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PROLOGUE: THE WEEPING Waters

The River Jax flowed with an eerie luminescence under the pale light of the dawn. Its waters whispered ancient secrets known only to those brave enough to listen. Among the legends that spoke of its power and peril, few dared to test the boundary between myth and reality. Here, on its enigmatic banks, purpose and destiny intertwined in the subtle dance of fate.

On a mist-laden morning, a solitary figure approached the river's edge. Aaliyah Sloane, eyes shadowed by fear and hope, cradled her son, Ace, close to her breast. Frost kissed the air as she knelt before the flowing waters, her heart pounding to the rhythm of an unspoken prayer. The stories spoke of unmatched gifts bestowed upon those who dared to embrace the river’s call, and she was desperate enough to take the risk.

"Be strong, my love," she murmured, voice barely rising above the gentle rush of the river. "Be strong for what the world will demand of you."

With trembling hands, she lowered Ace toward the River Jax, where power and madness danced beneath the surface. As her grip faltered, the child slipped from her arms, swept away in an instant by the river's relentless current. For one heart-stopping moment, the waters claimed him, stealing him from sight amidst a web of refracting light and shadow.

Panic surged through Aaliyah, piercing and undeniable. On her knees, she clawed the riverbanks with frantic desperation, her cries of anguish echoing across the valley like a lament to the ancient goddess Jaxeria herself. The river, indiscriminate in its might, gave little sympathy. Yet, amidst the chaos, Aaliyah found him—Ace, his blanket clinging to a fragile branch, eyes wide with the mingled terror and innocence of youth.

She pulled him to the safety of her embrace, water dripping from his small form, tinged with the luminescence of the enchanted stream. Ace's eyes gazed up at her, vivid and unclouded, holding within them the spark of something both wondrous and formidable. In those depths, Aaliyah saw the promise of what he might become—a promise tempered with a shadow she could neither foresee nor prevent.

Thus began the tale of Ace Sloan—a child kissed by both grace and curse, fated to walk a path where the echoes of the river would guide and haunt him in equal measure.
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Chapter 1: Embers of the Past
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The morning sun showered Elderwood with a gentle golden light, casting its warm glow over the cobblestone streets and cozy timber-framed houses. At fourteen, Ace Sloane stood on the cusp of a new chapter in his life. Ace is of lean build, with an athletic frame developed through years of adventuring and exploration. He has dark hair and keen, expressive eyes that reflect both determination and curiosity. Today marked the day he was old enough to join the Exvoyagers, a path laid before him since childhood by his father, Carter Sloane.

Carter Sloane had been a renowned Exvoyager, known for his charisma and keen survival instincts. Before his mysterious disappearance during a fateful expedition, he had imbued Ace with the skills and spirit of an adventurer. Under Carter's watchful eye, Ace had learned to navigate dense forests, read the skies, and respect the power and knowledge carried by the River Jax.

Elderwood, nestled near the edges of the enchanting Eldertide Forest, vibrated with life. Ace’s hometown where his parents have lived all his life, he knew it well. Its marketplace buzzed with traders and travelers, drawn by the town's rich culture and the allure of the River Jax's mystical properties. The air was aromatic with the scent of baked goods drifting from Aaliyah’s bakery, a beloved cornerstone of the community and Ace's second home.

Aaliyah Sloane, Ace’s mother, was as well-known for her delectable pastries as she was for her warm heart. She is a beautiful woman with almond colored skin, she is regarded as a gem by most. However some view her as a heretic and a selfish woman having used a taboo ritual dipping her son. But she doesn’t mind letting them think what they want, showing her strong-will and compassion. 

This bias doesn’t hurt her business though, her pastries are one of the main attractions of the village. People come from everywhere to get some of Aaliyah’s baked goods. Her bakery, a quaint corner shop with ivy cascading its walls, was the beating heart of Elderwood. Villagers gathered not just for the sweets but for the stories and camaraderie they found within its walls. Ace spent many mornings here, helping his mother knead dough while she regaled him with tales of his father’s bravery and the wonders of the world beyond.

As Ace stepped out from the comforting warmth of the bakery, the fresh morning breeze teased his senses, filling him with anticipation and a tinge of uncertainty. The streets, vibrant and bustling, mirrored the excitement thrumming within him. Each step he took was toward a future his father had envisioned for him—a journey toward becoming an Exvoyager. But his father was supposed to be here to guide him through this, so now he will do it for him.

Ahead, the path wound toward the ancient Eldertide Forest, its mysteries beckoning explorers with promises of discovery and peril. Ace could feel the call of the River Jax deep within, a silent yet persistent pulse urging him onward.

Despite the weight of expectations, Ace carried his father’s legacy with pride. His skills, honed under Carter’s tutelage, would soon be put to the test. The whispers of his father’s adventures echoed in his heart, encouraging him to carve his own path in the annals of Exvoyager history.

Today, he was set to leave for Arkwood to join the ranks of the Exvoyagers, with his childhood friend Matthew Allen there to see him off. Exvoyagers were like knighted adventurers, travelling the world and protecting their lands. Ace would embark on his first true adventure, navigating the challenges presented by the Exvoyager community and uncovering the world that awaited beyond the familiar confines of Elderwood.

As Ace prepared to leave, Matthew joined him at the outskirts of Elderwood.

"Are you ready for this, Ace?" Matthew asked, his voice a mix of excitement and trepidation. 

Ace looked over at Matthew with a smug demeanor, "Arkwood is a whole different world compared to our little town, and they don't take too kindly to small towns like ours. I don’t care though I’ve been waiting for this moment my whole life, Matt. It’s overwhelming, but I feel like it’s what I’m meant to do."

Matthew clapped a reassuring hand on Ace’s shoulder. "Your father would be proud. You’ve got his spirit, you know. People still talk about him and the amazing things he did."

Ace smiled, a flicker of pride lighting up his eyes. "Thanks, Matt. I just wish he were here to see it."

Aaliyah Sloane joined them walking up behind them to say her goodbyes, wrapping Ace in a warm embrace. "Your father is always with you, my dear. In your heart and in every step you take. Don’t forget the man that can teach you everything you need to know Axel Wells. And lastly remember what your father taught you, and you’ll make your own mark on the world."

He hugged his mother tightly, inhaling the familiar scent of flour and vanilla that always clung to her clothes. "I will, Mom. I promise I’ll make you both proud."

“My boy I’m always proud of you, I'd move Heaven and Hell for you,” Aaliyah said, giving him one last big hug.

Matthew grinned, trying to lighten the mood. "Just try not to forget about us little people when you become a famous Exvoyager, okay?"

Ace chuckled, feeling the weight of anxiety lift slightly. "I’ll always remember where I came from. Besides, you’re coming with me, right? You’ll have to keep me grounded."

Matthew nodded, his expression serious. "I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Besides, without me you are kind of useless."

Ace responded giving Matt a look, “Wow, that’s crazy coming from you. But seriously, you’ve been with me ever since that day those guys were bullying you, I was just walking past. Saw a person who could use a hand, I thought you’d run like everyone else but you didn’t, you stayed.”

“Yeah it feels like such a long time ago, I never thought anyone would see me and you did. I will never forget that it changed my life and gave me a best friend,” Matthew said starting to get emotional.

Ace rolled his eyes saying, “And here he goes with the waterworks, don’t start crying. That day changed my life too, they all saw me as the “River's Curse” and you didn’t run or shy away from me that was a first. Everyone ran from me like I was the plague but it's been like this ever since I was three years old. I appreciate you, be safe without me, we both know you can’t fight.”

“Yeah don’t worry, all the danger is going with you, you be safe out there too. I expect to hear about an adventure for the ages when you get back,”

As the friends shared a final handshake, a silent promise passed between them—whatever challenges lay ahead, they would face them together, just as they always had.

Before he’d leave he had a tradition his father started, from the small of his back he pulls a sheathed dagger named Curcutter. This was one of the only tangible things he had left from his father to keep his memory alive. So like he used to watch his father do, he flipped the dagger like a coin, the top had an insignia of a sword hilt with a river as its blade. If the image was up the journey was blessed if it was down then the journey was cursed. When the dagger landed in his hand it was insignia side up meaning the journey would be blessed. Just the thing he needed to give him the push he needed to start his own journey.

As Ace stood at the threshold of what felt like the beginning of his destiny, he couldn’t help but reflect inwardly, feeling the weight and warmth of the dagger's hilt in his palm. The image of the sword entwined with the river was more than just a familial insignia; it was a symbol of his legacy, his father Carter’s enduring spirit, and the boundless adventures that awaited him.

“This town, Elderwood, has been my world for so long. Every corner holds a memory, every face a story. Aaliyah’s bakery has been my sanctuary, the scent of her pastries a constant amidst change. It’s hard to leave, but I carry her love with me, and that’s something I’ll never be without.*

Matthew... he’s been a constant, a friend who saw me when others didn’t. I remember the day we met, the way he looked at me with defiance when everyone else saw me as the “River's Curse.” It’s ironic, really. They called me cursed, yet now I stand at the brink of a journey they could only dream of. Matthew’s loyalty and friendship have been unwavering; he’s someone I can count on, even when the world feels uncertain.

I’ve had two things for as long as I can remember: my parent's and the River’s Curse according to the others. Then you add 

And then, there’s my father. Carter Sloane—a name that still echoes with reverence and mystery. I grew up listening to tales of his bravery, his adventures, and his disappearance left a void that turned into a driving force. I want to find out what happened to him, to understand the river he loved so deeply. His lessons, his stories, they’re etched into my soul, a guiding light as I take my first steps into the unknown.

This dagger, Curcutter, it’s my connection to him—a reminder that he believed in something greater. I flipped it like he used to, hoping for the blessing of the river on my path. The insignia landed up, just as I hoped, promising a blessed journey. Maybe it’s just a superstition, but it means something to me. It’s as if he’s here, whispering encouragement.*

I’m ready, or as ready as I’ll ever be. There’s a world out there waiting for me—mysteries to unravel, stories to write. The River Jax calls to me, its whispers a promise of adventure and discovery. I don’t know what I’ll find, but I know who I am, and I know where I came from.*

Today, I take the first steps toward finding my own story. Whatever comes, I’ll face it head-on, just as my father taught me. Arkwood awaits, and with it, the promise of what I can become. I’m ready to carve my name alongside his, not as a shadow, but as Ace Sloane—adventurer, Exvoyager, and keeper of the river’s secrets.”

