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    Disclaimer 
 
    The Calamitous Bob is a web serial published on Royal Road and Patreon under my other pen name, Mecanimus. I like to think that serials are to traditional books what series are to movies, though I might be biased. As a result, you should expect a slower pace. The Calamitous Bob also includes light LitRPG elements, violence, and curse words.  
 
    This is a work of fiction.  
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    The story so far. 
 
      
 
    Due to the terrible machinations of his wife — and also because he cheated on her — The God of Luck Emeric left his native world of Nyil to seek refuge on earth where he promptly stole the mortal shell of one Viviane Saint-Lys. The young French army medic got sent in his stead into the world of magic and monsters with a new body and a little bit of the thief’s luck.  
 
      
 
    Said luck promptly dropped her into the remains of the worst magical catastrophe the world of Nyil had ever known. Poisoned and beleaguered by undead monsters, Viv managed to find her way out thanks to the unexpected help of an ancient war golem, Solfis, and a dragon baby she named Arthur before finding out it was female. Look, dragon veterinary science is hard, okay? In any case, the unlikely trio made its way to a fort at the edge of the dead lands where she could rest and recover and, more importantly, learn magic.  
 
      
 
    The fort came under attack by a necromancer soon after, which Viviane survived by rebuilding a passable body for Solfis. Her trip continued to the largest city around, Kazar, where she decided to settle for a spell. Her foray into the land of death had left her unable to wield any magic but the most destructive one, and this skewed distribution would eventually cause her end. 
 
      
 
    In order to survive, Viv discovered that she had to learn more about her condition, but to do so she needed resources and connections. She paired up with Farren, the local church leader and hired Marruk, a shieldbearer from a race of stout, crimson-skinned warriors, with the hope that she could become stronger before her ‘luck’ inevitably caught up with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26: Landscaping 
 
      
 
    Viv waited, breaths slow and deep. Not a sound could be heard as she raised her weapon high, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. Her prey had fallen into the ambush just as she expected. She focused on the monster’s extended limb as she prepared to slow her time perception. Soon, it would be the moment to strike. 
 
      
 
    Very soon. 
 
      
 
    There was a click. 
 
      
 
    Viv moved. She activated her acuity power and struck with enhanced strength, the roll of fabric descending upon the guilty white claw grabbing for the meat drawer. 
 
      
 
    Thwack! 
 
      
 
    “SQUEEEEEE!” the culprit yelped, running back to her lair with her tail between her legs. 
 
      
 
    “QUE JE T’Y REPRENNE, SALE BÊTE!" Viv bellowed in her native tongue.  
 
      
 
    Sheer anger could do that sometimes. 
 
      
 
    Marruk took a quick peek inside. A glance at Viv’s outraged posture told her all that she needed to know, and she resumed her vigil. 
 
      
 
    A pale snout emerged from the blanket mountain. The mighty beast of Kazar was testing the waters. 
 
      
 
    Viv cursed herself. She was so taken in with catching and scaring Arthur that she had forgotten the good habits that her mom had taught her when handling pets. Positive reinforcements and all of that. Her mom had been the one to keep the house together no matter how stressful things got with elections and exams, even if her own way of coping was… less than ideal. Among other things, she had raised their pets until the dogs and cats she had had throughout her life were as well-behaved as most humans.  
 
      
 
    Her mom would not have raised her voice. She would have calmly told Arthur to get back to her spot, then rewarded her for obeying. 
 
      
 
    Arthur was super smart, and she would probably get smarter, so Viv should do her best to educate her well. 
 
      
 
    Viv sighed and retreated to the meat drawer. It was enchanted to be colder, which she had to recharge on occasion. Explaining that she could only use black mana had left Marruk perplexed at first, but the big woman had taken it in stride as one of Viv’s many quirks. The Kark woman could use a bit of wind and a bit of earth. That helped with the chores, which they had shared so far. 
 
      
 
    Viv took one long stripe of dried meat. It was a dark piece of jerky from some wood creature with a very strong musk. It tasted like ass to Viv, but Arthur liked the stuff. 
 
      
 
    “Come here.” 
 
      
 
    The dragonling slunk forward with her head low and they had a moment, interrupted by Solfis. 
 
      
 
    //It is time, Your Grace.  
 
    //We only have three days to train properly. 
 
      
 
    “Ok.” 
 
      
 
    Enough fucking around. A message had come in the morning with a request from Farren. He wanted her to clean a cave two days away from Kazar with the purpose of turning it into a safe haven. The other mercenaries had all declined, citing high risks. Or so Farren said. She had said yes on account of wanting her soul fixed. She had three days to practice her magic. 
 
      
 
    Marruk took Solfis and started dragging the sled casually, with only one hand. Viv went to walk by her side, with Arthur tailing them, sniffing things as she went. The area directly south of the city was rather deserted, except for the estates reserved for guests. The official road through the forest started east of there. This meant that things were calm, which Solfis had relied upon. They came to a stop next to a random boulder at the edge of the tree line. 
 
      
 
    //I will now assist you in acquiring the last of the basic mana skills. 
 
    //Manipulation focuses on using mana for your own use. 
 
    //Sense focuses on identifying, locating, and understanding mana. 
 
    //The last skill is absorption. 
 
    //Absorption allows you to take mana from the environment and draw it into your core regardless of the mana’s original color. 
 
    //Now, you can quickly and easily recharge your core and conduits with ambient mana that you are attuned with. 
 
    //This is due to the fact that turning mana you are attuned with into your own is a natural process. 
 
      
 
    Viv thought about it. Her yoink spell relied on making an undead’s black mana into her mana, and it felt instinctive. 
 
      
 
    //Normally, mages will always manage to draw some amount of mana that they can use immediately. 
 
    //In your case, the ability to turn foreign mana into your own is paramount. 
 
    //This is is due to the fact that most environments have a very limited amount of black mana. 
 
      
 
    “So I am super strong in the deadlands but weaker everywhere else?” 
 
      
 
    //The power of your spell is the same. 
 
    //Your ability to cast continuously, however, will be hampered. 
 
    //You already experienced this during your stay in Fort Stone. 
 
      
 
    “When I had to get poisoned to recharge?” 
 
      
 
    //Yes. 
 
    //Your key spell, yoink, is also geared towards killing undead. 
 
    //It will not work on anything else. 
 
      
 
    “So I need to update my repertoire.” 
 
      
 
    //Indeed. 
 
    //We will focus on both over the next three days. 
 
    //First, you can use your ‘bzzt’ spell with the pierce rune to overload the conduits of an enemy. 
 
    //This will kill them in a horribly painful fashion. 
 
    //It is a relatively mana-intensive spell. 
 
    //Try it now. 
 
      
 
    Marruk sat on the sled to watch while Arthur rolled around happily in the grass. Viv pointed at the boulder and summoned the twisted arrow of the spear rune in her mind. It was the first rune she had properly learned, and also the only one used in the yoink spell. She was intimately familiar with its working now, and it came to her with perfect ease. 
 
      
 
    “Bzzt.” 
 
      
 
    A slightly frayed bolt as dark as the void jumped from her chest to the stone. She didn’t need to point at stuff, though it helped. Casting spells from different parts of her body worked just as well and didn’t warn anyone of her intent, so she did it whenever she could. 
 
      
 
    The bolt smashed against the boulder without effect. 
 
      
 
    //Aim for a tree, your grace. 
 
    //Boulders have no conduits to flood. 
 
      
 
    “We’re not going to anger some forest spirit or creature or something?” 
 
      
 
    //No, Your Grace. 
 
    //There would not be one so close to the city. 
 
    //I assure you that this forest can afford to lose a tree or a hundred. 
 
      
 
    Save a tree, eat a witch? Probably not today. 
 
      
 
    “Bzzt.” 
 
      
 
    She immediately felt the difference when her power easily wiped out her target’s tiny conduits. The sickly leafy thing she had chosen withered in an instant as if blasted by a toxic bomb. They heard creaks, then the small trunk collapsed forward on the ground. It exploded into dust and ossified fragments.  
 
      
 
    //Better. 
 
    //You will consume more mana the more complex your target’s conduits are. 
 
    //This will serve you well against lightly armored opponents. 
 
    //Now, I would like you to try the basic spell used by war mages everywhere. 
 
    //It consists of the basic… bzzt spell, infused with a destructive aspect. 
 
      
 
    “You mean like what I did with my blight spell?” 
 
      
 
    //Precisely. 
 
    //Giving a destructive meaning to your mana and sending it away is the mainstay of battle mages everywhere. 
 
    //Such a spell takes relatively little mana, but requires a higher understanding of magic itself, as well as mental fortitude. 
 
    //Try it now, on the boulder. 
 
      
 
    Viv turned to the blasted piece of rock. It had ignored her previous attack.  
 
      
 
    The bitch. 
 
      
 
    Her laughable attempt at getting angry did not work, and yet the barest amount of resentment reminded her of her mindset when she had used the blight spell. The black mana had been charged with its most basic concept: annihilation. 
 
      
 
    Black mana was the end of things.  
 
      
 
    Viv latched onto that truth and charged a spell with it, the mana coalescing in her hand. She would use it to remove from this world the things that she did not like. They would be… gone. 
 
      
 
    “Purge.” 
 
      
 
    The attack was silent except for the groan of shattering stone. The boulder now sported a deep groove two handspans in depth from which gravelly, grey sand spilt like blood from a wound. 
 
      
 
    //You do not seem to have any difficulty casting those. 
 
    //Reassessing current priorities. 
 
    //We shall practice later to improve your speed and range. 
 
    //However, I would like to work on the mana absorption skill for now. 
 
    //In order to facilitate its acquisition, you need to empty your conduits of most of its mana. 
 
    //You could use this opportunity to cast blight again. 
 
    //I would also like to watch its effects in person so that I can assess it, and its possible applications. 
 
      
 
    Viv considered and realized that she was probably good for another dozen bzzt mana-wise. Purge spells were mentally draining so she would definitely falter before that. Blight would drain her mana reserves in one go while her mind would only be mildly affected. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
      
 
    This time, the wind up was slower and harder because she was not in the right mindset, and also because destroying the part of the forest she was now facing didn’t excite her. It took her a good ten seconds to wind up the spell, adding the destruction meaning to the black mana and the spread rune on top. She felt like she had spent half an hour studying vocabulary lists. 
 
      
 
    “Blight.” 
 
      
 
    The cloud expanded at the pace of a walking man, unaffected by the wind. The horrible hiss of the vaporous mana touching matter upset the ear like cold water sizzling a very hot pan.  
 
      
 
    The cloud kept expanding, impenetrable. A second later, she could see what it had left behind. 
 
      
 
    The earth below her was stripped of all life, and it looked rather vitrified, with solid veins of dark mana spreading over it like a fallen spiderweb. Blight kept going. It left nothing behind. Not a single stump or even a piece of root survived the onslaught.  
 
      
 
    When the spell finally abated after ten meters, it left behind an apocalyptic field of death. Where the trees used to be, now there were holes in the ground like the impact of mortar shells. An eerie silence replaced the terrifying scream. 
 
      
 
    Viv turned to the sled, where Solfis was resting. Her reserves were very low, and she could feel the onset of a small headache. 
 
      
 
    On the sled, Marruk was staring in horror, mouth hanging open to reveal her big flat teeth. Her yellow eyes darted from Viv to the scene of deforestation the woman had left behind. 
 
      
 
    //Excellent. 
 
    //Although slow, this spell has great potential in destroying packed formations in enclosed spaces. 
 
    //I foresee a great future purifying caves and breaking sieges. 
 
    //Now, let us focus on mana absorption. 
 
    //I will guide you through the steps. 
 
      
 
    Solfis had Viv sit in a lotus position with both hands forming a cup just above her navel, below the core. She was supposed to open herself up or something, and focus on the sensation of her core recharging. It did not work very well. 
 
      
 
    “Would it not be better to try that in the deadlands?” 
 
      
 
    //Perhaps. 
 
    //It might also be that you may not experience the feeling of non-compatible mana being kept out. 
 
    //Several experts argue that it is an important aspect of the acquisition of this skill. 
 
      
 
    “Never mind, then.” 
 
      
 
    Viv tried her best to calm and dominate, but her mind would not focus easily. It wandered to the noise of the forest next to her, the wind blowing through the tall grass, the feeling of black mana in her spiritual self. There were so many sensations to experience and focusing on one so subtle as mana coming back was as arduous as finding a needle in a haystack. More than that, meditation annoyed her. She felt vulnerable. Her nascent trust in Marruk had nothing to do with it; she could no more fight it than one could fight stress before an exam. It was a visceral response. To what, she was not sure. 
 
      
 
    They tried for only twenty minutes, and already, the attempt pissed her off. Solfis addressed her as she was adjusting her position for a new attempt. 
 
      
 
    //Let us try something else. 
 
    //I shall demonstrate a series of postures. 
 
    //I would like you to repeat them. 
 
      
 
    “Will it not drain your batteries?” 
 
      
 
    //I will refrain from activating my defensive and offensive systems. 
 
    //The drain will be minimal. 
 
      
 
    “Ok.” 
 
      
 
    Marruk yelped as Solfis unfolded, his shape as disturbing as ever. The tall golem stalked forward leisurely and adopted a position with an open hand near his chest, and another facing forward. What followed was weirdly reminiscent of a qigong routine, and Viv had to watch the rather basic sequence twice despite her enhanced mental abilities. Solfis could distract the most dedicated of students with his demonic appearance. 
 
      
 
    As Solfis clicked back down, Viv tried again, and she quickly realized what the golem was aiming for. As soon as she started to follow repetitive motions, her meditative trance hit, and she could slow her mind down and focus in record time. The world receded until her consciousness reached a state of Zen conductive to introspection. The motions were the same. The pulse of her own mana became the same. It was a song as deep and primal as a heartbeat, and just as vital. The song called to her, relaxed her, confirmed that this new element was good and true. She had magic now. It was hers, and it was her.  
 
      
 
    Slowly, very slowly, the song gained in intensity as it pushed against the world and the world pushed back. Mana was all around her, and some of it was making its way inside to fill an imbalance as energy became a new part of the core.  
 
      
 
    She focused on the feeling, yet then it eluded her. She did not force the issue. The trance kept going smoothly. Her surroundings were calm. 
 
      
 
    Something brought her back to the real world. Marruk was standing. 
 
      
 
    In the distance, two men were approaching them at a slow and careful pace. They had a dog on a leash. 
 
      
 
    Rather, they had tied a leash to a monster that Viv would qualify as a dog from now on. It had a stocky body, powerful hind legs, and a bulldog maw with two protruding canines. Its coat was brown with black stripes. Its shoulders also reached the guards’ waists. 
 
      
 
    “Arthur! Arthur, come.” 
 
      
 
    The dragonling popped her head out from a bush, munching on something with a fuzzy tail the size of a rat. She spotted the intruder and ran back to Viv, flapping her wings in preparation for the showdown. 
 
      
 
    “No fighting.” 
 
      
 
    The pair of guards wore gambesons emblazoned with a tree that signified that they were members of the city guard. Inspection revealed the same, and she spotted none of the signs that she associated with corruption: no guarded look, no sneaky sneers. They were clean. 
 
      
 
    The pair stopped ten paces away, hands on their weapons. They were wary but not yet alarmed. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing there?” 
 
      
 
    Marruk angled herself towards Viv, possibly deferring to her.  
 
      
 
    “Training,” Viv retorted. 
 
      
 
    “Training? Training what?” 
 
      
 
    In response, Viv pointed at the largest tree around. 
 
      
 
    The two men watched, incomprehension plain on their faces. 
 
      
 
    “Bzzt.” 
 
      
 
    The tree cracked and crashed before the men’s incredulous eyes. The dog whined. Viv made a sweeping motion. 
 
      
 
    “Purge.” 
 
      
 
    The sharp black ray passed over three trees. They fell with thunderous cracks. 
 
      
 
    “This?” Viv finished. She felt a pulse of the intimidation thing. The guards paled. 
 
      
 
    “Well… Carry on then,” one of the guards finished. They made a point of going on in the same direction they started, which Viv thought was commendable. Their eyes grew wide as saucers when they found the devastation that the blight spell had wreaked. The dog growled at Arthur who hissed back from her perch, Viv’s left shoulder. The little thing was getting heavier. 
 
      
 
    After both groups were done pretending to ignore each other in an awkward attempt to look cool, Viv returned to her meditative trance. She was getting a bit tired now. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Power +1 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Nice. Although her power currently sat at thirteen, so she was still only slightly stronger than your average teenager. 
 
      
 
    The trance helped her through the motion, and she found it again - the elusive feeling of something getting in. They paused for a lunch of cold meat, bread, and fruit. Viv lamented the lack of cheese and Marruk echoed it, adding that more ‘cows’ were set to arrive with the next large convoy from the Enorian mainland, and through the forest. The difficulty was to keep so many prey safe from the forest’s denizens. 
 
      
 
    On the third try, Viv was finally rewarded for her efforts. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Mana Absorption: Beginner 1 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Mana Sense: Beginner 4 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Absorbing mana meant getting it through the membrane that separated herself from the world. She could only focus on the feeling so far, but that was still a fine result. 
 
      
 
    //Whoever picked you from your world made the right choice, Your Grace. 
 
    //Such an incredible natural talent would have been wasted on a world without magic. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I have other qualities, you know?” 
 
      
 
    //Thankfully, or we would have both died. 
 
    //Now that you are calm, I suggest that you try meditating while sitting. 
 
      
 
    She was getting tired so that worked. She did not get any associated skill despite her efforts. That was fine. Solfis had mentioned that it took a large amount of effort and dedication to acquire and develop skills. That made sense. You had to commit for the magic of the world to help you. 
 
      
 
    They headed back in the middle of the afternoon. There was only so much mental exhaustion one could take in a single day, and Solfis still had plenty of light mana manipulation games to propose in order to pass the time and improve her finesse. 
 
    



  
 
    Marruk walked the familiar path to her new abode. Unease grasped at the proud warrior’s heart.  
 
      
 
    Normally, a shaman formed the heart of any warband. A herd of Kark without a shaman lacked fire and direction, something the hated northerners understood only too well. That was why they sent their despicable black blades to sever this vital string before attacking. That was how she had lost her mother. 
 
      
 
    The witch was not such a one. She had the vision. She had purpose. She had discipline. The way she treated Marruk indicated that, certainly, she also had a heart. 
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
    The problem was that she was insane. 
 
      
 
    It only took a glance to notice that the woman was a foreigner, and noble-born at that. When Kark feasted, they slurped and chewed with great animation to show their appreciation for the food, bellowing compliments interspersed with mighty burps. The witch ate with her spine as straight as a sword and just as unyielding. She made no noise. She took small bites. The witch cared about appearance and cleanliness and the smell of excrements bothered her. The witch had bought food but no cleaning supplies. It was Marruk who had suggested getting them, therefore, the witch was used to having servants. And nobility was supposed to act a certain way. Casters were supposed to act a certain way. Not like that. 
 
      
 
    When the woman moved, she checked corners and assessed everyone around her as threats. Even in the Enttiku-cursed bank! She also kept everyone at a distance. Marruk expected it for herself, but not with Farren whose reputation as a kind soul was beyond questioning.  
 
      
 
    And she treated her small drake like a child, not a creature to dominate and discipline. 
 
      
 
    And nobody in their right mind would trust a golem made from fucking bone. What manner of madman would create a golem and give it a bone body? You had to be touched in the head by one of the dark gods. 
 
      
 
    It was all very disconcerting.  
 
      
 
    Marruk had traveled for years out of the steppe, searching for answers. All she had found was distrust. Mobs. People who thought that because she was ignorant, she was also stupid. Now, finally, there was one person who perhaps held the key to the future of her tribe. It had just taken starving to death at the edge of the world to get there. 
 
      
 
    There was a joke there somewhere. 
 
      
 
    As for Viviane, the witch was clearly out of her mind, though perhaps not in a bad way. Marruk would stay and learn. She only hoped that the caster would receive the clerical help she needed for her wounded soul. Everything was fine for now, yet who knew how long it would last. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 26: There and Back Again 
 
      
 
    The next two days were spent very much like the first for Viv. She and Marruk would run errands in the morning to make their space more livable, then Viv trained in the afternoon while Arthur prowled and Marruk stood guard. The Kark warrior would join them on occasion by practicing movement and strikes as well. The only major change happened on the night of the second day when Arthur climbed on Viv’s lap as she was reading. She sniffed the image, then turned her crimson gaze to her human. 
 
      
 
    Viv was still unclear on how smart the creature was. 
 
      
 
    Ah, whatever. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a book. It shows creatures. Look, this is the harren we saw yesterday,” she said, turning to the relevant page. Arthur followed her explanations in silence. Viv felt a bit silly until she realized that explaining stuff would help her memorize it anyway. So. Might as well. 
 
      
 
    “And here is a revenant. Remember the revenants? Revenant. It says here that revenants form from dead, uneaten humans who did not receive a proper burial. That means they were just left there on the ground. Look how ugly it is...” 
 
      
 
    On the dawn of the third day, Viv and Marruk put on their armors and headed to the town center, with Solfis on the sled as insurance in case things went south. Viv worried about Arthur, fearing that the tiny dragon might not want to enter the deadlands again. They would see when it came to that. Sadly, she had no plan B. Nobody could be trusted with a creature who had clearly only imprinted on her. Even Arthur’s relationship with Marruk was a tenuous truce, at best.  
 
      
 
    They made their way to the main plaza, with the massive tree as enchanting now as it had been on the first day. Viv filled her lungs with the last fresh air they would get for a few days while they waited by the temple’s entrance, as planned. The statue of Neriad, with his golden eyes, seemed to scrutinize her as she leaned against the sled. Eventually, Farren arrived, wearing light leather armor covered in anti-black runes, and a backpack. He was also armed with a mace and circular shield. 
 
      
 
    “Errr,” Viv said, looking at Marruk. Alas, she found her own confusion reflected on the Kark’s broad face. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Bob, Marruk, I apologize for the delay. I had an emergency marriage to officiate.” 
 
      
 
    “Emergency marriage?” 
 
      
 
    “The father of the bride did not want them to marry. The bride took the groom behind Old Griska’s clothier, where she banged him silly. The father agreed to a prompt marriage.” 
 
      
 
    “I, ok, but that’s not what I want to talk about. I thought you had a guide to bring us to that cave you wanted cleared?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes? Me?” 
 
      
 
    Viv crossed her arms and stared at Farren. 
 
      
 
    He was not the right choice to accompany them on this mission. 
 
      
 
    He was definitely not the right choice. At all. She knew he had access to temple guards, though she had not met them on her first visit. Those were elite soldiers and best suited for the task. Accompanying Farren was like taking the head administrator and VIP of a city on a visit to the minefields. It was beyond retarded. 
 
      
 
    “Does the church even know that you are off?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Their eyes met, neither one yielding to the other. Farren’s immediate and firm answer was all Viv needed to understand the little twit’s plan. 
 
      
 
    “And where, exactly, do they think you are going? And with whom?” 
 
      
 
    Ah, got the little fucker. Viv was not born yesterday. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, you win. My intervention is not sanctioned.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t you at least bring an escort?” 
 
      
 
    Farren gave her his most innocent expression. It dripped with pure-hearted incomprehension. Viv wanted to slap him. 
 
      
 
    “But Bibiane, you are my escort.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what this is all about or I’m heading back.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine! Fine, hold on. I can explain. I am cooped up in here. I want to get out and see what this is all about. I have directed the Kazar temple for a year and a half and do you know how often I have been to the deadlands? The place we are all about containing? Zero. Zero times.” 
 
      
 
    “And you think going there by your lonesome is a good idea, oh inspired leader? One wrong move and you can die. At least go get two temple guards to protect you or something.” 
 
      
 
    “If I do that, I won’t get within ten paces of a single revenant with one arm and a crooked back. I can fight. Let me get one. Just one.” 
 
      
 
    “...” 
 
      
 
    “I have militia training at intermediate two.” 
 
      
 
    Marruk gasped. Viv figured that what he had done was akin to whipping his dick out to show he was male. Or something. He had just revealed a very personal detail. 
 
      
 
    “You honor us with your trust!” the mighty Kark woman roared with tears in her yellow eyes. 
 
      
 
    For fuck sake. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, I appreciate your skills and honestly, but just imagine the reactions if you go with us and end up being hurt?” 
 
      
 
    “I can get us horses. One per person. And one to drag the sled, free of charge.” 
 
      
 
    Fuck yes. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome aboard!” 
 
    





  
 
    Farren wore a hood and guided the pair, plus sled, to the gatehouse by the city entrance. There, he borrowed a few horses clad in anti-black intrusion clothes. Viv saw the glint of gold being discreetly exchanged between the branch head and a taciturn member of the guard. 
 
      
 
    [Horsemaster, not dangerous, a man who—] 
 
      
 
    Yeah ok.  
 
      
 
    They were led into the stables, and Viv noticed that Marruk clearly disliked the great beasts. She asked Farren about it in a low voice. 
 
      
 
    “The Kark do not use horses on their steppes. They have great pack beasts called Pakar who fulfill this role. They are an important aspect of Kark culture, while horses are used by the Pure League.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.” 
 
      
 
    Despite her clear wariness of the beasts, Marruk gritted her teeth and climbed on. The horses did not seem to care. Viv did not know if it was a skill or something that made them that way, but she had never seen horses so docile. 
 
      
 
    With three mounts, plus one dragging the sled, they made good time through the fields and up the road heading back to the deadlands. Viv had her own horse, and just hoped they would not have to gallop anywhere. Arthur looked a bit despondent, and sometimes stared at Viv to make sure that, yes, the human wanted to head back into the desolate wasteland like an absolute moron instead of playing in the woods. 
 
      
 
    They left the marker stones behind and soon, the feverish caress of black mana assaulted Viv through her cape. It was still mild, and it carried with it a certain… appeal, despite the lethality. Black mana liked Viv, and she liked it in return. The two were bound tightly through nature and circumstances. Even if she had been born in this world normally, she thought that she might have enjoyed this color. Even if with a much lower affinity. 
 
      
 
    With so much power available, Viv started to work on manipulation. Solfis had advised her to work on shaping mana in complex patterns as it would help with runes, and she did. It was also much less exhausting than drawing the runes themselves. Such a method was more efficient when mana was plentiful. 
 
      
 
    She had asked Solfis how her progress was going, to which he had told her not to worry, and that she would become a powerful caster before magic killed her. 
 
      
 
    Farren stared with wide eyes when she managed to twist a strand of mana into petals around a circle. It was possible to control her mana even outside of her body, so long as it was still connected to the inside. The farther the strand was, the harder it got.  
 
      
 
    Farren looked away and the flower dispersed. She drew a dick instead, erased it, and drew a smiley. 
 
      
 
    Then the first revenant was there. 
 
      
 
    Marruk was at the head of the formation, with Farren and Viv behind and the horse plus sled following at a sedate pace. The revenant was heading north, but ‘she’ turned around when she perceived the coming prey. Viv had a look. It was a dead young female peasant with no obvious wounds. She could have died from starvation or exposure, given how thin the cadaver was. 
 
      
 
    “Well, here is your time to shine, church boy.” 
 
      
 
    Marruk sputtered and Farren placed a gloved hand on his weapon, a mace with a circular head. Without a word, he climbed down his ride and approached the monster. He easily batted the revenant’s awkward attack aside with his shield and cracked her across the head. 
 
      
 
    “In the name of Neriad!” 
 
      
 
    There was a flash of golden light, and the revenant fell to ashes.  
 
      
 
    “Wow. So that’s how they normally do it,” Viv responded, impressed despite herself. Farren turned and gave her a broad grin. 
 
      
 
    “Your turn, witch! Show me the prowess that made lieutenant Cernit sing your praise.” 
 
      
 
    Oh, the young twerp was growing confident. Viv turned around and saw another revenant lurching towards them at a distance. He was probably forty to fifty paces away. This one had been a woodman, and he still had desiccated hands grabbing a rusty axe. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, see that revenant over there?” 
 
      
 
    Farren turned and immediately spotted who she meant. 
 
      
 
    A black spear of energy crossed the distance and stabbed the woodsman in the same moment Farren laid eyes on him. Viv’s victim pretty much disintegrated into a small pile. Viv had refrained from saying the spell for added cool value. She was so familiar with it that the mnemotechnic help of the incantation was no longer necessary. 
 
      
 
    Farren turned back to see Viv leaning forward casually on her saddle, face covered but eyes filled with amusement. She splayed her hands and channeled her inner joker. 
 
      
 
    “It’s… waaah, it’s gone.” 
 
      
 
    She allowed herself a small smile at Farren’s gawping expression. He looked so young like that, far from the prodigy image he seemed to otherwise cultivate. 
 
      
 
    After that awesome display, they kept going with Viv simply erasing the revenants they found on the way. Their population was sparse this close to the edge, and so she used the rest of the day to practice shaping. Interestingly, she learned much from the way the black mana became hers. 
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    They made camp in the late afternoon, by a lone guard tower. The church hideout was below the derelict, through a grate, and where she thought there might have been a water reservoir. There were a few revenants around the safehouse. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like to slay a few more foes, Farren?” 
 
      
 
    She did not mean to be patronizing, yet for an instant, she feared that he would think her mocking. Thankfully, the Voice of Neriad gripped his mace with firm hands and gave her a nod. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Marruk, go with him and protect. I’ll start making camp.” 
 
      
 
    “I go and protect. Yes.” 
 
      
 
    The horses were already inside drinking water from a trough. She went to the sled and started to unpack their sleeping rolls. 
 
      
 
    //Your Grace, there is something I would like to bring to your attention. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    //We are being followed. 
 
      
 
    Viv turned around, suddenly tense. She eyed the opening with worry, before realizing that if Solfis judged the danger to be imminent, he would have reacted. 
 
      
 
    “Elaborate.” 
 
      
 
    //Our pursuer is just one, male from their shape. He followed us since the city, and has remained at a respectable distance. 
 
      
 
    “So he is not undead then. What else can you tell me?” 
 
      
 
    //The pursuer most likely follows an infiltration or assassination path. 
 
    //His stealth ability is quite impressive. 
 
    //Of course, he is no match for my intricate sensor suite. 
 
    //However, neither you nor Marruk stand a chance to locate him, even if you tried. 
 
    //Additionally, Farren is aware of his presence. 
 
      
 
    “How do you know?” Viv asked. She removed fire bricks and a pot from the sled and set out to prepare dinner. 
 
      
 
    //The Voice of Neriad turned around as we crossed the boundaries with the deadlands. 
 
    //The pursuer lowered his visual barrier and allowed our companion to see him. 
 
    //Following which, Farren showed detectable signs of being less tense. 
 
      
 
    “He’s bullshitting us.” 
 
      
 
    //It could be that he prepared something. 
 
    //Or it could be that the pursuer is an insurance, in case you are not as well-intentioned as you seem. 
 
      
 
    “Confronting Farren might be a problem. On the other hand, we are taking a risk by continuing with him. What if we have a battle on our hands and that spy stabs us in the back?” 
 
      
 
    //I see two difficulties with confronting Farren. 
 
    //First, and as far as I could detect, he was truthful when saying that the cause of his coming was to experience the deadlands and fight its denizens. 
 
    //Farren may have extensive experience fooling those with ability to detect falsehood. 
 
    //Which can be expected from every teenager raised by the church of Neriad. 
 
    //Half-truths and technically correct statements are the tools that he has mastered. 
 
    //Therefore, an interrogation could lead to a confrontation we might want to avoid, with few chances of success. 
 
      
 
    “Is it wise to wait, then?” 
 
      
 
    //We will learn more if the spy acts. 
 
    //I propose to wait until after the cave is cleared. 
 
    //If Farren acts in a hostile fashion, this is the optimal moment to do so. 
 
      
 
    “Normally, I would object to taking such a risk, but…” 
 
      
 
    //You have me, yes. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed then.” 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Farren and Marruk returned with tales of victory, as well as a few silver bits and a good knife they found on the remains. Sometimes, the dead kept some of their belongings on them, and there were no reasons to let those go to waste. There were probably tens of thousands of bits in goods and coins to harvest over the plains. 
 
      
 
    Now that she had access to supplies, traveling no longer had to be miserable for Viv. Dinner was a congee with fresh greens, jerky, bread, and a few fruits and nuts for dessert. The evening soon turned festive despite Viv’s suspicion. 
 
      
 
    “So, can I ask you personal questions? Or is it a diplomatic faux-pas in this corner of the world?” 
 
      
 
    “It would be a diplomatic faux-pas if our social positions were farther apart, and if there were more people to witness our exchange. As it is, your inquiries are tolerable. I will frown appropriately, or even huff through my nose if I decide that you go too far.” 
 
      
 
    Oh, she quite liked the young man, it would be a shame to have to kill him if it turned out that he was trying to screw her over. 
 
      
 
    “Appreciated. So, what’s a young man like you with a promising future doing in a senior position at the ass end of Param? A bit curious.” 
 
      
 
    Farren chuckled, still very much the smooth representative. He was clearly more at ease fending off questions than revenant arms.  
 
      
 
    “I was raised in the Neriad complex in Mornyr, the largest of the Northern cities. Mornyr hosts the main branches of more than three religions, including our own. My family is old, but they have little power, so when I finished my school days, I was given a choice. Either I could stay in Mornyr as a junior attendant to our Knight-Principal, or I could get a position with a lot of responsibility anywhere on Param.” 
 
      
 
    “Knight-Principal?” 
 
      
 
    Marruk shook her head with disapproval. 
 
      
 
    “The head of our religion,” Farren explained without missing a beat. 
 
      
 
    “So, why choose that one?” 
 
      
 
    Farren considered the question for a few seconds. 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to help my fellow man in their struggle against the encroaching darkness of the undead hordes.” 
 
      
 
    There was a single, awkward moment of silence as Viv waited for a serious answer. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t believe me?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “You know, my class is Voice of Neriad, so I am indeed dedicated to the common good.” 
 
      
 
    “Of this, I have no doubt, but you feel like someone with a plan.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, very astute. In this case, my plan is to become the next chancellor to the Knight-Principal. You see, by tradition, a Knight-Principal is not an administrator. They are frontline combatants. Our church is designed this way to prevent money and influence from governing us, rather than what is right. To do so, I need to be recommended by a conclave or administrator… or be picked directly by the Knight-Principal himself. As I mentioned, my family has little political power. If I want to pierce through, it must be done here, on the frontline.” 
 
      
 
    “Very ambitious.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not just about power. I fully intend to contribute to the best of my abilities, and I cannot do so if I am too involved in high level politics. One tends to… lose sight of the reality on the ground by staying their whole life in the protected shades of Mornyr’s towers. I want to be the best Voice and the best Voice must start by listening.” 
 
      
 
    His eyes shone with determination this time, and Viv could feel… not exactly power, but something that came of it? Did faith have a physical manifestation here? Maybe it did, because the echo of those thoughts was both soothing and a little bit uncomfortable. Like clean water on a wound. 
 
      
 
    Viv asked more questions about Farren and Mornyr, then answered a few or her own in return. She could remain vague and still share that she had a younger brother and that her dad was a politician. Farren frowned when she mentioned that magic was ‘locked’ where she was. Apparently, a few entities throughout the ages had tried to enslave their spellcasters. It rarely lasted long, and never ended well. 
 
      
 
    They went to bed early that night, not setting a guard. The safehouses had alarms. Viv thought that it was foolish to rely on magical protection alone. She relied on Solfis. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27: Nascent Descent 
 
      
 
    They left the next day after a cold breakfast and mugs of warm klod. Their path led through the empty valleys. The cave appeared out of nowhere. Only flags planted by a previous expedition differentiated the small hill that hid their target from the other ones. 
 
      
 
    Viv looked at the cave entrance. It was square and reinforced by solid blocks of stone. It looked like it could endure for millennia. 
 
      
 
    //This is the remnant of an underground mushroom farm. 
 
      
 
    Viv turned to Solfis, surprised that he would talk. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, so your golem can speak. I was wondering why you would carry it around,” Farren said, while nodding to himself. 
 
      
 
    “What else can you tell us?” Viv asked. 
 
      
 
    //My database indicates that the structure will lead underground, with several caverns linked by a network of tunnels. 
 
    //Some or all of the tunnels may have collapsed. 
 
    //Depending on the size of the installation, the farm could have anywhere between three and seven chambers. 
 
    //Larger farms would have a larger entrance. 
 
      
 
    “I see. How convenient!” Farren continued. “Your golem is a knowledge depository! As expected!” 
 
      
 
    “That he is,” Viv confirmed. “Now, we have a large structure to clear. I propose that we proceed as such: we park the sled here with the horses, then circle around to clear revenants because I don’t want anything on my tail when we clear the cave. Then, we go in slowly. Marruk first with the shield with me behind to provide cover. Farren, you watch our six. Everyone agreed?” 
 
      
 
    “I go first,” Marruk confirmed, and she banged a large fist against her door, errr, shield. 
 
      
 
    “What’s a six?” Farren asked. 
 
      
 
    “Our back. You watch our back.” 
 
      
 
    “How does it relate to six?” 
 
      
 
    Viv pinched the bridge of her nose. Did they even have watches? She hadn’t seen watches. Farren had asked them to be there ‘half a period after sunrise’. 
 
      
 
    “Never mind. You cover my back. Clear?” 
 
      
 
    “What about your beast? The marsh drake.” 
 
      
 
    “...” 
 
      
 
    “...” 
 
      
 
    “Moral support?” 
 
      
 
    “You brought her for moral support?” 
 
      
 
    Viv glared at Farren, who bounced nervously from foot to foot. 
 
      
 
    “Look, she imprinted on me so she is sticking with me and can defend herself, but she’s still far too young. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, alright, it’s your mission.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, so, we are clear on the formation?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I will be your shield!” 
 
      
 
    “Ok, now for the plan. We go to the entrance and make some noise. The entrance can be used as a chokepoint. We stay there until we run out of hostiles, then move in. Rinse and repeat in every tunnel. If a room leads to two different tunnels besides the entrance one, we will stop and plan. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “I make noise on your command, shaman!” Marruk affirmed. Then, her eyes clouded a bit. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, witch.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. We start by sweeping the perimeter, errr, the space around the cave. Come on!” 
 
      
 
    Viv directed Marruk to open the way. They took fifteen minutes to strut around and take down the stragglers. Viv let Farren purify the remains of those Marruk had bashed down. The Kark woman fought with simple, economic movements. Her vertical strikes with the mace showed that she had a lot of power. Viv thought that she might never forget the repetitive crunch of crumpled spines for the rest of her life. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, they made their way back to the entrance, and Marruk stood there looking like a one-woman wall. The entrance was large enough for three strong people to walk abreast, yet somehow, the lone defender seemed to occupy the whole space. She looked back and received a confirmation nod from Viv. 
 
      
 
    The clang of metal on metal resonated ominously in the enclosed space.  
 
      
 
    Viv felt something coming, though she heard nothing. 
 
      
 
    Marruk looked back with a raised brow. 
 
      
 
    “Another?” 
 
      
 
    “No! They are coming. Eyes forward.” 
 
      
 
    The Kark woman reddened furiously. 
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    Good, and not a moment too soon. Viv heard a gurgle and reacted automatically. 
 
      
 
    “Nope shield.” 
 
      
 
    A half-circle of void materialized before their vanguard, and the gut spiller’s bile crashed on it with a vicious hiss. 
 
      
 
    “Gut spiller, be ready,” Viv informed. She dropped the shield as soon as the attack was over. 
 
      
 
    A large specimen was charging at Marruk, arm extended. Viv took a step to the side just as Marruk slammed up and to the side with her door. The massive weapon wooshed through the air as if it weighed nothing, easily batting the powerful arm aside. It was back in position before their foes had the time to take a step back. Its malevolent glare, black where Solfis’ was yellow, shone in the pallid light of the sun. Briefly. 
 
      
 
    “Yoink.” 
 
      
 
    The creature collapsed into itself in a shower of dark ash. 
 
      
 
    “More of them. Hold.” 
 
      
 
    A horde of revenants soon followed. Viv held back a bit just to see how Marruk would fare against the onslaught. 
 
      
 
    Pretty well as it turned out. 
 
      
 
    Again, Marruk’s style was economical, barely letting any part of her body emerge from the shield’s powerful defenses. Skulls were smashed, bodies were bashed, and attacks were interrupted with a perfect sense of timing that spoke of skill and experience both. Viv watched her as, for a handful of seconds, Marruk killed. Savaged remains piled at her feet. 
 
      
 
    “True mass yoink.” 
 
      
 
    Viv shivered as powerful mana filled her conduit. Once again, her body was singing with the power that coursed through it. Even though she knew that it would eventually kill her, it did not matter right now.  
 
      
 
    They waited a bit. Only a shuffling revenant with no legs crawled forward, quickly slain. He had been too slow to keep up with the rest of the bulk. 
 
      
 
    “Move to the entrance to the next cavern. Steady.” 
 
      
 
    Marruk grunted and moved forward. They walked into the side of the cliff, darkness closing around them until Farren lifted an arm. 
 
      
 
    “Neriad, be the light in our time of need.” 
 
      
 
    A golden aura shone outward from all three, wait no, four participants. 
 
      
 
    “Squeee!” 
 
      
 
    “When did that get there?” Farren asked. Viv remained silent as the dragonling climbed on her shoulder and flapped once to stabilize herself. Viv now had a shoulder-mounted, self-propelled dragon, that was cool as cucumber. 
 
      
 
    “Focus,” she ordered everyone including herself, “we’re here. Marruk, bang once.” 
 
      
 
    The door clanged once more. Nothing stirred in the darkness. The cave before them was square and obviously man-made. Whatever furniture or equipment had been used was long gone. Only the ever-present dust piled in the corners. The light around them easily shone across the space to show a decidedly target-poor environment.  
 
      
 
    “Hmmm.” 
 
      
 
    There were two passages heading further. One of them was completely obstructed. The other one showed signs of excavation. 
 
      
 
    “Forward and left. Stop at the entrance of the tunnel.” 
 
      
 
    Another grunt. They moved slowly with Viv standing back and to the side. She saw that the excavation had been made by something with sharp claws, and large hands. At least four to five times the size of human ones. 
 
      
 
    Viv looked at the tracks and thought to herself, ‘Well, that’s not—’ 
 
      
 
    Something surged from the darkness and struck Marruk as Viv hastened her thoughts. By some supreme instinct, the Kark woman managed to angle the door to deflect a vicious swipe that sent sparks flying. The odious shriek of tortured steel rang like thunder on a blue sky. Meanwhile, Viv was already moving. 
 
      
 
    A spear of pure darkness shot forward, thick as a forearm. The overcharged spell stabbed at the attacker… and missed. 
 
      
 
    The spear, still linked to Viv’s closed fist, angled up and right. It struck an arm. Viv felt as much as saw a humanoid form covered in plates, half crawler and half… something else. 
 
      
 
    She connected and flooded the creature’s conduits. They were titanic. After hundreds of victims, killing with yoink had been like exploding a balloon with the stream from a garden hose. Now, it was like filling a tub. 
 
      
 
    And she did. 
 
      
 
    Without thought, overwhelming power invaded the creature’s network, claiming the black and making it hers. The color sang in her core and in her mind, eager to carry out her will. It rampaged through the foreign conduits without restraint. The dire violation sent a tremor through the attacked limb. A second spell lashed out just as the target was retreating. 
 
      
 
    The creature seized the captured arm and ripped it off. It then used the severed limb to intercept the second spell and ran backward, just as Marruk’s mace whistled through the air. The amputated arm turned to ash. 
 
      
 
    Then the creature was gone. 
 
      
 
    “Orrak Makthun!” 
 
      
 
    “Neriad’s cock…” 
 
      
 
    “Bordel de merde.” 
 
      
 
    “Squeeeee!” 
 
      
 
    As one man, the living visitors of the cave expressed their dismay. Farren and Viviane swore the loudest. 
 
      
 
    [Nascent Necrarch: Extremely dangerous, this creature is in the process of evolving into a Necrarch, the most powerful of all natural undead. Although weakened during the transformation, it remains a supremely dangerous existence, capable of clawing through heavy armor.] 
 
      
 
    The golden sheen around Marruk’s shield had faded. In its stead, four diagonal tracks had sliced through wood and reinforced steel alike. Only the dense structure of the door knocker had held long enough to prevent the Kark woman from having her arm shredded.  
 
      
 
    “What. In Enttikku’s hallowed name. Was that?” Marruk asked in a clipped voice. She was breathing heavily, and Viv suspected that her uncanny parry had come at the cost of stamina. 
 
      
 
    Farren took a step back and sat laboriously. 
 
      
 
    “That is the apex existence of the deadlands in the making. A nascent Necrarch. I don’t think we can defeat it, despite Bob’s timely spells. Well done, by the way. I thought we were done for, for sure.” 
 
      
 
    “It was closer than I hoped. Are we going after that thing?” 
 
      
 
    //Before you continue this discussion, we may want to solve the current problem. 
 
      
 
    The three people jumped a little, then Farren swore when he realized that Solfis was standing at their back, as if he had been there all along. He was near the entrance, slightly to the side. 
 
      
 
    “When did you get here?” Viv asked. 
 
      
 
    //At the same time as him, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    Solfis’ yellow glare turned to the side, where there was nothing. 
 
      
 
    Absolutely nothing. 
 
      
 
    “You’d better show yourself, Irao,” Farren asked. 
 
      
 
    A shape emerged from the wall. Well, not literally. Before there was a wall, and now there was a shape. Viv could scarcely believe her eyes as they processed what could only be qualified as a fucking ninja. 
 
      
 
    Really. 
 
      
 
    Black armor wrapped around a thin, lanky build. It looked like a person, if a slightly anorexic one. And just a little crooked. In fact, every aspect of the man disturbed Viv at a fundamental level. His proportions skirted the edge of human limits, and she found herself taking a step back.  
 
      
 
    [Obfuscated: your inspection skill is being blocked.] 
 
      
 
    That didn’t bode well. 
 
      
 
    Farren precluded any complaint by waving his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Not a danger, nothing will happen as long as I am not harmed. Everybody, stay calm.” 
 
      
 
    Marruk kept her shield angled towards where the undead abomination had disappeared, but it was clear that she was feeling ambivalent about this whole bullshit scene and her frantic eyes jumped from one deadly thing to another. 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    Viv patted Arthur’s chest and decided to act decisively. 
 
      
 
    “Marruk, watch the tunnel. Block it with your shield.” 
 
      
 
    The Kark woman nodded and approached the opening with Viv as backup. The value of the door proved itself when it was used as an actual door. The way was blocked. The nascent Necrarch would have to ram through it and Marruk’s sturdy frame to escape. Viv made sure to stay around. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Farren, who, what, and why?” 
 
      
 
    “Irao is here for my protection. He will only act to defend me. Won’t you Irao?” 
 
      
 
    The shape’s attention was fixed on Solfis who was not moving at all. Only Viv knew that the golem’s reserves were very low and that even idleness was too dangerous to sustain. 
 
      
 
    The silence grew uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    “Irao is fine, I promise. He is not… the best with people. I suggest that both him and… your… is that truly a golem?” 
 
      
 
    //I am Solfis, little man. 
 
    //You may think that you are protected by your assassin friend. 
 
    //You are wrong. 
 
    //Tricks and deceptions are of no use against me. 
 
    //TRY ME, AND DIE. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it would be best if the two of you waited by the sled,” Viv suggested. Now was not the time for explanations. 
 
      
 
    “Okay so yes, Irao is an assassin, but I swear on Neriad’s name that I did not intend to hurt you in any way. He is just insurance.” 
 
      
 
    Huh. It was really unambiguous as far as oaths were concerned. Viv shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, but we can talk later. For now, fall back. We won’t be long.” 
 
      
 
    “A nascent ravager is a dangerous adversary, even with your abilities, Bob.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t intend to face it.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, of course. Naturally, I would not expect you to assault such a foe in its very lair.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, nah. What I mean is that I don’t intend to walk down there. Solfis, how deep would you say that thing goes?” 
 
      
 
    //From the blocked off right-hand cavern entrance, I can extrapolate enough to make the following statement. 
 
    //The nascent necrarch has dug a path that is no less than ten paces, and no more than twenty paces deep. 
 
      
 
    “Just the right size then. Marruk, cover me. And you guys, fuck off.” 
 
      
 
    Viv was about to send a blight that would go through that tunnel like a laxative through a large intestine. Shit would get real.  
 
      
 
    “Can I stay and watch, please? We will behave. I swear it on Neriad.” 
 
      
 
    “Ok then. Solfis, stand down, and you? Shut the fuck up.” 
 
      
 
    Solfis returned to his more compact form and Farren stepped back to the entrance with his secret bodyguard, or whatever it was, in tow. It was time for Viv to violate the Geneva Convention on the use of chemical weapons and, by God, she was looking forward to it. 
 
      
 
    Strands of black mana gathered in front of her core. She could have made it appear in her hand, but it made no difference and she found it fancier that way. The orb grew to the size of a tennis ball, both incredibly dense and weightless. She infused it with the idea of destruction. It had become easier to do, and she was tempted to add another rune than just ‘spread’. She refrained, however. Now was not the time to experiment. Instead, she charged it as much as she could. Soon, her breath hastened under the pressure of the spell. Her head tingled. It was time. 
 
      
 
    “Blight.” 
 
      
 
    Just like last time, the globe of darkness expanded into an impenetrable cloud that covered the entire tunnel. A furious hiss soon surrounded Viv as the deleterious mana scathed the walls on its way down. 
 
      
 
    Marruk voiced her worries. 
 
      
 
    “How do we know if something something is dead?” she asked. Viv could not understand the words she had used, but she got the gist of it and soon, Marruk had her answer. 
 
      
 
    They heard a roar of anger, then a shriek of pain, then silence for a few seconds. The shriek resumed and turned frantic. Finally, there was an ear-splitting, maddening trill that ended into a gurgled whisper. When silence finally descended a moment later, no one reacted. 
 
      
 
    “Should we check if it’s dead?” Farren broke the silence in a small voice. 
 
      
 
    “It’s dead,” his companion commented drily. He had a raspy voice, as if his throat had been damaged by smoke. 
 
      
 
    Without a word, the assassin walked back to the entrance and disappeared. Solfis tracked something Viv could not see for a few moments, then his eyes dimmed. 
 
      
 
    “Wow. I had no idea someone so early on her path could unleash such devastation.” 
 
      
 
    Viv wheeled around like a dervish, her gaze now drilling through Farren’s apologetic expression. 
 
      
 
    “Ok, enough bullshit. Explanation time. Why was there an assassin on my back?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28: I CAN EXPLAIN 
 
      
 
    “Hey, can you also explain why you secretly brought a war golem?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t give me that shit, Farren. Solfis is an insurance against strong monsters, and I don’t advertise his abilities because I don’t want to end up with a dagger in my back if someone realizes he is worth a fortune. Are you telling me you brought an assassin as an insurance against monsters? A fucking assassin?” 
 
      
 
    “Where did you find a war golem anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “Faaaarren,” Viv interrupted him. Her voice had turned dangerous. Marruk angled her shield towards the voice of Neriad. Her expression was a mix of anger and disappointment. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t fucking try me,” Viv finished.  
 
