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​Chapter 0:

​Post-Ultimatum
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“So do make it worthwhile~.”

Those were the last words to grace the fallen gorilla beastman’s lips. Words that weren’t his own.

As the twisted, mutilated corpse of Emery fell to the ground, there was silence all throughout the crowd. No one so much as twitched, locked in place with frozen stares and expressions of worry and fear.

It wasn’t until the wet *thump* of the body hitting the earth that someone made a move. That ‘someone’ being Vandrick, the avian beastman captain of the Alliance forces currently stationed in Wawa; moving as fast as a bolt of lightning.

His hand gripped the unprepared neck of a stunned Niles, and pushed him against the orange bricks of the school.

Clearly holding back his power, but not his emotions, the birdman growled in a low, authoritative tone. “What the hell did you do?” When Niles didn’t answer, he began to shake him and push him more against the wall. “I asked you what the hell you did! Tell me!”

Niles, choking from the hand pressing on his windpipe, struggled, his face turning from red into purple.

The regular soldiers around them snapped back to reality in that moment and reeled at the sight of their captain assaulting the young man. None of them were able to move. The look on his face was simply too terrifying.

The humans, on the other hand, had a mix of confusion and anticipation. Most didn’t know what to make of the situation, gasping at the sudden attack, while others who weren’t really close to Niles glared intensely, slightly hoping a brutal beating would go his way.

Only Elita, the elven lieutenant, had the presence of mind to get Vandrick off of Niles. Running up and punching her superior, then getting between the two of them. “Captain! He couldn’t have known! This was the first time any spawn has appeared since we got here, so it had to be earlier than that.”

Niles landed on his rear as she was shouting this to Vandrick. Gasping and coughing, he rolled around the corner. Once released, the first sight he caught a glimpse of was the expression on the people crowded around; scared, confused, and angry. Tears welled up in his eyes as the only thoughts going through his head—ignoring the words of the lieutenant—were, “What did I do? God, what did I do?!”

Vandrick scoffed and without another word, grabbed a sheet from one of the soldiers’ hands and covered his desecrated subordinate.

With the young man at the center of it all having crawled away and one of their leaders marching off, the people began to collect themselves and scatter. Elita, looking haggard and upset, ordered that the rest of the bodies be covered up too, and for a funeral pyre to be prepared. When everyone began to move at her command, she turned and rounded the building.

Niles was huddled in a ball, his eyes moving sporadically, hugging his knees as he sat there. With that one interaction, something broke in him.

Two more figures came up. Orval Thumb and Thenbury Awkore. Both were not only familiar with Niles, they were also quite fond of the young man, and worried about him. They all stayed a short distance from him, hoping they wouldn’t create more harm than good by being nearby; waiting for him to calm down.
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​Who Are you?
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While everything was going on outside, Réal Fairbanks was dragged inside by his daughter Danica. She was half in tears, which didn’t ease his tension from what he had heard a few seconds prior.

They rushed up to the second floor of the school and into the little office where his wife and son were.

Dominic had been in a coma ever since they returned to town. At first, it was because of a parasitic infection by a monster plant called ‘azure-night moss’; but since they managed to locate and collect the core of the moss, and used it to reverse the infection, though no longer in any danger, he stayed unconscious.

However, his sister and mother, who stayed by his side during the attack, were the first things he saw when he opened his eyes. And the first words he spoke were, “Who are you?”

Réal opened the door with vigor and saw his son sitting on the edge of the sofa. At the desk between them was Denise, crying alone. Danica quickly joined her, holding her tight, while the young man looked sad, but in a much different way.

His long, curly hair was let down, his usual piercings removed when he was first being treated, and his denim jacket was on the chair Denise was sitting on, leaving him with a black t-shirt of his favorite rock bands and jeans. He looked remorseful when he turned to the man at the door.

“I’m sorry. She said I might, but I don’t recognize you. You’re my father, right?”

That one sentence brought with it a strange sense of relief and dread to the middle aged man. He was happy his son had finally woken up. However, that joy was easily overshadowed by the pain of him losing all the years they had spent as a family.
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​End of the Night
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The night already felt long. Niles hadn’t slept at all since the day before, and it was an exhausting evening of fighting... and guilt.

Nothing could have prepared him for the sight of the kind and benevolent man he respected turning on him, piercing his soul with that look of fury and rage, crushing his throat, and just walking away.

He couldn’t cry, even if tears were coming out. He didn’t have the right to be the victim. Not after what that ‘Wendigo’ thing said through the corpse of the first beastman he had met. He was the cause of his own pain, let alone that of the others who lost friends and loved ones that night; he was the one who was bringing more danger.

In just sixty days, Fetis, the horrid abomination he had met during the battle, along with something potentially much worse and an army, would be coming to slaughter everyone still alive in town, and to capture Niles in order to feed him to their boss, the Sin Lord, Gluttony.

The young man’s mind was filled with questions of ‘What if?’ and ‘Why me?’; his subconscious mind compiled and displayed images of Eric McNeil, the poor man he had brought with him that night to distract the creature he now knew was a spawn of Gluttony, depicting the scene of his final moments in vivid detail.

Niles stressed and worried that he would be witness to more of the same, empty expressions devoid of hope; that he would see their eyes glare at him with anger and disgust for having brought that upon them.

It was too much to bear for one young twenty-two year old. The weight of his emotions, his experiences and his thoughts, crushed him so deeply, that he didn’t notice the three people standing near gasp, nor did he register the sudden decrease in his energy reserves when a certain gust of wind appeared in front of him.

At least, not until that gust nuzzled his head, groaning in a soft treble.

He looked up to see the skill he’d just unlocked a few dozen minutes prior, looking up at him with its apricot-colored eyes. The skill conjured a lioness made of twisting, turbulent Wind from his soul’s vessel, though before him was more of a cub than a full grown beast.

