
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Copyright © 2026 by Probir Mondal

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

First Edition: 2026



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: The 31st Morning and a Rifle Left in the Dust
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Dawn in Garakuta was an ugly thing.

It didn't arrive with birds or a gentle warming of the sky. It arrived when the smog-belching mana reactors in the city’s lowest industrial tiers shifted from night-cycle to day-cycle, painting the undersides of the floating rock platforms in a sickly, pulsing neon violet.

Rui Kurose didn't care about the view. He was lying on his stomach on a rotting wooden plank, forty meters above a bottomless abyss, staring down the scope of a heavily modified spell-rifle. The wind howled through the rusted iron scaffolding of the abandoned clocktower, threatening to push him into the drop, but his body was perfectly still.

Absorb the wind. Erase your breath. Become the void.

He channeled his mana inward. The pale blue veins of magic running down his forearms dimmed, and the ambient magical radiation that usually gave away a mage’s presence completely evaporated from his skin. To any observer, the space he occupied was empty. He was a ghost.

He adjusted the crosshairs.

Through the cracked glass of the clocktower, he looked across a massive gap in the floating city. Directly opposite him was the gleaming, opulent spire of the Hoshino Estate. It sat on the highest, most expensive levitation crystal in the sector, radiating wealth like a beacon.

There, standing on a balcony attached to a massive glass atrium, was his target.

Leonard Hoshino. Nineteen years old. Heir to the Hoshino Guild, the corporation that controlled ninety percent of Garakuta’s clean water and levitation technology. The boy was wearing a ridiculously expensive silk robe, sipping something from a glowing crystal glass, and looking out at the neon slums below with a vacant, cheerful smile.

Target acquired. Distance: 120 meters. Wind speed: negligible. Estimated time to impact: 0.4 seconds.

Rui rested his finger on the trigger. The rifle was loaded with a void-tipped round. It didn't just pierce armor; it deleted the space it traveled through. It would hit Lenny before the sound of the gunshot ever reached him. It was a perfect kill shot.

It was the thirty-first time Rui had taken this exact shot.

The first time, Rui had been confident. He was the best void-assassin in the underground. A rich, sheltered kid on a balcony was a training dummy. He had pulled the trigger, expecting a clean payout.

Instead, a tungsten-steel wire, thinner than a human hair and vibrating with lethal mana, had sliced through the air from a blind spot, bisecting his bullet mid-flight. Before Rui could even blink, a woman in a dark navy suit had appeared behind him like a phantom, her cane sword already piercing through his heart. He died choking on his own blood, staring at the rainy sky.

Then he woke up. 5:45 AM. The exact same damp alleyway, smelling of ozone and garbage.

Rui didn't panic. He was a professional. He assumed it was a localized illusion spell or a bad dream. So he tried again. He poisoned Lenny's tea. The bodyguard—a woman named Saya Akamine—tasted it first, didn't even flinch at the lethal alchemy, and threw a kitchen knife directly into Rui's throat from across the dining room.

He tried a sniper nest on a neighboring roof. Saya calculated his trajectory and collapsed the roof beneath him with a precisely thrown explosive tag.

He tried walking up to the front gates with a suicide vest. Saya defused it in three seconds flat, then broke both of Rui's arms with her bare hands before slitting his throat.

Loop after loop, death after death. Rui had spent what felt like months being brutally, humiliatingly murdered by a woman who seemed to have a sixth sense for killing intent. He had been stabbed, shot, drowned in the lower levels' toxic runoff, and once, memorably, slipped on a discarded alchemical vial while running away, falling off a cliff to his doom.

But Rui Kurose was not a weak man. He was a weapon. And weapons learn.

Over the loops, he had stopped trying to kill Lenny out of anger and started studying. He mapped out every guard's patrol route. He memorized the exact resonance frequency of Saya's invisible thread-magic. He learned that she anchored her wires to the tips of her gloves, and that she could only control about forty of them at once before losing precision.

He learned that Lenny was an idiot. A complete, utter moron who would lean over a balcony railing without looking down, who would drink anything handed to him, and who thought the slums below his house were "just a nighttime light show."

But in loop number twenty-seven, Rui had noticed something else.

While sneaking around the estate's perimeter, avoiding Saya's death-traps, Rui had spotted three men in trench coats lurking in an alleyway directly beneath Lenny's balcony. They weren't Hoshino guards. They were carrying unlicensed, high-grade chemical spell-vials. They were drawing runic circles on the underside of the balcony using liquid fire alchemy.

They weren't guards. They were a hit squad. Someone else was trying to kill Lenny.

