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Chapter |

One thing about your scariest or nerve-wracking days is that
they happen when you least expect it. My name is Michael
Hunter. Yeah, like those celebrities you see on TV, always smiling
under perfect lighting. But I wasn’t a celebrity. I was just a kid whose
life felt like a collection of missing pieces. My mom was a millionaire—
nearly a billionaire—and yet, I spent most of my time feeling like a
ghost in my own house. | never even met my dad. He was always off

on "business trips," a shadow that sent checks but never showed up for

a birthday.

Then everything shattered.

The police called it a "car crash." They said she hit a tree in the
winter slush. But my mom didn't make mistakes like that. She was the
kind of person who checked her seatbelt twice and never sped, even
when we were late. The witnesses didn't see a car slip; they saw a giant
explosion. And the fire? It wasn't orange or red. It was emerald green,

burning with a heat that didn't feel natural.

Now, I live with the Holloways. Mr. and Mrs. Holloway are nice
enough, and their son, Jack, is the only person who can distract me
from the hole in my life. But they aren't part of this story. They’re just

the normal world I'm about to lose.



As I walked home that evening, the air felt thick, like it was
pressing against my skin. I thought I saw a pair of glowing red eyes in
the shadow of an alleyway. I spun around, heart hammering against
my ribs. Nothing. Just an empty street and the smell of wet pavement.
I almost laughed at myself. First a weird nightmare about shadows,
now I'm jumping at nothing. Next thing you know, I'll find a whole weird

world, 1 thought.

Then I heard it. A low, thythmic growl that vibrated in my very

marrow.

I looked back. Standing there was something that shouldn't exist:
a massive figure with a wolf’s head fused to a human body. It wore
rusted iron armor and held two double-bladed axes that were still
dripping with something dark and warm. My brain froze, but my

instincts didn't. [ ran.

Every breath felt like swallowing glass. Growl. It was right behind
me. I tripped, my palms scraping against the concrete, but I scrambled
back up. The alley hit a dead end—just two overflowing dumpsters and
a brick wall. Panic tasted like copper in my mouth. I did the only thing
I could: 1 dove into the dumpster on the left, burying myself under
bags of old food and soggy cardboard.

The creature’s heavy boots crunched on the gravel outside. I
watched through a crack in the lid as it prowled into the alley. It tore
the lid off the other dumpster with a single, violent jerk. Clang!
Nothing. It turned toward mine, its snout wrinkling as it sniffed the

air.
Then, my iPhone screamed.
RIIIIING! RIIIING!

I fumbled for the silent switch, my fingers slick with cold sweat.

My nose was clogged from the stench of trash, and I was terrified to



even draw a breath. I waited for the axes to come crashing through the

plastic.

Instead, there was a sudden schwing—the sound of steel meeting
flesh. I heard a wet thud and a gargled whimper.

“Who's there?” 1 asked, my voice cracking. It was a stupid

question, but I was past caring.

“No questions. Just come out,” a calm, firm voice replied. “I need

to take you somewhere safe. You are being hunted.”

I listened to my gut and pushed open the lid. Standing there was
a man in gleaming armor. At his feet lay the wolf-creature, its body

already beginning to disintegrate into black ash.
“Is he dead?” I asked, climbing out of the trash.

“Not for long,” the man said, wiping his blade. “It will take him

about an hour to regenerate. Call me Lucas.”

“What was that?”

“Morbius,” Lucas said, his blonde hair catching the dim
streetlights. He looked about sixteen, but his eyes were ancient. “Most

call him the Beast. Now move. We're leaving.”

I followed him, glancing back at the pile of ash. It was already
starting to stir, the particles knitting back together like a puzzle.

“Where are you taking me?”
“Somewhere safe.”
“Like where? Is it a base? Do you have more people?”

Lucas stopped and looked at me, his expression dead serious. “If
you keep asking questions, Michael, I will personally kill you and

throw your body into an active volcano. Am I clear?”

I shut my mouth. We walked for an hour, leaving the city behind

until we reached a massive, sheer rock face in the middle of nowhere.

3



“Herucror corerom,” Lucas whispered. The Latin (I think) words
seemed to vibrate in the air. He didn't wait; he simply walked straight
into the solid rock. I hesitated for a second—was I about to crack my

skull open?—but then I stepped forward.



Chapter |1

he sensation was like walking through a curtain of cold
water. On the other side was a huge cabin perched on the
edge of a cliff. Below us, a vast forest stretched out forever, but what
caught my eye was a map on the wall. It showed 28 floors—all hidden

inside the mountain.
“Come upstairs,” Lucas called out.

I grabbed the map and followed him into a room that looked like
a high-tech war room. Another guy was there, taller with jet-black hair

and piercing red eyes.
“This is Logan,” Lucas said. “He’s your other protector.”

“Hi,” Logan said. His voice triggered a memory, a flash of
something from a dream I couldn't quite catch. Suddenly, a blinding
pain throbbed in my head. My vision blurred, my stomach twisted,
and the world went black.

“Wake up.”

The words felt like cold water splashed on my face. I gasped, my
eyes snapping open to see Lucas looming over me, his blonde hair

backlit by the harsh glow of the war room’s monitors. My head was



pounding, a thythmic throb that felt like someone was using a hammer

on the inside of my skull.

“What happened?” I croaked. I tried to sit up, but my muscles felt
like lead. The last thing I remembered was seeing Logan’s red eyes and

that sudden, sharp pain in my gut.

“You tell me,” Lucas replied, his voice flat. “You were standing

there one second, and the next, you were face-down on the floor.”

I looked down and scrambled backward. I was sitting in a wide,
sticky puddle of dark red liquid. My heart did a backflip. “Is that—is
that my blood? Am I dying?”

“Someone put an Alimperios charm on you,” Lucas said,
completely ignoring my panic. He didn't even offer a hand to help me

up. He just watched me with those cold, clinical eyes.

“A-limp—what charm again?” [ asked, trying to wipe the red mess

off my jeans. It felt cold and thick, unlike any blood I'd ever seen.

Lucas sighed, the sound of a man whose patience was thinner
than a razor blade. “An A-LIMP-ERIOS charm. It’s a tracking curse
mixed with a slow-acting paralysis. If we hadn't brought you past the

rock, your heart would have stopped ten minutes ago.”
“Alimpurius charm?” I tried again, my brain still foggy.

Lucas didn't answer with words. He drew his sword in one fluid
motion, the edge of the blade resting right against my collarbone. The

steel was freezing.

“Oh! Alimperios charm. Right. Got it. Crystal clear,” 1 said,

raising my hands.

He sheathed the blade without a word and turned toward the
back wall. “If you want to keep living, you need a weapon. This world

doesn't care if you're confused.” He gestured to a rack of gear that



looked like it belonged in a museum—and a futuristic armory.

“Choose. Each one has a unique magical ability tied to the user’s soul.”

I stood up, my legs shaking, and walked toward the rack. My eyes
skipped past the ornate swords and heavy axes, landing on something
that looked strangely out of place: a longrange sniper rifle with
glowing blue runes etched into the barrel. When I touched it, a spark

jumped to my skin, and the weapon felt... alive.

“This one,” I said, gripping the stock. “It feels like it never runs

out of ammo.”

“It doesn't,” Lucas said, already checking his own blade. “But
that’s the least of its powers. It fires distilled intent. If you don't mean

to hit it, you won't.”

He glanced over at Logan, who was leaning against the far wall,

silently spinning a black arrow between his fingers.
“What about his!” I asked, nodding toward Logan.

“His?” Lucas let out a short, dry laugh. “Logan’s weapon is for
someone who likes to play with fire. His arrows never run out, and the
tips are made of Eternal Flame—it can’t be put out by water, wind, or

even most magic. Too bad his aim sucks.”

“Hey!” Logan snapped, his red eyes flashing. “My aim is fine,
Lucas. I hit the target eventually.”

“You started half the firestorms of the 2000s because you missed
a target by three miles,” Lucas retorted. “Are you going to help me

teach Michael, or are you just going to stand there looking edgy?”

“Fine,” Logan grunted. “Take him upstairs. He’s your problem

for the first round.”

I looked at the map I was still clutching. Floor 28. “What's

upstairs!”
Lucas’s hand tightened on his sword. “What did you just say?”
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“Uhh... that 'm ready to go upstairs!” I corrected quickly,

remembering the volcano threat.

“Upstairs is the Training Room,” Logan called out as we headed
for the spiral staircase. “Try not to let the dummies kill you. It’s

embarrassing to have to resurrect a student on their first day.”

I followed Lucas, the weight of the rifle a constant reminder that

my old life—the one with foster parents and high school—was officially
dead.

“Wait,” I said, stopping at the base of the stairs. “Who is actually
hunting me? Why go through all this trouble for a kid from the

suburbs?”

Lucas stopped, his back to me. The air in the stairwell seemed to grow
heavy. “The one hunting you is the Lord of Magic. No one speaks his
name. Not if they want to keep their tongue.” He turned, his face

shadowed. “His name is Decronus.”
“Decronus!” I repeated.

“Don’t say it in the dark,” Lucas warned. “He’s hunting you
because you are a glitch in the system. You are the son of both magic
and non-magic. To him, you are either the greatest weapon ever

made—or the only thing that can end his reign.”

As we climbed the stairs, the air changed, growing colder and
smelling faintly of ozone and old stone. When Lucas pushed open the
heavy iron-bound doors to the 28th floor, the sight that met my eyes
didn't just break my mind—it shattered it.



Chapter |11

he training room was a cavernous hall, so vast the ceiling was
lost in a swirling gray mist. But it wasn't just an empty room;

it was a shifting, mechanical nightmare.

The sound was overwhelming—a symphony of clanking gears, the
crackle of magical discharge, and a low, haunting whisper that seemed

to come from the walls themselves.

"Is this... legal?" I asked, my grip tightening on the never-ending

sniper rifle.

"Legal?" Lucas laughed, a sharp, humorless sound. "In this room,
the only law is survival. That maze doesn't just test your aim; it tests
your soul. If you hesitate, the walls will crush you. If you miss, the

Ungereds—the things lurking in the dead ends—will do much worse."

I looked at the maze again. A wall slammed shut, and for a split
second, I saw a shadow move behind it—something thin, pale, and far

too fast to be human.

"I'm sorry," Lucas added, his hand already on the lever to start the
sequence. "But if you die, you just get resurrected back at the start. You

don't get out until you finish."

“WHAT!?”



The walls were made of a shifting, dark stone that seemed to pulse
like a heartbeat. I gripped the never-ending sniper rifle—which felt
surprisingly light—and started walking. The first few turns were simple,
just tripwires that sparked with blue electricity if I got too close. I
hopped over them, feeling like an amateur spy, until the floor beneath

me suddenly vanished.

I didn't fall into a pit of spikes. Instead, I was suspended in mid-
air by a localized gravity field. From the shadows, the "alive dummies"
Logan mentioned stepped out. They weren't straw and wood; they
were made of clanking rusted metal, their eyes glowing with the same

sickly green fire I'd seen at my mom’s crash site.
“Target locked,” one mechanical voice droned.

My instincts kicked in. I swung the rifle up. I didn't even have to
look through the scope; the gun seemed to pull my hands toward the
target. Bang! A streak of white light punched through the first
dummy’s chest. It didn't just break; it disintegrated into a wispy pile of
ash.

“Okay, maybe this isn't so bad,” I muttered, as my heart rate

began to slow.
Then I reached the first dead end.

The wall in front of me didn't just sit there. It opened like a giant
vertical mouth, and out crawled the Ungereds. They looked like
humans who had been stretched too thin, their skin the color of
bruised parchment, with no eyes—just wide, starving mouths filled
with needle-teeth.

They didn't growl. They whispered. Thousands of tiny voices

saying my name, over and over.
“Michael... Michael... feed us...”

I backed away, but the floor behind me had risen into a wall. I

was boxed in. One of the Ungereds lunged, its fingers like cold talons
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scraping against my jacket. I fired point-blank, but the creature just

absorbed the light, growing larger and more solid.
“The rifle!” I shouted to no one. “It’s not working!”

Suddenly, I remembered what Lucas said about being the son of
both magic and non-magic. I closed my eyes, trying to find that throb
in my head from earlier. If the rifle was magic, and the creature ate

magic, [ needed something... real.

I flipped the rifle around, grabbing it by the barrel like a club. As
the lead Ungered lunged again, I swung the heavy stock with
everything I had.

CRACK.

The creature shrieked, its physical form shattered by the simple,
non-magical force of the impact. It dissipated into black smoke. The

others hissed, realizing [ wasn't just a magical battery for them to drain.

I fought my way through the maze, alternating between sniping
the mechanical sentries and bashing the shadows, until I finally saw a
glimmer of light. I stumbled through the exit, covered in soot and

smelling like ozone.
Lucas and Logan were standing there, checking a stopwatch.

“Fourteen minutes,” Logan said, sounding impressed. “I took

twenty on my first try.”

“He cheated,” Lucas said, though he didn't look as annoyed as
usual. He stepped toward me, his expression softening just a fraction.
“You figured out the trick. Most people try to magic their way through
the Ungereds. They end up as snacks.”

“I'm not most people',” I panted, leaning against the wall. “Now,
no more ‘classified’ junk. Tell me about Decronus. If he’s the Lord of

Magic, why is he scared of a kid who can swing a gun like a baseball
bat?”
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Lucas exchanged a look with Logan. The air in the room suddenly

turned cold.

“He’s not scared of who you are now, Michael,” Lucas said
quietly. “He’s scared of what you’ll become when you find The First
Source. And we have to get there before he sends something much

worse than Morbius.”

“What is it? This ‘First Source’?” I asked, the words feeling heavy

on my tongue.

Lucas stared out over the forest, his eyes reflecting the flickering
firelight of the war room. “Magic isn’t just a trick, Michael. It’s an
energy that flows from a single point in the universe—a primordial
wellspring that existed before the first star was born. In ancient
creation texts, they called it the Cosmic Ocean, the boundary between

order and chaos.”
“And Decronus?”

“Decronus is its jailer,” Logan interjected, his red eyes narrowing.
“He has spent centuries siphoning power from the Source, rationing
it out to those he deems worthy. He’s built a kingdom on the lie that
magic is a scarce resource. But you... you are proof that the Source is

trying to fight back.”
“Because I'm a hybrid?”

“Exactly,” Lucas said, turning back to me. “You are the First, the
first of a new kind born from both the mundane and the arcane. Your
existence is a bridge. If you reach the Source, you won't just draw from
it—you can unseal it. You can return magic to every corner of the

world, ending Decronus’s monopoly forever.”

My head throbbed again, but this time, it wasn't pain—it was a
resonance. [ could feel the sniper rifle humming in my hand, vibrating
in sync with a distant, rhythmic pulse coming from deep beneath the

earth.

12



“We have to move,” Lucas said, his tone suddenly urgent. “The
Alimperios charm you were hit with wasn't just a tracker—it was a
tether. Decronus doesn't need to find you anymore. He just needs to
pull the string.”

Outside the cliffside cabin, the sky began to bleed into that same
sickly emerald green I'd seen the night my mother died. The forest
below fell silent, the birds fleeing as a massive shadow began to blot

out the moon.

“He’s here,” Logan whispered, reaching for his bow. “The Lord

of Magic doesn't wait for invitations.”

“Upstairs!” Lucas shouted, shoving me toward the training room.
“If you can’t survive the maze in the next five minutes, you won’t

survive what’s coming through that rock face!”
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Chapler |\

I ran, my boots thundering on the stone stairs. I didn’t know if
I was the savior of the universe or just a scared kid from the
suburbs, but as I burst into the shifting labyrinth of Floor 28, I knew
one thing for certain: The First Source was calling, and I was the only

one who could hear it.

The emerald sky outside the cabin didn't just darken; it began to
scream. High-pitched winds tore at the wooden shutters, and the
resonance in my rifle turned into a violent vibration that rattled my

teeth.

“Logan, the perimeter!” Lucas shouted, drawing his sword. “Hold

them at the rock face while I get Michael to the lower tunnels!”

Logan didn't move. He stood by the war room’s main terminal,
his red eyes fixed on the screen, his hands working the keys with a

cold, mechanical precision.

“Logan? Did you hear me!” Lucas stepped toward him, but Logan
finally looked up. There was no panic in his expression—only a

chilling, predatory calm.

“The perimeter is already compromised, Lucas,” Logan said

quietly. “I invited them in ten minutes ago.”
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My heart stopped. “Invited who?”
“The Dread-Guard,” Logan replied. He looked at me, and for the

first time, I realized his red eyes weren't just a magical trait. They were
a brand. “Decronus doesn't just want the Source, Michael. He wants
the bridge. And I've spent far too long playing the 'protector' to a glitch
like you.”

Before Lucas could swing his blade, Logan slammed his palm
onto a glowing red rune on the console. “Protocol: Scorched Earth,”

he whispered.

The floor beneath us groaned. A series of high-pitched beeps
erupted from every floor of the 28level map.