With a whimper, the little creature before him had managed to stem the tide of tears, and lighten his heart. Albeit, only enough for him to handle and regain a modicum of composure and see the three beside him, slack jawed at what they were seeing.

“What?” he asked, pained and hoarse though his voice was.

Orval pointed at the Wind cub, blinked a few times and spoke up. “Is... Is that yours? Did you make that?”

Niles nodded and tilted his head.

Elita immediately ran up and hugged the little feline, who was neither happy nor upset at being picked up. “Oh! It’s so cute! What’s your name? When did you get it? Hahaha!” She giggled.

Her sudden outburst and change of character took all three of the men by surprise. Normally, the elven woman portrayed an elegant and professional officer. Nothing like the giddy girl she turned into, melting in sheer happiness from holding the adorable baby lion.

Orval coughed, causing her to turn her head and realize what she was doing. As fast as she could, Elita straightened herself, sitting on the ground in front of Niles, and with a more composed expression, said, “Sorry, that was not like me.” All the while holding the ‘kitten’ like a baby and petting its belly.

*Pft* “Hahaha.. Hahahahahaha!” Niles couldn’t help but laugh at her, resulting in her shrinking in embarrassment.

Thenbury gave a hearty chuckle, as did Professor Thumb, at her expense. It took a minute or so for them to relax and bring things back to a more normal, though somber, mood.

“Thanks,” he expressed his gratitude to both Elita and the cub in her arms. “... Say, do you remember that favor you owe me? You know, for slapping me when I was freaking out about Vandrick going to get the moss core?”

“Yeah. What about it?” she asked, still a bit red in her cheeks.

“I want you to help me get stronger. Train me.” He bowed his head. “Please.”

Though a little shocked, she barely hesitated in the moment and agreed. “Okay.”

But no sooner than she spoke did the professor jump in with a rejection.

“I’m afraid that can’t happen.” Orval put his hand on her shoulder. “Elita is second-in-command and has duties she must see to. Taking her away from that, even for a moment, could cause too much disruption within our forces. Besides, we must wait for orders from the Commodore on these recent events. You may be pulled out of this situation entirely, or be put to use in some way that isn’t combat related.”

Hearing this argument, Niles fell back into dejection.

Elita, who was more than happy to help, got a big dose of reality when reminded of her responsibilities, and apologized for getting ahead of herself.

The young man lowered his head, frustration written plainly on his face. He hugged his legs once more, unsure of what to say next. Eventually, he growled, stood up, and while clutching his head, began to stomp away.

Thenbury and Orval were about to shout at him to snap him out of his fit, but someone beat them to it. Niles got thrown on the ground and was forced to stare deeply into the eyes of a now full-sized lioness, angrily huffing at him.

“What are you-?”

His familiar bore her twisting teeth at his question.

“It seems as though she wants you to ease up and calm down.” Orval said, smiling at the fact he didn’t have to do anything.

“Aye. And I’d like to agree with a beauty like that!” Laughed the dwarven smith.

Elita, fighting the urge to pout about her little friend growing up so fast, sighed and walked over. “You know, even if I can’t train you, there’s plenty you can do to get stronger in the meantime. You still need more understanding about the world and the abilities of the Ignited, anyway. So relax for tonight. Okay?”

With reddened-tired eyes, he nodded. His familiar shrank back down to cub size, allowing Elita to give her a big hug before leaving. The professor was right behind her after telling Niles they’d talk about his new skill—and more—in the morning, while Thenbury stayed behind to lead Niles to one of the bunk tents for him to sleep.

Even though they avoided others while they went, he could still feel some harsh glares here and there.
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​Chapter 1:

​The Risen and The Hidden
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A few minutes after the sun broke through the horizon, the camp was beginning to lose much of its liveliness. After the chaos during the night, most were given leave to rest for the morning while the bare minimum were left on patrol, save for those tending to the remainder of the aftermath.

One of the few who couldn’t sleep a wink was Dominic. Maybe it was because he slept for weeks, but trying to close his eyes and do nothing was such a bother. Instead, he toured the schoolyard from an hour passed midnight to just after dawn.

In that time, he had to grow accustomed to the sight of beastmen and dwarves. The former varied from more human-like to practically lycanthrope appearances. The dwarves, on the other hand, were more like living mascots with how wide their builds and exaggerated their looks were compared to what those with more traditional expectations might believe.

Elves, on the other hand, did give him some reprieve from discomfort, as they were just as described in more popular forms of media, as well as looking like long-eared humans.

Speaking of which, that too felt strange. Coming out of his coma, Dominic knew for a fact that he knew nothing of anyone he met, however, for some reason, he also had a lot of strange information in the back of his mind that would appear out of nowhere. Like hidden knowledge that only surfaced when he needed it or when it referenced whatever was going on.

An example of this was when he saw two wolf beastmen talking. The one who was almost human but with tufts of fur along his neck and two canine ears instead of human ones, brought out a memory of moving drawings—an animation?

It was something he had apparently seen in passing, but couldn’t recall what or when. The other brought more theoretical and literary knowledge. He was more beastly, thus images of werewolves and documentation on more fictional creatures of their likeness popped into his head. From pseudo-scientific biology to stories in children’s books.

Whatever the knowledge he would acquire in moments like that, Dominic felt like it was both nostalgic and new. A very disorienting feeling.

As the tall young man walked through the field between the school and the many tents used by soldiers, he caught sight of a black haired dwarf running around, handing freshly repaired tools and weapons around to others.

“Thanks, Chocoal!” said a light-brown haired dwarf who received a chisel and hammer.

“I owe ya one!” exclaimed a red headed lizard woman after getting an ax as big as herself, maybe more. She walked back to her patrol, carrying it like it was nothing.

Finally, a heartfelt “You’re the best, Chocoal!” came from a fair skinned elf and lynx man dressed in aprons after being given new kitchen knives.