With a deep breath, Ace tucked the dagger back into its sheath, its reassuring weight against his spine. He took a final look at the familiar streets of Elderwood, his heart full of hope and determination. The river’s call was clear, and as he turned to face the path ahead, Ace felt his father’s presence beside him, urging him onward into the vast tapestry of the unknown.

With courage in his heart and one last wave to his mother and the bustling town of Elderwood, Ace turned again toward the path leading to Arkwood. The sun was climbing higher in the sky, heralding the start of his journey to becoming an Exvoyager—a journey filled with adventures yet to be written. With newfound resolve, Ace turned toward the horizon, the whispering winds and the distant hum of Elderwood spurring him on. The dream he has had since being a kid is almost here, but he knew this wasn’t going to be easy.

Ace began walking along Eldertide Forest, listening to the rustling leaves and bird calls. Each step echoed with the weight of his father’s legacy and the promise of new beginnings. The forest was mystical, all the plants and animals have been infused with the River’s Essence. 

The Eldertide Forest stretched out before Ace like a living tapestry, its ancient trees towering above him, their branches woven into a canopy that filtered the sunlight into a delicate mosaic on the forest floor. The air was filled with the rich scents of earth and foliage, a fragrant reminder of the natural world that thrived under the watchful gaze of the River Jax.

As Ace walked, the forest seemed to hum with life, the whispers of the river blending with the rustle of leaves and the distant calls of unseen creatures. Each step carried him deeper into the heart of the forest, where the line between reality and myth blurred in the dappled light.

The path was well-trodden, marked by the countless feet of those who had journeyed before him—adventurers, dreamers, and seekers of truth. Ace felt a kinship with them, a shared purpose that bound him to the legacy of exploration and discovery.

Around him, the Eldertide Forest teemed with wonders. Vines coiled around ancient trunks, their leaves a vibrant tapestry of greens and golds. Flowers bloomed in unexpected bursts of color, their petals whispering secrets to the gentle breeze. The creatures that called this place home watched him with curious eyes, guardians of a world both familiar and foreign.

Ace felt the river’s essence thrumming beneath his skin, a reminder of the bond he shared with this land and its mysteries. It was as if the forest itself recognized him, acknowledging the son of Carter Sloane, an Exvoyager whose legacy was already intertwined with the stories of this place.

As Ace ventured deeper into the Eldertide Forest, he felt the gentle embrace of nature enveloping him, each rustle of the leaves a reassuring whisper of the world that awaited. His father's teachings echoed in his mind, a guiding force as constant as the river's flow.

The path was familiar, yet each turn held the promise of the unknown—a testament to the journey that lay ahead. Ace's thoughts drifted back to the stories his father used to tell, tales of bravery and discovery, of hidden truths waiting to be unveiled by those daring enough to seek them.

His heart beat in rhythm with the forest's pulse, a steady drum that matched the anticipation thrumming through his veins. Every step was a promise to honor his father's legacy, to forge his own path and write his own story in the annals of the Exvoyagers. He moved effortlessly jumping from limb to limb and running through the dirt. He moved like a wild animal except everything was precise like he's been doing it his entire life.

As he moved, Ace considered the responsibilities that awaited him in Arkwood like trying not to be known as the “River’s Curse”. It was the biggest challenge for him in Elderwood being ostracized over something he can’t control. This time he will be different; he will overcome the challenge of the River’s Curse and anything else. The challenges would be great, but so too would the opportunities to learn, to grow, and to make his mark on the world—just as his father had. 

The morning sun snuck through the canopy, casting dappled light on the forest floor. It illuminated the path ahead, a golden ribbon leading him toward his destiny. With each step, Ace felt the weight of expectations lessen, replaced by the uplifting promise of potential and possibility.

In this moment, he was not just Carter Sloane's son, nor simply a boy from Elderwood. He was Ace Sloane, a burgeoning Exvoyager, ready to embrace whatever challenges lay ahead. The world was vast and filled with mysteries, but Ace was prepared to face them, driven by the indomitable spirit of his father and the unwavering support of his friends and family.

Ace's mind wandered to Exvoyager tales of bravery and discovery, each enriching the world’s lore. His father, Carter, was part of these stories, legends like Alera or Orin, along with guys like Axel and Adonis. And now, it was Ace’s turn to join the fray and answer the River’s call, but there are those who don't make it. Those who fall to the madness, the madness that threatens Ace everyday of his life.

As the sun rose higher into the sky, Ace coming out of his own head he notices up ahead, the path split. One way led deeper into the forest, the other to Arkwood's main road. The air buzzed with possibilities, the River Jax’s energy pulsing beneath.

Though ready, Ace knew Arkwood would be unlike anything he’d known. The Exvoyagers’ headquarters was a cultural melting pot, promising discovery and intimidation. The Exvoyagers’ headquarters in the bustling city was a melting pot of cultures, ideas, and the strange allure of the river’s power. This central hub of exploration and adventure held both the excitement of discovery and the intimidation of the unknown. 

As he continued his joHe had a hard time being the “River’s Curse” in Elderwood. Imagine what it would be like if it happens there too.

Ace’s thoughts were interrupted by the flutter of wings. A Skywhisper Hawk soared overhead. He watched, recalling his father’s lessons in bird-watching and sky-reading—skills vital for Exvoyagers.

"Always look to the skies, Ace," his father used to say. "They'll guide you when the path seems uncertain." As the bird disappeared into the canopy, Ace felt a surge of confidence wash over him. He was missing his father more than usual today but it hadn’t been that long since he passed, maybe a few years ago. The encounter seemed fitting—a reminder of his father’s teachings and the bond they shared, a bond that extended beyond the physical world.

The journey was not without its apprehensions, though. Despite his readiness, Ace knew Arkwood would be a world unlike any he had known. 

Continuing, the sun rose and shadows shrank. Nearing Arkwood, the forest thinned, civilization’s sounds blending into the wild symphony. The River Jax’s murmur, a welcomed reminder.

Soon, Ace reached Arkwood’s outskirts. The Exvoyager headquarters loomed, its spires piercing the sky—a beacon for exploration. Awe and belonging filled Ace—it was here his journey would truly start.

Walking the cobbled streets to the headquarters, echoes of his father’s footsteps seemed to guide him. Arkwood’s bustling energy contrasted Elderwood’s serenity, its diversity a glimpse of the world he would explore.

The headquarters’ entrance loomed, engraved with the Exvoyager emblem—a compass with river reeds, symbolizing their mission. At the threshold, Ace reflected on his journey, his childhood, the training from his father and the wisdom of his mother.

With a deep breath, Ace opened the grand doors, stepping into the hall buzzing with new recruits, seasoned explorers, and impending adventures. Amidst ancient maps and enthusiastic souls, Ace Sloane began carving his path in Exvoyager history. 

Around him there were people from all over the country of Daria, even others from Ace’s hometown. He saw two friends of his childhood bully, meaning he must be around somewhere too. Then it dawned on him that if they are there then it won’t be long before everyone there is calling him the “River’s Curse” too.

His mind racing from all the things going on, he reaches in his pocket and pulls out a long blade of grass. He puts the stalk of the blade in his mouth and chews on it to calm his nerves, a habit he had. As Ace stood there, taking it all in, he caught sight of a figure watching him from across the room. Their eyes locked, and the stranger’s lips curled into a knowing smile—one that promised secrets and challenges yet to come.

“Stay calm, clearly I am being watched but I can’t let my curse take over especially with all these people here.”

Ace’s heart pounded with the thrill of the unknown. Whoever this person was, they’d just become the first mystery of his new life.
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Chapter 2: Call of the River
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As the first light of dawn streamed through the grand windows of the Exvoyager headquarters, it painted the stone floors with intricate patterns, marking the beginning of a new chapter for many. Ace stood amidst the Exvoyager running around the main hall, enveloped in an atmosphere charged with the promise of new beginnings. Today marked the orientation, a pivotal moment for every aspiring Exvoyager.

Around him, all the new recruits gathered, and a sense of camaraderie began to take root through introductions and animated conversations. Despite the mounting excitement, Ace couldn’t shake the feeling of being an outsider. The familiar faces from Elderwood reminded him that no matter where he ventured, he would always carry the brand of being the "River’s Curse." His thoughts involuntarily drifted back to that pivotal incident at age three, the day the town turned against him, casting him out as a harbinger of misfortune.

Lost in recollection, Ace was jolted back to the present by a friendly voice. “Hey, you look a bit lost. New recruit, right? I’m Dean Thompson. Here to become an Exvoyager like you. We just need to register over there,” introduced another aspiring Exvoyager with a welcoming smile.

“I appreciate the help,” Ace replied, grateful for the guidance amidst the overwhelming surroundings of the headquarters.

Approaching the registration desk, Ace was met by a focused receptionist named Helen, her name tag prominently displayed. As she looked up, her eyes met Ace’s with a hint of curiosity. “How can I assist you today? You must be here to register, am I correct?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Ace confirmed, handing over his identification, his heart a mix of apprehension and eager anticipation. Helen examined the ID thoughtfully before her fingers danced expertly over the sleek, modern keyboard, the sound blending seamlessly into the ambient noise of the bustling hall.

“Do you have any achievements or letters of recommendation to submit?” she inquired professionally.

“No, ma’am,” Ace responded, feeling the flutter of nerves tempered by the reassuring rhythm of the registration process.

As his registration was processed, Ace took a moment to observe the surroundings. Around him, recruits shared tales of their journeys, animatedly recounting past adventures, while some cast curious glances at the Exvoyager veterans. These seasoned explorers walked with an air of quiet authority, embodying the essence of the Exvoyager legend that Ace hoped to become a part of.

Helen’s voice broke his daydream. “Alright, Ace Sloane, here is your orientation card,” she said, sliding a pristine, embossed card across the desk. “It has the time and location for your first orientation session. Group D.”

Ace took the card, the weight of his new beginning resting tangibly in his hand. Helen gave him a kind smile, “You are now registered with the Corp, Ace. Your journey is just beginning, good luck.”

He thanked her and stepped aside, rejoining the stream of recruits, the card in his hand a promise of the adventures yet to come. As he wandered towards his group, the weight of being the "Cursed Boy" from Elderwood began to lift, replaced by the thrill of potential and a burgeoning sense of belonging.