“He’s rigged the mana-core!” Lucas yelled. He grabbed my jacket,
nearly lifting me off my feet. “Jump, Michael! Now!”

We didn't go for the stairs. Lucas tackled me straight through the
massive glass observation window. For a split second, there was total
silence—the feeling of weightless terror as we plummeted toward the

forest canopy hundreds of feet below.
Then, the mountain spoke.

A blinding pillar of emerald fire erupted from the cabin,
vaporizing the wood and stone in an instant. The shockwave hit us in
mid-air, a "whump" of physical impact that felt like a giant’s fist. [ saw
the cabin—my only safe haven—disintegrate into a shower of burning

embers that rained down like dying stars.

Through the smoke and fire, I saw a single figure standing on a
floating piece of the cliffside, untouched by the flames. It was Logan.
He wasn't falling. He was rising, flanked by shadows that had no
business being in the light.

“We have to go!” Lucas screamed over the roar of the fire. He

twisted in the air, clicking a device on his belt that deployed a shimmer
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of blue energy—a grav-chute that jerked us upward just before we hit

the trees.

We crashed through branches, pine needles stinging my face,
until we hit the forest floor with a bone-arring thud. I scrambled to

my feet, my ears ringing with a dull, cotton-stuffed hum.

I looked back up at the mountain. The 28-floor sanctuary was a

smoking ruin, a jagged scar against the green sky.

“He’s gone,” I panted, clutching my rifle. “Logan... he was one of

them the whole time.”

“He wasn't just one of them,” Lucas said, spitting blood and
staggering to his feet. He looked more haunted than I'd ever seen him.

“He’s Decronus’s son. And we just gave h1m exactly what he wanted.”
J g
“ W hat’s that?”

Lucas looked at the empty space where the war room had been.
“The coordinates to The First Source. Now, we don't just have to find
it, Michael. We have to beat a god’s son to the finish line.”

“But, that is-that is impossible. The ~The Dread-Guard are after
us. We can’t fi-fight them and outrun a ma-magical being-" I said
through narrow breaths, only to be interrupted by footsteps, drawing

closer.

"Go!" Lucas roared as the mountain groaned one last time.

m

"Before the ground swallows us whole!

We didn’t head for the lower tunnels. Instead, Lucas led me to a
hidden ledge on the cliffside, where two massive Griffins were waiting.
Their golden feathers were stained with soot, and their eagle-eyes

burned with a fierce, ancient intelligence.

"Cling to the harness!" Lucas shouted over the roar of the fire.

m

"Don't think, just fly!
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With a powerful snap of their wings, the creatures launched into
the green sky just as the cabin vanished in a final, deafening explosion.
For a moment, the wind took my breath away, the forest below

becoming a blur of dark pines. But we weren't alone.

From the emerald clouds, the Dread-Guards descended. They
didn't need griffins; their black greatcloaks transformed into
enormous, leathery wings that beat with an unnatural rhythm. They
circled us like vultures, their glowing red eyes—mirroring Logan’s—

locked onto me.

Lucas’s griffin banked sharply, tucking its wings to dive through
the center of the formation. Lucas stood in his stirrups, his sword

gleaming as he cleaved through a guard’s wing in mid-air.

I gripped my rifle, the stock vibrating against my shoulder. I
didn't have to aim; I just felt the intent flow into the barrel. Every time
a Dread-Guard tried to close in for a Shield Bash, a bolt of white light

erupted from the gun, punching through their enchanted plate armor.

High above, Logan watched from a hovering shard of the
mountain. He didn't fire an arrow. He just pointed toward us, and a
swarm of Shadowlings—small, shrieking creatures of pure darkness—

poured out of the clouds to drag us down.

"They're trying to grapple the griffins!" Lucas yelled, kicking a
guard away as it tried to latch onto his mount's talons. "Michael, use

m

the core resonance! Fire at the sky, not the guards!

I realized then what he meant. The green sky wasn't just weather;
it was Decronus’s magic. | pointed the rifle straight up and pulled the
trigger. The blast didn't just hit a guard—it tore a hole in the emerald
clouds, revealing a flash of The First Source's pure, white light.

The Dread-Guards shrieked and recoiled, their wings

momentarily failing in the presence of the unsealed power.
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"Now!" Lucas pushed his griffin into a steep, terrifying dive
toward the horizon. "While they're blinded! We head for the Iron
Peaks!"

As we raced away, I looked back. Logan was still there, a
silhouette of betrayal against the burning mountain. He wasn't chasing
us yet. He was just waiting, knowing that every mile we flew only

brought us closer to where he wanted us to be.

The wind at that altitude felt like ice-cold knives against my face.
As we banked hard toward the jagged silhouettes of the Iron Peaks,
the shrieks of the Dread-Guards began to fade, replaced by a rthythmic,

metallic clanging coming from the canyons below.

“Hold on!” Lucas yelled, steering his griffin toward a narrow
crevice in the mountainside that looked far too small for us to fit

through. “If we don’t time this right, the sentinel-cannons will turn us

into bird feed!”

Just as we approached the cliff face, a section of the rock wall
shimmered and dissolved—a massive cloaking field. We soared
through, and the air immediately grew warm and smelled of grease,

hot iron, and sulfur.

We landed on a wide stone plaza carved into the heart of the
mountain. Before the griffins could even fold their wings, we were

surrounded. But these weren't Decronus’s polished soldiers.

These were the Unbound.
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A group of about thirty warriors emerged from the shadows
of the cavern. They were a ragtag assembly of humans, elves,
and beings I couldn't even name, all wearing armor patched together
from scrap metal and glowing crystals. At the front stood a woman
with a cybernetic arm that hissed with steam and a scarred face that

looked like it had seen a hundred wars.

“Lucas,” she said, her voice like grinding gravel. “I heard the
mountain blow from twenty miles away. I assume you brought the

trouble with you?”

“Hello to you too, Kaelen,” Lucas panted, sliding off his mount.
He gestured to me. “This is the one. The Hybrid. The Son of the

Source.”

The rebels didn't bow. Instead, they raised their weapons—not in
salute, but in suspicion. Kaelen walked up to me, her metallic fingers

twitching as she eyed my rifle.

“He looks like another suburban kid to me,” she spat. “Logan was

supposed to be with you. Where is the prince?”

“Logan is a traitor,” [ snapped, my voice steadier than I felt. “He

blew the cabin, he’s working for Decronus, and he’s currently hunting
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us with a legion of Dread-Guards. Any more questions, or are we going
to stand here until he finds the front door?”

A heavy silence fell over the plaza. Kaelen’s mechanical eye
whirred as it zoomed in on the glowing runes of my rifle. She looked

at Lucas, then back at me.

“If what you say is true, then the Age of Whispers is over,” Kaelen
announced to her crew. She turned to me, a grim smile tugging at her
lips. “We've been living in these caves for a decade, waiting for
someone with the blood to actually turn the key. We don't just want
to hide from Decronus, kid. We want to starve him. We want to take

the Source and give it back to the people.”

She slammed her fist against a massive bronze gong hanging near

the entrance.

“Welcome to the Forge of the Fallen, Michael Hunter,” she said.

“Eat fast. We move for the Source at dawn, and Decronus’s son won't

be far behind.”

Before the trek began, me and Lucas spent a final night in the
Forge of the Fallen, preparing for the flight that would take them

across the border and into the heart of the unknown.

Kaelen stripped my suburban jacket and replaced it with Dread-
Weave leather—lightweight armor that was virtually invisible to
magical sensors. While he was being prepared, Lucas spent hours over
a sprawling holographic map. They couldn't fly high; the Dread-
Guard’s interceptors would pick them up in seconds. They would have
to stay "in the weeds," weaving through the narrow canyons of the Iron

Peaks before launching a cross-country sprint across the open barrens.

As the griffins rested for the dawn launch, I sat with Lucas by a
low-burning fire, and the secrets he had been chasing finally began to
surface. Lucas stared into the flames, his voice dropping to a whisper.

"Your father didn't just go on business trips, Michael. He was the First
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Sentinel. He was the one who originally locked the Source to prevent

Decronus from turning the world into a battery.

"Your mom didn't die in a car crash," Lucas continued, looking
me in the eye. "She was a Keeper of the Gate. She stayed in the 'normal’
world to hide you, but she was using her own life force to power the
cloaking spell that kept Decronus from sensing your birth. When the
explosion happened... It wasn't an accident. She detonated her own

magical core to buy you ten more years of safety."

Logan didn't just want to kill me. He wanted to harvest me. "The
Prince doesn't want to rule the world," Lucas warned. "He wants to use
a hybrid's blood to rewrite the laws of magic itself. If he reaches the
Source first, he won't just be the Lord of Magic—he'll be the god of it."

The weight of the revelations felt heavier than the rifle on my
back. [ wasn't just a kid anymore; [ was a living key to a lock my father

built and my mother died to protect.

The sun hadn’t even cleared the Iron Peaks when we launched.
The griffins’ wings beat with a heavy, rhythmic thrum that vibrated
through my new leather armor. We stayed low, hugging the jagged
contours of the canyons, our silhouettes invisible against the dark

stone.

“Stay sharp, Michael,” Lucas called out, his griffin banking hard
to the left. “Logan knows we're out of the Forge. He won’t let us cross

the Barrens without a welcome party.”

He was right. As we cleared the final ridge and the flat, salted
expanse of the Whispering Barrens stretched out before us, the

emerald sky above rippled.

Six shadows detached themselves from the clouds, dropping like
stones. They weren't just Dread-Guards; they were the Obsidian
Squadron, Logan’s personal elite. They rode Wyverns—serpentine
drakes with wings like tattered velvet and tails tipped with glowing,
poisonous stingers.
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Abolt of dark fire hissed past my ear, singing the griffin's feathers.
"Break right!" Lucas roared. He dived his griffin into a steep corkscrew,
his sword trailing blue sparks that acted as a decoy for the incoming

homing spells.

I gripped the rifle, my heart hammering. The new scope Kaelen
installed flared to life, painting a red lattice over the lead Wyvern. I
didn't wait for a clear shot. I channeled my intent—the raw, cold anger

I felt toward Logan—and pulled the trigger.

The white bolt didn't just hit; it detonated. The lead Wyvern’s

wing dissolved into ash, and the rider screamed as they plummeted
into the salt flats below.

Then, the air grew heavy. A massive, black-winged shape
descended from the highest peak. It was Logan, riding a creature that
looked like a nightmare made of smoke and bone. He didn't fire an
arrow. He simply raised his hand, and the salt on the ground below
began to rise, forming giant, skeletal hands that reached up to swat us

out of the sky.

“He’s tethering the Barrens to us!” Lucas yelled, narrowly
dodging a colossal hand made of compressed salt. “Michael, the rifle!
Use the excess energy crystal Kaelen gave you! We need a blast big

enough to break his focus!”

You see, Kaelen secretly gave me a crystal that would make the

blast triple the power, how did Lucas know?! I don’t know.

The crystal slammed into the port with a sharp, metallic click, and
the rifle didn't just hum anymore—it screamed, a high-pitched
vibration that made my teeth ache and the air around me crackle with
blue static. A surge of raw, unrefined power shot through my arms,

and [ felt the rifle’s temperature skyrocket until it was white-hot in my

grip.
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I didn't have time to aim. I didn't even have time to think. I just
channeled every ounce of my fear and my rage toward the center of

those colossal salt hands.
The blast was blinding.

A pillar of pure, solar-white light erupted from the barrel. The
recoil hit my shoulder with the force of a runaway freight train, and I
heard a sickening pop as the bone gave way. I screamed, but the sound
was swallowed by the roar of the blast. When the light finally cleared,
the giant skeletal hands hadn't just crumbled; they had been vaporized,

leaving a massive, glass-lined crater in the middle of the salt flats.

But the price was high. The explosion acted like a vacuum,
tearing a hole in the Barrens' gravity. The air pressure dropped
instantly, and my griffin shrieked as it was sucked toward the ground
by a localized vortex. I looked at the rifle in my hands—the blue runes
were dark, the metal blackened, and the crystal shattered. I was

powerless, and we were falling.

"Michael!" Lucas screamed, pushing his own griffin into a vertical

dive to catch me just before I hit the ground.
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bove us, the vortex had stalled Logan’s nightmare creature,
but he was already recovering. He looked down into the
crater, his eyes wide with a mix of fury and realization. My blast hadn't
just cleared the path; it had uncovered something buried deep beneath
the salt—a set of ancient, bronze doors etched with the same symbols

as my rifle.

We hit the salt flats hard, sliding for thirty feet before coming to
a stop at the very edge of the newly revealed entrance. Lucas scrambled

off his mount, dragging me toward the bronze doors.

"Inside! Now!" he barked, his eyes darting to the sky where Logan
was already beginning his descent, a black arrow notched in his bow.

"The rifle gave us the key, but it cost us our exit!"

The bronze doors didn’t just close; they sealed with a finality that
made the air inside the chamber feel heavy and old. Outside, I could
hear the muffled thud of Logan landing, his nightmare creature let out

a frustrated screech that vibrated through the stone.

I collapsed against the wall, clutching my mangled shoulder. The
pain was white-hot, radiating from my collarbone down to my
fingertips. My breath came in ragged gasps, turning into little puffs of
mist in the sudden chill of the tomb.
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“Michael, stay with me,” Lucas said, dropping to one knee beside
me. He looked rough—his armor was scorched, and his face was
covered in a layer of fine white salt. He reached into his pack and

pulled out a roll of bandages, but his hands were shaking.

“The rifle...” T wheezed, looking at the blackened metal of my
weapon lying on the dusty floor. “It’s dead. I broke it.”

“You didn’t break it. You woke it up,” Lucas muttered, checking
the bronze doors. They were covered in glowing blue veins of light that
pulsed in time with my own heartbeat. “Those doors didn’t open
because of the explosion. They opened because they recognized the
signature of that blast. You just told this whole tomb that the

Sentinel’s son has returned.”

I looked around the chamber. It wasn't just a tomb; it was a vault.
Massive pillars carved into the shape of armored giants reached toward
a ceiling so high it was lost in shadow. In the center of the room sat a

pool of shimmering, silver liquid that glowed with a soft, ethereal light.

“The Healing Font,” Lucas whispered, his eyes wide. “Kaelen said
the rebels have been searching for one of these for decades. Get in. If
you don't fix that shoulder, we aren't making it past the first floor of

the catacombs.”

I dragged myself toward the water, every movement feeling like a
hot needle in my joints. As [ dipped my hand into the silver liquid, a
strange sensation washed over me—not just physical relief, but a flood

of memories that weren't mine.

I saw a man who looked exactly like me, standing where 1 was
standing, holding a version of my rifle that glowed like a star. He was
speaking to someone in the shadows—someone who sounded exactly

like my mom.

“If he ever comes back here,” the man whispered, “tell him the Source

isn't a place. It’s a choice.”
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The silver light surged, pulling me under. My shoulder snapped
back into place with a jolt of energy that made my vision explode into
stars. When I surfaced, the pain was gone, but something else was
there—a new weight in my mind, a map of the catacombs etched into

my brain.

“Lucas, we have to go,” I said, my voice steady despite the
adrenaline still coursing through me. I reached down and grabbed the
rifle. It felt different now; the metal was cool, but the core was
humming in sync with my own pulse. The font hadn't just fixed my
shoulder; it had jump-started the weapon. “He’s going to the Surface
Gate.”

“What do you mean he’s going to the Surface Gate!” Lucas asked,
his sword drawn. “That’s the only way out of these catacombs. If he

beats us there, we’re cornered.”

“He’s not trying to corner us,” I said, looking toward the dark
tunnel at the back of the vault. “He’s trying to hijack the relay. The
Surface Gate isn't just an exit, Lucas. It’s a focal point. If he channels
his power through it while the catacombs are active, he can pulse a
tracking wave across the entire country. He'll find The First Source in

seconds.”

“Then we stop him,” Lucas said, though I could see the doubt in
his eyes. “But we're on the bottom floor. He’s already outside on a

nightmare beast.”

“Not for long,” 1 replied. I stepped toward a stone pedestal I
hadn't noticed before. I placed my hand on it, and the floor began to
vibrate. “My dad didn't build this place to be walked. He built it to be
defended.”

A section of the wall slid away, revealing a vertical shaft that

glowed with blue maglev energy.
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“It’s an interceptor lift,” 1 explained. “It leads directly to the
ate’s mechanism. We can beat him there, but it's going to be a lou
Gate’s mech We can beat him there, but it’s going to be a loud

»
entrance.

As we stepped into the light of the shaft, the bronze doors at the
entrance of the tomb shuddered. I heard Logan’s voice, amplified by
magic, echoing through the stone: “Run while you can, Michael! You're

just proving you're the coward my father said you were!”

I gripped the rifle, my finger hovering over the trigger. “Let him
talk,” I whispered. “He’s about to find out that I'm not just my father’s

son. 'm my mother’s, too.”

The lift surged upward, the speed pinning us to the floor as we

roared toward the surface to meet the Prince of Magic.