The dwarf named Chocoal was moving fast, but paused when he noticed Dom standing there in the middle of the path with a slightly confused expression. He walked up to the young man, bowed, then handed him a small pocket knife wrapped in a leather sheath dyed blue.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t think that’s mine.” Dominic spoke as politely as he could.

Suddenly, someone poked him on his shoulder. “It’s not, but it is for you.”

Dom turned to see a young woman with dark skin and long black hair, roughly the same age as him.

“Chocoal is the Vice-Chief of the forge. He can’t speak, but he always seems to know what to do for the people around him. He gave knives like that to most of the humans who can’t really fight well on their own. See? I have one too.” She pulled out a similar blade, but in a green-ish sheath.

Chocoal nodded and smiled and the two of them, as well as the third person just behind her.

“Well, I’m glad to see you out and about. I was starting to wonder if you’d ever wake up.” Terrine, the medic molewoman, commented. “Take the knife and go to the building over there. You’ll want to speak to Orval as soon as possible to get a grasp of things.” She pointed to the building north of the school, just across the street.

“Oh, uhm... thanks.” Taking the knife and thanking Nadia, Chocoal, and Terrine, Dominic made his way directly to where he was instructed.

The building was going through some changes, but from the looks of it, it used to be a convenience store, given the big sign with an ice cream cone and some advertised products painted on the window.

Some soldiers were going in and out, taking scraps of metal to the area with large chimneys, a.k.a. the forge, and bringing in some chairs and tables from the school. As he walked inside, two burly beastmen were tearing apart the shelves and used some strange ability to conjure fire to melt the bolts attaching them to the floor.

Dominic had seen a couple of other examples from the few humans and some of the soldiers while he was walking around the camp, but the brute strength they were using was far more than he would have anticipated.

At the back of the room was an elderly mouseman, shorter than three feet in height, giving instructions to the two dwarves who were installing a whiteboard along the wall. After having them straighten it a bit more and helping to prop it up with lumber, the older beastman noticed the young man at his door.

“Oh? You must be Dominic. Come! Follow me to my new office.” he said, full of cheer and excitement at those words.

The office was through a door behind the main storefront. It was small, but functional. All the electronics that once covered the desk were in a pile to the side, replaced by stacks of books and documents written in odd symbols.

“Your father told me you were awake. I’m glad to see you walking around already. My name is Orval Thumb. I am a professor of Ignited theory and practical applications. Basically, I’m really good at teaching new Ignited, which is why I was asked to come and help on this mission of search, rescue, and aid. I’m sure you have lots of questions, and I’ll be happy to answer them. So please, take your time so you can understand as much as possible.”

A bit taken aback by his eagerness, Dom thought about what he wanted to know first. After some deliberation, he asked, “I was told roughly what happened to our planet, that we are the first humans in this ‘Origin’, but what does this all mean? Like, why were we sent here, only to experience the things I’ve been told?”

It was a question Orval was used to answering since he arrived in Wawa. “That, we don’t know. Not even the first realm to return to the Origin knows what the criteria are. Only the will of the Creator could tell you, and of course, that isn’t something you can actually speak with. As for what takes place after returning, all we know is that it speeds up the adaptation to the Origin’s element rich atmosphere and quickens some mutations or evolutionary processes.”

“O-Okay. Then,” still fumbling through his words and thoughts, Dominic sank further into the low chair he was provided before asking, “what about the Ignited? What is that?”

“Well, that’s what we are.”

“‘We’ as in?”

“People. Beastmen, dwarves, elfs, demons, fae, etc... and of course, humans. We are all Ignited. Of course, the term is almost exclusively used for those of us who actively work on cultivating the flame within our vessel. In other words, soldiers, warriors, monks, and other niche professions that seek strength in some form or another.”

Dominic stared at the professor like a fish out of water.

With a hardy laugh, Orval slowed down and explained to the young man in detail.

“As our bodies acclimate to the Origin’s immense quantity of elements, our minds and souls change along with it. By the Creator’s will—a concept or entity we are yet unsure about—gives them each special abilities. Our minds become able to form a mindscape where we can view the representations of our body, the vessel which appears as a glass or crystal orb; as well as our soul, the flame which dwells at the center of the sphere.

“For those of us who have lived our whole lives in the Origin, witnessing the results of these abilities is commonplace. From emitting fire through the tips of one’s fingers to raising the earth beneath one’s feet, we live in a world that allows us to manipulate nature in such ways.

“For now, I think it best to start with getting you to look at your own vessel and soul flame. Once you do, you’ll start to feel what I mean.”

There was a bit of hesitation, but Dominic followed professor Thumb’s instructions to the letter. He closed his eyes and moved his focus down from his head to just between his solar plexus and navel; the same process that was accidentally discovered by one of the first survivors to awaken as an Ignited.

After a few seconds doing that, he opened his eyes again.

“Well?” Orval asked patiently.

Dom shook his head. “Nothing happened. Is that bad?”

Even the experienced scholar tilted his head, confused. Though to ease the boy’s tension, he replied calmly. “It’s not bad, just... unusual. It’s been just about a month since your realm returned to the Origin, and I’ve never heard of someone of a first generation not igniting in that time. We’ll just have to keep an eye on it. Okay?”

“Alright.” The young man was a bit disappointed, but he hid most of it behind a few more questions, to which the professor was more than willing to answer.

***
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AN HOUR LATER, DOMINIC was excused from the professor’s company, as he had a class to prepare for the children who had already become Ignited. This left him with plenty of free time, and an odd feeling in his gut.

He made his way to the washroom inside the school, where he leaned over the sink, unsure of what the feeling climbing up his chest was. A bit nauseous, he raised his head to see if he was pale or green, however, it wasn’t his skin that turned out to be different.

As Dominic inspected his face, his eyes locked onto their own reflection. What was looking back at him was no human pair of eyes. In fact, they could scarcely be considered eyes at all.

Through his reflection, Dominic saw two swirling masses moving violently in his eye sockets. Like a pile of snakes wriggling in thick fog behind a thin layer of glass. Somewhere in them, he felt something looking back at him; though he wasn’t sure if it was real or not.