      
 
    The thing she recognized as intimidation lashed out. She finally understood what it was. Power and ruthlessness left an imprint on who she was, and the skill was simply the mark on her soul making itself known. It told the other person: I have done terrible things before and I will do them again, to you. 
 
      
 
    “Fine. Let’s all calm down. I’ll tell you the whole truth.” 
 
      
 
    “Make it snappy.” 
 
      
 
    Farren’s pride rebelled at the verbal lash, but he still offered his explanation. 
 
      
 
    “The trip was a test, not one of loyalty, but of capability. I wanted to know how well you could clear undead monsters from enclosed spaces for a project of mine. I am very much satisfied. As for Irao, he… well, he and I go way back. I met him in Mornyr when I was twelve, and he has been looking over me ever since.” 
 
      
 
    “So he was here to protect you from us?” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, so, Irao does what Irao does. I saved his life and, despite my best efforts to tell him that there were no debts, he has followed me. To answer your question, he was here to protect me from everything. Irao is not very loquacious.” 
 
      
 
    “Is he even human?” Viv asked. The strange being clung to the lower cliffs of the uncanny valley as far as she was concerned. 
 
      
 
    “He is a human variant.” 
 
      
 
    Before Viv’s incredulous expression, Farren decided to expand. 
 
      
 
    “He is mostly human. I suppose you don’t have that in your homeland. Hmm, how should I explain? A century and a half ago, an outlander arrived in the distant land of Halluria. That’s northeast of Baran, near the Isthmus. Halluria was, and still is, a lawless den of ignominy, where life is worthless, and the dark gods are openly worshipped. He displayed an amazing ability to twist people into different forms to create chimera using a process he called splicing. His most infamous achievement was the creation of the Hadal Strain humans. They are literally that - a human variant.” 
 
      
 
    Marruk took a protective step towards Viv and made a religious sign before knocking on her shield. The solid woman was obviously shaken at the mention of Hadal Strain people, whatever they were. 
 
      
 
    “He was murdered for that. The Princeps of Halluria wanted an entire subspecies dedicated to assassination. That was until they became the prime targets of those new agents. So many powerful nobles were slain in the following years that the outlander was executed. We have no record of his name. Only his legacy was left behind.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on, are you saying that Irao…” 
 
      
 
    “Is one of them, yes. He is an ancient assassin so far in his path that I don’t know exactly what his limits are. The Hadal Strains have been hunted and killed whenever possible, so I don’t know how many still survive. It doesn’t help that they are not exactly the most social people around.” 
 
      
 
    “What makes them so special?” 
 
      
 
    “They have a few monster traits and an unusually high black attunement. That’s all we know for sure. Many in the church would kill Irao for what he is, but I won’t let them. And I hope you won’t either.” 
 
      
 
    Viv did not have to think about that. Would she risk the wrath of a century-old assassin in the off-chance that it would accrue positive opinion with religious ethnic cleansers? 
 
      
 
    Absolutely the fuck not. 
 
      
 
    “My lips are sealed provided that you come clean with everything. Now.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, getting to it. You are the one who asked the questions, remember? Anyway, Irao is a separate issue. My test relates to the project I have that could propel Kazar to prosperity in less than a generation.” 
 
      
 
    Farren’s demeanor changed. From being afraid and seemingly out of his depth, the young administrator grew animated. Viv recognized the fervor of a man talking about his passion. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, so Kazar is a remote city with little strategic value due to a variety of reasons. First, its remoteness means that resupplying remains a constant challenge, thus stopping any prospect of becoming a trading town. You follow so far?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Viv replied with impatience. 
 
      
 
    “That’s because of the Deathguard forest. The forest is massive and unforgiving. Clearing it is an absolute impossibility. The second is that we have no natural resources to exploit, at least none that would justify the hassle. Even the fertile land is a thin band nearing capacity. All the arable lands west of here, along the sea, are simply too remote to bother. Anyone here would be at the mercy of roaming monsters. But what if there was a way to solve both problems at once?” 
 
      
 
    A guileful smile bloomed on Farren’s face. 
 
      
 
    “Are you familiar with the history of the empire, Miss Bob?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “A long time ago, the Old Empire and the Enorian heartlands were connected by a network of tunnels that snaked through the entire chain. The closest one went through the Min Goles iron mines. I believe that I know where the entrance is. We locate it, and we find a path that bypasses the forest, cuts travel time, and gives us access to iron deposits.” 
 
      
 
    “Thus providing both a shortcut and the resources justifying trade,” Viv finished. 
 
      
 
    “Yes! We only need to make sure that they are clear. Just imagine how much the veins have regrown by now.” 
 
      
 
    Viv blinked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry what?” 
 
    

  
 
    It turned out that, since the planet was sort of ‘alive’, mineral deposits regrew. Viv asked if that meant the tunnels were refilled with stone or something and Farren looked at her like she was retarded. 
 
      
 
    “But… of course not!” 
 
      
 
    “Listen, I’ve never had to work on the minutiae of mining operations before so cut me some fucking slack.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand. In any case, your performance is more than adequate. I came here to make sure that you were on par with war mages despite the fact that you are still early on the path, and you are. I also came, ahem, this is embarrassing.” 
 
      
 
    “To make sure that I was not an asshole?” 
 
      
 
    “In a way. Yes. Or would try to extort me. I did believe that Irao would be enough to protect me, should the worst come to pass. I just did not expect you to have a hidden asset as well.” 
 
      
 
    “You’d better not tell anyone about Solfis.” 
 
      
 
    “On my honor I so swear. In return, I will ask you to also keep Irao’s existence a secret. I would not just be punished by my hierarchy, he would also be tracked down.” 
 
      
 
    “You seem to care about him a great deal.” 
 
      
 
    Farren’s expression turned grim. 
 
      
 
    “I do. However, and with the exception of your golem, Irao is the deadliest being in all of Kazar by a large margin.” 
 
      
 
    This surprised Viv quite a bit. 
 
      
 
    “I assumed that it would be Lady Varska?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I do not mean to demean her, it’s just that assassins are sent after mages for a reason. They are the only ones who can stop a mage before they can bring their power to bear, and Irao is firmly at the top of the assassin path. I have seen what he can do… when he bothers. If hunters come to take him down, it will be a bloodbath, and he will simply disappear.” 
 
      
 
    “So, your plan is to have you, Irao, Marruk and I clear a freaking tunnel? What if there is stuff in there that’s not black-aligned?” 
 
      
 
    “No no, my plan is to have a full retinue of warriors go with you as support. I will come as well, of course. We will find the entrance and explore carefully over a period of a few weeks. I do not expect us to find a way immediately, just as I do not expect the path to be fully cleared. Some measure of digging will certainly occur. I can solicit the local mountain tribes for workers. Sardanal knows that they can use the money, may he bless them with wealth.” 
 
      
 
    Farren seemed to think of something. It was important enough that he now stood next to Viv and spoke in a low voice. 
 
      
 
    “Look, I need you to understand so I will state it one last time. I do not control Irao. I don't even know where he is most of the time. Irao is his own man, and I will do nothing to change that. His kind has been used ruthlessly as tools since the moment of their creation. I refuse to do the same. And there is something else…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Reports of Hadal Strains have decreased over the past decades, so he might very well be the last of his kind. Cut him some slack, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Ok fine. He follows you around because he is grateful and that’s it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Pretty much that.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. Ok. Anyway, let’s check the tunnel then go.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    With Marruk first, they walked down to find that the nascent Necrarch had dug through the next room but failed to properly clear it. There was a sort of circular space at the end that reminded Viv of a lair or something. It had been wiped completely clean. There was only one thing left. 
 
      
 
    “What a good find,” Farren said, as he kneeled to pick up a black sphere. 
 
      
 
    “What's that?” Viv asked. 
 
      
 
    “A black-aligned core. Very rare, considering what you have to kill to get one. Of course, a nascent Necrarch would have one. You can find them in very old gut spillers as well. It will contain mana that can be used at a later date by drawing from it. Black-aligned cores can only store energy from the relevant color, so it can only be used for specific tasks. Here, take it.” 
 
      
 
    Farren deposited the sphere in her hands. It was slightly larger than a tennis ball and had this strange mix of heaviness and weightlessness she associated with mana items. There was a trickle of energy inside. It was also much smaller than what Solfis used in his current frame, much less the past one. Apparently, nascent Necrarch did not hold a candle to adult dragons. 
 
      
 
    “I’m guessing that it’s worth its volume in gold?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Several times over,” Farren confirmed, “but there would be no way to turn it to coin here in Kazar, at least not without a massive discount. Lady Varska mostly channels brown mana, so she would have no use for it.” 
 
      
 
    Viv understood the concept of illiquid assets. She also wanted the thing for herself, and for good reason. 
 
      
 
    She pushed some mana inside and felt it coil in the strange receptacle. The core could hold it as if it were inside of her own body. She had found a fucking battery, and she really, really wanted to keep it. 
 
      
 
    “You can keep it for yourself,” Farren declared as if reading her mind. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” Viv asked. It was a very generous offer. 
 
      
 
    “Knight-Principal Cormick once said, a good leader uses everyone and everything to the best of their abilities. Your men, your gear, the environment, and your foes, all are tools in the arsenal of the mindful captain.” 
 
      
 
    This… did not sound stupid at all? 
 
      
 
    “Huh.” 
 
      
 
    “I am investing in you, Bob. With your skills at my side, my plan has a much better chance of succeeding. Please consider this as an apology for doubting you as well as a show of good faith.” 
 
      
 
    Amusingly, it was Marruk who was now eyeing the Voice with no small amount of disappointment. It appeared that the Kark found his plotting distasteful. 
 
      
 
    “Consider me placated,” Viv admitted. The man was the right amount of ambitious and idealistic. She could respect that. 
 
      
 
    “A core this size would best be used in a construct shaped like a staff, or whatever strikes your fancy. I know that northern mages prefer sword pommels. Sadly, no one here has the know-how to create a suitable frame.” 
 
      
 
    “I expected that much.” 
 
      
 
    “Our little frontier town still has much to acquire.” 
 
      
 
    They headed back up. Viv was the second out after Marruk and she found the slightly misshapen shape of Irao sitting on the floor. The ground around him had a pile of ash she had not seen before. The assassin probably had ways to kill the unkillable. 
 
      
 
    As she watched, he reached towards his ninja headdress and slowly unfolded it. Viv looked on with curiosity. 
 
      
 
    Irao was completely bald. He barely even had eyebrows. His skull was large and shaped a bit strangely, with a certain reptilian quality to it. The man was on the bony, ugly side of the spectrum, but it was his eyes and teeth that sealed the deal. All his teeth were slightly sharp, which he revealed by taking a deep breath. His pupils were slitted like a cat’s, and the iris covered much of the sclera. They were dark brown.  
 
      
 
    Viv was unimpressed. 
 
      
 
    After weeks spent killing horrors that smelled like skunk knickers and looked like a rectal prolapse, Irao’s face was not even in the top ten of disgusting things she had endured in the past month. Hell, he was not even the ugliest person she had met before coming here.  
 
      
 
    “Yes?” she asked politely, because it would not hurt staying polite with a genetically engineered assassin. 
 
      
 
    “Hellow. I want to spar with your golem.” 
 
      
 
    As before, the voice was raspy and slightly disturbing. Viv considered what Farren had said about Irao’s antisocial behavior. She tried to formulate a refusal that would not offend before realizing that this was the wrong thing to do. 
 
      
 
    “Solfis is intelligent. Ask him directly.” 
 
      
 
    The assassin blinked; the gesture unexpectedly normal. It made him look like a person. 
 
      
 
    Irao stood up and deliberately walked to Solfis’ frame, which Marruk had helpfully replaced in the sled. 
 
      
 
    “Spar with me?” 
 
      
 
    //I only fight to kill. 
 
    //Your death would harm the princess’ cause. 
 
    //Therefore, I must refuse. 
 
      
 
    “I understand.” 
 
      
 
    Viv turned to gage the assassin’s reaction, only to find that he had already disappeared from her sight. 
 
      
 
    They decided to make their way back without waiting. Forcing it, they would be back in Kazar by nightfall. The horses had magically-induced stamina, after all. 
 
      
 
    Marruk used the opportunity afforded when Farren stepped away to attend to a natural need. She leaned towards Viv. 
 
      
 
    “Do all humans have plans within plans?” she asked. Viv felt that this was an important moment. 
 
      
 
    So far, Marruk had remained carefully professional. Viv was not a fan of cajoling people into liking her, and she also estimated that it would throw the poor Kark off. It was, therefore, the first time that she had asked a question that did not immediately relate to living or working together. It was her first personal question. 
 
      
 
    She was opening up. Viv scarcely believed her ears. 
 
      
 
    As for the question itself, it related to something she had asked herself for years. Are people bad because they plan and manipulate? Are manipulation and influence bad or neutral tools? Where does brainwashing stop and conviction start? Is it wrong to use people who lack critical thinking to your own end?  
 
      
 
    She should have read more books. 
 
      
 
    In any case, she had found an answer that sort of suited her. It had, to her annoyance, come from her dad. 
 
      
 
    “Anybody with a smidgen of authority needs them, or they will fail the people they lead.” 
 
      
 
    Then, after a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Do you understand?” 
 
      
 
    Marruk’s eyes narrowed. She did not like the conversation much, but Viv’s stoic expression showed genuine concern and the strong woman was sensitive to it. 
 
      
 
    “You mean that Farren schemes because everyone else schemes?” 
 
      
 
    “Schemes implies carrying out something illegal or morally wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “Morally long?”  
 
      
 
    This fucking weird language barrier. 
 
      
 
    “Bad. Something bad. Farren wants to do something good. He has a plan.” 
 
      
 
    “Why hide the plan from everyone? Why hide his reasons from us?” 
 
      
 
    “You know that humans are hard to trust.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    “Humans are hard to trust for other humans. Farren also needs help from other people who have other goals than just helping him. That is why he hides and plans and asks. A cold mind serving a warm heart, that is the best. I think.” 
 
      
 
    “A cold mind serving a warm heart…” Marruk repeated, considering. Eventually, she nodded to herself. 
 
      
 
    “I think you told the truth about humans. This is a good sentence. It also makes the humans look better in my eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “That is good to hear.” 
 
      
 
    Farren returned then, whistling, and fastening his belt. 
 
      
 
    “I have decided to forgive you,” Marruk informed him with a solemn voice. 
 
      
 
    The Voice of Neriad froze like a deer in headlights, much to Viv’s amusement. 
 
      
 
    “Hmmm, thank you?” 
 
      
 
    “If another assassin appears at my back when I am fighting a dangerous monster and this is your fault, I will still strike you down. Warm heart or not. Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmmm yes, Marruk, of course. I apologize, I didn't mean to startle you.” 
 
      
 
    “Remember. No more surprises.” 
 
      
 
    “I will do my best.” 
 
      
 
    Viv could not help but smirk when Farren climbed back on his horse with visible dismay. Serves him right, she thought. Also, Marruk’s allegiance was successfully transferred to her. 
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29: I am starting a collection 
 
    
  
 
    The trip back was spent mostly in silence. They all had things to mull over. They returned the horses, then Viv left Farren on the doorstep of the temple just as the sun was setting. They walked to what she had come to call home. 
 
      
 
    And to an unpleasant surprise. 
 
      
 
    Three people waited for them by the entrance. There was the male mercenary with a villainous moustache and cheeks pitted with scars who had insulted Marruk when Viv had first met her. He was still wearing chainmail under a leather surcoat. By his side were two other men. One was tall and strong, and looked rather uncomfortable while the other was small and wore an ill-fitting leather jerkin. He was trying to grow a moustache and failing rather miserably. 
 
      
 
    “Walk in, then stand by the door,” she whispered to Marruk. The Kark looked surprised, but she nodded in acknowledgement. 
 
      
 
    Her little troop approached the mercenaries, then left them behind as they walked left and through the fence gates leading to their front porch. Viv bent forward to pick up her stuff from the sled but stopped when the taller mercenary placed a hand on the fence. 
 
      
 
    “This is a private property,” she told him in a cold tone. 
 
      
 
    The brawny man turned to his boss, who elbowed the scrawny lad with little discretion. Marruk had taken a step forward and her hand was on her mace. Her eyes scanned the street and the house for more threats. Arthur clawed her way out of her nest, glaring at the newcomers with undisguised appetite. 
 
      
 
    “My boss says that you speak Old Imperial, so I’ll speak Old Imperial for him.” 
 
      
 
    Viv waited. 
 
      
 
    “Right. My boss says that we heard that the tunnel contract was closed. He said that it was bad practice to steal a job from other mercenaries, especially from him.” 
 
      
 
    “Curious. I was under the impression that he had refused.” 
 
      
 
    The scrawny one turned and translated. The chainmail boss spoke Enorian, but with a thick accent that made him hard to follow for Viv. She really had to find time to learn the vernacular. 
 
      
 
    “My boss says that he and Farren were negotiating his wage. He says that you owe him for the lost opportunity,” the scrawny man translated with some hesitation. 
 
      
 
    A wave of fear went through Viv. It came from the chainmail man, and she recognized it well. It was intimidation. She instinctively fought back with her own, but it was not enough. The sense of dread the mercenary emitted was palpable. 
 
      
 
    Viv had not spent her youth being exhibited by her politician dad without learning how to hide her emotions. She did it now. She took a deep breath and let the fear wash through her once. When her breath ended, the fear was in the background. It was still there, but it was no longer paralyzing. Just something that gripped her guts and made her want to swallow her saliva. 
 
      
 
    “Your boss wants money?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the man said, suddenly hopeful. 
 
      
 
    One thing she knew was that she could not let herself be bullied, not even once. If you allowed it to happen once, it would haunt you for a long time. She had to act now, so she removed her purse from a pocket under Marruk’s scandalized gaze, took a single iron bit, and threw it on the ground beyond the fence where it plinked against a stone. 
 
      
 
    “Tell your boss that if he sings me a nice song, I’ll consider giving him another.” 
 
      
 
    The scrawny mercenary’s answer choked in his throat. 
 
      
 
    “Tell him.” 
 
      
 
    The man turned around and translated with visible fear. The boss’ anger leaked from his expression as his smile grew strained. Viv did not understand. Casters were supposed to be scary. Was it because she was inexperienced and the man knew it, somehow? 
 
      
 
    “My boss says that you are far from your home, and that you never know when something bad might happen and you might need friends. It’s not that filthy Kark who—” 
 
      
 
    The boss had withdrawn a dagger from a hidden sheath and was checking its sharpness with a thumb. This, Viv could not tolerate. 
 
      
 
    A charged purge spell shot from her right shoulder, before angling down. As expected, the mercenary saw it coming, but surprise and the strange trajectory threw him off enough for the spear to land. The dagger’s tip fell to the ground as the entire blade was severed near the handle. If it could cut through stone, it could definitely cut through half a centimeter of iron. 
 
      
 
    “If you show me a naked blade again, I will assume that you intend to use it,” she coldly declared. Inside, she felt super giddy because that was definitely on the awesome side of banter. Like a girl Dirty Harry. Speaking of which… 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Intimidation: Intermediate 2 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    That goon must have thugged vigorously to reach a higher intimidation level than hers because she was most certainly working hard.   
 
      
 
    “I think this discussion has gone on long enough. Feel free to leave now, I am done listening to you.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t use magic against us!” the young man yelped. “It’s illegal!” 
 
      
 
    “Feel free to complain to the relevant authorities then. I wonder who they will listen to. A bunch of useless dogs or a church-sanctioned witch? Now scram, or I’ll start aiming for shorter blades.” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t over!” 
 
      
 
    Viv scoffed and walked in with her pack; eyes opened for anything weird. She and Marruk checked every room since she was feeling that her space had been violated, but that was probably just the idiots outside. She checked and they had left. Someone had pissed on the fence by the door though; Marruk cleaned it with a bit of fresh water. 
 
      
 
    Petty. 
 
      
 
    Viv’s attention was captured by something new. By the inner door, there was a box with a slit and a small flag that was currently up. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, we have mail.” 
 
      
 
    Inside, she found two envelopes, which she brought back inside. Marruk had lit up the mana stones providing light as twilight gave way to the dark. The Kark woman was already lighting a fire to prepare dinner. 
 
      
 
    The first missive came from Lady Varska. She invited Viv to join her for tea the next day if it pleased her. The letter was polite and the handwriting smooth. The paper also smelled faintly of flowers. 
 
      
 
    The second letter was much more formal and sort of summoned her to meet the mayor at her soonest convenience. It was signed by the head honcho herself, Resh Ganimatalo.  
 
      
 
    “Looks like we poked the hornet’s nest.” 
 
      
 
    //Your Grace? 
 
      
 
    Viv turned around to see Solfis deployed and operational. His yellow glare was fixed on something at her back. 
 
      
 
    Someone knocked on their door. 
 
      
 
    Marruk jumped around at the same time as Viv. Irao stood in the room with them, one fist on the gate. 
 
      
 
    Bong bong bong. 
 
      
 
    The assassin lowered his hand and waited politely. 
 
      
 
    “Errr. Come in?” 
 
      
 
    Irao smiled and bowed; the gesture strangely graceful. 
 
      
 
    “Hellow.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you want, Irao?” 
 
      
 
    He stopped and seemed to give it some thought. 
 
      
 
    “A safe haven for my people.” 
 
      
 
    Viv massaged the bridge of her nose and tried again. 
 
      
 
    “I will consent to it when I am the undisputed queen of my own country. Now, what can I help you with right here, right now, and within reason?” 
 
      
 
    The man pointed at the door to one of the empty bedrooms they had kept as is. 
 
      
 
    “Spare space?” 
 
      
 
    Oh fuck no. 
 
      
 
    “You want to… live with us?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. 
 
      
 
    Ok ok, that was weird. That was definitely weird. And creepy. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, she was looking to improve the security of the place. There was no doubt in her mind that Mr. Chainmail would come back at some point to annoy her or something, and the presence of a legendary assassin could help? If Solfis was not around? Maybe? 
 
      
 
    Actually, there was another reason to accept. It felt like a test, or a challenge. The cave, then showing his face to her, then now? He was testing her. He was… testing her acceptance. 
 
      
 
    Farren had said that Irao was bad with people, not that he was a manipulative asshole.  
 
      
 
    Ok, so far, Viv had gathered as followers an arcane terminator made of bones, a small pantry-raiding pocket dragon, a big exile from some non-human steppes people, and now there was the possibility of getting a weirdo assassin as well. Was she growing a collection? Would she get a prize if she got ten of them? 
 
      
 
    In the end, it was Irao’s patient face that made her decision.  
 
      
 
    “Base rules: you clean up after yourself, no noise at odd hours and no stealing stuff. If you absolutely need something, you ask me. And don’t spook Marruk.” 
 
      
 
    The assassin nodded. He walked to his newly designated room and… disappeared. 
 
      
 
    Viv wondered for a moment how he knew which room was empty. Better not dwell on it. She turned to Marruk, only to realize that she had been quite rude. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I should have asked you as well.” 
 
      
 
    Yet, to her surprise, the strong woman merely shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “It is your home. Also, I cannot blame you for giving him a chance. You gave me one as well. If I refuse it to others, it makes me fake-hearted.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, err, thank you.” 
 
      
 
    The Kark’s unexpected generosity surprised her. Arthur, however, was less enthused. As for Solfis, she feared the worst.  
 
      
 
    When the meal was ready, they were surprised to see that Irao joined them. He brought only pickled vegetables. Viv had a try and thought that it was acidic enough to sand wallpaper off, but for some reasons Marruk loved it. She crunched it between her large teeth with obvious delight. They shared the rest of the food. Irao piled a little bit of everything on his plate and excused himself back to his room. Viv and Marruk wished him good night, and the door closed with a whisper. 
 
      
 
    It was a bit weird to Viv, but more like the normal weird of getting to meet quirky people and less the new ‘undead abominations and bolts of pure darkness’ weird, and that was refreshing.  
 
      
 
    Since Marruk had cooked, Viv said she would handle the dishes and the tall woman retreated to her own territory. Arthur settled in her covers and Viv started to charge the core. 
 
      
 
    “I may have acted a bit hastily.” 
 
      
 
    //One must seize the moment, Your Grace. 
 
    //Learn from your choices, but do not regret being decisive. 
 
    //Sometimes, a good choice taken too late is worse than a bad choice taken in time. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm. Yeah, well, are you not worried about him?” 
 
      
 
    //Irao is probably at, or close to the fifth step of his path. 
 
    //Most people branch at some point - for example, Lady Varska is a court mage, according to Farren. 
 
    //This means that she is on the third step of spellcasting and the first or second of a courtly path. 
 
    //On the contrary, Irao is extremely specialized, from what I have discerned. 
 
      
 
    “Does that mean that I will have to branch out as well?” 
 
      
 
    //Sometimes, it can be productive to do so. 
 
    //The requirement to improve one’s path increases dramatically with each new step. 
 
    //It can be profitable to branch out on the third step and return to your main path later, while still practicing the relevant skills. 
 
    //For example, novice, apprentice, mage, court mage, court archmage. 
 
    //Or novice, apprentice, mage, court mage, arcane advisor, council archmage. 
 
      
 
    “Ok. Hmm, you moved a lot today. What are your reserves like?” 
 
      
 
    //They are at 13%. 
 
    //In terms of time, I only moved for less than four consecutive seconds. 
 
    //Do not worry overmuch. 
 
    //We should still make sure that my energy levels are at least at 30% to guarantee several minutes of autonomy. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. I was invited, though invited might be inadequate, to visit the mayor and the resident mage tomorrow. Any advice?” 
 
      
 
    //You were wise to answer Farren’s call, Your Grace. 
 
    //Now, you will meet them because they requested your presence, not because you have something to ask. 
 
    //They will want to know where you stand, and what your goal is. 
 
      
 
    “Should I tell them that I need help for my wounded soul? Perhaps the mage knows something.” 
 
      
 
    //I would advise you to listen and remain evasive. 
 
    //They will seek to bind you to their cause. 
 
    //The more we know about their respective agendas, the better we will be able to navigate the treacherous waters of frontier diplomacy. 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough. I don’t think I can have you attend though.” 
 
      
 
    //You should ask Marruk to strap me to her back. 
 
    //Your meeting with the mage is a risk. 
 
    //She is the only one who can disable you with certainty. 
 
      
 
    “Fine. How about protecting this place? I know that runes can be placed on stones. Is there any way to secure the house while we live here?” 
 
      
 
    //Although I possess advanced knowledge on training, my spell collection is much smaller. 
 
    //I can, however, propose several alarm constructs. 
 
    //They will remain basic, but you should be able to create them. 
 
    //I will teach you now, and you can cast them tomorrow when you leave. 
 
      
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
      
 
    //There is something else, before we start with your evening practice. 
 
      
 
    “Do tell.” 
 
      
 
    It should be impossible to perceive Solfis’ mood, seeing as he had no facial traits, and yet, Viv found herself thinking that the Golem’s shining yellow eyes assessed her. 
 
      
 
    //Farren will fail. 
 
      
 
    That was unexpected. 
 
      
 
    “How do you figure?” 
 
      
 
    //When Irlefen was young, he designed a canal network project for one of the capital’s premier engineer guilds. 
 
    //His team leader took credit and got promoted as a result. 
 
    //Farren is brilliant, but naive. 
 
    //He left the political center of the church seeking opportunity; instead, he should have stayed and found a patron.  
 
    //Then, he could leave. 
 
    //As he is, a successful project will be taken over by his superior in the church. 
 
      
 
    “You expect the local church leaders to act in such a way? Farren himself seems mostly honorable.” 
 
      
 
    //He himself admitted to leaving Mornyr because of a lack of political support. 
 
    //Those who create new supply lines are administrators, not knights. 
 
    //The project will be taken over as soon as it looks promising. 
 
    //Although he may take some credit, the majority of the glory will fall to another. 
 
      
 
    “You seem confident.” 
 
      
 
    //From the databanks I have access to, this is by far the most likely scenario. 
 
      
 
    “I should warn him.” 
 
      
 
    //Absolutely not, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    “But… why?” 
 
      
 
    //Observations show that the carrier of bad news shares part of the resentment. 
 
    //We might also be wrong, though the chances are slim. 
 
    //Finally, Farren has the mental profile of an idealist. 
 
    //Idealists show the most distress when betrayed by their own factions. 
 
    //After it is done, he will be ripe for the taking. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    //It means that we will be able to attract him to our cause. 
 
    //Although your… unique charm… has certainly attracted… interesting profiles… to our banner, you need talented administrators to handle the day-to-day operations. 
 
    //Farren will do nicely. 
 
      
 
    “Still on about the genocidal maniac skill?” 
 
      
 
    //It will merely be a beneficial side effect of my ultimate goal. 
 
      
 
    Viv froze in her tracks, her eyes going from the core to Solfis’ cold glare. 
 
      
 
    “Solfis, what’s your ultimate goal?” 
 
      
 
    She felt a smile. 
 
      
 
    //I could tell you if you ordered me to share. 
 
    //However, I would prefer to tell you at a later date. 
 
      
 
    And that was it. Viv drew the line at ordering Solfis to do stuff he did not want to do. To compel someone hard-wired to obey was closer to brainwashing than she was comfortable with. She finished charging Solfis and considered using the black mana core to keep going, then reconsidered. Charging Solfis would be a matter of months. She would go to the edge of the deadlands to charge the core on occasion, then use the energy trapped within to help her practice longer. Tomorrow. She would keep it charged as an ace in the hole in her meeting with Lady Varska and practice perception and absorption until it was time to sleep. 
 
      
 
    She missed the internet. 
 
      
 
    Her bed was reasonably warm after purchasing heavy sheets, and she meditated there for a while. Later, she was disturbed by a small form tapping something on her left knee. It was Arthur. 
 
      
 
    “Is that… the bestiary?” 
 
      
 
    The dragonling was holding the book in her front claws, using her opposable thumb to good effect. The sharp ends dug a bit in the leather cover, but Viv found it hard to get angry. It was so cute! And slightly disturbing. 
 
      
 
    Once more, the tiny monster bridged the gap between animal and toddler, really. She was not sure how to handle this.  
 
      
 
    “Sure, I’ll read it for you. Give it here.” 
 
      
 
    Arthur climbed on her lap. Wings brushed against Viv’s nose. The skin there was smooth and warm. Actually, her entire body was like a heater, nice and toasty. Viv started in her softest voice as if she was reading Snow White. 
 
      
 
    “Beastlings are some of the vilest, nastiest creatures to walk Param, spreading filth and stealing children wherever they go. Those debased monstrosities live in diseased dwellings…” 
 
      
 
    It was like telling a story to kids until they fell asleep. 
 
    



  
 
    Arthur watched her human, with her flappy mouth, which had made her usual soft borgle bargle sounds as she collapsed against her pillow. Her breathing was light and relaxed. 
 
      
 
    Arthur grabbed the precious image-thing between two light fingers, but the white flat things flipped and showed a different image. 
 
      
 
    She picked the item again and stopped when she saw something that piqued her interest. 
 
      
 
    There, on one of the flat things, wings spread wide, was a massive, scaled creature roasting a contingent of metal-clad humans. The form was familiar. She counted the appendages. 
 
      
 
    Two front limbs. Check. 
 
      
 
    Two back limbs. Check. 
 
      
 
    A pair of wings. Check. 
 
      
 
    A tail. Check.  
 
      
 
    A majestic muzzle filled with proper teeth. Check. 
 
      
 
    Somewhere in her growing brain, connections were established. 
 
      
 
    She looked at the size of the humans. They were so tiny! 
 
      
 
    And the creature was so big. 
 
      
 
    “Squee?”
  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30: Bloody Business
  
 
    Viv took a deep breath next to Kazar’s huge tree. Leaves were unfolding all across its foliage, a beautiful and delicate shade of lilac. The pure and fresh air filled her lungs with the promise of spring. It lessened the physical discomfort she was in right now. Even a magically-enhanced constitution did not suffice to offset all the shit she had been through in the past month. Perhaps a day of relaxation was warranted. 
 
      
 
    Also, she was wearing a comfortable loose linen dress that managed to look good while still feeling as comfortable as pajamas. And she had just gotten paid. 
 
      
 
    Five gold talents, over a thousand bits total for the whole expedition, plus some change for all the revenants they had been slain on the way. That part, Viv split in two with a flustered Marruk on top of her pay. She had also officially given her equipment to the bodyguard as a ‘hiring bonus’. The tall Kark woman was clearly unused to such ‘generosity’ and was now following Viv sheepishly, not sure how to act. Viv’s opinion was mixed. On the one hand, she had gone beyond their contract to the other woman’s benefit. On the other hand, she had kept more than eight tenths of their total bounty for herself, and her bodyguard was fiercely grateful. Cutthroat capitalism at its finest. 
 
      
 
    The gold was nice to have, although she did not really have anything to spend it on for now. There was a trade caravan scheduled to arrive soon, so perhaps there would be something then. In the meanwhile, she had VIPs to butter up, starting with the mayor. 
 
      
 
    Resh Ganimatalo. The police officer who had probed her, Tars, had mentioned that Mayor Ganimatalo had been at the head of the town for a few years already, and developing Kazar was her life’s work.  
 
      
 
    She walked right to the town hall with Marruk in tow. The ancient edifice stood in the center of the plaza, facing both road exits. It had started as a single, stocky building with more expansions added as the years passed by, and the lonely outpost had turned into a large village. The result showed an eclectic mix of architecture and building materials that gave the hall an organic feeling, the impression reinforced by the flower beds and trees surrounding the compound. A single guard bearing the Kazar coat of arms saluted her as she came in but hesitated when Marruk followed. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, apologies Lady Bob. May I request that you leave your weapons at the entrance? It’s the something something.” 
 
      
 
    Farren had agreed to Enorian lessons and Viv was looking forward to it. With the magical bullshittery and how close the language was to Old Imperial, she was confident that she would be able to master it in no time. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah yeah, ok.” 
 
      
 
    They moved into the compound and through a path along a small garden to the largest wing. Viv walked into a traditional waiting room that would not look out of place in a modern administrative center, were it not for the fashion and signs of magic. A man in colorful clothes was bending iron twigs into circles with his bare hands, while a teenager pressed both hands on his scraped knee. Viv saw the tell-tale halo of life magic at work. 
 
      
 
    “Mayor Ganimatalo is in a meeting. She will receive you shortly,” a pale woman in a neat outfit told her. It was green and asymmetrical, and closed over her left shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Viv found a chair and realized that she should have brought a book. She had left Arthur behind with alarm wards and food, the dragonling a bit more independent now. She started drawing runes out of boredom before realizing that the black symbols upset the other people here. It had become clear that the building hosted the city’s few civil servants, and it saw a lot of traffic from magic-fearing locals. 
 
      
 
    Instead, Viv used this opportunity to study the people coming and going out of rooms that, she assumed, were offices. Their well-made clothes were rich in patterns yet poor in adornments. Viv thought that she must have seen perhaps two rings and a necklace throughout the entire walk here. They spoke of people who had come here with nothing and made the best of it. They were also subdued, with none of the bluster she expected from entitled folks faced with the pit falls of bureaucracy. Everyone was guarded before they even noticed her in their midst.  
 
      
 
    It took a good twenty minutes for her to be called and she judged that it was on purpose. Her suspicion only deepened when the clerk led her deeper into the complex, up a flight of painted stairs and into a richly decorated office. Marruk was ordered to stay behind with Solfis hidden in a large bag on her back. 
 
      
 
    The mayoral office contrasted with the rest of the building as it was possibly the first room she had visited since her relocation that had a single decorative theme. The colors were amber and brown, both on the wall and in the furniture. A monumental desk of polished wood hosted documents and trinkets of unknown function, some of them magical. There were two people waiting for her. She was not offered a seat. She took one anyway. 
 
      
 
    A man leaned in a comfortable chair on the side, in a neutral position. He wore a clean tabard showing the Kazar tree on a white background over a genuine plate armor, which he wore as if it weighed nothing. The gauntlets showed marks of impacts, and a heavy sword hung by his side. The woman sitting on the chair was a northerner with the same dark skin and amber eyes as the banker she had met earlier. She had her gray hair in thick strands held together by golden rings. Other signs of age were obvious in the wrinkles around her eyes and the hollowness of her cheeks, yet she bore her age with more grace than Viv had ever seen in anyone. There was a magnetic presence about the woman, one that made her think of intimidation but not quite. The pair’s game was clear, and only made Viv feel more irritated as her discomfort took a familiar direction. 
 
      
 
    The mayor spoke first. Her voice was higher pitched than Viv expected, and melodious. Her Old Imperial was perfect. 
 
      
 
    “You finally deign to grace us with your presence, witch Bob. It took you only five days to come and greet the authorities of this town, and after I summoned you, I may add.” 
 
      
 
    So that’s how it was. The two to her one, the presence of weapons, the rich appearance, not offering her a seat. They were trying intimidation. 
 
      
 
    The most effective technique against intimidation and bullying was self-esteem, in Viv’s experience, and she had quite a bit of that now. Viv had undergone a major crisis when she had turned sixteen, one that put her at odds with her father whom she had previously held in very high regard. It had taken her quite some time to rebuild confidence, but she had done it just in time to escape his plans. When compared with the smooth, corrupt politician, these people here were amateurs.  
 
      
 
    What surprised her was that Tars must have told the man who could only be Captain Corel, the leader of the guard, about her. He should know that she was no wild talent raised by wolves. Or whatever the Nyil equivalent was. It could be that Ganimatalo was using some sort of advanced manipulative strategy to achieve some obscure goal, but she doubted it. People were not perfect. Busy people sometimes overlooked things. Her dad had been a fervent supporter of the Hanlon paradigm: never attribute to malice that which can be adequately explained by stupidity. 
 
      
 
    The two idiots had goofed for sure. 
 
      
 
    Now, she could engage in a subtle game of threats, insults, and the proper use of body language for intimidation purposes, but she had a good way to kill two birds with one stone. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, where are the lavatories?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    The woman facing her blinked and opened her mouth, then closed it again with a click. 
 
      
 
    “The bathrooms? Cabinet? Water closet?” Viv insisted. 
 
      
 
    “Are you mocking me?” 
 
      
 
    No, Viv was not, in fact, taking the piss. It was another kind of emergency. That sticky wetness was all too familiar. The English were invading. She was being visited by her aunt Flo. Moses was parting the red sea. Shark week was upon her.  
 
      
 
    The last time it should have happened would have been when she was in the Cassian springs. Apparently, being reassembled at a molecular level had thrown her hormones out of whack, and things were only now returning to their natural course. 
 
      
 
    “The fucking bathroom, woman. It’s an emergency.” 
 
      
 
    The mayor sensed the seriousness of the situation and sent her to an appropriate place, where Viv had to sacrifice a sock. Even when she was sent to fantasy land, she still had to contend with all this old bullshit. Ridiculous. Did the women in Lord of the Rings struggle with those things? Nooooo absolutely the fuck not. Their ordeals were to deal with Viggo Mortensen’s raw sexiness and that armored dude on the flying lamprey.  At least that explained today’s discomfort and yesterday’s timid resurrection of her libido, not that it had led to anything. 
 
      
 
    Once secure, she returned to see her two hosts where she had left them. 
 
      
 
    “So, was there anything specific you wanted, or did you just want to get to know me? Because I’m feeling rather poorly, and I really need to go.” 
 
      
 
    “Sit down,” the mayor ordered. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take that as a no. Bye then.” 
 
      
 
    The door banged open behind her, and the guard captain stomped into the corridor. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Bob, you are making a serious mistake.” 
 
      
 
    “The mistake I made was coming here.” 
 
      
 
    “I would not want to have to use force.” 
 
      
 
    A deep, terrible silence spread across the room. The annoyance in Viv’s heart turned fiery and vicious, and when she stopped and turned, her voice was loaded with the promise of death. 
 
      
 
    “No, you really wouldn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “If you use magic—” 
 
      
 
    “Lay your hand on me, lose the hand, asshole.” 
 
      
 
    “The law…” 
 
      
 
    “Look at me. Look at me. There. Do you see me caring, at all? Do you want to test me? Is there any magic around that regrows hands? Because that’s what this is about right here, right now. You, me, and your silly games. I don’t care about what you and the hag want. I’m already gone. There is nothing you can do to change that even if you put your life on the line. Got it? Good. Until you have something worthwhile to say, piss off and leave me be. Alright? Bye.” 
 
      
 
    Viv stormed out of the building with a confused Marruk in tow. She looked around the plaza, seeking help. There was none to be found. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
      
 
    “Tower now?” 
 
      
 
    “No. We… are going to the brothel.” 
 
    



  
 
    The Spotted Feather had a selection of lightly enchanted rags that kept themselves clean and soft and warm, and a soothing herbal mix that was already doing wonders. Viv was in her previous room with a positively purple Marruk carted off to her own place.  
 
      
 
    “It’s just for a bath,” Viv had insisted, “I’ll pay the fee for you.” 
 
      
 
    Marruk had stuttered something about not being interested in humans, which had instantly turned the two nearby ‘filles-de-joie’ teasing and provocative. One of them had made an innocuous comment about ‘what big hands you have’ and the Kark had emitted a distressed sound. 
 
      
 
    Now Viv finally gave herself a break. Courtesan Yan had left her to her own devices. 
 
      
 
    Her meeting with the mayor had gone catastrophically, but now things were looking up. Everyone had had lunch together and Viv felt ready to face the rest of the day. Only Solfis found cause to complain. 
 
      
 
    //I can do it in three minutes from door to door. 
 
    //No one will say a thing. 
 
      
 
    “No, you may not murder the mayor. And to slaughter her just after our meeting; you think that no one will suspect me?” 
 
      
 
    //I never said anything about suspicion. 
 
    //I said, no one will say a thing. 
 
      
 
    “Farren knows I have you. If someone I dislike ends up mysteriously trounced to bits, he will most certainly react.” 
 
      
 
    //And when you are asked about it, you can say that you never ordered or even suggested the murder of the mayor.  
 
    //Farren will only be too glad to drop the matter. 
 
      
 
    “I think you underestimate how stubborn the religious types can be.” 
 
      
 
    //And I think you underestimate how persuasive I can be. 
 
    //Especially after I stuff what remains of his pet assassin in a washbasin. 
 
      
 
    “I believe that there are steps we can take before escalating to a campaign of murder-fueled terror.” 
 
      
 
    Solfis’ next words were ‘If you say so, Your Grace’ but the tone said ‘spoilsport’. 
 
    
  
 
    Viv and Marruk left the Spotted Feather early in the afternoon, just in time for Viv’s appointment with Lady Varska. They walked to the tower unimpeded. The pair came across a few guards, but none reacted to her presence beyond polite greetings, which she returned. The tower itself was as tall and unwelcoming as she remembered. There were vines climbing up its surface, and many windows, but their surfaces were strangely reflective. The building was hermetic. It was designed as much to impress as to provide distance, a promontory above the city from which its dweller saw without being seen. 
 
      
 
    Viv knocked on the door. It opened ominously. She expected it to be enchantment or something, but a wizened face filled with grey hair popped out of the shadows. 
 
      
 
    “You’re the witch?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. And you are…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m Grema, the housekeeper. Come on in. The bodyguard stays behind, and the golem too. If the good lady wanted to kill ya, they would make no difference.” 
 
      
 
    Viv was quite sure that she was mistaken. Having Solfis stay secret really helped, and his presence would be an additional guarantee of safety, but her host had said no and she found no reason to object. 
 
      
 
    “I stay outside,” Marruk told her, and Viv slipped through the massive wooden door. 
 
      
 
    The main floor felt cozy. The ceiling was really tall, with a circle of windows set high on the walls to provide illumination. A round stairway snaked up to an upper floor and the rest of the space was quite open. There were crates and stuff and a couch, as well as a hearth. It was well-aired, and a little impersonal except for a large banner hanging from the wall, with a circular glyph on it that looked more like a coat-of-arms than a magical symbol.  
 
      
 
    The housekeeper climbed up and Viv followed. They reached a first landing, with her guide going through another door without a word. Viv caught a glimpse of a kitchen, so perhaps those were her personal quarters. Many of the doors and windows emitted complex mana signatures that she could not identify. It was like trying to spot a specific dot on a buggy screen. Her senses were overwhelmed by a wall of impressions that she did not know how to interpret. 
 
      
 
    Without specific direction, Viv kept climbing until she reached the next level. This was clearly the tower’s receiving room, and her host was here. 
 
      
 
    An elegant blue carpet showing a complex sigil covered most of the room, with the lines walled by shelves. Carefully arranged couches and blue magical lights created a calm ambiance that invited contemplation. A small fire danced merrily in the room’s hearth, and the harmony of crackling logs provided a nice background to the watery sounds of tea being served. Viv approached the eating table on which Kazar’s resident caster had placed two cups and an assortment of finger foods. 
 
      
 
    “You must be Viviane. Please, take a seat. The tea is just right.” 
 
      
 
    Delighted that someone would actually make an effort to pronounce her name properly, the witch lightly sat and was handed a piping hot cup for her trouble. She quickly realized that Varska had a distinctive V sound too, so of course she could pronounce it and Viv was being stupid.  Lady Varska was, well, she was interesting. 
 
      
 
    The mage was quite young, slightly shorter than Viv with a svelte build and a graceful presence. She wore a light green dress with gossamer sleeves that led the eye to her delicate fingers. The color went well with her skin tone, weirdly, as she had a greenish tint like everyone else here. Viv’s gaze travelled up to dark wavy hair that fell to the woman’s neck, and large, expressive chestnut eyes that studied her in return. Varska had a pretty face, slightly pointed, and only marred by an angry red scar. 
 
      
 
    Viv averted her gaze immediately, but it was too late. Varska had noticed and her thin smile had turned bitter. It was quite a scar as well; in the shape of a symbol she did not recognize. The skin around was puffy and raw, and it looked like it might be quite painful.  
 
      
 
    Varska sat as well as Viv took a sip of her tea. She breathed in with delight at the sophisticated taste. It was definitely tea-like. Flowery accents and a delicious almond aftertaste graced her poor palate. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent blend,” she commented lightly. 
 
      
 
    Varska, however, did not reply. She was obviously quite focused on some personal reflection. Her keen face was scrunched in concentration while she tapped a finger against her nose. Viv watched with interest as a gamut of emotions bloomed upon it. Surprise, then confusion, then suspicion, then revelation, then smug superiority. 
 
      
 
    “You are an outlander,” she finally declared. 
 
      
 
    Despite her best efforts, Viv could feel her eyes widen. She started to drink on the tea to mask her worries. 
 
      
 
    “Only three nations on Nyil could have produced someone with your skin tone, would have access to teleportation magic, and would have knowledge of the Old Empire. Even then, such a mix is unlikely,” the woman explained, quite proud of herself. “A woman from Korrin would have reacted to the sigil of Kor the Baleful, their country’s arch-traitor, which I placed at the entrance. A woman from Vizim would have never accepted to sit on a carpet showing an offensive spell array. Finally, a woman from the shaded lands would have recognized the taste of the poisonous Nightblossom.” 
 
      
 
    ‘Pffffffftt!” 
 
      
 
    Viv spat her entire mouthful of infusion in the mage’s startled face, then jumped back in alarm. She stopped when she realized that Varska had her eyes closed and both hands open, palms empty. 
 
      
 
    Viv stood at the edge of the carpet while Varska calmly cleaned her face with a towel, looking much less triumphant now that her enthusiasm had been doused with saliva-tea. She finished by drying off her modest bosom, then taking a deep sigh. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I did not use Nightblossom but its harmless cousin, Mirage blossom, which shares a similar taste, and is used for training purposes.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” 
 
      
 
    “I apologize for surprising you.” 
 
      
 
    “Accepted. And, err, sorry about the tea.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31: The Local Flavor 
 
    
  
 
    Viv sat back down and helped herself to another cuppa. It was good tea. The confectionaries in the middle were made from, as far she could tell, white egg and nuts and some sugar. The sweets tasted really good with a fruity note. There could have been magic involved. She thought they might have been imported. 
 
      
 
    “When you are done, I would like to ask you about your nature as an outlander.” 
 
      
 
    Viv considered the question. 
 
      
 
    “Is it too late to deny everything?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Quite so,” the mage deadpanned. She added more water to the pot and picked at some food herself. 
 
      
 
    “Rest assured that your secret is safe with me. My days of engaging in political games are long over, and this retreat I find myself in is, unfortunately, the best I will ever get. I am mostly curious. Your kind is extremely rare.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it? Someone mentioned the creator of the Hadal Strain Humans. Apparently, he was an outlander as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, one from a world with less magic than our own, or so I read. His memoirs have been outlawed in most of Param.” 
 
      
 
    “Which means that they are still widely read...” 
 
      
 
    “...by those with the influence and inclination, yes. So, do tell, how is your world? How did you come here?” 
 
      
 
    And now Viv was faced with the thing she had missed without realizing it. Someone to talk to. 
 
      
 
    About everything. 
 
      
 
    And yet…  
 
      
 
    “I would offer an oath of secrecy, but…” Varska said sadly while pointing at her face where the ugly scar ruined her skin. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, what’s with that? Oh wait, I do not mean to pry.” 
 
      
 
    “Your Old Imperial is very strange. It feels more like a spoken language than an academic one.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a skill.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh. Oh, of course! So that you could communicate locally. A gift from Nous?” 
 
      
 
    “Maradoc, actually.” 
 
      
 
    “The God of Travellers. I should have guessed. And no, explaining the scar to you does not annoy me, but I would prefer to keep the circumstances of its acquisition to myself, if you do not mind. This scar is a mark of the pariah in the court of Helock. It is so infamous that the other countries know of it. Only a handful of recipients are stamped every year, after all. The royal torturer inflicts it with a specifically enchanted branding iron. The mark is quite unremovable. Even ablating the affected tissue does not work, as it simply transfers to the resulting wound.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow. That sucks. Does it still hurt?” 
 
      
 
    Varska touched the edge gingerly and winced. 
 
      
 
    “Not badly enough to ruin my day. It does remind me of its presence on occasion. I would complain but the truth is that it was… deserved. I was a court mage on the rise, and something threatened my career. I was younger then, and drunk on my own importance. Reckless. I went too far and committed a grave sin, and here I am.” 
 
      
 
    Viv nodded, sensing that it was a difficult topic. 
 
      
 
    “As for me, I’m not sure how I came here. I come from a world without magic. A month ago…” 
 
      
 
    Viv started talking. And talking. Since Varska already knew who she was, there was really no reason to hide anything. In fact, she did not want to hide anything. She wanted to share with someone who might show her empathy, and she had a good feeling about the woman anyway. A tiny voice insisted that trusting someone she had not met was a stupid idea but she silenced it. She was not at her best right now. 
 
      
 
    And so, the flood gates opened. 
 
      
 
    Viv spoke of fear and pain and the wonders of magic, how Solfis guided her, meeting the Baranese knights. She spoke of the necromancers and Arthur the small monster who happened to be super cute, and of touching a scale off her tail. She mentioned how shocking it was to find teens at a brothel, and the big ass tree, and Marruk, who was technically an alien or something? The verbal diarrhea did not stop for what felt like hours. She only paused to visit the lady’s room because the tea was apparently a diuretic. 
 
