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Chapter
One



Up until he found himself face-to-face with a wounded, snarling Outer Wolf, Leo Stormrider hadn’t met an animal he disliked.

Leo had liked some animals better and some worse. His favorites had always been the songbirds in the trees outside his family’s house, with their beautiful birdsong that put many of the Realm’s best singers to shame, in his opinion. When he was younger, he would often get up early, before his morning chores, just to get a chance to listen to the birds’ beautiful singing. It was always worth it, even when his dad inevitably woke up later and yelled at him for not getting started with his work.

Even his least favorite animals, the smelly, fat pigs they raised to sell at the local market, had a certain charm to them. If nothing else, they were cute when they were little piglets, before they turned into the behemoths that needed to be turned into bacon later on. It helped that Leo’s grandpa—or Papa, as he called him—had always encouraged Leo’s love of animals, even if Leo’s own parents forbade him from having any pets of his own until he was married and out of the house. Even then, Leo knew that his parents would insist that he get farm animals, such as pigs and chickens, that had a practical, economic use, and not something like a rabbit or pet bird.

Of course, Leo had known about the dangerous wild animals that existed outside of his hometown of Lavins. Animals like wolves and coyotes attacked travelers along the road or snuck into the village to steal valuable livestock, including from Leo’s own family. Leo could not count the number of times his father, a livestock farmer who was barely a Level 1 Flame Sage, had had to scare the predators away with the fire conjured from his walking stick.

But Leo had never actually come face-to-face with a wild animal that wanted to kill him before. The few times Father had sent Leo out to chase away a wolf or coyote, Leo hadn’t felt personally endangered by the beasts. Perhaps that was because the predators’ primary prey, in every case, had been their livestock. Sure, the predators would kill or attack humans who threatened them, but Leo knew that even the most dangerous predator feared humans—all humans—far more than the other way around, no matter how strong and tough they might’ve acted.

Perhaps that had to do with Leo’s Beastcalling Path, a relatively weak Path thought of as useless by most. Leo knew differently, however. Although sensing the emotions of animals might not have been as flashy or powerful as conjuring a fireball with one’s mind, Leo still found it useful around the farm for dealing with their animals and livestock. Even so, Leo rarely had a chance to practice his Beastcalling, mostly because his parents kept him busy with work. It was why Leo was still a Level 1 Beastcaller at the age of 18, and not a very advanced Level 1, either.

So when Leo finally came face-to-face with the bloody maw of a snarling Outer Wolf, a creature easily twice his height and even bulkier, Leo could feel every emotion that the thing was emitting.

And Leo had no idea how sensing the Outer Wolf’s emotions would help him survive the next thirty seconds.

The Outer Wolf snarling at Leo was huge. Leo had heard stories about Outer Wolves from Pathwalker who journeyed beyond the borders of Arinthia in search of greater power and prestige. They always described Outer Wolves as being “like normal wolves, but four times bigger and far more vicious.”

Now that Leo was seeing an Outer Wolf for himself, he found the description both spot-on and yet seriously lacking in emphasizing just how dangerous Outer Wolves were.

Yes, the Outer Wolf snarling and snapping its teeth at Leo, forcing him to back away every time, did resemble the wolves that eternally plagued the farmers of Lavins. But it looked like their bigger and nastier cousin. Indeed, it wouldn’t have surprised Leo one bit if Outer Wolves hunted normal wolves for food. It would’ve explained the lack of normal wolves around the farm he’d noticed recently.

But aside from their basic physical appearance, Outer Wolves were almost completely different creatures from their normal cousins. They were taller, for one, and had thick, tar-black fur that seemed to move like the waves of the ocean. Their eyes were big and green, their snouts long and pointed, and their paws reminded Leo of clawed metal pans. This Outer Wolf, in particular, had a bloody maw, probably thanks to all the travelers it had killed and eaten recently.

And the smell! Leo had never gotten close enough to a normal wolf to smell their breath, but with the Outer Wolf so close to him, he could smell the blood, dirt, sweat, and other unpleasant stenches rolling off its fur. He wondered if the reason the storytellers never mentioned the stench was because there was no real way to describe it without making one feel sick to one’s stomach.

Vomiting is the very last thing on my mind right now, Leo thought, covering his nose with one hand, his other pointing the sharp end of his family spear toward the Outer Wolf. Then again, maybe vomiting will scare off the Outer Wolf. I doubt my chicken and rice lunch smells that much better than its fur.

Unfortunately, Leo doubted that the Outer Wolf before him was an especially queasy animal.

Without warning, the Outer Wolf lunged forward and snapped at him again. Leo jumped backward at the last second, narrowly avoiding getting his hand bitten straight off his arm. But he landed awkwardly on his leg and almost collapsed onto the ground. He turned his collapse into a stumble instead, leaning against a large rock for support.

But preventing the fall forced Leo to drop the family spear—a long wooden pole with a silver knife attached to the end of it.

Which the Outer Wolf promptly stepped on with one of its massive front paws and snapped in two. And without taking its big green eyes off of Leo.

Uh-oh, thought Leo. Father will kill me for that if the Outer Wolf doesn’t. Perhaps it is better that I die here. At least here, I can die a hero. Back home, I’d just die a dishonored son. Why did I think I could win Father’s respect by volunteering to take down this beast with the others?

That was the whole reason Leo was even out here in the Outer Wastes, the wild wasteland between the border of Arinthia and the Realm of Franovi a hundred miles east. Reports of a giant, vicious monster attacking and killing travelers going to and from the east had been pouring into the town of Lavins over the last week. The town’s Council, of which Leo’s father was a member, had petitioned the Minor Realm Lord in Giant’s Heights, about fifteen miles away, for a professional Pathwalker to kill the beast, but all their petitions had been ignored.

Probably because we are such a small, irrelevant village in the middle of nowhere, Father had bitterly remarked to Mother last night around the dinner table while Leo cleaned up. The Minor Realm Lord only cares about the Outer Cities. We are on our own out here.

Leo had to try not to snort at that last sentence now. With all due respect, Father had not known what being on one’s own truly meant. Leo certainly was learning the meaning of the phrase after being abandoned by the ten other village youth who had been sent to slay the monster along with him.

The Outer Wolf lunged toward Leo again, and Leo, slightly lost in thought, almost lost his life. He moved to the side just in time to avoid the Outer Wolf’s maw, which slammed into the rock he’d been leaning against. He knew that the only reason the Outer Wolf missed was because the rain from the night before had left the ground muddy, meaning the Outer Wolf’s big paws did not have firm ground to adhere to.

Leo, weaponless and quite weak, did not try to attack the dazed Outer Wolf. He instead turned and ran toward the nearest tree, scrambling up its branches as fast as he could. His gray robes, indicating his lowly status among his fellow Arinthians, got caught on some of the lower branches, but Leo just yanked them up anyway. He winced slightly at the sound they made as they tore against the branches, leaving wide rips in what had been competently woven cloth.

Now Mother will kill me, too, thought Leo. Maybe I can blame the tears on the Outer Wolf. If it doesn’t kill me first.

Before Leo could debate the merits of dying at the hands of his parents versus in the maw of the Outer Wolf, the creature in question appeared at the base of the tree. It stared up at Leo for a moment, like it was trying to decide whether Leo was worth the effort of climbing the tree, before tearing its gaze away from him. Then it started pacing back and forth in front of it, snorting occasionally. It almost looked like it was thinking.

Which it might be, thought Leo, if it’s as smart as I think it is. Another reason why this raid was a dumb idea. I feel like I am the only person who takes animals seriously around here.

After failing to get help from the Minor Realm Lord, the Council of Lavins had come up with the idea of sending ten of their best and strongest young men out to the Outer Wastes to hunt down and kill the monster themselves. Led by Councilman Egar, a Level 2 Aqua Archon and one of the few professional Pathwalkers of any level in Lavins, the raid team was supposed to do what the Minor Realm Lord would not: Protect not just Lavins and its inhabitants but everyone who traveled through the Outer Wastes.

It wasn’t necessarily as heroic a job as it might have sounded. Although Leo was young, he understood that Lavins, being a border town, was heavily dependent on local travelers stopping by on their way to and from the Wastes. Whether it was the local inn needing guests to stay the night or Leo’s own family selling freshly slaughtered meat to hungry travelers, the town of Lavins needed people to think it was safe to travel through the Wastes in order to keep its economy functioning. Otherwise, the town itself would be in trouble, to put it lightly.

But regardless of whether the raid team was formed out of fidelity to higher morality or simply to make some money—or, as Leo discovered talking to his fellow raiders, a little bit of both—Leo had jumped at the opportunity to serve his village and win his Father’s approval. Although not one of the strongest boys in the village, Leo’s bravery impressed Councilman Egar, who let him join despite not being on the same level as most of his peers.

And it was either that bravery or that foolishness that caused Leo to stand his ground even after the other members of the raid—including Councilman Egar—abandoned him as soon as they saw the Outer Wolf. Not that Leo was sure what Councilman Egar had been expecting. He supposed that an actual Outer Wolf had been completely out of the question when they had imagined the identity of the traveler-eating monster.

Maybe the councilman just thought it was an especially vicious rabbit or something, thought Leo, clinging to the branch he sat upon as tightly as he could. Or maybe he never actually intended to kill anything and just wanted to make himself look good to the other villagers. Seems like the sort of thing Councilman Egar would do, though I am not sure how running at the first sign of danger is supposed to make him look brave.

But Leo would worry about the lack of honor his peers and elders had later. Right now, he needed to focus on surviving his encounter with the Outer Wolf.

Although it was starting to seem like he might not need to do anything. Below, Leo watched as the Outer Wolf came to an abrupt stop, raised its head as if it had just seen something, then bounded off. The branches and leaves were too thick for Leo to see where the Outer Wolf had gone, but he assumed that it must have seen easier prey.

Leo breathed a sigh of relief and leaned back against the tree. Whew. And here I thought I was going to⁠—

Bam.

The whole tree shuddered under the impact of the crash, and Leo, unprepared for the shaking, was nearly thrown off his branch. He caught himself at the last minute, his fingers closing tight as iron around the thick wood of the branch.

Breathing hard, his heart pounding in his chest, Leo looked down just in time to see the Outer Wolf charge into the base of the tree again with its shoulder.

Bam.

Another powerful tremor shook the tree, sending the late summer leaves and twigs falling to the ground. Leo tightened his grip on his branch even more, praying to all the heavenly spirits he could think of to save him. He heard a snapping sound nearby but assumed it was just one of the other tree branches starting to break.

Bam.

Snap.

Leo had just enough time to notice the branch he clung to had snapped before plunging like a dropped rock toward the ground—and toward the hungry, violent Outer Wolf below.


Chapter
Two



Leo screamed like a little boy as he crashed through the limbs and leaves of the tree, smacking his head, arms, legs, and every other part of his body on the way down. For a moment, his life was just branches and leaves and twigs and the occasional insect, with his screams sounding like distant background noise to his own ears.

Then Leo came to a stop and found himself hanging upside down. Blinking as the blood rushed to his head, Leo looked up to see that his long, ragged gray robes had caught on some of the lower branches. For a moment, Leo thanked the heavenly spirits that his mom had made his gray robes for him.

Then a groaning sound from those same branches banished whatever gratitude had welled up in Leo’s heart. With another snap, the branches sent Leo falling to the ground again.

Leo slammed into the ground, twisting so that he landed on his shoulder rather than his head. He practically screamed under the impact. He was pretty sure he had broken it, but all thoughts about his own pain disappeared from his mind when he felt the hot breath of the Outer Wolf wafting across his face.

Against his will and his better judgment, Leo gazed up at the Outer Wolf. It was less than a foot away from his face now, giving him a good look at the scars on its face, the bloodstains covering its teeth, the thick fur covering its snout.

But what caught Leo’s attention more than anything else were its intelligent green eyes. They did not look like the eyes of an animal. They looked almost human.

And right now, the Outer Wolf looked as startled to see him as he was to see it.

The moment lasted a second, maybe two, but in that instant, Leo knew he had one—and only one—chance to save himself.

Leo locked eyes with the Outer Wolf and, drawing upon his mana, summoned his Beastcalling.

As a Level 1 Beastcaller, Leo couldn’t do very much. The extent of his Path allowed him to sense the emotions and feelings of animals more acutely than other people, but that was about it. Moreover, it couldn’t even be used to control animals. Beastcalling only worked when the user was willing to work with animals, not merely subjugate them or force them to obey one’s commands.

And in a society where one could make the very elements themselves bend to one’s will, a Path that required living with nature rather than dominating it did not get one very far in life or earn one much respect.

Leo knew that. But he wasn’t trying to control the Outer Wolf. He had no idea what he was trying to do, really, other than maybe show the Outer Wolf that he was scared of it and posed no threat to it in his current condition. Maybe, seeing his weakness, the Outer Wolf would spare his life and go look for more interesting and delicious prey elsewhere.

Add to that the fact that this was Leo’s first attempt to Beastcall a predator. He’d only ever used Beastcalling on farm animals—despite his family’s dismissal of his gift, it did come in handy when they needed to calm down their livestock. More than once, Father had asked Leo to calm an angry pig by sensing its emotions and sending it soothing thoughts or locating a wound on its body that Father had not noticed.

Leo did not know if Beastcalling even worked on creatures like the one before him.

Thus, this truly was a desperate move on Leo’s part. He fully expected it to fail, and for him to end up in the stomach of the Outer Wolf not long after.

That was why Leo was surprised when he felt the emotions the Outer Wolf was experiencing.

And they weren’t too different from how he felt at the moment.

First, there was anger. The Outer Wolf, though unable to use human words to communicate, was clearly angry at Leo and the others for attacking it, though he sensed that it wasn’t just angry at them. It was more like Leo and the raiders had simply been unlucky enough to get in its way. It was actually angry about something else, though Leo could not tell what.

Confusion was another emotion that Leo easily identified. This time, he could pinpoint the source of the Outer Wolf’s confusion: Leo. It was confused about what he was doing and why he did not seem afraid of it, despite being in such a weak, vulnerable position. Leo guessed that the Outer Wolf did not know about the concept of Paths or how humans could use them. He suspected that this confusion was the only reason the Outer Wolf was not currently tearing him to shreds.

But there was a final emotion, two emotions, really, that were intertwined so deeply that they might as well have been one. And they were both surprising:

Pain… and fear.

The pain was easy enough to notice. Somewhere on the Outer Wolf’s front left paw, it had suffered a terrible injury that it could do nothing about. Leo felt the pain almost as acutely as he felt his own pain. This seemed like a good explanation for the anger that the Outer Wolf felt. With no way to heal its injury or its pain, the Outer Wolf took out its aggression on others.

And then there was the fear, which Leo sensed was actually the strongest emotion of them all, even though it had been the most difficult to detect at first.

The Outer Wolf was afraid—not of Leo or the raiders or any other humans it had encountered, as Leo sensed that it feared humans less than humans feared butterflies, but of something else. Something far deadlier, and worse than any human could ever dream up.

Before Leo could dig deeper, see if he could pinpoint exactly what the huge, powerful Outer Wolf was afraid of, the animal broke off its gaze and backed away as hastily as a frightened kitten until it was a good three yards or so from him. The Outer Wolf then came to a stop and stared at Leo, though he noticed it avoided looking him directly in the eyes now.

Maybe my Beastcalling made it feel uncomfortable or something, Leo thought, rubbing his face, the scent of the muddy grass underneath him filling his nostrils. It probably never experienced something like that before. To be fair, neither have I.

What disturbed Leo more than anything, however, was the overwhelming fear that the Outer Wolf had exuded. Even with his Beastcall having been broken, Leo could now tell that the Outer Wolf was more afraid than anything else. At that moment, it more closely resembled a frightened little puppy than the powerful, imposing monster spoken of in whispers by worldly storytellers around the fireplace at night.

And Leo, despite his own fear of the beast, could not help but feel for the Outer Wolf. Maybe it was his love of animals, but Leo hated seeing any creature afraid or in pain.

And right now, the Outer Wolf was experiencing both of those emotions quite intensely.

Sitting up, Leo looked at the Outer Wolf and said, in a calm, friendly voice, “Are you afraid?”

The Outer Wolf started when Leo spoke, and it glared at him, but it did not run away. It bared its long, bloody teeth at Leo, which sent a jolt of fear up his spine, but Leo did not let his fear control him.

Wiping the mud off his face, Leo said, “It’s okay. I can tell you’re scared. And in pain. Can I see your paw?”

Leo channeled his mana through his voice as he spoke, a little trick he’d picked up on his own a while ago. Although Beastcalling was utterly useless for actually controlling animals and worked best when Leo could make eye contact with them, it could still be used to influence them if he used it while speaking to them. He needed to establish a friendly rapport with the Outer Wolf, and the only way he could do that was to act as kind as he could.

The Outer Wolf snorted and growled, but much to his surprise, it did raise its left paw slightly, just enough for Leo to see a long, thick spike sticking out of a bloody, messy wound.

How did I not notice that before? Leo thought in amazement, staring at the wound. Then again, I suppose I was running for my life earlier. One’s focus does change when one’s life is in danger.

Taking a deep breath, Leo said, “That needle looks awfully painful. Can I remove it for you? I promise I won’t hurt you. If I remove it, that should stop the pain and allow the wound itself to start healing.”

Leo said this without knowing if it was true. He’d removed various sharp things from the feet of many animals in the past, so he assumed this would be no different. A part of him that sounded an awful lot like Father warned him about how dangerous it would be to get too close to such a dangerous beast, but Leo sensed that this might be a wise gamble on his part.

If Leo could heal the Outer Wolf, or even simply take away the pain in its paw, then it might feel grateful enough to leave him alone. Then Leo could make his way back to Lavins. True, he would probably suffer the wrath of both Father and Mother for ruining the family spear and his robes, but suffering their abuse would be infinitely preferable to being torn to shreds by an Outer Wolf.

Leo was feeling pretty good about his plan until the Outer Wolf growled and ran toward him, teeth bared, snarling and growling like the monster it was.

Now I know why Father thinks I am an idiot, Leo thought, closing his eyes to avoid seeing death coming his way. I just hope that my family and my village remember me as a hero.

But oddly, death did not come to Leo. He just heard the Outer Wolf come to a stop, felt its breath over his face, but he did not feel its teeth clamping down on his head or feel its massive paws crushing his chest. He didn’t even feel it lick him with its tongue.

Staying as calm as he could, Leo opened his eyes and found himself face-to-face with the Outer Wolf once again.

Only this time, the Outer Wolf looked significantly less hostile. It still gazed at him with a look of skepticism, but it was also holding out its wounded, bloody paw to him, as if trying to say, You said you could fix this. So do it.

Leo’s survival instincts told him this was a trap, that the Outer Wolf was only offering its paw as a way to draw him in. Indeed, if he’d still had his family spear, Leo might have tried going for its throat.

But that wasn’t what Beastcallers did.

Somehow, Leo knew that.

So Leo took the Outer Wolf’s massive front paw in both of his hands, ignoring the pain in his shoulder, and studied it closely. He felt the Outer Wolf tense under his touch, but it did not pull away or otherwise snap at him. He prayed a silent prayer of gratitude to the heavenly spirits for that.

Up close, the bloody paw both looked and smelled infinitely worse than it did from afar. He could see that the needle in its paw was in there pretty deep, caked with dried, dirty blood, with more leaking out. It appeared that the skin had grown around the needle somehow, which would make removing it difficult.

But there was something about the wound that seemed unnatural to Leo, too. A wound like this should not have still been bleeding, as it had clearly been inside the Outer Wolf’s paw for a while. Plus, the skin around the wound felt papery and weak. His first thought was that the wound was already infected, which meant that removing the needle would not actually help the Outer Wolf very much other than possibly making it easier for the beast to walk.

Yet Leo had never seen an infection quite like this before. A dull purple light—so dim that Leo almost did not see it—pulsed under the infected, swollen skin. It seemed to react to his touch just as much as the Outer Wolf did, as if the infection itself were somehow alive and could sense him.

That was silly. Infections weren’t alive.

Right?

A grunt from the Outer Wolf made Leo look up. He thought it might be about to attack him again, but then he realized that the Outer Wolf simply stared at him, like it was asking, So? Can you fix it?

“I think I can,” said Leo calmly, “but removing it will probably be painful, at least at first. Can you promise me that you will not try to attack me if I remove it and it hurts?”

The Outer Wolf gave Leo a blank stare that told him it didn’t understand what he said. That was the problem with communicating via emotions and body gestures. Verbal language was far more precise than any amount of emotion or body gestures, yet as a Level 1 Beastcaller, emotions and body language was all Leo could do and one of the many reasons no one respected his Path. Leo had heard rumors that Level 2 Beastcallers could actually communicate with animals beyond merely feeling their emotions, but Leo had never met another Beastcaller, so he did not know whether that was true.

In any case, Leo knew that he needed to remove the needle. He just had to hope the Outer Wolf was intelligent enough to realize that he was trying to help it, not hurt it, and that it would not immediately try to kill him afterward. He’d had a wounded pig attempt to maul him a year ago after removing a thorn from its hoof, and pigs were far smarter than wolves.

Taking a deep breath, Leo grabbed the needle with two fingers and yanked it out in one smooth motion.

As expected, the Outer Wolf roared in pain, which Leo, through his Beastcalling, could feel. The shock of the pain was so unexpected, however, that it knocked Leo flat on his back, gasping for air.

As for the Outer Wolf, it bounded backward, away from Leo, and immediately started licking its wounded paw. It did not look at Leo, which Leo was fine with. He did not need to get his face ripped off by a hungry, angry Outer Wolf today.

Sitting up again, Leo looked at the needle in his hands more closely.

And soon realized that this needle was definitely not a thorn like he’d thought.

It was about six inches long from tip to tip and completely black, though much of it was covered by the Outer Wolf’s blood. It appeared to be made out of bone, and not painted bone. It wasn’t one of the Outer Wolf’s bones, either. It had come from another creature completely.

Strangest of all, however, was how evil it felt. Merely holding it made the hairs on the back of Leo’s neck stand on end, and every instinct in his body screamed at him to throw it away and destroy it.

But Leo did not. Instead, he deposited it into his bag, which had managed to survive all of the craziness intact. He wanted to save it to study later because he’d never seen anything like it before and wanted to know more about it.

All thoughts about studying the needle, however, went out of his head as soon as he heard a loud growl before him.

Once again raising his gaze, Leo saw the Outer Wolf—still keeping its distance—glaring at him. It had stopped licking its wounded paw, which it now stood on with no problem, but it did not draw any closer to him or look at him any differently than it normally did.

Yet when Leo looked into the Outer Wolf’s eyes, he thought he saw something like gratitude.

That feeling lasted only a second, however, before the Outer Wolf tore its gaze away from Leo and bounded away. It soon disappeared among the huge boulders and trees around them, the padding of its massive paws against the ground rapidly fading into the distance.


Chapter
Three



Leo waited a good five minutes before daring to leave the safety of his tree. Despite having just helped the Outer Wolf, a part of Leo was still afraid that it would come back and kill him anyway. He was, after all, much weaker than the Outer Wolf, not to mention injured and unarmed.

In other words, Leo was the perfect prey.

But the Outer Wolf did not come back, and Leo thought he knew why: The Outer Wolf had been grateful for his help. This was essentially its way of thanking him for helping it. By sparing his life, the Outer Wolf was showing that it was grateful he had removed the needle in its paw.

At least, that’s what Leo told himself. It was also possible that the Outer Wolf simply wanted to find a safe place to tend to its wounds, which would start naturally healing on their own now that Leo had removed the needle.

So Leo stood up and started making his way back home under the hot late summer sun. It took him ten minutes to retrace his steps until he found the border road—the final road linking Arinthia to the Outer Wastes—which he then started walking along. The border road ran straight through Lavins, so Leo knew that as long as he kept heading west, he would eventually reach his town, where he could then share the news about his survival with his family and the others.

No doubt Father would be disappointed that Leo had failed to kill the beast. Mother would probably be more upset that he tore his gray robes than anything else. Papa was probably the only member of his family who would be genuinely happy to see him still alive.

But right now, Leo wasn’t thinking about Father, Mother, Papa, or even what kind of reception he might receive from the village as a whole. He wasn’t thinking about his own injuries, either, which, though not bad enough to prevent him from walking, hurt enough that he knew he needed to see the town’s Healwalker as soon as possible. Nor was he thinking about the warm wind blowing in from the south, indicating that summer was still a long way from ending.

His thoughts were back in the clearing with the Outer Wolf. He played the image of its angry yet scared expression in his head again and again. He thought about the strange needle he’d found embedded in its paw, the brief gratitude he’d seen in its eyes when he removed it, and then how gracefully it had bounded away even with its injured paw slowing it down.

Leo did not quite know what to make of the situation. Every Outer Wolf story he had ever heard always ended with either the travelers just barely escaping with their lives or the Outer Wolf in question killing the travelers and leaving no survivors. He had never heard any story about an Outer Wolf sparing a human, especially a human who had just tried to kill it a little while ago.

But then, I’ve never heard stories about a human removing a needle from an Outer Wolf’s paw and earning its gratitude, either, Leo thought, feeling the black needle pressing against his leg through the fabric of his bag. I guess Beastcalling isn’t entirely useless after all.

What bothered Leo the most was how scared the Outer Wolf had felt. Clearly, the Outer Wolf, if it was indeed the monster that had been attacking travelers these past few weeks—which he was starting to doubt—was only acting aggressively because something else had scared and injured it.

And whatever had scared and injured it was definitely not human. The black needle was proof enough for Leo.

If that was the case, then Leo had to deal with the fact that the Outer Wolf might be innocent.

Yet how could Leo convince the rest of the village, especially the Council, of that? No one would listen to a mere Level 1 Beastcaller like him. The black needle was good evidence that something was amiss, but Leo knew it would take more than a single black needle to convince the rest of the Council that a creature other than the Outer Wolf was responsible for all of the deaths and attacks recently. Heck, Leo was only partially convinced of that idea himself right now. The Outer Wolf had been rather aggressive toward him and the other raiders, after all. It was still the best candidate for the identity of the monster.

It also spared my life after I helped it, though, Leo reminded himself. There’s clearly more going on here than meets the eye. Unfortunately, I doubt I will have enough time to investigate this as much as I’d like. Maybe the Council will at least pursue a deeper investigation into the matter once I return and show them the black needle.

After walking for another half hour along the border road, Leo reached Lavins, sweaty, thirsty, and tired. It was only then that he realized his biggest mistake. In the chaos of what had happened, he’d forgotten to retrieve his family spear. Now he couldn’t go back for it—and doubted that he would even find it.

His father would be angry.

One more thing he’d have to deal with when he made it back.

The core of the town was a collection of wooden buildings, a mixture of homes and businesses, built on either side of the border road. The town square was built right in the middle of the border road, which split around the square on either side to allow for travelers wishing to pass through to do so without interrupting town events.

And right now, there was definitely an event happening in town, evidenced by the lack of people Leo ran into when he entered the city limits. He did not even see the town guards, who normally stood at the entrance, which made him worried for a second that something might have happened to them.

But then Leo heard a roar of voices up ahead and, after a few more seconds of walking, Leo realized where everyone was.

The town square was packed with people, more townsfolk than Leo had ever seen in one place before. It looked like nearly the entire town of Lavins was present for the event, whatever it was.

Leo wasn’t sure what was going on. There were not any major holidays going on at the moment, and it seemed much too hot out for any sort of public celebration. In fact, the last big holiday, Realm Lord Day, had been over a month ago now, and the next big holiday, Peace Day, would not be for another six months.

But as Leo drew closer to the town square and saw who was speaking to the crowd, he realized that people were not celebrating a holiday he had been unaware of. People were not celebrating anything at all.

Standing on a raised wooden platform in the center of the town square was a middle-aged man with short, graying dark hair. Clad in brilliant blue robes, Councilman Egar, the leader of the raid against the Outer Wolf and one of the more respected members of the town Council, was delivering a report to the townspeople on the state of the raid. It seemed like Leo had arrived just after the councilman had started his speech, which meant that he hadn’t missed very much other than the introduction.

“… And there we were, standing before a monster truly out of legend,” Councilman Egar said, clutching the chest of his robes. “It was easily the most frightening thing I have ever faced in my life, more frightening than the Walking Hands of the Deep. The young men were even more terrified than I was, however, and more than one of them spoke openly of turning tail and running in the face of such a seemingly impossible obstacle. Yet I knew I could show no fear in the presence of my raiders or let that monster see me trembling, so I ordered my raiders to attack the monster. And I, of course, led the charge.”

Leo, standing near the back of the crowd, frowned. That wasn’t what had happened at all. Almost as soon as Councilman Egar had seen the Outer Wolf, he had ordered an immediate retreat and had been the very first to flee. The other raiders had been so eager to get away from the Outer Wolf that they had even knocked Leo down, which was part of the reason he had been left alone to face the monster by himself. Councilman Egar did not even seem to be sweating, though that might have had to do with his water magic, which kept him cool at all times.

A quick gaze at the crowd showed Leo that nobody seemed to question Councilman Egar’s version of the story. Even the other raiders, whom he saw standing on the platform behind Councilman Egar, said nothing about it. No doubt they had come up with this story on their way back to the town to avoid looking like cowards to the rest of the townsfolk.

Leo wished he could say he was surprised, but he really wasn’t. Father had told him all about Councilman Egar and how dishonest a man he was. That Councilman Egar was willing to lie to everyone’s faces wasn’t surprising, nor was it surprising that his peers did not refute or contradict his story. Most of them, like himself, were children of the Council members and did not want to bring dishonor or shame on their parents by admitting they were cowards.

One of the townsfolk, whom Leo recognized as Ben, the local shopkeeper, raised one hand and said, “But did you manage to kill the beast?”

Councilman Egar sighed deeply. “Unfortunately, we really underestimated just how fearsome the monster was, and we were forced to retreat before it could kill any of us.”

“So you saved your own skin rather than risk your life to defeat this evil monster and keep the town safe?” Ben the shopkeeper said, with more than a hint of derision in his voice, his face glistening with sweat.

Councilman Egar met the shopkeeper’s gaze steadily. “There is no point in sacrificing the lives of ten of our best youth, especially if that sacrifice would not actually result in the death of the beast. From my perspective, this mission was really about learning the monster’s capabilities and strength rather than trying to actually kill it. On subsequent missions out into the wilderness, we will be far better prepared to take down the monster than we were this time, when we were going in blind.”

That appeared to shut up the shopkeeper, but Leo wasn’t impressed. Councilman Egar had made it very clear at the start of the raid that the whole point and purpose of this mission was to slay the Outer Wolf. There had been no discussion about learning anything about it other than the quickest and best way to kill it. This was clearly Councilman Egar’s way of trying to save face, and it seemed to be working, if only because the councilman was a fairly compelling speaker, even if he wasn’t entirely honest.

“So we just barely escaped with our lives,” said Councilman Egar with a sigh. “Indeed, if it wasn’t for the heroic sacrifice of the young Leo Stormrider, son of Councilman Stormrider, I would say that none of us would have made it out of there alive.”

That dramatic line prompted a flurry of whispers and gasps among the townsfolk as they processed the news that Leo had sacrificed himself for the team.

Which surprised Leo, to say the least.

And of course, no one in the crowd seemed to notice Leo yet. They were all staring at Councilman Egar, who had established himself as the authority on what had happened back there. He wondered how they would react once he revealed himself.

But I am not even hiding, Leo thought. All I need to do is speak up and tell everyone the truth. Then Councilman Egar will regret lying.

As if reading his mind, Councilman Egar suddenly looked out over the crowd. His eyes suddenly fell on Leo, who met the councilman’s gaze without hesitation.

A look of utter shock appeared on Councilman Egar’s face, but before he could say anything, Leo held up a hand and said, in a slightly weak voice, “Sorry for the delay, everyone. But I am still alive.”

The crowd turned as one to stare at Leo in surprise. Many of them looked like they had just seen a ghost, which made Leo feel a bit uncomfortable, but it was better than the usual dismissive looks he received from the townsfolk for his weak Beastcalling Path.

“Leo?” said a woman who Leo recognized as the lady they bought corn for their pigs from every summer. She wiped the sweat off her forehead with a rag. “Is that actually you?”

Although Councilman Egar was far from being a spring chicken anymore, he somehow seemed to materialize right beside Leo and threw an arm around his shoulder before Leo could say anything. “Leo! What a miracle of the heavens to see you alive and well! Your fellow raiders and I genuinely thought that you had died fighting the Outer Wolf. Yet it seems we spoke too soon, which just goes to show how one must be slow to speak.”

Despite Councilman Egar’s seemingly careless attitude, Leo could tell the councilman was not at all happy about Leo showing up and making him look like a liar. His voice and body language communicated happiness and relief, but even a quick glance at his eyes showed the anger of a powerful man who had just been inadvertently humiliated by a little boy. He could tell that the raiders still standing on the stage felt humiliated by Leo’s sudden appearance as well.

Frankly, Leo was not sure that Councilman Egar and his peers did not deserve that humiliation, if only a little bit.

The crowd’s attention had shifted entirely, everyone turning around to face Councilman Egar and Leo. Not used to being the center of attention, Leo squirmed slightly under Councilman Egar’s arm, but he couldn’t get out due to the man’s sheer strength.

“But how did you survive against the Outer Wolf, Leo?” asked a short, chubby little man, whom Leo recognized as one of the town guards. “Did you kill it?”

Leo hesitated. Part of him wanted to lie and tell everyone that, of course, he killed it. He could brag about how he’d used his cunning and wits to take down such a vicious monster and how they had him to thank for the peace that would inevitably follow the death of the beast. Such a lie would instantly catapult Leo in the eyes of his fellow villagers from a lowly, insignificant Beastcaller to a respected and powerful warrior and defender of the town. They might even stop making snide comments about his Path.

But then Leo felt the presence of the black needle in his pack and knew what he actually needed to do.

Getting out from under Councilman Egar’s arm, Leo said, “I am sorry, but I did not kill the Outer Wolf. I couldn’t.”

The tone of the crowd changed in a flash from curious and surprised to angry and confused. He saw the town guard and the corn lady exchange puzzled looks with each other while annoyed murmurs and whispers spread across the crowd, mostly about his failure to kill the Outer Wolf, as far as he could tell.

Councilman Egar looked at Leo in disbelief. “But your robes are torn, and you look quite injured.”

Leo felt his face burn as he said, “Because I climbed up a tree to escape it. Turns out Outer Wolves can’t climb trees, so after a while, it got bored and left. I don’t know where it is now, but I did find⁠—”

“Who cares what you found?” a loud young male, whose voice Leo instantly recognized, cried out from the crowd. “You had the best chance to kill the beast and make the roads safe for everyone again, and you blew it!”

One of Leo’s fellow raiders emerged from the crowd. A tall, long-haired young man, Frederic Egar, Councilman Egar’s son and Leo’s peer, commanded even more attention than his father, especially in his striking red robes, which indicated the Path he walked upon. His cruel gaze fixed on Leo, who suddenly felt a lot smaller and weaker than he already was.

“Frederic,” said Leo calmly. “You know I couldn’t have killed the beast. I’m not strong⁠—”

“But it sounds like you didn’t even try to kill it,” Frederic said, pointing an accusing finger at Leo. “By your own words, you simply climbed up a tree and waited for it to get bored and leave. That’s hardly the action of a brave warrior willing to defend his village from an evil monster.”

The town guard standing beside Frederic gave a disgruntled cough. “Should have expected as much from a Level 1 Beastcaller. They’re not good for anything.”

Leo’s face and neck continued to burn as several other townspeople muttered similar feelings. Leo had heard these mutterings all his life, but having them directed so clearly at him now hurt in a different way. Perhaps it was because he was still trying to recover from surviving the Outer Wolf, but he now started to wish that he had just kept his mouth shut.

Still, something inside Leo snapped at the abuse, so he said to Frederic, “I am sorry I did not run away with the rest of you as soon as I saw the beast. If I had only been a little faster, then maybe I could have also been standing on the stage pretending to be a hero when I was in fact a great big coward.”

Both Frederic and his father looked like Leo had slapped them in the face with a wet fish. Even Leo did not know where that comment had come from. He normally wasn’t that snarky or short with other people, especially those higher up in the social hierarchy than he was.

Nor was Leo the only one who was shocked by his comments. The rest of the townsfolk exchanged shocked and disbelieving looks with one another, as if they also could not believe what they had just heard. No one ever spoke that way to either Councilman Egar or Frederic, which made Leo’s words all the more surprising.

Leo knew that the shoe would eventually drop, and when it did, he would inevitably be in big trouble.

But before Leo could go anywhere or do anything, Frederic suddenly grabbed him by the collar of his robes and raised him up to his eye level. Frederic’s eyes seemed to glow with fire as heat radiated off his body, his teeth ground together in a vicious snarl.

“For that comment alone, I am going to enjoy beating your weak little Beastcalling face in,” said Frederic, pulling his fist back.

Leo tried to apologize, but not even one word got out of his mouth before Frederic swung his fist at Leo’s face.
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Frederic’s fist seemed to fly toward Leo both incredibly fast and incredibly slow. He could see the smoke trailing through the air behind it as it flew closer and closer to Leo’s face.

Only for a veined, elderly hand to reach out and catch Frederic’s wrist before his fist could make contact. Leo closed his eyes and flinched despite not having been hit, his heart racing and a bead of sweat running down his forehead as he opened his eyes again to stare at Frederic’s fist.

He was not the only one staring. Frederic, too, was staring at his stopped fist, though he quickly tore his gaze away to look at who had stopped him, saying, “Who the heck dares to stop me from pummeling… this… little liar…?”

Frederic’s voice drifted off as he looked at the man standing beside them. Leo followed Frederic’s gaze and realized why Frederic had stopped speaking.

An elderly man, somewhere between Frederic and Leo in height, stood beside them, his veined hand clamped firmly around Frederic’s wrist. Wearing simple brown robes, the elderly man wore a calm yet stern expression on his elderly face. His dark eyes peered at them, and his lips stuck out in a warning frown from behind the great white beard that went down to his chest.

Leo blinked as hope sprung in his chest. “Papa? Is that you?”

“Papa?” Frederic repeated in a voice like he’d just woken up from a dream. He immediately started trembling. “No way.”

But it was. The old man was Leo’s grandfather, who he had always called Papa, one of the oldest—and most respected, or feared, depending on your point of view—men in the village. Although not an official member of the Council, Papa still held a lot of sway and influence over the other villagers due to his longevity, wisdom, and power.

And right now, Papa was displaying that power quite well, holding back Frederic’s arm with ease.

“It is indeed me, Frederic,” said Papa, his voice hoarse but still quite commanding. “Please put down my grandson.”

“But he disrespected me,” said Frederic, as if arguing with Papa would do him any good. He gestured with his other arm toward the crowd. “In front of the whole village!”

Papa smiled, though the twinkle in his eyes was far more dangerous than it was comforting. “It does you no good to argue with your elder in front of the whole village, either, Frederic. Didn’t your father ever teach you that?”

Councilman Egar, who Leo had all but forgotten about until now, suddenly shifted weight from foot to foot uncomfortably. “Er, you heard Elder Gero, Frederic. Please let go of young Leo. Gently, of course.”

Frederic looked like he wanted to throw Leo across the town. It wasn’t necessarily an idle threat, given how strong Frederic was. But instead, he slowly but surely lowered Leo until his feet touched the ground. Then he let go of Leo’s robes, though not without “accidentally” tearing his collar.

But Leo wasn’t concerned about that. As soon as Frederic let go of him, Leo backed away from the young man until he was outside of Frederic’s reach. Perhaps that made him look cowardly, but right now, Leo knew that no one was looking at him.

Everyone was looking at Papa, Frederic, and Councilman Egar, which was exactly how Leo wanted it to be at the moment.

“Thank you for your cooperation, Frederic,” said Papa as he draped a protective arm around Leo’s shoulders. “Much appreciated.”

Frederic just glared at Papa, but apparently he had enough sense not to fight him in front of everyone else.

Either that or Councilman Egar was just faster than him, because Councilman Egar said, “You are most welcome, honored elder! I must apologize for my son’s behavior and attitude. He can get very passionate, as you know, which is why he will undoubtedly make a great and powerful Fire Sage once he is fully grown. You remember the passions of youth, of course.”

Papa nodded. “I do indeed, although I do not recall ever threatening to punch a weaker Pathwalker in the face for disrespecting me in front of a crowd. But then again, my memory isn’t quite what it used to be in my old age.”

It was Frederic’s turn for his face to turn red, and Leo couldn’t have been any happier about it. But he tried to keep a neutral face as he adjusted the now-torn collar of his gray robes. It was a useless gesture, especially in this heat, but he needed something to do while watching Papa verbally tear Frederic a new one.

Councilman Egar shot Frederic a knowing look. “Will you apologize to your elder, Frederic? It would be very appropriate.”

Underneath Councilman Egar’s tone was a clear threat that Leo picked up on easily: that if Frederic did not apologize to Papa, his refusal to do so would bring great shame on their whole family.

And for a moment, Frederic looked like he might refuse to apologize to Papa outright. That would have caused a commotion that Leo would have paid money to watch… from a very safe distance.

Instead, Frederic bowed low toward Papa briefly and said, “Sorry, Elder Gero. I did not mean to bring any dishonor to you or your family.”

Frederic did not look at Leo when he said that, but the tone of his voice when he said the word “family” couldn’t have been more venomous.

Still, Papa’s shoulders relaxed, and he smiled. “Thank you for the apology, young Frederic. My grandson and I will happily accept it without complaint.”

Frederic suddenly raised his head, a glowering, shocked look on his thin features. “Your grandson? What do you⁠—”

Councilman Egar not-so-subtly elbowed his son in the side, causing Frederic to stop talking as Councilman Egar said to Papa, “You and your grandson are more than welcome, wise elder! I must let you know that your grandson, Leo, put on a grand display of bravery in fighting off the beast, even if he did not kill it.”

“Yet,” said Papa, still smiling. “Yet, Egar. There is still time to hunt it down again, yes? The subsequent missions you mentioned?”

Councilman Egar hesitated. “I-I suppose, but⁠—”

Papa suddenly rested a strong old hand on Leo’s shoulder. “In any case, Leo is obviously injured and tired. I will be taking him home to our family for the day unless anyone objects.”

Papa addressed the whole town when he said that, but no one spoke up. Not surprising. No one ever contradicted Papa, at least not in public, and certainly not to his face. It wasn’t even because Papa was scary. It was mostly because he was not.

When no one spoke up—which Leo was grateful for, because going home sounded nice—Papa nodded and said, “Come along then, Leo. Let’s get your injuries looked at and your clothes repaired.”

With that, Papa walked away from the crowd, and Leo scrambled to follow. He glanced over his shoulder one last time, however, before they left.

The crowd was already starting to dissipate now that news about the battle with the Outer Wolf had been delivered. Most were likely returning to work, but a small crowd of other important Lavins residents huddled around Councilman Egar and Frederic, likely to find out when the next mission into the Outer Wastes would happen. No doubt this recent news made everyone even more anxious to see the “monster” destroyed, but whether it actually would be, Leo was not sure.

One thing he was sure of, however, was that Frederic’s death glare was aimed at him as he left. It seemed as if Frederic were trying to set his face on fire through pure thought alone, but Leo quickly turned his gaze away.

Because even though Leo was looking forward to the privacy of his home, there was one more obstacle he would have to deal with before he could actually relax today.

The wrath of Father.
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“… A

nd then you removed the black needle from its paw and the monster bounded off and left you alone? It did not even try to kill you?”

The skepticism and disbelief in Father’s tone hurt Leo more than any number of wounds the Outer Wolf might have inflicted on him.

But when Leo winced, it was because Mother, sitting beside him with a wooden wash bucket full of soapy water, had applied a wet rag to his shoulder wound. The sudden coolness of the water, along with the acidic touch of the soap, felt like she’d stuck a needle in his wound. Yet Leo was old enough now that he knew crying or yelling about it would get him nowhere. Besides, he was well aware that his wound needed to be cleaned properly before it could heal, so he was willing to put up with any amount of pain that it might cause him unintentionally. The sting of the soap wasn’t as bad as the shoulder wound itself.

So, through gritted teeth, Leo looked up at Father and said, “Yes, Father. That is correct.”

Father stood above Leo. He looked like a taller, older version of Leo, except with hair so short that he was practically bald and a mustache that reminded Leo of the horns of the cattle they took care of. With his arms folded across the red robes on his chest, Father looked even more like a Flame Sage than Frederic.

Father’s beady eyes narrowed. “That sounds like an extremely tall tale to me, my son. Especially without proof.”

Leo winced, but this time it had nothing to do with how Mother was cleaning his wound and everything to do with how Father’s words hurt him.

Leo, fortunately, did not even need to come to his own defense. Papa said, “His tale isn’t without proof, Ron. Leo showed me this on our walk home today.”

Leo turned his gaze toward Papa, who was sitting on his favorite wooden stool on the other side of the room. Leo’s pack sat between Papa’s feet, its flap open. Papa had opened it and was holding the black needle that Leo had found in the Outer Wolf’s paw for everyone to see.

Father, still frowning, walked over to Papa and took the black needle out of Papa’s hands. Examining the needle in his hands, Father shot Leo a questioning look. “Where did you find this?”

Leo pursed his lips. “Exactly where I said I did, Father. In the paw of the Outer Wolf. That was why it was so hostile and aggressive to everyone. It had a needle stuck in its paw but could not get it out, so it took out its anger on the travelers.”

Father raised an eyebrow as he continued to turn over the black needle in his hands. “Are you implying that the Outer Wolf is not going to attack travelers and villagers anymore now that it no longer has this needle embedded in its front paw?”

Leo took a deep breath. He could tell that Father no longer doubted his story, but he still did not like Father’s tone and wasn’t exactly sure where this line of questioning was going to take him. “I am sure of it, Father.”

Father flipped the black needle into the air before catching it like a baton. “And how, exactly, did you make the Outer Wolf stay still long enough to remove the needle from its paw?”

There it was. The verbal trap that Father had laid for Leo, which Leo had unwittingly stumbled into.

Leo considered lying, but he knew that Father would see right through whatever lies he might be tempted to tell him. Besides, with both Mother and Papa watching him now, Leo felt like he had no choice but to tell the truth.

Looking Father straight in the eyes, Leo said, “Because I used Beastcalling to communicate with it. That’s why.”

Everyone in the room suddenly went very quiet, just as Leo had expected.

And in the dining room of their house, the silence felt even more oppressive. The late afternoon sun shone through the windows, letting Leo see not only their simple wooden dining table and chairs but also the surprised looks on the faces of his family very clearly. He tried to avoid looking at everyone, turning his gaze instead to the shelves on the wall, lined with the spices and cooking utensils Mother used to make their meals.

And it was Mother, who had paused in her scrubbing efforts when Leo confessed his actions, who broke the silence first as she gazed at Leo in sheer disbelief. “Not only did you ruin your gray robes that I made for you, but you also used your Beastcalling on a predator? Even though your father has told you not to?”

Leo could not help but look at Mother as she spoke. Although shorter and plumper than Father, Mother had a commanding presence in her own way. Her green eyes shone with disapproval and exasperation, her expression made even sharper by the way her hair was pulled back into a tight bun behind her head.

“I am sorry,” said Leo, “but if I didn’t use my Beastcalling back there, I would have died. This way, at least, I survived.”

Father shook his head. He dropped the black needle back into Leo’s pack and turned to face him fully, arms folded in front of his chest again. “And for that, we are most grateful to the heavens, Leo. But your mother is still right. You should not have used your Beastcalling or even been in a situation where you had to use it in the first place.”

Leo stared at Father in utter disbelief. “With all due respect, Father, what would you have wanted me to do instead? The Outer Wolf would have killed me there and then if I had not reached out to it with my Path and convinced it I was not a danger to it.”

Father did not break his gaze with Leo. “You should not have volunteered to go out on that mission at all. You know I opposed that idea from the start.”

Leo winced again, partly because Mother had started tightly bandaging his now-clean wound, and partly because Father was right.

When Leo had first brought up the idea of joining the raid to take out the monster to his parents, Mother and especially Father had been passionately against it. Father’s logic had been that Leo’s Path was utterly useless in a fight, and they needed to have him around to use it on the farm, where it was far more helpful. Additionally, Father had forbidden Leo from Beastcalling without his supervision, and going out on the raid required Leo to leave home without Father to watch or supervise him.

Eventually, Leo had managed to convince both of his parents that he would leave the actual killing of the beast to the raiders with Paths best suited for that role. He’d told his parents that he would just act as support for the rest of the team, that he would never even dream of fighting a monster like an Outer Wolf all by himself. It had helped that Papa had spoken up in Leo’s defense, pointing out how good an opportunity this was not just for Leo to become a man but also for bringing great honor to the Stormrider family name.

So Father and Mother had finally relented, allowing Leo to join the raid but only on the condition that he never use his Beastcalling in front of the other raiders and that he avoid directly fighting the monster himself. And Leo had happily promised to do that.

That, of course, had turned out to be a lie. But at the time, at least, Leo had well and truly believed he would never need to use his Beastcalling against the Outer Wolf.

“I know, Father, I know,” said Leo, “but I was still on the mission anyway and⁠—”

“And you also lost the family spear,” Father noted. “Unless you happened to take a detour by the barn to return it to its rightful place on your way back to the house, that is.”

Ouch. That was another thing Father was right about.

Because Leo was not very strong, Father had decided to let Leo take the Stormrider family spear to defend himself with in case of emergency. The Stormrider family spear had been in the family for ages—in fact, according to Papa, the family spear was called Stormrider, and it was where the family name had come from in the first place. But he’d been disoriented—and had left it behind.

According to the old family stories, Leo’s great ancestor, whose name had been lost to time, had been granted the spear called Stormrider by an envoy from the heavens, for the purpose of slaying a great evil that had been ravaging the Realm at the time. Leo’s ancestor had used Stormrider’s power to slay the Great Evil One and bring peace to the land, though it was at the price of Stormrider losing much of its divine power and becoming just an ordinary spear.

Still, Leo’s ancestor had kept the spear and passed it down to his son, who then passed it down to his son, and so on and so forth through the generations until today. Their family became known as the Stormriders as a result, their original last name being lost to history. Stormrider had no powers anymore, but it was a priceless family heirloom nonetheless.

Leo licked his lips nervously. “If it helps, Father, I accidentally broke it while using it to defend myself from the Outer Wolf. So I did not lose it, at least.”

Father snorted. “That does not make it any better, my son. Do you remember what I told you when I first gave you the family spear? About how you must guard it with your life and bring it back with you no matter what? About how you should use it only if absolutely necessary?”

Leo felt his face getting hot again. “I remember that quite clearly, Father, but I still had no choice but to use it and only used my Beastcalling when the Outer Wolf broke Stormrider. Otherwise, I would have died.”

Father snorted again and shook his head. “This is why I should not have let you go on that mission. Not only did you fail to kill the monster, but you also lost Stormrider in the process. The only way this could have been worse was if you had actually died.”

Leo pursed his lips. He wanted to think that his death would have brought great emotional harm to Father and Mother, but he knew that the real reason Father thought his death would have been a disaster was because of the dishonor it would have brought on the family. And without a son to inherit the Stormrider name, the very future of the Stormrider family would have been at risk.

Papa leaned forward just then, his hands on his knees and a patient expression on his face. “Now, now, Ron, it was not all bad. You should have seen Leo humiliate Egar and that spoiled brat of a son of his in front of the whole village. It took all my willpower not to laugh at the look on Egar’s face.”

A flicker of amusement spread across Father’s harsh features when Papa said that. “I would indeed have paid good money to see that, Father. But as you know, Mia and I had important work to do around the farm, as one of the pigs got itself stuck in the fence again.”

Mother finished wrapping Leo’s shoulder with bandages, and Leo moved his shoulder experimentally to see what his range of motion was now, though he was really thinking about how neither Father nor Mother had bothered to show up for Councilman Egar’s report on the mission. Father’s excuse sounded reasonable enough until Leo thought it through and realized that none of the pigs could even fit through their fencing, much less get stuck in it. He suspected the real reason they had not shown up was that they did not want to hear about Leo’s inevitable death at the hands of the Outer Wolf.

But Leo had enough wisdom inside him to know better than to openly accuse his parents of such things.

Instead, Leo said, “If it would make you feel better, Father, I can head back out to where I left the parts of Stormrider and bring them back. I can do that today—this very afternoon, in fact.”

Mother glanced out the window worriedly. “But the sun is already getting low in the sky, your shoulder hasn’t healed entirely… and what about the Outer Wolf? What if it decides to come back and finish you off?”

Leo patted Mother on the leg reassuringly. “The Outer Wolf is not a threat anymore, at least not to me. I suspect it will not take me long to find the pieces of Stormrider and bring them home.”

Father cocked his head to the side. “Oh? Did the Outer Wolf tell you that it is not a threat to you anymore?”

Papa slapped his hands against his knees and stood up. “I think that sounds like an excellent idea on Leo’s part. Because he knows where Stormrider’s pieces are, I sincerely doubt that it will take him long to gather them again. This way, we can at least try to repair the spear.”

Father rolled his eyes. “As if it is so easy to repair a priceless family artifact.”

This was getting nowhere. Father could be stubborn, but Leo could be even more stubborn. He had wanted to get Father’s respect by killing the Outer Wolf, but since that was apparently impossible, his next best chance at winning Father’s respect was to retrieve Stormrider’s pieces.

Yet how could Leo make the deal so good that even Father could not say no?

An idea struck Leo just then, a solution he knew would work. And if it didn’t? Well, then he could say goodbye to ever getting Father’s blessing and respect for as long as he lived.

Leo stood up from his chair and rubbed his bandaged shoulder. “Father, if I am able to retrieve the pieces of Stormrider, I will take it to the blacksmith and pay for any and all necessary repairs myself.”

As Leo expected, that got Father’s attention. He gazed at Leo closely with his skeptical eyes, though his shoulders were more relaxed now. “And where will you get the money to pay for the repairs?”

Leo took another deep breath. “I will sell more meat at the market than I have ever sold before. Instead of taking my usual share, I will put any money I earn from selling meat at the market toward the repairs for Stormrider.”

Leo finished his offer there and then. He figured that even Father would not ignore the chance for his son to fix Stormrider and bring in extra income for the family. The Stormriders, despite their history, were not a wealthy family by any stretch of the imagination, and Leo knew that Father was, if not money-obsessed, at least very conscientious of money and their family’s need for it.

Still, Father appeared to be considering the offer, no doubt turning it over and over in his mind. Neither Mother nor Papa said anything. Leo knew that Mother would support Father’s decision, whatever it might be, while Papa respected Father’s patriarchal authority enough to not second-guess his son’s decisions, especially in front of his wife and son. The twinkle in Papa’s eyes, however, told Leo that Papa likely thought it was a good deal.

Finally, Father nodded begrudgingly. “All right. Your offer is reasonable, Leo. You may go out and retrieve Stormrider’s pieces and try to have it repaired. I will not pay for any part of its repairs, and you will work extra hard to raise meat to sell at the market. Do you understand?”

Leo nodded eagerly, relief flooding his soul like water bursting out of a dam. “Yes, Father! I will leave right away and be back before you can even finish naming the Three Principles of the Paths.”

Leo spun on his heel toward the door, but before he could get very far, a strong hand fell on his uninjured shoulder and stopped him.

Looking over his shoulder, Leo saw Father had somehow moved over to him without making a sound. Of course, Father was pretty quick himself for a middle-aged man, but it still boggled Leo’s mind how fast Father could be when he wanted to be.

“What is it, Father?” Leo asked as politely as he could, moving his legs up and down and trying not to show his impatience.

Father raised two fingers. “You shall retrieve Stormrider on two conditions: one, that Papa will accompany you due to your injuries not being fully healed.”

Papa rose from his stool, a big smile on his face. “Sounds like fun grandson-grandfather bonding time to me, Leo.”

Leo nodded. He didn’t object to that because he liked Papa a lot, and despite feeling confident the Outer Wolf was not a threat anymore, he did not actually relish the idea of heading out into the Outer Wastes by himself to retrieve Stormrider’s pieces. “And what is the other condition, Father?”

Father met Leo’s eyes with a harsh gaze. “Under absolutely no circumstances will you ever Beastcall.”


Chapter
Six



Leo kicked a rock off the path that he and Papa walked upon, watching with some satisfaction as the rock flew into a tree and split in two upon impact. “I don’t understand why Father is so against me Beastcalling. Didn’t he hear me say that it was the only reason I survived against the Outer Wolf?”

Papa walked beside Leo with his tall, gnarled walking stick, which looked almost as old as he was, and smiled through his beard. “Your father just wants what is best for you, Leo. I know how frustrating it is to have a gift you are not allowed to use fully, but I would say it is for the best.”

Leo looked at Papa, who was not much taller than him now. The two had left the border road about fifteen minutes ago and were retracing Leo’s steps through the Wastes to the spot where he had encountered the Outer Wolf and lost Stormrider. The sun was much lower in the sky now, though still high enough to provide light and to make it just hot enough that a bead of sweat formed along Leo’s forehead. He rubbed it off with the sleeve of his gray robe.

“But why is it for the best?” asked Leo, trying—and mostly failing—to hide the frustration in his voice. “I mean no disrespect toward Father, but Beastcalling saved my life. It has uses beyond just calming down livestock long enough for us to administer medicine or slaughter them for food.”

Papa stroked his beard, ducking under an overhanging tree branch as they walked. “I don’t disagree, necessarily. I think that your father simply wants to make sure that you do not embarrass yourself in front of the rest of the village.”

Leo pouted, thrusting his hands into the pockets of his gray robes. “Or maybe he just doesn’t want the Stormrider family name associated with a Path as lowly as Beastcalling.”

Papa sighed. “There may be some of that, but I think you are judging your father too harshly. As a councilman, he is under a lot of pressure over the expectation to be strong, not just from the Council but from the village as a whole. He just wants you to be strong, too, Leo.”

Leo pursed his lips but said nothing to that.

Papa was a kind man, but in Leo’s opinion, he could sometimes be too kind.

The fact was that in Arinthia, Beastcalling was considered a very weak, if not useless, Path, because it did not allow the user to control things the same way that other Paths did. Flame Sages controlled fire, Aqua Archons controlled water, Terra Wardens controlled earth, and so on, but Beastcalling did not work the same way as other Paths. It only allowed the user to have control over animals insofar as animals were willing to work with said Beastcaller.

Leo had heard legends of past Beastcallers who had tried to force animals to serve them, but it had always backfired on the Beastcaller in a spectacular way, such as the animal in question mauling the Beastcaller to death. Such stories made Beastcaller one of the rarest—and most useless—Paths to follow.

Not that Leo had had much choice in the matter. When Leo turned went to his Path Ceremony, a traditional event held throughout all of Arinthia for children who had turned thirteen that year to learn their Path, Leo had been told by the Oracle of Paths that his was Beastcalling. And because a person’s Path was chosen for them, that meant that Leo was stuck with Beastcalling for the rest of his life.