That was far too abnormal and unnerving for him to handle so soon after waking up. The upset feeling in his stomach immediately rose as he ran for one of the stalls behind him.

“Urgh! Bu-argh!!!” He belched and heaved as he was unable to hold the contents of his stomach.

...

Meanwhile, in the far stall, someone was looking through the small gap of the door and bore witness to the whole scene, including the change in his eyes. As Dominic was distracted with evacuating the small amount of soup he had eaten in the early morning, the shocked onlooker made his escape.

***
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::While Dominic spoke with Orval::

THE MORNING CAME A little too soon for Niles. Though he could have slept in a bit more, he wasn’t the type to do so. As soon as his eyes couldn’t fight back against the rising sun, he got up and snuck out of the tent to avoid waking the soldiers resting in the other cots.

He did take a quick mental note of them though, as there were only five others in the tent.

‘Two tiger beastmen, one male and one female, both with similar stripes on their hair; a big brown-scaled lizardman; a short elf with long brown hair; a guy with black hair... possibly a beastman? Not sure.’

As he did his morning stretches, he glanced at the schoolyard with a bit of worry. He didn’t see any humans around, which gave him some relief. Niles’ usual routine would take about an hour, and he didn’t want to accidentally run into any of those faces he had seen.

First was a jog around the whole school property, a few times around. He had a surprising amount of energy so early in the morning. His mind would try to wander into certain unpleasant trails, but keeping his body moving helped to keep it clear.

He would put up a forced smile whenever he passed one of the patrols; telling them “Good morning!” as if nothing was wrong—as if he wasn’t covered  in dozens of awful cuts, scrapes, and bruises.

After his jog, Niles looked over the training ground... or at least what was left of it.

Amidst the fighting, the logs that had been set into the dirt were either uprooted or broken into countless pieces. Chips and holes covered the front yard of the school.

There was little hesitation before Niles grabbed the big push broom sitting beside the main office inside and started sweeping up the loose debris. After ten minutes, he stopped, as the bigger pieces were in the way. So, using the task as a change to practice his aura, he wrapped himself in spiritual energy.

The boost in strength from this ability allowed him to carry the logs with only a little difficulty. However, Niles wanted to better control his output. As he held a full log in his arms close to his chest, he began to regulate the amount of energy used, until he could barely hold up the thick piece of lumber.

While holding heavy pieces, he would reinforce his spine and legs, and slowly walk over to the edge of the round dirt patch and set it down; all the while keeping his muscles flexed just enough to not be shaky.

This wasn’t part of some training regiment professor Orval had given him. It was simply something he felt he needed to do in order to improve. A form of intuition, you could say.

During the stampede of monsters who broke free from the frontline, Niles was technically the only one standing guard against the main flood on McKinley Avenue. He did manage to kill a gremlin or two on the way to help with the swarm, but once Fetis showed up and made his display of power, Niles got quickly overtaken by the more dangerous threats.

The horned snake and the phantasmal horse known as nuckelavee.

If it weren’t for the advice his enemy had given him, which helped him accidentally summon the lioness of Wind, he would have been viciously eaten by the serpent or stomped on by the nightmarish horse.

Niles felt an odd mix of gratitude and disgust thinking about being aided by the same monster that controlled all those creatures, and had them attack and swarm the camp of innocents and soldiers. Though thinking about it did make the time pass quite quickly.

He had cleared the grounds of most of the debris, piled the unusable timber to the side for firewood, and stacked the reusable ones near the grouping of holes to be replanted. He had also cleaned up and somewhat leveled the ground in preparation for putting them back; but just as he was about to start on that, someone called out to him.

“Hey, Niles! Did you hear?! Did you hear?!” shouted a girl in her mid teens.

“Well, Good morning to you, too, Danica.” He responded amused by her excitement and feigning annoyance. “Heard what?”

The girl rushed up to him as he was answering her and gave him a big hug.

“Urf!”

The two fell to the ground, disorienting Niles briefly until she sat and, without apologizing, blurted out what she wanted to say.

“Dom’s awake!”

Niles’ eyes opened wide and he asked, “Seriously?”

Danica nodded with tears in her eyes and a big smile on her face.

Niles wasted no time standing, picked up the teen, and hugged her while spinning around in place. “Hahaha! Finally!” He exclaimed with pure joy before putting her down. “Oh, man. Where is he? I gotta bust his balls a bit for taking so long.”

As he checked his surroundings, Danica grabbed his sleeve. Looking back, her eyes were still full of tears, but her smile had gone.

“What is it?” He asked. A knot formed in the pit of his stomach immediately.

After a long pause, Danica seemed physically weak and anxious. But she still mustered up the courage to tell Niles the truth. The truth about Dominic waking up, only to have lost his memories.

The last of Wawa’s LeClaire family and the young daughter of the Fairbanks family were like siblings themselves. They were raised near each other, grew up side by side, and when her actual brother wasn’t around, he would take his place protecting, comforting, and caring for her.

So it only made sense that, after hearing that terrible news, that Niles pulled her close and let her cry into his shoulder.

Along with taking his responsibility as her second brother, the young man hid his true expression from her. He, too, was destroyed by the fact that his best friend was now—mentally— gone.

A few minutes later, her mother, Denise, along with Bruce and his fiancé Sasha came walking up to them. Seeing the girl cry and Niles’ anguish, it was clear she had caught him up on recent events.

“It’s time we go help out with breakfast, sweetheart.” The mother spoke with a somber tone.

*Sniff* Danica nodded and forced herself to calm down. “O-okay.”

The two Fairbanks women left hurt, but strong with each other’s support. Meanwhile, Bruce, who finally got the clear from Nadia to walk after the brick pulling contest a couple days prior, and Sasha looked Niles up and down.

“Jesus Chirst! What happened to you?” Bruce asked.