Nearby, Dean caught up with him. “So, Group D, huh? In the Hall of Chronicles? Looks like we’re in the same group!” Dean exclaimed, clapping a friendly hand on Ace’s shoulder. 

Ace managed a grin, “I guess we’ll be getting to know each other pretty well then. I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to see what being an Exvoyager is really about.”

With newfound camaraderie and purpose, Ace and Dean headed towards the appointed meeting place, their steps echoing the call of the river, a whisper of destiny guiding them into the unknown.

In the dim light of the Hall of Chronicles, Ace’s eyes were drawn to the intricate murals that adorned the walls, each panel a vivid snapshot of the Exvoyagers' storied past. These murals, a tapestry of history, depicted legendary figures and the evolution of their esteemed journey.

As Ace and the recruits assembled in the Hall of Chronicles, Jacob Thompson, the seasoned orientation officer, guided them into the vast chamber. His presence commanded attention, and as he began to speak, the recruits listened with rapt focus.

“Welcome to the heart of our history, the Hall of Chronicles,” Jacob announced, his voice resonating through the room. “Each mural, each artifact here tells a story—a testament to the courage and ingenuity of those who walked this path before you.”

He gestured towards a grand mural depicting Orin the Bold, the first Rifter. “This is Orin, our pioneering figure—one who dared to channel the mystical energies of the River Jax. His tale is both a triumph and a cautionary one, reminding us of the river’s dual nature—its power and its peril. He was a Rifter who founded the Exvoyagers, he was powerful following in Alera’s footsteps. An amazing Exvoyager but eventually he was overtaken by the madness and fell to the Influx.”

“Who is Alera?” asked a muscular boy dressed in tattered clothes standing next to Dean.

Jacob paused, his gaze shifting to the curious recruit as he considered how best to introduce such a legendary figure. The Hall of Chronicles seemed to hold a collective breath, the very air charged with anticipation.

"Tristan right? Alera," Jacob began, "is a name that resonates deeply within the annals of our history. She is known as the Luminary of the Dawn, a beacon of wisdom and strength during the formative years of the Exvoyagers. Long before Orin ventured to harness the River Jax, it was Alera who first recognized its mystical potential and its capacity for both creation and destruction."

He gestured towards another section of the mural, where Alera was depicted standing at the river's edge, her arms raised as if she were communing directly with its currents. Her figure was bathed in ethereal light, her presence commanding and serene. "Alera was a visionary, someone who understood the river's dual nature better than anyone. Some choose to omit her story due to the prejudice because she was the first Rifter trying to unite all around the River Jax. She was the first to harness its energies in a balanced way, using it to foster growth and prosperity. Her teachings laid the groundwork for what it truly means to be an Exvoyager."

Jacob continued, his voice filled with reverence. "Her story is intertwined with the river’s tale. She once led a team of Exvoyagers on a fabled expedition beyond the known realms, seeking the source of the river’s power. There, she encountered the Influx, a chaotic surge of volatile energy. Through her courage and intellect, she managed to shield her companions and return, bringing back crucial knowledge about the risks and rewards of river manipulation."

The recruits listened in awe, their imaginations sparked by the tales of courage and wisdom. Ace felt a swell of connection to these stories, his doubts momentarily quieted by the powerful legacy he was now a part of.

Jacob’s eyes settled back on the recruits, his gaze warm and encouraging. "As you embark on your journey to become Exvoyagers, remember that you walk in the footsteps of giants. Alera’s legacy is a guiding light, and Orin's fate a cautionary tale. You have the power to forge your own path while honoring theirs."

Dean leaned closer to Ace with a grin, whispering, "Imagine the nerve it takes to lead an expedition like that. Kind of makes our orientation seem like a cakewalk, huh?"

Ace smiled, the tension in his shoulders easing a bit. "Yeah, it does. It’s wild to think we’re part of that same story now.”

Nearby, Dean’s friend Tristan, a sturdy young man with a mischievous glint in his eye, who asked chimed in. “I’ve heard these stories a million times, but standing here, it just feels... different, doesn’t it? Like we’re stepping right into their shoes.”

Dean nodded in agreement, a sense of adventure lighting up his features. "Absolutely, man. You ready to write our own stories?"

Tristan laughed, his voice full of energy. "You bet. Let’s just hope we manage to find just as much chaos as Alera did!"

Moving to a series of portraits, Jacob paused before the image of Veylan the Unyielding. “Here stands Veylan, a leader who united disparate tribes with his indomitable spirit and strategic brilliance. His legacy is one of unity and resilience, qualities that remain central to the Exvoyager identity.”

Jacob’s attention shifted to the displays of weaponry, each piece a marvel of craftsmanship. “These are examples from the Drought Arsenal, forged with Arksteel and enriched with materials from the Eldertide Forest. Each weapon you see here—like the Blade of Shael or Sharp Seeker—evolved through stages, becoming extensions of their wielders, adapting and growing in power.”

He explained the intricate artwork and craftsmanship in the weapons, noting their evolution from the Arrid Stage to the Dry Desolation Stage. “These weapons are not just tools of conquest—they are partners in our journey, embodying the spirit of exploration and the balance of nature and technology.”

Leading the group to the pillars, Jacob pointed out the runes etched into their surfaces. “These runes, carved by our ancestors, narrate the alliances and challenges overcome by Exvoyagers throughout history. They stand as a reminder of our lineage, one bound by a shared quest for discovery.”

As they moved, Jacob paused by various relics nestled in glass cases: a compass worn by the first Grand Navigator, a map chronicling uncharted territories, and artifacts from ancient expeditions. “These are remnants of past journeys, tangible connections to the Exvoyagers’ legacy. They are here to inspire you, to show you that even the smallest discovery can lead to significant change.”

Jacob’s gaze settled on Ace and the other recruits, his tone becoming more personal. “Remember, each of you carries the potential to leave a mark as lasting as those in these halls. Your stories begin today, and as you step into this legacy, let the echoes of those who came before guide and inspire you.”

Ace found himself deeply moved, the stories and artifacts more alive than ever with Jacob’s explanations. In this hallowed place, amidst the stories of those who had ventured before him, he felt a profound connection to the past and an exhilarating anticipation for the journey ahead.

As the day unfolded, Ace was introduced to various key aspects of Exvoyager life—navigation, survival skills, and the importance of the River Jax. The river, with its mysterious power and allure, was a central theme, a reminder of the natural force that both inspired and threatened. All these things were taught to Ace by his dad except he has used most of them already.

Jacob stops them as they reach the end of their tour, “Now, grab your orientation cards. This may be the most important tool for an Exvoyager, these cards are invaluable. After you are accepted into the Exvoyager ranks it will become your Exvoyager ID. With it you can be selected for jobs or find your own jobs, it can also be used to update allies. Mentors are provided access to all their protege’s jobs and all jobs must be accepted to be assigned. Keep these on you at all times, it is the pinnacle of technological advancements of Exvoyagers.”

The recruits each reached for their orientation cards, the sleek design and intricate engravings making them feel like more than just tools—they were symbols of their new beginning. Ace held his card carefully, the surface cool under his fingers, reflecting the soft ambient light of the Hall of Chronicles.

Jacob continued, his voice carrying the weight of authority and guidance. "These cards are more than just identification. They’re a blend of mysticism and technology, infused with Arksteel and coded with river runes. They will help you navigate the challenges of being an Exvoyager."

He gestured to a nearby display showcasing the card's unique features. "With this card, you can access Exvoyager resources, update mission logs, and connect with other members of the guild. It's your passport to exploration and a link to your lineage. Treat it with respect, for it will guide your journey."

The recruits listened intently, hanging on Jacob's every word. Ace studied the card in his hand, its ethereal glow hinting at the power within. The card was etched with patterns that seemed to shift and change under different lights, a testament to the fusion of mysticism and technology.

Dean, standing beside him, examined his own card with fascination. "This is incredible. It’s like, all the history, all the technology, and magic in one small piece. It feels... significant."

Tristan chimed in, holding his card up to the light. "Yeah, it’s like having a piece of the Exvoyager legacy right in our pocket. And to think, this is just the beginning."

Ace nodded, a sense of seriousness mingling with anticipation. "It's a reminder of what we’re stepping into. The responsibility. The opportunities. It’s all a bit daunting, but exciting at the same time."

As the orientation continued, the recruits were led through a series of exercises designed to familiarize them with the Exvoyager tools and protocols. They learned how to activate the card’s features, interface with the guild’s network, and navigate the logistical and bureaucratic aspects of Exvoyager life.

The card was not merely a tool but a gateway—a key that opened doors to the vast network of knowledge, adventure, and camaraderie that defined the Exvoyager experience.

Jacob wrapped up the session with a parting thought, his eyes sweeping over the recruits. "Today, you begin a journey that few have the courage to embark upon. The path of an Exvoyager is not easy, but it is rewarding beyond measure. Trust in your abilities, support each other, and remember the lessons of those who came before you."

After they were familiar with Exvoyager life, they were escorted by Jacob individually before a panel of Senior Exvoyager and Master Cartographers. Each recruit was interviewed by this panel to determine their worth. 

As Ace stepped forward for his interview, he couldn't help but feel the weight of expectation. The panel, composed of seasoned Exvoyagers and Master Cartographers, sat solemnly, their eyes keen and discerning. Each member had a legacy of their own, etched into the history of the Exvoyagers, and now they were here to gauge the potential of new recruits like Ace.

"Welcome, Ace Sloane," greeted a tall, gray-haired man with the authority of years in his voice. "We’ve heard nothing about your journey to this point. Tell us, what drives you to become an Exvoyager?"

Ace took a deep breath, feeling his father's teachings resonating within him. "I want to honor my family's legacy and uncover the truth about my father’s disappearance. More than that, I seek to prove that despite my past, I can contribute to the Exvoyagers and explore the unexplored, with integrity and courage."

The panel exchanged glances, noting his determination. A woman with sharp eyes leaned forward. "What do you believe is your greatest challenge?"

"The stigma of being known as the 'River’s Curse’ haunts me," Ace confessed, his voice steady but firm. "But I see it as an opportunity to show resilience and to redefine what people expect of me. The power of the River Jax flows in my veins, and though it threatens madness, it also grants strength. Navigating this duality is my challenge and my path."

