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DISCLAIMER


This book is a work of fiction. Any similarities to any person, living or not, is purely coincidental and should - for numerous and obvious reasons - not be compared to anything in real life. Any opinions expressed in this work are those of the characters, and should not be confused with those of the author.

Also, there is plenty of blood, guts, swear words, and difficult or triggering topics present in this book. This is NOT a book for children.

No, seriously, please don’t let your kids read this.
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PREFACE
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This book began as a passion project born from my deep love for immersive storytelling, initially inspired by the richly woven worlds of The Witcher and The Lord of the Rings. What started as a simple fan-fiction evolved over time into something entirely my own—a story with its own characters, world, and heartbeat. We’ve finally arrived at the third installment of this series, and I honestly can’t believe I’ve written as much as I have. The world has taken so many different twists and turns that even I had a hard time keeping up with them. However, I really hope you enjoy the conclusion to the first trilogy, as it’staken me over ten years to get here.

Keep in mind I’ve planned for six books, but that doesn’t mean there coulnd’t be others... do with that information what you will.

Sincerely, Nooburai
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To my mother, siblings, and close friends who have always challenged me and pushed me to be the best version of myself. To you, the reader, who decided to give my humble book a chance out of all the others in the “Fantasy” row of the bookstore.

To the many authors who inspire countless others to pursue their dreams of writing via their incredible stories.

And, finally, to those who have since joined in on the adven- ture: I just hope I can make you proud.

To those who doubted whether I’d get this far: Surprise, asshole.
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THE SYNNER: GODFALL








Prologue: Formative Years

I sat on a bench just outside the fortress near the end of a long training day.

It was the beginning of spring, and even though the air was supposed to be much colder than it was, I was soaked in sweat after seemingly endless hours of sword training. It had been a few years since my brother, Bernar, left for his training in Caegwen, but that didn’t mean that my own training had stopped.

For whatever reason, he was on my mind that day, allowing me, in that moment of solace, to drown out the last few sounds of weapons clashing in the background.

I wonder how Bernar’s been doing with his training because this regimen has been kicking my ass, I thought, doubling over and leaning my elbows on my knees.

I watched as a bead of sweat fell from the tip of my nose into the dirt beneath my feet. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath in, trying to regain some of the breath I was out of.

Since the day he left, I’d been training as hard as I could to make good on the promise I made him. This, obviously, was easier said than done, but Batch, Edryd, and a newcomer named Irun, who came in almost two years after me, helped stave off any feelings of loneliness I might have had. I would be lying if I said that it was easy, but Bernar and I both knew, fundamentally, that this was the best decision for our formative years.

However, that doesn’t mean that the Master had let up on my training one bit.

I was still lanky and apparently had a lot of difficulty putting on muscle. My core ached occasionally, but over the last few years, I’d gotten used to the strange feeling to the point where I hardly even noticed it anymore. Every day, the boys and I would practice sword techniques and try our best to keep up with each other. Physically, I was pretty far behind them all, but I found that I had an affinity for mana that they could hardly fathom.

“Hey, Thoma. Are you alright?” I heard a voice call out. It was Irun’s voice I heard speaking between his footsteps on the packed earth. “Oh, I’m alright. I just need a minute to catch my breath,” I replied with a pained smile. Irun chuckled momentarily but then offered a hand out for me to take. I eyed it carefully. His gloved hand motioned once or twice, trying to signal me to take it and stand up.

With a short sigh, I accepted the help and stood back up on my own two feet. “You know, it must be nice to be physically capable of doing even half of the shit the Master asks us to do,” I joked, dusting my ass off from the bench. “Oh, trust me, you should be thankful he takes it easier on you,” Irun said, punching my arm and forcing me to wince slightly.

In my defense, that punch of his didn’t hit much muscle.

“I know. There are just a few moments where I wish I had even half the physical capabilities you three do,” I said dejectedly. “Fair enough, but you’re way better at spells than I think I’ll ever be. I suppose you could be the Mage or Druid Synner of us four,” he said, trying to cheer me up.

I could only chuckle at the idea of having a long, white beard and some sort of fancy hat to go along with my black robes that dragged across the forest floor as I pranced around with a random assortment of animals.

“Yeah, I don’t think that’s where I want to end up,” I said between laughs. “Come on, the Master says we’ve got one last thing he wants to show us, then we’ll be done for the day,” he said encouragingly.

I feel like I’m going to puke if I have to do another set of sprinting cuts, I thought momentarily.

We trotted over to where Batch, Ed, and a few others were gathered around the Master for some kind of demonstration. “Ah, there you are, Thoma. Good, now we can begin the final lesson of the day,” the Master began. “Now, you’ve all had a fairly extensive day, but it is these exact conditions that we will most often find ourselves when on missions,” he said, looking at every one of us carefully.

He began to pace back and forth with his hands clasped behind his back. “Most of you have already learned the basics of spell-casting, but now it’s time to try and combine it with your skills in sword combat. This fundamental is what sets us apart from most other soldiers, and it’s time you begin learning it,” he said, facing us for a moment. “I don’t expect any of you to figure it out on your first try, but it should give you something to think about tonight since we’ll be practicing this nearly every day from now on,” he continued.

Wait, we’re going to cast a spell and attack at the same time? I thought, trying to figure out how that was supposed.

“Before any of you ask, yes, the spell must be cast during an attack,” the Master said as if he’d just read my thoughts. “Now, who would like to go first? Any volunteers?” he asked in a warmer tone than usual. Edryd raised his hand before I did, and I could just barely see the shift in the Master’s expression.

“Thank you, young Edryd. Now, before we begin, I will provide a small demonstration of what I want you to do, as it would be dangerous to try this without any guidance,” he said, ushering Edryd beside him.

“You should all be familiar with the Exar spell, one of the very first you were taught after receiving the Gwynnleaf tincture. As a reminder, the tincture only prevents your consciousness from being trapped in the Ethereal; it does not grant you your mana. You must draw that from the realm yourself,” he said, drawing his sword from its scabbard on his hip and turning to face the training dummy equipped with a wooden sword and shield.

He choked up on the hilt, leaving his right hand a finger’s width from the base of the guard and gripping the pommel with the other. He rested the flat of the blade on his collarbone and held the pose for a moment.

“When a sword-caster combines his strike with a spell, the spell generally comes before the intended strike since at least one hand is required for most spells. For this demonstration, I will show you your first combination strike, which will be an Exar blast followed up swiftly by a downward diagonal cut,” he said, glancing at each of us to ensure we were paying attention.