Niles wasn’t expecting the question, and didn’t feel like giving him much of an answer.

“Some very clingy assholes.”

It was a vague remark, trying to hide the more key information. His clothes, however, told a lot. The jacket he wore was torn in several places, as were his pants. Everything was covered in dust and shards of many different things; from plastic siding to pieces of concrete.

If that wasn’t bad enough, Niles was covered in cuts and bruises from head to toe. The two most prominent marks being two hand prints on his neck; one large and dark red that came from the undead Fetis, the other small and fairly purple from the birdman captain. Feeling their gaze in that particular area, he quickly covered it with his own hand.

Both Bruce and Sasha were his friends. He didn’t believe them aware of what had happened to him, nor what he was responsible for. He didn’t want to lose any connections, but seeing as he couldn’t hide it if they asked, he looked away, waiting for the inevitable question.

But the question never came. Instead...

“I’ll get you some fresh clothes.” Sasha said in an almost motherly tone, pulling on his collar to check his coat size. “And if I see Nadia, I’ll send her over to give you a check up.”

She quickly ran inside where the extra clothes were being stored, while Bruce looked at the training ground Niles had mostly cleaned up and smiled.

“Want me to finish this up for you? I could really use the exercise and practice with my aura. Next time we compete, it won’t be so close.” He didn’t wait for Niles to respond before covering himself in his spiritual energy, picking up a log, and shoving it into one of the pre-dug holes.

As he packed in loose dirt and gravel, Niles just stood there, dumbfounded.

‘Do they actually know? Trying to play dumb, or...?’ He couldn’t wrap his head around why they weren’t pressing him for details. Nevertheless, it was obvious they weren’t curious, and soon Sasha was coming back with Nadia in tow, as promised; holding a stack of folded clothes.

“You should have come to me last night!” The young medical practitioner scolded. “If you have an infection or any serious internal bleeding, I’ll get a few of the soldiers to tie you to a bed. You seem to like being bedridden, so I’m sure you wouldn’t mind.”

Her crude words referred to the first day they met, when Niles attempted to distract a monster at the farm, only to be nearly killed by the giant spider and forced to recover quietly for over a week. Knowing he had no defense, he didn’t respond.

Niles gave each of them a quick glance, then asked the couple, “Why aren’t you asking me about it? Do you already know? Are you just sparing my feelings or something?” Then he turned to Nadia, who was using her healing skill on one of his deeper cuts on his arm. “And you know already. Aren’t you angry, or at least-”

He was quickly cut off by Nadia slapping him in the face, shutting him up in an instant.

“Elita told me how to keep you quite. I’m not apologizing, though.”

Even Bruce seems scared of how hard she’d hit him. The whipping sound snapped through the air rapidly.

They all stood there in silence as she finished giving him first aid.

“There. Now go get changed and meet me at the infirmary tent. You know the one.” She rubbed her hands together and noticed his face was still in shock. “The others might not understand, but I know you well enough already to know that this is harder on you than anyone else. All you did was survive in the only way possible. You aren’t to blame for whatever happened as a result.”

Nadia left after giving him that little piece of solace. Sasha and Bruce didn’t know what they were talking about, but gave him earnest, warm smiles before sending him inside to change.

***
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NILES WENT TO THE MEN’S washroom on the first floor to change. He picked the furthest stall, avoiding the eyes of the man who was walking out after washing his hands.

As he got changed, he heard the door open again. Expecting it to be the guy with some of his buddies coming to harass him—due to his still unstable thoughts—Niles peeked through the gap of the door. But the one standing there wasn’t just one of the guys he was now less than acquainted with. It was Dominic, clutching his chest and hyperventilating in front of the mirror.

Niles wanted to say something, but nothing came out. He was... too scared. The unexpected feeling of fear made him freeze on the spot. There weren’t any monsters around, so he knew it couldn’t be that, and yet, looking at his oldest friend in the world brought with him similar terror as when he was staring into the eyes of the horror that was Fetis.

A fear he couldn’t overcome easily.

Just as he was starting to get accustomed to the feeling and quietly tied the drawstring on his pants, Niles watched as Dominic raised his head, revealing his eyes in the mirror.

For just a few seconds—seconds that felt like hours—Niles stared at the wriggling ‘things’ in his oldest friend’s face. Blue tentacles, or maybe vines, moving, twisting and warping like his eyes had been replaced by some ungodly entity.

And the expression on the tall young man’s face was void of any emotion as though he himself was inhuman.

‘What the f–’ Niles cursed in his head, terrified and in shock.

After a brief moment of unexplainable, unrelenting feelings, Dominic ran for the stall next door. Not having registered the look on his face when he did, Niles forced himself to hurry and escape from the bathroom.
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​The Commodore’s Command
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Niles quickly got away from whatever was going on with Dominic. He kept asking himself if he was hallucinating from the stress he was under or something, but he knew his doubts didn’t matter for the time being. He needed to tell somebody, though with his mind in a haze of thought, he couldn’t think of anyone.

He needed to get things done that day too. Namely, returning the weapon he had borrowed from the forge—even if it was now bent and damaged from the fight.

After experiencing that uncomfortable fear, Niles no longer felt the stares and glares of other humans. Though he was still sensitive to them, they were just too... mild by comparison. So, he took the shortest route to the forge, right past everyone having breakfast. Only some noticed him.

Walking out into the biting cold, Niles didn’t even think to put his jacket on. Almost jogging across the field and street to the forge, he walked right into the circle of furnaces. Coat in one hand, the sheathed shortsword in the other.

Looking at the nearest dwarf, he asked, “I-Is Thenbury a-around?”

The shakiness of his voice confused the red haired dwarf, but with all the work he needed doing, he just shrugged and pointed to the furthest forge. “Right there, lad.”

“Thanks...”

Niles tried to catch his breath as he reached the chief smith, his nerves were still on high alert.

