got under her shoulder again, took her weight, and started moving east.

The terrain was rocky and uneven, with scrubby vegetation that grabbed at our ankles. The gray sky above showed no sign of the sun, so I couldn’t tell what time it was or how long we had until dark. Everything felt wrong. Alien. The air smelled different. The plants were the wrong shade of green. Even the way sound carried across the hills seemed off.

But the woman beside me was real. Her weight on my shoulder was real. Her pain was real.

And whatever was in those ruins, I didn’t want to meet it.

From the look on Lyra’s face, neither did she.


CHAPTER 3 — The Wildscar

We traveled for maybe two hours before Lyra’s strength gave out completely.

“Here.” She pointed toward a rocky outcropping that formed a natural shelter. “We rest. Just for a bit.”

I helped her down into the shade of the overhang and propped her against the stone. Her face was pale and sheened with sweat, and the bloodstain on her trousers had spread. Not good.

“Let me look at your leg again.”

“It’s the same leg it was two hours ago.” But she didn’t stop me when I crouched beside her. “You’re not going to be able to fix it with a rune, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“I wasn’t.” I examined the wound on her thigh more carefully. The gash was deep but clean, the kind of cut that came from stone rather than claw. “But I might be able to make something to help. A splint, maybe. If I can find the right materials.”

“Materials.” She laughed, but there was no humor in it. “You’re a crafter. Of course you’re thinking about materials.”

I sat back on my heels. “Is that a problem?”

“No. It’s just…” She looked away, toward the distant ruins we’d left behind. “Crafters don’t usually come out here. They stay in settlements, in workshops. Safe places. They make things for people like me to use, and they charge too much for them, and they pretend they’re doing you a favor.”

“Sounds like you’ve had bad experiences.”

“I’ve had normal experiences. Crafters are necessary, but they’re not fighters. They’re not survivors. They make pretty things and they die when the Fractures open too close to their shops.” Her eyes found mine again. “No offense.”

“None taken.” I looked at my hands. Soft. Uncalloused. The hands of someone who worked with circuit boards and soldering irons, not weapons and wilderness. “I don’t know what I am yet. But I’m not planning to die.”

“Nobody plans to die. Doesn’t stop it from happening.”

We sat in silence for a moment. The wind moved through the scrubby vegetation around us, and somewhere in the distance, something called out with a sound like grinding metal.

“What was that?” I asked.

“Ravid. They’re territorial. As long as we stay out of their hunting grounds, they’ll leave us alone.” She shifted her position, wincing. “We’re in the Wildscar right now. Borderlands between settled territory and the deep Fracture zones. Lots of things live here that don’t like company.”

“And we have to cross three days of this.”

“Welcome to my life.” She almost smiled. “Scout class means I spend most of my time in places like this. Mapping routes. Tracking threats. Keeping the settlements informed about what’s moving in the wild.”

“Level 12,” I said, remembering her introduction. “Is that high?”

“It’s competent. Enough to handle most solo work.” She paused. “I was Level 10 when I started scouting three years ago. Progress is slow unless you’re fighting constantly, and I try to avoid fights when I can. Better to see the danger coming and go around it.”

“Smart.”

“Survival. There’s a difference.” She shifted, trying to find a more comfortable position against the rock. “Combat classes level faster because they’re always killing things. Scouts level from reconnaissance, from gathering information, from keeping other people alive. It’s slower, but I’m still breathing after three years in the Wildscar. Most combat classes who try to solo out here are dead within six months.”

“And crafters?”

“Crafters don’t come out here. Like I said.” She nodded toward the landscape around us. “Go find your materials. But stay where I can see you, and don’t make noise. If you hear that grinding sound get closer, come back immediately.”

I stood, looking at the rocky terrain. Scrub brush, loose stones, a few stunted trees that looked like they’d been fighting the wind their whole lives. Not exactly a hardware store.

But as I looked, something strange happened.

The world shifted.

Not physically. Everything stayed where it was. But suddenly I could see more. The stones weren’t just stones anymore. They were compositions of minerals, some dense and stable, others riddled with microscopic fractures. The wood of the stunted trees had grain patterns I could trace with my eyes, showing me where the timber was strong and where it would splinter under stress.

It was like looking at a blueprint overlaid on reality.

NEW SKILL UNLOCKED
Material Resonance Sight — Rank 1
Perceive the structural properties of materials.
Identify weaknesses, strengths, and composition.
Range increases with rank.


I blinked, and the overlay faded slightly but didn’t disappear. When I focused on a specific stone, the information came back. Iron content: high. Fracture lines: three. Best use: striking tool or weight.

This is incredible.

I moved through the area, gathering materials. A branch from one of the stunted trees, straight enough for a splint. Strips of bark that my new sight told me were flexible but strong. Stones with the right density for a makeshift hammer.

By the time I returned to Lyra, I had an armful of components that my brain was already arranging into useful configurations.

“You found something.” She watched me spread the materials on the ground.

“A splint. Maybe some basic tools.” I held up the branch, examining it with Material Resonance Sight. The grain was good. Tight and parallel. “Something happened while I was out there. A new skill unlocked.”

“Which one?”

“Material Resonance Sight. I can see… the properties of things. Where they’re weak, where they’re strong.”

Her expression changed. Subtle, but I was learning to read her. That was respect.

“Artificer class usually unlocks that around Level 3 or 4. You’re ahead of the curve.”

“Or desperate.”

“Same thing, sometimes.” She gestured at her leg. “Show me what you can do.”

I set to work on the splint. My hands moved with a precision that felt new, guided by information I couldn’t have known yesterday. The bark strips needed to be soaked to maximize flexibility. The branch needed to be positioned at a specific angle to stabilize the knee without restricting blood flow. The binding pattern had to distribute pressure evenly.

An hour later, I had something that actually looked functional. Not pretty, but solid.

“That’s not bad,” Lyra said as I secured the final binding. “Where did you learn to make a splint?”

“I didn’t.” I sat back, examining my work. “I just… saw what needed to happen. The skill, I think. It’s not just about seeing materials. It’s about understanding how they fit together.”

She tested the splint carefully, bending and straightening her leg within its constraints. The pain was still there, I could see it in her face, but the support made a difference.

“Better. Not healed, but better.” She reached for her bow and used it to push herself upright. “We need to keep moving. There’s a water source about a mile north, and we’ll need to resupply before nightfall.”

I gathered the remaining materials and helped her up. My status screen flickered at the edge of my vision.

ETHAN COLE — Level 2 Runeforge Artificer (Rare)
STR: 8 DEX: 13 CON: 9
INT: 15 WIS: 11 CHA: 11 LCK: 9
CRAFTING STATS
Precision: 12 | Material Affinity: 8
Runic Resonance: 13 | Creation Speed: 7
HP: 100/100 MP: 130/130 XP: 12/200
SKILLS
• Runesmithing — Rank 1
• Material Resonance Sight — Rank 1
ABILITIES
• None unlocked
+5 Stat Points Available
+1 Skill Point Available


Level 2. I’d actually leveled up from making a splint.

“You’re looking at your status again,” Lyra observed.

“Level 2.”

“From building a splint?” She sounded skeptical.

“I think it counted as a significant crafting achievement. First use of a new skill, maybe?” I focused on the stat points. Five to allocate. “What stats should I prioritize?”

“That depends on what you want to be.” She started limping north, and I fell in beside her, ready to catch her if she stumbled. “Combat classes put points into Strength, Constitution, Dexterity. Magic classes focus on Intelligence and Wisdom. Crafters…”

“Let me guess. Nobody cares what crafters do with their stats because crafters don’t matter.”

“I wasn’t going to say it that way.”

“But you were thinking it.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then: “Intelligence affects your skill effects. Wisdom affects your MP regeneration. For a crafter, those are probably most important. But if you’re planning to survive out here, you might want to put something into Constitution. More health means more mistakes you can survive.”

I thought about it. Intelligence and Wisdom made sense for a crafter. But Constitution… I remembered the fall through the ruins, the scramble to escape, the weight of Lyra on my shoulder as we fled. I wasn’t going to survive this world by staying in a workshop.

Two points to Intelligence, two to Wisdom, one to Constitution.

The stats updated, and I felt a subtle shift. Like my thoughts were a little clearer, my body a little more resilient. The world seemed slightly more comprehensible, and when I looked at the terrain around us, Material Resonance Sight responded faster, the information coming more naturally.

We walked in silence after that, navigating the rocky terrain toward the water source Lyra had mentioned. The landscape was harsh but not lifeless. Small creatures darted between rocks. Birds of some kind circled overhead, though their wings seemed too angular, too sharp. The plants were tough and thorny, adapted to whatever harsh conditions this place provided.

The grinding metallic calls of the Ravid sounded occasionally in the distance, but they didn’t come closer. Lyra tracked each call with her eyes, noting direction and distance with the automatic precision of long practice.

After maybe half an hour, Lyra held up a hand. “Stop.”

I froze.

“Down.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “Behind that rock. Now.”

We ducked behind a large boulder, and I pressed myself against the stone. “What is it?”

“Scent-stalker.” She pointed carefully through a gap in the rocks.

I looked. At first I didn’t see anything. Then movement resolved into shape. A creature maybe fifty feet away, low to the ground, covered in mottled gray-green hide that blended with the terrain. Six legs, each ending in curved claws. A head that was mostly mouth, with no visible eyes.

“They hunt by smell and vibration,” Lyra breathed. “Don’t move. Don’t speak. Don’t even breathe loud.”

The thing was moving across our path, head swaying back and forth. Testing the air. Looking for prey.

We’re downwind, I realized. The breeze was blowing from the creature toward us, not the other way. As long as we stayed still, it might pass without noticing.

The seconds stretched into minutes. The Scent-stalker paused once, head turning in our direction, and I felt my heart trying to pound its way out of my chest. But then it moved on, disappearing over a ridge.

Lyra let out a slow breath. “That was close.”

“Too close.” I looked at where the creature had vanished. “How do you do this every day?”

“Carefully.” She pushed herself up, wincing as her bad leg took weight. “That’s why Scouts exist. To map the safe routes. To know where things hunt and when.” She started moving again, slower now, more cautious. “Come on. We’re almost to the water.”

We crested the ridge fifteen minutes later and found the water source. A small spring emerging from rocks, pooling in a natural basin before trickling away into the scrubland.

And blocking our path to it, clustered around the water like they owned it, were a dozen more Scent-stalkers.

Lyra’s face went hard. “Well. That’s a problem.”

The creatures hadn’t noticed us yet. They were drinking, resting, doing whatever Scent-stalkers did when they weren’t hunting. But between us and the water we desperately needed was a nest of predators.

“We can’t fight them,” I said. It wasn’t a question.

“Not a chance. One, maybe. Twelve?” She shook her head. “We need to find another water source, or…”

“Or find a way around them.”

“There is no way around. The spring is the only water for miles.” She looked at me, something calculating in her expression. “Unless your Artificer skills include making water appear from nothing.”

I looked at the nest. At the creatures. At the terrain around us.

We needed that water. Lyra was weakening, and so was I. Without hydration, we wouldn’t make it to Thornhaven. But there was no way to fight through a dozen Scent-stalkers, and no way to go around them.

There has to be a solution. There’s always a solution.

I activated Material Resonance Sight and started analyzing the terrain. The rocks. The water source. The creatures themselves.

And I started thinking like an engineer.


CHAPTER 4 — Worthless

The Scent-stalkers were clustered around the water source, but they weren’t guarding it deliberately. They were just… there. Drinking. Resting. Living their lives.

Which meant they could be convinced to live them somewhere else.

“What are you looking at?” Lyra whispered.

“The terrain.” I pointed to a cluster of rocks about forty feet to our left. “See those stones? The dark ones?”

“What about them?”

I’d been studying them with Material Resonance Sight. The composition was unusual. High iron content, but also something else. Something that my new sense told me was volatile.

“I think they’re flammable. Or at least reactive.” I looked at the stones in my pack. The ones I’d gathered earlier. “If I could inscribe a rune that generates heat, and throw it at those rocks…”

“You want to start a fire to scare them off?”

“Not a fire. An explosion. Or at least a loud noise with smoke.” I pulled out one of the denser stones I’d collected. “Scent-stalkers hunt by smell and vibration, right? A sudden loud noise and a blast of acrid smoke should send them running.”

Lyra was quiet for a moment. “That might work. Or it might draw them right to us.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

She didn’t.

I crouched behind the boulder and got to work. The rune I needed was simple in concept: convert mana into thermal energy. The same principle as an electrical heating element, really. Current flows through a resistor, generates heat.

My hands moved across the stone, tracing the pattern. It felt different from the stress-fracture rune I’d used in the dungeon. That one had been about understanding existing weaknesses. This one was about creating something new. Adding energy to a system.

The rune glowed blue under my fingers, then shifted to orange.

RUNE INSCRIBED: HEAT PULSE
Effect: Releases stored thermal energy on impact.
Duration: Single use.
Power: Low (Rank 1 limitation)
MP Cost: 15


“Ready,” I said.

“Your aim better be good.”

“It doesn’t need to be perfect. Just close enough.” I stood, gauged the distance, and threw.

The stone arced through the air. For a horrible moment I thought I’d misjudged and it would land among the Scent-stalkers themselves. But it hit the dark rocks with a sharp crack.

For a heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then the reaction started. Heat from my rune met the volatile minerals in the rocks, and the result was everything I’d hoped for. A flash of orange light, a boom that echoed across the landscape, and a cloud of thick gray smoke that billowed upward like a signal fire.

The Scent-stalkers panicked. All twelve of them scattered, their eyeless heads swinging wildly as they tried to locate the source of the threat. Within seconds, they’d fled in every direction except toward us.

“Move,” Lyra hissed. “Before they come back.”

We half-ran, half-stumbled down the slope toward the water. My ankle screamed from the uneven terrain, and Lyra’s injured leg nearly buckled twice, but we made it. I filled my canteen while she stood watch, her bow ready despite her shaking hands.

“That’s enough. Let’s go.”

We retreated into a shallow ravine, putting distance between us and the water source. By the time we stopped to rest, the smoke had dissipated and there was no sign of the Scent-stalkers returning.

“That was well done.” Lyra’s voice was grudging but genuine. “I’ve never seen a crafter use runes like that.”

“I’ve never done it before.” I was still shaking slightly from adrenaline. “I just… understood what needed to happen. Like the skill showed me the answer.”

“Skills do that. They’re not just abilities. They’re knowledge, compressed into something the System can transfer.” She drank from her own canteen, then wiped her mouth. “You’re adapting faster than you should be. A Level 1 Artificer shouldn’t have Material Resonance Sight, and they definitely shouldn’t be improvising explosive runes.”

“Maybe I’m not a typical Artificer.”

“There’s no such thing as a typical Artificer. There are barely any Artificers at all.” She settled against a rock, stretching her injured leg carefully. “Runeforge Artificer is a rare class. Most crafters are Blacksmiths, Alchemists, Tailors. Practical classes that make useful things. Artificers are supposed to make… what, exactly?”

“Living runes. Constructs. Things that can think and act on their own.”

“Right. And how often does anyone need that?”

I didn’t have an answer.

“Crafters are worthless.” She said it flatly, like stating a fact. “That’s what everyone thinks. Fighters kill monsters. Mages close Fractures. Scouts map the dangers. Crafters… stay in workshops and make equipment that the real classes use. And they charge too much for it.”

“That sounds like a systemic problem, not a class problem.”

“What?”

“If crafters are essential for making equipment, but everyone treats them like they don’t matter, that’s not the crafters being worthless. That’s everyone else failing to understand supply chains.” I stopped, realizing I was lecturing. “Sorry. Engineering mindset. I see systems, not just parts.”

Lyra stared at me for a moment. “You’re very strange.”

“I’ve been told.”

“You keep saying that. But you haven’t killed me yet.”

“Because you’ve been useful.” A hint of a smile. “Most crafters I’ve met couldn’t survive ten minutes outside a settlement. You’ve lasted almost a full day. That’s… unusual.”

“I’ll take unusual over worthless.”

We rested for another hour, then continued east. The terrain gradually shifted from rocky scrubland to sparse forest. The trees here were different from anything I’d seen on Earth. Taller trunks, with bark that had a faint metallic sheen. The leaves were the wrong shape, the wrong color.

“These trees,” I said. “What are they?”

“Ironwood. Good for building. Hard to work.” Lyra’s pace had improved slightly. The splint was helping. “We’re getting close to the patrol routes. Should see other people soon.”

As if on cue, voices echoed through the trees ahead.

“Someone’s coming.” Lyra pulled me behind a thick trunk. “Let me do the talking.”

Five figures emerged from the forest. Adventurers, from the look of them. A large man with a greatsword. A woman in robes carrying a staff. Three others in various combinations of leather and chainmail.

The man in front spotted us immediately. “Ho there! Travelers?”

Lyra stepped out from behind the tree, keeping her bow lowered but ready. “Scout. Coming back from recon in the Wildscar.”

“Scout?” The man looked her up and down, noting her injury. “Rough trip?”

“The dungeon near the old ruins collapsed. Got caught in the debris.”

“And who’s this?” His eyes found me. My torn dress shirt. My mud-caked office shoes. My general air of not belonging anywhere near a forest.

“He’s with me.”

“Clearly.” The man’s smile wasn’t friendly. “What’s your class, stranger?”

I straightened. “Runeforge Artificer.”

The laughter was immediate. All five of them, in various degrees of mockery. The big man slapped his thigh.

“A Runeforge Artificer? Here? In the Wildscar?” He wiped his eyes. “Friend, you’re either very lost or very stupid.”

“He’s new,” Lyra said quietly.

“New? As in just arrived?” The man’s laughter faded into something closer to pity. “Spawned with a crafter class and wandered into monster territory? That’s rough luck. Most crafters at least have the sense to stay in the starter areas.”

“I didn’t have a choice in where I appeared.”

“Nobody does. But at least Fighters and Scouts have a chance out here.” He shook his head. “Look, we’re heading back to Thornhaven. You can travel with us if you want. Safety in numbers and all that.”

“We’ll manage,” Lyra said before I could respond.

The woman in robes tilted her head, studying me with more interest than mockery. “Where did you say you spawned? I’ve never heard of Seattle.”

“I didn’t say. And neither have I, apparently.”

“Mira, leave him alone,” one of the other adventurers said. “He’s a crafter. Probably got dumped in some safe zone and wandered off before anyone could explain things.”

“Safe zones don’t exist near the Wildscar,” Mira said quietly. But she didn’t press further.

“Suit yourself.” The big man shrugged. “Just don’t expect us to come rescue you when things go wrong. Crafters aren’t worth dying for.”

They moved past us without another word. I watched them go, noting the easy confidence in their movements, the way they spread out naturally to cover angles of attack. They were professionals. Experienced. The kind of people who knew exactly what they were doing.

And they’d looked at me like I was already dead.

I stood there, watching them go, something cold settling in my chest. It wasn’t anger, exactly. It was something worse. Something familiar.

Crafters aren’t worth dying for.

Think of it as collaboration, Ethan. I’m giving you visibility.

That’s how senior engineers mentor juniors.

Your contributions to team success.

I’d spent ten years being invisible. Being useful but not important. Being the guy who made things work while other people took the credit and the recognition.

And now I was in a new world with a new system, and somehow I’d ended up in the exact same position.

“Hey.” Lyra’s voice cut through my thoughts. “Ignore them.”

“Why? They’re right, aren’t they? Crafters are worthless. You said it yourself.”

“I said that’s what everyone thinks. I didn’t say I agreed with it.” She limped toward me, her expression unreadable. “You got us out of that dungeon. You made my leg functional. You cleared those Scent-stalkers with a rock and a rune. That’s not worthless.”

“It’s not fighting. It’s not killing monsters. It’s not what adventurers do.”

“No. It’s what you do.” She met my eyes. “I don’t know what kind of Artificer you’re going to become. But I know you’re not typical. And I know I’d rather have you watching my back than those five idiots.”

Before I could respond, a howl split the air.

Not distant this time. Close. Too close.

Lyra’s bow was up instantly. “Wolves. Fracture-touched by the sound. Get behind me.”

“I can help—”

“You’re Level 2 with no combat skills. Get behind me.”

I got behind her.

The wolves burst from the treeline. Three of them, their fur matted with something dark, their eyes glowing faint violet. They moved wrong. Too fast, too coordinated, their bodies twisting in ways that natural animals shouldn’t. Whatever the Fractures did to creatures, it wasn’t making them more natural.

Lyra loosed an arrow before I could blink. It took the lead wolf in the throat, and the creature went down in a heap, skidding across the forest floor. But the other two were already circling, splitting up to attack from two directions. Standard pack tactics, but executed with an intelligence that normal wolves shouldn’t possess.

“Left side!” I shouted.

Lyra pivoted, fired, missed. The wolf was too fast. It came at her from the blind side, and she wouldn’t be able to turn in time.

I grabbed a stone from my pack and threw it at the wolf’s head. Not a runic stone. Just a rock. It bounced off the creature’s skull with a meaty thunk.

The wolf stumbled. Not much, but enough for Lyra to bring her bow around.

The arrow punched through its eye.

The third wolf fled.

Lyra stood there for a moment, breathing hard, her injured leg trembling from the strain of combat. Then she lowered her bow and looked at me.

“Not bad,” she said. “For a worthless crafter.”

Something in my chest loosened.

“We should keep moving,” I said.

“Yeah.” She limped forward, and I fell into step beside her. “Thornhaven’s still two days out. Think you can make it?”

“I’ll make it.”

She nodded, something shifting in her expression. Not quite warmth, but close.

“Then let’s go. Partner.”

We walked on together, leaving the dead wolves behind. The violet glow faded from their eyes as we went, whatever Fracture energy animated them dissipating back into the world.

“Those adventurers,” I said after a while. “They would have left us to die.”

“Probably.” Lyra’s voice was matter-of-fact. “We’re not their responsibility. And you heard them. Crafters aren’t worth dying for.”

“But you stayed with me. Even though you’re injured. Even though you’d move faster alone.”

She was quiet for a long moment. “I’ve lost people before. People I tried to keep at distance because I thought it would hurt less when they died.” A pause. “It doesn’t. It just means you’re alone when it happens.”

Something in her voice told me not to press for details.

We walked in silence after that. But the silence felt different now. Less wary. More like the comfortable quiet between people who understood each other.

And somewhere in the back of my mind, a resolution was forming. I wasn’t going to be invisible anymore. I wasn’t going to be the guy who made things work while other people got the credit.

I was going to build something that mattered. Something nobody could ignore.

I just had to survive long enough to do it.


CHAPTER 5 — The Road

The next two days blurred together in a haze of walking, resting, and trying not to die.

Lyra set the pace, and despite her injured leg, that pace was faster than I would have managed alone. She moved through the wilderness like water flowing downhill, always finding the path of least resistance. When I stumbled over roots or stepped on branches that cracked loud enough to announce our presence to everything within a mile, she just adjusted our route without comment.

“You walk like a city person,” she said on the second morning, watching me nearly twist my ankle on a hidden stone.

“I am a city person.” Seattle had been all concrete and glass. The closest I’d come to wilderness was the occasional hiking trail, and even those had been well-maintained.

“We’ll work on that.”

She taught me as we walked. How to place my feet on the outer edges, rolling inward to minimize noise. How to scan the ground two steps ahead instead of looking at my feet. How to feel the terrain through my shoes and predict where solid footing would be.

I wasn’t good at it. But I was getting less bad.

I spent the rest of the travel time practicing my skills.

Every rock I passed, I examined with Material Resonance Sight. Every branch, every patch of bark, every unusual stone. The skill was growing stronger with use, the information coming faster and clearer. By the end of the first day, I could assess materials at a glance rather than needing to focus.

“You’re getting better at that,” Lyra observed as we made camp in a sheltered hollow.

“Practice.” I turned a stone over in my hands. High iron content. Good structural integrity. Would make a decent tool. “The more I use the skill, the more natural it feels.”

“That’s how it works. Skills grow through application.” She sat down heavily, stretching her injured leg. The splint was holding, but I could see the pain lines around her eyes. “Some people grind skills intentionally. Repeat the same action over and over to build ranks. Others let it happen naturally.”

“Which is better?”

“Depends on the skill. Combat skills, you want to grind in controlled situations. Craft skills…” She shrugged. “I don’t know. You’re the first Artificer I’ve traveled with.”

I found a flat rock and sat across from her, pulling out the materials I’d gathered during the day’s walk. Stones, bark strips, a few pieces of that metallic ironwood. My hands wanted to work, wanted to create something.

So I did.

I started with a simple project: a better binding for Lyra’s splint. The current one was functional but crude. With Material Resonance Sight, I could see exactly how the fibers needed to align for maximum strength.

As I worked, something strange happened.

The rune I inscribed on the binding didn’t just sit there. It… shifted. Adapted. The pattern I’d drawn was basic, just a simple reinforcement. But as my mana flowed through it, the rune started to grow. New lines branched off from the original pattern, weaving themselves into the material in ways I hadn’t planned.

NEW SKILL DISCOVERED
Living Runes — Rank 1
Inscribe patterns that evolve autonomously.
Runes draw on ambient energy to develop complexity.
Final form shaped by creator’s will and circumstance.


I stared at the notification, then at the binding in my hands. The rune was still growing, the pattern becoming more complex by the second. After maybe thirty seconds, it stabilized into something that looked nothing like what I’d originally drawn.

“What did you just do?” Lyra’s voice was sharp.

“I’m not sure.” I held up the binding. “The rune… grew. On its own.”

She took the binding carefully, turning it over. “This is stronger than the original.”

“The System says I discovered something called Living Runes. Runes that adapt and evolve.” I pulled up the skill description again. “It says they consume ambient mana to develop.”

“Living Runes.” Lyra’s expression was unreadable. “I’ve heard of those. They’re Pre-Purge technology. Ancient stuff. Nobody’s made them in centuries.”

“Pre-Purge?”

“The great war. Five hundred years ago. A lot of knowledge was lost.” She handed the binding back to me. “If you can make Living Runes, that’s… significant. More than a curiosity skill.”

I replaced the old binding on her splint with the new one. The moment it touched her leg, I saw her expression change.

“It’s adjusting,” she said. “I can feel it shifting to fit better.”

“That’s what living runes do, apparently.” I sat back, feeling drained. The skill had cost more mana than I expected. “They adapt to their purpose.”

We sat in silence as the light faded. The forest around us was quiet, but not peaceful. Distant sounds echoed through the trees. Things moving in the dark.

“Get some rest,” Lyra said. “I’ll take first watch.”

I didn’t argue. My MP was low, and tomorrow we’d reach Thornhaven. I needed to be ready for whatever that meant.

But sleep didn’t come easily. I lay on the hard ground, staring at the canopy above, thinking about Living Runes. About a skill that hadn’t been seen in five hundred years. About what it meant that I could do something supposedly impossible.

Maybe being a crafter isn’t worthless after all.

* * *

I woke to Lyra’s hand on my shoulder.

“Quiet,” she breathed. “Something’s out there.”

I froze, listening. For a moment I heard nothing but my own heartbeat. Then a rustle of movement, closer than it should be. Multiple somethings, circling our position with predatory patience.

“What is it?”

“Hollow-spawn. Three of them.” Her bow was already in her hands, an arrow appearing between her fingers like she’d conjured it from shadow. “They’re intelligent. Coordinating.”

I tried to see them in the darkness. Caught glimpses of movement between the trees. Shapes that were wrong somehow, too angular, joints bending in ways that made my brain itch.

“Can we run?”

“Not with my leg. Not in the dark. They’d run us down in thirty seconds.” She notched the arrow, drawing the string back to her cheek. Her injured leg trembled but held. “I can take one, maybe two before they close. The third will get through.”

The third will get through.

I thought about the skills I had. Runesmithing. Material Resonance Sight. Living Runes. None of them were combat abilities. None of them were designed to kill things.

But that didn’t mean they couldn’t.

“Give me a minute,” I said.

“We don’t have a minute.”

“Then give me thirty seconds.”

I grabbed a stone from my pack and focused. Not on a heat rune like before. Something different. Something that would hurt.

Sharp edges. Explosive release. Maximum damage on impact.

The rune that formed under my fingers was ugly, angular, full of harsh lines. It felt wrong in a way that the other runes hadn’t. But it also felt powerful.

RUNE INSCRIBED: SHARD BURST
Effect: Explosive fragmentation on impact.
Warning: Dangerous to user if detonated at close range.
MP Cost: 25


“Ready,” I said.

“Where?”

I pointed toward the movement I could barely see in the darkness. “There. The one on the left is moving faster than the others. When you shoot, I throw at the center.”

“You can see that?”

“Material Resonance.” It wasn’t quite a lie. The skill was giving me information about the ground they were disturbing, the displaced leaves and broken twigs. Enough to guess their positions.

Lyra didn’t question it further. She rose in a single fluid motion, drew, and loosed. Her arrow whistled into the darkness, a whisper of death.

I threw the stone.

The double impact was devastating. Lyra’s arrow took one Hollow-spawn through what passed for its throat, a gurgling shriek cutting short as the creature collapsed. My stone hit the ground near the center one and detonated, sending razor-sharp fragments in all directions. The explosion lit up the night for half a second, long enough for me to see what we were fighting.

Wrong. That was the only word for it. Things that might have been human once, twisted by the Fracture into something else. Too-long limbs. Skin like old leather stretched over angles that didn’t belong. Eyes that reflected the explosion’s light like mirrors.

Two down. One left. And it was already closing the distance, covering ground with a speed that defied its bulk.

The screams that followed weren’t human. Weren’t animal. They were something else entirely, a sound that clawed at the inside of my skull and made my teeth ache.

“Move!” Lyra grabbed my arm and pulled. We ran through the darkness, her injured leg somehow keeping pace, my lungs burning as we put distance between us and whatever remained of the ambush. Branches whipped at my face. Roots tried to trip me. Behind us, something shrieked again, closer now.

Lyra spun without breaking stride and loosed another arrow. A wet thud. The shrieking stopped.

We didn’t stop until dawn.

LEVEL UP!
Level 2 → Level 3
+5 Stat Points Available
+1 Skill Point Available
LEVEL UP!
Level 3 → Level 4
+5 Stat Points Available
+1 Skill Point Available
Combat XP: Hollow-spawn (x2) — 180 XP
Survival XP: Night escape — 45 XP


Two levels. From one fight.

I pulled up my status screen, still breathing hard from the run.

ETHAN COLE — Level 4 Runeforge Artificer (Rare)
STR: 9 DEX: 13 CON: 12
INT: 18 WIS: 15 CHA: 11 LCK: 9
CRAFTING STATS
Precision: 14 | Material Affinity: 12
Runic Resonance: 18 | Creation Speed: 10
HP: 130/130 MP: 170/170 XP: 27/400
SKILLS
• Runesmithing — Rank 1
• Material Resonance Sight — Rank 1
• Living Runes — Rank 1
ABILITIES
• None unlocked
+10 Stat Points Available (2 levels)
+2 Skill Points Available (2 levels)


I allocated the stat points carefully. Intelligence and Wisdom again, but also more Constitution. If I was going to keep finding myself in combat situations, I needed to survive them.

When I looked up from my status, Lyra was watching me.

“How many levels?”

“Two.”

“From one fight.” She shook her head slowly. “Combat XP scales with danger. Those Hollow-spawn were higher level than us. Taking them down was worth a lot.”

“We almost died.”

“That’s why it was worth a lot.” She almost smiled. “Welcome to the adventuring life, Artificer.”

We walked in silence as the sun rose higher. The forest thinned, and the terrain became more cultivated. Fields appeared in the distance. Fences. Signs of civilization.

“There,” Lyra said, pointing. “Thornhaven.”

The town was smaller than I expected. A cluster of buildings surrounded by a wooden palisade, smoke rising from chimneys. It looked like something from a medieval documentary, all thatch roofs and mud roads.

But it was civilization. Safety. A chance to figure out what came next.

“Before we go in,” Lyra said, stopping at the edge of the fields, “I need to say something.”

“What?”

She was quiet for a moment, her eyes fixed on the distant walls of Thornhaven. A farmer was working in a nearby field, pausing to watch us with the wary suspicion of someone who’d seen too many strangers come from the Wildscar.

“Three years ago, I had a partner. Another Scout. Marcus. We worked the Wildscar together. Covered each other’s backs. Four years of watching out for each other, learning each other’s signals, trusting that the other person would be there.” A pause. “He died. Fracture-spawn ambush, not that different from what we just survived. I couldn’t save him.”

I didn’t know what to say. The weight of her words hung in the morning air.

“After that, I worked alone. Safer that way. Nobody else to lose. Nobody else to fail.” She met my eyes, and I saw something there. Not vulnerability exactly, but the careful uncovering of something she kept hidden. “But you’re different. You’re not a fighter, but you think like one. You adapt. You solve problems. Back there with the Hollow-spawn, most crafters would have frozen. Would have died.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“It’s an observation.” She took a breath. The farmer had gone back to his work, apparently deciding we weren’t worth worrying about. “I’m not saying we’re partners. I’m saying… if you need someone to watch your back in Thornhaven, I’ll be around. For a while, at least.”

Something warm settled in my chest. Not romantic. Just… connection. The sense that maybe I wasn’t alone in this world after all. That maybe, despite everything, I’d found someone who saw me as something more than worthless.

“Thank you,” I said. “And for what it’s worth, if you ever need someone to make things for you, repair your equipment, improve your weapons…” I shrugged. “I’m not much of a fighter. But I can make the people who are fight better.”

She almost smiled. It was the closest thing to a real smile I’d seen from her.

“Fair trade.”

She nodded once, then started walking toward the town. Her limp was less pronounced now. The Living Runes binding had been doing its work.

I followed.

Whatever came next, I wouldn’t face it by myself.


CHAPTER 6 — Thornhaven

The guards at the gate looked us over with professional suspicion.

“Names and classes.”

“Lyra Ashveil, Scout Level 12.” Lyra produced a metal token from her belt pouch, letting the guard examine it. “Returning from a Wildscar patrol. Found this one in the ruins.”

The guard’s eyes shifted to me. “And you?”

“Ethan Cole. Runeforge Artificer, Level 4.”

“Crafter class?” The guard’s expression flickered. Not quite contempt, but close. “You have registration?”

“I just arrived. A few days ago.”

The guards exchanged a look I was beginning to recognize. The same dismissive evaluation I’d gotten from the adventurers in the forest.

“New arrival needs to register with the Guild before working,” the first guard said. “Building on Merchant’s Row, green door. Ask for Clerk Holloway.” He waved us through. “Welcome to Thornhaven, crafter.”

The last word sounded like an insult.

* * *

The town was larger than it had looked from outside. Narrow streets wound between buildings of wood and stone, most looking like they’d been standing for generations. People bustled through the morning crowds. Merchants hawking wares, adventurers in armor comparing weapons, children darting between adult legs.

It felt almost normal. Almost like a medieval fair back home, except everyone had visible weapons and the tension underneath was real.

“Guild Hall first,” Lyra said. “You need to be registered before anyone will do business with you.”

“And you?”

“I need to report in. Debrief the Wildscar situation, file my patrol records.” She gestured down a side street. “The Guild Hall is that way. Green door. I’ll find you when I’m done.”

She was gone before I could respond, melting into the crowd with a scout’s ease. I watched her disappear, then turned toward Merchant’s Row.

The Guild Hall was a squat stone building that looked like it had been designed to survive sieges. Thick walls, narrow windows, a foundation of massive stone blocks. The green door was faded and dented, clearly original to the structure. Inside, the air smelled of old paper and bureaucracy.

A queue of people snaked through the entrance hall. Adventurers in battered armor, merchants clutching contracts, a few nervous-looking young people who I assumed were new arrivals like me. Everyone waited with the resigned patience of people who’d done this before.

I joined the line and used the time to study the Guild Hall. Maps covered one wall, showing the surrounding region. Thornhaven sat at the center, surrounded by named territories. The Wildscar was marked in red, stretching northeast. Other areas were labeled in colors I didn’t understand. Green for settled territory, yellow for disputed, red for dangerous.

Most of the map was red.

“Next!”

A thin man behind a wooden counter waved me forward. His nameplate read HOLLOWAY. Everything about him screamed career bureaucrat, from his ink-stained fingers to his permanently bored expression.

“New registration. Ethan Cole, Runeforge Artificer, Level 4.”

Holloway’s quill paused. “Crafter class?”

“Yes.”

“Show me.”

I wasn’t sure what he meant until he tapped the counter. A small metal plate was embedded in the wood, inscribed with a complex runic pattern. Identification array, Material Resonance Sight informed me. Reads class and level from System signature.

I placed my hand on it. A faint pulse of mana flowed from my palm into the plate. For a moment, I felt the System itself responding, as if something vast and distant had noticed me.

“Confirmed. Runeforge Artificer, Rare classification.” Holloway made a note in his ledger. His tone hadn’t changed, but something in his posture shifted. The bored expression became slightly more interested. “Rare crafter class. That’s… unusual.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“Registry fee is five silver. Workshop assignment fee is ten silver.” He held out his hand.

I stared at him. “I don’t have any money.”

“No money, no registration.” He started to wave me aside.

“Wait. Is there another option? Work to pay off the fees?”

Holloway considered me for a long moment. “There’s a derelict forge on the south end of town. No one’s claimed it in years. The Guild will waive your fees if you take it over and agree to a service contract. Ten percent of your earnings go to the Guild for the first year.”

Ten percent. That sounded reasonable, but I’d been an engineer long enough to know that reasonable-sounding deals often had hidden costs.

“What’s wrong with the forge?”

“Nothing’s wrong with it.” Holloway’s expression was carefully neutral. “It’s just not in a good location. The previous owner left under… circumstances.”

“What circumstances?”

“He died.”

That wasn’t encouraging. But I didn’t have fifteen silver, and I needed somewhere to work.

“I’ll take it.”

* * *

The forge was worse than I expected.

It sat at the end of a muddy lane, wedged between a tannery and what smelled like a rendering plant. The stench of curing leather and animal fat hung in the air like a physical presence. I understood now why no one had claimed this place. It wasn’t just the location. It was the sensory assault.

But the building itself was structurally sound. Stone walls, a proper chimney, a roof that looked like it might actually keep out rain. Inside, everything was covered in dust and grime. Cobwebs hung in the corners like decorations. The anvil was rusted. The bellows were cracked. The tools hanging on the walls were dull and pitted.

At least it’s mine.

I spent the rest of the morning cleaning. Not glamorous work, but necessary. Familiar, even. Back in Seattle, I’d inherited a workshop from a retiring machinist once. Same process. Clear out the debris, assess the equipment, make a plan.

As I worked, I used Material Resonance Sight to assess everything. The anvil was salvageable, just surface rust that hadn’t penetrated the core metal. The bellows needed new leather, but the frame was good ironwood. Most of the tools could be restored with time and effort. A few were beyond saving, but those I could remake myself.

I found Garrett’s old ledger tucked in a drawer. The previous owner’s records, going back years. Orders filled, materials purchased, customers served. The last entry was dated three months ago. A note in shaky handwriting: THEY’RE COMING.

I closed the ledger and didn’t open it again.

By afternoon, I had the space cleared enough to actually work. The forge itself was cold, but the basic structure was intact. I found fuel in a storage bin, dry wood and some kind of coal-like substance that resonated with heat when I examined it.

Emberite. Burns hot and clean. Good for metalwork.

I lit the forge. The first flames caught slowly, then built into a proper fire. Heat washed over me, and something in my chest loosened.

This was familiar. Different tools, different materials, but the fundamental process was the same. Fire. Metal. Creation.

I grabbed one of the rusted tools and examined it with Material Resonance Sight. A chisel, the edge completely gone, pitted along the shaft. But the metal itself was still good underneath. Just needed reshaping.

I put it in the forge and waited for it to heat.

The process was meditative. Watch the metal, feel when it reaches the right temperature. Pull it out. Strike, turn, strike, turn. The rhythm of hammer on anvil was different from the precision of electronic engineering, but the underlying principle was the same. Understand the material. Work with its nature, not against it.

By the time the chisel was done, the sun had shifted. I held up the finished tool, examining it with Material Resonance Sight. The edge was clean. The shaft was straight. The metal was dense and uniform throughout.

And there, barely visible, a Living Rune had grown along the cutting edge. I hadn’t inscribed it consciously. The skill had activated on its own, responding to my intent.

The rune pulsed faintly, then settled. I could feel it through my connection, like a heartbeat in the metal. Alive. Adapting. Growing.

This is what I know how to do. This is where I belong.

* * *

“Impressive work for a day.”

I looked up from the anvil. A man stood in the doorway, well-dressed in a merchant’s coat, watching me with an appraising eye.

“Can I help you?”

“Aldric Corven. I run the metalworks supply down the road.” He stepped inside, examining the space. “Heard the old forge got claimed. Wanted to see who was brave enough to take it.”

“Brave enough?”

“Old Garrett who had this place before you. Good smith, but he made enemies. The kind that don’t forget.” Corven shrugged. “His death wasn’t entirely natural, if you understand my meaning.”

I understood. The message was clear: this forge came with baggage.

“What do you want, Mr. Corven?”

“Business opportunity.” He pulled a folded paper from his coat. “I can supply you with materials at discount rates. Raw iron, copper, tin, all the basics. In exchange, you agree to sell your finished goods through my shop.”

“What percentage?”

“Thirty percent of sale price goes to me.”

I almost laughed. “Thirty percent? Plus the Guild’s ten percent. That leaves me sixty percent at best.”

“Standard rates for a new crafter with no reputation.”

“No.” I turned back to my work. “I’ll find my own suppliers.”

Corven’s friendly demeanor cooled. “You won’t find better rates in Thornhaven. Most suppliers won’t deal with unproven crafters at all.”

“Then I’ll prove myself.”

He stared at me for a long moment, then tucked the paper back in his coat. “You’re making a mistake. This town isn’t kind to crafters who don’t play along.”

“I’ve been told I’m worthless by better people than you.” I met his eyes. “I’m not signing your contract.”

Corven left without another word. The air in the forge felt cleaner after he was gone.

* * *

That evening, I was sorting through the salvageable tools when a knock came at the door.

Lyra stood outside, a bundle tucked under one arm. She looked better than she had that morning. Clean clothes, hair tied back, the exhaustion less visible.

“You found the place.”

“Guild directed me.” She glanced past me at the forge interior. “This is… cozy.”

“It’s what I could afford.” I stepped aside to let her in. “The location isn’t great.”

“The location is terrible.” She set her bundle on the workbench. “But the building is solid and the forge works. I’ve seen worse.”

“High praise.”

“It’s accurate praise.” She unwrapped the bundle. Inside was food. Bread, cheese, some kind of cured meat. “Figured you hadn’t eaten. New arrivals usually forget.”

My stomach growled in response. I hadn’t eaten since the jerky we’d shared at dawn.

“Thank you.”

We ate in comfortable silence, sitting on crates in the cleaned-up workspace. The forge fire crackled, providing warmth against the evening chill.

“I got you registered as a probationary Guild Scout,” Lyra said between bites. “Means you can take escort jobs if you want. Guard a caravan, that sort of thing.”

“I’m not much of a guard.”

“No, but your Living Runes might be useful.” She tapped the binding still on her leg. “This thing is still adapting. My leg feels better than it has in days. The splint isn’t even necessary anymore, but I’m leaving it on to see what the rune does.”

I hadn’t thought about that. My craft could make fighters more effective. That was a valuable service, even if I couldn’t fight myself.

“What about you?” I asked. “What’s your plan?”

“Rest for a few days. Let my leg finish healing. Then back to the Wildscar.” She said it matter-of-factly, like she was describing a trip to the grocery store instead of weeks of hunting monsters in deadly territory.

“Alone?”

“Usually.” She met my eyes. “It’s safer that way. One person can hide better than two. Can move faster, react quicker.”

I thought about the adventurer party that had left us to die. “And if something goes wrong?”

“Then it goes wrong.” She shrugged. “That’s the job.”

There was something in her voice. Acceptance, but also loneliness. Three years of working alone, not because she preferred it, but because losing someone again was worse than being alone.

I understood that. I’d spent most of my adult life building walls instead of connections. Easier to be invisible than to be hurt.

“There’s also a room available at the boarding house where I stay,” she continued, changing the subject. “Down the street. Not fancy, but it’s cheap and clean.” She paused. “Close enough that if there’s trouble, I could hear it.”

Something about the way she said it made me realize this wasn’t casual. She was looking out for me. After only a few days of knowing each other.

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why help me? I’m just a crafter. You said it yourself. We’re worthless out in the field.”

Lyra was quiet for a moment, her fingers tracing the edge of her food wrapper. “I said most crafters are worthless. You’re different. You think under pressure. You solve problems.” She looked up. “And you made me something. Without asking for payment, without expecting anything back. Just because it needed to be done.”

“The splint binding?”