That would not be so bad if Father and the rest of society did not look down on it so much, Leo thought irritably. They look down on it enough that there are no Path mentors to teach me how to advance my Path—it is considered unteachable.

Leo had a love-hate relationship with Beastcalling. On one hand, it let Leo bond and communicate with animals on a deeper level than most people, but on the other hand, it meant he would always be stuck below even an apprentice while other kids his age with different Paths took on mentors, advanced in their studies, and eventually rose to the top of society, or at least found a good place for them to live.

Leo knew that he would never truly be strong—certainly not strong enough to please Father. And he wasn’t talking about physical strength, either. Being a strong Pathwalker had next to nothing to do with physical strength, though Pathwalkers did take on intense training.

That thought caused Leo to look at Papa with a question in mind. “Papa, how did you ever get along without a Path of your own?”

Papa looked taken aback by the question, staring at Leo in surprise. “Hmm? Oh, sorry. I was lost in thought about how beautiful the weather is today.”

Leo frowned, partly at Papa’s irrelevant comment and partly out of shame. He knew that being Pathless was a tough subject for some people and, though Papa always gave off the impression of being easygoing and carefree, he wondered if he might have accidentally stepped on Papa’s toes. “If you don’t want to answer the question, then I apologize and understand, but⁠—”

Papa waved a hand dismissively. “No, I am not at all offended, Leo. The truth is, I only got as far as I did because I married your grandmother, who was a fine Aero Archmage. If not for her, I would likely have died out in the Wastes somewhere, working as a bodyguard for some rich Pathwalker who did not feel like protecting himself while traveling.”

Leo nodded, though he was still curious about Papa’s past.

Although most people ended up having a Path assigned to them during the Path Ceremony, not all did. Those who lacked Paths, called the Pathless, were usually even greater social pariahs than Beastcallers—and rarer. The Pathless wore brown robes to indicate they walked no Path, which created great hardship for them most of the time. If Beastcallers were considered near useless, then the Pathless were considered worse than trash.

Papa, however, was a curious exception to that rule. For as long as Leo could remember, the people of Lavins had always treated him with deference and respect, despite him being Pathless. Even the Egars never disrespected him or treated him as less than. Leo had always assumed that Papa had gained that respect because of Gra-gra, his grandmother, yet in the several years since she passed away, people had still treated Papa with far more respect than a Pathless typically earned.

It gave Leo hope that maybe he, too, would win the respect of the others someday.

Although only, it seems, if I marry the right person, Leo thought, kicking another rock out of their way. And who in their right mind would ever want to marry a lowly apprentice Beastcaller?

“Are we close to where you left Stormrider, Leo?” Papa asked, his voice breaking Leo out of his musings.

Looking around, Leo recognized the boulders and trees and nodded. “Yes. In fact, if I remember correctly, the pieces of Stormrider should be right… around… here!”

Leo said that as he and Papa rounded the corner of a boulder and found themselves standing in a clearing that was very familiar to Leo, as he had only been here a few hours earlier.

Just as Leo remembered, the clearing was covered in muddy footprints, mostly his own, but also of the Outer Wolf. Because there had not been any rain since then, the footprints were still quite fresh, though thanks to the heat from the sun overhead, they were starting to dry out. The area still smelled vaguely of mud and Outer Wolf fur, and there were splotches of dried Outer Wolf blood on the ground.

But the Outer Wolf itself was nowhere to be seen. Only the two halves of Stormrider, lying on the ground, remained in the clearing.

That was good. It meant that Leo and Papa would not need to worry about dealing with the Outer Wolf. Even so, Leo felt a bit disappointed that the Outer Wolf was gone. Part of him had hoped that he would get to see it again and maybe try to communicate with it some more. He still wanted to know what had scared the Outer Wolf and what, if anything, they could do about it.

But you did not tell Father that you would talk to the Outer Wolf, Leo reminded himself. In fact, you promised quite the opposite: that you would retrieve the Stormrider pieces and go home. Without using your Path.

Again, that condition grated on Leo somewhat, but he decided he could live with it if it meant eventually earning Father’s respect. For if a son could not gain the respect of his own father, then how could he ever hope to win the respect of anyone else?

“So this is where you confronted the deadly Outer Wolf,” said Papa. He examined a nearby paw print on the ground, stroking his beard as he did so. “Fascinating. I have never seen an Outer Wolf before, nor even its paw print. Its paws must have been enormous.”

Thinking about how massive the Outer Wolf’s paw had been in his hands when he removed the black needle, Leo nodded. “It was. But we are not here to study animal paw prints. We need to retrieve Stormrider before it gets dark out.”

Papa nodded. His eyes scanned the clearing briefly before he pointed at the Stormrider halves in the middle of the clearing. “Is that Stormrider over there?”

It was. The Stormrider halves were exactly where Leo had left them, which was good. An irrational part of Leo had been worried that the Outer Wolf or some other creature, like a Wastes scavenger, might have taken the parts already, but they appeared entirely undisturbed.

What good fortune the heavens have blessed us with, Leo thought as he walked over to the Stormrider halves, smiling to himself as he did so. We will almost certainly be back home in time for supper. I hope that Mother is making pig soup with carrots tonight. I am so hungry that I could eat an entire pig myself, actua⁠—

“Leo!” Papa suddenly cried. “Look out!”

A massive shadow suddenly fell over Leo, causing him to look up in time to see the talons of the largest hawk he’d ever seen coming straight for his face.


Chapter
Seven



Papa tackled Leo to the ground, and the monster’s wickedly sharp talons barely missed them both. The talons closed shut mere inches from Leo’s face, and a gust of wind exploded from the hawk’s wings as it flapped them. It shot up into the air away from them while making a strange, gargled clicking sound that sent shivers down Leo’s spine. His shoulder wound ached from the fall, but he’d managed to avoid landing on it, so it didn’t hurt quite as badly as it could have.

Sitting up beside Papa, Leo, panting slightly, asked, “What in the heavens was that?”

Papa, also sitting up now, albeit far more gingerly than Leo, shook his head, wiping the dust off his beard. “No idea. I’m not even sure where it came from. It seemed to come from nowhere, like a ghost.”

Leo opened his mouth to ask Papa if he was all right before he heard that hawk make another strange clicking sound. Looking up, Leo felt his mouth turn dry, his heart fail him, and his bowels weaken at the sight that greeted him.

Now that Leo got a good look at the monster, he wasn’t sure it was actually a hawk at all. Oh, sure, it had feathers, wings, a beak, and talons like any hawk, but that was where the similarities between it and the birds it resembled ended.

Covered in dead gray feathers, the “hawk” looked like it had died a long time ago but hadn’t realized it yet. Empty eye sockets shone with an unsettling orange color, and its wings flapped in an erratic, unnatural fashion, like it was being controlled by a very inexperienced puppeteer. Its beak was narrow and cracked in several places, and its talons appeared unevenly cut, reminding Leo more of a broken glass bottle than proper talons.

Not to mention the smell. Even from a distance, the hawk reeked strongly of death and maggots. It jerked through the air unnaturally, still making that awful clicking sound, before it landed on top of a nearby tree. It flapped its wings a couple of times and looked around in confusion, as if genuinely unsure of where it was and how it had gotten here.

“What in the name of the highest heavens is that thing?” Leo asked. He looked at Papa. “Papa, have you ever even seen such a creature before? Papa?”

Papa’s gaze was transfixed on the unnatural bird before he shook his head and said, clutching his chest, “No. Never in my eight decades of life under the wide heavens have I ever seen something like this. Even the beasts of the Outer Wastes do not look as abominable as this thing.”

“Abominable’” was putting it lightly, in Leo’s opinion. He would have used words like “unnatural” or “blasphemy against the heavens” to describe it, as he felt that those words better captured the creature that was currently attacking them.

But are there any words, in mortal or divine tongue, that can describe a creature such as this? Leo wondered, staring with horror at the beast.

The hawk—Leo currently lacked a better word to describe it—seemed to have forgotten about them entirely now, preferring instead to ruffle its own feathers and groom itself. That gave Leo hope that they might be able to escape.

“Leo, did either you or the other raiders report seeing any creature like this when you encountered the Outer Wolf?” Papa asked, still staring at the monster.

Leo shook his head as he rose to his feet. “No, but that doesn’t matter. It seems to be distracted, so let us grab the Stormrider pieces and get out of here before it remembers we exist.”

Leo snatched up the Stormrider pieces with both hands, at the same time that the hawk suddenly stopped grooming itself and turned its dead gaze upon them.

Leo froze in place. Not literally, but close enough. It felt like the muscles in his body had seized up, despite the orders from his brain to move. Leo could not even move his head to look at Papa, although based on Papa’s surprised grunts, he guessed that Papa had fallen under the same spell that he had.

Nor could Leo tear his gaze away from the hawk, which he was certain was responsible for whatever had just happened to him and Papa. The hawk stared at them both with an unnaturally still gaze before flapping its wings once, twice, three times and then shooting into the air toward them. That strange clicking sound kept emitting from its throat as it did so, the sound rising above the flapping of its wings and the soaring wind that followed in its wake.

Move, body, move! Leo told himself urgently. Get out of the way!

But again, his body stood as still as a statue. He could not make it move no matter how hard he tried. It felt like every muscle, every nerve, in his body had been frozen in ice. Even his blood felt cold, though it was hard to tell exactly where that freezing sensation was coming from.

None of that, however, mattered to Leo at the moment. The only thing that mattered was that the hawk was rapidly gaining on them and would be upon them in seconds.

All Leo could do was watch, helplessly, frightfully, like a tiny mouse, as the hawk drew closer and closer to him and Papa. Its jagged, uneven talons sprang open as it approached, the stench of death and decay wafting off its feathers and filling Leo’s nostrils with what was likely the last scent he would ever smell in this life.

But when the hawk’s talons were almost within reach of his face, a monstrous roar filled the air, and a massive creature suddenly slammed into the hawk. The hawk let out another clicking sound like that of a yelp before it and the other creature crashed into the ground, rolling along the dirt and mud, filling the air with dust, feathers, and fur as they struggled against each other.

Yet Leo paid no attention to that because when the other creature attacked the hawk, the spell broke, and suddenly, Leo could move again. He almost collapsed onto the ground and used the pieces of Stormrider for support, breathing and sweating hard. His legs felt like jelly and his feet like mud, but at least his body responded to his mind’s commands again.

Hearing a grunt behind him, Leo looked over his shoulder to see Papa lying on the ground, very still. Ignoring the sounds of battle happening between the hawk and the other creature, Leo dropped the Stormrider pieces onto the ground and fell by Papa’s side. Rolling Papa onto his back, Leo said, “Papa, Papa, can you hear me? Papa?”

Papa’s eyes slowly flickered open. He groaned and put a hand on his forehead, rubbing it gently as he did so. “Oh… I do not want to do that again, Leo.”

“Neither do I, Papa, neither do I,” said Leo. “But can you move, at least?”

Papa nodded weakly. “Yes. I think I will be okay, as long as I don’t push myself too hard. What was that creature that⁠—”

A roar, followed by the tearing of flesh and feathers, interrupted Papa, causing Leo to look in the direction of the fight between the hawk and the new creature.

And his jaw fell open when he saw it.

The unnatural hawk lay on the ground, pinned underneath the other creature. One of its wings had been torn off entirely, allowing a strange green sludge, which reminded Leo of mud mixed with feces, to drip out of it. The hawk’s clicking noises sounded weaker and more strained than before, and one of the lights in its eyes had gone out entirely.

Standing on top of the hawk, however, was none other than the Outer Wolf Leo had encountered earlier that day. The massive wolf, its dark fur and huge muscles a strong contrast to the decaying skin and feathers of the hawk under its feet, growled and snarled at the hawk, crushing its neck under one huge paw, the other pinning its other wing to the ground. Thick gobs of gray feathers poked out of its bloody maw, adding to the Outer Wolf’s already intimidating appearance.

“Highest of heavens,” said Papa in disbelief. “Is that the Outer Wolf?”

Leo nodded shakily. “It is.”

“The same one whose paw you removed the black needle from?” Papa asked.

“The very same,” said Leo. “I don’t know how I know that, but it is.”

Papa frowned at the Outer Wolf. “But I thought you said it ran away after you helped it. What is it doing back here attacking this beast? Is it hungry or something?”

Leo hesitated. “I’m going to sound crazy, but I think it wants to help us.”

Papa opened his mouth, but whatever he was going to say in response, he never got a chance to. The Outer Wolf let loose one final howl and sank its teeth into the hawk’s neck, ripping its head clean off.

Rather than blood exploding from the hawk’s neck, as Leo expected it to, more of that disgusting green and black slime blasted out. Some of it splashed onto the Outer Wolf’s face, making it cry out and stagger away from the hawk’s body, shaking its head vigorously to get the sludge off of its face.

But it was not just sludge that came out of the hawk’s body. A large, clumpy ball of sludge spurted out of its neck and crashed onto the ground a few feet away. The sludge quickly melted, revealing a strange sight that Leo certainly had not expected to see.

What appeared to be a toad sat in the middle of the sludge, its orange eyes blinking rapidly as it took in its new environment. Granted, the creature only barely resembled a toad, because it had what looked like little bat wings growing out of its back, but Leo did not know what else to call the animal.

The toad-like creature got over its surprise quickly and looked at him and Papa. Without hesitation, it began hopping over to them as quickly as it could, making great progress despite its small size and short legs. Meanwhile, the Outer Wolf continued to bat at its face in an effort to remove the rest of the sludge that was stuck to its fur, seemingly ignorant of the toad.

Even though the toad looked significantly less intimidating and unnatural than the hawk had, something about its movements and appearance set off Leo’s survival instincts.

“Papa,” said Leo, taking a step backward as the toad approached them. “We need to keep our distance from that thing. I don’t like it.”

Papa, however, did not seem nearly as worried about it as Leo was. He merely looked at it curiously as he said, “I am not sure what you are so afraid of, Leo. It’s just a simple toad. The creature is probably more afraid of us than we are of⁠—”

The toad suddenly opened its mouth and launched its surprisingly long tongue out at Papa. The toad’s tongue wrapped around Papa’s right wrist like a rope, causing Papa to start spasming like he was having a stroke. His eyes rolled into the back of his head, and his skin suddenly became very pale.

“Papa!” Leo said. He grabbed Papa’s shoulders and started shaking him, but Papa did not respond at all. “Papa, listen to me! Can you hear me? Papa?”

Papa did not respond to anything he said. It was like he was entranced or dreaming. No matter how hard Leo shook him, Papa just stood there, spasming and shaking.

It must be the toad’s tongue, Leo realized, letting go of Papa. If I can cut off its tongue, or better yet, kill the toad itself, then perhaps I can save Papa.

Acting quickly, Leo picked up the sharp end of Stormrider and rushed over to the toad. The toad did not move as Leo approached it, which made Leo think that maybe it had to be immobile while torturing Papa. If so, that would make it much easier to kill.

That was when the toad lashed out with a second tongue that seemed to come out of nowhere, wrapping it around Leo’s neck. The tongue felt sharp and wet against his skin, with barbs along it digging into his neck as the toad squeezed the air out of his lungs.

Leo gasped for air and grabbed the tongue with his other hand to try to rip it off his throat, but it was no use. The toad’s tongue might as well have been a slippery, slimy steel chain for all the good that pulling on it did. He also tried to cut it off with Stormrider, but the blade of the spear was apparently not sharp enough to cut through it.

Not only was the toad choking him, but Leo could also feel himself losing control of his muscles again. He knew it would only be a matter of time before he was spasming and shaking like Papa, so he had only one last chance before he lost control of his body completely.

Summoning all of his willpower, Leo took one step at a time toward the toad. He could feel the toad straining its second tongue against his neck, trying to hold him back, but somehow, he was fighting against it. Maybe splitting its attention between him and Papa was straining its focus and making both of its tongues less effective.

That thought gave Leo the hope he needed to keep walking forward. He sensed the fear and tension in the toad’s body as he drew closer, but also sensed its fear and anger. Maybe it was his Beastcalling at work, or maybe it was just the tension he felt in its tongue as he slowly but surely drew closer toward it.

“Let… my… Papa… go!” Leo yelled.

Leo thought he saw fear in the toad’s eyes as Leo drew closer. It pushed back against him, tightening its grip on his neck at the same time, but it was too late for the toad.

Because as soon as he was close enough to the toad, Leo raised Stormrider and brought it down onto the creature’s head.

The tip of Stormrider slammed into the toad’s head, piercing its skull and splitting it in two. The toad screamed in a voice that sounded far too human for Leo’s liking as its body melted into more of the black-green slime until it was nothing more than a thick, smelly pile of goop.

That included both of its tongues, which disintegrated as soon as the toad died. Papa immediately collapsed onto the ground again while Leo leaned on Stormrider for support. He felt even weaker than he had when the hawk had frozen him and Papa, but he could at least breathe fresh air again and move his muscles. He had never realized just how much he appreciated having the ability to breathe fresh air than when he’d nearly lost it.

Need to check on Papa, Leo thought, taking a deep, shuddering breath. He’s in far worse condition than me. Combine that with his existing health problems, and there’s not any time to⁠—

Leo stopped thinking when he heard the padding of thick feet nearby. Looking up shakily at Papa, Leo realized that he might be too late: The Outer Wolf, its fur still partially covered in dried green slime, now stood over Papa’s unconscious form.


Chapter
Eight



The Outer Wolf stood tall over Papa. Though it had not yet taken sunk its thick fangs into Papa’s neck, Leo knew it was only a matter of time before it did. It was currently sniffing Papa, its nostrils flaring as it moved its nose up and down his body like it was trying to decide how big he was.

Taking a deep breath, Leo picked up the other end of Stormrider and waved it at the Outer Wolf’s face. “Get away from Papa, you monster! Or I’ll… I’ll…”

Leo’s words melted away as the Outer Wolf turned its gaze toward him. Unlike before, Leo sensed no fear or uncertainty from the Outer Wolf. It merely stared at Leo like he was more of a minor annoyance than a legitimate threat.

Leo gulped but said, “I said, l-leave Papa alone, you beast. Or face the wrath of a master Beastcaller!”

The Outer Wolf cocked its head to the side, as if it did not quite understand what he meant, before lowering its face toward Papa.

But rather than sink its teeth into Papa’s neck, like Leo expected, the Outer Wolf actually licked Papa’s face instead. A long, red tongue extended from the Outer Wolf’s mouth across Papa’s face, leaving a thick trail of saliva in its wake.

Papa’s eyes flew open, and he immediately began hacking and coughing. He sat up right away, nearly headbutting the Outer Wolf, which backed away from Papa quickly, a slightly startled look on its face. Perhaps it had not been expecting Papa to wake up so quickly.

Leo rushed over to Papa as fast as he could and hugged him, even though Papa smelled strongly of Outer Wolf breath. “Papa! You are alive. Thank the heavens, I thought you were dead.”

Papa blinked at Leo in confusion. “Dead? What do you mean? And who threw a bucket of water on my face?”

Leo bit his lower lip. “That, er, isn’t water, Papa. It’s Outer Wolf saliva. The Outer Wolf licked you.”

“The Outer Wolf licked—?” Papa immediately started rubbing his face. “Disgusting! I will have to get home and wash off right away. Who knows what kind of illnesses the Outer Wolf might⁠—”

A deep, rumbling growl from the Outer Wolf interrupted Papa, drawing Leo and Papa’s attention to the creature. The Outer Wolf was now sitting down very much like a dog a few feet away from them, glaring at Papa with a displeased expression.

Leo pursed his lips. “I think it is offended that you are wiping off your face in front of it, though I’m not sure why.”

“It must consider me one of its pups,” said Papa. He grimaced. “But who am I to offend our gracious savior? I suppose I have smelled worse in my days, such as the time I was forced to work in the Southern Tar Pits of the Death Sun Valley.”

Leo frowned, still looking at the Outer Wolf. “Right. But I am wondering why this creature saved us. I thought for sure that I’d never see it again after removing the black needle from its paw.”

“Same,” said Papa. He stroked his soaked beard thoughtfully. “Maybe it was hunting that hawk and it just happened to stumble upon us at the same time. A coincidence, in other words.”

Leo frowned deeper. “Papa, aren’t you always the one saying that there are no coincidences under the heavens?”

Papa shrugged. “I do say that, but as you have perhaps learned by now, Leo, I say a lot of things. I can think of no other reason for why the Outer Wolf returned.”

Leo scratched his chin. “Maybe it’s like I said: It wanted to save us.”

Papa gave Leo a skeptical look. “Listen, Leo, I know you are a Beastcaller and all, but this is an Outer Wolf we are talking about. It is a mindless creature that seeks only to kill and destroy. Even if it does remember you helping it, I don’t think it can feel gratitude.”

The Outer Wolf growled again. This time, oddly enough, Leo understood what the growl meant. “He’s offended by that statement, Papa.”

Papa gave Leo another skeptical look. “How can you be so sure? Can you talk to it?”

Leo shrugged. “Not really, but I can feel its emotions like other animals. And it didn’t like you stating that it can’t feel gratitude.”

Papa sighed and looked at the Outer Wolf. “Fine. I apologize for my disrespect, mighty Outer Wolf. Thank you for saving my grandson and me.”

The Outer Wolf snorted, which Leo interpreted as the Outer Wolf saying, “Apology accepted.”

“I sure hope so,” said Papa. “Now, er, that this situation has been taken care of, perhaps we should make our way back home. We have the pieces of Stormrider, which is what we were supposed to get anyway, and the sun is getting very low in the sky.”

Papa was correct. Although they had not been out in the Wastes for very long, the sun had already lowered considerably since they’d first arrived, and Leo doubted it would be long before it turned dark.

Leo rose to his feet and held out a hand toward Papa, which Papa took with gratitude. Helping Papa to his feet, Leo turned to go back the way they had come⁠—

Only to see the Outer Wolf standing in their path, its green eyes fixed on him.

Papa gulped. “What does it want now? A treat, perhaps?”

Leo hesitatingly raised the upper half of Stormrider. “I don’t think it wants a treat, Papa, but I’m not sure what it wants.”

The Outer Wolf was breathing and panting itself, patiently watching them as if it expected them to read its mind.

Leo pursed his lips. “I suppose we could just ask it what it wants.”

“But it’s an animal,” said Papa. “It can’t talk.”

Leo took a deep breath. “But I can talk to it. Let me try.”

Leo took a step toward the Outer Wolf, eyeing the beast’s face carefully for any signs of aggression or deception. He did not see either in the Outer Wolf’s face or body language, although he had to admit it was challenging to tell for sure. The Outer Wolf was not like the pigs he was used to dealing with.

Still, the Outer Wolf did not seem intimidated or afraid of Leo, so he took that to be a good sign.

“Honorable Outer Wolf,” said Leo, bowing slightly at the waist, though not low enough to show the Outer Wolf the back of his neck. “Is there anything that you want from Papa and me? We are grateful for your help in saving us from the hawk, but⁠—”

Unbeast, a voice that Leo did not recognize echoed in his mind.

Startled, Leo looked around in confusion. “Who said that?”

“Said what?” said Papa.

“Unbeast,” said Leo. “I heard it, but maybe it was just my imagination?”

Unbeast, the voice said again.

Leo looked around again, but he still saw no other people in the clearing. “Papa, are you sure that no one is around here but us?”

“I am sure,” said Papa, who now sounded very concerned. “Are you sure you are not just hearing things? The wind can sound very strange when one has adrenaline rushing through one’s veins.”

Leo shook his head. “I am sure that I am not, but I am also sure that I don’t know where the sound is coming from.”

Me, the voice said. Before you.

Blinking, Leo looked before him at the Outer Wolf, which was now staring at Leo with eyes that looked even more intelligent than before. “Wait… you are talking to me?”

“Who?” demanded Papa. “The Outer Wolf?”

Yes, said the voice again, sounding more insistent this time. I said that.

Leo rubbed the back of his head. “Papa, the Outer Wolf is talking to me. In my head, I think.”

“In your head?” asked Papa. “That sounds very concerning, Leo. Maybe we should not be interacting with this Outer Wolf anymore.”

Leo was about to agree with Papa’s assessment, but before he could say anything, he felt a strong force inside him compel him to lock eyes with the Outer Wolf.

And then, in the blink of an eye, Leo felt a connection to the Outer Wolf that he had not felt before. It was like someone had spanned a mental bridge between them. It did not hurt, exactly, but it was so strange that Leo almost fell over from the shock. His head felt like it was spinning on its own axis, and he had difficulty seeing clearly for a moment before his vision snapped back into focus.

The Outer Wolf did not appear to be doing much better. It shook its head and snorted, but not out of fear or anger. If anything, it seemed to be as confused and disoriented as Leo was by whatever had just happened between them.

Rubbing his head like he’d just suffered from a terrible headache, Leo said, “Ouch. What was that?”

“I do not know,” said the Outer Wolf, still shaking its head. “I never felt anything like that before.”

Leo started and looked at the Outer Wolf in shock. “Did you just talk?”

The Outer Wolf gave Leo a confused look. “I have been talking this whole time, human. Did you not understand my words before?”

Leo licked his lips nervously. “Of course not. You are an Outer Wolf, not a human. How is this even possible?”

“Are you not a Beastcaller?” asked the Outer Wolf, cocking its head to the side. “Legends tell of humans who can speak with animals. I assumed you were one, but perhaps those are just stories.”

Leo shook his head. “No, no, I am definitely a Beastcaller, but how am I talking to you?” He looked over his shoulder at Papa. “Papa, can you hear the Outer Wolf speaking? In plain common Arinthian?”

Papa gave Leo a look like he’d just grown two extra heads on his shoulders. “No. Not unless common Arinthian has degraded to the point it is indistinguishable from animal noises, anyway.”

“Does your grandfather not understand me?” asked the Outer Wolf. “He does not seem to understand me.”

Leo looked back at the Outer Wolf hurriedly. “My grandfather is not a Beastcaller like me, so to him, your words sound just like a bunch of growls and snarls.”

The Outer Wolf snorted. “Well, that’s rather rude of him.”

“It’s not his fault,” said Leo, running his hands through his hair in exasperation. “It’s just—ugh! What happened? How can I understand you? Before, I could only sense your emotions.”

The Outer Wolf thoughtfully wagged its tail. “Isn’t it obvious? I am now your Familiar.”

“My Familiar?” Leo repeated. “What is that?”

The Outer Wolf peered closely at Leo’s face. “For a self-proclaimed Beastcaller, you certainly seem to know nothing about your own Path. Are you sure you aren’t simply a human who is talented at picking up languages?”

Leo’s face turned red. “No one has taught me anything about being a Beastcaller. Frankly, I didn’t even know I could talk to animals.”

“Only to me,” the Outer Wolf corrected. “At least right now. What level are you currently?”

Leo furrowed his brow. “Level 1. Why do you⁠—”

“Ah,” said the Outer Wolf with a nod. “That explains your ignorance. At Level 1, a Beastcaller such as yourself can only speak to your Familiar—in this case, me. You should be able to talk to other creatures at Level 2, however, so you aren’t that far off from being able to speak to other animals.”

Leo practically stuttered. “Wha-What? How do you know so much about Beastcalling? I thought you were just an Outer Wolf.”

The Outer Wolf raised its head haughtily. “I am not just an Outer Wolf. I am Shadowshine, a descendent of Darkspark the Great, and the lone survivor of the Tooth Claw Tribe. Please show some respect.”

Leo blinked. “I am, er, sorry for disrespecting you, Shadowshine.”

“Apology accepted,” said Shadowshine. He dipped his head toward Leo, in a gesture that Leo interpreted as a bow. “And I hope that you, in turn, can accept an apology from me for being so hostile toward you earlier, before you removed that awful Black Bone from my paw.”

“Black Bone?” said Leo. “Do you mean the black needle?”

Shadowshine raised his head, a hard look on his bestial features. “That was no mere needle. I received the injury while fleeing from an attack by an Unbeast similar to the one I just killed. If not for your aid, I would have received the same infection and eventually become an Unbeast myself.”

Leo thought back to how gnarly and unnatural the skin around the Black Bone had looked on Shadowshine’s paw when he’d removed it earlier that day. “You keep using the word ‘Unbeast,’ but I have no idea what that is or what it means. What is an Unbeast, and why have you been fighting them?”

Shadowshine’s jaw locked in a snarl, his teeth clicking together. “The Unbeasts aren’t actually creatures like you or me. That is the wrong way to think of them, even if they superficially resemble us.”

“Then what are they, and why are you so scared of them?” demanded Leo.

Shadowshine gazed into Leo’s eyes. “They are a plague, Leo. And they will wipe out every last living thing in both the Outer Wastes and your Realm unless they are stopped.”


Chapter
Nine



Leo’s mind raced at the implications of Shadowshine’s statement, yet his first question was, “How do you know my name? I didn’t mention it.”

“You did not need to,” Shadowshine replied. He gestured at Papa with his snout. “I overheard your grandfather refer to you several times before I showed myself.”

“Why is that beast pointing its nose at me?” Papa asked in a nervous tone. “Does it want to eat me?”

“No, Papa, the Outer Wolf doesn’t want to eat—” Leo sighed in exasperation. “Can you keep quiet while I talk to Shadowshine, Papa? He’s telling me some very important information that I do not want to miss.”

Papa, fortunately, closed his mouth, even though Leo knew how strange his request must have sounded. But Papa, unlike many people his age, had a flexible mind capable of assimilating new information relatively quickly. Even though he likely did not understand Leo’s request, Papa seemed to get that Leo was in fact communicating with Shadowshine in some way and would respect that.

Turning his attention back to Shadowshine, Leo asked, “You said the Unbeasts are a plague, yet that hawk, and the toad that sprouted out of it, looked and acted very similar to normal animals to me.”

Shadowshine shook his head. “Those beasts were merely hosts for the parasites called the Unbeasts. That is how they operate. They find strong and powerful beasts, enter their bodies, kill their brains from the inside, and then control their bodies like… like…”

“Like puppets?” Leo offered.

Shadowshine stared blankly at Leo. “What’s a puppet?”

Leo had forgotten that Shadowshine was not human and that Outer Wolves did not have puppets. “Like… a toy, I guess. A little figure controlled by an actual living being that has no will or mind of its own, usually with strings.”

“The Unbeasts do not use strings to control their victims,” said Shadowshine, “but I suppose that is an apt comparison if it helps your human brain grasp what these things are and what they do.”

Leo did not care for the implication that Shadowshine thought his “human brain” could not comprehend the idea of a puppet or parasite, but because Shadowshine still had sharper teeth than him, Leo said, “I see. Yet that seems more like a parasite than a plague to me.”

Shadowshine wagged his tail. “That is how they start. They then spread by having their puppets bite into a victim, spreading some of their offspring into their blood. It takes only moments for the offspring to travel to the victim’s brain through their blood, and by then, it is too late to save them.”

Leo glanced at the remains of the hawk, grimacing. “Is that what happened to the hawk?”

“And many, many other creatures in the Outer Wastes,” said Shadowshine grimly. “Including my own tribe. That is why I said I am the sole survivor.”

Leo frowned. “I am sorry to hear that. Losing your family must have been devastating.”

Shadowshine snorted. “You don’t even know the half of it. Anyway, that was a year ago. I have moved on from that and am now focused on surviving. That is what brought me all the way to human land, which we Outer Wolves normally avoid as much as possible.”

Leo ran a hand through his hair, trying to process this information as much as he could. “Where did these Unbeasts even come from?”

“No one knows,” said Shadowshine. “They seemed to have come from a cave in a remote mountain range far to the south of here, but that is only a rumor I heard from my now-deceased younger brother. I, personally, believe they are evil incarnate designed to kill and cause as much suffering as they can before they are destroyed, but either way, they are a threat not just to Outer Wolves but to humans and every other living thing in this world as well.”

Leo gulped. “That sounds very serious. Where are the Unbeasts now?”

Shadowshine glanced over his shoulder, a worried expression on his dog-like face. “They should still be ravaging the Southern Plains right now. I did not think they had come this far north, but here we are.”

Leo rubbed the back of his neck. “But it was just one Unbeast.”

Shadowshine looked back at Leo sharply. “Where one Unbeast exists, there are always more. If they have made it this far north, then it seems likely to me they will penetrate your human lands next.” Shadowshine sighed. “Which means I will have to keep moving even further north until I find the safety that I seek.”

Shadowshine sounded—and looked—quite tired when he said that. His shoulders and tail drooped along with his eyes, a sigh escaping from his lips that sounded strangely human to Leo’s ears. Through their bond, Leo could feel Shadowshine’s disappointment and exhaustion, making him wonder when, exactly, the Outer Wolf had last gotten a good night’s sleep.

Still, Leo held up a hand. “Hold on, honorable Shadowshine. If you are my Familiar, doesn’t that mean you have to stay with me?”

Shadowshine raised his head, a thoughtful look in his eyes. “You are correct. I forgot about that. Perhaps we can leave your Realm together, then.”

“I don’t want to leave my home,” said Leo. He gestured behind him at Papa. “My Papa, father, and mother are all still here. If these Unbeasts, as you describe them, really are heading to Arinthia, then we must do something about them.”

Shadowshine snorted. “Impossible. The Unbeasts are not invincible, as you and I displayed with our teamwork earlier, but they might as well be. They are difficult to detect and kill if you don’t know what you are looking for, and by the time you do find them, it is usually too late to do anything about them.”

“Maybe your people were wiped out because they were taken by surprise, but mine will not be,” said Leo. He pointed at Shadowshine. “With your information about the Unbeasts, I can warn the Realm Lords, and we can protect Arinthia. At the very least, we will have time to form a defense so that when the Unbeasts do make it this far north, they will find resistance to their efforts.”

Shadowshine wagged his tail skeptically. “That sounds nice and all, but what human would ever listen to an Outer Wolf like me? I saw the weapons that you and your peers were holding earlier. I know you were trying to kill me because you thought that I was the one attacking human travelers, though it was actually the Unbeast scout you just killed that was doing all of that.” Shadowshine gestured at the rotting remains of the Unbeast, which were now starting to smell very strongly of death.

Wrinkling his nose, Leo said, “That was just a scout?”

“Undoubtedly,” said Shadowshine. “A true Unbeast warrior would have taken far more effort to kill. Knowing how the Unbeasts operate, I would reckon the scout was sent to test out the defensive capabilities of your Realm before they sent in a full-scale army. Killing the scout should delay their arrival, but only until they send another scout or realize what has happened and retaliate.”

“Which is all the more reason we should work together and warn the Realm Lords!” said Leo. He pointed east. “Just east of here is a Minor Realm Lord who could get us in contact with the Supreme Realm Lord in Center City. If I can gain an audience with him, then we could eventually relay this information to the Supreme Realm Lord and have effective defenses in place long before the Unbeasts realize their scout is dead.”

“I still doubt that you humans would listen to an Outer Wolf,” said Shadowshine, “if the reaction of your grandfather to me is any indication.”

Leo put a hand on his chest. “They might not listen to an Outer Wolf, but surely they will listen to a human like me. All you have to do is tell me what to say to the Minor Realm Lord, and I will tell him everything.”

Shadowshine clicked his teeth together, clearly thinking through Leo’s plan. “That does sound reasonable, but I still think we would do better to flee your Realm and head north. I did not come here intending to bond with a Beastcaller, but perhaps you could be useful as we get closer to the human Realms.”

Leo shook his head rapidly. “No. It may be too late for your people, but I still think we have great odds of stopping the Unbeasts here. We could even avenge your tribe. Wouldn’t you want that?”

Leo genuinely believed what he was saying. If the Unbeasts were as terrible as Shadowshine said—and based on Leo’s experience with the hawk, he didn’t doubt a word of it—then they posed a threat not merely to Lavins, and not even just to Arinthia, but to potentially the whole world. However much Leo disliked how his fellow Arinthians treated his Path, he still did not want to see them destroyed. Saving the world might have sounded like an exaggeration, but Leo did not think it was an unrealistic expectation at all.

Even so, Leo’s motives for convincing Shadowshine to stay with him were not entirely altruistic. He also saw Shadowshine as a potential Beastcalling mentor, even if Shadowshine wasn’t actually human.

In all of the eighteen years of his life so far, Leo had never met anyone who knew anything about Beastcalling or how to progress along that Path. Everyone around him, from his family to random strangers and travelers who passed through Lavins on their way south, always treated Beastcalling as a joke of a Path not worth developing, even if could be developed. And for the longest time, Leo had feared that Beastcalling perhaps couldn’t be developed, that he would be forever stuck at Level 1 while everyone else around him would reach greater and greater heights that he could only dream of.

Yet Shadowshine had specifically told Leo that at Level 2, he would get the ability to communicate with all animals, not just his Familiar. Heck, Leo had not even realized that he could have a Familiar. That was how ignorant he was of his own Path.

Even if Shadowshine was not an expert in Beastcalling, the Outer Wolf still clearly knew far more about that Path than Leo did. If he could convince Shadowshine to stay, not only could they save Arinthia and potentially the world, but Leo could perhaps also finally progress in his Path. He did not know how far along he might go, but he was not going to let go of a grand opportunity to advance in his Path and reach the heights that he had formally believed would never be his.

So Leo watched with bated breath as Shadowshine considered his offer. He wished he could read Shadowshine’s mind and was wondering how Shadowshine had communicated to him earlier mentally; he would have to ask him later, but for now, he just waited for the Outer Wolf to respond.

The Outer Wolf pawed at the dirt and clacked his teeth together. His eyes darted from side to side, almost like he was reading a message that he alone could see.

Finally, the Outer Wolf bowed his head. “All right, Leo Stormrider. You have convinced me. I will stay with you in Arinthia until we gain an audience with this Minor Realm Lord that you mentioned and warn him about the coming threat of the Unbeasts.”

That did not sound nearly as committal as staying until Arinthia as a whole was ready for the invasion, but Leo supposed that beggars could not be choosers. “Most excellent, Shadowshine! If I may ask, what made you change your mind and accept my offer?”

Shadowshine grinned a very wolfish grin at Leo. “Revenge. It was considered one of the highest virtues of the Tooth Claw Tribe, especially avenging one’s family. I had been so focused on my own survival—another high virtue of my tribe—that I had forgotten all about revenge. Thank you for the reminder. I think we will make a good team.”

Leo nodded, but secretly, he found Shadowshine’s explanation slightly concerning. A tribe that valued vengeance and personal survival over all else sounded very different from his clan, which taught peace and putting others’ needs before one’s own. He hoped that these differing cultures would not lead to greater conflict between he and Shadowshine down the road.

For now, however, Leo nodded and turned around to face Papa. “All right, Papa. It looks like Shadowshine is on our side. Let’s go.”

Papa blinked and stroked his beard. “That’s well and good and all, but I have no idea what you and that Outer Wolf were just talking about. At all.”

Leo flushed. Talking to Shadowshine felt so natural that he had forgotten that it must have looked like a very one-sided conversation to Papa.

Looks like we can’t leave just yet, Leo thought, glancing at the darkening sky overhead. First I will fill in Papa on what Shadowshine told me. And then we will head back and save the Realm. I just hope we will be able to do it in time.


Chapter
Ten



Lord Calavian Darkthorn, the Minor Lord of the Province of West Leaf, stood in the middle of a large training room. It was a familiar place, for it was one where Calavian spent most of his time—when he wasn’t busy dealing with the mind-numbing, day-to-day issues of running his small corner of Arinthia.

It was so familiar, in fact, that Calavian barely paid attention to its stone floors, tall, thick wooden walls, or the smell of sweat and dust, mixed with a hint of blood, that seemed to permeate the entire place. The stifling heat barely registered in his mind, as the flames which burned within him were far hotter than the room.

No, Calavian’s attention was primarily on the ten men of various Paths surrounding him on all sides. Each man was at least a Level 5 in their chosen Path, with a couple at Level 6 and one even on the verge of breaking into Level 7 within the next week or two. Their colorful robes reflected their Paths, giving Calavian the impression that he was surrounded by the rainbow itself.

But Calavian did not care. He would crush them all just as easily as if they were weak, Pathless children. He just preferred that they make the first move so he could save his energy, just as his master had always instructed him during their training sessions.

Yet the other Pathwalkers did not move, likely because they knew better than to attack an Element Master, even if he was just a Level 1. He could conceivably counter any of their Paths with just one Path of his own, and with all four major elemental Paths under his control, he was even more unpredictable to his new sparring partners. Indeed, everyone was so cautious that Calavian wondered whether he was going to be standing here all afternoon, which would be a shame as he’d spent all morning cultivating his mana for today’s session.

That was when one of the Pathwalkers—a Level 5 Aqua Archon, surprisingly—apparently lost his patience and chose to attack. The Pathwalker thrust his arm out to the side, summoning a whip made of pure water, which he swung at Calavian with the force of a punch.

As the whip flew toward Calavian, thick spikes made of solid water exploded from its surface, giving the whip teeth that would likely cause pain for even an Element Master like himself.

Calavian’s heart rate, however, did not go up.

Whirling around, Calavian thrust one hand out and caught the whip, channeling his water mana at the same time. He managed to get a good grip on the whip, despite its wet, slippery surface—his water mana made it possible for him to hold water as if it were a solid object, even when it wasn’t frozen.

A look of shock appeared on the Aqua Archon’s face. “What… how did you catch my water whip?”

Calavian smiled. “It really isn’t that hard.”

Calavian switched his water mana for his fire mana. Already, he could feel his grip on the whip starting to slip, as without the fortifying power of his water mana, his control over water and similar liquids was no better than that of any other man.

But Calavian was creative. Using his fire mana, he immediately absorbed all of the heat from the whip. The water whip was not very hot as it was, so when Calavian absorbed what little heat it did have, the whip immediately froze.

All the way down to the arm of the Aqua Archon who had summoned it. The Aqua Archon cried out in pain and staggered backward, clutching his now-frozen arm.

Unfortunately, the palm of Calavian’s hand was also frozen to the water whip, which hovered between him and the Aqua Archon like a great frozen bridge.

Evidently, the other Pathwalkers saw this as their opportunity to strike. They attacked as one. Fireballs, clumps of earth, blades of water, and blasts of air hurtled toward the seemingly defenseless Calavian from every direction.

But Calavian, of course, was not nearly as helpless as he seemed.

Drawing on his fire mana again, Calavian’s right arm burst into flame, immediately melting the frozen water whip. But the flames quickly died out as Calavian cycled into air mana and, spinning around like a tornado, yelled, “Tornado Wall!”

Tornado-like winds exploded from Calavian’s body, deflecting all of the elemental attacks that had been flying his way. The quicker Pathwalkers jumped or ducked to avoid getting hit, but at least two of the weaker ones, a Terra Warden and an Aero Archmage, got hit by their own attacks and went down.

That left seven of Calavian’s sparring partners left.

Calavian decided it was time to go on the offensive.

While the surviving Pathwalkers were trying to recover from Calavian’s Tornado Wall, Calavian cycled into earth mana. Raising one foot, he bellowed, “Earthquake!”

Calavian smashed his foot into the ground, channeling earth mana through it at the same time.

The floor, walls, and ceiling of the training room rattled exactly as if an earthquake had just gone through them. Thick cracks appeared in the floor, throwing the Pathwalkers off-balance, which Calavian took advantage of. He cycled back to fire mana and launched seven fireballs, one at each of his opponents.

Three of his fireballs struck their targets dead-on, exploding upon impact and sending them flying backward. The Pathwalkers smashed into the walls of the training room and fell to the floor, twitching and moaning slightly enough for Calavian to know they were still alive. They were clearly down for the count, however. The other four fireballs were either deflected or dodged by their targets, leaving smoking craters in the floor, walls, and ceiling.

That left only four of his ten opponents left.

That was fine by Calavian. It made the odds a bit more even for his sparring partners.

Before Calavian could begin his next attack, a massive stone hand burst out of the floor under his feet and wrapped around him. In seconds, Calavian was buried up to his neck in a small hill of dirt, his arms and legs packed together so tightly that he could not move them even one inch.

One of the Pathwalkers—a Level 6 Terra Warden, whose name Calavian could not recall—walked up to him, a triumphant smirk on his face. “Do you yield, Lord Calavian? Even an Element Master like yourself can’t hope to win if you can’t move your limbs.”

Calavian scowled. Prior to his ascension to the Element Master Path, an Earth Hand trap like this would have almost certainly forced him to surrender. It was one of the more annoying techniques of the Terra Wardens because of how it could both immobilize your arms and legs, which were highly important in the use of most Paths, and how easily it could squeeze the breath out of your lungs or even kill you outright.

Calavian had no fear of the latter due to this being a training session, but the former fate was certainly a possibility. Training sessions for Minor Realm Lords like himself were far rougher than they were for lesser Pathwalkers. If his opponent knocked him out now, then he would not get in trouble, even if Calavian required medical attention afterward.

Evidently, the other three remaining Pathwalkers thought the same thing. Smirking and chuckling to one another, they gathered around the immobilized Calavian, their hands glowing with the mana of their respective Paths. No doubt they expected Calavian to give up or, even if he did not, for them to be able to still beat him into submission in his seemingly helpless state.

Calavian sighed. I love it when my enemies underestimate me.

Calavian met the gaze of the Terra Warden. “I don’t need to move my limbs to win.”

With that, Calavian cycled into his air mana. The burning sensation of fire mana within him was quickly replaced by the open and wild feeling of air mana coursing through his body.

Calavian did not let his air mana run freely. He channeled through his feet, without moving even one muscle in his body, and when the air mana met the thick dirt encasing him, the Earth Hand exploded.

Chunks of dirt and rock slammed into the four Pathwalkers, knocking them all off their feet. At the same time, Calavian’s Air Jump sent him flying straight into the air. Hovering near the ceiling, Calavian gazed down at his opponents and grinned.

One of the things Calavian loved about being in the air was how small and helpless it made other people look to him. From the air, even the most powerful of Pathwalkers appeared to be little more than brightly colored ants.

And I am about to crush those ants, Calavian thought, his grin growing bigger and bigger. Time for the grand finale.

Raising his hands into the air, Calavian cycled out his air mana for water mana and, feeling the cool sensation of water mana racing through his body, yelled, “Flood!”

Calavian thrust his hands downward, and a huge wave of water erupted from them. Hundreds of gallons of water poured out of his hands and crashed into the four Pathwalkers below, knocking them off their feet once again.

But the Flood did not stop there. It rapidly filled the whole room, sweeping up the six Pathwalkers he had already dealt with as well and forming a whirlpool that even the Aqua Archons struggled to free themselves from. Cries of shock and terror came from the Pathwalkers as the newly formed whirlpool swirled faster and faster.

At the same time, Calavian laughed heartily. “And now, goodbye!”

Calavian thrust his hands to the side, and the waters, obeying his every command, picked up all ten of the Pathwalkers and hurled them toward one of the walls of the room.

Boom.

All ten of Calavian’s opponents smashed through the wall along with the water generated by Flood. Their cries and screams were drowned out as they slammed into the gardens outside, causing quite a few women to cry out—no doubt the servant women tending to his gardens. The remaining water rapidly flowed out through the hole in the wall, leaving the room drenched and covered in puddles.

Switching to air mana before he could fall, Calavian gently lowered himself to the floor, his mind racing with the possibilities of what had just happened. He had always known that Element Masters were powerful, but even he could not have imagined just how powerful the ability to switch between different types of mana on the fly was.

And this is just Level 1, Calavian thought, doing his best not to drool. Who knows what a Level 7 Element Master looks like? I might be able to challenge the Supreme Realm Lord himself one of these days.

A groan from the outside interrupted Calavian’s glorious thoughts, and the Level 6 Terra Warden who had used Earth Hand on him climbed back into the training room. Drenched and weak, the Terra Warden nevertheless had managed to rise to his feet, panting and breathing hard, his body shaking and shuddering. He must have hit his head on the way out because an ugly red gash bled freely on his forehead, though he barely seemed conscious of it.

Calavian cracked his neck. “Tell me your name, Terra Warden.”

The Terra Warden took a deep, shuddering breath. “Arith, Lord Calavian. Arith Quickstep.”

Calavian nodded. “Thank you for telling me your name, Arith Quickstep. I will be sure to send your body back to your clan in one piece.”

Calavian cycled back to earth mana and thrust his hand toward Arith. A spear made of rock, with a tip sharp enough to cut steel, erupted from his hand and shot toward Arith. The tired, wounded Terra Warden did not even try to dodge the incoming attack.

But then the earth spear, less than an inch from Arith’s face, disintegrated into a million pieces. Arith got a cloud of dirt and dust to the face, though he was clearly so stunned by this development that he didn’t even try to wipe his face off.

“What the…?” Arith took a deep breath. “Is this some sort of trick?”

Calavian opened his mouth to explain, but before he could, the very familiar voice of an elderly lady behind him said, “Please do not play with your food, Calavian. It is very undignified, even for a Minor Realm Lord like you.”

Calavian sighed but did not bother to look over his shoulder. Even without her voice, Calavian could feel the woman’s mana signature and identify her from that alone. “I do not need your lectures right now, Lady Dowager. Not after this glorious victory of mine.”

Calavian felt his Lady Dowager walk up beside him but still did not look directly at her. “Glorious victory? You’ve always had an ego, Calavian, but I am afraid this whole Element Master business has made it grow beyond your skull!”

Annoyed, Calavian finally deigned to look at the woman who was scolding him like a child.

She was half his size, with thick gray hair that reminded him of a curled-up cat, and she clutched a simple wooden cane in one hand. Wearing black robes of her own, Lady Dowager Terese Darkthorn, Calavian’s mother and the current Lady Dowager of West Leaf, looked like most women her age. The only notable thing about her was her dark brown eyes, which seemed to glow with earth mana. It made sense, seeing as his mother was a Level 6 Terra Warden. She also smelled vaguely of fresh dirt, though that was also not surprising either, as most Master Pathwalkers tended to smell like whatever they controlled.

“Is it really unearned if I can prove I am that powerful?” Calavian asked. He gestured at the destroyed training room, focusing especially on the hole in the wall, where the terrified Arith still stood. “I always thought that becoming an Element Master simply gave you control over all four major elements, but it seems like all my mana has increased tenfold.”

“Indeed,” said Lady Dowager Terese, though she sounded quite unimpressed. “And based on the excessive amount of damage you have caused, I can tell you certainly need the training.”

Calavian frowned in confusion. “But Mother, I defeated all of my opponents. Isn’t that enough?”

“It’s not, and you know it,” said Lady Dowager Terese. She poked Calavian in the chest. “If that was all it took to be a great Element Master, then you wouldn’t need to undergo any training. A true Element Master can channel all four elements without destroying everything around him and killing anyone who bruises his ego. It seems you still have a long way to go before you can call yourself a true Element Master.”

Anyone else who spoke to Calavian like that would likely end up dead on the spot. But even Calavian could not argue with his mother. Arguing with his mother would make him look like a child, even though he was three and a half decades old at this point, and considering the number of political enemies and rivals Calavian dealt with, he did not need rumors of disrespecting his mother to spread and hurt his own ambitions.

So Calavian grudgingly bowed toward Terese and said, “I accept your correction, Mother. Next time, I will focus less on speed and more on quality.”

“You had better,” said Terese. She shot Arith an annoyed look and snapped, “And what are you still doing there, standing around like an idiot? Go to Healwalker Alica’s office and get yourself looked at. Tell her that she has nine other patients she will need to send her orderlies to retrieve. Oh, and if you see any gardeners, tell them to repair my goldbuds, which my son so callously wrecked with his lack of self-control.”

Ah. Calavian had known there had to be another reason for his mother’s rage. His last attack had sent his opponents into the flower gardens of their castle, and Terese loved her goldbud flowers. Sometimes, Calavian thought she loved her flowers more than she loved him, her own flesh and blood and her oldest child.

Arith obeyed Terese’s commands without hesitation or question, jumping through the hole in the wall and running away as fast as his legs could carry him. Calavian guessed that Arith was probably just eager for an excuse to get away from him.

Terese sighed and shook her head. “I forgot to tell him to tell the builders to repair yet another wall. That’s the third one this week, Calavian.”

Calavian bowed again. “Apologies, Mother. I will personally see to it that the training room is repaired in time for my next session.”

Terese, however, shook her head again and poked Calavian in the forehead this time. “No! You are coming with me. Or did you think I came here to merely berate you for your lack of control and your lack of concern for my flowers?”

Standing upright again, Calavian scowled in confusion. “Coming with you? Coming with you where? I don’t have any official meetings with my Lesser Lords until later this afternoon.”

Terese gave Calavian a scowl of her own. “This is no silly administrative meeting over economics, Calavian. This is a true emergency of the highest order, one that could harm our clan’s rise to power within the Realm.”

That got Calavian’s attention. “What kind of emergency are we talking about, Lady Dowager?”

Terese snorted. “So now you use your poor mother’s proper title when addressing her—just when she has mentioned something you might be interested in? What sort of son have I raised?”

Calavian smirked. “The kind of son who will one day be the Supreme Realm Lord of Arinthia, Lady Dowager.”

Terese’s frown tilted slightly upward in what was her version of a proud smile. “That’s right, Calavian. That’s right.”

“Anyway,” said Calavian, putting his hands on his hips. “What is this huge problem that you need to tell me about, Mother?”

Terese brushed a stray strand of hair out of her eyes and looked around as if making sure there was no one to eavesdrop on them, which seemed silly to Calavian, as there was no one else in the room other than them. “It will be easier, and safer, to show you rather than tell you. Follow me, and I will show you the problem that could bring down not just West Leaf but all of the Realm of Arinthia.”

With that, Terese spun on her heel and rapidly walked away, moving quickly despite her short legs, advanced age, and cane. Calavian walked after her quickly, switching to his air mana and channeling it through his legs to let him walk faster without needing to strain his leg muscles.

Because if Calavian was indeed going to become the Supreme Realm Lord of Arinthia, then he needed to be aware of all potential threats to his power.

Including—and especially—those that threatened Arinthia itself.


Chapter
Eleven



Lady Dowager Terese led Calavian through the winding halls of Castle Darkthorn toward the dungeons.

That was the first thing that alarmed Calavian.

The dungeons of Castle Darkthorn had been reserved for certain kinds of criminals. Back in the Silver Era, prior to the ascension of the current Supreme Realm Lord, the dungeons had been where all rebels, heretics, failed usurpers, and anyone else the Darkthorn family deemed a threat to their power had been imprisoned, tortured, and often executed. It was said that, during the 100-year span of the Silver Era, before the rise of Supreme Realm Lord Ichigo Lightninghand, over ten thousand such criminals were executed inside the dungeons. Nowadays, the dungeons went unused thanks to Supreme Realm Lord Lightninghand forbidding such unjust treatment of prisoners and criminals.

Calavian disagreed with that policy, though he was wise enough not to say that aloud where the Supreme Realm Lord might hear him.

Even so, some of the elderly servants who had served the Darkthorn family toward the end of that era still refused to go into the dungeons, claiming to hear the screams of the deceased criminals and traitors and even seeing their spirits haunting those dreaded halls.

Calavian had never seen or heard any tortured spirits of the damned down in the dungeons personally, but he nonetheless made a point to avoid the dungeons like the plague. Dark, damp, cramped, and silent as the grave, the dungeons had scared Calavian as a child and still unnerved him as an adult. That was probably thanks in part to his mother, who often told stories to him and his younger brothers about the scary ghosts who haunted the dungeons.

In retrospect, Calavian realized that most of those ghost stories had simply been made up by Terese to scare him and his brothers away from the dungeons, which were not a safe place for children—ghosts or no ghosts. Despite that, Calavian felt more than a hint of anxiety as Terese opened the old wooden doors to the steep staircase that spiraled down into the shadows.

“Are you sure we need to go down to the dungeons, Mother?” Calavian asked as Terese lit a small candle. “That seems like an odd place to hold an emergency meeting.”

Terese tossed Calavian a very short look. “Afraid of the dark, my son? That seems rather unbecoming of the future Supreme Realm Lord of Arinthia.”

Calavian scowled. He knew that Terese was just trying to manipulate him, but he would be damned if his mother didn’t know exactly what to say to make him do what she wanted him to do. “I fear nothing. I simply can’t imagine Supreme Realm Lord Ichigo Lightninghand disgracing himself by ever going down there.”

“But Supreme Realm Lord Calavian Darkthorn will go down there,” said Terese. “Besides, I deemed that the dungeons are the only place in the castle safe enough to hide the problem as well as keep it from spreading.”

“Spreading?” questioned Calavian. He folded his arms across his chest and eyed Terese skeptically. “What exactly are you hiding down there, Mother?”

Terese’s brown eyes glittered dangerously in the light from her candle. “Come with me and see, my son.”

With that, Terese turned and started walking down the steps, the butt of her cane thunking against every stone step. Still unsure about all of this, Calavian nevertheless followed her and even made sure to close the door on their way in. If this was supposed to be a secret, he did not want any curious or nosy servants following them and seeing something they shouldn’t.

The staircase was, fortunately, not as long as it looked, and they soon reached the first hallway of the dungeons. Dark, empty cells, their doors hanging open on rusted hinges, stood on either side of the hallway. The air was heavy and damp down here due to its proximity to the South River, which flowed past Castle Darkthorn. Although the dungeons were in no danger of flooding thanks to the expertly designed runes designed by the castle’s chief architect, Calavian still found the dampness a bit unnerving, even if he knew that his Path would allow him to survive all but a total collapse of the dungeons themselves in the event of an emergency.

Terese, of course, showed no fear or worry. She never did. She simply walked down the hallway in a straight line before another light shone up ahead. “Who goes there?” asked a deep male voice.

“It is I, Lady Dowager Terese Darkthorn, and my son, Lord Calavian Darkthorn,” said Terese, coming to a stop before the light, as did Calavian. She gestured at Calavian over her shoulder. “I have brought Calavian here to see the victim, just as you asked.”

Victim? What was Terese talking about?

The light dimmed slightly, just enough for Calavian to see the familiar aged face of Priest Roman Pureskin. The priest held up his hand, which was the source of the light. Roman was an old man, even older than Terese, and looked it. His thin, wizened body, wrapped in pure white robes to signify his path as a Light Monarch, was a stark contrast to Calavian’s tall and muscular form.

But Calavian knew better than to disrespect Roman based purely on his appearance. As a Level 7 Light Monarch, Roman had magical powers that let him bend light to his will. Not only that, but Roman was also considered a prophet of the heavens, and his insight and counsel had advised Calavian’s father during his reign as the Minor Realm Lord of West Leaf before Calavian took over three years ago. Plus, Calavian still had fond memories of when Roman would read stories to him and his younger brothers when they were children, or when had been his primary tutor in arts and literature in his youth.

But right now was not the time to catch up or exchange pleasantries. Roman was no longer wearing his usual kindly smile. Instead, his forehead was creased with worry lines, and his eyes were wide with fear.

Frankly, that unsettled Calavian. He could not recall the last time he had seen Roman afraid or worried about anything.