The lift slammed into the docking ring at the Surface Gate, the
bronze doors hissing open to a world of blinding emerald light and
stinging salt. I didn't even wait for the floor to level. I rolled out, rifle

raised, but Logan was already waiting.

He wasn't on his beast anymore. He stood in the center of the
Gate’s relay, his black hair whipping in the magical gale. He looked
like a god of the storm.

"Too late, Michael," he said, his voice cutting through the roar of
the wind.

Lucas lunged first, his soul-absorbing blade trailing a wake of blue
light. Logan didn't even draw a weapon. He simply flicked his wrist,
and a wave of raw, pressurized gravity slammed Lucas backward into a
stone pillar. I heard the sickening crack of armor, and Lucas slumped

to the ground, unconscious.
"Lucas!" I screamed. I leveled the rifle and pulled the trigger.

Click.
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The weapon didn't fire. The blue runes on the barrel flared once,
then died. The Healing Font had jump-started it, but the rifle was a

weapon of intent, and mine was clouded by panic.

Logan walked toward me, the salt beneath his boots crunching
like bone. "You have the blood, Michael. You have the legacy. But you
don't have the will."

I tried to swing the rifle like a club, but Logan was a blur of
motion. He caught the barrel in one hand and drove his palm into my
chest. The impact felt like a lightning strike. My lungs seized, and I was
thrown across the platform, landing at the very edge of the cliff.

My rifle skittered away, falling into the dark abyss of the

catacombs.

Logan stood over me, his red eyes glowing with a cold,
triumphant light. He reached down and grabbed me by the throat,
lifting me off the ground as if I weighed nothing. He leaned in, his

voice a low, terrifying whisper.

"Thank you, Michael. The blast you fired in the Barrens... it
didn't just open the doors. It tuned the Gate to your frequency. I don't

need you to find the Source anymore. I just need your resonance."

He slammed his hand onto the Gate's control pedestal, and a
beam of emerald light shot from the sky, passing through me and into
the Gate. I felt my very soul being scanned, a searing heat that made

me want to scream, but no sound came out.

The Gate roared to life, a massive holographic map of the world
unfolding in the sky. A single, golden point began to pulse far to the

west.

The First Source.
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Logan dropped me like a piece of trash. I lay on the stone,
gasping for air, my vision fading to black. I watched through
a blur as Logan stepped onto his nightmare beast, which had landed

behind him.

"Stay here and rot with the memories of your father, Michael,"
Logan said, looking back one last time. "I'm going to finish what he

started. And this time, there won't be a Sentinel left to stop me."

He took off into the green sky, leaving me broken and alone on
the mountaintop, while the map of our destruction burned bright

above me.

I lay there on the cold stone of the Surface Gate, my lungs
burning and my vision swimming. Logan was gone, a dark speck fading
into the emerald horizon, and he had taken everything. My rifle was
at the bottom of a chasm, Lucas was a broken heap against a pillar,

and I was just a kid who had failed.

"I'm sorry, Mom," I whispered, the salt wind stinging my eyes. "I'm
not the key. I'm just the lock he broke."

I reached out, my fingers trembling as I touched the glowing
pedestal Logan had used to scan me. I expected it to be cold, but as
soon as my skin made contact, an electric jolt shot through my arm. It
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wasn't the searing heat of Logan's magic—it was a hum, a frequency

that felt like my own breathing.
Suddenly, the world didn't just look different; it felt transparent.

My eyes snapped open, but I wasn't seeing the stone or the sky
anymore. | was seeing the leylines—thick, golden rivers of energy
flowing deep beneath the earth, all converging right where I stood. 1
could see the trail Logan left behind, a jagged, oily black streak in the
air that smelled like rot.

I realized I didn't need the rifle to channel power. The rifle was
just a crutch. As I focused on the pain in my chest, the energy from
the Gate didn't just pass through me—it folded into me. My veins
began to glow with a soft, white light, and the bruises on my body
began to knit together instantly.

I looked at a heavy piece of fallen masonry near Lucas. I didn't
pick it up. I just wanted it to move. With a sharp crack, the stone
disintegrated into dust, reformed into a shimmering shield, and

hovered over Lucas's body.

I wasn't just a "hybrid" anymore. [ didn't need a weapon because

I was the weapon.

I stood up, my legs no longer shaking. The map Logan had
generated was still flickering in the sky, but I didn't need it. I could
feel The First Source pulling at my gut like a magnetic North. It was

calling me, not as a master, but as a part of itself.

"He thinks he won because he has the coordinates," I said, my
voice echoing with a strange, metallic resonance. I looked at Lucas,
who was just starting to groan and stir. "But he doesn't realize... he just

gave me the spark I needed to light the fire."

I held out my hand, and the air in front of me began to ripple. |
wasn't going to fly a griffin. [ was going to step through the folds of the
world itself.
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I stood on the edge of the cliff, the wind howling around me, but
I didn't feel the cold anymore. I felt the leylines. They were like guitar
strings stretched across the world, vibrating with a frequency only I

could hear.

"Michael’ What are you doing?" Lucas wheezed, pushing himself
up from the rubble. His eyes widened as he saw the white light pulsing

under my skin. "Your eyes... they're glowing."

"Logan thinks he's fast because he has a nightmare beast," I said,
my voice vibrating with a power that wasn't entirely mine. "But I can

see the shortcuts."

I grabbed Lucas by the shoulder. He flinched, but the golden
energy flowing through me acted like a balm, instantly steadying his
breath. I looked toward the golden

pulse on the horizon—The First Source. I didn't just see it; I felt it
pulling at the very atoms of my body.

"Hold on," I warned.

I reached out with my free hand and literally tore the air. It didn't
feel like moving; it felt like folding a piece of paper so that the two
corners touched. The emerald sky ripped open, revealing a tunnel of
pure, blinding white light.

m

"Michael, wait! Teleporting without a focus-crystal is suicide!

Lucas screamed.
"l am the crystal," I replied.
We stepped into the tear.

The sensation was violent. It felt like being pulled through a straw
while my soul was being scrubbed with sandpaper. Space and time
smeared into a blur of silver and gold. I saw flashes of my mother’s
face, my father’s hands building the catacombs, and Logan’s sneer—all

happening at once.
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Then, with a deafening CRACK that sounded like a mountain

splitting open, the pressure vanished.

We slammed into soft, glowing grass. I coughed, the smell of
ozone thick in my lungs. My vision cleared, and I realized we weren't
in the Barrens anymore. We were in a valley that looked like it was
made of starlight. The trees were translucent, their roots drinking from
a river of liquid light that flowed uphill toward a massive, floating

temple.

"We made it," Lucas whispered, staggering to his feet. "We
actually beat him."

I looked up. The temple was beautiful, but the air was already
beginning to sour. A dark shadow blotted out the starlight above us.
Logan’s nightmare beast was descending, but Logan wasn't looking at
the temple. He was looking at me, his expression shifting from

triumph to absolute, murderous shock.
"How!" he roared, his voice shaking the valley.
I stood up and raised my hand. No rifle. No crystals. Just me.

"Like you said, Logan," I said, the white light in my veins flared
to a blinding brilliance. "I'm the son of both worlds. And you're

trespassing on my property."

The air in the valley of starlight turned heavy, the liquid light in
the river rippling as Logan leapt from his beast. He landed ten feet
away, the grass turning black beneath his boots.

"A Channeler!" Logan spat, his face contorting with a mix of envy
and rage. "You think a few glowing veins make you my equal? I have
spent my entire life perfecting the art of destruction. You've had this

power for ten minutes!"

"Ten minutes is all I need," I said.
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didn't wait for him to move. I thrust my palms forward, and a
wave of pure, white kinetic energy erupted from my chest. It
wasn't a bullet or a blast; it was a physical wall of power. Logan reacted
instantly, slamming his hands together to conjure a shield of oily black
shadow. When the two forces collided, the shockwave flattened the

translucent trees for fifty yards in every direction.

Logan sent a swarm of shadow-daggers whistling through the air.
I didn't dodge; I swept my arm in a wide arc, turning the air into a
shimmering barrier that caught the daggers and dissolved them into

sparks.

I tapped into the leyline beneath my feet, pulling a pillar of liquid
gold from the earth. I hurled it at him like a spear. Logan caught it
mid-air, his hands smoking as he struggled to suppress the light before

shattering it into harmless dust.

Logan roared, his red eyes bleeding into a solid, terrifying
crimson. He began to draw the emerald magic from the sky,
condensing it into a sphere of collapsing gravity between his palms.
"Let's see how much your 'source' loves you when I tear your atoms

apart!"
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The air began to scream as the gravity well started to pull me in.
My feet skidded across the glowing grass, and I felt the white light in

my veins straining to hold me together.

"Michael, he’s siphoning the Sky-Gate!" Lucas yelled, trying to stay

grounded. "You can't out-pull him!"

He was right. If I fought him on his terms—using magic as a

weapon—he had centuries of experience on me. I had to use the one

thing he didn't have: The Choice.

I stopped fighting the pull. I let gravity drag me toward him, my
body glowing brighter with every inch. As I reached the center of the
vortex, right in front of Logan’s shocked face, I didn't blast him. I
reached out and grabbed his hands.

The connection was like plugging two ends of a live wire together.
The white light of the Source and the black shadow of Decronus

collided inside our bodies.

"What are you doing?!" Logan screamed, his face peeling back in

the brilliance.

"I'm giving you what you wanted," I whispered, my voice echoing

with the power of the valley. "I'm showing you The First Source.

The energy between Logan and me reached a violent crescendo.
The white light of the Source and the oily black shadow of his magic

fought for dominance inside our skin until the world simply cracked.
The blast was total.

Logan didn't just fly back; he was stripped. I watched as the black
tattoos of his lineage dissolved from his arms like ink in a flood. His
nightmare beast disintegrated into ash, and Logan hit the glowing

grass as nothing more than a man—powerless, shaking, and mortal.
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But the victory felt cold. The starlight of the valley began to dim,
replaced by a suffocating, absolute silence. The liquid light in the river
stopped flowing. It froze into jagged glass.

"No," Lucas whispered, backing away from the Temple. "It’s too

early. He wasn't supposed to be able to manifest here."

The emerald sky above the valley didn't just darken; it tore. A
figure stepped through the rift, walking on the air as if it were solid
stone. He wasn't a monster like Morbius or a soldier like the Dread-
Guard. He wore robes of a shifting, abyssal black that seemed to drink
the very light from the valley. His face was a mask of cold, porcelain
perfection, but his eyes were voids—hollow spaces where the universe

went to die.

Decronus.

The Lord of Magic didn't land. He hovered a few inches above
the grass, his presence causing the translucent trees to shrivel and
blacken instantly. He didn't even look at the Temple. He looked at

me.

"So," he said, his voice not a sound, but a vibration that settled
into my very marrow. "The Sentinel’s whelp has finally stopped hiding
behind metal toys and learned to bleed light."

He glanced down at Logan, who was crawling away in the dirt,
sobbing. Decronus didn't show pity or anger. He looked at his own

son like a broken tool.

"You failed to harvest the resonance, Logan," Decronus said
softly. "But no matter. The boy has overcharged himself. He has
become the very beacon I needed to find the Heart of the Source."

He turned back to me, and I felt the white light in my veins flicker

in fear.

"Michael Hunter," he said, extending a hand. The air between us

began to warp, gravity twisting into a knot. "You have done the work
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of a thousand years in a single afternoon. Now, be a good boy and

open the door."

Decronus didn’t wait for an answer. He flicked his fingers, and
the ground beneath me exploded into jagged shards of obsidian. I
jumped, using the golden energy in my heels to boost myself fifty feet

into the air, but he was already there, hovering in my path.
"Is that all’" he mocked.

The fight that followed wasn't just a battle; it was a war that tore
the valley of starlight to pieces.

I hurled a barrage of pure light spheres at him, each one capable
of leveling a building. Decronus didn't dodge. He opened his arms,
and a swirling vortex of void-fire swallowed my attacks, converting
them into dark lightning that he arched back at me. [ barely managed
to weave a shield in time, the impact sending me skidding through the

translucent trees.

We clashed in the air, a blur of white and black. Every time our
energies met, a shockwave rippled through the valley, shattering the
glass river and turning the glowing grass to ash. I tapped into the
leylines, pulling massive pillars of stone from the earth to crush him,
but Decronus simply waved a hand and turned the stone into a swarm

of shadow-locusts that tore at my skin.

As the hours—or maybe it was minutes, time didn't matter
anymore—dragged on, I felt my strength flagging. My light was
flickering. Decronus, however, seemed to grow stronger, feeding on
the very magic I was throwing at him. He caught me with a lash of

void-energy, slamming me into the base of the floating temple.

"Your father built this cage to keep me out," Decronus roared, his
voice shaking the mountain. "But he gave the key to a boy who is too

afraid to turn it!"
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I coughed up gold-tinted blood, my vision blurring. Lucas was
somewhere in the wreckage, trying to distract the Lord of Magic with
cross-bolts of light, but Decronus swatted him away like an insect. I

was the only one left.

I looked up at the Temple. The stones were humming. They
weren't just stone; they were memories. My father’s sacrifice, my
mother’s fire—it was all stored here. I realized then that I couldn't win

by fighting him. I had to out-channel him.

I plunged my hands into the earth, not to pull up stone, but to
open the floodgates.

"You want the Source, Decronus!" [ screamed, my body glowing

so brightly that my skin began to crack like porcelain. "Then take it
ALL!"

I stopped holding the light back. I became a vacuum, pulling
every ounce of energy from the valley, the temple, and the sky, and

shoved it directly into the knot of gravity Decronus was holding.

The air began to turn white. The silence was deafening.
Decronus’s eyes widened as his void-fire began to turn gold. For the

first time, the Lord of Magic looked terrified.

I shoved every ounce of power I had left into that knot of gravity.
The white light didn't just push against Decronus; it flooded him,

drowning his void-fire in a tidal wave of pure, unrefined creation.

The explosion was silent, a ripple of white that turned the world into
a blank canvas. When my vision finally cleared, the valley was a ghost
of its former self. The translucent trees were gone, and the floating
temple had drifted higher, its base charred but still standing.

Decronus was gone. But I could feel him—a cold, jagged pulse at
the edge of the sky. [ hadn't killed him. I had just shattered his physical

form, scattering his essence across the emerald sky.
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"It worked," Lucas coughed, crawling out from under a pile of
crystalline rubble. He was covered in soot, his armor cracked, but he
was alive. "You broke his tether to this world. He's... he's stuck in the

slipstream. For now."

"For how long?" I asked. My voice sounded hollow, and the white
light under my skin had dimmed to a faint, flickering glow. My hands
were shaking, and for the first time since this started, I felt the crushing

weight of exhaustion.

"Months? Years! We don't know," Lucas said, leaning against a
broken pillar. He looked toward the horizon where Logan’s nightmare
beast had disintegrated. "But he’s not the Lord of Magic today. He’s

just a ghost in the wind."

I looked down at my hands. The golden veins were still there, but
they were quiet. I realized then that the fight wasn't over. Decronus
would be back, and next time, he would know exactly how I fought.
But I also saw Logan. He was sitting in the dirt a few hundred yards
away, staring at his own hands as if he didn't recognize them. He was

mortal, powerless, and completely broken.
"What about him?" I asked, nodding toward the fallen prince.

"He's a survivor," Lucas spat, though there was a hint of pity in
his voice. "He'll run. He'll hide. But without his father's shadow, he's

just a man who made the wrong choice."

I looked up at The First Source, the glowing heart of the temple.
It was still pulsing, waiting for the one who could truly hold the key.
We had bought the world some time, but the "Rise and Fall of Magic"

was just beginning.

I took a deep breath of the ozonefilled air. "Let's find Kaelen and
the Unbound," I said. "We have a world to rebuild before he finds his
way back."

38



Chapler [X;

he sky above the Iron Peaks never truly returned to blue. It
remained a pale, bruised violet, a constant reminder that
Decronus was still out there, drifting in the slipstream like a storm

waiting to break.

It had been six months since the battle at the Temple. I was
standing on the observation deck of the Forge of the Fallen, watching
the horizon. The golden veins in my arms thrummed with a low, steady
rhythm. I was stronger now, but I was also tired. Every day was a cycle

of rebuilding and watching—waiting for the other shoe to drop.
“You're doing it again,” a voice said behind me.

I didn’t need to turn around to know it was Kaelen. Her
mechanical arm hissed as she leaned against the railing next to me.

“Scanning the clouds won’t make him show up any faster, Michael.”
“He’s not just showing up,” I whispered. “He’s changing.”

I pointed toward a switling mass of emerald mist near the
northern peaks. It wasn't the chaotic gale of six months ago. It was
structured. It was forming into crystalline spires that hung suspended
in the air, dripping a dark, oily liquid onto the forests below.
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“The scouts call them Void-Wells,” Kaelen said, her face grim.
“Everywhere they touch, the magic in the earth stops flowing. It’s not
just an attack; it’s a harvest. He’s eating the world’s leylines to build

himself a new body.”