“Nobody’s done that for me before. Made something just to help.” She finished her food and stood. “Tomorrow, come to the boarding house. Second floor, third door. I’ll introduce you to the landlady.”

She left the same way she’d arrived. Quietly, efficiently, leaving me with more questions than answers.

But also with something else. The sense that I wasn’t just surviving anymore. I was building something. A place. A connection. Maybe even a life.

The forge fire burned low as the night deepened. I sat in my new workshop, surrounded by dusty tools and endless possibilities, and for the first time since I’d arrived in this world, I felt something like hope.

This is home now. Whatever else happens, this is where I start.


CHAPTER 7 — First Commission

The first week in Thornhaven taught me how the town really worked.

Crafters existed at the bottom of the social hierarchy. Below adventurers, below merchants, below pretty much everyone except beggars. We were tolerated because someone needed to repair equipment and make tools, but we weren’t respected. We were the people who stayed behind while others risked their lives.

I kept my head down and worked. Restored the tools in my forge. Practiced my skills. Experimented with Living Runes on small projects, watching how the patterns grew and adapted. Each success taught me something new about the skill.

I slept at the forge. The back room was cramped and smelled like soot, but it meant I could work late without losing time walking back and forth. Lyra kept her room at the boarding house down the street. We didn’t see each other much during the day, but she checked in each evening, bringing news from the Guild or sharing dinner.

On the sixth day, my first real commission walked through the door.

“You the new smith?”

The man was tall, scarred, wearing the worn leathers of someone who spent a lot of time in dangerous places. A sword hung at his hip, and he carried another wrapped in cloth.

“Ethan Cole. Runeforge Artificer.”

He unwrapped the second sword. The blade was cracked, nearly broken, with deep notches along the edge. Whatever fight had done this damage, it had been brutal.

“Thornviper. Killed the thing, but it took my blade with it. Guild says you’re cheap.”

I examined the sword with Material Resonance Sight. The damage was severe. Most of the blade would need to be reforged. But the tang and the crossguard were still solid. The metal itself was good quality, some kind of steel alloy I didn’t recognize.

“I can fix it. Won’t be cheap if you want it done right.”

“How much?”

“Depends on what you want. Basic repair, I can have it functional in a day. Two silver. Full restoration with improved edge retention, three days, five silver.” I paused. “Or I can enhance it. Make it better than it was. That’ll take a week and cost ten.”

“Enhanced how?”

“Living Runes. The blade will adapt to how you fight. Maintain its edge longer. Possibly develop additional properties over time.” I held his gaze. “The runes are alive in a sense. They learn from use and improve themselves.”

The adventurer studied me. His eyes were the color of old iron, hard and assessing. The kind of man who’d survived by being skeptical of everything.

“Living Runes. Pre-Purge technology.” He said it like he was testing me. “Nobody’s made those in five hundred years.”

“I make them.”

He was quiet for a long moment. Outside, I could hear the sounds of the tannery next door. The eternal stench of curing leather drifted through the gaps in my walls.

“Ten silver for experimental runework from an unproven crafter.” He laughed, but there was something calculating behind it. “I’ll take the five silver option. You deliver on that, maybe we talk about the experimental work next time.”

Fair enough. Trust was earned, not given.

* * *

The restoration took two days instead of three.

I fell into the work like falling into water. Heating the metal, shaping it, drawing out the impurities. The forge fire became the center of my world, the rhythm of hammer on anvil the only sound that mattered.

The blade came together piece by piece. New steel folded into the old where the breaks had been. Edge ground and polished until it caught the light like a mirror.

And then, when the physical work was done, I inscribed a rune.

Just a small one. A reinforcement pattern along the edge, designed to help it hold sharpness. The kind of basic enhancement any competent runesmith could manage.

But as I fed mana into the pattern, it began to grow.

Living Runes activated automatically now. I’d used the skill enough that my subconscious recognized when it was needed. The rune expanded, threading through the metal in ways I hadn’t planned but somehow felt right.

When it was done, the sword hummed faintly in my hands. Alive. Adaptive. Ready.

LEVEL UP!
Level 4 → Level 5
+5 Stat Points Available
+1 Skill Point Available
Crafting XP: Enhanced weapon creation — 95 XP


I allocated stats without hesitation. More Intelligence. More Wisdom. A point into Dexterity for precision work. The numbers shifted in my status screen, and I felt the change. Thoughts a little clearer. Hands a little steadier.

ETHAN COLE — Level 5 Runeforge Artificer (Rare)
STR: 9 DEX: 14 CON: 12
INT: 20 WIS: 17 CHA: 11 LCK: 9
CRAFTING STATS
Precision: 16 | Material Affinity: 14
Runic Resonance: 21 | Creation Speed: 12
HP: 140/140 MP: 195/195 XP: 22/500
SKILLS
• Runesmithing — Rank 2
• Material Resonance Sight — Rank 1
• Living Runes — Rank 1
ABILITIES
• None unlocked


When the adventurer came to pick up his sword, he approached it like he expected to be disappointed. Probably how he approached most things in life. A safe way to live, but not a pleasant one.

I handed him the blade, hilt first. He took it, and I watched his expression shift from skepticism to confusion to something that might have been wonder.

He tested the edge on a piece of leather, watching it cut like the material wasn’t even there. Held the blade up to the light. Sighted down its length. Made a few experimental swings, feeling the balance.

“This is better than it was new.” His voice was quiet. Reverent, almost. “The balance is different. Lighter. And the edge…”

“Living Runes. They enhance what’s already there. The blade will continue to improve with use.”

“Continue to improve.” He stared at me for a long moment. Something changed in his eyes. The skepticism didn’t disappear, but it made room for something else. Interest. Respect, maybe. “I’ve been using this sword for eight years. Had it repaired a dozen times. This is the first time it’s come back better than I remembered it.”

He pulled out his coin purse and counted out ten silver. Double what I’d quoted.

“That’s not the price we agreed on.”

“No. It’s the price the work was worth.” He sheathed the sword with a practiced motion, and I could see him feeling the difference in how it hung at his hip. “My name’s Harren. I run a small company. Six fighters, mostly dungeon work. I’ll tell them about you. You’ll have more commissions before the week is out.”

“I appreciate it.”

“Don’t thank me yet.” He paused at the door. “The other smiths in town aren’t going to like a newcomer taking their business. Watch your back.”

He was right. About all of it.

* * *

By the end of the second week, I had a steady stream of work. Word had spread through the adventurer community that the new crafter actually knew what he was doing. Nothing elaborate. Weapon repairs, armor patches, basic tool maintenance. But each job earned experience and coin, and each successful project built my reputation.

The merchants noticed too. Corven came back twice more, offering slightly better terms each time. I kept refusing. His eyes got a little harder each time I said no.

“You’re making enemies,” Lyra said one evening. We were in my forge, the fire banked low, sharing a meal.

“I noticed.”

“Corven has connections. The Guild, other merchants, some of the adventurer companies.” She picked at her food. “He’s not used to being told no.”

“Then he can get used to it.” I set down my plate. “I’m not signing a contract that gives him thirty percent of everything I make. That’s not business. That’s extortion.”

“It’s how this town works. The established players control the supply chains. Independent crafters either join or get squeezed out.”

“Then I’ll have to be good enough that they can’t squeeze me out.”

Lyra was quiet for a moment. “There might be another option.”

“What?”

“Intel I picked up on my last patrol. An old workshop in the hills north of town. Pre-Purge era, supposedly. The Guild marked it as dangerous and off-limits years ago, but they never actually cleared it.” She met my eyes. “If the stories are true, there might be materials and equipment there that nobody else can access. Rare stuff. The kind of thing that would give you an edge against Corven’s network.”

Pre-Purge workshop. The same era as Living Runes.

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because you helped me when you didn’t have to. Because you refused to take the easy path even when it would have made your life simpler.” She paused, her fingers tracing the edge of her plate. “And because I’m curious. About what you can really do, if you had the right resources.”

“Curious enough to risk your life on it?”

“I risk my life every time I walk into the Wildscar. At least this time, it might be for something more than just another patrol report.” She looked at me directly. “You’re different from other crafters, Cole. You actually understand what we do out there. Most smiths just take our broken gear, fix it, and hand it back. You improved that sword because you understood what Harren needed from it. That’s rare.”

I thought about it. A dangerous trip into unknown territory, chasing rumors about ancient technology. The smart move was to stay here, keep building my reputation slowly, avoid unnecessary risks. Play the long game and hope Corven didn’t squeeze me out before I got established.

But I wasn’t going to beat Corven by being safe. I needed an advantage. Something he couldn’t compete with.

“How dangerous?”

“The Guild listed it as off-limits for a reason. There will be guardians. Traps, probably. Maybe worse.”

“But you think we can handle it.”

Lyra almost smiled. “I think we can try.”

* * *

Before we left for the workshop, I had one more project to complete.

I’d been working on it in spare moments for over a week. Hiding it under a cloth whenever Lyra visited, claiming it was just experimental scrap. A set of arrows, crafted specifically for her.

The shafts were ironwood I’d gathered on our journey from the ruins. I remembered the exact moment I’d spotted the grove. Lyra had been scanning the horizon for threats while I’d assessed the material with Resonance Sight. Dense. Straight-grained. Perfect for arrow shafts.

The heads were steel I’d forged myself, each one shaped and balanced to match the weight of her bow. I’d watched her shoot during our escape from the Hollow-spawn. Noted the way she drew, the angle she favored, the release timing. The heads were tuned to complement her style, not fight against it.

Each one was inscribed with a Living Rune designed for penetration and stability. The patterns were small but intricate, woven into the metal at a level most crafters couldn’t achieve. Hours of work per head, but worth it.

And the fletching… the fletching was where the real work was.

I’d found a merchant selling feathers from a creature called a Skystrike. Fast. Aggressive. Known for diving attacks that could punch through armor before the target knew it was coming. The feathers had traces of that nature embedded in them, resonating with speed and precision when I examined them with Material Resonance Sight.

Binding them to the arrows required a new runic pattern. Something that would transfer the essence without corrupting it. I failed four times before I got it right. Burned through most of my mana reserves, had to rest and try again. But when the pattern finally took, I felt it click into place like a circuit completing.

The result was a set of six arrows that wanted to fly straight and hit hard. The Living Runes would adapt over time, learning from each shot, becoming more effective. They’d never run out of sharpness. Never lose their true flight. And they’d grow with her.

I wrapped them carefully and waited for Lyra to arrive for our evening meal.

When she walked in, I handed her the bundle without preamble.

“What’s this?”

“Skystrike arrows. Custom made. Living Runes on the heads. They’ll adapt to your shooting style over time.”

She unwrapped them slowly, her expression unreadable as she examined each one. Tested the balance. Sighted down the shafts.

“These are…” She stopped. Tried again. “Nobody’s ever…”

She fell silent.

I waited.

“The binding on my leg was practical,” she finally said. “A tool to help me walk. These are different. These are crafted for me. My shooting style. My needs.” She looked up, and there was something in her eyes I hadn’t seen before. Vulnerability, carefully controlled. “People don’t make things for scouts. We’re the ones who don’t come back.”

“You came back.”

“Not everyone does.” She ran her fingers along one of the arrow shafts. “Thank you. I don’t… I’m not good at this.”

“You don’t have to be good at it. Just use them. See if they work.”

She wrapped the arrows again, handling them like they were precious. “We leave for the workshop tomorrow. Dawn. I’ll meet you at the north gate.”

She left without another word.

But as she walked away, I caught her looking back at the arrows in her hands. Her expression was softer than I’d ever seen it. Something between surprise and wonder.

Tomorrow, we find out what Pre-Purge really means.


CHAPTER 8 — The Workshop

The hills north of Thornhaven were steeper than they looked from town.

We’d left before dawn, slipping through the north gate while the guards were still half-asleep. Lyra moved with the easy confidence of someone who’d made this journey before. I followed, trying to apply the lessons she’d taught me about moving quietly.

By midmorning, we’d left the cultivated fields behind. The terrain grew wilder, the paths narrower. Trees that might have been ironwood grew in twisted clusters, their metallic bark gleaming in the filtered sunlight.

“How much further?”

“Another hour.” Lyra paused at a ridge, scanning the terrain ahead. “The workshop is in a ravine. Easy to miss if you don’t know what you’re looking for.”

“The Guild marked it as dangerous. Do you know what kind of dangerous?”

“Rumors mostly. Guardians of some kind. Traps, probably.” She glanced at me. “The artificer who built it didn’t want visitors.”

We moved on in silence. The forest grew denser, the ironwood trees more prevalent. My Material Resonance Sight picked up traces of something in the metal bark. Energy patterns I didn’t recognize. Old. Powerful. Like the trees had been touched by something that had changed them at a fundamental level.

“The Pre-Purge artificers did something here,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Changed the forest somehow.”

“The old stories say they could reshape nature itself.” Lyra’s eyes never stopped moving, scanning the shadows between the trees. “Turn forests into fortresses. Rivers into weapons.”

“And we wonder why there was a war.”

She almost smiled at that.

The terrain grew steeper. We climbed over ridges of weathered stone, navigated around sinkholes that dropped into darkness, avoided patches of undergrowth that Lyra identified as predator nesting territory. Twice she held up a hand, freezing us both in place while something large moved through the trees nearby.

“Iron-tusks,” she whispered after the second time. “Territorial. They’ll charge anything that moves in their range.”

We circled wide, losing time but staying intact.

Then the ravine appeared suddenly, the ground dropping away into shadow. At the bottom, half-hidden by overgrowth, a stone structure squatted against the cliff face. Not natural stone. Cut. Shaped. Fitted together with precision that would have been impressive even back home. The joints were so tight I couldn’t see them with my naked eye, only with Material Resonance Sight.

“That’s it.”

“Looks intact.”

“From the outside.” Lyra notched an arrow, her Skystrike fletching catching the light. “Stay behind me until we know what we’re dealing with.”

* * *

The entrance was blocked by a massive door of dark metal. No visible hinges. No keyhole. Just smooth surface inscribed with patterns that made my eyes water when I looked at them directly.

“Wards,” I said. “Powerful ones.”

“Can you get through them?”

I examined the patterns with Material Resonance Sight. The information that came back was overwhelming. Layers upon layers of runic work, each one designed to reinforce the others. Defense. Containment. Warning. And something else underneath. Something that felt… aware.

“Maybe. Give me a minute.”

I placed my hand on the door and let my mana flow into the patterns. The response was immediate. The wards flared, pushing back against my energy. Not actively hostile, but definitely rejecting the intrusion.

Try something different.

I focused on the Living Runes skill. Instead of forcing my way through, I let the runes do what they did best. Adapt.

The pattern I pushed into the wards was simple. A request, not a demand. Permission to enter. Willingness to accept the artificer’s rules. The Living Rune shifted and changed as it interacted with the ancient patterns, learning their language, translating my intent.

Something clicked. The wards rippled, and a seam appeared in the center of the door.

“That was fast.”

“The wards recognized my class, I think.” I wasn’t sure that was true, but it was the best explanation I had. “They’re designed to allow artificers. Just not force.”

The door swung open on silent hinges, revealing darkness beyond.

* * *

The workshop was larger than I expected. A central chamber stretched back into the cliff, supported by stone pillars carved with more runic patterns. The ceiling rose three stories above us, lost in shadow. Dust covered everything, but the equipment underneath was pristine. Forges with elaborate ventilation systems. Anvils of different sizes and compositions. Tool racks holding implements I couldn’t even identify. Workbenches arranged in a complex layout I recognized as efficient.

And materials. Shelves upon shelves of materials, each one labeled in a script I couldn’t read. My Material Resonance Sight went into overdrive, feeding me information about alloys and compounds I’d never encountered. Metals that existed in states somewhere between solid and liquid. Crystals that hummed with contained energy. Organic compounds that seemed to be alive, slowly pulsing in their sealed containers.

“This is incredible.”

“It’s a lot of metal.” Lyra’s voice was flat, her attention on the shadows rather than the equipment. “Where are the guardians?”

Good question. The Guild had marked this place as dangerous, but so far we hadn’t encountered anything hostile.

Unless the guardians already know we’re here.

The thought was uncomfortable. I pushed it aside and kept exploring.

I moved deeper into the workshop, examining the layout. The artificer who’d built this place had been brilliant. Every piece of equipment was positioned for optimal workflow. The forges were arranged to share heat. The tool racks were within arm’s reach of every workstation.

But there was something else. A feeling of presence. Like someone was watching.

At the back of the chamber, half-hidden behind a massive forge, I found another door. Smaller than the entrance. More heavily warded.

“Lyra.”

She appeared at my shoulder, arrow still notched. “What is it?”

“Another door. The wards are different. This isn’t defense. This is…” I studied the patterns. “Containment.”

“Something’s locked in there.”

“Yes.”

We looked at each other. The smart move was to leave. Take the materials we could carry and come back later. But curiosity had always been my weakness.

“I’m going to open it.”

“Of course you are.” Lyra sighed. “I’ll cover you.”

* * *

The containment wards were more complex than the entrance. They didn’t just block entry. They were designed to keep something inside. Multiple layers. Redundant systems. The kind of overkill that meant whatever was contained was genuinely dangerous.

I applied the same approach as before. Living Runes. Adaptation. Request instead of demand.

The response was different this time. The wards didn’t just open. They… acknowledged. Like something inside was aware of my attempt and had decided to allow it.

The door slid open.

Beyond was a smaller chamber, lit by a soft golden glow. The source of the light was immediately obvious.

A woman stood at the center of the room, chains of silver light binding her wrists, ankles, and throat. The chains connected to anchor points in the walls, floor, and ceiling, suspending her in a web of constraint that left her just enough freedom to move but not enough to escape.

She was beautiful in a way that felt dangerous. Inhuman. Her hair was the color of midnight, cascading down her back in waves that seemed to absorb what little light didn’t come from her chains. Her skin was pale as moonlight, flawless, ageless. Her features were sharp, aristocratic, with high cheekbones and a mouth that curved in perpetual amusement.

And her eyes…

Her eyes were gold. Pure gold, with vertical pupils that focused on me with an intensity that made my spine tighten. There was intelligence there. Ancient intelligence. The kind that had seen civilizations rise and fall and found them all vaguely entertaining.

Behind her, four tails of silver fur swayed gently, each one tipped with flame that cast dancing shadows on the chamber walls. They moved independently, expressing emotions I couldn’t quite read. Curiosity. Anticipation. Something else.

Her presence carried a scent—night-blooming flowers and old fire, underlaid with something sharp and metallic that reminded me of a transformer station on a humid night. It settled into my lungs and refused to leave.

“How interesting.” Her voice was low, musical, amused. “A smith who can bypass the old wards. I have not seen that in a very long time.”

Lyra’s bow creaked as she drew the string tighter. “What are you?”

The woman, the creature, smiled. Her teeth were just slightly too sharp. “I am called Sable. And I am exactly what I appear to be, little scout. A prisoner.”

“A fox-spirit.” I hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but the word came anyway. “Nine-tailed. Or you were. Before something reduced you.”

The golden eyes narrowed. Evaluated. “You know of my kind.”

“Legends. Stories.” I stepped closer, ignoring Lyra’s warning hiss. “Three thousand years old, at least. Bound by chains of celestial silver that no force can break.”

“You are partly correct.” Sable’s tails flicked. “The chains cannot be broken by force. But they can be unbound by craft. By the right craft, performed with the right intent.” She tilted her head, studying me. “Runeforge Artificer. A rare class. I wonder… can you see the binding pattern?”

I activated Material Resonance Sight and looked at the chains. What I saw made my breath catch.

The silver wasn’t just metal. It was woven mana, crystallized into physical form. And the pattern holding it together was runic. Ancient. Complex. But fundamentally the same type of structure as the Living Runes I’d been learning.

“I can see it.”

“Then you may be the first to do so in four hundred years.” Sable smiled again, and this time there was something genuine underneath the amusement. Hope, maybe. Carefully controlled. “The one who chained me here was also an artificer. A colleague of the workshop’s owner. He bound me as payment for a debt I could not honor.”

“Why couldn’t you honor it?”

“Because honoring it would have required me to watch another civilization fall.” Her voice went flat. “I refused. And so he imprisoned me, waiting for someone with the skill to either free me or destroy me.”

“And if I free you?”

“Then I would owe you a debt.” The tails spread slightly, a gesture I somehow understood meant satisfaction. “A significant one. The kind of debt a fox-spirit takes very seriously.”

I looked at Lyra. She hadn’t lowered her bow. Her expression was hard, calculating.

“Fox-spirits are tricksters,” she said. “They manipulate. Deceive. You can’t trust what she says.”

“True.” Sable inclined her head. “My kind has a certain reputation. Earned, in some cases. But I am also bound by my nature. A debt freely acknowledged must be honored. That is not manipulation. That is law.”

“You could be lying about the debt.”

“I could be.” Those golden eyes fixed on mine. “But am I?”

I studied the chains again. The binding pattern was clear to me now. Not impossible to unravel. Just complex. It would require precision, care, and a significant amount of mana.

“What kind of debt are we talking about?”

“That depends on what you want.” Sable’s voice dropped, becoming more intimate. “I have knowledge. Four hundred years of watching the world through these wards, and three thousand before that. I have power, though diminished. These chains drain me, but without them, I could be useful to someone with your talents.” She paused. “And I have certain… abilities that you might find interesting. For the right smith.”

The implication was clear. And dangerous.

“Ethan.” Lyra’s voice was sharp. “We should go. Report this to the Guild. Let someone else deal with it.”

“The Guild would kill her. Or try to.”

“Maybe she deserves it.”

“Maybe.” I kept my eyes on Sable. “Or maybe she’s been trapped in a hole for four hundred years because she refused to let people die.”

The golden eyes widened slightly. Surprise. Genuine surprise.

“You believe me.”

“I believe you’re telling the truth about why you were imprisoned. Whether you deserve to be freed is a different question.”

“And how would you determine the answer?”

“I’d need more information. About who you were. What you did. What you’re willing to offer in exchange.”

Sable studied me for a long moment. Her tails had gone still, no longer swaying. The flames at their tips flickered, reflecting emotions I couldn’t quite read.

“Very well, little smith.” Her voice was different now. Less performative. More genuine. The tails behind her had gone still, the flames at their tips burning steady instead of flickering. “Ask your questions. I will answer truthfully. And then you will decide whether I am worth freeing.”

Behind me, Lyra exhaled slowly. I could feel her eyes on my back, watching, judging. She hadn’t lowered her bow. Probably wouldn’t until we were back in Thornhaven with the workshop door sealed behind us.

But I wasn’t leaving. Not yet.

This is either the best decision I’ve ever made or the worst.

I sat down on the dusty floor, crossed my legs, and prepared to negotiate with an ancient fox-spirit.

“First question,” I said. “The artificer who imprisoned you. What happened to him?”

Sable’s golden eyes gleamed. “He died. Natural causes, eventually. Old age and the weight of his own ambition.” Her tails began to sway again, slow and hypnotic. “He visited me once, near the end. Told me he regretted what he’d done. That he’d let fear control him.”

“Fear of what?”

“Of what I represented. Of the old powers. Of what might happen if beings like me were allowed to walk free in a world that had forgotten us.” She tilted her head, the chains around her throat catching the golden light. “He was not entirely wrong to be afraid. But he was wrong about the solution.”

“And the workshop owner? The artificer who built this place?”

“Kethis.” The name came out soft. Pained. “He was my friend. One of the few humans I have ever called friend. When his colleague imprisoned me, Kethis tried to intervene. He failed.” Her voice went flat. “The binding was completed before he could act. And once it was done, there was nothing he could do.”

“What happened to him?”

“He died protecting this place. Defending the knowledge here from those who would have destroyed it.” The flames at her tail tips flared brighter for a moment. “He was a good man. Better than most. He deserved better than what the world gave him.”

I looked at the chains. At the ancient patterns woven into them. At the fox-spirit suspended between grief and hope.

“Last question for now,” I said. “If I free you, what happens next?”

Sable smiled. It was a real smile this time, not the calculated amusement from before. Something warmer. More dangerous.

“Then we negotiate, little smith. Properly. Without chains between us.” Her golden eyes held mine. “I think you will find my terms… favorable.”

The way she said it made my pulse quicken.

Lyra’s bow creaked again. A warning. But also a question.

I looked at the chains. Looked at Sable. Made a decision.

“Tomorrow,” I said. “I’ll come back tomorrow with tools. We’ll talk more. And then I’ll decide.”

Sable’s tails spread wide, the flames dancing with what might have been satisfaction.

“Tomorrow, then. I have waited four hundred years, little smith. I can wait one more night.”

We left the chamber, the containment wards sealing behind us. The last thing I saw before the door closed was Sable’s golden eyes, watching me with an intensity that followed me all the way back to Thornhaven.


CHAPTER 9 — Chains and Choices

I didn’t sleep that night.

Every time I closed my eyes, I saw golden pupils watching me from the darkness. Heard that musical voice promising favorable terms. Felt the weight of a decision I wasn’t qualified to make.

By dawn, I was already packing.

“You’re really going back.” Lyra stood in my doorway, arms crossed. She’d clearly slept about as well as I had.

“I have to know more.”

“You know enough. She’s a fox-spirit. They manipulate people. That’s what they do.”

“Maybe.” I slung my pack over my shoulder. “But something doesn’t add up. If she wanted to manipulate me, why tell me she was imprisoned for refusing to let people die? That’s not exactly a villainous backstory.”

“It could be a lie.”

“She said she’d answer truthfully.”

“Fox-spirits lie.”

“Then I’ll ask questions that verify her story.” I met her eyes. “Come with me. If I’m wrong about her, I’ll need someone to put an arrow between her eyes.”

Lyra was silent for a long moment. Then she grabbed her bow.

“If this gets us killed, I’m never forgiving you.”

* * *

The workshop was exactly as we’d left it. The wards recognized my Living Runes immediately, the door swinging open without resistance. Inside, the equipment still gleamed, the materials still waited on their shelves.

And at the back, behind the containment door, Sable still hung in her web of silver chains.

“You returned.” Her voice was warm. Pleased. “I confess I wasn’t entirely certain you would.”

“I have more questions.”

“Of course you do.” The golden eyes glinted. “Ask, little smith. I have nothing but time.”

I sat down across from her, close enough to study the chains in detail. Lyra took position by the door, bow drawn, arrow pointed at Sable’s heart.

“Tell me about Ashenmoor.”

Sable’s tails went still. The flames at their tips dimmed.

“You know that name.”

“I heard it in the ruins. The collapsed place where I found Lyra.” I hadn’t, actually. But the name had appeared in my Material Resonance Sight when I examined the chains. A fragment of old memory embedded in the binding.

“Ashenmoor was a city.” Sable’s voice had lost its playful edge. This was something real. Something painful. “Three thousand years ago, give or take a century. It was beautiful. Towers of white stone, gardens that bloomed year-round, a library that held the knowledge of a hundred civilizations.”

“What happened to it?”

“The Stillness happened.” The word came out like a curse. “An organization. A philosophy. They believed that the old powers were too dangerous to exist. That beings like me, like the dragons, like the spirits of earth and water and fire, were threats to humanity’s natural order.”

“They destroyed Ashenmoor?”

“They destroyed everything.” Sable’s eyes had gone distant, looking at something I couldn’t see. Three thousand years of memories playing behind those golden pupils. “Every city that harbored the old powers. Every kingdom that wouldn’t bow. Every civilization that dared to coexist with beings they couldn’t control.”

Her tails wrapped around herself, a protective gesture that looked almost unconscious.

“I watched it happen. Watched the towers fall, the gardens burn, the library crumble into ash. The screams lasted for days. Humans and spirits alike, dying because the Stillness believed coexistence was impossible.” She focused on me again. “I could have fought. Could have killed thousands of them before they brought me down. My kind are not weak, little smith. At full power, with all nine tails, I could have razed their army to the ground.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No.” Her voice was soft. “Because that’s what they wanted. An excuse to prove that we were the monsters they claimed we were. Every spirit who fought, every dragon who breathed fire on their soldiers, became another piece of propaganda. Another reason to hunt us to extinction.”

She met my eyes, and for the first time I saw something beyond the ancient amusement. Pain. Old and deep and carefully buried.

“I chose to run. To hide. To survive. Some days I wonder if that was cowardice.”

I studied her face. Looking for deception. Finding only grief.

“What happened after?”

“I retreated. Hid. Let centuries pass while humanity rebuilt without the old powers to guide them.” Her tails began to move again, slowly. “The Purge came five hundred years ago. The Stillness resurfaced, destroyed what remained of the old knowledge. But by then, I was already imprisoned. Watching through the wards, unable to act.”

“The artificer who chained you. Was he Stillness?”

“No. He was afraid of them.” Sable’s lips curved into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Afraid of what they’d do if they learned a fox-spirit lived in his colleague’s workshop. So he bound me, thinking he was protecting himself.” A pause. “He was wrong. The Stillness found him anyway. Found Kethis. Found everyone who’d known me.”

“What happened to them?”

“They died. All of them.” The flames at her tail tips flared bright for a moment, then subsided. “Screaming. While I watched through the wards and couldn’t lift a finger to help.”

I sat with that for a moment. Four hundred years of watching people die, unable to do anything. That was a kind of torture I couldn’t imagine.

“Why should I trust you?”

“You shouldn’t.” Sable met my eyes directly. “Trust is earned, not given. But I can offer you something that might help you decide.”

“What?”

“A soul bond.”

Lyra’s bow creaked. “Don’t.”

Sable ignored her. “It’s an old magic. A connection between two beings that cannot be broken or faked. If we bond, you’ll feel my intentions as clearly as your own. You’ll know if I’m lying, if I’m manipulating, if I mean you harm.” Her tails spread wide. “It’s the deepest form of trust my kind can offer. And once formed, it cannot be dissolved.”

“What do you get out of it?”

“Freedom.” The word was simple. Honest. “And perhaps… companionship. Four hundred years of solitude is a long time, little smith. Even for one of my kind.”

I stood and approached the chains. Up close, I could see the patterns more clearly. The binding was elegant, even beautiful. Runic structures layered over each other in perfect harmony.

“I need to analyze the chains,” I said. “To see if I can even unbind them.”

“Of course.”

I activated Material Resonance Sight and touched the nearest chain.

Information flooded my mind. The silver wasn’t just metal. It was crystallized mana, woven into physical form by an artificer of incredible skill. The binding pattern was complex, but not incomprehensible. Each layer built on the previous one, creating a structure that was effectively unbreakable by force.

But not by craft.

I could see the keystone. A single rune at the center of the pattern that held everything else together. If I could unweave that rune, the whole structure would collapse.

“I can do it,” I said.

Sable’s breath caught. For just a moment, the ancient composure cracked, and I saw something underneath. Hope. Raw and desperate and quickly hidden.

“You’re certain?”

“The binding was made by an artificer. It can be unmade by one.” I turned to face her. “But I need to understand the terms first. If I free you, what exactly are you offering?”

“The soul bond, as I mentioned. A connection that will let you feel my emotions and intentions. In exchange, I’ll be bound to you in a way that goes deeper than any contract.” Her tails swayed slowly. “I’ll also share my knowledge. Four hundred years of watching the world through these wards taught me many things. And three thousand years before that.”

“What kind of knowledge?”

“History. Magic. The old arts that were lost in the Purge.” She tilted her head. “Including certain techniques that might interest an artificer. Ways to enhance your craft that nobody has used since my people walked freely.”

“And?”

Sable’s lips curved. “And I have… other abilities. My kind are known for them. The ability to share power, to strengthen bonds, to enhance those we’re connected to.” Her voice dropped lower. “Among other things.”

The implication was clear. And the way she said it sent heat down my spine.

“One more question.” I held her gaze. “If I free you, can you promise not to harm Lyra or anyone else I care about?”

“Yes.” No hesitation. “A fox-spirit’s word, once given, is binding. I will not harm those under your protection unless they attack me first.”

I looked at Lyra. She hadn’t lowered her bow. Her expression was hard, suspicious, warning me against everything I was about to do.

“Your call,” she said tightly. “But if this goes wrong, I want it on record that I told you so.”

I turned back to Sable. Looked at the chains. Looked at the hope carefully hidden behind golden eyes.

Made my choice.

“I’m going to free you,” I said. “Not because I trust you. Not because I believe everything you’ve told me. But because keeping you chained here is wrong. Whatever you did or didn’t do three thousand years ago, you’ve been punished enough.”

Sable was silent for a moment. Then, very softly: “You are a strange creature, little smith.”

“So I’ve been told.”

I placed my hands on the keystone rune and began to work.
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The keystone resisted. Pushed back against my mana with four hundred years of accumulated power. But Living Runes were made for exactly this kind of work. Adaptation. Evolution. Finding the cracks in patterns that seemed unbreakable.

The rune unraveled thread by thread. Minutes passed. My MP dropped steadily. Behind me, Lyra’s breathing was the only sound.

Finally, with a sound like a crystal bell shattering, the chains dissolved.

Sable dropped to the floor, landing on her feet with inhuman grace. For a moment she just stood there, flexing her fingers, rolling her shoulders, her four tails spreading wide behind her.

Then she looked at me, and her eyes were blazing gold.

“Thank you, little smith.” Her voice was thick with emotion. “I will not forget this.”

“The bond,” I said. My MP was nearly empty, my hands shaking with exhaustion. “You mentioned a soul bond.”

“Yes.” She stepped closer. So close I could smell jasmine and woodsmoke and something electric. “It requires physical contact. And consent freely given.” Her hand rose to cup my cheek. “Do you consent?”

My heart was pounding. Every instinct told me this was dangerous. That I was making a terrible mistake.

“Yes.”

Sable smiled. Then she leaned in and kissed me.

The bond snapped into place like a circuit completing. Her lips were soft, cool, tasting faintly of something sweet and electric. But the physical sensation was nothing compared to what happened in my mind.

Suddenly I could feel her. Not just physically, but emotionally. Her relief at being free, so intense it brought tears to my eyes. Her gratitude toward me, warm and genuine. Her curiosity about this strange smith who’d done what no one else had managed in four hundred years.

And underneath it all, something else. Something warm and hungry and patient. An ancient longing that had been denied for centuries, now stirring awake.

First and favorite, a voice whispered in my mind. Her voice, but inside my head now. Intimate in a way that nothing else could ever be. That is what you are, little smith. My first in four centuries. And my favorite.

Her hands slid into my hair, pulling me closer. The kiss deepened for just a moment, a promise of things to come. Then she released me, stepping back with a satisfied smile.

When the kiss ended, I was breathing hard. My whole body felt electric. My lips tingled. My heart was pounding so loud I was sure even Lyra could hear it.

Behind me, I heard Lyra make a disgusted sound.

“Are you done?” she asked acidly. “Or do you need a room?”

Sable’s tails swished with amusement. “I like her.”

“She doesn’t like you.”

“Not yet.” Those golden eyes found Lyra, assessed her, dismissed her as a threat but not as a person. “But she will. Eventually.”
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I stared at the new section in my status. BONDS. I’d never seen that before.

A feature of connecting with beings of power, Sable’s voice whispered. Through me, you gain access to abilities you could never develop alone. In time.

“We should go,” Lyra said. “Before something else shows up.”

She was right. My MP was nearly depleted, and we were deep in dangerous territory with an unknown entity now freed from her chains. The workshop’s wards might have kept us safe while I worked, but I didn’t want to test them with an exhausted mana pool and a newly freed fox-spirit whose loyalties were still theoretical.

Sable looked around the workshop one last time, her expression unreadable. “Kethis kept this place well. I’m glad nothing has disturbed it.”

“We’ll come back,” I said. “There’s too much here to carry in one trip.”

“Yes. There is.” She turned to me, and her eyes were warm. “When you’re ready, I will show you what he was working on when he died. It may interest you.”

Another mystery. Another thread pulling me deeper into whatever this world’s history was hiding.

But as we left the workshop, Sable walking beside me like she’d always been there, I felt something I hadn’t expected.

Peace.

I’d made the right choice. The bond between us hummed with confirmation. Whatever came next, I hadn’t freed a monster. I’d freed someone who’d been punished far longer than they deserved.

Thank you, Sable whispered in my mind. For seeing me.

I didn’t respond out loud. But I let her feel my answer.

You’re welcome.


CHAPTER 10 — First and Favorite

The journey back to Thornhaven was tense.

Sable walked beside me like a shadow made flesh, her four tails swaying behind her with each step. She’d taken a more human form somewhere between the workshop and the main trail, the tails and golden eyes still present but somehow less overwhelming. She looked like a beautiful woman with unusual features rather than an ancient spirit of immense power.

Lyra walked ahead, her back stiff, her bow in her hands. She hadn’t said a word since we left the containment chamber.

She’s angry, Sable’s voice drifted into my mind. Jealous, perhaps.

She’s suspicious. There’s a difference.

Is there? Amusement colored the mental voice. She watches you when she thinks you’re not looking. Has been since before we met, I suspect.

I didn’t respond to that. But I could feel Sable’s curiosity, and underneath it, something that felt almost like approval.

We reached the edge of town as the sun touched the western hills. The guards at the gate stared at Sable with undisguised suspicion, but a flash of my Guild token got us through. Crafters might be low on the social ladder, but we were still registered.

“I need somewhere to stay,” Sable said as we walked through the streets. “I assume you have a workshop?”

“The forge,” I said. “It’s small, but there’s space.”

“That will suffice.” Her tails swished. “For now.”

We reached the forge as twilight deepened. The building was exactly as I’d left it, the banked fire still warm, my tools neatly arranged. Sable looked around with those golden eyes, assessing everything.

“Adequate,” she said. “Your equipment is basic, but serviceable. We can improve it.”

“We?”

“I told you I’d share my knowledge.” She smiled, showing teeth that were just slightly too sharp. “Teaching you will give me something to do besides watch through windows.”

I thought about the shelves of materials I’d seen in Kethis’s workshop. Jars of powder, ingots of metals I couldn’t identify, reagents that had glowed faintly even in the dark. “The workshop where you were kept. There were materials on the shelves. A lot of them.”

Sable’s eyes brightened. “I cataloged every jar, every ingot, every reagent during my centuries in that vault. Most of it is still viable. Preserved by the same containment wards that held me.” Her tails swished with something close to excitement. “Silverthread ore. Voidstone dust. Three different grades of essence crystal. Materials your little market here has never seen.”

“We should go back for them.”

“Agreed. Regular supply runs. I can identify what is useful and what has degraded beyond salvage.” She tilted her head. “It will give us an edge no other crafter in this region possesses.”

Lyra cleared her throat. “I’m going to my room. We can discuss… this… in the morning.”

She left before I could respond. The door closed harder than necessary.

Definitely jealous, Sable observed.

“She’s not wrong to be concerned.”

“No. She isn’t.” Sable’s expression shifted, becoming more serious. “I am what I am, little smith. I won’t pretend otherwise. But I meant what I said about the bond. You’ll always know my intentions.”

I could feel the truth of it. Through our connection, I sensed her emotions clearly. Gratitude. Curiosity. A genuine desire to help. And underneath it all, that patient hunger.

“What do you want?” I asked. “Really.”

“Freedom. Which you’ve given me.” She stepped closer, and the scent of jasmine and ozone filled my senses. “Purpose. Which teaching you may provide.” Her hand rose to touch my chest, just over my heart. “Connection. Which the bond offers.”

“And?”

Her smile was ancient and knowing. “In time, little smith. When you’re ready.” She stepped back. “For now, rest. Recover your mana. Tomorrow we begin your real education.”

She faded into shadow, disappearing into the darker corners of the forge. I could still sense her, a warm presence at the edge of my consciousness.

I sat down heavily on my sleeping mat and tried to process everything that had happened.

A fox-spirit freed after four hundred years. A soul bond that let me feel her emotions as clearly as my own. An ancient enemy called the Stillness that had once nearly destroyed the world.

And somewhere in all of that, I’d become something more than just a struggling crafter. I’d become someone worth saving.

Rest, Sable’s mental voice whispered. Tomorrow will be complicated enough.

She wasn’t wrong about that.

* * *

The knock came an hour later.

I’d been lying in the dark, unable to sleep, feeling Sable’s presence somewhere in the shadows and trying to sort through the tangle of emotions the day had created. When the knock sounded, I wasn’t entirely surprised.

Lyra stood in the doorway. She’d changed out of her travel clothes into something simpler. A loose tunic. Worn trousers. Her hair was down, framing her face in a way that made her look younger. More vulnerable.

“Can I come in?”

I stepped aside.

She walked past me into the forge, looking around like she was seeing it for the first time. Her eyes lingered on the shadows where I knew Sable was watching.

“She’s here.”

“She’s part of the workshop now.”

Lyra’s jaw tightened. “You trust her.”

“I feel her. Through the bond.” I sat down on my mat. “I know what she wants. I know she won’t betray me.”

“And what about what I want?”

The question hung in the air. Lyra wasn’t looking at me. Her hands were clenched at her sides, her shoulders tight with tension.

“What do you want?”

She turned. Met my eyes. And I saw something there I hadn’t seen before. Not suspicion. Not anger. Something else.

“I lost someone,” she said. “Three years ago. I told you about Marcus.”

“I remember.”

“What I didn’t tell you is that I loved him.” Her voice was flat, controlled. “And when he died, I decided I wouldn’t do that again. Wouldn’t let anyone close enough to hurt me.”

“Lyra…”

“Then you showed up.” She stepped closer. “Worthless crafter in weird clothes, stumbling around like a newborn. And I thought, he’ll be dead in a week. No point getting attached.”

“But I didn’t die.”

“You didn’t die.” Her lips curved into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “You adapted. You survived. You made me arrows that feel like they were designed for my hands alone. You looked at a chained fox-spirit and saw someone worth saving instead of a monster to be destroyed.”

She was close now. Close enough that I could see the pulse beating in her throat. The slight tremor in her hands.

“You’re not what I expected,” she said quietly. “And I don’t know how to deal with that.”

“Lyra, you don’t have to—”

“I know I don’t have to.” Her voice was fierce. “That’s the point. For three years, everything I’ve done has been about survival. About the mission. About not feeling anything because feelings get people killed.”

She reached up and touched my face. Her fingers were calloused from the bowstring, rough against my cheek.

“But then you came along. And you made me feel things I’d buried so deep I thought they were dead.” Her thumb traced along my jaw. “You made me arrows. Spent a week on them, hiding them from me. Because you wanted to give me something.”

“They’re just arrows.”

“No.” Her voice cracked, just slightly. “They’re not. They’re proof that someone saw me. Not Lyra the Scout. Not the woman who comes back alone. Just… me.”

She kissed me.

It wasn’t like Sable’s kiss. This was different. Urgent. Hungry. Three years of loneliness and loss compressed into a single moment of contact.

When she pulled back, her eyes were fierce.

“This doesn’t mean anything,” she said. “I’m still a scout. Still operate solo. Don’t read into it, don’t start planning a future or picking out names for the imaginary children.”

“Then what is it?”

“It’s me, wanting something for myself for once.” She pressed a palm flat against my sternum and pushed, easing me down onto the mat. “It’s me, being selfish.”

She straddled me in one smooth motion, her weight settling across my hips. Her hands worked at the ties of her tunic with military efficiency, pulling it over her head and casting it aside. Beneath, her body was all lean muscle and faded scars. A map of battles survived, of close calls and desperate escapes. The body of someone who’d earned every breath through sheer determination.

I traced one of the scars with my fingertip. A long pale line across her ribs.

“Iron-tusk,” she said quietly. “Two years ago.”

Another scar, this one on her shoulder. “Fracture-touched wolf.”

A third, curved around her hip. “Crawler acid. Burned like hell.”

“You’re beautiful,” I said.

She laughed, but there was no humor in it. “I’m damaged goods.”

“No.” I sat up, bringing us face to face. “You’re a survivor. Every one of these marks is proof that you’re still here. Still fighting.”

Her expression flickered. The walls cracking, just a little more.

“You can stop me,” she said again. “If this isn’t what you want.”

I answered by pulling her down.

The second kiss was slower. Deeper. I tasted desperation underneath the desire, years of walls finally cracking. My hands found her waist, traced up her sides, felt her shiver at the contact.

She set the pace. Always in control. Her hands stripped away my clothes with military efficiency, fingers quick and sure. When I was bare beneath her, she paused, her eyes traveling down my body with frank appraisal.

“Different,” she murmured, her calloused fingers tracing the lines of my chest. “Softer than Marcus. But strong in other ways.” Her hand moved lower, wrapping around my hardening length. “And this… this is definitely not soft.”

I groaned at her touch. Her grip was firm, confident, she knew exactly what she was doing. Long, slow strokes that made my hips buck involuntarily.

“Shut up,” she said, though I hadn’t spoken. “I’m working.”

Before I could respond, she slid down my body, her dark hair trailing across my skin. She looked up at me once—fierce, challenging, and then took me into her mouth.