With the flat of the blade still resting on his collarbone, he drew mana from the Ethereal, releasing his left hand from the pommel and performing the pull-push motion with his hand. The blast from the Exar spell knocked the dummy’s shield away from its body, leaving it wide open for his follow-up attack. His cut was perfectly angled to cut into the crook between the clavicle and the base of the neck, ultimately knocking the dummy over on its back.

None of us had the strength to pick our jaws up off the floor.

The Master, clearly satisfied with our reaction, reset the dummy using a spell that built a pillar out of the earth. It knocked it back into place while he used a wind spell to reset the shield, leaving most of us in shock to see even a sliver of what could be possible with mana.

“Now, since you so kindly volunteered, I want you to do exactly what I just did,” the Master said as he turned to face Ed. Edryd, obviously nervous as fuck, turned to look at us briefly as we offered what we could of encouragement through hand symbols and silent cheers. He smiled nervously in return and took a step forward at the Master’s behest.

“First, you must clearly visualize the spell in your mind. Then, channel that movement into your limbs. Transfer the mana you’ve drawn into the movement, then release the spell. As soon as it’s released, begin your strike before the dummy resets. Do you understand, or would you like me to explain it again?” the Master asked, receiving only a nervous nod in response.

The Master gestured for him to move forward, and we all held our breath to see if he could do it. Edryd swallowed dryly and nervously stepped forward, doing his best to imitate the exact stance the Master had just used.

You can do it, Ed! Come on! I mentally cheered.

We saw the sclera of his eyes be swallowed by the black spawning from his pupils as he drew mana from the Ethereal. I could physically see it begin to coat his entire body before immediately condensing to his hand and blasting out before his ill-timed swing, nearly knocking the sword out of his hand in the process.

The Master’s expression didn’t change, save a slightly disappointed frown tugging at the corner of his mouth. “It’s alright, young Edryd. We will have much more time to practice this in the coming years. For now, I want everyone to try it at least once before we call an end to the training day,” he said encouragingly.

He’s being very supportive, a rare thing in and of itself, since he’s normally nowhere near this warm-hearted. It could be because this is an entirely new skill we have to learn, so he must want to make sure we learn it well before discouraging us from trying again, I thought, realizing the intent behind his tone.

The small frown’s transformation into a wry grin clearly indicated that either I accidentally said my thoughts aloud, or he had just read them; I didn’t know which. A few of the others had gone before me, all of which failed in a similar manner to Edryd’s attempt.

“And finally, Thoma. It’s your turn,” he said, gesturing for me to come to him. “Good luck!” Irun whispered, pumping his fist. In return, I gave him a thin-lipped smile and a curt nod of my head. I stepped forward, drawing my training sword from its scabbard, and got into position, feeling the flat of the blade resting gently on my collarbone.

“Do you remember the pattern for the attack?” the Master asked in a tone that beguiled the anxiousness I felt radiating from him. “I do, Master,” I replied with a curt nod. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, allowing the air to fully fill my lungs and muscles before I began to draw from the Ethereal.

The sight of the swirling, multi-colored sphere in the sky was always a sight to behold. Since having taken the Gwynnleaf tincture and being fully exposed to the realm, I’d never quite gotten over its marvel. I outstretched my hand, and the tendrils of mana flowed from above, welcoming my command like an old friend.

I could feel the warmth from the Ethereal’s mana enveloping me, which mirrored itself in the Between. However, unlike the others who’d come before me, I decided to try something different. Instead of immediately casting the spell, I decided to begin my physical attack before releasing the spell, thereby casting and attacking simultaneously. The small amount of muscle I had flexed, moving the sword upward to gather momentum for the actual strike. I used my left hand to cast the spell while still raising the sword with my right.

I could see the distortion of the air around the spell as it bent to my will, forcing the dummy’s shield away from it. Before the spell had even finished, however, I moved my casting hand back up to the now-moving pommel and swung with all my might. The cut, while nowhere near as powerful as the Master’s, was just enough to rock the training dummy back and forth.

Realizing what I just did, I began to chuckle softly to myself, more out of disbelief than actual pride. “Holy shit,” I heard Irun, Batch, and Ed say simultaneously. I turned to them, scratching the back of my head and smiling nervously. “Well done, young Thoma,” the Master said between the muffled claps of his gloved hands.

I turned to face him, putting my blade back in its scabbard, and bowed. “Thank you, Master,” I said humbly. “What prompted you to cast and strike at the same time?” he asked in a curious tone. I could only shrug before I gave my response. “I’m not sure, but after Ed nearly knocked his own sword out of his hand by trying to do it sequentially, I figured that if I considered it all to be one, single attack, it might work better that way,” I said.

Murmurs and whispers came from the group behind me, but their tones were contemplative rather than judgmental. “I see,” the Master began. He was slightly wrinkling the scar on his face with the grin he tried to hide, but I had no idea why.

I got my answer within a few seconds of trying to figure it out.

“Well, well! I’m glad to see that leaving you behind hasn’t meant you’ve gone stale with your training, little shit,” I heard a familiar voice call out from behind the group. I turned to look for the voice's origin but didn’t see the one I was looking for. “B-Bernar?” I asked, standing on my tiptoes to try and see over the crowd.

He appeared beside me as soon as the question left my mouth like a gust of wind on a hot summer day. I turned to look at him, his tar-black hair was much longer, and his build much stronger now than when he first left. “B-Bernar?” I asked again, almost incredulous to what I was seeing.

“Alive and in the flesh,” he said cheerfully, spreading his arms widely. His eyes were shut since the grin on his face squished his features. He’d grown quite a bit since the last time I’d seen him, so when I went to hug him, I’d barely reached shoulder height. I embraced him so tightly that he let off a short oof as my shoulder slammed into his chest.

“It’s good to see you again, brother!” I said, my voice muffled by his jerkin. There was something beneath his jerkin that felt like a pendant, but I couldn’t be sure. “It’s good to see you too, shitbird,” he said, patting my back twice before pushing me back. I was finally able to look at his face and saw the same glowing eyes that the Master had. “B-Bernar, what... happened to you?” I asked, struggling to find the right words to ask.

“Ah, you mean my eyes?” he asked, almost as if he’d forgotten about them himself. For whatever reason, he looked at the Master momentarily, but I didn’t see the response he got. “Well, to make things short and sweet, I trained my ass off every day that I was there and ended up breaking through to the fifth stage,” he said.