Once he got to Thenbury and Chocoal’s section of the workshop, the centuries old dwarf acknowledged Niles, but was busy tending to a severely dented piece of metal plating—parts of a pauldron twice and big as anything he could wear.

In his stead, Chocoal stepped around his anvil and tilted his head, as if to ask what he could do for Niles.

In response, Niles showed him the blade he was given the night before. The gladius style sword was in rough shape after just one fight. Without the precise control that more experienced Ignited had, Niles couldn’t protect his weapon’s edge from chipping or rolling, let alone bending out of shape, after they slammed against the tough bones of a nuckelavee. 

“Sorry it turned out like this. I can wait for it to be fixed. I don’t think I’m going to be doing much for a couple of days.”

Hearing his docile and reserved tone, Thenbury turned his way and yelled, “Never ya mind! Take something off the rack over ‘ere till I’m done with ya knife. The materials ’ave been ordered. You have plenty to do if you’re going to get stronger, no? Have ya even talked to the professor yet? Don’t jump to conclusions till ya do.”

Caught off guard by the assurance he was given, and noticing Chocoal had already taken the sword out of his hand, Niles nodded a few times and went to the rack he was directed to.

On it were many weapons, from daggers to spears. There wasn’t much option for him to choose from, though, since he only knew how to use three. Knives, handaxes, and bows. The latter two weren’t on display, so Niles took the dagger that was already sheathed.

“Good choice, lad! Now get out of here. I’ll call ya when I need ya.”

As quickly as he arrived, Niles was shooed away by the old dwarf and his vice-chief. The tension he felt before was more or less gone once again thanks to his words, though that also meant he was feeling the chill of winter coming around. And with the winds as strong as they were, he was sure that a snowstorm wasn’t too far off.

Shivering, he put the freshly cleaned coat on, and made his way to the professor’s new office.

***
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NILES SAT IN FRONT of the desk Orval had set many materials for education on in the back room of the old corner store. In the main room, the mouseman scholar was busy giving a lesson to the children, who all had managed to become Ignited.

It was a tricky situation, after all, so they needed precise guidance.

Normally, in the Origin, children won’t develop the characteristics of Ignited until they become roughly ten years old; a fact that is universal between all races. However, for those of the first generation of a newly joined realm, even a newborn will quickly awaken their abilities.

This could easily lead to many harmful repercussions if not handled with care.

When Niles walked through the door, he was greeted with warm smiles from Olivia, the young mother who volunteered to watch over the kids, as well as Max, the boy Niles had befriended when they were out in the woods, on the night the basilisk and spawn threatened the survivors.

Looking at him brought a mix of good and uncomfortable emotions. He was glad to see him smiling and healthy, but at the same time, because Niles lived that night, the boy was in more danger than ever.

After about half an hour, Orval walked into the back office, and onto the barstool he used as a desk chair.

“Good. Now that that’s all done, we can go over your schedule for the next six weeks.”

Niles looked at him curiously before responding.

“Six weeks?”

Orval nodded and grabbed three books and a stack of papers. “Yes. We’ve already gotten word from the commodore. Six weeks is your deadline. Otherwise, you’ll be forced to be bait. And before you ask, that’s not as bad as it sounds. It’s just very rude of him to consider.”

“How is that ‘not as bad as it sounds’?”

“Since Gluttony wants you brought to him alive, that means that, even if they bring more beasts and monsters with them next time, they’ll likely be given a strict command not to harm you. In that sense, you’ll be safe even when surrounded by a hungry swarm like last time.”

The logic was reasonable, if very grimm. At least, from what Niles understood about the situation, it was likely to be the case.

“Okay... so, what’s this deadline about?”

“Well, that’s the thing. The commodore made it very clear that he ‘understands’ the situation and doesn’t feel as if you’re at fault. The issue is that he also believes that, if I’m correct in my assumption that you’ve managed to break through to the next rank of the Spark stage, you might be able to help take down the leaders of their forces. Namely this Fetis you and Vandrick met, and that Wendigo creature.”

There was a lot to unpack from what he’d just heard.

Firstly, the idea that Niles had managed to reach the next rank of his soul flame’s current development stage. It was something he learned in class earlier in the week.

While Ignited can be categorized in five stages; Spark, Kindled, Burning, Inferno, and the Eternal Flames or ‘Inextinguishable’, each stage also has different levels to them. When one is first awakened to the power of their soul, they are novice-Sparks; as they grow, they can become intermediate, advanced, expert, and lastly, peak.

The only way to cross over to the next stage of development was for an Ignited to first reach the peak of their current stage, and then go through rigorous training to accomplish a true breakthrough. The process being so difficult that it could take years just to go from Spark to Kindled.

Only geniuses like Orval and Vandrick managed to become Burning flames at young ages. Vandrick had been stuck as a novice-Burning flame for a decade, while Orval had been one for forty whole years.

Niles hadn’t been taught the method for going through the ranks or stages yet, as he had only just become Ignited. However, what he did know was that even the people who didn’t want to become flame cultivators, warriors, and such—meaning ‘true’ Ignited—could passively grow to advanced, and sometimes even peak-Sparks by just living their lives normally. Anything beyond that had to be worked for.

The analogy used in the lesson was to think of the stages as steps in a staircase that get exponentially taller, and that each was formed of smaller, but similarly built steps, and that those were the ranks.

“How can you tell if I’ve actually climbed to intermediate?” Niles rushed to inquire.

With a grin, Orval leaned back to answer. “You have a second skill. That’s something that is only possible once you’ve done so. Novice-Sparks can only have their first or ‘innate’ skill. Once you’ve grown out of it, you can acquire more depending on several factors, to a maximum of eleven. Six active, split evenly between combat and utility type skills, and five passive skills.”

“Why eleven? Seems a bit too specific.”

Professor Thumb had to think about the answer for a moment.