      
 
    Occasionally, Varska would refill the cup or refocus Viv with a word of comment. If the messy nature of the tale bothered her, she did not betray any signs of it. The story ended with the morning’s uncomfortable meeting with the mayor. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, I am partly to blame for this. Ganimatalo has enjoyed virtually full power over Kazar since I have withdrawn from politics. Perhaps it went to her head. Your wild path and bedraggled appearance when you arrived may have given her the wrong impression that you would be susceptible to intimidation. The wealth and power she wields would be impressive to a hedge caster from some forgotten mudhole. Not so with an outlander.” 
 
      
 
    “Still pissed me off.” 
 
      
 
    “I will have a talk with her in the evening, to remind her of our respective roles in this city. As a caster, you are under my purview. I will make sure to… impress that fact upon her.” 
 
      
 
    “So I’m not in trouble?” 
 
      
 
    “You never were. You have the backing of the church and you are a caster. So long as you do not break the law, she has little authority over you. If you do not go looking for trouble, you will be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Those mercenaries from yesterday will not let the insult go.” 
 
      
 
    “Then let trouble come to you and be prepared. Ganimatalo is too canny to risk everything on a harrien-brained scheme. You are relatively safe. You mentioned that Solfis had combat capabilities?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep.” 
 
      
 
    “Keep it secret and it will help you in a pinch.” 
 
      
 
    Teatime continued into the afternoon and moved to the topic of magic. 
 
      
 
    “No magic at all? Not even a little bit?” Varska asked, fully absorbed. They had moved to the large couches to continue the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. Or if there is, it is hidden or too unreliable to matter.” 
 
      
 
    “Fascinating! But then… you are a caster now. What a change it must be for you.” 
 
      
 
    Viv babbled about how exciting this was, and how alive the mana felt in her conduits and in her mind.  
 
      
 
    “Interesting,” Varska observed, “I was taught that wielding magic was a contest of dominance with the apathy of the world. Perhaps your unusually high affinity affects you? Archmages and such rarely share their own thoughts on the matter, yet I would wager that their experience compares to your own. You said that Solfis helps you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep. He has training methods from the Old Empire.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I cannot compete, but you mentioned the lack of resources on glyphs and spells. Would you perhaps be interested in a bit of learning?” 
 
      
 
    Viv stared at the woman as if she had grown another head. 
 
      
 
    “Hell yeah? I mean, is this a trick question?” 
 
      
 
    Varska chuckled, the sound light as wind chimes and still sad. Just like her smile, it had a brittle quality to it.  
 
      
 
    “I would be delighted to help you with that specific part of your learning. As a witch, your understanding of mana shaping and perception is more instinctual than that of a more traditional mage, and I believe that your current training regimen suits you more than any others short of private tutelage under a renowned archwitch. Glyphs, on the other hand, are universal. What I do not know, we can both read in the tomes I brought with me on my exile.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good. I should head back. Same time tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “If it pleases you, yes. I should be able to make some room in my schedule.” 
 
      
 
    Varska’s voice was slightly self-deprecating. Whatever stuff she had done, the punishment had broken her pride. 
 
      
 
    Viv went down the stairs. There were no signs of Grema the housekeeper, though Viv smelled cooked meat through her door. Apparently, the grumpy woman had come with the tower and she and Varska kept exchanges to a minimum. 
 
      
 
    Marruk stood up from the small wall surrounding the tree base as soon as Viv walked out, intense relief clearly visible. 
 
      
 
    “Oh shit, I completely forgot to tell you. Everything is fine. Did you wait there for the whole time?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! Today was very confusing!” the Kark woman bellowed with some justified annoyance. 
 
      
 
    Viv felt sorry, then she felt stupid. Not only had she spent much more time than planned with Varska, but she had told the woman almost everything. Everything! If she ended up latched to a vivisection chair in the morning, she only had her own naive stupidity to blame. Why, oh why? 
 
      
 
    But she knew why. 
 
      
 
    Because she felt lonely. 
 
      
 
    There, she said it. She had felt lonely and could not relate to most people. Varska had checked all the marks of that one close friend and Viv had swallowed the bait, hook, line, and sinker. She only had to hope that her trust was not misplaced. 
 
      
 
    To soothe Marruk, Viv brought her to eat dinner at the temple’s de facto restaurant. A few vegetable buns were enough as a peace offering and they soon left, exchanging murderous glares with the mercenaries milling around. Viv finally got to see the temple guards in uniform as well. 
 
      
 
    As expected, they looked deadly. Chainmail and shields and swords and maces of excellent make differentiated them from the rabble. They were mostly male, but Viv saw the tall amazon woman she had come across in the Spotted Feather among their ranks. The other defining thing were the scars. Some of the guards were missing ears, or fingers, or even in one case a whole arm that had been replaced with a prosthesis. Viv found herself disappointed beyond measure. 
 
      
 
    “Gods and magic and still cannot figure out how to fucking regrow a limb? What the hell?” 
 
      
 
    She would have to ask Farren about that. 
 
      
 
    But now, it was time to go home for the night. 
 
    



  
 
    Two shapes approached the deserted compound where the witch had made her den. They wore earth-colored cloaks with complex patterns to help with camouflage. There was no one around but those two had not survived so long by taking risks. 
 
      
 
    “Front door trapped, I think,” the taller one whispered. His brawny companion pointed right, and the pair skirted around the walls, looking for a point of ingress. They knew that the Kark and the witch had gone to town, so the house was empty. They now expected the front and back door to be rigged with traps, the magical nature of which the tall one had detected. It was part of his path. 
 
      
 
    “Here.” 
 
      
 
    There was a shuttered window, but it was made only of wood and nothing that could stop them. The tall one used a long and thin tool to unfasten the latch. He slowly, silently pulled the shutter open. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on, there is something blocking the—” 
 
      
 
    He checked for obstructions. All further considerations were discarded when something clamped on his arm with titanic strength.  
 
      
 
    “AAAAAAAAAAH!” he screamed as his bones gave. 
 
      
 
    “KREEEEEEE!” something replied. It sounded a bit muffled. 
 
      
 
    The tall one pulled and the brawny one helped. It soon became apparent that the thing fighting them in this improvised tug of war was quite light, when it slammed against the wooden partition with a dull thud. The prize was released, and the tall man cradled his savaged limb. The would-be thieves legged it with magically enhanced speed.  
 
      
 
    Inside of the house, a reptilian creature licked her chops. She tilted her head in consideration and judged the taste as ‘passable to middling’. Her sampling done, she returned to the roof for some more well-deserved sunbathing. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32: The Twisted Ones 
 
      
 
    The shadows lengthened over the town hall as Resh Ganimatalo finished her tally of the goods to be traded, and the taxes she expected from those. Kazar had undergone growing pains, but now things were looking up under her enlightened rule. Resh was a fine administrator from a long line of advisors and civil servants. Even in the desolate expanses beyond the Deathshield Woods, her skills had made a difference. Influence and coin were her weapons. 
 
      
 
    Something clicked in front of her. 
 
      
 
    Resh raised her head to meet the large chestnut eyes of the town mage. The woman was disgraced, but still, she had her uses. Her nature as a recluse meant that she kept away from politics and did not interfere with the affairs of the city, which suited Resh just fine. 
 
      
 
    Except, something was not quite right. 
 
      
 
    The mage Resh knew was a broken thing with a subdued air and a bitter smile. This one was different. Resh noticed an intensity in the woman’s posture that sent shivers up her spine. The hair at the back of her neck stood up as well-honed instincts came into play. 
 
      
 
    “How did you get in here?” she demanded. And that was a mistake. 
 
      
 
    The woman took her sweet time to answer. She had her wavy black hair up and her ugly scar smoldered in the light of the dying sun.  
 
      
 
    “I set up the wards and detection constructs in this wing. In fact, I maintain and repair all the spells protecting this town.” 
 
      
 
    Resh could read between the lines. 
 
      
 
    “Is this about the witch? You know that we are at a delicate junction in the future of the city. I cannot have wild practitioners spreading chaos where—” 
 
      
 
    “Shhhhh,” Varska replied, a light finger on her lips.  
 
      
 
    Resh wanted to scold the woman for belittling her, but realized that she could not. Her throat vibrated and her mouth formed words, but the world ignored her. The end of her sentence died in silence. 
 
      
 
    “In the world of politics, power only matters when it is seized and used. I allowed you to have free reign over the city because, in the end, this is the gods-forsaken shithole where I will spend the rest of my life in exile. I could not care less if you clear a new section of the forest for some mud-faced yokels to grow tubers on. I will happily let you count all the beans and design all the pigsties. There is, however, one thing that still brings some measure of excitement to poor little me: the supreme arts.” 
 
      
 
    Resh knew she could stand up and leave, but she spotted something in the gaze of the woman sitting opposite her, something she had never noticed before. Life.  
 
      
 
    “So, Resh dearie, I came here to tell you that the witch is mine. You are a smart leader. She is not worth the price I would exact if you interfered.” 
 
      
 
    Something lifted, and Resh found that she could speak again. 
 
      
 
    “You are unwise to provoke me, Varska. There will be repercussions.” 
 
      
 
    “There could be, and then we could play an interesting game of one-upmanship. Do you know why I am here, banished?” 
 
      
 
    Resh kept silent. There was talk. Most reports had been erased. Varska had come from a powerful family. 
 
      
 
    “I am here because I never lost a game of one-upmanship,” the woman explained, and there was something horrible hidden in the meaning of that sentence. 
 
      
 
    “I have been joined by a fellow practitioner of the supreme arts for the first time in three years, and you will leave her be, or else.” 
 
      
 
    Resh knew when she could win, and also when it would cost entirely too much. 
 
      
 
    “As long as she does not break rules, I have no cause to go after her,” she declared to save some face. 
 
      
 
    “See that you do not. Goodbye, Resh.” 
 
      
 
    Varska stood up and something loosened around Resh’s ankle. Blood left the mayor’s face, carried away by a thundering heart. 
 
      
 
    The mage had been ready to use offensive magic on her, a grave crime. Resh had not felt a thing. Resh could not have done a thing. She knew of no one who could stop Varska. 
 
      
 
    It did not matter that she was a disgraced caster one minor crime away from the axeman’s blade when no one in Kazar would even try her. 
 
      
 
    By the time Resh brought herself under control, Varska had already disappeared. 
 
      
 
    In the following moment of quiet, the sun dipped beneath the horizon. 
 
    


  
 
    For the next three days, Viv developed a routine. It was the second time this had happened since coming on Nyil, however, contrary to the Fort Stone routine, this one did not suck ass. Mornings were spent learning Enorian with Farren at a pace that only earth geniuses could have matched. Between the ‘polymath’ thing and her high acuity, she was able to assimilate an incredible amount of information in a very short time, especially because she had Old Imperial as a base. It was fantasy bullshit, but it was fantasy bullshit to her advantage and that was sort of cool. 
 
      
 
    It was in the afternoon that things picked up. With Solfis’ nature partially revealed, Viv had no qualms bringing him with her to her visits. Varska was more than accommodating, and helped Viv with her practice, going so far as to provide Solfis with some of the tools he had lacked. For example, a neutralizing circle and a charged item were used to allow Viv to develop her mana perception with great ease. The item was a small, levitating ball whose sole purpose was to emit mana. Varska also loaded it with different hues to further allow Viv to tell the difference.  
 
      
 
    Even if Viv felt like she had some difficulties, the playful nature of Solfis’ training softened the blow and kept things interesting. It was fine to feel stupid on occasion if the outcome was good progress on her skill. Her results spoke for themselves.  
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    Viv knew that the gains would slow down as she progressed. She enjoyed the feeling of achievement while it lasted. 
 
      
 
    On top of those exercises, Varska would teach her new runes. She would first draw them in the very air using her own mana, which was brown and earthy with green undertones. Then, she would explain its meaning and have Viv get a feel for it. Solfis had proposed the method and it helped tremendously. Varska’s contribution allowed her to visualize and understand the rune at a speed that she did not think possible, then she would cast it a few times to anchor the knowledge into her mind. She did this last, as the effort usually left her exhausted. In this manner she added words such as ‘thick’, ‘forward’, and ‘turn’ to her arcane vocabulary. Varska promised to teach her more abstract terms afterward. Viv was in no hurry; each session left her with the feeling that her head would explode. 
 
    


  
 
    “I do not think that she was sent here randomly,” Varska said after Viv had gone to satisfy a natural need. They kept drinking tea while working. 
 
      
 
    //Are you referring to her talent? 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I have never seen anything quite like it. I thought that the biographies of archmages exaggerated the tales of their speed in order to glorify them. Now, I am no longer so sure.” 
 
      
 
    //I have aggregated statistics from several generations of talented mages. 
 
    //She does not fit in those statistics. 
 
    //I will ask that you do not tell her. 
 
      
 
    “I share your opinion. It would be harmful to her progress.” 
 
      
 
    //Precisely, mage Barska. 
 
    //She is still below average for someone her age. 
 
    //We must not let up our efforts. 
 
      
 
    “We won’t.” 
 
    


  
 
    In the evening, Viv played with Arthur and helped the dragonling fly and hunt at the edge of the woods. Arthur was getting better at flying. She was also getting better at communicating by pointing her cute little snout or claws at the things she wanted. The best part was when she picked up the bestiary and brought it to Viv every night, standing on her hind legs and walking upright like a goose. Viv wished she had a phone and the internet, because Arthur would have been an instant celebrity.  
 
      
 
    They were also joined for dinner by Irao, who always managed to bring something back. The first time, it was a strange - a fat animal that he had already dressed, leaving only a fat carcass for Viv to cut and place onto skewers. The grilled meat was gamey, but it also had this unmistakable taste of power that magic brought to some creatures. The nourishing, juicy flesh gave Viv a feeling of satiation that no banquet on Earth could match. Curiously, Marruk only ate a little bit of meat every time. On the contrary, any roots and vegetables that Irao brought back were expertly prepared, and then promptly devoured. 
 
      
 
    Irao offered no signs that he was willing to talk, standing in silence and replying in monosyllables when Viv made inquiries. He would greet them with a weird “Hellow!’ and then sit down to help. That was it. Marruk was more receptive to Viv’s efforts, although she answered the caster’s questions about Kark culture with the guarded air of someone expecting criticism. Even after several nights, her wariness did not completely let up. 
 
      
 
    It turned out that the Kark were an ancient race inhabiting the northern steppes of Param, the largest expanse of land on the continent. The steppes were less fertile than the rest, and the Kark tribes moved often with the help of their large pack animals with which they had a symbiotic relationship. They ate wild cereals, roots, tubers, and small game aplenty; hence, Marruk’s limited appetite for meat. She could not digest too much of it at once. 
 
      
 
    Lately, however, the Pure League had moved on the tribes which had been weakened by years of infighting following a particularly disastrous civil war. The tribes had been pushed west towards the high peaks separating the steppes from the deadlands. The Pure League made full use of their professional armies and assassin orders, while the Kark’s lack of unity and exhaustion left them at a disadvantage. Marruk also mentioned that the steppes had no major sources of iron, so they had to trade for most of it at high prices with smugglers and bandits. Marruk’s tribe had been hit the hardest by the recent troubles. They were but shadows of their former selves, and Marruk had chosen the path of exile for reasons she did not share. She half-mentioned that her father was still alive, and that she might return one day, after she had learned enough. Viv did not ask what Marruk wanted to learn because she suspected it had something to do with killing humans efficiently. That’s what Viv would do. 
 
      
 
    It was on the dawn of the fourth day that something finally happened in the town. Viv noticed a clamor as she and Marruk were making their way to the temple. Villagers rushed up and down the street with concern clearly visible on their faces. When the pair reached the statue of Neriad, they were met with a squad of temple guards in full battle regalia, standing in two rows and doing their very best to pretend that they were deaf. 
 
      
 
    “You cannot go, Voice. Your place is here! With your flock!” 
 
      
 
    “I am the voice of Neriad, Deacon. Not Maranor. I will assist as I am able and not stay on my throne while others risk their lives. I will leave the fighting to the temple guards.” 
 
      
 
    The annoying twit who had welcomed Viv on the first day was arguing with Farren, who finished fastening his armor just as they arrived. His irate companion turned and immediately found a new target for his ire. 
 
      
 
    “It’s that witch twisting your mind!” 
 
      
 
    Danger alarms rang in Viv’s mind. If there was one way for her situation to deteriorate, it would be for Farren to lose favor with the church. 
 
      
 
    “Ooooh, you hear that Farren? My horrible acts of killing undead and necromancers are corrupting your mind. And my great beauty, I suppose.” 
 
      
 
    Viv knew she could be easy on the eye even with the local shortage of cosmetics. Mentioning it herself would hopefully trivialize it. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, and let’s not forget your tact and courtly manners,” Farren added in a teasing voice.  
 
      
 
    Most of the temple staff had heard her bitch loudly about declensions, which were an important facet of Enorian and Old Imperial alike. She was reminded of Latin. Or worse, German. 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of which, we could use your help,” Farren continued as he ignored the Deacon. The man turned with anger and strutted away to everyone’s indifference. The mood among the temple guards relaxed. 
 
      
 
    She imagined that someone as rigid as the Deacon would be less popular than a Voice who led from the front. 
 
      
 
    “You know that an expedition through the Deathshield Woods was meant to arrive?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, some of the early elements left the woods at dawn after running for the whole night. Reports are confusing; it appears that the expedition left with less soldiers than was wise and paid the price for it close to their destination. The main body might have been overrun by a beastlings tide, or they are still holding. We are heading out to offer relief immediately, and I would be grateful for your assistance. You will be offered the standard rate for casters.” 
 
      
 
    “A search and rescue? Count me in. I just need to go grab my stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Meet us on the road, at the edge of the forest. Lady Bvarska and Captain Corel will be there as well.” 
 
      
 
    The two ran back and were stopped on the way by women who handed them baskets of packed food. They refused payment and pointed at the wood to remind them of the urgency of the situation. It took them only a few minutes to get prepared since they did not have to worry about food. Viv decided that they would leave the sled here. She carried most of their food while Marruk picked up Solfis and the rest. They jogged to their destination. 
 
      
 
    There was no way to leave Arthur behind. The small dragon had felt the tension in the air, and she had taken off as soon as the door opened. Viv looked up and saw the dragonling’s shape before the blue background of Nyil’s sky, keeping a lookout. 
 
      
 
    They could not have missed the gathering if they had tried. Corel was at the head of it on a warhorse with a small, mounted detachment of well-armed guards in scale armor. They were at the head of a column made of a few wagons, mostly empty, and one large barrel-like thing that must have held water. The temple guard took the center of the formation with both Farren and Varska sitting in a fortified carriage loaded with archers. More guards in compact columns formed the back section. Those wore leather armors and wielded shields with various weapons. Viv ran to Farren and climbed by his side. Arthur landed a moment later. A few people glanced her way without alarm - the tale of the witch and drake duo being old news by now. After a few minutes, the last stragglers had joined the column and, ready, the armed troop marched forward at a good pace. 
 
      
 
    The light woodlands that Viv trained in, and in which Arthur had become the bane of the local squirrel population, soon became denser and thicker as they penetrated deeper into the Deadshield woods. The local mana took a taste that Viv recognized as ‘brown’ mana. Brown mana was not just brown, it had a green aspect to it and was unique in this regard. It was also Varska’s specialty.  
 
      
 
    The change in the taste of the world also altered the black mana quantity by increasing it. Viv realized that Kazar was especially poor in black mana, partly because of the ward stones blocking it off. The woods were filled with both life and death, with many of the taller deciduous still devoid of leaves. Numerous evergreens still provided enough color to block their views. 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes into their silent ride and Viv was struck with a deep feeling of unease, not exactly oppression but more a feeling of immensity. The Deadshield woods had stopped the black mana saturation for a simple reason. It was alive. It was ancient, and it was, more than anything, impossibly vast. Viv thought that ancient Germanic tribes must have felt the same way when they first delved into the untamed depths of the Schwarzwald, long before it was dotted with settlements.  
 
      
 
    Few people spoke. Whatever orders were yelled now and then were muffled by the dense layers of loam, and the infinite rows of gnarly trunks. Animals did their thing hidden in the distance. They could sometimes hear calls, roars, and the piteous cries of things dying to feed bigger ones.  
 
      
 
    Viv turned to watch Varska as the court mage finished her preparation. She had a short staff by her side the length of a nightstick. It was a delicate work and, just like her, it had been disfigured. Parts of the ornaments had been torched and mangled, leaving the rest functional but no longer whole. She also wore form-fitting armor made of very light mail under a green and brown tabard. Viv had always found the female armors in most fantasy armies retarded, what with all the exposed cleavage as if boobs had their own repelling force fields. She was glad to see that Varska’s armor was sensible enough to go up to her collar. She even had a mail coif, and a cute little hat made of leather and steel. By comparison, Viv was terribly underdressed. 
 
      
 
    Varska had checked all aspects of her armor, then lit every glyph on her staff one by one. After she was done, she inspected tiny vials she had in pouches and other tools Viv could not identify. Only when she was done did she turn to Viv, addressing her in a low voice. 
 
      
 
    “That’s your armor, yes? We must absolutely get you a new one.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not my main defense though.” 
 
      
 
    “What is then?” 
 
      
 
    Viv pointed at the Kark woman by her side. Marruk had applied a strange paste to her face that added black swirls to her red skin. She had the health potions they had left on a bandoleer around her leather armor, except one that Viv had saved for herself. As they stared, Marruk repositioned her ‘shield’ which emitted a loud clang as she let it rest on the wooden boards surrounding them. 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Varska admitted, “now, am I right to assume that you have little experience fighting in an army?” 
 
      
 
    “Not one with magic.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah yes, you were a soldier. Stick with me and I will direct your efforts, if you will allow me. Our first priorities are the large monsters and casters, in that order. If they are allowed to disrupt our formation, the beastlings could overrun us. Leave the chaff to the soldiers. They know what to do.” 
 
      
 
    “What can I expect in terms of large monsters and enemy caster capabilities? The bestiary said the beastlings fought in waves.” 
 
      
 
    “Correct,” Varska said with a hint of approbation, “they will launch mass charge after mass charge and capitalize on any breach they find. Remember, beastlings always outnumber you. Always.” 
 
      
 
    “You seem certain that they will still be here.” 
 
      
 
    Varska’s eyes grew unfocused. 
 
      
 
    “I remember fighting them before during a cleanup campaign. If the beastlings are numerous enough to attack a caravan, they will not stop until every person in it is dead and devoured, or until they have been slaughtered. We will meet them, and we will fight them. We must.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright.” 
 
      
 
    “Corel is in charge of the operation this time, with Lorn as second in command.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that the head of the temple guard?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I take it that you two have never met. The temple guards are veteran fighters and they all follow warrior paths. If it looks like we might lose, regroup around them. I assume that you did not have the time to recharge your stone?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I did not have the opportunity.” 
 
      
 
    “A shame. No matter. Assist me and the two of us should be able to disable the most dire threats before they threaten our lines. I hope you are ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s not my first time,” Viv assured the mage, “I can take it…” 
 
      
 
    There was a small awkward moment when Viv realized that it was definitely an innuendo. Thankfully, language here probably functioned differently so Varska would probably not notice. 
 
      
 
    Viv looked at the mage. 
 
      
 
    She had noticed. One of her eyebrows was raised in amused consternation. 
 
      
 
    “Err, I mean. I have done this before. The action part.” 
 
      
 
    The second eyebrow joined the first. 
 
      
 
    She was just making it worse, wasn’t she?  
 
      
 
    “Do mages also tend to make sex jokes just before battle?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, dirty jokes might just be… standard preliminaries.” 
 
      
 
    Groan. 
 
      
 
    Wait. Viv was a modern person, the result of centuries of enlightenment and social progress. She was not going to be outdone by a woman in a goddamn tabard.  
 
      
 
    “I finally understand why you brought that stick with you.” 
 
      
 
    “I could give you an in-depth demonstration.” 
 
      
 
    E...EW! 
 
      
 
    “I think I have things well in hand.” 
 
      
 
    “But I know just how to hit the spot.” 
 
      
 
    How could she be that vulgar with her straight face and aloof noble look and that casual voice? 
 
      
 
    “What’s this thing called again? I have it on the tip of my tongue.” 
 
      
 
    “A wand. And I am always happy to help you explore… new avenues.” 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, if you please?” Farren interrupted. 
 
      
 
    Viv stopped and realized that every archer was looking inward instead of keeping guard. A few looked extremely uncomfortable. One of them was drooling. Marruk had both her hands covering her face and she had turned a beautiful shade of burgundy. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps… we could continue our contest later,” Viv finished, unwilling to admit defeat. 
 
      
 
    Varska nodded gravely, then leaned to the side and whispered in Viv’s ear. The mage’s warm breath tickled her. She still smelled faintly of flowers. 
 
      
 
    “It would be tragic to leave each other unfinished.” 
 
      
 
    Ok so maybe it was arrogant and culturally insensitive to assume that Nyil would not have its own snarky perverts. Varska’s dirty mind certainly surprised her. As they moved apart, Viv watched a genuine smile bloom on the mage’s face, the first one to show no brittleness. 
 
      
 
    It came and went like an eclipse. 
 
      
 
    “Fine. You win,” Viv confessed with an eye roll. The smile returned. 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea what you could be referring to.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee?” 
 
      
 
    Viv thought that Varska should be ashamed to make sexual overtures in front of the kid. Ah well. 
 
      
 
    Viv found that her mood had improved, which proved useful in the following hours as they started to find the first bodies. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33: War Magic 
 
      
 
      
 
    The road they followed was large enough to accommodate one carriage and two lines of guards on foot. Such a path should have been overtaken by the forest, yet even the grass seemed to avoid it. Varska did not know why when Viv asked. 
 
      
 
    If the flora left the road alone, the same could not be said of the fauna. They found the first bodies lying on the open road in pools of their own blood. Those were merchants or settlers, according to their simple and practical outfits. One man and one child had had their chest cavities ravaged. A third pool and footsteps showed that a third person had been left on their own. 
 
      
 
    “Is that…?” 
 
      
 
    “We are close to the deadlands. Revenants are made in hours,” Varska commented. 
 
      
 
    “The two others have too much of their bodies missing to turn. We can recover them on our way back. The living take priority.” 
 
      
 
    The mounted guard at the head of the formation moved the corpses to the side quickly. There were no whispers or reactions from the soldiers around Viv. 
 
      
 
    Viv had to get used to the fact that dying to monsters here was the most common way of losing one’s life. To her first world’s mentality, the men and women’s stoic approach to death made little sense. How could they so easily accept this horrid fate? The answer was simple. They had no other choice. The human mind was not designed to live day after day in a state of constant stress, and so most of them accepted the eventuality of their gruesome death as something that might happen, and there was little they could do about it. Viv understood that intellectually, but viscerally, she had more difficulty.  
 
      
 
    It was noon when the troop came across the first scene of battle. Viv was already grateful for the wagons, as she would have been spent jogging at that speed for hours with all her gear on. This was another obvious benefit of the light infantry path. Its followers could last longer, on less, and fight with fewer means than anyone else. It was not much, but it allowed them to be an effective force despite their lack of means. 
 
      
 
    The men before her had not been so lucky. A dozen soldiers lay in clumps, covered in wounds from head to toes. Viv saw light armor and some heavier. An archer with his quiver empty had crawled to sit under a tree where he had bled to death. His blood-caked fist still grasped the hilt of a dented shortsword. Viv also saw a woman in a forester garb, fallen on the side with three spears poking from her breast. Her quarterstaff was red on both hands, with pieces of gray matter clinging to it. They had fought a gallant rear-guard action to allow those who had reached Kazar to flee unimpeded, and had paid the heaviest price. As for the culprits, they were everywhere. 
 
      
 
    Beastlings were short. The adults would barely reach the average woman’s sternum. They had lean muscles covered in hair and an assortment of crudely made weapons and cloth, made from stinky, insect-riddled pieces of fur. Their faces were vaguely humanoid but deformed in a ghastly way, with large mouths filled with rotting teeth and, sometimes, horns. Fur, not hair, covered their skulls and the back of their necks. Their skin had a grayish quality and more than a few had sores. Viv could not be sure, but she thought that she noticed flabby teats and extended abdomens in the few of the dead specimens. There were quite a few of them. The soldiers had defended themselves to the last with the fury of those who knew they would not see the dawn.  
 
      
 
    The guards at the head of the column dismounted once again to place the human bodies in a line. Farren dismounted and placed his hand on the forehead of every fallen, whispering a short prayer. Viv could spot a small amount of golden light left over the dead warriors’ skulls after he was done. 
 
      
 
    “Neriad’s last gift to those who fought for his ideals. No necromancer, no creature of darkness will ever make those rise again,” Varska whispered. 
 
      
 
    The temple guard stopped in front of the lines and their commander stepped forward in his silver armor. Viv had met him a few times, she realized, but she did not know he was in charge. Lorn was a tall man with a dark beard and receding hairline. A large scar covered parts of his nose, and he was wielding one of the largest swords she had ever seen. When he spoke, his voice rang clearly over the entire formation. 
 
      
 
    “Company, present arms!” 
 
      
 
    Like one man, the entire temple contingent drew their sword and saluted those who had sacrificed themselves. A few of the guards saluted them as well, then the others followed in a drove. Viv thought that this was one of the universal things that she could stand behind. She stood up with Varska and Marruk moving at the same time, alongside a mildly confused dragonling. Every last member of the expedition force honored the dead for a few seconds.  
 
      
 
    “At ease!” 
 
      
 
    The column departed in the following moment. There were hopefully people to save. The dead could wait. 
 
      
 
    There was now a spring in the steps of the fighters, and it was not a joyous one. Viv felt a modicum of relief that their enemies were not human, because the rules of wars would not be respected. The search and rescue mission now had an extermination addendum. 
 
      
 
    Viv looked forward and frowned. The road curved through the forest, so the visibility was limited. It would still be hard to miss the many corpses of beastlings lying on the path. Sometimes, a human was mixed in between but those had been thoroughly devoured. They were missing most of their flesh, including on the face. It was so pronounced that Viv could not tell what gender they had been in life. Some of the beastlings also showed the marks of teeth. The little fucks were cannibals. That was something the bestiary had not mentioned. 
 
      
 
    It only took them ten more minutes to smell and see smoke. There was a distant clamor and the clash of weapons. A man in a brown outfit with a cape and bow burst out from the edge of the trees and made a beeline for Corel. Since no one had reacted, Viv refrained from blasting him. 
 
      
 
    [Head forest scout - very dangerous, a man who follows a path dedicated to forest exploration and reconnaissance. Excellent combatants and ambushers, head scouts are a valuable addition to any army and a vital one when fighting in rough terrain. Stealthy.] 
 
      
 
    Stealthy as a separate term was indicative of a lifetime of effort, just like Viv had ‘smart’ for all the years she had spent studying seriously. And the group presentations. Fuck those. 
 
      
 
    Corel rode along the line and bellowed his orders. 
 
      
 
    “When we get into the clearing, I’ll turn left and you follow. Amari’s detachment will be just behind me, then Lorn takes the center and Sargas the right. Sargas, anchor your lines on the road. Archers behind him on the carriage. Keep the path open at all costs and hold.” 
 
      
 
    A few calls of acknowledgement came in reply. Viv noticed that Corel did not give Varska any orders. 
 
      
 
    “I will stay at the back with the wagon guards,” Farren explained, “you two know what to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Let them do their duty while we do ours,” Varska replied with some impatience. Viv decided that she would just stick with her. 
 
      
 
    And they were out into a clearing the size of a small field to their left, dotted with the occasional tree. The forest was still dense to the right. The column turned into the open ground at the brisk pace while their armored wagon placed itself on the road, anchoring the formation. Viv followed after Varska as she jumped down and walked calmly forward until they were just behind Lorn’s temple guards. Marruk was there as well. As for Arthur, she had taken to the skies once more.  
 
      
 
    The besieged convoy was further on the road, its view obscured by another line of trees. Milling beastlings were rushing away toward it and the battle. 
 
      
 
    “Will they come for us?” Viv asked in a low voice. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, you can definitely count on the beastlings to always do just that.” 
 
      
 
    Viv could hear them then, strident cries that grew in intensity across the expanse of land. The human line was barely long enough to cover their side of the clearing, with rows two or three men thick. The guards had made a shield wall with spearmen behind. Only the temple guard had adopted another formation. Their numbers jutted out in a triangle that would split the assault in two, or at least that’s what she assumed they were attempting. Lorn himself was at the fore, his massive zweihander resting casually against his right shoulder. The tall amazon and a man with a halberd covered his flanks. 
 
      
 
    The shrieks of the beastlings rose in intensity, though they were still hidden across the field. Behind them, Viv heard something stomping the ground heavily. The earth shook. Trees crashed on the ground as something made its way through the forest right in front of them.  
 
      
 
    It was big. 
 
      
 
    “We found our target,” Varska observed. 
 
      
 
    Before the large creature could make itself known, the shrieks reached a high, deafening pitch and a solid mass of the creatures sprinted across the field, wielding stone clubs and makeshift spears and whatever else they could get their hands on. Gathered packs rushed without order or reason, savagery blinding them and working them up into a frenzy. 
 
      
 
    It took exactly four seconds for them to cross more than fifty meters of green grass. It was both too fast and agonizingly slow. 
 
      
 
    “Hold your spells!” Varska ordered. Viv obeyed. 
 
      
 
    Just before they hit, a few beastlings threw stones and rocks at the formation. Most of the men were on guard and the projectiles banged uselessly against shields, but one unlucky man was brained instantly. 
 
      
 
    The wave crashed against a disciplined wall, and the humans smacked them down. Spears plunged into unarmored flesh, swords went up and down, maces crushed bones and sinew. Backed by magic and harsh training, the guards and soldiers cleaved through the enemy numbers with clinical efficiency. The deafening roar of the beastlings was soon tainted by painful yelps. The human side was trained, ready, and quite pissed off to boot. They mangled their foes with the cold determination of those who have come to kill. It was pitiless and professional. The air smelled of blood and shit. Viv felt more at home now than she had since coming to this land. 
 
      
 
    At the head of the formation, Lorn showed that he had not usurped his position. He alternated quick vertical strikes and horizontal sweeping motions that went through flesh without stopping. It was like a fucking blender. Other temple guards mixed magic with their skills in interesting manners. There was one man who sent waves of flames with every swing of his sword, and another who erected a blue shield that blocked a volley of stones.  
 
      
 
    The line was holding. Men from Earth would have been swept away by the violence of the assault, but people here enjoyed magically-enhanced strength. The clawing monstrosity that was the beastling tide crashed against their unyielding opponent and was bled as a result. Like all waves, it finally receded and the plain was soon empty except for a solid mass of bodies at the feet of the victors. The shrieks had ceased, replaced by a low drone. Again, it gained in intensity. Meanwhile, moaning men and women were helped up the line to the wagons with broken limbs and bloody faces. 
 
      
 
    A drum started to play. 
 
      
 
    “It means that they have shamans. It was expected,” Varska said, “do not cast until I tell you so, or they will know our position and send spells our way. Hold and wait for the beast.” 
 
      
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
      
 
    Varska looked askance and Viv realized that the expression did not quite translate 
 
      
 
    “It means received and understood.” 
 
      
 
    The drone changed to shrieks again and if it was possible, it sounded even louder than before. Once more, the tide launched across the glade, and this time there were hairless specimens at the back wearing crudely-made bark masks. As ordered, Viv stayed put. 
 
      
 
    The shaman raised their hands and started a chant, quickly interrupted when arrows struck their chest and throats. Silent figures shot at the beastlings from behind human lines, and from bushes and trees on the side. Viv had not seen them coming. 
 
      
 
    [Forest scout: very dangerous. One who follows the path of reconnaissance and forest warfare.] 
 
      
 
    The shamans had not seen them coming either. It was a good reminder that, although she could cut through stone and metal, one arrow was all it would take to end her life. Archers here also seemed dreadfully accurate. 
 
      
 
    The beastling tide slammed into the ranks once more and a few men yelped in pain. Some places in the line buckled before closing rank again, with the rock of the temple guard triangle taking the brunt of the violence. Once more, they managed to decimate the beastlings coming for them. This time, however, there were more of the buggers. The drums in the distance kept accelerating when suddenly, a movement from the left made Viv’s head turn. Corel was charging with his mounted detachment. They crashed into their foes despite little room to accelerate and drove them off before quickly retreating to their own lines. The maneuver worked and the beastlings around him fled. The rout propagated across the entire clearing and the squirming horde retreated to the far side. The droning sound began anew. 
 
      
 
    The earth shook some more, and the last trees collapsed as a behemoth arrived. It was heralded by a great mass of grey flesh, a globe the size of a large boulder with a beak like a bird of prey. It was the head of… a tortoise? Yes, Viv was pretty sure that this was a tortoise. It had small beady eyes dripping blood and quite a few spears and arrows planted in and around them. The creature sniffed the air before retreating in its titanic shell, which had just emerged into the clearing. 
 
      
 
    And what a shell it was. You could have built a cabin on the thing, and it was rigged with bone protrusions and grooves. Viv noticed that, even so, the front had still been damaged in battle. There was still a war axe deeply embedded in its left shoulder. Viv judged that the magical tortoise of doom must have been as large as three main battle tanks. There was also a weird sort of tower affixed toward the back of it. It was playing tricks with her vision. 
 
      
 
    “That is what broke the caravan, otherwise they could probably have handled a beastling raid. This is a horde leader.” 
 
      
 
    “Does it use magic?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Your presence will spare lives today. Can you cover me while I cast?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    Varska did not hesitate. She brandished her wand and started chanting something. Viv could feel mana exude from the mage’s conduits to form a dense shape above her. Many glyphs flew around and into the gathering orb. 
 
      
 
    Another chant erupted from the advancing tortoise’s back, this one guttural and ominous. A core of red under a black cloud as large as a yoga ball formed next to the tower. 
 
      
 
    “Efestar’s eye! The dark gods are watching!” 
 
      
 
    Worried mumblings spread across the human army. Varska was busy (and slightly worried), so Viv turned to Marruk instead. 
 
      
 
    “Is it like what Farren does?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she hissed back, “but Farren is not a caster and Neriad is not the God of Scorn and Viciousness.” 
 
      
 
    Aha! 
 
      
 
    Well. 
 
      
 
    That could be a problem. 
 
      
 
    Viv called upon her power and the black mana pooled around her like a nimbus, close enough to still be connected to her. She thought of her nope shield and wondered if she could infuse it with the annihilation meaning. 
 
      
 
    Yes, absolutely. She could. And she would. No taking any chances. 
 
      
 
    With a last yell and a maniacal laughter, the enemy caster sent its spell. The orb travelled in an arc across the glade. 
 
      
 
    Viv remembered all those times the nope shield had saved her life. She remembered it erasing every last drop of acidic bile from a gut spiller attack. There had been nothing left. And there would be nothing left now. Black mana rose in the air, eager to do her bidding. She felt its awkward eagerness to please and held it back. Timing was important. 
 
      
 
    The god-cursed ball passed over the temple guard and Viv let go.  
 
      
 
    “Nope shield!” 
 
      
 
    This one was denser and smaller than usual because its target was smaller. Viv infused it with the meaning of annihilation and guided it forward. Scorn met void. Void won. 
 
      
 
    There was a hiss, there was a shriek, and then an anticlimactic sound like a popped balloon. In the silence that followed, Viv almost heard a metaphysical burp. 
 
      
 
    “And fuck your god,” she concluded. 
 
      
 
    Her triumph was short-lived. The enemy caster shrieked, and two smaller orbs appeared, growing quickly. The caster shot them nearly at the same time, one slightly after the other. They were noticeably smaller than the previous attempt. 
 
      
 
    Viv felt that she could attack back. She also knew that she had one job - to keep Varska safe; and she would. Heroics got people killed. Showing off got people killed. Doing your fucking job got people saved. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. Nope!” 
 
      
 
    The next two spells easily intercepted the attack despite the coming distraction. 
 
      
 
    The tortoise was more than two thirds across the meadow, with Lorn facing it without fear. A third wave of beastlings was charging. 
 
      
 
    Varska cast her spell. 
 
      
 
    “Knee breaker.” 
 
      
 
    The next time the tortoise put a foot down, it plunged deep into the earth. All the beastlings surrounding it stumbled and fell as well. The beast’s three remaining limbs joined the first as earth swallowed it as if it was quicksand. Viv could feel something being pulled out of the area despite her feeble skills simply because Varska was manipulating tremendous amounts of energy. 
 
      
 
    Varska closed her fist, and whatever she had drawn bounced back in strength with a dreadful, snapping sound. It was soon answered by a chorus of pure agony, and blood erupted from hundreds of torn off limbs. The maimed beastlings rolled on the ground while the tortoise's head popped out of its shell to let out a pathetic bellow. Pools of blood were spilling on the ground. 
 
      
 
    Nasty. 
 
      
 
    In one spell, Varska had disabled the enemy monster. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think you can finish it off?” Varska asked Viv calmly, as if she had not just single-handedly shown the deadliness of an entire heavy weapons team. 
 
      
 
    Viv focused and overcharged a spell. The tortoise was at the maximum range of what she was comfortable with. 
 
      
 
    “Purge!” 
 
      
 
    She sent a snake of darkness toward the tortoise’s neck, but no sooner had it started to dig in the creature’s skin, she felt a resistance. The monster’s inner mana resisted her assault. Blood had just started to shed when a nebulous black plate formed on the creature’s head. The shaman was protecting its ride, for all the good it would do it. Its death was inevitable. 
 
      
 
    Varska had not wasted any time either. She had removed a pouch from her belt and dust flew from it, creating glyphs that surrounded a circle on the ground at her back. The wounded making their way to the backline and wandering scouts avoided it like the plague. 
 
      
 
    “That caster needs to go. I need the infantry line a little bit farther from me or I might shear their heads off. Think you can help?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34: Tribes 
 
      
 
    “I’d be delighted,” Viv answered, not sure why she had used the convoluted expression. It was Varska’s polite sassiness. Contagious thing, that. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go, Marruk!” 
 
      
 
    The Kark woman grunted and opened a path by holding her shield overhead, then slamming it beyond the shields of the guards. They were only too glad to give her some room. Bashes and precise skull cracking ensued. 
 
      
 
    Viv moved behind the one-woman wall and realized that the blight spell could be… problematic. Too many unknowns. She did not want to cauterize people in a friendly fire incident. Besides, purge would be more than enough. 
 
      
 
    Viv glared at the tide of flesh. The insane creatures had not realized that their heaviest weapon had already been disabled. 
 
      
 
    “Purge.” 
 
      
 
    The spell was so silent, Viv thought. With those results, it should sound like a laser. Great swaths of enemy combatants fell to the ground in pieces. 
 
      
 
    “Viv!” a voice called. It was Varska. As the outlander watched, a stone of good size missed her. More and more beastlings were gathering in a half circle, tossing stuff. 
 
      
 
    Viv walked back and kneeled by the woman. She charged the nope shield with the meaning of annihilation and formed a screen above their head and front, where the stones were coming from. Projectiles and even a spell crashed against the shield. It was painful, but she held. 
 
      
 
    “Nope, bitch, try again.” 
 
      
 
    “You can lower it now,” Varska informed her in her standard casual tone. Viv wondered if a volcano erupting under their feet would only garner a placid ‘hot here, innit?’ from the unflappable mage. She obeyed. 
 
      
 
    “Hail.” 
 
      
 
    Viv heard a sort of “whomp”, then a cloud of dust covered both her and the temple guard. She looked up to see a barrage of black, spiky projectiles, shimmering green, launched in a beautiful arc over their head. It was aiming right for the tortoise. 
 
      
 
    The enemy caster saw it and placed a shield before the creature’s head. That was a mistake. The hail covered a space so large that Viv thought it could have encompassed a good fourth of their own lines. Obsidian javelins broke against the shield, harmlessly hitting the tortoise’s thick shell. Those, however, were not the spell’s main target. The thickest cloud of projectiles wracked the illusion-masked tower at the back of the shell.  
 
      
 
    There might have been additional shields. The tower might have been a little bit more to the right or to the left. It made no difference. The hail spell was non-discriminatory, and as Viv’s old friend Mouq used to say, there was enough for everybody. She heard a muffled scream and the illusion broke down, leaving only a few vertical sticks and some frayed ropes behind. 
 
      
 
    A large black cloud rose from the caster’s remains and started to head their way. The beastlings, meanwhile, attacked with renewed frenzy and a complete disregard for their own lives. The lines were pushed back in places and the scouts shot their last arrows then joined the line. Captain Corel dismounted and placed more men where needed. The left side of the human formation curved back, refusing the flank.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll handle the cloud. Can you help the infantry?” Varska calmly asked. 
 
      
 
    “On it.” 
 
      
 
    Still wary of using blight, Viv poked from behind Marruk’s frame to cast purge after purge, making sure to space them to conserve mana. She guessed that her core was still half full after intercepting the enemy spells. She was pretty sure that she had more reserves than before. It just felt like more than before.  
 
      
 
    The beastlings were packed shoulder to shoulder, and the sharp spell cut through them like butter. Pressure was lessening on the left flank through her efforts. 
 
      
 
    “Serraka,” Varska finally said, and a great wind blew at Viv’s back, sending her cape aflutter. Viv recognized the term from her stolen knowledge. The Serraka was a persistent wind blowing over the northern steppes. She felt in her immaterial self that the spell lacked power, and that it was using another color. The black cloud’s advance was still stopped a few meters away from the head of the formation. It… somehow shrieked in anger. 
 
      
 
    Lorn took a step back from the tip of the triangle where he had stood without fail since the beginning of the battle. He yelled an order, and the temple guards began to sing. The hymn lasted for fifteen seconds during which Varska’s will battled that of the dead beastling leader backed by his nefarious god. Viv spared a glance to see the mage’s face scrunched in concentration, sweat pearling on her brow. She slowed down and stood ready to use a large nope in case things went to shit. She didn’t have to worry. 
 
      
 
    The hymn reached a fevered pitch and a golden haze covered Lorn’s stupidly large zweihander. The bearded man slashed down, and a golden arc spread out in a massively fantasy moment for Viv. It was kind of cool, to be fair, especially for a previous atheist.  
 
      
 
    Neriad’s whatever-that-was sliced through the cloud, which emitted one last shriek before dispersing. Varska kept her spell for another few seconds, probably to show off. The momentum of the battle had completely changed. 
 
      
 
    Everyone’s attention shifted when they heard something grunt in the background. 
 
      
 
    On the front and right, a massive buffalo thing emerged from the bend of the road. It was carrying behind it what she could only call a carriage. 
 
      
 
    It was the mother of all carriages. It could call a double-decker ‘little bro’. Viv had never seen anything made of wood this large, that could move and didn’t float. There were people and soldiers with spears on the top of it. The rest of the convoy followed, dragged forward by similar beasts. Viv finally understood how they could have lasted for so long. 
 
      
 
    “What are they doing?” Varska wondered with annoyance. 
 
      
 
    “They are breaking through,” Viv explained. It made sense to her. The convoy had no way to know that Kazar had come in strength. They had seen a way to join up and taken it. Now that the beastling leadership had fallen, there was a chance to break them and force them to run.  
 
      
 
    There was no point in trying to exterminate the filthy creatures. The beastlings were without numbers in the Deathshield wood, and even this horde’s members would fuck each other back to full strength within two years. They had to end this, and quickly. Corel saw it too. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone, sweep them from the field! Attack!” 
 
      
 
    The humans roared and advanced, pushing with difficulty. Viv chained purge after purge with no regard for her reserves and the horde melted before her, freeing the left flank.  
 
      
 
    “Make way!” 
 
      
 
    Infantry by her side opened to let Corel through. He had remounted and led a cavalry charge in the gap. Viv felt something from him, a desire to follow and to fight. She felt energized. His men caught the full brunt of the skill and laid into the beastlings with fury. The horde wavered. The horde faltered. They routed. Those that were not at the back were the only ones to survive the ensuing onslaught. For one moment, Viv was tempted to join them but something held her back. It was, she realized, pride. She did not want to allow Corel’s skill to dictate her behavior. He pissed her off. 
 
      
 
    She stopped casting and held back as the entire line charged forth. Marruk stopped at the same moment and walked to her side with renewed vigilance. They returned to Varska who had not moved from her spot. 
 
      
 
    “Carry you to the carriage?” Viv offered. 
 
      
 
    “You will hold my hand and we will walk there with dignity,” the exhausted mage retorted. Viv knew it, she had been running on fumes. The many large spells she had cast must have taken their toll. 
 
      
 
    Varska put all her weight on her left arm which Viv supported. Increased power meant that the lightweight mage was not so hard to handle anyway. They made their way to the armored carriage from whence the archers had shot, now empty. They had since joined their allies in the charge. Viv left her there and turned around to see a man holding his arm. 
 
      
 
    “Dislocated?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm. Yes?” 
 
      
 
    She grabbed it and pulled. The man yelped, then watched in wonder as his pain disappeared. Viv huffed and turned around to the next group. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you assholes ever learned how to make a proper tourniquet? Get the fuck off of her. Let me do it.” 
 
    





  
 
    Farren, back of the road, ten minutes earlier 
 
      
 
    Farren grabbed his mace and looked at the trunks, hunting for movement. Beastling hordes always had outriders looking for food. Always. If the scavengers spotted something they could not handle, they would scream to attract more of their numbers, and so the horde hunted, fed, multiplied, until they inevitably found something that would kill a majority of them and scatter the rest. It was a tale as old as history itself. 
 
      
 
    On the field, the beastlings shrieked and he spotted scavengers heading back to see what this was all about. The scavengers spotted fresh prey. They charged the carriages. 
 
      
 
    Those left behind were the younger members of the guard, still early on their paths and with relatively lower stats, plus a trio of old heads here just in case. Those grumbling assholes were a pain in his backside but by the righteous god could they pack a punch, as they demonstrated now. In a thin line, the humans killed the beastlings as they came. Farren himself had one rush at him. He blocked a spear jab with his shield and counter-attacked. The beastling dodged under the mace swing but not under the shield bash, which sent it sprawling on the ground with a few less teeth. Farren did not have time to finish it off as another stabbed at him. He blocked the blow and forced the creature away with a mace strike. His next attack shattered the creature’s arm, but he had to turn to repulse the attack of his first foe who had recovered. 
 
      
 
    One of the old pricks grabbed the broken-armed beastling by the neck and snapped it in one smooth motion, the gesture strangely serpentine. He had been eyeing Farren all the time. 
 
      
 
    “Need to work on your awareness, boy,” he declared, then ducked under a thrown stone. Farren swore and finally brained his foe. He heard a chant. 
 
      
 
    There, just a few paces away, a beastling shaman was casting and dancing. Farren swore. There were foes on the path. 
 
      
 
    The chant was cut short when something smashed into the creature from above. Farren heard a gurgle and saw Bob’s drake claw its way toward him, muzzle red with freshly spilled blood. A new wave of beastlings arrived and… fled to the other side of the forest. The other beastlings disengaged. 
 