Rui had watched from the shadows as the bomb went off, incinerating Lenny, Saya, and half the estate in a massive green fireball. The shockwave had thrown Rui into a wall, snapping his spine, leaving him to slowly suffocate in the rubble as the loop reset once more.

Which brought him to Loop 31. 5:45 AM.

Rui exhaled slowly, his finger still on the trigger of his void-rifle. He stared at Lenny's smiling face. He could pull the trigger. He could complete the contract. But he knew Saya was hiding in the shadows of the atrium behind the boy. If he shot, he would just get sliced open again.

And if he didn't do anything about the alchemists down in the alley, they were all going to blow up anyway, and Rui would die in the crossfire.

This is so incredibly annoying, Rui thought, his eye twitching. I just want to finish the job, collect my money, and go back to my apartment. Why does this city make everything so difficult?

Rui slowly eased his finger off the trigger. He detached the void-rifle's mana battery, rendering it useless, and left the heavy weapon on the clocktower floor. He stood up, stretching his neck, and dropped his spare daggers into the abyss. He stepped out of the rusted scaffolding and walked casually across the narrow, floating bridge that connected the abandoned tower to the Hoshino Estate's outer wall.

No stealth. No magic. Just a young man in a black trench coat walking up to the most heavily guarded balcony in the sector.

Two guard-mages stepped out from behind marble pillars, their staffs glowing with defensive barrier magic. "Halt! State your business or we will—"

"I'm the assassin," Rui interrupted flatly, holding up his empty hands. "And there is a chemical bomb strapped to the underside of the balcony directly below your boss. You have exactly twelve seconds before the ignition rune completes its sequence. You can waste those twelve seconds pointing sticks at me, or you can grab the rich kid and run. Your choice."

The guards blinked, utterly confused by the lack of hostile magic. One of them peeked over the balcony edge, his face paling as he saw the faint green glow of the alchemical runic circle. "Sir! It's real! Evacuate the young master!"

The guards burst through the glass doors into the atrium, shouting for Lenny. Rui walked in behind them, his hands in his pockets.

The atrium was massive, all white marble and glowing crystal chandeliers. Lenny was standing by a massive fountain, looking confused in his silk pajamas as guards grabbed his arms and tried to drag him away.

"What? What's happening? Is it morning already? I was just going to have some juice!" Lenny whined, struggling.

"Three meters to your left," Rui said, his voice cutting through the panic.

Everyone froze. Rui stood in the center of the room, completely relaxed.

"Three meters to your left, behind the marble pillar. There is a secondary explosive rigged to the chandelier chain. It's a pressure trigger. The second the main bomb goes off, the vibration will drop a two-ton crystal onto your head," Rui explained, pointing at the pillar.

Lenny’s eyes went wide. "Saya! Is he telling the truth?"

From the shadows of the grand staircase, a woman stepped into the light. Saya Akamine. A sharp black bob cut, pristine navy suit, and white gloves. She moved with the predatory grace of a viper. Her eyes locked onto Rui, glowing with a faint, dangerous mana signature.

"It's real," Saya said, her voice flat and devoid of emotion. She didn't ask how the assassin knew. She simply flicked her wrist.

A dozen invisible threads shot across the room, wrapping around the chandelier chain and the pillar. With a sharp yank, she physically ripped the secondary explosive off the wall and crushed it in her threads before it could trigger.

Boom.

The floor shuddered as the primary chemical bomb beneath the balcony detonated. A massive fireball engulfed the lower half of the atrium, shattering the glass doors and sending a wave of intense heat into the room.

Rui didn't flinch. He had felt that heat twenty times in previous loops.

The guards who had grabbed Lenny panicked, dropping their barrier spells to cover their faces from the heat. In that exact second of dropped defenses, the windows shattered inward. Three rogue alchemists in heavy trench coats leaped through the smoke, wielding jagged glass vials that glowed with toxic green light.

"Kill the heir!" the lead alchemist screamed, hurling a vial of liquid fire straight at the unprotected Lenny.

Rui moved.

He didn't have time to channel void-magic. He just reacted. He lunged forward, grabbing a heavy silver serving tray from a nearby table, and stepped directly into the path of the projectile.

Crash.

The acidic liquid splashed against the silver, instantly melting through the metal, but Rui angled it just enough so the liquid splashed onto the floor instead of Lenny. Rui dropped the sizzling tray, his left hand burned down to the tendon. He ignored the agonizing pain, stepped into the alchemist's guard, and drove his right elbow directly into the man's throat with a sickening crunch.

The alchemist dropped, choking on shattered cartilage.