“We’re not entirely sure. However, it is assumed that eleven is the number that most closely resembles the Creator’s will. Two parallel and equal lines that depict the love for life, and the hardships meant to test it. Of course, that’s purely philosophical, and I’m not one for such things.

“Still, that’s what we have to work with. If we were to categorize your skills from what I’ve heard and seen, your innate skill is a form of ‘augmentation’ utilizing Wind elemental energy, something that is specifically utility based even if you can use it to attack in battle; while your second is a familiar-style passive skill.”

“Familiar?”

“Yes. It’s a type of passive skill that is exceedingly rare. In fact, I don’t think there’s anything more difficult to acquire. It summons forth a beast harboring your soul’s will. Of course, as it IS passive, that means the creature has a will of its own and can come and go as it pleases, not just when you give it orders.”

As if on cue, a string of energy left Niles from his shoulder and became a violent gale, making some of the loose pages on the desk fly about before coalescing into the lioness that completely dominated the monsters of the swarm Niles had encountered.

“I see.”

The familiar yawned, then disappeared, vanishing as swiftly as the air dispersed.

Orval fixed his desk and his documents while Niles hung his head apologetically. Then, once everything was in order, he continued.

“There are other ways to check, such as having you go into your mental realm and seeing if the space still has all those glowing stars. If not, then they were spent in the growth of your flame. Any other route is far more complex and requires people with special abilities or traits, so there’s no point going through that.”

“Okay.” Niles agreed. He wanted to check if what he said was true then and there, but there was still more to the conversation. Specifically, answers he wanted and needed. “Well, let’s say I am an intermediate-Spark. How can I help you guys fight Fetis and the wendigo? You and Vandrick are novice-Burning stages. Wouldn’t it be better to have Elita and others at expert-Kindled and above instead?”

“Just because we’re at a higher stage, doesn’t mean we don’t need Sparks. Even Inferno stages can make mistakes and lose to them after all. The only real difference that occurs when achieving greater levels of cultivation is that one’s energy reserves and control are increased. Our skin’s durability depends on how efficient our aura is to be stronger. If there is slack for just a moment, then even something like a flying brick can cave in the strongest Ignited’s head.”

“That’s, uh, a very specific example.”

“That’s because it has happened.”

Professor Thumb reached over, placing the small stack of books and pages in front of Niles.

“These are to learn more about the process of getting stronger. The commodore believes that, since you’ve gotten stronger in such a short amount of time, that you’re a genius among geniuses. Plus, that familiar skill of yours increases your ability to fight stronger opponents than you might think, despite your lack of individual power.”

He handed over three tomes, all translated into english, depicting basic knowledge and information about being an Ignited. Namely; the uses of aura, elemental effects, and the differences between stages of soul development.

Niles took them, felt suspicious as to how the old beastman was able to translate them into earthly english in such a short amount of time, and carefully lingered over the books before asking the most important question he had.

“Alright... So, I guess the only thing that’s left to ask is; what am I trying to accomplish in the next six weeks? What’s my goal?”

Orval’s expression darkened. His eyes put heavy pressure on the young man. Slowly exhaled a deep breath, he readied himself to answer. “You must survive fights against a Lieutenant and a Captain.”

***
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SEVERAL HOURS LATER, a gathering was called in the gymnasium of the school. Everyone, save for those on lookout and the bare minimum to do some of the more important work, was sitting on metal chairs, whispering, waiting for Vandrick to arrive to deliver the news from his superior.

In the far corner of the room, Niles stood by the rear exit. The people closest to him in the seats included the Fairbanks family—Dominic was the furthest away—Nadia, Tyrel, Bruce, Sasha, and Max, who gave Olivia hell until she agreed.

The lower ranked soldiers were allowed to sit as well, while the higher ranks stood along the sides. On the stage, Elita and Thenbury, the only two lieutenants of the company, along with Orval and an unknown man stood, ready to flank the captain once he was there.

The mysterious man looked practically human. The only differences were that his skin was grayish and very pale, his eyes were a deep, dark yellow, and on his forehead were three horns. One at the center which was no bigger or thicker than his thumb, and two to the side which appeared the same width, but slightly longer.

After a few more minutes, the curtains shifted slightly, letting one man through. The avian beastman captain appeared, wearing a highly decorated uniform. Without hesitation, he began his speech.

“Ladies and gentleman. Last night, we suffered a great deal, and lost more than we were prepared to. Nothing can make up for the deaths of our friends, colleagues, and loved ones, taken away from us so soon, and so suddenly. However, now is not the time to mourn.

“As soon as the danger had passed, I made my report for the higher ups, and this morning, a messenger came. Not only did he bring orders from Commodore Varielum, but from headquarters as well. On top of that, as those of you from the Alliance can tell, he himself is someone special.

“Sir Eriqueus Sil Marrow, lord of the onyx palace and husband to the eldest daughter of the Demon realm’s king. This naturally means many things, but the most important is that we will have someone who has reached the peak-Burning stage’s support.”

Suddenly, the crowd began to mutter. The main source were the humans, who couldn’t quite wrap their heads around why someone married to the enemy king’s daughter would be there, and sensing that, Vandrick raised his hand.

“For our kind hosts, I will explain. Sir Eriqueus, along with his wife and many of the royal family, have abandoned their king’s cause. Seeing it as blind and misguided. They have been leaders of the Alliance for roughly three centuries now, and with their help, we have gained the upper hand in many conflicts. So please, do not worry yourselves over their origins, and accept them as you have the rest of us.” He bowed.

Following his statement, the crowd grew silent, waiting for him to continue once more. However, Vandrick stepped to the side, and Eriqueus himself took center stage. Though his appearance was foreboding, his demeanor, attire and general presence gave him an air of respect and authority.

“Thank you, captain, for your words, and to all of you for giving me this chance.” He bowed. His voice carried a deep timbre, like a man full of wisdom and experience. “Before Vandrick explains the orders from above, I would like to say a few words and remove some suspicions.