“You did what?” I asked, completely dumbfounded by what he had just said. “Hehe, you heard me,” he said smugly. The Master cleared his throat. “Well, that should be all for today, everyone. Except for you two, the rest of you should go get cleaned up and prepare for supper. Do not be late,” he said forcefully. Not a soul was present within the next few seconds that passed, save Bernar and I.

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous at that moment.

It was just the three of us standing there for a few breaths, waiting for the others to be out of earshot or something of the like. Irun and Edryd looked back at us with an odd mix of emotions written on their faces before heading into the fortress.

“It’s good to have you back with us, Bernar,” the Master began. “It’s good to be back, though I will admit I already miss Caegweni food, Master,” Bernar chuckled. “Now that you’re back, I’d like you to start trying to teach your younger brother some of what you’ve learned over there. I’m sure that he’d find some of your techniques valuable to learn from,” the Master said suggestively.

Bernar looked at me kindly and grabbed my arm inquisitively. “By the gods, have you been eating enough?” he asked me, patting my arm up and down to make sure he wasn’t mistaken.

“I eat quite a bit, but no matter what, I have a hard time gaining weight or putting on muscle,” I replied with a shrug. Bernar looked at the Master yet again, who shook his head ever so slightly.

“Well, if we can’t get any more meat on those bones of yours, I might as well try to teach you some more advanced spells. Gods, I may even go so far as to teach you how to create your own,” he said with a wolfish grin.

“I can create my own?” I asked incredulously. “Yes. Although, I should warn you that it’s not going to be an easy time. You’ll have to push through your current limits, both mental and physical,” he said, placing both hands on my shoulders and looking at me intently.

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. My brother, who had been gone for years at that point, had just come home and wanted to help me improve my skills. However, the elation that came over me quickly dissipated as reality set back in.

“I-I’d love to learn from you, brother!” I said, feeling a mixture of excitement and disappointment. He must have sensed what I was going through because he bent down a little more to meet my eyes.

“Listen, I know things haven’t been easy for you on the physical side, and believe me when I say that I understand. However, I promised you that we would figure things out together when I got back, right?” he asked, searching my eyes in the process. I nodded, remembering the promise he’d made before he left.

“I promised you I’d train as hard as I could in the meantime, but I admit, my progress has been rather slow,” I said, feeling the dejection seep through my tone. “Slow? You’re the only runt who was able to do what the Master did almost exactly as he did it, and you’re telling me your progress has been slow?” Bernar asked, the incredulity in his voice made me amply aware of how stupid I sounded.

“Well, when you put it that way...” I trailed off with a shrug.

The Master looked at us warmly and nodded his head to my older brother. Somehow or another, they understood each other, even though it’d been a little over six years since Bernar went to Caegwen.

“Come on, little shit, let’s get ready for supper. I’ll start training you as much as I can now that I’m back,” he said, wrapping his arm over my shoulder. “What’s the first thing you’re gonna teach me?” I asked with more excitement in my tone than before.

“How to create your own spell, of course,” he said wryly.
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Chapter 50: The Dead World
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The world above me disappeared as Ysevel’s face buried itself in my chest.

We were both caught up in Irun’s portal, which he’d conjured beneath him just as I was about to land a finishing blow. Nothing could’ve prepared me for what it felt like to go through it, since no one I knew had ever described anything like it to me.

As I felt the ground give way beneath me, my stomach felt like it was floating loosely in my body, giving me a slight sensation of nausea and unease that was comparable to jumping off something that was just a little higher than originally anticipated. Not only that but the lack of sound as we fell simply added to that unease.

I could see the light of the Between leaving me behind, not much differently than when I’d send my consciousness to the Ethereal to draw mana, but it was different in the way that I could physically feel the world around me letting me go; the weightlessness and deafening silence flooding my mind in one, fell swoop.

What really caught me off-guard, however, was that Ysevel had willingly gotten herself into this situation with me.

Why did she have tears in her eyes in the first place? I thought, shielding them within a heartbeat, recalling the desperate expression on her face as she leaped towards me.

I knew she wasn’t sad by any means, but it seemed most likely to be a response to a feeling of dread that only she understood. I had to trust that she knew what she was doing when she jumped towards me and that whatever was in store for us was something we would need to face together.

The three of us plummeted through what I could only describe as a void-like space with innumerous pathways going in all directions both within reach and so, incomprehensibly, far away with a backdrop of a twilight sky. I couldn’t tell where each of those paths ended, but the one I could see was approaching quickly beneath us. Its violet, swirling outer ring and dark center made it look like some kind of inter-realm maw that devoured everything in its path.

What is this place? Are these all pathways or remnants of portals left behind? I thought, momentarily awestruck by the strange sight before me.

That’s when I noticed Ysevel looking up at me; her eyes still held a tear or two as she tightened her grip around my chest. Thoma, she sent, knocking me out of my momentary daze and pushing me to recognize the situation we were actually in.

Damn it! That fucker brought me down with him and ended up getting you as a bonus passenger along for the ride. How the hell are we going to get out of this? I thought, considering any potentially available options.

However, within the few seconds that followed, nothing came to either of our minds.

If only I had the power to reach one of the other paths, I wishfully thought with a heavy mental sigh.

After being slightly disappointed in my lack of power, I looked back down at Ysevel and did my best to give her a reassuring nod. She responded with one of her own and gently peeled one of her arms from around my chest as she wiped away her tears with the back of her hand.

“Sorry about that,” she said quietly. “It’s alright,” I replied in a similar tone. That was all I could say, especially with the sheer number of questions running through my head.

She and I were falling together since the momentum from her crashing into me earlier carried us a little further away from Irun. He was still reasonably close by, but not so much so that we were stuck together anymore. I could still see the blood from his missing arm severed at the shoulder trailing behind him as we fell, and wondered whether he was even still conscious at that point.

“Brace yourself,” she said, noticing the swirling maw beneath us getting more immense. As we drew nearer, I could feel whatever force was pulling us downward beginning to shift and rotate us sideways as we barrelled toward the other end of the portal. My entire body tensed up, but Ysevel surprisingly looked more at ease than I expected her to.

Even though she was crying only a few moments ago, I’m surprised to see her shift her focus so quickly, I thought, admiring her ability to observe the situation objectively.