      
 
    The drake trotted to Farren, making weird spitting sounds. It looked a bit irate. Farren returned his attention to the woods, finding no more threats. 
 
      
 
    Had the beastlings looked… scared? 
 
    

  
 
    The woods by the road, one minute before 
 
      
 
    Beastling leaders were a rare breed, able to plan and to conceptualize the future. They could save food for later, and even spare monster juveniles to torture into subjugation instead of just eating them. Thus, they could direct their horde from atop tamed horrors. 
 
      
 
    This specific beastling was not a horde leader yet, but he had the right mindset. He knew that an army was like a person, and just like every person, it should be attacked from the rear. 
 
      
 
    He was distracted when the head of his subordinate rolled before him. 
 
      
 
    A keener mind would have appreciated the irony of being struck in the back while preparing a back strike. Sadly, the beastling leader merely turned in fright, only to meet a pair of slitted eyes floating in the darkness like twin lanterns on a moonless night. 
 
      
 
    “Hellow,” they said, and he died. 
 
      
 
    Arthur, the present moment 
 
      
 
    Arthur flew to her human. There were many of those, but her human wore a distinct cloth and the dragonling could tell. Half of the humans made scared borgle sounds when she landed, which showed that they were not as dumb as they looked. The others were already used to being at her mercy should she choose to eat them. Which she wouldn’t. 
 
      
 
    The image with the bigger her in the ‘bis-tia-ri’ had been clear. The humans had to be roasted first to be tasty. On top of that, they had to wear those metal shells, probably for pressure cooking or something? In any case, Arthur would not eat them raw. 
 
      
 
    She jumped from foot to foot and opened her mouth. Her human briefly inspected her teeth and said something Arthur recognized. 
 
      
 
    “Hungry?” 
 
      
 
    Yes! Yes, that was it. Her human was truly smarter than the rest. Her human was capable. Arthur glomped on a few pieces of jerky and the sweet aroma washed away the memory of the small ones’ taste. Vile! Disgusting! All was good again. 
 
      
 
    On the side, one of the boring humans took out its claw. Arthur was ready to assert dominance when a tendril of darkness from her human’s inner self poked out, angled toward the offender. Her human borgled something and the boring one stepped aside. Her human knew how to assert dominance! In Arthur’s brain, that placed her human higher on the hierarchy. The scaleless one truly was a credit to her species.  
 
      
 
    Arthur took to the skies again to hunt for squirrels. 
 
    

Marruk, the present moment 
 
      
 
    In Kark tradition, the healers of the tribe played a complex role that extended beyond the physical. They preferred a holistic approach to well-being. The Kark were one. When a person suffered, were their thoughts not clouded? Then why should the body not be affected when the mind was in disarray? As such, healers were gentle souls dedicated to the well-being of their tribemates.  
 
      
 
    So. 
 
      
 
    Humans were different. 
 
      
 
    Especially Viviane. 
 
      
 
    “I know how to reduce a fucking fracture, thank you very much. Marruk, when I say so, slap that little bitch but don’t break anything. I don’t want more work.” 
 
      
 
    Marruk nodded in acknowledgement. The guard did not. He was looking with worry at his broken arm. 
 
      
 
    “Now.” 
 
      
 
    Marruk back-handed him. 
 
      
 
    “Oof!” 
 
      
 
    Crack. 
 
      
 
    “Ow!”  
 
      
 
    The soldier had a weird wince. Marruk was not sure if the distraction really helped with the pain. She had to admit, though, slapping the humans was kind of fun. 
 
      
 
    “Immobilization please.” 
 
      
 
    Soldiers raised their hands. A band of solidified earth formed around the arm and held it in place. A passing, exhausted nurse entered their tent. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Bob, we got more lacerations in tent five after you are done, if you are willing.” 
 
      
 
    “Be there in a second. Ok. Looks good. You need to keep the cast and avoid using that arm for six weeks, give or take. Less if you get magical healing. Eat dairy and leafy greens.” 
 
      
 
    “I… I saw you give some health potion to that other guy.” 
 
      
 
    Viviane’s expression turned cold, and Marruk smiled in anticipation. 
 
      
 
    “The one with the perforated intestines? The man who was dying?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “And my little soldier boy has a little boo boo on his arm? He wants some potion and a kiss as well? Is that it?” 
 
      
 
    Viviane’s face turned into a mock pout. It was ridiculous and some of the nearby soldiers chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “...” 
 
      
 
    “Are you dying, boy? Are you?” 
 
      
 
    “...No.” 
 
      
 
    “Then, FUCK OFF!” 
 
      
 
    Marruk followed the caster as she stormed out of the tent. Almost every survivor from the caravan was wounded, and they were stabilizing them before leaving. Stabilizing meant that they would survive the trip. It was an interesting term. She had never heard it before.  
 
      
 
    Marruk wondered if Viviane had learnt some healing art just so that she could inflict more pain.  
 
      
 
    They entered the next tent. It smelled of blood. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to be helped by no stinking steppe rat!” a voice exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, a feisty one. If you’re healthy enough to whine then I guess you can go last,” Vivian said off-handedly as she surveyed her ‘patients’. She would always handle the most wounded first if they had a chance of being saved. 
 
      
 
    Marruk decided that Viviane’s motivations were not that important. Viviane had defended her without thinking, against another human, and that was all that mattered. She leaned against the caster and whispered in her ear. 
 
      
 
    “Can I slap him as well?” 
 
      
 
    Viviane looked up from a wound she was closing with thread and needle and cast a glance at the man who had insulted Marruk, and who now looked a bit worried. 
 
      
 
    “Ok. Give me two minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Maybe Marruk had found a new tribe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35: Minutiae 
 
      
 
    The rest of the convoy reached the Kazar outskirts mid-afternoon. It had been, Viv thought, a harrowing ten minutes of battle followed by a more harrowing three hours of extremely intensive triage. Neriad nurses had fortunately come with the support wagons to heal and stabilize the wounded. It had been an interesting moment for the medic. 
 
      
 
    Viv was no doctor. She also had no particular interest in the welfare of her fellow men and women. It just so happened that she was rather academically smart and, at the time, there had been a dearth of medics in her branch of the armed forces. She still felt a rush when managing to save lives, and today had been no exception. The existence of healers and magic added a new dimension to the art of keeping someone alive. 
 
      
 
    The medical profession back on earth had developed a slurry of instruments to keep death at bay: hemostatics, transfusions, antibiotics to name a few. There had even been talks of using biomaterials, but that was still under development. By comparison, Nyil only had a handful of tools, but by the local gods, did they work like a charm. Just the basic life spell, when performed by hundreds of people, could knit wounds closed in a matter of hours. 
 
      
 
    Of course, some people might still die in the meantime. 
 
      
 
    And so, Viv had labored to introduce the proper tourniquet, which beat ‘applying pressure on the wound’ by a lot when arteries had been nicked. The nurses appreciated the gesture and, in return, taught her on the spot how to use magic and observations to heal gut wounds. They also knew how to set bones with the best of them. Viv could not deny that they were impressively effective. She still thought that it was bullshit that they could not regrow stuff. 
 
      
 
    It turned out that limbs could be reattached if stuck back within a short time frame. Even that was a hit or miss with nerves not always reconnecting properly. Lost stuff could not be regrown, that was just how it was. The more advanced healing spells would quickly form a healthy stump and stop. Conversely, they could close, like, fifteen stab wounds at once. 
 
      
 
    Another thing that shocked Viv. She saw some guys asking for booze while holding wounds that had her go, “How the fuck are you still alive, not to mention conscious?” It all depended on their “endurance” stat, which was just a representation of how magic-soaked their bodies were when it came to resilience.  
 
      
 
    All in all, it had been a learning experience. She had apparently garnered a lot of respect and sympathy from the rank-and-file by working tirelessly and giving out all of her health potions. They were worth their weight in silver, and the temple could not afford to replace them, but Viv would not let people die if she had the means to save them around her belt. Not for some hypothetical future occasion. It would have been an absolute dick move. She did not make those without a good reason. 
 
      
 
    And so she had become instantly popular. Viv wondered exactly how much was due to her prowess in battle, how much for her healing, and how much for reintroducing the Harrakan word for ‘twit’. 
 
      
 
    Both Farren and Varska had begged of her company for the night’s celebration as they had a lot to do on their own. They all asked her to be there and represent them, and so Viv was forced to pass by home quickly to get changed. She also used this opportunity to check her progress. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Willpower +1 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Endurance +1 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It was the first time that her mental stats had improved since leaving the desert. As expected, the progress would slow down now despite her training. She did not mind much. That was expected. Thinking that it had been a while, she brought up her status. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Current status: 
 
        
        	 Mana channels (budding) 
 
        	 Extreme compatibility 
 
        	 Divine spark: luck 
 
       
    
  Mana distribution: 
 
        
        	 Black 100% 
 
       
    
  Current attunement: 16.1% 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Her attunement had grown again, but it was getting slower. Again, that was probably for the best since she would die when it reached 50%. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Physical 
  
      	  Mental 
  
     
 
      
      	  Power 
  
      	  13 
  
      	  Focus 
  
      	  30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Finesse 
  
      	  18 
  
      	  Acuity 
  
      	  30 
  
     
 
      
      	  Endurance 
  
      	  21 
  
      	  Willpower 
  
      	  31 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Not bad. Her physical abilities were lagging behind. Perhaps she should cram in some physical training, just so that she could be up to par with the average teen. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  General skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Polymath 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  Athletics 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Survival 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  Householding 
  
      	  Novice 8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hand to hand combat 
  
      	  Advanced 6 
  
      	  Pain tolerance 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small blades 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  Intimidation 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    That had not moved except for intimidation, and she thought she knew why. You needed to commit to something in order to make it progress. It was not enough to study to improve the polymath skill. You needed active, cross-discipline research. That was not urgent now; however, the next one was. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Path skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Meditative trance 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
      	  Mana manipulation 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana sense 
  
      	  Beginner 6 
  
      	  Danger sense 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana absorption 
  
      	  Beginner 4 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Those lagged behind the average witch, as Solfis had told her. She simply had to keep doing what she was doing, and they would improve. They had to be at least at intermediary before she could be considered a true, well-trained caster. 
 
      
 
    So much to do, so little time. At least progressing felt good. Beyond the world-generated grading system, just getting perceivably better at something made a difference. Back on earth, if you didn’t make progress at something, you were getting worse at it. That was just the way things worked. Here, progress was set in stone. Viv was sure that there was some leeway and someone out of practice for ten years might need a moment, but his number was there and it showed an ability that was not dependent on just muscle fiber or brain patterns, but on magical bullshit. And that was cool. 
 
      
 
    Of course, there were the monsters. Nothing was perfect. 
 
      
 
    As the last of the convoy members sprawled on the meadow, Viv noticed that tents and supports had been built nearby, on a square of grass left fallow. She looked at the nearest pavilion and saw the same elements that defined Kazar’s clothes. The fabric was undyed, yet someone had painstakingly woven little flowers on the surface to make it nice. She did not get to see what was inside before Corel strutted by with two men at his sides. He slowed when he spotted her and gave them brief orders, which they scurried off to execute. He made his way to her, only for a certain Kark bodyguard to interpose herself with a ‘Watcha gonna do?’ expression. She had heard about their previous encounter. This made Corel stop at a respectable distance with no signs of annoyance. 
 
      
 
    The leader of the guard had replaced his previously bloodstained tabard with a fresh white one sometime between the end of the battle and now. He still wore his sword and plate armor. Now that she was no longer uncomfortable, tired, and impatient, she took the time to inspect him. 
 
      
 
    Corel was a man with an honest, somewhat boorish face except for a pair of keen brown eyes that measured Viv. She got the feeling that he was indulging her by being respectful, somehow, but didn’t find the strength to care. Respect was all about appearances. It did not matter to Viv that the man was doing it out of necessity. They were not buddies.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you for joining us in battle, Lady Bob, and you Marruk. Thanks to your efforts, we saved lives that would have been lost today. I appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
    A peace offering. Viv could work with that. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, captain, we are all together in the fight against the wild.” 
 
      
 
    Except for the squeaking one at her side, but that went without saying.  
 
      
 
    Captain Corel took the overture with a light smile and continued. 
 
      
 
    “The arrival of the convoy was meant to be the occasion for a joyous celebration. Unfortunately. The circumstances have changed, but Mayor Ganimatalo deemed it preferable to go ahead with the festivities. If you are willing, we have set up a high table and your presence would be appreciated.” 
 
      
 
    Viv and Marruk exchanged a glance. It sounded suspicious. Corel did not leave them the time to do much else, as he was already on the way out. 
 
      
 
    “The offer stays open if you have pressing business. Enjoy your night, you have earned it.” 
 
      
 
    Viv pondered her options. 
 
      
 
    “I will head back with Solfis. You should probably spend time with the other humans. It’s, errr, good for you, I think,” Marruk informed her with middling confidence. Viv knew that Marruk had it right. It was an important moment for Kazar and, like it or not, she was part of the community now. Might as well try to blend in a little bit. 
 
      
 
    “I will return when I am done. Do not walk to the house alone. Those filthy flea-ridden mercenaries are still around,” the Kark woman finished. 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Viv admitted, “be careful.” 
 
      
 
    “I am with Solfis,” Marruk simply said.  
 
      
 
    //Indeed. 
 
      
 
    Yeah. She was not in any danger, Viv considered, as the powerful Kark left with their baggage and arms in tow. Viv still wore her armor, which someone had washed and dried for her and now smelled faintly of flowers.  
 
      
 
    As far as Viv understood, Marruk was a fearsome fighter, possibly on par with the temple guard’s stronger members, but not the officers like Corel, Lorn, and a handful of others like that Amazon woman. Those were in a class of their own. The gap between Marruk and the rank and file was immense; however, the contribution of this world’s magic was obvious. Viv was not exactly certain how it worked, only that it did. 
 
      
 
    She moved deeper into the tent village. The biggest one protected a dais on which a high table had been set, with plenty of lower tables before it. Men and women already crowded it. Several of the soldiers lifted their glasses when she passed by, to which Viv answered with a nod and wave. Only the mayor sat at the high table, deep in conversation with one of her aides. Viv joined her. 
 
      
 
    The mayor finished her instructions and addressed her as she climbed. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, Witch Bob. Would you care to join me please?” she asked politely, a far cry from their previous meeting. 
 
      
 
    Once again, a vindictive woman would have taken the offer and metaphorically backhanded the cheeky politician, but Viv was pragmatic at heart. She saw an opportunity to repair her relationship with the local head honcho and seized it in the very same moment. 
 
      
 
    “It would be my pleasure,” she replied with the smarmy smile of the consummate politician.  
 
      
 
    Viv sat next to the mayor, and realized that she was significantly taller than her. Corel was tall as well. Viv turned and grabbed a seat for Arthur to climb on. The small dragon immediately busied herself with pushing stuff around with her snout and smelling everything.  
 
      
 
    The mayor did not show any signs of concern as she poured Viv a cup. They raised their glasses together.  
 
      
 
    “To the fallen.” 
 
    “To the fallen.” 
 
      
 
    It was some sort of fruity wine with a spicy aftertaste and like most stuff here, it was fresh and surprisingly tasty. 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to apologize for the way we treated you earlier. We clearly operated on wrong assumptions. I hope you can forget about our mistake and start our relationship anew,” Ganimatalo offered. 
 
      
 
    Viv was not willing to let it go that easily. The woman had offered no compensation. She had to milk the situation a bit. 
 
      
 
    “Did you not receive reports on me?” she asked with a hint of reproach. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but the reports mentioned your, sorry to say, erratic behavior. We feared that you might not be entirely stable.” 
 
      
 
    That was a pile of bullshit. You don’t invite someone unstable for a private meeting in the town hall. 
 
      
 
    “I had just spent weeks actively fighting undead and seen half a garrison cut to ribbons by higher undead. Don’t tell me that you’ve never had people return from the field with a frayed temper.” 
 
      
 
    The mayor realized her mistake, as Viv expected. However, she made no concession. 
 
      
 
    “Known knights coming back are one thing, unknown casters are another. Please understand, I have been looking after Kazar my whole life, trying to develop it into the nexus of the west, the frontier heart of the reconquest. I have so many things on my mind that I sometimes make mistakes. No matter how far in the path I am, there are still only so many hours in a day. Once more, I apologize.” 
 
      
 
    Time to be more heavy-handed. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we say that you owe me one?” Viv dared. 
 
      
 
    “My door is always open to those who help Kazar, and you have done so today,” Ganimatalo replied noncommittally. It was still an indication that Viv would be listened to, and the caster decided that it would have to do for now. 
 
      
 
    “You know, I budgeted this convoy two years ago,” she added, probably eager to change the subject. It worked. Viv was interested. 
 
      
 
    “You have to pay to get a convoy here?” she asked with some surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Not so much pay as encourage. Many traders are scared to do business with us, but things suddenly become better if we pay a third in advance. I had to offer preferential treatment to the local branch of the Manipeleso bank to make sure that we were not fleeced by our associates. Are you familiar with Mornyr metal weave?” 
 
      
 
    “I am not.” 
 
      
 
    “Every piece is added onto something, and the next onto the previous, and so on and so forth. Building this city block by block has been the labor of my life. We built barracks and amenities to attract soldiers, then used the soldiers and their spendings to attract trades, then trades to attract the bank. Every new threshold of prosperity, in turn, brings more. If carefully handled.” 
 
      
 
    There was a brittleness to Ganimatalo’s speech. She smiled, but the edge of her eyes had that forced contraction that Viv had learnt to detect. The other woman was suffering inside, and quite a lot. 
 
      
 
    “I sense a but coming.” 
 
      
 
    Viv could see the hesitation, just as she could see when she was dismissed. That would not do. 
 
      
 
    “Has the attack hurt your bottom line? We recovered most of the goods,” she said. 
 
      
 
    That got the mayor’s attention and she gave Viv a measuring smile, probably reconsidering her. It was a good thing to be underestimated by your enemies, but not by your allies, and the mayor was turning into one. Hopefully. 
 
      
 
    “Have you identified the creature that drags the carriages?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm. No?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah. You see, they are called centennial cornadons. They are a particularly stout kind of animal, and they are incredibly difficult to raise. The convoy lost two.” 
 
      
 
    “They will not return?” 
 
      
 
    “Not without extreme insurance on our part, but that is not all. Please keep it to yourself for now since I will make an official announcement tomorrow. The soldiers should be passing the information already. The reason why the convoy had insufficient guard is that most men have been dragged away to a more urgent fight. War is upon Enoria once more.” 
 
      
 
    A cold chill crept up Viv’s spine. 
 
      
 
    “The civil war, you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “I see that you have kept yourself apprised of the current events. Good. Yes, the old conflict is flaring again. It appears that the rebel nobles and our dear esteemed king, who is technically our sovereign, have decided that the blood has dried enough to apply a brand-new scarlet layer.” 
 
      
 
    “A disaster never comes alone,” Viv commented. 
 
      
 
    “An apt sentence. War means refugees but without convoys, refugees mean monster food. Those few who make it will discover a saturation of our arable land. It will be a mess, and I will have to fix it myself. Again.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. Any chance of available land further west, by the sea?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, prime shares in fact. And those who settle there might as well stand with their ass out in front of a scale-beast lair and scream, ‘eat me, eat me!’” 
 
      
 
    “Ah.” 
 
      
 
    “I did not mean to sound so bitter. With any luck, the profit from the convoy will be enough to clear out entire sections of forest in the winter. Perhaps there is a chance to turn this into a boon, yet. Would you mind doing me a service?” 
 
      
 
    Viv raised a brow at the non sequitur. 
 
      
 
    “Depends on what it is?” 
 
      
 
    “I need to make the rounds, show people that I care, but the dais must not be empty. Could you stay there while I do so?” 
 
      
 
    “You want me to look all important while drinking free wine and eating free food?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you up to that daunting task?” the dark-skinned woman asked, ringed braids clinking behind her. 
 
      
 
    “I think I can manage.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful! Corel and I will be around. Feel free to leave whenever, but do give us a few minutes first, if you please.” 
 
      
 
    “Can do,” Viv said, refocusing on the table. 
 
      
 
    There were assortments of stuff already there by her plate. She saw pitchers of juice, fruits, breads, and pastries aplenty and a few slices of what looked like cured ham. She helped herself to a little bit of everything and turned to Arthur. 
 
      
 
    “Arthur. Food.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll feed you. Say aaaaaa.” 
 
      
 
    “Eeeeeee.” 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Magical status modification: draconic surrogate mother. 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The meat disappeared in Arthur’s maw. She chewed it thoughtfully, then gave a strangely human nod. Her serpentine head swiveled on her flexible neck.  
 
      
 
    “Hmmm what was that…?” Viv mumbled to herself. The new thing had added itself to her magical thingies list, right below the divine spark note. She inspected it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Draconic surrogate mother: many have tried to tame dragons and failed. The richest and most insane madmen have kept some as pets. You, however, have raised a dragon like a child. No one had tried that before.  
    
  Your soul has received a mark for the attempt through the grace of Maradoc, God of Travelers. It will serve you well. 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Okayyyy? 
 
      
 
    Somehow, the inspect skill was behaving differently. Normally, it was like magically inferring things from observation. You looked and sort of learned and deduced things. This time, it felt more like someone had purposely left a message for her. It was most unusual.  
 
      
 
    At least, it didn’t hurt. 
 
      
 
    Viv considered it as she mechanically placed another slice into Arthur’s waiting maw, uncaring as the serrated, lethal fangs closed a hair away from her fingertips. Arthur already ate like a proper gourmet by savoring her food. That was all that mattered. 
 
      
 
    Someone dropped grilled meat on the other side, a young peasant woman who gawked at Arthur before blushing and hurrying away. Viv realized that she was ravenous and went to town on the banquet. 
 
      
 
    It was a nice banquet. 
 
      
 
    She eventually looked up from her plate after the worst of her hunger had faded. 
 
      
 
    The scenery before her had a funeral party mood to it. There were the locals, who had lost three guards, and had many more wounded. Even such a one-sided battle had taken casualties. Three dead did not feel like much in the grand scheme of things, but in such a tight-knit community as Kazar, it mattered. Everyone either knew the fallen or someone who knew the fallen. Then, there were the convoy members who looked a bit shell-shocked but were still kicking. Those were drinking hard. 
 
      
 
    Finally, there were the bereaved. 
 
      
 
    Viv saw a woman with two children being led to a seat at the edge, her eyes sometimes looking for a third kid that she would never find again. She was immediately surrounded by local women who did their best to give her some comfort, while their kids greeted the newcomers. She saw a spirit of help and cooperation there that she knew would hold until food grew scarce, if it ever did. Shortly after, members of the spotted feathers arrived and added their social skills to the struggle. Drunk soldiers were dragged out of their funk by shrewd conversationalists, others were lured away to private, distant tents to celebrate survival through the ancient custom of lovemaking. The integration and grief handling was a smooth process in which Viv saw the touch of someone who knew when to order and when to delegate. 
 
      
 
    At some point, a few musicians grabbed flutes and a lute-like instrument to play traditional songs. Viv found the performance absolutely fucking atrocious and decided to take her leave, joining Corel to tell him. He gave her thanks for holding the line of the food front and she headed toward the exit after stockpiling a few things in a basket. Viv found Marruk near the entrance of the camp as she was fending off a horde of curious kids with a lost air, and rescued the poor door/shieldmaiden from her cruel fate. They made their way back together. 
 
    

  
 
    Twenty minutes earlier, Viv and Marruk’s home 
 
      
 
    Marruk kneeled by the backdoor and considered her findings with a contemplative gaze. 
 
      
 
    The Kark did not eat much meat as a general rule. They could only digest a moderate amount every day, any more disturbed their stomachs. What they did eat mostly came from small, plain creatures they caught in their many traps. 
 
      
 
    There were the monsters, of course, but you did not always want to eat that kind of meat. 
 
      
 
    No, the Kark were trap-setters when it came to finding sources of food, and Marruk had a nice field to practice in. And a skill to make it better. 
 
      
 
    There was a modest lawn on the front, narrow bands of grass on the sides, and a modest courtyard at the back. Those were surrounded by a small fence with all the dissuasive power of a wet hankie. Every time they left, Marruk secured their house with an assortment of patiently made pits and snares, expecting to catch some disgusting, filthy rodents coming to snoop around. And it had worked! This one had even left a bloody shoe behind. 
 
      
 
    She took it and checked. No toes. A shame. 
 
      
 
    Marruk rearmed the trap (because why not? City rodents were stupid and did not share information between themselves). She cleaned her hand on her armor and walked back out with a whistle. She had a caster to get and perhaps, on the way, there would be more rodents. She couldn’t wait. 
 
    



  
 
    Five minutes earlier, the city of the gods 
 
      
 
    In the hall of secrets, where a thousand archways led to many more places, a tall man with dark hair strode to his pulpit. He glanced at the text before him and judged the contents acceptable. 
 
      
 
    With a last flourish, the god of travelers and many other things besides sent a note to Nous. The dead one was not as defunct as the others believed, and he still had a sense of humor. Maradoc’s request was accepted. 
 
      
 
    Yes, indeed, taming dragons had always had catastrophic results for several reasons. The first, and most obvious, was that dragons could not be ‘tamed’. It was impossible. It could not be done.  
 
      
 
    The second reason, as Viviane would discover at some point in the future, was that the other dragons took exception at the attempt. Great exception, in fact. And if you could count on the dragons for one thing, it was to make their displeasure known in unambiguous terms. 
 
      
 
    Maradoc anticipated their puzzlement when their assessment spells would return the tiny human’s signature as ‘mommy’. That was going to go down in the annals. And he had access to all of them. 
 
    





  
 
    Viv walked back into her main room and placed the basket on their eating table. She removed a covered plate and went to Irao’s door, where she knocked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” a voice said behind her. 
 
      
 
    “OH SH — err sorry didn’t see you there.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.” 
 
      
 
    “I came to give you this. In case you haven't eaten yet.” 
 
      
 
    The assassin stared at the plate for one long moment. Viv wondered if he was not, you know, on the spectrum or something. Not that she minded, it was just that it would help dealing with him if she understood what made him tick. 
 
      
 
    After a while, Irao took the offered food in his leather-covered hand. 
 
      
 
    “Farren said I had to respect boundaries and personal space.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay?” 
 
      
 
    “But he said shaking hands was a way to convey respect.” 
 
      
 
    “If you want to tell me that you are thankful for the offering, I think you just did. You don’t have to shake my hand if you don’t want to.” 
 
      
 
    “Good, because I don’t like shaking hands.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand. Would you prefer eating alone?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I will leave you to it then. Don’t wait too long or it will get cold.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I know how food works. Thank you, Viviane. I like food. Goodbye.” 
 
      
 
    The door opened and closed. That’s how she perceived it. 
 
      
 
    Viv decided that things had gone very well. 
 
      
 
    She turned around and walked back to her room. Marruk was outside checking stuff out, or so she said. Arthur had gone to grab the bestiary. 
 
      
 
    //You certainly have a way with borderline personalities. 
 
      
 
    “Pot, meet kettle.” 
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36: A Matter of Taste 
 
    
  
 
    Viv opened the door to Varska’s tower the morning after. Farren had begged off the usual language lesson as he was too busy, and she thought that it was a good opportunity to rest for half a day. The rest of her group had stayed back, except for Arthur, who jumped out and found a couch as soon as they were let in. 
 
      
 
    The grouchy maid mumbled something about Viv living here now, before retreating to her own apartment on the second floor. Viv climbed up and found the usual study empty. Varska had told her to show up whenever she wanted, so she was not too worried about overstepping, but she did believe that Varska’s apartments on the fourth floor were off-limits. 
 
      
 
    A voice was singing above. Viv decided to climb up. The door to Varska’s bedroom was locked.  
 
      
 
    As she moved up, the tower’s interior grew lighter. She climbed the last step to the fifth floor and planned on knocking there to announce her presence. She did not. What she saw had stolen her attention. 
 
      
 
    The top of Kazar’s mage tower was a greenhouse. 
 
      
 
    Viv was reasonably certain that it had not started as one. Half a cupola of steel blocked the light, hinting at the presence of an observatory, but the other half had been covered by a transparent sheet of something that let in most of the morning’s sun. Shelves covered the wall, filled with a colorful kaleidoscope of plants and flowers of many different essences. There were carmine beauties staring haughtily from arched stems, stoic cacti with modest white flowers, and even a bulbous carnivorous plant with a fat belly, waiting patiently for its breakfast. The very air tasted of that earthy brown and green mana that Varska used so well. It tasted of life. Spring. It was gorgeous.  
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Viv said. 
 
      
 
    “Do you like it?” Varska replied with undisguised pride. She wore a white and green dress of a comfortable cut. Her dark wavy hair fell freely upon her shoulders. She used a small sprinkler like a wand, pointing at some of her more unique possessions. 
 
      
 
    “This is an Enorian Scarlet Lady, one of this land’s only poisonous plants. You will notice that it is mostly blue, but when it blooms properly, the edge of its petals turns a vibrant crimson. And so do the people who touch it. Shortly before they die. Oh, and this vine is called a verdant creeper, and it makes some of the best natural ropes you can find. The northern city-states use them for their ships. And that is the prize of my collection. A suncult marea. It will take another six years to grow to its full size. I have had the plant since I was seven.” 
 
      
 
    Varska was cute when she was nerding it out, Viv judged. 
 
      
 
    “It’s amazing! How long have you been gardening?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Pretty much my whole life. My family, that is, well, their specialty…” 
 
      
 
    And just like that, the mood turned somber. 
 
      
 
    Viv moved forward and took both of Varska’s hands between her own. 
 
      
 
    “Hey. It’s alright. We’re here, now, in this place, and it’s one of most beautiful things I’ve seen since I arrived in this world. I don’t know anything about Nyil gardening, and even I can tell that it’s the result of time, effort, and talent.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes…” 
 
      
 
    “So forget about the rest and let’s enjoy our moment together, right? Just relax.” 
 
      
 
    Viv massaged the poor girl’s arm. Once again, Varska showed a brittleness that she never let out in public. 
 
      
 
    “Relax and enjoy the moment,” the woman repeated in a tiny voice. 
 
      
 
    “Yep!” 
 
      
 
    Varska took a step forward and kissed Viv on the lips. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm!” 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh!’ Viv thought.  
 
      
 
    That caught her off guard. 
 
      
 
    Varska was quite daring.  
 
      
 
    The little Vixen. 
 
      
 
    Also, she smelled really nice, her lips were soft, and Viv liked the lithe body pressed against her own. Varska was one of the nicest things to happen to Viv, and she could still not believe her luck. Viv had spilled everything and Varska had helped her instead of backstabbing her or selling her to be vivisected.  
 
      
 
    “I’m… I’m sorry!” the mage said before pulling away, mortified. Viv had not reacted to the kiss. She had just been too surprised. 
 
      
 
    “I apologize. It was—” 
 
      
 
    But Viv did not want the tiny smiles to stop, and so she grabbed Varska by the shoulders as the woman tried to pull away. 
 
      
 
    “Not so faaaaaast,” Viv whispered in her ear. The smaller woman shivered, and Viv delicately flipped her around. They were face to face, with Varska captive in her arms. 
 
      
 
    “You surprised me, stole a kiss, and now you expect to flee without retribution? I think not.” 
 
      
 
    “I just wanted to live.” 
 
      
 
    Ouch. That came from deep within the heart, Viv could tell, so she said nothing and simply leaned closer.  
 
      
 
    Their second kiss was more tentative. Viv took the lead and enjoyed teasing and exploring, closing her eyes. Varska was breathing hard against her, and she was very warm too. She tasted of tea and smelled of green things and sunshine. Viv leaned more into the kiss and Varska sort of reached a melting point. The tension in her body left completely and she practically collapsed, their embrace turning more frantic. Viv moaned as the other woman frenched her with an awkward passion that felt more genuine than anything else she had ever said. Shortly after, Varska pulled out, out of breath. 
 
      
 
    Viv licked her flushed lips and savored the moment, but soon her friend’s terribly flustered face begged for some ribbing. 
 
      
 
    “Feeling alive yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Hm. Not sure. Weshouldtryagainjustincase!!!” 
 
      
 
    Varska had brought a couch up into a greenhouse at some point in the past, and they made use of it. Varska lacked experience, though she certainly did make up for it with enthusiasm, and so Viv refrained from going too far. They simply snogged and snuggled until the smaller woman rested her head on Viv’s shoulder. The outlander caressed Varska’s shock of dark curls slowly and wondered at the change in her companion. Varska had deflated, there were no other words for it. Her composure had fallen apart, and even now she was letting out deep sighs of contentment.  
 
      
 
    “I am lucky I found you,” Varska finally said. 
 
      
 
    “Err no, pretty sure I’m the lucky one. I mean, you helped me, guided me, and you did not even sell me even though I’m an outlander.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I did consider it.” 
 
      
 
    Viv frowned and looked down, meeting Varska’s amused gaze. The mage smiled mischievously. It gave her a much younger and happier look. Viv realized that Varska was probably, in fact, a bit younger than her. It made her decisive action that much more impressive. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, do not look at me like that. We scions of the glorious city-state of Helock are trained from birth to wield magic and influence in equal measure. I had to consider it, but I dismissed the option immediately.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t resist my charms?” 
 
      
 
    Viv’s brows danced up and down. Varska pinched her flank. 
 
      
 
    “Ow!” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. The more charming, the more valuable. No, it goes beyond that. You cannot know because you are a foreigner, but the mark has left me… tainted. My presence would be shunned in any court or school of the continent, and you would be condemned by association. In fact, I should perhaps…” 
 
      
 
    “Tatata, no backing out now. You’ve helped me a lot and you are still helping me, and I like you. If people are pissed about it, I will gladly sit backward on a tall chair, so that they may all kiss my ass.” 
 
      
 
    Varska considered the expression in silence. 
 
      
 
    “An entertaining image. Thank you. As I was saying, this shame is mine to bear until I die. I was made by Helock’s environment, I followed its rules, and here is where it led me. I do not deny my own responsibility, but I will not fall to their ploy again for the pleasure of being someone’s shameful, shadowy servant. Never. I will keep whatever strands of honor I still have and make something out of it.” 
 
      
 
    Varska nodded with determination. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, girl, that was inspiring!” 
 
      
 
    “You... think so?” 
 
      
 
    “I do like when you look so confident. Oh, errr, while we are at it. What’s Param’s view on, you know, our kind of attraction?” 
 
      
 
    “Girl and girl, you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Viv watched as the mage triggered her ‘lecture mode’, growing suddenly serious. 
 
      
 
    “It will depend on the culture. On our continent, Param, there are several different approaches to it. In Enoria, any pleasure of the flesh is frowned upon because it was one of the excesses of the old king. Nobles and commoners alike are supposed to be focusing on rebuilding the land and, ahem, repopulating it. It’s not a crime, but it’s discouraged. Let’s see. The kingdom of Baran is pretty lax when it comes to it. You can marry up to five people regardless of gender, I believe. It’s the only place to allow that. Err, then the northern city-states each have their own rules. In Helock, for example, you are supposed to marry and produce heirs first, then every couple is left to decide what they want to do according to their proclivities, as long as it's discreet. The norm applies to men as well. Halluria is the only odd one out. Most of their administrative body, high merchants and so on are women, so same-sex intercourse is the norm.” 
 
      
 
    “I think I’ve heard about Halluria before. From Farren. He did not paint the land in a favorable light.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s because they’re a bunch of twits. The only reason why they still exist is because of their military. They have a path called Hallurian warborn, that only the sickest minds could produce. Trained children from infancy, forced to kill their friends in bloody games and so on. The fiercest and most cunning join the ranks of nobility, while the losers die in some ditch in one of their many civil conflicts. They only unite if attacked, or if they decide to launch an invasion. It happens from time to time. There is a tacit understanding among all nations of the continent that they will immediately unite any time Halluria starts something.” 
 
      
 
    It reminded Viv a bit of ancient Sparta. The education of children was supposedly quite rough, though she did not remember anything about killing each other. Those Hallurians sounded like nasty buggers. 
 
      
 
    “Ok enough about horrible people. How about lunch!” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent idea. Then, we can start today’s lesson. Do not think that I will take it easy on you just because our embrace sent tingles right to my toes. You will still apply yourself!” 
 
      
 
    “Can I hope for rewards if I behave?” 
 
      
 
    Varska’s light green skin grew darker, which Viv interpreted as a pretty blush, though you could not tell from her poise. 
 
      
 
    “I shall consider it. Results first, rewards later!” 
 
      
 
    “As you say.” 
 
    





  
 
    The next morning, someone knocked on the door as they were having breakfast. Marruk opened the door and turned to Viv with a curious expression. 
 
      
 
    “It’s for you.” 
 
      
 
    A plump woman with her hair in a ponytail was waiting before them, holding a broom. She wore a plain dress and an absent expression. Viv could not help but assess the woman’s beauty. It was at ‘bulldog’ level. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Gogen the cleaner. I clean for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Errr, you do?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Did… someone send you?” 
 
      
 
    “I sent myself. You saved my son, so I clean for you.” 
 
      
 
    “You… want me to hire you?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I come in. I clean. Every three days. Can I come in?” 
 
      
 
    [Housekeeper: not dangerous, follows a path dedicated to turning a house into a home. Meticulous. Patient.] 
 
      
 
    Nice resume. 
 
      
 
    “Alright. Thank you?” 
 
      
 
    “No need to thank me. I am Gogen, the cleaner, and you saved my son.” 
 
      
 
    Viv watched with curiosity as the strange woman went through their large home. Viv had the time to warn her to stay away from Irao’s room and Solfis, but it was a close thing. Two facts soon became apparent. 
 
      
 
    First, Gogen the cleaner was not the sharpest knife in the drawer. In fact, she was not the sharpest spoon. 
 
      
 
    Second, she was damn good at cleaning. It was literally magical. In fifteen minutes, their rented mansion was left sparkling clean and smelling faintly of pine. She had done in minutes what would have taken hours for Viv and Marruk to achieve. 
 
      
 
    Then she left without a word. 
 
      
 
    Viv wrote herself a note to ask Irao if the woman truly was who she claimed to be. You never knew. 
 
      
 
    Viv soon left to see Farren and noticed a change in the city. She had a good reputation now, and people greeted her naturally and cleared the way. The clearing the way part might have been Marruk though. 
 
    
  
 
    Two weeks passed without incident. 
 
    
  
 
    In that time, her Focus and Acuity both rose by one point, which was encouraging. As expected, it took effort and dedication to make progress in terms of statistics after the low-hanging fruits had been plucked. Nyil rewarded effort and commitment over time, or maybe it was just magic itself being shaped by repetition? Viv did not know.  
 
      
 
    Viv’s Power and Endurance also raised by one point each, thanks to her practicing forms to enhance her mana perception under Solfis’ strict supervision. She expected that those would slow down as well before long. In any case, the results of her training showed mostly in runes and magical skills.  
 
      
 
    With one or more rune per day mastered, her versatility improved with blinding speed. The problem was that understanding was one thing; using in the heat of battle was another. She focused on a select few and managed to combine spread and direction together with the annihilation meaning to create a flamethrower of sorts, which she nicknamed the ‘werfer’ after the German word. The werfer was far from being as powerful and… definitive as the blight spell, but it had the merit of being much faster to cast, and it did not linger with the risk of rending allies into their component atoms. 
 
      
 
    Hopefully. 
 
      
 
    It would be kind of fucked up if blight destroyed matter completely. She did not think that it had that sort of physics-fucking power. Physics-defying was a thing. Eliminating the very blocks of the universe was another. 
 
      
 
    Probably. 
 
      
 
    Besides that, she managed to make the purge spell thinner and faster, which meant that she could essentially throw lasers that cut through stone and use them as whip. The range was average, but it did pack a punch, and it was fast and cheap. 
 
      
 
    Another thing Viv noticed was that black mana was poor in terms of defense and utility. Varska could erect protective walls that stayed there even after her mana had been spent. Brown and green mana had plenty of tools to work with while black mana could basically destroy and that was it. Arguably, it did that last part pretty well.  
 
      
 
    Varska mentioned useful spells that used colorless magic that Viv could add to her bag of tools. She demonstrated them by erecting a transparent shield that blocked sound, which was super neat when your neighbor snored or something. Unfortunately, it required the ability to manifest colorless, or neutral mana, and Viv could not do that reliably yet. In fact, her extreme attunement worked against her in this instance. Solfis and Varska both judged that it would be better to focus on her strengths right now, as her progress would eventually lead her to colorless manipulation as a natural consequence of a better control. 
 
      
 
    Viv also got the hang of placing enchantments on surfaces. Those were rune-triggered spells that lasted for a while and could be employed as traps, early warning systems, or alarms that blared when a scaly hand tickled the meat drawer. 
 
      
 
    Her skill progress spoke for itself. Except for danger sense, they all made rapid improvement. 
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    Besides training, there were other things to do. Farren had a small library of books, including legends of mighty heroes and heroines and their many deeds. This gave Viv a good outlook on the culture of Mornyr, at least, and she was absolutely certain that if she ever went there, she would make a fucking mess of things. Values and etiquette were just too complex. It was already a miracle that she hadn’t offended anyone yet, or at least not anyone important. 
 
      
 
    Then there was Varska. 
 
      
 
    Viv was living the dream. Varska was cute, smart, and really into her. She was also fragile in a way that Viv did not know how to manage. There were periods when the proud mage would grow moody and despondent, and there was little Viv could do besides being there. She suspected that it would take a therapist to handle the massive wound on the girl’s psyche. As such, she had never pried into her past. It made conversations a bit awkward sometimes, but Viv judged that she had to wait for Varska to open up about her past. In the meantime, they snuggled and kissed, and Viv had even baked her a cake. There were few dating options in Kazar, and Varska was shy, but they did manage a nice picnic in a nearby meadow on a particularly sunny day.  
 
      
 
    Viv was taking things slow. Varska clearly lacked experience with the physical aspect of things. There was no need to rush. Viv even thought that the girl was a virgin, as she had mentioned that it was considered better to remain chaste before marriage in her culture, and also that her fiancé had understandably broken things off when she fell from grace. Viv had never broached the subject, of course. She decided it was best to let Varska set the speed. 
 
      
 
    Viv was not the only one keeping herself busy. She had managed to push Marruk into joining the temple guard’s sparring sessions every morning while she was learning Enorian. As expected, the stout Kark woman could hold her own against any but the most able opponents, though she grew a reputation for being a frustrating partner. Marruk’s style was slow and vicious, relying on counter-strikes and other quick, efficient movements to capitalize on the enemy’s mistakes. The rest of the time, she would huddle safely behind her door, occasionally bashing it into someone’s face. Viv once asked her if this was a Kark tradition, or if Marruk was an outlier. 
 
      
 
    “Shield lines are a Kark tradition, yes, but I learned the style by, errr, fending off mobs.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes, humans would see me and get ideas. When that happened, I would find a place to cover my back and fight like this until the assholes grew tired or they would run out of intact tibias.” 
 
      
 
    Viv let the topic drop. The more time she spent with Marruk, the more amazing it was that the Kark had not lost it and massacred a bunch of people before being put down. 
 
      
 
    Arthur was also progressing in her own way. She was still tiny, but she was growing fast. Like a kitten. The dragonling could now reach Viv’s waist when standing on her back legs, though she was still quite light. Arthur could now understand simple instructions. She also liked to disobey them. Viv took things patiently and took some time to explain why destroying the furniture was a bad idea, though she doubted that Arthur understood her. She spent a few iron talents on toys for the small one to test her claws on. Viv had experience babysitting her cousins. Arthur was a strange mix between a toddler and a tiger cub. The new ‘surrogate mother’ skill did not seem to be doing anything, so Viv just did her best to stimulate and educate Arthur. It seemed to work. For the rest, her instincts guided her. Arthur took to hunting small game and flying by herself. 
 
    
  
 
    A month after the caravan attack, Farren came to her with a new request as they were wrapping up the day’s lesson. Viv was now fluent enough in Enorian to hold most conversations.  
 
      
 
    “Preparations to explore the tunnel are well on their way. I will have enough supplies and personnel to start after the seeding festival at the end of the month.” 
 
      
 
    “Seeding festival?”

  
 
    “The local spring celebration. In any case, there is something I would like you to do. Against payment of course. Are you familiar with the mountain tribes?” 
 
      
 
    “Mountain tribes?” Viv asked, surprised. "Oh wait, you mentioned them before. They sell food." 
 
      
 
    “They seldom travel during winter. You will see more of them as summer comes. How should I put it? The tribes are one of the hardiest and poorest people in all of Param. They cultivate the mountain flanks using a specific kind of agriculture that employs basic earth manipulation to create flat planes. Quite clever. Anyway, I can explain more during our trip. Suffice to say, they rely on ward stones to keep black mana away from their crops, and those stones need to be recharged. Normally, I could request support from a squad of hybrid fighters, like those arcane blades, for that task, but it would be cheaper if you handled it. We would also get a few more benefits.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of benefits?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, first, I want to use one of their villages as a base camp to search for the mine entrance. Mountain people do not trust outsiders easily, so your help might win us a lot of goodwill. You are… easily recognizable.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
      
 
    “You would also know what to expect from the deadland mountains. Lastly, the church is one of their crops’ main purchasers. You see, due to the overabundance of black mana, the veggies and cereals they grow last for ages. They’re perfect for military rations. By securing our supply, we can get in the good graces of my Enorian counterparts. The gods know that they will need food in the months to come. The war, you see?” 
 
      
 
    “I get it.” 
 
      
 
    Viv was reminded of Solfis’ words, about how Farren would be used by his colleagues. She hoped that the golem was wrong. 
 
      
 
    “I am authorized to pay you two gold talents for the entire operation, plus whatever undead you kill on the way. Would that be acceptable?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah okay. When do we leave?” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow morning.” 
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37: Field Trip 
 
    

  
 
    Preparations for the expedition took a surprisingly small amount of time, now that Viv knew where to get what she needed. Her past experience as a soldier had served her well. She even managed to find half-dried tree leaves that left a pleasant, refreshing feel on your sphincter when you wiped. Truly, the wonders of magic were without ends. What would they think up next?  
 
      
 
    With food and water packaged and ready, Viv visited the newest addition to their town: the alchemist. 
 
      
 
    The balding man, whose name Viv had not quite caught, was a dour person with an aggravating personality. His demeanor conflicted with his declared goal, which was to help the frontier and Neriad’s work. She purchased a few flesh-knitting potions from him, as well as a vial of general-purpose antidote just in case. He just kept bitching about inferior ingredients the whole damn time. Viv was already used to working with assholes, so she just endured. He was being helpful after all. 
 
      
 
    Finally, they were ready. On the dawn of the next day, they secured the house, and placed everyone including Solfis on a church-provided carriage. Arthur was still clutching a book borrowed from Farren called “The Desolation of Aristan”, a blood-chilling account of the utter destruction of the mighty city by a massive black dragon. Arthur loved it, of course, particularly the cover that showed the monster melting down an entire district. 
 
      
 
    The convoy was made of only two carriages. Viv and company occupied one with a rented horse, while the other was larger and supported four knights plus Farren. Captain Lorn had not joined, but they were accompanied by the Amazon woman Viv had seen several times but never talked to.  
 
      
 
    Marruk decided to handle the horse despite her aversion toward the beasts. Like other rented horses, this one was unnaturally docile to Viv’s untrained eyes. It was all rather weird. 
 
      
 
    They left immediately. 
 
      
 
    Rather than heading straight into the deadlands, the two carriages traveled along the settled plains heading east, toward the mountains. Viv observed that there were already locals working the fields, preparing them for seeding probably. She also spotted small cow-like creatures and the ostrich-like birds that provided the weird blueish eggs they often ate. Viv suddenly missed bacon. And chocolate. Especially chocolate. 
 
      
 
    //Now is a good time to practice mana control, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    Viv sighed and agreed. The trip was super boring anyway. You could only watch fields so much before you got fed up.  
 
      
 
    The excursion was different this time. There was no black mana, and no revenants around, only the fields and pedestrians who saluted the knights as they passed by. The first distraction came in the late afternoon. One of the knights pointed at the back and shouted something. 
 
      
 
    Viv turned to see a revenant stumbling at the edge of the forest, making a beeline for the deadlands. The nearest farmer spared a glance toward the miserable creature, apparently a woodsman of sorts when it had been human and returned to his duty. He was too far to be attacked. 
 
      
 
    The convoy did not even stop. 
 
      
 
    “Most revenants will pass through the field during the night. They prefer to travel in darkness. This kind of passage happens all the time, all over the edge of the Deadshield Woods,” Marruk explained in a small voice. “At least that’s what the Temple Guards say.” 
 
      
 
    The deadlands replenished itself. Every man and woman who fell eventually joined it. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t the monsters in the woods kill the things?” 
 
      
 
    “Only the deviants,” Marruk explained, “most monsters will not engage something they cannot eat. It’s the same in the steppes.” 
 
      
 
    Something finally occurred to Viv. 
 
      
 
    “There are Kark revenants?” 
 
      
 
    The woman nodded, her large head bobbing up and down. 
 
      
 
    “We would see more of my kind north of here. The revenants cross the mountain ranges as well if they do not find an obvious gap.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.” 
 
      
 
    It started to rain. Viv pulled her cloak around herself and settled Arthur on her lap. The dragonling enjoyed having the thick scales of her chest caressed. She was very warm too. 
 
      
 
    The journey turned miserable. They stopped at nightfall in a roadside cabin made for traveling soldiers. There were basic beds, and a roof to keep them relatively dry, but it was as Spartan as it could be. They all ate together from rations and some clean water they drew from a small cistern. 
 
      
 
    Later, Viv stood outside with the Amazon woman, piling the logs the woman chopped. She was offered the opportunity of opting out on account of being a caster, but that was too dickish, and besides, the entire cabin smelled like wet socks. Like most things in Nyil, they were mostly what she would have seen on earth with a few significant differences. First, the tall Amazon woman was wearing heavy armor that must have weighed a ton, but looking at her plain, happy face, you could not tell. Second, she was chopping the wood with her bare hands. 
 
      
 
    That was quite a sight. 
 
      
 
    “Hah!” 
 
      
 
    A log split in two under the edge of her hand. Viv kneeled and recovered both parts before they could get wet.  
 
      
 
    “My name is Koro,” the Amazon finally said. She grinned. She was missing one incisor and that gave her a slightly insane look. She also had very long black hair she wore in braided strands. They looked a bit oily. 
 
      
 
    “Well met. I am Viviane.” 
 
      
 
    “Viviane!” 
 
      
 
    “You can say the Vs as well?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep. I’m from the south, so we speak a different language.” 
 
      
 
    “I have not heard about the south yet. What kingdoms are there?” 
 
      
 
    “No kingdoms. The south is wild and untamed, like a good woman. Like me! There are marshes and dry, low mountains. Deep forests! Old things. We are a hardy folk, what with the monsters eating those who aren’t. Like five of my siblings, may Enttiku welcome them in her bountiful bosom.” 
 
      
 
    “It… sounds like a harsh environment,” Viv replied, a bit at a loss for words. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but that’s not the problem. It’s also very big and empty. I kind of got lost in a hunt. I ended up in south Enoria.” 
 