“What is the matter, Roman?” Calavian asked, putting his hands on his hips. “Mother told me about a potential threat to the entire realm, one we are apparently hiding somewhere down here in the dungeons. All I see are the same old dungeons that have not been used in over fifty years.”

Roman bowed toward Calavian in greeting. “We are hiding nothing, my lord. It is more like we’re containing a potential problem before it gets out of hand.”

Calavian raised an eyebrow. “And what, pray tell, is this problem? I am tired of all the vague talk. I wish someone would speak plainly to me for once.”

Roman gestured at the prison cell to the right. “It is in there, my lord. But be careful. You must keep your distance and avoid touching it.”

Calavian had no plans of touching anything that scared his mother and Roman, but now his curiosity was well and truly piqued. He stepped in front of the cell and peered inside, and Roman lowered his Shining Hand—the name of the technique he was using—to illuminate the cell for him.

Sitting in the back of the cell was a man whose brown robes easily identified him as Pathless. The man was sitting with his knees drawn up to his chest, his arms wrapped around them, his head resting on his knees like he had fallen asleep.

Calavian glanced at Roman skeptically. “If I wanted to see a Pathless man, Roman, I would walk the streets of West Leaf on an average day of the week.”

“The Pathless man is not the threat I was telling you about,” said Roman. “It is the—look out!”

Roman grabbed Calavian’s shoulder and yanked him away from the bars of the cell. Not a moment later, the Pathless man, whom Calavian hadn’t even seen move, crashed into the bars and thrust his arms through the gaps, clawing at the empty air madly and growling like a beast. Terese produced her wooden cane from nowhere and slapped the Pathless man’s hands, forcing him back into the cell, though he was still snarling like an enraged beast.

Now Calavian was getting an inkling of what Roman and his mother were worried about. The Pathless man looked less like a man and more like a walking corpse. Dark splotches of black infection covered much of his skin, and his eyeballs had been hollowed out and replaced with glowing orange orbs that sent shivers down Calavian’s spine. Although no longer swiping at the air, the Pathless man still glared at him, Roman, and Terse, even though he could not actually touch or reach anyone outside of the cell. He grunted and growled like a mad animal.

What disturbed Calavian the most was the fact that he hadn’t sensed the man’s hostility or intent to attack. As a Level 1 Element Master, Calavian’s Path senses had grown so much that he could detect potential assassinations on his life even before they happened. Weaker Pathwalkers often thought of this type of sensing as a way of seeing into the future, but Calavian and other Pathwalkers of his caliber knew better. It was more like sensing a person’s mana inside them, which often reacted to whatever emotions a person was feeling at the time.

But Calavian did not feel any mana inside the Pathless man at all. Some people thought that Pathless people did not have mana, but that was untrue. Even the weakest Pathless individuals had at least a little bit of mana. But the crazed man before him did not seem to have any at all.

“What is wrong with this man?” Calavian asked Roman, without taking his eyes off him. “I can’t sense any mana coming from him, almost like… like…”

“He has no mana whatsoever?” finished Roman for him. “Yes, that is the conclusion that Terese and I have come to.”

Calavian whirled toward Terese, who now stood with both of her hands on her cane, a calm expression on her face. “How long have you and Roman known about this man?”

“About a week, my son,” replied Terese. “But let Roman explain to you what he means.”

“What do you mean, ‘What he means’?” demanded Calavian. He gestured at the Pathless man. “He said that this man has no mana, which is very much impossible, now that I think about it.”

“Yes, but perhaps I should clarify what I mean by that,” said Roman. “You see, my lord, this Pathless man did have mana at one point, but he no longer does thanks to the infection that has taken over his body.”

Calavian stared at Roman again in pure shock. “What? What kind of infection can take away a person’s mana? True, there are some diseases out there that inhibit mana growth or usage, but outright removing it? That is impossible.”

“According to the knowledge of the Pathwalkers in the Realm of Arinthia, yes,” said Roman with a nod, “but Arinthia, as you well know, my lord, is not the world.”

Calavian bit his lower lip. He was well aware of the other nations beyond their borders and their Pathwalkers, whose traditions and understandings of mana differed from theirs, ranging from slightly different to so completely different that it was impossible to believe they could be talking about the same things. “Still, this seems unnatural to me. Even the weakest Pathwalkers have at least a little mana, and you claim that this man once did.”

Roman nodded. “I did, yes. Or so his family tells us. I even verified with the town’s Heavenly Priest and their Temple records, which do indeed indicate that this man was born with a mana count of three hundred.”

Calavian whistled. “Three hundred? That just makes this more tragic. If he’d been born with but fifty more mana, then he could have gotten a Path of his own.” He shook his head. “Anyway, what town did you find this man in?”

Roman gestured in a vaguely eastern direction. “He was found by travelers heading to the Outer Wastes. He killed a few of the travelers before they managed to capture him. Since the travelers were led by a compassionate Healwalker, they took him to the town of Brownstone, about three miles north of Lavins, to be healed and identified by that town’s Heavenly Priest.”

Calavian furrowed his brows. “You mean the Healwalker could not heal the man herself?”

Roman shook his head. “She could not. She hoped that the local Heavenly Priest might be able to do it, but even he was flummoxed, to put it lightly, by the Pathless man’s strange infection. He was even more disturbed when it turned out that the Pathless man’s infection could travel via bites, as one of the Healwalker’s companions was bitten during the battle and transformed into a mindless beast like this poor man here.”

“What happened to that Healwalker’s companion?” asked Calavian.

Roman grimaced. “Killed by his own companions to ensure that he would not go on to spread the disease to others. Meanwhile, the Heavenly Priest exhausted all the healing methods he knew and, upon noticing the Pathless man’s lack of mana, contacted me in the hopes that I might have better insight.”

Calavian turned his gaze back on the growling, snarling Pathless man. “So you went out there and found… this.”

Roman nodded again. “I considered declining the priest’s request at first because of how far out Brownstone is, but after hearing him describe the man’s loss of mana, I became intrigued and went out to investigate. Once I verified the priest’s description of the man, I immediately ordered the priest and the man’s family, as well as the travelers who captured him, to keep silent on this matter while I had the Pathless man transported here in secret.”

Calavian smiled approvingly. Roman may have been a kindly and compassionate man, but he could also be as clever as a snake. Calavian could easily see mass panic rise among the population if the existence of the Pathless man’s disease became common knowledge. “What have you discovered since having the man moved here, Roman?”

Roman gave Calavian a serious look. “That the Realm of Arinthia itself is in danger if this disease spreads.”


Chapter
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“Arinthia itself is in danger?” Calavian repeated. He smiled wearily. “That is a lot of power to assign to a single Pathless man, Roman.”

Roman frowned deeply. “That is the problem, my lord. I have reason to believe that it isn’t just a single Pathless man.”

Calavian glanced at the cell again, only to see that the mad Pathless man had gone back to sitting on the floor at the back of his prison cell. This time, however, the man kept his eyes wide-open, not even blinking as he gazed at Calavian, Roman, and Terese the same way that a hawk eyed a rabbit in an open field. “But the only other person to get infected by this virus was the Healwalker’s companion, who was killed. And as long as we keep this man locked in the dungeons and limit his contact with other people, then his disease should die with him. Shouldn’t it?”

Terese chuckled grimly. “It’s not that simple, Calavian.”

“What your mother means, my lord, is that we have reason to believe that this disease, whatever it is, is still out there infecting other people,” said Roman. “And not just people, either. Animals as well.”

“There have been reports from the Outer Wastes of strange gray animals attacking travelers and villagers along the border at random,” said Terese. She leaned on her cane, still looking at the Pathless man. “Animals that appear to be like corpses yet attack humans and animals alike wherever they go. They are difficult to kill, and when they are killed, they usually end up releasing strange, toad-like creatures from their bodies, which then hop away, presumably to infect future victims with this same disease.”

Calavian grimaced. “How come this is the first I have heard of these reports? I am the Minor Realm Lord of this province. Surely I should be the first to know about threats such as this.”

Terese snorted. “Because you have been more focused on your training as an Element Master than on actually ruling the province. Or do I have to remind you of the order you gave to your servants not long ago, that all reports of potential threats to the province be sent to me first, and then I would decide whether such reports should reach your ears?”

Calavian sighed, but he couldn’t argue with his mother. He had indeed ordered his servants to not bother him with the basic day-to-day operations of running the province while he was in deep training to become an Element Master. Although he was the Minor Realm Lord in name, most of the actual operations of West Leaf had been managed by his mother over the past six months.

It had seemed like a good idea when the plan had been for Calavian to become the next Supreme Realm Lord of Arinthia. Nearly every Realm Lord below the rank of Supreme dreamed of getting that title, which made it highly competitive. It was why Calavian had worked so hard to become an Element Master; he needed every advantage he could get if he was going to make it to that lofty goal.

Now, however, Calavian was beginning to wonder if perhaps he should have taken his duties as Minor Realm Lord a bit more seriously.

“Your mother is correct,” said Roman, “and trust me, we have tried to fix this problem on our own. But as soon as we realized the scope of the problem, we knew that we had no choice but to tell you.”

Calavian shifted from foot to foot impatiently. “Thank you for finally telling me, but what do you expect me to do about it? Can’t you heal this man yourself?”

Roman shook his head. “No. I’ve tried everything I can think of and consulted with the Royal Healwalker, but nothing has worked. We don’t know what this disease is called, where it came from, or if it does more than steal a person’s mana and turn them into a monster. It’s a complete unknown. But what we do know about it makes it a threat to the entire Realm of Arinthia.”

Calavian immediately understood why both Roman and Terese considered it a threat. Every person in Arinthia, from the lowliest, most dishonorable Pathless to the highest, most honorable Supreme Realm Lord, had at least some mana. Pathwalkers could only achieve the impressive feats they did because of their overflowing mana, which they controlled and directed toward useful and productive ends. Arinthia, indeed, was said to be supported on the backs of Pathwalkers.

Therefore, it was easy—too easy—for Calavian to imagine what impact a disease such as the kind currently afflicting the infected man before him could have on the Realm if left unchecked.

It spelled not merely the loss of precious life, not even merely a disruption in society, but a threat to the existence of the Realm and the Arinthian people themselves.

If Supreme Realm Lord Lightninghand were to fall victim to this disease, then… Calavian did not even want to finish the thought. The implications were too horrifying, even for him.

“So,” Calavian said to Roman, “what do we know about this disease?”

Roman pursed his lips. “Based on our observations and the reports from the Heavenly Priest of Brownstone and the travelers who found this man, this disease seems to spread via breaking the skin with one’s mouth. From there, the disease spreads throughout the victim’s body, draining the mana in some way we do not yet understand and driving the victim insane. The disease causes the victim to attack and kill others, ostensibly to spread the disease itself.”

Calavian nodded. “And the reason you didn’t kill this man outright as soon as you saw him is…?”

“Because killing him won’t stop the disease from spreading,” Roman replied. “As well, I needed proof of the disease’s existence. If I did not have proof, I knew you would likely not believe me at all.”

Calavian had to admit that Roman had a point. If Calavian had not seen and, more importantly, sensed the Pathless man’s lack of mana himself, he would have likely not believed Roman’s story. As it was, though, the snarling, growling, drooling Pathless man was enough proof of the threat that this disease posed to the Realm.

Calavian tapped his chin. “I see. So you want my opinion on what should be done about this disease. Have you contacted the Supreme Realm Lord or his Healwalkers yet?”

“Not yet, my lord,” said Roman. “As we have heard no reports of this disease in any of the other provinces yet, it is safe to assume that it is only an issue here in West Leaf. Do you want me to contact the Supreme Realm Lord and ask for his aid?”

“It would be the wise thing to do, after all, Calavian,” said Terese. “Given the scope of this threat, the Supreme Realm Lord will inevitably learn about this sooner or later. We will likely need his help exterminating it.”

Calavian tapped his chin again, still keeping an eye on the Pathless man. He even met his gaze, trying to see if he could see a hint of humanity left in the man’s empty orange eyes. “So no one outside of West Leaf is even aware that this disease exists?”

“And only a handful of people, at that,” said Roman. “But yes, currently, knowledge of the disease is not even remotely widespread. Yet if my theory about this man not being the only victim is correct, then that will likely change as more and more people and animals are bitten by other victims.”

Calavian kept looking into the Pathless man’s eyes, hoping to see anything—anything at all—that might indicate that this man was not lost entirely. “So it’s primarily a West Leaf problem, then. And perhaps not even that, if most of the victims have been found out in the Outer Wastes recently.”

“That is one way of looking at it, my lord,” said Roman, who was clearly not following Calavian’s train of thought. “But small problems, as you know, have a way of turning into big problems if left unaddressed too long. That is why I recommend we contact the Supreme Realm Lord as soon as possible—or at least one of the Major Realm Lords, if nothing else.”

The Pathless man, to his credit, did not show any fear, even though any normal Pathless person would have soiled themselves if forced to meet the gaze of an Element Master like Calavian for longer than a second or two. He merely growled low and showed his teeth like a predator.

And that was when Calavian knew that this man was no longer a man at all. Whatever bits of the Pathless man’s soul had once existed inside him had long been eaten by the disease. That much Calavian’s mana senses told him.

So Calavian looked at Roman and said, “We will not contact the Supreme Realm Lord, either of the two Grand Realm Lords, the six Major Lords, or any of my peers. Nor will we contact their associates or followers, including their Healwalkers, or consult their resources.”

Roman’s eyes widened in disbelief. “But why, my lord? This is clearly a problem that we cannot solve on our own.”

Calavian cocked his head to the side. “But did you not tell me that this disease can be handled by killing the victims?”

Roman pursed his lips. “That appears to be the case, my lord, but⁠—”

“In that case, we are more than capable of handling this problem before it becomes bigger than it is,” said Calavian, interrupting Roman without a hint of an apology. “We have plenty of powerful Pathwalkers who could travel out into the Outer Wastes and kill every person or beast that has been infected by the disease.”

“But my lord, wouldn’t that be murder?” asked Roman. “Not of the beasts, of course, but of the people who have been infected by the disease. Murdering someone because they are sick seems like something that the heavens would not⁠—”

Calavian cycled into his air mana and drew the air from Roman’s lungs. Roman gasped and choked, clutching his throat with one hand as he fell to his knees. He tried to suck in air but was unable to, his aged body trembling from the lack of air.

Calavian got down on one knee to meet Roman’s startled and frightened gaze. “I am the Minor Realm Lord around here, Roman. What I say goes. And if you disagree with my decisions, well, there are plenty of empty cells down here for those who might choose to oppose my decrees. Do you understand that?”

Roman coughed and choked, but nodded once, which satisfied Calavian.

With a snap of his fingers, Calavian released the air back into Roman’s lungs, and Roman collapsed onto the floor. Wheezing and gasping for breath, Roman rubbed his throat, clearly grateful that he could breathe again.

Rising to his feet, Calavian gazed down at Roman. “As I said, we will not tell anyone outside of the castle about this. Instead, we will send six of our strongest Pathwalkers into the Outer Wastes to hunt down and kill every infected person or creature they come across. They are to do so secretly and without alerting the local villagers of their existence or the purpose of their mission. And they are not to return to Castle Darkthorn until they have successfully killed every diseased human or animal in the Wastes. Do you understand that, Roman?”

Roman licked his lips and said, in a weak, shaky voice, “I… I do, my lord, I do.”

Calavian smiled. “Most excellent, Roman. Once you have recovered, I want you to relay that message to the captain of the Guard. Tell him to send those Pathwalkers out to the Wastes immediately with those exact instructions. And make sure to send any reports from that team to me directly, so I can remain in the loop on the progress of the mission.”

Roman nodded several times to show that he understood, which was fine by Calavian. He knew he could trust Roman to obey his commands because even if Roman sometimes disagreed with Calavian’s edicts, he was wise enough not to openly challenge Calavian or do anything to undermine his will.

Calavian nodded. “Good. Now, one last thread to cut…”

Calavian turned back toward the cell to look at the Pathless man. The Pathless man, who had been sitting in his usual position at the back of the cell, seemed to somehow sense Calavian’s hostile intent. He rose to his feet, growling like a lion, and raised his clawed hands like he was about to attack again.

But Calavian cycled into his flame mana and merely pointed a single finger at the Pathless man’s face. In a soft voice, he said, “Skull Burst.”

A huge flame erupted around the Pathless man’s head, causing the Pathless man to scream. But his screams were quickly cut off by the intensity of the flames, which burned hotter and hotter until Calavian decided that enough was enough and lowered his finger.

At the same time, the flames died out, revealing that all the skin, hair, and patches of infection on the Pathless man’s head had melted away, revealing his skull, which was now burnt black.

Without making another sound, the Pathless man fell forward and landed on the floor with a thud. He did not even stir.

But before Calavian could fully relax, a strange, toad-like creature hopped out of the Pathless man’s mouth. The creature got only a second to gain its bearings before Calavian snapped his fingers again and caused the creature to burst into flames. A bizarre, agonizing clicking sound came from the toad before abruptly ending as the flame ate through it.

Calavian snapped his fingers again, and the fire instantly vanished, revealing nothing left of the creature other than a pile of vaguely green ash.

“Ugly little creature,” said Calavian. He smiled at his mother. “But nothing that the next Supreme Realm Lord can’t handle, right?”

Terese, who had worn a disturbed expression on her face when the toad showed itself, smiled back at him. “That’s right, my son. Truly, you are destined for great things.”

Calavian nodded and then turned around and made his way toward the dungeon’s exit, with Terese following closely behind. He did not hear Roman follow them, but he did not care. Once the old prophet had recovered from Calavian’s spell, he would go out and do exactly as he had commanded him to do.

Still, Calavian could not get Roman’s confused, questioning gaze out of his mind.

The reason why Calavian did not want the Supreme Realm Lord or the rest of Arinthia to know about this problem was, to put it simply, because it was inconvenient for his plans.

Ever since Calavian had been a young boy, he knew he would one day become the Supreme Realm Lord of Arinthia—not because of the words of a prophet like Roman or because the heavens themselves had opened up to reveal that destiny to him one day, but because Calavian wanted it. He wanted to become the Supreme Realm Lord in order to restore the name and honor of the Darkthorn family, as well as to cement his control over the Realm as its undisputed ruler.

But rising to the title of Supreme Realm Lord wasn’t easy. Even becoming an Element Master was but the first step toward becoming the Supreme Realm Lord. Calavian would need to prove to the rest of the Realm that he could competently handle the task of ruling it, which meant making sure that West Leaf looked superior to all the other provinces combined.

And though West Leaf was far from the most prosperous of the provinces, Calavian had managed to make it into a nice place to live. His reputation was already starting to spread throughout the Realm, especially since his recent ascension to Element Master.

But Calavian’s father had taught him that a man’s reputation took years to build but a second to destroy. And if news about this potentially Realm-destroying disease became public knowledge before Calavian had dealt with it, then his reputation would take a terrible hit. No one would want to live in or even near West Leaf, and Calavian himself would likely be prevented from traveling to the capital city, where the Supreme Realm Lord lived.

Yes, Calavian was sure that the Supreme Realm Lord might be able to handle this problem, but why let Supreme Realm Lord Lightninghand take all the glory for saving the Realm itself?

“Savior of the Realm of Arinthia, Lord Calavian Darkthorn” has a very nice ring to it, if I do say so myself, Calavian thought, unable to suppress his grin as he and Terese walked through the dungeons.

If Calavian was able to nip this problem in the bud before it became too big, then not only would he save him and his province from embarrassment, but he would also really be saving Arinthia as a whole from a threat that even the Supreme Realm Lord might sweat against. Once the problem was dealt with, Calavian could let the Supreme Realm Lord and everyone else in Arinthia know about it.

How many of my fellow Minor Realm Lords can claim to have saved not just their province, not even just the Realm, but the Supreme Realm Lord’s life itself? Calavian thought. And how many people will come to see a Minor Realm Lord who does that as a worthy successor to the current Supreme Realm Lord?

Such thoughts filled Calavian with great hope for the future, even if there was a little voice in the back of his head—the one that sounded like his disgraced younger brother—warning him about the problems of hubris.

Calavian ignored that voice, as he always did. He had a Realm to save… and he would save it on his own terms, just like he did everything else in his life.


Chapter
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Because Papa was not a Beastcaller, it took Leo several minutes to relay everything that Shadowshine had told him to his grandfather. Leo left nothing out, explaining who Shadowshine was, what the Unbeasts were, how Shadowshine was his Familiar now, and everything else that Shadowshine had shared with him during their conversation.

“… And that is why we need to go back to town and warn the Council right now,” finished Leo. “More importantly, we need to convince the Council to contact Minor Realm Lord Darkthorn, as this is a problem that is far too big for our village to handle on our own.”

Papa was pretty quiet during Leo’s explanation. Sitting on a rock about the size of his stool back home, Papa sat with his chin in his hands, a slightly troubled expression on his face.

“So let me get this straight,” said Papa slowly. “These ‘Unbeasts’ are like a combination of parasites and plagues, right? And they are going to destroy the Realm if we do not warn the Council about them?”

Leo nodded quickly. “You got it! But we need to warn more than just the Council. We need to warn the Minor Realm Lord as well. I just think we should start with the Council because Father is on the Council, and they have more connections to Minor Realm Lord Darkthorn than I do.”

Papa glanced toward Shadowshine. “And you were told all this by the Outer Wolf.”

Leo rubbed his face in exasperation. “Yes, I told you that already. Shadowshine told me all of this. And now I am repeating it to you because you can’t talk to animals like I can.”

Papa pursed his lips. “Are you sure that you can trust what this Outer Wolf⁠—”

“Shadowshine. His name is Shadowshine.”

“—er, what this Shadowshine told you?”

Shadowshine, who was sitting several feet away from them, near the corpse of the Unbeasts he had killed, scowled when Papa said that. “Is your grandfather accusing me of being a liar? If so, then I am afraid I must challenge him to defend the honor of my clan against such baseless accusations.”

That’s what Shadowshine sounded like to Leo, anyway.

But Papa, apparently, practically jumped off his rock and said, “Why did that Outer Wolf just start growling and snarling at me?”

Leo held up his hands to pacify Papa. “He wasn’t growling at you! He was just offended that you called him a liar.”

Papa scratched his right cheek in confusion. “Wait, so I can’t understand what he’s saying because I’m not a Beastcaller like you, but he can understand what I am saying even though I’m not speaking his language?”

Leo turned his head toward Shadowshine and frowned. “Actually, that is a very good question. Can you understand what humans other than me say?”

Shadowshine nodded. “Of course I can. And I have only gotten better since becoming your Familiar. That is due to the unique connection that Beastcallers share with their Familiars. The longer we are bonded, the easier it becomes for me to understand humans, and vice versa for you regarding animals. Right now, I understand most of what your grandfather says, though a few words escape me or don’t have a clear translation into my tongue.”

Leo shook his head and said to Papa, “It’s a Beastcaller thing; I don’t understand it completely myself, but it also doesn’t matter. What matters is getting back home and warning everyone about the Unbeasts before it’s too late.”

Papa nodded slowly, though he still looked quite skeptical. “I don’t disagree that these Unbeasts are a real threat. Heck, I don’t know how else to explain that abomination against the heavens that you and the wolf killed. But I don’t think it will be quite that easy to convince the Council of the threat.”

Leo frowned. “Why wouldn’t it be? It’s the truth.”

Papa rubbed his hands together in the way he always did whenever he was about to explain something difficult to Leo. “Yes, but we need proof to convince them of that. And we really don’t have that.”

Leo pointed at the stinking remains of the hawk nearby. “We can just show them the corpse of the Unbeast that we killed. Surely once they see that, they will have to take our claims seriously.”

Papa pursed his lips again. “That will help, undoubtedly, but seeing as you got most of your information from an Outer Wolf, things may still be complicated—especially since everyone still believes the Outer Wolf is responsible for the recent attacks on travelers and the villagers in the Outer Wastes.”

“What is your grandfather talking about?” asked Shadowshine. “I am not the monster that is attacking your fellow humans. That is the fault of the Unbeasts.”

Leo frowned even more. He realized that Papa had a point, even if Shadowshine seemed to be struggling to understand what that point was.

Looking at the situation from an outsider’s perspective, Leo could see how it would be difficult to convince the Council that the Unbeasts were a real threat. As Papa pointed out, Shadowshine was their only source of information about the Unbeasts and the threat they posed to the Realm. The Council might think that Shadowshine was a liar, or that Leo was naive for believing his story about the Unbeasts, or come up with any number of plausible alternative explanations for the hawk’s situation.

And now that Leo thought about it some more, he could not be sure that the Council’s accusations would be wrong. Maybe Shadowshine really was lying to him for some reason. It did seem a little suspicious that Shadowshine knew so much about Beastcalling and the Unbeasts despite being an Outer Wolf, and that he was so willing to share such important information with Leo despite having known him for only a short amount of time.

Perhaps Leo was naive, but his Beastcalling did not indicate any deception from Shadowshine. Somehow, if Shadowshine were lying to him, he would know. His Beastcalling would tell him. And right now, his Path was telling him to trust Shadowshine, even if he didn’t know why just yet.

Having said that, though, Leo knew the Council wasn’t made up of Beastcallers, so they probably would not be able to sense Shadowshine’s inherent honesty the same way Leo could.

In other words, Papa was right about needing absolute proof to convince the Council about the severity of the Unbeast threat. Yet Leo did not know where he could find such proof, other than the corpse of the hawk. And he could see how someone could find a different explanation for why the hawk was dead.

Leo folded his arms across his chest and sighed. “If only I hadn’t killed the Unbeast, then maybe we could have captured it and brought it to the village to show the Council. Then they would have had no choice but to believe us.”

Shadowshine shook his head. “Never spare an Unbeast, Leo. Even if you think you have them perfectly contained. They have a tendency to escape from even the best traps so they can spread their disease as much as possible. Killing it was our only option.”

“I don’t know what Shadowshine just said,” said Papa, giving the Outer Wolf a nervous look, “but I wouldn’t be so hard on yourself about it if I were you, Leo. It’s not like you could have known ahead of time what that thing was or how useful it would have been for us to keep it alive.”

Leo nodded. “I know, I know, but it’s still frustrating. How else will we convince the Council about the real threat of the Unbeasts without proof?”

Shadowshine wagged his tail back and forth. “Well, we’re not entirely without proof.”

Leo looked at Shadowshine in confusion. “What do you mean? Are you talking about the hawk’s body? Because we’ve already established that it can be explained away and won’t automatically convince anyone that the Unbeasts are real or a threat.”

Shadowshine snorted. “I’m not talking about the dead bird, Leo. I am talking about this.”

Shadowshine’s ears pointed forward and suddenly glowed. What appeared to be a glass bottle materialized between his ears and floated toward Leo, who grabbed it hesitantly out of the air.

The object that Shadowshine had somehow materialized was indeed a glass bottle of sorts, containing some kind of strange green liquid that sloshed around inside whenever Leo moved it. The glass bottle was cool to the touch, but not so cold that it hurt or was uncomfortable to hold.

Leo looked up at Shadowshine curiously. “What is this?”

“Something an Unbeast I killed dropped a while ago,” said Shadowshine. “I believe it is Unbeast blood.”

Leo looked at the bottle again in confusion. “Unbeast blood? How did you get it into a bottle?”

“The Unbeast I killed dropped it that way after our battle,” replied Shadowshine. “Some monsters in the Outer Wastes have a tendency to drop certain aspects of themselves after they are killed, though as we just saw with the Unbeast we killed, clearly not all of them do.”

Leo nodded. Although he had not seen it himself, Leo had heard stories from travelers and his fellow villagers about monsters dropping “loot,” as they called it, when killed. It was apparently rarer than one might think—not every creature had loot, and even those that did might not always drop it. It was usually considered a good thing if a monster dropped loot for you, however. Monster loot was almost always useful, even if only to sell.

Leo examined the glass bottle a bit more closely, focused particularly on its contents. “So this is Unbeast blood…”

“That’s what it is?” asked Papa, standing beside Leo, scratching the top of his head. “How strange.”

Leo had forgotten, yet again, that Papa was not a Beastcaller like him and had therefore missed out on Shadowshine’s explanation.

“It’s from another Unbeast that Shadowshine killed a long time ago,” said Leo, holding it up for Papa to see more clearly. “I guess he’d been holding onto it since then, though I’m not sure why.”

“The blood of Unbeasts can give certain health benefits to those who drink it,” said Shadowshine. “Think of it as a quick-acting potion, only even more potent.”

Leo grimaced and held his glass bottle away from him. “Who would drink Unbeast blood? Wouldn’t you risk becoming an Unbeast yourself if you did that?”

Shadowshine shook his head. “No. You can only become an Unbeast if you get bitten by an Unbeast victim or an Unbeast parasite finds a way to enter your body on its own. And it has to be a living Unbeast, too. Dead Unbeasts cannot hurt anyone.”

Leo supposed that Shadowshine was the Unbeast expert here, but that did not make him any more eager to try the Unbeast blood, even if it was a miracle potion. “Well, this should be helpful, though to be perfectly honest, I am not sure how this alone will prove that the Unbeasts are real.”

“One of your Councilmen should be able to analyze it and confirm its properties,” insisted Shadowshine. “You do have a potion analyst on your Council, don’t you?”

Leo looked at Papa questioningly. “Shadowshine is asking if someone on the Council is a ‘potion analyst,’ whatever that is.”

Papa scratched his beard. “Interesting question, but yes, we do have a potion analyst. In fact, Councilman Egar is a potion analyst.”

Leo felt his heart fall into his gut. “Councilman Egar is a potion analyst? I thought he was an Aqua Archon.”

“Potion analyst is not a traditional Path,” Papa explained. “It’s more like a Sub-Path that Pathwalkers can follow to enhance their existing skills and Paths. I imagine Councilman Egar picked it up somewhere along the way, though I wouldn’t know where or when.”

“Why are you so disappointed, Leo?” asked Shadowshine, wagging his tail excitedly. “If your village has a potion analyst who can confirm the properties of the Unbeast blood, then that seems like good news to me.”

Leo turned his gaze back toward Shadowshine with a big sigh. “Councilman Egar was the leader of the raiders who tried to kill you and abandoned me to die. To say that I don’t have a good relationship with him or his son is an understatement.”

Shadowshine’s tail stopped wagging. “Oh. Well, good thing I do not care about human politics or clashing personalities. I’m sure that once you show the Unbeast blood to this Egar person, your Council will agree to warn your Realm’s authorities, and then we can mount a good defense of the Realm before the Unbeasts become too big to handle.”

Shadowshine clearly did not understand anything about human relationships if he thought convincing Councilman Egar of his folly was going to be easy. Either that or Shadowshine well and truly did not care about the difficulty of the task.

Either way, Leo did not see an easy path forward for them, but he also did not want to give up. Not only would that mean risking the fate of the Realm itself, but Leo might also lose out on a potentially valuable opportunity to finally advance in his Path.

And if there is one lesson I have learned from Father, it is to never let an opportunity to advance one’s Path slip under one’s nose, Leo thought, gripping the bottle of Unbeast blood tightly in his hand.
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Are you sure that I cannot join you at the meeting of the Council? asked Shadowshine for what felt like the millionth time to Leo as he walked through the town square of Lavins the next morning. I could answer whatever questions your Councilmen might have about the Unbeasts.

Leo grimaced and looked around, even though no one could see Shadowshine right now. “I know, but the Council still thinks you are the monster that has been attacking travelers. And until Papa and I can convince the Council of your innocence, you will have to stay inside my shadow.”

Shadowshine huffed. I am not afraid of a bunch of weak old humans. I’ve killed Unbeasts so scary that they would make your human leaders look like babies.

Leo sighed and rubbed his forehead. “A fight is the last thing we need here, Shadowshine. We need to be smart and persuasive, not violent and aggressive.”

Shadowshine huffed again. Fine. I will trust your judgment in this matter. But should any of these Councilmen dishonor me or you, well, I will ensure they do not do it again.

Before Leo could tell Shadowshine not to do that, the Outer Wolf went silent. That was frustrating because it meant that Leo could not talk to Shadowshine again, though he could at least feel the Outer Wolf hiding in his shadow, which trailed behind him underneath the rays of the morning sun overhead.

After his and Papa’s encounter with the Unbeast and Shadowshine yesterday, Leo and Papa had gone straight home to return the pieces of Stormrider. As expected, Father had still been annoyed about Leo breaking their family spear, but he also did not complain about it, so Leo considered that a win, even if Father refused to properly thank him for it.

But then Leo had tried to convince Father to call an emergency meeting of the Council, telling him that he and Papa had learned some important information about the beast attacks that the whole village needed to know about right away. Father had flatly denied Leo’s request, as the Council apparently never held meetings during the night. In fact, he would have likely denied Leo’s request for meeting with the Council entirely if not for Papa speaking up and explaining to Father that they actually did have important information about the beast attacks to share with them.

So Father begrudgingly called for a meeting the next morning. That seemed far too late for Leo, but at the same time, he supposed he should have just been happy to get a chance to present his case to the Council at all. The Council generally met only once a month or if there was some emergency or urgent situation that needed to be addressed immediately, but the most recent Council meeting had been last week, when Councilman Egar had proposed the idea of creating a raid team to deal with the monster attacking people. Leo definitely could not wait another month to warn them about the Unbeasts.

Leo had not slept very well that night. He’d had bad dreams about Father, Mother, Papa, and everyone else in Lavins getting infected by the Unbeasts. But now Leo was awake, and after having breakfast with Mother and Papa—Father had left early to go convene with the rest of the Council before the start of the meeting—he immediately took off for the town square, where all Council meetings were held unless the weather was bad.

Fortunately, thought Leo as he gazed up at the cloudless sky, the weather this morning looks absolutely perfect, albeit a bit too bright given the seriousness of the news that I have to share.

Leo had asked Papa to join him, but Papa claimed that he had a few “errands” to run first and that he would meet back up with Leo once the meeting had actually started. Leo did not know what errands Papa wanted to run before the meeting, but he hoped they would not take him too long. Leo, despite being the son of a Councilman, dreaded having to convince the six most powerful men in the village about the threat of the Unbeasts.

Maybe I should summon Shadowshine and have him do all the talking while I translate, thought Leo wistfully. He’s more articulate than me.

Speaking of Shadowshine reminded Leo about the Outer Wolf’s unique ability that he had learned after their meeting.

When Leo and Papa finally had decided to head home, Shadowshine had offered to join them. In fact, Shadowshine had said he needed to join them now that he was Leo’s Familiar. Although Familiars did not have to be next to their Beastcallers all the time, they needed to remain close. Otherwise, they would suffer severe mental distress and might even die—though Shadowshine did reassure Leo that as Leo progressed in his Path, the distance that they could spend apart from each other would grow beyond its current range of about ten feet.

Ten feet might not have sounded like a lot, and it wasn’t, but Papa had convinced Leo that walking into Lavins with a bloody-mouthed Outer Wolf behind him like a pet dog would just cause alarm and panic. That was when Shadowshine had revealed another special ability of his: Shadow Slip.

According to Shadowshine, Shadow Slip was a unique skill that the Outer Wolves of the Wastes were born knowing how to do. Normally, Shadow Slip allowed Outer Wolves to use existing shadows to darken their features and make them harder to notice. Advanced Outer Wolves could use Shadow Slip to completely disappear from view, even hiding their very scent. Leo suspected that this was how Shadowshine had gotten the jump on his raiding team and the Unbeast, though Shadowshine did not confirm it.

But apparently, now that Shadowshine was Leo’s Familiar, Shadow Slip worked differently. It allowed Shadowshine to “slip” into Leo’s shadow, essentially melting into it, where he could stay as long as he liked. This way, Shadowshine could be near Leo at all times without raising alarm or suspicion from other people.

Leo was amazed by that. He’d had no idea that animals could have special abilities, almost like Paths, nor that those abilities could be altered or affected by Beastcalling. It opened his mind to possibilities that made his Path, which he’d originally thought of as quite weak and useless, more powerful than he had ever dreamed before.

And it made him all the more determined to advance in his Path, regardless of how the meeting with the Council went.

Shadow Slip did have some limits. According to Shadowshine, he could only hide in Leo’s shadow for one hour before he had to come out. So Shadowshine had spent the night just outside Leo’s family’s farm, in a thick grove of trees that no one from Leo’s family ever visited. Leo had gone straight to the trees after breakfast to pick up Shadowshine, and it had only been about five minutes since Shadowshine had slipped into his shadow, so they had plenty of time before Shadowshine needed to come out and stretch his legs.

And with luck, by then, I will have convinced the Council that Shadowshine is innocent and that the real threat is still out there somewhere, Leo thought, wiping a small bead of sweat off his forehead, even though it was not particularly hot just yet.

Soon, Leo reached the town square. Yesterday, the town square had been packed so full of people that Leo couldn’t see the actual square itself. But this morning, it was practically empty. Other than on the wooden platform in the center, where speeches to the community could be made, no one was there.

That was where the six members of the Council stood, already deep in conversation with each other. Although Leo could not make out exactly what they were saying, their tone indicated they were currently having friendly conversations with one another rather than discussing serious matters.

That was a relief. A part of Leo had been afraid that the Council might discuss the issue and reach a verdict before Leo even arrived. Not that that would have made any sense, but Leo was just on edge at the moment. He knew how lowly most of the Council, his own father included, considered him, and he knew the seriousness of the matter he was hoping to bring to their attention.

What do you have to be anxious about, Leo? Shadowshine asked. They do not look particularly tough.

But they’re mostly Level 2 in their Paths, said Leo, while I am only Level 1—and not even a very strong Level 1, either.

We’ll work on that, replied Shadowshine. For now, just show them the Unbeast blood and tell them everything that I told you about the Unbeasts. If they ask where you got this information, just tell them that it was from a wise and intelligent traveler who has been all over the Wastes.

Leo frowned. You mean yourself?

If you wish to think of me that way, said Shadowshine. But I am always, of course, open to making appearances myself, if that is what your elders will need to take the threat of the Unbeasts as seriously as they should.

Leo shuddered. Wise and intelligent traveler it is.

That was another fascinating part of having a Familiar. Beastcallers and their Familiars could speak to each other telepathically, even when Familiars were using special abilities like Shadowshine’s Shadow Slip. Leo had wondered if this meant he would be able to telepathically speak to all animals eventually, but Shadowshine shot that idea down, explaining that a telepathic bond existed only between a Beastcaller and his Familiar and no one else.

Even so, it was another piece of information about his own Path that Leo had not known about until Shadowshine told him. Leo still could not get over how much knowledge about his Path he had been missing.

Leo quickly pushed that thought out of his mind to focus on his present circumstances. The Councilmen did not seem to have noticed him yet, so Leo took advantage of this moment to search for Papa.

But Leo did not see him anywhere, even though Papa had said he would catch up with Leo at the meeting.

Perhaps Papa’s errands are taking him longer than he thought, thought Leo, nervously pulling on the sleeve of his gray robes. I just hope that he shows up soon. Facing the Council alone is not my idea of a good time.

Unfortunately, before Leo could finish mentally prepping himself for the Council, he heard Father call out, “Leo! Get over here. The Council is ready to begin the meeting.”

Snapped out of his thoughts, Leo looked up to see Father, as well as the other members of the Council, looking at him. Father, with his arms folded in front of his chest, looked impatient, and the other Councilmen merely looked bored. That included Councilman Egar, who was busy messing with the sleeves of his blue robes, a slightly tired look on his face.

I guess Egar is not a morning person, thought Leo.

Leo straightened his back and walked over to the Council. He felt the bottle of Unbeast blood in his backpack, bouncing against his back with each step he took. He was glad that he had grabbed it this morning. He had almost left it behind in his hurry to get to the Council, but Papa had reminded him about it on his way out.

The six members of the Council stood before Leo in a half-circle. Father stood closest to Leo while Egar stood farthest, but none of them stood further than six feet from him. And all of them had their eyes on Leo, as if they expected him to start dancing and singing any moment.

Leo took a deep breath. Do not panic or get anxious, Leo. Keep cool, present the evidence, and answer every objection or question, just like Papa said you should.

Leo bowed deeply toward the Council. “Oh, great and honorable Council of Lavins, I, Leo Stormrider, your humble servant, am grateful to be in your presence at this meeting.”

“Yes, we know,” said Egar, who sounded bored. He was still playing with the sleeves of his blue robes. “Are you going to get to the point, or are you going to keep babbling on about honor?”

“Egar,” said another man, who Leo recognized as Councilman Malo, a short, squat man who also owned the town’s only inn. “The boy is merely showing us the respect we are due. That speaks well of your parenting, Councilman Stormrider.”

He said that to Father, who did not smile back or accept the compliment. Although Father may not have had any snide comments to make like Egar, Leo could tell that he also thought this meeting was going to be a waste of time.

At least Malo seems open to hearing my report, thought Leo. That’s good news.

I say you should punch that Egar fellow in the face, Shadowshine growled. I don’t like his attitude.

“Shut up, Shadowshine,” Leo mumbled aloud without thinking.

“What was that, Leo?” asked Malo, raising an eyebrow.

Realizing his embarrassing mistake, Leo stood up again and said, “I was just speaking to myself, honorable Councilman. I will refrain from doing so in your presence again.”

Even as those words left Leo’s mouth, however, he realized how strange they must have sounded. The Council certainly thought so. Father grimaced and shook his head, and Egar appeared to be hiding a smirk.

Don’t get self-conscious, Leo, said Shadowshine in his mind. Just tell them the truth.

Clearing his throat, Leo said, “Now, honorable Councilmen of Lavins, I asked for my father, Councilman Stormrider, to call this meeting to order to warn you all of a great danger to our village.”

“You mean the Outer Wolf that has been killing and maiming villagers and travelers alike for the past month?” asked Egar. “Because we are all already well aware of that danger.”

Leo shook his head. “I am not referring to the Outer Wolf at all, Councilman Egar. In fact, if I may so humbly suggest, the Outer Wolf is the least of our worries.”

“How can a wild Outer Wolf that has been actively terrorizing our village, as well as anyone who travels through it, be the least of our worries?” asked Malo in confusion.

“Because, Councilman Malo, the Outer Wolf is not actually responsible for the recent attacks on travelers and villagers,” explained Leo. “I know that we originally believed that to be the case, but I have evidence to suggest that another monster is to be held responsible for the attacks.”

That seemed to get the attention of the Council. Whereas before the Councilmen seemed to range from indifferent to hostile to his presence, they were now collectively staring at him with far more interest. That included Father, and even Egar—though Egar looked a bit annoyed for some reason.

“Another monster?” repeated Malo. He scratched his mustache. “We are well aware of the various monsters and beasts that lurk in the Outer Wastes, but all of our reports suggest that the Outer Wolf is responsible for the attacks.”

“The reports are wrong,” insisted Leo. “They have attributed these vicious attacks to the wrong beast. That is to say, killing the Outer Wolf would not stop the attacks on our village or the travelers who visit us.”

“Then what, pray tell, will stop the attacks, young Leo?” said Egar, folding his arms in front of his chest. “Killing this other monster, perhaps?”

Leo nodded, glad that Egar was following his train of thought. “Exactly! But more than that, the threat I speak of isn’t just a danger to our village or to the travelers along the border road. If left unchecked, this threat could pose a threat to the entire Realm of Arinthia, from our tiny village all the way to the throne of the Supreme Realm Lord himself.”

That got the attention of the Councilmen even more. Whatever hostility, skepticism, or boredom that had once colored their vision was gone, replaced by rapt, urgent attention. Even Father seemed significantly less skeptical now than he had before. Egar pursed his lips.

That encouraged Leo more. Maybe they will take me seriously after all, despite being a lowly Level 1 Beastcaller.

But then Egar said, “That is an audacious claim to make, young Leo. Nothing in the Outer Wastes could possibly be a threat to the Supreme Realm Lord, of all people. Were that truth, he would have eliminated it years ago.”

“I confess that I am a little skeptical myself as well, Leo,” said Malo. “There are many dangers in the Outer Wastes that could pose a challenge even for a Level 7 Pathwalker, but for the Supreme Realm Lord?”

Father said nothing, but he did grunt. No doubt Father did not want to embarrass Leo, his son, in front of his peers by expressing his own doubts over Leo’s story, but neither was he going to encourage Leo, either. The remaining three Council members said nothing, but Leo could sense that they all fell somewhere between Malo’s and Egar’s reactions to his claim.

Biting his lower lip, Leo bowed again and said, “I am not being overly dramatic or audacious at all, respected Councilmen. Pap—my grandfather, Elder Stormrider, can verify what I am saying.”

Egar looked around, raising an unimpressed eyebrow at the same time. “And just where is Elder Stormrider?”

Leo, of course, had no answer to that question, but he didn’t want the Council to focus on Papa’s absence, even if it did trouble him greatly. “The point, most honorable Councilmen, is that I have proof of the threat I speak of. Called the Unbeasts, they are like parasites and plagues mixed together, taking over the bodies of humans and animals alike to spread their destructive and evil species.”

“So you have proof of these ‘Unbeasts,’ as you call them,” said Egar. He put his hands on his hips. “Well? Where is it? Are you ready to present your proof to the Council?”

Leo smiled at Egar, doing his best not to smirk. “Why, yes, honorable Councilman Egar, I can indeed offer you proof. Let me get it out of my bag.”

Leo swung his bag off his shoulders, opened the flap, and dug around inside without looking at its contents. He did not need to. He knew what was in his pack like the back of his hand, and the Unbeast blood bottle was the only glass object in there, so he should’ve been able to find and identify it by touch alone.

Feeling the familiar cool, smooth surface of the Unbeast blood bottle, Leo pulled it out and held it out for the Council to see. “Most honorable Councilmen, look! The unnatural green blood of an Unbeast, a creature with enough power to threaten even the Supreme Realm… Lord… himself…”

Leo’s voice trailed off as he looked at the glass bottle himself and came to a horrifying realization: The bottle was empty.
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“An empty bottle is proof of these alleged ‘Unbeasts’ that you claim are the true culprits behind the recent attacks on travelers and villagers?” asked Egar, not even trying to hide the smirk on his face.

Egar’s snide attitude and smirk would have annoyed Leo, but right now, he was too shocked by the empty bottle to pay attention to Egar’s arrogance.

Pulling the bottle closer to his face, Leo inspected it carefully but did not see even one drop of Unbeast blood inside it. Nor did he spot any cracks, leaks, or anything else that might indicate what happened to the Unbeast blood that he’d been carefully carrying with him over the past day.

Shadowshine, what is the meaning of this? Leo asked telepathically. Why is the bottle of Unbeast blood empty?

It is? Shadowshine said, sounding as confused as Leo felt right now. Oh, it is.

Yes, but why?

How should I know? Shadowshine asked. After I gave you the bottle, I thought you were keeping a careful eye on the blood. Did you accidentally crack it or something?

I did not, said Leo. I haven’t even looked at it since last night when you gave it to me. I was afraid that something like this might happen if I messed with it.

Shadowshine huffed. Then perhaps you should have “messed with it,” to use your human term, a bit more.

Leo scowled. “Shut up, Shadowshine.”

“Did you just tell us to shut up?” asked Egar.

Leo, realizing once again his mistake, immediately bowed again and said hurriedly, “I was not talking to you at all, honorable Councilmen. I was actually, um, calling myself stupid for having somehow lost the proof I needed of my claim.”

Malo shook his head and muttered to Father, “There’s something not quite right with your boy, and I’m not talking about his Path.”

Father, again, said nothing, but his expression and body language told Leo all he needed to know about Father’s opinion of him right now.

Face burning with embarrassment, Leo stood up again and wiped sweat from his forehead, even though it was not particularly hot out at the moment. “I am not lying. I really did have an entire bottle full of Unbeast blood right here. It should still be in this bottle, yet for some reason, it is not.”

Egar smirked. “Assuming you even had this ‘Unbeast blood’ in the first place, where in the world did you get it from? Did you kill an Unbeast yourself?”

Leo bit back the desire to snap at Egar, as that would only make the situation worse.

Instead, Leo, caught slightly off-guard by Egar’s question, stuttered. “A, uh, wise and, um, intelligent traveler gave it to me. He also warned me about the Unbeast threat.”

That’s right, said Shadowshine proudly. I did.

“I wish you were a lot more concerned about how this meeting is turning out than you currently are,” muttered Leo to Shadowshine.

“Still talking to yourself?” Egar said. He tsked. “Or were you speaking to us?”

Leo cursed himself for forgetting to respond to Shadow mentally. Telepathy was not as convenient or easy as it seemed in the stories. He felt like he needed more practice.

Leo rubbed his forehead, which felt damp with sweat. “I-I’m just trying to figure out what happened to the Unbeast blood. It was right there last night.”

“Perhaps you misplaced it?” suggested Malo, crossing his arms behind his back. “That bottle looks like a common monster loot drop to me.”

“Or maybe he never had it at all, and this whole emergency meeting is just a waste of time for the Council,” said Egar.

The other Councilmen looked at Egar in surprise. Leo felt like Egar had verbally slapped him in the face. “What? I would never lie about something as important as this, most honorable Councilman. You have to believe me.”

“That is a serious accusation you have made against my son, Egar,” said Father, stepping forward. “For as weak and lowly as Leo may be, one thing I have never known him to be is a liar, as such behavior would dishonor the family name even more than his existence already does.”

Leo was not sure whether he should be surprised that Father had spoken up in his defense at all or shamed by his backhanded compliment.

But shame was clearly the last emotion that Egar felt, as he folded his arms in front of his chest and said, “No child is an infallible heavenly messenger, including your own, Councilman Stormrider. Sure, maybe under ordinary circumstances, your son would not lie, but what if he saw a potential opportunity to not just bring honor to your family name but elevate it above all other family names by concocting this wild story about stopping a threat to the Supreme Realm Lord?”

“I have no idea what you are talking about, Egar,” said Father sharply. “Explain.”

Egar spread his hands. “Gladly. As you know better than anyone, Councilman Stormrider, your son was unfortunately assigned the Path of the Beastcaller when he turned thirteen. Such an embarrassment has brought nothing but great shame and dishonor to your once-great family name and to you personally.”

Father’s hands balled into fists. “If all you are going to do is recite information that the entire village already knows⁠—”

“I am getting to the point, my dear friend,” said Egar as he lowered his hands. He smirked. “Perhaps your impatience is one of the reasons the heavens… blessed you with such a child as this.”

Egar gestured at Leo as he said that, making Leo feel more embarrassed and ashamed than ever. All he wanted to do was turn around and run back home and hide under his bed, but as he knew that would bring even more dishonor than he had already brought on the family, he stood still.

Suddenly, a surge of anger rose up inside Leo—anger that he immediately recognized was not his.

Who does this puny man think he is by insulting you so openly? said Shadowshine indignantly. You should punch him in the face for such brazen disrespect.

I can’t, Shadowshine, said Leo, remembering to speak mentally before he opened his mouth, though it still felt unnatural. He is one of the village’s Councilmen and a Level 2 Aqua Archon at that. By every measure, he has more honor than me in this situation.

Shadowshine snorted. I will never understand your human social dynamics. Among my people, such disrespect would end with the person expressing that insult getting their throat ripped out of their neck, preferably in front of their partner and children, so they would also know better than to be so disrespectful.

Leo frowned. Your people sound very violent.

We are actually quite peaceful, said Shadowshine. It only looks violent to outsiders like you who don’t understand the concept of respect.

Leo decided that maybe all the stories about violent and scary Outer Wolves he’d grown up hearing hadn’t been as inaccurate as he’d thought after hearing Shadowshine explain his culture that way.

“Then get to the point, Egar,” said Father, “unless you also wish to waste our time like my son.”

Your father is very good at disrespecting you, too, said Shadowshine, but that’s okay. Only parents should show such open disrespect for their children.

Leo resisted the urge to sigh. Why? Because it builds character?

Because it puts them in their place, said Shadowshine, as if explaining a very complicated idea.

“Fine,” said Egar. He gestured again at Leo. “So your son, seeking to redeem himself for his weak and useless Path, crafted a story about some hitherto unknown evil rising from the Outer Wastes, an evil so powerful that it could even threaten the Supreme Realm Lord. Killing such an evil would indeed bring great honor not just to the Stormrider family as a whole but to Leo in particular, even if he is still a lowly Beastcaller.”

Leo gritted his teeth. He knew that it was not currently his place to speak—it was Father’s—but he had to admit that he found himself sympathizing even more with Shadowshine’s culture. Perhaps they had the right idea about how to deal with overtly disrespectful people, after all.

We absolutely do, said Shadowshine. His voice suddenly took a dour turn. Or did, before the Unbeasts wiped us out.

Father pursed his lips. “I think you are the one crafting stories here, Egar. Aside from never having lied to me, my son lacks the imagination necessary to come up with such a wild tale, even if it would bring him great honor in the eyes of our Realm.”

Your father is truly the master of backhanded compliments, said Shadowshine. Reminds me of my own father.

“Of course you would say that, Ron,” said Egar, “but I ask the rest of the Council, whose explanation sounds more convincing: mine, coming from an unbiased perspective, or Ron’s, coming from the perspective of a father desperately trying to defend what is left of his family’s honor by making excuses for his son’s lies?”

Leo really wanted to sock Egar in the face right now, and he couldn’t tell if that anger came from him, Shadowshine, or both. He could tell that Father did, too, because Father’s eyes were starting to glow the way they always did whenever he got angry. That was a side effect of Father’s fire mana, which flowed through him like a river—or so Father had once told Leo.

The other Council members exchanged uncertain looks with one another, which surprised Leo. He’d expected them to side with Egar because of how persuasive Egar could be.

Finally, Malo said, “I cannot speak for the rest of the Council, but I do not believe that Leo is lying.”

Hope rose in Leo’s heart like a butterfly, while Egar whipped his head toward Malo in pure shock. “What? Why?”

“Because I trust Ron’s judgment of his own child,” replied Malo, “and although I generally have a low opinion of Beastcallers, in this case, I don’t believe Leo is making this story up.”

Leo gulped. He could not believe his luck. Not only did his father believe him, but so did Councilman Malo. That meant that Leo had more people on the Council on his side than he’d expected. He especially took delight in seeing the embarrassed and shocked look on Egar’s face.

But his hopes were crushed when the other three members of the Council spoke up. Or rather, when Councilman Joffa, after a quick discussion with the other two members, stepped forward. “After much discussion, we’ve decided that we do not support Leo’s story,” he said.

Leo felt his heart sink into the very pit of his stomach. “But… why?”

“Yes, why?” questioned Father. “Do you also believe that my son is a liar?”

“Not necessarily,” said Joffa with a shake of his head. “But he lacks any proof of his outrageous claim.”

“And even if he did,” said Councilman Yemp, the youngest member of the Council, as he stepped up beside Joffa, “what would we even do about it, other than contact Minor Realm Lord Darkthorn and hope he takes our concerns seriously? Without proof, it would be impossible for him to listen to us.”

“That is why we have chosen to side with Egar,” said Joffa with a bow. “I am sorry, Ron, but we’re acting in the best interests of the village here.”

Father looked absolutely furious, but Leo could not tell whether he was furious with Leo or the Council, or both.

Leo, on the other hand, felt more ashamed than anything. He’d thought he’d prepared for everything, but apparently he had not prepared for the evidence he needed simply vanishing into thin air right when he needed it most.

But then a familiar voice said, “Wait a second. The Council has not considered all of the evidence.”

Leo looked over his shoulder in time to see a familiar face. It was Papa, walking toward the Council, a triumphant look on his face…

And dragging the remains of the Unbeast hawk on a wagon behind him, seemingly with little effort, and with a victorious stride in each step.
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“Papa?” said Leo, not even bothering to hide the hope in his voice as he turned to face him. “You’re back! Where have you been?”

Papa smiled at Leo. “Getting the proof we need to show that the Unbeasts are a threat, of course.”

“Excuse me?” said Egar, stepping up beside Leo with a surprised look on his face. “What is this?”

Papa came to a stop several feet away from them and gestured at the body of the hawk on the wagon behind him. “This is the body of the Unbeast that we found and killed in the Outer Wastes. Be careful. It smells terrible.”

Papa wasn’t lying. Even from a distance, Leo caught the putrid stench of death wafting from it. Add to it the heat from the rising sun, and it made Leo wish that Papa had left the corpse out in the Wastes where it belonged.

But only for a moment, because Papa’s statement put that thought out of his mind. “So that’s where you were, Papa,” Leo said. “You were getting the corpse of the Unbeast to present to the Council.”

Papa gave Leo a puzzled look. “Wasn’t that the plan the entire time, Leo? I swore that is what we’d agreed to do.”

Leo shook his head. “No. The plan was always to share the Unbeast blood with them. We didn’t think they would find the corpse convincing by itself.”

Papa slapped his forehead and smiled. “So that’s why you didn’t volunteer to come with me to get the body! I suppose my age is starting to catch up with me.”

“Honorable Elder Stormrider,” said Malo, “how did you manage to pick up such a large creature and haul it all the way here yourself?”

“I enlisted the help of a few youngsters looking to make some coin,” said Papa. He smiled apologetically at Father. “Sorry for not telling you, but I used some of our savings to pay them. Otherwise they would not have dared follow me out into the Wastes, even just to retrieve this dead body.”

Father did not look amused. Leo could guess that Father was already planning to have a long discussion with Father about his “generosity” later, which Leo hoped he would not have to be a part of.

“So what is this thing, exactly?” asked Joffa, frowning.

Papa thrust a thumb over his shoulder. “This was once a Wastes hawk. Dangerous birds, those things are. The chicks can kill calves, and the adults can take out full-grown humans. But this one was unlucky enough to be host to an Unbeast parasite, hence why it looks so rotted, even though it’s only been dead for about a day or so.”

Egar shook his head and, standing up a little straighter than before, said, “So you found a dead bird out in the Outer Wastes. I am sure that there are plenty of dead beasts out there. Why should we have any reason to assume that this thing was killed by these so-called ‘Unbeasts,’ then?”

Papa smiled even more. “Let me show you.”

Papa suddenly pulled out his knife and stabbed it into the open neck of the Wastes hawk’s body. With a grunt, Papa sliced through feather and skin, allowing green sludge to suddenly pour out of the opening. The sludge hissed slightly as it ate into the dirt, sending small plumes of smoke rising from the ground where the sludge landed.

“What in the world is that?” asked Father, an alarmed look on his face.

Papa leaned against the cart, seemingly uncaring about the burning sludge. “The blood of an Unbeast. I figured it had to have some still in it, even though we killed the parasite. As you can tell, this is not the blood of a normal animal. Clearly, something happened to this poor bird, and I think I know what.”

Egar pursed his lips. He was starting to look a little sweaty now himself. “This is… this is strange, to be sure, but I am sure there is a rational explanation for this.”

“There is indeed,” said Papa brightly. “And it is called the Unbeasts.”

Egar looked like Papa had slapped him in the face, which made Leo feel better than he should have.

Your grandfather is a crafty man, said Shadowshine approvingly. This is even better than ripping out that disrespectful man’s throat in front of his family, though I still maintain that that is a perfectly legitimate response to being insulted.