The heat of it made me gasp. She worked me with the same focused intensity she brought to everything, her tongue swirling around the head while her hand stroked the base. No hesitation, no uncertainty. Just purpose.

“Lyra—” I managed.

She pulled back just long enough to say, “I said shut up,” before taking me deeper. Her cheeks hollowed as she sucked, her head bobbing in a steady rhythm that made my thoughts scatter. When she took me all the way to the back of her throat, I had to grip the mat to keep from thrusting.

She continued until I was trembling, until I was close to the edge, and then she stopped. Rose back up my body, her eyes dark with want.

“Not yet,” she said. “Not until I say.”

She straddled me again, reaching down to position me at her entrance. She was soaking wet. I could feel it against my tip. When she sank down onto me, inch by slow inch, her eyes squeezed shut and she turned her face away.

But she couldn’t hide the moan that escaped her lips. Couldn’t hide the way her whole body shuddered when I was fully inside her.

I let her hide. Let her set the rhythm, slow at first, her hips rolling in a way that drove me crazy. My hands found her hips, her thighs, feeling the muscles flex beneath smooth skin. She was so tight, so wet, and each movement sent sparks up my spine.

“Faster,” I said.

“I give the orders.” But she picked up the pace anyway, grinding down harder with each stroke. Her small breasts bounced with the motion, nipples hard in the cool air.

When I reached up to cup them, she gasped, a small sound she immediately tried to suppress. I rolled her nipples between my fingers and her rhythm stuttered.

“Let me see you,” I said.

“No.”

“Lyra.”

She turned her head, just slightly. Enough that I could see her face. The flush spreading down her neck. The way her lips parted with each breath.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she whispered.

“Like what?”

“Like you care.”

I sat up suddenly, wrapping my arms around her, changing the angle. She gasped as I thrust up into her from below, deeper than before.

“I do care,” I said against her neck. “Deal with it.”

She started to argue, but I silenced her with a kiss while my hips found a new rhythm—harder, faster, hitting a spot that made her whole body jerk. Her nails dug into my shoulders.

“There,” she gasped. “Right there. Don’t you dare stop.”

I didn’t. Couldn’t. I gripped her hips and pulled her down onto me with each thrust, and she abandoned all pretense of control, riding me with desperate urgency. The wet sounds of our bodies meeting filled the forge.

“Close,” she panted. “I’m—fuck—I’m—”

I reached between us and found her clit, rubbing firm circles while I thrust. Her back arched, her inner walls clenching around me in waves.

She came with a cry she couldn’t suppress, her whole body shaking. The feeling of her pulsing around me pulled me over the edge. I buried myself deep and spilled inside her as she shuddered and gasped and finally collapsed against my chest.

We lay there, breathing hard, still connected. Her heart hammered against mine. Her skin was slick with sweat, her hair plastered to her forehead. She looked utterly undone, and somehow more beautiful than ever.

Afterward, she rolled off me and lay beside me, her breathing slowly returning to normal. She didn’t pull away, though. Her hand rested on my chest, over my heart, feeling it beat.

We lay in silence for a long moment. Outside, I could hear the sounds of the town settling into night. The distant clatter of a cart. Someone laughing in the street. Normal sounds, belonging to a normal world that felt very far away.

“That was a mistake,” she said finally.

“Was it?”

“Probably.” She was quiet for a moment, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest. “I don’t do this. Haven’t done this since Marcus. I don’t let people in. Don’t let them see me like this.” Her voice was soft, almost wondering. “But with you, I couldn’t help it. You got past the walls before I even realized they were down.”

“Is that bad?”

She propped herself up on one elbow, looking down at me. Her expression was complicated. Fear and desire and something else, something that might have been hope.

“I don’t know.” She leaned down and kissed me, soft and slow. “Ask me again in the morning.”

I pulled her closer, and she let me. Her body fit against mine like she belonged there. Like we’d been doing this for years instead of minutes.

For a little while, at least.

She’s staying, Sable’s mental voice whispered. Warm. Approving. I told you she would come around.

Did you plan this?

No. Amusement colored the mental voice. But I recognized it. The hunger in her eyes. The way she looked at you when she thought no one was watching. A pause. She needs you, little smith. Perhaps as much as I do.

Lyra’s breathing had deepened. She was asleep, her body warm against mine, her defenses finally lowered.

I held her in the darkness and tried to understand what I was becoming. An artificer. A partner. Someone who could see past the walls people built and find what was hidden underneath.

First and favorite, I thought at Sable. That’s what you called me.

Yes.

What does that make Lyra?

Second. But no less important. The mental voice was gentle now, almost tender. Love is not a competition, little smith. There’s room for more than one.

I wasn’t sure I understood. But lying there with Lyra in my arms and Sable’s presence warm at the edge of my consciousness, I was starting to.

This wasn’t the life I’d planned. Wasn’t anything like what I’d imagined when I was just an engineer in Seattle, invisible and overlooked. But it was real. It was mine. And for the first time since waking up in that dungeon ruin, I felt something I hadn’t expected: like I might actually belong.

Lyra stirred in her sleep, pressing closer. Her leg wrapped around mine, pulling me tight against her.

She’ll deny it in the morning, Sable observed. Pretend nothing has changed.

Will it change?

Everything changes, little smith. That’s the nature of life. A pause. But some changes are worth fighting for.

I closed my eyes and let sleep take me.

Whatever came next, I wouldn’t face it alone.


CHAPTER 11 — The Commander

Lyra was gone when I woke.

I’d expected that. The space beside me was cold, and her clothes had vanished from the floor. No note. No goodbye. Just absence.

She left before dawn, Sable’s mental voice informed me. Slipped out like a shadow. Very professional.

Did she say anything?

No. But she looked back at you before she closed the door. A pause. She’ll be back.

I hoped Sable was right. But I had other things to worry about.

The sound of hooves in the street brought me to my feet. Multiple horses, moving with the disciplined rhythm of a military formation. Outside my window, I caught a glimpse of armored figures passing by.

A patrol. And not the usual town guard. These were soldiers.

I dressed quickly and stepped outside just as the column halted in front of the Guild Hall. Twelve riders in matching plate armor, surrounding a single figure on a white warhorse. The leader.

Even from a distance, I could tell she was in charge. Something about the way the others deferred to her. The way she sat her horse like it was an extension of her body. The way her gaze swept across the crowd with cool assessment.

Interesting, Sable murmured. That armor is old. Very old.

She was right. Under Material Resonance Sight, the leader’s armor blazed with runic patterns I’d never seen before. Ancient work. Pre-Purge, possibly. But something was wrong with it. The patterns flickered and sputtered, gaps appearing where power should flow smooth.

The armor was failing.

The patrol dismounted with military precision. The leader spoke briefly to the Guild Hall guards, then disappeared inside with two of her soldiers.

Go, Sable urged. This is opportunity.

She wasn’t wrong. Ancient armor with failing runes was exactly the kind of problem I might be able to solve. And if I could help, I might gain access to Pre-Purge knowledge that had been lost for centuries.

I made my way to the Guild Hall.

* * *

The interior was busier than I’d ever seen it. Clerks rushing between desks, guards at every door, adventurers being turned away with apologies and vague explanations.

“Official business,” one clerk kept repeating. “No new registrations today.”

I found a corner and waited, using Material Resonance Sight to study the soldiers. Their equipment was standard military issue, well-maintained but nothing special. Only their leader’s armor stood out. And the more I looked at it, the worse the damage appeared.

The runic network was collapsing. Whatever powered the armor was failing, and when it went, the armor would become nothing more than very expensive metal.

How long? I asked Sable.

Weeks, perhaps. A month if she’s careful. The fox-spirit’s voice was thoughtful. The armor is bound to her bloodline. It’s been failing for generations. She’s simply the one who will watch it die.

After nearly an hour, the soldiers emerged from the Guild Master’s office. Their commander looked frustrated, though she hid it well. Military discipline.

I stepped into her path.

“Excuse me.”

She stopped. Up close, she was smaller than I’d expected. The armor added bulk, but underneath she couldn’t have been more than five-six. Dark hair cropped short. Grey eyes that assessed me in a single glance and found me wanting.

“Civilian. This is not the time.”

“Your armor is failing.”

The grey eyes sharpened. “What did you say?”

“The runic network. I can see it.” I held up my hand, letting my Material Resonance Sight flicker visibly. “The power flow is interrupted in at least six locations. The binding is degrading. You have maybe three weeks before the whole system collapses.”

The soldiers behind her tensed. Hands moved toward weapons.

“Stand down.” Her voice was ice. “Artificer. What class?”

“Runeforge Artificer. Level 6.” I paused. “I work with Living Runes. Pre-Purge techniques.”

Something flickered in those grey eyes. Interest, quickly controlled.

“Knight Commander Vessa Ironbloom, Fifth Legion.” She straightened, the motion automatic. “This armor has passed through seven generations of Ironblooms. Master Artificer Kethis Vorn forged it in the years before the Purge.”

Kethis. The same name Sable had mentioned. The artificer who built the workshop.

Ask her about the thief, Sable whispered. She’s here hunting someone.

“You’re not here on routine patrol,” I said. “You’re pursuing someone.”

Vessa’s expression didn’t change, but I caught a flicker of surprise. “The Guild has kept you well informed.”

“Lucky guess.” I met her gaze steadily. “I might be able to help. With both problems.”

“Both problems.”

“The armor and the thief. One of them brought you here. The other is why you haven’t left yet.”

Silence stretched between us. The soldiers shifted uneasily. Vessa’s eyes never left mine.

“You’re perceptive for a crafter.” Her voice was flat. “The man we’re pursuing stole a Pre-Purge artifact from the Legion archives. We tracked him to this region, but he’s gone to ground. Without the artifact’s signature to follow, we’ve lost his trail.”

“And the armor?”

“Is my concern. Not yours.”

“It could be mine. If you let me study it.” I took a calculated risk. “I have access to Kethis’s workshop. His notes. His techniques.”

The change was subtle but unmistakable. Vessa’s whole body went still.

“That workshop was sealed centuries ago.”

“I unsealed it. Last week.”

More silence. I could sense Sable’s amusement, mixed with something that might have been approval.

“You are making a significant claim,” Vessa said finally. “If it’s true, you have access to knowledge that could change… many things.”

“It’s true.”

“Then we should discuss terms.” She turned to her soldiers. “Establish camp at the eastern field. I’ll join you within the hour.” Back to me. “You and I need to talk. Somewhere private.”

I led her to the forge.
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* * *

Vessa examined my workshop with the same critical eye she’d used on the Guild Hall.

“Functional,” she said. “Basic equipment. Standard materials.” Her gaze lingered on a few of the items I’d brought back from Kethis’s workshop. “Except for those.”

“I’m just getting started.”

Sable chose that moment to materialize from the shadows, her four tails swaying behind her. Vessa’s hand went to her sword instantly.

“Peace, Commander.” Sable’s voice was amused. “I mean no harm to you or yours.”

“Fox-spirit.” Vessa’s voice was flat. “I should have known. The workshop was sealed by more than wards.”

“I was sealed. The workshop was merely inaccessible.” Sable moved to stand beside me, her presence warm through the bond. “The smith freed me. I’ve chosen to assist him.”

“Chosen.” Vessa’s tone made it clear what she thought of that.

“We have a soul bond,” I said. “I can feel her intentions. She won’t betray me.”

“Soul bonds can be manipulated.”

She’s not wrong, Sable admitted privately. But we both know I have no desire to harm you.

“Perhaps we should discuss the armor,” I said. “And the thief. You mentioned he stole an artifact.”

Vessa was silent for a long moment. Then she removed her gauntlets, setting them on the workbench with precise movements.

“The artifact is a control crystal. Pre-Purge design. It can interface with ancient runic systems, bypass their defenses.” Her jaw tightened. “In the wrong hands, it could be used to wake things that should remain dormant.”

“What kind of things?”

“Weapons. Constructs. Defenses that were sealed after the Purge because they couldn’t be safely destroyed.” She met my eyes. “The thief knows exactly what he has. And he’s taking it somewhere specific.”

“Where?”

“We don’t know. That’s the problem.” She began removing her bracers. “But the crystal leaves traces when it’s used. If I could get close enough, I could sense it.”

“Why can’t you?”

“Because the thief is hiding in Fracture-spawn territory. My soldiers aren’t equipped for a prolonged engagement in those conditions.” She paused, her fingers working at the straps of her breastplate. “But a small team, moving quickly…”

“You want me to help you track him.”

“I want you to help me recover the artifact. In exchange, I’ll give you access to the Legion’s archives on Pre-Purge artificers. Including everything we have on Kethis Vorn.” Her voice softened, just slightly. “And I’ll let you study the armor. Try to repair it, if you can.”

She’s desperate, Sable observed. The armor means more to her than she’s admitting.

I studied Vessa’s face. Under the military discipline, I could see the strain. The armor wasn’t just equipment. It was her family’s legacy. Generations of Ironblooms had worn it. And she was watching it die.

“I’ll help,” I said. “But I need to bring my team.”

“Team?”

“Lyra Ashveil. Scout, Level 12. She knows the Wildscar territory.” I gestured at Sable. “And her.”

Vessa’s expression tightened. “The fox-spirit.”

“She has knowledge that could help. And abilities that might make the difference.” I met Vessa’s gaze steadily. “Those are my terms.”

The silence stretched. I could feel the moment hanging in the balance.

Finally, Vessa nodded.

“Acceptable. We leave at dawn.” She retrieved her gauntlets, sliding them back on with practiced ease. “Light gear only. This will be a rapid insertion and extraction.”

“Understood.”

She paused at the door, and for just a moment the military discipline cracked.

“The armor…” She stopped. Started again. “It was my grandmother’s. Her mother’s before that. Seven generations of Ironblooms, and I’m the one who’s going to watch it die.”

“Maybe not.”

“Every artificer I’ve consulted says the same thing. The techniques are lost. The materials are gone.” She met my eyes. “You’re the first one who’s claimed actual Pre-Purge knowledge. I don’t know if I believe you.”

“Then let me prove it.”

Something flickered in those grey eyes. Hope, quickly controlled.

“Don’t be late.”

She was gone before I could respond, striding out of the forge with military precision. The door closed behind her with a solid thunk.

That went well, Sable observed.

“Did it?”

She agreed to your terms. She rarely agrees to anything. And she showed you vulnerability. A pause. For someone like her, that’s practically a declaration of trust.

I looked at the doorway where Vessa had disappeared. Another companion. Another complication. Another piece of a puzzle I was only beginning to understand.

But also another opportunity. The Legion archives. Kethis’s records. Pre-Purge knowledge that had been lost for centuries.

Whatever this mission brought, it would be worth it.

I needed to find Lyra. Tell her about the mission. Hope she hadn’t decided our night together was a mistake she never wanted to repeat.

She’s at the Guild Hall, Sable informed me. Filing a patrol report. She’ll be done soon.

I made my way through the evening streets. The sun was setting, casting long shadows across the cobblestones. Thornhaven was settling into its nightly routine, shops closing, taverns filling with the sound of laughter and conversation.

I found Lyra just as she emerged from the Guild Hall. She saw me and stopped, her expression carefully neutral.

“Ethan.”

“We have a mission. Knight Commander Vessa Ironbloom needs help tracking a thief into Fracture-spawn territory.” I kept my voice level. “She’s agreed to let me study her armor in exchange. Pre-Purge work by Kethis Vorn.”

“The artificer from the workshop.” Lyra’s eyes narrowed. “That’s convenient.”

“Everything’s connected. I don’t know how yet, but it is.” I stepped closer. “I need you on this, Lyra. Your scout skills, your knowledge of the territory.”

She was quiet for a long moment. “We leave at dawn?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll be there.” She turned to go, then paused. “About last night…”

“Don’t.” I met her eyes. “You don’t have to explain anything. Whatever it was, whatever it means, we can figure it out later. Right now, I just need to know you’re with me.”

Something in her expression softened. Just a little.

“I’m with you.” She almost smiled. “For now.”

She disappeared into the evening crowd. I watched her go, feeling Sable’s warmth at the edge of my consciousness.

Two women following you into danger, the fox-spirit observed. Three, counting me.

I’m not sure I’m comfortable with that.

Get used to it, little smith. Power attracts. And you’re more powerful than you realize.

I made my way back to the forge, my mind racing with plans and possibilities.

Get some rest, Sable advised. Tomorrow will be challenging.

She was right. But as I prepared for bed, I found myself thinking about Vessa’s armor. About the failing runes and the generations of Ironblooms who had worn it.

I could fix it. I was sure of it. The patterns were complex, but they followed the same principles as Living Runes. With enough time and the right materials…

One problem at a time, little smith. Sable’s voice was gentle. First the thief. Then the armor.

She was right. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that everything was connected. The workshop. The artifact. The failing armor. The Stillness that Sable had spoken of.

Something bigger was happening. And I was right in the middle of it.


CHAPTER 12 — The Hunt

Dawn came with a thin mist that clung to the ground like grasping fingers. Vessa’s patrol was already waiting at the north gate when Lyra and I arrived—twelve soldiers in matching armor, their faces set with the grim determination of people who expected to die but went anyway.

Sable?

Watching from the shadows. I’ll scout ahead.

I felt her presence fade as she slipped into the forest. The bond stretched but held, a warm thread connecting us across distance.

Vessa stood at the head of her patrol, her armor gleaming in the early light. The runes along the surface flickered occasionally, subtle but unmistakable signs of deterioration.

“The artificer,” she said by way of greeting. “And the scout.”

“Commander.” Lyra’s voice was clipped, professional. “Trail report from yesterday showed the thief headed northeast. Razorback territory.”

“Razorbacks.” One of the soldiers muttered something under his breath.

“Fracture-touched boars,” Vessa explained for my benefit. “Territorial. Aggressive. Resistant to most weapons.” She studied me with those steel-grey eyes. “Your runes. Can they help?”

“Depends on what kind of help you need.” I pulled out a piece of ironwood I’d prepared the night before, its surface covered in delicate Living Rune inscriptions. “Distraction, definitely. Damage, maybe. These are designed to release a burst of thermal energy when triggered, should confuse their heat-sensing organs.”

Lyra raised an eyebrow. “You made those last night?”

“Couldn’t sleep.”

Liar, Sable’s voice whispered from somewhere ahead. You were up until the small hours crafting. I felt your exhaustion.

I ignored her.

* * *

We moved out in formation, the soldiers spreading into a defensive line with Vessa at the point. Lyra ranged ahead as scout, appearing and disappearing between the trees like a shadow with a bow.

The forest changed as we went deeper. The trees grew twisted, their bark taking on an oily sheen that caught the light wrong. The air grew thicker, harder to breathe, carrying a faint smell of copper and something else, something rotten.

“Fracture influence,” Vessa said quietly. “We’re getting close.”

Movement ahead, Sable reported. Pack of Razorbacks, six of them. They’re clustered around something.

The thief?

Can’t tell. But they’re feeding.

I relayed the information to Vessa. Her jaw tightened.

“Formation change. Pincers around the clearing. We hit them from three sides.” She looked at me. “Your distraction devices. How many do you have?”

“Four.”

“Give me two. Keep the rest for emergencies.” She accepted the inscribed ironwood pieces, examining them with a practiced eye. “Activation?”

“Throw them and count to three. The impact triggers the release.”

She turned the device over in her hands, and I saw the moment she recognized the runic patterns. “Living Runes. You inscribed Living Runes on ironwood.”

“They’re more efficient than static arrays. The rune adapts to the target, finds weak points in their—”

“I know what Living Runes do.” Her eyes met mine, and there was something new in them. Respect, maybe. Or wariness. “I thought that knowledge was lost with the Pre-Purge artificers.”

“Some things aren’t as lost as people think.”

She nodded and handed one device to her sergeant. “On my signal.”

We moved into position. The soldiers split into three groups, circling wide to approach from different angles. I stayed with the central group, my heart pounding as we crept closer to the clearing.

Breathe, little smith, Sable advised. Your heart rate is spiking.

First real combat, I admitted. With this many people depending on me.

You’ve been in combat before.

With you and Lyra. This is different. If those devices don’t work—

They’ll work. I watched you make them. A pause. And if they don’t, we’ll adapt. That’s what survivors do.

* * *

The clearing opened before us like a wound in the forest. Six Razorbacks stood in a loose circle, their massive bodies hunched over something on the ground. Each one was the size of a small horse, with tusks that gleamed like obsidian and hide that rippled with Fracture corruption—purple veins pulsing beneath skin that looked more like stone than flesh.

In the center of the clearing lay a body. Human. Torn apart.

Not the thief, Sable observed from somewhere in the trees. This one’s been dead for days. The thief passed through here maybe six hours ago.

“Someone else’s bad luck,” Lyra muttered, appearing at my side. Her bow was drawn, arrow nocked.

Vessa raised her hand. The soldiers froze.

Three heartbeats.

She threw.

The ironwood piece arced through the air, landing beside the largest Razorback. One. Two. Three—

The explosion wasn’t loud, but it was bright. A flash of thermal energy that sent the creatures squealing and stumbling, their heat-sensing organs overloaded by the sudden burst. The second device went off a moment later, and the clearing dissolved into chaos.

“Now!”

Arrows flew. Steel clashed. The soldiers hit the disoriented Razorbacks from three sides while they were still reeling.

I watched from the edge, my Material Resonance Sight active. The creatures’ hide was tough. I could see the density of it, the way Fracture energy had reinforced the molecular structure into something approaching metal. Normal weapons would barely scratch them.

But Vessa’s weapons weren’t normal.

Her sword blazed with runic light as she engaged the largest Razorback, the failing runes somehow holding together under combat stress. Each strike sent sparks of energy into the creature’s hide, finding the weak points in its corruption-hardened skin.

She’s good, Sable admitted. For a mortal.

“Three o’clock!” Lyra’s warning came half a second before an arrow punched through a Razorback’s eye. The creature had been charging toward one of the flanking soldiers, its tusks lowered for a killing strike.

The soldier looked at the corpse, then at Lyra. He didn’t say thank you, there wasn’t time, but the nod he gave her spoke volumes.

Two Razorbacks down. Four still fighting.

One of the soldiers went down, a Razorback had caught him with a glancing blow from its tusks, opening a gash along his thigh. His squadmates pulled him back while another soldier stepped into the gap, shield raised.

“Artificer!” Lyra appeared beside me, barely winded despite the chaos. “The big one, the alpha. Normal arrows aren’t penetrating.”

I looked at the largest Razorback, the one Vessa was fighting. It was nearly twice the size of the others, its hide so thick with Fracture corruption that it looked like living metal. My Material Resonance Sight showed the structure: layers of dense, crystalline growth beneath skin that had been transformed into something approaching enchanted armor.

She’s going to tire before that thing does, Sable observed grimly.

“Use these.” I pulled two arrows from my belt—ones I’d been saving. Ironwood shafts inscribed with penetration runes. “Aim for the joints. The corruption is thinner there.”

Lyra took them without hesitation, examining the runic work for half a heartbeat before nocking the first one. “You were planning for something like this?”

“I was planning for everything I could imagine.” I watched her draw. “Turns out my imagination wasn’t big enough.”

She loosed. The arrow flew true, striking the alpha Razorback in the gap between its shoulder and foreleg. The penetration rune flared, driving the shaft deep into muscle.

The creature screamed. Its attention shifted from Vessa to the new threat.

“Shit.” Lyra was already nocking the second arrow. “That pissed it off.”

“Then finish it.”

And then everything went wrong.

* * *

Vessa’s armor flickered.

I saw it through Material Resonance Sight, the runic array stuttering, power flows disrupting themselves in cascading failures. The protective ward around her sword hand collapsed first, then the reinforcement along her left arm.

The Razorback she was fighting saw its opening. It lunged, tusks aimed for her unprotected side.

I didn’t think. I just moved.

The ironwood device left my hand before I consciously decided to throw it. It hit the Razorback’s flank just as it reached Vessa, and the thermal burst went off point-blank.

The creature screamed. Its charge went wide, tusks carving through empty air instead of Vessa’s ribs. She stumbled backward, her armor still flickering.

“Get down!” I was already running toward her, another piece of inscribed metal in my hand, this one not a weapon but a stabilization matrix I’d created for exactly this kind of emergency.

Vessa dropped into a defensive crouch, her blade still raised even as her armor failed around her. The soldiers closed ranks, covering us while I worked.

“What are you doing?” Her voice was tight with pain.

“Buying time.” I pressed the stabilization matrix against the central runic node on her chest plate. Living Runes flowed from my fingers, weaving through the damaged array, creating temporary bridges between the failing connections.

It wasn’t elegant. It wasn’t even particularly good work. But it was enough.

The armor’s runes stabilized, flickering once more before settling into a steady glow. Not as bright as before, but functional.

“That will hold for maybe an hour.” I pulled back, breathing hard. “We need to finish this fast.”

Vessa looked at her armor, then at me. Those steel-grey eyes softened.

“Then let’s finish it.”

* * *

The remaining Razorbacks died in the next three minutes. With Vessa back in the fight and her soldiers coordinating with Lyra’s precision archery, the creatures didn’t stand a chance. I watched from behind a tree, feeling useless despite my contribution, the devices had done their work, but I hadn’t swung a blade or drawn a bow.

You kept the Commander alive, Sable reminded me. That’s worth more than a dozen kills.

Doesn’t feel like it.

Get used to that feeling. The best support never gets the glory. They just keep everyone else breathing.

When the last Razorback fell, silence settled over the clearing, the sudden, ringing silence that follows violence. The soldiers checked themselves for injuries while Lyra retrieved her arrows, pulling them from Razorback corpses with practiced efficiency.

I felt the familiar warmth of experience flooding through me, and the notification appeared:

LEVEL UP!
ETHAN COLE — Level 7 → Level 8 Runeforge Artificer
+5 Stat Points Available
+1 Skill Point Available
HP: 165/165 MP: 230/230 XP: 34/800


I allocated the points quickly, two to Intelligence, two to Wisdom, one to Constitution. The skill point went into Living Runes, pushing it toward Rank 2.

“Ethan.” Vessa approached, her voice low enough that only I could hear. “What you did back there. The stabilization.”

“Temporary fix. The underlying damage is still there.”

“I know. But it saved my life.” She met my eyes, and I saw something vulnerable beneath the military composure. “I don’t thank people often. It feels like weakness. But this time, I’ll make an exception.”

“Save your thanks for when I actually fix the armor. Properly.”

“You think you can?”

“I know I can.” The confidence in my voice surprised even me. But as I looked at her armor through Material Resonance Sight, I could see the patterns now, the degradation, but also the original design. Kethis’s work. Living Runes woven into Pre-Purge metallurgy. “It’s going to take time and materials I don’t have yet. But yes. I can fix it.”

Vessa nodded slowly. “Then we have a deal, artificer.”

* * *

The trail continues northeast, Sable reported. The thief moved fast after the Razorbacks scattered. He’s heading for the Fracture-touched caves. Half a day’s travel, maybe less if he knows the shortcuts.

“He’s going to ground,” Lyra said when I shared the information. “There’s a cave system in that direction. Old mining tunnels, abandoned after the Fracture touched them.”

“Defensible?” Vessa asked.

“Very. Multiple entrances, easy to trap, hard to assault.” Lyra frowned. “If he makes it there, we’ll need days to root him out. Assuming we don’t lose half the patrol to whatever’s living in those tunnels now.”

The soldiers gathered around, exhaustion evident in their faces. They’d fought well, but the Razorbacks had taken their toll—minor wounds, depleted stamina, the psychological weight of combat in Fracture-corrupted territory.

Vessa studied her people with calculating eyes. “We’re three hours from the caves. If we push, we might catch him before he reaches them.”

“And if we don’t?” I asked.

“Then we siege.” Her voice was flat. “Seal the exits, starve him out. It could take weeks.”

“The artifact he stole,” Lyra said slowly. “What is it, exactly? What makes it worth this much effort?”

Vessa was quiet for a long moment. “A control matrix. Pre-Purge technology for managing Fracture energy. If it falls into the wrong hands—”

“It could be used to create Fractures instead of containing them,” I finished. The implications hit me like a physical blow. “Someone could tear holes in reality wherever they wanted.”

“Now you understand the urgency.”

The Stillness, Sable’s voice was grim. This has their fingerprints all over it.

I looked at the exhausted soldiers, the wounded Razorback corpses, the forest growing darker around us. Vessa’s armor was stable for now, but the fix wouldn’t last. The thief was getting further away with every minute we stood here deliberating.

“We have a choice to make,” Vessa said. “Push now and risk catching him in the open. Or regroup, resupply, and prepare for a siege.”

Her eyes met mine. “You’ve shown good instincts so far, artificer. What do you think?”

The weight of the question settled on my shoulders. Push forward exhausted, or fall back and lose our chance at a clean capture?

Either way, something’s waiting for us in those caves, Sable warned. I can feel it. Something old. Something hungry.

I looked at Lyra, who gave me the slightest nod. Her eyes said what her voice didn’t: Your call. I’ll follow.

The soldiers watched us, waiting for direction. Vessa watched me, her expression unreadable.

Whatever I decided, people might die.

Welcome to leadership, little smith.

I took a deep breath.

“”We—”


CHAPTER 13 — Skitter

“We camp,” I said finally. “But not because we’re giving up. We camp because I have an idea.”

Vessa’s eyebrows rose. “Explain.”

“Your scouts are good, but the caves are a maze. Even if we get there before the thief, we’ll be hunting blind in tunnels we don’t know.” I pulled a handful of materials from my pack—ironwood scraps, copper wire, fragments of the Razorback hide I’d collected after the fight. “Give me four hours, and I can build something that knows tunnels better than any human scout.”

Lyra stepped closer, examining the materials. “A construct?”

“My class offers something called Construct Creation. I’ve been waiting for the right moment to unlock it.” I met Vessa’s skeptical gaze. “The skill is still basic, but if I can build even a simple tracker, something small, fast, hard to detect, it could map the cave system while we rest. Show us exactly where the thief is hiding.”

It might work, Sable admitted. Kethis created similar things. Living constructs with rudimentary intelligence.

“How do you know you can even unlock this skill?” Vessa asked.

“Because I can feel it at the edge of my consciousness. Like a door waiting to be opened.” I spread the materials on a flat rock. “All I need is time and a reason. This seems like a pretty good reason.”

She studied me for a long moment. Then she nodded.

“Four hours. Not a minute more.”

* * *

We made camp in a defensible hollow between two rock outcroppings. The soldiers set up a perimeter while Lyra disappeared into the trees to watch for approaching threats. Vessa posted herself near my work area, ostensibly to rest, but I could feel her eyes on me.

She’s assessing you, Sable observed. Trying to decide if you’re a useful tool or a dangerous variable.

Which am I?

Both, little smith. That’s what makes you interesting.

I laid out the components. Ironwood for the frame—light, strong, responsive to runic inscription. Copper wire for the nervous system. Razorback hide fragments for armor and camouflage. A small lodestone I’d been carrying since the workshop, salvaged from Kethis’s supplies.

The lodestone would be the heart. The core that held everything together.

I activated Material Resonance Sight and looked at the components spread before me. Really looked, not just at their surface properties but at their deeper essence, the patterns that defined what they were and what they could become.

The ironwood wanted to be shaped. The copper wanted to conduct. The hide wanted to protect.

And the lodestone…

The lodestone wanted to live.

I felt the skill unlock like a key turning in a lock. The knowledge flooding into my mind wasn’t complete, just foundations, basic principles, the first steps of a journey that could take years to master. But it was enough.

NEW SKILL UNLOCKED: CONSTRUCT CREATION
Construct Creation (Rank 1)
Create autonomous constructs from materials
Current Capability: Simple constructs (spider-sized)
MP Cost: 50 base + materials
Note: Constructs require a heart component (lodestone,
mana crystal, or runic core) to maintain autonomy.


“That’s new,” I murmured.

Fascinating. Sable’s voice was warm with interest. You’ve reached a threshold. The System is expanding your capabilities.

I began to work. The ironwood first, carving it into segmented pieces with my tools, eight legs, a central body roughly the size of my palm, spaces for eyes and sensory organs. The Living Runes flowed almost automatically now, inscribing themselves as I worked, adapting to the construct’s purpose.

What are you going to call it?

“I don’t know yet.” I attached the copper wire, creating pathways for energy to flow. The nervous system. “It needs a name that fits its personality.”

It will have a personality?

“I think so.” I wasn’t sure how I knew, but the knowledge was there, deep in the skill, waiting to be discovered. “Constructs aren’t just machines. They’re… companions. Extensions of their creator’s will, but with their own quirks. Their own preferences.”

I placed the lodestone in the center of the body, securing it with runic bands. The heart.

Then I began the final inscriptions. Purpose runes—seek, observe, report. Protection runes—hide, flee, survive. Bonding runes that would tie the construct’s awareness to my own, letting me see what it saw and feel what it felt.

The work took three hours. Vessa watched the entire time, her face unreadable. The firelight caught the angles of her armor, throwing shadows across the failing runes.

“This one,” she said, pointing to a protective sigil I was inscribing on the construct’s leg joint. “I recognize it. The same pattern exists on my gauntlets.”

“Your armor and this construct are cousins, in a way. Same underlying runic language, different applications.” I added a flourish to the sigil, watching as the Living Rune adapted to the new material. “Kethis designed your family’s armor, and these techniques came from his workshop.”

“You’re certain it was Kethis?”

“The signature patterns are identical. The way power flows through the joints, the redundancy in the protective arrays, it’s the same philosophy.” I glanced at her armor with Material Resonance Sight. “Your armor was revolutionary for its time. Self-repairing, adaptive, bonded to your bloodline. The problem is that bonding was never meant to last this long without maintenance.”

“Five generations,” Vessa said quietly. “Five Ironblooms have worn this armor into battle. It saved my great-grandmother’s life at the Siege of Thornwall. It saved mine at the Battle of Redmoor Crossing.”

“And it will save you again.” I met her eyes. “Once I figure out how to restore the original enchantments.”

Her expression flickered—vulnerability, quickly controlled. “You believe that.”

“I know it.” I turned back to the construct. “One problem at a time.”

When I finished, the construct lay inert on the stone. Eight jointed legs. A segmented body covered in pale Razorback hide. Four tiny eye-spots on its front carapace, inscribed with observation runes.

“Now what?” Vessa asked.

“Now I give it life.”

I placed my palm on the lodestone heart and pushed power through the bond. Fifty MP. Sixty. Seventy-three.

The construct twitched.

A soft clicking sound emerged from somewhere in its body. The legs curled, then extended. The eye-spots flickered to life, glowing with a faint amber light.

And then it looked at me.

I felt the connection snap into place, not words, exactly, but impressions. Curiosity. Eagerness. A sense of newness that was almost overwhelming.

Hello, I thought at it.

Click-click-click-click.

The construct scurried up my arm, clicking excitedly. It reached my shoulder and settled there, eight legs gripping my clothing, amber eyes scanning the environment.

It’s attached to you already, Sable observed. That’s unusual for a first construct.

“It’s excited,” I said, half to Sable and half to Vessa. “Everything is new to it. It wants to explore.”

“Does it have a name?” Vessa asked.

The construct clicked rapidly, and I felt its personality solidify—quick, curious, slightly manic. The way it skittered across my shoulder, always in motion, always observing.

“Skitter,” I said. “Its name is Skitter.”

Click-click-click-click-CLICK!

Skitter approved.

* * *

I felt another surge of warmth as the construct stabilized, the System recognizing the achievement:

LEVEL UP!
ETHAN COLE — Level 8 → Level 9 Runeforge Artificer
+5 Stat Points Available
+1 Skill Point Available
HP: 180/180 MP: 155/255 XP: 89/900
NEW SKILL: Construct Creation (Rank 1)


I allocated points quickly, two to Intelligence, two to Wisdom, one to Dexterity. The skill point went into Material Resonance Sight, sharpening my perception of the world’s hidden patterns.

“Impressive,” Vessa said quietly. She’d moved closer during the creation process, close enough that I could smell the oil and leather of her armor. “I’ve seen artificers work before. None of them made it look like art.”

“The Living Runes do most of the work. I just… guide them.”

“False modesty doesn’t suit you.” Her grey eyes held mine. “What you just did, creating life from raw materials—that’s not something any smith can do. That’s Pre-Purge work. Master-level crafting.”

She’s right, Sable said. What you created in three hours would have taken Kethis a week. The Living Runes are accelerating your growth beyond anything I’ve seen.

I didn’t know how to respond to that. Instead, I turned my attention to Skitter.

“Can you find tunnels?” I asked, projecting the image through our bond. Dark spaces. Underground passages. The smell of stone and dust.

Click-click! Excitement-understanding-eagerness.

Skitter launched off my shoulder and scurried toward the northwest, moving so fast it was barely visible in the fading light.

* * *

We waited in tense silence. The sun set, painting the sky in shades of blood and amber. The soldiers ate their rations and checked their weapons, speaking in low murmurs that didn’t carry beyond their immediate circles.

Lyra materialized from the darkness like a ghost stepping out of a shadow. She knelt beside me without a word, her eyes fixed on Skitter.

“A spider,” she observed.

“A construct. There’s a difference.”

“It has eight legs and clicks when it moves.” She tilted her head. “Seems like a spider to me.”

Click-click! Skitter registered offense.

“It understands you,” I warned.

“Does it?” Lyra studied the construct with new interest. “Does it understand that I used to have nightmares about spiders? Nasty little creatures. Always hiding in boots and bedrolls.”

Click-click-click. Now Skitter was definitely offended.

“You’re teasing it.”

“Maybe.” For just a moment, her lips twitched toward a smile. “It’s cute, in an eight-legged way. Did you make this for the mission, or were you planning it before?”

“Both. The materials were ready. The opportunity presented itself.”

“You carry lodestones in your pack just in case you need to create life?” She raised an eyebrow. “That’s either brilliant preparation or alarming obsession.”

“Why can’t it be both?”

This time she did smile—small, quick, gone before I could fully appreciate it.

She’s warming to you, Sable observed. The gifts, the shared danger, the construct… you’re becoming important to her.

I’m not trying to be important.

And yet you are. That’s the most dangerous kind of importance.

Through my connection to the construct, I watched Skitter explore.

The little construct moved through the forest like a ghost, its pale hide blending with the stones and undergrowth. It found the cave entrance within an hour, a dark opening in a hillside, partially concealed by brush.

It slipped inside without hesitation.

The tunnels were exactly what Lyra had described. Old mining passages, some natural, some carved by tools that had left strange marks in the stone. Fracture corruption seeped through the walls in places, casting eerie violet light.

Skitter mapped it all. Every junction. Every dead end. Every trap the thief had left behind—tripwires rigged to collapse supports, runes that would trigger explosions, pits covered with rotting wood.

And at the center of the maze, in a chamber that had once been a mining office, Skitter found him.

The thief sat with his back against the wall, the stolen artifact clutched to his chest. He was young, barely twenty, by the look of him, with the hollow cheeks and desperate eyes of someone who’d made a terrible choice and was only now realizing the consequences.

But what caught my attention wasn’t the thief.

It was the symbol tattooed on his forearm. A circle with a line through it. Absolute stillness. Perfect silence.

The Stillness, Sable confirmed. He’s not just a thief. He’s an operative. They sent him.

I opened my eyes and found Vessa watching me.

“Well?” she asked.

“I found him.” I projected Skitter’s map into my mind, memorizing every detail. “Center of the cave system, in an old mining office. He’s set traps everywhere, but I know where they all are.” I paused. “And he’s Stillness. The symbol on his arm.”

Vessa’s expression went cold. “You’re certain?”

“Skitter saw it clearly.”

She stood, her hand moving to her sword. “Then this just became a military operation. The Stillness is a threat to the entire region. If their operative has a Pre-Purge control matrix—”

“We need that artifact intact,” I interrupted. “Can you take him alive?”

“That depends on how much he resists.” Her eyes met mine. “And how much you can tell me about those traps.”

I smiled grimly. “Commander, I can tell you everything. Skitter mapped the whole system. Every trap, every passage, every escape route.”

Click-click-click!

Skitter had returned, scurrying up my arm to its perch on my shoulder. The little construct radiated satisfaction—mission complete, information gathered, creator proud.

“Good work,” I murmured, and felt its happiness pulse back to me.

Vessa looked at the construct, then at me. “Four hours,” she said. “You built a living scout in four hours that did what my best trackers couldn’t do in days.”

“I had good materials.”

“You had skills no one’s seen in five centuries.” She turned to rally her soldiers. “Move out in twenty minutes. The artificer has given us a path.”

I stood, Skitter clicking softly on my shoulder, and looked toward the caves hidden in the dark hills.

The thief was waiting. The artifact was waiting. And somewhere in those tunnels, answers about the Stillness and their plans.

Time to go hunting.


CHAPTER 14 — Recovery

The cave entrance swallowed us like a hungry mouth.

Skitter went first, scurrying along the ceiling to check for traps I might have missed on the first pass. Behind the construct came Lyra, moving in perfect silence, bow ready. Then me, with Vessa and her soldiers following in tight formation.

The darkness was absolute beyond the first bend. I activated Material Resonance Sight, and the world became a map of stone and corruption—solid rock veined with purple threads of Fracture energy, ancient supports that groaned under centuries of neglect, air that tasted of mold and something chemical.

Twenty meters to the first trap, I warned my construct mentally. Trip wire attached to the left support.

Click-click. Confirmation.

“First trap, left side,” I murmured. Lyra didn’t acknowledge, but she shifted her path by a fraction of a degree, avoiding the hidden wire.

We moved deeper. The tunnels branched and rejoined, a maze designed to confuse intruders. But Skitter’s map was perfect, every junction memorized, every dead end marked.

This one’s different, Sable observed. Runic trap. If you cross the threshold, it triggers a collapse.

I examined the runes with Material Resonance Sight. They were crude work—functional but inelegant, like something assembled from a manual without truly understanding the underlying principles.

“Give me a minute,” I said.

“We don’t have—” Vessa started.

“If we trigger this, the ceiling comes down. I’d rather spend sixty seconds than dig ourselves out of a rockslide.”

She nodded curtly.

I knelt before the runic array, studying its structure. The power flow was simple, a trip switch connected to a destabilization pattern. Break the circuit, break the trap.

My fingers traced a counter-rune in the air, Living Runes adapting to match the trap’s frequency. Then I pressed my palm against the stone.

The trap’s runes flickered. Died.

“Done.”

We continued.

* * *

The thief was exactly where Skitter had found him, in the old mining office, his back against the wall, the artifact clutched to his chest. But now he wasn’t alone.

Three figures stood in the chamber with him. Cloaked, armed, with the same circle-and-line symbol on their sleeves.

Stillness reinforcements, Sable said grimly. They were waiting for him.

“Trap,” Lyra breathed. “They knew we were coming.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Vessa’s voice was ice. “There are twelve of us and four of them. We take the artifact and eliminate the threat.”

“Wait.” I studied the chamber through Material Resonance Sight. Something was wrong. The walls were too regular, the floor too smooth. And beneath the stone, I could see patterns, complex runic arrays covering every surface. “The whole room is a trap. Step inside and you trigger something I can’t read from here.”

“Can you disable it?”

“Not from this distance. And not without them noticing.”

We crouched in the tunnel, hidden in shadows, close enough that I could feel the warmth of Lyra’s shoulder against mine. Skitter pressed itself flat against the stone ceiling, almost invisible in the darkness.

The Stillness operatives were speaking to the thief in low voices. I strained to hear, catching fragments: “extraction” and “schedule” and “the Artificer.” Something about “the organization’s patience” and “centuries of planning.”

“They’re talking about you,” Lyra said quietly. Her hand found my arm in the darkness, a warning touch that made my skin prickle.

“I heard.”

They expected you to come, Sable observed. This entire operation was designed to draw you in. The thief, the artifact, the caves, all of it was bait.

That changed things. They hadn’t just stolen an artifact. They’d set a trap specifically for me.

Why?

Because you’re the first true artificer in five centuries. You’re worth more than any artifact.

“Commander.” I turned to Vessa. “This is about me. They want me, not the artifact. If I go in—”

“You go in, they capture you.” Her voice was hard. “Unacceptable.”

“I go in, they focus on me. They forget about the soldiers coming through the secondary tunnels.” I met her eyes. “Skitter found three entrances, remember? You position your people at the other two. I create a distraction. You catch them from behind.”

“That’s tactically sound,” she admitted reluctantly. Her grey eyes studied me with new intensity. “But you’re not trained for combat. If they overpower you before we can get into position—”

“I don’t need to fight. I just need to not die for thirty seconds.” I pulled the last of my thermal devices from my pack. “I have a few tricks left.”

Vessa studied me for a long moment. Then she nodded.

“Sergeant Karrel, take six soldiers to entrance two. I’ll take the remaining five to entrance three.” She looked at Lyra. “You stay with him. Cover him if things go wrong.”