      
 
    “You left your land because you got lost?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah! You ever have a hunt and that little fucker of an Orfaune keeps running away?” 
 
      
 
    Viv remembered the Orfaune from the bestiary. It was a massive bear-like creature with a spiked ridge on its back and long limbs it used to dig into burrows and eat its occupants. It was marked as very dangerous and rather durable.  
 
      
 
    “Can’t say I have.” 
 
      
 
    “Anyway. Got the fucker but it took me two weeks and by then, it had rained and my trail was erased. So I joined the church. Good fighters! Decent lovers. Not like Yan at the Spotted Feather. You met Yan?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he really helped me the first time I arrived.” 
 
      
 
    Viv realized too late that her words could be interpreted in a different way. Koro nodded happily. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. First time I came to town he helped me as well; I had gone a week without orgasming!” 
 
      
 
    “Errr, dreadful.” 
 
      
 
    “I knooooow. He is so good with his tongue, and he knows how to move those hips. When I am ready to settle down, I will ask him to be my husband!” 
 
      
 
    “Wow, congratulations! I hope it works out,” Viv added, not really eager to explore the subject. “So, would you mind telling me about the south? I’ve never been there.” 
 
      
 
    Koro was successfully distracted from her thoughts and Viv learned a lot about Param’s more remote lands. The south was sparsely populated and those who endured had turned into insane trappers and hunters, as far as Viv understood. Koro was clearly remembering her homeland through rose-tinted glasses, because from what Viv gathered, it was a merciless world where only the strong survived, with some tribes even preying on newcomers. She added it to the list of “don’t go there” along with Manchester and North Korea. 
 
      
 
    When they had had enough wood, the pair headed back in and Viv settled on the bed closest to an open window. Arthur had the right idea by placing her nest inside and her snout outside. The place stank to high heaven. 
 
    
  
 
    The next day began like the previous one, except that it was still raining. Viv climbed onto the carriage and complained in her mind about the lack of distractions. Training was all well and good, but she could not cast because it made her companions nervous, and there was only so much rehashing you could do before growing bored. Arthur quickly started to fly through the air, apparently unbothered by the droplets of water rolling down her white scales.  
 
      
 
    Out of ideas, Viv crossed her legs and meditated, trying to sense mana. The constant noise and moving wagons made focusing difficult. She took a break mid-morning when they paused for everyone to ‘attend to natural needs’ as her mom would have said. She ended up striking up another conversation with Koro, whose main sources of interest were hunting and shapely ball sacks. Viv learned more about the scrotum in ten minutes than she had during her entire sex ed classes. The laugh she got kept her going until early afternoon, when a horrible shriek distracted her from counting the clouds. 
 
      
 
    “SQUEEE!” 
 
      
 
    Viv was out of the carriage and sprinting before her brain registered it. Marruk stomped by her side a moment later. 
 
      
 
    Arthur surged from behind a small valley, flapping her wings as fast as she could. A creature like a large puma was galloping after her. They were about a hundred paces away. 
 
      
 
    The caster was about to scream at the stupid dragon to fly up when the puma-thing jumped and Arthur veered away. She was holding on by the skin of her fangs. Viv’s vision turned red.  
 
      
 
    Power answered. 
 
      
 
    As eager as ever, black mana flooded her conduits and burned in her palms. It twisted into a ball as time slowed down and Viv’s Power ability allowed her to overcharge a purge spell. The ball grew, and grew. It rose above her right shoulder like a thundercloud. 
 
      
 
    “PURGE!” 
 
      
 
    Black mana was mostly silent, and that made the hiss in the air that much more terrifying when a spear as thick as an arm shot forward. Viv had aimed slightly too high. It did not matter. Black mana moved for her, and the spell angled down by her will to carve into the puma-thing like a nail through a piece of balsa. The monster’s leap was interrupted when it died, falling into a hollowed-out carcass. A few intact organs spilt on the ground in a steamy, bloody mess. 
 
      
 
    Arthur finished her trajectory in Viv’s arms. The weight almost threw her to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “You’re fine. It’s fine. It’s over.” 
 
      
 
    “Squeeeeeeee.” 
 
      
 
    Arthur fixed her gaze on the dead creature as the temple guards approached it. They were not too worried. 
 
      
 
    “A rathclaw. Good spell. Good range. I wish I had my bow,” Koro said by Farren’s side. She had not left her charge during the commotion. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a mountain and forest medium predator. Normally, they avoid humans,” Farren added. 
 
      
 
    That was medium? She would hate to see good-sized ones. Or she had, with that giant tortoise. Anyway, Arthur was safe. 
 
      
 
    Viv was a bit curious so she moved closer, with Arthur hanging around her shoulders and Marruk by her side. One of the temple guards was kneeling by the body and removing the skin with a knife. 
 
      
 
    “Rathclaw meat is decently rich in mana, so we should not let it go to waste,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I can cook it in clay tonight, at the camp,” Koro said with a smile. A little drool foamed on her lips. 
 
      
 
    “But what pushed it to engage?” Farren asked, a bit worried. 
 
      
 
    The first temple guard pointed at the creature’s back. The fur there was intact, save for a small space matted with blood. The wound really matched a certain flying creature’s jaw. 
 
      
 
    “Seriously?” Viv asked. 
 
      
 
    “Squeeee…” 
 
      
 
    “It’s at least fifty times your weight! Glutton!” 
 
      
 
    “Squee.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t just run around attacking everything you see! What if I’m not there? Isn’t there something above squirrel that you can try first?” 
 
      
 
    The rest of the group watched mesmerized as the caster headed back to the wagon, bemoaning her creature’s appetite and apparent lack of common sense. It was, to them, inexplicable. 
 
      
 
    “She’s talking to it like it’s a person,” one of the guards said. 
 
      
 
    “How long has she spent in the deadlands again? Mana poisoning is a dangerous thing,” another added. 
 
      
 
    Marruk vocally and deliberately cleared her throat, then turned the carcass. It squelched. There was perhaps half of the original body mass left. The rest had been vaporized by a spell that had cut earth to its very bone, leaving behind a deep furrow of glistening grey rock.  
 
      
 
    It certainly put things into perspective. 
 
      
 
    “Not that there’s anything wrong with, you know, being eccentric,” the first guard finished in a timid voice.  
 
      
 
    It was all well and good to be a highly trained fighter with some fancy path. Most of the people present knew they could take a rathclaw alone and win. They could not trounce the thing in half a second and only leave a butcher shop accessory behind, however. 
 
      
 
    “Less talking, more cutting,” Marruk finished. They obeyed, with Koro being the most efficient. They managed to salvage most of the meat in a reasonable time frame. Eventually, the ex-hunter led the loaded group back, chewing on a piece of raw liver. 
 
      
 
    They reached the foothills shortly after. 
 
      
 
    Dinner that night was delicious. 

  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38: Mountain People 
 
    
  
 
    They spent half a day climbing to the next village. The rain came and went, killing conversations and dampening the mood. The temple guards had given Viv strange looks the night before when she was trying to teach proper table manners to Arthur. The worst thing was that you could hear the louts smacking their lips and swallowing through a concrete wall, and they threw the food down their gullets like it was going to escape. Not to mention the burps. They were animals. It took all of her self-control not to make scathing comments on their abominable table manners. Farren felt the tension in the air and he tried to distract everyone, but it just led the guards to talk as they ate, which sent droplets of saliva and half-gnawed gobbets of meat across the room. Viv had retired outside after that. 
 
      
 
    Around them, the green grass and brambles progressively gave way to lichen and hardy growths clinging stubbornly to cracked stone. The massive mountain range encircling Harrak started there, before them, its many peaks snuggly covered in eternal snow. A green band expanded horizontally across the full range as spring struggled against the deadlands’ grip. The first signs of civilization came as they passed by a rocky outcrop where the air suddenly felt wetter. Viv recognized it immediately. It was terrace farming. 
 
      
 
    The mountain tribe had painstakingly created terraces of horizontal terrain, forming steps climbing up and down the edge of the mountain. Green buds were already popping from the brown earth with surprising vigor. Viv could look left and see the deadlands expanding to the horizon, but the black mana had little hold here. 
 
      
 
    They followed a well-traveled path large enough to accommodate their carriages, soon coming across people in brown and red garbs working the field. The locals shared the brown hair, brown eyes, and slightly greenish skin of everyone else, but they were also taller and a bit too thin. There were men and women and children seeding the rich loam, and they toiled in silence with their eyes downcast. Viv almost thought that they were sad, but as they turned a bend in the road, the sound of a distant song proved that she and her companions had been the problem all along. 
 
      
 
    “Mightily hostile for people we’re supposed to help,” she remarked with some annoyance.  
 
      
 
    //Your Grace. 
 
    Solfis spoke for the first time. His voice was low and she thought she detected excitement, or at least animation in the artificial tone. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    //I recognize the facial features of those people from my time. 
 
    //They harbor strong resemblance to the Harrakan southerners I met. 
 
    //Hypothesis: those mountain tribes are descendants of survivors who refused to move on! 
 
      
 
    “That would make sense. Is there any way for us to use that piece of information though?” 
 
      
 
    //Not at the moment, no. 
 
    //Keep in mind that their language could be close to an Imperial local dialect. 
 
    //Hence, they might understand our conversations, should they overhear them. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
      
 
    The trip went on. The terraces were expansive, to say the least, and those working the fields lived in small villages dotting the flank of the mountains. The houses looked barely more than hovels. It was a deceptive look. In truth, a glimpse through an open door showed that the locals had dug into the earth to protect themselves from the cold.  
 
      
 
    All of the houses were half-troglodyte dwelling, and the roofs were thatch and brick. Wood was scarce in everything.  
 
      
 
    Viv also noticed a lot of tiny red flowers the exact same dye as the locals’ clothes, hinting at natural pigments.  
 
      
 
    They arrived at a major settlement by nightfall, coming across another convoy of several families moving in silence. Farren had joined Viv in the middle of the afternoon to distract her from her constant training.  
 
      
 
    “The mountain tribes gather in their winter quarters to endure the cold season, but also whenever they celebrate a major event. When spring comes, they return to their individual villages. Most couples meet during the cold days. It’s one of their cultural specificities.” 
 
      
 
    “Interesting. Is it for safety?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. They leave no food behind, so even roaming, hungry monsters will leave their abandoned houses alone. Winter in the mountains can also be boring and depressing, so it’s usually better to spend it together. Lots of games, and uh, many kids will be born in early autumn.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.” 
 
      
 
    Viv remembered the old joke about what one’s great grand-parents used to do in the days before the internet. If one wondered, they could just ask the ancestors’ seventeen children. 
 
      
 
    “So what’s the plan now?” Viv asked. 
 
      
 
    “We will meet with some elders and there will probably be a small feast. The work begins tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Viv winced, and Farren jumped on the occasion. 
 
      
 
    “I meant to ask. What’s with you and table manners? Even poor Marruk eats as daintily as a Baranese countess these days. You know that you can relax with us, right?” 
 
      
 
    Viv shot the poor boy the most scathing, haughty look she could. She knew from previous feedback that her green eyes had a distant quality that some could find intimidating. She used them now. 
 
      
 
    “Manners are not about relaxation; they are about respect. You know that, right?” 
 
      
 
    Farren was a bit chastised. 
 
      
 
    “You remind me of my etiquette teacher.” 
 
      
 
    He grimaced. 
 
      
 
    “Look, I can’t help it,” Viv finally said, “it just annoys me. I don’t say anything because, in the end, it’s my personal reaction, and they don’t owe it to me to behave the way I want. But don’t expect me not to be pissed about it, it’s a visceral reaction.” 
 
      
 
    Farren nodded thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    “Good of you to tolerate what you could prohibit instead.” 
 
      
 
    For a moment, the temptation was strong to force the temple guards to sit straight and bring their food to their mouth instead of the contrary. She was a caster. She could threaten them. It could work. It would also be a massive abuse of power. 
 
      
 
    Chewing noise had always been the bane of Viv’s mom. Her dad had told Viv that he had made a fortune in business and investments, but he was still a ‘nouveau riche’, a mannerless oaf, until he met Viv’s mom. She had taught him how to eat, how to speak, even how to dress with understated grace. Her dad instinctively understood fitting in, but it was her mom who had given him the veneer required to blend into the particularly hermetic southern upper class. Viv had inherited her mom’s tendency to be annoyed by organic, repetitive sounds.  
 
      
 
    It made her miss her family. 
 
      
 
    Farren eyed her, considering. Viv noticed him lick his lips. 
 
      
 
    “You never talk about your past. Were manners important for your family?” 
 
      
 
    He was trying to get her to open up. It felt like genuine interest. Farren was safe. 
 
      
 
    Viv talked a bit about her parents, but they were interrupted before she could tell much. They were entering the settlement.  
 
      
 
    Viv looked with interest at the large village, nestled as it was between two flanks of the mountain. There was a dip in the ever-present wind that gave the place a warmer feel, and several sources of light cast white radiance on colorful walls. With red and brown paint, the walls of large buildings depicted important scenes of hunts and migrations, using a primitive art that gave every scene a transparent meaning. Here were families fleeing from the wrath of a large, winged predator. There, they found a cave to settle in. Finally, a warrior covered in beast skins returned and slayed the monster. Dyed pieces of cloth attached to ropes hung over the streets held aloft by the weakened gales. The mood here was more curious than circumspect as they entered the place. Several people pointed them to a central plaza. 
 
      
 
    The two carriages stopped in a tiny central square, with a few villagers rushing out to take care of the horses. Farren and the temple guards climbed down with Viv and company following closely. 
 
      
 
    An old man wearing the most outrageous hat Viv had ever seen strode out of the largest building with his entourage. The entourage was interesting in itself, and so was the man, but not as much as the hat. Viv could only watch with amazement as the massive headdress bobbed atop its proprietor. It was a mix between an Ushanka hat and a turban, massive and glittery with ornaments. Here, it said, was the person in charge. Viv had to force her mouth closed and actually pay attention to the people once they stepped almost right in front of her. Fortunately, Farren acted as a buffer. 
 
      
 
    He and the old man started a conversation in hesitant Enorian, giving Viv time to rectify her diplomatic faux-pas. The mountain tribe leader had a long white beard dotted with little pearls which were, Viv realized, pierced transparent rocks. He wore a large, red sash and heavy clothes. Two of the men around him wore chainmail made dull by age, of a kind that Viv recognized with great surprise. Those reminded her of the few intact statues she had seen in Harrak. They were Imperial garbs! 
 
      
 
    Besides the two guards, she also noted tall men dressed in layers of animal skins covered with primitive runes. She easily recognized black mana shields. The men all had quarterstaffs strapped to their backs, and kept their faces covered. 
 
      
 
    The conversation finished, and Viv found herself face-to-face with Mr. Big Hat. 
 
      
 
    The elder turned to one of his aides and muttered a few words in a language that Viv recognized, sending her mind reeling. 
 
      
 
    When Maradoc, the god of secrets, had granted her the knowledge of the Old Imperial language, she had obtained the entire breadth of variations and cultural references that went with it. She could recognize the man’s tongue. It was a strange mix of Imperial southern dialect and something else. She could follow it in the same way as someone with good knowledge of BBC English could understand a strong brogue.  
 
      
 
    He was asking a tiny old woman by his side how casters wanted to be greeted. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Uh…” she said eloquently.  
 
      
 
    What to do? 
 
      
 
    Her well-honed instincts told her that hiding her knowledge could reap benefits, but also that the price of being found out would be steep. On the other hand, she could let them know that she understood them, and see where that got her. They showed a certain distrust of foreigners. Even when Farren and the elder had talked, the latter had never lowered his guard. 
 
      
 
    Viv considered it and realized that she had no real way of knowing what the best option was. She had to rely on her instincts. 
 
      
 
    She went with honesty. Besides, her understanding was not good enough to pick up whispered secrets. 
 
      
 
    “Do you speak Harrakan?” she said, trying to sound as close as possible to the southern accent. 
 
      
 
    The old man’s eyes went wide. So did every other tribe member’s for that matter. 
 
      
 
    “How do you know the old tongue?” the old man asked, surprised.  
 
      
 
    “I learned Harrakan through a skill and you sound just like it.” 
 
      
 
    “Amazing! Do you know what I mean when I say, “as useful as skis in Harrak?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it means completely useless, because Harrak, the city, is perfectly flat. It was designed to be level.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Yes! What else do you know about us?” 
 
      
 
    “Not much. I received the skill when I was teleported into the Imperial palace. I almost died too.” 
 
      
 
    “You saw the Ziggurat with your own two eyes? Can you describe it?” 
 
      
 
    Farren and the rest watched with bemused expressions as Viv and the elder, who introduced himself to her as Marredyn, conversed with animation. His wife joined in when he started to speak too fast and Viv lost the trail. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, but where are my manners? Come in, come in!” he finally declared, and led everyone inside.” 
 
      
 
    Viv turned to Marruk. The Kark woman’s mouth still hung open.  
 
      
 
    “Big hat!”  
 
      
 
    Indeed. 
 
    


  
 
    They had a party. 
 
      
 
    The main hall of the mountain tribe village was almost completely open to accommodate a banquet room filled with long tables across a massive hearth that could roast a hippopotamus — or the local equivalent — with room to spare for a piglet. Heat was provided by coals, not wood. They glowed red in the semi-darkness.  
 
      
 
    Attendants busied themselves preparing food while the old couple grilled Viv on her knowledge of idioms. She could get most ancient references, but anything related to the mountain eluded her. Apparently, southern and northern Harrakan had enjoyed ribbing each other before the disaster struck. The elder also shared that most survivors had integrated into other societies, but a few had become nomads, and only returned a century ago when the black mana saturation had suddenly dropped to the current levels. 
 
      
 
    Viv found herself at the seat of honor to the speechless surprise of Farren and everyone else. The food they got was nice as well. There were sauteed vegetables, fresh and tasty, and triangles of hard cereals that reminded her of rice, held in long plant leaves and steamed until they were tender, with a heart made of either eggs or fatty meat. It was delicious and filling. 
 
      
 
    “Why is that food replenishing my mana?” she asked with wonder as she felt her core heating up. 
 
      
 
    The elders were excited to learn that she was a black witch, and reminded her that their food had a high black mana content. It made meals very attractive to Viv as they were not only delicious, but also possessed a rejuvenating quality that only she could truly appreciate. 
 
      
 
    “Will you recharge the ward stone?” the elder asked toward the end as they were drinking a powerful digestive to ‘dissolve the fat’. 
 
      
 
    “Yesh, that’sh why am here,” Viv seriously expressed. That liquor was so naish! It really warmed her from top to bottom, it did! She wished Varska was here. That shy cutie. 
 
      
 
    They went on to explain that some of the ‘walkers’, whatever they were, would escort her and to be careful of revenants. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about ravenee, errr, reva, errrr, those dead motherfuckers. I got zhish.” 
 
      
 
    Viv stood with all the majesty she could muster, which was not a lot, and promptly fell on her face. 
 
    




  
 
    The morning after 
 
      
 
    “Owwwwwwww.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you manage to down so many glasses? Mountain fire water can be used to clear wounds of corruption!” 
 
      
 
    Farren was a bit mad after spending an evening playing second fiddle, or so Viv thought. They were walking down the edge of the mountain following a well-traveled path. The black mana was growing thicker, but it was still manageable. They had left the terraces behind. Only small plants and other enduring growths offered some color. The rest was grey rock, then the dusty bleakness of the deadlands extended to the horizon. 
 
      
 
    “High affinity,” Viv replied, not trusting herself to move her lips too much. She was suckling on her water flask every time she thought she would not throw up. That was some premium hangover. Viv usually downed water after getting a buzz and before sex if applicable to avoid this kind of headache. This time, the treacherous booze had caught her off guard. 
 
      
 
    She should get a few bottles to bring back. 
 
      
 
    “We are not far now,” one of the walkers said. 
 
      
 
    It turned out that the walkers were a specialized path that pretty much only existed among the mountain tribes. They were scouts meant to operate in the deadlands. On top of heightened black mana resistance, they benefited from a range of skills including the ability to escape revenant perception, and skills with a heavy quarterstaff that allowed them to disable multiple opponents at the same time. It would not work as well against human fighters, but most deadlands creatures could operate without issue with a sword planted somewhere, while a shattered limb would slow them down. 
 
      
 
    Once again, Viv was amazed at how adaptive paths were. It reinforced her opinion that they were just an interface for people to handle how they wanted the magic of the world to change them. 
 
      
 
    Something else that she should have guessed was that paths offered defensive skills. She had assumed that Marruk’s ability to block stuff came from a shield skill or something, but apparently some simply increased the general resilience of the beneficiary. It was just that Viv’s path did not have anything to make her more solid. She had danger sense and the ability to vaporize any incoming threat. 
 
      
 
    Come to think of it, that was pretty cool as well. 
 
      
 
    The walkers had been unusually open to explaining their abilities and Viv had also deduced another important facet of magical reinforcement. The more mana she had, the more resilient to foreign effects she became. That meant that powerful mages could be just hurt by her spell instead of disintegrated. Viv suspected that it might be more relevant for other aspects. Black was in a class of its own when it came to destruction. It also meant that powerful monsters were well-protected against her. When facing them, she would have to take their resilience into account. 
 
      
 
    It took them only an hour to reach the first ward stone. It sat, lonely, at the edge of the dead plains proper. Before it, plants and lichen still struggled to cling to the ground in fading, but colorful blotches. After it, there was only dust, and the occasional black dot of deadland brambles. 
 
      
 
    Although they had called it a ward stone, Viv believed that ‘obelisk’ might be a better term. The rock rose from the ground in defiance of the surrounding flats, its surface glowing white with a network of runes. Viv could not detach her eyes from the construct. She almost slipped in a shower of gravel. 
 
      
 
    “Wow, this is the thing? It’s much more complex than I thought!” she admitted out loud. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Farren sniffed, “the network of ward stones was established by a famous mage from the Helock University as commissioned by our church. It was a grand endeavor.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, la-di-fucking-da, fan-boy. Where is that thing’s battery?” 
 
      
 
    Farren grumbled while the entourage of soldiers and walkers made a show of not paying attention to them. The ‘battery’, as it were, was a circle with a handprint at the back. Viv placed her own there and recognized the familiar feeling of connection she had when feeding Solfis’ core. She pushed her mana in, and the construct drank it greedily. The closest runes shone with more energy. 
 
      
 
    “Simple enough, simple enough,” Viv muttered, but the glyphs caught all her attention. There were some she recognized, like “if” and “transfer”, and “black” of course, but others that escaped her and bounced around at the edge of her consciousness. She got the general impression that the stone absorbed ambient black mana and turned it into energy to repel the black mana. As far as designs were concerned, she thought it was a bit stupid. The construct was starving itself of the resource it needed to keep going, and then when the black mana increased in intensity, the runes were too weakened to function properly. It was a secondary concern, however. The important part was that the glyphs to self-sustain an enchantment were here, right before her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Something tugged on her then, and she realized that her conduits had dried up. 
 
      
 
    “Shit.” 
 
      
 
    She pulled her hand and fought off the deeply unsettling sensation of being too low on mana. The obelisk was a third full, she judged. She could recharge fast on the edge of the deadlands. They would be done quickly. 
 
      
 
    Viv walked away a bit and started working on the forms Solfis had taught her, taking great care to feel the black mana overcoming the other hues as the world’s life crossed boundaries between the outside and her true self. The strange experience made her go over the edge. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Mana absorption: Advanced 1 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The message was nice but it was barely needed. Viv could feel exactly how mana traversed the immaterial membrane between the outside and herself, and with minor adjustments, she started to increase the speed. 
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    She got the impression that it was the first part that had been the hardest, and now things were going to go faster again. 
 
      
 
    Her routine was over soon, and she returned to the obelisk to resume the charge. It took a good ten minutes for her to be exhausted again. This time, she decided to take a short break. She had been at it for over an hour and a half. The others had scattered around her, settling down on the ground. Three of the knights and two walkers had started a game of something that looked like dominos while Marruk was by her side, keeping an eye out as always. 
 
      
 
    Viv wanted to bring the glyphs back to study. If she could find a better way to drag mana from the air, she could recreate a basic charging station for Solfis, the same as she had seen in the golem staging bay back in Harrak.  
 
      
 
    More importantly, something that could drain black mana could expand the patch of arable land around Kazar, pushing back the sea of undeath that covered this once prosperous country. 
 
      
 
    Think of the possibilities! 
 
      
 
    All excited, Viv turned to Farren. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, do you have paper and a pen? I want to note this down.” 
 
      
 
    Farren looked at her like she had grown a second head. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Bob, besides the fact that copying runes without authorization is a major crime, I think that you may not understand what you are trying to do.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I could probably copy those, but you cannot. It would be better if I let you attempt it.” 
 
      
 
    Viv frowned. 
 
      
 
    “I am not trying to trap you. You are just a strange mix of scholarly and wild. Here, have my notebook,” Farren offered. 
 
      
 
    She grabbed the small, leather-covered book and opened it toward the end. Farren also handed her sharpened charcoal, and she began to trace the glyphs. 
 
      
 
    And stopped immediately. 
 
      
 
    The glyphs were alive, at least to her. They were separate and distinct and writing them down without understanding them was impossible. Her hand faltered. Her mind swam. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
      
 
    “Casters write runes as runes, while we only draw squiggles that resemble the real thing in the same way a stick figure resembles a human. You will not be able to reproduce the pattern unless you are able to cast it yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you just commit it to memory instead? I do not know about your Focus, but from what I saw, you should be able to do it.” 
 
      
 
    Viv closed her eyes and visualized, then she swore. 
 
      
 
    The tapestry of glyphs glowed in her mind, each piece intact and waiting to be delved in. She did not understand them, but they were there. The result was… disturbing. Remembering something without understanding it felt alien to her. It was still better than the alternative. 
 
      
 
    “This is weird.” 
 
      
 
    Farren looked unimpressed by her realization, but his expression turned appreciative when he glanced at the obelisk. She was almost done. 
 
      
 
    “It would have taken a crew of six over two days to restore the enchantments to functionality. You will top it up before lunch.” 
 
      
 
    And she did. The wards were fully operational by the time she sat to eat a simple porridge with the rest of the group. The walkers paid her compliments, eyes smiling behind their leathery masks. The knights looked pleased as well. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like we’ll be home sooner than I thought,” one of them said. 
 
      
 
    It felt good to be appreciated. 
 
      
 
    “The next obelisk is two hours away from here. Do you think that you could fix it as well?” the head walker finally said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, sure why not?” 
 
      
 
    They walked along the edge without issue, Viv only yoinking the occasional revenant. All the while, she was thinking about another enchantment, one that had lasted for decades by itself back in the heart of Harrak, in the campfire where she had spent her first night. It had been able to create a neutral mana area in the very core of the deadlands. 
 
      
 
    It was still there.  
 
      
 
    Waiting. 
 
    


  
 
    They returned to the village for the night. The visitors were housed in guest rooms behind the town hall. After a more subdued dinner, one of the walkers approached Viv as she went to wash her hands. 
 
      
 
    “You know,” the man said, “we walkers suffer from an unfortunate condition. We cannot have children unless we stay away from the deadlands for a full season. On the other hand, we are renowned for our stamina, and cannot catch diseases.” 
 
      
 
    Viv turned and came across a pale smile and amused brown eyes. The man was handsome in a lanky kind of way. There was also acceptance there. A polite distance. 
 
      
 
    She considered his words and decided that, as far as invitations to fuck were concerned, she had received worse. 
 
      
 
    “I would test that stamina of yours, but I am courting someone in Kazar, and would prefer not to stray,” she answered with a smile. 
 
      
 
    The walker nodded. 
 
      
 
    “It is a wise woman who waters her oat before helping the neighbor.” 
 
      
 
    It probably meant something, but the walker then just bowed and left. She returned to their table as Farren was standing up. A fact had just occurred to her. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Farren.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “How come nobody ever tried to flirt with me back in Kazar? I mean, no false modesty, I know I’m attractive.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” the young man answered with a guarded voice that heralded a carefully diplomatic answer, “you read some of the stories from my books, yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “In those tales, the hero has to face either a mighty champion, a deadly golem, or a powerful drake to rescue their princess. Never the three at once.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh.” 
 
      
 
    “Also, half of the town thinks you’re crazy.” 
 
      
 
    “Now that’s just rude!” 
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39: Back 
 
    

  
 
    Viv spent one week going from stone to stone, spending her evenings in the underground dwellings of grateful villagers. The walkers had spread the word that she spoke the local language, and also that she had recharged the stones to full capacity which other teams often failed to do. It was a classic case of ‘good enough’ caused by exhaustion. She also set a record by finishing in half the usual time. 
 
      
 
    There were no real attacks during the operation. The dozen revenants that came to her every day got handled by a group that could have held the line against twice their numbers. The loser of the latest card game was in charge of undead disposal, disabling the creatures until Viv could yoink them. One of the temple guards was even able to set his sword on fire, killing the creatures for good in one blow.  
 
      
 
    They returned to the main settlement after she was done. Other tribes lived further along the mountainside, but her guides said that they lived in valleys between peaks, not so close to the deadlands. 
 
      
 
    Viv considered the trip to be an investment. All the stones shared the same inscriptions, which showed that what the engraver lacked in ingenuity, he made up for in consistency. The pattern itself showed ways to use ambient mana as fuel. That was what she needed to make Solfis more mobile. She still wanted to get a good look at the ward stone in Harrak, but that would have to wait. 
 
      
 
    In the end, Farren got his wish and the elder agreed to assist him with his expedition, going so far as to offer guides to the most likely locations. 
 
      
 
    The trip back was as boring and uneventful as ever, although Viv took comfort in her own progress. She was mainly really looking forward to a good bath, though. Her hair had regrown to pixie length and was kind of messy, and the group was dirty and dusty.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Meditative trance: Expert 1 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It was her first skill reaching such a high level. It had suddenly improved as she was done with the last pillar and had moved around while focusing on each rune one after the other. The improvement stunned her. Her consciousness relaxed and flowed with her movements in a serene dance, turning her mind to be both sharp and detached. She could understand every rune she envisioned and knew on a fundamental level that involved more than her body or her brain. It involved her soul as well. The world, Nyil, talked to a part of her that she had never been aware of back on earth. She caught a glimpse of damage, but it was thankfully localized, and did not pain her at the moment. This new perception gave her a deep sense of wonder. That something as unfathomably vast as a planet could be somewhat alive defied her comprehension. She could put a number on the diameter of the planet. It was slightly larger than earth, so it was probably between thirteen and fifteen thousand kilometers. She could not comprehend it. You could see a kilometer, especially if the land expanded around you. You could not see, or even understand, ten thousand. Even her improved mind failed to envision the sheer size of it. And this entity interacted with her, lending her strength. 
 
      
 
    That was incredible. 
 
      
 
    She had also improved in terms of raw mental abilities.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Focus +1 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Willpower +1 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    It was amazing progress for such a short time, but it had a price. She had learned no new runes. Only her mana absorption had progressed to Apprentice 4. There was always a tradeoff. 
 
      
 
    What interested her as well was how a large variety of tasks made progress and focus easier. Charging the obelisks had become a bit tedious toward the end because it was so repetitive. When Solfis trained her, he and Varska always alternated tasks to keep her mind fresh. She was in good hands. 
 
      
 
    They came into view of Kazar in the early afternoon and split up by the gates. There was no welcoming committee waiting for them, though Viv was greeted by Head Investigator Tars, the woman who had interrogated her the first time she arrived in the city. They split up near the gate and Viv headed straight to the Spotted Feather for good food and a bath. 
 
      
 
    “The women here make me uncomfortable,” Marruk rumbled. “They proposed a lot of things that I did not care for,” she continued, turning an interesting shade of purple. 
 
      
 
    “Oh? So you do not enjoy having humans serving you?” 
 
      
 
    The Kark’s face turned contemplative. 
 
      
 
    “If you put it like that… Hmm. Do you think they would agree to another foot massage?” she finally asked. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. They probably have skills related to, err, massage. Just be respectful and ask.” 
 
      
 
    Viv spent a pleasant few hours under the care of one of Yan’s apprentices. Once more, she declined sex, though this time it was mainly due to a sense of loyalty toward Varska. She also considered diseases as she was soaking in the bath. Technically, she had been disintegrated and recomposed here, on Nyil. So maybe no virus had come with her. On the other hand, she had not shat herself to death in the first few hours, so clearly her gut flora had traveled with her, most likely? It was all very confusing. Honestly, if she had brought diseases with her, Kazar would have turned into a plague land already. 
 
      
 
    So. 
 
      
 
    Yeah. 
 
      
 
    Lovemaking. 
 
      
 
    It would probably be weird to cross that line from someone from another world, yet another thing that made Nyil more real and the possibility of returning to earth not just more distant, but also less desirable. 
 
      
 
    God she hoped there was a way to stay in touch or something. 
 
      
 
    Shaking her head, Viv dragged Arthur to a second, quicker bath and made the tiny dragon’s skin lustrous. Arthur was self-cleaning or something, but she still enjoyed soaking if the tongue lolling out and closed eyes were any indication. 
 
      
 
    “This is a bath. A bath is comfortable and warm, is it not?” 
 
      
 
    “Eeeee.” 
 
      
 
    They departed soon after, Marruk visibly yawning despite a nap. The stalwart door wielder had remained vigilant for extended periods of time and, if Viv remembered their arrangement, she owed her three days of rest. Viv decided to pay her girlfriend a visit and they were let in by the mage’s sneering housekeeper. Varska was waiting for her in the main training room. Something was wrong. 
 
      
 
    “Are you alright?” Viv asked as soon as she saw the formal dress and downcast expression. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. No. It does not matter. Listen, your departure allowed me to reflect on our relationship, and I have decided to end it.” 
 
      
 
    What? 
 
      
 
    “Errr, did I do something?” 
 
      
 
    “You are not the cause. I am.” 
 
      
 
    Oh god, she was going to pull a ‘it’s not you it’s me’.  
 
      
 
    “You and I… It was not meant to happen. I am trapped here, at peace, but also at an end. My potential is spent. My chances have burnt out. You see the mark on my cheek and you do not care, but the others will. I am tainting your image by existing.” 
 
      
 
    Viv wanted to tell Varska not to be so dramatic, but she did not want to interrupt the younger woman during what was clearly a very emotional moment. It felt wrong. It felt like denying her her feelings. So she listened, even though she thought that what Varska was doing amounted to emotional self-harm. 
 
      
 
    “We will continue our lessons. I will see you grow as you were meant to when you were dragged into our world, but nothing more. You will remain pure. I will stay in the shadows. This is for the best.” 
 
      
 
    Viv did not think that anyone but Varska could see her as ‘pure’. 
 
      
 
    “Do I not get a say in this?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not know how things work in your own world, but here it takes only one partner’s decision to break up a couple.” 
 
      
 
    Viv decided to be the more adult of the two, and not to roll her eyes at the willing misunderstanding. 
 
      
 
    “You assume that you know what I want.” 
 
      
 
    “What you want has nothing to do with it. You have been in this world for all of two months, and I have been here for close to twenty. I have attended some of Param’s most exclusive parties, rubbed elbows with the archmages of Helock and the high priests of Mornyr. For all the life experience that you have in your world, you are a baby in this one. You do not understand the ramifications of courting a pariah.” 
 
      
 
    Viv wanted to object but she saw in Varska’s posture something that went beyond a refusal. She had been dismissed. Her opinion would be looked down upon, simply because Varska had decided in her head that Viv was being irresponsible.  
 
      
 
    And yet, there was a raw pain there that made her think that she had a chance at convincing the headstrong mage. 
 
      
 
    But… it stung. 
 
      
 
    It stung being dismissed. 
 
      
 
    Viv was tired from the trip, and she had the others to take care of, and Varska was her own person, and… 
 
      
 
    “Fine. Ok. Fine. That’s your decision. I think that… never mind. Just. I’m going to go. I’ll take tomorrow off and we can resume classes the day after, if you are still willing.” 
 
      
 
    Varska nodded resolutely. Viv climbed down the stairs and ignored the heart-wrenching sob she heard behind. 
 
      
 
    That was some bullshit. 
 
    

  
 
    Even Marruk felt the change. 
 
      
 
    “Did something happen?” 
 
      
 
    “Varska dumped my ass. Keep it to yourself, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh. Uh. Booze?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah maybe later. Let’s grab some food then go home for now.” 
 
      
 
    They retreated to their den. Arthur helped with transferring her blankets to her designated corner, and rolled herself into a small ball, leaving only a pale snoot popping out of her lair. Marruk begged off dinner and went to sleep after making sure nothing was amiss. Viv sat heavily into a corner and grabbed a bottle of sweet wine (three silver talents, a robbery) and poured herself a glass. She missed streaming cheesy dramas. She could do with a distraction right now. Getting drunk was out of the question anyway, she would not become her mom. 
 
      
 
    If only there was some way to distract herself. 
 
      
 
    Just then, heavy footsteps sounded outside. An armored fist banged on her door, three times, and a booming voice bellowed. 
 
      
 
    “This is Inquisitor Denerim. I would like to talk to Witch Bob. Open up, please.” 
 
      
 
    Fuck you, universe. Go eat a bag of dicks. 
 
    

  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40: Unexpected 
 
      
 
    Inquisitor Denerim refrained from checking his armor for the umpteenth time. Simishe always said that it betrayed his nervousness. She would tell him to straighten and smile. Then she would probably slap his ass. 
 
      
 
    Denerim let the tiniest of smiles bloom on his lips and rectified his posture. He passed a hand in his beard and turned to Orkan, who had just kicked a stone. 
 
      
 
    “Patience.” 
 
      
 
    The sullen young adult gave him a vicious look. As usual, the glare lost its intensity after a second and morphed into a sigh. Orkan was a good kid. He was trying his best despite… everything, so Denerim placed a comforting hand on his apprentice’s shoulder and gave it a good, manly grip. 
 
      
 
    “We are intruding upon them when they are tired and probably just want to be alone. And we are figures of authority. It’s a normal reaction.” 
 
      
 
    “When a woman said that she was getting ready, it used to mean that she would return wearing very little,” Orkan said dejectedly. 
 
      
 
    “I would not count on it this time. Also, there is a Kark woman…” 
 
      
 
    Both men smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Not that I’m judging,” the inquisitor said, wiggling his eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    Orkan chuckled and some of the pain left his angular traits. The younger man had enough scars for three veterans, and the tattoos marking his origin formed angry red lines across his muscular body from toes to forehead. Black eyes returned to stare at the closed door. 
 
      
 
    It opened. 
 
      
 
    Denerim ended up nose to nose with a powerfully built Kark woman with bloodshot eyes and a grumpy air. Her dark hair was mussy under a helmet, and for one moment, he thought his vision had gone awry. But no. There were two doors before him. The Kark had the other one strapped to her forearm. 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” she growled in passable Enorian. 
 
      
 
    They walked inside the house, finding a scene that he was definitely not expecting. The witch herself was armored, sitting in a throne-like chair before them, with a vicious-looking creature perched menacingly behind her. He briefly inspected her. 
 
      
 
    [Black Witch: Dangerous. Second stage of her path. One who has forfeited other hues in favor of a deep understanding of black mana, a rare choice. Highest stat: Focus (early fourth tier) Highest skills: meditation, mana manipulation, pain tolerance.] 
 
      
 
    More information filtered through his mind as the magic helped him interpret what his senses perceived. 
 
      
 
    [Decent melee combatant: Superior caster. Smart. Killer. Undead Bane. Lucky. On the rise. OCCULTED.] 
 
      
 
    That was… unusual. His inquisitor path gave him access to many tools, including ones used to pierce the veil used by assassins and dark worshippers. The ‘occulted’ feeling came with a feeling of hitting a wall, one that was vast and absolutely unyielding. It was worrisome, but it did not extend to his other skills. Occultation was not always a sinister thing. A simple discussion would clear things out. 
 
      
 
    The sinuous creature on her shoulder was a drake of some sort. An unusual color as well. 
 
      
 
    Except. 
 
      
 
    Denerim counted the number of limbs. 
 
      
 
    Oh shit. 
 
      
 
    [Juvenile draconic creature: Not very dangerous. Highest stat: Finesse (late second tier). Highest skills: draconic combat. Others: awoken intellect. Gourmet. Truce. OCCULTED.] 
 
      
 
    Not tamed. Not tamed! Occulted. Alright, calm down. That was… weird, but truce felt like the dragon did not see humans as prey, he could feel it.  
 
      
 
    And it was a dragon. 
 
      
 
    He was so damn sure. No paladin of Neriad could see that winged figure and take it for anything else. By the high one’s fetching buttocks, what the fuck? 
 
      
 
    And occulted? 
 
      
 
    Ok. Enough. He had already spent several seconds staring at the creature who was now eyeing him with malevolent crimson eyes. Denerim lowered his gaze to the witch who was now eyeing him with malevolent emerald eyes. He bowed politely. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings to you, Witch Bob. I apologize for calling on you at this late—” 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck are you looking at?” 
 
      
 
    Denerim’s next words died out in his throat and he froze the tense smile on his face for the sake of his host. Simishe said that a public figure had to smile in tense situations. Apparently, it helped with settling things when done correctly. Easy for her to say. 
 
      
 
    Denerim straightened up once again and turned to his apprentice. The young man was baring his teeth at the Kark bodyguard, his tattoos glowing red like dying embers in the room’s darkness. The Kark’s expression had gone to the glacial neutrality of the consummate fighter planning her first strike. Things were going out of hand. He didn’t want to start his investigation with violence. 
 
      
 
    “Orkan.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re fucking with us, we should—” 
 
      
 
    “Orkan.” 
 
      
 
    “That big, disrespectful—” 
 
      
 
    Simishe always said that he was awe-inspiring and manly when he got serious. A rock in the storm. That’s what he went for now. He was the center, and he was as unyielding as a mountain. 
 
      
 
    “Orkan.” 
 
      
 
    The boy calmed down. Despite his upbringing and the young rage in his heart, he found it in himself to rein his temper once more. Denerim smiled at him despite everything. Neriad welcomed all who fought the righteous fight, even if that fight was against themselves. Not all were born equal. Not all could tip the scales, but Neriad assisted each and every one of those who fought for a better world.  
 
      
 
    Denerim would do his part. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, mentor.” 
 
      
 
    “You are forgiven.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m the one who should be forgiving right now,” the Kark woman grumbled, still in the posture that would allow her to smash Orkan in the ribs in a moment. Denerim wasn’t too worried. Orkan and himself would win without… 
 
      
 
    His thoughts trailed off as he saw something glint at the edge of his vision, something yellow. He turned his head and saw what looked like a bone statue. 
 
      
 
    [golem]  
 
      
 
    He did not take the time to inspect more, because at that moment, the construct’s eyes flashed again, and in them he saw a depth of malice that sent a chill down his spine. There was a centennial hatred buried in those orbs that no living creature could ever hope to match, a cold intellect with a will defying logic itself. It would kill him with glee. Denerim did not exist as a person in what passed for the thing’s mind. It was merciless murder incarnate. 
 
      
 
    He felt a pulse coming from the caster, a sense of pressure that he knew meant a primed offensive spell. She was also pushing against his soul with a threatening aura, but Denerim had stood shoulder to shoulder with the greatest fighters of Param as an elder wyvern bore down on him. She was still a pup. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps we started off on the wrong foot. Would it be fine for me to introduce myself again?” he said in an attempt to salvage the meeting. 
 
      
 
    “Could you introduce yourself to the closest latrines instead?” the witch asked. 
 
      
 
    “I assure you, I would not be bothering you if it were not important.” 
 
      
 
    There were too many things to consider, but it would have to come later. He had a mission that took priority. 
 
      
 
    The witch looked at him in the way that screamed ‘inspection’. She had short, messy light brown hair and beautiful traits. Very exotic. Her elegant poise could have allowed her to pass for a noble were it not for her eyes. They had an edge that more experienced court animals would have smoothed over. And they were a unique green hue that he had never seen before. She was clearly from afar. Even her skin was very pale with a visible network of black veins, but with a healthy flush. It was all rather eye-catching. Dangerous, that. 
 
      
 
    She made a sign and the Kark stepped back. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, let’s hear it.” 
 
      
 
    The throne and the fact that they were not offered seats sent a clear message. Perhaps she was noble after all? Having them stand as if this were a palace and not a rental cottage in the ass end of Param was within the range of dickish moves he would expect from a Baranese countess. 
 
      
 
    “We have come requesting your assistance in a delicate matter. We have been contacted by an officer of the law to assist with the tracking of a dangerous criminal.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that so?” the witch asked in a cold voice. He felt a spell priming again. The… baby dragon hissed. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and that criminal has been living in Kazar for at least two years,” Denerim explained, having anticipated this sort of reaction. “That is why I think that you could help, since you are a recent arrival.” 
 
      
 
    She blinked. 
 
      
 
    She frowned slightly. 
 
      
 
    “You are not a prime suspect, if that is what you fear. I really came here to ask for your support,” he said, and called upon his Truth skill.  
 
      
 
    It was an interesting thing, his Truth skill, a double-edged sword that allowed him to detect falsehoods, but also made him much more reticent to lie. When he activated it, people would feel the candor in his words. Just like the witch did now. 
 
      
 
    She sat back in her modest throne and gestured for him to continue. By his side, Orkan settled down. 
 
      
 
    “What I will share with you is confidential information. I will ask you not to speak of it, or the cultist will flee and we will lose them.” 
 
      
 
    “Cultist?” she asked with a frown. His Truth skill whispered that her reaction was genuine. It was pretty much a gut feeling. 
 
      
 
    “I will get back to it. A few days ago, townspeople went to cut down a stretch of the woods to clear the way for more farms. They found a charnel pit. Five corpses in a mound.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow.” 
 
      
 
    “The bodies were… heavily damaged, but fortunately the citizens of Kazar called upon their prime investigator who recognized the precise cuts used on the remains. Missing thighs, cheeks, calves, biceps. She called us in turn. I do not need to tell you what this means.” 
 
      
 
    She looked very confused. 
 
      
 
    “Errr. You do.” 
 
      
 
    Again, a genuine reaction. She was innocent.  
 
      
 
    “You have never heard about Gomogog?” 
 
      
 
    She did not move in her seat. Her immobility betrayed an attempt to hide her reaction. To Denerim’s experienced eyes, she might as well have been babbling.  
 
      
 
    “Very well. Gomogog is the dark god of flesh, renewal, and hunger. He offers immortality to his followers in exchange for the sacrifice and consumption of sapient flesh.” 
 
      
 
    “Those cuts mean that someone harvested meat from the bodies…” she realized with widened eyes. The Kark made the sign of Enttiku, goddess of death. A shiver shook her mighty frame. Orkan just rolled his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Precisely. Prime investigator Tars correctly guessed that the bodies were killed every two months or so, but also that the most recent one dated to a full year back. I suspect that the cultist changes the burial location from time to time to avoid gathering too much attention.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know that it’s one cultist and not several?” 
 
      
 
    Oh? A relevant question. Usually, the first thing people did was to claim that their beloved town could not possibly have such a monster in its midst. 
 
      
 
    “The cuts are practically identical. Individual cultists always prepare the... meat... themselves, it is part of their ritual.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. Why not dispose of the bodies farther into the woods, by the way? Monsters would help them disappear.” 
 
      
 
    “Unreliable. Although people eaten in such a ritual never rise, body parts can still be found in monster lairs in case of a purge. We were really lucky to find those graves. Whoever that cultist is, they have patiently fed on drifters and scavengers over the years. The proximity of the Deathshield Woods and the convoys going to forts means a myriad of ways to explain a disappearance. Our quarry is clever, yes. Hmmm. They could have been operating for a century and we would not know.” 
 
      
 
    “How dangerous is a Gomogog cultist exactly?” 
 
      
 
    Denerim refocused on the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Depends on their food reserves. Alright, I need to delve into the depths of their depravity. Disciples of that foul god sacrifice others to stave off their own mortality, adding their victim’s flesh to their own. They are… larger on the inside, so to speak. They will grow to monstrous size in combat, thus revealing to the world the extent of their corruption. The disciple consumes flesh to heal flesh. So long as they have reserves, they can close even the most grievous of wounds, mutating in a mass of ever-changing musculature.” 
 
      
 
    “Also they stink,” Orkan added helpfully. 
 
      
 
    “They can regrow limbs?” the witch asked with a frown, one finger idly scratching the dragonling’s spine. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Grow, regrow, multiply. Older disciples can reach prodigious size, but they are always revealed in the end. The insane hunger of their masters spreads through their unholy bodies until they can no longer control themselves. It is always a matter of time.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright. Do spells work against them then?” 
 
      
 
    Denerim and his apprentice exchanged a glance. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the inquisitor explained, “you see, they might resist them like all highly magical beings, but they use mostly life mana.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? That is… unexpected.” 
 
      
 
    “Life mana to sustain themselves, a little black mana to corrupt and change. As such, foreign black mana spells are extremely effective against them. As the antithesis of life and preservation, they burn and disrupt the ability to regenerate efficiently. I read Lieutenant Cernit's report on your inspiring contribution against the undead. Your specialty would serve us well in this struggle.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. So that’s why you wanted me to join. Just to be on the safe end of things, there is another caster in Kazar we shou…” 
 
      
 
    The witch frowned and Denerim saw realization in her widening eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You are suspecting her,” she exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Denerim felt the witch’s intense distress at the thought that Lady Varska, the resident witch, could be the culprit. She was not afraid, but worried. The two knew each other well. 
 
      
 
    “We suspect everyone,” the inquisitor continued, “but there are signs that can point us in the right direction. For example, disciples of Gomogog try to dwell in places with a high life mana attunement, and Kazar has one such place.” 
 
      
 
    The woman frowned. 
 
      
 
    “The tree?” the Kark asked. 
 
      
 
    “Precisely,” Denerim said with approval. 
 
      
 
    “Aw no, anything but that,” the witch continued. “What other signs?” 
 
      
 
    “Well. They tend to be very protective of their personal space, for obvious reasons. And they would tend to eat a lot, mostly meat.” 
 
      
 
    The witch relaxed. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah that’s not Varska at all. She is a herbivore. Mostly. Except for her sweet tooth, really. Though I suppose a disciple would gorge in private?” 
 
      
 
    “Most of the time, yes. Be careful with your suspicion, young one. The mind tends to focus on its own worst fears instead of searching for the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “A disciple would live alone, right? Away from their family, if they had one?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “... I’ll try not to focus on my fear.” 
 
      
 
    “We can go tomorrow and assuage your concerns, and ours. It will be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Fine. Pass by after daybreak?” 
 
      
 
    “We will see you there. Be careful and make sure that your house is secure. Our arrival could have been noticed, though we have done our best to be discreet.” 
 
      
 
    There was a hint of defiance in the witch now, as she sat back into her throne. 
 
      
 
    “This place is safe now. I assure you.” 
 
      
 
    Truth. Or at least, she believed it was the case. Denerim had to remind himself to be careful, as being truthful and being correct were two entirely separate propositions. 
 
      
 
    “See you tomorrow. Take care.” 
 
      
 
    They left. 
 