“Bend your knees and lean forward a little,” she said, not bothering to look at me as if she were timing her landing. I wasn’t entirely sure why she told me to do that, but I trusted her and followed her instructions.

She was two centuries older than me, after all.

The other end of the portal stretched across the entire width of the path, and our bodies, or perhaps the path we were on, rotated to make it seem like we had walked rather than fallen towards it. I held my breath, and she gripped my hand tightly as we passed through the threshold of the dark portal. The world lurched around us, and the reality of our situation struck me like a horse’s kick.

We had arrived in the Underworld.

I was glad to have taken Ysevel’s advice of bending my knees and leaning forward because as soon as the ground materialized beneath our feet, they sank just enough to throw us both off balance for a moment. I could see the ash-like floor sink my boots up to about ankle height, but what really fucked me up was the smell.

The sweet, pungent smell was palpable in the chilled air, nearly overloading my senses as I stared at the dull, gray sky. “Ugh, it stinks here,” I said, scrunching my nose and exhaling sharply through my nostrils. I was quickly snapped out of my disgust when I felt Irun, whom I thought had passed out from blood loss, beginning to draw mana directly from the slowly churning sphere in the sky.

I could feel the dark tendrils of mana that were once slowly moving far above me race toward him like a viper striking its prey. I could see his missing arm beginning to regenerate, and I felt my stomach drop even further than it already had.

“Shiiiit! He’s getting back up,” I said aloud, gripping my sword and trying to ignore the sickly feeling that had overcome me within the first few moments of being in this new realm. I tried to get my focus back under control and re-enter my third stage as I began to move towards him... but I couldn’t.

I couldn’t send my consciousness to the Ethereal to enter the third stage, let alone call down any mana at all.

What? Why? Why can’t I draw mana from the Ethereal? I thought as I tried again to no avail.

Is it because I’m not focused enough? No, that’s not it. I’ve drawn from the Ethereal even after nearly blacking out from training with my mother. There’s something else at work here, I thought, flexing my left hand into a fist repeatedly.

“You can’t draw from the Ethereal here,” Ysevel said solemnly in a moment of realization after having noticed my frustration and the situation we were now in. “Yep, and he’s already back on his feet,” I said tiredly, pointing at Irun with my sword. “Ah, that’s better,” he said as his arm, now fully regenerated in its daemonic form, twisted and flexed momentarily as if he were testing its capabilities.

I immediately got into a high guard, shifting my right foot a little behind me and bending my knees as I raised my sword’s hilt to the height of my eyes, pointing the tip of my blade toward my target. “You’re outmatched, Thoma,” Irun began, finally turning his attention towards me. “You can’t draw from the Ethereal here no matter how hard you try,” he said, lazily picking his sword up off the ground.

Is he really that much stronger than me in this realm? Is that why he’s acting so confidently? I thought, trying to gauge the situation as accurately as I could.

“You’ve grown a lot since our last fight, sure, but you’re still no match for me down here,” he said, closing the distance between us in the time it took me to blink. I barely managed to deflect the incoming attack in time, and I realized how much I had relied on using the third stage to make up for my lack of physical prowess.

He swung at me again and again, using a mixture of different techniques that we’d been taught as younger boys and some I’d never even seen before.

This bastard was holding back during our fight, wasn’t he? I realized, barely able to deflect the oncoming blows.

“If I’m so outmatched here, why haven’t you killed me yet? Is it because you want to enjoy killing me, or is there something else?” I asked aloud, pirouetting out of the way of a downward slash before backpedaling a little more. When he didn’t answer, I realized my hypothesis was confirmed.

He’s hiding something, I thought, leaning back to avoid another blow aimed at my neck.

It made sense. Honestly, it was the only thing I could make any sense of. He could draw mana from the realm that I couldn’t, already putting me at a disadvantage, and since he hadn’t already skewered me since coming here, it could only mean one of those two options.

But the lack of an answer to my question from him, or even Ysevel, meant it was likely the latter.

I deflected another attack aimed for my gut, this one being much heavier than the last few, and it sent me soaring through the air. I deftly landed on my feet and noticed something strange with his demeanor.

“Why are you holding back? We’ve known each other since we were young boys, and yet you still thought it was a good idea to betray us all. So, tell me, what has changed from Coltend until now? Have you finally realized what a shithead you’ve been?” I prodded with no small amount of derision in my tone, parrying a short combo of attacks aimed at my head and chest while introducing some of my own.

His face winced momentarily, and I knew I’d struck a nerve with my question, but there was no time to figure out exactly what was going through his head as he moved toward me. He knocked me even further back and followed up with another series of sequential attacks quickly, prompting me to realize that there was now a fire behind his attacks that wasn’t there before. He struck repeatedly, but even without the availability of my third stage, I’d trained with my mother, Bernar, Anwill, and the others long enough to hold my own against him even without mana.

That’s not to say it was easy by any means, just doable.

I felt a large tendril of dark mana race down from the sky, and I prepared myself for the attack I knew was coming. I tightened my abdomen and braced for impact for an attack that never came.

At least, whatever did come for me wasn’t from him.

“Stop it, you two,” Ysevel commanded, outstretching her arms and encasing the two of us in chains of dark mana. We were held in place, unable to move anything but our heads. “What is this? Who the fuck are you?” Irun asked angrily, trying to wriggle his way out of the spell.

I’d be lying if I said I didn’t try to do the same, but doing so only made things worse and restricted my movement further.

“Do you really think you’re in a position to ask questions?” Ysevel asked, raising an eyebrow as she tightened the binding chains even more. Irun stopped himself from saying whatever retort he had conjured in his head and clicked his tongue as he looked away momentarily. “You know, I could kill you right now without much effort, but before I make that decision, I want you to decide something for me first,” she began as she moved in front of him.

“What could you possibly want from me?” Irun asked, his tone suggesting that he was quickly learning his place in her presence. “I want you to be honest with us. Both of us, to be exact, but I’ll leave the choice of how this all plays out up to you,” she said, piercing him with her sharpened gaze. “The trees have eyes, the hills have ears, and the rivers have mouths,” he replied cryptically.

She seemingly understood what he meant because she drew in more dark mana and cast a half-sphere around us, muting all sound from the outside in an instant. The only sounds we could hear inside the dome were those of our breathing.

When the fuck did you learn to do that? I tried to send her, surprised to see her use dark mana so efficiently.

Unfortunately, she didn’t answer.