Leo did his best to ignore his violent Familiar’s culture as he looked at the Council to see their reaction.

They also looked stunned, but no longer as skeptical as they once did. Leo could tell that they were now far more convinced about the Unbeast threat, though he still wasn’t sure whether they would believe him.

But now is my chance, Leo thought, taking a deep breath. Before Egar can spin another tale of his own to sway their minds.

Stepping forward, Leo pointed at the corpse of the Wastes hawk and said, “Honorable Council of Lavins, you can see for yourself what the corruption of Unbeasts does to animals. It is only through sheer luck that Papa and I, with help from a wise and experienced traveler, killed this beast. Just imagine what would happen if this corruption were to afflict a human being such as⁠—”

“The Supreme Realm Lord, perhaps?” said Papa with a wink.

Leo shot Papa a grateful smile before turning his attention back to the Council. “So I hope that you can see that the Unbeast threat is very much real. I may have spoken too dramatically when I said it could threaten the Supreme Realm Lord if left unchecked, but even if all it poses is a threat to the Realm, that is reason enough to take it seriously, is it not?”

Egar, shaking his head again, said, “You can’t take this seriously. I mean, how do we even know this bird was corrupted by the Unbeasts? There could be other explanations.”

“Could be,” agreed Papa, “but I notice you haven’t brought up any of them yourself.”

Now Egar’s face looked redder than the sun. He stuttered for a second before saying, “I hereby call a private Council meeting to discuss the matter! Right now.”

A private Council meeting was a type of Council meeting in which only the Councilmen themselves could participate. Even guests who were speaking to or presenting before the Council could not listen in. From what Leo understood of the Council’s rules, such meetings could be called by any member of the Council at any time, though only once by each member.

If Egar is calling a private meeting now, completely out of the blue, then that means he must be scared that he’s losing the Council, Leo thought, a soft smile playing across his lips. That means we are winning.

Took you humans long enough, said Shadowshine. Why does this Egar man oppose us so strongly, anyway? We’ve done nothing to him.

Leo rubbed the back of his neck. Humans are not always rational creatures, Shadowshine. And I accidentally embarrassed him yesterday after he came marching back into the village with a story about how you killed me. It was probably just revenge on his part.

I see, said Shadowshine. So despite his age, he is an idiot.

Leo stifled a chuckle. Yes, but I wouldn’t say that aloud myself.

No need, said Shadowshine. Just let me out, and I can tell him that⁠—

No! Leo said. Stay in my shadow. You can come out later, after the meeting is over.

Shadowshine clearly did not like that, but fortunately, he also did not argue with Leo about it and instead went quiet. It felt like he was lying down on the ground, watching the Council himself somehow.

Meanwhile, the Council had convened on the other side of the wooden platform, where Leo could not see them. He couldn’t hear them very well, however, as it mostly sounded like a lot of hushed whispers, with the occasional raised voice. Mostly the raised voice belonged to Egar, but occasionally Leo thought he heard Father say something, too.

“How do you think they are going to vote?” asked Papa suddenly.

Snapping out of his thoughts, Leo looked up at Papa gratefully. “My heart hopes that they will vote to believe us, but my brain thinks Egar is too persuasive.”

Papa shrugged. “Egar can be persuasive when he wants to be, but I feel he isn’t at his best today. Perhaps showing up with a giant dead bird on a cart startled him.”

Leo smiled. “Thank you, Papa, for coming to my rescue. I really was worried for a while there, but now, I think our odds of success are a lot better.”

Papa nodded, although he wore a thoughtful expression on his face, like he was thinking about something else. “Of course, it has more to do with luck from the heavens than anything, given how much I misunderstood our plan.”

Leo disagreed with Papa’s words, but he noticed Papa’s tone and thoughtful expression and asked, “Is there something on your mind, Papa?”

Papa stroked his beard. “Leo, ever since yesterday, I’ve been thinking about how to tell you this. Especially if the Council decides the way that I think they will, it will be of utmost importance that I say something.”

Leo turned to face Papa curiously. “Tell me what? Is there something important you need to share with me?”

Papa looked directly into Leo’s face with an unusually serious expression. “Yes. Now that you have a Familiar, I think, regardless of how the Council decides, it is finally time to⁠—”

“The Council has decided!” Egar’s voice rang out, causing Leo and Papa to startle.

Leo looked over to see the six members of the Council walking toward them from around the wooden platform. They all wore similar hard expressions, including Father, and Leo was worried to see that Egar did not look upset.

Oh, no, Leo thought with a gulp. Did Egar win after all?

“What has the Council decided, Egar?” asked Papa casually.

Father stepped forward. “We have decided that there is enough evidence of this Unbeast threat that it demands a response from the village of Lavins. Therefore, we are going to send an envoy to Castle Darkthorn to demand an audience with Minor Realm Lord Darkthorn and bring this potential threat to his attention.”

“You mean we are not going straight to the Supreme Realm Lord?” asked Leo, who had been hoping for that.

Malo, standing beside Father, shook his head. “Only the Minor Realm Lords can speak to the Supreme Realm Lord. Our best bet is to ask Minor Realm Lord Darkthorn to investigate this threat and decide on a plan for dealing with it.”

Leo pursed his lips. He was happy that the Council, other than Egar, who looked like he’d eaten some rotten eggs, had believed him. But he really did believe that this was a threat only the Supreme Realm Lord could handle.

I guess I should be more grateful to the heavens for this opportunity, even if it is not quite the opportunity that I had wanted, Leo thought.

Exactly, said Shadowshine. Although I still think it would be better for us to flee the Realm rather than try to fight the Unbeasts.

Aloud, Leo said to the Council, “Thank you for believing me, most honorable Councilmen! Who will be part of this envoy that will be sent to Castle Darkthorn?”

“We are still deciding on that,” said Father, “but you will certainly be part of it, Leo.”

Leo shook his head and looked at Father again in utter disbelief. “Wait… I will get to go to Castle Darkthorn and represent our village?”

“Not by yourself,” Egar said through gritted teeth. “But yes, you will be part of the envoy. Just not the most important part, you understand.”

“Because you are the first person to bring this to our attention, we’ve decided that you should be part of the envoy to Minor Realm Lord Darkthorn,” explained Malo. “Consider this quite a privilege, young Leo. Not many get to see the Minor Realm Lord, especially people like yourself.”

Leo knew that Malo was referring to his Path as a Beastcaller. If the people of his hometown did not respect Beastcalling, then it would likely be a lot worse out in the wider world, beyond the boundaries of Lavins.

But Leo did not care. He was just feeling happy and triumphant. Whether the Minor Realm Lord respected him or not, Leo was one step closer to saving the Realm and maybe getting the honor and respect he desired so badly.

“When will this envoy go out, most honorable Council?” asked Leo eagerly, rubbing his hands together.

Joffa held up one finger. “Tomorrow. As your father said, we still have some preparations to make before we send anyone out.”

Leo felt his spirits fall. “Tomorrow? Why not today?”

“Don’t be greedy, Leo,” said Papa, gently patting him on the shoulder. He looked at the Council with a smile. “Of course we will be happy to accept the Council’s decision. I assume we will meet back here tomorrow to start the trip?”

“That’s the plan,” said Father. “In the meantime, the Council will remain here to discuss the logistics of this trip. You and Leo may leave, if you wish.”

Leo nodded. He was less interested in the pragmatic matters of scheduling the journey. As long as the envoy was sent, Leo would be happy. And he would be even happier to join that envoy.

Leo looked up at Papa and said, “What do you think, Papa? Do you think we should go home and tell Mother? She’ll definitely want to know about the Council’s decision.”

Papa nodded. “A wise idea, Leo. But first, perhaps we should do something about this corpse, as I doubt the Council would be happy with us just leaving it here for them to deal with.”

Leo grimaced and glanced at the rotting Unbeast. “I guess you’re right, Papa, but what should we do with it? Should we take it with us to Castle Darkthorn tomorrow to present as proof to the Minor Realm Lord?”

Papa shook his head. “The body won’t last that long, and we don’t have a practical way to transport a dead beast over such a long distance. I think we should take it back out into the Wastes and dump it out there. That way, at least it isn’t stinking up the whole town.”

Leo bit his lower lip. He wanted to go back home and tell Mother the good news more than anything, but he also knew that the Wastes hawk was as much his responsibility as anyone’s. It would be honorable to take the corpse and deal with it in a way that was respectful to others.

You could just feed it to me, Shadowshine suggested. I haven’t eaten all day today and I am starving.

Leo grimaced. Dead Unbeasts do not look particularly appetizing, Shadowshine.

To you picky humans, maybe, said Shadowshine, but I survived on a steady diet of Unbeast flesh for months before running into you. This will give me a chance to stretch my legs after being cooped up inside your shadow for so long anyway.

Pursing his lips, Leo decided not to argue with Shadowshine. He simply grabbed the wagon’s handle and, working with Papa, began pulling it down the border road, still thinking about the Council’s decision and how exciting it would be to get to visit Castle Darkthorn itself.

More importantly, I should start training as a Beastcaller tonight, Leo thought. And I think I know the best way to go about doing that.

Leo was so caught up in his own thoughts that he ignored the travelers sitting at the tables outside of the cafe they walked past.
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“That was definitely the corpse of a parasite plague victim. Wonder how those villagers killed it.”

Susas Minotos, a Level 4 Aero Archmage, raised her head from her meal to look at her traveling companion and frowned. “What corpse?”

The man sitting directly across the table from Susas was at least ten years her junior, barely out of his teens. Clad in dark armor, Harris Mego was eying the village’s town square, his coffee and sandwich sitting untouched before him like he hadn’t even noticed they existed. “That corpse.”

Susas, licking the pig fat off her lips from her sandwich, followed his gaze until she spotted an elderly man and a young man who she assumed was his grandson pulling a wagon, the corpse of a giant bird on it. She immediately noticed what Harris meant. “Oh. Yes, that is almost certainly a plague victim’s corpse.”

“The Minor Realm Lord isn’t going to be happy about this,” said Harris. He spoke seriously, without even a hint of humor in his voice. “No one was supposed to know about the plague victims other than the Minor Realm Lord and his trusted subordinates.”

Susas, now sipping her coffee, glanced at Harris. “What makes you think that these backwoods villagers know anything about the plague victims?”

Harris glowered at her and gestured at his ears. “Because I overheard their entire meeting. They seemed to be discussing whether to send an envoy to Minor Realm Lord Darkthorn to ‘warn’ him about the plague victims.”

Susas grimaced, even though the coffee was actually really good for a drink from a bumpkin village in the middle of nowhere. “That does sound problematic, but Calavian⁠—”

“Minor Realm Lord Darkthorn.”

Susas grimaced even more. “Minor Realm Lord Darkthorn, then, did not tell us what to do if we ran into people already aware of the threat. We only have orders to eliminate the plague victims, not any of the people who might already know about them.”

Harris huffed, tapping his fingers against the surface of the wooden table between them rapidly. “I didn’t say anything about eliminating them, Susas. I was only making an observation about a potential complication in the mission the Minor Realm Lord gave us.”

Susas sipped her dark coffee again. “Personally, I think you are being too uptight, Harris. Besides, I know how much you have been itching to pick a fight with someone. I can see it in your body language.”

Harris tensed. “I am used to barging in with earth mana and crushing rebellions against the Minor Realm Lord’s rightful authority or putting down criminals who threaten peace and order. All this sneaking around and taking out threats without drawing attention to ourselves is making me antsy.”

Susas laughed. “That is why you need to relax, Harris. Pretend like we are on a vacation in the countryside. It will help your mana flow more easily, too.”

Harris huffed again and started eating his pork sandwich, though clearly not because he was hungry. Rather, Harris was likely embarrassed by Susas’s joking around and did not want to respect her sense of humor with a response.

That was fine by Susas. Although she preferred to work with people who had a sense of humor, she actually liked Harris. Unlike a lot of Terra Wardens his age, Harris could be trusted to take care of business and keep it a secret at the same time. His undying respect for Calavian was a little annoying sometimes, but even that likely had more to do with how young he was than anything else. Calavian had worked very hard to convince the general population of West Leaf that he was a wise and powerful Realm Lord who was deserving of all respect, despite being the lowest-ranked Realm Lord in Arinthia.

Susas did not necessarily disagree with that. Calavian was indeed a strong Pathwalker, maybe even the strongest in the province, but she still remembered when he was a teenager not much older than Harris, so she found it difficult to treat someone close to her in age with the same sort of respect that she would show an elder.

Besides, Susas thought, Calavian and I go way back, even if he no longer wants to acknowledge that part of his history.

In any case, however Susas felt about Calavian, he had given them a mission as their Minor Realm Lord, and that mission was to travel to the Outer Wastes and put down every single plague victim they could find. They had been given brief descriptions of what victims of the plague looked like, but their main distinguishing point was that they had no mana in them whatsoever. As far as Susas could understand, they were basically walking corpses, animated by something Calavian called the “parasite plague,” though she was under the impression that was not the actual name of the disease.

The two of them had arrived in Lavins late last night and were lucky to get the last room available in the local inn. Thus far, neither of them had seen or felt any plague victims—until now, when Harris pointed out the corpse that the old man and the young man were hauling with them on a cart.

“Do you think we should approach the man and the kid and ask them about the corpse, or do you think we should just let them go?” asked Harris suddenly. “They are our best lead to the plague victims around here. If we are really lucky, then we might be able to find even more plague victims and kill them before the others do.”

Susas considered Harris’s request. Unlike his earlier request, this one seemed a lot more reasonable, though she still had her reservations about speaking to anyone about the victims. Nor was she sure that she cared about beating the other four Pathwalkers that Calavian had sent to the other border villages, as the reward of 1,000 gold coins for every plague victim they killed struck her as being a little on the cheap side, given the dangerous nature of their mission.

Susas shook her head. “We should not ask them. Calavian was pretty clear that we aren’t supposed to let anyone know why we’re here, or even that we are here in the first place.”

“But they clearly already know about the plague victims,” said Harris. “It’s not like we would be making the situation any worse.”

Susas rose to her feet. “I just don’t want to get chewed out by Calavian for disobeying his orders. You know how he gets whenever he feels like his ‘subjects’ don’t listen to him.”

Harris looked up at her with an uncertain expression. “Then what should we do instead?”

Susas smiled. “We follow them until they dump the body, and then we start looking for plague victims around there. Of course, without them ever noticing us.”

Harris sighed. “I dislike this sneaking around, but I suppose it’s the best way to proceed, given the Minor Realm Lord’s orders.”

Susas resisted the urge to roll her eyes when Harris referred to Calavian by his title. Instead, she threw some money down on the table for the owner of the restaurant and, grabbing what remained of her sandwich, immediately started following the old man and the young man at a distance. Harris followed, though unlike her, he did not grab his food. He likely did not want to be distracted on this very important mission.

Yet Susas knew better than anyone that you couldn’t complete a very important mission—especially killing a plague victim—on an empty stomach.


Chapter
Eighteen



After Leo and Papa dumped the corpse of the Wastes hawk out in the Outer Wastes, Leo let out Shadowshine, giving the Outer Wolf some time to run around before he had to Shadow Slip again. Leo promised Shadowshine that he would let him out again later, which Shadowshine seemed to accept, but the Outer Wolf was clearly not happy about having to spend a lot of time hiding in Leo’s shadow.

Before dumping the corpse, Leo and Papa cut off parts of its body to transport to Castle Darkthorn. It was their primary proof of the Unbeasts’ threat, and they needed every bit of evidence they could get if they were going to convince the Minor Realm Lord about the seriousness of the threat the Unbeasts posed to society. Papa said he would prepare the parts of its body that they were transporting so they did not rot too much by the time they left for Castle Darkthorn.

Then Leo and Papa went home and, for the rest of the day, Leo worked on the family farm, cleaning the pigpens, feeding the pigs, collecting eggs from the chicken coop, and doing various other chores around the farm that Father and Mother needed him to do.

Normally, such work was boring at best, but Leo, now that he had a connection to Shadowshine, tried to see if he could get the farm animals to talk to him at all. Unfortunately, no matter how much Leo tried to get the farm animals to respond, they did not say anything that they would not normally say. And because the pigs and chickens were, well, animals, that meant mostly a lot of grunting and clucking, which disappointed Leo.

As for Shadowshine, because he could only stay in Leo’s shadow for about an hour, Leo let him out into the woods just beyond their family farm. It was the best place on the property to hide a creature as big as he was, and Leo knew that even if the Council no longer believed Shadowshine was a threat, the village would still not be happy to see an Outer Wolf walking around town in broad daylight.

Nor would my parents, for that matter, but they definitely would never look for him there, Leo thought while sweeping the floor of the barn, brushing sweat off his forehead. They still don’t know that I have a Familiar now.

That was the other problem Leo faced. Although he hated hiding secrets from his parents, Leo didn’t know how he could introduce Shadowshine to them without Father trying to kill Shadowshine. For that matter, Leo feared what the Outer Wolf, who already had an aggressive streak, might do if Father or Mother tried attacking him.

On the way back home, Leo had asked Papa for advice, but all Papa could advise was that he take it slowly. He suggested that Leo introduce Shadowshine to his parents once Leo and the others returned from their trip to the Minor Realm Lord, after they warned Darkthorn about the threat of the Unbeasts. By then, Papa had said, Father and Mother would likely have forgotten all about the dangers of Outer Wolves and would be far more likely to accept Shadowshine, especially if they knew he was not responsible for the recent attacks on travelers.

Leo had his doubts about that, however. The fact was that Outer Wolves were predators, and it took all of Leo’s persuasion skills to convince Shadowshine not to kill any of his family’s pigs, no matter how delicious they might look. Shadowshine eventually agreed not to kill the pigs in exchange for Leo bringing back a chunk of leftover pig meat that they had failed to sell at the market later that day. Because they normally tossed out their pig scraps anyway, Leo doubted that Father or Mother would notice a missing piece of pig meat.

More importantly, Leo had also managed to convince Shadowshine to start training him as a Beastcaller. Shadowshine claimed not to be a Beastcaller teacher, but Leo told him that that was fine because he just needed a person to point him in the right direction so he could find a proper mentor or teacher later on. He really just needed to know the basics, and Shadowshine was the only being he knew personally who could teach him about his Path.

So Shadowshine agreed to teach Leo everything he knew about Beastcalling that very night, which made it hard for Leo to focus on his chores and work during the day. He was so excited about finally getting to advance in his Path that he made several mistakes, which got him chewed out by Father, who apparently blamed his distraction on the trip to Castle Darkthorn the next day.

And yes, Leo was excited about that, too, though Father didn’t know why Leo was really excited: Finally, finally, finally he was getting the opportunity to become the Pathwalker he had always wanted to be and to win the respect of not just his parents but the Realm as a whole.

At midnight that night, then, while Father, Mother, and Papa were all sound asleep in their rooms, Leo got up, put on his gray robes, and sneaked out of the house without waking anyone up. A part of him felt a little bad for going behind his parents’ back like this, but another part of Leo told him that his parents would forget all about this once they saw how far Leo had progressed in his Path. Then, perhaps, they would finally be proud of him and no longer see him as the weakling they thought he was.

Thanks to their connection, it did not take Leo long at all to find Shadowshine, even in the thick darkness of the trees. It was the darkest part of the night, so Leo had taken a torch with him so he could see where he was going. Shadowshine had made a small clearing in the middle of the trees, where he was already chewing on the bone of some animal that Leo could not identify.

“What are you eating?” asked Leo as he stepped into the clearing, a puzzled frown on his face as he raised his torch. “I thought we agreed that I would need to bring you food.”

Shadowshine stopped gnawing on his bone long enough to look up at Leo with an offended look. “I am no defenseless pup still suckling at my mother’s teat. I can take care of myself just fine. I simply could not wait until tonight for food, so I went out and spent the day hunting in this forest. There’s not much to eat out here, but I managed to find a fat dirt rat that is quite filling.”

Leo bit his lower lip. “My apologies, honorable Shadowshine. I did not mean to imply that you required my help to survive. I am glad that you have managed to survive on your own.”

“I would be a terrible Tooth Claw Tribe member if I required the aid of a human for basic sustenance,” said Shadowshine. “What would my ancestor, Darkspark the Great, think if he learned that I needed human aid to survive?”

Leo scratched the back of his neck. “Does that mean you don’t want to be my Familiar anymore?”

Shadowshine shook his head. Rising to his feet, the bone of the dirt rat at his feet, Shadowshine said, “You do not understand. Being a Familiar does not mean being a pet or slave. It means being your partner—working together with you as equals, which underlies the entire concept of Beastcalling and makes it different from the other Paths that humans like you follow.”

Leo frowned. “What does that mean?”

Shadowshine sighed. “First, give me the food you promised. Then I will explain.”

After all of that hubbub about hunting for himself and not relying on humans for food, Leo found the demand for his pig meat a bit hypocritical, but he decided he did not need to antagonize Shadowshine further. Leo tossed Shadowshine the pig meat, which the Outer Wolf snatched up before it even hit the ground and started chewing on it, a content look on his face.

With a few more chews, Shadowshine swallowed the pig meat and licked his lips. “I knew those pigs would taste good. Do you have more meat?”

Leo folded his arms across his chest and looked Shadowshine straight in the eye. “Not until you explain what you meant about Beastcalling, honorable Shadowshine. Or have you already forgotten our agreement?”

Shadowshine nodded, though he looked a little disappointed. “I have not forgotten, Leo. It’s just been a long time since I last ate so well. In fact, the last time I ate this well was before the Unbeasts wiped out my tribe.”

Shadowshine’s eyes took on a distant look, as if he was reliving his old memories. The pain and longing on his face was shockingly human, so much so that Leo almost forgot that he was an Outer Wolf.

“I am sorry for the loss of your family,” Leo said. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Shadowshine suddenly shook his head again, and the pain and longing in his eyes was gone, replaced by his usual prideful glare. “Talking is useless. Action is the only thing that matters.”

Leo pursed his lips. He was curious about Shadowshine’s tribe and family, as well as the exact circumstances surrounding their deaths.

But Leo, knowing that forcing Shadowshine to do anything he did not want to do was an exercise in futility, rubbed his hands together and said, “All right. We can discuss Beastcalling, then, unless you think that talking about that is useless, too.”

Shadowshine tilted his head to the side. “How do you know so little about your own Path? Do you not have a teacher or mentor to guide you?”

Leo shook his head. “No. In my village—really, in the Realm in general—Beastcalling is seen as a weak Path for weak people. One would think that the ability to communicate with animals would be considered a useful skill, but because it cannot be forced, it is seen as useless.”

Shadowshine huffed. “You humans and your desire to control everything is behind so many of the world’s problems. Why, I would bet that even the Unbeasts are at least partly your responsibility.”

Leo scowled. “How so? Most humans don’t even know that the Unbeasts exist.”

Shadowshine shook his head again. “Never mind. We are getting off topic. Anyway, I see you understand at least one thing about your Path: It cannot be forced.”

Shadowshine started pacing back and forth in front of Leo. He got the impression the Outer Wolf simply disliked staying still. “In the other Paths that you humans walk, each gives you control over a different aspect of the natural world. Fire Sages can bend fire to their will, Aqua Archons dominate anything liquid, Terra Wardens force the earth to twist and shift according to their desires, and so forth.”

Leo nodded. He knew all this already but did not want to interrupt Shadowshine. He could sense that Shadowshine was getting to the point.

Not for the first time, however, Leo wondered how Shadowshine knew so much about Pathwalking. Shadowshine gave the impression that his familiarity with humans was fairly shallow and limited, yet he was describing the various Paths like he was a master Pathwalker himself.

He must have a very interesting past, thought Leo. Unfortunately, I don’t think he is going to share it with me anytime soon.

Shadowshine stopped and stared at Leo. “But Beastcalling is different from the other Paths. Rather than the strength to force your will on the natural world, it requires humility. The Beastcaller must treat the beasts not as tools but as friends and allies. Do you know why that is, Leo?”

Caught off guard by Shadowshine’s sudden question, Leo stuttered, “Um… no, I don’t.”

Shadowshine sighed heavily. “You are even more ignorant than I thought. Very well. The answer is that animals, such as myself, have wills of our own. Unlike fire, water, earth, or any other natural or unnatural aspects of the world, animals are living beings. Some of us are every bit as smart as you humans, some even more so, but many are not. Yet one thing we all have in common is that we all have wills—some, of course, stronger than others.”

Leo stroked his chin, thinking through the implications of Shadowshine’s statement. “That makes a lot of sense and jells with my limited experience with Beastcalling. I can see how animals are indeed different from the elements of the natural world.”

“As you should,” said Shadowshine with another huff, his ears pointing forward. “Humans think of themselves as the only beings who have wills or thoughts of their own, which is why so many humans view Beastcalling as weak. It is not weak. It simply requires changing one’s views and attitudes toward non-human creatures like me.”

Leo stood up a little straighter, feeling pretty pleased with himself. “Well, I can certainly say that I have never treated animals that way. In fact, I’ve always liked animals more than other people.”

“Is that why you are still a Level 1 Beastcaller?” questioned Shadowshine. He suddenly walked up to Leo, staring down at Leo with an unimpressed look in his eyes. “Because you ‘like’ animals more than other humans?”

Leo hesitated, partly due to Shadowshine’s terrible odor, partly due to how intimidated he felt by the Outer Wolf’s sheer presence. “Well, I⁠—”

“It doesn’t matter.” Shadowshine turned around and walked back over to the bones in the center of the clearing. “Only one human has ever successfully reached the peak of Beastcalling. I shouldn’t expect you to be like him.”

Leo perked up. “What do you mean that only one human has ever reached the ‘peak’ of Beastcalling? I’ve only ever heard that Beastcallers stay at Level 1 for their whole lives and that none have ever reached greatness or done anything noteworthy.”

Shadowshine gazed over his shoulder at Leo, frowning. “Who told you that?”

“Mostly Father,” admitted Leo, “but⁠—”

“Then your father is an ignorant man,” said Shadowshine without hesitation. “I would not listen to him. He sounds like he knows less than nothing about anything outside his narrow scope of expertise.”

Leo gulped. “Father can be a harsh man, but he still wants what is best for me.”

“That is assuming he knows what is best for you,” said Shadowshine. “If your father does not know about the true potential of being a Beastcaller, then how can he know what is best for you?”

Leo did not have an answer for that. He found it very difficult to speak so disrespectfully of Father, even if there was some truth to Shadowshine’s words.

Shadowshine didn’t seem interested in hearing his answer, anyway, as the Outer Wolf resumed pacing back and forth in front of Leo. “To answer your question, the master Beastcaller lived many ages ago, long before even your Papa was born. According to the legends among my people, the master Beastcaller was said to have come from a faraway land to fight and defeat a great evil. It is said that he needed the aid of the Outer Wolves—specifically, the Tooth Claw Tribe—to defeat this evil. And once he did, we gave him the title of Alpha Walker due to his actions saving our tribe from utter annihilation.”

Leo sucked in a deep breath, barely able to contain his excitement. “This Alpha Walker… what could he do, exactly, at the peak of his power? Could he talk to animals?”

Shadowshine cocked his head to the side as if thinking hard. “It varies from legend to legend, but talking to animals was the least impressive of his skills. Some said he could use the unique skills and abilities of different species, while a few say he could merge with animals to achieve even greater power… and very, very few say that he could even create entirely new creatures from scratch.”

Leo felt his breath catch in his lungs. “He could create life? How?”

“No one knows,” said Shadowshine. He stopped pacing and, picking up one of the dirt rat’s bones, snapped it in two in his mouth before chewing on it. “But if I had to guess, he likely used the mana that all Beastcallers use whenever they channel the skills of their Path.”

Leo, his heart racing, said, “And what mana is that?”

Shadowshine gave Leo a shocked look. “You don’t even know what mana your Path uses? Your ignorance truly knows no depths.”

Leo felt a little embarrassed but did not let that stop him from taking an eager step forward. “Please tell me what mana my Path uses. Is it fire mana? Water mana, perhaps? That would make sense, seeing as water is the building block of all life, but air mana or potentially even plant mana could be good candidates as⁠—”

“Please stop talking,” said Shadowshine. “Your ignorance is embarrassing even me, and there is no one around to laugh at us.”

Leo rubbed his hands together eagerly. “Then what kind of mana is it?”

Shadowshine met Leo’s eyes without hesitation. “The most fundamental mana of them all: life mana.”


Chapter
Nineteen



Now Leo was sure that Shadowshine was messing with him, yet at the same time, he desperately wanted to believe his statement. “Life mana? Please, by the name of every divine being in the heavens, please tell me you are joking about that.”

Shadowshine scowled. “If I had a sense of humor, you would have seen it already. So no, I am not joking. You must learn to control life mana if you want to progress in your Path as a Beastcaller.”

Leo rubbed his forehead, trying to wrap his head around this idea. “But… life mana is life itself. No one has been able to control it.”

That was true. Or it was true as far as Leo knew and had always been told.

But as I am starting to learn, perhaps not everything I was told was entirely accurate, thought Leo as he considered what else Shadowshine had already taught him about his Path.

Shadowshine nodded. “That is partly true. Life mana is indeed the stuff of life, even more so than water, air, or food. The other Paths do not grant their Pathwalkers access to it. Only Paths that allow the Pathwalker to control plants come close, and even then, plant mana is very different from life mana. That is probably why you have been told it is impossible to control, even though it is most definitely not.”

Leo rubbed the sweat off his forehead because, even though it was the dead of the night, it was still quite warm outside. “Honestly, I was under the impression that life mana and other manas were all the same. After all, mana underlies everything. By accessing the mana of a particular thing, you can then control, manipulate, and even dominate it. That is how Paths work.”

Shadowshine gave Leo an impressed look. “So you do know some things, after all. Who taught you that?”

Leo bit his lower lip and looked at his feet. “No one. Even though I’ve been denied the basic training that all Pathwalkers get, I have still done everything I can to learn as much as I can. I’ve read books, overheard training lessons, observed how other Pathwalkers practice their Paths, and so much more. I have a lot of knowledge but little practical use in it.”

Shadowshine chuckled, which sounded a bit like a grunt coming from the Outer Wolf. “That is actually encouraging to hear. I had been worried that you were too ignorant even to teach, but it seems that you have the basic foundations of Pathwalking under your belt. That should make it easier for you to learn how to control life mana.”

Leo raised his head, excitement rising within him again. “But I still don’t understand. How do I control life mana if Beastcalling, done properly, is about coexisting with life?”

Shadowshine sighed. “Control is probably not the right word to use to describe how you are supposed to use life mana, but I cannot think of a better one right now. It’s more like you are letting life mana flow through you, which will, in turn, make you more attractive to animals.”

Leo grimaced. “I am not sure I want to be attractive to animals.”

Shadowshine growled. “Not like that. What I mean is that… ugh, how to put this in words you will understand? It seems so obvious to me that I can’t even find the words to describe it.”

Leo got on his hands and knees and bowed before Shadowshine, inhaling the scent of the dry grass and earth under his feet, though he still held up the torch with one hand to avoid dropping it. “Please, honorable Shadowshine, do your best. I will do my best to grasp whatever concepts you are trying to teach me. I really just want to learn how to become a better Beastcaller, no matter what.”

“Fine,” said Shadowshine. “Please stop bowing before me. It’s embarrassing.”

Leo raised his head to look up at Shadowshine, who did indeed appear slightly embarrassed by Leo’s behavior. Sitting up, Leo said, “Sorry. So you were saying that life mana makes Beastcallers more, er, ‘attractive’ to animals.”

As Leo said that, he heard a buzzing sound in his ear and looked to see a big fly buzzing around the fire of his torch. Annoyed, Leo swatted the fly out of the air. Or tried to, as the fly simply zipped out of the way of his hand without hesitation.

Shadowshine suddenly let out a bark. “That’s it!”

Leo, startled, almost dropping the torch before looking at Shadowshine in alarm, his heart hammering in his chest. “What is?”

Shadowshine gestured with his nose at Leo’s torch. “Your relationship with animals should be similar to how insects treat bright lights. They are attracted to the light, which in turn makes them more pliable. And that, in turn, makes them more likely to want to help or serve you in some way.”

Leo furrowed his brow. “I am a torch?”

Shadowshine pawed at the dirt, obviously both agitated and excited. “Let me explain. Every living creature under the heavens has life mana flowing through them. From the smallest insect to the greatest dragon, everything has life mana. That includes humans like you.”

Leo nodded. “I know that already. What does this have to do with Beastcalling?”

Shadowshine licked his lips. “What makes Beastcallers different from other humans is that you are practically glowing with life mana. Even a Level 1 Beastcaller like you is brighter than the average human from the perspective of an animal like me.”

“Animals can see life mana?” asked Leo in surprise. “Now that is something I did not know.”

“Not directly,” said Shadowshine. “But we can tell when a human has a little or a lot of life mana. Most humans are fairly dim, as they only have enough life mana to sustain themselves, which makes them easy to ignore. But Beastcallers like you are more like bright lights in absolute darkness, drawing our attention and making us trust and like you more.”

Leo rubbed his forehead, ignoring the buzzing fly around his ears as several things suddenly clicked into place in his mind. “Is that why animals have always liked me more than other people? Because of my ambient life mana?”

“Yes,” said Shadowshine, who sounded pleased that Leo was finally starting to catch on. “Even animals with the lowest intelligence can tell when a human is overflowing with life mana. And you, Leo Stormrider, are shining with it. That’s what drew me to you in the first place.”

Leo frowned. “I seem to recall that you tried to kill me the first time we met, at least until I removed the black needle from your paw.”

Which I will need to bring to Castle Darkthorn tomorrow to prove that the Unbeasts are a threat, he thought. Without the Unbeast blood, that is our best bet at convincing the Minor Realm Lord of the danger the Unbeasts pose to the Realm as a whole.

Shadowshine snorted. “Only because I was hurt and afraid. Not to mention that you and your fellow raiders were trying to kill me first. It was only when I noticed the glow of your body that I stopped myself. If I had not noticed your life mana aura, I would have never let you touch my paw, much less remove the needle from it.”

Leo nodded. “I see. So I have a life mana aura that animals can see? Does it look like a light or something?”

Shadowshine growled in frustration and pawed at the dirt. “It’s hard to put into words. It’s like a light, but not exactly. I wish you humans could see it, but I doubt you ever will. For whatever reason, humans cannot see life mana the same way we animals can.”

“But could a master Beastcaller see it?” asked Leo excitedly. “Such as the Alpha Walker from your tribe’s legends?”

Shadowshine rolled his shoulders in what Leo assumed was meant to be the Outer Wolf equivalent of a shrug. “Possibly, but I do not recall any of the legends stating that. It is certainly a possibility, though probably not until the higher levels.”

A big grin spread across Leo’s face. “This is so amazing. Now that I know about this life mana aura, how do I practice channeling it?”

“Are you sure you want to start practicing right away?” asked Shadowshine uncertainly. “It is rather late for you, especially given how long of a trip you have tomorrow.”

“I don’t care,” said Leo. He rose to his feet, clutching the torch in his hand. “I am very far behind my peers in their Path. If I don’t start training right away, I will never catch up to them. Never mind the threat of the Unbeasts, which will require as many Pathwalkers to deal with as possible. I want to learn, and I want to learn now.”

Shadowshine appeared genuinely taken aback by Leo’s passion. Even Leo was momentarily taken aback by the words tumbling out of his mouth like a waterfall, yet he meant every one of them.

Because Leo was weak. Weaker, anyway, than his peers, though he knew that even his peers were not that strong in the grand scheme of things. If Leo was to ever make something of himself, he had to take every opportunity the heavens offered to him, no matter what the consequences might be for him personally.

Leo tried to find the words to communicate that to Shadowshine, but he found it damn near impossible. So he opened up his connection to Shadowshine, channeling his hope, his desperation, and his desire to the Outer Wolf.

Finally, Shadowshine nodded slowly. “When we first met, Leo, I did not think you really had what it takes to be a master Beastcaller. But now, I am starting to think that you may have more potential than even you realize.”

Leo felt his heart leap into his throat. “Perhaps enough to become as powerful as the Alpha Walker himself?”

Shadowshine gave Leo a short growl. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Although I can certainly teach you the basics of Beastcalling, you will have to find a true teacher or mentor to help you achieve your fullest potential.”

Leo felt his spirits sink. “But there are no other powerful Beastcallers in Arinthia. If there are any other Beastcallers in the Realm, then they are probably as weak and ignorant as I am.”

“I never said you needed another Beastcaller to teach you,” said Shadowshine. “After all, I am technically not a Beastcaller, but I can still teach you. You just need to find someone of a higher level than you, even if they are on a completely different Path than you, to help you learn how to more efficiently channel your life mana.”

Now Leo’s hopes were rising again. “Someone such as Lord Calavian Darkthorn, perhaps?”

Shadowshine shrugged. “Maybe. Do you know him?”

Leo shook his head. “No. I’ve never even met the man. But I’ve heard about how powerful he is. And once he learns about the threat of the Unbeasts, maybe, just maybe, he will want to take me on as his apprentice, especially if I tell him what you have told me about the potential of Beastcalling.”

Shadowshine gave Leo a slightly weary yet amused look. “You are the most ambitious human I have ever met, do you know that?”

Leo felt his face burn with embarrassment. “Apologies, most honorable Shadowshine. I did not intend to boast or speak out of line.”

Shadowshine barked a laugh. “No, I like it, actually. It’s very Outer Wolf-like behavior. Perhaps you were an Outer Wolf in a past life.”

“A past life?”

Shadowshine wagged his tail. “Sure. My people believe in reincarnation. Every time an Outer Wolf dies, so the stories go, they do not really die. Their spirit simply manifests as a different creature. Sometimes they come back as another Outer Wolf, but they can come back as other animals, plants… even humans.”

Leo scratched the side of his face. “What an odd belief. I am not sure I have ever been anything but human, though, whether in this life or past lives.”

Shadowshine bared his teeth in an expression that Leo recognized as an Outer Wolf’s way of smiling. “Regardless, I say you have the spirit of an Outer Wolf, and how good of an Outer Wolf would I be if I did not help a fellow Outer Wolf become stronger? Now sit down, Leo, and do exactly as I say. Your training as a Beastcaller starts… now.”


Chapter
Twenty



“Leo?” came Papa’s voice, sounding distant for some reason. “Leo, I’m talking to you.”

Leo snapped out of his daze and looked at Papa, who was walking right beside him on the border road. “What did you say, Papa?”

Papa frowned. “I was asking you if you were hungry and wanted to stop for lunch. Everyone else is ready for a break.”

Leo blinked. It took him a few seconds to process what Papa had just said. “Oh, right. I guess we can stop. A break sounds really good right about now, actually.”

As Leo said that, he suddenly yawned very loudly and almost stumbled over a rock in the road. Catching himself at the last minute, Leo straightened up and dusted himself off, even as he heard someone snickering behind him.

“That’s a Beastcaller for you,” said Frederic’s snide voice from behind Leo. “He was probably talking to the flies buzzing around his head or something.”

Leo threw an annoyed glare over his shoulder at Frederic, who, unlike himself, was riding on the cart being drawn by oxen next to his father, Councilman Egar. “I don’t remember asking you for your opinion, Frederic.”

“Boys, boys,” interjected Councilman Egar before Frederic could respond. He wrapped an arm around his son’s shoulders and leaned toward Leo. “No need to bicker among yourselves now. After all, we are almost to Element City. If we are going to be meeting with the Minor Realm Lord, then I want both of you to be on your best behavior. Do you understand that?”

Frederic mumbled a halfhearted yes while Leo nodded and said, “Yes, Councilman, we understand.”

Councilman Egar nodded in satisfaction. “Good. The Minor Realm Lord will likely already be predisposed to see us as a bunch of superstitious country bumpkins. Let’s not give him a reason to think that we are not worth his time or attention through our disrespectful bickering and behavior.”

As arrogant as Councilman Egar could be sometimes, Leo had to admit that his advice was a good reminder of what they had already discussed before leaving the village that morning. Besides, Leo was too tired to get into a squabble with Frederic. He had more important things to do, like practicing the breathing technique that Shadowshine had taught him the night before to help him train his life mana.

Papa nodded. “Egar has a good point, but you do seem really tired for some reason, Leo. Did you not sleep well last night?”

Leo, whose thoughts had already drifted back to his training session with Shadowshine the previous night, shook his head and looked at Papa. “What? I mean, yes. I guess I was so excited about the trip that I just couldn’t sleep. That’s why I woke up earlier than usual, Papa, so I could get ready for the journey.”

Papa stroked his beard, a slightly concerned look on his face. “I understand, but it’s important for a young man your age to get a good night’s sleep every night. You youngsters might be able to do without that much sleep right now, but trust me, it will catch up to you eventually, and then you’ll wish you had listened to your Papa more. Or at least, that’s what my grandfather told me.” He winked. “And look how I turned out.”

Leo couldn’t help but grin when Papa said that, even if he was still quite tired.

Leo had stayed up far too late last night, not because he was excited about the trip to Element City, though he certainly was, but because he had gotten so caught up in his training session with Shadowshine that he had lost track of time. If it hadn’t been for Shadowshine noticing how exhausted Leo had been after a few hours, Leo likely would have fallen asleep right there in the forest.

Fortunately, Leo had managed to sneak back into the house and get a few hours of sleep in his bed before his parents woke him up and sent him off with Papa, Councilman Egar, Frederic, and a handful of other prominent men and their sons to Element City, where Castle Darkthorn was. This included a few Level 2 Swordmasters, Pathwalkers who specialized in using swords and other bladed weapons for both offense and defense. The Swordmasters would act as bodyguards for their little caravan, because although the trip to Element City was much safer than going through the Outer Wastes, rogues and bandits could still be a significant threat.

Of course, Leo wasn’t afraid of any attackers because he knew that if his life or the lives of the other people in his caravan were ever in danger, Shadowshine would show up and protect them. And Leo doubted that most rogues or bandits wanted to deal with the consequences of attacking a caravan protected by a Familiar, especially if that Familiar was a huge, easily angered Outer Wolf. Granted, that would mean that the rest of the caravan would learn about Shadowshine, but Leo considered that far better than getting attacked and robbed by bandits.

The Outer Wolf was not hiding in his shadow today because he couldn’t stay in it very long. Instead, Shadowshine was following them from a distance, without anyone but Leo noticing. Actually, even Leo could not see or hear Shadowshine nearby, although he sensed his presence almost as clearly as if Shadowshine were right behind him. That was part of having a Familiar, and a comforting part as well, Leo thought—it gave him a sense of security knowing that Shadowshine was never too far away from him.

As for why Leo had not told Papa about his training with Shadowshine, that was because he was still a little worried that Papa might not approve. Although Papa was far more supportive of Leo than Father or Mother had ever been, Leo was still concerned that Papa might not agree with his quest to advance in his Path. Silly though it may seem, Leo wanted to wait until he’d reached Level 2 before telling Papa.

That will be a good surprise, thought Leo, smiling slightly as he yawned. Showing Papa how I’ve grown as a Beastcaller will undoubtedly make him and my parents far more supportive of my Path, as well as of my relationship with Shadowshine.

But it was not merely staying up late that had made Leo more tired than he normally was. The training session itself had been intense. Or, at least, it had seemed that way to Leo, who, due to his status as a Beastcaller, had never participated in a proper Path training session at all. He’d watched some of his peers train in their Paths, sure, but as Leo had learned the hard way last night, watching something and actively participating in it were two very different things.

The training session had required Leo to sit down and actively draw on the life mana around him via a certain breathing technique that Shadowshine had taught him. According to Shadowshine, a Beastcaller could only progress in their Path by drawing life mana into their body, and the best way to do that was by breathing correctly. Life mana was apparently in the air all around you if you knew where to look, so this was the easiest and quickest method to obtain life mana for a Level 1 Beastcaller. Shadowshine had implied there were different methods for obtaining life mana at higher levels but told Leo not to worry about it.

One might think that simply sitting and breathing would not make one so tired or be difficult, but one would also be wrong. The breathing technique was counterintuitive, to say the least, and every time Leo got it wrong, he had to start over again. Plus, it required that Leo sit and meditate while being as still as possible, which was difficult given how much Leo liked to move.

And then there was the drawing of life mana into himself. Leo had definitely gained some life mana last night, though due to his lack of skill in cultivating it, it was a pitiful amount that did not bring Leo much closer to his dream of being a Level 2 Beastcaller. Actively drawing life mana into his soul and integrating it into his body turned out to take far more effort, both mentally and physically, than he’d first expected.

Which, apparently, had nothing to do with life mana. It was simply that Leo was completely “out of shape,” so to speak, when it came to drawing life mana. Unlike his peers, who all had anywhere from three to five years of practice drawing the mana of their Paths into their souls, Leo had had no practice whatsoever. Leo suspected that his first training session would have gone a lot better last night if he’d been properly trained by his parents in the art of drawing mana like other kids his age.

Even so, Shadowshine had seemed pleased with his progress and informed him that this first session had gone as well as could be hoped, given how Leo was a complete novice. He did rib Leo a little, however, telling him that he knew Outer Wolf pups who could channel mana better than he could.

At least Shadowshine had promised to train Leo further, though only after Leo had mastered the breathing technique he was supposed to be practicing. Fortunately for Leo, the technique was one he could practice anytime and anywhere, without anyone else even being aware of it.

So Leo had taken to practicing his breathing technique along their journey to Element City, the capital city of the West Leaf province and home to Castle Darkthorn, where Minor Realm Lord Calavian Darkthorn lived and ruled. Already, the breathing technique was becoming more and more natural to Leo, though he still felt like he had a long way to go before it became as natural as his normal breathing.

I can’t complain or give up, though, thought Leo as he walked, keeping his gaze on the road ahead, clutching his walking stick. Shadowshine is still my best—really, only—way forward to becoming a master Beastcaller. And I am going to need all the power I can get if I am to not only win the respect of my parent, but also protect Arinthia from the Unbeasts.

Speaking of the Unbeasts, Leo had asked Shadowshine earlier if he had seen or heard any hints as to the current location of the Unbeasts before they’d left Lavins this morning, and Shadowshine had said no. Shadowshine had alerted Leo to two individuals who had followed him and Papa out into the Outer Wastes when they’d disposed of the Wastes hawk’s body, but Leo had not been worried about them. Whoever they were and whatever interest they had in the Outer Wastes as their business. Leo had more important things to worry about, especially since Shadowshine had not sensed any overt hostility from them.

In any case, Leo was looking forward to visiting Element City. As the capital of West Leaf, Element City was the largest city in the province. According to Papa, the city had been so named because it had been founded by a Fire Sage, an Aqua Archon, a Terra Warden, and an Aero Archmage over a thousand years ago, during the Bronze Era, shortly after the founding of the nation of Arinthia. According to the stories Leo had heard, Element City quickly established itself as a place where Pathwalkers who wanted to control the elements could go and study. It was even home to the Elemental Academy, where Elemental Pathwalkers could enroll to advance and deepen their understanding of their Paths.

Not that Leo had ever visited Element City himself. He’d spent his whole life in Lavins, far away from any major city, so he didn’t quite know what to expect. Papa and Father had both visited Element City at various points in their youth, but it had been long ago, so they had told him that things had probably changed quite a bit since then.

Leo had been worried that Father would not allow him to go on the journey because of his original promise to work off the cost of repairing Stormrider, the family spear. But apparently, that had been one of the things the Council of Lavins had discussed with Father. In the end, he had agreed to take on Leo’s chores while he and Papa were away, as well as hire some of the neighbors’ children to help when he needed it. Father would continue to sell Leo’s livestock for him, but rather than set aside a portion of the proceeds for Leo’s personal use, he would take the money and put it toward the fund designated for the repair of Stormrider.

Leo still felt bad about having broken Stormrider and having to go through all of this, but he knew it couldn’t have gone any differently than it had. And that wasn’t the only reason Father had chosen to stay home rather than accompany them on the trip to Element City. Element City apparently had some bad memories for Father that he did not want to discuss. So Leo had promised that he would get back to doing his chores as soon as they returned from Element City, and Father had accepted that. He was obviously still not happy about Leo leaving, even if it was for a very good reason, but the Council had decided that since Leo had been the first person to discover the Unbeast threat, he should be part of the envoy to warn the Minor Realm Lord about the threat they posed. It helped that Leo had been put in charge of handling the evidence for the Unbeasts’ existence, including one of the wings of the Wastes hawk and the black needle that Leo had removed from Shadowshine’s paw. The wing was wrapped in a thick blanket and tied to Leo’s back, while the needle was in the inner right pocket of his gray robes. Both would be necessary to prove to Minor Realm Lord Darkthorn that the Unbeast threat was real.

Leo was still annoyed about losing the Unbeast blood. He’d checked his room after getting home from the Council meeting but still failed to find even a hint of what had happened to it. Whatever happened to the Unbeast blood was perhaps unimportant in the grand scheme of things, however, as Leo was sure that they had more than enough proof to persuade the Minor Realm Lord of the seriousness of the threat.

“Are we going to stop for lunch now?” asked Frederic, his high-pitched, annoying voice breaking Leo out of his thoughts. “I thought we had all agreed to do that.”

Leo looked over his shoulder at Frederic in annoyance. “Why are you so hungry? You’ve just been sitting in your cart.”

“Again, boys, stop your bickering, the both of you,” said Councilman Egar with a wave of his hand. “Please try to act your age for once. As for lunch, we just need to find a safe spot to set up camp, and then we can eat.”

Leo nodded, frowning as he did his best to ignore the dirty stench rising from the oxen pulling Councilman Egar’s cart. “Setting up camp? Are we going to stop already? It’s just mid-day.”

“Only long enough to eat,” said Councilman Egar. He gestured down the road. “Fortunately, it shouldn’t take us more than another day, at most, before we reach Element City. After lunch, we will keep going until evening and then set up camp for the night.”

Leo nodded again. That sounded like a reasonable plan to him. Although Element City seemed far away, it wasn’t farther than a two- or three-day journey on foot, faster if you used a cart or rode a pack animal.

Of course, that did not account for animal or bandit attacks, or the weather refusing to cooperate. So far, however, the weather had been gorgeous, if a bit warm, with nothing but blue skies, a few white clouds, and the sun itself shining overhead. Nor had they run into any other travelers, though that was not surprising seeing as not too many people traveled from Element City to Lavins.

But once news about the Unbeasts spread, maybe we will have more people coming to visit us, thought Leo. Or at least the Minor Realm Lord will have to send some Pathwalkers to deal with the Unbeasts.

Councilman Egar suddenly pointed to a spot just off the road up ahead. “Why don’t we pull over there and eat? Lunch will probably just be sandwiches, though we also have water bottles for drinking.”

“Sounds good to me,” said Leo as he rubbed his stomach. “Any food or water will taste good at this⁠—”

Leo! Shadowshine said, his voice suddenly echoing in Leo’s head. I just got attacked by an Unbeast!

Leo almost responded aloud when Shadowshine said that, but he managed to remember to mentally say, What? An Unbeast? Where are you?

Behind that hill to your left, Shadowshine said. And it didn’t come alone, but I can’t stop both it and its friend, which is coming for you and your caravan.

What’s coming for us? Leo asked. Shadowshine? Shadowshine?

But Shadowshine did not respond to any of Leo’s questions, no matter how insistently he asked them. That worried Leo greatly. If Shadowshine was in danger, then that meant they were all about to be in grave danger themselves.

“Leo, what’s wrong?” asked Papa. “You look worried for some reason. Did you see something?”

Snapping out of his thoughts, Leo looked at Papa urgently and said, “No, but Shadowshine just⁠—”

Leo did not get to finish his sentence before a loud roar nearby interrupted him. The roar shook Leo to his core and forced the caravan to come to a stop as everyone looked for the source of it, their heads whipping in every direction.

“What the hell was that?” asked Councilman Egar, pulling on the sleeves of his robes as he, Frederic, and the man driving the oxen looked around. “It sounded like a monster.”

Frederic suddenly pointed at the hill to their left. “There! I see something.”

Everyone followed Frederic’s finger to see what he was pointing at.

And standing on the hill was a monstrosity straight out of Leo’s worst nightmares.
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The monster resembled an ape of some sort, though something was deeply off about its appearance. Its thick gray fur was matted with what looked like black blood, and its orange eyes glowed from inside its sockets like light from a hollowed-out skull. Its massive fists, covered in black sores, rested on the ground as it ground its teeth together.

And it was staring down at all of them, empty orange eyes gradually brightening with hate.

“It’s an Unbeast!” said Leo in alarm.

“An Unbeast?” sneered Frederic. “That’s not possible, idiot. The Unbeasts are supposed to only be in the Outer Wastes. No way an Unbeast could have gotten this far into the Realm without anyone noticing, even in an out-of-the-way place like this.”

“It is definitely an Unbeast, young Frederic,” said Papa, who had already drawn the knife at his side, even though it probably wouldn’t do much good in a fight against the ape-like Unbeast. “And a dangerous-looking one at that. It looks just like the Wastes hawk that Leo and I killed.”

“I think that Elder Stormrider is probably correct about this one, Frederic,” said Councilman Egar, nervously pulling at the collar of his blue robes. “That thing does not look natural.”

That was the understatement of the year in Leo’s opinion. The ape looked like it had walked straight out of the nightmares of a particularly disturbed individual. It reminded him heavily of the Wastes hawk, down to the gray, decaying fur to its orange eyes. It may have been a normal creature at one point, but clearly, the corruption of the Unbeasts had already turned it into a mockery of itself.

Fortunately, the Swordmasters who had been assigned to protect the caravan immediately went into position. Drawing their glowing, humming blades, the Swordmasters formed a loose half-circle around the caravan, pointing their blades at the Unbeast, which had still not moved. Even with the Swordmasters protecting them, Leo drew his own knife and noticed, with a pang of jealousy, that Frederic had already summoned a fireball in his hand, and the nervous-looking Councilman Egar was apparently feeling relaxed enough to draw on his water mana, causing his hands to glow a soft blue color.

The Unbeast, again, did not move. It seemed to be searching them for some reason, as if looking for something, but Leo could not fathom what it might have been looking for.

Mostly, Leo was concerned about Shadowshine. Although Shadowshine was a powerful creature who was more than capable of taking care of himself in a fight, it disturbed Leo that he had already lost contact with him. Maybe Shadowshine was too busy taking care of the Unbeast’s partner to respond, but regardless, Leo felt very vulnerable without his Familiar there to back them up.

Especially when the Unbeast standing on the hill fixed its eyes on him, snarled, and then rolled down the hill like a ball.

“What the—?” said Councilman Egar in shock. “Why is it rolling?”

“It’s a rolling ape,” said Papa in realization. “Another creature from the Outer Wastes.”

“I know what those are!” said Leo, glad, at least, that he could contribute to the conversation. “Rolling apes are ape-like creatures who generally travel alone but aren’t afraid to attack groups of prey. They are so called for their preferred attack strategy, which is to get on a steep incline, roll into a ball, and strike groups of prey, scattering them and allowing the ape to easily pick off prey individually. I never thought I’d see one in real life.”

“It’s coming fast!” yelled Frederic, his eyes wide with fear.

Councilman Egar took a deep breath and smiled suddenly. “Not to worry! Our Swordmasters form an impenetrable defense. If this creature thinks we are prey to eat, it is about to get a very rude awakening.”

Unfortunately, it was not the rolling ape that got the rude awakening; rather, it was Leo’s caravan.

As the rolling ape gained momentum, its body started glowing with a strange red aura. Flames suddenly exploded along its back, and the Swordmasters raised their glowing blades, perhaps to cast a barrier spell of some sort.

They were far, far too slow.

The rolling ape barreled straight through the semicircle of Swordmasters, smashing and breaking swords and armor, sending the Swordmasters themselves flying in every direction with screams and yells.

The rolling ape did not stop or slow down. It was coming straight for Leo, Papa, Frederic, Councilman Egar, and their cart.

Leo immediately shoved Papa out of the way, but this had the unfortunate side effect of putting Leo himself directly in the rolling ape’s path. Falling onto the ground, Leo could only watch in horror as the rolling ape shot toward him like a runaway boulder down a hill, and feel the ground shake underneath him as the ape’s massive body drew closer.

Suddenly, a fireball flew past Leo’s head and struck the rolling ape’s ball-like form. The impact of the fireball sent the rolling ape rolling off to the side, just barely avoiding the cart. The rolling ape crashed into the hill on the other side of the road, causing the Unbeast to uncurl and lay on the ground, a dazed look on its face.

His heart hammering and his mouth full of dirt from the border road, Leo looked up to see Frederic standing upright, twin fireballs dancing between his hands as he smirked at the fallen Unbeast.

“Take that, you stupid ape,” said Frederic, a satisfied smirk on his face. “That’s what you get for attacking a Level 1 Fire Sage!”

“Splendid, Frederic!” cried Councilman Egar, standing up on the cart and patting Frederic on the back. “As your father, I could not be prouder of what you just did. If not for your efforts, our entire caravan would have been utterly destroyed by that Unbeast!”

A hint of envy rose up inside Leo. He knew that Egar was prouder of Frederic than his own father was of him, but at the same time, he rarely had it rubbed in his face so much. He couldn’t even disagree with Councilman Egar’s statement, as Frederic likely had just saved the caravan from complete destruction.

At least I saved Papa, thought Leo, helping Papa to his feet. That has to count for something, right?

Papa, dusting himself off, glanced at the fallen Swordmasters around them and grimaced. “We should check on the Swordmasters. We did not escape this encounter entirely unscathed, and we need to make sure they are all okay.”

Just as Papa said that, a loud snorting sound filled the air, prompting everyone to look back in the direction of the rolling ape.

The Unbeast was back on its feet now, shaking its head while grunting and clicking like the unnatural abomination that it was. Aside from the small burn mark on its head, it looked like Frederic’s attack had not hurt it much.

Leo, however, could not feel superior about that, because that meant the Unbeast was probably angry now and would undoubtedly try to kill them next.

“How is that thing still standing?” demanded Frederic. He raised his hands higher, his fireballs spinning faster and faster. “Never mind that. I’ll just keep throwing fireballs at it until it stops moving.”

Councilman Egar, however, held up a hand toward Frederic. “No need for that, my son. This thing obviously doesn’t care about fire. Time for your old man to show off his water mana.”

Frederic scowled at Councilman Egar, but Leo was glad that the councilman was stepping in. Councilman Egar was a Level 2 Aqua Archon, after all. That made him the most powerful Pathwalker of the caravan, not counting the Swordmasters, though they had already been taken out. That gave Leo hope that Councilman Egar might be able to succeed where Frederic had failed.

The Unbeast had finally recovered from its crash and had turned to face the party again. Pawing at the ground with its thick fists, the Unbeast glared at them, snorting and growling. Again, there was that distinctive clicking sound that seemingly all Unbeasts made in addition to their normal animal noises, which set Leo on edge.

Councilman Egar, however, showed no fear. Stepping forward on the cart, Councilman Egar raised his glowing hands and said, “Let’s see how you handle some water knives!”