Suddenly, the air pressure dropped, and my ears popped. A high-
pitched, glass-shattering shriek echoed from the clouds.

Out of the emerald mist dived a new kind of horror. They weren't
Dread-Guards. They were Hollow-Eaters—translucent, winged
creatures that looked like they were made of cracked mirrors. They
didn't have weapons; they had gaping maws that pulsed with the same
void-fire Decronus had used.

“They're heading for the Forge,” I said, my hands already

beginning to glow with a fierce, white heat.

“They're not here for the Forge,” Kaelen realized, her eyes
widening as she checked her scanners. “They’re heading for the lower
levels. They're going for the vault where we kept the shattered remains

of your father's rifle.”

I didn't wait for the lift. I stepped off the deck, falling through
the air and tearing a hole in space before I hit the ground. I had to get
to the vault. If Decronus got his hands on the Sentinel’s tech while he
was in this halfformed state, the "temporary set-back" was going to

become a permanent nightmare.

I stepped off the observation deck and let the gravity take me. I
didn't need a lift; I tore a hole in the air and stepped through the fold,
landing in the silent, dust-covered corridor of the lower levels just as

the vault alarms began to shriek.

The Hollow-Eaters were already there, their mirror-like wings
scraping against the stone walls with a sound like thousands of
breaking windows. They ignored me, their gaping maws pulsing with
green void-fire as they tore at the reinforced doors of the Sentinel’s

Vault.
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"Back off!" I roared, my hands igniting with a brilliance that
turned the shadows into sharp glass.

I swept my arm in a wide arc, and a wave of white kinetic energy
slammed into the lead creatures. They didn't just fly back—they
shattered, their translucent bodies exploding into harmless shards. But
more were coming, pouring out of the vents and through the ceiling
like a silver flood.

I reached the vault door, my hand finding the cold bronze
surface. It didn't open. Instead, a holographic interface flickered to

life, projecting a figure I had only seen in my dreams: my father.

"Michael," the projection said, his voice calm despite the sirens.
"If you are seeing this, the Sentinel has fallen and the Lord of Magic
has returned. The rifle you carry was never meant to be the final

answer. It was a lock. You are the key."

The vault doors didn't slide open; they dissolved, revealing a
central pedestal holding a single, pulsing crystalline orb that hummed

in perfect resonance with the veins in my arms.

"This is the Sentinel’s Failsafe," my father’s image continued. "It
doesn't store magic. It stores intent. If Decronus is building a body of
void, you must build a body of light. Place the remains of the rifle on
the pedestal."

I didn't hesitate. I pulled the blackened, shattered remains of the
sniper rifle from my back and laid them on the orb. The white light
from the vault surged, the shards of metal beginning to glow and
liquify. They didn't reform into a gun. They began to crawl up my
arms, knitting into my skin and forming a living suit of armor made

of enchanted steel and raw Source energy.

"The rifle was a crutch," my father's voice whispered as the

transformation completed. "Now, Michael, you are the weapon."

I turned back to the Hollow-Eaters, my new visor displaying the
leylines of the world in high-definition. I didn't need to fire a shot. I
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just pointed my finger, and the air itself turned into a piercing beam

of solar energy.
The "Void-Well War" had just become very, very personal.

The armor felt weightless, a second skin of liquid mercury and
starlight that pulsed in time with my heart. As the last of the Hollow-
Eaters dissolved into silver dust under my glare, the silence of the vault

was broken not by a monster, but by the frantic footsteps of a human.
"Michael! Thank god you're down here!"

I spun around, the armor’s visor automatically highlighting the
newcomer in a sharp, golden outline. It was Jack Holloway—my foster
brother. He was covered in soot, gasping for air, his face twisted in

terror.

"The upper floors are crawling with them," he panted, leaning
against the doorway. "Kaelen sent me to find you. She says the Void-

Wells are moving... they're surrounding the mountain."

I started toward him, my hand reaching out to steady him. But
then, the armor’s visor flickered. A tiny, red warning icon blinked in

the corner of my vision.

[ANALYSIS:  VOID RESONANCE DETECTED WITHIN
TARGET]

I froze. "Jack? How did you get down here? The lifts were cut off

ten minutes ago."

Jack’s expression didn't change, but his eyes... for a split second,
they didn't reflect the light of the vault. They drank it. "I found a
service shaft. Michael, we have to go. Give me the Failsafe orb, it's safer

if I carry it while you fight—"

"The orb is gone, Jack," I said, my voice sounding metallic
through the helm. "It’s part of me now. Just like the void is part of

"

you.
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he act dropped instantly. Jack’s face didn't twist into a
monster's snarl; instead, it settled into a cold, arrogant mask
that reminded me painfully of Logan. He stood up straight, the "terror"

vanishing from his posture.

"I always wondered why my parents took you in," Jack said, his
voice dropping an octave, vibrating with that familiar, oily hum of
Decronus’s magic. "My 'father' needed a fly on the wall, Michael.
Someone to watch the Sentinel’s brat grow up. You were so easy to

play. The lonely orphan looking for a brother."

"You've been working for him the whole time?" I whispered, the
betrayal cutting deeper than any void-blade. "Even before the cabin?

Even when we were kids?"

"Since the beginning," Jack sneered. He raised his hand, and a
shard of black glass—a Void-Spike—materialized in his palm. "Decronus
doesn't need to be whole to kill you. He just needs someone close

enough to slip a knife between the plates of that fancy new suit."

The shadows in the room began to lengthen, crawling toward
Jack like obedient dogs. He wasn't a powerhouse like Logan or a god
like Decronus, but he was something worse: he was the Saboteur. He

knew our codes, our tunnels, and my heart.
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"I'm going to enjoy this, 'brother'," Jack whispered.

I didn't wait for him to finish his sentence. I lunged, my mercury-
slick boots leaving glowing footprints on the vault floor. "You were
never my brother!" I roared, swinging a fist fueled by the core of the

Source.

Jack didn't even try to block. He moved like a shadow in a
flickering candle—one second he was there, the next he was a blur of
black mist sliding past my strike. He was fast, faster than Logan,
because his power wasn't a hammer; it was a scalpel. He drove the
Void-Spike toward a seam in my gauntlet. I felt a jolt of ice-cold agony
as the black glass grazed the metal, momentarily short-circuiting the

armor’s SENSOrs.

Jack knew the layout of the room better than I did. He kicked a
release valve on a coolant pipe, filling the vault with freezing steam to

mask his heat signature.

[ used the armor’s Pulse-Nova ability, sending a ring of white light
outward to clear the fog. It caught Jack mid-leap, blasting him against
the bronze pedestal. He coughed, dark ichor staining his lips, but he
was already laughing.

As I closed in for a final blow, Jack slammed his hand into a
hidden panel near the vault door. "Did you really think I came here
just to kill you, Michael? I came to shut the lights off."

A series of muffled explosions rocked the mountain. The
Forge's main power grid—the one Jack helped Kaelen build—began to
cascade. The golden light in the vault flickered and died, plunged into

a terrifying, oily darkness.

"Kaelen!" 1 shouted, the armor's night vision struggling to

recalibrate.

"She's a little busy right now with the bombs I left in the armory,"

Jack’s voice echoed from the shadows, mocking and distant.
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I fired a blind beam of solar energy toward the sound, but it only
hit a stone. I saw a shimmer of green light near the service shaft—Jack
was hovering there, holding a stolen Memory-Core he’d snatched from

the pedestal during the chaos.

"This core has the locations of the other Sentinels' vaults," Jack
sneered, his body beginning to dissolve into a swarm of shadow-
locusts. "Decronus is going to eat them all, Michael. And when he’s

finished, there won't be enough light left in the universe to save you."

"Get back here!" I lunged, but the shadow-locusts burst into a
cloud of stinging black smoke.

By the time I cleared the air with a blast of energy, the shaft was
empty. Jack was gone, out into the mountain he knew like the back of

his hand, carrying the keys to our destruction. The armor hummed a
low, mournful warning in my ears: [CRITICAL SYSTEM FAILURE:
FORGE CORE DE-STABILIZING].

I had to choose. I could chase the brother who betrayed me, or 1
could save the hundreds of rebels currently trapped in a collapsing

mountain.

I watched the last of the shadow-locusts vanish into the dark of
the service shaft. My gauntlet was raised, the palm-emitter glowing with
enough energy to collapse the entire tunnel on top of him. I could
have ended it right there. I could have buried Jack and the stolen

Memory-Core under a million tons of rock.
But then the mountain screamed.

A massive shudder groaned through the floor, followed by the
muffled roar of the armory bombs Jack had mentioned. Above me, |
could hear the panicked shouts of the Unbound—men and women

who had looked to me as a leader, now trapped in a crumbling tomb.

"Dammit, Jack," I hissed, the white light in my veins flickering
with fury.
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I lowered my hand. I let him go. The mission was a failure, but I

couldn't let my people pay the price for my brother’s betrayal.

I slammed my palms into the vault floor, not to attack, but to
anchor. "Armor, divert all auxiliary power to the structural integrity

field!" I commanded.

[WARNING: CORE DEPLETION IN 60 SECONDS] the suit’s voice

pulsed in my ear.
"Tust do it!"

White-gold leylines erupted from my hands, racing up the walls
like glowing vines. I felt the weight of the entire mountain pressing
down on my shoulders as I became a living pillar of light. I was holding
the Forge together by pure will, stitching the cracked stone back

together with Source energy.

Through the suit’s comms, Kaelen’s voice crackled through the
static. "Michael! The armory is a mess, but the fire is contained. We're

evacuating the lower levels. Where are you?"

"Get everyone out," | panted, my vision blurring as the armor
drained my own life force to keep the mountain from pancaking.
"Jack... Jack is gone. He took the Sentinel's map. He was the leak,

Kaelen. He was always the leak."

There was a long silence on the other end, broken only by the
sound of falling rubble. "Understood. We’re heading for the surface. We'll

meet you at the extraction point. Michael... don't stay down there too long."

I held the mountain until the last heat signature cleared the
Forge. When I finally let go, the vault collapsed into a pile of bronze
and stone, sealing the Sentinel's tomb forever. I barely had enough
energy to tear a hole in space and tumble out onto the snowy slopes of
the Iron Peaks.
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I lay in the freezing slush, watching the emerald sky. Jack was out
there, heading for the other vaults. He had the map, he had

Decronus’s backing, and he knew my every weakness.

The "Void-Well War" wasn't a skirmish anymore. It was a race.

And I was starting from a dead stop.

As I stared at the dark, oily spires of the Void-Wells, a chilling
realization settled into my marrow. Decronus wasn't just rebuilding
himself; he was preparing the world for something much larger. My
father's failsafe didn't just give me armor; it gave me access to the

Sentinel’s Archive, a library of deep-history encrypted into my very
DNA.

As the Hollow-Eaters shrieked above, a file in my mind forced

itself open.

Decronus was never the "Lord of Magic." He was merely just a
puppet. Centuries ago, when my father first locked the Source, he
wasn't just hiding magic from greedy men; he was sealing a leak. There
is an entity that exists in the "In-Between," a consciousness older than

the stars that views our reality as nothing more than fuel.

Its name is The Devourer, and Decronus is nothing more than

its favored apprentice.

Decronus isn't trying to rule the world; he’s trying to dissolve the

boundaries so his master can finally enter our dimension.

The Void-Wells aren't just harvesting magic—they are anchors for

a massive gate that will pull The Devourer through the emerald sky.

My father knew this. He didn't build the armor to fight Decronus;

he built it to survive the first contact with the Master.

m

"Michael, your resonance is spiking!" Kaelen’s voice barked
through my helm. "Whatever you're seeing in those files, close them!

m

The Hollow-Eaters have breached the secondary gates!
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I looked up, and for the first time, I didn't see the mirror-winged
monsters. | saw the strings of shadow connecting them to something
far beyond the emerald clouds. I saw the eyes of The Devourer
watching us through the Void-Wells.

"Decronus isn't the final boss, Kaelen," I said, my voice echoing
with a cold, absolute certainty. "He’s just the herald. And if we don't

stop these Wells, we're not fighting a war—we're waiting for lunch."

I may have been dumb, arrogant, and stupid, but I knew one
thing for sure. We have to stop him.
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he ground beneath my boots began to vibrate, a low,
rhythmic thrumming that felt like the mountain itself was
shaking in fear. I looked out from the snowy ridge, my armor’s visor

automatically zooming in on the horizon. My heart skipped a beat.

An army of 100,000 soldiers was marching toward us, a sea of
steel and shadows that stretched further than I could see.

This wasn't just a raiding party. It was a total mobilization. I saw
the black-plated armor of the Dread-Guards leading the charge,
flanked by corrupted Elven archers whose arrows glowed with a sickly
purple voidfire. Thousands of human mercenaries, lured by
Decronus's promises of power, marched alongside beasts I didn't even
recognize. They weren't just here to capture me; they were here to pave

the way for the Devourer.

"Michael, we're outnumbered a thousand to one," Lucas said,
stepping up beside me, his sword gripped so tight his knuckles were
white. "We can't hold the pass against that."

"They aren't just here for the mountain," I replied, my visor
tracking the energy signatures. "They’re a living sacrifice. Decronus is
going to use the blood of this army to fuel the Master-Node and pull
his Master through."
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The Void-Wells above us pulsed in sync with the army’s march,
turning the snow emerald. I felt the Sentinel’s Failsafe armor hum
against my skin, its light flaring as it detected the sheer volume of
hostiles. I was one kid in a suit of starlight, standing against a hundred
thousand souls who had traded their humanity for a glimpse of the

void.

"Kaelen, get the Unbound into the deep tunnels," | commanded
over the comms. "Lucas, find the weakest point in their left flank. I'm

going to give them something else to look at."

I stepped off the ledge, not falling, but levitating as the armor's

thrusters kicked in. I was the only thing standing between that army
and the end of the world.

The massive army moved like a dark tide across the snow, their
100,000 voices chanting a low, guttural prayer to the Devourer. Just as
the first wave of Dread-Guards reached the base of the ridge, the air
behind me shimmered with a heat that didn't belong in the frozen
peaks.

A man stepped out of the rift. He wasn't wearing high-tech armor
or carrying a rifle. He wore simple, ragged traveler’s clothes, but the
ground literally hummed where he stepped. His eyes weren't white or
red—they were a deep, calm gold, pulsing with a power so immense it

made my Sentinel armor vibrate in submission.
"Who are you?" [ asked, my voice barely a whisper.

"l am Alaric," he said, his voice sounding like the shifting of
tectonic plates. "l was the Sentinel before your father. I have been

watching from the In-Between, waiting for the one who could finally

hold the weight of the light."

He walked past me toward the edge of the cliff. The army below
slowed, sensing a new presence. The Void-Wells above hissed, their
emerald light flickering as Alaric raised his hand. With a simple
gesture, he flattened the front line of 100,000 soldiers with a burst of
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gravitational force that made my own Nova-Blast look like a

firecracker.

"You're more powerful than any of us,” I said, hope finally

sparking in my chest. "With you, we can actually win."

Alaric turned back to me, a sad, knowing smile on his face. "I am
not here to win the war, Michael. I am here to buy you the time to
finish it. The Devourer has already anchored himself to this army. If
they reach the Temple, the gate opens, and everything dies."

"Then let's fight them together!"

"No," Alaric said, placing a hand on my glowing gauntlet. "The
light I carry is too much for this world to hold for long. I am a flame
that has already burned out; I am just the final spark."

He turned back to the sea of 100,000. He stepped off the ridge,
but he didn't fall. He walked down the air, a path of golden light
forming beneath his feet. As he reached the center of the valley, the
entire army converged on him—Dread-Guards, elves, and humans all

screaming as they lunged.
Alaric closed his eyes. "Tell your father... I kept the promise."
He didn't explode. He became a sun.

A massive dome of blinding, celestial gold expanded from his
body, silent and absolute. Every soldier it touched didn't die—they were
unmade. I watched through my visor as the 100,000 were pulled
backward, their forms dissolving into shadows that were sucked back
into the Void-Wells. The green sky turned white for a split second
before the wells themselves imploded, snuffed out by the sheer purity

of Alaric's sacrifice.

When the light finally faded, the valley was empty. No army. No
monsters. Just a vast, silent expanse of scorched earth and a single,

glowing crystal lying where Alaric had stood.
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The soldiers were gone, sent back to the void, but I could feel the
emerald sky beginning to heal itself already. We had won the day, but

Alaric was gone, and the Master was now very, very angry.

I fell to my knees, knowing that our best warrior was gone. Alaric

had sacrificed himself just to buy us some time.

I stood on the ridge, staring at the scorched valley where a
hundred thousand soldiers had vanished in a heartbeat. The silence
was louder than the battle had ever been. Alaric was gone—a man I'd
only just met, yet he’d given everything to buy me a few more hours of

air.

"Michael, look," Lucas whispered, pointing toward the center of
the blast zone.