“They’ll go wrong,” Lyra said flatly. “They always do.”

“Then make sure they don’t go too wrong.”

* * *

I stepped into the chamber alone.

My heart hammered against my ribs. Every instinct screamed at me to run, to hide, to let the soldiers handle this. But Sable was right, they wanted me. That meant I was the best bait we had.

Steady, little smith. I’m watching through Skitter. The other entrances are in position.

The Stillness operatives spun to face me, weapons raised. The thief scrambled backward, clutching the artifact even tighter. I could see the terror in his eyes now, he wasn’t the mastermind here. He was just a tool.

Like I’d been, back in Seattle. Taking orders, doing the work, watching other people take the credit.

“You came.” One of the cloaked figures, the leader, by his stance—sounded almost pleased. “The Artificer himself. We were starting to think you’d be smart enough to stay away.”

“Smart has never been my problem.” I kept my voice level, my hands visible at my sides. “Curious is my problem. You went to a lot of trouble for one artifact. I wanted to know why.”

The leader tilted his head, studying me from beneath his hood. I caught a glimpse of pale features, narrow eyes, a thin smile that never quite reached them.

“The artifact is useful. But you, you are valuable beyond measure.” He stepped forward, and I could feel the power radiating from him. Higher level than me. Much higher. “The Stillness has been watching you, Ethan Cole. Since the moment you arrived in this world through that beautiful tear in reality. Your resonance with the old patterns, your ability to unlock Pre-Purge techniques—”

“You know my name.”

“We know everything.” His smile widened. “We know about the fox-spirit bound to your soul. We know about the workshop of Kethis Vorn. We know about the Knight Commander’s failing armor and your arrogant promise to fix it.” He gestured to the others. “Take him. Gently. He’s worth nothing if he’s damaged.”

The operatives moved toward me. I counted heartbeats. One. Two. Three.

Now, Sable warned.

I threw the thermal device.

The explosion was bright enough to blind, hot enough to sear. The operatives stumbled, crying out, hands going to their eyes. The leader threw up a protective ward, a shimmering barrier of pale energy that blocked the worst of the light, but it wasn’t fast enough to stop Lyra’s arrow.

The shaft flew from the tunnel behind me, silent as death, and punched through the throat of the operative on my left. He dropped without a sound.

Then the walls exploded.

Stone shattered in two places simultaneously. Vessa came through the secondary entrance like a storm made flesh, her sword blazing with runic light despite the failing enchantments. Soldiers poured in behind her, shields up, weapons ready.

Sergeant Karrel hit the third entrance with equal force, his people flanking wide to cut off retreat.

The chamber became a chaos of steel and screaming.

I dove for the thief.

He saw me coming and panicked, fumbling with the artifact, trying to activate something, some function I couldn’t see. The crystal pulsed in his hands, Fracture energy building toward a discharge.

He’s going to blow it, Sable warned. The fool will kill everyone in the room.

I slapped a containment rune on his wrist before he could finish. Living Runes flowed from my palm into his skin, wrapping around his fingers, forcing the neural connections to freeze. His hands went numb.

“Don’t.” I grabbed the artifact, a crystal matrix roughly the size of a fist, pulsing with trapped Fracture energy that slowly calmed as my touch interfered with the activation sequence. “Just don’t.”

“You don’t understand,” the thief gasped. “They’ll kill me. They’ll kill everyone I love. I had to—”

“Tell it to the Commander.”

Behind us, the fight ended as quickly as it had begun. The Stillness operatives were trained, but they were outnumbered and outmatched. Vessa’s soldiers fought with disciplined fury, covering each other, pressing advantages, never letting the enemy recover.

Two operatives were dead. One was down with a wounded leg, being bound by soldiers. The leader—

The leader was gone.

“Escape tunnel,” Lyra reported, kneeling by a section of wall that had opened during the chaos. A dark passage led away into the mountain, too narrow for more than one person at a time. “He’s running.”

“Let him.” Vessa’s voice was hoarse with exhaustion. She sheathed her sword with the mechanical precision of someone operating on muscle memory alone. “We have the artifact. We have a prisoner. We have…” She swayed slightly. “That’s enough.”

“Commander?” Sergeant Karrel stepped forward, concern breaking through his professional mask.

She didn’t answer. Her eyes, those grey eyes that had been so sharp, so calculating—lost focus. The runes on her armor flickered wildly, casting shadows that moved wrong.

And then she fell.

I caught her before she hit the ground.

Her armor was ice-cold against my hands, cold enough to burn. Through Material Resonance Sight I watched the runes spiraling into catastrophic failure—drawing power from her instead of giving it, feeding on her life force to maintain a facade of function.

“I need space,” I said. “Now.”

The soldiers cleared back immediately, forming a protective perimeter. Lyra knelt beside me, her face grim.

Her heart rate is dropping, Sable observed. The armor is draining her faster than she can recover. If you don’t stop it—

I know.

“Is she—”

“The armor’s draining her. I need to disconnect it before it kills her.”

I worked frantically, tracing the power flows, looking for a way to break the connection without destroying the armor entirely. There, a node at the base of her spine where the bond was strongest.

I pressed my palm against it and pushed.

Living Runes flowed through the connection, forcing the armor into a dormant state. The drain stopped. Vessa gasped, her eyes fluttering open.

“What—”

“Don’t move. The armor is sleeping, but it won’t stay that way forever.” I looked at her pale face, her grey eyes confused and vulnerable. “You need repairs. Real repairs. The kind only a forge can provide.”

“How long?”

“Days. Maybe weeks.” I hesitated. “You’ll have to stay in Thornhaven.”

She stared at me for a long moment. Then, slowly, she nodded.

“Very well.” Her voice was weak but steady. “It seems I’m in your debt again, artificer.”

“We’ll call it even once the armor is fixed.”

A smile ghosted across her lips. “We’ll see.”

I felt warmth flooding through me—experience from the battle, the artifact recovery, the lives saved:

LEVEL UP!
ETHAN COLE — Level 9 → Level 10 Runeforge Artificer
+5 Stat Points Available
+1 Skill Point Available
HP: 195/195 MP: 180/280 XP: 127/1,000
MILESTONE: Level 10 unlocks Advanced Class Options


Level 10. A milestone. The System was offering new paths, new possibilities. Class evolution options waited at the edge of my consciousness, tantalizingly close.

But right now, all I could think about was the woman in my arms, the Knight Commander who’d trusted me with her life and her family’s legacy.

The soldiers had fashioned a stretcher from spare cloaks and ironwood poles. Sergeant Karrel stood ready to carry his commander back to Thornhaven, his face a mask of professional concern.

“Let’s get you home,” I said quietly.

Vessa’s hand, cold from the armor’s drain, fingers trembling with weakness she would never admit—found mine and squeezed.

“The artifact,” she whispered. “You have it?”

“Safe.”

“Good.” Her eyes closed again. “Don’t let them take you. You’re too important.”

“I’m just an artificer.”

“No.” Her grip tightened, just for a moment. “You’re not just anything. Not anymore.”

I looked at Lyra, who was watching this exchange with an unreadable expression. Skitter clicked softly on my shoulder. Through the bond with Sable, I felt the fox-spirit’s ancient amusement at my situation.

Three women, she observed. All important. All complicated.

Shut up, Sable.

As you wish, little smith.

But I could sense her smile.

We carried Vessa out of the caves as dawn light began to filter through the entrance. The mission was complete. The artifact was recovered. The Stillness knew my name, but I’d escaped their trap.

And somewhere in the warmth of Vessa’s grip, I felt something shift. Another connection. Another complication.

Another person who mattered.

I was starting to collect them.

That’s not the worst problem to have, Sable observed.

Maybe not. But it was definitely the most complicated.


CHAPTER 15 — Bonds of Power

Three days after the cave mission, Vessa was still resting in the healer’s hall while her armor sat dormant in my forge. I’d begun the preliminary work—mapping the damage, testing the runic connections, understanding the original design well enough to attempt repairs.

The work was painstaking. Every section of armor held generations of accumulated modifications, patches laid over patches, emergency repairs that had become permanent. Kethis’s original work was brilliant, but five hundred years of battlefield maintenance had obscured it like sediment over a river stone.

Lyra stopped by twice, bringing food I forgot to eat and warnings I tried to hear. “The Stillness knows your face now,” she said on the second visit. “They’ll come for you again.”

“Let them.” I traced a runic pathway on Vessa’s gauntlet, watching Living Runes flow along the connection. “I’ll be ready.”

She didn’t look convinced. But she left me to my work.

The artifact we’d recovered sat in a lead-lined box on my workbench. I could feel its pulse even through the containment—Fracture energy wanting to be free, to tear, to unmake. The analysis I’d done showed a control matrix of incredible sophistication, capable of stabilizing or destabilizing dimensional barriers. In the wrong hands, it could tear reality itself.

In mine, it might save lives. Eventually.

The thief was in military custody. Vessa’s sergeants were extracting information about Stillness operations, though progress was slow. The leader who’d escaped remained a shadow, a threat we couldn’t quantify.

And through it all, Sable was restless.

I felt it through the bond, a stirring, an anticipation that had been building since we returned. She’d been patient with me, giving me time to recover from the mission, to process everything that had happened. But patience wasn’t her natural state.

Little smith, she said on the third night, as I worked late in the forge by candlelight. We need to talk.

I set down my tools. “About?”

The bond. A pause. And what it could become.

She materialized from shadow in the corner of the forge, her humanoid form, the one she’d worn when I first freed her. Silver hair cascading past her shoulders, golden eyes bright in the dim light, four tails spreading behind her in a display that was part greeting, part warning.

“You’ve been holding back,” I said. “I can feel it.”

“The bond between us is… incomplete.” She moved closer, graceful as flowing water. “When you freed me, we formed a connection. But it was hurried. Desperate. We didn’t have time to do it properly.”

“Properly?”

Her lips curved into a smile that was three thousand years old. “A soul bond isn’t just a connection, Ethan. It’s a partnership. A sharing of power, of knowledge, of…” She paused. “Sensation.”

I felt the heat rise to my face despite myself. “You’re talking about—”

“Physical intimacy, yes.” She said it without embarrassment, without hesitation. The ancient confidence Kethis must have known, all those centuries ago. “But not just that. Resonance. When a fox-spirit bonds with a mortal, the bond can be deepened through deliberate connection. Each deepening increases the power we can share, the communication we can maintain, the abilities we can manifest together.”

“And you want to deepen it now.”

“I want to offer it now.” She stood before me, close enough that I could smell jasmine and woodsmoke and ozone. Her tails swayed gently behind her, betraying nervousness she wouldn’t show in her expression. “The choice is yours, little smith. It always is.”

I studied her face, the ancient eyes, the careful composure, the hint of vulnerability she couldn’t quite hide. Through the bond, I felt her sincerity. And beneath it, something that surprised me: fear.

Not of me. Of rejection. Of offering something precious and having it dismissed.

“What happens if I say no?” I asked.

“Then nothing changes.” Her voice was steady, but I felt the truth through the bond—disappointment, acceptance, a small death of hope. “The bond remains as it is. We continue as we are. I would never force this on you, Ethan. I spent four hundred years being controlled. I would not do that to another.”

“But you want this.”

“I want you.” The words came out before she could stop them, and I saw the moment she realized what she’d admitted. Ancient confidence flickered, replaced by something raw. “Three thousand years, and I’ve bonded with exactly two mortals. Kethis was the first. He was my friend, my partner, the closest thing to an equal I’d found in two millennia.”

“And the second?”

“Is standing in front of me.” Her golden eyes held mine. “Wondering if he’ll break my heart the way time broke Kethis.”

That hit harder than I expected. “Sable—”

“Why you?” she asked, taking back the question I’d been about to voice. “Because you freed me without asking for anything in return. Because when you had power over me, you chose to give it away. Because you see me as a person, not a tool.”

“Because you freed me without asking for anything in return.” Her golden eyes held mine. “Because when you had power over me, you chose to give it away. Because you see me as a person, not a tool.”

She reached out and touched my face, her fingers cool against my skin.

“And because,” she added softly, “you make me feel things I haven’t felt in centuries. Connection. Hope. The possibility that this world might surprise me.”

* * *

I kissed her.

It wasn’t a decision—more like gravity, pulling us together with a force that felt inevitable. Her lips parted beneath mine, and I felt the bond flare between us like a circuit completing.

Yes, she whispered through the connection. Like this.

Her tails wound around us both, warm and impossibly soft, pulling me closer. I felt her satisfaction through the bond, and beneath it, her desire, ancient and patient and finally unleashed.

“The bedroom,” I managed.

“The forge,” she corrected. Her smile was wicked. “I want to remember this place as where you first truly chose me.”

She pulled me down onto a pile of spare cloth—blankets and leather scraps that suddenly seemed like the most comfortable surface in the world. Her silver dress dissolved into shadow at her touch, leaving her bare beneath me.

She was stunning. Pale skin that seemed to glow faintly in the firelight, small perfect breasts, the dark lines where her tails emerged from her lower back. Ancient and beautiful and finally mine.

“Now you,” she purred, her hands working at my clothes. “I want to see what I’ve claimed.”

Through the bond, I felt her anticipation, and something else. A hint of nervousness beneath the confidence. Four hundred years since she’d been touched like this.

When I was bare, her golden eyes traveled down my body with frank appreciation. “Oh, little smith. You’ve been hiding things from me.”

Her hand wrapped around my length, stroking slowly. Through the bond, I felt her satisfaction at my response, and then, startlingly, I felt what she felt. The heat of my skin against her palm. The pulse of my heartbeat through my flesh.

“The bond deepens with intimacy,” she explained, her voice thick with desire. “You feel what I feel. And I…” She stroked again, and pleasure echoed back and forth between us. “…feel what you feel.”

“That’s—”

“Overwhelming? Yes.” She smiled. “It gets better.”

Her tails moved with independent purpose. One wrapped around my thigh, another stroked down my spine. The third and fourth traced patterns on my chest while she continued to work me with her hand.

“Let me taste you,” she murmured.

Before I could respond, she shifted down my body, her silver hair trailing across my skin. She looked up at me once, ancient eyes filled with want, and took me into her mouth.

The sensation doubled through the bond. I felt the heat of my own flesh against her tongue, felt her satisfaction as she swallowed me deeper. It was almost too much, pleasure reflecting back and forth until I couldn’t tell where mine ended and hers began.

She worked me with three millennia of expertise, her tongue swirling, her lips tight, one tail wrapped around my balls while another stroked my inner thigh. When I got close, she pulled back with a knowing smile.

“Not yet, little smith. First, you learn what it means to pleasure a fox-spirit.”

She lay back, spreading her thighs in invitation. Through the bond, I felt her aching want, the centuries of isolation, the desperate need for connection.

I kissed my way down her body, taking my time despite her impatient sounds. When I reached the junction of her thighs, I looked up at her. Her golden eyes were dark with need, her chest heaving.

“Please,” she whispered. The word cost her something, ancient pride bending before desire.

I lowered my mouth to her.

The bond transmitted everything. I felt my own tongue against her folds from her perspective, felt the waves of pleasure that crashed through her with each stroke. It created a feedback loop, her pleasure feeding mine feeding hers, building exponentially.

I found the rhythm she needed almost instinctively, guided by the sensations echoing through our connection. When I focused on her clit, her back arched off the blankets. When I slid two fingers inside her while I licked, her tails went rigid and her hands gripped my hair hard enough to hurt.

“There—yes, don’t stop—” Her words dissolved into a moan as the first orgasm hit her. I felt it through the bond, a cascading wave of pleasure that rolled through her body and into mine, leaving me achingly hard.

But I didn’t stop. I kept working her through the aftershocks, kept building her toward a second peak.

Enough, she gasped through the bond. I need you inside me. Now.

I rose over her, positioning myself at her entrance. Her tails wrapped around my hips, pulling me forward. When I slid into her, we both gasped at the doubled sensation. I felt myself filling her, felt her stretching around me, felt pleasure from both perspectives simultaneously.

“Move,” she commanded. “Hard. I’ve waited four centuries for this.”

I gave her what she wanted. Hard, deep thrusts that made her cry out with each stroke. Her tails were everywhere—wrapped around my thighs, stroking my back, one even sneaking between us to tease where our bodies joined.

Through the bond, I felt her building toward another peak. I adjusted my angle, hitting the spot that made her golden eyes roll back.

“Yes—there—harder—”

I gripped her hips and drove into her with everything I had. The bond amplified every sensation until the pleasure was almost unbearable, shared and doubled and reflected between us.

When she came, I came with her, the bond made it inevitable, our pleasure so intertwined that neither could finish alone. Her inner walls clenched around me as I spilled inside her, her tails tightening, her nails—sharper now, not quite human—raking down my back.

The orgasm seemed to last forever, sustained by the bond, power surging between us.

When awareness returned, I was lying on my back, staring at the forge ceiling without seeing it. Every nerve still hummed with the aftershocks of shared pleasure. My body felt both exhausted and energized, like I’d run a marathon and won.

Sable lay across my chest, her tails draped over us both like warm, living blankets. Her breathing had slowed to match mine, synchronized through the bond. Through the connection, I felt her contentment—deep, genuine, ancient.

“That,” she said quietly, “was worth waiting four hundred years for.”

I laughed despite myself, the sound rough in my throat. “I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or—”

“It’s a compliment, little smith.” She lifted her head to look at me, and her eyes were warm in a way I hadn’t seen before—soft, almost mortal. The ancient mask had slipped, and beneath it was someone who’d been lonely for longer than civilizations lasted. “The bond is deeper now. Can you feel it?”

I could.

The connection between us had been a thread before, a thin line of awareness that let me sense her emotions and share her thoughts. Now it was a rope, thick and strong and humming with shared power. I could sense her more clearly than my own heartbeat. Her emotions flowed through me like a second bloodstream. When she thought clearly enough, I could hear her words as clearly as if she’d spoken them.

And beneath it all, something new: her memories. Fragments, impressions, glimpses of a life that spanned millennia. The taste of her power, ancient and patient, waiting to be drawn upon.

You can access that now, she explained. Not everything, some experiences are mine alone, but the knowledge I’ve accumulated. The techniques I’ve learned. When you need them, they’ll be there.

You’re wondering if this changes things, she observed. If this complicates your situation with the scout.

“Does it?”

That depends entirely on you. She settled back against my chest, one tail curling around my arm possessively while another traced lazy patterns on my stomach. Fox-spirits don’t practice jealousy the way humans do. We understand that love isn’t finite, that giving affection to one person doesn’t diminish what you can give to another.

“That’s… surprisingly mature.”

Three thousand years gives you perspective. A hint of humor in her mental voice. You can love Lyra, and Vessa, and whatever other mortals catch your attention, without diminishing what exists between us. The question is whether you can accept that. Whether you can hold multiple truths without feeling like you’re betraying any of them.

I thought about Lyra, her fierce competence, her buried vulnerability, the way she’d curled against me in the darkness. I thought about Vessa, the commander who’d trusted me with her family’s legacy, the woman who’d squeezed my hand in a moment of weakness.

“And what does exist between us?” I asked finally. “What should I call this?”

Sable was quiet for a long moment. Through the bond, I felt her considering the question, really considering it, with the weight of three thousand years of experience pressing against the answer.

Partnership, she said finally. That’s the foundation. Two beings working together toward shared goals, each bringing something the other lacks. But there’s more.

She lifted her head to look at me, golden eyes softer than I’d ever seen them.

Affection. Trust. A connection that goes deeper than words can express. Her tails tightened around me briefly. And something that might, in time, become love, if you’re willing to let it grow. If you’re willing to see where this path leads.

“Even knowing I might walk other paths too?”

Especially knowing that. She smiled, not the ancient, knowing smile, but something newer. Warmer. The love of a fox-spirit isn’t exclusive, little smith. It’s additive. Every connection you form makes you more, not less. More capacity for caring. More reasons to fight. More people who would burn the world to keep you safe.

I pulled her closer, feeling her warmth against me, her tails wrapping tighter in contentment. Through the bond, I felt her satisfaction settle into something steadier, not the urgent desire from before, but something more permanent. More comfortable.

“I think,” I said slowly, “I’m willing to find out where this goes.”

Her smile was ancient and new at the same time. She leaned up and kissed me—gentle this time, almost chaste compared to what had come before.

Good, she whispered against my lips. Now rest, little smith. Tomorrow, we have armor to repair, a Stillness threat to address, and a world to navigate. You’ll need your strength.

“Will you stay?”

Always. She settled her head back onto my chest, silver hair spilling across my skin. That’s what the bond means now. Wherever you go, I go. Whatever you face, you won’t face alone.

I closed my eyes, the bond humming between us like a heartbeat, warm and steady and impossible to ignore. For the first time since arriving in this world, since being torn from everything I knew and dropped into a reality of magic and monsters. I felt like I might actually belong here.

Not despite the complications. Because of them.

With her. With Lyra. With Vessa and whatever connections still waited to be formed.

Sleep, Sable murmured. Dream well, little smith.

I did.


CHAPTER 16 — The Armor's Memory

Vessa arrived at my forge two days later, walking without assistance despite the pallor that still lingered in her skin. She’d refused the stretcher after the first day, refused the healers’ recommendations for extended rest, refused everything that resembled weakness.

I respected that, even if it worried me.

“You’re early,” I said, setting down my tools.

“The armor.” She looked at the stand where her suit rested, dormant and dark without its usual runic glow. “You said you could fix it.”

“I said I could try.” I gestured to the workbench. “Sit. This first session is mostly diagnostic.”

She moved to the bench with military precision, but I noticed the slight stiffness in her left leg, the one that had taken the most strain when her armor failed. Without the runic enhancements, she was just a woman. A strong, disciplined, trained woman, but still limited by mortal flesh.

She hates it, Sable observed from the shadows. The vulnerability. Every moment without her armor reminds her that she’s mortal.

Can you blame her?

No. But you should understand what you’re dealing with. That armor isn’t just equipment to her. It’s her identity.

I approached the armor stand, activating Material Resonance Sight. The runic arrays flickered to life under my perception, a tangled web of original enchantments, emergency repairs, generational modifications, and the failing bonds that connected all of it together.

“Tell me about the Ironblooms,” I said, beginning my examination. “The armor’s been in your family for five generations?”

“Six, if you count the one who died before they could wear it properly.” Vessa’s voice was flat, reciting facts. “Great-grandmother Cordelia was the first. The armor was a gift from the artificers of Thornhaven—back when there still were artificers, in recognition of her service defending the eastern reaches.”

“And it’s been handed down ever since.”

“Through blood and battle.” A note of pride crept into her voice. “Every Ironbloom commander has worn this armor. Great-grandmother Cordelia. Her daughter Marina. Marina’s son Aldric, who was my grandfather. My mother Elissa. And now me.”

I traced a runic pathway that connected the chest piece to the gauntlets. “The bloodline bond. That’s why it works for you specifically.”

“Every Ironbloom is attuned at birth.” She touched the armor’s shoulder piece, her fingers gentle despite everything. “I felt its presence before I could walk. By the time I was ten, I could sense its moods.”

“Moods?”

“The armor has… personality isn’t quite the right word. But it responds differently to different situations. It’s almost eager when going into battle. Reluctant when being removed for repairs.” She looked at me with those grey eyes. “Does that sound insane?”

“It sounds like Living Runes.” I found the central nexus of the bonding array, a complex pattern that pulsed with faint light even now. “Kethis built emotion into the architecture. The armor isn’t just equipment. It’s closer to a construct. Like Skitter, but older and more sophisticated.”

Much more sophisticated, Sable confirmed. This is masterwork. Even I’m impressed.

“Can you fix it?”

“I need to understand it first.” I placed my hand on the central nexus. “May I?”

Vessa nodded.

I pushed my awareness into the armor.

* * *

The flashback hit me like a physical blow.

Snow falling on a battlefield. Blood red against white. A woman in this same armor, sword raised against an enemy that defied description, something wrong, something twisted, something that shouldn’t exist in a world that made sense.

The armor sang with power. The woman screamed with rage.

Cordelia, I understood. The first Ironbloom.

The vision shifted.

A throne room. Politics instead of battle. A commander in worn armor facing nobles who wanted her dead. Marina, I knew somehow. Cordelia’s daughter. Defending a border outpost that everyone wanted to abandon.

The armor hummed with protective energy. The woman stood alone against the crowd.

Another shift.

A funeral pyre. A man in the armor, watching his mother’s body burn. Aldric. Marina’s son. His grief was a physical weight, pressing down on everything.

The armor keened with shared loss.

Another.

A woman—young, fierce, commanding—leading soldiers against a Fracture breach. Elissa. Vessa’s mother. The armor burned with righteous fury.

But there was something wrong. A crack in the pattern. A failure beginning.

I pulled my hand away, gasping.

“What did you see?” Vessa demanded.

“Your family.” I breathed hard, trying to process the flood of impressions. “Cordelia on a battlefield. Marina in a throne room. Aldric at a funeral. Elissa fighting a Fracture.”

Vessa’s composure cracked, just for a moment. “You saw them?”

“The armor remembers. Every commander it’s served, it carries their imprint.” I looked at her with new understanding. “You’re not just wearing equipment, Vessa. You’re wearing five generations of your family’s history.”

Six, Sable corrected quietly. But one of those histories ended too quickly to leave a proper mark.

I didn’t ask. Some things weren’t my place to know.

* * *

The diagnostic took three hours. I mapped every runic pathway, noted every failed connection, documented the cascade of damage that had nearly killed Vessa in the caves.

Vessa watched me work in silence, her military composure firmly in place. But I could see the tension in her shoulders, the way her eyes tracked every movement I made around her armor. Without it, she seemed smaller than I remembered. Not weak, never weak, but human in a way the armor had hidden.

She wore simple clothes for this session. A soldier’s tunic and trousers, practical boots, her dark hair pulled back in a tight braid. No rank insignia. No weapons except a knife at her belt.

“It’s strange,” she said finally, breaking the silence. “Not wearing it. I’ve slept in that armor more nights than I’ve slept without it.”

“That can’t be comfortable.”

“Comfort isn’t the point.” Her eyes never left the armor. “The point is readiness. An Ironbloom is always ready.”

“Even when they’re asleep?”

“Especially then.” A ghost of a smile. “My mother used to say that peace is the gap between battles. Not a destination. Just a pause.”

I filed that away, another piece of the puzzle that was Vessa Ironbloom. Another weight she carried without complaint.

The problem wasn’t any single failure. It was accumulation. Fifty years of emergency repairs had created dependencies that shouldn’t exist. Modifications made in the field had interfered with core functions. The armor was fighting itself, power routing through pathways that contradicted each other.

“Can you fix it?” Vessa asked again when I finished.

“Yes.” I met her eyes. “But it’s going to take time. Multiple sessions. And each one is going to involve direct contact with the armor’s memory stores.”

“More visions?”

“Probably. The armor needs to accept my repairs as legitimate modifications, not hostile intrusions. The only way to do that is to let it understand what I’m doing.” I hesitated. “And for me to understand what it’s been through.”

Vessa was quiet for a long moment. Through the silence, I heard the faint hum of the forge, the crackle of the fire, the soft clicking of Skitter exploring the workbench.

“My mother died wearing that armor,” she said finally. “A Fracture breach in the eastern mountains. She held the line for six hours until reinforcements arrived. By the time they reached her, the armor was the only thing keeping her body together.” Her voice didn’t waver. “She died giving orders.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. She died well.” A pause. “Better than most of my family. Cordelia fell to a Stillness assassin. Marina was executed by political enemies. Aldric died of grief when my grandmother passed.” Her lips twisted. “Only Mother managed to die in battle. The way an Ironbloom should.”

“Is that what you want? To die in battle?”

She was quiet for a long moment. The forge crackled. Somewhere in the shadows, I felt Sable’s attention sharpen.

“I want to live up to them,” Vessa said finally. “I want to carry on what they built. Every time I put that armor on, I feel them, their expectations, their standards, the weight of everything they accomplished.” She touched the armor again, her hand lingering on the shoulder piece with something approaching reverence. “I feel Cordelia’s courage. Marina’s stubbornness. Aldric’s grief. My mother’s determination.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“It’s purpose.” Her grey eyes met mine, and I saw the vulnerability she hid from everyone else. “Without purpose, I’m just… Vessa. A woman who was given power she didn’t earn, carrying a name she didn’t choose.”

“You’ve earned plenty.”

“Have I?” She shook her head. “Every victory I’ve won, I won with their armor. Their reputation. Their soldiers who served before me. Strip all that away, and what am I?”

“A Knight Commander who held a Fracture line for six hours while wounded,” I said. “A leader whose soldiers would follow her into the dark. A woman who trusted a strange artificer with her family’s most precious artifact.” I held her gaze. “The armor doesn’t make you, Vessa. You make the armor worth wearing.”

She stared at me as if I’d spoken in a language she didn’t quite understand. Then, slowly, some of the tension left her shoulders.

“Do you always say such things?”

“Only when they’re true.”

“Hmm.” She turned back to the armor, but I thought I saw the faintest hint of color in her cheeks. “Do you understand what it’s like? To carry your entire family’s legacy every single day?”

“No.” I admitted. “My family was… simpler. My father was a mechanic. My mother taught elementary school. They’re both probably still alive, back in my world, wondering what happened to their son who worked late one night and never came home.”

It was the first time I’d said it out loud. The first time I’d admitted, even to myself, that I might never see them again.

Vessa studied me with new interest. “You’re from another world.”

“That’s the theory. Reality tore, and I ended up here.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. A prototype I was building. Lightning. Some kind of resonance effect.” I shrugged. “Sable thinks the System reached across dimensions to grab someone with the right potential.”

I think you were chosen, Sable corrected. There’s a difference.

“Chosen for what?”

That, the fox-spirit replied, remains to be seen.

Vessa was quiet for a while longer. Then she did something that surprised me: she reached out and touched my arm.

“We both carry weight,” she said quietly. “Mine is my family’s legacy. Yours is being chosen for a purpose you don’t understand yet.” Her grip tightened briefly. “Perhaps we can help each other figure out what to do with that weight.”

I felt the warmth of experience flooding through me—knowledge gained, connections formed:
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I allocated the points absently, two to Intelligence, two to Wisdom, one to Constitution. The skill point went into Runesmithing, pushing it to Rank 3. The patterns came easier now, more intuitive.

“Tomorrow,” I said. “We start the real work. I’ll begin removing the problematic modifications and reinforcing the core arrays.”

“Will there be more visions?”

“Almost certainly. The armor needs to trust me before it’ll let me work on the deeper systems.”

She nodded slowly. “Then I’ll be here. For as long as it takes.”

She rose to leave, and I walked her to the door. The evening had settled over Thornhaven while we talked, painting the streets in shades of amber and shadow. Somewhere in the distance, I heard the sounds of the market closing down for the night.

“Vessa,” I said as she reached the threshold.

She paused, looking back.

“Thank you. For trusting me with this. I know it couldn’t have been easy.”

For a moment, her military mask slipped completely. Beneath it was a woman carrying more weight than anyone should have to bear—family expectations, military responsibilities, the fading legacy of a pre-purge age.

“You saved my life in those caves,” she said quietly. “More than once. And you did it without asking for anything in return.” A pause. “The least I can do is let you try to save the armor.”

“I will.”

“I know.” And then, almost too softly to hear: “That’s why I’m here.”

She walked away into the evening, her stride as precise as ever despite the limp she tried to hide. I watched until she disappeared around a corner, then closed the door.

The forge was quiet. The armor waited on its stand, dark and dormant but somehow still watching.

She likes you, Sable observed from the shadows where she’d been lurking. Not the way Lyra does. Not yet. But there’s something there. A seed that could grow, if you tend it carefully.

She’s a Knight Commander. I’m a displaced engineer who can barely fight.

And yet she trusts you with her family’s most precious artifact. A pause. Don’t underestimate what that means, little smith. Trust, for someone like her, is rarer than gold.

I looked at the armor one more time before banking the forge fire.

I’ll try not to let her down.

I know, Sable replied. That’s why she chose you.


CHAPTER 17 — Breakthrough

A week of work on Vessa’s armor had taught me two things. First, the damage was worse than I’d initially estimated—generations of battlefield modifications had created dependencies that bordered on recursive, each repair relying on three others that were all slowly failing. Second, I was approaching the limits of what my current class could accomplish.

The System had been nudging me for days. Every time I pushed my abilities, I felt something waiting at the edge of my consciousness, a doorway that would only open when I was ready.

You’re close, Sable confirmed one evening as I finished another session on the armor. The threshold is visible. All you need is a catalyst.

“What kind of catalyst?”

Something that pushes you beyond your current limits. A challenge that can’t be met with your existing skills.

The challenge arrived the next morning in the form of Varn Crell.

* * *

He introduced himself at the Guild Hall, where I’d gone to file a report on the artifact we’d recovered. A thin man with sharp features and sharper eyes, dressed in the understated clothes of a bureaucrat who preferred not to be noticed.

“Artificer Cole.” He extended a hand. “I’m Varn Crell. Administrative liaison for special projects. I understand you’ve been doing remarkable work.”

“Word travels fast.”

“Word travels fastest when it’s interesting.” He smiled, and something in that smile made my instincts prickle. Too smooth. Too practiced. The kind of smile that had learned to be reassuring. “The Guild has been following your progress since you first registered. A crafter with Pre-Purge techniques, working with Living Runes, creating autonomous constructs, stabilizing ancient armor, you’re quite the curiosity, Artificer Cole.”

I studied his face, looking for tells. He gave none away.

“I just fix things.”

“You do considerably more than that.” He produced a small folder from inside his coat—documents I couldn’t read from this angle. “The Knight Commander’s armor alone would have been significant. But combined with your construct creation, your Fracture artifact recovery, your demonstrated ability to interface with Pre-Purge runic systems…” He let the implications hang. “The Guild sees potential, Artificer Cole. Significant potential.”

“Potential for what?”

“For helping us with a problem we can’t solve any other way.” He gestured toward a private meeting room off the main hall. “May I have a few minutes of your time? There’s a situation the Guild believes you might be uniquely suited to address.”

I glanced at Lyra, who’d been waiting near the entrance. She gave me a subtle nod—stay alert, but hear him out.

I don’t like him, Sable’s mental voice warned.

Neither do I. But if the Guild is reaching out…

Then there might be something we need to know. Go. But keep your guard up.

* * *

The meeting room was small and bare, designed for confidential conversations. Plain wooden furniture, no windows, a single door. The kind of room where secrets were traded and deals were made.

Crell closed the door behind us with a soft click. When he turned back, his expression had shifted, still pleasant, but with an edge of calculation that hadn’t been visible in the public hall.

“Before we begin, I should clarify something.” He took a seat across from me, folding his hands on the table. “This conversation is unofficial. The Guild hasn’t formally sanctioned what I’m about to propose. But there are… interested parties who believe you might be the solution to a problem that’s been troubling us for some time.”

“Interested parties?”

“People who understand the true nature of the threats facing Thornhaven. And who recognize that conventional methods aren’t always sufficient.” He let that sit for a moment, then continued. “Three days ago, our scouts detected a forming Fracture in the hills north of Thornhaven.” He laid a map on the table between us. “Class I. Minor, by most standards. But it’s in a problematic location—directly above the water table that supplies the eastern districts.”

“If it destabilizes—”

“The water becomes Fracture-touched. Undrinkable. Potentially toxic.” He tapped the map. “We’ve contained worse before. But our standard methods—waiting for it to stabilize, then sending combat teams to clear the spawn, would take weeks. Weeks we don’t have.”

“You want me to seal it.”

“I want you to try.” His eyes met mine. “You have skills no one else in Thornhaven possesses. You recovered a Pre-Purge control matrix. You’ve demonstrated abilities that suggest Fracture manipulation might be within your reach.” A pause. “The Guild is willing to pay handsomely for a successful resolution.”

“And if I fail?”

“Then we’re no worse off than before.” He shrugged. “But something tells me you won’t fail, Artificer Cole. Something tells me this is exactly the kind of challenge you’ve been waiting for.”

Through the bond, I felt Sable’s assessment: He’s telling the truth about the Fracture. The rest… I’m not sure. There’s something beneath the surface here.

A test?

Perhaps. Or a trap. Either way, it might be exactly what you need.

* * *

The Fracture site was a wound in reality.

We approached through scrub forest, following a path that had been hastily cleared by Guild workers. The corruption was visible long before we reached the tear itself—trees with bark that rippled like water, stones that hummed with contained energy, air that tasted of copper and ozone.

“I don’t like this,” Lyra murmured as we crested the final ridge.

Neither did I.

The clearing opened before us, a natural bowl of rock where nothing grew. At its center, the air twisted and shimmered, purple lightning crackling around a tear roughly three feet across. The edges of the tear pulsed like a heartbeat, expanding and contracting in a rhythm that felt almost organic.

Through the gap, I glimpsed something else—darkness that moved with intention, space that folded back on itself in ways that made my eyes water. The longer I looked, the more I felt something looking back.

“That’s not natural,” Lyra said, her voice tight.

“None of it is.” I activated Material Resonance Sight and studied the Fracture’s structure. The tear followed patterns, not random at all, but shaped by forces I was only beginning to understand. “The dimensional barrier is weakened here. Something’s pushing from the other side, trying to widen the gap.”

You can see that? Sable sounded impressed.

I can see the stress patterns. The way reality is bending around the point of failure. I moved closer, examining the edges of the tear. If I can reinforce those patterns—stabilize the structure, the Fracture should collapse on its own.

In theory.

Everything is theory until you try it.

I pulled out the artifact we’d recovered from the caves, the control matrix Crell had mentioned. It pulsed with stored Fracture energy, responsive to my touch. Through Material Resonance Sight, I could see its internal structure—layers of compressed power waiting to be directed.

“You’re not seriously going to use that,” Lyra said, her voice sharp. “That thing nearly killed everyone in the cave when the thief tried to activate it.”

“The thief didn’t understand what he was holding.” I turned the crystal in my hands, feeling its potential thrum against my palms. “It’s designed for exactly this purpose—managing Fracture energy, redirecting it, containing it. The problem was his approach, not the device.”

“And you’re sure you understand it better than he did?”

“No.” I met her eyes honestly. “But I understand it well enough to try. And if I’m right, this could be the difference between sealing this Fracture today and waiting weeks while the water supply becomes contaminated.”

She stared at me for a long moment. Then she sighed.

“If you die, I’m going to be very annoyed.”

“Noted.”

She nocked an arrow and moved to a position where she could watch both me and the Fracture, her body a coiled spring ready to react.

Sable? I reached toward her mentally. If this goes wrong—

Then I’ll pull your consciousness free before the backlash hits. You won’t die. But the body might not survive intact. A pause. Try not to let it go wrong, little smith.

Sound advice.

I closed my eyes and reached for the crystal.

* * *

The System responded like a dam breaking.
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Power flooded through me, not gradual, but immediate and overwhelming. I felt my understanding of runic patterns expand, my connection to materials deepen, my awareness of dimensional structures crystallize into something concrete and usable.

When I opened my eyes, I could see the Fracture differently. Not just as a wound, but as a problem to be solved. A pattern to be corrected.

I placed my hand on the edge of the tear.

Living Runes flowed from my palm, adapting to the dimensional stress, weaving themselves into the fabric of reality itself. The Fracture fought back, trying to widen, to destabilize, but I pushed harder, channeling power through the control matrix, using its stored energy to reinforce my own.

Almost, Sable breathed. Just a little more—

The tear collapsed.

Not violently—smoothly, like a wound closing of its own accord. The Living Runes I’d woven into its structure drew tight, pulling the edges together, sealing reality back into a seamless whole. The purple lightning faded in sputtering arcs. The darkness behind the gap retreated, retreated, and vanished.

Where the Fracture had been, there was only ordinary air, slightly warmer than its surroundings. The wrongness that had permeated the clearing began to fade, trees settling into stillness, stones losing their eerie hum.

You did it, Sable breathed. I didn’t think, you actually did it.

The control matrix in my hands went dark, its stored energy depleted. I released it carefully, watching it tumble to the ground.

Then my legs gave out, and I sat down hard before I could fall down harder.
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“You did it.” Lyra appeared beside me, her voice mixing wonder and concern. “The Fracture is gone.”

“Sealed.” I managed to look up at her. “Different from gone. But yes. It’s closed.”

“And you leveled. Twice.” She studied my face with those sharp scout’s eyes, reading something in my expression. “Something else happened, didn’t it?”

“Skill breakthrough.” I let my head fall back against the stone, staring up at the clouds. “The System unlocked two new abilities—Enchanting and Fracture Sealing. Something about meeting a threshold.”

“Fracture Sealing.” Lyra’s voice was flat. “You can close dimensional tears now.”

“Apparently.”

“And you just demonstrated that ability to a Guild official who showed up out of nowhere with perfect information about your capabilities.”

I closed my eyes. “When you put it that way…”

“It sounds like someone wanted to know exactly what you could do.” She paused. “Crell. You said he felt wrong to you?”

“Sable didn’t trust him either.”

I still don’t, the fox-spirit confirmed. His surface emotions were too controlled. Too practiced. He was hiding something beneath that helpful facade.

Lyra was quiet for a long moment. I heard her shift, felt her settle beside me, close enough that our shoulders touched.

“I don’t like this,” she said finally. “Someone is maneuvering you, testing you, gathering information about what you can do. The Stillness already knew your name before the caves. Now the Guild is taking special interest.” Her hand found mine, squeezing briefly. “You’re becoming important, Ethan. That makes you dangerous, and it makes you a target.”

“I know.”

“Good.” She didn’t let go of my hand. “Because we’re going to need every advantage we can get. And you’re going to need people watching your back while you save everyone else.”

She’s not wrong, Sable observed quietly. The Stillness is still out there. The leader who escaped the caves is still at large. And somewhere, something old and powerful is watching you seal Fractures that it may have intended to grow.

You really know how to make a guy feel special.

I know how to keep you alive, little smith. That’s different.

But for now, sitting on the hilltop with Lyra’s hand in mine and my new class humming with untapped potential, I let myself feel something like satisfaction.

The Fracture was sealed. Thornhaven’s water was safe. The Guild had gotten their demonstration, whoever was really pulling Crell’s strings.

And I was one step closer to becoming whoever the System had brought me here to be.

Well done, Sable said warmly. Now rest. Tomorrow, we show them what a Runeforge Artificer with Fracture Sealing can really do.


CHAPTER 18 — Seeping Deeps

The Seeping Deeps had been abandoned for good reason.

“Three teams have tried to clear this place in the past decade,” Vessa explained as we stood at the cave entrance. She’d recovered enough to join us, though her armor remained in my forge undergoing restoration. “None made it past the second level.”

“Acidic atmosphere,” Lyra added. “Corrosive creatures. The deeper you go, the worse it gets.”

“So naturally, you want me to go deeper.” I examined the entrance, a yawning darkness that exhaled air tasting of chemicals and decay. Through Material Resonance Sight, I could see the Fracture corruption spreading through the stone like veins of poison.

“There’s a Fracture at the heart of this place,” Vessa said. “Class II, according to our last scout report. It’s been feeding the corruption, strengthening the creatures, making the entire cave system more dangerous every year.”

“And you think I can seal it.”

“You sealed a Class I in the hills.” Her grey eyes met mine. “This one is stronger. But so are you, now.”

She wasn’t wrong. The Class Evolution had done more than unlock new skills, it had fundamentally changed how I perceived magical structures. Where before I’d seen patterns, now I understood systems. The Fracture corruption in the cave wasn’t random; it was organized, purposeful, following rules I was only beginning to comprehend.

You’re thinking about this like an engineering problem, Sable observed.

Because it is one. The Fracture is the power source. The corruption is the distribution system. The creatures are… endpoints. If I can cut the source—

Then the rest collapses. In theory.

In theory.

* * *

We descended in formation. Lyra took point, her scout senses reading the darkness for threats I couldn’t begin to perceive. She moved like smoke through the tunnel, pausing at intersections, listening to sounds beyond human hearing.

I followed with Skitter on my shoulder, the construct’s amber eyes scanning for dangers I might miss. Through our bond, I felt its nervous energy, new territory, unknown threats, the constant calculation of escape routes in case everything went wrong.

Vessa brought up the rear, her hand on her sword despite the absence of her runic armor. Without the enchanted plate, she looked different—smaller, more human, undeniably vulnerable. But her stance was still military perfect, her eyes still sharp, her presence still commanding.

“You shouldn’t be here without protection,” I told her during a brief pause.

“My soldiers need to see me leading.” She didn’t look at me as she spoke, her attention fixed on the shadows behind us. “Morale matters more than personal safety. A commander who hides behind her armor while her people fight and die isn’t worthy of the rank.”

“Not if you die.”

“Then don’t let me die, Artificer.” A ghost of a smile crossed her features, there and gone in an instant. “That’s why I brought you.”