Rui spun around, picking up the dead man's fallen vial. The other two alchemists were raising their weapons. Rui didn't hesitate. He threw the vial like a baseball, aiming not at the men, but at the exposed gas pipes above their heads.

The vial shattered. The liquid fire ignited the gas. A localized explosion blew the two alchemists backward out the shattered window, sending them screaming into the abyss of Garakuta.

Silence fell over the ruined atrium, save for the crackling of green flames and the hissing of acid on marble.

Rui stood there, his hand burnt to a crisp, breathing heavily. He looked at Lenny, who was sitting on the floor, wide-eyed, his mouth hanging open. Rui looked at Saya, who had her cane sword drawn, her threads poised to slice Rui into a hundred pieces.

Rui let out a long, exhausted sigh.

"I am having a really, really bad week," Rui muttered, slumping his shoulders. "Look, I'm not going to kill you right now. The guy who paid me to kill you is probably the same guy who sent these alchemists. If you die, I don't get paid. So, can we maybe just... talk about this like rational adults before you turn me into confetti?"

Saya stared at him, her eyes narrowing. She didn't lower her sword. "You are the void-assassin contracted for the Hoshino hit. I have studied your kill methods. You should not have been able to detect the alchemists' runic circles. You should not have known about the secondary trigger."

"Yeah, well," Rui said, holding up his blistered, bleeding hand. "Lucky guess."

"Arrest him," Saya ordered the guards. "Do not let him channel mana. Bind his hands."

Rui didn't resist as two guards rushed forward, slapping heavy, mana-suppressing iron cuffs onto his wrists. He just looked at Lenny, who was still sitting on the floor, looking up at Rui like he was a superhero.

"That was amazing!" Lenny cheered, scrambling to his feet. "Saya, did you see that? He melted the tray with his bare hands! He's so cool! Can we keep him?"

Saya closed her eyes, pinching the bridge of her nose in a rare display of frustration. "Young Master, he is an assassin. He was hired to kill you."

"Exactly!" Lenny said, as if that proved his point. "And he just saved my life instead! That means he likes me! Uncle Goro always said hired help can be bought with loyalty!"

Rui's ears perked up at the name. Uncle Goro.

"Your uncle," Rui said, his voice dropping to a deadpan drawl. "The guy who controls the lower-level chemical plants? That's the one who hired me. And I'm willing to bet my other hand he's the one who sent the guys with the acid vials, too."

The room went dead silent. Saya’s eyes snapped back to Rui, the dangerous glint in them shifting from suspicion to sharp calculation.

"You have five minutes to explain," Saya said, stepping closer, the tip of her cane sword resting exactly over Rui's heart. "And if you lie, I will open a hole in your chest."

Rui looked down at the sword, then back up at her. He smirked, despite the throbbing pain in his hand.

"Fine," Rui said. "But can we do it sitting down? Standing up is bad for my circulation. Also, I haven't slept in about thirty subjective lifetimes, and I'm pretty sure I'm going to pass out."

True to his word, Rui's eyes rolled back, and he collapsed face-first onto the expensive marble floor, completely unconscious.

Lenny gasped. "Saya! He's dead! You killed him!"

"He fainted, Young Master," Saya sighed, sheathing her sword. "Get the medic. And... put him in the guest wing. Under maximum guard."

Saya looked down at the unconscious assassin. He had just dismantled a professional hit squad with a serving tray and a broken vial, all without using a drop of his infamous void-magic.

Saya Akamine did not believe in luck. She believed in data. And the data in front of her said that Rui Kurose was going to be a very large problem.

Or, perhaps, a very useful weapon.
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Chapter 2: A Transaction Signed in Mana-Suppression Cuffs
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Waking up in chains was becoming an irritating habit.

Rui opened his eyes, staring at a blank, white ceiling. The air smelled of expensive floral perfume and sterilized mana, a stark contrast to the ozone-and-garbage stench of the lower levels he was used to. He tried to move his arms and was immediately met with the heavy, numbing resistance of high-grade suppression cuffs. They were anchored to a solid steel bedframe.

Overkill, Rui thought, shifting his gaze. Then again, considering how many times I've tried to kill the kid sleeping down the hall, I suppose I can't blame them.

He flexed his fingers. His left hand was heavily bandaged in sterile white gauze. The burning sensation had faded into a dull, deep throb. They had used a low-tier healing potion on him—just enough to keep the hand from falling off, but painful enough to serve as a reminder.

Rui assessed the room. Guest wing. One door, reinforced with a physical deadbolt and a glowing barrier rune. Two windows, covered by a magically reinforced lattice. One camera-orb floating in the corner, its red lens blinking rhythmically.