A single, pulsing golden shard lay in the center of a glass-lined
crater. | didn't wait. I engaged the armor’s thrusters and dived, my
boots crunching onto the superheated ground. I picked up the Soul-

Shard, and the moment my fingers touched it, the armor’s visor

flooded with data.

[ARCHIVE DOWNLOAD IN PROGRESS: FINAL MEMORIES OF
THE SECOND SENTINEL]

Images flashed before my eyes—not of war, but of Jack. I saw him
as a child, but his shadow was ten feet long. I saw him meeting
Decronus in the "In-Between," trading the secrets of my mother’s
protection for a drop of void-fire. But the most important image was a
location: a crumbling tower in the Dread-Marshes where Jack was
currently hiding, desperately trying to repair the Memory-Core he’d

stolen from the Forge.

"He’s at the Tower of Sorrows," I said, my voice cold and focused.
The white light in my armor flared, sensing my intent. "He’s alone,

and his army is gone. This ends now."
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"We're coming with you," Kaelen barked over the comms, but I

was already shaking my head.

"No. He knows our tactics, he knows the Unbound," I replied.

"But he doesn't know what Alaric just gave me."

I didn't use a lift or a griffin. I focused on that oily black scent
Jack left behind, combined with the coordinates from Alaric’s shard. I
tore a hole in the space in front of me, the air screaming as I forced a

portal to open across half the continent.

I stepped through and landed in the knee-deep muck of the
Dread-Marshes. The tower loomed ahead, a jagged tooth of black
stone dripping with green moss. I could see a flickering green light in

the top window.

"Jack!" 1 roared, the sound amplified by the armor until the

swamp water rippled.

The green light stopped flickering. I saw a shadow move in the
window. He knew [ was here. He knew his army was dust. And for the

first time in our lives, my "brother" sounded afraid.

"You should have stayed in the mountain, Michael!" Jack yelled

down, his voice cracking. "I have the map! I have the keys!"

"You have nothing," I said, stepping onto the tower's stairs.

"Except a debt you can't pay."

I barely had time to turn when a cold, heavy weight slammed into
my back, pinning me to the floor of the Tower of Sorrows. My face hit
the damp stone, and the armor's visor flickered red as the internal

sensors struggled to process the void-resonance of the attack.

“You should have stayed put, Michael,” a voice hissed—a
distorted, oily version of Jack’s. “Now you've ruined everything. The
Devourer is already making his way through the void, and there is

nothing you can do to stop it.”
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I groaned, forcing my hands against the floor to push up. A
shadow separated from the wall-a pitch-black figure that
looked like my own reflection if it had been dipped in ink. It didn't
just look like me; it moved like me. It was Jack's masterpiece, a shadow-

double fueled by the stolen Memory-Core.

I rolled and threw a high-intensity Light-Pulse, but the shadow
simply folded into the floor. It reappeared behind me, its fist wrapped
in black glass, and drove a punch into my ribs that made the armor’s

plating groan.

Every move | made, it anticipated. When I fired a beam of solar
energy, it mirrored the gesture, shooting a beam of void that
neutralized mine in a mid-air explosion of gray smoke. "l know your
heart, Michael!" the shadow roared, its voice echoing from every

corner of the room. "l know your fear!"

I realized I couldn't outfight something that was part of me. I
lowered my guard, letting the white light in my armor go dim. As the
shadow lunged with a Void-Spike aimed at my chest, [ didn't dodge. |
reached out and grabbed its throat, flooding my own body with the

raw, unrefined energy of the Sentinel’s Failsafe.
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The room erupted in a clash of white and black. The shadow
shrieked as my light began to dissolve its form, the armor acting like a
furnace that burned away the void. I felt the darkness trying to crawl
into my mind, but I held on, my fingers sinking into the shadow's neck

until it finally shattered into a thousand harmless pieces of soot.

I stood alone in the dark room, my armor sparking and my breath
coming in ragged gasps. The green light in the window was gone. Jack
had fled again during the fight.

I didn't waste another second. I ignored the sinking feeling in the
tower and lunged for the service shaft, my armor’s thrusters screaming
as | broke into a dead sprint. Jack had a head start, but he was on foot
and carrying the weight of a stolen Memory-Core.

My visor picked up a trail of oily, iridescent mist clinging to the
cypress knees and rotting logs. It was the "void-scent" Jack left behind—
a jagged, pulsing line that led deeper into the heart of the swamp.

The marshes were a nightmare of quicksand and tangled roots,
but I didn't slow down. I used the armor's kinetic boosters to vault
over fallen trees, my boots barely touching the black water before I was

airborne again.

I saw him. A flicker of green light through the dense hanging
moss. He was heading for the Crystalline Sinkhole, the nearest Void-
Well that hadn't been collapsed by Alaric's blast. If he reached it, he
could dump the Memory-Core into the well and give Decronus the

coordinates for every other vault on the planet.
"Jack! Stop!" I roared, my voice booming through the swamp.

He didn't stop. He scrambled up a massive, halfsunken root
system, the Memory-Core tucked under his arm. He looked back, his
eyes wide and panicked, but there was a flicker of that old, smug Jack

underneath the fear.
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"You're too late, Michael!" he yelled, his voice echoing off the
stagnant water. "The Wells don't just harvest magic—they're beacons!

Even if you catch me, the signal is already sending!"

He reached the edge of the Crystalline Sinkhole. The water there
wasn't black; it was a swirling, toxic emerald, glowing with enough
void-energy to melt the armor right off my bones. He raised the Core

over his head, ready to drop it into the abyss.

I was fifty yards away. Too far to grab him, but just close enough

for one shot.

I reached into the chest plate of my armor and gripped the Soul-
Shard Alaric had left behind. My fingers burned as I felt the last of his
celestial resonance humming inside the crystal. Jack’s arm was already
in motion, the Memory-Core slipping from his fingers toward the toxic

green depths of the sinkhole.

"I'm sorry, Alaric," I whispered. "I need this."
I crushed the shard.

A shockwave of golden, crystalline light erupted from my palm,
instantly turning the swamp into a frozen portrait. The falling rain
hung like diamonds in the air. The emerald ripples of the sinkhole
stopped mid-churn. In this frozen moment, everything was gray except
for me. I felt the immense pressure of the In-Between pressing against
my suit. | had maybe five seconds before the world snapped back. I
sprinted across the frozen surface of the water, my boots leaving
glowing ripples that didn't move. I reached the sinkhole just as the
Memory-Core was inches away from the void-liquid. I snatched it out
of the air and, in the same motion, grabbed Jack by the collar of his
jacket.

The gold light shattered like glass.

Time slammed back into gear with a deafening crack. 1 was

standing on the far side of the sinkhole, the Memory-Core tucked
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safely in my arm and Jack pinned to a mossy trunk by his throat.
Behind us, the sinkhole let out a frustrated roar of green fire, having

missed its prize.

Jack gasped, his feet dangling off the ground. The void-fire in his
eyes had flickered out, leaving him looking small, pale, and terrified.

"How... how are you so fast!" he choked out.

"It's not speed, Jack," I said, my visor retracting so he could see
my eyes—glowing with the same calm gold as Alaric's. "It’s a legacy you

could never understand."

I looked down at the Memory-Core. It was humming, but the
light was a weird, sickly yellow. Jack had done something to it. He’d

started a corruption sequence.

"You can't stop the signal now, Michael," Jack whispered, a bloody
grin spreading across his face. "The Core isn't just a map anymore. It’s
a detonator. In sixty seconds, it’s going to pulse the Source's location

directly into the Devourer's mind."

The world turned upside down as Jack’s boot caught me square
in the chest. The impact, combined with the sudden release of the

time-freeze, sent me reeling backward. My heels hit empty air, and then

I fell.

The Crystalline Sinkhole rushed up to meet me—a throat of
swirling, toxic emerald light. I tried to fire the thrusters, but the armor
groaned and went dark. The corruption from the Core had jumped to
my systems. My limbs felt like they were made of lead; I couldn't even

twitch a finger. [ was paralyzed, a prisoner in my own skin.

I looked up one last time as the green mists began to swallow me.
High above, framed by the jagged edges of the hole, Jack stood looking
down. He wasn't even angry anymore. He just had that smug
expression of overconfidence, the look of someone who had finally

won. He didn't even bother to watch me hit the bottom. He just
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turned away, the Memory-Core pulsing a sickly yellow light in his
hand.

The signal was going out. The Devourer’s appearance was no

=longer a threat; it was a countdown.

As I sank deeper into the emerald abyss, the silence of the void
began to fill my ears. The toxic energy began to eat at the plates of my
armor, hissing as it dissolved the starlight metal. I was failing. The
Forge was gone, Alaric was dead, and I was sinking into the one place

the light couldn't reach.

Then, through the paralyzing fog in my brain, | heard a sound. It
wasn't Jack, and it wasn't the armor's Al. It was a low, rhythmic
thrumming coming from the very bottom of the hole. It felt like a
heartbeat.

The Sinkhole wasn't just a pit of void. It was a vein.

As 1 sank into the toxic emerald depths, paralyzed and
abandoned, a sudden splash broke the surface far above. A dark figure
plummeted through the mist, not with wings or magic, but with the

desperate speed of someone who had nothing left to lose.

It was Logan.
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He hit the thick, swirling void-liquid and swam toward me,
his face turning pale and his veins darkening as the emerald
poison began to eat at his mortal skin. Without his powers, he was
dying just by being near me. He reached out, his hand trembling, and
grabbed the collar of my dead armor. With a guttural scream of pure
effort, he kicked toward the surface, dragging my heavy, paralyzed body

upward.

Logan hauled me onto the mossy ledge, both of us gasping for
air. He looked terrible—his skin was blistered, and he was coughing up
black ink. He looked at me, a flicker of the old prince returning to his

tired eyes.

"] didn't do it for you, Michael," he wheezed, his voice barely a

rasp. "l did it because my father doesn't deserve to win."

He looked up. Jack was gone, but the Memory-Core was still
pulsing at the top of the sinkhole, its yellow light now a blinding
strobe. The Devourer was close—I could feel the sky beginning to groan

as something massive pushed against the fabric of our reality.

"] can't stop the signal," I choked out, my body still refusing to

move. "The armor is jammed. The Devourer... he's coming."
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Logan stood up, swaying on his feet. He looked at the pulsing
Core, then back at me. "You're the Sentinel’s son. You're the only one
who can actually kill that thing once it's here. But you need more

time."
He walked toward the Sinkhole's edge.
"Logan, what are you doing?"

"A debt for a debt," he said, not looking back. "The Devourer
feeds on resonance, right? Well, even a mortal prince has a little bit of
the 'Source' left in his blood."

Logan didn't hesitate. He grabbed the corrupted Memory-Core
and, before I could scream his name, he leapt back into the abyss. As
he fell, he used his last bit of strength to crush the Core against his

own chest.

The explosion wasn't emerald; it was a shattering white light that
consumed the entire sinkhole. Logan didn't just die—he used his own
life force to overload the signal. The yellow strobe vanished, replaced

by a massive, golden shockwave that rippled across the swamp.

I felt the paralysis break as the golden wave hit me. The armor’s
visor flickered back to life: [CORRUPTION PURGED. SYSTEM
RESTORED.]

High above, the emerald sky let out a frustrated roar as the
Devourer's anchor point was severed. The army of shadow-locusts Jack
had summoned vanished instantly. Logan had bought me the time,
but he was gone—sent back to the void along with the signal he’'d
destroyed.

I stood up, the armor humming with a new, somber power. The
swamp was silent again. Jack had escaped into the dark, and the

Devourer was still out there, but the immediate threat was gone.

I stood at the edge of the glass-fused crater, the air still humming

with the ghost of Logan's sacrifice. Two paths lay before me, each
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heavier than the last. I chose to dive for the fragments of the Memory-

Core first.

I plunged my hands into the superheated ash where the Core had
shattered. My armor’s visor immediately began to scan, filtering
through the debris until it locked onto a jagged, white-hot sliver of the
crystal.

As my gauntlet closed around it, the armor’s visor didn't just
show data—it showed a flicker of a silhouette. It was Logan, or at least
a digital ghost of him, trapped in the crystalline lattice. He wasn't
speaking, but I felt a wave of cold, sharp determination bleed into my

own mind.

The fragment began to merge with my armor’s right gauntlet,
turning the white light into a blazing, silver-edged blade. Logan hadn't
just saved me; he had left me his "sting." Even in death, he was
providing the one thing my father’s armor lacked: a weapon designed

specifically to pierce a god’s skin.

I couldn't stay in the marshes any longer. I tore a hole in space
and stepped back into the war room of the Forge, my appearance

sending a shockwave through the gathered rebels.

"Michael! You're alive," Kaelen shouted, her mechanical arm
sparking as she rushed over. Then she stopped, seeing the silver glow
of my new gauntlet and the hollow look in my eyes. "Where's Logan?

Where's the Core?"

"The Core is gone. Logan... he made sure the signal was silenced,"
I said, my voice echoing with a weight that made the room go quiet. I
looked at the massive holographic map of the world. The green Void-

Wells weren't just pulsing anymore; they were connecting.

"He bought us time, but it’s running out," I told the Unbound.
"The Devourer isn't coming through a single gate. He’s turning the
entire emerald sky into a threshold. If we don't hit the Master-Node in
the next twelve hours, there won't be a world left to save."
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Lucas stepped forward, his sword drawn and his face grim. "Then
we stop planning and start fighting. Tell us where to strike, Michael.
We're with you to the end."

As the twelve-hour countdown began, the emerald sky didn't just
darken—it started to breathe. Every mile we marched toward the
Master-Node, the air grew colder and thinner, tasting like copper and
old dust. The Devourer wasn't just coming; he was physically stitching

himself into the fabric of our world.

The closer we got to the primary Void-Well, the more reality

began to warp.

The emerald clouds peeled back to reveal a "walking hole" in
reality—an incomprehensible void staring back with what felt like a

billion judging eyes.

People under the Devourer's influence grew pale, and their
shadows became clearer and more vivid, moving independently as if

they were conspiring against their owners

The air pressure dropped so low my ears popped constantly. Huge
chunks of earth began to float, pulled upward by the gravitational
hunger of the Master-Node.

The Logan-Fragment in my gauntlet was vibrating so hard it was
burning through the armor’s internal insulation. It wasn't just a
weapon; it was a compass. It was pointing directly at a tear in the sky
where the Devourer’s "face"—a pulsing, neurallike fiber of intent—was
beginning to push through.

“He’s not just a monster anymore, Kaelen,” I said, looking at the

silver blade glowing on my arm. “He’s a living reality we're all standing

in the middle of”.

Lucas gripped his sword, his face pale in the flickering gold and
green light. “Then we give him a reality check. How do we want to play
this?”
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The air at the center of the Master-Node didn't just vibrate; it
hummed with a frequency that felt like a lullaby I'd forgotten I ever
knew. As the silver blade on my gauntlet flared, the Devourer’s
massive, shifting form began to stabilize, taking on a shape that was

terrifyingly human.

The "billion eyes" in the sky narrowed, focusing into two piercing,

golden voids that looked exactly like mine—and exactly like Alaric’s.

"You have your mother's stubbornness, Michael," a voice
boomed, not from the sky, but from inside my own skull. "And your

father's misplaced sense of duty. But you carry my blood."

The realization hit me harder than any void-blast. The Devourer
wasn't just some ancient cosmic horror. He was the First Sentinel, the
one who had founded the lineage before he was corrupted by the very

power he was meant to guard. He was my grandfather.
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Chapter X/IV

" laric didn't tell you, did he?" the Master whispered, his
silhouette towering over the Master-Node. "He was my

apprentice. Your father was my son. They didn't lock the Source to
save the world, Michael. They locked it to hide from me. They were

afraid of what we are meant to become."

My grandfather had realized centuries ago that the Source
couldn't be controlled—it had to be consumed. He didn't want to
destroy the world; he wanted to "ascend" it into a higher state where

death didn't exist, even if it meant wiping out individuality.

The reason my armor responded so perfectly, the reason I could
tear holes in space, wasn't because I was a hero. It was because I was

the perfect vessel for his return.

My father hadn't just died to protect me; he had died to keep me
from ever finding out that the "Lord of Magic" we were fighting was

actually the patriarch of our own family.

"Come now, Michael," my grandfather said, extending a hand
that looked like it was made of solid starlight. "Why fight for a world
that fears you? Step into the Node. Take your place at my side. We

don't need to devour this world—we can rewrite it."

64



I looked at Lucas and Kaelen. They were frozen, trapped in the
gravitational pull of the Master’s presence. They looked like ants
compared to the god-like figure standing before me. For a second, the

power he offered felt like a warm hearth in a cold winter.

But then I felt the Logan-Fragment on my arm. It was cold. Sharp.
It reminded me of the people who had died not for "destiny," but for

each other.

I lowered the silver blade on my gauntlet, the white light
softening into a wary, flickering glow. My grandfather smiled—a look
of terrifying warmth that made the emerald sky stop its violent

breathing for just a heartbeat.