The first level was empty, the creatures had retreated deeper, sensing our approach. But the signs of their presence were everywhere: acid-scarred walls, dissolved bones from previous expeditions, the constant drip of corrosive moisture that made the air thick and hard to breathe. We moved through tunnels that dripped with acidic moisture, the walls pocked and scarred by years of corrosion. My boots hissed slightly where they touched puddles of standing liquid.

“This gets worse,” Lyra reported from ahead. “Second level, the concentration increases. Standard gear won’t last more than an hour.”

“Good thing I brought non-standard gear.” I pulled out the protective runework I’d prepared—inscribed wrappings for our hands and faces, barriers that would deflect the worst of the acidic atmosphere. The Living Runes adapted as I applied them, adjusting their protective frequencies to match the specific corrosion signatures in the air.

Clever, Sable admitted. You’re learning to think ahead.

I had a good teacher.

* * *

The second level was a nightmare.

Creatures emerged from the walls like they were part of the stone—translucent, gelatinous, with surfaces that gleamed with corrosive secretion. Acid Creepers, Vessa called them. Category C threats individually. Deadly in groups.

There were at least two dozen of them.

“Formation!” Vessa drew her sword, and despite lacking her armor’s enhancements, her stance was pure military confidence. “Scout, clear us a path. Artificer, support. I’ll hold the flank.”

Lyra’s arrows flew before the words finished leaving Vessa’s mouth. Each shaft punched through a Creeper’s gelatinous body, trailing Living Rune inscriptions that burst into flame on impact. The creatures screamed, a high-pitched keen that echoed through the tunnels, and dissolved into puddles of acidic slime.

“Those arrows work better than last time,” Lyra noted, loosing another shot.

“I upgraded them.” I threw a barrier rune onto the ground between us and the swarm. Blue light flared, and the Creepers that tried to pass through hissed and recoiled. “Hold that line while I set up something permanent.”

Skitter launched from my shoulder, clicking frantically as it scurried along the ceiling. Through our bond, I felt it identify weak points in the tunnel structure—load-bearing sections that could be selectively collapsed, choke points where the creatures were funneling.

There, the construct indicated. Drop that section, trap half of them.

I inscribed a stress fracture rune on the indicated stone and activated it.

The ceiling came down with a thunderous crash, crushing a dozen Creepers and blocking the passage behind them. The remaining creatures squealed in confusion, their coordination disrupted by the sudden barrier.

Vessa moved like water through stone, her blade singing as she cut through Creepers that got too close. Without her armor’s runic enhancements, she was slower, but her form was perfect, her movements efficient, her strikes lethal despite the lack of magical augmentation.

She’s good, Sable observed with something approaching admiration. Very good. The armor doesn’t make her dangerous. She makes the armor more effective.

In three minutes, the fight was over. Acid Creeper remains dissolved into puddles around us, and the tunnel ahead was clear.
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“One level down,” Lyra said, surveying the carnage. “How many more?”

“Three, according to the old maps.” Vessa cleaned her blade with practiced efficiency. “The Fracture is at the bottom.”

“Then we keep moving.”

* * *

The third level brought new challenges. The acidic concentration was so high that my protective runes began to flicker, requiring constant maintenance. Every few minutes I had to pause, refresh the inscriptions, watch as Living Runes fought against the corrosive atmosphere to keep us alive.

“The creatures here are different,” Lyra reported, crouching beside a fresh set of tracks. “Bigger. More deliberate. They’re not just hunting, they’re patrolling.”

She was right. The Acid Lords were hulking masses of corrosive gel that moved with disturbing intelligence, following routes that covered the entire level, coordinating with each other through sounds we could barely hear. They’d been given purpose by the Fracture below—soldiers defending their queen.

We fought through three separate encounters before reaching the descent to level four. The first was an ambush at a narrow junction, Lords dropping from the ceiling while more blocked our retreat. Lyra took down two with rapid-fire arrows while Vessa held the choke point, her blade carving through acidic flesh with mechanical precision.

The second encounter was worse, a running battle through corridors that seemed designed to trap intruders. Skitter saved us twice, detecting weak points in the ceiling that I collapsed behind us, creating barriers that bought us precious seconds to regroup.

The third was the hardest. Seven Lords working in perfect coordination, herding us toward a dead end where concentrated acid dripped from the walls. I had to burn most of my remaining MP on a barrier strong enough to hold them while Lyra and Vessa systematically dismantled the creatures one by one.

Each battle pushed us harder, forced us to adapt, demonstrated exactly why no previous team had succeeded.

But we had advantages they hadn’t.

Lyra’s arrows, enhanced with Living Runes, struck with impossible precision. Vessa’s tactical brilliance coordinated our movements into something greater than the sum of its parts. Skitter provided reconnaissance that let us avoid ambushes and identify weak points. And Sable’s power flowed through me, boosting my abilities beyond what my level should allow.

We work well together, the fox-spirit observed as we caught our breath before the final descent. All of us. Each covering the others’ weaknesses.

That’s the point of a party.

Is it? Amusement in her mental voice. I thought the point was surviving long enough to seal this Fracture.

Same thing.

* * *

The fourth level opened into a massive cavern, and at its center burned the Fracture.

It was larger than the one I’d sealed in the hills—easily ten feet across, pulsing with purple energy that cast shifting shadows across the corroded walls. The air here was thick with acidic vapor, and the stone floor had been eaten away into a maze of channels and pools.

And guarding the Fracture was something that had never appeared in any scout report.

The Acid Queen rose from the largest pool, a towering mass of corrosive gel shaped into something almost humanoid. Multiple arms extended from its central body, each dripping with concentrated acid. Where it moved, the stone beneath it dissolved.

“That’s new,” Lyra said flatly.

“Class B threat. Maybe A.” Vessa’s voice was tight. “We should retreat, get reinforcements—”

“No.” I stepped forward, Material Resonance Sight blazing. Through the enhanced perception, I could see the creature’s structure, and more importantly, its connection to the Fracture. “It’s drawing power from the tear. If we retreat, it gets stronger. If I seal the Fracture, it dies.”

“And how do you propose to reach the Fracture with that thing guarding it?”

I looked at my companions. Lyra, her bow ready despite the impossibility of the task. Vessa, her sword raised despite lacking her armor. Sable, a warm presence in my mind ready to channel whatever power I needed.

“Together,” I said. “We do it together.”

The battle was chaos, the kind of beautiful, terrible chaos that only happens when talented people fight for their lives against impossible odds.

Lyra’s arrows struck the Acid Queen’s mass in rapid succession, each shaft burning with runic fire that disrupted its cohesion. She moved constantly, never staying in one place long enough for the creature to target her, using the cavern’s geography as cover while she methodically destroyed the Queen’s external appendages.

Vessa darted around its flanks with the kind of footwork that only came from decades of training. Her blade carved through the lesser arms that tried to grab her, each strike precise, economical, conserving energy while maximizing damage. Without her armor, she should have been at a disadvantage, but she compensated with pure skill, reading the creature’s movements, staying one step ahead.

Skitter scurried across the ceiling above the battle, clicking frantically as it identified weak points and structural vulnerabilities. Through our bond, it fed me constant information, where to move, where to dodge, when the Queen was about to strike. The little construct dropped targeted explosives on sections of the creature that couldn’t reach it, disrupting the Queen’s attacks just enough to create openings.

And I pushed forward, inch by inch, toward the Fracture.

Don’t look at the Queen, Sable coached me. Watch the Fracture. Feel the patterns. You don’t need to fight, you need to reach.

The Queen tried to stop me. Acid sprayed from its body in concentrated streams, splattering against my protective runes in hissing cascades that ate through the Living Runes almost as fast as I could replace them. I felt my MP dropping rapidly—400, 350, 300—each expenditure bringing me closer to collapse.

But also closer to the Fracture.

Almost there, Sable urged. Just a few more meters. Don’t stop now—

The Queen’s largest arm came down like a falling tree. I dove aside, felt the splash of acid against my shield, heard Lyra’s scream of warning and the thwack of an arrow striking the limb—

And then I was at the Fracture’s edge.

I plunged my hands into the tear.

The sensation was overwhelming, raw dimensional energy flooding through my body, trying to tear me apart from the inside. I felt reality bending around me, felt the void beyond the Fracture reaching for my consciousness.

But I also felt the System responding.

Fracture Sealing activated, channeling my will into the structure of the tear. Living Runes wove themselves into the damaged fabric of reality, pulling it closed, sealing it shut.

Behind me, the Acid Queen screamed as its power source died. Its body lost cohesion, collapsing into a spreading pool of inert liquid.
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I collapsed beside the now-empty space where the Fracture had been. My vision swam. My body felt like it had been dragged through broken glass.

But we’d done it.

“Artificer.” Vessa’s voice, closer than I expected. Her hand found my shoulder, steadying me. “Can you walk?”

“Give me… a minute.”

“Take five.” Lyra appeared on my other side, her bow slung across her back. “The dungeon is clear. We have time.”

Not much time, Sable warned. The creatures above will realize their queen is dead soon. We should leave before they decide to investigate.

But for now, surrounded by my companions in the depths of a dungeon we’d just conquered, I let myself rest.

“Two Fractures in two weeks,” Lyra observed. “You’re getting good at this.”

“Practice makes perfect.” I managed a weak smile. “And I’ve had good teachers.”

Vessa’s grip tightened briefly on my shoulder. When I looked up, I saw something in her expression I hadn’t expected.

Pride.

“Let’s get you home, Artificer.” She helped me to my feet. “You’ve earned some rest.”

We climbed out of the Seeping Deeps as the first light of dawn touched the cave entrance. Behind us, the dungeon was quiet—cleansed, for the first time in a decade, of the corruption that had festered in its depths.

Two down, Sable observed. How many more to go?

I didn’t have an answer. But as I walked into the morning light, supported by the two women who’d fought beside me, I knew one thing for certain.

Whatever came next, I wouldn’t face it alone.


CHAPTER 19 — Essence Fade

The morning after our return from the Seeping Deeps, Sable didn’t wake up.

I found her in her fox form, curled in the corner of the forge where she usually slept. Her silver fur was dull, her breathing shallow, and when I touched her through the bond, I felt something terrifying: silence where there should have been warmth.

“Sable?” I knelt beside her, my heart hammering. “Sable, can you hear me?”

…little smith…

Her mental voice was barely a whisper, thin as gossamer, fading even as she spoke. Through the bond, I felt her struggling to maintain consciousness, and beneath that struggle, something darker. A drain. An emptiness that was slowly consuming her essence.

“What’s happening?” I gathered her into my arms, feeling how light she’d become. “What’s wrong?”

The Fracture… in the dungeon… I channeled too much power…

“I don’t understand.”

Fox-spirits don’t generate our own essence. We gather it from the world around us, from bonds with mortals, from the flow of natural energy. A pause that lasted too long. The Fractures… they don’t just corrupt. They consume. Every time you seal one, some of that consuming force passes through the bond.

“You’re saying I’ve been killing you?”

Not killing. Another pause. Weakening. The bond protects you from the worst of it, but the overflow has to go somewhere. It’s been accumulating in me.

I looked at her more carefully with Material Resonance Sight. What I saw made my blood run cold.

Her essence, the silver-white energy that defined her existence, was threaded with darkness. Fracture corruption, woven into the very fabric of her being. Not enough to destroy her outright, but enough to interfere with her ability to gather new essence, to regenerate, to heal.

“How do we fix this?”

I don’t know. For the first time since I’d met her, Sable sounded scared. This has never happened before. No fox-spirit has ever been bonded to someone who seals Fractures.

* * *

I carried her to Lyra’s room at the boarding house, ignoring the stares from passersby—traders who stopped mid-conversation, merchants who turned to watch, children who pointed and whispered. Let them stare. I didn’t care about anything except getting Sable somewhere safe.

Lyra met us at the door. One look at Sable’s condition, and the color drained from her face.

“What happened?”

“Essence degradation.” I laid Sable carefully on the bed, adjusting her position to keep her comfortable. Through the bond, I felt her gratitude—faint, distant, like a voice calling across a vast gulf. “The Fractures. Every time I seal one, some of the corruption transfers through our bond. I didn’t know. I should have known. I should have—”

“Stop.” Lyra grabbed my arm, forcing me to look at her. “Blaming yourself won’t help her. Focus. What do we do?”

“Can you break the bond?” The question came from Vessa, who had appeared in the doorway without my noticing. She must have seen us crossing the town square. “If the bond is the vector for the corruption—”

No. Even weakened, Sable’s mental voice was firm. Breaking the bond would kill us both. The connection is too deep now. It’s woven into the fabric of our souls.

“Then we find another way.” I turned to Lyra. “I need research. Everything you can find on essence manipulation, fox-spirit bonds, Fracture corruption. Someone must have studied this before.”

“Where would I even start?”

“The Legion archives,” Vessa said. “I have access. There are texts on magical beings from before the Purge—documentation that the general libraries don’t carry.”

“And the Guild library, if Crell’s good will extends that far.” I looked at Sable’s still form, watching her chest rise and fall in shallow breaths that seemed to require tremendous effort. “Anything, Lyra. I need anything. Names of experts. Treatment protocols. Even theoretical frameworks that might give us a direction.”

“I’ll find it.” Lyra’s hand squeezed mine once, then released. “Just… keep her alive until I do.”

“I will.” I met her eyes. “I promise.”

* * *

The research took three days. Three days of dusty manuscripts, ancient texts in languages I couldn’t read, fragments of knowledge scattered across centuries of academic work.

During that time, Sable faded further. Her humanoid form became translucent, then unstable, flickering between solid and shadow like a candle in a draft. She spent more and more time in her fox form, curled in a corner of my bedroom, too weak to maintain the energy expenditure of a larger shape.

I slept beside her on the floor. Through the bond, I could feel her dreams—flashes of memory from three thousand years of existence. Ancient forests that no longer existed. Cities that had risen and fallen before humanity discovered writing. The face of Kethis Vorn, younger than I’d imagined, laughing at some joke I couldn’t hear.

And woven through it all, the creeping darkness of the corruption. Eating at her essence. Consuming her from within.

The research wasn’t encouraging.

Essence degradation in magical beings was a known phenomenon, but rarely studied. Most scholars approached it as a theoretical problem—interesting but academic, since the conditions required to trigger it were so specific that practical applications seemed unlikely. Fox-spirit bond degradation? One text from three centuries ago, and the author had concluded that the subject simply needed “rest and time.”

Sable didn’t have time.

But one name kept appearing in the margins of the most detailed works, scribbled in different hands across different centuries: Thessaly Aurene.

“Dragonkin alchemist,” Vessa explained when I asked about her. “Lives in the mountains northeast of here, maybe three days’ travel. She’s published extensively on essence manipulation, though most of her work is considered too theoretical for practical use.”

“Theoretical how?”

“She believes that essence can be transferred between beings, not just gathered or released, but deliberately moved from one entity to another.” Vessa shook her head. “Most alchemists dismiss her as a dreamer. But if anyone would know how to treat Sable’s condition…”

“She’s our best chance.”

“She’s our only chance.” Lyra’s voice was flat. “I looked at the Guild records. Thessaly’s the only living expert on essence manipulation who’s still taking consultations. Everyone else either died, retired, or went into hiding after their research was declared heretical.”

“Heretical?” I looked up sharply. “Why would essence manipulation be heretical?”

Vessa and Lyra exchanged a glance.

“Because of what it implies,” Vessa said slowly. “If essence can be transferred between beings, then the boundaries between mortal and magical become… flexible. The churches don’t like that. The nobility doesn’t like it. Even the Guild is nervous about research that suggests a common farmer might be able to become something more than human.”

“So they suppressed the research.”

“They suppressed everything except the most theoretical work. Thessaly’s papers survived because they’re so technical that most people can’t understand them, and the ones who can dismiss them as speculation.” Lyra shook her head. “If she can actually do what her papers suggest…”

“Then she’s exactly what we need.”

I looked at Sable, who had managed to resume her humanoid form, though she was translucent now, barely maintaining cohesion. The corruption threaded through her essence was more visible than ever, dark veins pulsing beneath silver-white skin. Her golden eyes met mine, and I saw fear there. Ancient, terrible fear.

If she can’t help me…

She will. I tried to project confidence I didn’t feel. We didn’t survive this long just to lose you to academic bureaucracy.

That’s not…

I know. I took her hand—cool, insubstantial, fading. But I’m not ready to give up. And neither are you.

* * *

* * *

The preparation took another day.

I couldn’t leave Thornhaven without making arrangements, the forge needed supervision, Vessa’s armor repairs needed to be paused properly, the Guild needed to be informed of my absence. Each task felt like torture, every minute spent on administrative details another minute that Sable weakened.

Lyra insisted on coming with me. “You’re not going into unknown mountains with a dying fox-spirit and no backup,” she said flatly when I tried to argue. “Don’t be stupid.”

“What about the town? The patrols?”

“Vessa’s soldiers can handle it for a few days. This is more important.”

I didn’t argue further. The truth was, I wanted her there. The thought of facing whatever lay ahead alone—of Sable dying alone with no one else to help, was more than I could bear.

Vessa, for her part, stayed in Thornhaven. “Someone needs to keep an eye on Crell,” she said, her grey eyes hard. “And maintain your workshop while you’re gone. I don’t trust him not to poke around while you’re absent.”

“Your armor—”

“Can wait.” She touched my arm briefly. “Save her first. The armor has waited five generations for proper repair. It can wait a few more days.”

Crell appeared at my forge just as I was finishing the final preparations.

“I heard about your companion’s condition.” His expression was sympathetic, but something in his eyes made my instincts prickle. “The Guild is concerned. If there’s anything we can do to help…”

“I’m seeking out an expert. A dragonkin alchemist named Thessaly Aurene.”

“Ah.” Crell nodded slowly. “I’ve heard of her. Brilliant, by all accounts, but somewhat… unconventional. The Guild has tried to recruit her several times, but she prefers her independence.”

“Do you know where she lives?”

“The mountains northeast of here. There’s a mining town called Ironholt that serves as the nearest settlement. She lives somewhere above it, though I don’t have exact coordinates.” He paused. “Be careful, Artificer Cole. The mountains can be treacherous, and Thessaly’s reputation for hospitality is… mixed.”

“I’ll manage.”

“I’m sure you will.” That smile again, too smooth, too practiced. “The Guild wishes you safe travels. And a speedy resolution to your companion’s condition.”

After he left, I stood alone in the forge, looking at Sable’s weakening form.

He knows something, she whispered mentally. Something he’s not telling us.

Everyone knows something they’re not telling us. I packed the last of my supplies. That’s not going to stop me from saving you.

Little smith… Her mental voice cracked. If this doesn’t work…

It’s going to work.

But if it doesn’t—

“It’s going to work.” I said it out loud this time, meeting her golden eyes with every ounce of determination I possessed. “Because the alternative is unacceptable. Because I don’t know how to exist in this world without you in my head. Because—”

I stopped, the words catching in my throat.

Because you care about me, Sable finished softly.

“Yeah.” I looked away, embarrassed by my own emotion. “That too.”

She was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke again, her mental voice was stronger, still weak, still fading, but with something beneath it that hadn’t been there before.

Then let’s go find this alchemist, little smith. I’d hate to disappoint you by dying before you have a chance to confess properly.

Despite everything, despite the fear and the exhaustion and the weight of the impossible task ahead. I laughed. It was a broken sound, edged with hysteria, but it was real.

“You’re impossible.”

I’m three thousand years old, bonded to a dimension-hopping artificer who seals reality tears for fun. At my age, impossible is the only interesting option.

She flickered slightly, her form destabilizing for a moment before solidifying again. Through the bond, I felt the effort that simple stability cost her now. Every heartbeat was a battle. Every breath was a victory against the darkness eating her alive.

We should go, she said quietly. Before I lose the strength to travel.

But as we prepared to leave, I felt the fear coiling in my gut like a living thing. Sable was fading. The bond between us was the only thing keeping her anchored to existence, and even that was weakening hour by hour. I could feel her slipping away, not dramatically, not all at once, but in small increments that added up to an inevitable end.

I’d known her for barely a month. Thirty days since I’d broken her chains in that underground chamber. Thirty days of her voice in my head, her warmth in my consciousness, her ancient wisdom guiding me through a world I didn’t understand.

It wasn’t long enough. It would never be long enough.

If Thessaly couldn’t help her…

I refused to finish the thought. Some possibilities were too terrible to contemplate.

We’ll find her, I promised, putting every ounce of determination I had into the mental message. And she’ll fix this. She has to.

Sable didn’t respond immediately. But I felt her gratitude flowing through the connection, and beneath it, her terror. Three thousand years of existence, and she was afraid to die. Not because death itself frightened her, but because she’d finally found something worth living for.

I’m glad I met you, little smith, she whispered finally. Whatever happens… I’m glad.

“Don’t talk like that.” My voice was rough. “You’re not allowed to die. That’s an order.”

I didn’t know you could give me orders.

“I can now. New rule. No dying until I say so.”

Through the bond, I felt her amusement—weak, but real. As you wish.

Tomorrow, we’d leave for the mountains. Tomorrow, we’d find Thessaly Aurene.

And if she couldn’t help, I would burn down the world to find someone who could. Some things were worth any cost. Some people were worth anything.

Sable was one of them.


CHAPTER 20 — Thessaly

The mountain town of Ironholt clung to the cliffs like a stubborn survivor refusing to acknowledge defeat. Mining platforms jutted from the rock face, connected by rope bridges that swayed in the constant wind. The buildings were carved directly into the stone, their windows glowing with forge-light even in the middle of the day.

I’d eaten breakfast that morning on a flat rock overlooking the valley, sketching rune patterns in charcoal on a scrap of leather while I chewed dried venison that tasted like salted nothing. The charcoal kept breaking. My fingers were stiff from the cold. I drew the containment array three times before the lines stopped wobbling. Lyra appeared behind me with mud caked to her boots from the dawn patrol, dropped a canteen in my lap without a word, and kept walking. The water was ice-cold and tasted like tin. I drank it all.

We’d arrived after two days of hard travel, two days of Sable growing weaker, her form flickering more frequently, her mental voice fading to a whisper I could barely hear.

“The alchemist lives up there,” the innkeeper said, pointing toward a peak that vanished into the clouds. “Follow the miners’ path until you reach the old research station. She took it over maybe ten years back. Doesn’t come down often.”

“How often?”

“Once a season, maybe. To buy supplies. Trade for materials she can’t synthesize herself.” He studied Sable, who was barely visible now—translucent, flickering, more ghost than person. “Whatever’s wrong with your friend, it must be serious if you’re climbing all the way up there.”

“It is.”

The climb took four hours. The path was treacherous, narrow ledges carved into the cliff face, rope bridges over chasms that seemed bottomless, sections where the rock had crumbled away and we had to jump or climb hand over hand.

Lyra led the way, her scout training making the terrain easier for her than for me. I followed with Sable cradled in my arms, her fox form barely weighing anything now. Through the bond, I felt her consciousness drifting, present but distant, like someone talking in their sleep.

Almost there, I promised her. Just a little further.

…tried…

Don’t talk. Save your strength.

The research station was visible long before we reached it, a sprawling complex of glass domes and stone buildings that seemed to grow out of the mountain itself. Smoke rose from multiple chimneys. Strange lights flickered in the windows. And surrounding everything was a garden of impossible plants—flowers that glowed, trees with crystalline leaves, vines that moved without any wind.

“That’s not normal,” Lyra observed.

“None of this is normal.” I approached the main door, a massive slab of metal covered in runic inscriptions I didn’t recognize. “Let’s hope she’s home.”

I knocked.

* * *

The door flew open with enough force to send me stumbling backward.

“Finally! Do you have any idea how long I’ve been waiting for—oh.” The figure in the doorway stopped mid-rant. “You’re not the supply delivery.”

Thessaly Aurene was unlike anyone I’d ever seen.

She was tall, nearly my height, with bronze scales that covered her arms, neck, and portions of her face in intricate patterns. Her eyes were gold, slitted like a reptile’s, and they gleamed with an intelligence that bordered on unsettling. Her hair was dark and wild, escaping from a hastily tied knot in several directions. And her voice, when she spoke, it came in rapid bursts, each sentence tumbling into the next without pause.

“Who are you? Why are you here? Is that a fox-spirit? It is, isn’t it. I can see the essence degradation from here, the corruption is threaded through her secondary patterns, fascinating really, I’ve never seen it manifest quite like that, where did you pick up a fox-spirit anyway, they’re supposed to be extinct, well not extinct exactly but certainly rare, haven’t seen one in—” She stopped abruptly. “You’re not from around here.”

“No.” I tried to keep up with her flood of words. “I’m from Thornhaven. My name is Ethan Cole. I’m an artificer, and I need your help.”

“An artificer.” Her eyes narrowed. “Show me your hands.”

I shifted Sable to one arm and extended my free hand. Thessaly grabbed it, examining my palm, my fingers, the calluses and scars that marked years of working with tools and materials.

“Living Runes,” she said abruptly. “I can see the residue. You’re not just an artificer, you’re a Pre-Purge specialist. How? No one teaches those techniques anymore. The knowledge was supposed to be lost.”

“I learned them myself. Discovered them. It’s a long story.”

“Stories are inefficient. Facts are better.” She released my hand and turned her attention to Sable. “May I?”

I hesitated, looking at Lyra. She shrugged, her expression said what her words didn’t: We came all this way. Trust her or leave.

“Yes.”

Thessaly took Sable from my arms with surprising gentleness. The dragonkin carried the fox-spirit inside, and we followed into a space that defied description.

The interior of the research station was chaos organized into something approaching functionality. Beakers bubbled on tables crowded with equipment. Books and scrolls covered every horizontal surface. Shelves lined the walls, filled with jars containing substances I couldn’t identify. And everywhere, on the walls, the floor, the ceiling, were runic diagrams that pulsed with contained energy.

“Essence degradation with Fracture contamination,” Thessaly muttered, placing Sable on a cleared workbench that she swept clean of instruments and papers with one arm. She produced examination tools from somewhere in the chaos—probes with crystalline tips, sensors that hummed with magical energy, devices whose purpose I couldn’t begin to guess.

Her examination was rapid but thorough. She spoke constantly as she worked, not to us but to herself, processing information aloud in a stream of technical jargon that I could only partially follow.

“Primary essence matrix compromised at forty-three percent. Secondary pathways showing cascade failure—no, cascade suppression, that’s different, the corruption isn’t destroying the pathways, it’s blocking them. Clever. Very clever. The Fracture energy has established resonance loops in her foundational patterns, feeding on new essence before it can integrate. Self-sustaining consumption cycle that accelerates as the victim weakens.”

She paused, her gold eyes flickering as she processed what she was seeing.

“This didn’t happen accidentally. The corruption pattern is too elegant. Too specific. Someone designed this.” She looked at me sharply. “The Fractures you’ve been sealing, someone wanted this to happen.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean the corruption isn’t random Fracture bleed. It’s targeted. Programmed. Every time you seal a tear, a portion of the energy is redirected through your bond with specific instructions—consume the fox-spirit. Whoever created this pattern knew about your bond. Knew about her.”

The Stillness, Sable whispered. They knew…

“Can you fix it?”

“Fix? No. Fix implies a simple solution—remove the broken part, install a replacement. This isn’t broken. This is corrupted. The Fracture energy has integrated into her essence matrix at a fundamental level.” Thessaly looked up from her examination. “But I can treat it. Manage the consumption rate. Potentially reverse the integration over time.”

“How?”

“Essence transfer.” Her gold eyes gleamed. “The theory in my papers isn’t just theory, Artificer Cole. I’ve done it before. Small scale. Controlled conditions. Never with a subject this far gone.” She paused. “She’s going to need a donor. Someone with compatible essence. Someone whose power can fill the gaps the corruption has eaten.”

“I’ll do it.”

“You?” Thessaly laughed, a sharp sound, more surprise than mockery. “You’re mortal. Human. Your essence is—” She stopped, her expression shifting. “Wait. Show me your hand again.”

I extended my hand. This time, she activated some kind of magical perception, her gold eyes flickering with power.

“That’s not possible,” she breathed. “Your essence… it’s not human. Not entirely. There are patterns in your soul that shouldn’t exist—Living Rune signatures woven into your fundamental being.” She looked at me with new interest. “Who are you? What are you?”

“I’m from another world. The System brought me here.”

“The System chose you.” Thessaly began pacing, her tail. I only now noticed she had a tail, long and scaled and currently lashing with excitement—sweeping behind her. “It doesn’t just bring people. It selects. Cultivates. The Living Rune integration makes sense now, you’re not learning these techniques, you’re resonating with them. Your soul was prepared for this before you ever arrived.”

“What does that mean for Sable?”

“It means you might actually be compatible.” Thessaly stopped pacing. “The corruption is tied to Fracture energy. Your Living Runes can interface with Fracture patterns. If I can establish a stable transfer pathway between you and the fox-spirit, your essence might be able to cleanse the corruption while replacing what it’s consumed.”

“Might?”

“Probably. Possibly. I’d say seventy percent chance of success.” She shrugged. “Better odds than leaving her to die, which is currently at one hundred percent.”

Do it, Sable’s mental voice was barely audible. Whatever it takes.

I looked at Lyra, who was standing in the doorway with her hand on her bow, not threatening, just… ready. She nodded slightly.

“Okay,” I said. “What do you need from me?”

Thessaly smiled. It was the kind of smile that made me wonder if I’d just agreed to something I’d regret.

“Time,” she said. “Resources. Complete cooperation during the procedure. And…” She hesitated, which seemed unlike her. “A partnership. If this works, and I believe it will. I want to study you. Both of you. The bond between a Pre-Purge artificer and a fox-spirit, mediated by Living Rune essence transfer? The implications for my research are incalculable.”

“You want to study us.”

“I want to understand you. There’s a significant difference.” She crossed her arms, her tail curling around her legs in what I was starting to recognize as a thinking posture. “I’ve spent ten years in these mountains, isolated from the academic community that dismissed my work as fantasy. Essence transfer, they said. Impossible. Cross-species resonance bonds? Theoretical at best. And now you walk in here with proof that everything I theorized is not only possible but already happening in ways even I didn’t predict.”

Her gold eyes gleamed with an intensity that was almost predatory.

“A Pre-Purge artificer bonded to an ancient fox-spirit, with Living Rune integration in his fundamental essence patterns, sealing Fractures while someone else corrupts the energy for their own purposes. Do you have any idea how significant this is? The implications for essence theory alone would revolutionize our understanding of magical biology.”

“And all you want is to study us,” Lyra said flatly.

“All I want is knowledge.” Thessaly’s voice softened slightly. “Not dissection. Not experimentation without consent. Understanding. Documentation. The chance to learn from phenomena that I thought I’d never see outside my own theoretical models.”

“That sounds like extortion,” Lyra said, her hand moving closer to her bow.

“That sounds like negotiation.” Thessaly met the scout’s glare without flinching. “I’m offering my expertise, which is considerable. My resources, which are unique. And my time, which is valuable. What are you offering in return? Because ‘please save my friend’ isn’t a payment. It’s a request.”

I looked at Sable, still fading, still dying, but with a glimmer of hope in her golden eyes that hadn’t been there before.

Do it, she whispered. Whatever she wants. Just… keep me alive, little smith.

“Deal,” I said. “Save her, and you have your partnership.”

Thessaly’s smile widened—genuine, I thought, though with dragonkin it was hard to tell. Her bronze scales shifted with her expression, catching the light in patterns that made her face constantly mobile.

“Then let’s get started.” She moved to a cabinet that I hadn’t noticed before, hidden behind a curtain of dried herbs. “The procedure will take approximately six hours, assuming no complications. I’ll need the artificer’s active participation for the essence transfer portions. The scout can…” She glanced at Lyra. “Guard the door? Make tea? Whatever scouts do when they’re not shooting things.”

“I’ll watch,” Lyra said flatly. “To make sure nothing goes wrong.”

“Suit yourself.” Thessaly began pulling supplies from the cabinet—vials of glowing liquid, crystals that pulsed with contained energy, tools I didn’t recognize. “This will be tedious for you. Lots of channeling, lots of waiting, very little action. But if you want to stand in the corner and glare at me for six hours, that’s your choice.”

“I’ll manage.”

I moved to Sable’s side while Thessaly arranged her equipment. Through the bond, I could feel the fox-spirit’s awareness flickering, present but barely coherent. She was hanging on by sheer force of will.

I’m here, I told her. We found help. Just hold on a little longer.

…trying…

I know. I touched her fur, feeling how insubstantial it had become. You’re doing great. Just… keep trying.

Lyra moved to my side as the dragonkin began calibrating her equipment, her voice low enough that only I could hear.

“I don’t trust her.”

“Neither do I.” I watched Thessaly work—quick, precise, seemingly everywhere at once. Her movements had an efficiency that reminded me of Lyra’s, though the scout’s economy of motion was trained while Thessaly’s seemed almost manic. “But I trust that she wants to study us. That means she wants us alive and functional. For now, that’s enough.”

“For now.” Lyra’s hand found mine briefly. “Just… be careful. Whatever she’s planning, it’s more than just academic interest.”

Through the bond, I felt Sable’s weak agreement. The fox-spirit was too far gone to articulate her thoughts clearly, but her emotions were unmistakable: wariness, hope, and beneath it all, the beginning of something that felt like jealousy.

She’s beautiful, Sable managed. In a chaotic, scales-everywhere sort of way.

Focus on surviving, I told her. We can discuss your opinions on Thessaly’s appearance later.

Looking forward to it.

She faded back into silence, but not before I caught the hint of a smile in her mental voice.

Thessaly approached with a crystal probe, her expression shifting to professional focus.

“Ready, Artificer Cole?”

I looked at Sable—fading, fighting, refusing to give up. I looked at Lyra—watchful, ready, her bow never far from her hand. And I looked at Thessaly—brilliant, chaotic, and possibly exactly what we needed.

“Ready,” I said.

Whatever came next, at least Sable was still fighting.

And I would fight beside her. No matter what it cost.

That was enough. For now, that was everything.


CHAPTER 21 — Suspicions

The procedure took eight hours instead of six, and when it was over, Sable was stable.

Not healed—Thessaly was clear about that. The corruption remained woven through her essence, a cancer that couldn’t be cut out without destroying the patient. But the consumption loop had been broken. The degradation had stopped. Given time and careful management, Sable might even begin to recover.

How do you feel? I asked mentally as Thessaly packed away her equipment.

Like I’ve been turned inside out and reassembled by someone who read the instructions in the wrong order. A pause. But alive. That’s something.

That’s everything.

We stayed at Thessaly’s research station for three days while Sable stabilized. The dragonkin alchemist was a constant presence—observing, documenting, asking questions that ranged from the technical to the intensely personal. She wanted to know everything about our bond, about the Living Runes, about my experiences sealing Fractures.

By the third day, she was practically vibrating with excitement.

“Look at this.” She pulled me toward her workstation, which had expanded to cover three separate tables. Crystals hummed with stored data. Alchemical solutions bubbled in carefully labeled containers. And everywhere, on the tables, pinned to the walls, scattered across the floor, were pages of notes in her rapid, barely legible handwriting.

“I’ve been mapping the interaction patterns between your Living Runes and her essence structure,” Thessaly explained, her bronze scales shifting toward gold with her excitement. The bioluminescent lines along her neck pulsed faster. “The symbiosis is unprecedented. Most artificer-spirit bonds create a simple power exchange—energy flows one direction, abilities flow the other. But yours…” She grabbed a diagram and thrust it toward me. “Yours is bidirectional evolution. You enhance her. She enhances you. And both of you enhance each other’s enhancements in an exponential feedback loop.”

“That sounds dangerous.”

“It sounds fascinating.” Her tail wrapped unconsciously around the leg of her chair as she leaned in. “Do you understand what this means? The pre-Purge artificers, even the greatest among them, never achieved what you’ve stumbled into accidentally. They created tools. You’re creating partnership.”

I like her, Sable said. She understands the value of what we share.

She’s also treating us like lab specimens.

The two aren’t mutually exclusive. Some of my best relationships have started with curiosity.

“The resonance patterns are extraordinary,” Thessaly continued, showing me more diagrams. “Your Living Rune integration allows you to process Fracture energy at rates that should be impossible. The only reason the fox-spirit absorbed any corruption at all is because the attack was specifically designed to target her, someone knew exactly how to exploit the bond’s vulnerabilities.”

“The Stillness.”

“Your mysterious organization, yes.” She tapped a section of the diagram. “Based on the corruption pattern, they’ve been studying you for some time. This wasn’t a hasty attack. It was a carefully calculated assassination attempt disguised as collateral damage.”

She’s right, Sable said. Her mental voice was stronger now, not fully recovered, but present in a way she hadn’t been since the Seeping Deeps. The pattern was too elegant for coincidence. Someone with deep knowledge of fox-spirit essence and Fracture mechanics designed this.

“Who?” I asked. “Who in the Stillness would have that kind of expertise?”

I don’t know. But I intend to find out.

* * *

We returned to Thornhaven on the fourth day to find the town much as we’d left it—busy, prosperous, unaware of the dangers lurking beneath its surface. The guards at the gate recognized us and waved us through, their attention more focused on checking merchant caravans than monitoring returning residents.

But someone was watching for us.

Crell emerged from a side street as we entered the main square, his timing too perfect to be coincidental. He’d been waiting. Watching for our return.

“Artificer Cole!” He approached with his familiar smile, too smooth, too practiced. His eyes took in our little group: me, tired and road-worn; Lyra, alert and watchful; Thessaly, her bronze scales gleaming in the afternoon light; and Sable, curled on my shoulder in her fox form. “I heard about your journey. The Guild was concerned when you left so suddenly. No notice, no explanation…”

“I had urgent business that couldn’t wait for paperwork.”

“The fox-spirit’s condition, yes.” His eyes flickered to Sable with an expression I now recognized as assessment rather than concern. He was cataloging her state, measuring her strength, calculating. “I’m glad to see she’s recovered.”

“Stabilized,” Thessaly corrected. She’d insisted on returning with us—partly to continue her research, partly because she’d become fascinated by the political dynamics she’d glimpsed through our story. “Full recovery will take time. And careful monitoring.”

“Ah.” Crell studied the dragonkin with barely concealed curiosity. “And you are?”

“Thessaly Aurene. Alchemist. Essence manipulation specialist.” She smiled, showing teeth that were slightly sharper than human. “Consultant.”

“I… see.” Crell recovered quickly. “Well, the Guild is always pleased to welcome experts to Thornhaven. If there’s anything you need—”

“We’ll let you know.” Lyra’s voice was flat. She hadn’t said much since we’d entered the town, but her hand kept drifting toward her bow. Something about the way Crell looked at us was triggering her scout’s instincts.

She doesn’t trust him, Sable observed. Neither do I.

We already knew he was suspicious.

This is different. The fox-spirit’s mental voice was thoughtful. Before, he was helpful in a suspicious way. Now he’s helpful in a calculating way. Something’s changed.

“I should mention,” Crell continued, oblivious to our silent exchange, “the Guild has another task that might interest you. A Class II Fracture has been detected near the eastern farms. Minor, but problematic, if left unsealed, it could spread corruption to the grain supplies.”

“When?”

“Within the week, ideally. The farmers are nervous.” He spread his hands. “I know you’ve just returned from a difficult journey, but if you could find the time…”

“I’ll consider it.”

“Of course, of course.” That smile again. “No pressure. Just… an opportunity.”

He excused himself, disappearing into the evening crowd. I watched him go, my suspicions crystallizing into something more concrete.

“Lyra?”

“I know.” She was already moving. “I’ll follow him. See where he goes, who he talks to.”

“Be careful.”

“Always am.” She slipped into the shadows without another word.

* * *

That night, while Thessaly set up her equipment in a corner of my forge, I sat with Sable and considered our options.

The corruption pattern in my essence, she said thoughtfully. Thessaly believes it was designed by someone with specific knowledge. Someone who understood fox-spirit bonds.

Crell?

Perhaps. Or someone working with him. Her golden eyes gleamed in the firelight. I have contacts. Spirits who owe me favors. If the Stillness has been operating in this region, someone will have seen something.

“You want to activate your network.”

I want to know who tried to kill me. A pause. And more importantly, I want to know why. What do they gain from my death? What role do I play in their plans?

It was a good question. The Stillness had targeted me before, the cave ambush, the calculated exposure during the Fracture sealing. But those attacks could be explained by my growing power, my ability to close the tears they might be trying to exploit.

Sable’s death was different. More personal. As if they knew she was important to me in ways that went beyond tactical value.

Send your contacts, I decided. Find out everything you can. We need to know what we’re dealing with.

Already done, she replied. The messages went out while we were walking through the gates.

I shouldn’t have been surprised. Three thousand years had given her plenty of time to learn the value of information networks.

* * *

Two days later, Lyra returned with disturbing news.

She came through the forge door just after sunset, her face drawn with exhaustion but her eyes sharp with the hunter’s focus I’d come to recognize. She hadn’t slept in at least thirty hours. I could tell from the shadows under her eyes, the slight tremor in her hands that she hid by crossing her arms.

“Tell me.”

“Crell meets with someone outside the walls.” She dropped into a chair, accepting the water I offered without comment. “Every night, around midnight. A cloaked figure who arrives from the east through the shepherd’s gate, the one that’s supposed to be locked after dark. He has a key.”

“Guild issued?”

“Has to be. Those locks are warded. Can’t pick them without triggering an alarm.” She drank deeply, then continued. “They meet in different spots. The abandoned mill one night. The old quarry the next. The shepherd’s cottage that’s been empty since the family fled south.” Her voice hardened. “He’s systematic. Never the same location twice in a row. Never more than thirty minutes. Never any paper, they talk, nothing more.”

“What do they say?”

“I couldn’t get close enough to hear without risking detection. The figure has wards. Subtle ones, but I felt them.” She pulled a scrap of cloth from her pocket. “I did manage to grab this when they dropped it. Had to wait until they left and circle back, couldn’t risk them noticing anything missing during the meeting.”

The cloth was black, finely woven, with a familiar symbol embroidered in silver thread: a circle with a line through it.

The Stillness.

“He’s one of them.” The confirmation should have surprised me, but it didn’t. Some part of me had known from the moment I met him. “The helpful Guild liaison is a Stillness operative.”

“More than that.” Sable’s voice came from my shoulder, her fox form tense. The silver fur along her spine bristled, and her golden eyes had darkened to amber. “My contacts have reported. Three separate sources, each with their own piece of the puzzle.”

She dropped from my shoulder to the workbench, pacing as she spoke, a habit I’d noticed when she was processing complex information.

“Varn Crell arrived in Thornhaven twelve years ago. Positioned himself as a minor functionary, someone useful but unremarkable. Over the following decade, he rose through the Guild ranks. Not quickly enough to attract attention. Just… steadily. Competently. Always exactly where he needed to be.”

“Twelve years.” Lyra’s voice was flat. “That’s before the first major Fracture surge.”

“Three years before.” Sable’s tails, she only had three still, but they were stronger now—flattened against her back. “He’s not just an operative. He’s a coordinator. A long-term asset embedded so deeply that no one questions his presence. He’s been feeding information to the Stillness for years. Location of artifacts. Movements of powerful individuals. Security weaknesses in the regional defenses.”

“Including information about us.”

“Including information about us.” The fox-spirit’s voice carried a weight of cold fury. “He knew about the caves before the thief stole the artifact. He knew where you’d be, what you could do, how the bond between us worked. And according to my third contact, a shadow-walker who owes me a favor from three centuries ago—Crell was the one who designed the corruption pattern that nearly killed me.”

The implications hit me like a physical blow.

“The Fracture assignment. The one he just offered me.”

“A trap,” Lyra confirmed. “Has to be. He’s setting you up for something.”

“The question is what.” I looked at the Stillness symbol, then at my companions. Lyra, her jaw set with determination. Sable, her golden eyes burning with the need for revenge. And in the corner, Thessaly, who had stopped her work to listen.

“So what do we do?” the dragonkin asked. “Confront him? Report him to the Guild?”

“The Guild might be compromised,” Lyra said. “If Crell’s been operating for years, he’s not the only one.”

“Then we prepare.” I felt the familiar warmth of determination settling into my bones, that engineering focus that had served me well in both worlds. “We let him think his trap is working. We take his Fracture assignment. We go exactly where he expects us to go.”

“That’s insane,” Thessaly said. “You’re walking into an ambush.”

“We’re walking into an ambush we know about.” I pulled out a piece of parchment and began sketching. “That changes everything. The Stillness expects to catch us by surprise. They expect fear, confusion, desperate improvisation. Instead, they get preparation. Countermeasures. A trap inside their trap.”

Lyra leaned forward, studying my sketch. “You want to flip it. Let them think they’re the hunters while we set up the kill zone.”

“Exactly. Crell wants me to seal a Class II Fracture. So I seal it, but I also prepare for combat. Defensive runes. Escape routes. Communication signals.” I tapped the diagram. “And most importantly, we don’t all go together. Someone stays behind. Someone watches from a distance. Someone is ready to move if things go wrong.”