She had never broken her eye contact with him as if she were searching for something in his thoughts. “Now, you’re going to tell me a bit of what you know, and I’ll tell you a bit of what we know. We’ll call it a fair exchange of information. How does that sound?” she asked in a nonchalant tone.

Irun, still looking around to the extent that he could, eventually gave up on his bravado and nodded his head before speaking. “That sounds fair to me,” he finally replied. “Good, I’m glad to hear that. So, tell us: Why did you come to Caegwen, and what was your purpose there?” she asked plaintively.

Does she already know what he’s going to say? I wondered, keeping my mouth and thoughts shut so as not to ruin the moment.

“I was, uh, sent there to retrieve something under the guise of a test mission for the hegraphenes,” Irun replied bashfully. “These hegraphenes, I’m assuming those were the creatures that were with you?” Ysevel asked in the same tone as her first question.

“Yes, they were, but you and your team expertly killed them all without much remorse,” he replied sardonically. “And what were you sent there to retrieve?” she asked, stepping in a little closer to where her face was only a few centimeters away from his disfigured one.

“Originally, I was told to retrieve the Dreambinder Jerkin and the Benevolent Ring by the Undergod, Volzuk, who said they were in Caegwen, but that I needed to search for them,” Irun began.

“We weren’t there long at all, as I knew we’d already been spotted a few moments after our arrival. I meekly played the role that was given to me so that Gavar, the hegraphene Thoma’s mother fought, wouldn’t have any suspicions as to what my secondary mission was,” he said, turning his face away momentarily.

“What was your secondary mission, and who gave it to you?” Ysevel asked.

Without a word, he nodded his head in my general direction.

“What? Why me?” I asked, genuinely confused. Irun chuckled before he spoke. “I’ve answered enough for now. I think I’ve earned an answer or two of my own, haven’t I?” Irun asked. Ysevel nodded her head. “Yes, you have. So, what’s your question?” she asked plaintively.

“How did you know I was going to open a portal? You jumped towards us before the portal had even formed,” he asked her. “I could feel the dark mana resonating from whatever runic device you used. I just didn’t realize what it was until I was almost too late,” she replied plaintively, pacing once or twice in front of him.

Irun nodded his head in understanding. “Then why did you come down here with him?” he asked in a similarly plaintive tone.

She froze mid-step.

Her face was turned away from me, but I thought I could see the corner of her face turning a brighter shade of red in the dim light of the Underworld’s gray sky.

“Because I promised his mother the day we left on that expedition that I would be with him if anything happened, and I was afraid I wouldn’t make it in time,” she said, trying to hide her bashfulness. “Ah, so that’s why you jumped. I hadn’t expected that level of honesty, but I’ll take it,” Irun said with a light chuckle of disbelief.

Is that why she was crying? Wait a minute, when the hell did they make that promise? I thought, still keeping my mouth shut to not to make matters worse.

“Last question,” Ysevel began after clearing her throat and regaining her composure. “The real reason for your second mission to abduct Thoma; what is it?” she asked. Irun scrunched his features a little as he thought about his answer.

“The Masked One said that he sensed great potential in him when he saw him at Coltend Castle and that he’d rather have that kind of talent on his side,” Irun replied. “And which side is that?” I asked, finally breaking my silence.

Irun paused for a few moments but ultimately didn’t answer me with much more than a solemn shake of his head.

“Your silence is more of an answer than you realize, Irun,” I began calmly. “Is the Masked One working for the Undergod or for himself?” I asked, knowing he likely wouldn’t answer me right away. To my surprise, however, he looked right at me and cocked his head to the side. “And what if he were working for himself?” he asked in return.

To say that I was surprised would be doing the intensity of my internal reaction a tremendous disservice.

“Are you saying that the Masked One has been working against the Undergod this whole time?” Ysevel asked, her genuine curiosity fully unleashed. “I’m not saying shit, but I wouldn’t go so far as to say working against. He’s certainly got plans of his own, that much is for sure,” Irun replied carefully. “And what about you? Why did you join him in the first place?” I asked, not bothering to beat around the bush with my question.

His expression shifted into something I’d never seen him wear before, like a mixture of regret and indecisiveness, as his eyes darted back and forth across the floor.

“I... I don’t want to talk about that right now,” he said, deflecting my question and never once meeting my eyes.

Is he embarrassed about it? I paused for a heartbeat.

“It’s alright. You don’t have to right now, but you’re going to have a lot of explaining to do,” Ysevel said, stepping in towards him. He looked deep into her violet eyes, and I could have sworn I saw something break inside him. “But, we have a much more immediate and larger problem that I can’t deal with alone. Can I trust you two not to kill each other for a moment?” she asked, glancing at both of us.

I looked at Irun carefully. The rage I still felt for him, having betrayed us back when he was still a Synner, burned deeply, but I let out a deep sigh instead of lashing out.

Ysevel must see something that I’m too blind with rage to see. I know she can be childish and playful, but she’s being far more mature than I think I could be in this situation. I don’t have much of a choice but to trust her right now, I thought as I looked at her expression that was all but begging me to trust her.

“You can let us out of this... whatever the fuck it is,” Irun said first, surprising both of us. Ysevel, clearly pleased with how she handled the situation, smiled warmly and released us both simultaneously. Since she had caught us while we were moving, we both stumbled a little bit once she released her spell. However, she didn’t release everything, as the dome was still active.

“Keeping that was a good idea,” Irun said, pointing upward. “We’re probably still being watched, though,” he continued, looking around momentarily to confirm his suspicions. “Watched by what, exactly?” I asked, sheathing my sword. Irun cocked his head, but after taking note of my gesture of trust, he reluctantly did the same.

“Putting it as simply as I can for now, the Undergod essentially rules this realm by sheer force, keeping an ever-watchful eye on as much of it as he can using creatures that heed his command,” he said, gesturing up towards a dead tree a reasonable distance to my right.

It was perched at the top of a massive tree, and even though I couldn’t quite make out any specific details, its silhouette closely resembled that of a wyvern.

It’s a little hard to gauge how far that thing is, but according to Taegin’s lessons, we should always assume it’s bigger than we would typically give it credit for, I sent Ysevel, recalling a lesson from my early days as a Synner.

“Do you think it’s a problem if he sees us walking away from here together?” Ysevel asked. “Most likely, but that’s provided he sees us moving together in the first place. He knows I’m here because I used the portal, but I don’t think he’s got much more information than that,” he replied.