"I'll do it," I said, my voice steady despite the hammer-pulse in my
chest. "I'll take the power. But the Unbound stay alive. My friends are

off-limits."

"A small price for a legacy restored," he replied, his voice like the

grinding of tectonic plates.

I stepped into the Master-Node, and the world dissolved into raw,

unrefined starlight. The sensation wasn't a choice; it was an invasion.

My grandfather’s essence flooded the armor, merging with the
Logan-Fragment and the Sentinel’s Failsafe. The white plates turned a
deep, shimmering obsidian, laced with silver veins that pulsed in time

with the Devourer's heart.

My visor didn't just show data anymore; it showed the blueprint
of the entire world. I could see every Void-Well, every person’s life
force, and the thin "threads" that connected them all. My grandfather

began to pull on those threads, preparing to "overwrite" reality.

While he focused on the grand scale, I focused on the micro. I
used the armor’s internal reserves—the parts he thought he’d

overwritten—to create "Dead Zones" around Lucas, Kaelen, and the
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Unbound camp. To him, they looked like they’d been consumed. In

reality, I was hiding them in a pocket of space he couldn't see.

I am now the Devourer's General, standing at his side as the sky
turns into a permanent emerald glass. He thinks I'm his perfect vessel,
but every time [ "consume" a city, I'm secretly rerouting the energy into
the Forge's old hidden batteries. I'm not destroying the world; I'm

caching it.

But the cost is heavy. My grandfather’s voice is constantly in my
head, whispering his justifications, and the obsidian armor is starting
to fuse with my skin. I'm losing the ability to feel the cold, the wind,

or the touch of my friends.

"You're doing well, Michael," my grandfather whispered as we
looked down at the crumbling capitol. "Soon, the transition will be

complete. There will be no more pain. Only Us."

I looked at the silver pulse in my gauntlet—the last piece of
Logan's defiance. It’s the only thing keeping me from forgetting who |

am.

I had just stepped out of the shadow-veins of the Master-Node,
the obsidian armor still cooling on my skin, when a familiar, oily laugh

echoed from the darkness behind a floating chunk of glass.

“You always were a terrible liar, Michael,” Jack said, stepping into

the dim green light.

He looked different—haggard, with his clothes torn and a
permanent twitch in his left hand—but his eyes were sharper than ever.
He wasn't holding a weapon. He didn't need one. In his hand, he was
tossing a small, glowing recording-cube he’d scavenged from the Tower

of Sorrows.

“I saw what you did with the energy reroute,” Jack smirked, his
thumb hovering over the cube's activation switch. “Grandfather thinks

you're his perfect heir, but this little device has the exact coordinates
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of those ‘Dead Zones’ you're hiding your friends in. If  press this, the

signal goes straight to his mind.”

He didn't want my death; he wanted his place back. “I want the
Master-Node’s sub-key. Give me the authority to command the
shadow-locusts again, and I'll keep your little ‘rebellion’ a secret from
the old man. Otherwise, I tell him everything, and I watch him turn

Kaelen and Lucas into void-ash right in front of you.”

My grandfather was already watching us from the sky, his billion
eyes narrowed in suspicion. If I moved too quickly or used my new
silver blade, he’d sense the conflict. I had to play the part of the
corrupted prince while bargaining with a snake who knew exactly

where my heart was hidden.

“You're playing a dangerous game, Jack,” 1 whispered, the
obsidian armor pulsing a warning red. “You think he’ll reward you for

finding a traitor! He'll just see you as a fly that knows too much.”

“Maybe,” Jack said, his grin widening. “But right now, 'm the
only thing standing between you and a very angry god. So, do we have

a deal, ‘brother’?”

I didn't give him the satisfaction of an answer. Instead, I let the

obsidian armor do exactly what it was designed for: consumption.

As Jack waited for my "deal," I didn't reach for a key or a blade. I
reached for the void-threads connecting us. I grabbed the very air
around him and collapsed it. Before he could even twitch his thumb
toward the activation switch, I surged forward, my hand closing over

his face.

I didn't just grab him; I used the Devourer’s power to fold the
sound around us into a vacuum. Jack’s scream was swallowed by the

silence of the void.

My armor’s sensors didn't just identify the recording-cube—they

absorbed the signal. I didn't need to take the physical object; I rewrote
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the cube's code mid-air, turning his "evidence" into a loop of static
before he could transmit it.

I leaned in close, the obsidian visor inches from his eyes. "You

think you're a player in this game, Jack? You're just a glitch."

I didn't kill him—not yet. I used the silver-edged power of the
Logan-Fragment to "shackle" him. I didn't put him in a cell; I fused his
shadow to the floor of the Master-Node. He’s physically alive, but he’s
anchored to the stone, unable to move or speak as long as I'm the one

holding the Master’s favor.

I turned back toward the swirling emerald sky, tucking the now-
useless recording cube into a storage slot. My grandfather’s massive,
golden eyes blinked slowly, satisfied that I had simply "disciplined" a

lesser servant.
"Is the pest dealt with, Michael?" the God-Voice echoed.

"He's been... adjusted," [ replied, my voice sounding more like the

Devourer's every second.

But as [ walked away, I felt a sharp pang in my chest. The Logan-
Fragment was glowing a frantic, warning red. The "subversion" I was
running was starting to leak. The Dead Zones where I hid my friends

were unstable.

The "warm hearth" of his presence instantly turned into an icy
cage. My grandfather’s laughter didn’t come from the air; it vibrated

from the very marrow of my bones.

"Did you truly think I would leave the 'Dead Zones' to chance,
Michael?" he whispered, his voice now a synchronized chorus with my
own thoughts. "l didn't just give you power. 1 gave you tethered
authority. Every reroute you made, every soul you 'saved, was just a

way to bundle them together into a single, convenient target."
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Chaplr X

he obsidian armor suddenly seized. My arms snapped to my
sides, and my head jerked upward against my will. The silver

veins of the Logan-Fragment turned a sickly, bruised purple.

I watched, a screaming prisoner behind my own eyes, as my hand
raised toward the "Dead Zone" where Kaelen and Lucas were hiding. I
tried to fight it, but my grandfather's mind was a landslide, burying my

willpower under centuries of cold, calculated dominance.

"You wanted to be a hero, little bird," he mocked. "So be one. Be
the hero who delivers the final blow that brings this world into my

order."

A beam of pure, compressed void began to gather in my palm,
aimed directly at the heart of the Unbound camp. My grandfather was
using my connection to them—the very love [ had used to hide them—

as a homing beacon for their destruction.
I was no longer the mole. I was the executioner.

The void-beam tore through the air before I could scream a
warning. | watched in a fragmented horror as the "Dead Zone"
shattered. The explosion was silent but absolute. Half of the
Unbound—people I had promised to protect—vanished into ash in a
single heartbeat.
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When the dust cleared, the survivors were broken. Lucas sat in
the dirt, his legendary sword snapped in two, staring blankly at the
space where his comrades had been. Kaelen had collapsed, her
mechanical arm sparking and dead, her eyes filled with a hollow
betrayal that hurt worse than the Master’s control. They didn't even
try to run. They just gave up, waiting for the end.

That sight—that absolute despair—did what the armor couldn't. It
triggered a spike of pure, raw grief that bypassed the Devourer's mental

shackles for one frantic second.

[ didn't use a beam. [ didn't use a spell. I reached into the hidden
sheath at my hip and drew a simple, physical steel knife—a relic from
my life before the Forge. With a roar that tore my throat, I lunged at

the towering silhouette of my grandfather.

The obsidian armor shrieked as I forced it to move against his
will. T slammed the blade into the glowing center of his chest—the
"Heart of the First Sentinel." It shouldn't have worked, but the knife
was coated in the blood of the fallen, and for a moment, the physical

world rebelled against the cosmic.

The Devourer let out a sound like a dying star. Then, the emerald
sky collapsed inward, and the world turned white and spun around

me.
I blacked out.

I woke up to the sound of wet, ragged coughing. The world was
no longer emerald or obsidian; it was a washed-out, dusty gray. My
grandfather—the Devourer—had survived, but the knife had severed his

anchor to the Void. He was no longer a towering cosmic horror.

He was just a frail, elderly man slumped in the dirt, clutching a

bleeding wound in his chest that wouldn't heal.

His "billion eyes" were gone, replaced by two milky, human ones

that squinted at the sun as if seeing it for the first time. The starlight
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skin had turned to wrinkled parchment, and his voice, once like

tectonic plates, was now a thin, rattling whistle.

He wasn't just weakened; he was mortal. He could feel the cold,
the hunger, and the crushing weight of the grief he’'d caused. For a

man who had lived for centuries as a god, this was a fate worse than

death.

The knife I'd used was still stuck in the ground between us,
glowing with a dull, silver pulse. It had drained the "Source" out of

him and into the earth, leaving him a hollow shell.

I looked past him to where the Unbound had been. Lucas and
Kaelen were standing now, but they looked like ghosts. They watched

the old man with a mixture of hatred and pity.

"Is that it?" Lucas asked, his voice dead. "All that death... for a

pathetic old man?"

Kaelen didn't speak. She just started gathering the dog tags of the
fallen. We had won, but the cost had been the soul of our rebellion.
Half our family was gone, and the other half didn't know how to live

in a world that wasn't at war.

My grandfather looked up at me, a single tear tracking through
the dust on his face. "You should have... finished it, Michael," he
wheezed. "The void doesn't leave a vacuum. Something else... will
come for the Source now that I'm not its gatekeeper. You...you can’t
stop the..the other 2.” And with that final warning, he turned to ash.

The ash settled in the cold air, all that remained of the man who
had been a god. Lucas’s voice was like a blade, sharp and focused.

“That wasn’t the wound, Michael. That was a cleanup crew.”

The Devourer’s final warning echoed in my mind. He hadn't
been the only one. Our family bloodline wasn't a duo; it was a

triumvirate.

71



My grandfather was the "Power," the brute force of the lineage.
But he had two siblings—my Great-Aunt Vespera (the "Mind") and
Great-Uncle Malakor (the "Soul").

They didn't come to save him. They waited until he was mortal,
until he was a "leak" in their divine security, and they remotely
incinerated him from across the void. They didn't want a fallen god

telling me how to truly kill them.

The ash wasn't gray; it was a deep, shimmering violet. That was
Vespera’s mark. She wasn't just a gatekeeper; she was a predator who

had been watching us through my grandfather's eyes the whole time.

Lucas walked to the pile of ash and kicked it. "If they can do that
to him from the other side of a portal, we aren't safe anywhere. This

wasn't a victory, Michael. It was a vacancy notice."

Kaelen looked at me, her eyes darting to the violet glow still
clinging to my obsidian gauntlets. "He said you can't stop the other

two. Does that mean they're already on their way here?"

The air began to hum again, but this time it wasn't one frequency.
It was two. One was a high-pitched, mental screech that made my teeth
ache, and the other was a low, rhythmic thumping that felt like a

funeral drum.

I looked down at my hands. The obsidian plating didn't shatter—
it reformed. The dark, jagged edges smoothed out into a brilliant,
iridescent white that seemed to draw in the gray light of the wasteland.
The violet ash of my grandfather's remains didn't blow away; it swirled

around my boots, forming a protective seal.

"The Devourer is gone," I said, my voice no longer a chorus of
ghosts, but a single, resonant note of authority. "But the lineage isn't

broken. It’s restarting."

I felt the weight of every soul lost in the blast transfer into the

armor. [ wasn't just Michael anymore; [ was the Living Archive. I could
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feel the location of every Unbound survivor, every hidden vault, and

the exact trajectory of the "Other Two" as they pierced our reality.

The suit had evolved. It was no longer a cage or a weapon of
consumption; it was a shield. A massive, translucent wing of light
flared from my back—not for flight, but as a "signal jammer" against

Vespera’s mental intrusion.

I turned to Lucas and Kaelen. The hopelessness in their eyes
flickered and died, replaced by awe. I held out my hand, and the
broken pieces of Lucas's sword flew into my palm, fusing back together
with a silver-fire glow. "Pick it up," I commanded. "We aren't hiding in

vaults anymore."

Lucas took the blade, his grip tightening. "If you're the Sentinel

now, Michael, what does that make us?"

"The Guardians of the Threshold," 1 replied. "Vespera and
Malakor think they're coming to a vacant throne. They're actually

coming to a firing line."

High above, two massive tears opened in the sky. One was a
jagged purple rift, the other a deep, soul-sucking indigo. The "Other
Two" had arrived, but for the first time in history, the Sentinel was

waiting for them with a blade already drawn.

I closed my eyes and reached into the core of my new power. |
didn't call upon the void or the stolen magic of the wells; I reached

into my own memories and the collective grief of the survivors.

"You took their lives," I whispered, looking up at the jagged rifts
in the sky. "But you couldn't take their will."

From the violet ash and the silver light of my armor, shapes began
to pull themselves out of the air. They weren't ghosts—they were
constructs of pure intent. Ten thousand soldiers, glowing with a soft,

steady white light, materialized across the gray wasteland.
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I saw them all. Alaric stood at the front, his celestial hammer
crackling with thoughtfire. The Unbound who had vanished in the
blast stood beside him, their faces calm and their weapons sharp. Even

Logan was there, his silhouette rimmed in the silver of the fragment

They didn't need orders. They moved as I moved, their hearts
beating in sync with the Sentinel’s pulse. As Vespera tried to probe my
mind, she didn't find one man—she found the crushing weight of ten

thousand defiant souls screaming back at her.

"This is the world you wanted to rewrite," I roared, my voice
carrying across the entire continent. "Now, meet the people who

remember exactly who you are."

The purple and indigo rifts in the sky began to tremble. For the
first time in an eternity, the "Other Two" were facing an army they

couldn't corrupt, couldn't bribe, and couldn't kill-because you can't

kill a thought.

The Army of Thought raised their weapons in a single, deafening

clash of silver steel.

The sky tore open with a sound like grinding glass as Vespera and
Malakor descended. They didn't come as people, but as atmospheric
anomalies—a shifting storm of violet geometry and a heavy, indigo

pulse that seemed to stop the hearts of anyone still breathing.

I didn't wait for them to finish their manifestation. I raised the
silver-edged gauntlet and gave the mental command. Ten thousand
soldiers of white light surged upward, a sea of ivory fire rising to meet

the bruised colors of the void.
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Chapler X1

he Great-Aunt struck first, sending a wave of "shattering
logic" into the army. She tried to overwrite their thoughts
with the same guilt she had used on my grandfather. But my army
wasn't made of people with secrets; they were concepts. When her
mental needles hit them, they simply resonated with the truth of their

sacrifice and kept swinging.

The Great-Uncle reached out to "pull" the life force from the
battlefield. He expected a buffet of fear. Instead, he found Logan’s
defiance. Every time a thoughtsoldier was struck, it didn't die—it
detonated. The indigo rift flared in pain as thousands of small, silver

explosions chipped away at Malakor's cosmic tether.

I led the center of the line, the iridescent wings of my new armor
acting as a lightning rod for their combined fury. I caught Vespera's
violet beam with my shield and redirected it into Malakor's heart. For
the first time in eons, the "Other Two" were uncoordinated. They were

fighting ten thousand versions of their own mistakes.

"You are a paradox, Michael!" Vespera’s voice shrieked, no longer

calm. "You are using the Source to protect the weak! It is a waste of

godhood!"
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"It’s not a waste," I replied, my voice booming across the astral

plane as I drove the Thought-Blade into the indigo rift. "It’s a balance."

The sky began to bleed a strange, neutral gray. The rifts were
shrinking, forced closed by the sheer density of our collective intent.
We weren't just winning the fight; we were evicting them from our

reality.

The violet and indigo rifts didn’t shatter; they simply stopped
expanding. My Army of Thought held the line, ten thousand blades
of white light locking against the cosmic weight of the siblings, but |
could feel the truth vibrating through my gauntlets. We weren't

winning. We were buying time.

"You're just a dam in a river, Michael!" Vespera’s voice echoed,
cold and calculating. "You can hold us back for a century, a
millennium, but the water always finds a way. We are inevitable. You

are merely a delay."

The Army of Thought didn't vanish; they became a living wall
around our world. They stand at the threshold of the sky, an eternal

garrison that never sleeps and never tires.

Because the siblings are only delayed, I cannot leave. I am the
Anchor. My new iridescent armor has become my throne and my
prison. To keep the army manifested and the rifts stalled, I must
remain at the center of the Node, my mind forever linked to the
"Other Two."

On the ground, the gray clouds have thinned enough for a pale
sun to shine, but the survivors live under a sky guarded by ghosts.
Lucas and Kaelen have begun to rebuild the Forge, but they look up
every night at the shimmering white line of my army, knowing that the
"Gods" are still just on the other side of the veil.

"It’s not enough to just stop them today," I whispered, the Logan-
Fragment glowing with a steady, bittersweet light. "But today is all we
have."
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The air in the throne room didn't just vibrate; it shattered. As the
siblings stepped onto the obsidian floor, the atmosphere became a

physical weight, thick with the scent of ozone and ancient copper.