“Division of forces,” Vessa said. I hadn’t noticed her arrive, her armor restoration had forced her to stay in town, but her tactical mind was still sharp. “Risky, but sound. If one group is compromised, the others remain operational.”

“You approve?”

“I think you’re learning.” The ghost of a smile crossed her stern features. “Not bad for a crafter.”

“Then we do it.” I looked around at my team. “Thessaly works on detection. Lyra maps escape routes. Sable’s contacts keep feeding us information. And I prepare the biggest, most complicated set of defensive runes I’ve ever attempted.”

“When?” Thessaly asked.

“The Fracture assignment is in three days. We have until then to get everything ready.”

“Then we’d better start now.” Lyra was already moving toward the door. “I’ll have the approaches mapped by dawn.”

And I, Sable added, will ensure the shadows are watching.

“And when he springs it, we’re ready.”
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The level-up came from the danger, Sable observed. The System rewards readiness for battle as much as battle itself.

“Then let’s make sure we’re ready.” I began planning. “Thessaly, can you create something that detects Stillness agents? Their corruption patterns, their magical signatures?”

“Given time and samples, yes.” She was already moving toward her equipment. “That cloth might have traces—”

“Use it. Lyra, I need you to map Crell’s movements. Who he talks to, where he goes, when he’s vulnerable.”

“Already started.”

“And Sable…” I looked at the fox-spirit. “Your contacts. Keep them working. I want to know everything about the Stillness’s operations in this region.”

Consider it done, little smith.

I looked at the team I’d assembled, the scout, the fox-spirit, the dragonkin alchemist. None of them were what I would have expected when I first arrived in this world. But all of them were exactly what I needed.

“The Stillness thinks they’re hunting us,” I said. “Let’s show them what happens when the prey fights back.”

Lyra smiled grimly. Sable’s tails spread in anticipation. And Thessaly laughed, a sharp, delighted sound.

“Finally,” the dragonkin said. “Something interesting.”

Tomorrow, we’d begin our counter-operation. Tonight, we prepared.

The hunt was about to begin, and this time, we were the hunters.


CHAPTER 22 — The Trap

The Class II Fracture location was perfect for an ambush.

A narrow ravine carved between two steep hillsides, with only one approach wide enough for a group to pass through. The Fracture itself pulsed at the far end, a tear in reality that leaked corruption into the surrounding stone. Whoever had chosen this site knew exactly what they were doing.

The forge had smelled different that morning. At low heat, the coals gave off a dry, mineral scent like sunbaked clay. At working temperature, it shifted to something metallic, almost sweet, like hot copper and burnt sugar. I’d noticed it while sharpening a chisel that was losing its edge, the whetstone grinding in slow circles, the rhythm of it almost meditative. In the back of the workshop, Thessaly’s latest set of notes fluttered in the draft from the chimney pipe. She’d pinned them to the wall with a nail through the corner and forgotten about them. Outside, the sound of a cart unloading grain sacks at the market. Normal sounds. The kind of morning that made you forget something dangerous was coming.

“Defensive positions are obvious,” Lyra murmured as we approached. She’d scouted the area twice in the past three days, mapping every angle, every shadow, every place where an enemy might hide. “High ground on both sides. Choke point at the entrance. If they hit us here, we’ll be boxed in.”

“That’s the plan.” I studied the ravine through Material Resonance Sight, noting the flows of Fracture energy and the places where my defensive runes would work best. “They expect us to be focused on the Fracture. Easy targets.”

Twelve of them, Sable reported through our bond. She was in fox form, her silver fur blending into the morning shadows. Six on the eastern ridge, six on the western. Armed with crossbows and some form of magical weaponry I don’t recognize.

“Twelve against four.”

Twelve against four who know they’re coming. Her mental voice carried a predatory satisfaction. The odds are better than they appear.

Thessaly had stayed behind at the forge, ostensibly to continue her research. In reality, she was preparing emergency measures—alchemical countermeasures that could turn the tide if things went wrong. She didn’t like being left out of the action, but her role was critical. If Crell’s trap succeeded, someone needed to remain free to sound the alarm.

“You’re sure you want to do this?” Lyra asked quietly. “We could just not show up. Force them to try again.”

“And give them time to plan something worse?” I shook my head. “No. We end this today. Or at least, we make it clear that attacking us has consequences.”

She studied my face for a long moment, then nodded. “Okay. Stay close to me. When it starts, don’t play hero.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

We entered the ravine.

* * *

The first thirty minutes passed in tense silence. I worked on the Fracture, tracing its edges with Material Resonance Sight, identifying the stress points where my Living Runes could take hold. The tear was more complex than the Class I I’d sealed before—multiple layers of reality folded over each other, each one needing to be addressed separately before the whole thing would close.

Lyra watched our backs, her bow strung and ready. Sable circled overhead in some form I couldn’t quite see, her presence a constant warmth at the edge of my consciousness.

And somewhere on the ridges above us, twelve Stillness agents waited for the signal to attack.

They’re getting restless, Sable observed. The one on the eastern ridge keeps checking a timepiece. They’re waiting for something.

“Crell,” I said quietly. “He’ll want to be here to see it happen.”

“Then he’ll be disappointed.” Lyra’s voice was cold. “When this is over, I’m going to put an arrow through his—”

The first crossbow bolt took her in the shoulder.

She spun with the impact, her own arrow flying wild as she staggered. Blood blossomed across her armor, bright and shocking in the morning light. The bolt had struck the joint between her pauldron and breastplate, a gap no wider than two fingers. Impossible to hit by accident.

Professional, Sable observed grimly. They knew exactly where to aim.

A second bolt whistled past my head, close enough that I felt the wind of its passage. A third shattered against the stone beside me, showering fragments that stung exposed skin. The air filled with the hiss of projectiles, the snap of crossbow strings, the echoing crack of impacts.

“Lyra!”

“I’m fine.” She was already moving, diving behind a boulder as more bolts rained down from the ridges. One of them struck where she’d been standing a heartbeat before, embedding itself three inches deep in solid stone. “It hit my pauldron. The armor took most of it.”

But I could see the blood seeping through the gap where the bolt had found its mark. She wasn’t fine, she was hurt, maybe badly, and the attack was just beginning.

The Stillness agents emerged from cover, descending the slopes in coordinated waves. They moved like soldiers, not bandits—precise, disciplined, covering each other’s advances with overlapping fields of fire. Their weapons crackled with that unfamiliar energy Sable had mentioned, some kind of enchantment that made my skin crawl even at a distance.

Now, little smith.

I triggered the first defensive rune.

The ground at the ravine entrance exploded upward, a wall of stone and Living Rune energy that blocked the approach and sent three agents tumbling backward. Two more walls followed, rising on either side to channel the remaining attackers into a narrow killing ground.

“Lyra!”

She was already shooting. Even wounded, her arrows found their marks with deadly precision, one agent dropped, then another, their bodies crumpling as ironwood shafts punched through their defenses. But there were too many of them, and they were adapting, using their own enchantments to deflect her shots.

Sable materialized in a burst of silver fire, her four tails spreading wide as she unleashed a wave of fox-fire that sent agents screaming. One man’s arm caught ablaze, the flames spreading despite his attempts to smother them. Another turned to run and was cut down by Lyra’s arrow.

But they kept coming.

A crossbow bolt slammed into my barrier rune, the impact sending cracks spreading through the defensive structure. Another hit, and another, they were targeting my defenses systematically, trying to bring down the walls that protected us.

They’re organized, Sable observed grimly. Too organized. This isn’t a simple assassination, it’s a military operation.

“Crell!”

The Guild liaison emerged from behind a boulder, his helpful smile replaced by something cold and calculating. He wore robes I hadn’t seen before, dark fabric embroidered with the same silver symbol Lyra had found, a circle with a line through it. The Stillness mark.

“Artificer Cole.” His voice carried easily over the sounds of combat. “I had hoped this would be cleaner, but you’ve made that impossible. Your defensive preparations are impressive—unexpected, really. I had you pegged as more naive.”

“Sorry to disappoint.” I triggered another rune, and a burst of light sent two agents stumbling backward. Their enchanted weapons flickered and died, overwhelmed by the pure energy discharge. “Why? The Guild pays you well enough. What does the Stillness offer that’s worth betraying your own people?”

“My own people?” Crell laughed, the sound sharp and bitter. He gestured, and a shield of dark energy deflected Lyra’s arrow before it could reach him. “Look around you, Artificer. The world is dying. The Fractures grow wider every year. The old defenses fail. The old powers fade.” He stepped closer, his eyes burning with fanatic certainty. “The Guild thinks they can hold back the tide. They can’t. No one can. The only question is whether you drown with the fools… or rise with those who understand what’s coming.”

“And the Stillness understands?”

“The Stillness understands the truth, that the Fractures aren’t a problem to be solved. They’re an opportunity.”

“An opportunity for what?”

“For those with the wisdom to embrace what’s coming.” He raised his hand, and I felt power gathering—real power, far more than a Guild bureaucrat should have. “The Entity wakes, Artificer. And those who serve it will be rewarded. Those who resist…” He smiled. “Well. You’re about to find out what happens to those who resist.”

The blast of energy caught my barrier at its weakest point, shattering the remaining defensive runes in a cascade of failing light. I staggered backward as the backlash hit me, my vision swimming, my MP draining in a sudden, nauseating rush.

“Ethan!” Lyra was at my side, her good arm steadying me as she continued to fire with the other. “We need to move. Now.”

But the ravine was blocked. Agents in front, agents behind, and Crell advancing with that terrible power building around him again.

I have an idea, Sable said. But you’re not going to like it.

Do it.

She dropped from the sky in her true form—human-sized, human-shaped, beautiful and terrible and blazing with silver fire. Her kimono was gone, replaced by robes of pure flame that wrapped around her like living armor. Her four tails spread wide, each one burning with the accumulated power of centuries, and when she screamed, the sound shattered stone.

The scream wasn’t just noise. It was presence—three thousand years of existence compressed into a single moment of overwhelming force. I felt it through our bond like a thunderclap, and I was protected. The agents had no such protection.

They simply… stopped. Their bodies locked, their faces twisted in expressions of absolute terror as her fox-fire washed over them. One man’s hair turned white in an instant. Another collapsed to his knees, weeping blood. A third screamed, a high, thin sound that seemed to go on forever, until his voice gave out.

Not dead—paralyzed, overwhelmed by the psychic weight of a being that had walked this world for three thousand years.

“What—” Crell’s composure cracked. “What are you?”

“Something you should never have threatened.” Sable’s voice was ice and flame, ancient and merciless. “Tell your masters the fox-spirit remembers. Tell them the Stillness has made an enemy today that it cannot afford.”

She raised her hand, and fire gathered—enough to burn Crell to ash where he stood.

But he was already moving. A flash of silver light, a twist of space, and he was gone—transported away by some prepared escape mechanism that Sable’s attack couldn’t counter in time.

“Damn.” The fox-spirit swayed, her tails flickering as exhaustion overtook her. The paralyzed agents were beginning to stir, and more were emerging from the ridges—backup forces that hadn’t been part of the original ambush. “There are more coming.”

“Then we leave.” I grabbed Lyra’s arm, supporting her wounded shoulder. “The Fracture can wait. We need to get clear.”

“The mission—”

“Doesn’t matter if we’re dead.” I triggered my last emergency rune, a burst of blinding light that bought us precious seconds of cover, and we ran.

* * *

We made it to the treeline before the first pursuit arrows started flying. Lyra was fading, her face pale from blood loss, and Sable could barely maintain her human form. The silver fire that had paralyzed the agents had cost her. I could feel her exhaustion through our bond like a weight dragging at my own limbs.

But we kept moving, driven by the knowledge that stopping meant death.

The forest closed around us, dense and welcoming after the exposed killing ground of the ravine. I heard shouting behind us, the crash of armored boots on stone, the barking of orders in a language I didn’t recognize. They were organizing pursuit.

“They’ll track us,” Lyra gasped. “They have scouts. Better than me, probably.”

“Let them.” I was already working, tracing runes on trees we passed, leaving a trail of magical misdirection that would confuse anyone trying to follow. Each rune cost MP I couldn’t afford to spend, but the alternative was worse. “By the time they sort it out, we’ll be back in Thornhaven. Thessaly will have alerted the Guard.”

You hope, Sable added weakly.

“I hope.”

Crell escaped, Sable observed bitterly. All that planning, and he still escaped.

But we survived. And we know what we’re dealing with now.

Do we? Her mental voice was troubled. He mentioned an Entity. Something waking. Something the Stillness serves.

I didn’t have an answer for that.

By the time we reached Thessaly’s emergency waypoint, a small clearing she’d prepared with healing supplies and protective wards, the sun was setting and my legs were shaking with exhaustion. The misdirection runes had worked; I could feel the pursuit veering away from our true path, confused by the false trails I’d left behind.

Lyra collapsed against a tree, her breathing shallow and labored. The color had drained from her face, leaving her skin the color of old parchment. I immediately began cleaning her wound while Sable stood guard, her form flickering between human and fox as she struggled to maintain coherence.

“The bolt was poisoned,” Thessaly reported, appearing from behind a defensive ward that shimmered and dissolved at her touch. Her bronze scales were pale with worry, and her hands shook slightly as she knelt beside Lyra. “Slow-acting, designed to weaken over time rather than kill immediately. Probably intended to let them track us by the decay of her life force. I have the antidote, but she’ll need rest.”

“How did you know?”

“I analyzed the weapons they were using when you told me about the ambush site.” She was already working, her scales shifting with concentration as she administered the treatment. “The enchantments were consistent with Stillness methodology. I extrapolated.”

“You extrapolated poison?”

“I extrapolate everything. It’s what I do.” She looked up at me, her vertical pupils dilated with concern. “You survived.”

“Barely.” I slumped against a boulder, my MP still dangerously low. “Crell escaped. The Entity, whatever that is, is still out there. And the Stillness knows exactly how dangerous we are.”

“Which means they’ll come back.”

“Yes.” I closed my eyes. “Which means we need to be stronger.”
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The level-up notification appeared as I rested, the System’s acknowledgment that I’d grown through violence and fear and desperate survival. It wasn’t the clean progression I’d imagined when I first arrived in this world, it was messy, bloody, and terrifying.

But it was real.

What now? Sable asked quietly.

“Now we go back to Thornhaven. We warn the Guard about Crell. We prepare for whatever comes next.” I forced myself to stand, my legs shaking with exhaustion. “And we figure out what this Entity is before the Stillness brings it to our doorstep.”

Lyra stirred, her eyes fluttering open. “Crell?”

“Escaped.”

“Damn.” She tried to rise and winced. “I had an arrow with his name on it.”

“You’ll get another chance.” I helped her up, supporting her weight as we prepared to move again. “He’s not done with us. And we’re definitely not done with him.”

Somewhere in the distance, I felt the Fracture I’d failed to seal pulsing with corruption. Another problem for another day.

Right now, survival was enough.

The threat was real. Crell was out there. And whatever the Entity was, it was waking.

But we were still alive. Still fighting. Still dangerous.

And that would have to be enough.


CHAPTER 23 — Silver Awakened

Three days after the ambush, Sable was dying again.

Not from the poison Crell had designed—Thessaly’s antidote had neutralized that. Not from the wounds of battle, her fox-fire had protected her from physical harm. She was dying from something worse: the slow, inexorable drain of using power she no longer possessed.

“The attack at the ravine,” Thessaly explained, her diagrams spread across my workbench. “She drew on reserves that were already depleted. The stabilization procedure we performed before kept her alive, but it was designed for conservation, not combat. When she unleashed that psychic strike…” She shook her head. “She burned through what little buffer we’d created.”

I looked at Sable, who lay curled on a pile of blankets near the forge. Her silver fur had dulled to gray, the color of old ash rather than moonlight. Her golden eyes barely flickered when I approached, those ancient eyes that had seen empires rise and fall, now clouded with exhaustion and fading essence.

Four tails—once proud and blazing with foxfire, now lay limp and cold against the floor. I knelt beside her, and even that small movement seemed to require more energy than she possessed. Through our bond, I felt the void growing inside her, not hunger, not pain, just… absence. Places where power should have been, now filled with nothing.

Three thousand years, she whispered through our connection. I never thought it would end like this. Fading in a forge, surrounded by people who actually care whether I live or die.

It’s not going to end.

You can’t know that.

I know I’m not going to let it happen. I reached down and touched her fur, feeling the faint warmth that still lingered beneath the surface. You’re not alone anymore. Whatever comes next, you’re not facing it alone.

I’m sorry, she said through our bond. Her mental voice was a whisper, barely audible even through the connection we shared. I should have been more careful. But he was going to kill you, and I…

You saved us. Don’t apologize for that.

The price may be too high.

“What do we need?” I asked Thessaly. “To stabilize her again. To actually fix this, not just delay it.”

“That’s the problem.” The dragonkin alchemist pulled out a complex formula I couldn’t begin to parse. “The standard approach—essence supplementation, spiritual binding, gradual restoration, would take years. Years she doesn’t have.” She tapped a section of the diagram. “But there might be another way.”

“Tell me.”

“Your Living Runes.” Her vertical pupils dilated with excitement, her bronze scales shifting toward gold despite the gravity of the situation. “They’re not just magical constructs. They’re… alive. Growing. Adapting. When I analyzed the bond between you and the fox-spirit, I found something I’ve never seen before: bidirectional essence flow.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning your runes don’t just draw power from her. They give power back. A constant cycle of exchange that strengthens both parties.” She pulled out another diagram, this one covered in her rapid, barely legible handwriting. “If we can enhance that cycle. Create a framework that accelerates the exchange. The energy she needs to survive, to recover, it’s already there. It just needs a path to flow through.”

I studied her work, my engineering mind translating alchemical formulas into familiar patterns. She was describing something like a power converter—taking raw essence and transforming it into a form Sable could absorb. The theory was sound. The execution…

“This would require combining your alchemy with my runework.” I traced the connection points on her diagram. “A fusion process. Has that ever been done before?”

“Not successfully.” She grinned, showing teeth that were slightly sharper than human. “But then, no one’s ever had a Living Rune artificer and a dragonkin essence specialist working together before. Between your adaptable runic constructs and my alchemical precision, we might be able to create something new.”

“Might.”

“Better odds than doing nothing.” She met my eyes, her expression serious. “She saved your life, Artificer. She saved all of our lives. Are you willing to try something unprecedented to save hers?”

I didn’t need to think about it.

“Tell me what you need.”

* * *

We worked through the night and into the following day.

Thessaly’s process required dozens of carefully calibrated alchemical solutions, each one designed to interact with specific aspects of fox-spirit essence. She moved through her work with the focused intensity I’d seen in her before—rapid speech, constant commentary, scales shifting through bronze and gold as her concentration deepened.

“The base solution needs to resonate at exactly 4,347 runic frequency units,” she explained, measuring liquids into a crystalline container. “Too high and it’ll overwhelm her remaining essence channels. Too low and it won’t penetrate the degradation.”

“How are you measuring runic frequency?”

“I’m not. That’s your job.” She thrust a small device toward me, something that looked like a tuning fork wrapped in copper wire. “Hold this against your Living Rune matrix and tell me when it hums at the same frequency as your heartbeat.”

I took the device and did as she instructed. The sensation was strange, the fork resonated with my internal runic structures, creating a vibration I felt more than heard. When I found the right frequency, my whole body seemed to sing in harmony.

“There.” I handed it back.

“Perfect.” She dipped the fork into her solution, and the liquid shifted color, from clear to a soft silver that reminded me of Sable’s fur. “Now we calibrate the binding agents.”

Hour after hour, we refined the process. Thessaly’s alchemy provided the framework; my Living Runes provided the adaptability. We built something neither of us could have created alone, a hybrid approach that drew on both our disciplines without being limited by either.

You work well together, Sable observed weakly. Despite her condition, she’d been watching our progress with interest. The dragonkin’s chaos and your precision. It’s a good balance.

Save your strength.

I have little else to do. A pause. She likes you, you know. The way she leans in when you speak. The way her scales brighten when you solve a problem.

Not the time.

Perhaps not. But I wanted you to know. In case… in case this doesn’t work.

It’s going to work.

I hope so, little smith. I hope so.

* * *

The procedure began at sunset.

The forge was transformed. Thessaly had arranged her equipment in precise geometric patterns, crystalline containers filled with silver-glowing solutions, copper conduits that would channel alchemical energy, focusing lenses made from materials I didn’t recognize. My own contributions were more organic: Living Runes traced on every surface, ready to adapt and respond to whatever happened next.

Lyra stood guard outside, her wounds mostly healed but her expression still grim. She hadn’t said much since the ambush, just watched Thessaly and me work with quiet intensity. I knew she was processing. Dealing with the reality that someone she’d trusted had tried to kill us all.

“The containment wards are holding,” she reported through the doorway. “No one’s approached since noon. Whatever’s happening in there, you have privacy.”

“Thank you.” I turned back to Thessaly. “Ready?”

“The question is whether she’s ready.” The dragonkin alchemist moved to Sable’s side, her scaled hands gentle as she checked vital signs. “Fox-spirit, can you hear me?”

I hear you, scholar. Sable’s mental voice was faint but clear. And I am ready. Whatever happens, I choose to face it.

“Then let’s begin.”

I looked at Sable, still curled on her blankets, still barely conscious. Through our bond, I felt her presence—weak, fading, but still there. Still fighting.

“Ready.”

The process was delicate. Thessaly applied her alchemical solutions while I traced Living Runes along the pathways they created. Each rune adapted as it formed, responding to Sable’s specific essence signature, creating connections that hadn’t existed before.

“Her channels are accepting the framework,” Thessaly reported, her scales now fully gold with concentration. “Essence flow is increasing. Heart rate stabilizing.”

Ethan. Sable’s mental voice was stronger. I can feel it. The power… it’s coming back.

“Don’t push. Let the process work.”

But she couldn’t help it. The energy flowing through her was too much, too urgent, too alive. It demanded expression.

Her four tails began to glow, not the weak flicker they’d shown since the attack, but genuine silver fire that illuminated the entire forge. The temperature in the room dropped as ancient power reasserted itself.

And then, impossibly, the fire intensified. Blazed brighter. All four tails igniting at once with power I’d never seen from her before.

I watched in awe as silver light poured through her essence channels, not just restoration but transformation. The Living Runes I’d inscribed pulsed in time with her heartbeat, each pulse drawing more power through our bond, each pulse making her four tails stronger and more defined than they’d been even when I first freed her.

The process was beautiful. Terrifying. Beyond anything I’d expected.

“What—” Thessaly stumbled backward, her scales shifting through gold toward something I’d never seen before: a deep, molten orange that pulsed with her racing heartbeat. Her tail thrashed against the ground, knocking over a container of alchemical solution. “That’s not possible. Her tails were diminished from four hundred years of imprisonment. Restoring them to full strength should have taken decades, not, not minutes of—”

But something had changed. The Living Runes I’d inscribed weren’t just channeling essence. They were catalyzing it. Transforming it. Taking the raw power that flowed between us and using it to rebuild what centuries of chains and isolation had stolen from her.

All four tails blazed with silver fire so bright I had to shield my eyes. Sable rose from her blankets, her human form manifesting as she stood—taller now, stronger, her golden eyes burning with power that hadn’t been there before.

“Little smith.” Her voice was clear. Present. Alive. “What did you do?”

“I… I’m not sure.” I stared at her four tails, my mind racing. “The runes must have found something in the essence flow. Some potential that was already there, just waiting for the right catalyst.”

“Full restoration,” Thessaly breathed. “In fox-spirit lore, those chains didn’t just imprison her, they drained her tails of power. Four hundred years of accumulated damage. The essence needed to undo that should have taken decades to gather.”

“Unless someone gave her a shortcut.” I met Sable’s eyes. “The bond. The Living Runes. They didn’t just stabilize what you’d lost. They… rebuilt it. Restored your tails to what they were before the Stillness chained you.”

Yes. Her mental voice thrummed with wonder. I can feel it. My four tails are whole again. Not just surviving—thriving. For the first time in four hundred years, I am truly myself.
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The level-up hit me like a wave of warmth, but it was nothing compared to the surge of power that flowed through our bond. Sable’s four tails blazed brighter still, and I felt a corresponding expansion in my own capabilities, as if her restoration had unlocked something within me as well.

“This is unprecedented,” Thessaly whispered. She was staring at us with an expression I couldn’t quite read—wonder, excitement, and something that might have been envy. “The bond you share… it’s not just symbiosis. It’s co-evolution. You’re growing together.”

“Is that good?” I asked.

“It’s remarkable.” Her tail wrapped unconsciously around her leg, a habit I’d noticed she displayed when excited. “If we could study this properly, document the process, understand the mechanisms…”

“Later.” Sable’s voice cut through the dragonkin’s enthusiasm. She stepped forward, her four tails spreading behind her like a crown of silver fire, and the temperature in the forge dropped another ten degrees. Frost formed on the edges of the anvil. The fire in the hearth flickered and dimmed.

But the cold wasn’t hostile. It was exultant. Three thousand years of accumulated power, finally restored to something approaching what it should have been.

“For now,” she continued, “I believe a celebration is in order.”

She pulled me into an embrace—sudden, fierce, her lips finding mine with an intensity that left me breathless. Her body against mine was cool silk and silver flame, ancient power shaped into human form. Through our bond, I felt her gratitude, her relief, her joy at being alive and whole and stronger than before.

Thank you, she said silently. Thank you for not giving up.

Never. You’re stuck with me now.

I think I can live with that.

When she finally released me, Thessaly was watching with an expression I definitely couldn’t read. Her scales had shifted to a deep crimson, and her breathing was noticeably faster.

“Well,” the dragonkin said, her voice slightly unsteady. “That was… informative.”

Lyra appeared in the doorway, drawn by the commotion. Her eyes went wide as she took in Sable’s transformation, four tails blazing at full strength for the first time since I’d freed her, silver fire burning with power that had been stolen centuries ago.

“Holy shit,” she said. “It worked.”

“It worked.” I grinned, exhaustion and triumph warring for control of my expression. “It really worked.”

Outside, night had fallen over Thornhaven. The town was quiet, the Guard had increased patrols after the ambush, and most citizens had retreated to their homes. They didn’t know the details of what had happened in the ravine, but rumor traveled fast. People knew something was wrong.

Somewhere out there, Crell was plotting his next move. He’d escaped our trap, but he’d also revealed himself. The Guild would be hunting him now, and more importantly, so would we. Somewhere beyond, the Entity he’d mentioned waited. Waking, he’d said. Whatever that meant, we’d have to face it eventually.

The Stillness was still a threat. The war was far from over.

But tonight, we’d won a victory. Tonight, we’d done something that should have been impossible—combined two disciplines that had never been combined before, pushed through barriers that had stood for centuries.

And for the first time since the ambush, I allowed myself to feel hope.

Whatever comes next, Sable said through our bond, her mental voice warm with affection, we face it together. All of us.

I looked at my companions, the fox-spirit with her four blazing tails, the scout who’d nearly died protecting us, the alchemist whose brilliance had made this possible.

“Together,” I agreed. “That’s how we’re going to survive this. Together.”

Tomorrow, we’d deal with Crell. Tomorrow, we’d face whatever the Stillness threw at us.

Tonight, we celebrated.


CHAPTER 24 — Collaboration

The celebration wound down around midnight.

Lyra had retreated to her room at the boarding house, claiming exhaustion but giving me a look that suggested she knew exactly what was happening and had decided to give us space. Sable had disappeared into the shadows, murmuring something about testing her new capabilities. Her mental presence remained warm at the edge of my consciousness, pleased and content and deliberately distant.

That left Thessaly.

She was still at the workbench, organizing her equipment with the precise, methodical movements of someone trying very hard to appear casual. I watched her for a moment, noticing things I hadn’t allowed myself to notice before. The graceful curve of her neck where scales gave way to skin. The way her tail swayed when she was thinking. The slight tremor in her hands that suggested the exhaustion she was trying to hide.

Her scales had shifted through several colors since the procedure—gold during the intensity of the work, bronze during the aftermath, and now something warmer, almost amber, that caught the firelight in interesting ways. Dragonkin coloration, I’d learned, was involuntary, a visible emotional display system that made hiding feelings essentially impossible. She was trying very hard to appear calm, and failing magnificently.

I crossed to the workbench, standing close enough that I could feel the warmth radiating from her scales. “You should rest,” I said. “The procedure took hours. You must be exhausted.”

“I’m dragonkin. We don’t exhaust easily.” She didn’t look up from her work. “Besides, I need to document everything while it’s fresh. The rate of essence conversion, the runic adaptation patterns, the spontaneous catalysis that triggered the full tail restoration, this is years of research compressed into a single session.”

“That can wait until morning.”

“It can’t.” She finally turned to face me, and something in her expression made me pause. “Do you understand what we accomplished tonight? What you accomplished? The combination of Living Rune adaptability with alchemical precision, it shouldn’t work. Every theoretical model says it shouldn’t work. But it did, because you don’t think like other artificers. You don’t follow the rules.”

“I was an engineer. We bend rules for a living.”

“You do more than bend them.” She stepped closer, her tail swaying unconsciously behind her. The bioluminescent lines along her neck were pulsing faster than usual, a steady rhythm that matched her elevated heartbeat. “You break them. You rebuild them. You make something new.”

“Thessaly…”

“I’ve spent my entire career being told I was too chaotic. Too undisciplined. My theories were too ambitious, my methods too unorthodox.” Her voice carried an edge of old hurt, and her scales darkened toward a dull copper. “The Academy rejected my dissertation three times because I refused to constrain my hypotheses to ‘accepted parameters.’ The Alchemist’s Guild classified my best work as ‘dangerously speculative.’ My own mentor told me I would never amount to anything if I didn’t learn to think inside the established frameworks.”

“What happened to your mentor?”

“I proved him wrong.” Her chin lifted with defiance. “I discovered three new essence interaction patterns that he’d missed entirely because he was too busy following protocol. He died bitter and forgotten. I’m still here, still working, still discovering.” Her expression softened. “But it gets lonely. Being the only one who sees what you see. Having ideas that no one else can follow.”

“I understand that.”

“Do you?” She stepped closer, and I could feel the warmth radiating from her scales. “You don’t seem lonely. You have Lyra, Sable, Vessa—”

“I had none of them until a few weeks ago.” I thought about my life in Seattle, the cubicle, the stolen credit, the endless hours spent invisible. “Before this world, I was the guy behind the curtain. The one who did the work while other people took the bows. Nobody saw me. Nobody really knew me.”

“But you weren’t wrong either.”

“No.” I met her eyes, and I saw the vulnerability beneath her manic energy for the first time, a reflection of my own past isolation. “Tonight proved that. Tonight, with you, I proved everything they said was impossible.”

I wasn’t sure who moved first.

One moment we were standing a foot apart, the space between us charged with tension. The next, her lips were on mine—hungry, urgent, tasting of alchemical smoke and something sweeter beneath. Her claws pricked through my shirt as she pulled me closer.

She kissed like she talked: rapidly, intensely, with sudden changes of direction. Her tongue found mine with the same precision she brought to her calculations.

“I’ve been wanting to do this,” she gasped between kisses, “since I watched you inscribe those first Living Runes. The precision of your work, the way your hands move—” She broke off as my hands found her robe’s fastening. “Oh. Yes. The secondary clasp is on the left, the primary is disguised as decorative stitching—there.”

The robe fell away. Scales covered her shoulders and spine in bronze and gold, but her chest and stomach were soft honey-colored skin. Her breasts were small and perfect, her nipples a darker shade that matched the scales.

“The scales are concentrated along the spine for temperature regulation,” she explained breathlessly as I traced the boundary between scale and skin. “The core remains unscaled for sensory input—neural density approximately three times human normal, which means—”

I kissed the junction point, and her explanation dissolved into a whimper.

“The coloration indicates emotional state,” she continued, her hands fumbling at my clothes. “Bronze is calm, gold is arousal, and—” She shuddered. “—when the scales approach molten, that indicates—oh—”

She got my shirt off, then dropped to her knees before I could react.

“I want to taste you,” she said, her vertical pupils dilating as she freed my cock from my pants. “The chemical composition of human arousal fluids is fascinating, the pheromone markers, the salt content—”

She licked a stripe up my length, and her commentary briefly halted.

“Interesting,” she managed. “The taste is—”

She took me into her mouth, and the analysis stopped. She sucked me with enthusiastic inexperience, making up for lack of technique with sheer eagerness. Her tongue explored every inch, her scales shifting from bronze to gold to amber as her arousal built from the act itself.

“The, the way your pulse rate increases when I do this—” She swirled her tongue around the head. “—indicates heightened—” She took me deep, gagging slightly. “—heightened pleasure response.”

“Thessaly—”

“I’m learning,” she said, pulling back to catch her breath. “I want to understand what you like. Tell me. The data is—”

“Less talking,” I groaned. “More of what you were doing.”

She grinned and went back to work, her tail swishing behind her with excitement. Her hand wrapped around what her mouth couldn’t reach, stroking in counterpoint to her bobbing head. The scales on her shoulders were definitely gold now.

When I got close, I pulled her up. “Your turn.”

I guided her to the bed and lay her back, kissing down her body. She kept up her commentary—”The sensation of lips on the junction point creates a, a cascade of—”—until I spread her thighs and lowered my mouth to her center.

Then she screamed.

“Oh, oh that’s, the nerve density in the—the—” Her hips bucked against my face. “I can’t, the verbal processing is—”

I licked slowly, learning her, and her words fragmented further. I found her clit and her claws dug into the mattress, shredding fabric.

“There—yes—the, the stimulation is—” Gasp. “—overwhelming the—” Moan. “—the cognitive—”

I slid two fingers inside her while I licked, and she stopped forming words entirely, just sounds of pleasure as I worked her toward the edge. Her scales blazed gold, the bioluminescent lines pulsing rapidly.

She came with her thighs clenched around my head, her whole body shaking, her scales flashing amber and orange. When she finally released me, she was panting.

“That was—” She swallowed. “I need more. I need you inside me.”

I moved up her body and positioned myself at her entrance. Her heat was literal, her body temperature had climbed until she felt like a furnace against my skin.

“Please,” she managed. “The thermal exchange is critical for—”

I pushed inside her, and she forgot what she was saying.

She was tight and wet and impossibly hot, her inner walls clenching around me. Her legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me deeper, and I started to move.

“Yes, like that, the angle is—” She gasped as I thrust. “—creating pressure on the, the anterior—”

I changed the angle, hitting something that made her eyes roll back.

“THERE, right there, don’t you dare stop—”

I gripped her hips and drove into her, hard and fast. Her tail wrapped around my thigh, her claws raked down my back. Her scales were shifting through gold toward something brighter.

“Close—I’m, the sensory input is—” Her words came faster, fragmenting. “—overwhelming the, the verbal processing. I can’t—”

And then she went silent.

Her eyes squeezed shut. Her mouth opened in a soundless cry. Her entire body went rigid, her scales flashing gold to orange to molten to white-hot, bright enough to cast shadows on the walls.

Her inner walls clenched around me in rhythmic waves, the heat of her almost unbearable. I buried myself deep and came with her, spilling inside her as she shuddered and shook.

The white-hot glow faded slowly—orange, gold, bronze, as her heartbeat gradually slowed. She collapsed beneath me, trembling, her tail still wrapped around my leg.

I held her through the aftershocks, feeling her body twitch and shudder with residual pleasure. The heat radiating from her skin was still intense enough to make me sweat, but I didn’t move away. There was something intimate about sharing that warmth, about letting her body temperature regulate against mine.

“Adequate,” she whispered after a long moment.

“Adequate?” I couldn’t keep the amusement from my voice. “That’s your post-coital assessment?”

Her eyes opened, gleaming with satisfaction and something deeper, a vulnerability I hadn’t seen in her before. “That’s the highest compliment I know how to give. ‘Adequate’ means ‘exactly what was needed.’ ‘Adequate’ means ‘nothing wasted, nothing insufficient.’” She pressed her lips to my shoulder. “You are adequate, Ethan Cole.”

“I think I’m insulted.”

“You shouldn’t be.” Her hand traced patterns on my chest. “In dragonkin culture, calling something ‘adequate’ is like—” She paused, searching for the right comparison. “—like calling a rune ‘perfectly resonant.’ It’s the highest form of praise.”

I pulled her closer, feeling her warmth settle against me. Outside, the night was quiet. Inside, the forge’s fire had burned down to embers, but neither of us moved to stoke it.

“What happens now?” I asked.

“Now?” She looked up at me, her scales slowly returning to their calm bronze. “Now we rest. Tomorrow, we document. The day after, we publish.” Her expression grew thoughtful. “What we accomplished tonight, the fusion of runic and alchemical methodologies, it has implications beyond just healing fox-spirits. The principles could be applied to dozens of fields. Healing. Construction. Maybe even—” She broke off, catching herself. “Sorry. I’m doing it again.”

“Talking too much?”

“Processing out loud. It’s a habit.”

“I don’t mind.” And I realized I meant it. Her constant stream of analysis was part of who she was, not a flaw to be corrected, but a feature to be appreciated. “I like the way your mind works.”

“You do?”

“It’s… refreshing. Most people I work with want to slow down, simplify, reduce complexity. You want to go deeper. Faster. Further.” I kissed her forehead. “That’s rare.”

She was quiet for a moment—actually quiet, which was even rarer.

“I could stay,” she said finally. “In Thornhaven. Not permanently, but… for a while. To continue the collaboration.”

“The collaboration.”

“Scientific collaboration.” Her tail tightened around my leg. “And… other kinds.”

I thought about what that would mean. Another companion. Another relationship to navigate. Another layer of complexity in an already complicated situation.

I thought about her brilliance. Her chaos. Her warmth—literal and figurative.

“I’d like that,” I said.

Her scales brightened to gold again, just for a moment, before settling into a warm bronze that felt like contentment.

“Spectacular,” she said softly. “That’s the other word I use. For things that exceed all expectations. ‘Adequate’ is perfect function. ‘Spectacular’ is perfect function plus something more, something that surprises and delights.”

“I’m spectacular?”

“You’re many things, Ethan Cole.” She shifted against me, her tail curling around my ankle, her hand tracing idle patterns on my chest. “You’re frustratingly unconventional. You ignore perfectly good established protocols in favor of solutions that shouldn’t work but do. You treat your companions as equals rather than subordinates. You kissed a dragonkin alchemist in the back of a forge after saving a fox-spirit’s life.”

“Is that spectacular?”

“It’s certainly unprecedented.” Her eyes were heavy-lidded now, exhaustion finally catching up with the adrenaline of the evening. “In my experience, artificers don’t collaborate well. They guard their secrets, protect their methods, view other practitioners as competitors rather than partners.”

“I was an engineer. We have to collaborate. No one person can design a complete system.”

“Systems theory applied to magic. Interdisciplinary methodology as standard practice.” She smiled, the expression soft and genuine. “See? Spectacular.”

She settled against me fully now, her eyes closing, her breathing already slowing toward sleep. The warmth of her body was comfortable, still elevated compared to human normal, but no longer the forge-heat of passion. A steady, sustainable warmth that felt like home.

“But yes,” she murmured, already half-asleep. “Among all your many qualities, you are also, definitely, spectacular.”

The fire crackled. The night deepened. Outside, I could hear the distant sounds of the town guard making their rounds—boots on cobblestones, the occasional murmur of voices. Normal sounds. Safe sounds. A reminder that the world continued even when everything felt changed.

And somewhere in my chest, something warm unfurled, a connection that wasn’t just physical, wasn’t just intellectual, but something new. Something that felt like possibility.

Tomorrow would bring challenges. Crell was still out there, plotting his next move. The Stillness was still a threat, their agents scattered but not defeated. Somewhere beyond the walls, the Class IV Fracture was still forming, its power growing with each passing day.

And the Entity, whatever it was, was still waking.

But tomorrow was tomorrow. Right now, in this moment, I had everything I needed. A dragonkin alchemist sleeping in my arms, her brilliant mind finally at rest. A fox-spirit recovering her strength, her four tails blazing with renewed power. A scout who’d taken a poisoned arrow to protect me. A knight commander whose armor I was slowly learning to restore.

Companions. Partners. People who saw me for what I was and chose to stay anyway.

I thought about the man I’d been in Seattle—invisible, overlooked, working late nights on projects that would carry someone else’s name. That man seemed like a stranger now. Someone from a different life, a different world.

This world had given me something Seattle never had. Not just power, though the System provided plenty of that. Not just purpose, though sealing Fractures was certainly worthwhile. It had given me people. Real connections. The kind of relationships I’d never been able to build when I was too busy being the guy behind the curtain.

You’re awake, Sable observed through our bond. Her mental voice was warm, amused, content. And contemplating deep thoughts, from the feel of it.

Just thinking about how different things are now.

Different good or different bad?

I looked down at Thessaly, at her bronze scales and her sleeping smile. Different good. Very good.

The dragonkin suits you, Sable said. She’s chaos incarnate, but she’s YOUR kind of chaos. The kind that makes beautiful things from impossible combinations.

Are you matchmaking?

I’m observing. Fox-spirits are excellent observers. A pause. Now rest, little smith. Tomorrow will come soon enough.

She was right. It always did.

But tonight, I wasn’t alone. Tonight, I had companions who understood me, who wanted to understand me.

Tonight, that was enough.


CHAPTER 25 — The Storm Warning

Tomorrow came with a messenger from the military garrison.

He arrived at dawn, while Thessaly was still sleeping in my arms and Lyra was standing guard at the forge entrance. The soldier’s face was grim, his armor travel-stained, his horse lathered with sweat from a hard ride.

“Commander Ironbloom requests your immediate presence at the garrison,” he reported, his voice clipped and professional. “A situation has developed that requires your expertise.”

I extracted myself from Thessaly without waking her, a small miracle, and dressed quickly. Lyra fell into step beside me as we followed the messenger through Thornhaven’s early-morning streets.

“Any idea what this is about?” she asked quietly.

“Nothing good.” I could feel Sable stirring through our bond, roused by the urgency in my movements. “Vessa wouldn’t send a rider at dawn unless it was serious.”

The garrison was chaos barely contained. Soldiers hurried through corridors, messengers ran between buildings, and the command center hummed with activity. Vessa stood at the center of it all, her unrepaired armor gleaming in the lamplight, her face carved from stone.

“Artificer Cole.” Her voice carried easily over the noise. “Thank you for coming. We have a problem.”

“So I gathered.” I approached the map table she was using, noting the markers scattered across its surface. “What kind of problem?”

“The worst kind.” She pointed to a location in the hills northeast of town. Her finger traced the contours of the terrain—ridges, valleys, the narrow approach roads that any force would have to use. “Our scouts have detected a Class IV Fracture forming. It will fully manifest within five days.”

The words hit me like a physical blow.

Class IV.

I’d seen the reports from other regions. Class IV Fractures didn’t just leak corruption into the surrounding area, they tore reality apart. The dimensional barrier between our world and whatever lay beyond became thin enough for organized forces to cross. Not just random monsters stumbling through a gap. Coordinated invasions. Armies.

The last Class IV to manifest in this region had been thirty years ago. It had taken a combined force of three kingdoms and twelve epic-class warriors to seal it. By the time they succeeded, an entire city had been reduced to a corruption zone.

And there was no combined force here. No twelve epic warriors. Just me, my companions, and whatever military forces Vessa could muster.

“How big is the formation zone?” I asked, falling back on technical questions to mask my alarm.

“Two miles across at current expansion rate. The corruption is already affecting wildlife in the area—we’ve had reports of Fracture-touched animals migrating south, away from the epicenter.” She pulled out a sheaf of papers. “Based on the energy readings, full manifestation will occur in approximately 120 hours. When it does, the tear will be large enough to admit organized incursions.”

“Organized incursions.” Lyra’s voice was flat. “You mean an army.”

“I mean whatever’s on the other side. The Stillness may have wanted to slow your progress, but they couldn’t stop this.” Vessa’s grey eyes met mine. “Whatever’s waking up out there, whatever Crell was talking about, this Fracture may be part of it.”

Thessaly arrived midway through the briefing, her hair still disheveled from sleep, her scales shifting through bronze and gold as she processed the information. She took one look at the energy readings Vessa had collected and started muttering calculations.

“Based on the scaling patterns we’ve observed,” she said, tracing figures in the air, “you’d need approximately three times your current power output to seal a Class IV. That’s assuming optimal conditions, which we won’t have, the corruption will be fighting you the entire time.”

“Three times.” I thought about the Level 18 I’d achieved during Sable’s transformation. “I’m not sure I can generate that kind of power.”

“Not alone.” Sable materialized from the shadows, her four tails spreading behind her. She looked stronger than she had in weeks, all four tails blazing with silver fire, her golden eyes bright and alert. “But you’re not alone.”