With a snap of his fingers, Councilman Egar summoned over a dozen knives out of thin air. Even though they were made out of water, Leo knew they were just as sharp as any real knife, if not more so. He’d only seen Councilman Egar’s Water Knife technique a couple of times, but he was sure it would do a number on the Unbeast.

With a yell, Councilman Egar sent the water knives flying toward the rolling ape. The Unbeast, however, immediately rolled into a ball, spinning in place for a second before shooting forward…

And smashing straight through the water knives.

This time, no one had the chance to react. The rolling ape smashed straight through the cart and would have gotten Leo and Papa if they had not jumped out of the way in time. Landing roughly on the ground, Leo heard loud braying and looked up to see the oxen who had been pulling the cart—now free thanks to the cart being in splinters—rushing down the road, away from the Unbeast, as fast as they could.

As for the passengers in the cart, none of them looked great. Frederic and Councilman Egar lay on the border road, clearly unconscious from being sent flying and having fallen down onto the road. The other cart behind the main one had been knocked over, and its passengers had also been knocked out, sprawled along the ground in various states of injury. The oxen that had been pulling that cart had also broken free and had run off the road into the wilderness.

All in all, from what Leo could see, the Unbeast had effectively destroyed their entire caravan without breaking a sweat. And even if no one had died yet as far as Leo could tell, they were not safe just yet.

A clicking sound to his left made Leo whip his head that way. The Unbeast had rolled to a stop just off the border road, standing on its hind legs, glaring directly at him. That made it clear to Leo that he was definitely the Unbeast’s main target, though why, he did not know.

Does it really matter right now? Leo thought, struggling to his feet. Where did my knife go?

Leo had drawn his knife when the Unbeast first appeared, but now that he was looking for it, Leo couldn’t find it anywhere. He must have dropped it after the Unbeast destroyed the cart.

Not that it would have done him much good anyway. If the Unbeast could destroy the swords of the Swordmasters and Councilman Egar’s water knives, a dinky little knife like his wouldn’t have done much against it.

“Leo, are you okay?” asked Papa as he pushed himself up and shook his head, his beard and hair even more disheveled than normal. “Are you all right?”

Leo nodded without taking his eyes off the Unbeast. “I am, Papa, but don’t worry about me. Get yourself out of here. The Unbeast wants me.”

The Unbeast snorted and pawed at the ground, as if to confirm Leo’s statement or perhaps try to intimidate him. It was hard to tell because his Beastcalling only worked on normal animals, and the Unbeasts were far from normal.

Papa stared at Leo with a stricken expression on his face. “And abandon you and everyone else? I know that I don’t have a Path of my own, but I’m no coward. Your father and mother would never forgive me if I abandoned you.”

Leo glared at Papa in annoyance. “Papa, I’m trying to save you. Without Shadowshine to protect us, we’re on our own. That’s why you and anyone else who’s still alive should keep going to Element City, even if that means leaving me behind.”

Papa opened his mouth, likely to disagree with Leo again, but then the Unbeast roared and rolled toward Leo once more. This time, there was no way that Leo could dodge the attack.

Suddenly, without warning, Leo saw something flash out of the corner of his eye, and the rolling ape suddenly went off course again. It shot off the road and slammed into a tree, this time hard enough to split the tree in two and send the top half tumbling to the ground. The Unbeast uncurled from its ball form and sat on the ground by the trunk of the tree, its head spinning from the impact of the crash.

More importantly, Leo saw a deep cut in its chest, black-green blood leaking out of its wound.

Was that the handiwork of one of our Swordmasters? Leo wondered. That cut sure looks like the work of sword mana, yet all of our Swordmasters are still out for the count.

“Sorry about that,” came a strong yet eager voice from down the road. “I’m still getting the hang of Sword Strike.”

Leo looked over to see that the voice had come from a man he’d never seen before.

The dark-haired man was tall and powerfully built, yet with the lean physique of a runner. Clad in silver robes, the man was obviously a Swordmaster of some sort, though Leo did not know his level. He clutched a long curved blade in his right hand, which reminded Leo of a crescent moon, and had a strange long box attached to his back.

Leo blinked at the newcomer. “Who are you?”

The newcomer grunted. “My name isn’t very important at the moment. Killing that thing, however, is.”

The Swordmaster pointed at the Unbeast with his curved blade. The Unbeast, despite the big wound in its chest, was already getting back to its feet. It touched the wound on its chest, glanced at the blood on its fingers, then glared at the Swordmaster. The Swordmaster, to his credit, didn’t appear particularly disturbed by it; he simply returned the death glare.

“Watch out,” Leo warned. “That rolling ape isn’t just a normal animal. It’s being possessed by an unnatural abomination that wants to destroy all life.”

The Swordmaster grinned at Leo’s words. “If it can be cut, it can be killed. Stay back. I don’t want collateral damage.”

Leo had no idea what the Swordmaster was about to do but decided not to get in his way and stepped aside. Papa did the same, watching the Swordmaster with even more curiosity and interest than Leo.

The Swordmaster walked toward the rolling ape, resting his curved blade on his shoulder, seemingly without a care or fear in the world. “What’s the matter, you dumb animal? You know I’m the one who hurt you. Why don’t you come at me instead of picking on these Level 1 losers?”

Leo didn’t appreciate the dig at him and the other members of their caravan, but at the same time, he realized that the Swordmaster was deliberately provoking the Unbeast. It seemed like a very unwise idea to him. Even if the mysterious Swordmaster was a higher level than all of them, that didn’t mean he could defeat the Unbeast.

But Leo did not say that aloud. He did not want to distract the Swordmaster from the Unbeast, which would be even worse than letting him provoke it. He just hoped the Swordmaster knew what he was doing.

The Unbeast, apparently, understood the Swordmaster’s words, or maybe just didn’t like his tone, because it stomped its fists on the ground and dug at the dirt with its clawed fingers. It grunted and snorted, teeth clicking, eyes shining with a dead orange light.

“Angry, aren’t you?” said the Swordmaster. He stopped. “Then come at me. I won’t even try to dodge you. I’ll make it easy for you. Do your worst.”

Now that was a bad idea if Leo had ever heard one, but before he could say that, the Unbeast roared and rolled into a sphere.

Rather than shoot toward the Swordmaster, the Unbeast started spinning in place faster and faster. Fire exploded along the Unbeast’s form, turning it into a sphere of rolling flame, but it still didn’t move. It was like it was charging its next attack, as if it wanted to make sure the Swordmaster would not survive its next strike.

The Swordmaster, however, still looked unconcerned. He didn’t even raise his crescent blade from his shoulder, appearing for all the world like he was just enjoying the gentle summer breeze.

But Leo sensed the Swordmaster’s presence shift in a way that he struggled to put into words. It felt as if the air around them was becoming… sharper, for lack of a better word.

It must be his mana at work, thought Leo, but I can’t tell what kind of mana he uses. Air mana? Sword mana? Or something else?

Whatever it was, Leo hoped it would be enough to stop the Unbeast.

The creature did not seem to notice any changes. Of course, it may have been so caught up in executing its own attack that, even if it had sensed the change in the air, it would not have been able to do anything about it. It now looked less like an animal and more like a giant, rolling fireball, its flames growing hotter and hotter every second.

And then—quite without warning—the Unbeast launched toward the Swordmaster. It practically flew across the ground, its flames leaving streaks of burnt dirt along its path.

And the Swordmaster still did not move.

Even when the Unbeast was less than a foot from his face.
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The Swordmaster raised his crescent sword and slashed at the rolling ape.

But it was not a normal slash. For a moment, the Swordmaster’s weapon seemed to explode into a thousand blades, each one slicing at the Unbeast. Additionally, the Swordmaster himself seemed to become intangible for just a moment, looking more like a ghost than a person.

Then the moment passed, and the Unbeast—still charging at full speed—rushed past the Swordmaster. Or maybe through him. Leo’s eyes found it difficult to keep up with both the movements of the Unbeast and the unnamed Swordmaster.

Rather than crash again, however, the Unbeast rolled to a stop on the other side of the road opposite the Swordmaster. Uncurling back into its normal form, the Unbeast whirled to face the Swordmaster, grunting and clicking, its muscles rippling underneath its skin.

As for the Swordmaster, he looked unharmed. He simply turned to face the Unbeast, his crescent sword still resting on his shoulder, a smirk on his face.

“His attack didn’t work?” pondered Leo.

Papa rested a hand on Leo’s shoulder, however, and said, “No. Watch.”

The Swordmaster tilted his head to the side. “What’s the matter, monster? Aren’t you going to come at me again?”

The Unbeast growled. It took one step forward…

And fell apart into a thousand pieces. Chunks of flesh, fingers, ears, tufts of fur, bone… every bit fell off like it was being finely chopped by a professional butcher. Black-green blood exploded out in every direction as its body collapsed into a pile of bone, flesh, and fur.

“He did it!” said Frederic, who Leo had not noticed had recovered from getting knocked out. “Awesome!”

Leo, however, knew that killing an Unbeast was a lot harder than that and shouted, “Swordmaster! Watch out!”

Just as Leo said that, a frog-like creature—the Unbeast itself—leaped out from its collapsing body toward the Swordmaster. A surprised look appeared on the Swordmaster’s face as the Unbeast flew toward him, but the look was only for a second before he swung his blade at it.

The Swordmaster’s crescent blade cut the Unbeast cleanly in two, sending both sides flying past him. Both halves of the Unbeast landed on the border road with a plop and immediately turned into piles of goo that glistened under the late summer sun.

Lowering his sword, the Swordmaster looked over his shoulder at the Unbeast, a puzzled frown on his face. “What in the heavens was that? A parasite?”

“Sort of,” said Papa, who was already approaching the Swordmaster. Leo hurried to follow. “It’s an Unbeast. Think of it as a mixture between a parasite and a plague. You’re lucky you killed it.”

The Swordmaster suddenly looked at Leo and Papa as if he had just noticed they were there. “Huh? Who are you people, and where did you come from?”

Leo blinked. “We are the people you told to stand back while you dealt with the Unbeast. How could you have forgotten us so quickly?”

The Swordmaster peered at Leo and Papa more closely before shaking his head. “Nah. Don’t recognize either of you, but if this monster was attacking you, then I guess I just saved your lives.”

Leo frowned. The mysterious Swordmaster was clearly a skilled fighter, yet something about his personality and behavior suggested that he wasn’t nearly as observant as he appeared. Either that or he had some serious memory problems, which would explain why he did not recognize them.

Although they must be very serious if he forgets us after less than five minutes, thought Leo.

Suddenly, Councilman Egar, blood leaking from the crown of his head, stepped up beside Leo and Papa, a winning grin on his face. “Thank you for saving us, most honorable master Swordmaster! If not for your help, that wicked beast would have undoubtedly killed us all.”

The Swordmaster raised an eyebrow at Councilman Egar. “And you are⁠—?”

“Councilman Roma Egar, Council of the Village of Lavins,” said Councilman Egar, bowing deeply. “And if you would like to be compensated for saving us, simply name your price, and I will ensure you are well paid for your heroic efforts.”

The Swordmaster snorted. “Keep your money. The only payment I need is the satisfaction of killing a worthy opponent. And this ‘Unbeast,’ as the old man called it, was certainly a worthy opponent. My only complaint is that I wish the fight would have lasted much longer.”

Leo stared at the Swordmaster in amazement. A wandering warrior who did not even want to be paid for his efforts? That was truly strange, yet at the same time, Leo could not help but admire the man for his honesty and straightforwardness—even if he disagreed with the idea of describing an Unbeast as a “worthy opponent.”

Councilman Egar, apparently unfazed by this declaration, stood up straight and said, “Then how else can we thank you for your generous aid, master Swordmaster?”

The Swordmaster shrugged. “I don’t know. Just keep living, I guess. And maybe try not to pick fights with rolling apes.”

“We didn’t pick that fight,” said Leo. “It attacked us.”

The Swordmaster raised an eyebrow. “Animals, in my experience, rarely make the first move. Usually, it’s because humans attacked or scared them first.”

“That’s because that thing wasn’t a normal animal,” said Leo, gesturing at the pile of bones, flesh, and fur that had once been the Unbeast. “It was possessed by a creature called an Unbeast, evil parasites that seek to destroy all life in the Realm of Arinthia.”

The Swordmaster gave Leo a surprised look. “So you were serious when you told me that earlier? I thought you were just joking.”

Leo sputtered in exasperation. “Wait… you don’t remember us, but you remember our conversation?”

The Swordmaster rolled his eyes. “I only remember important things. Like information about my opponents. If I am not fighting you, haven’t fought you, or am not planning to fight you at some point in the future, then I really don’t care about you.”

“Spoken like a true Swordmaster,” said Councilman Egar with a sigh. “Tell us, master Swordmaster, what is your name and level?”

The Swordmaster cracked his neck. “Call me Yohji. I’m a Level 4 Swordmaster, on the cusp of breaking into Level 5.”

Leo’s eyebrows shot up into his bangs. “You’re a Level 4 Swordmaster?”

Yohji nodded. “I know. And I’ve been stuck here for a while. I thought that killing that Unbeast would take me to the next level, but that thing barely had any sword mana. I’ll have to find another opponent to defeat, preferably one who has a sword or blade of some sort.” Yohji suddenly leaned toward Leo. “I noticed you had a knife earlier. Wanna fight?”

Leo shook his head rapidly. “I am no Swordmaster, honorable Yohji! I am a Beastcaller. I only carried the knife for personal protection.”

Disappointment flashed in Yohji’s eyes as he pulled away from Leo. “Figured as much, but thought it was worth asking just in case. ‘One who does not ask does not receive,’ as my old master used to say.”

“Indeed, indeed, honorable Yohji,” said Councilman Egar, rubbing his hands together eagerly. “What brings you out this way, if we may ask?”

As Councilman Egar said that, Leo heard groans and looked around to see that the rest of the caravan was starting to recover from the attack. A few of the Swordmasters they had hired—who were much weaker than Yohji—were checking on the passengers of the carts, including Frederic, who was pressing a torn strip of his red robes against his forehead to stem the blood flow from a wound there. He shot Leo an annoyed look before one of the Swordmasters came up to Frederic to see if he was okay, at which point he turned his attention to the Swordmaster and started acting like he was dying.

Leo resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Frederic was probably okay, but he also never missed a chance to get sympathy from others, even when he did not need it.

He’s such a brat sometimes, thought Leo in annoyance.

But then he turned his attention back to Yohji, who said, “I’m a wanderer. I was planning to head out to the Outer Wastes to see if I could hunt down some worthy opponents, but other than that, I had no specific destination in mind.”

“I see,” said Councilman Egar. “Well, we are most grateful for your aid, most honorable Yohji. Without you, that Unbeast would have killed us all.”

“Right,” said Yohji. “And what brings a bunch of villagers like you out here? These roads can be dangerous for low-leveled people like you.”

Leo stepped forward, an eager expression on his face. “That Unbeast you just killed? It was not alone. It is among the first of a huge wave of Unbeasts, which threaten the very Realm itself. We are traveling to Element City to warn Minor Realm Lord Calavian Darkthorn about the threat the Unbeasts pose. They may even be a threat to the Supreme Realm Lord himself.”

Councilman Egar grimaced. “Pay this youth’s excitement no heed, honorable Yohji. Although we do consider the Unbeasts a true threat to the Realm, we, of course, do not remotely believe they could come close to touching the hem of the robes of the Supreme Realm Lord⁠—”

“The Supreme Realm Lord, eh?” said Yohji. He grinned. “Count me in.”

Councilman Egar did a double take. “In? In on what, honorable Yohji?”

Yohji gestured at Leo. “Your quest to warn the Minor Realm Lord about the Unbeasts. If they are dangerous enough to pose a threat to the Supreme Realm Lord himself, then these Unbeasts must be the worthy opponents I have been looking for. So if I stick with you, then maybe I will get a chance to fight more of them.”

Councilman Egar licked his lips nervously. “That, er, is certainly a possibility, Yohji, but⁠—”

“But more importantly,” continued Yohji, as if Councilman Egar were not talking at all, “this could be my chance to challenge the Supreme Realm Lord himself to a fight. And who is a greater, worthier opponent in all the Realm of Arinthia than Supreme Realm Lord Lightninghand?”

“We never said anything about fighting the Supreme Realm Lord,” said Councilman Egar hurriedly, looking around as if to make sure the Supreme Realm Lord was not eavesdropping on their conversation. “We just want to warn him about the Unbeasts. That’s all.”

Yohji winked at Councilman Egar. “You didn’t say anything about fighting the Supreme Realm Lord, true. But I did. I am perfectly content joining your party if it means I get a shot at the Supreme Realm Lord. Feel free to disavow me when convenient. I really couldn’t care less.”

Councilman Egar looked utterly gobsmacked at Yohji’s bluntness. And to be fair, so was Leo. In all his time living in Lavins, he had never heard anyone seriously express a wish to challenge the Supreme Realm Lord in a fight.

Even stranger, Yohji did not seem to want to become the Supreme Realm Lord. He just seemed like he wanted a good fight, which struck Leo, who was not much of a fighter himself, as bizarre.

At the same time, Leo could not forget how effectively and efficiently Yohji had taken out the Unbeast. And as a Level 4 Swordmaster, Yohji was the highest-leveled Pathwalker he had personally met.

Once I am done with Shadowshine’s training, I will need a human mentor to lead me further along my Path, thought Leo, scratching his chin. Yohji is a Swordmaster rather than a Beastcaller, but if I could get him to train me, then our diverging Paths wouldn’t make that much of a diff—Shadowshine!

Leo just realized that he had not heard from the Outer Wolf at all since losing contact with him at the start of the Unbeast attack.

Leo rapidly looked around, trying to sense Shadowshine, but he found it difficult. Shadowshine, where are you? Shadowshine, can you hear me?

“Leo, what are you looking for?” asked Papa. “Did you lose something?”

Leo, however, ignored Papa’s questions. He kept focusing his mind on his connection to Shadowshine, doing whatever he could to find him, but no matter how hard he tried, he could not feel Shadowshine at all. Panic began to rise up inside his chest like lava rising in a volcano.

Did the other Unbeast kill him? Leo thought. If it did, then—no, I can’t accept that. I must not think that.

Taking a deep breath, Leo started practicing Shadowshine’s breathing technique. It was difficult to do so while under so much stress, but Leo recalled Shadowshine telling him that the technique would do more than make it easy to channel life mana. It would also help calm him down in stressful situations and help him to think more clearly, which Leo hoped meant that it would clear their connection. The thought of losing his Familiar was nearly as terrifying as his own death, and he did everything in his power to find Shadowshine.

Suddenly, Leo felt Shadowshine’s presence behind the hill that the rolling ape had crashed into, and he asked, Shadowshine, is that you? Can you hear me? Shadowshine?

I… can, Leo, said Shadowshine, who sounded exhausted. I am fine. Do not worry about me.

You don’t sound fine, said Leo. I am coming to check on you.

No, don’t⁠—

But Leo was already running toward the hill, ignoring the calls from Papa and the others. He ran around the hill and came to a stop when he saw the terrible sight before him:

Shadowshine lay on top of the remains of what appeared to be a lion, his body covered in wounds, looking far too close to death for Leo’s liking.
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Shadowshine looked even worse than the first time Leo had seen him. Although clearly still alive, Shadowshine was breathing heavily. Blood caked his fur, especially around his shoulders, and he was shaking slightly. One of his back legs twitched occasionally while the other one appeared dislocated.

About the only good thing Leo could say about Shadowshine’s appearance was that he was lying on the remains of a dead Unbeast, which was torn into so many pieces Leo could not fully identify what kind of creature it had been prior to Shadowshine’s defeat of it. Whatever it was must have been powerful, however, if it had left Shadowshine as weak and close to death as he was.

Running over to Shadowshine, ignoring the stench of blood and rotting flesh, Leo knelt beside the injured Outer Wolf and said, “What happened to you? You look awful.”

Shadowshine grunted. “I survived. That’s what matters.”

Leo shook his head. “There is more to life than survival, Shadowshine. You need help.”

Shadowshine coughed. “I will be fine, Leo. Worry about your own Unbeast.”

“It’s dead,” said Leo. “Killed by a wandering warrior. We’re fine.”

Shadowshine hacked. “Good to hear. I thought so, but just wasn’t… wasn’t sure.”

Leo pursed his lips. He wished he were a Healwalker right now—then he might have actually been able to do something about Shadowshine’s wounds. As it was, Leo didn’t even have basic medical supplies on hand to clean or bandage Shadowshine’s wounds. “We need to get you some medical attention right away. The carts in the caravan had some bandages and stuff. If I go get them now⁠—”

“Young Leo!” said Councilman Egar’s horrified voice behind him. “Get away from that beast before it attacks you!”

Leo, feeling dread rise inside him, looked over his shoulder to see Councilman Egar—along with Papa, Frederic, and Yohji—standing not far from them. Councilman Egar and Frederic wore shocked, horrified looks on their faces, while Yohji merely appeared surprised, and Papa looked apologetic.

“I am sorry, Leo,” said Papa, stroking his beard nervously. “I tried to keep them from looking, but Egar insisted⁠—”

“And it is good that I did!” said Egar. He pointed at Shadowshine. “That is the very same Outer Wolf that has been attacking villagers and travelers alike near Lavins! Leo, move aside so I may kill it before it can kill again.”

Leo stood up and spread his arms to either side. “No! I told you, the Unbeasts are responsible for the attacks. The Outer Wolf is innocent. If anything, the Outer Wolf is as much a victim of the Unbeasts as we are!”

Frederic gave Leo a disbelieving look. “I always knew you loved animals, Leo, but this is too far. It’s a freaking Outer Wolf. It’s not a pet dog.”

“Frederic is absolutely correct,” said Councilman Egar. He raised his hands, which started to glow blue with water mana. “Fortunately, it looks like the Outer Wolf is already at death’s door. A single water knife ought to do the trick.”

Leo stepped forward, his arms still outstretched to either side. “You will have to kill me first if you want to get anywhere close to Shadowshine.”

“Shadowshine?” repeated Frederic incredulously. “You even named it?”

“He did not name it,” said Papa quietly. “That is the name it gave him.”

Councilman Egar looked at Papa in utter shock. “So you also knew about this? Without telling the Council?”

“He did, but do not get angry at Papa,” said Leo. He gestured with his head toward Shadowshine. “I am responsible for this Outer Wolf because he is my Familiar.”

Frederic frowned in confusion. “What is a Familiar?”

Leo opened his mouth to answer—no point in hiding anything now that he had come out and admitted his connection to Shadowshine—but to his surprise, it was Councilman Egar who answered.

“A Familiar is a Beastcaller’s animal companion,” said Councilman Egar as if reciting from a book he had read. “Familiars help Beastcallers channel life mana and progress in their Path, as well as providing companionship and friendship to the Beastcaller in question. Usually, only a Beastcaller can talk to them, though sometimes other Beastcallers can communicate with them at higher levels.”

Leo’s jaw dropped. “Councilman Egar? How do you know so much about Beastcalling when you aren’t one yourself?”

Councilman Egar waved a hand dismissively. “Just because I am not a Beastcaller does not mean I don’t know about it. When your former best friend in the world ends up with a son who is destined for failure… well, you may be motivated to help him, even if you know that the fate of said son has been written in stone.”

Leo felt his heart fail him. “What… wait, were you and Father best friends?”

Councilman Egar nodded. “In our youth, yes. We grew up together, your Father and I, and even had you and Frederic at roughly the same time. We laughed together, played together, worked together… and cried together when your Path was revealed.”

Leo could not understand what Councilman Egar was saying. Although he had always known that Father and Councilman Egar had a long history together, they had struck him more as rivals or peers than friends, much less best of friends. “How did your friendship with Father come to an end?”

Councilman Egar’s face darkened. “When your Path was revealed. Your father was devastated and I, as his good friend, tried my best to comfort him. I read as many books on Beastcalling as I could. I know almost as much about Beastcalling as I do my own Path. And when I revealed what I learned to your father, his reaction was ugly, to put it lightly.”

Leo cocked his head to the side slightly. “But I’ve learned that there is nothing shameful about my Path. It may not be as flashy or powerful as some, but it’s not wrong, bad, or evil. Surely your studying must have revealed that to you.”

Councilman Egar eyed Leo with a look between pity and disdain. “That is where you are wrong. Haven’t you ever wondered why your father did his best to never train you in your Path, unlike your peers?”

Leo pursed his lips. He genuinely could not see where Councilman Egar was going with this, but… “Because our society looks down on Beastcalling due to how difficult and counterintuitive it is to master. He simply bowed to societal pressure.”

Councilman Egar chuckled. “If there’s one thing your father isn’t, Leo, it’s vulnerable to pressure. He’s always been a stubborn, independent fool of a man, which sometimes made him admirable… and other times, annoying as hell. And I see you’ve inherited that particular trait from him, at least. No, your father chose not to train you because of what I learned is the damn-near inevitable fate of Beastcallers who progress in their Path, a fate that some might say is worse than death.”

Leo gulped. “It can’t be that bad, can it?”

“It’s worse,” said Councilman Egar. He met Leo’s gaze without flinching. “Because in all of recorded history, only one Master Beastcaller has ever avoided succumbing to the Call.”

Leo furrowed his brow. “What’s the Call?”

Councilman Egar took a deep breath. “The Call of the Beast, which only Beastcallers can hear. And if you listen to it for too long, then you will become little more than a destructive beast yourself.”
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Leo tensed his shoulders. “What do you mean, I will become a beast myself?”

Councilman Egar sighed. “Exactly what I said. The Path of the Beastcaller almost always leads one way and one way alone: to the wilderness that humanity arose from, back to the barbaric and cruel ways of our animalistic ancestors, to allowing nature—in all her cruelty and evil—to destroy the civilization that our human ancestors have worked so hard to build. In other words, to return to chaos itself.”

Leo rubbed his forehead, trying to make sense of Councilman Egar’s words. “But… how? And how come no one has ever told me this?”

Councilman Egar smiled grimly. “Because your father would not allow it. He did not want his one and only son to know the grim truth of his Path. All this time, he has been trying to protect you from yourself. Indeed, all of Arinthian society has been trying to protect young Beastcallers like yourself from your fate, with mixed results over the years.”

Leo gulped. “All this time, I thought that Beastcalling had been suppressed because our society did not understand it. Yet it sounds like… almost like…”

“There is a good reason for its suppression?” said Councilman Egar. He nodded. “That is because there is. Throughout history, anytime a Beastcaller has reached Level 7, they have failed to ignore the Call of the Beast. They lose their very humanity, becoming animalistic abominations who lead the wild beasts to attack, kill, and destroy, and they wage war against their own people.”

Councilman Egar pointed at Shadowshine. “And always, it starts with a Familiar, who never hesitates to push the Beastcaller further and further along their Path. Beastcalling, you see, is not just one Path among many. It is a crack in the armor of human civilization, which animals such as your Familiar here always seek to widen. More than once, Beastcallers have fallen to the seductive allure of the Call… and caused much bloodshed, the most recent being the end of the Silver Era.”

Leo bit his lower lip. “Did the Supreme Realm Lord kill a Level 7 Beastcaller?”

Councilman Egar nodded. “Yes. A Level 7 Beastcaller, calling himself Kong, rose up and nearly destroyed the realm over fifty years ago. Were it not for the power of the Supreme Realm Lord, the entire Realm would have been lost.”

Leo mentally reeled at this revelation. “But you said there was one Level 7 Beastcaller who didn’t succumb to the Call of the Beast. Who was that?”

Councilman Egar grimaced. “A man who is more myth than fact, who may or may not have really existed. Ages ago, legend has it that a Beastcaller from a distant land came to the Realm of Arinthia to battle a great evil. He supposedly used his Beastcalling to slay this great evil and bring peace and prosperity to the whole Realm. Some even say he was the first Supreme Realm Lord of Arinthia, though, as I mentioned, no one knows for sure if he ever existed or was simply a creation of our ancestors’ overactive imaginations.”

Leo realized that this might very well have been the Alpha Walker that Shadowshine had once mentioned. He hadn’t known the same legend existed among his people, however, and based on the surprised reaction he detected from Shadowshine, neither had his Familiar.

Councilman Egar put his hands on his hips. “But all the other Level 7 Beastcallers who we can verify did exist? Each one of them fell to the Call of the Beast at one point or another and had to be killed after a great struggle. Eventually, our current Supreme Realm Lord forbade the teaching of Beastcalling throughout the Realm to prevent a repeat of that mistake.”

Leo looked over his shoulder at Shadowshine. “Is this true, Shadowshine? Did all of that really happen?”

Shadowshine grunted. “I don’t know about the history of Beastcallers in your human lands. I only know about Beastcallers from the perspective of my tribe and my people.”

Frederic shuddered. “Why are you growling like a wolf? You really are a freak, Leo.”

“He’s talking to his Familiar, my son,” said Councilman Egar without taking his eyes off Leo or Shadowshine. He raised his hands again, now glowing brighter and bluer than before. “Perhaps planning to escape.”

Leo shook his head as he returned his attention to Councilman Egar. “We’re not plotting anything, honorable Councilman. I’m just trying to understand and accept all this new information. Papa, did you know about this?”

Papa looked shamefully at his feet. “I didn’t know all the details, but your father did speak to me about this after Councilman Egar informed him. I comforted him as best I could and promised not to tell you until he was ready to share the information.”

Leo’s hands balled into fists. “So you kept this secret from me? Yet you did nothing to stop me from getting Shadowshine as a Familiar?”

Papa shrugged. “Once you and Shadowshine bonded, I realized I couldn’t stop you. That’s why I’ve been eager to alert the Minor Realm Lord about the Unbeast threat. I hoped Lord Darkthorn would address the problem, preventing you from advancing in your Path and risking falling into the same traps that previous Beastcallers have. I’m sorry for not telling you the truth sooner.”

Leo bit his lower lip. All this time, he’d felt he could trust Papa more than anyone else, yet Papa had engaged in the same lies and secrets that the other adults in his life had. It made him wonder if he could trust anyone at this point.

“So you see, Leo,” said Councilman Egar, a water knife forming in front of him, “this is why we need to kill your Familiar. By doing so, we will ensure that you never progress in your Path or make any progress toward becoming a Level 7 Beastcaller. All animals bear animosity toward human civilization and wish to see it destroyed, including the Familiar you seem to trust so much.”

Leo trembled and looked at Shadowshine again. “Is that true, Shadowshine? Do you really hate human civilization and want to destroy it? Is that why you became a Familiar? Just to use me to achieve your goals?”

Leo tried not to let tears form in his eyes as he said that, but it was very difficult. He was already grappling with feeling betrayed by his own grandfather. He did not want to be betrayed by his Familiar, too.

Shadowshine licked his lips and whined slightly. “I have no intention of hurting you or any other humans, Leo. In fact, all I wanted to do before becoming your Familiar was to run away from the Unbeasts. Destroying human civilization is not on my agenda.”

Relief flooding him, Leo looked at Councilman Egar again. “Shadowshine says he doesn’t want to destroy human civilization.”

Councilman Egar gave Leo a disbelieving look. “And you simply take his word at face value? Despite what I just said?”

Leo bit his lower lip. He could not feel any deception or ill intent coming from Shadowshine, though he could certainly feel other emotions radiating from the Outer Wolf right now. Fear, anger, tension, uncertainty… these and many other emotions swirled around inside the injured Outer Wolf as he watched Leo and the others talk.

He’s just as scared of what might happen as I am, thought Leo. He doesn’t know what is going to happen, either. Neither of us does.

Yet at the same time, Leo could not just reject everything that Councilman Egar had said. As arrogant and self-serving as Councilman Egar might have been, Leo did not think he was lying about the history of Beastcalling. If even Papa did not disagree with his characterization of Beastcalling, then there was probably a lot of truth to what the councilman had said.

Even so, Leo could not accept it. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

So he said to Councilman Egar, “Whether what you said is true or not, I don’t care. I still won’t let you kill Shadowshine. If not for Shadowshine, neither I nor Papa would be alive right now.”

Councilman Egar sighed heavily. “I expected you might say something like that. For the good of the Realm, then, you and your Familiar will have to go.”

Councilman Egar launched his water knife straight at Leo, faster than Leo’s eyes could follow, faster than Leo could move. He froze, expecting the water knife to pierce his heart and end his life there and then.

But then there was a flash of steel in his eyes, and the water knife exploded halfway between Councilman Egar and Leo, splashing Leo with water but otherwise not hurting him. Blinking rapidly, Leo rubbed the water out of his eyes and looked to see who had stepped in to save him.

Yohji, the mysterious Swordmaster, stood between him and Councilman Egar, his crescent sword raised. Leo got the feeling that Yohji had not actually used his sword to block the water knife but rather some manifestation of his sword mana.

That, more than anything, made Leo want to ask Yohji to be his Path mentor.

“What is the meaning of this?” asked Councilman Egar. “This is none of your business, Swordmaster.”

Yohji spun his sword around and rested it on his shoulder. “I have no idea, exactly, what is going on here. But I do know murder when I see it. And if there’s one thing I hate, it’s seeing a powerful man like yourself kill an innocent kid like this one.”

Councilman Egar huffed. “Were you not just listening to everything I said? If Leo will not stand down and let us kill his Familiar, then that will spell the end of Arinthia itself.”

Yohji smiled. “I was listening, actually, and if what you say is true, then I have to let this kid live, so I can fight him one day.”

Councilman Egar’s jaw dropped. “What?”

“What?” said Leo at the same time. “You mean you only saved me because you want to fight me someday?”

Yohji looked over his shoulder at Leo, still smiling. “Sure! You might be a weak Level 1 loser right now, but if that old guy is right, then you’ve got great potential. Maybe even greater potential than the Supreme Realm Lord. Although I want to beat him first, understood?”

Leo pursed his lips. He doubted he would ever understand how Yohji’s mind worked, but at the same time, he knew better than to question a gift from the heavens, so he decided to simply let Yohji do what he wanted.

Councilman Egar’s face turned red. “If you are going to protect Leo, even after I explained why he and his Familiar are a threat to the Realm, then you will have to die with him.”

Yohji returned his attention to Councilman Egar, raising an unimpressed eyebrow. “Oh? Do you want to fight me, too? Because I am definitely up for a fight, even if you are almost old enough to be my grandpa. What level are you, old man?”

Councilman Egar gulped. “I… well, you wouldn’t just be fighting me. You’d be fighting my son, Frederic, as well. Right, Frederic? Frederic?”

But Frederic was trembling. He looked at Yohji with great fear in his eyes, which told Leo that Frederic, perhaps, was wiser than his father in understanding the consequences of picking a fight with a Level 4 Swordmaster, especially one who had already taken down an Unbeast right in front of their eyes with only one hit.

Councilman Egar pointed at the hill. “If Frederic will not fight, then I have the rest of our caravan on the other side of the hill! They will undoubtedly back me up.”

Yohji cocked his head to the side. “You mean your party that got damn near eliminated by that Unbeast? None of those people looked like they were ready to fight to me, but perhaps you border-towners are made of sterner stuff than I thought.”

Councilman Egar’s red face was turning white. His eyes darted back and forth, like he was weighing his options and none of them were good. It made Leo feel good to see Councilman Egar looking as scared as he did.

Finally, Councilman Egar said, “Fine. In gratitude for you saving us from the Unbeast, honorable Yohji, we will not fight you. Neither will we try to kill Leo or his Familiar.”

Leo breathed a sigh of relief, while Yohji sighed in disappointment. “All right,” Yohji said. “I hate fighting reluctant opponents, anyway.”

But Councilman Egar raised a finger. “But that does not mean we will continue to associate with either of you. Instead, I will be taking our caravan back to Lavins… and you, Leo, and his Familiar must not follow us back home.”
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“What?” said Leo, stepping forward, even though he knew it would not be wise for him to get too close to Councilman Egar. “You can’t abandon us out here.”

Councilman Egar smiled devilishly. “Why not? You are not, and never really have, been welcomed in our village. Even more so now that we know you have been actively training in Beastcalling behind our backs. As one of the members of the Council of Lavins, I can exile you from the village for any reason I want.”

“What about Father?” demanded Leo. “What if he disagrees?”

“I will tell your father that you unfortunately perished during another Unbeast attack on our caravan on our way to Element City,” said Councilman Egar, his eyes alight with delight. “Because the attack was so severe, we were forced to turn back. As for the Unbeast threat, well, there’s no reason to bother the Minor Realm Lord about something so inconsequential, yes?”

Leo’s hands balled into fists. He could not believe how easily and readily the councilman came up with plausible-sounding lies.

But then Papa stepped forward and, looking at Councilman Egar, said, “Your story won’t work for one reason, Egar: I will be there to contradict every part of it.”

Councilman Egar gave Papa an annoyed look. “I suppose I forgot to mention that you are also exiled from Lavins. You will be yet another casualty in the tragic Unbeast attack on our caravan. Your name will be remembered fondly by all who knew you, if that helps.”

Papa gaped. “But… why am I exiled as well?”

“Because I can’t have you disagreeing with my tale, wise elder,” said Councilman Egar with a dismissive wave of his hand. “That would hardly be convenient for me, now wouldn’t it?”

Papa looked at a loss for words, which, in Leo’s experience, was rare.

For that matter, Leo didn’t know what to say, either. Councilman Egar was even more opportunistic and selfish than he had realized. The councilman obviously did not care about anything other than saving his reputation, preserving his power, and making his enemies suffer.

I knew that that man had no honor, Shadowshine said in Leo’s mind. If I weren’t currently injured as badly as I am, I would be ripping his throat out right now.

And for once, Leo could not disagree with Shadowshine’s anger. This was definitely something to be angry about—even if he did not know what to do about it.

Councilman Egar folded his arms across his chest. “And now, I think Frederic and I will take our leave.”

“But what are we supposed to do?” asked Papa.

Councilman Egar smirked at Papa. “Whatever you want. I don’t care what a bunch of exiles do.”

With that, Councilman Egar turned and walked away around the hill, with Frederic walking by his side, though Frederic did shoot a couple of uncertain looks over his shoulder at Leo and the others. Whether that was because Frederic disagreed with his father’s decision to exile them or because he had taken Councilman Egar’s story about the Beastcallers to heart, Leo did not know.

Nor did it really matter.

As far as Leo was concerned, their situation couldn’t get any worse than it already had.

And he wasn’t sure what to do next.
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Susas Minotos slashed her air sword at the parasite plague victim’s head. But the plague victim, a giant black snake that Susas could not identify, twisted out of the way of her attack and, opening its jaw wide, spat several spheres of acid at her.

Susas backflipped, using her air mana to increase her agility, and dodged each acid sphere, each one striking the spot where she’d been standing mere seconds ago. Landing on her feet, Susas raised her air sword again, but the plague victim was already rushing toward her faster than her reflexes could keep up.

Then the earth cracked underneath the plague victim, and a fist made of stone erupted from underneath it. The earth fist wrapped around the plague victim and yanked it to the ground with a loud boom, making the ground shake slightly. The plague victim’s tail flew behind it wildly as it hissed and clicked in equal measure, creating a truly awful cacophony of unnatural sound that made Susas’s very soul ache.

That was one of the reasons why Susas was more than happy when she slammed the tip of her air sword into its head, pinning it to the ground. But before the plague victim’s possessor could hop out, Susas channeled air mana through her weapon and grunted, “Pressurize!”

Air shot into the plague victim’s skull and, a second later, its head exploded, sending bloody chunks of snake flesh flying everywhere. Some of it flew into Susas’s face, but frankly, she did not care. She was just happy to see that Pressurize—an Aero Archmage spell that allowed the user to fill an object or being with enough air to make them blow up—had taken out the toad-like possessor in the plague victim’s head, too.

Even if I did get snake brains all over my robes, she thought, grimacing as she let go of her air sword, which dissipated into nothingness, and looked down at her blood-covered robes. That is going to take forever to wash out.

Suddenly, the earth cracked open a few feet away from her, and Harris Mego, looking no worse for wear, pulled himself out of the ground. Rising to his feet and dusting off his black robes, Harris looked at Susas with a slightly upturned nose. “You stink.”

Susas grimaced. “I see why all the girls love you, Harris. Such a charmer.”

Harris snorted and looked at the dead plague victim. “I don’t have time for girls. Protecting the Realm from monsters like this is far more important.”

Susas chuckled. “You keep saying that, and one day you will be an old man and find yourself all alone. Unless you plan to make a wife out of dirt.”

Harris gave Susas an annoyed look. “I don’t remember asking you for life advice, Susas.”

Susas held up her hands defensively. “What? I’m just telling you what my parents taught me. That’s why I got married as soon as I could.”

Harris snorted again and looked away from her. “Regardless, that is the fourth plague victim we’ve killed today.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” said Susas, wiping the sweat from her brow. She’d forgotten how hot it got in the Outer Wastes near the border towns. “The more plague victims we kill, the better our reward from Calavian will be, yeah?”

Harris nodded, though he still didn’t look happy for some reason. “There shouldn’t be this many plague victims. If we have killed this many, then that means they are multiplying.”

Susas grimaced. “Yes, I guess you have a point. But hey, for every one we kill, that’s one less plague victim in the world, isn’t it? So we are dealing with the problem. Plus, there are still the other four Pathwalkers who Calavian sent to other parts of the border. I am sure they are taking out a lot of them, too.”

Harris pursed his lips. “I sure hope so, but we won’t know until we return to Castle Darkthorn. And that bothers me, especially given how numerous the plague victims are becoming.”

Susas resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She liked Harris well enough, but he was definitely far too much on the pessimistic side for her tastes.

After following the old man and his grandson out to the Outer Wastes, Susas and Harris had pitched a camp near where the remains of the Wastes hawk had been dumped and had spent the following day hunting plague victims around it. The job had turned out to be more dangerous than either of them thought, however, thanks to the presence of the “possessors,” Susas’s term for the little toad-like creatures that always jumped out whenever they killed a plague victim.

Fortunately, they had figured out a strategy for taking care of plague victims pretty quickly after that. Harris, using his earth mana, would bind or trap them long enough for Susas to use her air sword to drive pressurized air into their skulls. As that was usually where the possessor resided, that was a good way to kill not only the plague victim but the creature that had cursed it with the plague in the first place.

As a result, the mission had been easier than Susas expected. She didn’t know whether it was their unique combination of Paths or if the plague victims were not as deadly as they’d first assumed. It also made her wonder whether the other plague victim hunters were having as much luck as they were.

If so, then perhaps our reward from Calavian won’t be as high as I’m expecting it to be, thought Susas, frowning slightly at the thought. If Ajina wins, she will be absolutely insufferable.

Aloud, however, Susas spoke, putting her hands on her hips and yawning. “Why don’t we take a lunch break? We’ve been hunting and killing plague victims all morning. If we want to be at our best, we’d better get some grub in our stomachs.”

Harris sighed. “I suppose you are correct. We should probably head back to our camp, anyway. It’s getting hot, and I sense that it is just going to get hotter.”

“That’s what late summer along the border is like,” said Susas, turning away from Harris. “But Aero Archmage Masga is predicting an early autumn this year, so hopefully we’ll have some of those nice north winds coming down to cool us off soon enough.”

Fortunately, their camp was not far from where they had killed the plague victim snake, and soon they came upon it.

It was a small campsite, very primitive, with just a couple of tents—one for her and one for Harris—pitched around a blackened firepit, with a couple of rocks set around the firepit to act as de facto chairs. Surrounded by trees and boulders, they had chosen the campsite for its security, as there was a natural barrier for anyone who might stumble upon their campsite.

Indeed, to Susas’s eyes, the campsite looked exactly the same as it had when they had left it after breakfast. The flaps to their tents were zipped closed, the coal in the firepit was cold now, and their rock chairs had not moved an inch from where they had put them.

Yet Harris put a hand on Susas’s shoulder a second before she could actually step into the campsite and muttered, “Wait.”

Susas looked over her shoulder at Harris. The young Level 3 Terra Warden had closed his eyes, which Susas recognized as a sign that Harris was scanning the earth around them for threats. Earth Scan was a useful Terra Warden skill that allowed the user to “feel” any living beings standing on the bare earth around them, though it had a limited field of about ten or twenty feet, from what Susas understood. Aero Archmages had a similar skill called Air Sense, though Earth Scan had always seemed more useful and precise to her.

“What’s the matter?” said Susas, glancing out into the Wastes. Without even thinking, she summoned her air sword in her right hand. “Do you sense any plague victims nearby?”

Harris shook his head. “Not quite. Someone is in our camp, but I can’t tell where.”

Susas looked at their camp, which appeared quite empty to her. “You can’t tell where? What do you mean?”

“That’s the frustrating part,” said Harris without opening his eyes, though he did take his hand off her shoulder. “It’s like they are casting a spell or something to hide their presence, like they know about my Earth Scan or something.”

Susas tensed. “A spy? But then, who would want to spy on us?”

Harris opened his green eyes, a frown on his face. “I have no idea, but entering our campsite would be a bad idea. We should destroy it. That is the only way to make sure that we get whoever—or whatever—is in there.”

Harris raised his hand, likely to cast some sort of Terra Warden spell, but Susas grabbed his wrist and said, “Wait a second! If you destroy the camp, you will destroy the picture of my husband that I brought along. I don’t want to lose that.”

Harris gave Susas an incredulous look. “You do realize that a picture of your husband isn’t the same as your actual husband, right?”

“I know the difference,” said Susas with a huff. “I just think that our intruder, whoever he is, perhaps doesn’t realize we are here yet. I think we can get the drop on him and maybe even capture him to find out exactly why he is spying on us.”

Harris raised an eyebrow. “It would be much easier to just kill him and look at his body later.”

Susas waved her hand. “What if it’s a lady who is interested in you, Harris? Our waitress at the cafe sure seemed interested in you.”

Harris shook his head. “You are unbelievable, Susas, you know that?”

Susas winked at Harris. “I try to be. Anyway, you check your tent, and I’ll check mine. And be careful. We have no idea who has decided to take an interest in us, so it behooves us to make sure we don’t get caught.”

Susas raised her air sword while Harris knelt and slammed his fists against the ground. Thick gauntlets made of immovable rock covered his arms up to his elbows in an instant. When Harris stood up again, his Rock Gauntlets ended in five razor-sharp clawed tips.

With a final exchange of looks, Susas and Harris entered the campsite. Harris went over to his tent while Susas approached hers cautiously.

Despite Susas’s carefree attitude, the truth was that Susas was far more careful than she let on. She had not made it this far in life by simply letting others take advantage of her. She especially had not allowed herself to be taken by surprise by her enemies, though she was more than happy to play the idiot for those who did not know her well so that she could make them regret having ever underestimated her.

Susas still did not notice anything strange or out of the ordinary with her tent. The tent laces did not appear to have even been touched since breakfast. Still, she approached carefully. She circled it once, hoping to see something through the thin walls of the tent, but with the sun directly overhead now, Susas could not see much inside. That meant there was only one way to find out.

Circling around to the front of the tent once more, Susas grabbed the laces with one hand and untied, pointing her air sword inside with the other.

Nothing.

She saw nothing in the tent, other than her messy bedroll, her pack, and her picture of her husband sitting next to it. As her tent was only big enough for one person, there was no place for anyone to hide. She did use the tip of her air sword to lift up the corner of her bedroll on the off chance that someone or something might be hiding underneath that, but of course, there was nothing there, either.

Frowning, Susas pulled her air sword out of the tent and let the flap drop. Rising to her feet and turning around, Susas said, “Harris, I don’t see anything in my—Harris?”

Harris was gone. A quick scan of their campsite told her that Harris was definitely not in their camp.

But the flap to his tent stood open, fluttering slightly in the breeze. Susas peered through the open flap of his tent, and she did not see Harris in there. His tent was exactly the same as hers, so there was nowhere for him to hide.

She took a deep breath. “Harris, if this is supposed to be some kind of a sick joke, I am not laughing. Stop hiding.”

“Harris isn’t hiding,” said a hissing voice behind her. “But you should have.”

Susas whirled around in time to see some kind of bladed weapon flying toward her. She did a backflip at the last moment and landed on the other side of the dead campfire. Rising to her full height, Susas looked at who had attacked her.

He was a man. Or at least, Susas assumed he was, though he looked like no man she had ever seen. With a skeletally thin body, skin whiter than snow, and dead, gray hair falling in tufts from his head, the man looked more like a walking corpse that had been buried for a few months than a human. And he smelled like it, too, when the wind blew toward her.

But it was his green eyes—the same color as poison—that caught her attention. They reminded her of the eyes of the plague victims, only they were green rather than orange. His ragged gray robes almost made her think he was a Beastcaller of sorts.

But then she reached out and sensed no mana from him, making Susas realize what he was.

“You’re a plague victim,” said Susas, her voice tense.

The plague victim tilted his head to the side unnaturally fast. “You catch on quick. But I can’t have you going around killing my pets. That is very rude, you know.”

“Your pets…?” Susas stumbled over the words. “Are you the man responsible for the recent infestation of the parasite plague?”

The man spread his arms. “In a sense. But in a much greater sense, I am the recipient of something even greater: a Call that will sound throughout not just the Realm of Arinthia but wherever civilization lies.”

Susas gulped. Although this man was definitely mana-less—just like the man in the dungeons of Castle Darkthorn who Calavian had told her and the others about—he seemed very different otherwise. His ability to speak normally, rather than grunt and click like a plague victim, made her survival instincts, honed over years of training, go crazy.

Susas raised her air sword, pointing it at the man. “I don’t know what you did with Harris, but I’m not going to let you do it to me, you unnatural abomination.”

The man chuckled. “You humans and your narrow views. You think the threat is what is before you when you fail to realize that the real threat is right behind you.”

Susas heard a clicking sound behind her and, looking over her shoulder, had just enough time to see an orange-eyed Harris lunge toward her…

And sink his teeth into her neck.


Chapter
Twenty-Seven



Say what you would about Councilman Egar, but he was a man of his word.

Councilman Egar, along with the remnants of the caravan, departed for Lavins that very hour. That meant leaving behind most of the destroyed carts and, of course, the oxen that had escaped. No one had died during the assault, but a few of the Swordmasters who had taken the brunt of the Unbeast’s attack needed to be transported on makeshift stretchers built from the remains of the carts.

Still, Leo was amazed at how quickly and efficiently the caravan packed up everything they could and left. It seemed as if they couldn’t wait to distance themselves from Leo—and not necessarily because of their knowledge about the history of Beastcallers.

Although at this point, Leo thought that night as he lay under the stars next to Shadowshine, Yohji, and Papa, I wonder if the entire village is aware of the true history of the Beastcallers. Was I the only one kept in the dark about it? That seems very likely to me.

Leo didn’t even try to chase after the caravan. Apart from the fact that they would never allow him or his companions to return to Lavins with them, Leo needed to tend to Shadowshine’s injuries. The Outer Wolf had suffered serious wounds from the Unbeast it had killed and required immediate medical attention.

Luckily, Yohji always traveled with a good supply of bandages and medicine for his own wounds, he said when Leo asked, and he allowed Leo to use them to tend to Shadowshine’s injuries. Leo was surprised by Yohji’s leniency and compassion toward Shadowshine, considering how much the average Arinthian despised Outer Wolves. But Yohji seemed unconventional in many ways, so perhaps it wasn’t as surprising as it might have seemed.

In any case, the medicine and bandages seemed to alleviate some of Shadowshine’s discomfort. Their group was still forced to camp out in the wilderness for the night, as there were no other towns or cities between Lavins and Element City, but Yohji assured them that they would reach Element City tomorrow as long as they kept heading north.

Unfortunately, Councilman Egar had taken their bedrolls and blankets with the caravan, meaning that Leo and Papa were forced to make do with a handful of extra blankets that Yohji carried. It turned out that Yohji always traveled with extras of almost everything, stuffed in a big bag, which looked as heavy as a boulder yet which Yohji hefted without issue. He had apparently dropped the bag as soon as he saw the Unbeast, as it would have been too unwieldy to fight with. Leo suspected some spell at play that made it lighter than it should have been, but he was too tired to question how Yohji managed to carry so much stuff on foot by himself, and he was happy to get some sleep when the sun dipped below the horizon.

Or to try to get some sleep. Leo found it difficult to rest that night, not just due to his exposure to the elements but also because of the events that had unfolded that day.

Never in his wildest dreams had Leo imagined being exiled from his own village. Furthermore, Leo had never considered that his seemingly weak and insignificant Path would have such a bloody and perilous history behind it. The idea that developing his Path could lead to insanity and the loss of his humanity deeply frightened him.

Maybe Papa is right, and Father was just trying to protect me by hiding this awful truth from me, thought Leo. If I hadn’t learned about it, neither I nor Papa would have been exiled.

Yet at the same time, it also made Leo feel less inadequate than before. Councilman Egar’s account confirmed that his Path indeed held the potential for greatness, far beyond what he could have imagined. If it had taken the Supreme Realm Lord himself to defeat the last Level 7 Beastcaller over half a century ago, then Leo truly possessed more potential than any of his peers.

But what if that potential leads me astray? Leo contemplated as he tossed and turned during the night. What if it drives me to forget who I am, and I end up no different than the Unbeasts? Or somehow even worse?

Leo’s concern for the Unbeasts had diminished, to a degree. Well, that was not entirely true. Leo still worried about them, but currently, he felt that dealing with the Unbeasts might be less daunting than avoiding the apparent fate of all Beastcallers who progressed in their Path.

Shadowshine hadn’t provided much solace. The Outer Wolf hadn’t uttered a word to Leo since the caravan had abandoned them in the wilderness. Moreover, Leo could barely sense Shadowshine’s emotions or feelings at the moment, which suggested that Shadowshine was deliberately blocking their connection for some reason. Leo wondered if Shadowshine was angry with him, or if the Outer Wolf had another motive for avoiding conversation.

Papa appeared to be more devastated by the day’s events than Leo himself. During their makeshift dinner that night, Papa merely stared into the campfire, seemingly lost in his thoughts, not saying anything to anyone other than to ask for food or to say good night before they went to bed. Given how long Papa had lived in Lavins, Leo understood that his reaction to being exiled was entirely justified. He likely would have felt the same way.

However, Leo still found it difficult to empathize with Papa, mostly due to his lingering anger with him for concealing the truth of his Path from him for so long. He knew Papa had only been honoring his father’s wishes, but that didn’t make it any less challenging for Leo to forgive him for participating in the same deception as everyone else in his family.

If only Father had chosen to be honest with me from the outset, Leo thought. Perhaps then, neither of us would’ve found ourselves in this situation.

Leo would likely never see Father, or Mother for that matter, ever again. He had considered going back to Lavins on his own, keeping a good distance from Councilman Egar’s caravan to avoid detection, but in the end, he’d realized it was a lost cause. Not only was it a long distance, but it was like Councilman Egar had said: Leo had never been accepted in Lavins and, at this point, he likely never would be.

That may have seemed like a harsh reality to face, but Leo could not deny it. Given how much of a disappointment he was—and always had been—to Father, Leo suspected that he would accept Councilman Egar’s decision, if he ever found out they hadn’t actually succumbed to the Unbeasts, especially once he learned that Leo was now actively following the Path of the Beastcaller.

Leo’s heart tightened at the thought of never going back. Even if most of the people in his village had mistreated and distrusted him, Lavins was still his home. Where else was he going to go? He supposed they could keep going to Element City, but after losing the caravan, Leo doubted the Minor Realm Lord would even be willing to talk to them.

“After all, we’re no one important,” said Leo the next morning as he, Yohji, and Papa sat eating breakfast around the campfire—beef stew that Yohji had cooked up. “None of us are rich, powerful, or in any sort of important leadership positions. We’re not even councilmen in a village council like Egar.”

Papa, stirring the last drops of his stew in his bowl, looked up at Leo with tired eyes from across the campfire. “Where else do you think we should go, then, Leo?”

Leo pursed his lips. “I… I don’t know. Yohji? Shadowshine?”

Yohji, who seemed to have slept far better than either of them had last night, lowered his empty stew bowl from his face, licking the last bits of grease off his lips. “I don’t know. I was planning to head to the Outer Wastes, but if your village is on the way and you guys aren’t allowed in there, then⁠—”

“You can go on without us, you know,” said Leo with a wave of his hand. “We’re basically strangers to you at this point. Leaving us is probably the smart move.”

Yohji gave Leo an incredulous look. “And lose the chance to fight a future Supreme Realm Lord? Not a chance.”

Leo, who had been sipping more of his stew, suddenly spat it out and gazed at Yohji in amazement. “Future Supreme Realm Lord? I could… I mean, what makes you think I would ever even dream of getting that close to true power?”

Yohji thrust a thumb over his shoulder. “Because that old guy with the water knife said the last Beastcaller who became powerful could only be taken down by the Supreme Realm Lord, yeah? So that means you have the same potential. So I’m going to stick with you guys for now, at least until you get powerful enough to pose a real threat to the Supreme Realm Lord himself.”

Leo shook his head. He was starting to find Shadowshine’s way of thinking, as animalistic and alien as it sometimes was, to be easier to follow than Yohji’s, whose mind seemed to run on a track that no one else’s did.

Speaking of Shadowshine, Leo looked over his shoulder. The Outer Wolf lay a good distance away from their campfire, head on his front paws, chewing on a piece of pig meat that Leo had brought along—originally for his dinner last night. After Councilman Egar had stolen their supplies, however, they had been forced to be more careful about parceling out their food. Normally, Shadowshine would have gone and hunted for his own breakfast, but he was still recovering from his injuries, which meant that he needed extra care from Leo for now. The Outer Wolf had not said anything, either aloud or mentally, and even seemed to be deliberately avoiding Leo’s gaze.

“What does your dog think about this?” said Yohji.

Snapping out of his thoughts, Leo looked at Yohji in confusion. “Dog? He’s an Outer Wolf. My Familiar.”

Yohji shrugged. “Looks like a big dog to me, but to be fair, this is the first time I’ve seen a wolf of any kind in person. Didn’t think they actually existed, to be honest.”

Leo frowned. “Where did you come from that does not have wolves?”

Yohji tossed his empty food bowl over his shoulder and it landed on his big backpack sitting behind him, as neatly as if he’d placed it there carefully. “Pretty far north, but it doesn’t matter. Does he have an opinion, or is he not smart enough to talk?”

Shadowshine suddenly raised his head and growled at Yohji, “Watch it, Swordmaster.”

Yohji, seemingly unafraid of Shadowshine’s growl, tilted his head to the side. “What did your dog say?”

Leo rubbed the back of his head. “He just said than you should watch what you say. He doesn’t like people who disrespect or insult him.”

Yohji laughed. “Wow! He communicated all of that with just a growl? Maybe I should start growling like a dog from now on. Seems like a far more efficient form of communication, if you ask me.”

Leo shook his head again and looked at Shadowshine. “So now you finally choose to talk. What do you think?”

Shadowshine, however, had returned to chewing on his bone, completely ignoring Leo. It took all of Leo’s self-control not to yell at Shadowshine, mostly because he knew that Shadowshine was not intimidated by him in the slightest.

Deep breaths, Leo, Leo told himself. Just practice Shadowshine’s breathing technique. Feel the life mana flowing through you.