“So, he’s not omniscient, but he can still see enough of the land for the creatures that live here to think he is,” I surmised, hoping that my understanding was correct. “Precisely. Although, not all the creatures who live here are mindless, killing machines. Many of them have intelligence that far exceeds what you might expect from them,” he nodded.

Suddenly, his eyes opened wide in what I could only register as fear as he saw something happening behind me. I turned to look in the same direction to see what it was he seemed to be so afraid of, but before I could even register anything, I felt a wave of dark mana rushing behind me as I was picked up by my waist and carried over to a hollowed out stump of a large, dead tree just outside the dome.

Ysevel released her spell quickly, realizing that whatever it was that was happening needed our presence to remain hidden. Without a word, Irun put a single finger to his lips, gesturing for us to be quiet. A few moments passed, and then we heard it.

The sound of flapping wings passed overhead, making the ground tremble with the sheer amount of air being moved.

It’s fucking huge, whatever it is, I thought, gauging its size by the sound of its wings moving the dead air around us and the barely visible shadow moving across the ground outside.

Luckily for us, however, it passed just overhead and continued on its vectorial path leading away from us. We all took a few extra moments to make sure it wasn’t circling back around and sincerely hoped we were right. Irun, who likely knew this creature’s habits better than Ysevel or I, peeked out of our little hiding spot to ensure it was gone.

“We’re clear for now, but there’s no telling whether it’ll be circling back. We need to get somewhere safe and quickly,” he said, maintaining his hushed tone. I looked at him skeptically, as I still couldn’t fully bring myself to trust him. Ysevel, however, must have read my expression and placed her hand on my forearm softly. “Thoma, we don’t have much of a choice but to trust him. He knows this place better than we do, and we still have no idea how to get back to the Between,” she said softly.

I breathed out heavily through my nostrils, knowing she was right.

“Look, it’s a lot more likely that we’ll be found and killed before discovering a way to get back. We have to trust him,” she continued, almost pleadingly. Irun, however, moved forward and outstretched his hand. “I know it’s hard to believe it right now, but I’m going to stand by what I said about not trying to kill you,” he said, glancing down at his hand quickly and then back to me.

“If you betray us...” I trailed off. Irun shook his head and allowed himself a short chuckle. “If I were going to, I’d have left you out there for the oversized bat, but a lot has changed since then. You’ll see what I mean,” he said cryptically. I still eyed him carefully but clasped his forearm to finalize our truce.

“Good, now that that’s settled, we need to take inventory of what you have on you. I can live off the land until we come up with a plan, as I’ve grown accustomed to it, though I can’t say the same for the two of you,” he said, glancing back and forth at us. “I only have about a four-day ration of dried meat and some water,” Ysevel said, looking in the small leather pouch at her waist.

“I have the same,” I said, looking into my own. Just as I was closing my pouch, however, I noticed the metallic lid of the flask Ren gave me before leaving for Caegwen still sitting in the side sleeve.

Shit, I completely forgot about that thing, I thought, half-amused by my own idiocy.

He’d told me to drink it as soon as I got to Caegwen, but it clearly slipped my mind, even after all this time. I wonder if Bernar still has his, I thought, remembering he’d given one to my brother as well.

“Damn. It’s not a lot, but it should be just enough for us to get there if we move quickly,” Irun said pensively, apparently doing some kind of calculation in his head. “Wait, where is there?” I asked, eyeing him curiously. “It’s a village that’s a few-cycle trek from here just over those mountains,” he said, gesturing to the distant range. “Aaaand what the fuck is a cycle?” I asked bluntly, not bothering to hide my confusion.

“Think of it like a day. I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but there is no sunlight here, only the gloom from the sphere of dark mana in the sky,” he began, gesturing upward. “It might look dead, but its energy fluctuates enough to cause violet lightning to appear whenever the sphere completes a revolution. When that phenomenon happens, we know that one cycle has gone by,” he continued.

“How long does that usually take in comparison to the Between?” I asked, genuinely confused. “It’s hard to tell. Time works very strangely down here, depending on your environment. It’s something to do with the density of the dark mana,” he said distantly as if he were unsure of the answer himself. “Oh, I see,” I replied with more questions racing through my head than answers.

With that brief explanation, I peered out from the safety of the hollowed-out trunk and took a much better look at the sky with the new information I had. Without the light of the sun or night stars to guide me, I quickly came to the brutal realization that I had no idea how to navigate this realm and that we really did need Irun’s help.

No choice now, I thought, acknowledging our predicament.

“If we can make it to the village, we should be able to avoid the Undergod’s creatures that might be spying on us. Well, most of them, anyway,” he continued. “You said there’s a village?” Ysevel asked curiously. “Well, I call it a village, but they call it a hollow,” he said, doing a final check on his gear. “Who are they?” I asked, unsure of who or what he could possibly be talking about.

“They are hegraphenes. Those creatures you all saw me with up in the Between? That’s them. I’m taking you to the home of the Iron Plume clan. We’ll be safe there,” he replied after making sure that the creature was no longer near us.

Safe? It sounds more like going up Shit River without a paddle in sight, I thought as we stepped out from our hiding spot and into the gloom of the Underworld’s gray, lifeless sky.
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Chapter 51: A Familiar Face
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“What the fuck do you mean they’re gone?” Bernar asked, taking a step forward towards the messenger.

The guardsman Vyra sent desperately tried to find the right words to say as he took a few uncomfortable steps backward in the snow that coated the top of the Rhydian Pass. “I’m just giving you the report as it was given to me,” he finally replied, feeling the weight of Bernar’s intimidating power drawing closer.

He’s going to crush me flat at this rate, the guardsman thought as he struggled to breathe.

Bernar realized he was letting his own emotional state get out of control and stopped moving and exuding his uncontrolled mana.

Calm down. He’s just the messenger, he thought, closing his eyes and taking a deep breath as he regained control of his senses.

When he opened his eyes, he glanced at the others momentarily, and even though they were a little further away than the guardsman, they all felt it.

So much for a heartwarming reunion with Leona, he thought, mentally kicking himself.

“I apologize for the slip in my demeanor, friend,” Bernar said, putting his hand on the guardsman’s shoulder. “When did this happen?” he asked, trying not to become emotionally charged again. “Roughly two days ago. I had to ride through the night just to get this message to you as quickly as possible,” the guardsman replied, taking a shallow breath of relief as he pushed a lock of golden hair away from his deep blue eyes.