“Explain.”

“The bond between us isn’t just a channel for communication. It’s a conduit for power transfer.” She stepped closer, and I felt the warmth of her presence through our connection. “I can route my essence through your runic matrix, amplifying your output. With my four tails fully restored, that amplification should be significant.”

“Should be?”

“We’ve never tried it in combat conditions.” She tilted her head, considering. “There’s risk. If the transfer exceeds your capacity to channel it, the backlash could damage both of us.”

“I can help with that.” Thessaly was pacing now, her tail swaying as her mind raced. “The runic-alchemical fusion we developed for her recovery, the same principles could be applied to power channeling. I can create a buffer system that regulates the flow, prevents overload, maintains stable output even under extreme conditions.”

“How long would that take to develop?”

“If I start now and don’t sleep?” She grinned, her scales brightening. “Three days. Maybe four.”

“We have five.” Vessa’s voice was controlled, but I could hear the tension beneath. “That’s cutting it close.”

“Then we don’t have time to argue about it.” I looked around at my companions—Sable with her renewed power, Thessaly with her alchemical genius, Lyra watching silently from the corner, and Vessa in her failing armor. “We need everything working together. Sable’s power amplification, Thessaly’s buffer system, Lyra’s protection during the sealing process, and Vessa’s military support to hold the perimeter.”

“And your armor?” I asked Vessa. “It’s still not fully restored.”

“It will have to do.” Her jaw tightened. “My soldiers need to see me leading. I won’t hide behind incomplete equipment while they risk their lives.”

“You could die.”

“I could die any day. That’s the nature of command.” Her grey eyes held mine. “What I cannot do is abandon my duty. If this Fracture opens fully, Thornhaven falls. If Thornhaven falls, the entire region becomes a corruption zone. Thousands of people will die.”

“Then we make sure it doesn’t open.” I turned back to the map, my mind already calculating the logistics. “Thessaly, start working on the buffer system. Prioritize stability over raw power. I’d rather channel less energy safely than more energy dangerously.”

“Understood.” She was already moving toward the door. “I’ll need access to your forge. Some of the components will require runic integration.”

“Whatever you need.” I looked at Lyra. “Can you scout the formation zone? I need detailed information about the terrain, approach routes, defensible positions.”

“I’ll leave within the hour.”

“Be careful. The corruption will be stronger the closer you get to the epicenter.”

“I’ll manage.” She checked her bow, her quiver, her knives. “I always do.”

That left Vessa and me.

“About your armor,” I said. “I know you said it will have to do, but—”

“But you think you can improve it.” It wasn’t a question.

“I think I can accelerate the restoration process. Channel power through the Living Runes I’ve already inscribed, encourage the ancient enchantments to regenerate faster.” I hesitated. “It won’t be complete, but it might be enough to protect you during the sealing.”

She was silent for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was softer than I’d ever heard it.

“You’re asking me to trust you with my family’s legacy.”

“I’m asking you to let me help you survive.”

Another silence. Then she reached up and began unfastening the first of her armor clasps.

“Tonight,” she said. “After I’ve briefed my soldiers. Come to my quarters, and I’ll let you examine the armor properly.”

“I’ll be there.”

She nodded once, then turned back to the map table, all business again. “Dismissed, Artificer. We all have work to do.”

* * *

The next five days passed in a blur of preparation.

Every hour counted. Every moment that passed brought the Fracture closer to full manifestation, and I felt that deadline like a weight pressing down on my shoulders. Sleep became a luxury I couldn’t afford. Food was something I ate while working, barely tasting it. Even conversations with my companions became focused, efficient, stripped of everything but the essential.

Except on the third night. At two in the morning, I was the only one still awake. Rain drummed on the forge roof in irregular bursts. Thessaly had fallen asleep at her workstation in the next room, and I could hear her muttering formulas through the wall. The hammer rang against the anvil, and the sound was different at night. Sharper. Lonelier. Sometime around three, I stopped to eat a bowl of cold rice and pickled vegetables that Lyra had left on the workbench with a note that just said Eat. The rice was gummy and the vegetables were too sour, and it was the best meal I’d had in days because someone had thought to leave it there. The rain stopped. I went back to work.

Thessaly worked around the clock on her buffer system, her scales shifting through every color I’d learned to recognize. Gold when she was excited by a breakthrough, bronze when she was focused on delicate calculations, amber when she was worried about a formula that wasn’t quite working out. She talked to herself constantly, a stream of technical observations that filled the forge with her chaotic energy.

“The crystalline lattice needs to handle at least three times your baseline output,” she muttered on the second day, scrawling formulas on every available surface. “But if we tune the resonance too high, the power transfer will destabilize. It’s a balancing act—high enough for efficiency, low enough for safety.”

“Can you do it?”

“Ask me that again in forty-eight hours.” She grinned, her scales brightening despite the exhaustion visible in her eyes. “Right now, I’m running on theoretical models and educated guesses. By tomorrow, I’ll have actual data.”

By the fourth day, she had a functional prototype, a crystalline matrix that could regulate essence flow between multiple sources. It wasn’t elegant, the device looked like a hastily assembled tangle of crystals and copper wire, but when we tested it, the power readings were exactly what she’d predicted.

Lyra returned from her scouting mission with detailed maps and a troubling report. The formation zone was more organized than expected, the corruption flowing in patterns that suggested intentional direction rather than natural spread. Something was guiding it. Shaping it.

“The Stillness,” I guessed.

“Maybe.” She didn’t sound convinced. “This feels bigger than them. More… patient.”

The Entity. Whatever it was.

I spent my nights with Vessa’s armor, tracing the ancient enchantments, feeding power through the Living Runes, encouraging the damaged sections to regenerate. The work was delicate, too much pressure and the old magic would shatter like ancient glass; too little and nothing would change. But gradually, piece by piece, the armor began to respond.

The Living Runes were the key. Unlike traditional restoration methods that tried to force the old enchantments back into shape, my approach was gentler. I asked the armor to heal. I showed it what it could become. And slowly, reluctantly, the ancient magic began to remember what it had been.

Each night, I saw more of the Ironbloom history through the armor’s essence memories. Generations of commanders had worn this plate, had fought and bled and sometimes died while wrapped in its protective embrace. The armor remembered them all, their courage, their fears, their desperate final moments.

And it remembered Vessa. The current bearer. The one who was asking more of it than any previous owner ever had.

And through it all, Sable practiced her power channeling. We worked together in the early mornings, testing the limits of what our bond could handle. Each session pushed a little further, held a little longer, drew on reserves neither of us had known existed.

“You’re growing stronger,” she observed on the fourth morning. “The bond is deepening with use.”

“Is that normal?”

“Nothing about you is normal, little smith.” Her golden eyes gleamed with affection. “But in this case, I think it’s a good sign. We’re becoming more compatible. More synchronized.”

More connected, I thought. In ways I was only beginning to understand.

* * *

The night before the sealing attempt, Vessa summoned me to her quarters.

“It’s better, but not finished,” I reported, setting the armor on the table between us. “The core enchantments are responding, and the Living Runes have taken hold. But there’s one more thing I need to do before we march.” I met her eyes. “Come to the forge in the morning. Early. Before the column moves out.”

She took the armor with reverent hands, her fingers tracing the familiar contours. The metal gleamed in the lamplight, the Living Runes I’d inscribed pulsing faintly beneath the surface.

“You’ve done what three generations of Ironbloom armorers couldn’t.” Her voice was thick. “The restoration process… I thought it was lost.”

“It was adapted. Improved. The Living Runes accelerate healing in ways traditional methods can’t match.”

“Then you’ve given my family back something precious.” She looked up at me, and for once, her guard was completely down. “Thank you, Ethan.”

It was the first time she’d used my first name.

“You’re welcome, Vessa.”

We stood there for a moment, the weight of tomorrow hanging between us. The Class IV Fracture. The sealing attempt. The very real possibility that some of us wouldn’t survive.

“Tomorrow,” she said finally. “Whatever happens tomorrow…”

“We’ll face it together.”

“Together.” She smiled, a rare, genuine expression that transformed her stern features. For just a moment, she wasn’t Commander Ironbloom, military authority and symbol of order. She was Vessa. Just Vessa. The woman behind the armor. “Yes. I think that’s exactly right.”

The moment stretched between us, charged with unspoken words. I could have closed the distance, could have kissed her the way Sable had kissed me, the way Thessaly had pulled me into her embrace. The desire was there, on both sides, if I was reading her expression correctly.

But she stepped back first.

“Tomorrow,” she said, and her voice was Commander Ironbloom again. The vulnerability shuttered away, replaced by military discipline. “After this is done. After Thornhaven is safe.”

“After,” I agreed.

She nodded once, then turned back to her preparations. I let myself out quietly.

In the corridor, Lyra was waiting.

“How is she?” The scout’s voice was soft, concerned.

“Scared. Hiding it behind duty, but scared.” I paused. “We all are, I think.”

“Fear keeps you sharp.” She fell into step beside me as we walked back through the garrison. “The day you stop being afraid is the day you stop being careful.”

“Is that scout wisdom?”

“That’s survival wisdom.” She glanced at me, her expression unreadable in the dim light. “For what it’s worth, I think we can do this. You’ve grown, Ethan. Since those first days in the dungeon ruin. You’re not the same frightened man who didn’t know what a Fracture was.”

“I’m still frightened.”

“But you’re also capable. That’s the difference.”

Tomorrow, we’d march on the Fracture.

Tomorrow, we’d discover whether everything we’d built was enough.

Tonight, we prepared.


CHAPTER 26 — Ironbloom Restored

The morning of the march dawned grey and cold.

I stood in the forge, Vessa’s armor arranged on the workbench before me, and prepared for the final restoration. The incremental work I’d done over the past five nights had strengthened the ancient enchantments, encouraged the damaged sections to heal, laid the groundwork for what came next.

But it wasn’t enough. The armor was better than it had been, strong enough for a normal engagement, perhaps, but the Class IV Fracture would test it in ways nothing else could. If Vessa was going to survive today, the armor needed to be fully awakened.

“You’re sure about this?” Sable asked. She stood beside me in her human form, her four tails spread behind her, her golden eyes fixed on the armor.

“No. But we’re out of options.” I traced the Living Runes I’d inscribed over the past weeks. They pulsed with contained energy, waiting for the command to activate. “The armor has the capacity. The ancient enchantments are intact, just dormant. What it needs is enough power to wake them up.”

“And you want to channel that power through me.”

“Through the bond, yes. Your essence, filtered through our connection, should provide the exact type of energy the armor needs.” I met her eyes. “But it’s never been done before. The risks—”

“Are acceptable.” She moved closer, her presence warm against my consciousness. “I would burn away everything I have to protect those I care about. This is merely energy transfer.”

“It could hurt.”

“Pain is temporary.” Her hand found mine. “Connection is not.”

I didn’t argue further. We didn’t have time.

“Let’s begin.”

The process started slowly. I traced the first activation sequence, drawing power from my own reserves to wake the dormant Living Runes. They responded with familiar warmth, their patterns brightening as they absorbed my energy.

Then I reached for Sable.

Through our bond, I felt her power waiting, vast and ancient, a well of essence that had accumulated over three millennia. It was different from my own magic, older and stranger, touched by the celestial fires that had forged her kind in ages past.

I drew on it carefully, letting her essence flow through the bond and into my runic matrix.

The sensation was indescribable.

It was like swallowing starlight. Like breathing electricity. Like standing in the heart of a storm and feeling its power course through your veins instead of destroying you. Power flooded through me in quantities I’d never experienced before—ancient, primal, touched by forces that predated human civilization.

Through our bond, I felt Sable’s memories bleeding through with the essence. Fragments of a life that spanned three millennia. The burning of cities she’d tried to protect. The loneliness of centuries spent alone. The joy of connection, rare and precious, with beings who saw her as more than a monster.

I see you, I sent back. All of you. And I’m still here.

I know, little smith. That’s why I trust you with this.

The power flow strengthened. My body trembled with the effort of containing it, but the Living Runes adapted, creating new pathways, building structures that hadn’t existed moments before. I was changing even as I worked—becoming something more than I’d been.

The armor began to glow.

Ancient runes that had been dark for centuries flickered to life. The metal itself seemed to vibrate, resonating with frequencies I could feel but not hear. Through Material Resonance Sight, I watched the dormant enchantments stir—patterns that had been sleeping since before the Purge, magic older than the current civilization.

More, I said through the bond. I need more.

Take what you need, little smith. Sable’s mental voice was steady despite the strain. I have more to give.

The power increased. My body became a conduit for forces that should have been beyond human capacity. The Living Runes adapted furiously, creating new pathways to handle the flow, building structures I hadn’t consciously designed.

And then something new appeared.

A pattern I’d never seen before manifested in the air above the armor—golden light forming into shapes that seemed to carry meaning beyond mere symbols. The Living Runes on the armor reached up toward it, hungry, resonating with recognition.

“What is that?” My voice came out strained. Speaking while channeling was harder than I’d expected.

Lord’s Inscription. Sable’s mental voice was awed. The mark of a master artificer. The pre-Purge smiths earned it after decades of work. You’ve called it forth in weeks.

The Lord’s Inscription descended toward the armor, merging with the existing enchantments. Where it touched, the ancient magic didn’t just wake, it evolved. The armor’s defensive capabilities expanded. Its power capacity increased. Hidden features that had been locked for centuries suddenly became accessible.

The Ironbloom armor was fully awakening.

The final surge of power hit me like a wave.
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The power flow stabilized. I released my grip on Sable’s essence, and she sagged against me, her tails dimming momentarily before recovering their silver fire.

“It worked,” she breathed. “The armor—”

“Is complete.” I stared at the Ironbloom plate, scarcely believing what I was seeing. The metal gleamed with inner light, the ancient enchantments visible as golden tracework across every surface. It was beautiful. Deadly. Perfect.

The door opened behind us.

Vessa stood in the entrance, dressed in simple clothes, her expression carefully neutral. But I saw her eyes widen as she took in the armor, her family’s legacy, restored to its full glory for the first time in generations.

“Is that—”

“Fully awakened.” I stepped back, giving her room to approach. “The ancient enchantments are active. The defensive capabilities are at full strength. The hidden features are unlocked.” I paused. “It’s ready.”

She moved toward the armor like someone approaching a holy relic. Her hands trembled as she reached out, fingers brushing the gleaming surface. The metal hummed in response, recognizing her, welcoming her, accepting her as its bearer.

“Three generations.” Her voice was thick with emotion she rarely allowed herself to show. “Three generations of Ironblooms have worn this armor. My grandmother, who held the northern passes against the Corruption War. My father, who died defending civilians from a Fracture breach. Me.” She touched the breastplate, and her fingers came away glowing faintly with residual enchantment. “And none of us ever saw it like this.”

“The knowledge was lost in the Purge. Artificers who knew the restoration techniques died, and their secrets died with them.” I stepped closer. “But the Living Runes aren’t bound by what was lost. They adapt. They learn. They reconstruct what should have been preserved.”

“You talk about them like they’re alive.”

“Because they are. In a way.” I watched her trace the patterns of light across the armor’s surface. “They’re not sentient, not like Skitter or Sable. But they respond to intention. They grow toward what they’re meant to become.”

“Like the armor did.”

“Exactly like the armor did.”

She was silent for a long moment, her hand resting on the breastplate that bore her family’s crest.

“You gave me my legacy back.” She turned to face me, and the neutral expression was gone. In its place was something raw, unguarded, vulnerable in ways I’d never seen from her before. “How do I thank you for something like that?”

“Survive today. That’s thanks enough.”

She laughed, a sharp, surprised sound. “Always the pragmatist.”

“Always the engineer.”

The moment stretched between us. We were standing close—close enough that I could see the subtle shifts in her expression, could feel the heat of her body radiating through her simple clothes. The armor waited on the bench behind her, gleaming with restored power.

Tomorrow’s danger seemed very far away.

“Ethan.” She said my name like it was something precious. “There’s something I should have done before now. Something I was too afraid to do, because of my position, my duties, my—”

I kissed her.

It wasn’t planned. It wasn’t calculated. It was instinct—seeing the vulnerability in her eyes, feeling the connection that had been building since the day we met, and deciding that some things couldn’t wait for “after.”

She stiffened for a heartbeat. Then she melted into the kiss, her hands finding my shoulders, her body pressing against mine.

She kissed like she commanded, with authority and precision, every movement deliberate, every touch meaningful. But there was hunger beneath the control, a need that she’d been suppressing for weeks. Her fingers dug into my shoulders hard enough to leave marks. She leaned into me with a fierceness that contradicted her usual iron control.

This wasn’t the distant commander. This was Vessa, the woman who’d watched her family legacy crumble, who’d carried duties that would have crushed lesser people, who’d spent her whole life putting everyone else’s needs before her own.

I kissed her back with everything I had.

When we finally separated, we were both breathing harder. Her cheeks were flushed, her hair escaped from its military-perfect arrangement, her eyes bright with something that might have been fear or hope or both.

“After,” she said. Her voice was rough, but her eyes were steady. “When this is done. When the Fracture is sealed and Thornhaven is safe.”

“After,” I agreed.

“I mean it.” She stepped back, putting distance between us, reassembling her composure piece by piece. “I don’t do things halfway, Ethan Cole. When I choose to be with someone, I choose fully. But I can’t do that while there’s still a battle to fight.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?” She studied my face, looking for something. Whatever she found seemed to satisfy her. “Good. Then help me into my armor. It’s time to show the Stillness, and whatever Entity they serve—what the Ironblooms are made of.”

I helped her armor up piece by piece, each segment fitting into place with perfect precision. The metal sang as it connected, a harmony of ancient enchantments recognizing their bearer, accepting her, empowering her.

When the last piece locked into place, Vessa Ironbloom stood transformed. The armor blazed with golden light, its power visible even without Material Resonance Sight. She looked like a warrior from legend—unstoppable, untouchable, magnificent.

“How does it feel?”

“Like coming home.” She flexed her fingers, rolled her shoulders, testing the armor’s responsiveness. “I can feel it. The enchantments. The history. Every Ironbloom who wore this plate before me.” She met my eyes through the visor. “And you. I can feel the Living Runes you inscribed. Your presence, woven into my family’s legacy.”

“Is that okay?”

“It’s more than okay.” She reached up, removed her helm, and pressed one more kiss to my lips—brief, fierce, full of promise. “It’s perfect.”

Then the helm was back in place, and Commander Ironbloom turned toward the door.

“Assemble the forces,” she ordered the aide waiting outside. “We march within the hour.”

“Yes, Commander!”

She glanced back at me one more time.

“After,” she said.

“After,” I promised.

And then she was gone, and I was left alone with Sable and the memory of a kiss that tasted like hope.

That was well done, Sable observed. Her mental voice carried amusement and something warmer. The commander has been carrying the weight of duty alone for a long time. You’ve shown her she doesn’t have to.

It wasn’t strategic. It was just—

Right. She stepped closer, her hand finding mine. I know. That’s why it worked.

I looked down at our interlaced fingers, her skin pale and perfect, mine calloused from weeks of forge work. Two people who shouldn’t have found each other. Two connections that shouldn’t have formed.

And yet.

We should prepare, I said finally. The march begins soon.

Yes. She didn’t let go of my hand. But first, I want you to know something.

What?

Whatever happens today, whatever we face at that Fracture. I chose this. I chose you. Not because I was bound, not because I had nowhere else to go. Because you’re worth choosing. Her golden eyes met mine. Whatever comes after, remember that.

I will.

She smiled, the ancient, knowing smile of a being who’d seen empires rise and fall. Then she released my hand and stepped back.

Now let’s go seal a Class IV Fracture. Try not to die.

I’ll do my best.

The march was waiting. The Fracture was waiting. The future, whatever it held, was waiting.

But I wasn’t afraid. Not anymore.

I had companions who believed in me. I had power I’d earned through work and sacrifice. I had promises to keep and people to protect.

Today, we would face the storm.

And we would win.


CHAPTER 27 — The Seal

The Class IV Seal was the most complex creation I’d ever attempted.

I spread the components across my workbench, crystalline matrices from Thessaly’s lab, silver-traced focusing lenses from the artificer’s workshop, ironwood frames I’d reinforced with Living Runes over the past week. Each piece had been tested individually. Now they needed to become something greater than the sum of their parts.

“Walk me through it again,” Lyra said. She was sitting cross-legged on a barrel in the corner, maintaining her weapons while she listened. “What does this seal actually do?”

“A Fracture is essentially a tear in reality,” I explained, tracing the design I’d sketched on a piece of parchment. “Two dimensions that shouldn’t touch are being forced together. Normal sealing techniques try to push the edges back apart—brute force closure.”

“And yours?”

“Mine convinces both sides that they’re already separate.” I pointed to the central matrix, a complex lattice of crystals and Living Runes that formed the heart of the seal. “The key is resonance. The Fracture creates a standing wave of dimensional instability. My seal creates a counter-wave—same frequency, opposite phase. When the two waves meet, they cancel each other out.”

“You’re using physics to close a magical tear.”

“I’m using engineering principles applied to magical systems.” I grinned. “Same thing, really.”

Thessaly looked up from her own workstation, where she was calibrating the buffer system that would regulate power flow during the sealing. “The elegance is in the Living Rune adaptation. Traditional seals are static, they match a specific frequency and hope it’s close enough. Ethan’s seal adjusts in real-time, finding the exact resonance needed for each moment of the closure.”

“Adaptive interference patterns,” I agreed. “The Fracture fights back, tries to change frequency to escape the seal. The Living Runes compensate automatically.”

Lyra nodded slowly. “And my job?”

“You keep me alive while I’m working.” I met her eyes. “The sealing process takes time. Minutes at minimum, possibly half an hour for a Class IV. During that time, I’m vulnerable. Everything I have will be focused on the seal.”

“So you need a guard.”

“I need you. Your senses, your reflexes, your judgment.” I paused. “The corruption will be thick near the Fracture. Things will try to stop me. You’re the only one I trust to know when to fight and when to pull me out if it’s going wrong.”

Her expression softened, just for an instant, before she masked it. “I’ll be there.”

Sable materialized from the shadows, her four tails spread behind her. “And my role?”

“Power amplification.” I gestured to Thessaly’s buffer system. “The seal needs more energy than I can generate alone. You channel your essence through the bond, the buffer regulates the flow, I direct it into the sealing matrix.”

“A team effort.”

“Exactly. Vessa holds the perimeter with her soldiers, keeping the major threats at bay. Thessaly monitors the buffer system and handles any alchemical complications. Lyra protects me directly. Sable provides power. And I do the actual sealing.”

“And if it goes wrong?” Lyra asked quietly.

“We retreat. Regroup. Try again with a different approach.” I didn’t mention the real answer, that if it went wrong badly enough, there might not be time to retreat. A Class IV Fracture fully manifesting would release corruption faster than any of us could outrun.

Some things were better left unsaid.

* * *

Vessa arrived midmorning with status reports from her scouts.

“The formation zone has expanded,” she said, spreading a map across an empty section of workbench. “The corruption radius is now three miles. Our scouts can’t get close enough to see the Fracture itself, but they can feel it. They describe it as… pressure. Like something massive is pushing against the other side.”

“Something massive.” I didn’t like the sound of that. “Any indication what?”

“No.” Her jaw tightened. “But my grandmother fought a Class IV when she was young. She told me stories. The worst ones were the Fractures that had intelligence behind them. Organized incursions. Things that planned.”

“You think this is one of those?”

“I think we should prepare for the worst.”

I looked at the seal taking shape on my workbench. The theoretical framework was sound. I’d run the calculations a dozen times, had Thessaly verify them twice. But theory and reality were different things.

“We’ll be ready,” I said.

“See that you are.” She paused at the door. “Ethan. Whatever happens tomorrow—thank you. For the armor. For… everything.”

“Save the thanks until we survive.”

“Always the pragmatist.” But she smiled as she left.

* * *

The assembly process took most of the day.

Each component had to be positioned precisely, aligned with the runic patterns that would carry power through the seal. The Living Runes I’d inscribed over the past weeks served as a foundation—growing, adapting, connecting the disparate elements into a unified whole.

“The resonance frequency is drifting,” Thessaly reported, her scales bronze with concentration. “The central matrix is trying to harmonize with the ambient magic, but the buffer system is creating interference.”

“Adjust the secondary dampeners.” I traced a correction rune on the buffer’s housing. “Reduce the filtering coefficient by twelve percent.”

“That will let more raw essence through.”

“Which is what we need. The Living Runes can handle the adaptation—let them do their job.”

She made the adjustment, and I felt the shift through my connection to the seal. The resonance stabilized, settling into a steady pulse that matched my heartbeat.

“Better?”

“Better.” I stepped back, examining the completed assembly. The seal was roughly the size of a wagon wheel, a disc of interlocking crystals and runic frameworks, centered on a focusing lens that would direct the sealing energy toward the Fracture. It glowed faintly with contained power, the Living Runes pulsing with readiness.

It was beautiful, in its own way. A weapon designed not to destroy, but to heal. A bridge between two worlds, engineered to gently push them apart.

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Thessaly breathed, her scales shifting toward gold with wonder. “The integration between alchemical components and runic structures, it’s seamless. Like they were designed to work together.”

“Living Runes adapt to whatever they’re connected to. That’s the whole point.” I traced one of the connecting channels. “The crystals provide precision. The runes provide flexibility. Together, they create something neither could achieve alone.”

“Interdisciplinary synthesis.” Her tail wrapped around a table leg, a sign of her excitement. “This could revolutionize artificer methodology. If we can document the principles—”

“After we survive tomorrow.”

“Right. After.” But she was already mentally writing papers, I could tell. That was fine. Let her theorize. Let her dream of future applications. Someone had to think about the world that came after.

I preferred to focus on making sure there was an after.

“How do we transport it?” Lyra asked.

“Carefully.” I gestured to Skitter, who had been watching from a rafter. The construct clicked excitedly and scurried down to inspect the seal. “Skitter will stabilize it during the march. His connection to me lets him feel when the resonance is drifting, he can make micro-adjustments to keep it aligned.”

I can do that, the construct agreed through our bond. Keep it steady. Keep it safe. Help you fix the big hole.

“Good boy.”

* * *

By evening, we were ready.

Vessa had spent the day organizing her forces, three hundred soldiers, the largest deployment Thornhaven had seen in years. They would form a defensive perimeter around the Fracture site, holding back the corrupted creatures while I worked.

“The corruption is heavier than our scouts reported,” she said during our final briefing. Her restored armor gleamed in the lamplight, the ancient enchantments casting subtle shadows across her features. “We’re seeing organized behavior in the Fracture-spawn. They’re not just defending the tear, they’re preparing for something.”

“The Entity Crell mentioned,” Thessaly said. “Whatever it is, it knows we’re coming.”

“Then we don’t give it time to prepare further.” Vessa’s voice was steel. “Tomorrow at dawn, we march. We reach the Fracture site by midday. We seal it before sunset.”

“And if we can’t seal it by sunset?” Lyra asked.

“Then we fall back and try again the next day. I won’t lose soldiers to a night fight in corrupted territory.” Vessa looked around the room. “Any questions?”

There were none.

“Then rest. Tomorrow decides everything.”

The meeting dispersed. Soldiers went to say goodbye to families. Officers reviewed defensive positions one more time. Thessaly retreated to her lab for final calibrations. Lyra disappeared into the shadows to do whatever scouts did before battle.

I stayed behind for a moment with Vessa.

“Your soldiers,” I said quietly. “Do they know what they’re facing?”

“They know enough.” Her expression was unreadable behind her restored helm. “They know it’s dangerous. They know some of them won’t come back. They volunteered anyway.”

“Why?”

“Because this is their home. Their families live here. Their children play in these streets.” She turned to face me fully. “Soldiers don’t fight for abstract causes, Ethan. They fight for the people they love. The people they’re protecting. That’s what makes them willing to die.”

“And you? What do you fight for?”

She was quiet for a long moment.

“I used to fight for duty. For the Ironbloom name. For the responsibilities I inherited.” She reached up and removed her helm, revealing grey eyes that had seen too much death. “Now I fight for something different.”

“What?”

“Tomorrow, ask me again.” She smiled, that rare, genuine expression. “After.”

After. Always after.

* * *

That night, I sat alone in my forge, watching the seal pulse with contained power.

You should sleep, Sable observed through our bond. She was somewhere nearby. I could feel her presence, warm and steady at the edge of my consciousness.

Can’t. Too much to think about.

That’s precisely why you should sleep. Tomorrow will require everything you have.

I know. I ran my fingers along the seal’s outer edge, feeling the Living Runes respond to my touch. It’s just… this is the biggest thing I’ve ever built. And if it doesn’t work—

Then we try something else. She materialized beside me, her hand finding mine. You’re not alone in this, little smith. Whatever happens tomorrow, you face it with us.

I know.

Good. She squeezed my hand. Now sleep. That’s an order.

I almost laughed. You’re giving me orders now?

Someone has to. You’re clearly incapable of taking care of yourself. But her voice was warm, affectionate. Rest, Ethan. Tomorrow, we save the world.

Tomorrow.

I looked at the seal one more time, the crystalline matrices, the Living Runes, the focused power waiting to be released. My most complex creation. My most important work.

Tomorrow, we would learn if it was enough.

The door opened behind me. I didn’t turn. I could feel who it was through our bond.

“You should be resting,” I said.

“So should you.” Lyra moved to stand beside me, her presence quiet and steady. “But here we both are.”

“I keep thinking about everything that could go wrong.”

“That’s because you’re smart.” She reached out and touched the seal—gently, reverently. “This is beautiful, by the way. I don’t understand half of what it does, but I can see the craftsmanship.”

“Thank you.”

“I mean it.” She turned to face me, her expression more open than I’d seen in weeks. “When I first met you, I thought you were just another helpless crafter. Someone who’d die in the first monster encounter. Someone I’d have to protect until I could find a safe place to leave you.”

“And now?”

“Now I know you’re the most dangerous person I’ve ever met.” She smiled, but it wasn’t mocking. “Not because you fight. Because you build. Because you create solutions to problems that should be unsolvable. Because you look at the impossible and ask ‘how do I make this work?’”

“That’s just engineering.”

“No. That’s you.” She stepped closer. “Tomorrow’s going to be hard. Maybe the hardest thing any of us have ever done. But I’m glad I’m doing it with you.”

“Lyra—”

“Don’t say anything.” She pressed a finger to my lips. “Just… remember this moment. Whatever happens tomorrow, remember that we chose this. That we chose each other.”

Then she was gone, disappeared into the shadows as silently as she’d come.

I remained in the workshop, equipment arranged in careful order around me, the seal glowing steadily on its mounting bracket.

Tomorrow would bring battle. Tomorrow would bring sacrifice. Tomorrow would bring either victory or defeat.

But tonight, I had one more thing to do.

I picked up my tools and made one final adjustment to the seal, a small change, barely visible, but critically important.

A failsafe. A backup. A last-resort option that I hoped we’d never need to use.

Because engineers always planned for the worst.

And tomorrow, we were marching into the heart of the storm.

The march was waiting.


CHAPTER 28 — Class IV

The march began at dawn.

Three hundred soldiers moved through the hills in disciplined formation, their armor gleaming in the early light. At their head rode Commander Ironbloom, her restored armor blazing with golden enchantments. Behind the main force, a small cart carried the seal—protected by Skitter, maintained by my constant attention through our bond.

I walked near the center of the formation with my companions around me. Lyra ranged ahead, scouting the path. Thessaly kept pace at my side, her buffer system ready for activation. And Sable walked in human form, her four tails hidden beneath a traveling cloak, her presence a constant warmth in my mind.

The pack straps dug into my shoulders where the padding had compressed flat. My boots found every stone on the trail, and the terrain shifted under us as we climbed: packed dirt gave way to loose scree, then to slick grass that the morning dew had turned treacherous. Somewhere behind me, a soldier complained that the ration bread was stale enough to hammer nails with, and his squad-mate told him to shut up and eat it anyway. The hills rolled ahead in waves of brown and grey-green, unremarkable scrubland dotted with gnarled brush that nobody had bothered to name. Not the kind of landscape that ended up in songs. Just rock and dirt and sky, and three hundred people walking through it because something had torn a hole in the world.

The corruption started a mile from the Fracture.

I felt it first as a wrongness in the air, a pressure against my runic senses, a static that made my teeth ache. The Living Runes on my equipment stirred uneasily, adapting to the hostile environment.

“We’re entering the corruption zone,” I called to Vessa. “Tell your soldiers to stay alert.”

“Already done.” Her voice carried from the front of the column. “All forces, corruption protocols in effect. Watch for possessed wildlife, maintain formation, report any unusual sensations immediately.”

The first attack came an hour later.

They came from the trees, not animals, not anymore. Things that had once been wolves and bears and deer, now twisted by Fracture energy into something unrecognizable. Their eyes blazed with violet light. Their limbs had elongated, bent at wrong angles. Their fur had fallen away in patches, replaced by scales that dripped dark ichor.

But the worst part wasn’t what they looked like.

It was how they moved.

They came in waves, each attack precisely timed to test a different section of our formation. The first wave hit the left flank while the second circled toward the rear. The third came directly at the center while the fourth positioned itself to cut off retreat.

And they weren’t random. They were organized.

“Left flank!” a sergeant shouted. “Contact left!”

Arrows whistled from Lyra’s bow, three shots in two seconds, each one finding a vital target. She’d positioned herself on a slight rise, giving her clear sightlines across the entire battlefield. Every shot counted. Every arrow killed.

Soldiers formed defensive lines, their training overcoming the instinctive fear that corrupted creatures inspired. Shields locked. Spears thrust. A wall of disciplined steel met the wave of twisted flesh.

Vessa’s sword blazed with the power of her restored armor, cutting through corrupted flesh like paper. She moved with impossible speed, the ancient enchantments amplifying her already formidable combat skills. Where she struck, creatures fell. Where she led, soldiers followed.

But I noticed something else.

“They’re not attacking randomly,” I said to Thessaly. “Watch their movements.”

“They’re herding.” Her scales darkened with realization. “They’re trying to push us toward the eastern ridge.”

“Where we’d be vulnerable.” I looked toward Vessa. “Commander! They’re coordinating! Something’s directing them!”

She heard me and adjusted the formation, keeping us on the main approach rather than the ridge the creatures were trying to force us toward. The attacks intensified, but the soldiers held.

Two hours later, we reached the Fracture.

* * *

The Class IV Fracture was worse than I’d imagined.

It hung in the air like a wound in reality, a tear in the fabric of existence that pulsed with violet light. The edges writhed and shifted, and through the gap I could see… something. Shapes that didn’t make sense. Geometries that hurt to look at. A darkness that was more than mere absence of light.

“Gods preserve us,” someone whispered behind me.

Can you seal that? Sable asked through our bond. Her mental voice was steady, but I could feel her fear beneath it.

I don’t know. But I’m going to try.

“Perimeter formation!” Vessa commanded. Her soldiers moved with practiced efficiency, forming a defensive ring around the Fracture site. “Nothing gets through to the artificer!”

I approached the tear with the seal hovering beside me on Skitter’s back. The corruption was intense here—thick enough to taste, heavy enough to feel pressing against my skin. My Living Runes were working overtime, adapting to filter the worst of it.

“Thessaly, buffer system active.”

“Online.” She moved to a position behind me, her hands on the crystalline matrices of her creation. “Power flow is stable. Ready for amplification.”

“Sable.”

I’m here. She dropped the cloak, her four tails spreading wide. Silver fire blazed along their length. Take what you need, little smith.

I lifted the seal from Skitter’s back and began.

* * *

The sealing process was unlike anything I’d experienced before.

I raised the seal and pressed it toward the Fracture’s edge. The moment they touched, a feedback loop established itself, my consciousness extending into the tear, feeling its shape, its structure, its desperate desire to remain open.

The resonance frequency was there, buried beneath layers of chaotic energy. I reached for it with my runic senses, tracing the specific vibration that characterized this particular tear. It was complex, multi-layered, constantly shifting as the Fracture fought to remain open.

“I’ve got the frequency,” I muttered, more to myself than anyone else. “Beginning counter-phase alignment.”

The seal responded, its Living Runes adapting in real-time. Counter-frequencies formed and reformed, chasing the Fracture’s shifts, trying to establish the interference pattern that would force the edges together. It was like trying to tune a radio to a station that kept moving, every time I found the right frequency, the Fracture shifted to something else.

But that was exactly what the Living Runes were designed for.

They didn’t just match the current frequency, they predicted the next shift, the shift after that, building a web of counter-patterns that anticipated every possible escape route. The Fracture tried to change. The Living Runes changed faster.

More power, I requested through the bond.

Sable’s essence flooded through me—ancient, primal, touched by fires that had burned before human civilization existed. The seal blazed brighter, its runic patterns expanding, reaching deeper into the Fracture’s structure.

I could feel it working. The edges were starting to resist, trying to push back together. The tear was narrowing, millimeter by millimeter.

Then something pushed back.

The pressure came from beyond the Fracture, a force that dwarfed anything I’d felt before. It wasn’t mindless corruption. It was intelligence. Will. Something on the other side that wanted this tear to exist, that was actively fighting to keep it open.

The Entity, Sable said grimly. It knows you’re here.

Let it know. I pushed harder, drawing more power through the bond. I’m not stopping.

The battle became one of wills. My seal against the Entity’s desire. My determination against its ancient hunger. Every ounce of energy I possessed, channeled through Living Runes that adapted and grew stronger with each passing moment.

Time lost meaning.

I was dimly aware of combat sounds around me—Vessa’s soldiers fighting off waves of corrupted creatures that grew more desperate with each passing moment. Steel on twisted flesh. Screams of pain and rage. The crack of corrupted bone. The whoosh of Lyra’s arrows finding their marks.

“Buffer at seventy percent capacity!” Thessaly shouted from somewhere behind me. “I’m seeing stress fractures in the secondary matrices, can you reduce the flow?”

“No!” I shouted back. “The seal needs everything we have!”

“Then I’ll reinforce manually!” The sound of shattering crystal. “There. That should hold for another ten minutes!”

Somewhere to my left, Vessa’s voice cut through the chaos. “Third squad, hold that line! Fourth squad, reinforce the eastern approach! They’re trying to flank!”

But my focus was on the Fracture, on the seal, on the endless struggle to close what something wanted very much to keep open.

Twenty minutes, Sable reported through our bond. Her mental voice was strained, the power transfer was taking a toll on her too. The tear is forty percent closed.

Not fast enough. I pushed harder. The power flow through me was approaching dangerous levels. I could feel my body straining to contain it. More.

You’ll burn out.

Then I’ll burn out. But I’ll finish this first.

* * *

Thirty minutes.

The Fracture was sixty percent closed. The Entity’s resistance had intensified. I could feel it pressing against the seal with all its terrible strength. But I was stronger now. Growing with every moment the seal remained active.

Forty minutes.

Seventy-five percent. The tear was visibly smaller, its edges trembling as they were forced together. The corrupted creatures attacking the perimeter had become frenzied—desperate to stop me before I finished.

Forty-five minutes.

Ninety percent. The Fracture was a narrow slit now, barely wide enough for a person to pass through. The violet light that had poured from the tear was flickering, weakening, losing the battle against my seal.

But the Entity wasn’t done.

I felt it gather itself—felt the pressure on the other side of the Fracture increase exponentially. It was making one final push, throwing everything it had at keeping this gateway open. The seal shuddered. Cracks appeared in Thessaly’s buffer matrices. Sable cried out through our bond as the power flow spiked.

Hold, I told myself. Hold.

The Entity’s attack was enormous, a wave of corruption and will that would have shattered anything less than what we’d built. It slammed against the seal like a tidal wave hitting a seawall. For one terrible moment, I felt the closure reverse, the edges of the Fracture pushing apart, the tear widening.

No.

I reached deeper. Past my own reserves. Past Sable’s channeled essence. Into the fundamental structure of the Living Runes themselves, the patterns that had been growing and adapting since that first day in the dungeon ruin.

And then something changed.

The power flowing through me didn’t just increase, it transformed. The Living Runes on the seal began to glow with a light I’d never seen before. Golden. Ancient. The same light that had appeared when the Lord’s Inscription manifested.

What’s happening? Sable asked.

I don’t know. But I did know. I could feel it. The System was responding to what I was doing, recognizing the magnitude of the achievement, the unprecedented nature of the creation.

The final push came naturally.

I drew everything, every ounce of my power, every fragment of Sable’s essence, every bit of energy the seal could channel, and drove it into the Fracture’s remaining gap.

The tear screamed as it collapsed. Reality snapped back together with an impact I felt in my bones. The violet light vanished. The corruption began to recede.

And the System spoke.
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I staggered. Lyra caught me before I fell.

“Ethan.” Her voice was urgent. “Are you—”

“I’m fine.” I wasn’t, really. My MP was almost empty, and my hands wouldn’t stop shaking. Not the dramatic trembling you imagine when you think about exhaustion, but a fine, humiliating vibration that made my fingers useless. My mouth tasted like copper and something burnt, the phantom residue of channeling more power than a human body was designed to hold. The armor padding had shifted during the sealing, and the chest plate had rubbed a raw stripe across my collarbone that I hadn’t felt until now. I sat down. Not by choice. My legs just stopped working and the ground was suddenly there. Thessaly dropped beside me a moment later, her scales dull grey, her breathing ragged. She didn’t say anything. She just leaned her shoulder against mine and closed her eyes. Neither of us moved for a long time. “The Fracture—”

“Gone.” Vessa appeared beside us, her restored armor dimmed with accumulated damage but still functional. Her voice was thick with emotion. “You did it. The tear is closed.”

I looked at where the Fracture had been.

Nothing remained but clear air and clean earth. The ground where the tear had hung was scarred with burn marks from the sealing energy, but already the natural colors were beginning to return. The corruption that had spread for three miles was visibly receding, the twisted vegetation slowly relaxing back toward normal shapes.

The creatures that had attacked with such fury were dead or fled. Bodies littered the hillside, both corrupted beasts and soldiers who had given their lives to hold the line. Vessa was already moving among her troops, checking the wounded, organizing aid for those who could be saved.

Lyra appeared at my side, her quiver nearly empty, her face spattered with ichor from the creatures she’d killed. “You did it,” she said quietly.

“We did it.” I looked around at all of them—Lyra who had protected me throughout, Sable who had given everything she had, Thessaly who had kept the buffer system running through impossible conditions, Vessa who had held the line no matter the cost. “All of us.”

The Class IV Fracture was sealed.

And I was a Forge Lord.

The Entity on the other side of that tear was still out there, somewhere. Crell had escaped, plotting his next move. The Stillness still threatened everything we’d built. This wasn’t the end, it was just the beginning of a larger fight.

But for now, in this moment, we had won.

The Fracture collapsed. Reality healed. Thornhaven was safe.

And somewhere deep inside me, the power of a Forge Lord settled into place like it had always been there, waiting for me to become worthy of it.

Well done, little smith, Sable said through our bond. Her mental voice was exhausted but proud. Well done indeed.


CHAPTER 29 — Closure

I collapsed before we made it back to Thornhaven.

The last thing I remembered was Lyra’s face—worried, urgent, her hands reaching for me as my knees buckled, and the sensation of strong arms catching me before I hit the ground. Someone was shouting orders. Vessa’s voice, I thought, barking commands to her soldiers about stretchers and transport. Then darkness, warm and complete, as my body finally demanded the rest it had been denied for too long.

Dreams came and went in fragments. Flashes of golden light. The sound of metal ringing against metal. Sable’s voice, speaking words I couldn’t quite understand. The Entity’s presence, vast and patient, watching from the space between dimensions. I reached for something, a hammer, a rune, I wasn’t sure, and found only emptiness.

Rest, little smith, Sable’s voice echoed through the bond. I’ll keep watch.

I woke three days later in my forge.

The first thing I noticed was the smell. Metal and smoke and the familiar tang of runic energy. Home. The second thing I noticed was how much everything hurt. My arms felt like they’d been beaten with hammers. My legs were lead weights. Even my teeth ached.

“Easy.” Sable’s voice came from somewhere nearby. “Your body is still recovering. The power expenditure was… significant.”

I opened my eyes slowly, letting them adjust to the familiar surroundings. My workbench. My tools, arranged with the careful precision I’d learned to maintain. The hearth, burning low with banked coals that cast dancing shadows across the stone walls. Morning light filtered through the high windows, turning the dust motes into tiny stars.

And arranged around me, watching with various degrees of concern, all four of my companions.

Lyra sat closest, perched on a stool she’d dragged beside my cot. Her hand still held mine, had been holding it, I realized, for who knew how long. Dark circles shadowed her eyes. Her scout’s leathers were wrinkled, worn without care. When she saw my eyes open, she didn’t say anything, just squeezed gently, her calloused fingers warm against my skin.

“About damn time,” she muttered. But her voice cracked on the words.