That was easier said than done, however, and Leo gave up on it after a few cycles.

Turning his attention back to the campfire, Leo said, “I think our only option is to keep heading north to Element City and try to get an audience with Minor Realm Lord Darkthorn. If nothing else, there should at least be inns and places to stay there, so we can spend tonight in actual beds, at least, and figure out our next course of action tomorrow.”

“Element City, eh?” said Yohji. “Not a bad place. Kind of small, but there are some tough Pathwalkers there, so it could be fun. Have always wanted to take on a Minor Realm Lord, anyway.”

Leo looked at Yohji in alarm. “What is with you and your near-treasonous talk? We do not want to fight any realm lords, Supreme or Minor. We want to warn them about the Unbeast threat. That is the whole reason we are on this journey in the first place.”

Yohji’s shoulders sagged in disappointment. “Kind of boring, but okay. So long as you keep training and getting stronger, I guess that’s fine. But if a chance to take on a realm lord comes up, I will definitely take it.”

Leo rubbed his face in exasperation, but it was Papa who said, “Why should we go to Element City?”

Looking at Papa, Leo said, “Because I just said why, Papa: to warn the Realm about the Unbeasts.”

Papa, whose bowl of stew now sat empty at his feet, frowned deeply. “Why would Lord Darkthorn ever allow an audience with us? As you yourself said, we are not important. Neither is Egar, for that matter, but at least he was a legitimate councilman of an actual West Leaf province, which carries some weight even in big cities and would have almost certainly gotten our request for an audience with Lord Darkthorn heard.”

Leo gaped at Papa’s despair. He had not expected Papa, who always seemed to be upbeat, to be the downer of their group. But at the same time, Leo could not find fault with Papa’s logic. He had entertained a lot of those thoughts himself already.

Still, Leo felt compelled to fight back. “I understand, Papa, and by no means do I think our odds of getting an audience with Lord Darkthorn are high. But at the same time, I feel like we have to at least try. After all, we can’t go home. Not anymore.”

Papa nodded. “True on that point, but I… I just don’t think this journey is going to have a good end for any of us.”

“What do you mean by that, Papa?” asked Leo.

Papa gulped and pressed his hands together. “If no one is going to listen to us about the Unbeasts, then no one will even try to stop them. What was your Outer Wolf’s original plan? Keep heading north, hoping to outrun the Unbeast threat? That seems like it might be our actual best bet. We can stay in Element City for the night, but then leave and keep heading to the Northern Border. Perhaps we will find safety beyond the borders of Arinthia, especially if the Realm ends up falling to the Unbeasts like we think it will.”

Leo licked his lips. Again, he found it difficult to argue with Papa about this. His logic was sound. Lord Darkthorn would never listen to anyone from some backwoods village in the middle of nowhere, especially if they didn’t have a councilman to vouch for them. And while they had managed to survive their previous struggles against the Unbeasts so far, Leo suspected that the Unbeasts would only get stronger and stronger as time went on.

Running and hiding might be our best bet, then, thought Leo. Leaving Arinthia is definitely not an option I would ever have considered before, but maybe it’s for the best. Perhaps this is the heavens’ way of showing us mercy, sparing us from the inevitable invasion that will destroy everything.

“Coward.”

That word came not from Yohji or Papa, but from Shadowshine.

And it was directed at Leo.

Leo looked over his shoulder at Shadowshine, narrowing his eyes. “What did you just call me?”

Shadowshine, still gnawing on his bone, gave Leo a hard look. “I called you a coward. And your grandfather and the Swordmaster, if they are foolish enough to agree to your plan.”

Leo rose to his feet and turned to face Shadowshine, ignoring the startled looks on the faces of Yohji and Papa. “Because we might choose to run and hide from the Unbeasts? Are you saying that you are a coward, too? We were not the ones who originally came up with that plan, you know.”

Shadowshine stopped gnawing on his bone and gazed up at Leo. “I know. And from a certain point of view, it does make a lot of sense. Running and hiding is usually the best way to survive against a foe you can’t possibly hope to defeat. My tribe, which was never the strongest Outer Wolf tribe, were masters of the technique. Or did you not wonder why Shadow Slip is my most powerful skill?”

Leo blinked. “I did not know that, Shadowshine.”

“Because I did not tell you,” said Shadowshine. “Because I did not trust you with that information. But ever since meeting you and becoming your Familiar, my mind on that position has changed.”

Leo frowned. “Changed? How?”

Shadowshine gestured at the bandages on his legs. “To bravery. I now realize that it would be the height of cowardice to run and hide from the Unbeasts forever. They will keep spreading unchecked unless someone puts a stop to them, here and now. Even if we fled Arinthia, they would keep following us.”

Leo gulped. “But we aren’t nearly enough to take them down.”

Shadowshine rose to his feet, causing him to tower over Leo. “What happened to the ambitious Leo I knew? The one who wanted to become a Level 7 Beastcaller?”

Leo hesitated. “But Councilman Egar and Papa said⁠—”

“Who cares what they say?” demanded Shadowshine. “Even Egar acknowledged that there has been one Beastcaller who did not succumb to the Call of the Beast. Why can’t you be the second?”

Leo paused. It had never occurred to him to think that he could avoid the fate that seemed to befall all Beastcallers who progressed in their Path. “I… I don’t know.”

“Exactly,” said Shadowshine. “I believe that you can do it, Leo Stormrider. Whatever your fellow Arinthians say or believe, they don’t know you. You aren’t a monster, and I doubt you will ever become one. You are a hero, and you will be the one to stop the Unbeasts and save the Realm, even if you and I must die trying.”

“You and I?” repeated Leo. “Does that mean you will stay with me?”

Shadowshine nodded. “Of course! As your Familiar, I cannot leave you, even if I wanted to. But I do not. I want to see you grow stronger and stronger and become the next Alpha Walker, like you were always meant to be.”

Leo was at a loss for words. He had never heard, much less expected to hear, such powerful support from Shadowshine.

And at the same time, Leo found that Shadowshine’s words resonated with him strongly. After all, who said that Leo had to suffer the same fate that almost every other Beastcaller had? Who said that Leo could not rise above that and become the hero and defender of Arinthia?

It felt almost arrogant for Leo to think that, but at the same time, he did not want to let false humility interfere with his thinking. Hadn’t he always wanted to win the honor of Arinthia? What better way to do that than to master his Path, defeat the Unbeasts, and protect the Realm?

Leo looked into Shadowshine’s eyes and nodded. “Thanks, Shadowshine, my Familiar. I appreciate it.”

Shadowshine dipped his head toward Leo. “You are welcome, Leo Stormrider. May you reach the stars and beyond one day, as my tribe always said.”

Leo nodded again and turned around to face Papa and Yohji, who had both been watching and listening closely.

“Papa, Yohji,” said Leo, his hands balled tightly into fists. “We are going to Element City. We are going to demand, not just seek, an audience with Lord Darkthorn, and we are going to make sure that the whole Realm knows about the Unbeast threat.”

Yohji gave Leo an amazed look. “Did you and your dog decide on that just from all that growling? Pretty impressive.”

Leo rubbed his forehead, trying not to feel too exasperated at Yohji’s statement. “Please take this seriously, Yohji. We are not going to give up, no matter how hard it might be.”

Yohji shrugged. “Sounds fine to me. I hate quitters, so I’m on board. What about you, old man? Any thoughts?”

Papa was silent and looking at the campfire, which was starting to die down now that Yohji had stopped feeding it coals. For a moment, Leo feared that Papa might reject the decision.

But then Papa looked up, a confident look on his face, and said, “Good plan, Leo, but there’s just one thing I think you forgot to mention.”

Leo frowned. “What would that be, Papa?”

Papa glanced at Yohji knowingly. “Oh, I think Yohji knows. Right, Yohji?”

Yohji nodded. “Yep. Was wondering if you noticed it, too. I bet the dog has as well.”

Leo frowned even more. “What are you talking about? What did I forget to cover in my statement?”

Shadowshine walked up beside Leo and sat down next to him, an expectant look on his face. “Remember what else we discussed, Leo, other than warning the Realm about the Unbeasts. How did we intend to stop the Unbeasts?”

Leo opened his mouth, thought about it, and then realized what he’d excluded.

And felt a bit silly for feeling that way.

Regardless, Leo looked at everyone again—Shadowshine, Yohji, and Papa—and, slamming his fists together, said, “I will become a Level 7 Beastcaller, the strongest in all of Arinthia, and none of the Unbeasts will stand a chance against me.”


Chapter
Twenty-Eight



“This is all that they were able to recover of Captain Yisar?” Minor Realm Lord Calavian Darkthorn, sitting upon his jade throne, asked.

Lady Dowager Terese, standing beside him, her gnarled hands clutching the top of her cane, nodded tersely. “Yes. As for Lady Wo… they did not even find a body.”

Calavian grimaced. He had thought that the fate of Captain Yisar—a Level 5 Aqua Archon known throughout Element City as the Keeper of Water—had been awful, but if Lady Wo, his trusted Level 6 Fire Sage, did not even leave behind a body, then the Unbeast situation was worse than he thought.

All that remained of Captain Yisar was a couple of fingers, his Captain’s Patch identifying him as a captain of the West Leaf Army, and a lock of black hair that appeared to have been ripped off his scalp with little effort. The captain’s remains lay on a table at the foot of the stairs to his throne, having been placed there by one of the captain’s soldiers who had accompanied Captain Yisar into the field less than ten minutes ago.

Calavian and Lady Dowager Terese were currently in the Jade Throne Room of Castle Darkthorn, so named because the walls, floor, and ceiling were made of jade—the official color of the West Leaf province. Whenever light streamed through the windows behind his throne, such as it did today, the whole room glittered green. About the only thing that wasn’t made of jade was the large crystal embedded in the wall on the far-left side of the room, which shimmered slightly under the rays of sunlight pouring in through the windows.

But currently, Calavian’s eyes were on the remains of Captain Yisar. He had a strong stomach, but even his gut had lurched when one of Yisar’s soldiers first brought the remains of Captain Yisar into his throne room and laid them before him. They had been brought in while Calavian was in the middle of a meeting with his nobles, forcing Calavian to send them all out of the Jade Throne Room aside from Terese. She was one of the few people other than himself aware of the threat posed by the “parasite plague,” as he, Terese, and Roman had come to call it. He had not told any of the nobles and assumed that his six strongest warriors would be able to deal with it.

Yet Calavian was starting to think his plan was not as foolproof as he’d thought.

“What about the other hunters I sent to take out the victims of the parasite plague?” asked Calavian, tearing his gaze from Captain Yisar’s remains to look at Terese. “Have we heard from them yet?”

Terese nodded. “The twins in the southwest have reported successfully dealing with a parasite outbreak among a pack of Wastes lions, but Susas Minotos and Harris Mego have not reported in since yesterday morning, even though they are supposed to report in twice a day every day, once in the morning and once in the evening.”

Calavian pursed his lips. No surprise about the twins—they were two of the strongest Pathwalkers he knew—but the missing report from Susas and Harris filled him with dread. “Do you think that that means…?”

“I dare not speculate, my lord,” said Terese with a shake of her head. “At the risk of seeming presumptuous, I sent scouts out to the village of Lavins—where their last report claimed they were—to seek them out. I anticipate a report from the scouts later this evening.”

“Assuming they are lucky enough to find them,” said Calavian. He shuddered. “But no, Lady Dowager, I do not think you were presumptuous in doing that at all. I was thinking the same thing, in fact. Speed is of the essence here, particularly when confronting a threat we know precious little about.”

“Indeed,” said Terese with a stiff nod. “And our spies in the city indicate that there are not even rumors of the parasite plague among the general population yet. That, at least, indicates that the threat is still largely contained to the Southern Border and the Outer Wastes.”

Calavian breathed a sigh of relief. His eyes darted out the windows to his right, giving him a good look at the tall multicolored buildings that made up Element City. His increased eyesight—another benefit to becoming an Element Master—showed him that the citizens were going about their daily business with no apparent fear or worry, at least no more than they normally experienced.

That was good.

That was very good.

Because the last thing Calavian needed was for panic to spread throughout the capital. If the citizens of Element City knew that four of the city’s six greatest warriors had perished or disappeared while fighting an enemy that fed on mana and spread like a virus⁠—

No. Calavian would not even entertain the thought. His Mind Conqueror teacher, Sol, had warned him against dwelling on evil thoughts any longer than was absolutely necessary. Evil thoughts, Sol had said, were like a disease of the mind and got worse the more one thought about them.

Still, Calavian could not deny that this was a precarious situation—one, perhaps, that he should have taken more seriously from the start. He doubted that his deceased father, Lord Calario Darkthorn, would have allowed this problem to persist as long as it had. Lord Father had always been ruthlessly efficient in identifying and eliminating any and all threats to his power and to the people of West Leaf. That was what had made him such an effective leader in the first place.

But Lord Father never had to deal with an enemy that can’t be killed through brute force alone, Calavian thought. And if this problem continues to worsen, then I can kiss my Supreme Realm Lord ambitions goodbye, especially if Lightninghand himself decides to step in. That becomes more likely with every passing day.

Shaking his head, Calavian said, “Thank you for the report, Lady Dowager. Continue to ensure that all news about the parasite plague is suppressed, at least until we have the problem firmly under our control.”

Terese dipped her head toward Calavian as a show of respect. “Your wish is my command, my lord. But what do you intend to do about the missing and dead hunters?”

Calavian pursed his lips. “Send more scouts out to the Southwest Border to analyze the situation. And while you are at it, promote Grunker to a hunter and tell him that his new job is to kill as many plague victims as possible.”

Terese smirked. “Grunker, eh? You mean you aren’t afraid of him losing control like he did back in⁠—”

Calavian cut off Terese like a sword. “I expect him to lose control against an enemy that seeks to control us. We can always deny his connection to us if it ever comes to light. He is known for his wild tendencies, after all.”

Terese chuckled. “How clever. You are certainly shaping up to be an excellent future Supreme Realm Lord, my son, if you can keep up this level of politicking.”

Calavian frowned. “Not if I fail to get this ‘parasite plague’ situation under control, I won’t.”

Terese placed a hand on Calavian’s shoulder. “Your father and I saw your inherent potential from the start, Calavian. Although your Lord Father may not have lived long enough to see you reach the golden throne, I still believe in the vision that the Oracle showed us at your birth. You can and will rise above this situation, no matter how difficult it might seem to you now.”

Calavian looked up at Terese, surprised by this tenderness from her. Terese was usually short and disciplined with him, but he supposed that even she could be kind when she wanted to be.

Of course, Calavian knew better than to take her sincerity to heart too much. Terese was a master manipulator herself and always knew exactly what to say to get everyone—including Calavian—to do what she wanted them to do.

Calavian hoped to be like her someday.

“Oh,” said Terese, taking her hand off Calavian’s shoulder and digging through the folds of her robes, “there is one other thing I heard about the reports from Yisar and Wo’s scouts, which might make the ‘parasite plague’ situation even more precarious for our Realm.”

Calavian felt his heart grow heavy in his chest. “What is it now?”

Terese pulled a smooth, glowing crystal orb from her robes and handed it to Calavian. “They caught an image of a strange man on this recording crystal.”

Frowning, Calavian took the smooth, slightly warm recording crystal from Terese and rubbed its surface with his thumb once to activate it.

An image suddenly appeared in the orb, of a pale, thin man with a shock of gray hair falling out of his head, patches of his skin covered in the same corruption that the Pathless man in the dungeons had. But this man’s eyes were green rather than orange. He was grinning wickedly, reminding Calavian of his court jester, only there was no warmth or mirth in the man’s smile.

It was the smile of a predator about to devour a very helpless prey.

“Who is this?” said Calavian, without taking his eyes off the image.

“A man who our scouts believe may be connected to the Unbeast infestation,” said Terese. “They reported seeing the man in the Outer Wastes shortly after finding the remains of Captain Yisar. The man seemed to be giving orders to a parasite plague victim, which seemed to understand his commands.”

Calavian felt dread rise up his spine. “Meaning this man is the leader of the victims of the plague?”

“That remains to be seen, my lord,” said Terese, though her tense voice did not make Calavian feel any better. “The scouts did not want to risk drawing his attention, so they gathered Captain Yisar’s remains and returned to Element City as quickly as they could.”

Calavian finally tore his gaze away from the recording crystal to look sharply at Terese. “And this man… was he infected by the parasite plague himself?”

Terese shrugged. “They were not sure. He looks similar to the man in the dungeons, but he is apparently far more intelligent and coherent. If he is a victim, then he is not a mad one.”

That worried Calavian more than he’d liked to admit. He’d always assumed that victims of the parasite plague were little more than mindless beasts themselves. That was why he sent such a small force to kill them in the first place. Brute strength and overwhelming numbers meant nothing in battle if one lacked the military mind and wisdom to put them to good use.

But it seemed like the parasite plague victims may have had a military mind of their own directing their movements.

If so, then the problem was even worse than Calavian feared. It was to the point that he was now seriously considering heading to the Outer Wastes and eliminating this mysterious man himself.

But if I did that, then the rest of the Realm Lords would inevitably know about it, Calavian thought, tapping his chin, and then I could say goodbye to gaining the honor and status needed to rise to the level of Supreme Realm Lord. Especially if Lightninghand decides to personally intervene, which seems likely given the raw threat the Unbeasts pose to our civilization.

It was a conundrum for sure, but if he wanted to ensure his position in the Realm’s hierarchy, it was one Calavian needed to devote more time and attention to—without anyone outside his personal and trusted circle ever knowing.

Taking a deep breath, Calavian said, “Have the scouts continue to monitor this mystery man. And if Grunker or any of the other hunters run into him, tell them that they will all get ten thousand gold coins if they can bring me his head.”

Terese breathed out sharply. “Ten thousand gold? That is a princely sum, my lord.”

Calavian cracked a smile at Terese. “And offer a Crown of Nobleship as well. We must spare no expense to prevent this man from getting in the way of our ambitions, Lady Dowager.”

Terese nodded, a smile slowly spreading across her aged features. “Yes, indeed, my son. I see you are learning after all.”

“I always do, Lady Dowager,” said Calavian. He ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “So long as I am not forced to go out and deal with the problem myself, I think it highly likely that we will be speaking about the parasite plague and its victims in the past tense by this time next⁠—”

The doors to the Jade Throne Room suddenly cracked open, and a young boy, one of Calavian’s pages, poked his head through it. “Um, Minor Realm Lord Darkthorn?”

Calavian glared at the page. “What do you want? I told my guards not to let anyone disturb us.”

The page pursed his lips uncertainly. “I know, my lord, but I told them I had urgent news to share with you. There’s a small group of travelers at the front gates who want an audience with you.”

Calavian briefly exchanged puzzled looks with Terese before looking at the page and saying slowly, “I am not expecting any visitors today.”

“They are not on your schedule’s guest list,” said the page as he stepped into the room fully, closing the door behind him. “I checked.”

Calavian glared at the page, who looked unusually small and scrawny for a page. Or maybe Calavian was just getting old. “Then why are you bothering me with their request?”

The page, pursing his lips, bowed and said, “Because they claimed to know of a grave threat not just to West Leaf, but to the whole Realm of Arinthia, and even beyond. They call it the Unbeasts and⁠—”

“The Unbeasts?” Calavian interrupted without even thinking about an apology. He exchanged a mystified look with Terese. “What is an Unbeast?”

The page stood up again, though he still looked quite afraid of Calavian. “According to the boy I spoke to, sir, the Unbeasts are some kind of… some kind of parasite, I think. They infect humans and animals and turn them into mindless creatures, whose only goal is to destroy everything.”

Calavian felt his heart tighten. “Parasite? Is that the exact word this visitor used, Page?”

The page nodded. “Y-yes, sir. Why?”

Calavian did not answer the page’s question, partly because his status as Minor Realm Lord meant that he did not have to, and partly because the implications of his visitors’ words were sinking in.

If these visitors—whoever they were—were aware of the parasite plague, which they called the Unbeasts, then this was a huge problem. Calavian had done everything in his power to ensure that no one outside of his personal circle knew about the plague. He thanked the heavens that these strangers had not simply gone into the streets of Element City to preach about the plague to all who would listen.

Otherwise, Calavian was certain that all his plans would have completely fallen apart.

“My lord?” said the page. “What do you want us to say to them?”

Calavian, snapping out of his thoughts, looked at the page. “Who are these visitors? Do they have names?”

The page pursed his lips again. “There is a young man who called himself Leo Stormrider, his grandfather, and a wandering Swordmaster named Yohji. They claim to be from the town of Lavins, which I have never heard of but which is apparently on the⁠—”

“Southern Border of the Realm,” finished Calavian for him, “right before you reach the Outer Wastes, yes?”

The page gave Calavian a surprised look. “Why, yes, my lord, that is exactly how the visitors described it to me. Have you heard of it?”

Calavian’s hands balled into fists as he rested his arms on the jade throne. “In a sense, yes. Have they told anyone else about these so-called ‘Unbeasts’ yet?”

The page shook his head. “No. Apparently, they don’t even have lodgings in town yet. They just reached the city this morning and came straight to the castle to request an audience with you.”

Calavian nodded, relief flooding his soul when the page confirmed what he had already suspected. “And these travelers, where are they now?”

The page jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “At the front gates. They are expecting an immediate response from you, my lord, but I told them that assuming I even could speak to you, you would probably not respond to their request, or if you were feeling especially kind, you might schedule a meeting with them six months down the⁠—”

“Let them in now,” said Calavian.

The page tilted his head to the side. “I’m sorry, my lord? I thought I heard you say⁠—”

Calavian shot to his feet, his eyes blazing with anger. Almost literally. He could feel his fire mana burning inside him the way it always did whenever he found himself dealing with his slow-witted servants. “I said bring them in now. I want to talk to them.”

The page gulped. “But Your Greatness, what about your meeting with the⁠—”

A fireball shot out of Calavian’s hand toward the page, who had just enough time to yell…

Before the fireball stopped inches from the page’s trembling, sweaty face.

Calavian narrowed his eyes. “What part of ‘now’ do you have trouble understanding? Am I speaking in riddles? Do you need me to explain every little thing I tell you in great detail before what I want gets through that unfortunately thick skull of yours?”

The page shook his head. “N-no, sir. Understood, sir. The visitors will be ushered in immediately.”

Even before he finished speaking, the page had turned and bolted out the doors. He did not even try to hide his fear, which Calavian found very disrespectful.

With a grunt, Calavian snapped his fingers, and the floating fireball dissipated into thin air. Falling down into his throne, Calavian said, “Lady Dowager, remind me to fire that page as soon as my meeting with the visitors from the border is over. I will need smarter servants than that if I am to become the next Supreme Realm Lord of Arinthia.”

Terese licked her lips uncertainly. “Of course, my son, of course. But why do you wish to meet with these visitors? From the sound of it, they are not anyone important.”

Calavian shot Terese an annoyed look. “Because they pose a direct threat to my quest for power, Lady Dowager. If I can get them in here, before they can talk to anyone else about the parasite plague, then I can control what they do and do not say to the rest of the city.”

Terese nodded again. “Ah, now I see. As clever as ever, my son. But how, exactly, do you intend to silence these visitors? They sound like they are on a rather urgent quest of their own.”

Calavian smirked. “You will see, Lady Dowager. You will see.”


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



Leo could not believe their luck when the young page they had spoken to emerged from Castle Darkthorn and, looking sweatier and more fearful than he had five minutes ago, announced to Leo, Papa, and Yohji that Minor Realm Lord Darkthorn would see them right away.

Truly, the heavens must be blessing our mission for us to have gotten an audience with the Minor Realm Lord himself so quickly, thought Leo as he, Papa, and Yohji followed the page through the front gates of Castle Darkthorn and into the courtyard. His stomach growled and he rubbed it. Maybe we will even get a feast worthy of the heroes that we are. Or at least a nice meal.

Indeed, Leo, Papa, and Yohji had not eaten since that morning, and it was almost lunchtime. They had made a concerted effort to reach Element City as quickly as possible, getting up earlier than usual, eating their breakfast as quickly as possible, and then heading out at a fast pace. Even Papa had managed to keep up with Leo and Yohji despite his advanced age, which was incredible.

But that was, perhaps, because Leo had been pushing all of them—himself most of all—to reach Element City after his dramatic declaration the day before.

Because Leo believed every word he’d said. He was going to warn the Minor Realm Lord and, eventually, all of Arinthia about the Unbeast threat. He would even present his case before the Supreme Realm Lord himself, should the opportunity arise, and if it did not, then Leo would find a way to make it happen.

And perhaps more importantly, Leo would become a Level 7 Beastcaller and use that power to protect Arinthia from all threats.

Leo wasn’t quite ready to aim for the throne of the Supreme Realm Lord—and wasn’t at all sure he ever would be ready—but he was more than ready to take on the Unbeasts, as well as any other potential threats standing between him and his goal. He wasn’t sure where this energy had come from, other than the powerful conviction that there was no going back and he needed to build his own future. He might never get to return to Lavins, but that was fine by him.

At least, Leo told himself that was fine. It was no good to dwell on what had already happened. Why focus on the goat you lost yesterday when there was another one sitting right in front of you?

That was how Shadowshine had put it last night before they went to sleep and Leo had found himself feeling homesick. It was a very Outer Wolf way of thinking about things, but at the same time, Leo could not disagree with it. He did need to focus on the future, which was still unwritten, rather than on the past, which was already set in stone.

Speaking of Shadowshine, the Outer Wolf had been forced to remain outside of Element City rather than journey with them into the city. Leo had not wanted to draw unnecessary, and probably hateful, attention to them. Anything that would make it harder for them to reach Castle Darkthorn and gain an audience with Lord Darkthorn needed to be dealt with.

And the unfortunate fact is that walking around a crowded city with a giant wolf is very likely to attract some very negative attention from strangers, thought Leo as they passed through the castle’s courtyard and climbed up the steps to the front doors. Especially if people know I am a Beastcaller.

Not that that would be particularly difficult for them to do. Leo’s gray robes would instantly mark him as a Beastcaller to anyone who even glanced at him. Even so, Leo knew that Arinthia’s main problem with Beastcallers was if they grew and learned, not necessarily with their existence. So long as Leo looked sufficiently humble and meek, no one would look at him twice.

And indeed, that was exactly how it worked. When Leo and the others had first arrived in Element City less than half an hour ago, few people had given them much attention. It had seemed like more people looked at Yohji than him, perhaps because Yohji was a Level 4 Swordmaster who practically oozed confidence and strength. The city guards at the front gates had even questioned Yohji, though they had totally ignored both Leo and Papa, perhaps because the two of them were unarmed and looked weak.

And I am still weak, thought Leo, passing through the open doors into the hallways of Castle Darkthorn. But one of these days, I will become strong—strong enough to protect Arinthia from the Unbeasts.

Leo’s thoughts fled his mind when he entered the hallways of Castle Darkthorn. His jaw dropped at the sheer opulence before him. Having spent his whole life in Lavins—with the rare visit to other small border towns when an opportunity to sell their livestock came up for his family—Leo was struck by how massive the castle was. Its hallways were long and wide, the marble floor smoother than the surface of a pond on a still day. The vaulted ceiling, supported by marble and jade columns that looked like the legs of an elephant, rose above them, depicting the symbols of the four elements—fire, water, earth, and air—swirling together in a massive vortex. Metal statues of tall, handsome, imposing men stood in regular intervals on both sides of the halls, which Leo knew, even without reading their plaques, were statues of past Minor Realm Lords.

And the hallways were busy, full of servants and soldiers running to and fro, doing their normal daily routines or running errands for nobles or the Minor Realm Lord. Leo had overheard a couple of servants mopping the floors—apparently all the province’s nobles had been summoned to the castle, which made Leo wonder whether they would get a chance to speak to all of them, too.

“Wow,” said Leo as he took in the sweet aroma of roses, which he assumed was just how the castle smelled. “Castle Darkthorn is even bigger than I imagined.”

“It’s all right, I guess,” said Yohji with a shrug. “The castles in the Major Realm Lord’s city are way bigger, though.”

Leo whipped his head toward Yohji in surprise. “You mean you’ve been to Grand City? But that’s even farther away than Element City.”

Yohji flashed Leo a smile. “I keep forgetting that you’ve never been anywhere but your tiny little village. Well, you’ve got a lot to see, especially if you intend to become as powerful as you want to be.”

Leo nodded. He still did not know all of Yohji’s story, such as where he was from, why he wandered, his motives for wanting to become strong, and so on, but he was glad to have him as a friend and ally. He knew there would be time to get into Yohji’s backstory later—perhaps after they spoke with Lord Darkthorn and warned him about the threat posed by the Unbeasts.

“And here we are!” said the page without warning, coming to an abrupt stop in front of two large wooden doors with golden knobs and hinges. Leo looked up at them. They were huge—bigger than the castle’s front doors. They were even taller than his family’s house back in Lavins, a thought that made his heart feel a little tighter before he dismissed it. Do not focus on the goat you lost yesterday.

Two burly guards—Terra Wardens, based on their black robes, and likely fairly high-leveled ones at that—stood on either side of the doors, clutching spears that looked like they had been carved from rock and wearing armor that looked like it was made out of stone rather than metal. The two guards gave Leo the usual disgusted look that Beastcallers got from the other Paths, but they otherwise did not say or do anything to Leo or his travel companions.

“This is it?” said Leo to the page, who couldn’t have been much older than himself.

The page nodded hastily. “Yes! Just let yourself in. Lord Darkthorn is expecting you.”

Without further explanation, the page walked away like someone had set his feet on fire. Leo stared in confusion at the fast-walking page as he disappeared around a corner at the end of the hall, then looked at Papa and Yohji again. “What do you guys think about that?”

Yohji shrugged. “I dunno. Maybe the kid had to use the bathroom or something.”

“He seemed more afraid than needing to relieve himself,” said Papa. He stroked his beard. “I have heard rumors that Lord Darkthorn can be a harsh taskmaster, but perhaps he is afraid of something else.”

Leo pursed his lips. He knew very little about Lord Calavian Darkthorn; in fact, until they’d reached Element City, Leo hadn’t even known that Lord Darkthorn had recently achieved the Path of Element Master, which meant he could use all four of the major elements.

At least, that was what Yohji had told him. Yohji had seemingly spent a lot of time learning about powerful people he wanted to fight. Heck, Yohji had even mentioned offhandedly that he wanted to take on Lord Darkthorn if he got the chance.

Leo and Papa had shut that idea down immediately.

No way is any of us powerful enough to take on an Element Master, thought Leo, shuddering at the mere thought of challenging such a powerful Pathwalker. And we have no reason to fight Lord Darkthorn. He isn’t our threat. The Unbeasts are.

“Well, if Lord Darkthorn immediately wanted to speak to us, he can’t be that unreasonable or harsh,” said Leo. He stood up a little straighter. “So let’s go in and present our case to him as best as we are able.”

With that, the two guards—who had not said one word to them—pushed open the doors. Feeling the black needle in his right pocket, Leo took a deep breath and stepped into the room, with Yohji and Papa following right behind him.

The throne room was, somehow, even more fabulous than the rest of Castle Darkthorn—or of what Leo had seen, anyway. The entire room looked like it had been carved out of a huge block of jade. The walls, floor, ceiling, and even support columns were all made of the same green stone, representing the official colors of the West Leaf province.

To their right was a wall covered with paintings of people whom Leo assumed were Lord Darkthorn’s forebearers, as they all looked a lot like him. But to their left were windows that offered a truly breathtaking view of Element City and its multicolored buildings, which rose in various heights around the castle.

Though none higher than the castle itself, noticed Leo.

Suddenly, Shadowshine said, Leo, how are things going in the castle?

Very well, said Leo. We are just about to meet with Lord Darkthorn. I will let you know his response after… we… talk with… him…

Leo’s words trailed off because he finally saw Lord Darkthorn himself.

Lord Calavian Darkthorn was a tall, muscular man. Rather than wearing robes like a normal Pathwalker, Lord Darkthorn was clad in a suit of multicolored armor. Red, blue, black, and green—representing each element he controlled.

Not only that, but Lord Darkthorn, seated upon a throne that seemed to be made out of the same jade used to make the throne room, practically radiated mana. Leo had never felt such a powerful aura in his whole life. It was almost overwhelming, especially for a Level 1 Beastcaller. Part of him wanted to turn tail and run, but Leo forced himself not to.

Besides, he could not have run even if he’d wanted to, for as soon as he and the others entered the room, the guards had shut the doors behind them with a boom.

Startled, Leo looked over his shoulder briefly before Papa and Yohji bowed before Lord Darkthorn. Remembering his manners, Leo also bowed, hoping that his momentary forgetfulness had not offended him too badly.

“Oh, great Lord Darkthorn,” said Leo, his voice feeling both strangely dry and too wet, “your humble guests are here.”

“Identify yourselves,” said Lord Darkthorn.

Even his voice was powerful, like a strong gale wind. From a distance, Leo felt Lord Darkthorn’s cool breath blow through his hair.

Taking a deep breath, Leo said, “Most honorable Lord Darkthorn, I am Leo Stormrider, son of Ron Stormrider, from the village of Lavins. To my right is my grandfather, Gero Stormrider, also from Lavins, and to my left is Yohji⁠—?”

Leo sneaked a questioning glance at Yohji, realizing that he knew neither the Swordmaster’s last name nor where he hailed from.

Yohji, as helpfully as ever, whispered, “Just call me Yohji of the Sword.”

Deciding that Yohji could handle the consequences of his disrespectfulness if he accidentally offended the Minor Realm Lord, Leo said, “And to my left is Yohji of the Sword, a wandering Swordmaster.”

“And what brings you all the way from Lavins to Element City, travelers?” asked Lord Darkthorn. “I heard from my page that you want to warn me of a threat you call the Unbeasts.”

Leo nodded without standing upright, even though his back was screaming at him to stand up. “Yes, honorable Minor Realm Lord, that is correct. We have come to warn not just you but the whole Realm about the dangers posed by the Unbeasts.”

“Stand up,” said Lord Darkthorn, “and tell me exactly what danger these ‘Unbeasts,’ as you call them, pose to the Realm.”

Interesting. If Lord Darkthorn was already convinced about the Unbeasts, then Leo might not even need to show him the black needle.

Leo’s hopes rose even more. If that were true, it meant their odds of success had just risen exponentially.

Yes, the heavens must indeed be smiling upon us now, thought Leo, trying to hide his smile. Maybe it was for the best that Councilman Egar exiled us. I bet he will be very surprised when he learns that Lord Darkthorn has taken us seriously.

Rising to his full height, along with Yohji and Papa, Leo said, “Of course, sir. You see, the Unbeasts are not actual animals, not in the same sense as, say, a dog or a cat. They are more like⁠—”

“Parasites?” offered Lord Darkthorn. “Or… perhaps a plague?”

Leo resisted the urge to exchange surprised looks with Papa and Yohji. He felt that that might be taken as disrespect by Lord Darkthorn, even though in truth, it was just how Leo felt. “Yes, Minor Realm Lord, both words accurately describe the Unbeasts. I am surprised that you figured that out.”

Lord Darkthorn shrugged. “I did not become an Element Master by remaining small-minded and weak, young one.”

“Of course, Lord Darkthorn, of course,” said Leo hurriedly.

Privately, Leo wondered if Lord Darkthorn had some kind of future-seeing ability. He’d heard rumors that Pathwalkers who became Grand Realm Lords and above could gain an ability to foresee certain events before they happened, but he wasn’t sure if Minor Realm Lords like Lord Darkthorn could do that.

Or maybe becoming an Element Master took his mind and powers to a whole new level, thought Leo. If anyone could be a potential mentor to me, it would have to be Lord Darkthorn. But that is even less likely than Supreme Realm Lord Lightninghand stepping down and announcing me as his successor.

“Anyway,” continued Leo, “they are essentially parasites that spread by bite. If an Unbeast victim bites you, they will then transfer their parasite, or at least part of it—I’m not sure of the mechanics—into you. This will then turn you into a mindless beast as well, who wants nothing more than to destroy and spread your parasite.”

Lord Darkthorn, steepling his fingers, raised an eyebrow. “Sounds dangerous. What do you think, Lady Dowager?”

That was when Leo noticed the elderly woman standing on the left side of Lord Darkthorn’s throne. Clad in black robes and clutching a cane, the woman might have been a Terra Warden, though it was hard for Leo to know for sure. She did not look particularly powerful or important to Leo—which was probably why he had overlooked her—but hearing Lord Darkthorn call her Lady Dowager told him that she was likely his mother.

Which means she is the widow of the last Minor Realm Lord, thought Leo in realization. I hope we did not offend her or Lord Darkthorn by not noticing her. She is just very easy to overlook.

Lady Dowager Terese Darkthorn tapped the head of her cane thoughtfully. “I think this sounds very dangerous, my lord. I am glad I do not have to face it myself.”

Leo let out a chuckle of relief. “Then surely, you must understand why this is a threat worth taking seriously. We have reason to believe the Unbeasts have infiltrated the Realm as far as the border road between Lavins and Element City.”

For the first time, a look of genuine concern passed across Lord Darkthorn’s otherwise inscrutable face. “What?”

“We were attacked by an Unbeast on the way here, my lord,” said Papa. He spoke with surprising firmness, sounding less like Leo’s fun-loving grandfather and more like a noble himself. He gestured at Yohji. “Fortunately, this kind Swordmaster killed the Unbeast before it could kill us, but until then, we had assumed that the Unbeasts were in the Outer Wastes only. Now we have reason to believe they have penetrated the Realm’s borders far more deeply, and quickly, than we’d originally thought.”

Lord Darkthorn frowned. And unless Leo’s eyes were playing tricks on him, he thought it was a fearful frown.

But then Lord Darkthorn’s calm, inscrutable expression returned, and he said, in a voice that betrayed no emotions Leo could identify, “That is indeed a worrisome report, Elder Gero Stormrider. If these Unbeasts are as powerful a threat as you say they are, then you are correct to worry about the fate of the Realm.”

Leo could not help but smile now. “Not to sound disrespectful or like I am prying into matters beyond my station, honorable Minor Realm Lord, but what do you intend to do about the Unbeasts? If you would like a suggestion from your humble servants, we think it best to contact the Supreme Realm Lord himself. With his power, we think that the Unbeasts could be destroyed well before⁠—”

The doors to the throne room suddenly burst open, and over a dozen guardsmen—of various Paths, based on the different-colored armor they all wore—rushed inside. They formed a tight circle around Leo, Papa, and Yohji, pointing their swords and spears at them.

Leo and Papa looked around in alarm while Yohji raised his crescent sword, though his hand also reached to the strange box on his back that he still hadn’t explained.

“What is going on, my lord?” Leo asked Lord Darkthorn, fear creeping into his voice. “Who summoned these guards?”

Lord Darkthorn rose from his throne and walked down its steps toward them, each footstep echoing off the jade flooring. “I did.”

“Why?” asked Yohji sharply. “We pose no threat to you.”

Lord Darkthorn stopped just outside the circle of armed guards, his eyes gazing upon them cruelly. “Physically, no. But politically… well, you are too problematic to be allowed to wander around Element City freely. I need to keep all three of you where I can see you.”

“What… what does that mean, Lord Darkthorn?” asked Leo.

Lord Darkthorn met his gaze without a hint of mercy in his eyes. “It means, young Leo Stormrider, that you are a problem. And I know exactly how to solve problems like you.”
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Lord Darkthorn’s “solution” to Leo, Papa, and Yohji was, apparently, to banish all three of them to the dungeons of Castle Darkthorn.

As soon as Lord Darkthorn said that, he ordered the guards to escort Leo, Papa, and Yohji to the dungeons. Yohji had looked like he was ready to fight, but Leo managed to convince him to stand down. Although Yohji was a strong Swordmaster, Leo knew there was no way in hell that the three of them could defeat over a dozen mid-level Pathwalkers, and an Element Master to boot, even if said Element Master was still Level 1. One look at Lord Darkthorn’s powerful form was all the proof Leo needed to know that resistance was pointless.

So they were escorted down into the dungeons of Castle Darkthorn, which were as dark, damp, cramped, and disgusting as dungeons always were. Any weapons they had on them—which turned out to just be Yohji’s swords and his long box—were taken off of them, and they were all put inside separate cells. Fortunately, the cells were on the same “block,” which meant they could at least talk to one another. But that was about it. It was too dark to actually see one another, which made Leo feel even more alone than he already did.

The guards told Leo and the others that they would stay in the dungeons until Lord Darkthorn ordered their release. Leo tried his best to get a more definite release date from them, but the guards refused to answer any of their questions. Leo had the impression that they were telling the truth and that their freedom was dependent entirely on Lord Darkthorn’s will.

So Leo sat on the wooden board nailed to the wall of his cell—which seemed to be both a chair and his cot—with his back against the stone wall, shoulders slumped, listening to Yohji raging in the cell on the other side of the hallway.

“… stupid, arrogant, privileged son of a worm,” Yohji was saying, his tone heated. His footsteps sounded loud in the quietness of the dungeons. “Smug bastard. If I’d only challenged him to a duel back there, then we could have⁠—”

“Gotten ourselves killed, probably,” came Papa’s voice, which sounded like it was coming from the cell next to Leo’s. “You do realize that he is a Level 1 Element Master, yes? That puts him at the equivalent of a Level 7 Pathwalker for normal Paths like yours.”

“You don’t know that I would have lost!” Yohji snapped. “And besides, I’ve never fought an Element Master before, not even a new one. It could have been fun.”

“And a great way to die horribly,” said Papa. “All things considered, this isn’t the worst thing that Lord Darkthorn could have done to us.”

Leo raised his head. He wished he could see Papa and Yohji, but because they were in different cells and it was so dark, Leo would just have to do with listening to their voices. “What could he have done to us that is possibly worse than this?”

“Tortured and killed us,” said Papa cheerfully. “Or just killed us, but personally, I think that torture would be worse.”

Leo sighed and lowered his head onto his chest. “I’m sorry, everyone. This is my fault. If I hadn’t insisted on heading straight to Element City to talk to Lord Darkthorn, none of this would have happened.”

“Nonsense, Leo,” said Papa. “None of us had any reason to suspect that Lord Darkthorn would react this way.”

“His reaction is really weird,” said Yohji. “Why does he want to keep the Unbeasts secret from the public? It doesn’t make sense. If the Unbeasts are as big a threat as we think they are—and frankly, we have every reason to suspect that—then wouldn’t he want the province to know about them? Do you think that he might be behind the Unbeasts?”

“What an utterly ridiculous theory from an utterly ridiculous individual,” came Lord Darkthorn’s voice down the hallway. “But then again, you provincials always do have the funniest ideas about the world and how it works.”

A light suddenly burst into existence outside of Leo’s cell. Leo squinted and raised his arms to cover his eyes. It took them a moment, but eventually they adjusted to the light, allowing him to lower his arms and see the source of the flame.

It was Lord Darkthorn himself. He was holding up his right fist, which was wreathed in fire. The blaze gave Leo enough light to see Lord Darkthorn’s cold, calculating expression, which flickered with the shadows like he wasn’t even human.

Yohji suddenly appeared in the cell behind Lord Darkthorn, practically slamming into the bars as he glared at Lord Darkthorn. “If you knew who you were talking to, you definitely wouldn’t call me a provincial.”

Lord Darkthorn glanced at Yohji over his shoulder, clearly unimpressed. “And just who are you again?”

“A Swordmaster who wants to challenge stronger and stronger opponents,” said Yohji. “What do you say? Have your servants free me, give me my sword and box back, and then you and I can duel. If I win, you’ll let us go. If I lose, then you can do whatever you want to us. Sounds like a fair deal, doesn’t it?”

“Perhaps if I was as ignorant and foolish as you are,” said Lord Darkthorn without missing a beat. “But as the Minor Realm Lord of West Leaf and a Level 1 Element Master, I certainly have better ways to waste my time than crushing pathetic Pathwalkers like you.”

Yohji smirked. “Or maybe you are just afraid that I’ll beat you and embarrass you in front of all of your loyal subjects.”

Lord Darkthorn’s right eye twitched, but he said, in a calm voice, “Bait me all you wish. I’ve wandered the halls of power long enough to tell when a weaker rival is attempting to make me do something against my best interests, but thank you for trying. It’s given me some much-needed amusement, which I haven’t had for a couple of days now.”

Leo also walked up to the bars of his cell, but he was not as angry as Yohji. He knew there was no point. Even if all three of them jumped Lord Darkthorn at once, Lord Darkthorn would still beat the crap out of them. “Lord Darkthorn”—he omitted the word “honorable” since he did not think Lord Darkthorn truly deserved that title anymore—“why did you arrest and imprison us? We have done nothing wrong. All we want to do is warn the Realm of this serious threat to its peace. We don’t want to overthrow or challenge your power in any way.”

Lord Darkthorn turned toward Leo, eying him with the same disgust that most people reserved for insects they found underneath a rock. “That is precisely why I cannot let you three go free. If news of the Unbeasts were to become public knowledge, the sheer panic would overwhelm the entire Realm. It would be an utter disaster.” He smirked. “And it would kill any chance I might have of becoming the next Supreme Realm Lord.”

Yohji snorted. “So you’re worried about politics. Reminds me why I hate your kind so much.”

“But why do you think that knowledge of the Unbeasts would create panic?” asked Leo, wrapping his hands around the cold, dusty bars. They were almost freezing to the touch at first but warmed him the longer he held them. “Such knowledge could help the people prepare for the invasion.”

Lord Darkthorn gave Leo a dismissive look. “Tell me, young one, do you know what makes the Unbeasts so terrifying? It isn’t that they take your mind, body, and soul. Nor is it because they kill. No, the most frightening part of them, even to me, is that they eat your mana.”

Leo felt his heart tighten. “They eat your mana? What do you mean?”

Lord Darkthorn pursed his lips. “A few days ago, some of my men brought a Pathless man who had been infected by the Unbeasts to me. The Pathless man, aside from being a raving lunatic of a monster, did not have any mana at all, even though even the weakest Pathless people have at least some.”

Leo’s mind raced at these implications. “How do you know that that is because of the Unbeasts?”

“Because there is no other explanation for why a man who once had mana would now have none,” replied Lord Darkthorn. He tapped the side of his head. “Now consider what would happen if news about such creatures became more widespread. Everyone would panic. No one would trust anyone else. It would be complete chaos, which is exactly what we realm lords of all levels seek to stop.”

“That does sound terrible,” said Leo, “but if I may ask, how does that justify doing nothing about a very real threat not just to West Leaf but to all of Arinthia?”

Lord Darkthorn sighed like Leo was a child. “I am doing something about it. I have sent six of my best warriors to the Southern Border to hunt down and kill every victim of the Unbeasts. They have already done a more than adequate job of locating and killing them. It won’t be much longer before the last Unbeast is killed, and then I can tell the world about it and be seen as the hero I have always dreamed of being.”

Lord Darkthorn’s cold expression broke when he started saying that. He looked positively excited, his eyes widening as a big—and dangerous—grin crossed his face. Even the fire covering his hand glowed brighter and hotter, to the point Leo could feel the heat even from a distance.

Leo, however, did not back away from Lord Darkthorn. Gripping the bars of his cell tightly, Leo said, “I am glad that you are, in fact, attempting to solve the issue, Lord Darkthorn. After your warriors have killed the last of the Unbeasts, will you let us free?”

Lord Darkthorn tapped his chin. “We will see.”

“We will see?” Yohji repeated as if he could not believe his own ears. “But we haven’t even broken any laws.”

Lord Darkthorn again glanced at Yohji with little regard or respect. “But you are politically inconvenient for me. And since no one outside of Castle Darkthorn even knows you are here, I need not worry about people finding out about your treatment and reporting me to the Supreme Realm Lord. All in all, there is no particular reason for me to let you go, at least until I have the Unbeast situation firmly resolved.”

Leo bit his lower lip. “But that could take years.”

Lord Darkthorn smirked. “And what if it does, young man? I doubt you have anyone waiting for you at home. Beastcallers such as you are notorious for not having any friends or family.”

Leo gulped. He would have asked Lord Darkthorn how he knew that Leo was a Beastcaller, but then Leo remembered that he was still wearing his gray robes, which identified him as a Beastcaller to anyone with working eyes.

Then Papa’s voice spoke from the cell next to Leo’s, though Leo still could not see him. “You will live to regret this, Lord Darkthorn. The heavens themselves will judge you.”

Lord Darkthorn laughed. “Actually, I think that the heavens have already judged you three. That is what you get for traveling with a Beastcaller.”

Yohji suddenly thrust his hand through the bars of his cell, grabbing Lord Darkthorn’s shoulder as he said, “You smug little prick! Why don’t you say that to my—Ouch!”

Yohji immediately withdrew his hand and started blowing on it, and Leo, through the light from Lord Darkthorn’s fire, quickly saw why: The palm of Yohji’s hand now glowed a bright, shiny red, steam rising off it slightly. It was painful even to look at, and it made Leo respect Yohji all the more for not simply falling onto the ground and crying from the injury, as Leo would have likely done in his place.

Then again, I lack the confidence to even try what Yohji just tried, thought Leo, eying Lord Darkthorn’s armor carefully, which must have been hotter than it looked. I know better than to challenge someone that high above me in power.

Lord Darkthorn, looking entirely unperturbed by Yohji’s attempted assault, simply sighed. “Truly, I am dealing with some geniuses here. In any case, that is but a taste of what I will do to any of you who try to touch or attack me. Know. Your. Place.”

With that, Lord Darkthorn turned and walked down the hallway. Leo watched him go, feeling anger rising inside him.

Lord Darkthorn reminded him of Councilman Egar and Frederic, except on a much more powerful scale. Same bullying tactics, arrogant attitude, and cruel behavior. It disgusted Leo, so much so that he said, in a low whisper, “Maybe you should know your place, Lord Darkthorn.”

That came out of Leo without him even thinking about it. Even as the words left his lips, Leo found himself regretting it.

Lord Darkthorn came to an abrupt stop just a few steps away from his cell. Without turning to face Leo, Lord Darkthorn said, “What was that you just said to me, Leo?”

Leo opened his mouth. He first wanted to apologize profusely for insulting such a powerful Pathwalker. All his life, he’d been taught to show nothing but respect toward his social superiors.

But then, Leo thought, why should he show respect to someone who did not act respectably? Why respect someone who abused their power for their own personal gain, rather than use it to help people?

So Leo said, in a firmer voice, “I said you should know your place, Lord Darkthorn.”

Lord Darkthorn’s right shoulder twitched, but he still did not turn around. “I will give you one—and only one—chance to take back what you just said.”

Leo took a deep breath. He didn’t know if he would regret his next words, but he decided that it didn’t matter. He was not going to grovel before Lord Darkthorn, especially after how Lord Darkthorn had treated them so far.

“No,” said Leo, keeping his voice steady. “I will not take back one word of what I just said. I⁠—”

Leo never got to finish his sentence. Lord Darkthorn whirled around, summoned a blade made of pure fire, and shot toward Leo faster than Leo’s eyes could follow, the Element Master’s eyes blazing with anger.
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The part of Leo that always sounded like Father immediately regretted saying anything. Lord Darkthorn’s fire sword was flying straight toward Leo, and there was nothing he could do except close his eyes.

Or he wanted to. But something else—a stronger, more confident voice that sounded like Shadowshine—told him to keep his eyes wide open, to not look away. Looking away, in any form, was to acknowledge his weakness to an enemy who did not deserve to see it.

So Leo stared, through squinted eyes, at the fire sword hurtling toward him. He did not want to die, but somehow, he felt at peace with the thought that if this was how he was to go, then that was how it was going to be.

Then, Lord Darkthorn’s fire sword stopped, mere inches from Leo’s face. The heat and light were almost overwhelming, making Leo break out into a sweat and causing him to squint his eyes even further to protect them from damage from the fire.

But Leo still did not close his eyes or look away.

Instead, Leo traced his gaze along the fire sword to Lord Darkthorn himself.

The Minor Realm Lord had paused, looking as if someone had just interrupted him while he was in the middle of speaking. His gaze had become slightly distant, indicating that he wasn’t even looking at Leo anymore.

Then, abruptly, Lord Darkthorn’s fire sword dissipated into thin air, allowing the cool air of the dungeon to fill the space where it had once been. Leo wiped the sweat off his face, which felt warmer than usual to the touch, though thankfully he did not feel any burns or other injuries on it.

Lord Darkthorn took a step back from Leo and glanced down the hallway. “I see… yes, I will be there. Tell her.”

Leo cocked his head to the side. Was Lord Darkthorn talking to someone? Leo did not know of anyone else in the dungeons aside from him, Lord Darkthorn, Yohji, and Papa.

Lord Darkthorn then returned his attention to Leo, a harsh look in his eyes. “I will spare your insolent little life for now. Something far more important has just come up. But I will come back later, so you had better pray to the heavens for mercy. Because you will not be getting any from me.”

Lord Darkthorn then turned and stormed out of the dungeon, his heavy footsteps echoing off the cramped walls of the dungeon, fading slowly into the distance as he left. His fireball went with him, of course, and soon the dungeon was back to its normal pitch-blackness again.

Leo breathed a heavy sigh of relief and leaned against the bars. His knees were shakier than usual for some reason, and all he wanted to do was rest, though his beating heart and higher blood pressure made it difficult to even think about resting right now.

“Leo, that was amazing,” said Yohji, his voice coming from the other side of the hallway. “Never would have I thought that a kid as small as you would have the balls to stand up to a Minor Realm Lord like that. Respect.”

Leo sighed. “I know. Even I am surprised by what I did. I honestly have no idea where it came from.”

“At least he did not kill you,” said Papa. “Although for the record, I agree with pretty much everything you said, Leo, so if you are worried you might have crossed a line, don’t worry. You definitely did not.”

Leo smiled, though it quickly vanished. “Yes, but he said he was going to be back. And I feel like next time, I won’t get that lucky.”

“Which is why we need to break out of here and let the city know about the Unbeasts,” said Yohji. He grunted. “These bars are too strong, even for a Level 4 Swordmaster like me. We’ll need help.”

“But who could possibly help us?” asked Papa. “No one else even knows we are in here.”

“No one except Shadowshine,” said Leo in realization. He sat down on the grimy floor and closed his eyes. “Everyone, be quiet. I am going to contact Shadowshine and let him know about our situation.”

Focusing as hard as he could on his connection with Shadowshine, Leo said, Shadowshine? Are you there? It’s me, Leo.

Leo? Shadowshine said. Thank the heavens! I was getting worried because you hadn’t contacted me in a while. I assumed that your meeting with Lord Darkthorn had gone longer than you expected, which was why you hadn’t contacted me.

It’s worse than that, said Leo. Much worse.

Leo quickly summarized everything that had happened to them since they entered Castle Darkthorn. As Leo did so, he could feel Shadowshine’s rage building—a rage he shared. No doubt Shadowshine was just as upset by Lord Darkthorn’s dishonorable tactics as he was.

And that is why we need your help to escape, finished Leo. We are stuck in the dungeons underneath the castle. Even if we were to try to escape on our own, the castle guards would likely deal with us.

Don’t worry about that, said Shadowshine, his voice laced with anger. I already have a plan for getting you, Yohji, and your grandfather out of there. You will just have to sit tight until I can get into the city without anyone noticing. I think Shadow Slip should do the trick, as I haven’t seen any Pathwalkers who specialize in shadow mana yet.

Leo frowned. Shadowshine, do you mind telling me exactly what your plan to free us is?

No time, said Shadowshine, but you will know it when you see it. For now, you and the others should rest. You will need it. Trust me.

Before Leo could interrogate Shadowshine for further information, Shadowshine cut off their connection, causing Leo to open his eyes and sigh.

“So?” said Yohji. “How did it go? Does Shadowshine know where we are now?”

“I tried to tell him,” said Leo, “but he did not seem eager to listen. He said he has a plan to free us but would not tell me what that plan is.”

Papa laughed. “How amusing! I can’t wait to see what kind of scheme your Familiar has come up with to free us. Did he have any instructions for us in the meantime?”

Leo shook his head before realizing that neither Yohji nor Papa could actually see him. “He did not. He just said to sit tight and wait for the signal, which he said I would know when I see it.”

“So it’s a surprise,” said Yohji. “Great. Well, as long as your dog gets us out of this joint, I can’t complain.”

“Conserving our energy is important,” said Papa, “especially for us older folks, who don’t have a lot of it to begin with.”

Leo bit his lower lip but knew that both Yohji and Papa had good points. Until Shadowshine put his plan into action—whatever that plan might be—they would just have to sit back and wait.

Even so, that did not settle well with Leo. He wanted to be a bit more proactive than that. Although he knew that Shadowshine would not waste any time in getting them out of there, it would still be a while before he got them out.

But what can I do in the meantime? Leo thought.

Leo heard a sound nearby that made him jump. Looking around in the darkness of his cell, Leo still could not see anything, but he heard scrambling and skittering nonetheless.

What is that? Leo thought. It sounded like a rat. I guess that makes sense. These dungeons seem like they have not been used in ages. I bet that there are all sorts of rats and other vermin hiding down here. Seems like the sort of place that a rat… would… like…

Leo’s thoughts trailed off because an idea was beginning to occur to him, the beginning of a plan of his own. He immediately contacted Shadowshine through their link and relayed his plan to him, which Shadowshine seemed to accept—though the Outer Wolf did express a bit of uncertainty about the actual implementation of the plan.

But Leo did not care. He knew that if they were going to escape, they would need Shadowshine working on the outside and Leo and the others working on the inside to free them.

I will show Lord Darkthorn just how “pathetic” Beastcallers like me really are, thought Leo as he focused his mind on his life mana, practicing the breathing technique that Shadowshine had taught him what felt like a lifetime ago now. And maybe make him regret ever underestimating us.
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Calavian felt like he was getting some good news for the first time in quite a while.

True, the Beastcaller in the dungeons, the young man named Leo, had been very annoying and disrespectful toward him, far more so than anyone Calavian could remember in recent memory. Yet there was nothing that either Leo or his travel companions, the Pathless old man and the arrogant Swordmaster, could do to ruin his image or his political ambitions. He would make sure to deal with them in a more permanent way later.

For now, Calavian had to respond to a mental message from Terese about the return of some of his hunters.

Although neither Calavian nor Terese were Mind Conquerors, they could still mentally contact each other via mental bracelets. These physical bracelets were crafted by master Mind Conquerors and infused with enough mind mana to allow a two-way connection between the users of a shared pair. The Darkthorn family had heavily invested in these mental bracelets long before Calavian was born, and each member of the Darkthorn family had one, which was synced with their mother’s mental bracelet so they could all stay in contact with Terese.

Of course, the mental bracelets had limits to their powers. While some thought that mental bracelets made one telepathic, in truth, using them was more like sending and receiving mental letters. The bracelets only allowed Calavian and Terese to contact each other. They did not let them read each other’s minds willy-nilly, not even on a surface level.