Nods of approval rippled through the panel, and a sense of understanding passed between them. The head of the panel spoke again, "Ace, your journey will not be easy, but your resolve and vision are noted. Welcome to the ranks of those who dare to decipher the mysteries of the River Jax."

After his interview Ace like the rest of the recruits was taken to the Testing Arena, where they are administered a skill assessment. This assessment tests their skills to navigate, survive, and fight and they are ranked based on both the interview and the assessment. 

The sun rose higher, casting its golden light over the Testing Arena as Ace entered the vast, echoing space. The air was tense with anticipation, both from the recruits awaiting their turn and the subtle whispers of past legends whose shadows lingered within these hallowed walls.

Ace felt the weight of eyes upon him, a mixture of curiosity and judgement, as he approached the starting line of his assessment. His heart pounded in rhythm with the steady beat of his resolve. This was more than just an evaluation—it was an opportunity to demonstrate his dedication and to prove that the "River’s Curse" from Elderwood held a place among the Exvoyagers.

The assessment began with navigation exercises, where Ace had to chart a course through a simulated wilderness dotted with pitfalls and hidden obstacles. His father's lessons came flooding back to him, guiding his decisions as he skillfully navigated the terrain. Each correct choice reinforced his confidence, helping to silence the doubts that lingered in his mind.

Next, survival skills were put to the test. Ace crafted tools and devised strategies to overcome environmental challenges, drawing on both his upbringing and his own instincts. The challenges presented were complex, demanding ingenuity and quick thinking, both of which he demonstrated in abundance.

He successfully put all the skills he had learned from his dad into action exemplifying everything he can do. As the evaluation continued, the atmosphere within the Testing Arena grew increasingly charged with focus and determination. But was it enough to get him into the ranks of the Exvoyagers he had one more chance, the final phase of the assessment: the combat trial.
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Chapter 3: Testament of Resolve
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The combat trial loomed as the pinnacle of Ace's assessment, the air thick with anticipation and the unyielding gaze of the examiners. Each recruit, one-by-one, stepped forward to face the challenge, their determination palpable as they prepared to demonstrate their prowess in the sparring ring.

Ace stood at the edge of the arena, his hand unconsciously tightening around the hilt of his practice sword. The echoes of past whispers taunted him, reminding him of the title he carried—the “River’s Curse”—a moniker he was determined to shed once and for all. This was his opportunity to rise above it, to declare that he was more than his past.

In his mind he remembered the feeling of losing himself to the Influx and the destruction he could cause like he did in Elderwood. But he refused to let that happen again, he wouldn’t go that far and he would hold back.

The arena buzzed with energy as spectators gathered, their eager chatter a backdrop to the subtle tension that underpinned the event. Ace took a deep breath, steadying himself against the nerves that threatened to unsettle him. This was not just a test of skill, but a testament to his resolve—to forge a new path and redefine his destiny.

As the examiner called his name, Ace stepped forward, the weight of his practice sword a comforting presence. His gaze swept the crowd, pausing briefly on Dean and Tristan, who offered encouraging nods. Their support was a reminder that he was not alone, and it fortified his determination.

With growing confidence he stepped into the ring, the world around him seemed to sharpen, each detail coming into crystalline focus. Across from him stood his opponent, a fellow recruit named William Alonzo, renowned for his agility and precision. The Alonzos were a family known for their battle prowess and keen perception abilities. As William faced Ace with a dismissive look in his eyes, the crowd hushed, the silence electric with expectation.

The signal to begin was given, and they lunged towards each other, swords clashing with a resonant metallic sound that reverberated through the arena. William moved with a dancer’s grace, his strikes swift and fluid. Ace parried, deflecting each blow with a calculated finesse.

Ace's mind was a whirlwind of tactics and countermeasures, every lesson from his father surfacing to guide him. He sidestepped a swift thrust, pivoting to deliver a strike of his own. The crowd gasped as his blade found its mark, a precise touch that demonstrated both skill and control.

But William was not easily bested, his nonchalant demeanor slowly becoming one of irritation. He countered with a flurry of strikes that pushed Ace to his limits, each movement a test of Ace’s reflexes and endurance. William was strong and fast his strikes were pushing Ace back, he had to shift his feet to defend against the onslaught.

The battle raged on, a blur of motion and determination, until with a calculated feint, staying on the defensive Ace found the opening he needed. He kept blocking and parrying William's blows, waiting for William to overextend. Frustrated by this nobody, who he can’t seem to land a blow on, he swings his sword as hard as he can. 

Ace sees the opportunity to gain some momentum in this fight, he blocks the attack and slips the blade using William’s force against him. William stumbles forward, Ace kicks him in the hands causing him to drop his sword. Feeling a sense of accomplishment having disarmed William with a clever move Ace turns to his opponent to continue the attack.

Regaining his balance, William is shocked that he not only couldn’t strike this nobody but he found a way to disarm him. Quickly he turns to see Ace rushing him, using his Alonzo prowess he reads Ace’s movements. William rushed Ace then dropped down sweeping Ace’s feet knocking him to the ground then went for his sword. He grabs the sword and swings it around into Ace’s face ending the duel, but withheld from the final blow.

Applause erupted around the arena, a sound that washed over Ace like a cleansing tide. He had lost but he showed not only his capability but his character too. This was a crucial step in redefining his identity within the Exvoyager ranks and in his own community.

William, unsatisfied with his win, came up to Ace, “So you're better than I thought you were, I'll give you that. Next time I’ll completely annihilate you and show you the true difference between us. You aren’t strong enough to compete with me, you're just an obstacle in my way.”

Ace met William's gaze, the challenge clear and unyielding. Despite the sting of the loss, a spark of determination ignited within him. "Perhaps," Ace replied, his voice steady and confident, "but today, I proved that I belong here, just like you."

William smirked, a hint of respect in his eyes despite his words. "We'll see about that, Ace. Until next time." With that, William turned and left the arena, leaving Ace to reflect on the intense duel they had just shared.

As the adrenaline from the trial began to fade, Ace felt a profound sense of accomplishment. He had faced William—not only one of the most skilled recruits but a fierce rival—and held his own under the watchful eyes of the Exvoyagers. He did this without the interference of Influx The experience underscored the truth that he was more than the whispers of Elderwood, more than the burden of the "River’s Curse."

The crowd of recruits began to disperse, and Ace found himself surrounded by admirers and well-wishers, their voices a mixture of congratulations and encouragement. Even Dean, his newfound friend, approached with a wide grin. "Ace, that was incredible! You showed them what you're made of, and then some."

Ace nodded, grateful for the support. "I couldn't have done it without the training and the stories my father shared. But I’m just getting started ."

Dean clapped him on the back, his enthusiasm infectious. "And that's why I like you. There's a whole world out there, waiting for us to explore."

The sense of camaraderie warmed Ace, reinforcing the belief that he was exactly where he was meant to be. With his friends by his side and the vast possibilities of the Exvoyager life stretching before him, Ace felt invigorated and ready to embark on the next chapter of his journey.

As the day drew to a close, Ace stood at the edge of the sparring ring, the echoes of the crowd still ringing in his ears. He took a deep breath, the cool air filling his lungs, carrying with it the promise of adventure and discovery. He was no longer just Ace from Elderwood; he was Ace, the Exvoyager in training, eagerly awaiting the mysteries of the River Jax and the legacy he would carve for himself. 

As he exited the ring, a flood of emotions surged within him—relief, triumph, and a deep sense of belonging. He had faced the challenge head-on, proving to himself and others that he belonged there as a skilled recruit with a promising future. Here he has even found people who root for him and treat him like an equal, not just a curse to be avoided at all costs. These guys genuinely want to see him thrive, a new feeling from others he’s only experienced from his parents. Ace took a moment to take it all in the possibilities for a different life, one where he lives like everyone else.

As the others finish their combat trials, Dean, Tristan and all the others show their strengths and the final assessments are tallied. Ace found his efforts acknowledged with nods of respect from the seasoned Exvoyagers. Among them stood Jacob Thompson, who offered a subtle nod of approval that spoke volumes. Ace thought he would find himself among the top-ranking recruits, but due to his lack of recommendations he was middle of the pack. Jacob walks over and takes Ace’s orientation card stamping a three on it then gives it back.

After all the recruits had taken their assessment Jacob gathered them again in the Hall of Chronicles. “Well done all of you, those who received a number you will be moving on to the next step of registration. Those of you who didn’t receive a number I’m sorry but you will have to try again next month. Please exit the hall and be safe on your journeys home.”

About half the group left the hall leaving those who passed their assessment.

“Now, for the rest of you congratulations you are moving on, you received a number one through five. Those numbers are your rank among your fellow recruits and allow you access to corresponding resources. Next all of you will choose and hunt down your mentors and convince them to take you on as an apprentice.”

The recruits who remained began to buzz with excitement at the prospect of selecting their mentors. For Ace, the path forward seemed both daunting and exhilarating. He clutched his orientation card stamped with a three, a significant achievement amidst fierce competition.

Jacob continued, “Your mentors are key to your development and success as Exvoyagers. They will guide you, test you, and teach you the ways of our great tradition. You must choose wisely and present your case to them with conviction.”

Ace’s thoughts turned to his mother’s stories of the renowned Exvoyager, Axel Wells, an explorer renowned for his cunning and expertise in navigating the River Jax’s treacherous waters. Axel was rumored to be difficult and selective, but his experience was unparalleled. Ace knew who he wanted as his mentor, a decision that filled him with both determination and nerves.

“Remember,” Jacob added, his gaze sweeping the room, “this is just the beginning. Each of you has shown promise, and now it is up to you to seize the opportunities before you. Your journey as Exvoyagers begins with the choices you make now.”

The recruits dispersed, chatting animatedly about their mentor prospects, their voices mingling with the echoes of past Exvoyagers whose footsteps they aimed to follow. Ace felt a surge of purpose as he stood amidst them, his heart set on finding Axel Wells and proving his worth.

As he made his way through the hall, Dean caught up to him, his expression a mixture of excitement and nervous energy. “Hey Ace I knew you would pass but do you know who you want your mentor to be? If you don't, there is a log of mentors and their locations to pick from.”

“My Mother has always told me to find Axel Wells. I know he doesn’t usually work well with others. No matter what, I will get him to accept me as his apprentice and train me.” 