Thessaly was pacing near the door, her scales shifting through anxious bronze. She’d changed clothes at some point, a practical work dress instead of her field gear, but she hadn’t slept either. I could tell from the way her movements were just slightly too fast, too jittery. “The readings were extraordinary,” she said, clearly unable to contain herself any longer. “The power levels you were channeling at the end exceeded any documented artificer output by a factor of three. The Lord’s Inscription manifestation alone—”

“Let him breathe,” Vessa interrupted. She stood by the window, still in her restored armor, the Ironbloom armor that I had awakened, that carried the accumulated memories of her family’s service. Her expression was carefully neutral, the commander’s mask firmly in place. But I could see the relief in her eyes. The slight easing of tension around her jaw.

“How long?” I managed. My voice came out as a croak.

“Three days.” Sable moved into my field of vision, her four tails spread behind her in a display that was half comfort, half anxiety. She looked tired, all of them did, but alive. Whole. The silver fire in her tails burned steadily, no longer flickering with the desperate energy of the battle. “Thessaly monitored your recovery. She says your runic matrix is stable, but the power channels need time to adjust to the Forge Lord evolution.”

“We took shifts,” Thessaly added, finally stopping her pacing. “Watching you. Making sure nothing went wrong. Your vital signs were stable, but we didn’t—” She broke off, her tail wrapping around her leg. “We didn’t want you to wake up alone.”

Something tightened in my chest. These people. This impossible, wonderful collection of people who had chosen to stand beside me.

“The soldiers?” I asked, dreading the answer.

“Thirty-seven dead.” Vessa’s voice was heavy with the weight of command, of responsibility. “Another fifty wounded, though most will recover. Captain Jareth lost his arm but survived. The line held because of their sacrifice.”

“It would have been worse,” Lyra said quietly. “If that Fracture had fully manifested, we’d have lost everyone. You saved them, Ethan. You saved the whole damn region.”

I tried to sit up. My body protested viciously, every muscle screaming, but I managed with Lyra’s help. My head swam for a moment before the world steadied. “The Fracture is sealed? Completely?”

“Completely.” Sable nodded, moving closer to rest her hand on my shoulder. The bond hummed between us, warm and reassuring. “The Guild sent scouts to verify the site. No residual corruption. No dimensional instability. The tear is fully healed. The Entity’s presence is gone.”

“The corruption is already receding,” Thessaly added, her eyes bright despite her exhaustion. “The land is healing faster than expected. Your sealing technique didn’t just close the tear, it purified the surrounding area. I’ve been taking measurements. The readings are remarkable.”

“Good.” I leaned back against the wall, exhaustion still weighing on me like a physical force. “That’s… good.”

The room was quiet for a moment. Then Thessaly burst out: “You’re a Forge Lord! The first new Forge Lord in three hundred years! Do you have any idea what that means? The crafting capabilities alone, the construction potential, if you can teach others the Living Rune methodology—”

“Thessaly.” Vessa’s voice carried command. “Later.”

“Right. Later. Of course.” The dragonkin alchemist subsided, though her scales were still bright gold with excitement.

I looked at each of them in turn. Lyra, who had been with me since the beginning, since that first desperate escape from the dungeon ruin. Sable, who had given me power and connection and understanding beyond anything I’d imagined. Thessaly, who had brought her chaotic brilliance to every problem we faced. And Vessa, who had stood beside us despite every reason not to.

“Thank you,” I said. “All of you. I couldn’t have done this without you.”

“Obviously,” Sable said, her tone dry but her golden eyes warm. “That was the point, little smith. No one does great things alone.”

“She’s right.” Lyra’s hand tightened on mine. “Whatever comes next, we face it together.”

* * *

The Guild’s official recognition came a week later.

I was working on a new project, a refinement to Skitter’s detection array, when the knock came. Thessaly looked up from her alchemical notes, and Lyra materialized from wherever she’d been lurking, one hand on her knife.

“Guild official,” she said before I could ask. “Just one. Nervous.”

I wiped my hands on a rag and went to the door.

Clerk Holloway, the same bureaucrat who had registered me as a minor crafter when I first arrived—stood before me in my forge, his expression a mixture of awe and discomfort. He was sweating despite the cool morning air, clutching a sheaf of official documents like a shield.

“Artificer Cole.” He swallowed. “I have… documentation. From the Regional Council.”

“Come in.” I stepped aside, noting how his eyes widened as he took in the workshop. It had changed since he’d last seen it. Better equipment. More organized. The crystalline matrices Thessaly had contributed glowed softly in their mounts. Sable watched from her cushion by the hearth, her four tails spread in casual display.

Holloway’s gaze caught on those tails and stuck there for a long moment.

“The documents?” I prompted.

“Yes. Yes, of course.” He cleared his throat and adjusted his spectacles with trembling fingers. “By order of the Regional Council, Ethan Cole is hereby recognized as a Master Artificer, with all rights and privileges pertaining thereunto.”

Master Artificer. The words hung in the air.

“Furthermore,” Holloway continued, “in recognition of services rendered in the sealing of a Class IV Fracture, the Council grants the following:”

He paused for dramatic effect. Or possibly just to catch his breath.

“First: the property currently known as the ‘derelict forge’ is transferred to Ethan Cole’s permanent ownership, free and clear of Guild taxation for a period of ten years.”

“Ten years?” Thessaly looked up from her notes. “That’s substantial. The standard tax exemption for new masters is only three.”

Holloway shifted uncomfortably. “The Council felt that given the circumstances—”

“Keep reading,” I said.

“Second: the Guild allocates funding for the expansion of said property into a proper artificer’s hall, to be known hereafter as ‘Cole’s Hall.’”

Cole’s Hall. Named after me. An actual place that would carry my name.

“Third: Ethan Cole is granted provisional authority to establish an artificer’s guild chapter in Thornhaven, should he choose to train apprentices.”

The room went silent. Even Thessaly stopped taking notes.

I stared at him. “They’re giving me my own guild chapter?”

“They’re recognizing what you’ve accomplished.” Holloway set down the documents on my workbench, finally meeting my eyes. His expression was strange, not just awe, but something almost like envy. “A Class IV sealing by a solo artificer is unprecedented. The power readings alone—” He shook his head. “There are people in the capital who didn’t believe it was possible. Who thought the reports were exaggerated. The Council wants to make sure you stay in the region. That your skills benefit Thornhaven and its surroundings.”

“And if I don’t want to stay?”

“Then you’d be a fool.” He smiled slightly. “But you’re not a fool, are you, Artificer Cole? You didn’t come to a frontier town and claim a derelict forge by accident. You saw potential here. Now the Guild is offering you the resources to realize it.”

He was right. Damn him, he was right.

After he left, I stood in my forge, my forge, now officially, legally, permanently, and tried to process what had happened.

Lyra appeared beside me, her hand finding mine. “You okay?”

“I don’t know.” I looked around at the workshop that had become my home. The tools I’d gathered. The projects waiting on my bench. The hearth where I’d spent countless hours learning to work with Living Runes. “A month ago, I was an invisible engineer in Seattle, watching other people take credit for my work. Now I’m a Forge Lord. A Master Artificer. The owner of my own hall, with the authority to build something lasting.”

“Sounds like an upgrade.”

“It sounds impossible.” But even as I said it, I felt the truth of it settling into place. This was real. This was happening. I had built this, not through luck or favoritism or being in the right place at the right time, but through work. Through skill. Through sheer bloody-minded determination.

Feeling overwhelmed? Sable asked through our bond. Her mental voice was warm, amused.

A little. I looked around at the workshop that had become my home. It’s a lot to take in.

You’ll adjust. You always do. A pause. Besides, you’re not facing it alone. You have us.

I smiled. No, I wasn’t alone. That was the difference, really. In Seattle, I’d been invisible and isolated. Here, I had people who believed in me. People who fought beside me. People who wanted to help me build something worthwhile.

People I loved.

* * *

That night, all of us gathered in the newly designated Cole’s Hall.

The evening meal was simple—bread and cheese and roasted vegetables from the market, washed down with ale that Lyra had somehow acquired without leaving my side. Skitter scuttled around the edges of the room, clicking happily at the gathering. Even the construct seemed to understand that something had shifted. That we had become something more than a collection of individuals working toward a common goal.

We were a family now. Chosen, not born, but real nonetheless.

Thessaly had declared her intention to stay—permanently, if I’d have her. “The research opportunities alone,” she’d explained, her tail wrapping unconsciously around a table leg as she gestured with her cup. “The Living Runes, the bond dynamics, the way your Domain of the Forge interacts with alchemical compounds—there’s enough material for a decade of papers.” She paused, her scales shifting to crimson. “But also… I like it here. I like the work. I like the way we think together, the way your engineering metaphors match my chaos. I like—” She’d broken off, meeting my eyes. “Well. You know.”

“I know.” And I did. The night we’d shared after Sable’s restoration, that hadn’t been just physical. It had been a recognition. Two minds that worked on the same frequency, finding each other through formula and fire.

Lyra had never been going anywhere, though she’d never said it in words. She was there when I woke up and there when I went to sleep. She brought food when I forgot to eat, dragged me away from the workbench when I’d been at it too long. She watched my back even when there was nothing to watch for. That was just who she was.

“Someone has to keep you from working yourself to death,” she’d said once, and the softness in her voice had betrayed the depth beneath the practical words.

Sable, of course, was bonded to me permanently. The soul-bond that connected us hummed with contentment, with something that felt almost like peace. But even beyond the bond, I felt her choosing to stay. Choosing to be part of whatever we were building. Three thousand years of isolation, and she had found something worth connecting to.

First and favorite, she’d called herself, and she’d meant it.

And Vessa…

“Commander.” I caught her near the door as the others settled in for the evening, Thessaly explaining something about molecular bonds to a bemused Lyra while Sable observed with ancient amusement.

“Artificer.” But her expression softened when she said it. The formality was still there, it would always be there, I suspected, but there was warmth beneath it now. “What is it?”

“You promised me ‘after.’ Is this after enough?”

She was quiet for a long moment, her grey eyes searching my face. The hearth fire cast dancing shadows across her features, highlighting the small scars she carried from a lifetime of service. The restored armor gleamed in the firelight, but she’d removed her gauntlets, her bare hands resting at her sides.

Then she reached up and removed her helm, revealing grey eyes that held something I’d never seen in them before. Vulnerability. Hope. Fear, the real kind, not the kind you feel in battle, but the kind that comes from opening yourself to another person.

“I’ve been a commander since I was sixteen,” she said quietly, setting the helm aside on a nearby table. “My whole life has been duty. Responsibility. Putting the mission first, always. My family’s legacy, my soldiers’ lives, the defense of the realm, those were the only things that mattered.” She stepped closer, close enough that I could see the rapid pulse in her throat. “I don’t know how to be anything else.”

“You could learn.”

“Could I?” She studied my face with the same intensity she brought to tactical assessments. “I can’t promise to be easy, Ethan. I can’t promise to be what you expect. I’m hard, and demanding, and I’ve spent too many years building walls to take them down overnight. I give orders. I maintain discipline. I hold people at distance because distance keeps them safe.”

“I’m not asking for overnight.” I reached out and took her hand. Her fingers were callused from a lifetime of sword work, scarred across the knuckles where armor had failed and blades had found their mark. “I’m asking for the chance to try. To see what we could be, if you let me in.”

“The others—”

“Know that I care about you. Know that you’re part of this, of what we’re building together.” I squeezed her hand gently. “They’re not threatened, Vessa. They’re waiting to welcome you.”

She glanced over my shoulder at where Thessaly and Lyra sat, at Sable watching from her cushion by the fire. Her expression softened—surprise, perhaps, or recognition.

The kiss was different from the one we’d shared before the battle. That one had been fierce, desperate, a declaration in the face of possible death. This one was slower. More deliberate. An exploration rather than a statement. Her lips were softer than I’d expected, and when her hand came up to rest against my chest, I felt her trembling.

When we separated, she was smiling, a rare, precious expression that transformed her stern features into something almost youthful.

“After,” she said. “This is after.”

“Finally.”

“Don’t expect me to change overnight,” she warned, but her voice was gentle. “I’ll still be difficult. Still demanding. Still…”

“Still you.” I kissed her forehead. “That’s what I want.”

Behind us, I heard Thessaly whisper something to Lyra. The scout’s response was too quiet to catch, but I saw her smile, quick and genuine and completely unlike her usual reserved expression.

Sable’s mental laughter echoed through our bond.

Your constellation is complete, little smith. Four points around a single center.

Is that what this is?

It’s what it’s becoming. Her mental voice was warm, amused, proud. Something new. Something worth building. Four women who chose you, not because of your power or your position, but because of who you are. That’s rare, Ethan. Rarer than you know.

I looked around at all of them, my companions, my partners, my family of choice. Lyra with her quiet strength. Sable with her ancient wisdom. Thessaly with her brilliant chaos. Vessa with her iron will and hidden vulnerability.

We’d sealed a Class IV Fracture. We’d defeated the Stillness’s assassination attempt. We’d built something from nothing in a world that should have killed me a dozen times over.

And this was only the beginning.

Tomorrow, the work would continue. The Entity was still out there, patient and plotting. Crell had escaped, carrying secrets to whatever dark masters he served. The Stillness was still active, still threatening everything we’d built. A hundred challenges waited in the shadows, ready to test everything we’d become.

But tonight, we celebrated. Tonight, we rested. Tonight, we were together, all of us, in the hall that bore my name, building something that would outlast any of us.

That was enough. That was more than enough.

That was everything.


CHAPTER 30 — What We Build

One week after the sealing, Cole’s Hall opened its doors.

The expansion was minimal, just a proper sign over the entrance (carved from ironwood, with Living Runes worked into the letters that made them gleam faintly in any light) and some basic improvements to the living quarters. New beds, proper furniture, a kitchen that actually functioned. Simple things, but they meant everything.

This wasn’t just a derelict forge I’d claimed out of desperation anymore. It was mine. A foundation for everything that came next.

I stood in my workshop at dawn, running my hands over the tools I’d accumulated since arriving in this world. Hammers and tongs that had been shaped by my own hands. Rune-etching styluses with perfect balance. The crystalline matrices Thessaly had contributed to our shared workspace, glowing softly with stored alchemical energy. Skitter’s charging pad in the corner, the construct powered down for maintenance. Everything I needed to build whatever I could imagine.

The Domain of the Forge pulsed at the edge of my awareness, waiting to be called. Fifty feet of enhanced crafting space, where my skills worked faster and my creations came together more perfectly than anywhere else. Another gift of the Forge Lord evolution.

“You’re up early.”

Lyra appeared from the shadows, she was always doing that, materializing out of nowhere like she’d been part of the darkness itself, two cups of something steaming in her hands. She offered one to me without preamble.

“Couldn’t sleep.” I took the cup—tea, strong and slightly bitter, brewed the way she knew I liked it. “Too many thoughts.”

“The Entity?”

“Partly. The way it felt during the sealing. That vast, patient intelligence watching from the other side of the tear.” I shivered despite the warmth of the tea. “It’s still out there. Waiting. Planning.” I took another sip. “Crell escaping. The Stillness still out there. All the things we haven’t solved yet.”

“You can’t solve everything in one day.”

“I know. But mostly I’m just… planning.” I set down the cup and looked around the workshop. Morning light filtered through the windows, painting everything in shades of gold and amber. “There’s so much to build. The hall needs better defenses. The Living Runes could be refined. Thessaly’s research needs resources I don’t have yet.” I paused. “And that’s just the immediate list.”

“Who love you.” Lyra’s voice was matter-of-fact, as if she were reporting tactical intelligence. “That’s the word you’re looking for.”

“Is that what this is?”

“For me, anyway.” She leaned against the workbench, watching me with those sharp scout’s eyes, the eyes that never missed anything, that had kept me alive through fights I should never have survived. “I’ve lost people before, Ethan. Watched them die, or watched them walk away, or just watched the connection fade until there was nothing left. People I thought I’d have forever, gone between one breath and the next.” Her voice was steady, but I could hear the old pain beneath it. “I swore I wouldn’t let myself get close again. Swore it was easier to be alone.”

“But?”

“But you made me arrows.” She smiled—quick, rueful. “Nobody’s ever made me anything before. And you didn’t do it to impress me or to get something from me. You did it because you saw what I needed and you had the skills to provide it.” She shook her head. “Then you saved Sable. You sealed a Class IV Fracture and collapsed from the effort instead of running when you could have. You nearly died for people you’d known for a month.”

“I couldn’t have done any of it without you.”

“That’s the point, isn’t it?” She reached out and took my hand, her calloused fingers intertwining with mine. “You see what people can do. What they’re worth. And you build something that lets them be their best. The arrows, Sable’s restoration, Vessa’s armor, you don’t just craft objects. You craft possibilities.”

“That’s… more poetic than I expected from you.”

“Don’t get used to it.” But her eyes were warm. “The point is, you’re worth the risk. Whatever happens next, whatever threats we face. I’m not going anywhere.”

I didn’t have words for that, so I kissed her instead. She tasted like tea and morning air and something uniquely her, the wildness of a scout who’d spent her life watching from shadows, the fierce loyalty beneath her reserve.

“This is home now,” she said when we separated, her forehead resting against mine. “Wherever you go, I go. That’s not a question anymore.”

“I know.”

“Do better than your best.” Her hand tightened on mine. “I’m not losing you to some Entity or Stillness plot or your own damn stubbornness. Understood?”

“Understood.”

* * *

Sable found me in the workshop around midmorning.

She was in her human form, wearing a simple dress that made her look almost ordinary—silver-grey fabric that caught the light like moonlight on water—except for the four silver-tipped tails that swayed behind her and the golden eyes that had seen empires rise and fall. Three thousand years of existence, and she chose to spend this morning here, with me.

“You’re thinking too hard,” she observed, settling onto a cushion I’d placed near the hearth specifically for her. She curled there like a cat, elegant and comfortable, her tails arranging themselves around her. “I can feel it through the bond. Your mind is churning like a river during flood season. All that energy, looking for somewhere to go.”

“Is that what it feels like to you?”

“You feel like everything, little smith.” She smiled, and for a moment, she looked younger than her millennia, not ancient and weary, but vital. Alive. “Determination. Anxiety. Hope. Frustration. Love. All of it, constantly, like a symphony that never stops playing. Most mortals are quiet, their inner lives muted by doubt and fear. You burn.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“It’s beautiful.” She reached out and touched my hand, her fingers cool and soft against my work-roughened skin. “After three thousand years of existence, I’d forgotten what it felt like to be so intensely alive. To want something beyond mere survival. To care whether tomorrow came or not.” Her golden eyes met mine. “You reminded me.”

“Happy to help.”

“Mmm.” Her fingers intertwined with mine. The bond between us hummed with warmth, with connection. “There’s something I haven’t told you. About the restoration.”

“What about it?”

“It shouldn’t have happened the way it did.” She shifted on the cushion, her tails curling around her legs. “The energy we channeled during the procedure, the framework Thessaly designed, it was meant to stabilize my essence. To stop the degradation and return me to a sustainable state. Not to fully restore what the chains had stolen.”

I frowned. “But your tails—”

“Are stronger than they’ve been in four centuries.” She met my eyes, and I saw something there I’d rarely seen from her: vulnerability. “That came from you, Ethan. From the bond. From what we share. The celestial fox grows through connection, through purpose, through having something worth protecting. For four hundred years in that vault, my tails withered because I had nothing to grow toward.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You gave me something I’d lost.” She squeezed my hand. “Connection. Purpose. A reason to thrive instead of merely survive. Your Living Runes didn’t just stabilize my essence, they gave it something to grow toward. Your determination. Your refusal to accept limitations. Your stubborn, impossible insistence on building something better.”

Her tails spread behind her, all four blazing with silver fire that painted shadows across the workshop walls.

“The restoration wasn’t just healing,” she said quietly. “It was rebirth. My four tails are whole again, fully restored to what they were before the shadow-binders chained me.” She paused, and something complicated moved behind her golden eyes. “What they stole from me cannot be simply regrown. But knowing they still exist, somewhere out there, that changes things. It means they can be found. Reclaimed. And I will not be alone when I go looking for them.”

I didn’t know what to say. The weight of her words, three thousand years of existence, and she credited me with helping her grow, was almost too much to process.

So I did what I’d learned to do in this new life. I set down my tools, crossed to her cushion, and pulled her close. She came willingly, her tails wrapping around us both as she settled against my chest. We stayed like that while the fire crackled and the morning light grew stronger, saying nothing because nothing needed to be said.

Thank you, she whispered through the bond.

For what?

For being worth waiting four hundred years to find.

* * *

Thessaly arrived at noon, practically vibrating with excitement as she carried three boxes of alchemical supplies through the door.

“The Guild approved my research grant,” she announced, her scales cycling through gold and bronze and something that might have been rose. “Full funding for a collaborative study on Living Rune integration with alchemical methodologies. Five years of resources. Laboratory space. Publication rights.” She set down the boxes with a thunk and turned to face me, her vertical pupils dilated with happiness. “We’re going to document everything we learned during Sable’s procedure and publish it. Change the entire field. Revolutionize artificer-alchemist cooperation! The theoretical implications alone—”

“Thessaly.”

“—the energy transfer modalities we developed could transform healing magic, transformation alchemy, essence manipulation—”

“Thessaly.”

“—and that’s not even considering the applications for construct development, if we could integrate living rune matrices with crystalline—”

“Thessaly!” I caught her shoulders gently. “Breathe.”

She blinked, her scales flushing crimson as she realized she’d been rambling. “Sorry. I do that when I’m excited.”

“I know. It’s one of my favorite things about you.”

Her tail curled around her leg, a gesture I’d learned to recognize as embarrassed pleasure. “You mean that?”

“I mean it.” I released her shoulders and picked up one of the boxes—surprisingly heavy, filled with glass vials and crystalline compounds. “Now explain this to me slowly. What exactly did the Guild approve?”

“Everything.” She grinned, grabbing another box and following me to the workbench. “They read the reports from the Class IV sealing. They saw the readings from Sable’s restoration. They realized that what we’re doing here isn’t just theoretical, it’s practical. Applicable. Revolutionary.” She started unpacking supplies, her movements quick and precise despite her excitement. “I spent years being told my ideas were too chaotic, too ambitious, too dangerous. That I should focus on traditional methods, proven approaches. Now I have proof that the chaos works. And I have a partner who understands what I’m trying to build.”

“Partners,” I corrected. “Plural.”

“Yes, well.” She paused, a vial of something iridescent in her hand. “I’m still getting used to the plural. The constellation, as Sable calls it. It’s… not how I imagined my life going. I always thought I’d be alone with my research, making discoveries nobody appreciated until after I was gone.”

“And now?”

“Now I have you. And Lyra, who keeps us grounded. And Sable, who remembers things from before the Purge that rewrite everything we thought we knew. And Vessa, who—” She broke off, her scales shifting through uncertain colors. “Is Vessa staying? Permanently?”

“I think so. We’re still figuring it out.”

“Good. She’s… impressive. Intimidating, but impressive.” Thessaly set down the vial and met my eyes. “There’s no jealousy, you know. Not really. Maybe a little competitiveness, a desire to prove I’m worth your attention. But not the destructive kind. Not the kind that wants to tear anyone down.”

“I’m glad.”

“It’s the productive kind.” She smiled, showing sharp teeth. “The kind that makes me want to be better, work harder, contribute more. To earn my place in the constellation instead of assuming I deserve it.”

“You don’t have to earn anything.”

“Maybe not.” She picked up another box, her tail swaying behind her. “But I want to. That’s the difference, isn’t it? We’re all here because we want to be. Because whatever we’re building together is worth more than what we could build alone.”

“When did you get so wise?”

“I’ve always been wise. Just chaotic about expressing it.” She grinned. “Now help me unpack these supplies. We have a workshop to set up, and I have about a thousand experiments I want to try before sunset.”

* * *

Vessa arrived at sunset.

She came in her restored armor, gleaming with the enchantments I’d awakened, the Ironbloom armor that carried the accumulated memories of her family’s service, now fully alive for the first time in generations. The blue-steel plates caught the dying sunlight, and the runes I’d integrated pulsed with steady power.

But she removed her helm at the door, a small gesture, but significant. This was Vessa entering Cole’s Hall, not Commander Ironbloom.

“The garrison is stable,” she reported, accepting the wine Lyra offered her. Her grey eyes swept the room—evaluating, assessing, before settling on me. “My soldiers are recovered, or recovering. The casualties have been honored. The perimeter is secure for the foreseeable future.”

“And you?”

“I’m…” She paused, searching for the right word. The firelight painted her scarred features in shades of gold and shadow. “Here. I filed permanent reassignment papers yesterday. The Fifth Legion will need a new Knight Commander.”

“You’re sure?”

“You.” She said it simply, without embarrassment. “This. Whatever we’re building here. I spent my whole life serving the Legion, putting duty before everything. Now I want to see what happens when I put myself first for once.”

“That sounds healthy.”

“Don’t get used to it.” But she was smiling as she said it.

We sat together on the roof as the sun went down, all five of us, arranged in a loose circle, watching the light fade over Thornhaven. The town spread out below us, busier than it had been when I arrived. More prosperous. More confident. The market was active even at this hour, and I could hear laughter from the tavern down the street. Life continuing, improving, growing.

Part of that was because the Class IV Fracture was sealed. The corruption had receded, the land was healing, and the constant threat that had hung over the region was gone.

But part of it was something harder to define. Hope, maybe. The sense that things could get better, that the future held possibility instead of just fear.

“This is what you build,” Sable said quietly, her four tails spread behind her like silver flames against the darkening sky. “Not just items or enchantments. This.”

“What?”

“Connection. Community. A place where people can belong.” Her golden eyes reflected the sunset. “The Entity, the Stillness, the threats we haven’t faced yet, they destroy. They corrupt. They tear apart what exists and leave emptiness behind. But you create. You bring together. You make things whole.”

“I’m just a craftsman.”

“You’re a Forge Lord.” She smiled. “The class is just a recognition of who you already were. A man who builds. Who creates. Who takes broken things and makes them better.”

“Sounds like you’re describing a mechanic.”

“Maybe I am.” Her tail brushed against my hand. “The best mechanics understand that what they’re really fixing isn’t the machine. It’s the function the machine serves. The purpose it fulfills. The lives it touches.”
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I dismissed the stat screen and looked at my companions, then at the town spreading out below us.

Level 20. Forge Lord. Good enough for now. But there was work to do—defenses to build, threats to neutralize, problems that wouldn’t solve themselves.

I knew what I had. Four women who’d chosen to stand with me. A hall that was mine. Skills that were just beginning to reach their potential. The foundation was solid. Time to build on it.

“What do we do tomorrow?” Thessaly asked, her tail curling around her ankle as she leaned against my shoulder.

“Whatever needs doing.” I grinned. “We’ve got a whole world to explore. Threats to face. Things to create. Problems to solve.”

“And people to protect,” Lyra added, her eyes scanning the horizon out of habit.

“And enemies to destroy,” Vessa said, and there was steel in her voice.

“And research to conduct,” Thessaly continued. “I have seventeen experiments planned for just the next week.”

“Only seventeen?” Sable’s mental voice was amused. “You’re slowing down.”

“And bonds to strengthen,” I finished, reaching out to touch each of them in turn—Lyra’s hand, Sable’s tail, Thessaly’s shoulder, Vessa’s arm. “This is who we are. This is what we do. Together.”

Sable’s four tails spread behind her, silver fire blazing against the darkening sky. “Together.”

The Entity was still out there. Crell had escaped. The Stillness was still plotting. A hundred challenges waited in the shadows, and sooner or later, we’d have to face them all.

But not tonight. Tonight, we sat on the roof of Cole’s Hall and watched the stars come out. Tonight, we were together, and that was enough.

This wasn’t the end. This was just the beginning.

And whatever came next, we would face it together.

As a family.


CHAPTER 31 — What Waits

One week after the sealing, Cole’s Hall had settled into something like routine.

I stood at my primary workbench, examining a commission I’d finished the night before, a set of throwing knives for a scout company, each blade etched with Living Runes that would guide them toward vital targets. Minor work. The kind of thing I could do in my sleep now.

Skitter clicked softly from his perch on my shoulder, his crystalline sensors sweeping the workshop in slow, methodical arcs. I’d rebuilt him after the Fracture battle, incorporating what I’d learned from Sable’s restoration. His Living Runes were more sophisticated now, more adaptive. Sometimes I caught him watching me with what felt like genuine curiosity.

He’s developed preferences, Sable observed through our bond. She was lounging on her cushion near the hearth, four tails arranged around her like a silver corona. Yesterday he sorted your tool rack by size without being asked. The day before, he rearranged the runic components by resonance frequency.

“Is that normal for constructs?”

Nothing about your constructs is normal, little smith.

The workshop door opened, and Lyra stepped inside with the efficiency of someone who’d made this walk a hundred times. She wore her scouting leathers, bow slung across her back, and her expression was the focused neutrality she adopted when delivering reports.

“Morning patrol’s back,” she said without preamble. “Three things.”

I set down the knife. “Go.”

“First: the corruption zone around the sealed Fracture is contracting. Down to about a mile radius now, compared to three miles last week. The land is recovering faster than the Rangers expected.”

“Good news.”

“Second: I’ve mapped three new minor Fractures that opened in the past week. Two in the northern hills, one near the old mine shafts east of town. Class I, maybe Class II. Nothing we can’t handle, but they’re appearing faster than before.”

That tracked with what Thessaly had been saying about dimensional instability. Sealing the Class IV had reduced pressure in one spot, but the energy had to go somewhere.

“And third?”

“The Guild sent another representative this morning. Wanted to discuss ‘exclusive partnership opportunities’ with the Forge Lord.” Lyra’s lip curled slightly. “I told him you weren’t taking meetings.”

“Appreciate it.”

“They’re getting more persistent. That’s the fourth one this week.”

I’d been turning down offers since the sealing. Merchant consortiums wanting exclusive rights to my creations. Noble houses offering patronage in exchange for priority service. The Artificers’ Guild itself, suddenly very interested in the crafter they’d dismissed as irrelevant a month ago.

I wanted none of it. What I’d built here—what we’d built, wasn’t for sale.

“Keep turning them away,” I said. “I’ve got actual work to do.”

Lyra nodded and moved toward the door, then paused. “Vessa wants to see you when you have a minute. Something about the eastern perimeter.”

“I’ll find her.”

She left without another word. That was Lyra—economy of motion, economy of speech. But I’d learned to read the things she didn’t say. The way she’d lingered at the door. The quick glance toward Sable’s cushion. The slight tension in her shoulders that hadn’t been there a week ago.

Something was bothering her. I’d find out what, eventually. She’d tell me when she was ready.

* * *

I found Vessa in the courtyard behind Cole’s Hall, reviewing guard rotations with Sergeant Karrel.

She’d requisitioned three soldiers from her, from the Fifth Legion, I reminded myself. Permanent assignment, not borrowed. They rotated shifts on the perimeter, maintained the defensive wards I’d inscribed into the walls, and reported anything unusual directly to her.

“The eastern approach needs better coverage,” she was saying as I approached. “The sight lines from position three don’t extend far enough. We should add a secondary watch point on that ridge.”

“Commander.” Karrel saluted. “The ridge is outside our authorized perimeter.”

“Then we’ll expand the perimeter.” Vessa’s voice carried the absolute certainty of someone accustomed to being obeyed. “This isn’t a military encampment. It’s a strategic asset. The protection protocols should reflect that.”

She noticed me and nodded once. “Artificer. We were just discussing improvements.”

“I heard.” I watched her work, the crisp efficiency, the attention to detail, the way she’d already memorized every angle of approach to the building. “You’re treating this place like a fortress.”

“It houses a Forge Lord, a celestial fox-spirit, and enough runic equipment to outfit a small army.” She turned to face me fully, and I saw the soldier beneath the commander, the woman who’d spent her life protecting things that mattered. “It should be treated like a fortress.”

“Is that why you stayed?”

The question surprised her. For a moment, her professional mask slipped, and I saw something rawer underneath.

“I stayed because this is where I’m supposed to be,” she said quietly. “The Legion gave me purpose. Duty. Structure. But it never gave me…” She trailed off, searching for the right word.

“Family?”

“Something like that.” She straightened, the mask sliding back into place. “My resignation papers were accepted three days ago. The Fifth Legion will need to find a new Knight Commander.”

“You didn’t tell me.”

“It wasn’t relevant until it was finalized.” Her grey eyes met mine, and I saw the decision in them—final, irreversible. “This is my post now. These are my people. I will defend them as I defended the Legion.”

I reached out and touched her arm—lightly, a gesture of connection rather than intimacy. She didn’t pull away.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet.” But her voice had softened. “We still don’t know what’s coming. The Stillness is still out there. Crell escaped. And whatever that Entity was…” She shook her head. “There are threats we haven’t faced yet.”

“I know.”

“Good. Then stop standing around and let me do my job.” But she was almost smiling as she turned back to Karrel and the perimeter maps.

* * *

Thessaly’s laboratory occupied the entire second floor of the eastern wing.

She’d moved her equipment in five days ago, claiming the space with the territorial intensity of a dragon marking its hoard. Crystalline matrices lined the walls. Alchemical compounds bubbled in precisely calibrated containers. Reference materials were stacked in towering piles that somehow made sense to her and absolutely no one else.

I found her bent over a workbench, scales cycling through shades of copper and gold as she analyzed something through a magnifying apparatus.

“The residue from the Class IV sealing,” she said without looking up. “The energy patterns don’t match anything in the standard literature. I’ve checked eleven different reference texts and consulted with two Guild scholars via correspondence. None of them have seen anything like this.”

“Is that bad?”

“It’s fascinating.” She finally looked up, and her vertical pupils were dilated with the intensity that meant she’d found something that genuinely excited her. “The Fracture energy should have dissipated after the sealing. Standard dimensional physics. But instead, there’s this residual signature, almost like an echo. Or a memory.”

“A memory of what?”

“That’s what I’m trying to determine.” She gestured toward a crystalline display that showed what looked like waveform patterns. “The frequency is wrong. Too stable. Too deliberate. Natural Fracture energy is chaotic by definition. This is…” She hesitated. “Structured. Like someone designed it.”

“The Entity.”

“Possibly. Or something connected to it.” She set down her instruments and faced me fully. “I need more samples. From the minor Fractures Lyra mapped. If the same signature appears in those, it would suggest a systemic pattern rather than a localized phenomenon.”

“I’ll get you samples from the next one I seal.”

“Thank you.” She paused, and her scales shifted to a warmer shade. “I’ve already sent preliminary findings to the Alchemists’ College. They’re interested in establishing a formal research partnership. Funding, resources, publication rights.”

“And you said yes?”

“I said I’d discuss it with my colleague.” Her tail curled around her ankle. “This isn’t just my research anymore. It’s our research. Whatever we discover, we discover together.”

Something in my chest loosened. She wasn’t just staying because the work was interesting. She was staying because this, the partnership, the collaboration, the shared purpose—meant something to her.

“Then we’ll discuss it together,” I said. “After dinner.”

“After dinner,” she agreed. And then, more quietly: “I’m glad I came here, Ethan. Whatever happens next… I’m glad.”

* * *

The day passed in the comfortable rhythm of work and conversation.

I sealed one of the minor Fractures Lyra had mapped, a Class I tear near the northern hills that collapsed easily under my Living Runes. I collected samples for Thessaly. I reviewed the guard schedules Vessa had drawn up. I helped Lyra adjust the tensioning on her bowstring.

Normal things. Mundane things. The kind of things that made a life.

But underneath the routine, I felt something else. A restlessness I couldn’t quite name. A sense that the peace we’d built was temporary, a pause between storms rather than an ending.

Evening came. Dinner with the others around a table that had become ours. Conversation and laughter and the easy intimacy of people who’d fought together and survived. Thessaly arguing with Sable about resonance theory. Lyra stealing food from my plate when she thought I wasn’t looking. Vessa allowing herself a single glass of wine and actually relaxing.

It was good. It was everything I’d wanted when I first arrived in this world.

But it wasn’t enough.

* * *

I was alone in the workshop when Sable found me.

The others had gone to sleep hours ago. I’d told them I needed to finish a project. A lie, but a kind one. What I really needed was space to think.

The workshop was dark except for the banked coals in the hearth and the soft glow of Living Runes on the walls. I sat at my workbench, staring at nothing, feeling the weight of questions I didn’t know how to ask.

You’re troubled. Sable’s voice through the bond, soft as silk.

She emerged from the shadows in her human form, silver-grey dress catching the faint light. But something was different. The playful confidence she usually wore like armor was… absent.

“Can’t sleep,” I said.

Neither can I. She moved closer, and I felt it through our connection, an emotion I’d never sensed from her before.

Fear.

Not the controlled wariness she’d shown when facing the Stillness. Not the ancient caution of a being who’d survived for three thousand years. This was something rawer. Something that made her four tails press close to her body instead of spreading proudly behind her.

“What’s wrong?”

She didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she settled onto the floor beside my chair, her posture uncharacteristically uncertain. Through the bond, I felt her weighing something—deciding how much to tell me. Whether to tell me at all.

“Three days ago,” she said finally, “I felt something I haven’t felt in four hundred years.”

“Your tails.”

She looked up sharply. “You knew?”

“I suspected. The way you’ve been since the restoration—quieter, more withdrawn. I thought you were just adjusting.”

“I wasn’t adjusting.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “I was listening.”

She rose and moved to the hearth, staring into the dying coals. Her reflection flickered in the brass fixtures, a woman who had lived longer than civilizations, who had seen empires rise and fall, and who was now afraid of something she wouldn’t name.

“When the shadow-binders chained me,” she continued, “they didn’t just imprison me. They tore me apart. Five of my nine tails, ripped away and scattered. I felt each one go. Like losing limbs. Like losing pieces of my soul.”

“I know. You told me.”

“What I didn’t tell you is what happened after.” She turned to face me, and in the firelight, I saw the truth she’d been hiding. “For four centuries, I convinced myself they were destroyed. Lost. Gone forever. The pain faded eventually, not completely, but enough. I learned to exist with four tails instead of nine. Learned to pretend the empty spaces weren’t there.”

“But they weren’t destroyed.”

“No.” Her hands clenched at her sides. “They weren’t. I know that now. The restoration, your Living Runes, Thessaly’s alchemy, the bond between us, it didn’t just heal what remained. It woke me up. Reconnected me to parts of myself I’d forgotten existed.”

She closed her eyes.

“Three days ago, I felt them. All five. Alive. Active. And something is using them.”

The words hung in the air between us.

“Using them how?”

“I don’t know. At first I thought it was phantom pain, an echo of old trauma stirred up by the restoration. But it’s getting stronger. Clearer. Tonight, I felt something reach back through the connection.”

My blood ran cold. “Reach back?”

“It felt me looking.” Her eyes opened, and the fear I’d sensed through the bond was naked on her face now. “Whatever has my tails, whatever has been holding them for four centuries, it knows I’m awake. It knows I’m restored. And it recognized me.”

I stood and moved to her, taking her hands in mine. They were cold—colder than usual, even for her.

“What does that mean?”

“It means they’ll come for me. Or they’ll use my tails to come for you.” Her grip tightened. “You don’t understand what five celestial fox tails represent. Each one is a repository of centuries of accumulated power. A single tail, in the wrong hands, could level a city. Five of them together…”

“Could crack the world open.”

“Yes.” Her voice was raw. “And someone has been feeding on that power for four hundred years. Growing stronger. Preparing for something. I thought they were holding my tails as trophies. I was wrong. They’ve been using them. Building toward something I can’t see.”

I pulled her close. She came without resistance, her body trembling against mine in a way that had nothing to do with temperature.

“We’ll find them,” I said. “Before they come for you. Before whatever they’re planning comes to pass. We’ll find them and get them back.”

“How?” Her voice was muffled against my shoulder. “I don’t even know where they are. I don’t know who has them. All I know is that the pulse is getting stronger every night. Whatever is waking up, it’s happening soon.”

“How long?”

“Weeks. Maybe less.” Her tails curled around us both, the protective gesture I’d come to recognize as her way of holding onto something precious. “The connection is still fragmentary. Distant. But it’s growing clearer. Whoever holds my tails, they’re getting ready to move.”

I held her for a long moment, feeling the weight of what she’d told me settle into my bones. Then I stepped back and looked around the workshop.

My tools. My equipment. The Living Runes glowing softly on the walls I’d inscribed myself. Everything I’d built in the past month. Everything I’d created.

It wasn’t enough.

Not for what was coming.

“Then we find them first,” I said.

Sable looked at me, really looked, and some of the fear in her eyes gave way to something else. Hope, maybe. Or trust.

“Together?”

“Together.”

Outside, the stars wheeled overhead. Inside, the hearth burned low. And somewhere in the darkness beyond our walls, something ancient was waking.

We had work to do.


EPILOGUE — Watching

It watched the Forge Lord through eyes that had no form.

The tear was closed. The doorway that had taken centuries to prepare—millennia, if one counted the preliminary work, the careful weakening of dimensional barriers, the slow corruption of local reality—sealed by a single mortal with tools of light and fire.

The Entity did not feel anger. Anger was for beings bound by time, by mortality, by the illusion of individual existence. What it felt was closer to curiosity. Interest. A cold, patient evaluation of unexpected variables.

A Forge Lord. The first in three hundred years.

It remembered the last one. A woman named Kareth who had forged weapons capable of wounding beings beyond mortal comprehension. She had died eventually, as all mortals did, but her creations had persisted. Some of them were still out there, buried in ruins or locked in vaults, waiting to be rediscovered.

This new Forge Lord was different. Younger. Less experienced. But there was something in him that the Entity had not seen in a very long time. A spark of genuine creation. A refusal to accept limitations.

Dangerous qualities, in a being with access to the old arts.

And he was not alone. The celestial fox—diminished but recovering, four tails where once there had been nine, was bound to him through soul-chains that even the Entity could not easily break. The other companions were lesser, but their loyalty was absolute. The scout who watched from shadows. The dragonkin whose chaos concealed genuine brilliance. The commander whose armor now carried enchantments that hummed with Pre-Purge resonance.

A constellation, the fox had called it. Four points around a single center.

The Entity examined that constellation with senses that spanned dimensions. Noted the bonds between them. The way power flowed from one to another, amplifying, reinforcing. A network of connection that made each of them stronger than they would be alone.

That was the true danger. Not the Forge Lord’s skills or levels or abilities. Those could be countered with sufficient force. But connection—genuine, chosen connection, was harder to break. Harder to corrupt. Harder to manipulate.

The Stillness had tried. Crell had infiltrated, positioned himself, waited for the perfect moment to strike. And he had failed, because the Forge Lord’s companions had been watching. Because they had cared enough to notice what an isolated man might have missed.

The Entity did not sigh. Sighing required breath, and breath required physical form. But there was something in its consideration that approximated disappointment.

No matter. There were other agents. Other plans. Other doorways waiting to be opened across a hundred worlds.

The Stillness would try again. Crell was wounded, humiliated, but not destroyed. He still served. He would find new ways to approach the problem.

And the Entity had time. Always, endlessly, time. Time measured not in years or centuries but in the slow drift of galaxies, the cooling of stars, the eventual heat death of everything that existed. Against that scale, what was one mortal life? A spark. A flicker. A brief interruption in the eternal dark.

But a spark could start a fire. And fires, if not contained, could burn down empires.

The Entity withdrew its attention from the mortal plane, settling back into the spaces between dimensions where it had waited for aeons uncounted. The edges of reality there were soft, malleable, open to beings that understood how to reshape them. It had carved out its domain across a thousand such boundaries, building a web that spanned the multiverse.

The Forge Lord was marked now. Noted. Added to calculations that encompassed galaxies. His companions were catalogued: their strengths, their weaknesses, the bonds that held them together and the fractures that might someday tear them apart.

When next they met, things would be different.

When next they met, the Entity would be ready.

In the darkness beyond reality, something ancient and patient turned its attention to other matters. Other worlds. Other doorways.

But it did not forget. It never forgot.

The Forge Lord would build his hall, train his apprentices, deepen his bonds. He would grow stronger. His companions would grow with him. They would think themselves safe, prepared, ready for whatever came next.

They were wrong.

In the spaces between stars, something smiled without a mouth.

And waited.

* * *

A Quick Favor

If you enjoyed the story, a quick review on Amazon helps more than you’d think, even a line or two helps new readers find the series. I read every single one.

* * *

What’s Next

FORGED IN SHADOW The Runeforge Chronicles, Book 2

Sealing a Class IV Fracture should have bought Ethan some peace. Instead, it painted a target on his back. Sable’s stolen tails are waking up, and whatever has been feeding on them for four centuries is finally ready to move. The enemy is older than empires, and they’ve already decided that a Forge Lord who can seal the impossible is too dangerous to leave alone.

Get Forged in Shadow now →
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