I can’t do much about it if he was caught up in a portal, and while it’s unfortunate I can’t be there with Mom, I also can’t let Leona go to Harut with just this handful of people, Bernar thought as he placed a hand on his chin, trying to determine the best course of action to take.

“I see. In that case, get some much-needed rest. No one here is going to dare to harm you, so you can rest easy. However, whenever you do return to Caegwen, I would like you to send a message to the Commander for me as well,” he said. “Thank you, and of course, I’ll send the message. What is it?” the guardsman asked, grateful to hear that he could finally get some decent sleep.

“Tell the Comman-... no, tell my mother that Thoma will be alright. She’s trained him well, and if he’s got Lady Ysevel with him, then I’m sure he’ll be well taken care of,” he said, allowing only one corner of his mouth to be tugged at in a wry grin.

However, out of the corner of his eye, he could just barely see Leona’s head tilt beneath her hood in curiosity.

“I will deliver your message as soon as possible,” the guardsman said with a bow. “Just make sure you get some rest first,” Bernar said, patting the man on the shoulder before walking his horse over to Leona’s side. As he got closer, however, he noticed her cloak was taut around her shoulders and being pulled tightly shut from the middle where a pair of fingers held her reins.

Beneath the hood of her cloak, however, she stared at him with as much curiosity as the surrounding air would allow her to express.

“It’s good to see you again, Your Majesty,” he said with a curt bow. When she didn’t verbally respond, his heart sank a little.

Shit, did she just now find out my mother was the Commander in question? He thought in the pause between his bow and the lack of a verbal response.

He decided to risk a glance and noticed her small frame was quivering regardless of the heavy cloak. “By the Graces, are you alright?” he asked, quickly noticing her uncontrollable shaking.

His eyes glowed a little more intensely, immediately condensing a small nebula of mana around her and activating a carefully controlled Pyrus spell. “Th-thank y-y-you!” she managed through chattering teeth as her quivering smile reached her eyes.

“You don’t have to thank me for anything. I was wondering why you weren’t very talkative when you saw me. I’m sorry that I didn’t notice earlier,” he said, making sure her cloak wasn’t catching a mana flame. “It’s a-alright,” she said, a little less chattery now that she was getting warmer.

“I could have helped, but I don’t have the same level of control over mana as you do,” Thorsen chimed in. “Oh, I don’t doubt that, but it is good to see you again, my oversized friend,” Bernar said with a slight grin on his face. “Likewise. It’s about time Her Majesty had some company other than my own or Gwili’s,” Thorsen said jokingly.

“It’s not like I’d planned for that to be the case, you know,” Gwili said, spreading his arms widely. “Things just happened to turn out that way,” he continued, turning his gesture into a shrug. “Sure, sure,” Bernar replied with a dismissive wave. “In any case, it would be better for us to get going soon, as the longer we’re out here dallying, the more prepared the Harutians will be,” he said with a small amount of urgency in his tone.

“Agreed, Master Bernar,” Wyrran said with a bow. “Oh, fuck no. I’m not a master. Also, how long have we known each other, Wyrran?” Bernar asked, raising his hands placatingly.

“Well, I didn’t want to be disrespectful in front of Her Majesty by addressing you incorrectly,” Wyrran said bashfully. “You do realize that she’s heard Thoma and I say much worse things to each other, right?” Bernar asked jokingly. Wyrran’s face paled as he stammered wordlessly in response for a heartbeat.

“It’s alright, my newfound friend,” Leona finally said, the warming effects of the Pyrus spell now in full effect. “If Bernar treats you and the others as his friends, then so shall I,” she said, giving Bernar a knowing nod. The elf was shocked but regained his composure quickly after clearing his throat. “Th-thank you, Your Majesty,” he said with a bow.

Leona looked around at the others that lined the edges of the Rhydian Pass. “You are already used to following Gwili, and so I place you in his charge once more,” she shouted out, giving her elven friend a nod of acknowledgment. He responded with one of his own and whistled an intricate pattern of notes that closely mimicked a bird’s call to summon the rest of the elves.

When nearly thirty came out from behind the bushes, rocks, and trees like they were woodland spirits, Thorsen whistled critically. “Oh, they’re good. Very good,” he said, not hiding his pleasant surprise as he was taking note of their stealth capabilities. “Who do you think trained them?” Gwili asked smugly, pushing his nose high into the air.

Bernar mounted his horse and rode by Leona’s side as Thorsen moved up to the front to lead the way. The elves fell into the formation behind Neko, Marte, and Gwili and continued on foot. “Are you sure they’ll be alright to follow us on foot?” Leona asked, glancing back momentarily.

“Elves can run for an extremely long time without breaking so much as a sweat,” Bernar began. “These men and women in particular, have extensively trained their natural ability to absorb ambient mana, even at this altitude,” he continued. “Ah, I should’ve known you would know all about them,” Leona retorted wryly.

Shiiiit! I probably should’ve kept my mouth shut, Bernar thought with an awkward smile, feeling a bead of nervous sweat drip down his cheek.

“When were you going to tell me?” she asked. “About my mother being the Commander in question?” he asked plainly. Leona nodded her head in response. “Can she even do that if she’s not an elf? It’s not like you have pointed ears,” she she said bluntly with a playful undertone.

He felt his heart skip a beat but quickly regained his composure.

“Look, I was going to tell you. Once Thoma was done with his training, that is,” he answered quickly, skimming over the potential depth of her question. She raised an eyebrow in disbelief, scrunching the side of her cheek slightly in the process. “You weren’t going to surprise me by having her show up to the wedding ball in full Commander attire?” she asked playfully.

“Not at all. I mean, you knew we were going to train in Caegwen. I assumed you’d know I had at least some connection to it, given I seem to have a lot of elven friends,” he replied, thrusting his thumb over his shoulder and hoping no further connections would be made.

Leona managed a light-hearted chuckle and shook her head. “You and Thoma will never cease to amaze and surprise me, will you?” she asked playfully. “No, I don’t suppose we ever will,” he replied similarly.

She has no idea how many more surprises are coming her way, he thought, considering everything that has happened in the last year.

He paused for a few heartbeats, the reality of his younger sibling being trapped in the Underworld settling back in rapidly. His expression sank just enough to reveal the surface of his true emotions. “I’m... I’m sorry about Thoma, you know,” Leona said comfortingly after reading the slight shift in his demeanor.