“I heard Axel Wells is somewhere on top of the River’s Mouth. Are you thinking of going for him, you know he is despised amongst Exvoyagers?”

Ace nodded, his resolve clear. “He’s my first choice. I know it won’t be easy, but I have to try.”

Dean grinned, clapping Ace on the shoulder. “Good choice, Ace. I’m going after my big brother Jacob, the orientation officer. He is also a Senior Exvoyager. Let’s make sure we both get mentored by the best.”

With their goals set, Ace and Dean exited the Hall of Chronicles, the weight of their decisions and the paths ahead resting heavily on their shoulders. The cool evening air outside felt refreshing, a reminder of the freedom and adventure that awaited.

The journey to find a mentor, they both knew, was not just about skills and knowledge. It was about forging connections, proving their mettle, and stepping into the legacy of the Exvoyagers with courage and determination. As they parted ways, each bound by their own mission, Ace felt the whisper of the river guiding him toward Axel Wells, and with it, the promise of adventure and discovery that would shape his future as an Exvoyager. 

The River's Mouth, a formidable and rugged cave mountain labyrinth, a place where only the most daring ventured. It was a labyrinth of cliffs, hidden paths, and ancient secrets—an ideal setting for someone like Axel Wells, whose reputation for navigating treacherous waters and landscapes was legendary. Ace’s father had often spoken of the River’s Mouth with a mixture of awe and caution, warning of its dangers but also hinting at the wonders it concealed.

Ace remembered his father's words vividly: “The River's Mouth is alive, Ace. It tests you, pushes you to your limits. It's where you find out what you're truly made of.”

With those words echoing in his mind, Ace felt a surge of determination. He was ready to confront the challenges of the River’s Mouth, confident that his father's teachings and his own resolve would guide him.

He used to hear stories about it in his childhood, Exvoyagers making expeditions into its intricate system of caves and tunnels. There are creatures all through the labyrinth like bats, lizards, and Riverdrakes. Some of the beasts become stronger than others in their species making them Alpha versions. But the deeper they explored the stronger the beast were and the worst of them were Jax Walkers.

As he journeyed away from the city, the bustling noise of Arkwood gradually gave way to the natural symphony of the wild. The path to the River's Mouth was well-worn by those who sought the wisdom of its mysteries, yet still, every step felt like an unexplored frontier. Excited for his next step in his journey he reached into his pocket pulling out a piece of Riverweave putting it in his mouth.

As Ace heads into the Eldertide Forest towards the River's Mouth, his thoughts begin to unravel layers of introspection. The physical journey mirrored an internal voyage, where each step brought him closer to understanding himself and his aspirations.

The duel with William lingered in his mind, not as a blemish of defeat, but as a testament to his growth. "I may have lost the fight," Ace mused, "but I gained a new place among the Exvoyagers. Every challenge is a stepping stone, not a stumbling block." This realization buoyed his spirits, transforming past whispers into echoes of his potential.

Ace couldn’t help but reflect on the stories his mother told him about Axel Wells. They were tales laced with admiration and caution, painting Axel as a maverick whose mastery of the River Jax was unmatched but whose demeanor was as unpredictable as the river itself.

Aaliyah his mother told her tales of Axel taking on a whole nest of Riverdrakes by himself with only his Drought Weapon. His prowess was so impressive he even explored with the strongest Exvoyager, Grand Navigator, Adonis Black.

These stories described Axel as one of the few chosen to be trained by a River Shaman, a mentor who taught him to harness the River’s Essence with rare precision. His feats were nothing short of legendary. The tales spoke of him navigating the perilous currents of the River Jax during a tempest, his boat slicing through the waters like a blade. With the River Shaman’s teachings, Axel had learned to listen to the river's whispers—its hidden truths and concealed dangers, an ability few possessed.

Ace recalled how his mother would describe Axel's Drought Weapon—a weapon forged of Arksteel, imbued with the mystical energies of the river, and capable of channeling the very essence of the River Jax. It was said that the weapon could transform and adapt to Axel's will, making it a formidable tool in both combat and exploration.

These recollections fueled Ace’s resolve as he approached the River’s Mouth. He was not just searching for a mentor; he was seeking a guide who embodied the essence of what it meant to be an Exvoyager—a seeker of knowledge, a protector of the natural world, and a master of the elements.

"Am I really ready for this?" Ace pondered, feeling a flutter of doubt. But deep down, he knew that facing Axel was necessary—not just to learn the skills of an Exvoyager, but to confront and conquer the shadows of his own insecurities.

His father's lessons resonated as a steady rhythm within him, guiding him through the wilderness. "Strength is in the mind," Ace recalled, "a mantra that has carried me this far. I must trust in that strength, and in the journey that lies ahead."

As he climbed the rugged paths leading to the mountainous River's Mouth, Ace felt a profound connection to the land around him. The river was more than a body of water; it was a lifeline, whispering secrets and challenges that only the worthy could decipher. 

"The river knows no bounds, just like me," he thought, embracing the sheer expansiveness of his potential.

The cool breeze swept through the trees as he reached the base of the mountain he decided he would camp there for the night. He takes the bag off his back, placing it on the ground and takes the dagger off his back to grab wood for a fire. A fire started, he settled in looking up into the sky at the stars and moon.

"I am more than my past," Ace affirmed silently, "and I will prove it through action, not just words. I will be trained by Axel no matter what it takes."

––––––––
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THE NIGHT WAS SERENE but the forest was alive, with the symphony of nature playing its timeless tune. Crickets chirped in harmony with the gentle rustle of leaves, while the distant call of a night owl punctuated the darkness. Ace sat by his small campfire, its flickering light a comforting beacon against the vastness of the night.

As he leaned back, propping himself against a sturdy tree, Ace allowed his thoughts to drift once more to Axel Wells. The legends surrounding Axel were intimidating, and yet, they filled Ace with a sense of purpose. The idea of learning from someone who had mastered both the river and its secrets was both daunting and exhilarating.

Ace recalled one particular story his mother had shared—a tale of Axel vs. nature, treacherous waters of the River Jax began to flood the village and forest during a fierce storm. The river had swelled with the rain, its currents treacherous, its depths foreboding. Yet Axel, with his keen instincts and deep connection to the water, had steered the water away from the village. It was said that the river itself seemed to bend to his will, guiding him safely through the tempest.

"I want that," Ace whispered to the night, the yearning for such mastery thrumming through his veins. "I want to understand the river, to move with it, to become one with its power."

As the fire crackled softly, Ace closed his eyes, imagining the river's gentle flow, its whispers reaching out to him like an old friend. In that quiet moment, he felt a deep sense of peace, a connection not only to the river but to all those who have gone before him and his own burgeoning potential.
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Chapter 4: The River's Edge
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As the first light of dawn broke over the jagged cliffs, Ace began on his journey up the side of the River’s Mouth. The path was treacherous, winding through rock-laden trails and dense thickets. At times he had to scale the mountain, the path blocked by fallen trees or rocks, testing his physical skills. Every step tested his resolve, but he was prepared. The teachings of his father, honed during countless camping adventures in the forests, were his guiding beacon.

The forest seemed to become scarce, trees became replaced with rocks with each rustle and shadow. The air was crisp, invigorating his senses, as his eyes scanned the terrain for any lurking dangers. It wasn’t long before his skills were put to the test. An Umbrawolf, swift and silent, lunged from the underbrush, its eyes glowing with primal hunger. It was a wolf the size of a dinner table, its muscles flexed with each step, until it launched itself. Ace’s reflexes, sharper than most due to training and instinct, kicked in. He sidestepped the wolf, his movements fluid and precise, countering the beast’s attack with calculated strikes from his makeshift staff.

The Umbrawolf growled, a deep rumble that echoed off the rock walls around them. Its eyes, glowing with an eerie luminescence, tracked Ace's every movement, assessing him, seeking a weakness. Ace's heart raced, adrenaline sharpening his focus as he circled the creature, the staff steady in his hands.

The wolf lunged again, its massive form a blur of muscle and fury. Ace pivoted, using the momentum to swing his staff in a wide arc. The blow connected with the beast's side, a solid thud reverberating through his arms. The Umbrawolf snarled, momentarily stunned, but not deterred.

Ace knew he couldn't afford to let the beast recover. He pressed the advantage, striking swiftly, his movements a dance of precision and power. Each strike was calculated, meant to keep the wolf at bay while conserving his own energy. The air was charged with tension, every sound amplified in the silence of the mountains.

Despite the odds, Ace felt a surge of confidence. The river’s energy coursed through him, a reminder of his purpose and the journey he had embarked upon. He was not just fighting for survival; he was fighting for the path he had chosen, the path that led to Axel Wells.

In a final, desperate bid, the Umbrawolf lunged once more, its jaws snapping dangerously close to Ace's arm. With a swift, decisive moment, Ace drove the end of his staff into the beast's chest, using its own momentum against it. The wolf staggered, its growl turning into a pained whine as it retreated into the shadows, unwilling to challenge the determined young Exvoyager further.

Breathing heavily, Ace watched the creature vanish into the underbrush. The encounter had been a test—a baptism by fire in the harsh world of the River's Mouth. Yet, as he stood there, heart pounding and muscles taut, Ace felt a deep sense of accomplishment. He had faced the beast and emerged victorious, his spirit unbroken.

With the umbrawolf repelled, Ace continued his ascent, he travel up the mountain the path getting steeper. But he continued on only to be met by a pair of shadeclaw cougars, their sleek forms prowling like shadows against the rocky backdrop. Their gray pelts camouflaged nicely with the mountainous terrain as their claws scraped the ground. The Shadeclaw cougars moved with a silent grace, their eyes locked onto Ace, assessing him much like the Umbrawolf had done. These creatures were known for their cunning and agility, hunting in pairs to outmaneuver and overwhelm their prey. Ace realized he had stumbled into their territory, and now they had marked him as an intruder.

His heart beat rapidly in his chest, the adrenaline from the previous encounter still fresh in his veins. Ace knew he had to remain calm and collected; any sign of weakness could provoke an attack. He tightened his grip on the staff, its familiar weight grounding him as he assessed his new adversaries.

The first cougar circled to the right, its partner flanking to the left. They were trying to divide his attention, forcing him to split his focus. Ace positioned himself with his back to the mountain wall, denying them the opportunity to attack from behind. His father’s lessons echoed in his mind: ‘Use the environment to your advantage. Be the master of your own battlefield.’