He wasn't escaping. Not without his void-magic, anyway.

He closed his eyes, trying to gather his bearings. In the loops, time moved linearly. If he died now, he would wake up at 5:45 AM in the alleyway again. But he didn't want to loop anymore. Dying to Saya was one thing; it was a professional defeat. But dying to a random alchemist's bomb because he was chained to a bed was just embarrassing.

He needed to stay alive. Which meant he needed to make himself useful to the idiots who had captured him.

The heavy lock on the door clicked. It swung open, and Saya Akamine walked in. She was holding a tablet made of polished crystal, her white gloves spotless. She looked as pristine and deadly as she had when she was slicing his bullets out of the air.

Behind her, Leonard "Lenny" Hoshino poked his head through the doorway like an excited puppy.

"He's awake!" Lenny cheered, rushing into the room. He was now wearing a ridiculously tailored three-piece suit that probably cost more than Rui’s entire life. "I told you he was tough, Saya! I saw him take a vial of acid to the hand and he didn't even scream! Well, maybe a little scream, but it was a very manly scream!"

"Young Master," Saya said, her voice flat. "Stand behind me. He is an assassin."

"I'm chained to a bed," Rui pointed out, his voice hoarse. "I can barely scratch my nose. What am I going to do, bleed on you?"

Saya didn't acknowledge the joke. She walked to the foot of the bed, her sharp eyes scanning Rui like he was a lab specimen. "You claimed Goro Hoshino hired you. You claimed he also sent the alchemists. Explain. Now."

Rui sighed, letting his head fall back against the pillow. "Does it matter? You're going to kill me anyway."

"Your usefulness determines your lifespan," Saya replied, utterly deadpan. "Talk."

"Fine," Rui said. He had spent enough loops agonizing over this stupid city. He might as well dump the information and see what happened. "Three weeks ago, a fixer in the lower levels contacted me. Paid half my fee upfront in uncut levitation crystals. The job was simple: kill Lenny. Make it look like an accident or a rival guild hit. I was given the blueprints to your estate, your guard rotation schedules, and the weak points in your outer wards."

Saya’s eyes narrowed. "Those blueprints are highly classified. Only the inner family and the Head of Security have access to them."

"Exactly," Rui said, looking pointedly at Lenny. "Who is your Head of Security?"

Lenny blinked. "Uncle Goro! He handles all the boring stuff so I can focus on the crystal resonance projects!"

"Your uncle is the one who gave the assassins the map to your house," Rui said, his tone dripping with dry sarcasm. "You're welcome for connecting those dots."

Lenny’s smile faltered. He looked at Saya, his lower lip trembling slightly. "Saya... he's lying, right? Uncle Goro comes over for dinner every Sunday. He brings me those weird imported candies from the lower levels."

Saya didn't look at Lenny. She kept her gaze locked on Rui. "Continue."

"The alchemists," Rui said. "I noticed them on loop—on a scouting run. They were using Blood-Iron runic circles. That's not standard syndicate work. That's high-level, forbidden magic. It requires a lot of funding and a safehouse close to the estate to brew the chemicals without the city's automated mana-drones detecting them. Goro controls the lower-level chemical plants. He has the means."

"You still haven't explained how you knew about the secondary trigger on the chandelier," Saya said, stepping closer, her hand resting on the hilt of her cane sword. "No assassin scouts for traps that aren't meant for them. You were looking for a way to save my employer. Why?"

Rui paused. He could tell her the truth. I've died thirty-one times trying to kill this kid, and the only way I could figure out how to stop dying was to save him from someone else.

Yeah, that would get him a sword through the throat.

"Professional pride," Rui lied smoothly. "If someone else kills my target, it reflects poorly on my resume. I wasn't about to let some low-rent alchemists steal my payday. So I mapped the estate. Found the bomb. Realized your security is a joke, by the way. Your outer wards are twenty years out of date, your guards panic the second a window breaks, and your barrier-mages channel their mana through their staffs instead of their cores. A competent spell-blade could walk through your front door and kill everyone in this wing in under four seconds."

The room went dead silent. Lenny looked horrified. Saya, however, looked... intrigued.

"Is that so?" Saya murmured.

"Saya," Rui said, dropping the sarcastic tone and looking her dead in the eye. "Goro isn't going to stop. The bomb failed. I failed. He's going to send someone better next time. Someone I can't see coming. If you keep Lenny in this glass house, he's going to die before the week is out. You know I'm right."

Saya stared at him for a long, tense moment. The camera-orb in the corner hummed quietly. Finally, she turned to Lenny.