    




  
 
    The door closed behind the inquisitor and Viv did her best to take deep breaths. It would be fine. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not her,” Marruk said. 
 
      
 
    Viv turned to the one who had started as a precaution but was quickly turning into a friend. The Kark warrior’s big, honest face showed a level of confidence that Viv wished she could share. Varska was an exile with little to lose. She bore a stigma in her flesh that Gomogog could perhaps heal. She lived near the Kazaran tree. It did not look too good. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand… no it would be too weird. Too big of a coincidence. She had invited Viv into her home…and more. But what if it was to eat her… No. No. Or yes? 
 
      
 
    //I agree with Marruk’s assessment of the situation, Your Grace. 
 
    //Although mine is based on rigorous observation rather than fleshy wishful thinking. 
 
    //I have slain Gomogog disciples in the past. 
 
    //If your… ‘mentor’... were a follower of a dark god, she would have acted before. 
 
    //Gomogog followers are not known for their impulse control. 
 
    //It is not her. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    //Almost entirely, yes. 
 
    //Set your mind at ease. 
 
      
 
    “Ok. Ok.” 
 
      
 
    Marruk locked the front door and placed a chair under the knob to block the access, for good measure. She yawned mightily, showing her large flat teeth in an uncharacteristic display.  
 
      
 
    “I’m going back to bed. Big hunt tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright. Thanks for being there.” 
 
      
 
    “Always. Good night.” 
 
    


  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41: Investigation 
 
    
  
 
    Inquisitor Denerim came back as Viv was having breakfast. Marruk was chewing on a warm bun with a vacant expression as the man let himself in with that weird dude that gave Viv punk vibes. The idealized type that screamed their rage with a guitar and threw rocks at riot cops. And he had shiny tattoos. Her inspection skill only said that he was an inquisitor apprentice though. 
 
      
 
    Denerim told her that he and Orkan had to fetch their gear first, and to wait for them at home. Viv thought that it was super inefficient but whatever, it would give Marruk a moment to rest her eyes. Even with the magic reinforcing people’s stamina, it was clear that the door-wielding bodyguard was suffering from fatigue. It was an exertion of the mind that made the usually stoic warrior despondent and even a bit grumpy. 
 
      
 
    Then there was a knock at the door. 
 
      
 
    Marruk went up and checked through the shuttered window. Her face froze. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Gogen. The housekeeper.” 
 
      
 
    Fuck. 
 
      
 
    What if… 
 
      
 
    Viv was getting paranoid. Was the old, portly woman hiding a terrible secret? 
 
      
 
    She turned to Solfis. 
 
      
 
    //If she attacks you while I am here, she will die. 
 
      
 
    “Ok. Marruk, let her in, but keep a distance. Let Solfis react.” 
 
      
 
    The Kark woman nodded slowly, then opened the door. Gogen entered the room without hesitation. 
 
      
 
    “Hello,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Viv looked into the depth of those bovine brown eyes and saw nothing there. Her visitor displayed the malice and cunning of a snail laying waste to a piece of lettuce. She took in her surroundings with one look, huffed, and started to dust the table Viv was sitting at.  
 
      
 
    Gogen was an amazingly ugly woman, as if someone had carefully arranged the proportion of someone to maximize her plain appearance without ever dipping into the unhealthy or the grotesque. Quite an achievement, really. 
 
      
 
    Viv watched, tense, for a tentacle to sprout out of the woman’s back. 
 
      
 
    It did not happen.  
 
      
 
    The old Kazaran frump grabbed her broom and swept the floor with practiced efficiency. All the while, she was breathing loudly through her half-open mouth, eyes glazed, with a bit of drool dripping down her lips. 
 
      
 
    Viv half expected an evil cackle, accompanied by a shriek of “no one ever suspects the cleaning lady, nyaaaahahahaha!” But no. Gogen finished her task in ten minutes and left, barely acknowledging Viv’s embarrassed ‘thanks’. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, I really hope this is over with soon or I’ll never go out again,” the witch said. 
 
      
 
    “We must face the challenge head-on,” Marruk agreed. She yawned again. “If we can find it,” she added. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, the inquisitors returned before any more brilliant insight was bestowed upon Viv.  
 
      
 
    The pair had picked up nondescript suits of armor. They look like temple guards now, with a white cape over leather and chainmail.  
 
      
 
    Viv studied them again. The older one was tall and broad and very scruffy. He was also quite handsome in a dignified, solid kind of way. Even had the grey at the temples. He wore a well-used and quite obviously enchanted broadsword by his side. The younger one had a hooked nose, very dark hair, and he was all edges. Especially with those red tattoos. He also wielded a broadsword, but on the other side he had a nasty curved blade that looked like it was designed to bite around shields. The contrast between both blades was quite jarring. The curved one had evidently seen much use. 
 
      
 
    Viv decided to leave Solfis behind as she thought that the two inquisitors might be enough to at least hold back the thing as Viv ran. They moved out. 
 
      
 
    “It’s very unlikely that your cleaning servant is the cultist, but you were right to keep your guard up,” Denerim said. 
 
      
 
    “So, except for, errrr, Gomogog, what other cults do you usually deal with?” Viv asked in an attempt to distract herself. 
 
      
 
    “The most commonly worshipped one is Efestar. Before I continue…Do they not worship dark gods where you come from?” 
 
      
 
    “This kind of dark knowledge is hidden in my home country. Possibly censored,” Viv answered noncommittally.  
 
      
 
    The inquisitor looked at her weirdly, but he did not comment on the half-truth.  
 
      
 
    “I see? Well, Efestar is the God of Resentment. His domain is that of the petty revenge, the secret scheme, the malevolent lies. His followers are constantly required to sacrifice something, or someone, of value to them to bring destruction on another. They are always the hardest to detect since the boon comes in a form that could be explained by fate or bad luck. A blight on one’s crop, for example. Once the treachery is found, however, finding the culprit is usually straightforward. Just find whoever suffered as well.” 
 
      
 
    “This seems like a recipe for disaster. People who just got their lives ruined always look for a cause. It’s just too easy to blame it on someone else.” 
 
      
 
    Denerim turned to her, showing a bitter smile. 
 
      
 
    “Dark gods corrupt and destroy as much as they can, and they are most pleased when men turn on themselves without their input. Such is their nature.” 
 
      
 
    Just then, the younger man’s tattoos flashed a deeper red before settling down yet again. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, can I ask about the tattoos?” Viv asked with all the tact and diplomatic touch of a drunken rhino. 
 
      
 
    “I used to be a Hallurian warborn,” the young man said defensively. 
 
      
 
    “Ooooooh,” Marruk and Viv echoed. Everything had suddenly become clear. 
 
      
 
    Well, no. 
 
      
 
    But at least they knew where to start. 
 
      
 
    The mentee, Orkan, glared at them as if he expected a remark. 
 
      
 
    “So, tattoos are a warborn thing?” Viv asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    Her paranoia had successfully been replaced by a deep sense of cringe. 
 
      
 
    “I’m just tired, makes me say stupid things.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you often wake up tired?” Marruk asked. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” 
 
      
 
    “Huhu.” 
 
    

  
 
    The discussion was nicely distractive, but it died out as they approached Kazar’s central plaza, where the massive purple-leaved tree stood as the original bulwark against the deadlands. Viv had always thought of it as a relaxing, exotic feature. Now that she also knew that it was a cultist magnet, the imposing paragon of nature had lost some of its charm. The sight of the tower filled her with a deep sense of dread. Not only had Varska become her ex, but there was also a remote possibility that a tentacular horror hid under all that fragile elegance, the soft skin, the delicate floral touch, the blush, and the way the banished beauty averted her eyes and frowned when she felt attraction.  
 
      
 
    Fuck. 
 
      
 
    The Helock mage had burrowed her way into Viv’s soft and mushy heart. 
 
      
 
    Viv banged on the door and was let in by a particularly grumpy old housekeeper wearing her night cloth. It was still the ass crack of dawn, after all. They climbed up three sets of stairs and Viv, again, banged on another door.  
 
      
 
    Varska opened the door wearing something like a bathrobe, but thin. Viv’s eyes drifted south to two well-defined pert breasts before she managed to refocus on the grave matter at hand. Damn her brain. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, this is serious and concerns Kazar’s security. Can you meet us in the lounge?” 
 
      
 
    Varska’s hair was elegantly mussy, and she was a little bleary-eyed, but the ‘I will throw you off a cliff’ expression turned to business as soon as Viv’s words registered. 
 
      
 
    “Give me a minute.” 
 
      
 
    She slammed the door in Viv’s face. 
 
      
 
    Fair. 
 
      
 
    It still stung a bit. 
 
      
 
    They went back to sit in the lobby’s comfortable chairs, all armed and armored like they had a noon appointment inside the walls of Jerusalem and the moors disagreed. Never had Viv seen such an awkward, socially inept gathering of idiots since her boyfriend’s birthday party back when she was eleven. Fucking awful. She almost prayed that the tentacular horror would burst out the door to bring an end to her torture. 
 
      
 
    Varska walked in exactly two minutes later, wearing a light green dress and hair held up in a no-nonsense tail. She crucified every attendant with her glare as she took her seat. Viv reddened. Marruk lowered her eyes. The paladin gave the fakest of smiles and his apprentice glared back. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you have excellent reasons to disturb my rest.” 
 
      
 
    Viv had plenty of good reasons to disturb her…oh for fuck sake not that again…the pressure was making her horny. And now the moment of truth was upon her, and her stomach was drilling down her chest in an icy avalanche to settle slightly above her bladder. 
 
      
 
    Viv did not want Varska to be the worshipper. 
 
      
 
    Please no. Anything but that. 
 
      
 
    “There is an acolyte of Gomogog in the city. One who has been here for a while,” Denerim started as Viv was paralyzed by anxiety. 
 
      
 
    Varska leaned forward, expression blank. 
 
      
 
    “Are you quite sure?” 
 
      
 
    “We have found a charnel pit with ritual victims. There is no mistake.” 
 
      
 
    Varska slowly sat back down into her couch, eyes lost in deep thought in a way that Viv recognized. Varska was in full focus mode. She would not even answer questions. Then, a torrent of words erupted from her lips. 
 
      
 
    “Here for a long time so no recent immigrant, possibly low-profile, lives alone or with enough personal space to carry out their activity, close to the tree for added potency, unchanged over a period of… oh. OH! THAT MOTHER. FUCKING. BI—.” 
 
      
 
    Viv’s danger sense shook her. 
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    The door to the lower level exploded inward and a thin clawed limb punched through it.  
 
      
 
    Everything happened very quickly. 
 
      
 
    Varska managed to raise a thin shield of brown and green. The attacking bone pierced through it and burrowed deeply into her left arm. 
 
      
 
    The Hallurian swung and cleanly severed the offending tentacle with Denerim charging right behind.  
 
      
 
    Marruk dove for Varska’s falling form, interposing her shield. She glanced back to check that Viv was ok. 
 
      
 
    Viv was last to act despite having used her heightened perception as soon as the noise of cracking wood had reached her ear. She waited for the fighters to engage and angled a purge left, under a couple more tentacles and into the body behind it. 
 
      
 
    It screeched and threw itself forward. 
 
      
 
    A solid mass of pinkish, muscular flesh without skin slammed into Marruk’s door which, against all odds, held. The Kark woman’s mace was now playing against her as the single strike she managed hardly had any effect. The two inquisitors were having much more success. Their blades bit deep into the creature and golden flames licked their edges, preventing them from closing at all. Great spurts of blood covered the expensive carpets. 
 
      
 
    Viv cast successive purge spells. They were barely penetrating the creature’s highly resilient flesh, but the wounds were not healing either. 
 
      
 
    The acolyte shrieked and burst through the nearest window, leaving a man-sized, circular hole behind like a looney tunes character. The afterimage of a humanoid shape with tendrils coming out of its back remained seared into Viv’s retina. It had been simply too quick to see clearly. 
 
      
 
    The two inquisitors jumped after it at the same moment. No hesitation. 
 
      
 
    Viv returned her gaze to Varska, kneeling on the floor and applying a healing spell to her punctured shoulder. Marruk stood protectively above the mage. Viv saw that she was quite pale. Beads of sweat pearled on her paling brow. 
 
      
 
    “Are you alr—?” 
 
      
 
    “What are you waiting for? GO AFTER IT!” 
 
      
 
    Viv took a few steps forward and looked down.  
 
      
 
    They were on the fifth floor. 
 
      
 
    Below, the two men had engaged the monster, which had grown to hippopotamic proportions but not quite elephantine proportions yet. A peasant woman laid in a pool of her own blood, the entire right side of her torso missing. A child was screaming. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a bit…” 
 
      
 
    Marruk grabbed Viv in a firefighter carry and jumped down. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, FU—” 
 
      
 
    “Keep it off the tree!” Varska’s voice came. It was frantic. 
 
      
 
    They landed on the plaza’s pavement with a grunt. Marruk dropped Viv and charged forward. The acolyte and the two inquisitors were caught in a deadly dance around the tree’s base. The acolyte was aiming for the tree, probably to do something drastic now that its cover was blown. The men fought it off, coordination and technique against random savagery. They were not winning, or at least, not fast enough. 
 
      
 
    Viv sprinted toward the creature while, in her mind, a strange split occurred. 
 
      
 
    One part was casting overcharged purge after purge on the monster’s pink’s skin. Grey scales started to form on its flank to mitigate her attacks and a tendril slashed her way, only to be deflected by Marruk’s fearless form. 
 
      
 
    Another part was shocked. The speed at which the combatants moved was like watching a kung-fu movie in fast forward. It was insane. Insane! 
 
      
 
    The last part was relief. 
 
      
 
    At least it was not Varska. 
 
      
 
    She managed to get close enough. 
 
      
 
    “Werfer!” 
 
      
 
    The small, localized, and fast blight spell would not have hit if Orkan had not dug its hooked blade in one of the creature’s limbs to throw it off balance. The shadowy flames hit its shoulder with a terrible hiss. The creature recoiled in pain for the first time since the beginning of the fight. It also opened three eyes from under its armpit — tentacle pit? — and they zeroed in on Viv. 
 
      
 
    The acolyte bounded away toward her, ignoring two devastating slashes on its flank. Viv noted in passing a limb going up and raking a low branch. Violet flowers faded and fell where it hit.  
 
      
 
    That was bad. 
 
      
 
    The creature dodged under another werfer and simply tanked an overcharged purge, swallowing back eyes under thick scales before they could be burnt. Marruk expertly blocked three strikes. 
 
      
 
    Then the creature’s chest split open like an exploding carcass, showing purple, veiny flesh and half-formed, football-sized human molars. 
 
      
 
    It screamed. 
 
      
 
    Viv yelled in pain and brought her hands to her ears, and so did the two inquisitors. Only Marruk stood steadfast. A few tentacles merged into a larger limb with impossible, horrific speed and slammed the brave defender aside. The creature jumped on Viv. 
 
      
 
    Mages often depended on gestures and rituals. 
 
      
 
    Instinctive casters like Viv did not. 
 
      
 
    “Werfer!” 
 
      
 
    Hands still clutched on her ears; Viv allowed the wave of pure, destructive black mana to emerge from her core instead of her arms. The familiar, eager power overloaded her conduits in its enthusiasm to get out and do what it was designed to do. The spell caught the acolyte full on as it was already in the air and incapable of dodging. Viv felt a moment of triumph as she rolled to the side and let the smoldering horror show screech its way above her head. 
 
      
 
    She sprinted away and toward Marruk while looking back. The thing flayed with small tendrils which she blocked with a large, all directional nope shield. She felt exhilaration when a large chunk of corrupted flesh simply shed from the whole, reducing the creature to a more manageable size. 
 
      
 
    Marruk rushed back in and thwacked a tentacle away, the pair of inquisitors fanning around her. They renewed their attacks. Viv’s mind was getting tired though and her perception slowed down. It became difficult to follow the insanely quick combat. The combatants were barely more than blurry forms to her at this stage, striding across the plaza in a flurry of flesh and golden-tinged steel. A show as terrifying as it was awesome. 
 
      
 
    Viv shook her head and resolved to help however she could by throwing an overcharged purge when she thought she could land one. The inquisitors somehow gave her openings despite their lack of familiarity with her fighting style. Every time they left her a clear path, she flayed the creature’s flesh with thick threads of annihilation. Marruk repulsed any attempt at killing her from afar. 
 
      
 
    But the fighters were tiring. When they finished a full circle of the plaza and were back where they had started, the acolyte tore off and threw one of its arms in the path of one of Viv’s spells. It rushed between the pair and ignored the attacks on its back. 
 
      
 
    It was aiming straight for the tree. 
 
      
 
    Viv was no expert, but she guessed that a creature of corruption touching a defenseless symbol of purity was a bad thing. She raced after it with Marruk by her side. 
 
      
 
    “Help me stop it.” 
 
      
 
    “WHAT?” 
 
      
 
    Viv looked to the side. The Kark warrior’s eyes were bloodshot, and she was bleeding from both ears. 
 
      
 
    “You’re deafened.” 
 
      
 
    “YES! I DEFEND!” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
      
 
    They were not going to make it in time. 
 
      
 
    Denerim screamed something and the symbol of Neriad appeared on the creature’s back. It slowed down the more it tried to flee. Orkan’s tattoos flashed red and he planted his hooked blade into the ground, through the thing’s temporary back leg. Once more, the creature shed flesh to escape. 
 
      
 
    Corded muscle stretched to the undefended trunk. 
 
      
 
    There was a thud, like a baseball bat hitting a face if both were the size of a bus. 
 
      
 
    Where the acolyte used to be, there was now a denuded root jutting up. Viv backpedaled and looked around, not quite understanding, until something smashed into a far wall. 
 
      
 
    The other three were already sprinting back. The acolyte’s diminished form was rebuilding bones at the base of Varska’s tower, but the mage of Kazar had apparently had enough. Thorny brambles burst through the pavement to form manacles around it. For every one it tore off, three more encircled it. Viv did not dare cast to avoid destroying the binds, and she did not have to. A heavy arrow punched through the heavy plates forming on the monster’s surface. The projectile came from Koro, the Amazon member of the Temple Guard. Their leader Lorn joined the fray.  
 
      
 
    Their coming heralded the beginning of the end. The front of the tower soon turned into a veritable butcher shop of wrecked stone and slabs of bloody, pulsating flesh of various sizes. The acolyte had to discard gobbets of meat as soon as they were burned and purified. In the end, only a heavily deformed head filled with serrated teeth was left in the midst of an expanding pool of gore. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42: Strange Allies 
 
      
 
    Silence descended upon the battlefield as the combatants caught their breath. The Inquisitors were spent and covered in sweat. The temple guard had fared a little better. Viv picked up a tiny vial of high-quality mending potion and gave it to Marruk who gulped it down gratefully. The Kark woman then busied herself shoving her large fingers up her itchy ears. 
 
      
 
    “Whoo. That went pretty well,” Orkan said, wiping blood from his blades. 
 
      
 
    The comment was extremely poorly received. 
 
      
 
    Denerim looked up from the kneeling position he had taken and pointed his chin at the corpse of the half-devoured woman. As the crisis had passed, her child ran back to shake her lifeless body with heart-wrenching sobs of pure grief. 
 
      
 
    “What? You know I’m right,” the Hallurian insisted. 
 
      
 
    “Some tact, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine, fine. Anyway, good stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “Not good stuff,” Lorn interrupted. The Temple Guard captain stood with all his height as the rest of his company formed up around him, all steely mail and white cloth. He fixed them with a furious scowl. It now occurred to Viv that the inquisitors had ‘borrowed’ his troop’s uniform; and probably without asking. 
 
      
 
    Varska half-stumbled through her door, the wound in her shoulder bound with a reddening cloth. 
 
      
 
    “Is she dead?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Denerim assured. 
 
      
 
    “Explanations. Now!” Lorn demanded.  
 
      
 
    A group was gathering around them. Viv also noticed Corel running in with a contingent of guards in tow. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to check on Varska,” Viv told Marruk who nodded while inspecting a bloody finger. She approached the pale-faced mage. Varska had a vacant look.  
 
      
 
    “Are you… alright?” 
 
      
 
    Varska’s response was immediate. She lifted a delicate finger, then bent forward and emptied the full content of her stomach. Mostly tea. 
 
      
 
    “Please excuse me while I regurgitate every meal I took in the last two years.” 
 
      
 
    Viv did the only thing she could and held the woman’s hair back as she dry-heaved. 
 
      
 
    “I’m definitely sure that she didn’t feed you anything off though.” 
 
      
 
    A murderous glance. 
 
      
 
    “And, pray tell, do you think that the acolyte of Gomogog used a different set of knives to part my dishes.” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty fucking sure, yeah,” Viv replied immediately. The acolyte was depraved, not stupid. Why take the risk of using a cursed tool to cook for someone who might have mana perception in the third tier? 
 
      
 
    Varska frowned, but she did not object and was already looking less, well, nauseous. 
 
      
 
    “Huh. Anyway, now my reputation is thoroughly ruined. People will see me and realize I shared my quarters with a monster for years. Years! I am such a fool.” 
 
      
 
    “Good thing that you were actively involved in its demise then. How long did she live here anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the cause of my anguish! She served my predecessor, a retired warmage, until his death. I never thought to check how long she had been here before or I would have perhaps suspected something.” 
 
      
 
    “The warmage, he…” 
 
      
 
    “Choked on a fishbone. Tars double-checked.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow, that’s…” 
 
      
 
    “A shitty death for a retired fighter. Yes. Thank you. Any other valuable feedback you would like to share?” 
 
      
 
    Viv knew when someone had reached bitch mood and it was better to leave them alone. She raised her hands in surrender and stepped back. 
 
      
 
    “Wait! Wait,” Varska said. She took a deep breath and winced. 
 
      
 
    “Your wound…” 
 
      
 
    “She managed to suck some of my mana but otherwise it’s fine, don’t worry. I just… I am taking it out on you. You came to... “ 
 
      
 
    Varska assessed her. 
 
      
 
    “You thought I was the creature.” 
 
      
 
    “No, but I was afraid you might be. Terrified, even.” 
 
      
 
    Viv did not know how her honesty was received. Varska appeared lost in thought, and Viv heard fragments of conversation behind. Lorn had focused his ire on Denerim, but the inquisitor had taken out a badge and now it was the temple guard captain’s turn to answer some pointed questions under Orkan’s smug look. On the other side, Corel was conducting an increasingly frustrating interview with Marruk. 
 
      
 
    “Did you know that there was an acolyte?” 
 
      
 
    A long pause. 
 
      
 
    “Not until yesterday at night.” 
 
      
 
    “When did you meet the inquisitors?” 
 
      
 
    A long pause. 
 
      
 
    “Yesterday at night.” 
 
      
 
    “Were they the ones who informed you of that fact?” 
 
      
 
    A long pause. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to make me wait even for the most basic questions?” 
 
      
 
    A long pause. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Maranor’s sword, the two of you will be the death of me.” 
 
      
 
    Viv could only see the Kark’s broad, armored shoulder from there, but she knew the stout woman was grinning. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” Varska said from behind. The mage stood up and brushed her blood-stained dress with one hand. She had a strange, chastised look that didn’t befit her. 
 
      
 
    “I messed up again, didn’t I?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m just saying that figuring out your roommate is a cannibalistic monster gives you space for some allowance. No worries.” 
 
      
 
    “No, don’t you see? I… I did not find out! It’s all… again…” 
 
      
 
    “Woah, woah woah…she was not a hermit and lived in front of a temple of Neriad, right? Lots of people had lots of opportunities to find out and didn’t. Maybe the acolyte was just good at being what she was. Your predecessor did not succeed either.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Orkan said as he approached the pair, “this was the fastest hunt we’ve ever done. You ladies impress me. We could not have succeeded without you.” 
 
      
 
    He grinned, the expression slightly threatening with the glowing tattoos disappearing in his raven-black hair. Varska sniffed. Orkan persisted. 
 
      
 
    “Normally, it takes weeks and then the acolyte always manages to eat a few people on the way. That’s what Denerim said, at least. This is only my second time hunting one with him.” 
 
      
 
    Varska was not very receptive. She stood up and disappeared back into her tower, sparing one last glance to Viv. 
 
      
 
    “Come see me tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Then she slammed the door closed. 
 
      
 
    Orkan sighed heavily. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t take it too personally. She’s had some difficult moments recently,” Viv tried. It felt like being the only mature adult in a trio. 
 
      
 
    “You know, back in Halluria, women would queue to spend the night with me. I could not enter a new fortress without finding someone in my bed. But here everyone looks at me with disgust.” 
 
      
 
    He looked dejected. Viv wondered what she had done in a past life to deserve the details on the love life of a servant of the church. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t inquisitors swear vows of chastity or something?” Viv asked. 
 
      
 
    Orkan was shocked. Nay, scandalized. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not!” 
 
      
 
    “Well you could always visit the Spotted Feather before you leave. I’m sure that they would accommodate you.” 
 
      
 
    “Me? Paying for sex?” 
 
      
 
    “Well duh.” 
 
      
 
    The warborn’s eyes turned contemplative. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure I can convince Denerim to splurge for a night. Maybe some action will distract him from that Simishe woman he bones every time we go back to base. And we did save a lot of money by finding the acolyte so fast. Stroke of luck, that was, hmmm.” 
 
      
 
    Lucky indeed. 
 
      
 
    Corel interrogated Viv in turn not long after that. His questions were similar to what he asked Marruk, and Viv gave the same answer, but without the delay. She could not be arsed. Denerim flew to the rescue as they were two minutes in. 
 
      
 
    “Black Witch Bob acted as my deputy during this hunt. Surely you have better things to do than to pester the heroine of the hour?” 
 
      
 
    “One last question, if you will,” the dour man insisted. “Why is that every time something happens here, you two are involved?” he asked, eyeing Viv and her yawning Kark sidekick. 
 
      
 
    “Because we get shit done?” Viv replied innocently. 
 
      
 
    That was it for the interview. Lorn made for Viv, but a sharp glare from Denerim dissuaded him. The head inquisitor had given enough of his time to smooth things out with the local populace. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the help. I will walk you two back to your house and then the good captain and I will handle and sanctify the acolyte’s lair. Orkan will keep an eye on your friend, make sure she is fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Could she have been poisoned or something?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Gomogog is not about poison. That would be Octas the Spider Queen.” 
 
      
 
    “Another one of those dark gods?” 
 
      
 
    Denerim raised an amused brow. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not like we are trying to start a collection.” 
 
      
 
    They made their way to the outskirts with Marruk trailing them, beyond exhausted. It had been an interesting morning. Viv waited until the trio had gone through the assembled loiterers before asking the question that had been burning on her lips since the beginning of the fight. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot help but notice that the acolyte could heal and regrow stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “Caught that, did you?” 
 
      
 
    “But healing spells do not regrow arms. Instead, they form healthy stumps. What gives?” 
 
      
 
    Denerim looked alarmed, and a bit wary as well. 
 
      
 
    “No no, the acolytes corrupt and denature life mana for their own twisted ways. You cannot use the same method on a person. The results would be horrific!” 
 
      
 
    Viv was crestfallen. 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, you accept my words? So easily?”

  
 
    “I figure that you would know about that sort of stuff since you are, you know, an inquisitor. And you don’t look like the type to lie.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Most people dislike inquisitors in general, despite our efforts. It does not help that our appearance always heralds disaster. In any case, the healing magic only closes a wound that could have potentially healed by itself. That is why light damage to five organs can be healed but if someone has their liver destroyed, they cannot be saved, for example.” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s the thing,” Viv replied, annoyed, “every cell in the body carries the information required to build the entire body. Why not use either that or other limbs for a blueprint. Everyone has a liver, no? Why not copy one from someone compatible or something? Why is it not possible?” 
 
      
 
    Denerim looked at her like she had sprouted an extra head. 
 
      
 
    “What’s a cell?” 
 
      
 
    “Gods dammit.” 
 
      
 
    In the end, Viv explained that her home nation had tried to better understand the body instead of better understanding magic (technically true, at least to her), and that they had discovered quite a bit. She explained cells, then used a metaphor to explain DNA and how stem cells could potentially be created then ‘molded’ into the desired limb. She knew that researchers in Japan had even successfully converted adult body cells back into stem cells. The potential was there, and with the use of magic, surely, something could be done? 
 
      
 
    “Just imagine, you must have a lot of people maimed in the line of battle, right? All those people could be healed if we figure out how to use magic to help the body remember what it should look like!” 
 
      
 
    “But we would have to regrow the conduits.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we would need to figure it out, but at least we gotta start somewhere, yeah?” 
 
      
 
    The inquisitor’s eyes grew distant. 
 
      
 
    “It would take well-controlled black mana for its change potential, and life mana. In theory… but no, there would be too much risk. People would die.”

  
 
    “We would not use it on humans first, of course. It starts with animal trials, then moves to volunteers only after the tests are conclusive. Have some standards, please.” 
 
      
 
    They had almost reached their house and Denerim was still mulling over the new information. 
 
      
 
    “This all sounds so crazy. But you believe it. Tell you what, master the change aspect of black mana and contact me via Farren. I will arrange something.” 
 
      
 
    It was Viv’s turn to be shocked. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, you just told me that body modification was a horrible thing I should never try. I never expected you to agree with me. I was just venting.” 
 
      
 
    “You forget two things. First, I can pray to Neriad to confirm that this is a good idea. If I receive his blessing, it will mean that we can go ahead. Second, it’s clear that you are an outlander, so you have knowledge that we lack. Or forgot.” 
 
      
 
    Viv was worried. It was clear to her that, caster or not, the inquisitor could kill her if he wanted. Of course, Solfis would tear him in two afterward, but a fanatic might decide that it was worth it. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, don’t be like that,” the older man said. “We do not hunt outlanders like some nations do. Why do people always believe that we are out to slaughter everyone? Besides, you already helped us immensely in the short time that you were here, between this and the necromancers. We, the inquisition, have your back.” 
 
      
 
    That was too weird to be fully comforting. 
 
      
 
    “Is it really that easy to tell that I’m an outlander?” 
 
      
 
    “Most people would not think of it, but we inquisitors are trained to delve into questions and theories. Honestly, your strange skin tone, your weird eyes, the accent, the teleportation accident story? It’s a shame that it took me so long to figure it out. I must be getting old.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright. Well, we are here. I’ll see you around?” Viv asked at the gate to her mansion. 
 
      
 
    “We will probably depart shortly. We would not want to further exhaust our welcome, hmm? Remember what I said. When you have a decent knowledge of the change aspect of black mana, we can get to work. The church cannot help you with that. We do not attract black mana practitioners. Take care now.” 
 
      
 
    Viv practically dragged Marruk in. The poor woman was dead on her feet. 
 
      
 
    “Wait. Was that part of the garden so turned? Did you do some gardening? I swear it was not like that this morning.” 
 
      
 
    Marruk muttered something unintelligible and Viv decided to let it go. They went through the door. Arthur trotted across the room to greet her. 
 
      
 
    “Squee.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to see you too. Did something happen while I was away?” 
 
      
 
    //Nothing of import occurred during your absence. 
 
    //I believe that Arthur missed you. 
 
    //She has displayed signs of impatience. 
 
      
 
    “She probably wanted to fly out, but it was too dangerous. Here you go now, little one. Solfis, believe it or not but we found the culprit in exactly two minutes of investigation. It has to be some sort of record…” 
 
      
 
    Viv put Marruk to bed and came back to gossip with the golem. She did not notice the bloody cloth stashed under Arthur’s lair. 
 
      
 
    Outside Viv’s house, an hour earlier 
 
      
 
    “You go in, grab what you can, trash the place and leave, remember? In and out, no dallying, no fire, and no killing the drake if you can avoid it.” 
 
      
 
    The mercenary leader was named Kelto, and he was out of patience.  
 
      
 
    The three men in front of him nodded nervously. There were two thugs who were on their third break-in attempt, and a thief hired for the occasion. Kelto had splurged on the last one. No choice. He had a reputation to salvage. 
 
      
 
    Everyone knew by now that his attempt to intimidate the witch had ended in failure. Normally, his chainmail and scarred cheeks created fear in the hearts of others, but now, sneers and jeers often followed him. Something had to be done. 
 
      
 
    He had tried to steal her belongings and leave a knife to show that she was not as invulnerable as she thought. The first time, his men had been surprised by the drake. The second time, they had to contend with a network of traps and pits that only a vicious mind backed by skills could have created. He had even interrogated the housekeeper, Gogen, but the daft cow had only sobbed and repeated that she was there to clean. Worse, it turned out that Gogen was well-liked and had thirteen children, half of whom were in the guard. 
 
      
 
    Things became unpleasant for him after that. 
 
      
 
    He had to strike hard. He gave the signal. 
 
      
 
    The three men raced across the deserted street. The thief did something with his hands, and the ward on the door did not ring when he picked the lock. They disappeared inside.  
 
      
 
    In the house, the two thugs approached the pile of covers they suspected harbored the beast of Kazar. The horrid, white reptilian creature emerged from its nest with crimson eyes shining ominously in the dim light. While the thief inspected a bedroom door, they took out a net and brandished their clubs. 
 
      
 
    The door slammed close. All three men jumped. 
 
      
 
    There was a nightmarish creation before them. A tall, skeletal frame of glyph-covered bones and two orbs shining a baleful yellow dug deep into a featureless skull, twin horns jutting up and back. It towered over them; one monstrous hand flat against their exit.  
 
      
 
    //ARMED INTRUDERS DETECTED. 
 
    //IMPERIAL CHAMBERS AEGIS PROTOCOL ACTIVATED. 
 
    //MAXIMUM STRENGTH AUTHORIZED. 
 
      
 
    “No… Please…” one of the thugs mewled. 
 
      
 
    //ERROR.  
 
    //MERCY MODULE NOT FOUND. 
 
    //FAREWELL, MEATBAGS. 
 
      
 
    They screamed. 
 
    

  
 
    Back outside, Kelto heard a commotion. The door opened and a titanic undead abomination stepped out, claws bloody.  
 
      
 
    Kelto ran. 
 
      
 
    Solfis dragged the first corpse behind himself and grabbed a shovel off the wall. He delicately removed one of Marruk’s spiked traps from a flower bed and started digging, his skull emitting a sibilant, high-pitched warble of pleasure.  
 
      
 
    It felt good to be alive again. 
 
    

  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43: Spring. 
 
    
  
 
    Viv blew on her cup of hot klod and took a bite of roll. Solfis was quiet for now, and Marruk was yet to emerge from her lair. Only Arthur bounced excitedly from foot to foot, crimson eyes aimed north toward the town center. 
 
      
 
    “What’s with you?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    There was a yelp, a bang, and a pallid Kark woman politely opened the door, hair messy and eyes bloodshot to hell. Viv thought that she looked like a med student after a three-day bender. 
 
      
 
    “You got a few days of break stored up. Would you like to use them now? I think we’re safe.” 
 
      
 
    Marruk blinked. Her face scrunched in concentration as tired synapses half-assedly pushed electrons around. Eventually, the incredibly complex proposal was successfully deciphered. 
 
      
 
    “Sleep more?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, go rest you big lug. I’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Sleep.” 
 
      
 
    The woman about-faced with the precision of an officer at parade and promptly left. The door closed. A body impacted a hard mattress. Viv heard soft snores. 
 
      
 
    “I think she was tired.” 
 
      
 
    //A good ruler keeps her servants healthy. 
 
    //A good balance must be struck between contribution to the empire and attention to the self. 
 
    //Or so it was written. 
 
      
 
    “I think I’ll just nap for a while.” 
 
      
 
    Someone knocked lightly on the door. 
 
      
 
    “Or not.” 
 
      
 
    Viv checked through the window to see a peasant boy in simple clothes. He held an envelope in his grubby hands. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” she demanded, opening the door. 
 
      
 
    The boy jumped back and held the envelope before him like a talisman.  
 
      
 
    “It’s just…I’m just… Beg your pardon… I’m, huh…” 
 
      
 
    “You have a message for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “From whom?” 
 
      
 
    “Lady Varska. Shetoldmetogetiittoyouinpersonposthaste.” 
 
      
 
    “You did. Well done.” 
 
      
 
    Viv still used her perception to observe the package because she was careful, not paranoid. She had real enemies, big difference. 
 
      
 
    [envelope] 
 
      
 
    Thanks. 
 
      
 
    Viv grabbed two iron talents and tipped the boy, who looked on with wonder in his grimy face. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks a bunch, your ladyship.” 
 
      
 
    “That is fine. Off you go now, shoo shoo.” 
 
      
 
    Feeling positively princessly, Viv went back in and opened the missive, sipping her cup in her comfortable robe while Arthur added warmth to her lap. 
 
      
 
    “I am one world domination plan short of the Bond villain. Look at that. Hmm.” 
 
      
 
    Arthur peered curiously at the words. Viv could swear that her beautiful red eyes followed the symbols, trying to discern the meaning in the words. Maybe the dragonling had started to understand human writing? Viv had started reading slowly as a way to stimulate the adorable little terror, but… Oh well. 
 
      
 
    “And what does Varska say?” Viv wondered aloud, “Let’s read.” 
 
    


  
 
    ‘Dear Lady Bob, 
 
      
 
    It would be my pleasure if you could be so inclined as to join me for the Spring Celebration preparations. As your friend and mentor, I wish to guide you through the step of this ancient and respected tradition, and I—” 
 
      
 
    At this stage the forcibly elegant calligraphy of Varska degenerated into a smudged mess. 
 
      
 
    “Ah screw all this. Please come, I am growing mad over here. I am sorry for everything. I will explain the spring festival though. I will understand if you do not come, but please come.  
 
      
 
    -Varska’ 
 
      
 
    Viv placed the expensive paper on the table. 
 
      
 
    “It appears that we are being summoned. What do you think, Solfis?” 
 
      
 
    //Although this will slow down your training, I approve. 
 
    //It is important for sovereigns to appear at public functions. 
 
    //Mage Varska will also explain the proper protocol to you. 
 
    //Additionally, I estimate that she will be 97% useless in the next three days from a training perspective. 
 
    //Spending time together is a smart use of your resources. 
 
      
 
    “Alright… then I’m going. Are you coming too?” 
 
      
 
    “Squee.” 
 
      
 
    Viv cleaned herself and dressed in a comfortable outfit. She had no doubt that Varska would find a myriad of things to say if she even attempted to pick up proper attire without knowing about the tradition. Might as well go in something that she could easily change out of and allow the little fusspot to play dress up.  
 
      
 
    Viv walked out, taking care to leave a message to Marruk, her pay for the past weeks, and locking up behind her properly. Her bodyguard was insistent that Viv did not step out of the path in the small garden, and Viv thought she was worried about something. An intrusion, perhaps? In any case, better be careful. 
 
      
 
    The streets of Kazar were filled with smiling groups of men and women preparing for the celebration, which Viv realized was going to start that very night. 
 
      
 
    “Farren did tell me. It must have passed my mind, what with the flesh-eating cannibalistic monster and all.” 
 
      
 
    Many of the villagers greeted her politely, and she nodded so many times she thought her head might detach. People were cooking, cleaning, attaching little pennants and bouquets of wildflowers to doorways and sills. Little girls attached flowers to their hair while boys were heading to a field outside where competitions were already going at it. It was as if the monster attack had never occurred. It came to show the resilience of the people of Nyil, Viv thought. Come hell or high water, they would still live and endure, because the monster attacks would never stop. They might as well enjoy it while they could. 
 
      
 
    Only when Viv reached the plaza, did the atmosphere change a bit. There were more guards than usual, and people avoided the place, yet still they were smiling and talking about, from what Viv could hear, girls.  
 
      
 
    “I’m going to ask Litara to dance with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Good luck to you, friend. As for me, the old woman and I have planned to spend the night with another couple.” 
 
      
 
    Scandalous. 
 
      
 
    Viv finally arrived in front of the tower with absolutely no one stopping her. The damage to the pavement was only partially repaired, but it had been done overnight which made Kazaran civil engineers on par with modern earth ones, probably. The massive hole in the tower’s wall was completely closed by slightly darker bricks though. Viv knocked on the door. 
 
      
 
    And waited. 
 
      
 
    “Think she forgot that no one was here to open the door?” Viv asked.  
 
      
 
    “Squeeeee…” 
 
      
 
    But no, the door rotated inward to reveal a very flustered mage. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I stood up too fast and spilled jam on my shirt. Come in, come in.” 
 
      
 
    Viv was very much amused. Arthur jumped off her arms (the creature was getting heavier by the day) and scurried off the stairs with her tail high, off to sniff the greenhouse plants. For some reason, the riot of colors was a great source of entertainment. 
 
      
 
    Viv followed Varska up the stairs. The door to her housekeeper’s quarters was locked and sealed with the symbol of Neriad. 
 
      
 
    “The inquisitors found the ritual site in a cave in the forest yesterday. Most of the stuff here was mundane, except for a few dark texts and preserved meat that they purified on the spot. I’ll have everything cleared and burnt after the celebration,” Varska explained. 
 
      
 
    “Did they give you much pain?” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone was cold. Colder than usual, in any case. We are all feeling stupid that she lived under our nose for so long.” 
 
      
 
    “Shared bad moments have a tendency to do that. Don’t worry, in a few weeks, this will be replaced by another crisis and people will remember you for your contribution. We are the only two locals involved in killing the acolyte, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Varska did not reply. She did tilt her head in consideration. 
 
      
 
    In reality, Viv knew that people would blame her for a long time simply because it was expedient to do so. Admitting that they were all powerless in keeping those hidden predators from their midst was an unpleasant prospect. Better to find a scapegoat than admit that the housekeeper had been a local, and they had seen nothing. Such was the nature of mankind, and one of the reasons why her dad was so jaded. He had shared this wisdom with her. She would not share it with Varska at a time when the mage’s sanctum had been defiled. The timing was off, and the crafty politician probably already knew it anyway. 
 
      
 
    “Enough of this topic, if you would. There will be a banquet tonight, and we are naturally invited to attend as the two local casters. We just have to show up and look official. I assume that you do not have a dress for the occasion?” 
 
      
 
    “I have plenty of dresses. At least three.” 
 
      
 
    “This one should be green to honor Sardanal, the God of Growth and Prosperity. And Thieves.” 
 
      
 
    “No green dress for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Fortunately, I anticipated this, and had one of my old dresses adjusted to… better fit your form.” 
 
      
 
    Varska’s eyes went to Viv’s chest. The outlander arched her back to make it a bit perkier. 
 
      
 
    Varska blushed. 
 
      
 
    “Ahem. In any case, please follow me.” 
 
      
 
    They went to Varska’s quarters, which Viv had never visited without some snogging taking place. Especially over there, by the couch. The bedroom was cut in two halves by a series of vertical panels that split the bed and wardrobe from the reading and makeup space. They sat in front of a tiny mirror, then the mage picked up a pot from the vanity table which contained a transparent liquid with a light shimmer. 
 
      
 
    “Cream for your skin. I, ah, noticed that the air in the mountain could be dry. Hale is fine, but you cannot have ruddy skin! You are not a peasant!” 
 
      
 
    Viv stopped; her face very close to Varska’s. 
 
      
 
    When she had been deployed in Afghanistan, her platoon had worked with an armored detachment to secure a city district. Tank crews were a weird bunch. On one hand, they displayed the most insane courage she had ever seen, as if anti-tank weapons did not exist. On the other hand, they were massive weebs. One of the crews had taught her the term ‘tsundere’: someone with a polarized hot and cold temperament to their loved one, whom they saw as needing help. 
 
      
 
    So, Varska was a textbook tsundere. 
 
      
 
    Viv was going to have some fun with it. Her irritating little morsel had dared break her heart. She would have her vengeance.  
 
      
 
    “Would you mind applying it? I’m not sure how much I should use.” 
 
      
 
    It was an exercise in self-control not to smirk triumphantly as Varska turned a delicate shade of tulip and applied the cream, lips flushed, modest chest thrumming with impassioned breaths. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m going to make you stew in your own desire,’ Viv thought unkindly. 
 
      
 
    Varska fled a little later to fetch the dress. When she returned, Viv started to strip sensually in front of her until she was chased behind the partition by a few outraged shrieks.  
 
      
 
    “Have some decency!” her victim bellowed. 
 
      
 
    Viv made sure to hang her clothes over the panel so Varska could see them, then sat down on the mage’s bed and bounced a few times. Comfy. 
 
      
 
    “Hmmm.” 
 
      
 
    “S-stop doing that! Get dressed!” 
 
      
 
    Viv obeyed and Varska changed as well. They both wore assorted green dresses with a small cleavage opening under a mandarin collar and long, airy sleeves. The fabric was snug and thick around the shoulders and waist before flowing into a skirt. It had an Asian feel that Viv found exotic, and it was also warm enough to ward off the slight chill that the Kazaran weather could have at night. 
 
      
 
    After that, they did each other's hair. Varska’s touch was fast and professional, as if she had done this before. When Viv’s turn came to do the same, she slowed down and smiled. 
 
      
 
    Varska squirmed on her chair. 
 
      
 
    Oh, yes, Viv had done that before. Letting Viv massage her scalp and comb her hair? The poor mage was a young fool, betraying her inexperience when it came to matters of seduction. For someone who had spent so much time learning manipulation, she was woefully unprepared in the romance department. Perhaps Helock, her city of origin, took a dim view to it? 
 
      
 
    In any case, Varska was done for. 
 
      
 
    Viv took it slow and roguish, sneaking a caress here, a deep scalp massage there. Varska smelled of flowers, as usual. Viv had a good view of the poor mage rubbing her legs together when she could no longer resist. Viv most thoroughly combed, then braided the hair in a half-wild, half-traditional asymmetrical composition that her host considered with widened eyes. 
 
      
 
    “How very unique!” 
 
      
 
    “I know many such foreign techniques…” 
 
      
 
    “Enough! I—I told you that… Enough of this, we should, err, go to the banquet now!” 
 
      
 
    “So soon?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s already early afternoon. We can most definitely go now. And should. I’m hungry.” 
 
      
 
    And thirsty, Viv judged. She accompanied the mage down and they left, following the main road to the edge of the forest, then to the same open ground where they had celebrated the arrival of the convoy. Arthur flew after them, but preferred to stick to the rooftops. 
 
      
 
    There, the same white tents and pavilions had been erected to welcome the revelers. Large platters of hearty food were spread on the long tables with breads and rolls garnished with nuts and fruits. Thin slices of cheese and cured meat provided fillings with egg-based sauces and small cakes overflowing from baskets. There were older villagers sitting around drinking a local watered beer while, in the distance, young men and women competed on the grass in games of strength and skill. The ambiance was already festive, and the pair was led to the dais by an excited young guard. They plopped down at their assigned seats, on the edge, and looked on as young couples danced in circles. The music was provided by a few players using flutes and drums. Viv had to admit that they were pretty amazing.  
 
      
 
    The music reached them, an enticing gigue that made Viv smile. She realized that her companion did not share her enthusiasm and also noticed that a few of the older folks were casting hostile glances at them. Or more specifically, at Varska. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t you say you were hungry? Here, have some meat.” 
 
      
 
    Viv placed food on Varska’s platter. Most of the stuff was cold with roasts and cakes coming later, but it was still pretty good. Viv sneakily served a sweet fruit wine to her prey in tiny goblets that she often refilled. 
 
      
 
    “How about telling me about your trip?” Varska asked, eager for a distraction. 
 
      
 
    Viv started her grand tale. Varska gasped in shock at Koro’s directness, laughed at Arthur’s attempt to eat a creature fifty times her weight, and wondered at the tribe’s welcome of one who spoke the ancient tongue. Viv mentioned the obelisks, the enchantments on them, and how she thought they were perhaps suboptimal. 
 
      
 
    Varska then went on a lecture on basic mana shaping, pointing out that, yes, the working was inefficient, but it was also extremely resilient which was the main concern here. She went on to explain different configurations including some that could be used to power up Solfis with ambient mana, but which would take a lot of time and effort to set up. Time and effort that Solfis had so far preferred to spend on her. 
 
      
 
    All the while, Viv nodded and made sure the fetching maiden had enough liquid fire to whet her whistle. A non sequitur led to Varska explaining that the spring was celebrated in one form or another across the entire continent to mark the beginning of the year, and the return of warm days. Helock was closer to the sea and Varska spoke of fantastic views from the tower tops. It made her a bit melancholic. 
 
      
 
    During that time, dignitaries came and went including Farren and Tom Manitaradin, the banker. They were warm and welcoming, and they all congratulated the pair on killing the acolyte with minimum loss of life. Marruk came to skulk around the bun piles. As the sun was setting, Varska leaned and rested her pretty head on Viv’s shoulder. The curly strands fell on Viv’s dress and the smell of flowers tickled her nose. 
 
      
 
    Varska suddenly moved back and glared with slightly unfocused eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You… you are tricking me. Using alcohol!” 
 
      
 
    “And how, pray tell, am I tricking you?” answered Viv who had also grown tipsy. 
 
      
 
    “You are trying to, err, seduce me! I already told you it’s not good for you!” 
 
      
 
    “Is it working?” 
 
      
 
    Some measure of anguish filled the beautiful woman’s brown eyes. She looked young and lost without the mantle of authority she always wore in public. 
 
      
 
    “Damn you. Yes. You have no right; I’ve told you that I needed to keep you away.” 
 
      
 
    “Or people will assume that we’re together and I will be branded as a pariah as well?” 
 
      
 
    “Yesh.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, look around, that ship has sailed.” 
 
      
 
    Varska blinked and stared at the guards studiously avoiding her gaze, the closest villagers, now more numerous, suddenly very focused on their plate, and Farren two seats aside who coughed discreetly into his sleeve. 
 
      
 
    Viv leaned and whispered in the mage’s ear, eliciting the tiniest moan. 
 
      
 
    “You wanted to protect me, and I find this very commendable, that whole sacrifice thing. But you forgot something very important.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” the other breathed. 
 
      
 
    “I decide if I value my social standing or us more. Not you. Me. I make that decision for myself. And I happen to fancy you quite a lot, and if anyone has complaints, I shall stand in trousers before Neriad’s temple so that they may line up and collectively kiss my ass. Now, little mage, do you want to feel alive with me?” 
 
      
 
    Varska turned and her eyes were a bit liquid. She opened and closed her mouth a few times before finally managing to gasp out words. 
 
      
 
    “Not the tower. I hate it there.” 
 
      
 
    “My place then, come.” 
 
      
 
    Viv dragged the mage through a knowing crowd and through deserted streets at a trot, only stopping once or twice for a deep kiss. They closed the distance to Viv’s door at a sprint. 
 
    
  
 
    Far behind, a mercenary watched the door close from a distance. He licked his lips in consideration, then froze when a heavy hand landed on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    The man turned around. The last thing he saw was a massive fist before a titanic right hook sent him flying into a garbage pile. 
 
      
 
    Marruk massaged her knuckles, picked up her bun and munched it thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    “Good eye,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Squee.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s find some more food.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
    

  
 
    Viv and Varska made love. Passionately at first, then with more patience and time spent exploring each other. Viv guided her partner with affection on the path to bliss. They teased and kissed and licked and caressed late into the night, far from the hum of the crowd but close enough for flutes and drums to provide an amusing background. They fell asleep in each other’s arms at dawn, happy and sated. 
 