As the first cougar lunged, Ace was ready. He swung his staff horizontally, catching the creature midair and using its momentum to redirect it into the path of its partner. The second cougar paused, taken aback by the sudden shift in dynamics. Ace seized the opportunity, launching forward with a flurry of precise strikes that forced the pair to retreat temporarily.

The cougars regrouped, their eyes flicking between each other and Ace. They were recalculating, reconsidering their approach. Ace took a deep breath, willing his body to remain steady. This was not just a test of his physical prowess, but of his strategic mind as well.

Seeing a small boulder nearby, Ace formulated a quick plan. He feigned a retreat, leading the cougars toward the rock. As they pursued, he quickly circled back, using the terrain to his advantage. The first cougar, too focused on the chase, didn’t notice the obstacle until it was too late. It stumbled, momentarily off-balance.

In that split second, Ace acted. He swung his staff with all his might, targeting the vulnerable flank of the disoriented cougar. The blow landed with a resounding crack, driving the creature back and deterring its partner, who hesitated at the unexpected turn.

The Shadeclaw cougars, realizing the risk outweigh the reward, decided to retreat, their sleek forms slipping back into the shadows from whence they came. Their departure left Ace alone once more, standing amidst the rocky silence of the River’s Mouth.

Sweat beaded on his brow, his muscles tense and aching from the encounters. Yet, a sense of triumph mingled with his exhaustion. He had faced not one, but two formidable challenges and emerged unbeaten. The mountain seemed to acknowledge his victory, the whisper of the wind carrying a sense of quiet approval.

Knowing the journey was far from over, Ace straightened and resumed his climb. Each step took him closer to Axel Wells, and with each trial he faced, he felt himself grow stronger, both in body and spirit. The lessons of the River’s Mouth were harsh but invaluable, shaping him into the Exvoyager he aspired to become.

The encounter was a dance of agility and strategy, each move echoing the lessons his father had drilled into him. “Trust your instincts, Ace. Nature is both a friend and a formidable foe.”

After half a day of navigating the perilous cliffside, Ace reached the secluded residence of Axel Wells. The simple cottage, nestled amidst towering trees, was a testament to the man’s self-imposed solitude. Through the open door, Ace could see Axel, his attention absorbed in the intricate lines of a map spread across an ancient wooden table.

Summoning his courage, Ace approached, his voice steady. “Axel Wells, I’m Ace Sloane. I’ve come to ask you to train me.”

Without lifting his gaze from the map, Axel replied curtly, “Go find someone else. I’m not interested in taking on a student.”

Ace stood his ground, undeterred. “Please, I know I have a lot to learn, but I’m willing to do whatever it takes.”

“What part of I’m not interested do you not get? Just go away.”

“I won’t leave, I came here to get stronger because my mother told me you could teach me. I want to be more than just the “River's Curse” , I want to be an Exvoyager.”

But Axel ignored him, closing the door and going back to charting his map, leaving the boy outside.

Ace lingered at the doorstep, the weight of rejection heavy on his shoulders, but he refused to let it crush his resolve. The forest around him seemed to whisper encouragement, the rustling leaves a reminder of the life and strength he sought to embrace. He took a deep breath, feeling the presence of his father with him, bolstering his courage.

Determined not to give up, Ace settled himself on the wooden steps of the cottage. He knew persistence was key and remembered the tales of Axel Wells, not just as a reclusive master but as one of the finest Exvoyagers who had ever roamed the lands.

As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across the forest, Ace began to speak, recounting stories of his father and the legacy he wished to fulfill. He spoke of his dreams, of the challenges he had overcome, and of the strength he had found within himself—a strength he hoped Axel would help him hone.

His voice carried through the quiet night, and though Axel remained inside, an attentive silence settled over the forest, as if the trees themselves were listening. Ace’s words were infused with sincerity and purpose, a testament to the depths of his determination and heart.

Finally, as the stars began to twinkle in the night sky, the door creaked open. Axel stood framed in the doorway, his silhouette a testament to his rugged, solitary life. His gaze was inscrutable, but something had shifted—a new consideration in his eyes.

“You’ve got some nerve, boy,” Axel said, his voice gruff but not unkind. “Not many have the patience or the courage to sit and wait. You might have something worth teaching after all but I still won't teach you.”

Axel continued to ignore him, his focus unwavering. But Ace was not ready to give up. “My father, Carter Sloane was an Exvoyager and I will carry his legacy and my mother always spoke of you. He held you in the highest regard.”

At the mention of Carter Sloane, Axel’s hand paused, the lines on the map forgotten for a moment. He looked up, his eyes meeting Ace’s with a mixture of recognition and reluctance. “Carter, you say? And your mother is Aaliyah?”

“Yes, sir. Mom always admired your skills and spoke of the adventures you shared.”

Axel’s demeanor softened slightly, the memories of past camaraderie flickering in his gaze. With a resigned sigh, he spoke, “Alright, I’ll train you. But there are conditions. You follow my instructions to the letter, stay out of my personal affairs, and prove to me you’re worth the effort.”

Hope flickered in Ace’s chest, but he knew better than to celebrate prematurely. He met Axel’s gaze with steady resolve. “I’m ready to learn, sir. Whatever it takes.”

Axel nodded slowly, the beginnings of a reluctant smile tugging at his lips. “Be here at dawn. We’ll see if you’re truly cut out for this.”

With a heart full of hope and anticipation, Ace made his way back down the cliffside, the promise of training with Axel igniting a fire within him. He knew the path ahead would be demanding, but with each step, he felt a growing conviction that he was on the right path.

The next day dawned cool and clear, the forest bathed in morning light. Ace returned to Axel’s cottage, ready for the challenges to come. Axel was waiting, his demeanor as stoic as ever. “Let’s see what you’re made of,” he said, leading Ace into the depths of the forest.

They traversed the terrain, each step a lesson in resilience and observation. Axel guided, but it was Ace’s instincts and memories of his father’s teachings that truly propelled him. As they moved through the forest, leaping over roots and ducking under branches, Axel observed Ace with a critical eye. The young man’s movements were fluid and sure, reminiscent of Carter in many ways—a fact that both impressed and unnerved Axel. 

Ace jumped through the trees collecting fruit as snacks as he kept scanning for danger. 

The forest was alive with sounds, a symphony that played around Ace and Axel as they moved deeper into its embrace. Ace's senses were heightened, reminiscent of those times he and his father explored the wilds together. Each step was a reminder of those cherished days, and with each rustle of leaves, he felt his father's presence guiding him.

Axel, watching Ace, couldn't help but notice the young man's natural rapport with the environment. In Ace's fluid movements and sharp instincts, Axel saw glimpses of Carter's spirit—a reassuring yet bittersweet reminder of his old friend. These reflections stirred something within Axel, challenging the solitude he had cultivated for so long.

“Watch your footing,” Axel called behind him as they traversed a particularly rocky stretch. Ace nodded, his attention unfaltering. The terrain was familiar to him, its challenges a call to the skills he had diligently practiced over the years.

As they progressed, Axel began to test Ace's abilities more rigorously. He pointed out trails, asked Ace to identify flora and fauna, and orchestrated scenarios meant to sharpen Ace’s strategic thinking. Ace embraced each task with enthusiasm, eager to prove his worth.

“Your father often spoke of these woods,” Axel mentioned in passing, his voice carrying a note of nostalgia. “Said they were a living teacher.”

“Wait so you knew my father?”

“Yes, years ago we ran into each other quite a few times. I respect him as much as it seems he respects me.”

Ace smiled, his pace never faltering. “Yeah, he also taught me to respect the forest. It's a place of wisdom if you know where to look. I won’t pry but one day I want to know more about you and my father.”

Axel nodded in silent agreement. Together, they delved into a series of exercises that spanned the morning, each designed to push Ace's limits and deepen his understanding of the natural world.

As they paused for a break, Ace balanced on a fallen log, surveying the landscape filled with a sense of purpose. The forest, with its secrets and mysteries, was becoming an extension of his learning journey—one that held promises of both challenge and mastery.

Axel, leaning against a tree, studied Ace with a contemplative expression. “You’ve got potential, Ace. But there’s more to this than just skill. An Exvoyager requires heart and conviction.”

Ace met Axel’s gaze with unwavering determination. “I’ll show you both, sir. I’m ready to learn everything you’re willing to teach.”

With a curt nod, Axel stood, gesturing for Ace to follow. “Then let's not waste any time. Let’s get some dinner.”

“Let me, the fish here are quite the delicacy if you can catch them,” Ace says as they approach the River Jax. “The fish here are delicious but my favorite are Azurestream fish because they are hearty. But they are really known for their vivid scales and elusive nature,but if you use the right bait and time it, they are worth it. Watch, I'll show you.”

Ace grabs his dagger that was concealed on the small of his back and grabs a berry from a nearby bush. Ace walks up to the river and throws the berry into it, then he waits quietly until a fish eats the berry. Without hesitation Ace throws the dagger into the water piering the fish causing it to float to the shore. He grabs five more berries and catches five more fish so they could have three each. 

As Ace makes his way back, Axel is starting a fire and sets a barrier using some plant he found in the forest. “Welcome back I saw your fishing method as I was gathering this Verdantica and you definitely resemble your father. Now bring those fish over so we can eat.” 

The fire crackled and the evening sky turned to dusk, the two sat in companionable silence, the river's gentle flow a constant accompaniment to their thoughts. Axel worked deftly, preparing the fish with skill that spoke of years in the wilderness. Ace watched, absorbing every detail, every lesson that the quiet moments offered.

"You learn quickly," Axel remarked, his tone gruff but absent of any harshness. "Not many can say they've caught an Azurestream on their first try."

Ace shrugged, a modest smile touching his lips. "I just did what felt right. My father always said to trust in oneself and the world around us."

Axel nodded, approvingly. "Carter was a wise man. It's a good foundation for any Exvoyager."

The scent of cooking fish filled the air, mingling with the rich earthiness of the forest. As they ate Ace noticed a subtle scent in the air that kind of made him want to leave. “Axel, do you smell that, it's like a repelling scent?”

“No I can not smell it but you can, that's very interesting. It is the Verdantica I collected earlier that gives off a slight repelling scent that keeps animals away. Regular people can’t smell it and even most Rifters don’t notice it either. You must really have some incredible senses to smell it through the aroma of cooked fish.”  