“First, I am not here to take charge of this camp. That role will remain with Vandrick. My duty is to welcome the reinforcements that will arrive, pick those who will come with me, and head to the location where Gluttony has shored himself. That place being the nearest city to the south of here, as our intel has found.”

A few gasps came at the reveal. The city he spoke of was Sault Ste-Marie. Before the Joining, it would have only taken two hours to drive there from Wawa, but with the added dangers brought to the realm, it was unclear if that form of travel would still be safe or viable. Walking would take them two days without expending their aura, which was still more than doable.

However, it still meant that one of the Demon realm’s greatest warriors was not far from their present location.

“Rest assured,” shouted the noble demon, “there is little chance he would come himself. Gluttony is not one to fight unless absolutely necessary. Which is why I will be heading to him a week before the promised day to lay siege and distract him, while the forces here tend to his servants.”

After that, even the soldiers started talking. “Is it possible that we could see the end of a sin lord?” “It’s been two hundred years since the last Envy was defeated. This would make the history books.” And so on.

Niles in the back felt a bit of hope too. Though he was much more of a realist than an ideologue, he wouldn’t push back that feeling, if only to keep himself pushing forward.

‘If he succeeds... maybe the fighting here would stop or not even happen!’ It was a dangerous mindset to have, though. So he made sure to brace himself at every moment to stop from getting complacent.

After his words, Eriqueus returned to his position, letting Vandrick take center stage once again. The crowd went silent and serious.

“Now that you all seem a bit more motivated, let’s go over the plans. First, the commodore has ordered the evacuation of children and elders who cannot fight, along with adults to act as their guardians. We would also like to send a representative. After talking to sir Réal, we have determined that sir Tyrel Hall would be the most apt choice. He’s spent the majority of his time studying the Alliance and has already taken a leadership role. Any objections?”

No one raised their hands or spoke up, as it was clear Vandrick and Réal were already prepared to handle most questions. However, he did feel a greater level of anxiety spreading throughout the humans, so he softened his voice a bit as he spoke again.

“I know this situation scares you, and you likely feel ill prepared, but I will let it be known that this is a common method of preparing in these situations. Since all people are considered Ignited, even if they don’t actively practice it, when a pack of ravenous beasts or a powerful monster attacks, even those barely able to fight are expected to.

“Besides, this is your home. How many years have you lived here? This town is just as much a part of you as you are a part of it. Right now, it might be in shambles, but can’t you see the potential. If you stand and fight alongside us, this small village could one day become a sprawling hub for people, human and non-human alike.

“If you choose to stand with us, each and every one of you will be remembered as heroes who pushed back against the impossible, and laid the foundation for the future of your people! I would not risk you if I wasn’t prepared to risk myself! I would die to protect your home and your future! What about you?”

His message was palpably heavy. The look in his eyes as he made his speech was unwavering. In the most sincere way possible, he was willing to sacrifice his life for people he had barely known for a few weeks. Duty-bound and every bit as loyal as he was caring. The humans couldn’t help but be moved. A spark of strength bloomed in their hearts.

No one felt anxious anymore, save for the children who barely understood anything besides risk and heroes.

With a smile, Vandrick took in their determined looks, even sparing a glance at Niles standing in the back, who looked like he was on fire and ready to get started. “You all have my honest thanks, and my word that I will do everything in my power to bring us victory. And with that in mind, let’s go over the next part of our strategy.”

For the next hour or so, a lightly detailed plan was laid out. There were many holes meant to be filled in collaboration with the humans, but aside from that, it was very well thought up.

Work began immediately after the discussion, as Wawa began to move much faster than the small fishing town had ever moved before. And on that same day, Niles set out on his very first mission.
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​Chapter 2:

​Sellsword
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After the long talks about the major projects that would take place in preparation for the coming battle, Orval quickly took Niles and returned to his office, as his unique training would officially begin.

“I hope you’ve had a restful few hours, because things are going to start getting busy for you.”

Niles tensed his hands, took a deep breath, and nodded. “Yessir.”

“Great. But before we begin, will you remind me what your personal tasks are? I want to be sure you understand the gravity of what is set before you.”

“Not a problem.” Niles affirmed. “First, I will sign a temporary mercenary contract with the Alliance, allowing me to go on official missions as an individual, for the purpose of testing and teaching me. This way I can work more closely with the soldiers and get better first hand experience with the kind of battles Ignited get into.

“As I go on missions, the soldiers I am paired with will not only guide and teach me, but also test me. A lot of the time, that means I’ll be on my own from time to time, tending to particular jobs. You personally recommend that when I do, I always have my familiar out for protection and so that I’m not ever truly alone.

“Finally, you want me to study the soldiers and see how Ignited do battle. That way I can be ready for when I have to take on a lieutenant and captain after the six weeks are up. Did I get everything?”

With a small grin, Orval agreed. “Yes, I believe you have.”

The two of them continued to discuss some of the finer details until Benjamin, Vandrick’s aide, came to collect Niles. The large bovine beastman was imposing to look at, but was actually a gentle and thoughtful person. Hence why Niles didn’t feel too intimidated until they arrived at the entrance to the captain’s tent.

“The captain is waiting inside. Are you sure you’re ready?”

“No. But I can’t put it off if I want to help the way I need to. ...Though, if there’s any advice you can give me, I’d appreciate it.” Niles requested. His shoulders were shaking and he lowered his chin as if bracing for a recent event to happen again.

Seeing his reaction, Benjamin sighed. “Captain Vandrick isn’t the only one inside. Elita is too, along with a few others; you needn’t worry about him pulling anything. Besides, he did reflect on his actions.” He hesitated for a moment before saying in a soft tone, “Emery was one of his first subordinates, so his emotions got out of hand. Please, keep that in consideration.” 

Niles grimaced and walked in without another word; his face became relaxed and neutral as the tent’s entry flap gave way.

Inside, Vandrick was sitting at the same table he had when he first met Niles. Behind him was Elita standing at
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