"Young Master. Leave us."

"But Saya—"

"Now."

Lenny pouted, but he obeyed, shuffling out of the room and closing the heavy door behind him.

Saya walked over to the camera-orb and tapped it twice. The red light turned off. She had just disabled the surveillance.

Rui raised an eyebrow. "Taking off the recording? Are we negotiating?"

"I am evaluating an asset," Saya corrected. She pulled up a chair—a beautifully carved wooden thing—and sat down directly in front of him, crossing her legs. "You are a void-mage. You can erase your presence entirely. You have detailed knowledge of the syndicate's movements and Goro's tactics. You are, objectively, the most lethal person currently inside this estate."

"I'm flattered."

"Do not be. You are also arrogant, untrustworthy, and currently restrained. However..." Saya trailed off, her sharp eyes softening just a fraction of a millimeter. "I have been the sole protector of the Young Master for four years. The threat from Goro has been escalating for six months. My threads can block bullets, but I cannot be everywhere at once. The guard staff is incompetent. If Goro launches a coordinated assault, I will fail."

Rui leaned his head back, looking at the ceiling. "So you want to hire the guy who was hired to kill your boss. That's a new level of desperation."

"I want to borrow you," Saya said. "Uncuff him."

A hidden panel in the wall slid open, and two heavily armored guards stepped out. They looked nervous as they approached the bed, unlocking the mana-suppressing cuffs.

The moment the cuffs clicked off, Rui felt the familiar rush of mana flood back into his veins. The world sharpened. The microscopic cracks in the ceiling, the faint hum of the barrier rune on the door, the exact distance between Saya’s fingers and her sword hilt—it all snapped into terrifying clarity.

He sat up slowly, rolling his wrists. His burned left hand ached, but he flexed it, watching the shadows shift around his fingertips as his void-magic instinctively cloaked him.

Saya didn't even blink at the display of power. "If you attempt to harm the Young Master, I will sever your hands before you can channel a spell. Are we clear?"

"Crystal," Rui said. He swung his legs off the bed and stood up. He was slightly taller than Saya, but in terms of sheer threatening presence, she overshadowed him entirely. "So, what's the plan? You unlock my cuffs and hope I play nice?"

"The plan is that you are going to fix my security," Saya said, standing up. "You criticized my wards. You insulted my guard staff. Prove it. Show me how a 'competent spell-blade' would break into this estate."

Rui looked at her, then at the door, then back at her. A slow, dangerous smirk spread across his face.

"You're giving me a tour of your blind spots?"

"I am giving you exactly one hour to breach the inner sanctum where the Young Master is currently hiding," Saya said, her voice dropping to a lethal whisper. "If you succeed, I will consider your contract. If you fail, I will put you back in the cuffs and drop you into the abyss outside the city walls. No loops. No second chances."

Rui's smirk widened into a full grin. It was the first time he had genuinely smiled in thirty-one lifetimes.

"You've got a deal, Saya."

Rui turned and walked out the door, leaving Saya standing alone in the room. As soon as he was out of sight, she let out a very quiet, very rare sigh.

What have I done? she thought, looking down at the empty cuffs.

He's going to tear this house apart.

Rui didn't walk through the hallways; he moved through the shadows.

The Hoshino Estate was a monument to excess. Glowing levitation crystals embedded in the walls kept the temperature perfectly comfortable. Expensive paintings lined the corridors. The floor was polished obsidian.

It was a security nightmare.

Rui activated his void-magic fully. His body didn't turn invisible, but his presence simply ceased to exist. He wasn't a ghost; he was a hole in the world's perception. He walked right past two patrolling guards who were busy arguing about the estate's horrible coffee replacement—a steaming mug of roasted cactus-juice that smelled like burnt rubber.

Idiots, Rui thought. Arguing while on patrol. If I were a syndicate killer, you'd both be dead.

He reached the central atrium, the scene of the morning's bombing. Clean-up crews were scrubbing the acid stains off the marble, but the massive hole in the floor where the balcony used to be was still open, revealing the endless drop into the lower levels.

Rui looked up. The inner sanctum was at the very top of the spire—a heavily fortified panic room where Lenny was currently hiding. There were three main staircases leading up, all heavily guarded.

Saya wanted to see how a spell-blade would break in.

Rui didn't use the stairs.

He walked to the edge of the atrium's chasm. In the center of the room, hanging above the drop, was the massive crystalline chandelier that he had saved from falling earlier. It was suspended by a thick, enchanted cable that ran up through a narrow ventilation shaft in the ceiling.
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