    

  
 
    Golden light woke Viv up. The noon sun had warmed her bedroom to comfortable levels, and she could hear through the closed shutter the tweets of birds.  
 
      
 
    Varska lay asleep by her side. Her face was peaceful in a way that Viv had never seen before. Without the haughty mask of a court mage, she had an innocent look that radiated serenity. Even the brand on her cheek seemed less pronounced. It was more just a scar and less a status of shame. 
 
      
 
    Varska had lifted up the heavy blanket to cover her nudity before she had fallen asleep. She had shifted during her slumber and now, only the modest intent remained. A dark nipple peeked from above embroidered cotton and the vale of her breasts could be seen, as well as the elegant curve of her back. Viv drank in the sight and passed a delicate finger along the smooth pale skin. It elicited a tiny moan. 
 
      
 
    Varska frowned and blinked herself awake. 
 
      
 
    Viv smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” the captured mage said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” she repeated. Viv waited, no longer masking her smugness. She almost expected complaints, or some affronted comment about how the canny, roguish witch had stolen her virtue. Instead, Varska searched the room with disbelief, finally returning her attention to Viv. 
 
      
 
    “Well, this is not how I expected my year to start.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm hmm? Not too disappointed, I hope?” 
 
      
 
    Viv stretched in bed, sneakily letting the covers shift. Viv was comfortable with her body. She knew that she had won the genetic lottery. She had also worked hard at improving what nature had bestowed. She knew that it would make things interesting. And it did. Varska blushed and averted her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “S—stop that!” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    Varska’s answer was covered by the abominable growl of a starving beast, a war cry as primitive as it was intimidating. It came from the mage’s stomach. 
 
      
 
    “No one to cook for you, uh?” Viv asked smugly. 
 
      
 
    “Quiet! I simply have not found the time to find a new housekeeper.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry honey, you can eat my food and even wear my clothes.” 
 
      
 
    “I will certainly not wear those barbaric garments.” 
 
      
 
    “You could take ten minutes to dress up in your elaborate robe… or we could go out and eat now.” 
 
      
 
    “...” 
 
      
 
    “Rolls, nuts, fruits, meat jerky.” 
 
      
 
    “You have won. Do not be so insufferable about it.” 
 
      
 
    Viv lent her one of her super comfy inside dresses and underwear. They walked out of the bedroom into a council. 
 
      
 
    Both women froze. Marruk sat at the table with a grumpy face and pockets under her eyes. Irao was there as well, studiously using a nasty-looking dagger to carve a piece of wood. Solfis’ yellow orbs glinted from a corner. 
 
      
 
    “Squee.” 
 
      
 
    Arthur waddled to Viv and jumped on her with a flap of her wings. 
 
      
 
    “Hellooooo and a good morning to you too, sweety!” 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, greetings, oh mighty beast of Kazar.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee.” 
 
      
 
    “Who… What are you all doing here?” Varska demanded, mortified. 
 
      
 
    “We live here,” Marruk grumbles. Irao nods wisely. 
 
      
 
    “Are you… a Hadal strain?” 
 
      
 
    Irao nodded again, then refocused his attention on the sculpture. 
 
      
 
    “Errr. By Neriad’s buttocks, how thick are the walls here?” 
 
      
 
    “Not enough!” Marruk bellowed in an expression of pure frustration, “this is my half week off. You two go back to your tower. I need to sleep! SLEEP!” 
 
      
 
    The Kark stood up, bottomed up her cup of klod and returned to her room in sulky silence. 
 
      
 
    “It does not matter that the walls are thin because I can hear through walls anyway, so that’s fine,” Irao helpfully added. He then also left. 
 
      
 
    “Very tactful, you lot,” Viv reproached with a glare.  
 
      
 
    “Apparently the only person with a hint of politeness here is the golem,” Varska spat as she approached the table. Platters of cold rolls and what look like leftovers raided from the spring party covered its surface. There was a steaming pot of klod and Varska picked up two cups to fill them. Someone had fried eggs recently. They were still warm.  
 
      
 
    //I turned off my hearing abilities to afford you some privacy. 
 
      
 
    “Very kind of you, Solfis,” Viv said. 
 
      
 
    //Besides, I can monitor your physical condition through your aura. 
 
      
 
    “... Excuse me?” 
 
      
 
    //Orgasm causes a strong reaction, akin to a trauma.  
 
    //I had to calibrate to understand the difference. 
 
    //Every time you mastur— 
 
      
 
    “Yayayaya I don’t want to know, I don’t want to knoooooow.” 
 
      
 
    “We are going back to the tower,” Varska declared firmly. She grabbed a few pieces of stuffed bread and walked imperiously back to the bedroom.  
 
      
 
    Viv took the time to feed and care for Arthur, and the three left soon after. The streets of the city were mostly empty, and the few people out had the constipated air of those in the throes of a massive hangover. There were even a couple of disheveled folks doing the walk of shame without much care, which led Viv to believe that the Enorian conservatism had not pervaded Kazar despite the city being nominally part of the kingdom. They arrived in the tower and Arthur once more climbed up to the greenhouse. Varska drew a bath, then swatted Viv with a towel when she tried to join her. They eventually reconvened in the eating room, with Arthur pleased to have two people pet her scales. 
 
      
 
    “It appears that you have outplayed me. Well done,” the mage finally admitted. “I was under the impression that you were… inexperienced in the ways of the court.” 
 
      
 
    “First, you assumed wrong, and second, seduction transcends cultural barriers, at least to an extent. I was raised to be savvy. I just… the transfer here, it did something to me. I feel more raw. It’s more difficult to control or hide my emotions or to put on a mask.” 
 
      
 
    “The soul wound?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Probably. Sometimes, I wonder if people in my world get those as well but never find out.” 
 
      
 
    Viv’s mood turned sour. Sometimes, life had a way of grinding people until they broke. She had noticed that long before joining the army and learning about PTSD.  
 
      
 
    Varska patted her hand. 
 
      
 
    “There, have some tea.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. I’ll ask Gogen about a replacement housekeeper. She’s some sort of professional cleaner or something. She might know someone.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Now, finish your tea and join me downstairs. There is something I would like to show you.” 
 
      
 
    Varska left first. Viv finished her cup and found the mage’s dress and knickers properly folded by the door to her room. Viv smiled and knocked. 
 
    

  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44: Progress 
 
    
  
 
    One month later 
 
      
 
    Spring was in full swing. Birds sang, flowers had bloomed to turn the grass into colorful carpets. Local insects that looked suspiciously like bumblebees buzzed around. The air was filled with cries of things trying to eat and fuck each other. It was all very distracting. 
 
      
 
    Viv closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The clearing she had used to test her blight spell was now a nice meadow dotted with plant arrangements that Varska had curated to make the place more Zen. Or the Helock equivalent, whatever. It was nice. 
 
      
 
    Viv breathed carefully and extended a hand. Gestures were important until you got a good feel for it. She felt her own mana push out and willed the color to remain trapped inside. 
 
      
 
    It was an extremely complex feeling of separation, akin to feeling in two places at the same time. It was also unnatural, in the sense that she had to go against those instincts that made her so good at manipulating black mana. It had taken her weeks of effort to get it right. 
 
      
 
    Colorless mana gathered in a ball in her hand. Contrary to its black equivalent, this one was tame. No, more than tame. It was not ‘alive’. 
 
      
 
    Viv compared her experience to using software. Colors were the normal, basic functions. They were what the creator of the software had made available to the users. Thus, using colored mana felt natural to most casters, because they were manipulating the consciousness of Nyil in ways that it allowed.  
 
      
 
    Moving colorless mana was like delving into the programming of the software and changing its functions. Playing with the code, so to speak. With her experience of intellectual property rights, Viv almost expected a sort of resistance from Nyil itself, but this was not the case. Colorless mana just felt… neutral. Indifferent. It was not so much reluctance as inertia that made it difficult to yield.  
 
      
 
    Viv infused the energy in a pair of linked ‘seek’ and ‘north’ glyphs, and watched as the sphere flattened and gained an arrow pointing in front of her, to the deadlands. 
 
      
 
    “Yay, it worked.” 
 
      
 
    It was completely useless as things went for now, but ah well. Progress. She checked her stats. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Current status: 
 
        
        	 Mana channels (apprentice mage) 
 
        	 Extreme compatibility 
 
        	 Divine spark: luck 
 
        	 Draconic Surrogate Mother 
 
       
    
  Mana distribution: 
 
        
        	 Black 100% 
 
       
    
  Current attunement: 19.1% 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Her attunement had increased again, which was a consequence of her constant training. The more attuned she was, the more complex and powerful spells she could cast. Varska had talked about strategic spells that could change the weather for weeks, alter the course of a river, or raze a small city. Those were still far away though. 
 
      
 
    Her mana channels had also improved. Besides helping her cast faster, it also made overcasting less likely. She could exert herself for longer periods of time without falling. The better her channels were, the easier she could exhaust and recharge her mana without burning out. It helped with her training since she could keep going for longer periods of time. 
 
      
 
    Sometimes, Draconic Surrogate Mother appeared as Draconic Surrogate Mommy when she summoned the interface, but it changed back to normal when she took a second look. 
 
      
 
    Both Finesse and Power had improved as a result of her favorite way of recharging mana: meditative trance. She would go through a series of complex and relaxing motions under Solfis’ direction. He had taught her a sort of soft martial art designed for casters, as far as she could tell, and it had the extra advantage of providing a full body workout. Kind of like dancing. 
 
      
 
    Solfis and Varska agreed that most adults plateaued at the low twenties in stats that had a limited impact on their career. After fifty years, dedicated people could get to thirty or above across the board. That meant that someone like Gogen must really have started low to still be so simple. Possibly, she was a little bit daft. 
 
      
 
    Her Focus and Acuity had risen by two and Willpower by one. That was the result of a strict daily training regimen that would have driven her crazy, were it not for how well-tailored it was to her abilities and mood. Even then, very few people could match that incredible speed. She could thank her two bossy trainers and her traveler’s blessing for such stellar progress. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  General skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Polymath 
  
      	  Beginner 3 
  
      	  Athletics 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Survival 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  Householding 
  
      	  Apprentice 8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hand to hand combat 
  
      	  Apprentice 6 
  
      	  Pain tolerance 
  
      	  Intermediate 8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Small blades 
  
      	  Beginner 7 
  
      	  Intimidation 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    None of her general skills had progressed. That was expected. For Nyil to offer a reward, one had to show dedication, and Viv simply had no time to work on anything but magic. All her efforts had gone toward her path skills. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Path skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Meditative trance 
  
      	  Expert 1 
  
      	  Mana manipulation 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana sense 
  
      	  Intermediate 1 
  
      	  Danger sense 
  
      	  Apprentice 3 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana absorption 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    All her skills had reached the third tier, except for Danger Sense which lagged behind. She had only reached apprentice by attending an expedition in the deadlands to rid a specific area of burrowing undead centipedes. There was no way to train easily in Kazar. 
 
      
 
    This was not because of a lack of techniques. Solfis was sure that he could have her improve. 
 
      
 
    It was because of Arthur. 
 
      
 
    First, the tiny dragon’s intuition and senses were simply off the chart. She could feel a trap coming from miles away and warned Viv every time. Second, she attacked whoever tried anything. Spars were ok, somehow. Surprise attacks were not. The only thing they could do was to burrow traps in training areas for Viv to fall into. It was inefficient, but Viv refused to confine Arthur while she trained.  
 
      
 
    The last interesting thing was path progression. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Black Witch 1/5 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    She had reached that milestone after learning her fiftieth glyph or so. It did not feel that significant, and perhaps it was not, but she imagined that a proper witch would have some flexibility in her casting.  
 
      
 
    According to Varska and Solfis, the third step on the path was where a lot of people were stuck for a long time. It required an advanced mastery of one’s chosen field to move on, and that was also why most folks branched out afterward. Varska was considered a promising genius for reaching the fourth step at such a young age.  
 
      
 
    Viv closed her eyes and refocused on the world outside. The compass she had created still hung in the air by her side. She felt a dim connection to it, one she could keep alive with minimal effort. 
 
      
 
    Viv willed the orb to disappear and stood up. It was time to move to a more practical part of the training. 
 
      
 
    Then Arthur landed by her side and rubbed her own forehead. 
 
      
 
    Arthur kept growing up and the amount of meat required to feed her meant regular hunts at the edge of the forest. She could now reach Viv’s navel when sitting on her hind legs. Surprisingly, she was still light enough for Viv to carry easily. Her wings were huge too. 
 
      
 
    One notable difference was that her horns were growing. Dragons had one set of horns curving back from above their head to protect their neck, but they also had horns above their eyes that only came out later. As to why, Viv wasn’t sure. For now, only two black spines poked out 
 
      
 
    They were apparently very itchy. 
 
      
 
    “There, there.” 
 
      
 
    Viv massaged the scaly skin around the nubs, gently at first, then deeper as Arthur relaxed. 
 
      
 
    “Squee,” Arthur signaled, bringing Viv’s ministrations to an end. 
 
      
 
    “Alright then.” 
 
      
 
    Varska had some knowledge on dragons from her youth in Helock. There was, in fact, extensive documentation on the massive creatures. Unfortunately, most of them were historical recountings of conflicts, and strategy books. There was not a single book about dragon-rearing in the entire Param continent. Of this, the smooth mage was sure. 
 
      
 
    “Guess it’s up to me, then,” Viv muttered to herself. But writing would come later. Now, it was time to empty her channels by casting powerful spells. Solfis addressed her from the edge of the clearing. 
 
      
 
    //The target is set up, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    Viv looked down toward Kazar to see a standing target made of a stone held up by several logs. Marruk stood nearby, hands on her waist and wheezing quite loudly. Viv whistled, and the stout Kark gave a sign and moved away. 
 
      
 
    Viv was almost entirely confident in her aim, but it still irked her to shoot a spell with friendly people downrange. That was just wrong. 
 
      
 
    Viv poured power into a sphere, then drew the runes for projection, distance, and power on it, next infusing it with the meaning of destruction. 
 
      
 
    The sphere was perfectly silent as it formed, like most of Viv’s spells. Sweat grew on her brow as her mind stretched to the limit. The task was as complicated as juggling several equations at the same time. It would have been impossible for her only three months ago but now it was just a strenuous exercise. 
 
      
 
    Black mana was as eager and willing as ever. Getting better at manipulating did not change it, or make it grow. It changed her. It made her understand and coax the flow better. Nyil, the world, offered the power; Nous, God of Magic, offered the path to use it through the interface. It was up to Viv to make use of the opportunity. 
 
      
 
    “Arty.” 
 
      
 
    The sphere veered like a comet, arching beautifully throughout the air on a tail of pure darkness.  
 
      
 
    And Viv finally saw a kid running up the path behind it. 
 
      
 
    Viv’s focus wavered. The spell lost cohesion in that very moment. She gritted her teeth and, through a supreme effort of will, breathed back life in frayed connections. The baleful projectile went through the target without stopping and crashed heavily in the grass beyond, taking a chunk of wood on the way. The running boy stopped dead in his tracks although the spell never even came close to him. Marruk had moved toward him just in case, but in truth there had been no real danger. 
 
      
 
    Not that Viv was going to admit it. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck were you thinking?!” she bellowed. Everyone knew that she used this place to train. She had no official right to do so but she was on public land, and no one in their right mind could watch someone shear off a rock with the power of their mind and bitch about it to their face. Even the guards gave her a wide berth. So what was the little twerp doing here? 
 
      
 
    To her surprise, not only did the boy not run away, he actually tried to reach her. Marruk gently stopped him with a hand. He started babbling. Viv closed the distance. 
 
      
 
    As she looked on more, she could tell that the boy was young, probably around ten or something. She was not very good with kids’ ages. He wore the typical undyed loose pants and shirt combo of the Kazaran children. His sleeve was torn off and he was bleeding a little bit. He was also completely out of breath. 
 
      
 
    “Yes? What’s going on?” Viv asked. 
 
      
 
    The boy stepped back, dark eyes bloodshot and red from crying. He frantically recovered a dusty pouch from his one pocket and shook the thing in front of Viv’s nose. 
 
      
 
    “You are for hire, right? The temple hired you and so did the Baranese, right? That’s what my Ma said.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm. Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “I want to hire you! I’m serious! I got…” 
 
      
 
    He opened the grubby pouch and spilled the contents in the palm of his hand. It was a meager prize. 
 
      
 
    “... six iron bits, a real nice pink stone and half of a real core, I swear!” 
 
      
 
    It was a piece of quartz. Viv was sure. 
 
      
 
    “And what task did you have in mind?” 
 
      
 
    “My friend and his sis. They were with me. We got ambushed by beastlings!” 
 
      
 
    He spat on the side of the road. 
 
      
 
    “We got split up. I think they could still be alive. Please, help me find them. Please!” 
 
      
 
    “The guards won’t help?” Viv asked, surprised.  
 
      
 
    The boy tried to spit again but he had run out of saliva and just sort of did a ‘pblblb’ sound.  
 
      
 
    “Those good-for-nothings won’t help unless it’s a real threat to Kazar. Please… it’s already been ten minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Viv could not find a reason not to try. 
 
      
 
    She could not let a kid die. 
 
      
 
    She knew that helping now meant that she would be helping again but, come on. A kid. 
 
      
 
    “Alright. Lead the way, quickly.” 
 
      
 
    Viv expected Marruk to complain but the tall Kark woman was already running to get Solfis. It was, apparently, time to hunt. 
 
      
 
    But Viv knew why the guards would not have helped.  
 
      
 
    Beastlings did not take prisoners. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 45: The Food Chain 
 
    
  
 
    The trio rushed along the edge of the forest at a good trot. It was obvious that the kid was running on fumes but he did not slow down, and Viv would not stop him either. They turned into the forest seemingly at random, until she noticed that someone had bound a small cloth around a carved trunk. A path that was a little more than a beasts trail snaked deep into the forest, and they followed it with all haste. 
 
      
 
    Even during the day, there was something peculiar about the Deadshield Woods. Sounds were dampened, and before long Viv thought that she was no longer quite sure where she had come from. The kid did not share her hesitation as he sprinted down and down, his breath raspy and desperate. He only slowed down near a large boulder topped by a tall dead tree.  
 
      
 
    “Right. Right. Almost there,” he half-choked. 
 
      
 
    They moved more slowly then, with Marruk taking point. It only took a few minutes for the tall Kark to stop and hold a fist. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” Viv whispered. 
 
      
 
    “A girl. She’s dead.” 
 
      
 
    The boy took a deep, shuddering breath and let out a single sob. He was trying very hard to keep the tears in. 
 
      
 
    “Miri is dead but maybe Sar isn’t?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s keep going,” Viv said, “we’ll recover the body on our way back.” 
 
      
 
    A form crashed through the canopy of the nearest tree. Arthur shook her head to clear the brambles and pointed forward and to the side. 
 
      
 
    “Squee.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go then,” Viv replied. 
 
      
 
    They ran and Viv tried her best not to look at the tiny form sprawled on the ground, with red blood staining her grey dress. The kid had been brained with a stone. 
 
      
 
    The forest grew thicker by the moment. Where at the edge, it could have passed for a normal earth forest to anyone without a degree in biology, the trees grew taller and stranger as they ran on. Some of them bore purple or grey leaves. Some bloomed with mesmerizing flowers that shone flamboyantly in the dim light. Viv had to run around ferns and thickets, between moss-covered trunks. They heard screams in the distance. 
 
      
 
    Viv picked up the boy as he was about to fall, and they sprinted. She could only see Arthur’s tail swishing high. The rest of the dragonling was buried in greenery. 
 
      
 
    Soon, the light grew again and they burst into a clearing. 
 
      
 
    Viv took in her surroundings. The fall of a giant tree had made a hole in the canopy by taking its smaller siblings with it, and the resulting space was a mess of young sprouts, rotting trunks and low ferns. There was one thing that stood out, so to speak.  
 
      
 
    It was a monster. 
 
      
 
    In the instant needed to slow down, Viv noticed four heavy legs, not unlike those of an elephant, supporting a cylindrical body topped with a conic maw filled with serrated, inward teeth. A multitude of limbs emerged from the main body like tentacles.  
 
      
 
    The supporting limbs were brown-grey, but the color of the flesh turned to green the higher one went until the creature looked like an overgrown Venus flytrap and pitcher plant slapped together by Frankenstein’s demented cousin. It used one of its tendrils to grab a squealing beastling and Viv noticed that the limb ended in a thick sucker with the same inward-facing talons. 
 
      
 
    The limb retracted and deposited the smaller monster in the larger’s maw. It closed down with a crunch. 
 
      
 
    “There! Sar’s there!” the boy wheezed from over Viv’s shoulder. He was pointing at a depression formed by a dip in the land and protected by remnants of the collapsed trunk to form a sort of cavern. 
 
      
 
    And indeed, Viv saw a tiny pink arm wield a branch to slam a wounded beastling. 
 
      
 
    “Ok, new plan. We get the boy and fuck off. Marruk, block the thing while I cover you.” 
 
      
 
    Viv dropped the child she was still holding and followed Marruk. The Kark advanced, leaving her mace in its sheath and taking out a shortsword with a broad blade instead. The monster turned a few tentacles toward them, but the bulk of them were searching the cave. Many of the limbs poked and prodded around. One of them found a small beastling’s leg and grabbed it. The horned creature shrieked, and a flurry of other limbs attached themselves to it, tearing off great bands of flesh. 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s blind,” Viv whispered in Marruk’s ear. The Kark nodded and advanced. Viv moved to the side and tried to get to the kid, but her attempt was short-lived. The monster somehow felt her move and patted around with its many limbs.  
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, it was ponderously crossing the clearing toward the small cave. 
 
      
 
    Ok, Viv thought, Ok, change of plan. 
 
      
 
    A fleshy liana finally touched and latched onto Marruk’s shield. The Kark calmly pulled it back and swiped the thing off with her blade. Red blood spurted from the wound and the creature let out a strange, whistling sound. 
 
      
 
    “Kid, you’d better come to us quick!” she yelled instead. 
 
      
 
    That did it, for the monster at least. Several tendrils whipped out her way as she ducked behind Marruk’s form. The limbs were fast. 
 
      
 
    “Net.” 
 
      
 
    A mass of crisscrossing ‘purge’ spells whipped out around Viv and met the charging limbs. The shadowy wires won, but the spell failed after too many were spent. 
 
      
 
    “Hurry up!” 
 
      
 
    Viv cast one, large purge at the creature’s torso but it barely penetrated. There was too much mana in the thing. She would need a lot of power to reach the innards, and the time to set it up. Time that they didn’t have. 
 
      
 
    Then her ‘client’ started to run across the clearing to fetch his friend. Marruk took a step forward and swung and swiped, meeting the questing tendrils with a fury that Viv had never seen in the stoic woman. The shield crashed down into another limb, cracking it. Viv helped by whipping overcharged purge spells around the Kark to cover her flanks. Several times, a tendril found Marruk’s leather armor and started to pull, but the Kark planted her feet on the ground and stood upright long enough for Viv to sever the attacking appendage. They started to fall back under the onslaught. 
 
      
 
    Viv reached a state of focus that she had already experienced on earth, but only during firefights. It was not that the world slowed down, but more like any distraction or parasitic thought disappeared. The ground was soon littered with discarded limbs. The monster still tried to slap them around with half-mutilated ones, even without the teeth at the end, but Marruk was like a rock against the tide. The thing beat uselessly against her shield. It was always where it was needed, angled here and there with an economy of motion born from expertise. At the same time, Marruk’s other arm lashed out like a viper with quick and devastating sweeps.  
 
      
 
    But they were in trouble.  
 
      
 
    The creature was turning and moving toward them at the same time. A fresh contingent of tentacles joined the fray while the reduced distance meant that those farther up were now in range. Viv diverted her attention for one instant to see the two boys stumbling toward them. The rescued one was bleeding profusely from his flank. He was pale and sweaty, and her employer was shorter and younger. It was going to be a close call. 
 
      
 
    Or not. 
 
      
 
    “Give me three seconds,” Viv bellowed. Marruk redoubled her effort, but her leg got caught as Viv was pooling colorless mana in her hand.  
 
      
 
    A white flash blurred, and Arthur bit the thing off. The limber dragonette jumped back instantly.  
 
      
 
    Viv was done.  
 
      
 
    She gathered air, shield, and still runes and pushed them together. A transparent half-circle formed over their heads. It was quite large. 
 
      
 
    “Sound shield.” 
 
      
 
    One of Varska’s staple spells. It blocked all sounds by preventing the air from moving it across. 
 
      
 
    The tendrils went through without problem, and yet there was something different about the monster. It stopped its slow trudge through the undergrowth and showed some signs of agitation. 
 
      
 
    “Back, back,” Viv ordered and Marruk ran to her. They plodded through the ferns to the pair of struggling kids and Viv pushed them down. She removed a blood-soaked hand from the older kid’s wound and winced at the sight. The shirt was gone, as was a lot of skin and tissue. He had been flayed by the tendril. 
 
      
 
    He was dying quickly. 
 
      
 
    Viv grabbed for one of her side pockets and took out a thick glass vial with a greenish liquid inside. She removed the stopper with her teeth and shoved the bottleneck between the wounded boy’s blue lips. The kid swallowed, more by surprise than anything else, then took a deep, shaky breath. 
 
      
 
    The wound sealed before their very eyes. Concentrated life mana regrew skin and muscle at visible speed. Both little twerps looked on in wonder. 
 
      
 
    “Mending potion…” the smaller kid said. 
 
      
 
    Viv returned her attention to the monster. It was slowly trampling its way toward them. 
 
      
 
    “Can probably smell us.” 
 
      
 
    They were now farther into the clearing, with the monster blocking the way out. They had their backs against the rotting trunk. 
 
      
 
    “We can probably scale our way over the trunk or that rock on the side,” Marruk said. She was breathing deeply but appeared unharmed. 
 
      
 
    Viv checked and thought that it might be doable. 
 
      
 
    But also maybe risky. 
 
      
 
    “I got a better idea. Give me a sec.” 
 
      
 
    The monster was still plodding hesitantly around. Viv noted in passing that it grabbed the cut tentacles whenever it could find them and shoved them down its maw. It was self-recycling or something. 
 
      
 
    Marruk could most likely climb the difficult terrain. It was pretty much a safe bet. 
 
      
 
    But Viv was absolutely certain that she could kill the thing. It was clearly an ambush predator, and its ambush had failed. 
 
      
 
    A mage was at its most powerful when given time to act, and she had bought them twenty seconds or so before the lumbering form would even get close to her. It was five more than she needed. A sphere of pure black rotated above her right shoulder, glyphs forming around it. Viv altered the spell a little bit by making the range shorter and the projectile larger. That was difficult but she managed. Adrenaline gave her wings. 
 
      
 
    The spell took a third of her reserves. The mana sang through her mind and conduits in its eagerness to be used, leaving her giddy. As soon as she was ready, Viv kneeled and moved to the side to search for the perfect angle. 
 
      
 
    “Arty.” 
 
      
 
    Casting powerful spells was something that she would never get fed up with. It was so… intuitive. Elegant. Her creation drove through two trunk-like legs in an instant, right at the joint. In silence. 
 
      
 
    It left behind a gaping wound vomiting lymph and blood. 
 
      
 
    Viv winced at the trilling whistle the creature emitted as it slowly toppled to the side like a falling tree. Its main body crashed against the cavern with a loud thump. Shards of wood and earth went up in the air and a musty smell soon filled Viv’s nose. The monster whistled piteously. It was bleeding out. 
 
      
 
    Marruk and the kids stared wide-eyed at the fallen beast. Viv searched for Arthur and found her sitting on her butt, tail curved around her, both hands grabbing a tendril. She was eating it like an otter eats a fish. 
 
      
 
    “We should go before the smell attracts other stuff,” Viv said. The others didn’t have to be asked twice. They moved around the fallen giant toward the legs. Viv considered finishing it off with a blight spell but decided against it. She was almost dry, and there could be other things around. They left the clearing in a hurry. 
 
      
 
    Viv only stopped on the way back to recover the body of the little girl. Both kids were subdued, with the older one crying in silence. Viv didn’t think that she would ever grow used to dead children. There was something inherently wrong about it. 
 
      
 
    They wrapped her head with her brother’s shirt to mask the wound. The return trip was bitter. 
 
      
 
    As soon as they were out, Viv turned to her ‘employer’. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your name, kid?” 
 
      
 
    “Arlom, mam.” 
 
      
 
    “I would like my payment now.” 
 
      
 
    Viv emptied the purse in her hand and pocketed the iron bits and the two stones. 
 
      
 
    “Deal done.” 
 
      
 
    “I know how much a mending potion costs, miss witch. I know that you helped us for nuthin.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, yeah maybe. But keep it to yourself. I don’t want everyone to know that I have a soft heart.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t tell.” 
 
      
 
    They split up. 
 
      
 
    Viv said nothing as they walked back to the house.  
 
      
 
    //A wise ruler sometimes shows acts of kindness, Your Grace. 
 
    //It has been shown to improve the people’s morale. 
 
    //Well done. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we saved one out of two.” 
 
      
 
    “It was a good thing,” Marruk said. “Humans here give up too easily. In the steppes, we lose kids as well, but we always look for two days before stopping. It gives us all hope. It makes us believe that someone will try to come. They might be too late to save us, but they will come. They will care.” 
 
      
 
    “Or children could stay out of the forest so we don’t have to pick up bodies,” Viv spat. 
 
      
 
    //Children will travel and play. 
 
    //Especially where they are forbidden to go. 
 
    //The forest hides many treasures, and the survivors will carry the lesson they learn to the next generation. 
 
    //I was also informed that starvation is a powerful motivator. 
 
      
 
    “They’re not starving.” 
 
      
 
    “But they are hungry,” Marruk said. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing to add. Viv had done what she could and that was that. She would not shed crocodile tears for a person she did not know, but she still felt some measure of empathy for her and the family she had left behind. They arrived soon after. Viv unlocked her door and frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, is there something buried here? I could have sworn that this flower bed was lower,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s probably nothing. I was digging around there recently,” Marruk said hurriedly. 
 
      
 
    “Were you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Haha. This very morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, alright then.” 
 
    


  
 
    Viv’s house, half an hour before. 
 
      
 
    Kelto the mercenary grabbed the cork between two yellow teeth and tore it away. Ethanol vapor made his eyes burn. 
 
      
 
    He was done. 
 
      
 
    He was fucking done. 
 
      
 
    Two months was all it had taken. The witch had accepted the contracts he had delayed in order to push the prices up. His failed attempt to bring her to heel had failed spectacularly, and his men had deserted one by one. The death of the last loyalists had been the nail in the coffin. Now, only he remained, with his cloak turned ratty and his purse hollow. He scratched his cheek and the stubble there creaked under the friction. 
 
      
 
    That bitch was going to pay. 
 
      
 
    He would be gone by dawn to try his luck through the forest. Sometimes, lone travelers successfully passed through by dodging the most dangerous creatures. He was not staying a minute longer in this shithole. 
 
      
 
    But before that, he was going to burn down her turf, because fuck her. 
 
      
 
    Kelto plunged a grimy piece of hanky down the bottle and waited for the cloth to absorb the alcohol. He snapped his fingers together and a small flame appeared. He made to light the improvised incendiary device. 
 
      
 
    And failed. 
 
      
 
    Someone had grabbed his hand. Kelto’s bloodshot eyes traveled along a black armor, up to a pallid face with slitted eyes. A bald head.  
 
      
 
    “I… I… I…” 
 
      
 
    “Hellow,” the half-man calmly stated, “this is my house.” 
 
      
 
    “Mo — monster!” 
 
      
 
    The inhuman being nodded wisely, in a ‘I see how it is’ fashion. There was a flash of something, and Kelto was now staring at his headless body from a strange angle. 
 
    





  
 
    Things followed their normal course. The two boys, Sar and Arlom, made their way back to the lower district where poorer people lived. There were a lot of tears in the tightly-knit community, but finally the kids were asked what had happened, especially Sar who had a great expanse of pale skin on his belly. Arlom said that he was supposed to stay quiet but Sar had made no such promise and explained everything in great detail, including how the witch had charged in to save him, then slain the beast with a single, mighty spell.  
 
      
 
    The villagers were incredulous at first, but a group of armed men and women led by Arlom found the cadaver of the monster already being nibbled on by a few birds. They alerted the city’s scouts who, in turn, secured and covered the site while the village worked tirelessly to turn the remains into usable goods. Monster meat was both delicious and nourishing, and there were even rumors that it helped expecting women to give birth to mages. Certainly, the city would not let go of such a boon. 
 
      
 
    Columns of people transferred stacks of meat, skin, and bone for soup stock to the city’s warehouse long into the night. Everyone who pitched in was given something to bring home, with several months of supply granted to the bereaved family. It was late when a pair of burly scouts knocked on Viv’s door and dropped several baskets of meaty goodies before saluting her and leaving in silence. 
 
      
 
    “You know,” Viv said later as everyone chewed on skewers around their communal table, “we haven’t heard about that group of annoying mercenaries who came to provoke us. They sort of disappeared.” 
 
      
 
    The rest of the group kept masticating pensively.  
 
      
 
    “I was expecting them to try something,” she insisted. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe your reaction caught them on the wrong foot?” Marruk suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, perhaps you are right. Still…” 
 
      
 
    “Squee.” 
 
      
 
    //You may underestimate our ability to scare off your foes, Your Grace. 
 
    //Not only are you a powerful witch, but you also have many friends. 
 
    //To provoke you is to provoke your network of allies. 
 
    //They must have figured it out. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. I think Farren mentioned that the entire group had stopped taking jobs. They just don’t hang around as they used to.” 
 
      
 
    “Mercenary work is dangerous work,” Irao said. 
 
      
 
    Everyone turned to him since he had pretty much just used his entire word quota for the month. 
 
      
 
    The Hadal human shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “They could have run afoul of a monster during one of their tasks. It is a common end for those who follow that path.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm. You may be right. Never mind. I’ll just forget about them then.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, let’s just forget about those. Haha. They probably won’t turn up again,” Marruk assured. 
 
      
 
    Viv thought that maybe there was something fishy going on, but her plate was full with training and the coming expedition and she could not be arsed to look for disappearing rivals. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, fine. Please excuse me,” she said, and stood up to attend to a natural need. 
 
      
 
    Marruk leaned toward Irao. 
 
      
 
    “Kelto?” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you burn the body?” 
 
      
 
    “No need, what I kill stays dead.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee.” 
 
      
 
    The three who could still eat split the remaining green, slightly crunchy skewers and focused very hard on looking inconspicuous. 
 
    



  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 46: Expedition 
 
    
  
 
    One week later 
 
      
 
    “I cannot come with you.” 
 
      
 
    Varska poured tea from her favorite teacup, expression grave. While Viv would have preferred it if she had joined, her refusal was expected. In fact, Viv had not even asked. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” she told the mage, “I expect that you have duties.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. I promised our dear mayor that I would remain on the ready three seasons out of four, winter usually being a period of low activity for monsters here. I have to respect my promises, and I cannot justify this… fool’s errand you will be pursuing.” 
 
      
 
    The two women picked up their cups and sipped in silence. Varska’s new housekeeper, one of Gogen the Cleaner’s cousins, passed her head through the door. 
 
      
 
    “You will be needing anything else, ladies?” 
 
      
 
    “Not until dinner, thank you,” Varska replied with just a little bit of haughtiness. It always amused Viv how the mage bristled at the mere mention that she would need any sort of assistance with tea. 
 
      
 
    “You do not think that we will succeed?” Viv asked after savoring the infusion’s delicate flavor. 
 
      
 
    “You may. You may not. But you would not find a self-respecting mage of Helock taking part in such a risky expedition. Only one caster? And not even an earth specialist? Please. Farren is most daring. Most daring!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not like there is an overabundance of us around,” Viv remarked. 
 
      
 
    “Irrelevant. While I approve of initiative and ambition, I cannot help but note that he is overstepping his role. Farren was tasked with making sure that Kazar was a well-functioning temple base to facilitate traffic to and from the deadland outposts, not to revive the entire region. Bah, it matters not. You already agreed.” 
 
      
 
    Viv shrugged sheepishly.  
 
      
 
    “I kind of need a functional soul, you know?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes, my apologies. You are so… normal. According to outlander standards —” 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” 
 
      
 
    “— that I often forget about the wound. Do you feel any different?” 
 
      
 
    Viv had considered the question extensively. She watched Varska refill her cup while she replied. 
 
      
 
    “My emotions are more raw. I find it more difficult to stay in control and some social games try my patience while, before, I would have been navigating them without issue. I don’t know how much of it is the wound and how much is me simply changing. The main symptom is that I simply cannot pray to any of the local gods.” 
 
      
 
    “A very localized but very deep wound then. In any case, that specific one will not kill you while the expedition could. So…” 
 
      
 
    Varska blushed a bit and averted her eyes. Viv found the bashfulness rather adorable. 
 
      
 
    “I prepared something for you. Better than your current protection.” 
 
      
 
    Viv still used the leather armor she had found in Harrak whenever going into battle. It was nice and functional. More importantly, it did not get in the way. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” Varska said. 
 
      
 
    She stood up from the tower’s reception table and opened a nearby chest. Viv watched as she was handed an off-white cloth of good size. Even folded, it was rather cumbersome. 
 
      
 
    Varska let go. 
 
      
 
    Heavy too. 
 
      
 
    “Go on, try it,” the mage urged. 
 
      
 
    It was a robe. A mage robe with a thick fabric in the slightly eastern style of Varska’s other garments. The shoulders were padded and horizontal, with sleeves allowing for freedom of movement. It also had a mandarin collar and an opening on the side rather than the front. The robe went down into a skirt and trousers combo. It was off white and undyed like most clothes here, but the make was exquisite and, more importantly, there were protective runes inscribed at regular intervals. 
 
      
 
    Viv did not need to focus to realize how magical the thing was. Power practically radiated from it. Interestingly, she recognized black and colorless strands. 
 
      
 
    “It repairs itself and resists damage. Since you have that strange skinsuit of yours, temperature control is barely a concern. Your defense against magical attacks is also decent for someone so early on her path, so I thought it best to provide physical protection. And you will finally look like a proper caster instead of some cursed bloodline’s last scion.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow. Darling. I don’t know what to say.” 
 
      
 
    Varska opened a fan and raised exactly one imperious brow. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you would be a good start, and I will also accept outrageous praises.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, great Helockian one. This garment is both incredibly stylish and remarkably powerful. I can tell that it was custom-made locally, which speaks of foresight, affection, and attention to detail. I can tell that someone weaved it according to your specifications and you made the runes yourself using dye that, I surmise, you extracted from your own flowers. It is both thoughtful, practical, and elegant which are qualities I associate with you. I would also add that it is my finest possession and that no one has ever done something that thoughtful for me that I can remember, in this world or the previous one.” 
 
      
 
    Varska closed the fan with a snap. 
 
      
 
    “Not bad.” 
 
      
 
    “I try. Seriously though, I will cherish it. Thank you very much.” 
 
      
 
    “You can thank me by coming back alive. Is your black core charged? Is Solfis?” 
 
      
 
    “The black core is charged and Solfis is close to fifty percent capacity. I can go over my preparations with you later since you are such a worrywart.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you already been on expeditions that would last several weeks?” the mage challenged. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Yes, I have.” 
 
      
 
    Varska just huffed. 
 
    




  
 
    The time had come for Farren’s attempt to find the lost iron mines of Min Goles. Success would bring Viv one step closer to healing her soul, and to possibly implore a deity for a way home. 
 
      
 
    As she packed her things, the outlander realized that returning home was becoming a more abstract and distant goal. Nyil had become her new reality. It was pretty good despite the lack of internet and ice cream. She had met a lot of people who mattered to her, and Arthur was dependent on her presence for, well, something. The memory of her loved ones back home on earth was growing more distant. She remembered them more clearly now that her mind was helped by a healthy serving of magic, but the emotions associated with them had lost their edge. She had been gone for three months already. If they had found her body, they were probably getting over the grief by now.  
 
      
 
    It was a bit upsetting. 
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, she did not have to choose now whether to return or to stay. The priority was surviving high attunement and getting her soul fixed.  
 
      
 
    Viv fastened her backpack and brought it outside. She and Marruk made a first trip to the main square of Kazar and its temple where the convoy awaited. 
 
      
 
    The expedition was planned to take up to a month, which here lasted for twenty-eight days on average. The Param calendar was a mess anyway. They would try for a while and come back later if necessary. Or plain give up. She was not clear on that. It did not help that Lorn, the head of the Temple Guard, took a dim look on the expedition. 
 
      
 
    “A waste of fighting forces is all it is. We’re here to slay undead, not do business,” he had told his branch master when he thought Viv was not paying attention. However, even a security expert could see the appeal of a new supply of iron, especially one discovered by its church. 
 
      
 
    As a project that was supposed to last a while, the expedition group was pretty large. They had twenty guards including some of the most elite ones like Koro, the ballsack-loving southerner, half again that many people as camp followers, and about ten horses. Viv had no idea if the guards could use them in combat. Horses were really expensive. 
 
      
 
    This also meant three carriages packed to the brim. Two would contain their baggage while the third one was the same armored chariot they had ridden to assault the beastling horde. 
 
      
 
    It took only twenty minutes for everyone to be ready, a credit to their organization. Then, they were on their way. Marruk and Viv sat inside the armored carriage as the caster was always supposed to be the most protected person. Viv prepared for another grueling training session, but she was surprised when Marruk addressed her instead. There were only the two of them at the back of the cart. Farren had gone to walk with the helpers. 
 
      
 
    “I have questions. About your world without magic.” 
 
      
 
    Viv looked into the dark eyes of her bodyguard’s large, honest face. It was perhaps the first time that the stout woman had asked her something that was not directly related to their survival. 
 
      
 
    “Do tell.” 
 
      
 
    “There are no monsters.” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “But there are humans.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Are there Kark?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, no, as far as I know we never had anything other than flavors of humans.” 
 
      
 
    Better not tell her that one of the most probable causes of the extinction of Neanderthals was that the Sapiens happened to them. 
 
      
 
    “So, do you have steppes? Steppe people?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, as a matter of fact we do!” 
 
      
 
    “Are they good at war? Can they defend themselves?” 
 
      
 
    “Oooh boy. Let me tell you about a man called Temujin.” 
 
      
 
    Viv went on a recounting of what she remembered of Genghis Khan. It was not much since she had never been a history nerd, but it was enough to take an hour. The army had encouraged the study of tactics and her memory was crystal clear. She focused on the Great Khan’s military prowess on one hand, and his ruthlessness on the other. Marruk let her speak with no interruption for a long time. In the end, she was most intrigued by his ability to adopt new techniques. 
 
      
 
    “Can you explain siege warfare to me?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you are outside and the foe is inside and behind walls…” 
 
      
 
    Viv explained earthworks, siege machines, rams and so on. Marruk noted that the absence of powerful magicians gave war a more regulated, technical dimension. She was the most curious about doctrines rather than the physics behind a trebuchet. After a few minutes spent on intelligence gathering, Viv used the lull in conversation to finally ask a question that had been on her mind since the morose Kark had finally started to un-clam. 
 
      
 
    “So, can I ask why you are so interested?”

Marruk did not meet her eyes. She was staring over the reinforced wood of the carriage to the northeast, the deadlands, and the steppes far beyond the mountainous passages. 
 
      
 
    “My people are dying. Slowly, but they are dying. Every year, the Pure League destroys more land with their crops. Every year, more of their fields turn to dust and so they keep pushing. There are so few left of my tribe that we might as well be a clan now.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that why you left?” 
 
      
 
    Marruk’s tone turned surprisingly bitter. There was a lot of resentment buried deep beneath her stoic exterior, and it was not directed just at humans. 
 
      
 
    “I left because I was expected to do more of the same. The same shit we have been doing for centuries. I was expected to marry a chief and maybe have children who could become shamans like my mother, so a new generation of my family could fall to the Pure League’s assassins in the dead of night. I tried to talk to them. Push them. I even thought I was getting through to a chief’s son.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “He wanted me as a bride to affirm his claim. He only entertained my ‘delusions’ because he believed that it was a youthful excess. That I would become wiser after my first child was born. He said so himself.” 
 
      
 
    Ah. Oops. 
 
      
 
    “But the thing is, I did not know.” 
 
      
 
    She glanced up at Viv, this time, her gaze measuring. 
 
      
 
    “I did not know what we could do better. We have no iron, no magic academy to turn shamans into war mages. We are already fighting at our best with the tools we have, and we are still losing. So I thought, maybe our mind must be changed? Maybe it’s not the arm that has failed us, but the head. I think I was right.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. You are looking for a strategy. Something like guerilla warfare?” Viv asked. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a technique through which an inferior force can inflict disproportionate damage through the use of ambushes, mobility, hit and run tactics, raids and so on.” 
 
      
 
    Marruk’s large face was suddenly quite close. 
 
      
 
    “I’m interested.” 
 
    

  
 
    It took an uneventful three days to reach the mountain tribe stronghold, then another two for them to ride farther and reach the limits of civilized lands. There were many mountain tribes dotting the escarpment of the Harrakan mountain ranges, but they concentrated around fertile patches of land where a population could be sustained. A traveler could spend a week walking without encountering anyone. Anyone alive in any case. The expedition was never attacked. Most monsters knew better than to engage so many foes, though that was merely a general rule. 
 
      
 
    As they approached their destination, the terraced fields grew few and far between, until they disappeared completely after the last settlement. Grey and brown replaced man-grown vegetation until the last vestiges of nature were shrubs and hardy growths that only goats could feed on, or whatever the local equivalent was. The guides they were offered were a pair of ‘walkers’ who knew their stuff, and it was not long until they stopped at the edge of a small cavern entrance. They made sure that the coast was clear and moved in. 
 
      
 
    They found a man-made warren of small rooms with some dry food and water in storage. There were some basic protection runes in place. The knights and followers unpacked their belongings as this was to be a base camp, with the civilians settling down more permanently. Farren and Lorn gathered the people who would go on into the wild around a small map. 
 
      
 
    “This is where the walkers think we could find something,” the captain said with a gruff voice, “three days travel from here. We will descend to the edge of the deadlands so that we can keep the carriage with us, otherwise the terrain will not allow it. Keep your black mana protection gear on you at all times and watch out for buried stuff. If we fail, there is another candidate a bit farther along. We will go there and fall back to the main camp no matter what to resupply. Alright?” 
 
      
 
    Everyone gave a few nods. Viv retired early that night with Arthur coiled nearby. So far, everything had gone smoothly. 
 
      
 
    There was no way in hell that her luck would hold. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 47: On the Road Again 
 
    
  
 
    On the right side, a cliff, on the other, an empty desert filled with hostiles. The men before her were mostly silent and she wanted to pee. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t fucking believe that I’m pretty much back to Afghanistan.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee?” 
 
      
 
    “Except for you of course, my darling.” 
 
      
 
    They were on foot this time, with the carts left behind. The terrain was simply too rough. She had at least thirty kilograms of gear in her large backpack, and she was still the lightest person around. Marruk was the worst off. She had to carry Solfis on top of everything else. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you carrying that heavy stuff anyway?” one of the guards asked her. 
 
      
 
    “I’m practicing so I can lift your mom.” 
 
      
 
    It appeared that spending too much time in the barracks was having a deleterious influence on the straightforward Kark, Viv thought. 
 
      
 
    The trek was a bit monotonous, with the only thing of note being how hard it was. Viv was at the top of her form physically. Her body was reinforced by magic. She just huffed and sweated behind the column of soldiers who moved as if they were taking a nice afternoon hike. The only interruption came later as afternoon was advancing. 
 
      
 
    //Buried undead detected. 
 
      
 
    Viv froze in her tracks as the entire guard turned around, some with their hands on their weapons. 
 
      
 
    “It… speaks?” 
 
      
 
    Viv looked at the yellow eyes and realized the ploy. Solfis had chosen to reveal that it could indeed communicate, which most golems could do on a basic level anyway, but it kept the exact extent of his capacity hidden. 
 
      
 
    “Location?” she demanded as if used to the weird robotic exchange. 
 
      
 
    //Direction: fifty paces ahead. 
 
    //Nature: worm or necrarch. 
 
    //Estimated danger: very high. 
 
      
 
    “So that’s why you kept that thing around!” the previous guard said. “Very useful that, you could just have told us.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a very valuable thing to have,” Lorn retorted, “you cannot blame her for being careful. Although, to be fair, I think that we have determined beyond the shadow of a doubt that we are on the same side. I believe that you could trust us with that much, Lady Bob.” 
 
      
 
    Viv shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, keeping it secret is more of a habit at this stage.” 
 
      
 
    Lorn glared at her in a way that said that he didn’t believe her, but would let it go for the sake of group harmony. 
 
      
 
    “Can you guide us around the hidden danger, golem?” Lorn asked with importance. 
 
      
 
    Silence fell as they waited for an answer and Viv realized quickly, but not quite quickly enough, that Solfis was snubbing him. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I forgot to mention, the golem is bound to me. We will require directions, Solfis.” 
 
      
 
    //Of course, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    There was just a hint of smugness here that the guards should not have picked up. Farren had clearly been ill at ease during the whole exchange. He knew what Solfis truly was. 
 
      
 
    It did not take long for the golem to guide them in a wide circle around whatever hid beneath the sands. Viv kept stealing glances at Lorn as the two were at the head of the formation. 
 
      
 
    “Is something the matter?” 
 
      
 
    “No, just, I always expect religious orders to try and kill every monster they come across. I know it’s not based on anything real. I was influenced by the stories I heard in my youth.” 
 
      
 
    The leader of the temple guard snorted once and passed a hand over his greying beard. 
 
      
 
    “And if we were close to a village, I would have led the charge myself to prevent that horror from snatching kids. We are not, though. We stand on the edge of Param’s ulcerous bunghole. I could kill one of the big fuckers every day and die of old age before the place was cleared.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. You have showed your valor several times already, I’m just glad that there is a brain behind all that brawn. I must say, my place of birth has a poor history with groups claiming to be righteous and behaving like total twats. You guys are a relief.” 
 
      
 
    Lorn smiled ruefully. Viv expected that to be the end of it, but the large warrior actually laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, if only the rest of Param shared your opinion! It comforts me to know that we humble servants of the temple managed to convince an outsider.” 
 
      
 
    “A righteous fight is easy to pick when the enemies are monsters, less so when rebellions and wars are involved. Is it righteous to back a rebellion when people suffer? Even if thousands will die? What happens if the rebellion goes too far, should the temple then switch sides?” Farren commented bitterly from behind. 
 
      
 
    “I am familiar with grey morality, thank you. What I find curious is: What does Neriad think about it?” 
 
      
 
    “He gives us the freedom to choose,” Farren says. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “So long as you believe that you fight for justice, he will support you within reason. You will often find his followers on either side of a conflict, for is it not righteous to fight for your people?” Lorn answers. 
 
      
 
    “And those who act in anger…” 
 
      
 
    “If the follower commits atrocities or loses faith in his cause, the power of the golden god will be denied to him until he finds absolution,” Lorn continues coldly. 
 