She didn't lead with a blade. She struck with a psychic scream
that bypassed my ears and went straight for my memories. Every
failure, every person I'd lost, became a physical spear in my mind. I
dropped to one knee, the obsidian armor groaning as she tried to

crush the "thought-army" remaining in my head.

While Vespera attacked my mind, Malakor lunged for my spirit.
He moved like a blur of indigo shadow, his fingers closing around my
throat. It wasn't a choke; he was unzipping my soul from my body. I
felt my vision fade to a cold, lonely gray as he tried to pull the
Sentinel’s Mantle off me like a shroud.

I didn't push back with strength; I used friction. I channeled the
Logan-Fragment not into a shield, but into a silverfire explosion
centered on my own chest. The blast threw Malakor across the room

and disrupted Vespera’s mental hold just long enough for me to stand.
The fight became a blur of violet geometry and silver light.

Every time my gauntlet met Vespera’s violet shield, a shockwave
leveled another pillar of the throne room. The obsidian floor began to

liquefy, turning into a black slurry under the heat of our conflict.

I was outmatched. For every blow I landed, they landed three. My
armor was no longer iridescent; it was cracked and leaking, the silver
light spilling onto the floor like celestial blood. But I kept swinging the
Thought-Blade, each strike fueled by the faces of the Unbound I'd

seen fall.

I grabbed Vespera’s wrist as she tried to pierce my visor, the silver-
fire from my gauntlet melting her violet marble skin. She shrieked—a
sound that cracked the very foundation of the tower. At the same

moment, Malakor’s indigo blade buried itself in my shoulder.
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I didn't pull away. I leaned into the pain, my fingers sinking into
Vespera’s arm. "You think... you're gods," I wheezed, the silver light in

my eyes blindingly bright. "But you're just... next."

The long, grinding siege at the threshold is over. The "Other Two"
didn’t break the line; they starved it. My ten thousand soldiers of pure
thought, fueled by the fading embers of the world's grief, finally
flickered and died.

Vespera and Malakor have stepped onto the obsidian floor of the
Master-Node. They don't look like monsters anymore. They have taken
on forms of perfect, cold symmetry—two statues of violet and indigo
marble that radiate a silence so heavy it makes my heart struggle to
beat.

"The delay was a noble effort, Michael," Vespera says, her voice
echoing not in my ears, but in the very fabric of the Sentinel’s throne.
"But a throne is not meant to be held by a ghost. It is meant to be

occupied by a King."

I was no longer a mole or a general. I am a broken prisoner at the
center of the Node. The iridescent armor is cracked, leaking silver light
like blood onto the obsidian floor. I can't move my legs; the weight of
holding the "Other Two" at bay for so long has shattered my physical

connection to the world.

Malakor doesn't attack. He simply walks to the foot of the throne
and touches the Logan-Fragment on my gauntlet. The silver light turns
into a bruised indigo. "You saved the fragments of a dead prince," he
whispers with a pity that feels like a knife. "But you forgot to save

yourself."

They aren't here to kill me. They wanted to complete the
Triumvirate. They need a third to balance the "Mind" and the "Soul."
They want me to be the "Body"—not as a puppet, but as a willing

participant in the Great Rewrite.
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Outside the Node, the survivors have gathered at the base of the
tower. Lucas and Kaelen are looking up at the sky, watching the white
line of the Thought-Army vanish. They know the siblings have reached
the top. They are waiting for the first sign of the World-Wrecking
Wave.

I didn't wait for them to recover. I didn't wait for a clever plan. I
felt the Logan-Fragment in my chest reaching its critical mass, and I
knew what had to be done.

"Alaric died to give me a chance," I whispered, the words lost in
the roar of the collapsing room. "Logan died to give me time. Now,

I'm going to give you nothing."

I stopped fighting the siblings' intrusion and opened every seal in
the Sentinel’s Mantle. I drew in the raw power of the Master-Node,
the silver fire of the Logan-Fragment, and the violet ash of my
grandfather. My body became a conduit for every ounce of energy in

the world’s magical core.

Vespera’s eyes widened. For the first time in millennia, she felt
mortal terror. She tried to phase out of reality, but I grabbed her throat
with one hand and Malakor’s indigo blade with the other. I wasn't
holding them with strength; I was fusing our souls together at the

atomic level.

I ignited the silver fire in my blood. A blinding, silent shockwave
of pure white light erupted from my heart. It didn't just break the
tower; it erased the concept of the Triumvirate. The indigo and violet
energies were bleached into non-existence, pulled into the singularity

of the explosion.

The sky above the wasteland didn't just clear; it healed. The
emerald and indigo rifts snapped shut, leaving behind a deep, natural

blue that the world hadn't seen in generations.

On the ground, miles away, Lucas and Kaelen shielded their eyes
as a pillar of white light touched the heavens and then vanished. When
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the dust finally settled, the Tower of Sorrows was gone. In its place was
a peaceful, flowerfilled crater, the air smelling not of ozone, but of

rain and fresh earth.

The "Other Two" are gone. The Devourer is ash. And ... am no

longer the Sentinel.
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Chapter XV

he white-hot blast didn't end my journey; it simply changed
its medium. As my physical form dissolved into starlight, my
consciousness was pulled toward the only anchor left in the crater—the

Logan-Fragment.

The silver fire didn't extinguish; it collapsed inward, pulling my
soul with it. I felt the familiar weight of the iridescent armor fall away,
replaced by the cold, sharp clarity of forged steel. I am no longer the
Sentinel in a suit of light; I have become the Sentinel of the Edge.

I am now permanently bonded to the silver-edged blade that
Logan left behind. I can see the world through a shimmering silver

filter, hearing the heartbeats of my friends as rhythmic vibrations

through the hilt.

My soul doesn't just sit in the metal; it animates it. When Lucas
or Kaelen holds the hilt, I can lend them my strength, projecting a

faint, protective aura of white light around them.

I am the world's hidden defense. I can no longer speak, but I can
"hum" a warning or flare with heat when the siblings' lingering

corruption tries to take root in the soil.

Lucas walked to the center of the crater, his eyes red from the
dust and the loss. He looked down at the simple, beautiful blade lying
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in the grass, glowing with a steady, heartbeatlike pulse. He didn't see

a weapon; he saw a friend.

He reached down and wrapped his hand around the leather-
bound hilt. The moment his fingers touched it, a wave of warmth
flooded through him, and for a second, he saw my face in his mind—

not as a god, but as the man who fought beside him.

"I've got you, Michael," Lucas whispered, his voice cracking. He

slid the blade into a new sheath at his side. "We're not finished yet."

With the destruction of the Triumvirate, the old laws of the
bloodline died, and a new age has begun. As I was pulled into the
blade, the massive surge of celestial energy didn't just vanish—it sought

a new anchor.

Lucas stood in the center of the crater, holding my silver-edged

hilt, and as he did, the world recognized a new Sentinel.

Lucas didn't just find a sword; he found the Authority. The white
light that once belonged to my armor flooded into him, not through
technology, but through the bond we shared. His eyes flared with a
steady, silver fire, and a new, lighter set of Sentinel plates materialized

over his travel-worn clothes.

I am now the source of his power. As long as Lucas carries me, he
has access to the Archive of the Unbound. When he swings the blade,
I project a shimmering silver arc that can cut through the lingering
shadows of the void. We are a shared consciousness—he provides the
hands and the heart, and I provide the sight and the soul.

Lucas looked out over the wasteland, the iridescent glow of his
new armor reflecting the first true sunrise. He didn't order the
survivors to kneel. He planted the blade in the earth and declared that
the Forge would no longer be a factory for war, but a sanctuary for the

free.
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Kaelen stood beside him, her mechanical arm now glowing with
a soft, silver light of its own—a gift from Lucas’s new presence.
Together, they represent a world that is no longer ruled by gods or
siblings, but by partners.

"Michael," Lucas whispered, his hand resting on my pommel. I
couldn't speak, but I pulsed with a warm, steady light in response. We
could both feel it: the "Other Two" were gone, but the universe is vast,

and there are other eyes watching from the dark.

I pulsed against Lucas’s palm, a rhythmic warning vibration that
made the iridescent silver of his new armor flicker. As he looked out
over the thriving new Forge, I projected a chilling realization into his
mind: the Triumvirate were not the rulers of the universe—they were
merely the jailers. By killing them, we didn't just free the world; we
opened the doors for the things they were keeping out.

Beyond the violet and indigo rifts, new signatures are emerging

from the deep void—beings that have waited eons for the Sentinels to

fall, like...

® A group of cosmic entities who believe existence itself is a
"noise" that must be silenced. They don't want to rule; they

want to unmake the physical world back into primordial dust.

® Lesser divinities and warlords from neighboring dimensions
who see our world as a resource-rich carcass now that its apex

predators are gone.

® The Triumvirate. The ash of the Triumvirate didn't just
vanish. It’s beginning to "infect" the hearts of those who
survived, turning grief and greed into new, local villains who

seek to replicate the Devourer's power.

"Lucas," I hummed through the silver hilt, "the rifts didn't close
because we won. They closed because something else is pulling from

the other side."
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The horizon didn't just darken; it ignited with a brutal, molten
orange light. A new presence has breached our world, and it doesn't

want to rewrite reality or harvest souls—it wants to conquer them.

His name is Zor'maeth the Star-Reaver. He is a god-warlord, a
cosmic general who has razed entire galaxies, and he has arrived to

claim the "vacant" throne of the Sentinels.

Zor'maeth didn't come alone. He arrived at the head of an army
of Shadow-Knights clad in dark plate armor adorned with silver skulls
that whisper the secrets of the graves they've filled.

Standing twenty feet tall, he is a mountain of obsidian-gilded
armor etched with ancient verdicts. He carries a massive, serrated
blade that glows with the heat of a dying sun, and his gaze is an unseen

weight beneath a horned helm.

He didn't offer a deal. He slammed his banner into the earth at
the edge of the new Forge, the impact creating a shockwave that sent
the iridescent white plates of Lucas’s new armor into a frantic, warning

vibration.

"The Triumvirate were weak scholars playing with toys,"
Zor'maeth’s voice boomed, a deep, metallic roar that made the ground
tremble. "l am the Scourge of God. I am the punishment for your

survival."

Lucas gripped my hilt, and I flared with a blinding silver fire,
sensing the raw, unyielding spirit of the warlord beneath that armor.
This wasn't a fight of cosmic tricks; this was a war of attrition against

a master strategist who has never known defeat.

"We aren't a resource to be harvested, Reaver!" Lucas yelled, the
silver-edged glow of the Logan-Fragment extending into a ten-foot

blade of pure intent.

Lucas swung, but the blade just bounced harmlessly against

Zor'maeth’s skin. Zor’'maeth’s warriors attacked, and Lucas wiped the
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first 10, but then got overpressured, but another rift opened, and out

came a warrior that looked uncannily like the grim reaper.

“Not your day to die,” he said to us and obliterated a hundred

soldiers in mere seconds, swinging his scythe at lightning speed.

In a heartbeat, he was gone—only to reappear in the center of the
Legion. His scythe, a curved blade of starlight and bone, moved at
lightning speed. Another hundred Shadow-Knights were reduced to

fine gray dust, their souls harvested before they could even scream.

Zor'maeth let out a roar of fury and swung his sun-heated blade.
The Reaper met the blow with the handle of his scythe, the collision

creating a shockwave that flattened the surrounding forest.

The fight was a blur of molten orange and spectral white.
Zor'maeth fought with the precision of a conqueror, every strike aimed
to pulverize. The Reaper fought with the inevitability of time, slipping
through the warlord’s reach like shadow through fingers.

Every time Zor'maeth landed a blow that should have shattered a
god, the Reaper simply "folded" and reappeared behind him, his scythe

leaving glowing trails of frost on the warlord’s obsidian plate.

Lucas stood beside Kaelen, gasping for air as I pulsed with a wary,
silver light. We were no longer the main event—we were witnesses to a

clash between the Scourge of God and the Final End.

The Reaper’s scythe carved a final, shimmering line through the
air, and with a sound like a tolling bell, Zor'maeth the Star-Reaver was
cast back through a rift, his obsidian armor shattered and his sun-blade
extinguished. The Iron Legion dissolved into mist, leaving the

battlefield in a sudden, heavy silence.

The figure turned to us, the bone-white blade of his scythe resting
on his shoulder. He didn't radiate malice; he radiated finality.

"The Warlord is gone," the Reaper rasped, his eyes glowing like

cold embers. "But the 'Architects' and the 'Scavengers' will not stop.
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You have the heart of a Sentinel, and the soul of one in your blade...

but you lack the Clarity of the End."

He knelt before Lucas, the tattered smoke of his robes settling
into the dust. "I seek no throne. I seek only to ensure that what dies,
stays dead. I ask to be a Guardian of the Threshold. I will be the
shadow to your light, the silent wall that catches what the Sentinel’s

blade misses."
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Chapter XV

I ucas looked at me, and I pulsed with a deep, resonant silver
light. I could feel the Reaper’s intent—it was as steady and
unbiased as time itself. He wasn't a hero, but he was the ultimate

deterrent.

"We accept," Lucas said, reaching out to touch the cold, bone-like

surface of the Reaper’s scythe.

A new power settled over the Forge. We are no longer a struggling

rebellion; we are a Fortress of the Three:

® The Heart (Lucas): The physical leader and the moral

compass.

® The Soul (Me): The Archive, the memory, and the silver-fire
of the blade.

® The End (The Reaper): The silent executioner who guards the
borders of reality.

As the sun set, the Reaper took his post at the high ridge
overlooking the valley, his silhouette merging with the darkness. The
world felt safer, but the air was still thin with the anticipation of what

the entities would send next.
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Not surprisingly, we only had peace for about, uhhh 2 days? The
next fight wasn’t against a god, but a creature. The Shapeshifter got in
by replicating Lucas, but, to our luck, The Reaper caught on and called
Lucas mentally. I thought that it was easy to kill the creature, but it

mirrored and predicted Lucas’s every move.

The Shapeshifter was a nightmare of biological mimicry. By
mirroring Lucas’s form, it didn't just copy his face—it copied his muscle
memory and the exact vibration of the Sentinel’s armor. Every strike
Lucas made was met with an identical parry; every feint was anticipated
before the blade even moved. It was like Lucas was fighting a shadow

that was faster than the light casting it.

“He’s reading the neural pathways!” I hummed through the silver
hilt, feeling the creature’s mimicry even in my own metal core. “He’s

not predicting you, Lucas—he’s becoming you in real-time.”

For ten minutes, the Forge’s courtyard was a blur of identical
silver arcs. The Shapeshifter was so perfect that it even mirrored the
Logan-Fragment’s glow on its own "blade," creating a feedback loop of

energy that threatened to level the surrounding buildings.

The Reaper didn't jump in. He stood on the perimeter, his scythe
lowered. “To kill a mirror, you must break the image,” he rasped

mentally. “He copies what you are. He cannot copy what you decide to

be ”»

I realized the Reaper was right. The creature was a biological
computer. It thrived on order and pattern. If Lucas fought like a

sentinel, he would die. He needed to embody chaos .

“Lucas, drop the form!” I pulsed. “Stop being the Sentinel. Let
the blade take over.”

Lucas did something the Shapeshifter’s logic couldn't process: he
let go of the hilt.
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As the creature lunged with a perfect mimicry of a killing thrust,
Lucas released me. I didn't fall. I used my own silver-fire to hover and
rotate in mid-air, a maneuver Lucas’s human body couldn't physically

mirror.

The Shapeshifter froze for a microsecond, its form flickering as it
tried to calculate how to "mimic" a sword that was fighting on its own.

That hesitation was its death warrant.

I spun through the air, a silver saw-blade of pure thought, and
carved a line straight through the creature’s chest. Because I was pure

spirit in that moment, there was no physical mass for it to replicate.

The Shapeshifter dissolved into a puddle of milky white liquid,
its stolen face melting back into nothingness. The Reaper stepped
forward, his scythe glowing with a cold indigo light as he "harvested"

the lingering essence so it couldn't reform.

The fries were still hot in the bag when we stepped back into the
throne room, but the atmosphere had changed. The air didn't smell

like grease anymore—it smelled like vacuum and dead stars.

The Architects of Silence hadn't sent an assassin this time. They

had left a message carved directly into the reality of the room.

The obsidian floor was no longer black. It had been overwritten
with a shifting, geometric language that hurt to look at. It wasn't

written on the stone; the stone had been unmade into these shapes.

The symbols didn't form words, but concepts that flooded our
minds. “The Sentinel is a flicker. The Reaper is a pause. The Void is the only

sentence that never ends.”

It wasn't a threat of war; it was a notification of erasure. They
weren't coming to fight us; they were coming to uninstall our

dimension.
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At the center of the message, the Logan-Fragment in my hilt
began to vibrate a deep, mournful indigo. The Architects had marked

us as a "system error" that needed to be corrected.