They also had a distance limit. If Calavian or Terese were not within one hundred miles of each other, then they could not contact each other. This was rarely a problem, seeing as neither Calavian nor Terese traveled that far from each other on a regular basis. West Leaf as a whole was also just under one hundred square miles across, so no matter where in the province they were, Calavian and Terese could always stay in contact with each other via their bracelets.

That was why Calavian had spared Leo and returned to the throne room. Terese had told him that a couple of his hunters had returned from their mission to the south, and he was eager to see them. Terese did not go into much detail about exactly what they had come to report back on, but Calavian assumed they were probably reporting about the success of their mission.

Because the very last thing I need today is more bad news, thought Calavian as he pushed open the doors to the Jade Throne Room, ignoring his guards, who saluted him as he entered.

“Lady Dowager,” said Calavian as he stepped into the room, “where are the hunters who returned? Lady Dowager?”

Oddly, the Jade Throne Room was empty when Calavian entered. He did not see either Terese or the hunters who she said had returned from the Outer Wastes. Terese normally stood by the jade throne, but her usual position there was currently empty.

That was very strange.

Instinctively, Calavian reached out with his mana, attempting to pick up on any hidden dangers or possible traps that might be lying in wait for him. That seemed unlikely to him, but at the same time, Calavian’s battle instincts told him it was better to be safe than sorry.

Yet Calavian sensed no mana, other than his own and the faint ambient mana from the walls, floor, and ceiling of the Jade Throne Room.

Should I leave? Calavian thought. He shook his head. I am no coward. This is probably some stupid prank on Terese’s part. I will not embarrass myself by acting like a scared child when there is nothing to be afraid of.

Taking a deep breath, Calavian approached the jade throne, saying as he did so, “Lady Dowager, if this is supposed to be a joke, I am not laughing. Show yourself and the hunters now. This is no time for fun and games.”

A giggling voice, unfamiliar to Calavian, emerged from behind the jade throne. It had a vaguely androgynous quality. “If this isn’t fun and games, then why am I laughing, Calavian?”

Calavian halted in the center of the throne room, his body tense. “Who are you? You do not sound like either the Lady Dowager or the other hunters. Identify yourself now. Or else.”

Another high-pitched giggle followed. “I suppose it is rather rude of me to hide and not show my face while talking to you. Let me rectify that.”

A man in ripped dark robes, with a shock of gray hair sitting atop his head like a long-abandoned bird’s nest, clambered over the back of the throne like a spider and settled into its seat. Resting his chin on his hand, the young man smirked. “Is this what you wanted me to do, Calavian? Because I’m more than happy to oblige.”

Without hesitation, Calavian conjured a fireball and hurled it directly at the intruder. The usurper agilely flipped out of the chair to the side, evading it like a jumping spider, and the fireball detonated against the back of the throne. The man then rose to his full, spindly height, giving Calavian a deadpan look. “Now look what you’ve done. You almost ruined your family’s precious throne. I wonder what your father would think if he saw how poorly you aimed.”

Heat radiated from Calavian’s armor as he glared at the man. “Don’t speak of my father as if you ever knew him… Unbeast.”

The Unbeast man tilted his head, a look of surprise on his face. “So you know who I am? I’m not sure if I should feel honored or disgusted.”

Calavian’s right hand ignited with fire mana as he raised it. “You should be dead.”

Before Calavian could unleash another volley of fireballs, however, he heard hurried footsteps approaching from both sides. He leaped just in time to avoid two blades clashing where he had been standing. When he turned, a wave of despair hit him at the sight.

The assailants were none other than Susas Minotos and Harris Mego, though they appeared far from human. Sporting the same gray hair and pallid skin as the Unbeast man, they lacked his level of decay. Nonetheless, it was evident to Calavian that Susas and Harris were lost. The Unbeast parasites had consumed their mana and their souls.

Incredulous, Calavian murmured, “Susas… Harris… What has happened to you two?”

“They found enlightenment,” spoke the Unbeast man from behind him. “Or at least, they did after I introduced them to it.”

Calavian shifted his attention back to the Unbeast man, relieved to see he was no longer seated on the jade throne. Nevertheless, the Unbeast man continued to stand uncomfortably close to it, like he was just itching to sit there again.

“How did you get in here?” Calavian questioned. His voice hardened. “And where is my mother?”

The Unbeast man tugged at his gray hair, pulling out a handful and tossing it aside like dead skin. “She’s preoccupied attempting to evade some of your former subjects elsewhere in the castle, though she was kind enough to send you a mental message per my directions before. She’ll either survive… or not.”

Calavian knew that Terese was not “kind” enough to help an invader like the Unbeast man. She had undoubtedly been forced against her will to do that, which, if true, was more than merely troubling, as Terese was a Level 6 Terra Warden.

Anger rose in Calavian’s soul. “Former subjects? What are you talking about?”

The Unbeast man smirked again. “I’m referring to the servants who, willingly or not, aided my companions and me in infiltrating Castle Darkthorn. Our goal is to turn every soul within this fortress into a vessel for the Great Plague, which will cleanse and renew the whole world.”

“I have no idea what you’re babbling about,” Calavian retorted. “But if you believe that I’ll allow you to convert my servants into your Unbeast followers, then you’ve gravely underestimated both my servants and their loyalty. Once they realize you’re here, neither you nor your kin will leave this castle alive.”

The Unbeast man chuckled. “If we made it this far, Calavian, then I think you are the one who gravely underestimates the power of my kin. But you will see it soon enough. Everyone will see it soon enough.”

Calavian pursed his lips. He was troubled by how the Unbeast man and his followers had managed to not only enter Element City but also make it to his throne room without him knowing. Part of him wondered if the Unbeast man had a point about him underestimating them.

No, Calavian thought. I must not let my enemies get into my head. Lady Dowager will be fine and can take care of herself. I need to look out for myself right now.

“What do you want from me?” asked Calavian, the heat rising from his armor as he kept a careful eye out for an opening in the Unbeast man’s defenses.

The Unbeast man cocked his head to the side. “To make you join our side, Calavian. In the long run, having you on our side will make it much easier to take over the rest of this Realm. And beyond.”

Calavian gritted his teeth. “You will have to kill me to make me one of yours, Unbeast man.”

“Unbeast man?” asked the intruder. “What a terrible name. I consider myself the Prophet of the Unbeasts. Or the Prophet of Nature, if you’d like.”

“Prophet of Nature?” said Calavian. He gestured at Susas and Harris. “This is not natural. This is an unnatural abomination, a crime against the heavens itself. You are utterly mad.”

The Prophet laughed. “If only you knew the true origin of the Unbeasts, then you would not say such silly, silly things.”

“Silly?” repeated Calavian. He summoned a fire sword in his hands. “I am not the one laughing here or treating this encounter like a joke. And if you do not surrender right away, I will summon every guard in the castle to this room, and you, Susas, and Harris will be outnumbered.”

A loud, slightly muffled yell came from outside the doors to the Jade Throne Room, causing Calavian to look over his shoulder once again, past Susas and Harris, at the doors themselves. He heard what sounded like screaming, metal clashing against metal, and various other sounds that even his enhanced hearing struggled to identify.

“Oh, goody,” said the Prophet, clapping his hands together excitedly. “It sounds like my siblings are keeping all of your guards busy, just as I wanted them to. That means you will have to face us all by yourself, Calavian.”

Calavian bit his lower lip as he returned his attention to the Prophet. “So your plan, I take it, is to turn every person in the castle into an Unbeast, unleash them on Element City, and turn the whole city into an Unbeast stronghold.”

The Prophet cocked his head to the side. “How did you figure that out so quickly? You’re smarter than you look.”

“Because it’s what I would do in your shoes,” said Calavian simply. “But I am afraid I can’t let it happen.”

Without warning, Calavian thrust his left hand toward a crystal embedded in the wall. He launched a fireball toward it, and it smashed into the crystal. Rather than exploding or setting the crystal on fire, however, it was absorbed by the crystal, which now glowed the same brilliant red color as Calavian’s fireball.

The Prophet started. “What did you do?”

Lowering his hand to his side, Calavian said, without taking his eyes off the Prophet, “That is the communication crystal, connected to the crystal communication network that is spread throughout Castle Darkthorn’s grounds. Crystals are famous for their ability to absorb almost any type of mana, and to change color and properties depending on the mana they control.”

The Prophet stared at Calavian with an obvious lack of comprehension on his face. “And what did you do, exactly?”

Calavian smirked. “Every guard in this castle is trained to identify what different colors of the crystals mean. A blue crystal means that an important visitor is coming. A green crystal means that I am not to be disturbed while training. A black crystal means there has been a death in the castle and all guards are to be on alert for the killer.”

The Prophet nodded. “So what does red mean?”

Calavian’s smile grew wider as he raised his flaming fire sword. “It means to set the entire castle on lockdown. All gates, bridges, entrances and exits… everything connecting Castle Darkthorn to the outside must be closed and locked down, and only I, or someone of my rank or higher, can pull the order back.”

Realization finally dawned on the Prophet’s face. “Oh. Oh. You are a clever one, Calavian. You will definitely make a wonderful addition to the family once we make you one of ours.”

Calavian laughed. “You are assuming that you will live long enough to even try to turn me into one of your own. Trapping all the Unbeasts in this castle is my way of making sure I know where every single one of my future victims will be.”

The Prophet shrugged. “As I said, a clever move on your part. But you are only delaying the inevitable. The Great Plague will claim Castle Darkthorn, and once it does, Element City will fall. From there, the rest of the Realm will be ours for the picking.”

Calavian shook his head. “Not unless I kill you first!”

Calavian leaped into the air toward the Prophet, swinging his fire sword…

Only for a wall of jade to erupt from the floor and appear in his path. Calavian did manage to twist to the side to avoid flying face-first into the wall, but he still fell to the ground, landing on his feet hard and stumbling slightly from the impact.

He gazed up at the massive wall of jade. “What? Where did this wall come from?”

“Might want to look behind you, Calavian,” said the Prophet, whose voice came from behind the wall.

Turning around, Calavian saw Harris holding up his hands, which were glowing black with… with…

“Earth mana?” said Calavian, his voice stricken. “But how? I thought the Unbeasts ate mana.”

The Prophet’s mocking laughter echoed through the Jade Throne Room, a clicking sound reverberating beneath it. “How foolish of you to believe that, Calavian! If you thought killing me would be that easy, then your arrogance truly knows no bounds. If you want to kill me, you will need to kill Susas and Harris first.”

Calavian scowled. He summoned another fire sword as Susas and Harris shambled toward him like the undead. He just hoped that his guards had gotten the message and put the castle on lockdown before the Unbeasts had gotten them.

Because he was just now realizing how difficult defeating the Unbeasts was going to be.


Chapter
Thirty-Three



“Why do you think that Lord Darkthorn wanted to set the castle on lockdown?” asked Jorius, one of the castle guards as he leaned against the walls of Castle Darkthorn, chewing on his favorite piece of hay.

His fellow guard, a bulky man named Taro, scowled and glanced at the glowing red crystal set in the wall to their left. “No idea. Probably just messing with us. Lord Darkthorn has been known to have a strange sense of humor, after all.”

Jorius pursed his lips. He felt like that wasn’t quite true, but at the same time, he did not know enough about what was going on inside the castle to disagree with Taro. It helped that Taro was ten years his senior and far more experienced as a castle guard than he was, not to mention a Level 3 Terra Warden whereas Jorius was only a Level 2 Terra Warden.

His gaze turned toward Castle Darkthorn. The huge, imposing castle was easily the tallest building in Element City, not to mention the fanciest and most legendary. Legend had it that the castle and its four turrets—one in each color to represent the four major elements that most Pathwalkers in Element City practiced—had been built by a Level 7 Element Master, who had somehow used all four elements at once to create the castle in a day.

Whether there was any truth to that story, Jorius did not know. His wife, who lived in a house outside of the castle, had once told Jorius that it was just a cleverly devised myth created by the Darkthorn family to make them sound stronger than they were. Jorius was less sure about that than his wife, however. He’d seen many strange things about Castle Darkthorn since coming to work as a castle guard about a year ago.

For one, the castle was always the perfect temperature at all times of day and night. When it was hot, the castle was nice and cool; when it was cold, the castle was warm and toasty. Not to mention how it seemed to have its own, seemingly endless water supply, independent of the city’s. Jorius had even heard rumors from some of the older servants about how the castle itself might somehow be alive and a Pathwalker in its own right.

Regardless of the veracity of the story, one thing was sure: The story had prompted Lord Calavian Darkthorn to become an Element Master himself. Jorius still didn’t understand why Lord Darkthorn had gone to all the trouble of mastering four separate Paths, but he supposed it was not his place as a castle guard to know what was going on in Lord Darkthorn’s head all the time.

But you would think it was our job to know whether there was something bad happening in the castle walls, Jorius thought, wiping sweat from his forehead due to the hot sun beating down on them from overhead. We can’t guard something if we don’t even know what we’re guarding it from.

Jorius’s eyes moved over to the communication crystal—which he thought was a terrible name, by the way. True, Jorius and Taro, as guards of the southern gate of Castle Darkthorn, were well aware of what the different colors meant. The problem with the system, in his opinion, was that they weren’t specific enough about the dangers they were trying to warn the castle guards about.

For example, the red crystal did not let them know whether Lord Darkthorn was trying to keep a threat inside the castle walls or outside its boundaries. For that matter, Lord Darkthorn was notorious for creating false alarms by accidentally striking the crystal with a fireball whenever he got angry. That was always inconvenient.

But if and until they got word to open the gates again, from Lord Darkthorn or Noble Akorna, the majordomo of Castle Darkthorn, castle protocol dictated a “shoot first, ask questions later” policy.

I’m just glad I don’t have to explain that to the people trying to get into the castle, Jorius thought, gazing over the top of the walls at the streets of Element City below.

A long caravan of carts containing food supplies—ranging from fruit to wheat to dairy and everything in between—was stationed in front of the bridge to the southern gate, which they had raised as soon as they saw the red crystal. A fat, balding man in blue robes, who seemed to be the merchant in charge of the caravan, was loudly arguing with a couple of guards at the base of the walls about needing to be let in to make a delivery. Jorius’s compatriots were trying to explain to the merchant that they had no control over that, but the merchant did not seem to be listening. He just raised his voice louder, as if that would somehow make everything he wanted to happen come true.

At least he hasn’t gotten violent yet, thought Jorius, tapping his chin, though I guess watching him get his ass handed to him by our allies would be a good form of entertainment.

Jorius heard a popping sound to his right and turned to see Taro blatantly drinking out of a bottle of alcohol.

Furrowing his brow, Jorius said, “What are you doing, Taro? We are not supposed to drink on the job.”

Taro, wiping beer from his lips, gave Jorius a deadpan look. “Sometimes I forget just how green you are, kid. This is how all of us old-timers pass the time around here, ’cause nothing interesting ever happens. Especially with this lockdown, which probably won’t lift for another twelve hours, at least.”

Jorius frowned and looked down at the merchant arguing with the castle guards below. “Has anyone told him that?”

Taro laughed and burped. “Nope. And until Lord Darkthorn decides to open up everything again, no one will. Beer?”

Taro held out a second beer bottle he had seemingly pulled from nowhere. Jorius begrudgingly accepted it, not because he wanted to get drunk on the job and possibly fired, but because Taro was right: As long as Castle Darkthorn was under lockdown, nothing interesting would happen. And since they were not supposed to desert their posts during a lockdown for any reason other than a direct order from the captain of the guard or Lord Darkthorn, they really did have nothing better to do.

Although Sisi is going to be upset when I don’t show up for dinner tonight, thought Jorius as he popped the top off his beer bottle, dropping it onto the ground with a small clatter at his feet. Wish I could let her know I won’t see her until breakfast tomorrow, if that, but might as well make the best of it.

Taro held his bottle out to Jorius. “To the next twelve hours.”

Jorius clinked his bottle against Taro’s. “To the next twelve hours.”

Taro immediately started chugging his beer, but Jorius liked to savor the taste—even though one whiff of the drink’s stench told him that this was the cheapest beer on the market. He carefully lifted his bottle to take a sip.

But before even one drop of alcohol could touch his tongue, Jorius heard the crashing of wood behind him, followed by terrified screams and a strange clicking sound that sent shivers down his spine. Looking over his shoulder, Jorius’s mouth fell open.

The front doors to Castle Darkthorn had been smashed straight off their hinges, lying in splintered pieces all over the front steps. It was like a giant had simply punched through them without hesitation, giving Jorius a glimpse into the interior of the castle.

But that wasn’t the worst of it.

The worst of it was who had broken the doors.

Dozens of men and women who Jorius recognized as the castle’s other servants—and even a handful of castle guards—were pouring out of the castle’s open doorway, screeching and making unnatural clicking sounds with their mouths. All of them had thick gray hair, dead orange eyes, and bloody mouths and claws like wild beasts that had just eaten helpless prey.

“What the heck?” said Taro, who had also turned. He looked at the bottle of beer in his hands dubiously. “But I haven’t drunk that much yet…”

Jorius drew his short sword from his side and unlimbered his shield. “This isn’t a drunken hallucination. I see it, too, even though I didn’t drink anything yet.”

Taro, clumsily drawing his own sword while continuing to hold his beer bottle, stared dumbfoundedly at the horror show playing out before them. “But why did they come from inside the castle? Is this why Lord Darkthorn ordered a lockdown?”

Jorius opened his mouth to offer his opinion, but then he saw something below and said, “Look!”

In the courtyard below, it turned out that not all of the castle’s servants had gone feral. He saw one—a young man who he recognized as one of Lord Darkthorn’s personal pages—running toward the drawbridge of the southern gate, his face red as he huffed and puffed.

Unfortunately, the boy was not fast enough to outrun the older man behind him, who wore the robes of a foodmaker, one of the castle’s chefs. The foodmaker leaped onto the boy and sank his teeth into his neck, drawing blood and making him scream.

The page screamed and thrashed against his captor, but when the foodmaker plunged his teeth into the page’s neck, the page went very still in his arms. The boy’s eyes rolled into the back of his head, and then the foodmaker dropped him onto the ground and rushed off in a random direction, likely to go find other victims to kill.

Taro swore like a sailor. “That boy—what a terrible way to go.”

Jorius nodded, but before he could say anything, the page’s corpse twitched once or twice, and he suddenly sat upright. Slowly rising to his feet, the page still looked awful, but his neck wound was healing—although that was the only nice thing Jorius could say about his appearance.

The page’s hair, normally a shiny blonde, quickly turned into a dead gray, and his skin color faded to match. His dark eyes glowed orange after one blink, and the boy began making the same awful clicking sound that all the servants were, only his somehow sounded worse to Jorius. The boy then started wandering around as well, clicking and snapping his teeth, swiping at the air with his claw-like fingers.

“Holy shit,” said Taro. He looked at Jorius with a face paler than snow. “Did you see that? Please, by the name of every deity in the heavens, tell me you saw that.”

“I did,” said Jorius slowly, feeling the panic creeping up his spine. “I have no idea what is going on here, but we obviously need to contain it. We should find the other castle guards who haven’t been infected with… whatever that thing is and try to keep the others from escaping Castle Darkthorn.”

Taro scowled at Jorius. “You stupid idiot! It looks like half the castle staff has been turned already. It’s every man for himself now, and I am not paid nearly enough to die fighting these unnatural abominations!”

Taro darted off to the left, causing Jorius to call out, “Hey, Taro! Come back here, you cowa⁠—”

Jorius heard a clicking sound behind him and whirled around just in time to see the blade of a sword coming down on his head.

Raising his shield, Jorius blocked the sword blow in the nick of time. Holding the blade back, Jorius peered over the top of his shield to see who his attacker was.

It was a young, mussy-haired castle guard who Jorius recognized as Kikal. Kikal had just started working as a castle guard this week and had been a young and eager man full of life and humor, even if he had been a bit naive for Jorius’s tastes.

Now, however, Kikal appeared to have fallen under the same curse that everyone else in the castle had. His black hair had turned gray, and his eyes glowed that unnatural orange color. His teeth clicked and clacked, the way he imagined a skeleton would sound if it could talk.

But Kikal, despite his youth, had also been a big man, and he towered over Jorius. His bulk allowed him to put pressure on his blade, making Jorius’s shield arm burn with exertion as he held back Kikal’s sword. He could feel his knees starting to buckle under the pressure already and realized that there was no way he was going to get out of this situation alive.

Especially when Kikal pulled his sword back and slammed it hard on Jorius’s shield again. The second impact hit harder than the first, and Jorius dropped his shield. He tried to raise his sword to block Kikal’s next swing, but he just wasn’t fast enough. He watched in slow motion as Kikal’s sword flew toward his face, feeling like every nerve in his body had chosen that moment to slow down.

Until a giant dog flew out of the shadows and slammed into Kikal’s side.

The dog’s impact sent Kikal staggering. Clicking and grunting wildly, Kikal stumbled until he reached the edge of the walls hanging over the courtyard, spun his arms around uselessly, and fell to the ground below.

Far, far below.

Splat.

Jorius did not even look to see if Kikal had died—no one could survive a fall from that height, especially a Level 1 Aero Archmage—but mostly because his gaze was fixed on the giant dog standing before him.

Which, he immediately realized, wasn’t a dog.

It was an Outer Wolf.

Jorius, being an Element City native who had never traveled to the Southern Border, had never seen a live Outer Wolf before. He had only seen the dead ones that beast hunters who traveled in the Outer Wastes brought back to the city as proof of their hunting prowess or to sell their hides and fur for gold. Not that Jorius, paid a castle guard’s salary, could ever afford such a luxury himself.

But this living Outer Wolf, standing right in front of him, looked neither warm nor comfortable. It looked at least as frightening as the crazed servants below, maybe even more so. Jorius did not dare move. He vaguely recalled hearing from a friend of his once that Outer Wolves loved to chase things, so one of the best survival techniques to use against them was to stay as still as possible until they got bored and left.

Given how intently this Outer Wolf was staring at him, however, Jorius was wondering if that advice had any merit to it at all.

The Outer Wolf brought its huge, wet snout to Jorius’s face and started sniffing him incessantly. Wet droplets of saliva and snot flew into his face, but he did his best not to show any fear or run, even though that was what he wanted to do.

Then the Outer Wolf snorted in his face and showered him with snot, forcing Jorius to wipe his face hurriedly. He also raised his sword, expecting the Outer Wolf to attack him now that he was distracted.

But when Jorius finished wiping his face, he did not see the Outer Wolf before him. A quick look around his immediate surroundings showed him no sign of the Outer Wolf, making him wonder for a moment if he had just imagined it entirely.

No, Jorius thought, wincing as he wiped the sticky snot off his face. I’m not imaginative enough to think of something this disgusting.

Regardless of why the Outer Wolf had chosen to spare him, Jorius decided he would worry about it later.

Right now, Jorius had a castle to defend, so he ran off to do so, hoping against hope that enough of the castle guards had avoided whatever mysterious madness had befallen the rest of the castle so they could keep it from spreading.

Because even though Jorius did not know what was going on, he could sense, in the pit of his stomach, that it would not be good if it got out of the castle walls.


Chapter
Thirty-Four



Shadowshine had no idea what was going on inside Castle Darkthorn.

But just one look at the courtyard full of crazed humans attacking one another and making that irritating clicking sound told him that the Unbeasts had already made it this far.

Using Shadow Slip, Shadowshine had managed to sneak inside the castle walls before they drew up the drawbridges and closed all of the gates. That had seemed inconvenient to Shadowshine, who had decided to take a detour up the walls to take out a few castle guards. That way, when he rescued Leo and the others from the dungeons, they would already have a quick and clear path to freedom.

But then Shadowshine saw one of the castle guards, clearly possessed by an Unbeast, attack another one of the guards, and Shadowshine knew he had to act. He had intended to rip the head off of the infected guard, which was his favorite way of disposing of Unbeasts, but body-slamming the Unbeast and sending it tumbling off a thirty-foot-tall wall straight to the ground turned out to be just as effective, maybe even more so, and certainly far less work on Shadowshine’s part.

Then Shadowshine sniffed the uninfected man, just to make absolutely sure that he did not smell of the Unbeasts. The castle guard had smelled of fear, sweat, dirt, alcohol, and even like he had slightly wet himself, but Shadowshine did not catch that unique Unbeast stench, so he had decided to spare him. No point in killing the guards if everyone was too busy dealing with the Unbeast infestation to stop him from breaking Leo and the others out of prison, after all.

Not that Shadowshine felt particularly excited about this turn of events. He would rather fight every single guard in the castle to free his friends than deal with even one Unbeast.

But such is our fate, thought Shadowshine, skulking through the shadows, unnoticed by castle guard and Unbeast alike. We must simply make the best of it, as the Alpha once told me.

Shadowshine wasn’t sure who was winning. It looked like the castle guards, who had formed a very hasty defense, were about even with the Unbeasts, but Shadowshine knew from experience how quickly a battle could turn in the favor of the Unbeasts.

He had, after all, been the lone survivor of the Tooth Claw Tribe’s final, futile battle against the Unbeasts in the Wild Lands. He had witnessed how quickly friends turned into enemies under their corrupting influence. Shadowshine could still feel his teeth sinking into the flesh of his former best friend, still hear the roars of his fellow tribesmen as they clashed with the vile Unbeasts, still hear his father’s dying breath urging him to flee the Wild Lands and never return…

Shadowshine shuddered, forcibly pulling his thoughts away from the past. Now wasn’t the time to dwell on those memories. The lives of his new human friends weighed heavily on his shoulders, and he couldn’t afford to lose focus.

Disregarding the turmoil in the courtyard, Shadowshine continued his path toward the castle’s front doors, which seemed to have been blasted open by an unknown force. All the while, he utilized his connection with Leo to pinpoint his Beastcaller’s location. He hoped he would reach the dungeons before the Unbeasts did.


Chapter
Thirty-Five



“So? Will the rats help us or not?” asked Yohji.

Leo was glad he couldn’t see Yohji at the moment due to the dungeon’s darkness. He was sure he would have given Yohji an annoyed look for asking the same question yet again in the span of ten minutes. “It’s not that simple. I can’t talk to rats the same way I can talk to Shadowshine.”

“Why not?” Yohji asked, genuine confusion in his tone. “Aren’t you a Beastcaller? I thought that meant you could talk to all animals.”

Leo let out a frustrated sigh. “At higher levels, yes, I should be able to communicate with more animals the way I communicate with Shadowshine. But I’m still at Level 1, so my ability to communicate with animals other than my Familiar is limited to projecting my emotions and feelings onto them, hoping they understand what I’m trying to convey.”

“That sounds like how women try to communicate with men,” Yohji said with a chuckle. “Remind me to tell you about a bar wench I had a fling with a few years ago. It’s an entertaining story, even if I wasn’t responsible for all the crazy things that happened.”

“That’s not a very respectful way to talk about women, Yohji,” said Papa. “And don’t worry, Leo. I don’t expect you to have absolute control over all animals yet. You’re still getting to know Shadowshine, after all.”

Sitting up against the grimy cell walls, Leo slumped his shoulders. “Thanks for the encouragement, Papa. I can really feel it right now.”

“What are grandfathers for?” Papa replied with his own chuckle.

Leo sighed again, not saying anything, and returned to practicing his breathing technique while trying to connect with the castle’s rats. He hoped to influence their behavior as he had with Shadowshine before they bonded in the Outer Wastes.

It hadn’t been very long, perhaps five or ten minutes, since Yohji had last asked him that question. Yet in that time, Leo had indeed managed to establish a rudimentary connection with a rat in his cell. He had attempted to convey, through emotions and feelings, that they needed the key ring from the jailer to unlock their cell doors and escape. It had been challenging to communicate so specifically through emotions alone, as he hadn’t tried to influence animals in such a way before. His previous attempts at influencing animals mostly revolved around either trying to scare off predators or calm down scared livestock, which usually didn’t involve giving them specific directions or orders.

In theory, Leo should already have had the capacity to do so, even at his current level. Shadowshine had explained to Leo once that he could influence the animals around him, even if Leo couldn’t directly converse with them yet like he could with Shadowshine.

As for the outcome, Leo remained unsure. The rat had gone still, appearing to listen when Leo connected with it, but as soon as Leo had finished projecting his emotions to it, the rat had scurried away, slipping between the bars and darting down the hallway toward the exit.

Leo liked to think the rat had grasped his intent and was off to retrieve the keys for them. However, it was equally possible that the rat was merely returning to its nest or seeking food elsewhere. Animals often gave no indication of whether they understood him, adding to the frustration of communicating with them. It felt similar to talking to a wall, and Leo sometimes felt like he would get similar results if he just did that.

Even so, Leo tried not to let his frustrations get the best of him. Even if the rat failed to get the keys, Shadowshine was still on the way and working on his part of the plan. Shadowshine had told Leo that he was going to try to sneak into the castle via Shadow Slip, though Leo privately held doubts about the effectiveness of that plan.

Lord Darkthorn seems like an intelligent, if cruel, man, thought Leo. Surely either he or his family has set up spells around the castle to alert them to anyone using shadow mana to enter the castle.

Of course, now that Leo thought about it, he wasn’t sure if Shadowshine actually used mana the same way that he and other Pathwalkers did. He only assumed so because mana was the foundation of every Path, from the weakest to the strongest, and gaining and gathering mana was an important part of leveling up. Yet who was to say that animals like Shadowshine had to follow those rules?

Regardless, Leo still had to wait on Shadowshine, the rat, or both of them to come help them. He was trying to reach out to any other rats in the dungeons, but all the other ones were either too far away or totally absent. It was pure luck that Lord Darkthorn had put Leo in the same cell as one of the rats, and Leo was starting to realize that.

Closing his eyes, Leo thought, Maybe I will just practice the Beastcaller breathing technique that Shadowshine taught me. It’s not like I have anything better or more productive to do at the moment.

Just as Leo was about to take a deep breath, however, he suddenly heard Shadowshine’s voice in his head saying, Leo, are you, Yohji, and your grandfather all right? I am on the castle grounds and trying to find the entrance to the dungeons.

Leo’s eyes snapped open, though that didn’t make much of a difference. It was still dark, and Shadowshine was still nowhere nearby. You made it into the castle? Thank the heavens! I was worried that you might have gotten caught or noticed.

I have been noticed, but the castle guards are too busy dealing with a bigger problem to worry about me, replied Shadowshine. A very, very big problem.

Leo pursed his lips. What “big problem” are you talking about?

The Unbeasts, said Shadowshine. I am not sure how, but they’ve infested the castle. It looks like half of the humans who live or work in Castle Darkthorn are trying to murder the other half. I am not even using Shadow Slip anymore because no one seems to be worried about me.

Leo gasped. The Unbeasts are here, in Castle Darkthorn? Are you absolutely sure about that?

I’ve seen them with my own eyes, said Shadowshine. And before you ask, no, I don’t know where Lord Darkthorn is. I haven’t seen him at all, so I don’t know if he is alive or infected.

Leo shuddered. If Lord Darkthorn got infected by the Unbeasts… that thought was too horrific for him to even think about. We are still in the dungeons and haven’t heard about this. Have the Unbeasts made it into the city itself yet?

Not that I can tell, said Shadowshine. It looks like the castle is on lockdown. I just barely managed to sneak in at the last minute myself, so getting out will be difficult. Right now, however, I would say that the dungeons are, ironically, the safest place to be in the castle, so just stay put, and I will be there soon. I am following your scent, so you do not need to do anything.

What if the Unbeasts come this way? Leo asked anxiously. We will be defenseless.

Highly unlikely, said Shadowshine. They are too busy focusing on the surface right now to care about the lower levels of the castle. And we will worry about getting past them later. See you soon.

Shadowshine stopped speaking then, which told Leo that Shadowshine had cut off their mental communications, even though Leo had a million more questions to ask Shadowshine. He supposed they would just have to wait until Shadowshine made it into the dungeons.

Rising to his feet, Leo rushed over to the bars of his cell and shouted, “Papa! Yohji! I just heard from Shadowshine. He’s in the castle.”

“Awesome,” said Yohji, his voice sounding quite satisfied. “How long until he gets here?”

“Not sure, but should be soon,” said Leo. “But more importantly, there has been an Unbeast outbreak in the castle. Sounds like half of the castle’s servants and guards are fighting the other half out there. Also, the castle is on lockdown, so Shadowshine doesn’t think the infestation has spread to Element City yet.”

“An Unbeast outbreak?” said Papa in alarm. “Maybe we should stay down here. Seems safer than going onto the surface.”

“Shadowshine is still coming to get us,” said Leo. “So we will have to face them anyway.”

“Fine by me,” said Yohji. “Did you ask Shadowshine to get my swords, by the way? If I am going to kill some Unbeasts, I need at least one sword.”

“Swords?” repeated Leo in confusion. “I thought you only had⁠—”

Slam.

It sounded like a door had been forced open somewhere inside the dungeons, probably at the main entrance. The sound made Leo jump and turn his gaze, but thanks to the complete darkness of the dungeons, Leo couldn’t see anything.

“What was that?” asked Papa in a slightly panicked voice.

“Not good,” said Yohji. “Everyone, keep quiet. Don’t utter a word.”

Leo did not need to be told twice. He retreated to the back of his cell, not because he thought it would save him but because he hoped the Unbeast who had broken into the dungeons would not notice him. He wasn’t sure how good the vision of the Unbeasts was, but he hoped they could at least not see in the darkness.

Because if they could, then things were about to get very bad for everyone very quickly.

Staying as silent as he could, Leo listened intently for any more noises outside of his cell. He heard what sounded like heavy, plodding footsteps against the stone floor, each step echoing off the walls of the dungeons. It did not sound like the person, whoever it was, was even trying to be stealthy.

But then again, who needs stealth when your prey is already cornered? Leo thought, glancing around the walls of his small cell.

Leo wished he had a weapon, but he had lost his knife a long time ago, and Lord Darkthorn’s men had already stripped him, Yohji, and Papa of any weapons they could conceivably use to defend themselves. All Leo had were his fists, and he barely knew how to use them in a fight.

So Leo silently prayed to the heavens for safety as the footsteps drew closer and closer to his cell. He could not see either Yohji or Papa, who had both also gone silent, but he doubted they were in any better shape to fight than he was. Perhaps Yohji, but even Yohji still needed a sword.

Heavens above, please protect us, prayed Leo as he heard the familiar clicking sound of the Unbeasts, which echoed off the walls of the dungeons. Deliver us from evil. Protect our souls. Protect our lives.

It was a desperate prayer, one Mother had taught him long ago when he was a young child. He hadn’t thought about it in years, but the words came back to him as clearly as if he’d just heard them yesterday.

But the only sounds Leo heard were clicking and footsteps. And those were getting louder and louder all the time.


Chapter
Thirty-Six



Calavian ducked to avoid an Earth Fist from Harris, which crashed into the wall he’d been backed into. Cycling to his water mana, Calavian hurled a huge fist of water at Harris, only for a gust of wind to knock it out of the air and slam it against the floor, sending water flying everywhere and covering the floor.

Susas, clutching her air sword, leaped forward and slashed at Calavian, but Calavian cycled to wind mana and did a Flying Jump to send him shooting away from her blade. Landing on his feet, Calavian cycled to earth mana and then fire mana, firing a chunk of earth followed by a fireball in rapid succession at Susas.

Another jade barrier rose up from the floor, however, and blocked both the chunks of earth and the fireball.

Then, before Calavian could realize what was happening, another jade wall emerged from the floor behind him, along with several more on every side of him. The jade walls rapidly formed a dome around him, plunging Calavian into absolute darkness.

But only for a brief moment. Cycling back to earth mana, Calavian slammed his fist into the floor, covering his fist in jade, and then smashed up and out of the jade dome. Chunks of brilliant green stone flew everywhere as Calavian cycled back to air mana and floated back toward one of the windows.

As soon as Calavian touched down, Susas and Harris appeared in front of him, Susas’s air sword glowing with green energy, Harris’s fists glowing yellow with earth mana. Their dead, orange eyes seemed to pierce his soul, but Calavian cycled back to fire mana and activated Fire Wall.

A wall of sheer flame erupted between him and the possessed Pathwalkers, causing them both to click in surprise and pain as the flames shot out at them. Through the wall of fire, Calavian saw Susas and Harris pacing back and forth, looking for an opening to exploit.

This won’t hold them back forever, thought Calavian, wiping the sweat from his brow, which did not come from the heat of the fire. I haven’t had to fight this hard in forever. At least neither of them have water mana.

“Boring!” the Prophet’s voice rang out in the Jade Throne Room like a bothersome trumpet.

Calavian, snapped out of his thoughts, looked toward the jade throne. The Prophet was sitting on it in a lazy pose, arms folded behind his head, legs folded in front of him, as if he were a spectator enjoying a show. Seeing someone other than himself or another member of the Darkthorn royal family sitting upon the jade throne was enough to make Calavian lose his cool, but since Susas and Harris were distracting him, all Calavian could do was shoot death glares at the Prophet.

“If you want some real entertainment, Prophet, why don’t you come down and fight like a man?” said Calavian. “Certainly would alleviate your boredom, I’m sure.”

The Prophet rolled his eyes. “Eh, I’d rather win like an Unbeast, thank you very much. Although, like I said, this is super boring. You’re an Element Master, but you only use one element at a time. What is that about?”

Calavian did not respond to the Prophet’s question, as he did not want to give the enemy information that it could use against him.

But the Prophet was correct. Calavian could indeed only use one element at a time. He would eventually be able to use more than one element at a time when he reached Level 2, but Level 1 Element Masters had to cycle through their different mana to use each element on its own. This still put him far above normal Pathwalkers, but it was a weakness, and one that a clever enemy could almost certainly exploit under the right circumstances.

That was partly why this fight was taking as long as it was. Calavian was still not used to constantly cycling his mana to have the right response to the right situation. It was easier than when he’d been a master of four different Paths, but it was clumsier than normal, and he knew it would only take one wrong move on his part for Susas and Harris to exploit.

Frustratingly, Calavian had been stuck on the defense, even though he had a much better offense. Susas and Harris just kept attacking him, sometimes individually, sometimes as a team, and sometimes using the other’s distraction to go in for the kill. If Calavian had not been as powerful, smart, and talented as he was, he was sure he would have died a long time ago.

But I am getting tired, thought Calavian, rubbing his forehead. And I am starting to run out of mana.

That was another secret that Calavian did not want the Prophet or his minions to know. If they knew how much mana he had expended already, then they would probably be even more offensive than they currently were. He suspected the main thing holding them back was their fear of his power, but even his power was not limitless, and he knew that it was only a matter of time before he ran out of mana. Then he would not even be able to fight.

Fortunately, Calavian had four different types of mana available to him at any one time, but the fight was forcing him to rapidly cycle through and use each of them. He was the closest to running out of fire mana, which was his favorite, but the other three were not much better.

And I still have no idea how my subjects are handling the outbreak in the rest of the castle, thought Calavian. Even if I win here, if one Unbeast escapes from the castle walls, it will all be for naught. My only shot is to end this now.

But Calavian struggled to see a way to get to the Prophet, who was the clear leader of the Unbeasts. Neither Susas nor Harris seemed tired yet. If anything, they seemed to be energized by his constant attempts to evade them.

They will keep coming after me no matter what, Calavian thought. I could easily incinerate both of them, but they are good about keeping their distance from each other and only attacking when I am already distracted by one of them. Admirable teamwork, even if it is currently being used to team against me.

Calavian’s eyes darted to one of the Jade Throne Room’s windows, from which light was spilling into the room. He thought he heard fighting outside in the courtyard below, but because he was too busy fighting Susas and Harris, he had no way of confirming that.

But then a thought occurred to Calavian. The windows!

Calavian gazed up at the Prophet with a smirk on his face. “This show is about to get significantly more boring, Prophet. Watch.”

Calavian leaped through his Fire Wall, but not toward Susas and Harris. Rather, he leaped out the side and ran along the perimeter of the destroyed throne room, each step propelled by his wind mana, which he had cycled to as soon as he was free of the flames.

Another jade barrier erupted in his path, yet Calavian did not slow down. He jumped through the air, landing on top of the barrier briefly before jumping off…

Only for a powerful gust of wind to slap him out of the air.

Calavian crashed down onto the floor at the foot of a window with a crunch and thought he felt his shoulder pop, though he was in so much pain he couldn’t tell whether he had broken something. Struggling to his feet, Calavian heard that awful clicking noise again and gazed up to see Susas and Harris stalking toward him, much the same way a wolf stalks an injured rabbit and with a similar amount of bloodthirstiness in their vision.

“Trying to run away?” The Prophet tsked. “And here I thought you were the brave and powerful Lord Calavian Darkthorn, Minor Realm Lord of West Leaf, and son of Lord Calario Darkthorn—not to mention a Level 1 Element Master. If you are this weak, perhaps we should simply kill you and not waste any of our precious offspring infecting you.”

“Death would be a preferable alternative to having my brains and mana eaten from the inside by your parasites,” said Calavian without looking at the Prophet, keeping a careful eye on the approaching Susas and Harris. “At least then I would not have to hear your voice any longer.”

The Prophet made an annoyed clicking sound and said, in a cold voice, “Susas, Harris, kill that bastard so we can open the castle up and spread the Great Plague to the whole city.”

Neither of the Unbeasts openly acknowledged the Prophet’s orders, but they did rush toward Calavian, who exaggerated his shoulder injury to make himself look weaker than he was. He had been betting on their attack and was waiting for the right moment to strike.

Cycling back to fire mana, Calavian launched a couple of small fireballs at Susas and Harris. As expected, the two of them blocked or dodged them with ease.

But that did force them to slow down, just enough for Calavian to cycle back to earth mana and slam his foot into the floor.

A section of the jade floor underneath Susas’s and Harris’s feet suddenly went flying, with them on it. They both made alarmed clicking noises as the chunk of floor flew over Calavian’s head. He had switched back to air mana and was now sending it flying in one direction: directly toward the window behind him.

The huge chunk of floor smashed through not just the window but also the wall surrounding the window, and both Susas and Harris flew out with it. The last Calavian saw of Susas and Harris were the shockingly human expressions of pure fear and terror as they realized what was going to happen to them.

Then they—with the chunk of solid jade floor firmly on top of them—plunged to the chaotic courtyard below, and a moment later, Calavian heard a loud boom, followed by both shocked screams and surprised clicking noises. Calavian hoped that his improvised rock throw had taken out at least a few more Unbeasts in the process, but he was happy just knowing that Susas and Harris were out of the picture.

The Prophet had frozen, staring with a blank expression at the giant floor-chunk-shaped hole in the wall where the window had once been. “Well… that is certainly something I did not see coming.”

Calavian snarled. “Then you will definitely not see this coming.” Calavian cycled back to earth mana and yelled, “Jade Trap!”

Before the Prophet could react, the arms of the jade throne suddenly came to life and wrapped around the man’s small torso in a big hug. The Prophet gasped for breath as he struggled to break free, but the throne was much stronger.

Calavian smiled and spread his hands, which were glowing with earth mana. “Jade Trap is a Darkthorn family legacy. We are taught to use it anytime a pretender sits upon the throne. The jade throne itself will crush the life out of you. It is a terrible way to die, but then again, you are a very terrible person—assuming you even count as a person in the first place after what the Unbeasts did to you.”

The Prophet, obviously, did not respond. He could not. The jade throne was crushing his chest, and Calavian expected to see the Prophet’s body pop like a bubble in a bath. It would make the jade throne messy, sure, but Calavian would rather have a messy throne than someone else sitting atop it.

And once the Prophet is dead, I will be free to go and help my subjects defend the castle and eliminate the Unbeasts, thought Calavian, his victorious smile already starting to spread across his lips. I have wasted a lot of mana up here, but I should have more than enough to eliminate the rest of the Unbeasts.

Crack.

Calavian looked up in time to see that the Prophet was no longer actively struggling against the trap. Instead, he now looked perfectly at peace… and there was a thick crack in the arms of the jade throne.

Before Calavian’s startled eyes, the arms of the throne suddenly exploded outward, hurling chunks of jade toward him. Calavian cycled back to wind mana and, casting Gale, knocked aside the debris, which allowed him to avoid getting pelted by the pieces. Then he stared at the Prophet, who now stood among the shattered remains of the throne, dusting bits of jade off his clothes.

“That was very rude of you, Calavian,” said the Prophet. “But your ancient family technique is still nothing compared to the true power of the Great Plague, which will one day cover the entire world. Allow me to show you its true power.”

The Prophet took a deep breath, and his eyes suddenly blazed orange. A strange crackling sound suddenly came from his body, like every bone in his body was breaking at once.

Then eight long, spidery legs exploded out of his back, extending to their full length before planting themselves firmly into the ground and lifting up the Prophet’s small form.

The Prophet, apparently, wasn’t done with his transformation. His body shuddered, and he ripped more and more gray hair out of his head until he had gotten rid of it all of it, revealing his ugly spotted scalp, which reminded Calavian of the scalp of a much older man.

And then a single orange eye opened on the Prophet’s head, and a toothy mouth—like a disturbing cross between a human’s and a spider’s—opened underneath it in a wicked grin.

“By the heavens,” said Calavian, his eyes widening, his legs trembling slightly. “What are you?”

The Prophet’s new mouth grinned. “This is my real form, Calavian. I didn’t want to have to use it because of how ungainly it is, but it is certainly powerful and should be more than enough to grind your face into powder.”

Calavian scowled and raised his hands. “All you have done is give me a bigger target, Prophet. Perhaps you should rethink your life choices.”

The Prophet’s grin suddenly became toothier and more savage as it uttered one word: “Antimagia.”

Calavian felt a presence emit from the Prophet’s body. It struck Calavian before he could register what had happened. It felt like a thousand cold knives had been inserted into Calavian’s joints. He gasped and fell to his hands and knees, his whole body trembling.

Need… fire… mana… Calavian thought.

So he tried to cycle back to fire mana…

Only to feel nothing at all.

The Prophet’s mad laughter drew Calavian’s attention back to it. The Prophet was laughing heartily, which sounded like an unnatural mixture between a human’s laughter and the clicking that all the Unbeasts made.

“What’s the matter, Calavian?” asked the Prophet in a cheery tone. “Did you get tired? Do you, perhaps, need a nap?”

Calavian took a deep breath, but even that simple action made his lungs hurt. “What… what did you do? Why can’t I feel my mana?”

The Prophet’s mad grin grew even wider. “Because I have negated all mana in the castle for the next ten seconds. Which means that this fight is over.”

One of the Prophet’s legs suddenly lashed out and slammed into Calavian’s side. The blow sent Calavian rolling across the floor to the hole in the wall where the window had once been. Coming to a stop on the edge of the hole, Calavian breathed hard as he heard the Prophet skitter toward him while chuckling gleefully.

But Calavian’s attention was drawn to the courtyard below, where he saw his loyal servants bravely fighting the Unbeasts. Or they were, until their mana suddenly stopped working. He saw a Fire Sage try to shoot a fireball at an Unbeast, only for nothing to happen, and for the Unbeast to viciously assault him.

Such scenes were happening all over the courtyard and, likely, all over the castle as well. Screams of pure terror and fear echoed through the air as the Unbeasts renewed their attacks, driven, perhaps, by some instinctive knowledge that their prey had just lost their most powerful weapons.

Suddenly, Calavian felt one of the Prophet’s legs grab his own and yank him up. Hanging upside down, Calavian found himself staring face-to-face with the Prophet, who stank strongly of death and decay, a wicked grin on its even more wicked mouth.

“You would have made an excellent addition to the horde, Calavian,” said the Prophet, its voice even more monstrous than before. “But it has been decided that you are far more trouble than you are worth. The Great Plague does not need such willful individuals as part of its great future. Therefore, you must die.”

Without another word, the Prophet threw Calavian over the edge of the roof toward the courtyard far below.

And there was nothing that Calavian could do to save himself.


Chapter
Thirty-Seven



The footsteps in the hallway outside of Leo’s cell were growing louder and louder. Meanwhile, Leo got quieter and quieter, even considering whether he should try to hold his breath. He dismissed that as an impractical idea, however, because if he could not breathe, he would either lose consciousness or just start breathing again anyway.

I just need to wait, thought Leo. So long as the Unbeast does not have the keys to our cells or some other way to enter them, we should be safe.

Then the footsteps stopped, and Leo got the impression that the Unbeast that had come down to kill them was finally here. He heard a clicking sound, followed by a sniffing sound, like the Unbeast was trying to sniff them out.

That must mean that they can’t see in the dark, thought Leo with a very silent sigh of relief. Maybe we will survive this after all, and then Shadowshine will come in and rescue us, and all of us can get out of here, though I am not sure where we would go from here. Lavins is out of the question, but maybe if we go east to the capital, we could find a safe haven⁠—

Leo’s thoughts were interrupted by a torch suddenly coming to life just outside his cell, illuminating the figure holding it. The lit torch was in the hands of the man who Leo recognized as the jailer of the dungeons. He was a rough-faced man with large shoulders and arms, clad in thick black armor signifying his status as a Terra Warden.

But now, the jailer had thick gray hair and dead orange eyes that stared directly at Leo, revealed by the torch in his right hand that also illuminated Leo’s cell quite clearly. Pure fear suddenly surged within Leo’s heart, and he broke out in a cold sweat, panic rising in his lungs as he realized how helpless he truly was.

“Leo!” said Yohji. His face appeared between the bars of his cell on the opposite side of the hall, barely lit by the torch’s glow. “As soon as that Unbeast opens the door to your cell, run like hell and get the hell out of here!”

Leo stared at Yohji in disbelief as the jailer fumbled for the key ring hanging from his belt. “Run? Run where? There’s no way I’m going to abandon you or Papa, even if it would make it easier for me to escape and survive.”

Their conversation was cut short when the jailer finally found the right key and inserted it into the lock of Leo’s cell door. The same unnatural clicking sound emanated from his mouth, and the jailer slowly turned the key to the right as Leo watched in horror.

Then, without warning, a bright flash of light suddenly shot through and obliterated the jailer’s head. Blood and brains splattered everywhere as the jailer’s body crumpled to the floor, dropping the torch at the same time, which continued to burn brightly.

But the explosion of the jailer’s head had propelled the Unbeast within him into Leo’s cell. The toad-like Unbeast landed on the cell floor with a wet plop, a startled look on its froggish features. Before it could recover from the shock of having lost its host, Leo lunged forward and stomped on the Unbeast’s form with his boot as hard as he could.

The Unbeast’s body squashed under his boot, and it took all of Leo’s willpower not to look down at the gruesome, bloody, sticky mess beneath his feet. He could feel that the Unbeast was dead and wouldn’t possess anyone else again.

Breathing heavily and wiping sweat from his face, Leo remarked, “That must have been an intervention from the heavens or something.”

“Almost,” said an elderly male voice that oddly resembled Papa’s, though a bit higher pitched. “More like a Priest of the Heavens.”

An elderly man Leo had never seen before entered his field of vision from the hallway just outside the bars of his cell and stood next to the headless jailer’s body. Clad in white robes, the old man exuded a dignified and holy air that prompted Leo’s immediate respect.

Instead of bowing, however, Leo inclined his head and said with gratitude, “Thank you, most honorable elder, for saving us. We are forever in your debt.”

The elder chuckled. “You are more than welcome, young Stormrider. I couldn’t just let an old friend of mine rot away in prison, now could I?”

Leo stood upright again, a puzzled expression on his face. “An old friend of yours? Forgive me, honorable elder, but we’ve never met before. How can we be friends?”

Suddenly, Papa’s voice rang out from his cell next to Leo’s excitedly. “Well, if it isn’t Roman! Long time no see, old friend. Though, truth be told, I thought the heavens had already called you home by now.”

The priest, apparently named Roman, laughed and replied, “The heavens aren’t quite done with me yet, Gero! Frankly, I’m surprised you’ve made it this far. I see you somehow managed to make something of yourself despite being Pathless.”

Curious, Leo took a tentative step forward. “You know my grandfather, most honorable Priest?”

Roman grinned at Leo. “Know him? We were best friends in our youth. Back in those days, your grandfather was the Pathless pirate of the seven provinces of Arinthia, and I was but a Priest of the Heavens in training.”

Leo raised his eyebrows. “Papa was a pirate? He never told me that.”

“He hasn’t?” Roman asked. “Well, he should. Your grandfather always told the best stories, even if he got rather creative with the facts.”

Yohji poked his face through the bars of his cell, impatience evident on his face. “That’s nice and all, but can you let us out of our cells now? And where is my sword?”

“Patience, young man, patience,” said Roman as he bent over and unhooked the key ring from the jailer’s belt, which was now covered in blood. “I will free all of you right away.”

Just as Roman said, he unlocked their cells and opened their doors in quick succession. As soon as his cell door was unlocked, Leo rushed forward and jumped out of his cell, immediately hugging Papa, who was coming out of his cell.

“Papa!” said Leo as he hugged him. Papa wore a surprised look on his face. “I am so glad we are free again! I thought for sure we would end up dead.”

Papa patted Leo on the back. “As did I, Leo, but thanks to my old friend, it was not to be.”

Roman chuckled as he unlocked Yohji’s cell door and stepped aside, saying, “You are most welcome, Gero, Leo, but⁠—”

Roman did not get to finish his sentence before Yohji leaped out of his cell, grabbed Roman’s throat, and slammed him against the bars of his cell. The elder’s eyes widened considerably as Yohji choked him, an angry look on the Swordmaster’s face.

“Yohji, what the heck are you doing?” asked Leo as he let go of Papa and stared at Yohji in horror. “He’s our ally!”

“Don’t trust him, Leo,” said Yohji without looking over his shoulder at Leo. “All Priests of the Heavens are dogs of the government, claiming spiritual enlightenment and understanding while pocketing a nice amount of change from their followers and rubberstamping whatever the Supreme Realm Lord declares is so. This must be a trick.”

Roman gulped—or gulped as much as he could with Yohji squeezing the air out of his lungs. “This… is… no… trick… trust… me…”

“I don’t trust fake priests,” said Yohji. His eyes shined a strange red color. “I kill them.”

Before Yohji could finish squeezing the life out of Roman, however, Leo grabbed Yohji’s arm. “Yohji, let him go! I know that we are all stressed and tense, but this man saved us. If he wanted us dead, he could have just let the Unbeast jailer have its way with us, but he saved us instead.”

“Leo speaks the truth, Yohji,” said Papa. He glanced at Roman. “Although it has been many years since I last spoke with Roman, the priest in training I knew was always an honest and upright man, even to a fault. He can be trusted, even if other priests cannot.”

Yohji appeared to be ignoring both Leo’s and Papa’s words. His grip on Roman’s throat even appeared to tighten, which made Leo fear that they might see a murder play out before their eyes. It wasn’t like either he or Papa were strong enough to stop Yohji from doing whatever he wanted.

But then Yohji let go of Roman, who immediately leaned against the bars of Yohji’s cell and started hacking and coughing while rubbing his throat.

Folding his arms in front of his chest, Yohji stepped away from Roman and gave Leo a hard look. “You’d better make sure I don’t regret this; otherwise we are both going to have a very long conversation.”

Leo gulped but turned his attention to Roman. “Apologies, honorable Priest. My friend here is a bit on edge after Lord Darkthorn deceived us into thinking he was going to take our concerns about the Unbeasts seriously.”

“Yeah, what is up with that guy, anyway?” demanded Yohji. “I know that politicians are generally untrustworthy bastards, but this was low even by their standards. If he had any honor at all, he should have just killed us as soon as we stepped up to the front gates. At least then we could have died in battle rather than be executed like cowardly criminals in a dungeon.”

Leo gave Yohji a look of disbelief. “Wait, are you saying that you would have been fine with Lord Darkthorn killing us as long as he challenged us to a fight first?”

Yohji cocked his head to the side. “Sure. Isn’t that how the world works?”

Roman chuckled, which sounded painful. “I wouldn’t worry about him, Leo. Swordmasters have a tendency to think of the world as being a life-or-death struggle. Very much believers in survival of the fittest.”

Yohji cracked his neck. “Of course. How else does anyone get better except for fighting to the death? I suppose you can train, but frankly, a man can never achieve his true potential without first staring death in the face and laughing at it.”

“Let us hope that none of us will have to do that anytime soon,” said Leo with a shudder.

“Roman, how did you know we were down here?” asked Papa, rubbing his hands together anxiously. He glanced at the headless corpse of the jailer lying behind him, which was already starting to stink of blood and death. “I do not recall seeing you in the Jade Throne Room.”

Roman pushed away from the bars, having apparently already recovered from Yohji’s near strangulation. “News travels fast in Castle Darkthorn, especially whenever ‘guests’ end up in the dungeons, which are rarely used. When I heard whispers of the name Stormrider, I knew I had to investigate, though I was delayed slightly by an attempted assassination from one of my own apprentices while I was studying the Old Texts.”

Leo’s eyes widened in shock. “One of your own apprentices tried to assassinate you?”

Yohji snorted. “Maybe that kid realized what a scam your whole priesthood is and was trying to deal with the problem directly. Understandable, if rather stupid given how powerful you are.”

Leo gave Yohji a look of annoyance. “What is your problem with the Heavenly Priesthood, Yohji? Did they steal a candied apple from you when you were a baby or something?”

Yohji looked away from Leo and huffed. “Doesn’t matter. Once I get my sword back, I’ll be in a better mood.”

“True,” said Roman with a nod. “Swordmasters do have a powerful emotional bond with their weapons. They become a bit like toddlers throwing a tantrum when they go without it for too long.”

Yohji shot Roman a warning look. “I don’t need a sword to break your neck, old man.”

“Peace, my friends, peace!” said Leo, stepping in between Yohji and Roman, raising his hands. He looked at Roman. “Your apprentice. Why did he try to assassinate you?”

Roman stroked his chin, a disturbed look on his face. “He was possessed by one of those creatures you call the Unbeasts. You probably do not know this, but the whole castle is⁠—”

“Crawling with Unbeasts, yes,” said Leo with a nod of his own. “We know.”

Roman gave Leo a startled look. “Who told you about that? I thought you had remained ignorant about what was happening outside of the dungeons.”

Leo pursed his lips. Although Roman seemed trustworthy, he still didn’t want to tell Roman that he was a Beastcaller and shared a telepathic connection with a Familiar. “We know how quickly the Unbeasts can spread when no one is familiar with them. So if our jailer was turned, then it’s logical to deduce that the rest of the castle must be dealing with it, too.”

Papa put his hands on his face, terror crossing his features. “Wait a second. If there is an Unbeast outbreak in the castle, then Element City is⁠—”

“Safe,” said Roman. “For now. Lord Darkthorn ordered a complete lockdown of the castle shortly after the outbreak started. That was actually the first warning I got that something was wrong, as I have a communication crystal in my study, and it turned red for the first time in many years.”

“So Lord Darkthorn is aware of the Unbeast outbreak?” asked Leo. “Does that mean that he’s dealing with it?”

“I think so, but I am unsure,” said Roman. “I did consider heading to the Jade Throne Room to check on him, but I decided that you three probably needed my help more at the moment, so I came down here.”