When the meal was finished and the fire had dwindled to glowing embers, Axel spoke again, his voice carrying the weight of his words. "Remember, Ace, the path of an Exvoyager is not just about skill. It's about understanding—of oneself, of others, and the world we navigate. You must be ready to face whatever lies ahead with courage and integrity."

Ace met his gaze, the firelight reflecting his earnest resolve. "I understand, sir. I'm ready to face whatever challenges come my way."

The night deepened around them, a canopy of stars glistening overhead. As they settled into the quietude of the forest, Ace felt a profound sense of peace. He was on a journey not only to honor his father’s legacy but to carve his own path, guided by the wisdom of those who had come before him.

With Axel beside him, Ace knew he was exactly where he needed to be—at the edge of discovery, poised to dive into the depths of the unknown with an open heart and mind. As sleep beckoned, the river's murmur lulled him, promising new beginnings with the dawn.
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Chapter 5: Trials of the River’s Mouth
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The days following Ace’s initiation into Axel’s tutelage were intense and filled with the relentless rhythm of training. From dawn until dusk, they honed Ace’s resilience and instincts amidst the towering trees and whispering winds of the forest. Axel's methods were rigorous, tempered by years of experience, and Ace absorbed each lesson with unwavering dedication.

Every morning, the forest echoed with the sounds of their practice—swords clashing like a symphony of metal, the thud of feet on packed earth like a steady heartbeat, and Axel’s gruff instructions cutting through the air like the call of a guiding hawk. Ace embraced the challenges, pushing himself to the limits, his father's teachings echoing in his mind and guiding his hand with the surety of a river current.

After several days, Axel received a job request from the Exvoyager Corp. It was a mission to collect therapeutic herbs from within the River’s Mouth, a task that would serve as both a necessity and an opportunity for real-world combat training. Axel saw this as the perfect chance to test Ace's progress.

“Here,” Axel said, handing Ace a basic sword from his bag. Its weight felt reassuring in Ace’s grasp—the promise of the skills he’d worked hard to develop. “We’re going to the River’s Mouth to collect herbs. But be ready there’ll be more than herbs waiting for us there.”

“Wait what? Are we going on a job?”

“Yes we are going to complete one of the tasks of an Exvoyager, we find resources that are crucial to our community. Like herbs or minerals, even hides or teeth, then we sell them to the people who can use them. The River's Mouth is more than just a source of resources, Ace. It's a place teeming with the unpredictable currents of life itself," Axel explained, his eyes reflecting the weight of experience. "You'll need all your wits about you. The River’s Mouth is dangerous, home to some powerful beast, and there is always something new to explore. The power of the River Jax has reshaped it into a cavern system that is unpredictable. If you are not careful this labyrinth will trap you and lead you right to your demise. Consider this mission your introduction to the Exvoyager's true calling."

Ace listened intently, feeling a mixture of excitement and apprehension. He had heard tales of the River’s Mouth but had never ventured so deep into its mysterious expanse. “What should I expect in there?” he asked, trying to mask the edge of nervousness in his voice.

Axel paused, his gaze sweeping over the forest as if seeing beyond it to the river itself. “The River’s Mouth is a living entity, Ace. It’s always changing. There are paths that shift with the river’s whim, caves that seem to appear and disappear with the tides. But the most important thing you need to remember is to trust your instincts. The labyrinth has a way of testing your inner resolve.”

He gestured to the map spread out between them, his finger tracing a route with practiced ease. “We won’t need to travel deep this time. The herbs should be found in the outer sections. They're relatively easy to locate, but we might have to contend with the local wildlife. Nothing too formidable, we'll keep to the safer paths on this mission.”

Ace nodded, absorbing the information. “And if we encounter any Riverdrakes?” he asked, recalling the stories of the fierce creatures that prowled deeper within the cavern’s embrace.

Axel smiled, his expression a blend of amusement and respect for Ace’s caution. “If we meet a Riverdrake, we assess and decide if we need to fight or retreat. Remember, discretion is often the better part of valor. You’ll learn when to stand your ground and when to find a different route.”

With their gear packed and purpose clear, Ace and Axel set out,following the River Jax. The forest gradually got denser as they got closer to the cave, giving way to the rocky entrance of the River’s Mouth. The air was cooler here, tinged with the scent of water and stone. In the distance, the river’s steady roar was a constant reminder of nature’s raw power.

The cavernous entrance loomed before them, a cathedral of stone where the boundary between light and shadow danced in mesmerizing patterns. As they stepped inside, the air shifted, cool and damp, a world apart from the vibrant forest outside. 

Axel led the way, his steps confident and sure, while Ace stayed alert, his senses finely tuned to the new environment. The cavern walls shimmered with traces of iridescent minerals, casting an ethereal glow that illuminated their path.

Their journey took them through narrow passages and vast, echoing chambers. Axel pointed out markings on the walls—historic carvings left by previous Exvoyagers—each a story etched into the stone, a reminder of those who had ventured this way before them.

Suddenly, the path opened into a wide chamber, the Source Chamber where the river surged with raw vitality. There they found a group aspiring Exvoyagers, known as Young Blades, who had disturbed a colony of mist bats. 

These bats are a dark blue with massive wings, known for their territorial nature and the confusion they sow with their high-pitched screeches, a cacophony designed to disorient intruders. The Young Blades, caught off guard, were struggling to fend off the swarm, their movements erratic under the barrage of sound and wings.

Standing at the water's edge, Axel turned to Ace, a serious look in his eyes. squabbling amongst themselves, their mentors absent. The air was filled with the frantic flapping of wings as a colony of Mist Bats, disturbed by the chaos, began to swarm in frenzy.

Axel and Ace exchanged a quick glance. “Looks like these Young Blades bit off more than they can chew,” Axel muttered, his voice tinged with both irritation and amusement.

The Mist Bats, sensing new presences, redirected their agitated swarming towards Ace and Axel. Axel, calm amidst the chaos, turned to Ace.

Axel immediately assessed the situation, his voice cutting through the chaos like a beacon. “Ace, stay calm and follow my lead. Focus on your breathing and keep your eyes on me.”

Ace nodded, trying to steady himself amid the turmoil. The air was filled with the flurry of bats, their shadows flickering like specters against the cavern walls. He positioned himself beside Axel, the sword feeling like an extension of himself as he prepared to act.

“We need to create a path through them,” Axel instructed, his voice steady and commanding. “Use the flat of your blade to deflect them, not harm them. They’re just defending their territory.”

Ace followed Axel’s lead, swinging his sword in broad, sweeping motions that guided the mist bats away without causing injury. Axel’s movements were precise, fluid, a demonstration of control borne from years of experience.

“Focus, Ace. Use what you know,” Axel urged, watching to see how Ace would handle his first real test.

With a nod, Ace unsheathed his sword, the weight of the steel a reassuring presence in his hands. Ace steadied his breathing, recalling the rhythm of their training. He watched the bats’ movements, finding a pattern in their chaos. With deliberate precision, he moved, his sword an extension of his intent, deflecting the bats without harm, guiding them back to the shadows.

The Young Blades watched in awe as Ace navigated the swarm with a blend of agility and strategy. His strikes were swift, disrupting the bats without causing undue harm, a balance of strength and compassion learned from Axel’s teachings.

Around him, the air filled with the frenetic energy of the Mist Bats, each move a tactical response to the unpredictable rhythm of the swarm. Ace felt the rush of adrenaline, the exhilaration of combat intertwining with the calm clarity of purpose.

Axel, meanwhile, kept the perimeter secure, his experience allowing him to fend off the bats while ensuring their attention remained on the mission. He observed Ace’s progress with a critical eye, noting the young man’s ability to adapt and respond to the dynamic environment.

Finally, with the bats beginning to retreat, peace returned to the clearing. The Young Blades, humbled and grateful, gathered around Axel and Ace, their respect evident in their expressions. The forest, once again serene, seemed to acknowledge the balance restored by their efforts.

Ace sheathed his sword, his chest heaving with exertion and pride. “That was something,” he said, turning to Axel, who nodded with approval.

The Young Blades introduced themselves, Thanks for the save my sister here saw the bats and freaked out causing the swarm. My name is Liam Armstrong and that is my sister Aria”

“Sorry for the trouble those bats surprised me shrouded in their mist, but like my brother said, I am Aria Armstrong.”

“And I am Kael Rider. We were in here on a training expedition but we got lost and our mentors are nowhere to be found. I am pretty skilled even though all of us are only Rank Two Young Blades, but you are really something.”

“No worries,” Ace replied. “We’ve all been there. Just glad we could help out.”

Axel stepped forward, his demeanor shifting from the stern mentor to a more approachable figure. “You’ve got potential, but remember, the River’s Mouth is no playground. Make sure to stick together and don’t wander off.”

Liam nodded earnestly, his earlier bravado tempered by the experience. “We’ll be more cautious. Thanks for the advice.”

With the introductions complete, Ace’s curiosity got the better of him. “What brings you all to the River’s Mouth?”

Liam responds, “Me and my sister are from a long line of Exvoyagers so you know trying to keep carrying the torch.”

Aria, still shaking off the last remnants of her fear, spoke softly. “We were supposed to be practicing navigation and herb gathering. It’s all part of our training to become proper Exvoyagers.”

“And my family are merchants so, I need to keep our shelves stocked with resources and the rare the better. Again thanks for the help but we have to find our mentors so we should get going. Good luck.” added Kael, grabbing their things. 

“Yeah he’s right but maybe we will see you around, Ace.” Liam waved as he turned and walked away with Kael following.

“See ya.” Aria grabbed her things chasing after the other two.

Axel walks up to Ace and puts his hands on both of Ace's shoulders, “You did well, you kept your head and your heart in the right place. That’s the mark of a true Exvoyager.”

Together, they continued into the depths, past ancient stone formations and through to crystal-clear pools. The herbs they sought grew in abundance here, nestled among the rocks—a testament to the life that thrived within these hidden recesses.

“This is the Source Chamber; the bottom of the upper levels beyond this is the true danger of the River’s Mouth. For now we are here for the herbs that grow here. See those leaves growing on the edge of the pool. Lumina Leaves are known for their healing properties used in medicines.”