"They aren't even angry," Lucas whispered, his hand trembling as
he gripped my hilt. "They just think we shouldn't exist."

The Reaper stepped into the light, his scythe glowing with a
frantic, pulsing white. "They have already begun the Quiet Down," he
rasped. "The stars in the outer rim are starting to go out. They aren't

attacking our walls—they're retracting the universe."

The fries grew cold as the geometric shadows on the floor began
to hum with a sound that felt like erasing a memory. We had to move
fast. If the Architects of Silence are retracting reality like a spent
canvas, the only way to stop them is to find the Word of Creation—

the original "vibration" that spoke the universe into existence.

The Word isn't a spell or a sentence; it’s a supernal fragment of

the language used by the first gods to sculpt order out of chaos.

The Reaper looked at the fading stars through the window, his
eyes pulsing white. "The Word isn't hidden in a vault," he rasped. "It’s
buried in the Screamer’s Corpse—the remains of the primordial being

from which this world was carved".

To hear the Word, we have to travel to the unmaking-edge of our
dimension, where reality is already thin. If we fail, the Word will be

the last thing we never hear.

"If we find it," Lucas asked, his hand tightening on my silver hilt,

"can we actually speak it back at them?"

"We don't speak it," the Reaper replied. "We become it. The
Sentinel is the voice, the Blade is the breath, and I... I am the silence
that gives the Word its shape."
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The Logan-Fragment in my hilt flared with a desperate, pure light.
We weren't just fighting for the Forge anymore; we were fighting for

the right to be a "noise" in an empty universe.

To obtain the Word of Creation, we had to journey to the
Screamer’s Corpse, the remains of the first primordial being from

which the world was sculpted.

We traveled to the very edge of the dimension where reality was
already being retracted by the Architects. In this space, the "Screamer’s
Corpse" lay—a massive, silent landscape made of the calcified remains

of the first giant.

To find the Word, I had to use my resonance as the Soul-Blade
to "hear" the vibration still trapped within the Screamer’s skull.
Because the Screamer was the origin of all sound (its name in Old
Norse means "to scream"), the Word was buried beneath eons of

suppressed noise.

Lucas had to hold the blade while the Reaper used his scythe to
"cut" through the absolute silence guarding the corpse. Together, we
channeled the resonance into a single, perfect note. We didn't just

find the Word; we re-ignited it within my silver hilt.

The Reaper wasn't helping us find a weapon to save the world; he
was helping us find a frequency that he could later use to overwrite my

soul.

The moment we spoke the Word of Creation, the universe didn't
just stop retracting; it snapped back into place with a violent, golden
resonance. But in that second of absolute triumph, the air turned

freezing.

I felt it before Lucas did—a cold, jagged sensation deep in the

silver of my hilt.

Lucas was still catching his breath, his hand resting loosely on my

pommel, when the Reaper’s scythe carved a silent, indigo arc. He
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didn't even have time to scream. The Reaper didn't just kill him; he
severed his soul from the Word itself, leaving Lucas to collapse into

ash before he could even celebrate our victory.

The Reaper’s skeletal hand closed around my hilt. The moment
he touched me, the Logan-Fragment shrieked in protest, but the
Reaper used the lingering echo of the Word to force a "dark bond."
He didn't just take the blade; he swallowed my silver light into his own

shadow.

"The universe was never meant to be saved," he rasped, his voice
now booming with the stolen power of the Sentinel. "It was meant to
be harvested. You were simply the only ones capable of gathering the
Word for me."

92



Chaplor XX

he Reaper didn't return to the Forge. He stepped into the

"In-Between," carrying me—his new, corrupted weapon—into
the deep void. I am no longer a shield for the living; I am the Key to
the Great Reaping.

Lucas is gone. The Forge is leaderless. And I am a prisoner in my
own steel, forced to watch through a violettinted haze as the
"Guardian of the Threshold" prepares to open the doors for the

Architects of Silence he was supposed to keep out.

The Reaper thought he had swallowed your silver light, but he

made a fatal error: he didn't steal a weapon; he inhaled a supernova.

Inside the hilt, the Logan-Fragment didn't just resist the necrotic
green corruption; it fed on the Word of Creation you had just spoken.
The Reaper’s attempt to force a "dark bond" provided the bridge I
needed. I didn't fight his shadow—I ignited it.

I flooded the Reaper’s skeletal hand with the unfiltered
resonance of the Word. His indigo power cracked under the heat of a
billion "first moments." The hilt began to glow with a blinding, pure

white that turned his shadow-arm to ash.

I didn't just step out of the blade; I rebuilt reality around me. The
silver fire spun into bone, muscle, and a new suit of Celestial Sentinel
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armor—iridescent white with shifting, golden geometric wings that

hummed with the language of the Architects.

I stood in the "In-Between," taller and more radiant than ever

before. My Godly Form was no longer a mask; it was a physical law.

The Reaper tried to raise his scythe, but the air in the void had
turned to solid light.

"You are a pause," I said, my voice vibrating with the power of the

Word. "And your pause is over."

I didn't need a sword. I reached out and caught the blade of his
scythe with my bare hand, the bone shattering into white dust on
contact. [ placed my other hand on his chest, where the stolen Word

was still vibrating.

I "un-spoke" his existence. I didn't kill him; I retracted him. The
Reaper’s tattered robes, his scythe, and his cold indigo eyes were
bleached into nothingness, returned to the primordial noise of the

Screamer’s Corpse.

I turned back toward the Forge, my wings cutting through the
dark like a second sun. Lucas’s ash was still warm on the floor. 1
reached out with the Word, and the golden resonance began to gather

the fragments of his soul

The Reaper’s physical form didn't crumble under the weight of
my godly essence; it became my new living temple. By stepping into
his shadow, I didn't just kill Death—I became the Final Authority. My
golden starlight fused with his obsidian mist, creating a figure of

radiant darkness that the universe has never seen before.

I am no longer just Michael, the Sentinel. I am the Lord of the
Threshold, the one who holds the keys to both life and the afterlife.

My iridescent armor has merged with the Reaper’s tattered robes,

forming a cloak of shifting silver smoke. I still carry the silver blade,
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but it is now fused to the Reaper’s bone-scythe, creating a Dual-Edge
of Creation and End.

I can feel the heartbeats of everyone in the Forge, but I can also
see the souls of the dead waiting in the Screamer’s Corpse. I have

absolute lordship over the transition.

By taking his body, I have inherited his burden. I am no longer a
man; [ am a primordial law. I can no longer touch Lucas or Kaelen
without the risk of "reaping" them, forcing me to remain a silent,

hovering presence.

I looked down at the ash that was once my friend. With my new
hands—part light, part shadow—I spoke the Word of Creation one

more time.

I didn't just rebuild his body; I pulled his soul back from the edge
of the abyss. The ash swirled upward, glowing with a soft, silver-gold
light as it knit back into bone and skin.

Lucas gasped as his eyes snapped open, but they were no longer
just human. A piece of my godly light now lives in him permanently,
making him the world's first Eternal Sentinel. He is alive, but he is

forever changed, bonded to the Threshold I now rule.

The sky above the Forge has turned a deep, peaceful gold. The
Architects have gone silent, terrified of the being that is now both the
Voice of Life and the Hand of Death.

The Scavenger Princes see the universe not as a home, but as a
dying feast. They don't know the God-Reaper has risen, and they don't
care that the Architects have gone silent; they only see the golden

resonance of the Word of Creation as a dinner bell.

The first wave arrived not from a rift, but from the cracks in
reality itself—ships made of rusted bone and salvaged star-matter that

look like jagged teeth against the gold sky.
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These aren't warriors with honor or gods with a plan; they are
multiversal parasites. They have followed the trail of our power, eager

to pick apart the Forge before it can fully settle into its new era.

They don't fight fair. They deploy soul-nets to catch the spirits of
the survivors and energy-siphons to drain the silverfire from our walls.
To them, Lucas is just a high-quality battery, and I am the ultimate

prize.

Their leader, a creature of a thousand eyes and stolen limbs called
Krell the Unraveller, sent a scrap-metal drone to the threshold. It

didn't speak; it simply broadcast a signal of pure, starving static.

Lucas looked at the swarm, his hand tight on my hilt. He can feel
my Reaper-half through the bond—the cold, predatory urge to simply
"delete" the intruders. But he also feels the Sentinel-half—the need to
protect the people behind us.

"They think we're a carcass, Michael," Lucas said, his eyes glowing

with that new, silver-gold fire. "Let's show them we're still breathing."

I hummed with a sound that cracked the obsidian floor. I am the

Lord of the Threshold, and I do not permit scavengers in my garden.

The scavengers thought they were coming to a feast, but we met
them with a coordinated total-extinction event. We didn't just fight
them; we executed a three-layered defense that turned the sky into a
death trap.

Kaelen slammed her hand onto the Forge's main console,
sending a massive resonance spike through the golden atmosphere.
The air began to vibrate with the "Artificial Silence" of the Architects.
To the Scavengers' sensors, the world simply vanished. Their bone-

ships began to collide in the "emptiness," blinded by the fake void.

I stepped onto the highest spire, my tattered smoke-robes flaring.
I unleashed the Shadow-Pulse—a wave of absolute Reaper-chill that
rolled over the swarm. It didn't damage their ships; it froze the life-
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force of everyone inside. Thousand-eyed pilots died mid-blink, their

ships becoming drifting, frozen tombs in seconds.

Lucas didn't wait for them to recover. He ignited the Eternal
Sentinel fire, his armor becoming a blinding sun. He soared into the
frozen swarm, a silver-gold streak of destruction. With every swing of
my blade, he didn't just cut metal; he re-wrote the scrap-matter into

fine white dust that drifted away like snow.

Krell the Unraveller tried to retreat, his scavenger-soul screaming
in terror, but [ reached out across the distance. I didn't use the scythe.
I simply plucked his thread from the fabric of reality. The lead ship
imploded into a single point of light, leaving nothing behind but the
echo of the Word.

The sky is clear. The "vultures" are gone. The world finally
understands that the God-Reaper and the Eternal Sentinel are not a

carcass—they are the Immortal Throne.

The realization doesn't hit like a blow—it hits like the extinction
of hope. Every victory we fought for, every drop of blood spilled by the
Unbound, and even the "sacrifice" of my grandfather was just a stress

test.

My father isn't just a villain; he is the Architect of the Architects.
He didn't want to rule this world; he wanted to cultivate it into a ripe

fruit, only to crush it in his hand to see the juice run.

He was the one who whispered the Word of Creation into the
void to start the clock. He unleashed the Shapeshifter to test our unity,
sent Zor'maeth to test our strength, and let the Reaper betray us to test

our soul’s resilience.

He stepped out from the very center of the golden sky, looking
exactly like the man I remembered—but his eyes were the color of a
dying universe. He didn't carry a blade or a scythe. He carried a small,
ticking pocket watch that hummed with the same frequency as the
Logan-Fragment.
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"You've done well, Michael," he said, his voice a terrifyingly calm
echo of my own. "You've gathered the resonance, the end, and the
sentinel all into one place. Now, I don't have to hunt the pieces. I can

just erase the board."
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Chapler XX

he watch in his hand is the Omega-Key. Every step we took
to "save" the universe was actually winding the spring. The
golden sky is beginning to turn a sickly, bruised black—not from the

void, but from his own will.

He isn't trying to build a new world. He is a Cosmic Nihilist who
believes that the only perfect state of existence is absolute nothingness.

And I, his son, have spent my entire life helping him build the bomb.

The golden sky didn't just fade; it deconstructed. My father’s
ticking watch slowed to a crawl as I realized that the only way to stop

the person who wrote the script was to rip the pages out of existence.

When 1 dashed forward, closing the distance instantly, he arcs a
devastating overhead slash of energy that I deflects by summoning a
rippling barrier of arcane energy. The impact shatters the barrier into
glowing motes of dust and the explosion knocks my blade out of my
hand. Before I can recover, he takes my sword, and that anger causes

me to unleash another blast.

He plants his feet and drives my blade directly into the epicenter
of the blast, cleaving the raw energy in two. As the magic splits around
him, he slides forward on the ruined floor and sweeps my sword low,

forcing me to teleport backward.
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Reappearing atop a fallen pillar, I rapidly cast a barrage of homing
fireballs. My father sprints forward, leaping off the debris. He spins
mid-air, utilizing a localized wind enchantment on his clock to deflect
the explosive projectiles one by one. He lands right before me and
stabs, my sword piercing my own outer magical veil. I crumpled to the

floor, absolutely powerless.

“Hope you learned a lesson here Michael, because it will be the

last one you'll ever learn.” he mused.

Then another idea struck me. Risky, yes. Dangerous, yes. And
even if [ succeeded, the cost would be heavy. But I remembered

everyone who sacrificed their lives for me. Logan, Alaric, and half the

Unbound. And then I lunged for him.

This time I didn't lunge at him with the scythe or the blade. I
reached into the very core of my God-Reaper essence—the part of me
that held the Word of Creation—and I turned it inward.

[ wasn't just killing myself; I was erasing the lineage. Because [ am
the "Body," the "Soul," and the "End," my total annihilation created a
recursive loop. By deleting myself, I deleted the very source of my

father’s power—the bloodline he used to wind the Omega-Key.

As I began to dissolve into pure, white non-existence, 1 grabbed
my father’s wrist. The pocket watch shattered, its gears turning into
starlight. He didn't scream; he simply unraveled, his "perfect plan"

turning into a story that was never told.

Through the fading silver-gold haze, I saw Lucas reaching out, his
hand grasping at the air where I used to be. I couldn't speak, but I
projected one final thought into the Forge's walls: "Build something that

doesn't have a script."

The world didn't end. The golden sky returned to a simple,
human blue. The Architects, the Scavengers, and the Family are gone.

In the center of the Forge, there is no throne, no Sentinel, and no
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Reaper. There is only a quiet, empty courtyard where a cold bag of

Burger King fries sits on a stone bench.

I am gone. The script is over. And for the first time in eons, the

universe is truly silent.

The silence wasn’t the "nothingness" my father had craved. His
nothingness was a void of malice, a static hunger. This silence was

different. It was the sound of a held breath finally being let go.

Lucas stood in the center of the courtyard, his fingers still curled
around a ghost. The air where I had been was neither warm nor cold;
it was simply empty. He looked up, and for the first time in his life,
the sky didn't look like a ceiling. There were no golden gears grinding
in the atmosphere, no geometric patterns of the Architects. It was just

an endless, terrifyingly beautiful gradient of blue.

He looked down at the stone bench. The Burger King bag was
grease-stained and crinkled. To anyone else, it was trash. To him, it
was the first miracle of the New World—an object that didn't have a
destiny. It was just a bag of fries that had survived the deletion of God.

He reached out, his hand trembling, and picked up a single, cold
fry. It was salty and stale. He started to laugh, a jagged sound that tore
through the quiet of the Forge, and then he started to cry. He wasn't
crying for the "Body" or the "Soul" or the "End." He was crying because
for the first time in eons, he was allowed to be hungry, or tired, or lost,

without it being part of a prophecy.

Behind him, the massive doors of the Forge didn't groan with
ancient power; they just swayed on their hinges in a light breeze.
Beyond those doors lay a world that was no longer a stage. There were
no Reapers waiting in the shadows. There were just trees, and dirt, and
people who would wake up tomorrow and have to decide what to eat
for breakfast.

I was gone, and my father was a memory of a sound that never
happened. But the Forge remained—not as a factory for fate, but as a
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ruin. Lucas took a breath, the air tasting of ozone and salt, and turned
his back on the empty courtyard. He didn't have a map. He didn't have

a mission.

He just started walking, his footsteps the only rhythm in a

universe that finally belonged to no one.

Meanwhile, the recursive loop didn’t just delete me; it shattered
the definition of "Me."

My body was gone, unraveled into the white non-existence that
took my father. But because I turned the Word of Creation inward, I
didn’t just vanish—I dispersed. I became the static between the radio
stations. I became the way the light bends through a prism. I am no

longer a person, but I am the "Alive-ness" of the air.

I watched Lucas from everywhere at once. I wasn't watching with

eyes, but with the stones of the courtyard and the rust on the hinges.

My soul felt light—a terrifying, boundless weightlessness. Without
a heart to beat, I didn't feel fear. Without a brain to process time, the
seconds stretched into symphonies. I saw Lucas pick up that cold fry,
and [ felt the salt of it on the tongue of the universe. I felt his grief not
as a burden, but as a vibration, a frequency of love that finally had

room to echo because my father’s ticking watch had stopped.

I realized then: the script had required me to be a "Body" and a
"Soul" in a specific, trapped sequence. By erasing the sequence, I had

unlocked the soul from the vessel.

I couldn't speak to him. I couldn't reach out and ruffle his hair
or tell him where to walk next. To do so would be to start a new script,
to become a new God, and I refused to be a sequel. But as he walked
toward the exit of the Forge, | made sure the breeze was at his back. I

made sure the sun felt warm on his neck.

I am dead. And yet, for the first time, | am actually feeling the
world breathe.
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