“It’s alright. Although, I would be lying if I said I wasn’t at least a little worried about him,” he replied, trying to brush it off with a firm nod as he stared off into the distance. “Like I told the guardsman, my mother has trained him very well. He’s even reached the third stage of mana manipulation after going through my mother’s absurd training regimen,” he continued, giving her a pained, thin-lipped smile.

“Is she really that strong?” Leona asked, her genuine investment into his past blatantly evident in her tone of voice. Bernar chuckled softly, and took in a deep breath as if all the memories of the past year had all rushed back into his mind.

“If you think I’m strong, my mother can make me look like a babbling toddler swinging a branch in comparison,” he replied, scratching the side of his cheek.

“I’ve never really seen you fight,” she began, putting her index finger on her chin. “I mean, there were those two you were fighting in the Great Hall, but I never got to see the end of it because Meliss and I were running away. How did that end?” she asked, turning to look at him. “Not well for them, but I’ll spare you the gruesome details of that,” he said with a wave of his hand.

“You seem to forget that I killed my own husband with a thin paintbrush and put him on display for the Royal Court to see...” she retorted simply.

Bernar turned to look at her with shock evidently written on his face, but paused shortly after and thought about her words.

“You know what? That’s fair,” he concluded with an upturned bottom lip after a few breaths. They chuckled shallowly at their own gruesome experiences and continued down the path that would lead them to Harut as the others followed closely behind.

The group, now augmented by Gwili’s former compatriots, made their way into the village where Bashir had first made his escape. The moon had just risen up over the horizon, limiting the amount of light it shed into the valley at the base of the Rhydian Pass. Not much had changed to the town since then, except for the addition of some lodging buildings and a larger stable area right beside the original one near Ahkmed’s house.

The oldest stablehand, hearing the sound of approaching horses, stopped pitching hay to look at the newcomers. From within the stable, he could just make out a swirling ball of fire that gently cast a dim light onto the horse beneath it.

What in the realms is happening? He thought, leaning his pitchfork up against the open door beside him.

“Good evening to you, travelers!” the boy chirped after dusting his legs off as he exited the stables. He adjusted his vision against the torchlight beside him for a few seconds. “Good evening, young man,” Bernar called out in return, turning his head towards him.

By Yarathea, his eyes are glowing like the stories my mother used to tell me, the boy thought, finally understanding what he was looking at against the dark that the torch couldn’t dispel.

“I-I meant n-no disrespect, s-sir!” the boy stammered, suddenly understanding what it could mean if he had as they came further into the light. He realized that there were more than just a few people present and that the amount of horses betrayed that by quite a large number.

Some of the hilts of their weapons and pieces of their armor began to reflect the flickers of torchlight that radiated from the stable, but the details of their faces were still mildly obscured. “Oh, there are a lot more of you than I thought,” the boy said, bowing again just in case there was someone of import present.

“There are about forty of us in total, but less than a quarter of them are on horseback. Do you have enough lodging for us?” Bernar asked as he dismounted his horse, leading it by the reins. “W-we should have plenty of room available for the horses, but I’ll have to speak with my master about lodging for everyone else,” the boy stammered, noticing the glint of Bernar’s hilt. A mild sense of panic and uncertainty was written all over the boy’s features.

“Ah, I see,” Bernar began, noticing the rapid shift in the boy’s demeanor and the direction he was looking. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to use it unless it’s absolutely necessary,” he tried to say reassuringly.

Unfortunately, glowing eyes in the dark and reassuring words are two things that don’t mix well.

The boy felt a chill run down his spine momentarily, but nodded his head to show his understanding as best he could. “Where is your master, anyway?” Leona said, taking control of the situation.

She has the voice and looks of a goddess, the boy thought, immediately more comforted at the sight of her than of Bernar.

“He’s probably getting ready to turn in for the night, but since you have all just arrived, I will fetch him for you,” the boy replied, feeling the chill in his spine quickly becoming a distant memory. “If you would be so kind,” Lona said, giving him a warm smile.

Even in the cold, that smile is as warm as the sun itself, the boy thought, losing himself in her smile momentarily.

Bernar cleared his throat, snapping the boy out of his stupor and prodding him to go and fetch his master. “He seems nice,” Leona said, eliciting a chortle from Bernar. “Probably too nice. He nearly pissed his pants when I got close, after all,” Bernar said jokingly. “You’re not that scary,” she said in response. “Not to you, but to a boy who’s probably never seen eyes that glow before...?” he gestured in the boy’s direction, letting his question hang. “Fair enough,” Leona said with a shrug, signaling for everyone still on horseback to dismount.

Within a few moments, a large man appeared in the freshly opened doorway, his tunic barely hanging off the ground. As he stepped out, a second figure appeared behind him. His build was far more slim than the first, but a well-trained physique was difficult to hide even in limited light.

“Welcome to Maladh, travelers. I am called Ahkmed, and I am the mayor of this town. I apologize for the wait, as we seldom receive visitors so late in the evening,” he said in a welcoming tone. “It is quite alright, Ahkmed,” Leona began. “I am Leona of Maredia, Queen of Coltend; it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, my good sir,” she said warmly.

“Q-Queen Leona?” Ahkmed stammered as his face paled. “I apologize even more deeply, then, Your Majesty,” he blurted out as he quickly bent over in a bow. “It is good to see you again, Your Majesty,” the second figure said. He, too, was bent over in a bow, but the loose-fitting drab of the Harutuans, alongside long, dark hair that covered the rest of his face, made it difficult to identify him.

I recognize that voice, Thorsen thought, reacting to the militaristic tone used.

“Gorm, is that you?” Thorsen asked, walking up to the group and stopping just to the left of Leona. “Th-Thorsen?” Gorm asked, looking up from beneath his brow. “By the gods, it is you!” he exclaimed, recovering from his bent position and briskly walking over to Thorsen. They clasped forearms and embraced momentarily. “It’s good to see you again, old friend,” Gorm said as if greeting a long-lost family member, taking a step backward. “Likewise, old friend,” Thorsen returned in a similar tone.

As he did so, the trio finally got a decent look at him. His face, now covered in healed scars, held a brighter smile than the torch he stood beside. It was evident, even to those who had never experienced such wounds, that his recovery process was likely not an easy one, prompting Marte and Neko to wince at the sight of him.

“Ah, I see we have new additions to the Guild. Welcome, you two,” he said warmly, making light of the silence he’d just broken. “It’s an honor to meet you
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