As they gather the herbs, Ace collects leaves until he notices a little patch of leaves that are different. “Hey Axel these are heart shaped leaves but this patch is different, their glow is subtly different, darker more shadowy luminescence like a flickering candle.”

––––––––
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AXEL CAME OVER GRABBING one of the leaves Axel was talking about from a patch near the pool. “Ah yes you’re right at first glance, it shares the pale blue-green hue of the Lumina Leaf. On closer inspection, the edges of the leaves have a more muted, almost grayish tint. Look how the veins appear slightly more pronounced due to the shadowy undercurrent. These are Veilshadow Leaves. They are nasty herbs that have a side effect of driving people mad. Be careful not to collect those they can boost power but at a risk. I think we have enough anyway we should head back.”

Ace nodded, absorbing Axel’s words as he carefully stepped away from the Veilshadow Leaves. The faint, shadowy glow they emitted seemed to pulse with a hidden energy, a reminder of the delicate balance between power and peril in the world of the Exvoyagers.

“I definitely need to stay away from those because the thought of losing myself to my curse is too much to handle. If the Influx takes over again who knows what will happen or even if I can come back from it,” Ace thought to himself

As they made their way back through the labyrinthine passages of the River’s Mouth, the echoes of their earlier encounter with the Mist Bats still lingered in Ace’s mind. The camaraderie shared with the Young Blades, the lessons learned, and the challenges faced had all contributed to his growing understanding of what it truly meant to be an Exvoyager.

The journey back was marked by a reflective silence, the cavern’s natural beauty and mystery a backdrop to Ace’s thoughts. He felt the weight of Axel’s earlier compliment, the acknowledgment of his progress and potential, and it fueled his drive to continue pushing beyond his limits.

Emerging from the cave, the transition from the cool, stone embrace of the caverns to the vibrant, sunlit forest was a welcome one. The forest, alive with the sounds of rustling leaves and distant bird calls, felt like a familiar ally guiding them back to the world above.

As they traversed the forest trails, Axel spoke, his voice a calm presence amidst the natural symphony. “You did well today, Ace. Remember, every challenge is a step toward becoming the Exvoyager you’re meant to be. And sometimes, the real challenge is knowing when to walk away from power that might consume you.”

Ace nodded, pondering Axel’s words. The day had taught him much—not just about combat and vigilance, but about discernment, about understanding the choices that lay before him and the path he would carve for himself.

Back at their camp, as the sun began its descent and the sky blushed with hues of orange and pink, Ace took a moment to reflect on the journey thus far. There were still many lessons to learn, many paths to explore, but he felt the quiet stirrings of confidence within him, a burgeoning belief in his ability to meet the challenges ahead.

Axel, watching him from across the fire, seemed to sense this inner resolve. “Get some rest,” he advised, his tone softer yet still commanding. “Tomorrow holds more lessons, more discoveries. The River’s Mouth has been a good teacher today, but it is merely one chapter in your story.”

As they settled in for the night Ace began to think about the Influx, his curse, and how he has been trying his best to restrain it.

Ace lay back, staring up at the canopy of stars that stretched across the night sky, each twinkle a reminder of the vastness of the world and the many mysteries it held. Despite the exhaustion tugging at his limbs, sleep eluded him; his mind was a whirlwind of thoughts and reflections.

The Influx, as his father had named it, was a powerful force within him, a wellspring of energy that surged with a will of its own. It was both a gift and a curse, granting him strength and perception in moments of need but threatening to overwhelm him if left unchecked. The fear of losing control, of becoming a mere vessel for this wild energy, was a specter that haunted his quiet moments, lurking in the corners of his mind.

His father’s teachings echoed softly in his memory: “Mastery over oneself is the true battle. Control is not about suppression, but understanding. The river flows because it follows a path it knows. Find your path, Ace, and the Influx will follow your lead.”
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Chapter 6: Depths of the River’s Mouth
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The dawn of a new day found Ace and Axel preparing for a deeper descent into the labyrinthine caverns of the River’s Mouth. The air was crisp, filled with the promise of new challenges and discoveries awaiting them below. Axel took a moment to outline their plan.

“We’ll be going back to the River’s Mouth today for a mineral known as Aquafera, it's a mineral used in agriculture and blacksmithing. This mineral can be found in the middle levels so we will descend further than yesterday,” Axel explained, his eyes glinting with the thrill of exploration. He puts a spear on his back and continues his explanation, “The upper levels are mostly charted, save for a few hidden caves. But the middle levels—those are only about half charted. This is where most Exvoyagers train, and where the real essence of the River’s Mouth begins to reveal itself.”

Ace nodded, his mind racing with anticipation. The middle levels represented a deeper plunge into the unknown, a chance to test his growing abilities against the enigmatic creatures and challenges that lay in wait. He packed his bag making sure to grab the sword Axel gave him yesterday and the dagger his dad gave him.

Equipped and ready, they began their journey to the cavern, after traveling this route before it was an effortless trail. Traveling in silence Axel begins to wonder about the dagger Ace carries with him. “That dagger you have strapped to the small of your back, can I see it?”

Ace unsheathed the dagger from the scabbard strapped to his back and handed it over to Axel. “Yeah, sure it's precious to me.”

Axel cast a curious glance at the dagger, its handle worn but cared for, a legacy carried with every step Ace took. “That dagger you carry—it holds a story, doesn’t it?” Axel asked, breaking the silence that had accompanied their morning trek.

Ace hesitated for a moment, his mind tracing back to the day his father had handed him the dagger. “It was my father’s,” he replied, his voice steady yet reverent. “He said it was given to him when he joined the Exvoyagers. It’s a reminder of him, of what he stood for and the path he believed in.”

Axel listened intently examining the dagger, seeing the depth of the connection Ace shared with his father. “A talisman of sorts,” he mused. “Every Exvoyager carries something that anchors them, a piece of their past to guide them through the unknown. But this one is special, hold on to it and take good care of it and it will take care of you.”

They continued into the entrance of the River’s Mouth like the maw of a sleeping giant, Axel still leading. The walls were luminescent, shadows moving all around them and the air felt thick. The descent into the middle levels was both exhilarating and daunting. The passage narrows as they move deeper, the air growing cooler and more with the scent of damp stone. The path was illuminated by the ghostly luminescence of the cavern moss, casting an otherworldly glow that danced alongside their shadows.

They passed the Source Chamber where they found the Lumina Leaves yesterday, and continued down the winding path. As they moved deeper, Axel shared more of the history and lore of the River’s Mouth, his voice a steady guide through the darkened corridors.

“You know,” Axel began with a hint of a smile, “the threshold into the middle levels is past the Source Chamber. Everything until that threshold has been mapped. Beyond that point is what we call the everflowing labyrinth.”

Ace raised an eyebrow, intrigued by the term. “Everflowing labyrinth? Sounds like a fancy term for ‘we have no idea what’s down there.’”

Axel chuckled, nodding in agreement. “Pretty much. Every Exvoyager who ventures past this point has a different tale to tell. The labyrinth seems to shift, like it has a mind of its own. It’s part of the allure—and the danger.”

“Let me guess,” Ace said with a grin, “that’s where we find the big, bad creatures?”

“Good guess,” Axel affirmed sarcastically, his tone growing serious. “The monsters get more ferocious the deeper you go. We may encounter an Alpha beast or a Riverdrake.”

Ace felt a thrill of anticipation at the thought. “Alpha beast, huh? Sounds like a challenge.”

Axel shot him a sidelong glance, his eyes glinting with amusement. “Don’t let your enthusiasm get ahead of your caution, Ace. Those creatures are no joke. They’ve been the end of many a careless Exvoyager.”

Ace nodded, sobered by the reminder. “Got it. So, what’s the plan if we run into one?”

“Best case, we avoid it,” Axel replied pragmatically. “If we can’t, then we will see what you are really made of and I'll help if necessary.”

With each step, they could feel the ground hardening underneath them, the cavern walls were marked with story and ancient hieroglyphs. Stalactites dripped with the rhythmic pulse of time, and distant echoes hinted at the presence of unseen life. Ahead of them the threshold to the Everflowing Labyrinth was in view, it was a giant wooden door.

As they reached the threshold door, the aura of mystery deepened, Axel stepped forward placing his Exvoyager ID on it. Runes appeared on the door, opening it releasing a gust of wind like a new realm was before us. Ace was awestruck, the air was different somehow it was as if the air itself radiated power. Before him stood a new ecosystem, one of unimaginable possibilities and unthinkable danger.

Axel turned back to Ace, his voice low but encouraging. “Stay close and trust your instincts. The Aquafera lies further in, beyond the known paths. We’re venturing into territory where the maps end and discovery begins. We are going to navigate this place just using our navigation skills.”

Ace nodded, his heart thrumming with a mix of excitement and resolve. Together, they began to navigate the labyrinth, their senses attuned to the subtle shifts in the cavern’s atmosphere. The changes in the air current down different paths or the sight of different carvings and pictures on the walls. Shadows danced along the walls, and the faint sound of water trickling over stone accompanied their progress.

The first sign of Aquafera appeared as a soft, luminescent glow emanating from the rocks—a celestial blue that pulsed with the life of the cavern. It was a breathtaking sight, the mineral seeming to hold the very essence of the river’s magic.

But the beauty of the mineral was not without its guardians. The cavern floor trembled as a River Drake, drawn by the disruption, emerged from the shadows. Its scales shimmered like liquid metal, wings flapping in the air, eyes watching Ace and Axel with keen intelligence.

Ace reacted instinctively, drawing his sword as he moved into position to take on the beast, recalling Axel’s warning. His movements became precise yet cautious, aiming to drive the River Drake away rather than harm it. The River Drake unhinges its jaw and shoots a pressurized stream of water, Ace rolls dodging. The jetstream flew by Ace unscathed but he could feel the pressure as it slammed into the wall behind him. Quickly he gets to his feet and jumps at the beast, trying to hit it with the butt of his sword. But the creature was formidable, its attacks relentless and cunning. With its tail the drake repels Ace, quickly he realized that half-hearted attempts would not suffice.

“Ace, focus!” Axel called, raising his voice a steadying force amidst the chaos.

Ace looked at the drake and thought to himself, “If I get hit by that jet of water I won’t be getting up. It seems I can’t avoid my curse in this battle. I'll use the power but only a little I refuse to be consumed again. If I use my dad’s breathing technique I should be alright.”
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