Yohji glared at the ceiling as if he could stare straight through it. “I hope that the Unbeasts get him. Serves him right for locking us away down here for the crime of potentially messing with his political ambitions.”

Roman gasped. “Lord Darkthorn did that to you? How awful. But trust me, you do not want Lord Darkthorn to end up as an Unbeast puppet. Not unless you want the Unbeasts to have a Level 1 Element Master on their side.”

Yohji snorted. “What good would that do for them? He’d just turn into a mindless monster.”

Roman shook his head. “Not quite. Although Lord Darkthorn would undoubtedly lose much of his original self, the Unbeasts would have access to his Path and therefore all four elements that he wields. It is the reason why the Unbeasts are always trying to possess people and animals, as it is the only way they get stronger.”

“How do you know so much about the Unbeasts?” asked Leo in surprise. “No one else in Arinthia seems to know anything about them. Even we barely understand them.”

Roman tapped his chin again. “Before you three got here, a Pathless man possessed by an Unbeast was brought here in secret, which was how we originally became aware of the Unbeast menace, which we called the parasite plague. Although Lord Darkthorn killed the Unbeast man before we could study him, I delved deep into the Old Texts of Arinthia, which contain our history, to see if our ancestors had faced anything like these before.”

“Have they?” asked Leo.

Roman nodded, a troubled look on his face. “Yes. In fact, this isn’t the first time that our ancestors have fought the Unbeasts. A long time ago, the Unbeasts⁠—”

Leo did not get to hear what Roman said, however, before he felt a sudden spike in pain in his head and grabbed it. “Ugh! My head!”

“Are you okay, Leo?” asked Papa, putting a concerned hand on his shoulder. “What’s the matter?”

Gritting his teeth, Leo said, “I… am not sure. It feels⁠—”

Leo! Shadowshine’s voice echoed in his head. I need your help! The Unbeasts are too much.

Then Leo felt a fresh wave of pain flow through his head, and he immediately whipped his head down the hallway in the direction of what he assumed was the exit. “Shadowshine is in trouble! I need to help him.”

Without waiting for the others, Leo rushed through the dungeons as quickly as he could, hoping and praying that he would get to Shadowshine in time to save him from whatever the Unbeasts were doing to him.


Chapter
Thirty-Eight



Emerging from the dungeons, Leo found himself in a scene straight out of his nightmares.

A massive battle was raging in the hallways of Castle Darkthorn. Unbeast-possessed men and women clashed blades with their former comrades while blasts of mana-infused elemental energy flew back and forth across the halls as Unbeast Pathwalkers and normal Pathwalkers duked it out for supremacy.

Much of the massive hallway had been reduced to ruins already. Paintings of Lord Darkthorn’s ancestors lay burned or smashed, the stench of burning paper and wood filling the air and mixing with the heavy scent of blood and gore that Leo was far too familiar with by now. Many of the statues had been shattered to pieces or knocked over, with the legs and arms of more than a few unfortunate souls lying trapped underneath the heavy stone statues that had been knocked over.

But Leo ignored all of them to zero in on Shadowshine.

The Outer Wolf’s massive, bulky body was obvious to anyone, standing in the middle of the hall, snapping, snarling, and growling at the Unbeasts surrounding him on all sides. The Unbeasts appeared to be possessed members of the castle guard, half a dozen in all, using their swords and spears to keep him on the defensive.

Under ordinary circumstances, Shadowshine should have been able to deal with humans like that all by himself. But the Unbeasts displayed a level of intelligence that Leo hadn’t thought they had at first. Half of them would lunge forward with their bladed weapons to try to assault Shadowshine, forcing the Outer Wolf to jump back to avoid their blades, only for the other half to swing their weapons at him in response. The plan appeared to be to keep Shadowshine on the move, not giving him a moment to rest.

Shadowshine, to his credit, was at least trying to fight back when he could, but the spears and swords of the Unbeasts gave them an unfair reach over Shadowshine, who had to rely on his comparatively shorter teeth and claws. No doubt that was the reason Shadowshine was struggling to survive, and it was only a matter of time before Shadowshine slipped up and gave them an opening to exploit.

They had not been expecting Leo to show up and help Shadowshine, but that just left Leo with the question of how he was to step in and help.

I don’t have a weapon, and my Path isn’t exactly great for attacking unsuspecting foes, thought Leo. There must be something I can do to help. Even if all I can succeed in is distracting the Unbeasts, that should give Shadowshine enough time to get back on the offense.

Leo scanned the area around him and picked up a fallen sword, which he assumed one of the castle guards had dropped at some point, though he did not see anyone around who could have dropped it. The blade, short yet sharp, felt heavy and unnatural in his hands, mostly because Leo wasn’t a Swordmaster and had little experience wielding bladed weapons of any sort.

But I don’t need to be a Swordmaster to be a good distraction, thought Leo, gripping the wooden hilt of the sword tightly with his sweaty hands, feeling the dried blood on it. I just need to run in and start causing trouble.

Taking a deep breath, Leo yelled and ran over to the Unbeasts attacking Shadowshine. They still did not seem to notice him, however, until Leo struck one of the Unbeasts—a big man wearing the iron armor of the castle guard. He tried to hit the back of the Unbeast’s neck, which was exposed, but his lack of expertise with the blade caused him to miss and merely bang his sword uselessly against the Unbeast’s armor.

Still, it got the job done. The Unbeast stopped its assault on Shadowshine and whirled around to face Leo. Staring at Leo with dead orange eyes through the slits in its helmet, the Unbeast started making that awful clicking noise with its mouth again.

Which was when Leo started to regret having attacked the Unbeast without a real plan.

The Unbeast swung its sword at Leo, and Leo brought his blade up to block it. But the Unbeast hit his sword harder than he expected, and the blade flew out of his hands and over his head. Leo did not get a chance to see where the sword landed behind him before the Unbeast thrust its sword at him again.

Startled, Leo staggered backward and tripped over a piece of a smashed statue, falling flat on his back on the cracked tile floor. That was the only reason he avoided the Unbeast’s sword, which stabbed the empty air where he’d been standing mere seconds ago.

The Unbeast drew back its blade, reversed it in its hand so that the blade was facing downward, and brought the tip down on Leo’s chest.

In the same moment, however, Yohji appeared overhead, wielding a new sword in his hand. He slashed the Unbeast’s sword hand off at the wrist, sending green-black blood flying. The Unbeast clicked angrily and in surprise as its sword hand shot off, and it turned its gaze toward Yohji…

Just as Yohji’s sword exploded through the Unbeast’s head, sending blood, brains, and the remains of the Unbeast parasite itself flying everywhere. Leo winced as the bloody remains of the Unbeast landed on him, but otherwise did not move—he was still trying to catch his breath from tripping and falling.

“Leo, what are you doing lying on the floor like a baby?” Yohji snapped, glaring down at him. “Get up! We’re in the middle of a battle.”

Before Leo could explain why he had fallen, Yohji grabbed his shoulder and hauled him to his feet as effortlessly as if Leo weighed nothing at all.

Gasping for breath, Leo said, “Th-Thank you, Yohji, but where did you get that sword?”

Yohji thrust a thumb over his shoulder. “I was right behind you when you darted off like a madman. When that Unbeast knocked your sword out of your hand—total amateur move, by the way—I caught it and used it to kill him. You’re welcome.”

Leo’s mouth fell open. “Whoa! You really are great with swords.”

Yohji snorted and glanced at the bloody blade in his hand. “Any Level 1 Swordmaster can pull that trick off in their sleep. Frankly, this sword is absolutely terrible compared to my sword. This is what the Minor Realm Lord arms his guards with? Surprised he hasn’t gotten assassinated sooner, honestly.”

Leo found it mind-boggling that Yohji was insulting the very blade he had used to so expertly kill an Unbeast in one blow. That either spoke to Yohji’s great arrogance, or it meant that Yohji could have done even more if he’d had his crescent blade.

But such thoughts left Leo’s mind when he heard Shadowshine’s growling behind him. Remembering what had brought him up here in the first place, he whirled around to see Shadowshine again.

Leo’s distraction had worked. Shadowshine was now firmly on the offensive again. Already, two of his attackers lay on the floor with their heads either smashed like pumpkins or ripped off and crunched. The remaining three attackers had formed a triangle formation of sorts, perhaps to try to keep Shadowshine enclosed in one area. But all it did was make it easier for the Outer Wolf to dart back and forth and snap at them. Only their armor and shields kept them safe from Shadowshine’s huge jaws and sharp claws, and those were starting to break down.

But as it turned out, Shadowshine did not need to kill them himself. Three bolts of light shot out of the dungeon behind them and nailed each one of Shadowshine’s remaining attackers directly in the heads. Their skulls exploded in a shower of blood as their bodies collapsed, and Shadowshine finally stopped, breathing and panting hard, his dark fur now covered in blood and Unbeast guts.

Looking over his shoulder, Leo saw Roman and Papa emerging from the dungeon exit, Roman’s hands glowing with light mana, a stern look on his face.

“What the—?” said Leo. “Was that you, Roman?”

“Duh,” said Yohji. “He’s a Level 7 Light Monarch. I doubt he even had to think about that.”

Leo gaped at Yohji again. “Level 7? How did you know that?”

Yohji cocked his head to the side. “I make it my business to know how powerful potential enemies are. And he’s practically radiating power. Surprised you can’t feel his aura.”

Leo could not, which made him feel a bit ashamed, but at the same time, it also made him wonder whether that was a limit of his Path. Perhaps if he had been at a higher level, he would have sensed Roman’s power right away. Leo was relieved that Roman had saved them, of course, but all this did was make him want to progress on his Path more than ever.

But maybe later, thought Leo, gulping as he looked around at the battles raging around him. After we survive this chaos.

“Leo!” Shadowshine galloped over to him, coming to a stop a few feet away and wagging his tail excitedly. “It is such a relief to see you again! How did you escape from the dungeons, by the way?”

Leo pointed at Roman. “He helped us. He’s on our side.”

Roman, however, came to an abrupt stop and stared at Shadowshine in absolute horror when he saw him. “What in the heavens is that? An Outer Wolf? Here in Castle Darkthorn?”

Papa rested a reassuring hand on Roman’s shoulder. “It is fine, Roman. Shadowshine is actually my grandson’s Familiar and, indeed, the one who originally alerted us to the Unbeast threat in the first place.”

“Papa!” said Leo indignantly. “I was trying not to let Priest Pureskin know that I am a Beastcaller!”

“Oh, I already knew that from the moment I saw the color of your robes,” Roman said. “But I did not know you had a Familiar. That is… interesting.”

Roman said the word “interesting” the same way most people described bad situations as “terrifying.” Perhaps Roman was just trying to be polite, but now Leo was worried about what Roman might decide to do to them after the Unbeast threat was dealt with.

If it can be dealt with at all, thought Leo, which is seeming increasingly unlikely.

“Worry about Leo breaking the rules later,” said Yohji dismissively. “We have bigger fish to fry. And by fish, I mean the Unbeasts.”

Roman shook his head, and his normal serious expression returned to his face. “You are correct. As you can tell, the situation has worsened. I can’t tell who is winning, but it looks like the Unbeasts are starting to get the edge over the castle guard.”

Yohji pursed his lips. “If I just had my crescent blade, I could make short work of all these guys. Priest guy, where are the confiscated weapons of prisoners usually kept?”

Roman furrowed his brow. “Um, if I recall correctly, they are normally stored in the armory, which is in the east wing of the castle.”

Yohji nodded and then suddenly clapped Leo on the shoulder. “All right, Leo! You and your dog kill as many Unbeasts as you can. I’ll be back with my sword as soon as possible.”

Without waiting for a response, Yohji ran off in an easterly direction so fast that Leo had a hard time keeping up with his movements. Before Leo could call Yohji back, the Swordmaster had disappeared into the chaos of the battles raging all over the hall, his silver robes vanishing among the colors of the robes worn by the various Pathwalkers on both sides of the conflict.

“Where did Yohji go?” asked Papa in surprise. “To get himself killed?”

Leo ran a hand through his hair. “He wanted to recover his sword, but he might as well be trying to do what you suggested, Papa.”

Roman laughed. “How amusing! Well, it’s his funeral, I suppose. The Unbeasts haven’t noticed us yet, but I suspect it will only be a matter of time before they do. Leo, Gero, I can try to help you and your Outer Wolf escape.”

“Escape?” Shadowshine snarled. “We aren’t going to run. We are going to slaughter every last Unbeast that we can sink our teeth into here.”

Roman jumped when Shadowshine spoke, his pale skin turning even paler. “Why did your Outer Wolf suddenly start snapping and growling at me?”

Once again remembering that no one else could understand Shadowshine, Leo hurriedly said, “He wasn’t snarling. He just thinks we should stay and fight, take out the Unbeasts before they can escape the castle.”

Papa grimaced and looked around at all the corpses strewn about them. “While a noble idea, I’m not sure we’d be terribly useful here. I’m Pathless and you, Leo, are still Level 1.”

“Which is why I suggested helping you escape,” said Roman. He tapped the side of his head. “Although Castle Darkthorn is under lockdown, there is a secret escape route for the Darkthorn royal family that can be opened even under lockdown. I can lead you to it, and from there, you can escape into the city.”

Leo bit his lower lip. “But we need to stop the Unbeasts. We know how to fight them better than anyone.”

Roman smiled. “Your bravery is admirable, Leo, but Lord Darkthorn is likely already dealing with the Unbeasts as we speak. As an Element Master, he is worth at least four Pathwalkers on his own. Why, I bet he would be able to destroy the Unbeasts by himself. I imagine we will be perfectly⁠—”

Something suddenly came flying through the front doors of the castle and slammed into the floor. It rolled across the floor for several seconds, causing Unbeast and Pathwalker alike to pause in their fight to watch the thing roll.

The thing did not stop rolling until it reached Leo and the others. And when it did, Leo recognized it: It was the broken, beaten body of Minor Realm Lord Calavian Darkthorn.


Chapter
Thirty-Nine



Although Leo bore no special love toward Lord Darkthorn, even he felt pity seeing the once-proud Minor Realm Lord in such a beaten condition.

His body was covered in wounds, his multicolored armor cracked and broken in several places. His cape was torn to shreds, and his dark hair was matted with blood and mud. His chest rose and fell weakly with each breath, which was the only way that Leo could even tell that he was alive. His right arm appeared to be broken, lying at an unnatural angle that made Leo hurt just looking at him. He looked like he was lying on the threshold of death’s door and just needed one push to finish going through.

“Lord Darkthorn!” said Roman in alarm, kneeling beside the fallen Element Master and putting a hand on his shoulder. “What happened to you? Are you okay?”

That seemed like a silly question to ask to Leo—Lord Darkthorn was clearly not okay by any definition of the term. The Element Master was in such poor shape that Leo was surprised he was still alive at all.

Nonetheless, Lord Darkthorn cracked open his eyes and said in a very weak voice, “Run… The Unbeasts are…”

He didn’t get to finish his sentence before something huge and spider-like made its way through the open doorway of the castle, its legs beating loudly against the stone floor, making it vibrate beneath their feet.

Leo had never seen anything like the creature before. It resembled a pale, bald human corpse with giant spider legs protruding from its back, supporting it in midair. One look at its singular orange eye glaring at them from where the scalp on a normal human head would have been, accompanied by the unnatural clicking sound from its mouth, told Leo this was not a mere puppet brought to life by unnatural magic; it was an evil and thinking creature.

“Still breathing, Calavian?” the Unbeast said, its voice full of malicious glee. “Then perhaps I shall have to finish you off myself.”

The presence of this new Unbeast, which could apparently talk like a human, had brought all action in the hallway to an abrupt halt. The Unbeasts turned to bow to what was apparently their master, while the human defenders of the castle either recoiled from the Unbeast leader or stared in horror at Lord Darkthorn’s broken and damaged body. Many wore expressions of complete disbelief, an understandable reaction.

After all, if this new Unbeast could defeat Lord Darkthorn, a Level 1 Element Master, in battle, what hope did the rest of the defenders have?

Leo himself trembled with fear, gazing at the Unbeast leader with pure terror coursing through him. “Shadowshine, what is that thing? Shadowshine?”

Shadowshine was not responding to Leo’s words, and the reason soon became obvious when Leo tore his gaze away from the Unbeast to look at him: Shadowshine himself had frozen with fear, his eyes locked on the Unbeast leader as if his worst nightmares had just come true right in front of him. His tail stopped wagging, and his ears lay flat against his skull. He seemed to be trying to make himself smaller, but his efforts were in vain.

“It’s him,” said Shadowshine, his words laced with utter terror. “The Unbeast Prophet who led the Unbeasts that slaughtered my people.”

Leo stared at Shadowshine. “Unbeast Prophet? What do you mean?”

Not taking his eyes off the Prophet, Shadowshine explained, “Although the Unbeasts are a hive mind lacking individual will, they do have a leader who represents the hive mind and leads it in their conquest of non-Unbeasts. This leader is usually called the Prophet of the Unbeasts, and is often smarter, stronger, and far more cruel than normal Unbeasts.”

Leo gulped. Rarely had he seen Shadowshine so afraid of anything. Right now, Leo didn’t even need their bond to understand that the Outer Wolf was terrified of the Unbeast Prophet. He wasn’t sure if Shadowshine hadn’t run because he was too afraid or if his pride and instincts as an Outer Wolf had prevented him from fleeing from a fight like a coward.

Frankly, though, Leo wouldn’t have blamed Shadowshine for wanting to run. The Prophet looked even more terrifying than regular Unbeasts and had clearly already defeated Lord Darkthorn. Even if Leo had not known about the Prophet’s role in the slaughter of Shadowshine’s tribe, the image before him alone would have made him feel like they had no hope of defeating this thing.

And I’m just a Level 1 Beastcaller, with a Familiar who has already had to flee from this monster once, thought Leo. But where are we supposed to run?

The Prophet’s single eye shifted to look at Shadowshine as if just noticing the Outer Wolf. “An Outer Wolf? Interesting. I recall wiping out your tribe. It seems we weren’t as thorough as we should have been. I will have to correct that mistake shortly.”

Leo was taken aback by the Prophet’s words. “Wait, you remember Shadowshine?”

The Prophet turned its attention to Leo, a sensation that Leo instantly regretted. It felt like the Prophet was trying to pry into his very soul against his will. “And who are you? Oh, wait. I recognize you now. Yes, you and your friends have already killed several of our own and have even made it your mission to stop the Great Plague from overwhelming your country. I should correct that mistake, too, after I finish off Calavian.”

Roman, however, rose to his feet and stepped over Calavian, his whole body shining with light mana. “You will have to go through me first, Prophet of the Unbeasts.”

The Prophet eyed Roman with amusement. “How loyal of you to put your life on the line for your lord. It would be admirable if it weren’t so sad.”

Roman raised his hands, which began to glow even brighter than the rest of his body as light mana swirled around his palms. “What is sad about wanting to protect the closest thing you have to a son?”

The Prophet shook its head. “Because you are going to fail. Badly. But if you insist on perishing trying to protect your lord, then so be it. I have no qualms with killing more humans, even if, in your case, it would be a perfectly good waste of a powerful vessel for one of my siblings.”

Roman stepped forward, taking a strange position with his fists raised and his legs spread. “It would be better to die than to let even one of your parasites into my body. But if you think I will go down so easily, then I am afraid you don’t understand what I can do. Light Flash!”

Roman’s feet suddenly glowed like miniature suns, and the Light Monarch shot forward faster than Leo’s eyes could follow. Leo got the impression that Roman was half-flying, half-skating along the floor toward the Prophet, but his lower perception thanks to his low level meant he wasn’t entirely sure.

Yet another reason to progress in my Path, thought Leo, watching as Roman continued to glide toward the Prophet like a disc thrown by a powerful athlete.

The Prophet raised its legs to defend itself, only for Roman to suddenly disappear in the blink of an eye and reappear, with a flash of light, behind it. Before the Prophet could even turn around, Roman jumped up and kicked the Prophet in the back with another blinding flash.

That blow sent the Prophet sprawling across the ground, with more than one of its legs making an unnatural crunching sound. Nonetheless, the Prophet’s spider legs quickly helped it back to its feet, allowing it to put some distance between itself and Roman. Leo noticed a small line of green blood leaking down the side of the Prophet’s face.

Panting slightly, the Prophet said, “Perhaps I underestimated you, old human. As a Light Monarch, you should not be able to do that.”

Roman raised an eyebrow, still holding his glowing fists up. “That is because I am not just a Light Monarch, Prophet. I am also a learner in the Sub-Path of the Fist, the Bright Morning Punch, though I am only Level 2 at the moment. I know enough about it to combine it with my Light Monarch skills to create a combination Path that even your spider legs will struggle to keep up with.”

Leo’s jaw dropped. He had known that a person could learn multiple Paths—that was, to his understanding, how Lord Darkthorn had become an Element Master—but he hadn’t realized that Roman knew more than one Path, too. It made him wonder how many Paths a single person could learn and how far they could advance in them.

And if there are any Paths I need to learn in addition to Beastcalling, thought Leo eagerly.

The Prophet wiped the blood off the side of its face, though it did not look afraid. It merely looked annoyed. “I must admit that your unique combination Path is a bit much even for me. And while I enjoy playing with my food, I enjoy killing it even more. Let us even the playing field a little, eh? Antimagia!”

The Prophet raised its spider legs into the air and brought them down on the marble floor hard enough to create thick cracks upon impact.

But more importantly, a strange, unnatural aura washed over the whole hallway, including across Leo, Shadowshine, Lord Darkthorn, and Papa. Leo could not see the aura that came out of the Prophet, but he could sense it. It felt like a faint chill had set into the air, sinking into his bones and making him shudder slightly.

But it was nothing compared to how the other Pathwalkers in the room reacted. Most of them staggered backward or grabbed their heads. A few fell over entirely. The Unbeasts, meanwhile, appeared entirely unaffected, still keeping their eyes on the Unbeast Prophet as if awaiting its command.

Roman, too, appeared affected by the aura. He clutched his chest and staggered backward, his hands, feet, and body no longer glowing with light mana. He appeared to be breathing harder, too, though that may have just been the exhaustion catching up with him.

“My mana…” said Roman, looking at his hands in horror. “Why can’t I feel my mana?”

“Roman…” said Lord Darkthorn, his voice weak but loud. “Was trying to warn… the Prophet… negates mana…”

Lord Darkthorn broke down into a series of intense coughs and hacks, retching up blood.

Roman’s eyes became wider than dinner plates. “He negated our⁠—”

The Prophet suddenly shot forward and slammed one of its legs into Roman’s midsection. The blow sent Roman flying to the side, and Roman smashed into one of the few royal paintings still hanging on the wall with a crack. He fell down onto the floor with an ungraceful thump, and a moment later, the painting fell on top of him, covering him with its canvas.

“Roman!” said Papa in alarm. “No!”

“There,” said the Prophet, rising to its full height again, a smug look on its very unnatural face. It grinned at the painting on top of Roman. “A combination Path is useless without mana, now, isn’t it?”

Leo, his heart beating rapidly, knelt beside Lord Darkthorn and said, “Lord Darkthorn, did you say that the Prophet had negated Roman’s mana?”

Lord Darkthorn coughed again, but he managed to say, “Not just Roman’s… everyone… in the room… no mana…”

Just as Lord Darkthorn said that, cries of sheer terror rose up all around Leo, forcing him to raise his head to see what was going on.

He wished he hadn’t.

Everywhere Leo looked, powerless Pathwalkers were struggling against the Unbeasts, which had started attacking them as if they had never stopped fighting in the first place. A few of the now-powerless Pathwalkers were able to use weapons or hand-to-hand fighting techniques to fight back, but by and large, the Unbeasts were on the offense and killing or converting any Pathwalkers they managed to get their hands on.

Leo had no doubt that the Unbeasts would soon win the fight, though he wasn’t sure how much time they had before the castle’s defenders fell. He guessed a couple of minutes at best, but his mind was so struck with terror that thinking was a challenge.

Suddenly, a tall shadow appeared over them all, and Leo looked up to find himself face-to-face with the Prophet itself.

The Prophet wore a wicked grin on its face, its singular orange eye looking at Leo like he was fresh meat he was about to eat. “Can you hear that, young Beastcaller?”

Leo gulped. “Hear what?”

The Prophet sighed deeply. “The screams of your fellow humans, dying or joining the Great Plague. It’s music to my ears, truly soothing. It is the sound of absolute and utter victory. And soon, your screams will join theirs, creating a true symphony of fear and defeat that will end in a crescendo of triumph for the Great Plague.”

Leo shook like a rock, but he did not move. He would like to say it was because he wanted to face the Prophet, but he knew the truth: He was simply too afraid.

The Prophet cracked his neck. “With all of your defenders fallen or powerless to protect you, I think it is time for you and Calavian to die. Once both of you perish, there will be nothing—absolutely nothing—to prevent the Great Plague from conquering this whole city in less than a day.”

Leo gulped. “B-but Element City has one million people.”

The Prophet nodded. “Indeed. One million new souls, new sources of fresh mana, to devour and add to the Great Plague. Why, with the population of Element City alone, conquering the rest of Arinthia will be as easy as killing a mouse. Even your Supreme Realm Lord will struggle to stop the wave that will cover the entire Realm.”

Leo’s heart beat fast. He looked at Papa and Shadowshine, but Papa had fallen to his knees, still staring at the painting covering his old friend, while Shadowshine, though standing tall, looked as terrified as he felt. Shadowshine seemed to be reliving his old memories of his tribe’s final encounter with the Unbeasts, which explained why the Outer Wolf wasn’t saying a word. And Calavian, still lying at Leo’s feet, seemed to have lost consciousness entirely or died. As for Yohji, he was probably still retrieving his sword, but Leo worried that Yohji might have also been affected by the anti-mana spell that the Prophet had cast—or perhaps he was facing severe opposition from the Unbeasts deeper in the castle.

The Prophet was right. There was no one else to defend Leo. He was on his own.

Such thoughts were almost enough to make Leo break down completely. Here he was, a Level 1 Beastcaller who had always been an embarrassment to his parents and a joke to his village, facing down a creature that had managed to defeat even an Element Master with ease.

And here I deluded myself into thinking that I could possibly save Arinthia from something like this, thought Leo, blinking back the tears that threatened to escape his eyes. Maybe Councilman Egar was right. Maybe I am stupid, destined to fail. Maybe I should have just stayed home. At least then I could have continued to contribute to my family’s farm.

Thinking about Councilman Egar, however, reminded Leo of Councilman Egar’s story about the Call of the Beast and how, inevitably, all Beastcallers who reached Level 7 ended up falling to the allure of the Call.

Everyone, that was, except one: the Alpha Walker.

And somehow, that thought burned brightly against the despair creeping into Leo’s mind. Along with that thought came a sound that Leo did not quite recognize. It sounded like a wolf howling in the distance, but Shadowshine was right next to Leo and not making any noises.

That sound continued to grow in volume as Leo knelt there in front of the Prophet. No one else seemed to hear it or, if they did, they did not react to it.

Yet Leo wondered how anyone could ignore the sound. It kept getting louder and louder until it drowned out even the symphony of terror and fear that the Prophet so reveled in.

Suddenly, images flooded Leo’s mind, images of memories that were not his. Vast armies of animals and beasts covering miles of land, marching to orders only they could hear… a man with a lion-like mane of hair, standing against a great evil, his hands like the claws of a tiger and his eyes like the blazing light of the sun itself… people fleeing in fear as wild animals rushed through their homes, screeching, roaring, growling…

And then Leo felt a source of power he could not quite name, which seemed to come from somewhere both deep inside his soul and far beyond himself.

It drove him to his feet, this feeling, this power, and ripped to shreds whatever fear or uncertainty had plagued him before. He felt this feeling going into Shadowshine, too, binding the two of them together in a way that made it difficult for Leo to tell, for the moment, just where his consciousness ended and Shadowshine’s began.

But it didn’t matter.

Because Leo finally heard it, finally heard the song that legend said all Beastcallers could hear…

The Call of the Beast.

The Prophet tilted its head to the side. “What is that strength I see in your eyes? That bravery? I’ve seen it somewhere before, but where?” It shrugged. “Oh, well. Merely looking brave will not allow you to survive. I was planning to kill Calavian first, but your arrogance offends me, so I will crush you first instead.”

The Prophet raised one of its legs and brought it down on Leo’s head.

But Leo raised one hand and caught the leg as easily as if it were made of air.

And before the Prophet could even realize what was happening, Leo snapped the leg off its joint and slammed it into and through the Prophet’s chest.
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Black and green blood exploded out of the back of the Prophet as Leo drove its leg through its chest. The Prophet let loose an unnaturally high-pitched scream mixed with the clicking sound that all Unbeasts made, growing higher and higher as Leo drove its broken leg deeper and deeper into its chest.

Then, without warning, the Prophet yanked backward, causing its broken leg to rip out of its chest. Leo, taken aback by the Prophet’s sudden movement, let go of the broken leg, which dropped to its side with a loud thunk that betrayed just how heavy it really was.

Once again, the Unbeasts and remaining human defenders had stopped their fighting to look. But this time, rather than look at the injured and cursing Prophet, they looked at Leo.

Normally, such attention would have made Leo feel highly embarrassed, but right now, he actually appreciated it. A primal instinct deep inside him told him that this was the right and natural way for his inferiors to look at—and fear—him and his power.

And Leo could not disagree with it.

The Prophet, clutching its chest wound, looked at Leo in anger and confusion. “How… how did you do that? My Antimagia spell is still active. You should not be able to use mana to make yourself stronger.”

Leo raised his fists and stepped forward, feeling sheer power and strength unlike anything he had ever known flowing through his body. “Your spell is nothing to the power of the wild, Unbeast.”

With that, Leo launched himself through the air, but he did not fly by himself. Shadowshine also flew by his side, having jumped at the same time.

And the two flew straight into the surprised face of the Prophet, Leo’s boot smashing into his eye, Shadowshine’s outstretched claws tearing into his mouth.

Their blows sent the Prophet staggering backward again even as Leo and Shadowshine landed on the ground.

But unlike the Prophet, neither Leo nor Shadowshine needed time to get better.

As soon as the tips of his boots touched the ground, Leo was off. He ran underneath the Prophet’s spider legs, punching and smashing them with his fists, breaking them as easily as twigs and causing the Prophet to stumble and stagger in a vain attempt to stay up.

Shadowshine came through next, snapping and slashing at the Prophet’s spider legs without hesitation. In seconds, the Prophet’s legs were in splinters, and the Prophet—no longer able to support itself—fell to the floor with a scream…

Only for Leo to catch the falling Prophet and slam him onto the ground. Grabbing a nearby fallen sword, Leo flipped it over in his hands and drove it into the Prophet’s neck.

The Prophet’s head severed from its neck and its head rolled backward, creating a trail of unnatural black and green blood in its wake. It rolled until Shadowshine stopped it with his front paw and smashed it open like an egg, sending blood and brains and skull fragments flying everywhere.

Somehow, however, the Prophet’s toad-like form survived, shooting out toward Leo. The Prophet bounced off the ground a few times before coming to a stop a couple of yards from Leo, a dazed and confused look on its face.

In a flash, Leo snatched up the Prophet with one hand and squeezed as hard as he could. The Prophet gasped in pain, orange eyes bulging out of its green face.

The Prophet launched its tongue at Leo’s face, no doubt intending to paralyze him like one of its siblings had what felt like a lifetime ago.

So Leo caught the tongue with his other hand and ripped it straight out of its mouth, then tossed the tongue over his shoulder. The Prophet choked and clicked, unable to properly vocalize now that it could no longer speak.

Raising the Prophet up to his face, Leo whispered, “I know the rest of you can hear me, Unbeasts. Let it be known that this is what happens when you try to fight the Call of the Beast.”

And without further hesitation, Leo squeezed the Prophet’s weak form in his hand and popped it like a disgusting balloon. Stinky black and green blood dribbled down Leo’s closed fist before he opened his hand, allowing the corpse of the Prophet to drop at his feet, where he smashed it with his boot just to make sure.

As if on cue, the rest of the Unbeasts began wailing in fear. They clutched their heads or throats, gagging and coughing, causing the human defenders to back away from them, perhaps thinking this was another strange attack from the Unbeasts.

But Leo—and Shadowshine, for that matter—knew better.

They knew they were hearing the death throes of their sworn enemies.

One by one, the Unbeasts collapsed onto the ground. That unnatural blood leaked out of their eyes, ears, mouths, and every other visible orifice as the parasites inside them died. Their hosts would likely die, too, but at the moment, that did not bother Leo too much.

His primal, bestial instincts told him that he had won. That his pack had defeated an enemy pack.

And why in the world should that not be a cause for celebration?

Leo heard footsteps behind him and looked over his shoulder to see Papa approaching him. Papa looked strangely weak to him now, and he could already see just how easy it would be to tear him to shreds if he felt like it. Not that Leo would do that, however, as Papa was also part of his pack.

Papa, however, did not look hostile or angry. He looked scared for reasons that Leo could only dream of. “Leo… is that you? Are you still there?”

Leo huffed. “Of course I am still here. I am just… stronger. Better. Faster. And far more powerful. Just look at what I did to the Prophet.”

Papa nodded slowly. “I saw that. We all did. But you aren’t you, and I am afraid of that.”

Leo furrowed his brows. “You are afraid of me? Why?”

“Not you,” said Papa, “but of what your new power is doing to you. You aren’t the Leo I know.”

Leo scowled. How dare his weak grandfather tell him what to do or insinuate, in any way, shape, or form, that there was something wrong with him. Already, he could see the best way to force Papa to submit to his authority and make him apologize for daring to⁠—

Leo suddenly caught himself. Wait, what am I thinking? This is my own grandfather, the only person who has ever really been kind to me. Why am I thinking of him as a potential threat to my power?

That single thought broke through the wild haze of anger and aggression that clouded Leo’s mind. He felt the same break in the aggression in Shadowshine’s mind, the two of them coming to their senses at the same time.

And suddenly, Leo felt very weak.

Leo collapsed onto his hands and knees. Beside him, Shadowshine also fell down, the Outer Wolf whining deeply, seemingly unable to stand on his own.

Not that Leo could blame him. Standing sounded like something only a Level 7 Beastcaller could do right now, not a weak Level 1 Beastcaller like himself.

As well, a surge of emotions rushed over Leo. There were many, but the chief among them was regret, causing tears to start to form in Leo’s eyes.

Papa suddenly appeared over Leo and knelt in front of him, resting a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “It’ll be okay, Leo, it’ll be okay.”

But Leo barely heard him over the sounds of his own sobs that came, uncontrollably, out of his mouth.
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Leo was barely aware of the events that happened over the next hour or so and had to be filled in by Papa later, though he still had a few snatches of memory here and there.

For one, Leo, Lord Darkthorn, and Shadowshine were hurried off by the castle’s Healwalkers, who showed up shortly after the battle. Leo got the impression that they would have only taken Lord Darkthorn to the infirmary initially, but Papa managed to convince them that Leo and Shadowshine needed medical attention as well, so they begrudgingly took Leo and Shadowshine with them.

At least, Leo thought they did it begrudgingly, but for all he knew, they did it with a smile on their faces and a skip in their step. As Leo noted earlier, he wasn’t very aware of what was going on around him due to how much he was sobbing, feeling guilty for almost harming Papa.

Leo didn’t even really know what kind of healing spells or techniques the Healwalkers used on him and Shadowshine. He vaguely recalled brief flashes of blue light, a middle-aged woman with long white hair asking him questions about his family, Path, and health, a warm wet rag applied to his dirty forehead, and a few stabbing points of pain somewhere along his abdomen, though whether that was because of the healing procedures the Healwalkers used on him or because of previously unknown injuries that Leo had sustained, he wasn’t sure.

But gradually, Leo’s senses returned to him in time for him to see his new surroundings.

Gone was the blood, gore, and death of Castle Darkthorn’s hallways, along with the accompanying stench of corpses and destroyed Unbeasts. He was now in a quiet white room, with soft light orbs hanging near the ceiling and an open window giving him a view of what looked like a garden, allowing the fresh scents of flowers and fruit to waft on the wind into his nostrils.

Leo was sitting upright in the softest, comfiest bed he had ever lain on—so comfy that Leo almost fell asleep. He was pretty tired, after all, and a good night’s sleep sounded nice…

But then Leo heard a grunt beside his bed and looked over the side.

Shadowshine lay on the floor by Leo’s bed, looking much better than he had back in the hallway. Most of his wounds had been magically healed already, though he had a couple of bandages around his tail, which made Leo wonder what kind of wounds he had sustained there that even the castle’s Healwalkers could not heal perfectly.

But physically and mentally, Shadowshine appeared fine.

They weren’t the only beings in the room. A white curtain divided the room vertically, and through it, he saw the silhouette of a lump that he assumed was a person lying underneath layers of sheets, though he couldn’t tell who it was. He tried to reach out with his mana, but right now he was too tired to make sense of what he was feeling, so he stopped.

Licking his dry lips, Leo looked down at Shadowshine and whispered, “Shadowshine, are you awake?”

The Outer Wolf’s green eyes flickered open and he looked up at Leo, wagging his tail. “Yes, although I’ve had to pretend like I am not. Your people’s healers seem very hesitant around me for some reason. I assume it is because they are weak and intimidated by true strength.”

Leo bit his lower lip. The real reason was probably because most Arinthians feared Outer Wolves and other creatures from the Outer Wastes. Leo was actually impressed that the Healwalkers had healed Shadowshine, given how much people feared Outer Wolves, but perhaps Shadowshine’s role in defeating the Prophet perhaps made them realize he wasn’t quite the mindless, violent monster they likely thought he was at first.

Leo rubbed his forearm, which ached slightly. “How long have I been out?”

“About an hour, according to your human measurements of time,” said Shadowshine. “It took the healers about fifteen minutes to heal both of our injuries and ensure we were not harmed in other ways. Most of that was me, by the way, as I suffered far more injuries than you during the battle.”

Leo grimaced. He remembered how Shadowshine had taken on six Unbeasts at once and only survived because of his, Roman’s, and Yohji’s timely intervention. “Did they say how long we must stay here? And where is Papa?”

As if on cue, the door to their room opened, and three people entered the room.

The first was Papa, whose face broke into a big grin as soon as he saw Leo, which made Leo feel ashamed as he flashed back to how he had treated Papa during the battle. Papa had a few bandages around his head but otherwise looked and walked just fine.

The second was Yohji, who, aside from a few tears in his silver robes, looked even less injured than Papa. If anything, Yohji appeared to be in good spirits, wearing a satisfied smile and looking like he had just had the time of his life. That was probably because he had his crescent sword again, the curved blade—slightly stained with blood, Leo noticed—hanging from his belt, as well as his mysterious long wooden box attached to his back.

A third figure, coming in just behind Yohji, was Roman Pureskin. Unlike Yohji, Roman looked like he had just come out of a rather significant fight himself, even though he had clearly been healed of most of his injuries. He walked with a slight limp and had a bandage around his left eye. He even limped along with the support of a cane, making Leo worry about the older man’s health.

“Leo!” said Papa in a joyous voice as he approached. “I am glad that you are awake and doing well. The Healwalkers told me that you did not suffer any serious injuries, although you might want to rest for a bit.” Papa patted Shadowshine on the head. “And it’s wonderful to see that you are doing well, too, Shadowshine. You are also expected to make a full recovery.”

Surprisingly, Shadowshine allowed Papa to pat him on the head like he was a dog. The Outer Wolf appeared a little reluctant but did not snap or snarl at Papa, as he normally would have done to anyone else who treated him that way. Maybe Shadowshine was starting to learn to trust humans other than Leo after all.

Leo blinked. “How did you know that we were awake? Were you just standing outside the door to our room this whole time?”

Yohji nodded. “Yep! As soon as we heard the animal noises, we knew you two were going to be okay.”

Roman smiled at Leo. “Gero and your friend were a lot more concerned about your health than they let on. For that matter, I was, too, especially for the health of your Familiar.”

Leo bowed his head toward Roman. “With all due respect, most honorable Priest, you look like you should be in this bed, not me.”

Roman chuckled. “Your concern is most appreciated, young Leo Stormrider, but my injuries are not nearly as bad as they look. Now that the anti-mana spell is no longer active, I am already feeling a lot better and should be back to my normal health by the end of the day. The wonders of being Level 7.”

Leo gaped at Roman’s statement. The thought of Roman just bouncing back from those terrible blows he had taken in less than a day boggled his mind. That was yet another sign of just how powerful a Level 7 Pathwalker could be. Leo hoped to achieve that kind of strength himself someday—and preferably sooner rather than later.

Yohji leaned against the wall, his arms crossed in front of his chest. “Your old man filled me in on everything that happened while I was retrieving my sword from the armory. I’m super jealous that you not only got to fight such a powerful creature but even kill it yourself. I only killed about a dozen of the weaker Unbeasts on my way to get my sword back—which I successfully did, by the way.”

Leo nodded and shuddered. “I saw that. But trust me, I don’t think you would have wanted to see me back there. It was scary.”

Yohji snorted. “What’s so scary about being strong enough to kill all your enemies? I would have paid good money to see that.”

“Only an utterly ignorant fool who does not understand the limits of power would even consider uttering such a ridiculous phrase,” said a weak yet authoritative voice from behind the curtain, a voice that Leo was all too familiar with at this point. “Roman, open the curtain. I wish to participate in the conversation.”

Roman sighed but walked over and pulled open the curtain, revealing Lord Darkthorn, lying in a bed similar to Leo’s.

Lord Darkthorn looked a lot worse off than Leo did. His multicolored armor had been stripped off him entirely, and he was now wearing a white patient’s gown. His arms were wrapped in bandages, and stitches adorned his forehead above his right eye.

Yet even propped up on a pile of pillows and under several layers of bedsheets, Lord Darkthorn still commanded authority and respect, at least to Leo. His eyes, in particular, seemed to radiate mana of different colors, as if he were rapidly cycling through the different types of mana he controlled even as he sat there staring at them.

Yohji frowned. “You’re still alive? Dammit, I thought the Unbeasts would at least have killed you.”

Lord Darkthorn regarded Yohji with impassive eyes. “It is only because I am still very low on mana that I do not immediately strike you down where you stand for that insult, Swordmaster.”

Yohji cracked his neck, a smirk on his face as he reached for his sword. “If you want a fight, I will be more than happy to oblige. Maybe you will give me a real challenge, unlike those Unbeasts.”

Leo raised his hands in alarm. “Please do not fight each other here in the healing room.”

“Fine,” said Yohji. He pointed a finger at Lord Darkthorn. “But as soon as you are better, we need to duel.”

Lord Darkthorn snorted. “I have never met someone who wanted to get beaten to a pulp so badly. Truly, there is a reason for the phrase, ‘A Swordmaster’s blade is sharper than his mind.’”

Yohji scowled, but Roman said, “Lord Darkthorn, how are you doing?”

“Better than I deserve,” said Lord Darkthorn, a scowl of his own appearing on his lips, “but not as well as I should be. The Healwalkers told me I won’t be back to full health until tomorrow, at least. I suffered too many injuries during my fight with the Prophet.” Then Lord Darkthorn looked at Roman. “What about my mother?”

Roman pursed his lips and looked away. “My lord… she did not make it.”

For a moment, Lord Darkthorn’s harsh, confident face cracked, and Leo saw a scared, sad little boy who reminded him a lot of himself.

But then Lord Darkthorn shook his head, and the mask of the Minor Realm Lord of West Leaf returned. “Have you scheduled the funeral yet?”

“Next week, my lord,” said Roman with a bow. “I would have had it done tomorrow, but between the injuries you received and the destruction wrought by the Unbeasts, I decided to put it off until we can get things cleaned up. Not to mention the many people we still need to contact to inform them about the Lady Dowager’s demise, including your brothers and sisters.”

The mention of Lord Darkthorn’s brothers and sisters seemed to annoy the Minor Realm Lord, who said, in a tighter voice than before, “Very well. I understand your reasoning. I should definitely be ready to attend the funeral by next week, but in the meantime, keep me in the loop about the funeral’s status. I imagine it will be a big event.”

Leo pursed his lips. “I am sorry about the loss of your mother, Lord Darkthorn.”

Lord Darkthorn glared at Leo. “I need not your sympathy, Beastcaller. Frankly, you are lucky I do not fry you here and now for that little display of power you made earlier.”

Yohji smiled. “You mean when Leo and Shadowshine went crazy and totally ripped the Prophet apart? I mean, that’s what I heard, but⁠—”

“Fools should not speak in the presence of their betters,” said Lord Darkthorn without a hint of apology, “but yes, I am referring to Stormrider’s defeat of the Prophet and his use of the Call of the Beast to do so.”

Leo breathed in sharply and felt his heart tighten with anxiety. “Sir, I can explain⁠—”

Lord Darkthorn raised a bandaged hand. “No need. While I was barely conscious for much of your fight, I know that my own eyes never deceive me. Even if they had, you were radiating life mana like the sun, which the old legends describe as a clue that a Beastcaller is using the Call.”

Leo put a hand on his chest. “I was?”

Roman nodded. “Yes. I wasn’t conscious during the fight, but many of the castle’s Pathwalkers who watched your fight described the amount of life mana you were radiating. It was truly impressive, especially coming from a Level 1 Beastcaller like you.”

“Indeed,” said Lord Darkthorn. “If you had hoped to avoid this subject, Stormrider, then you are sorely mistaken.”

Leo felt his heart sink into his stomach. He also felt Shadowshine tensing beside him, his Familiar likely ready to run if needed. The odds of them escaping Castle Darkthorn to avoid punishment for Leo’s crimes, however, seemed even lower than their odds of defeating the Prophet had been. And this time, Leo felt even less confident about another last-hour power boost to save them.

His shoulders slumping, Leo said, “Very well, Lord Darkthorn. If you want to imprison me for daring to use the Call, then so be it. But please let Shadowshine, Papa, and Yohji go, at least. Their only crime was traveling with me. None of them should have to suffer for my crimes.”

Lord Darkthorn gave Leo a puzzled look. “When did I say that you were going to be punished? On the contrary, your performance against the Prophet of the Unbeasts made me realize that you have much potential—even greater potential than I first thought.”

Leo’s jaw dropped. “What? What do you mean?”

Lord Darkthorn smiled. “It’s simple: I wish to recruit you as my new apprentice. What do you think about that?”
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Leo felt like he had just been slapped in the face. “Me… your apprentice?”

Lord Darkthorn nodded. “Yes. Must I use simpler language to communicate with you?”

Leo shook his head. “No, no, Lord Darkthorn, I understand your words. I just… isn’t it illegal for Beastcallers to progress in our Path? Won’t you get in trouble for helping me?”

Roman, one arm crossed behind his back while the other clutched his cane, shook his head. “Actually, it is not illegal, either for Beastcallers to train or to study under another Pathwalker as an apprentice. The taboos against Beastcalling are primarily social and cultural. There are no laws on the books that prohibit Beastcallers from advancing in their Path.”

Leo bit his lower lip. “Okay, but even if that is true, what if I did not want to become your apprentice? With all due respect, Lord Darkthorn, you did falsely imprison me and my friends and almost killed me in the dungeons because I did not show you proper respect.”

Lord Darkthorn shrugged. “That was all before I saw your potential. I promise that regardless of your decision, I will not persecute you or your friends. In fact, I will even put out a decree declaring that anyone in the province of West Leaf who seeks to do you or your friends any harm shall have to answer to me first.”

“That is awfully generous of you, Lord Darkthorn,” said Leo, rubbing the back of his neck. “It would certainly make it easier for us to go home.”

Papa suddenly looked at his feet when Leo mentioned home, but Leo did not get a chance to ask him why before Lord Darkthorn said, “Indeed. Unfortunately, such protection would not extend beyond the borders of West Leaf.”

Yohji cocked his head to the side. “And why should Leo care about that, unless he was planning on traveling around the Realm?”

Leo did not correct Yohji, partly because he agreed, partly because he was too embarrassed to admit that he had thought about doing that at some point. He wanted to hear Lord Darkthorn’s explanation first.

Lord Darkthorn tapped his chin. “You see, as the Minor Realm Lord of West Leaf, my authority is, for the most part, absolute here. However, in the other provinces—particularly as you get close to the inner provinces near the Supreme Realm Lord—my proclamations have no real power. Should a Major Realm Lord, for example, catch a whiff of a lone Beastcaller in West Leaf trying to raise his level, I could not stop him or her from punishing you.”

Leo stared at Lord Darkthorn in horror. “You mean you couldn’t even deny them entry into West Leaf?”

“How could I?” asked Lord Darkthorn with a snort. “I am but a humble Minor Realm Lord. To you, my power might seem impressive and overwhelming, but to the wider world, it is almost nothing. I doubt any of my superiors would even worry about what I might do in response to a visit to my province for the purposes of killing an uppity Beastcaller.”

Papa smiled weakly. “Yes, but how likely is it that such news would leave West Leaf? It isn’t like Leo is terribly famous.”

“Yet,” said Lord Darkthorn. “And I imagine that will change in short order. The castle lockdown has been lifted. Everyone is going to want to know what happened and why. And I know for a fact that many of my castle staff and servants saw you and your fight with the Prophet and would be more than happy to tell their friends, family, and anyone else who inquires about the Beastcaller who defeated an enemy that even I could not.”

Leo gulped. “I hadn’t even thought of that.”

“Obviously,” said Lord Darkthorn. He steepled his fingers together. “The rest of the Realm hates Beastcallers with a passion. Once news about your victory spreads far enough, it won’t be long before one of the Major Realm Lords, or even higher, decides to extinguish your little spark before it gets too big. Maybe even the Supreme Realm Lord himself will decide to do it.”

Leo felt his heart practically stop when Lord Darkthorn said that. “The Supreme Realm Lord? But surely he wouldn’t even bother with a weakling like me, would he?”

Lord Darkthorn laughed. “The Supreme Realm Lord despises Beastcallers with a burning passion, as does most of the Realm. We all know the stories about the Beastcallers who lost control and tried to destroy civilization. There is a reason most provinces have a law allowing any citizen to kill a known Beastcaller on sight, no questions asked.”

Leo shuddered. “That is awful.”

“From a certain point of view, yes,” said Lord Darkthorn. He leaned back against his pillows, a smirk on his face. “So yes, you may reject my offer and go off and train on your own. Because you are still intending to advance in your Path, regardless of how you react to my offer, yes?”

Leo nodded shakily, seeing no reason to lie to Lord Darkthorn. “I am, yes.”

“Good,” said Lord Darkthorn. “In that case, you will not have my protection. You might be able to find safety in the Outer Wastes or even in the lands beyond the Outer Wastes, but here in Arinthia, your mere existence justifies your death. Unless you agree to become my apprentice, in which case, you will have my full and complete protection from the other Realm Lords.”

“Even from the Supreme Realm Lord?” said Leo.

“Lord Darkthorn is correct,” said Roman. He leaned on his cane and wiped the sweat off his brow, perhaps getting tired. “Apprentices of a Realm Lord are protected by the rules of etiquette and decorum, which all honorable realm lords follow. That is to say, every realm lord in Arinthia worth his salt. Even Supreme Realm Lord Lightninghand would not risk ruining his reputation, and therefore weakening his power, by killing the apprentice of a Minor Realm Lord, even if said apprentice was a Beastcaller.”

“Quite so,” said Lord Darkthorn. “Besides, I understand that you have been exiled from your home village for reasons beyond your control, so it is not like you have anywhere else to go. And as an up-and-coming realm lord myself, I could take you to new heights you could only dream of.”

“Even though I am a Beastcaller?” asked Leo.

Lord Darkthorn smiled coolly. “I will admit that I never dreamed of taking on a Beastcaller as an apprentice. But after seeing that little display of power back in the hall, well, I think you would make a most excellent apprentice.”

Leo shifted uncomfortably on the bed. “This a kind request, but unfortunately, I don’t know how I accessed the Call of the Beast. I don’t think I can replicate that feat again, at least not until I am a higher level. Even then, I lose control of myself when I use it. I am not sure it would be in your best interests to have an apprentice you can’t control.”

Roman stroked his chin. “Legend has it that even low-level Beastcallers can access the Call under sufficient physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual duress. Of course, those same legends warn that Beastcallers who rely on the Call too much in their early years risk permanently damaging their mana wells, so that is another risk to keep in mind.”

“Which can be controlled and directed with the right teaching and discipline,” said Lord Darkthorn. “Every Pathwalker must learn how to master their own Path. Beastcallers, in this case, are no different. And as someone who has mastered four different Paths already, I am more than qualified to give you the guidance you need, even if I am not a Beastcaller.”

Leo bit his lower lip again.

Under any other circumstances, Leo would have jumped to accept this offer without a second thought. Becoming the apprentice of a realm lord, even a Minor Realm Lord like Lord Darkthorn, was an honor very few Pathwalkers had access to. Leo knew that such an offer would never come his way again if he turned it down now.

But Leo still found it difficult to accept, knowing how Lord Darkthorn had treated him and his friends in the past, as well as the dangers that training would present. He hadn’t realized just how hostile the world was to Beastcallers like him, and even with both Lord Darkthorn and Roman promising to protect him, Leo wasn’t sure if he actually wanted to be exposed to dangers like that.

We will have to face them anyway, one way or another, said Shadowshine in Leo’s mind. Might as well take advantage of this opportunity to prepare ourselves in a way we would never have been able to on our own.

Leo glanced at Shadowshine in surprise. You mean you are in favor of accepting Lord Darkthorn’s offer? Despite how untrustworthy he is?

Do we even have a choice? Shadowshine asked. My tribe is gone. Your village no longer wants anything to do with you. And it sounds like our very existence will earn us powerful enemies. However untrustworthy or manipulative Lord Darkthorn might be, he is also incredibly powerful and can be the mentor you need.

Leo scratched his nose. Good points, but⁠—

And besides, didn’t you say you wanted to become a Level 7 Beastcaller? Shadowshine said. Are you going to give up on that dream now just because it might be harder than you first thought? If so, I will lose a lot of respect for you and regret ever becoming your Familiar.

Leo gulped but nodded. You’re right. This is my best chance to become as powerful as I want and to win the respect of my family and Realm. If I don’t accept this offer, then nothing like this will ever come my way again. I’m just glad that you are in on it, too.

Shadowshine did not respond verbally, but a flick of his tail told Leo all he needed to know about Shadowshine’s approval of his plan.

Turning back to Lord Darkthorn, Leo said, “Lord Darkthorn, I accept your offer to become your apprentice.”

Lord Darkthorn smiled victoriously. “Wise decision, young Stormrider. We will begin training tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” said Leo in surprise. “So quickly?”

“Of course,” said Lord Darkthorn. “If you are going to be a proper apprentice of mine, then we will need to get started on training you as soon as possible. The funeral will interrupt our plans for a while, but⁠—”

“What about taking time to grieve your mother’s passing?” asked Leo. “Shouldn’t you do that?”

“Mother would not want me to waste time shedding tears over her death,” said Lord Darkthorn without hesitation. “She always wanted me to become the next Supreme Realm Lord. There will be time for grieving later.”

That did not seem like a healthy approach to grief, but Leo did not want to push his luck by contradicting a Minor Realm Lord—or rather, his new mentor, he supposed—too much.

“What about us?” asked Yohji, gesturing at himself and Papa. “What’s going to happen to us?”

“You two may stay in Castle Darkthorn with Stormrider and his Familiar if you wish,” said Lord Darkthorn, “but, of course, it is entirely up to you.”

“Of course I will stay,” said Papa. He smiled at Leo. “I look forward to seeing you grow into the Pathwalker I always knew you could be.”

Yohji shrugged. “Can’t stand Darkthorn, but at the same time, sticking around with you is going to be my best chance at fighting strong opponents, so I think I’ll hang around for a while as well.”

Leo smiled. He was glad that Papa and Yohji were going to stay. The thought of living alone in Castle Darkthorn without any friends or family gave him anxiety just thinking about it. This would make whatever training Lord Darkthorn put him under far more bearable.

Roman cleared his throat. “There is one last problem we need to address: the Unbeasts.”

Leo felt his heart leap into his throat. “Are they still in the castle?”

Roman shook his head. “No. It appears that killing the Prophet caused all the other Unbeasts in the castle to die at the same time. The Unbeasts seemed to be the Prophet’s spawn, which is likely why they all died.”

“Then what are we worried about?” said Yohji. “Sounds like that problem has been taken care of.”

“The Prophet’s Unbeasts are not the only Unbeasts in the world,” said Roman. He glanced out the window like he was looking all the way to the Outer Wastes. “My research into our history indicates that the Unbeasts are much bigger in number than those we fought here. In all likelihood, the Unbeasts are still out there and planning to destroy Arinthia, even if they have faced a setback.”

“And they will most likely want revenge against the one who set them back in the first place,” said Lord Darkthorn, shooting Leo a blatant glance. “Yet another reason you need my help.”

Leo gulped again. “I guess so. But now we at least know about them. And it sounds like Roman’s research will help us to understand them even better.”

“I still have a lot to learn,” said Roman, “but we have time to prepare for their next attack, at least, whenever that is.”

“Speaking of the Old Texts, Roman, don’t some of them have primers on Beastcalling?” asked Lord Darkthorn. “Do you think that it is possible Leo could read some of them as part of his training?”

Roman nodded. “Certainly, my lord. I could show him the relevant Old Texts that talk about Beastcalling. Good idea.”

Leo had to fight hard not to smile.

Despite having been exiled from his hometown and having the twin threats of both the Unbeasts and the Realm Lords hanging above his head, Leo could not feel more optimistic about his future.

I have a mentor and even textbooks to show me how to master my Path, thought Leo. The road ahead is probably going to be long, but I think… for the first time, I think I can handle it.

And that thought did bring a smile to his face.
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Don’t miss book 2 of The Beastcaller Chronicles: Crown of Beasts.
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The Call of the Beast summons. He fears answering.

Leo Stormrider barely survived his first encounter with the Unbeasts. Now, as the apprentice to Lord Darkthorn, he faces an even greater challenge—the Tournament of Apprentices, where the most promising students compete for glory and advancement.

But dark forces conspire against him. The Supreme Realm Lord seems determined to prevent Leo from winning, fearing he could become the next Kong—a legendary Beastcaller whose madness nearly destroyed the realm. With only his Familiar Shadowshine and a few allies at his side, Leo must navigate deadly challenges, ruthless competitors, and a maze of political intrigue.

As ancient powers clash and conspiracies unfold, Leo finds himself caught between mastering his abilities and resisting the Call of the Beast—a primal force that threatens to consume him.

In a tournament where victory could mean the difference between elevation and extinction, Leo must prove that not all Beastcallers are destined to fall to darkness. But with enemies both in front of and behind him, even reaching the finals may be beyond his grasp.


Author’s Note


Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for reading The Wild Path. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful. Review link HERE.

Want to send me a message?

danmichaelsonauthor@gmail.com.

Join my reader group! Dan Michaelson Newsletter

Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

All our best,

Dan Michaelson

D.K. Holmberg

For more information:

www.dkholmberg.com
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