      
 
    “Implying that Neriad does not have a clear idea himself of what is right and wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “Sacrilege!” Lorn bellowed. Viv jumped in alarm but the powerful man merely grinned. The guards behind them snickered. 
 
      
 
    “Just kidding. His will is clear. Neriad wants us to unite against monsters and the dark gods’ servants. And stop being cunts. He won’t force us, though. Too much trouble. It’s up to us to decide what we stand for.” 
 
      
 
    Discussions started among the ranks after that, though Viv soon grew too tired to participate. She almost sighed in relief when they found a cave higher up the path in the late afternoon. The issue was that it was quite obviously not a natural formation. The group gathered a little further down on a slope that gave a good view of the entrance. Shields and weapons were drawn as a precaution. 
 
      
 
    “So, think it might be one of those horrible digging insects?” one of the guards asked. 
 
      
 
    “Could be a gut spiller,” Viv suggested. The others turned to her. 
 
      
 
    “How do you reckon?” Koro asked. 
 
      
 
    The witch pointed at the entrance, which was round, large, and lacked the sharp claw marks she would expect from something insectile or worse, a nascent necrarch. The stone had a porous, pitted quality that she had seen in the aftermath of monster vomit. Not even post-bender puke could match its vile acidity.  
 
      
 
    “This was dug with bile, not claws. I think.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you are right,” Lorn admitted. 
 
      
 
    “Witch Bob is good hunter and fighter,” Koro the Amazon said, “Find husband soon!” 
 
      
 
    The large woman leaned forward to whisper in Viv’s ears. 
 
      
 
    “But not Courtesan Yan, please.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s all yours. Now, I can usually make short work of gut spillers, but I need a clean line of sight. You think you can lure it out, somehow?” 
 
      
 
    “We can certainly try. Alright folks, drop your backpacks. Half circle at good range. Those with no shield stand a bit back and mind the puke.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah yeah, it’s not our first kill,” a bald, older guard grumbled. 
 
      
 
    The group split up and positioned themselves with the efficiency of a well-practiced quad. Viv stared with fascination, eager to see what skill the experienced warrior would use to drag the beast out. Lorn carefully walked up with his shield raised and leaned forward at the entrance. He soon banged it with his sword. 
 
      
 
    “Wakey-wakey you cocksucker! Come on out now, don’t make me drag your sorry ass outside!” 
 
      
 
    Something roared in answer and Lorn trotted back as the ground rumbled with the footsteps of a giant. Viv was… a little bit disappointed. 
 
      
 
    A gut spiller’s giant head, with the twin horns that gave Solfis his eerie appearance, emerged first. It crawled out, first showing arms like tree trunks, then a large belly. 
 
      
 
    “Bob?” Lorn asked with calm. 
 
      
 
    The creature finished crawling out and revealed legs as large as an elephant’s. 
 
      
 
    “Bob?” Lorn asked more urgently. 
 
      
 
    The creature stood up to its full size, which was close to four meters high. 
 
      
 
    “Bob!” 
 
      
 
    “YOINK!”  
 
      
 
    Her overcharged spell would have struggled to flood the creature’s conduits only two months ago. Now though, it was like filling a gutter with typhoon water. The creature turned to ash and collapsed on itself. 
 
      
 
    “I had to wait until it was out, or we would have been shoveling ash out of the entrance until night fall,” the witch calmly explained. 
 
      
 
    The guards were clearly a bit upset but it didn’t last. One of them pulled the more or less intact skull from the pile of ash and bone it was embedded into. 
 
      
 
    “Wow. Nice size that. Should we keep it as a trophy?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing, Erlas, as long as you carry it.” 
 
      
 
    The skull was left where it was, a mute witness to the violence that had occurred.  
 
      
 
    The group explored the cave and found it empty. It offered a decent shelter for the night. After a stew, Viv crawled under her covers, played a bit with Arthur, and promptly fell asleep. 
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 48: Deadlands Tourism 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Viv took some time to massage Arthur’s horns to help them out. They were black as the night, a sharp contrast to the dragonette’s pale scales. After she was done, she stepped outside to attend to a natural need. 
 
      
 
    Left alone, Arthur searched the cave for a victim and found him near the entrance. He was one of those humans that came clad in their own pressure cookers. She moved sinuously to him and stopped. He froze as he saw her, a large piece of jerky held in his paw. She stood on her two back feet. Like that, her head was level with his, and quite close too. She delicately picked the piece of jerky between two claws while his mouth opened and closed stupidly, a proof that those other humans were really not quite as bright as her own. She gobbled her prize. 
 
      
 
    “Squee.” 
 
      
 
    Idiot. 
 
      
 
    Satisfied, she trotted back to her cover. 
 
      
 
    “Did that thing just insult me?” 
 
    
  
 
    The expedition made good progress until they arrived at the first site. As they walked past a curb in their path, they came across a hidden valley nestled between two slopes.  
 
      
 
    “This is what you seek,” one of the walkers informed Lorn. 
 
      
 
    Viv looked and saw the remnants of a base of sorts, not a town but something more functional. The long, unified buildings looked like warehouses, and there were a few half-collapsed chimneys popping up from derelict workshops. Everything was grey and dusty, but she could still spot the remains of a large, paved road leading from a caved-in entrance into the mountain to the deadlands proper.  
 
      
 
    The group climbed down. The first thing they came across was a strange mound at the edge of the complex. 
 
      
 
    “This looks promising,” Viv commented. Farren nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it looks like a slag heap. The iron ore was probably smelted here. We may have found our destination on the first try.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course you have,” one of the walkers said. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. It looks solid now, but if we dig a bit below the dust, I bet we would find layers of scoriae. Did you know that glass can be made from the discarded material?” Farren said, suddenly very interested. He stepped forward while the guards stood around inspecting their surroundings. 
 
      
 
    “That pile is quite small. It would either indicate that —” 
 
      
 
    The rest of the sentence, they would never know, because at this moment a clawed hand grabbed the side of a door in the closest warehouse, and a horrible, ghoulish head emerged from the darkness. It howled. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, fuck,” Farren expressed as his scientific moment was ruined. The creature bounced forward in a weird, uneven gait while a horde of revenants poured from every opening in a frenetic urge to attack them. 
 
      
 
    [Ancient revenant: dangerous, a revenant infused with black mana over a long period of time. Hardier and faster than its fresher variant.] 
 
      
 
    Lorn didn’t wait. He jumped to grab Farren with everyone else covering them.  
 
      
 
    “Yoink!” 
 
      
 
    Viv took out the crawler that had alerted the rest. It was too late and a trickle of undead was already stumbling toward them. In a minute, they would be an ocean. Viv kept killing them, but she knew that it would not be enough. 
 
      
 
    “Back!” Lorn ordered. 
 
      
 
    “I need a chokehold if we are to kill them,” Viv said. 
 
      
 
    “I know, woman, dammit. We go back to where Loric took a dump. Line formation. Koro, you take the left, I take the right. Go, go!” 
 
      
 
    The guards moved as ordered with Marruk voluntarily taking the center while the rest of the expedition stayed behind. Arthur took flight. 
 
      
 
    Something clicked for the line of infantry. Their movements suddenly started to coordinate to an uncanny level, and their steps were assured even through the difficult terrain. It was definitely Lorn using a skill. 
 
      
 
    “Yoink!”  
 
      
 
    Viv stopped caring too much about the revenants as they were still few enough for the guards to cut them down with weapons infused in golden light. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t tire yourself out, we can take out the rest later! This is just the edge of the deadlands!” 
 
      
 
    Viv understood what he was referring to. The revenants were ancient and wizened beyond recognition, but they were also fighting in a place where black mana saturation remained very low. It would take hours for them to rebuild themselves after being cut down. 
 
      
 
    The group quickly reached a natural chokehold between two stone elevations that would make flanking them difficult. There, they made their stand. The moaning mass of undead stuck to their line like a slow wave. Their voices made a deafening drone that covered even the clash of weapons. 
 
      
 
    “Steady on! Save your strength, and don’t overextend!” Lorn bellowed. 
 
      
 
    Viv took the advice for herself as well and kept focusing on the occasional crawlers and gut spillers emerging from the mass. Mutated animals were fair game as well. 
 
      
 
    “On top of us!” Farren suddenly yelled. Viv’s danger sense warned her and she took a few steps back, only for an undead bird to crash at her feet. It was missing a wing and its head. Above, Arthur screeched in triumph. 
 
      
 
    Damn, it was good to have dragon-backed air supremacy. 
 
      
 
    Viv yoinked a few of the larger specimens of revenants to ease the pressure on their right flank, but soon the press of bodies was so thick that the men started to be pushed back. Worse, some of the more enterprising revenants were making their way around the stone elevations, Farren and the two walkers enough to fend them off for now. 
 
      
 
    Viv focused and a large sphere assembled above her. She called the runes and the spell vibrated. It was ready.  
 
      
 
    “True mass yoink.” 
 
      
 
    The sphere took off and tendrils emerged from it, spearing revenants and only leaving ash behind. The tendrils spread like a plague across the horde of enemies, killing dozens in quick succession. 
 
      
 
    Black mana flooded Viv’s conduits. 
 
      
 
    It felt amazing. 
 
      
 
    As surely as black mana was slowly killing her, it also made her feel alive on a fundamental level. It was pure will-given power over matter, something that her people had always dreamed off but never obtained. It flooded her being and begged to be used, unleashed, according to her need. And she had a need right now. 
 
      
 
    “Marruk?” 
 
      
 
    The Kark woman bashed one last skull, then grabbed her shield horizontally with both hands. She roared and smashed it into the now thinned first ranks with supernatural power. The sound of the defensive weapon impacting dry flesh was like a gong, and there was suddenly a calm in the center of the conflict, an eye of the cyclone that Viv made use of. All the overload she had just acquired flew into the mightiest blight she had ever conjured. There was nothing to spare here, none of the trees and shrubs that she was usually loath to annihilate. Just a mass of undead threatening her life. She could go all the way. She could let go. And she did. 
 
      
 
    “Blight!” 
 
      
 
    There was a certain beauty to an art perfectly done, even if that art was designed to destroy. The sphere left her side. It perfectly flew over Marruk’s shield before spreading, expanding into a cloud of hungry, hissing void. The blight spread over the slope in a cone, smothering the land and silencing the horde. Only its furious hiss was left. 
 
      
 
    It reminded Viv of the ‘Nuees Ardentes’, a phenomenon formed from incandescent clouds of ash and particles tumbling down the side of a volcano to catch the unwary. They were faster than cars and left no survivors. 
 
      
 
    When the construct was finally spent, there was nothing left behind but blackened rock and twisted remnants of armor. 
 
      
 
    “Well, shit,” one of the guards said. 
 
      
 
    “Focus, it’s not over!” Lorn said. “Can you do that again?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Twice more.” 
 
      
 
    Lorn looked genuinely amazed. 
 
      
 
    “I’m perfect against the undead.” 
 
      
 
    “So it would seem.” 
 
      
 
    The battle resumed. Farren and the walkers handled stragglers, Arthur kept the skies clear above their heads, while Koro and Lorn covered the flanks. Viv figured out why when they started being pushed back due to the large number of bodies piling up. Both combatants were able to handle several revenants at once, though it became clear that they were tiring. Viv redoubled her efforts and sent another blight to relieve the pressure, aiming more to the side this time. After that, they only had about sixty revenants left to kill and Viv simply yoinked them at great speed. 
 
      
 
    The guards collapsed where they were as soon as the last undead fell. The rest of the group walked around, keeping an eye out. Only the walkers were still fresh.  
 
      
 
    Arthur landed and paraded before Viv, who lavished her with praises and rewarded her with some meat. The proud dragonette preened and spread her wings wide so that all could bask in her victorious illustriousness. 
 
      
 
    “You did such a good job!” Viv congratulated. “They didn’t stand a chance against you!” 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    It was at that time that one of the walkers whooped in delight. He picked something from the ground and waved it where all could see. It was the glint of gold, tarnished by time and sorcery, but unmistakable. It came from a rectangular coin at the limit of being an ingot.  
 
      
 
    Arthur’s gaze turned and she spotted the coin. 
 
      
 
    It suddenly occurred to Viv that she had never used one of her very few gold talents in Arthur’s presence. The denomination was simply too large to be exchanged on an everyday basis. The most expensive things she had bought in Arthur’s presence had been paid in silver. 
 
      
 
    In the dragonette’s eyes, the light of cupidity shone like a star. 
 
      
 
    “Oh dear.” 
 
    

  
 
    The party rested for twenty minutes, during which time Viv pulled black mana from the few wounds the warriors had suffered. Then, the looting began. Viv had almost forgotten that for typical undead hunters, half of their profit came from checking revenants for valuables while the rest was the bounty. It soon became apparent that this location had not been cleared for centuries, and everyone started piling valuables. A lot of the stuff was steel or faded, enchanted pieces of gear with just enough magic left not to fall into pieces. They did not find another pouch of money like the walker had found. There was still quite a bit of silver left though. Lorn was giddy. 
 
      
 
    “This is my favorite part. We get money, and nobody died.” 
 
      
 
    “How very avaricious. Are you sure you’re not a follower of Sardanal?” Viv teased. Sardanal was the god of wealth so the joke should work. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing said that good deeds cannot pay!” the guard captain exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Koro said, “we punish evil, get rich and get laid. That is the good life.” 
 
      
 
    Viv could get behind that. 
 
      
 
    They ended up with a pile of scrap that could nevertheless be used by talented smiths as is, but that they could not transport for the moment. It could wait since it never rained in the deadlands. The rest was the more valuable stuff. They had usable weapons, mostly steel, short swords, which they decided to leave as well since they were damaged. They also had a collection of ancient coins and some jewelry. Arthur trotted forth and grabbed one coin.  
 
      
 
    “Squee.” 
 
      
 
    “By tradition, casters get ten parts, officers three and footmen one. That coin covers your share, I believe,” Farren said in a rather subdued voice.  
 
      
 
    “Works for me.” 
 
      
 
    While the rest split up the loot, Viv asked for one of the walkers to help her with something. A knife, a needle, some thread, and a few straps of leather. Viv then made a pouch which she presented to Arthur. The dragonette was still clutching the precious, tarnished coin within two claws with consideration, inspecting it from different angles. 
 
      
 
    “Here.” 
 
      
 
    Viv placed the coin in the pouch with only a small resistance, though there was clear distress in Arthur’s face. She fastened the pouch around her neck where it was unobtrusive, and then showed her precocious student how to open and close it. Arthur squeaked impatiently to show she understood and resumed her study. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the group was ready to go and they moved down the slope, finishing off the revenants that had started to regenerate. They used the opportunity to explore the empty base building by building, finding broken foundry equipment like crucibles, furnaces, and the like; all covered in dust and the rusty remains of scaffoldings.  
 
      
 
    “It would make sense for the Min Goles mines to have a foundry nearby so that they could transfer ingots directly inland,” Farren noted. 
 
      
 
    They continued their exploration and found the decrepit remains of barracks and what looked like administrative quarters. They found a lot of coins in the various collapsed remains of chests, but the real treasure was in the topmost office of the tallest building. A safe, damaged by falling stone, easily disgorged of its contents with the help of Lorn’s sword. 
 
      
 
    “Neriad’s fetching buttocks,” Koro exclaimed, “we’re rich!” 
 
      
 
    They had found the Min Goles treasury. There was enough gold and assorted silver to buy half of Kazar. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re loaded!” 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” one of the guards said. “Why haven’t we come here sooner?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, the undead infestation?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh right.” 
 
      
 
    The group decided to spend the night there and check the mine entrances in the morning. They used the rest of the evening grinning like idiots and splitting the loot, including among the walkers who looked slightly less enthused. It was an unexpected boon. Everyone took refuge in one of the barracks which two of the guards meticulously swept and cleaned until it was livable. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sort of jealous,” Viv admitted as the pair carried on their tasks. One of them, the only female guard besides Koro, turned to her with an amused frown. 
 
      
 
    “I’m jealous of someone who can depopulate an entire undead town in fifteen minutes. Guess that makes us even?” 
 
      
 
    Everyone was in a good mood, and jokes and banter fused as Koro cooked the meal. Viv went out and sat next to Marruk who had gotten busy polishing her mace as she kept a vigil on the darkening landscape around them. 
 
      
 
    “So, you’re rich now,” Viv started. 
 
      
 
    “So it seems.” 
 
      
 
    “That means you can leave my employment, if you wish.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I know. But I don’t think I will. I think I want to know everything about guerilla warfare first.” 
 
      
 
    The Kark placed her weapon down on the ground and massaged her hands. They were quite scarred. 
 
      
 
    “I told you many times that I left my tribe.” 
 
      
 
    “You did.” 
 
      
 
    “I think I was just running away then. Running away from a fate where things would keep up as they were, I would bear witness to my people’s slow death. I told myself that I was looking for… something. A magical weapon. Anything that would stop our extinction. It took me years of wandering before I figured out that I needed a new art of war. It took meeting you. Now that I have finally found it, I want to keep you alive long enough to learn it.” 
 
      
 
    “You make it sound like it’s hard,” Viv joked, but Marruk was less amused. 
 
      
 
    “It is. You have an uncanny tendency to end up in the most dangerous situations. One day, that insolent luck of yours will run out.” 
 
      
 
    Viv thought of her divine spark. 
 
      
 
    “Or maybe it won’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I hope we never find out. In the meanwhile, this boon changes nothing. Money will not save us. The best use I can make of it is to buy the best armor I can for myself and try to drag that knowledge back to the steppes. And then probably bang a few heads together until those stubborn idiots are willing to listen to me. And if I get even richer, well…” 
 
      
 
    “Well what?” Viv asked, curious. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll hire you.” 
 
      
 
    Viv smiled and nodded. After she was cured, perhaps.  
 
      
 
    The group slept soundly and studied the caved-in mine entrance in the morning. It did not take long for the strongmen of the group to open a passage into the complex large enough for people to pass. The last boulder was lifted to reveal an interior completely submerged in darkness. Viv heard something large shuffle in the distance. Farren’s voice echoed in the passage. 
 
      
 
    “The Min Goles iron mines, ladies and gentlemen. Shall we?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 49: Into relative darkness 
 
    The walkers decided to stay behind, their task accomplished and their pockets full. They were asked to inform the base camp that the expedition had been successful in finding their target. The rest of the group slithered through the gap and into the darkness of the caverns beyond to explore their find. Viv offered Arthur to stay as well, but the dragonling completely ignored her. She just scurried about, sniffing at rocks and ancient pieces of equipment. 
 
    The mine entrance was, unsurprisingly, a massive rectangular tunnel with a twin set of rails covering most of its surface. Viv could barely see anything more until she took out her light stone, but she quickly put it away when one of the guards summoned a cascade of lights. A hive of luminescent dots soon surrounded the group like so many firebugs. It was both eerie and beautiful. 
 
    They got a good view of their surroundings. The tunnel continued farther down until they lost sight of what lay beyond. There was a large door set in the wall to their left, and the tunnel opened onto a large square farther on their right. 
 
    “Wow, look at that,” the other female guard said, pointing at the collapsed rocks behind them. There were two massive steel panes on either side of them, clearly designed to condemn the mines. Although, right now, they were both wide open. The expedition would never have breached those otherwise. 
 
    “They did not close the site?” Viv mused aloud. 
 
    //Those doors are designed to lock the mine in case of subterranean monster incursion. 
 
    //They were standard imperial practice for every mine. 
 
    //Whoever remains inside would rely on luck and a prompt rescue to survive. 
 
    //People in the process of leaving would have little reason to seal this location after their departure. 
 
    “Right,” Lorn interrupted, “that’s an interesting take on the Old Empire safety laws, but we are not here for that. Surround formation. I take the front, Koro takes the back. Lady Bob will stay in the center with Marruk and Farren. We take it slow and steady. Neriad knows what could be in here right now.” 
 
    Viv had to agree. She could not think of a single movie where people explored abandoned mines and it turned out well. With her luck, they would be beset by that winged fire demon with the dominatrix whip from Lord of the Rings. Or giant scorpions. Jesus. 
 
    “Let’s move.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Viv stayed with everyone, finding it hard to take in everything with the wall of flesh and steel between her and her surroundings. She found it more oppressive than reassuring. Back on earth, walking packed like that was the best way to get a rocket up the ass and end up as so much meat paste. At least her height offset the oppressive feeling to an extent. 
 
    The group briefly inspected the left door, which led to basic offices with dusty remnants of furniture strewn about. There was also an adjoined guard room with shield and weapon racks, most of them empty. The open space farther right on the main tunnel housed piles of equipment and broken crates covered in tattered shreds of tarp. Most of the equipment was dulled by age but seemed functional. There was little rust around.  
 
    They moved on, and soon the way split into several paths. Farren suggested that they explore the upper tunnels first, and they followed a straight corridor through the heart of the mountain. The air was cold and still. The deeper they went, the more the grip of the deadlands loosened. It was not long before the iron started to rust and mushrooms appeared. Pale and translucent insects crawled across moist walls in slow motions that the approaching light did not hurry. On one occasion, Farren stopped the group and had the fire-users torch a circle of purple-capped mushrooms. 
 
    “Ornean Blinders. Their spores are poisonous,” he explained, “and the fire will disperse them.” 
 
    Viv was glad that he had decided to memorize a book on underground flora since she did not entirely trust her inspection skill. She hoped that they would not need the one on underground fauna as well. 
 
    The side passages led to smaller paths, many of them caved in. They quickly found their prize. 
 
    “An iron vein,” Lorn said with reverence. 
 
    It was simply colored ore snaking across the wall. The stone bulged as if it had organically regrown over a gouged-out fragment. Come to think of it, that was pretty much what had happened. 
 
    “This is just so weird,” Viv mumbled to herself.  
 
    Self-replenishing ore. 
 
    What a strange world this was. 
 
    She spared a look for Arthur, currently munching on a wiggling pale worm. The dragon tasted the snack, shrugged, and gulped it down in one bite. 
 
    That was fine. 
 
    They had a quick, cold lunch and another group of guards started to use magical lights as the first one was getting exhausted. Their trip quickly ended in a large cavern that doubled as a safe area, as far as Viv could tell. It only had two entrances and both were fortified, though they were also left mercifully open. 
 
    “We didn’t find any bodies,” she remarked. 
 
    “We are quite far from the epicenter of the cataclysm. Not to mention that thick stone blocks most spells. I think it likely that the miners were able to evacuate. Perhaps their descendants till the fields we passed on our way here,” Farren replied. 
 
    It made sense to her, and she found confirmation in the open space the group was now exploring. There were wagons in orderly rows on one side, some still filled with crumbling blocks of ore. They found a guard barracks with most of the weapons missing. The last item of interest was a large lift, but the ropes had disappeared a long time ago and only a gaping abyss was left of the original shaft. 
 
    “We cannot climb down,” Lorn said, “and this place is not secured so long as the gap remains. We should move on.” 
 
    The group stopped to rest for a few minutes, then headed back toward the entrance. Midway, they picked up the largest branching tunnel in the complex besides the one that they had followed so far. It was larger and just as dark, silent besides the sound of water condensation dripping on the ground. That was one thing that struck her. The deadlands had this dry dusty scent, but the mines smelled of mold and humidity and old things. It was alive. It had been alive for a long time before the humans had returned.  
 
    The passage led north, not exactly where they wanted to go but it would do. They found something that made the expedition glad an hour later. 
 
    “Cisterns. We’ll be able to explore for a few more days,” Koro said. 
 
    A pair of guards could conjure water from thin air, but that was not enough to keep the entire group hydrated. Now, they could explore longer before having to resupply. Viv felt ambivalent about that specific success. She did not enjoy staying in dark tunnels for extended periods of time. The entire mine was even more empty and desolate than the deadlands had been. 
 
    The next surprise was a bit different. The group came across a specific wall covered in metal and polished to a sheen. The material was silvery, and it emitted a strange mana that she could not identify. Its pulses poked at the wound in her soul though not hard enough to pain her. 
 
    “That thing is magical,” Viv warned. The rest of the group stopped. 
 
    “Is it dangerous?” Lorn asked, suddenly serious. 
 
    [Artefact: Mirror of the People.] 
 
    “Says it’s an artefact,” she explained. Farren had noticed as well. 
 
    “That thing is ancient,” the Branch Leader said, “if it were dangerous, it would not have been allowed to remain in a mine on a major path. I will go and have a look.” 
 
    “Out of the question,” Lorn retorted. 
 
    “It should be fine.” 
 
    There were a few arguments, but eventually Lorn relented. They would have to pass in front of it to go on anyway. The group advanced, Viv ready to nope any incoming magic. There was none and they managed a better look at their find. 
 
    The silvery metal was, indeed, a mirror, and it was perfect. It reflected their worried faces to the last follicle. 
 
    “I look good,” Koro said, pleased with herself. She gave herself a bright smile minus that incisor she had lost somewhere along the way. It could not deter her mood. 
 
    Viv had to admit that she was not too bad either. The white-grey robe with its dark scripts and slightly eastern style made her think of a secondary character in some high-budget fantasy movie. Her hair reached past her cheeks now in a sort of bastardized pixie-cut, and her green eyes shone lightly in the magic light used by the guards. The black veins under her skin were still visible, but they were disguised under a healthy tan and you would not notice them unless you knew they were there. She didn’t think they would ever truly be gone. All in all, it wasn’t too bad. 
 
    Arthur trotted to the front and took several different poses, culminating in a rendition of the dragon on the cover of “The Desolation of Arristan”, her favorite book. 
 
    “Squee.” 
 
    Under Lorn’s consternated gaze, the full group gave in to their base instincts. Koro pulled a surprisingly long tongue and the bald guard made a convincing interpretation of a dog. Shortly, one of the guards paled and the entire assembly fell silent soon after. 
 
    There were people behind them, in the reflection. Viv jumped and turned back to find nothing but dust and darkened stones. The tunnel was as dead and silent as it had been when they arrived. By comparison, the scene in the mirror showed a well-lit corridor with people trailing in both directions. They had the slightly greenish skin tone of the surrounding nations and wore strange miner garments in earthy tones. The fabric reminded Viv of old paintings of the late nineteenth century, but they were also surprisingly clean and of a strange cut. The miners also wore helmets with magical lights, and they carried pickaxes and other unknown tools. 
 
    The men and a few women walked to and fro, a handful stopping to check themselves in the mirror with a smile before returning to the flow of anonymity. There were even a few official men with a pinched air and more luxurious clothes bearing an insignia: two pickaxes over a glyph. 
 
    “Old Harrakan. Those are the mine dwellers of the past,” Viv whispered. 
 
    “The mirror of the people. A fitting name. The artefact probably started as a layer of reflective iron and evolved from there,” Farren said. 
 
    “What do you mean, evolved?” Viv asked. 
 
    “You can discuss this on the way,” Lorn said, “we must go on. That thing is not moving, so you two eggheads can study it later.” 
 
    With some regret, the troop carried on. Farren stepped next to Viv and talked to her in a low voice. 
 
    “Careful. Lorn thought that you were talking about specifics, but you should know what artefacts are. Have you never heard of named objects?” 
 
    “I read your books, yeah. Marruk also mentioned them in Kark folk tales, but I always assumed it was, errr, really well enchanted stuff given a proper name.” 
 
    “I am talking about true artefacts. They are, hmm, they are what happens when the conditions are right. Essentially, artefacts are born more than made. They occur at a conjunction of factors. For example, that mirror probably came to be after generations of workers used a mundane object to see themselves. Artefacts are rare, but they all have interesting stories. I will tell you a tale tonight, after we have made camp.” 
 
    “I would like that.” 
 
    They fell silent. They left the ancient place behind with some regret, returning to their usual careful march. An hour later, the tunnel ended in a titanic cavern at least a kilometer across and the group stopped once more. 
 
    “This looks promising…” Farren said as they took in their surroundings. The cavern was roughly circular, structured like a funnel, with a wide road circling down to the bottom of the pit. Luminescent mushrooms dotted the ceiling and bathed the expansive complex in a pale blue light. The air was thick with humidity. 
 
    The guard who had made the lights took a step to the side and cast his spell again. A beautiful radiance spread, showing wet rock and, more interestingly, tracks. From something with many legs. 
 
    “Hey, what’s...?” 
 
    Viv’s danger sense screamed to her. That was the only warning they got. 
 
    A circular maw propelled by centipede legs burst out from the side, bearing right on them. Viv’s senses heightened until she could see patches of reddish eyes. Time slowed. 
 
    “Yoink!” 
 
    Her reaction was near instantaneous, a reflex born in the deadlands. The bolt flew as a head as large as a doghouse fell upon them. She felt the spell connect, then fail to dig in. It was like trying to pick sand and meet slick stone instead. The creature was still alive. 
 
    [Juvenile Depth Worm: extremely dangerous] 
 
    Viv was caught in the middle of the formation. She could not even jump to the side. Everything happened too fast. 
 
    She managed to cast a quick purge spell, cutting a thin line across the creature’s flank. 
 
    The guards raised their shields and struck at the same time, but the creature was minibus-sized and smashed through them. 
 
    Viv was tossed aside, falling under the heavy weight of Marruk. She heard the shriek of metal and tortured wood and felt a pain in her shoulder. 
 
    “Shit, I’m hit!” 
 
    “Squee?” 
 
    “Dammit, Arthur, remove your claws from my arm. They hurt.” 
 
    “Up, up!” Lorn yelled. Everyone scrambled to their feet and the guards formed a protective lozenge with weapons wielded about.  
 
    “Loric, curse the risks, give us light.” 
 
    Silence. Silence and darkness. 
 
    “Loric?” 
 
    “He’s gone, chief. I mean, he’s not here.” 
 
    “Dammit. That thing took him. After them.” 
 
    The group rushed on; other guards summoned lights to see where they had gone. There were a few shrieks above them. Viv had a clear look of Marruk passing a finger through a fresh hole in her shield, then they were beset by flyers. 
 
    The creatures looked like scaled, massive bats with surprisingly serpentine faces. Viv cast purge spells in quick succession and limbs started to fly. Motivated by their loss, the soldiers cut into the assailants with cold fury. Arthur pounced on one creature after another, bringing them to the ground with broken spines. 
 
    “Enough of this. Purge net!” 
 
    Viv focused and covered the entire area above them in a dense network of interlocking void whips. The destructive nature of black mana sang to her as it carved through flesh and bones. A deafening cacophony of death shrieks echoed throughout the cave, and the survivors left in a hurry, back to their lairs under the ceiling. The humans (and that one Kark) were ankle-deep in blood and viscera. 
 
    There was no cry of triumph. Koro stepped up and kneeled without waiting for an order. 
 
    “There, the trail. Follow me.” 
 
    The tall woman rushed down the slope of the large cavern, group in tow. Viv tried to have a look at the ground but there were too many people in the way. 
 
    “Thanks for saving me,” she told Marruk in a low voice. 
 
    “You owe me a new shield.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    Viv thought about what they had seen. The creature was massive and covered in a thick layer of skin and, apparently, fat. It had too many legs to immobilize. Its weak point was probably its massive maw. Earthworms didn’t have brains, but that thing was so big that it might have one. Probably close to those eye clusters. 
 
    Better not think of the guy who had been taken. 
 
    So yeah, she would prioritize the head.  
 
    That was her plan. 
 
    If you could call that a plan. 
 
    “Sharp left!” Koro yelled after twenty minutes of non-stop descent. They had passed by a few openings in the cave’s walls on their way down, but Koro had not stopped. Viv supposed that they led to more sections of the mine. Farren had probably underestimated how stupidly massive the thing was. No, Viv herself had been dumb. The mountain range surrounding Harrak was kilometers-deep, probably. Any complex that provided a way between one end and another was bound to be enormous. 
 
    The new passage was just as large as the one they had followed a few hours earlier. There were rails as well, and they passed by a few abandoned wagons. There was more life here, more humidity in the air. It also smelled quite rank. A pungent smell with a hint of rot filled her nose and throat. The rapid pace was starting to tax her stamina and sweat pearled on her brow.  
 
    “Fuck…” Koro said. 
 
    They had reached a T-shaped intersection, and the ground was filled with condensed, brackish water. The tracks disappeared into the pond that covered the ground of three different passages. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 50: Tunneling 
 
    “We can check both,” Farren said. 
 
    Viv said nothing. She moved forward and called upon a ball of uncolored mana. The others silently stepped aside to give her room. 
 
    She added a few key glyphs including sound and pull. Soon, a shimmering disc appeared before her. She angled it toward the path on her left. There was nothing to hear. 
 
    The spell gave them a skittering sound like chitin on rock from the path on the right.  
 
    “It’s that way, let’s go,” Lorn said. They resumed their course, feet splashing through the dark liquid. They were getting closer, Viv thought. 
 
    The tunnel branched again and finished at the opening of a square, clearly man-made cavern. The ceiling was high and the walls had many of those fluorescent mushrooms growing in sickly patches. A disgusting organic net clogged every surface, and the stench grew by an order of magnitude. 
 
    “Here!” someone yelled. She could see a pile on the far left of the room. There was a glint of metal on the surface. 
 
    “Wait!” Lorn ordered. They did, though many of the guards were foaming at the mouth. 
 
    “It’s above us…” 
 
    Viv could not see as she was still mostly in the tunnel with the core of the formation. 
 
    “I’ll get its attention; you follow closely behind and give it everything you got. Alright?” 
 
    “Boss, wait!” 
 
    Lorn dashed in and turned on himself just as a monstrous body smashed like a locomotive into the ground close to where he was. The rest of the group charged in screaming. Axes and swords and spears stabbed into armored flesh and the keratin of its many feet with little result. The few people with elemental damage, including Viv, had more success. The depth worm emitted a deep grumble and turned on itself. Lorn jumped over a trail of goop and rejoined the formation. 
 
    “Triple rank shield wall.” 
 
    The soldiers arranged themselves three by three with Koro and Lorn in the second rank. Viv stayed at the back. The creature glared at them. Viv aimed as it lay unmoving. Her spear of black mana landed squarely on a cluster of red eyes, leaving behind a ragged wound bleeding pale humors. The pain caused the worm to writhe, and finally it charged them. 
 
    “By Neriad, HOLD!” 
 
    The shields at the front of the wall shone gold and when hit, they released a sound like a gong struck with great force. Instead of being sent flying, the three men at the front were kept in position by the hands and support of those behind. The worm clearly did not expect such resistance and lay stunned for a second. The battle-hardened humans were not going to let that opportunity go to waste. Half a dozen weapons scored deep marks in its flesh. It retracted its head and opened its abominable lamprey mouth. 
 
    “Werfer.” 
 
    A stream of deleterious mana erupted from Viv’s hand, thin and focused, melting the creature’s ‘face’. 
 
    The monster retreated, bleeding its strange ichor but still lively. It glared balefully, well, everywhere since it had a bloody collection of eyeballs, and crawled back on the ceiling. It scurried vertically and stopped far above them. Its throat produced a disgusting gulping noise. 
 
    “It’s gonna spit! Spread out!” 
 
    The group all rushed out except Viv and Marruk. The witch was standing there with a black sphere by her side. 
 
    The monster threw up a shower of vile liquid. 
 
    “Arty!” 
 
    The mighty spell hurled through the air in silence and entered the beast’s maw in a devastating attack. Marruk grabbed Viv by the waist and legged it. 
 
    “Nope!” 
 
    Fragments of acidic and half-digested things disappeared in the half-sphere of darkness, then they were out of range. Viv and Marruk turned to see more disgusting liquid cascade over the sodden ground, followed by what was obviously viscera. A moment later, the worm’s gutted corpse smashed into the ground with a ghastly, mushy sound. More liquid spread across the room, lapping at Viv’s newish and so far, untainted boots. 
 
    “Ew.” 
 
    It smelled like a dead fucking skunk. 
 
    Marruk frowned. 
 
    “You always bring me to the nicest places, Viviane.” 
 
    “Squee.” 
 
    Arthur plodded from the tunnel and sniffed at some unidentified innards. She glared at Viv, deeply offended by the nature of their prey this time. Viv had no time to handle the dragonette’s injured pride, however, as the guards rushed to the larder to untangle their fallen comrade. Viv had a quick look. It didn’t look good. 
 
    The man was missing an arm and, though the wound was no longer bleeding, he had other deep gashes across his arms. His chainmail had managed to prevent the worm from gutting him entirely, but part of the skin on his face looked melted under the influence of a sticky fluid that covered him from head to toe. The expedition had healing potions but honestly, Viv didn’t think that they would be enough. By all rights, he should be dead already. Only his high stats were keeping him alive. 
 
    No one spoke as Farren kneeled by the hurt man’s side. Loric’s breath came harsh and fast, and his eyes were closed. He was in a lot of pain. 
 
    “May Neriad’s mercy be with you.” 
 
    A golden glow emerged from the young man’s hands and enveloped him. His breath steadied. He relaxed. His chest rose another dozen times, then stopped. 
 
    The golden god’s promise of peace in death was upheld again.  
 
    There was some hesitation, then the rest of the guard started a prayer which lasted for a while. Viv and Marruk didn’t join. After that, the group split up, with most guards untangling the body of their comrade while Viv moved back toward the entrance of the tunnel. Arthur stared at the witch as she was resting against a wall.  
 
    “What’s wrong, little Arthur?” 
 
    The dragonling raised a claw, upon which a single droplet of blood had come to rest. Viv looked at her shoulder and found a gash in her armor, the weave frayed and dyed with the tiniest hint of red. Her own gaze alternated between the dead man behind her, the claw, and Viv. 
 
    “I’m not going anytime soon. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Squee.” 
 
    Fragile, is what she meant. Probably. 
 
    The dragonling didn’t say anything more, but her tail went to coil around Viv’s leg until Farren and Lorn returned. The rest of the guard passed them by with the body clad in an improvised shroud made from tent material. They were somber, but resolute. Lorn spoke as they left. 
 
    “Normally, temple guards are buried where they fall. The guards will dig a grave in a secondary passage. I would not want my last resting place to stink so much.” 
 
    Viv nodded. Farren was very pale, shaking his head. 
 
    “I made a terrible mistake; people died,” Lorn aped in the educated tone of Farren. The Branch Head looked shocked, but Lorn just smiled bitterly. 
 
    “You were right and I was wrong,” the captain admitted. “I thought this was a fool’s errand and it was not. Truly, the line between genius and insanity is measured by success and success only.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Loric died.” 
 
    “Loric died exploring the greatest natural resource ever found since the Baelen diamond mine a century ago. This is an expansive, already dug and fully regenerated iron mine, Farren. Baran would go to war over this. Enoria would go to war as well. It’s a strategic fucking asset. And your inquisitive mind delivered it into our hands. The temple hierarchy will piss themselves when we lay claim to it. Emeric bless my ass, but the Mornyr high council might even blow us if we ask politely.” 
 
    “Now we just have to find a passage through the mountain.” 
 
    “Or make one ourselves. Get a team of miners here and we can trade ingots with Kazar, make our own tools. It will only take a week of effort to make this place profitable.” 
 
    “There are still monsters to clear.” 
 
    “And we will. We will. This place will make us all famous. But for now, we have a burial to attend.” 
 
    


  
 
    The burial was a humble affair and didn’t take long. Everyone said something they remembered about the departed, and then they all wished him a pleasant stay in the afterlife. Viv felt… inadequate. The guards had stood between the danger and herself, just like Marruk usually did. Someone had died because they were at the edge of the formation and she was not. More importantly, she had simply never known Loric; never made the effort to get to know him better. She had been distant. She had always been distant. She was the very same ‘ice queen’ that her fellow cadets had begrudgingly respected. Nothing had changed in her mind. The only difference was that, here, people expected it. She was upper caste by virtue of her power, and upper caste did not mingle with the plebeians. 
 
    Was she right, or not? 
 
    The more time she spent thinking about it, and the more she believed that the other cadets had been wrong. It was not that she was haughty and unattainable. She just didn’t open her heart to everyone. Her gathering of companions here proved that she could and would open up and create bonds of friendship when she clicked with others. Her training in the army had come at a very difficult moment of her life, when she had finally cut ties with her father to follow her own path. She had been defensive as anyone who was freshly uprooted would be, and it justified a more guarded behavior. Was this wrong? 
 
    More importantly, did she owe it to others to be friendly and social? 
 
    She no longer believed it. 
 
    Her dad was a social animal, able to be amiable with many and genuinely care about them to some extent, but she was built differently and that was fine. The only thing she owed others was respect.  
 
    Was it maturity? Had the wound in her soul changed her? Or had her power gone to her head a bit, allowing her to justify any behavior as quirks because, essentially, no one had authority over her? 
 
    The worst thing was that she didn’t care. Not really. She stood there listening to others and just felt alienated by the whole process, and yet, it did not affect her beyond that vague feeling of inadequacy. 
 
    The ceremony ended with not one person looking at her. There were a few glares sent Farren’s way, but Lorn quickly quelled any discontent with a few whispered words. The group turned back to where the worm had fallen despite the smell at the insistence of Koro. 
 
    “I saw something. There,” she said.  
 
    They passed by the foul-smelling carcass and beyond the monster’s larder. There was a passage there, one that had not been dug by human hands but by the worm. The end of the circular tunnel was covered in a slim sheet of red. It was, Viv realized, a shield. Her budding mana perception recognized it as soon as she was close enough. 
 
    “Fire mana. It’s a membrane. Look at the shimmering edge. This is a pretty standard shield,” she explained, pointing at the surface. The others were speechless for a moment. 
 
    “A shield? Here? Placed by whom?” Farren asked. Viv had no answer. 
 
    “Can you pierce it?” Lorn asked. 
 
    “Yes, easily, but this is a construct so the shield will just close back again.” 
 
    The tunnel beyond was another one that was made by people, though it was narrower and rougher than the rest of the mine. There were no signs of any sort of activity. 
 
    “If we want to go through…” Viv began. 
 
    “We do,” Lorn said. “If there are folks out there, I want to know who.” 
 
    “If we do, then I can attack the shield until the supply is depleted, but I have another faster way to go through. I can simply shield myself in a black mana and pass it without burning.” 
 
    “Alright. Do it, but be careful,” Lorn said. Marruk looked distinctively ill-at-ease. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Viv started to cast, then hesitated. 
 
    “Is something the matter?” Farren asked. 
 
    “No… no, it’s just that... Ahem.” 
 
    The others stared at her with various airs of misunderstanding. Viv sighed. 
 
    “Fine! Fine… Easy peasy sneaky cloaky.” 
 
    Black mana pooled from her robe and covered her in a suit of armor. Interestingly, it looked like a mix between her current robe and the FELIN ballistic armor she had worn during combat operations back on earth. Her current appearance dispelled the only traces of amusement her weird incantation had generated. The rest of the group showed clear signs of worry. Perhaps the deep black color and unusual cut bothered them? She was about to leave when a boisterous voice interrupted her. 
 
    “Nice gear, sister. If my brothers could see you, they would definitely ask you to carry their kids!” Koro congratulated her. The southerner nodded to her with her bright smile, her missing incisor giving it a slightly dorky edge. 
 
    “Er, thanks.” 
 
    Viv passed the shield without issue. The red mana proved completely incapable of even slowing her down. She just felt a sort of pressure on her mind but that was it. The drain on her reserves was minimal. Just as she expected, she found a small construct stuck to the wall on her side of the shield. Interestingly, it was encased in a rectangular metal box and had a lever on its surface. She pulled on it and the shield powered down. 
 
    “Well well well.” 
 
    She inspected the box as the others joined her. It was fueled by a tiny monster core shining red with stored mana, and was nailed to the wall with a long spike. The material looked a bit rough, but there was no denying its efficacy. 
 
    “Do you recognize this make?” Viv asked Farren as he joined her side. 
 
    “No. This does not resemble anything I have ever seen, and the casing is surprisingly crude considering how elaborate the shield construct is. Make no mistake, it remains rudimentary according to Param standards, but whoever cobbled this together knew what they were doing.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” 
 
    “We should take it with us, just in case. It could prove useful.” 
 
    “Fine, but I’m not carrying it.” 
 
    Farren rolled his eyes and handed the thing to the stockiest guard.  
 
    “What now?” someone asked. 
 
    “We follow the tracks,” Koro answered. 
 
    “Tracks?” 
 
    The tall woman pointed at the ground, where, as far as Viv could see, there was absolutely fuckall. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Lorn said appreciatively. “Two of them. Humanoid. Let’s see what we are dealing with.” 
 
    The group gathered once more, this time in rows of two with Viv once again in the middle. They walked for a while in vigilant silence. The corridor was smaller and clearly made in a rush, with light only provided by spells. Half an hour after setting out, both Koro and Viv called for a stop. 
 
    “The tracks disappear here,” the tall woman said with consternation. 
 
    “There is something strange about the wall to our right,” Viv added, “I can feel earth mana coming from it.” 
 
    She placed her hand against the wall. 
 
    “As if…” 
 
    The wall collapsed. 
 
    Well, a large segment of it in any case, and beyond was a smaller, more natural cavern with two curious humanoids. One of them yelped and swiveled abruptly, swinging toward Viv the nose of a nasty crossbow. 
 
    “Wait! Don—” 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Danger sense: Apprentice 3 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Viv’s instincts screamed and she erected a nope shield by instinct. At the same moment, Marruk pulled her back. 
 
    A quarrel impossibly crossed the fully formed shield and landed square into her left arm. 
 
    It hurt like hell. 
 
    Time stopped, and Viv almost killed her attacker there and then, but the humanoid squealed and grabbed its head with its arm in an ‘oh fuck gesture’, letting his crossbow clatter against the ground. 
 
    It was, of course, not enough to calm her fury. 
 
    “Ouh putain, espece de sale petit enfoiré de SALOPARD DE FILS DE TA MERE LA GROSSE PUTE, CONNARD! SA— hmmm” 
 
    The black witch’s tirade of stringed French insults died on her lips as the other, taller humanoid had grabbed a measuring tape, which he was now using as a switch in his earnest effort to beat the ever-loving crap out of her shooter. High-pitched supplications did little to curb his enthusiasm. Or at least Viv though it was a he. Hard to tell with the stress and pain of having steel in her arm. 
 
    The creatures were really weird. They were slightly shorter than humans with barrel-like chests and long, spindly arms that probably reached mid-thigh. Their legs were short and muscular, but it was their faces that she found the most curious. They reminded her of owls, with very pointy noses and small, deeply-set dark eyes. Their skin was brown and covered in bristling hair that looked rather coarse. They also had thin and long ears that tapered to a point. Both of them were covered from neck to toe in leather and metal armor customized with pouches. Viv noticed that the taller creature had grey in its, well, bristles. It was also hurt, with red-soaked bandages across his flank. Part of his right ear was missing. 
 
    Meanwhile, the punishment was nearing its end as the older one simply ran out of breath. He backed up, leaving the bleeding form of the other sobbing on the ground. 
 
    Viv bit the handle of her knife and pulled the quarrel from her shoulder with a gasp. It had partly melted before reaching her and the dull edge had thankfully failed to penetrate her enchanted armor too deeply. She still bled a bit, and so she popped a small mending potion, feeling the power knit the wound shut in moments. 
 
    The older creature sighed and kneeled by the discarded crossbow, placing a hand on it.  
 
    He froze. 
 
    In the past few seconds, the man-sized opening in the wall had disgorged about fifteen grumpy humans, and one absolutely pissed off dragonling. The humanoid looked on as a set of weapons left their sheaths and realized that the odds were somewhere in the negative. He pointed at the weapon with one hesitant finger. 
 
    “Og Lok?” 
 
    “Og Lok your mom. Farren, do you know what language is this? And what species they are, for that matter?” 
 
    “Yes, I believe I do. Those are Yries. They are usually very reclusive mountain-dwellers. I know of outposts near the pure league and in the eastern marches of Enoria. I have no idea what they are doing here.” 
 
    “Do they not speak human languages?” 
 
    “If they have leaders, then they will be able to talk to us. We should go and meet them. I wonder what they are doing here so far from their homes.” 
 
    “It’s going to be hard telling them that,” Lorn remarked. “Perhaps with sign language?” 
 
    Viv raised a hand and interrupted the discussion. 
 
    “Please. Allow me.” 
 
    She tapped her shoulder and Arthur quickly climbed on it, spreading her wings behind to make the witch look bigger. The similarity in color between armor and scale turned her into a chimera, a rather angry one. She stepped forward and picked the crossbow from the ground without breaking eye contact. The old Yries clearly disliked it, but he did not move to prevent her from doing so. 
 
    Viv shoved the weapon against his chest, her face very close to his. Arthur’s toothy snout hissed by her side. 
 
    Viv pointed at the only other exit to the cave besides the one they had made. 
 
    “We go see your boss. Now.” 
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    The creature nodded hastily as he placed the crossbow on his back. They then dragged his hurt companion from the ground, and made for the door. 
 
    “Remind me not to take you on diplomatic missions,” Farren said. 
 
    “Look I got results, didn’t I?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 51: Tales from the Dark 
 
      
 
    The group plus the two owl-like Yries trudged even deeper into the heart of the mountain. It had been a full day since Viv had last seen the sky above her head. She had never been in a similar situation before and found it taxing. The unyielding walls of deep stone pressed all around her, both intractable and too fragile for her tastes. Only her magically-enhanced intellect brought her a measure of calm as she knew the way back with certainty.  
 
    Barring any collapse. 
 
    The passage they followed was more circular than square, and it only seldom crossed the odd, empty cavern. They were walking in a straight line. Sometimes, the younger Yries in front of them would turn to steal a glance in their direction. 
 
    Viv touched the comforting edge of her light stone, stuck snugly in one of her front pouches. All those other dumbasses could call light from their fingertips like a bunch of human firebugs, but she did not need them with that little trinket, even if things went to shit. The only thing she needed right now was answers to her questions. She angled toward Farren and whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s a good idea to go with them? What if the main group is… not as friendly as you hoped?” 
 
    Farren stared with some surprise, before shaking his head. 
 
    “Ah, you are right to be cautious, of course, but Yries are not war-like people. They will only fight when backed into a corner.” 
 
    “The older one is wounded. You don’t send the wounded on errands unless you are desperate.” 
 
    “And so they need our help. You are giving the Yries human traits, lady Vvvvviviane.” 
 
    “Not bad.” 
 
    “Thank you. And as I said, Yries are not human. They will always try to negotiate for things first.” 
 
    “Alright, alright.” 
 
    Viv fell back and they kept going for only half an hour before their surroundings changed yet again. The tunnel widened, leading to a fortified wall manned by smaller Yries equipped with crossbows, all of them much more rudimentary than the one Viv had been shot with. They squawked when they spotted the group, but the old guy squawked louder, and the bolt tips were thankfully aimed elsewhere. The humans and their guide navigated their way through stone spikes meant to slow larger creatures, and then through a magically-activated slab of stone. They entered a guard post. Viv noticed that the building itself was a simple wall raised from around by sorcerous means. Everything was rough-hewn. The guards looked nervous and wore the same thick leather armor as the guides. They had a talk with the old one. 
 
    Viv found the exchange quite interesting. The language of the Yries was made of short syllables spoken one by one, with a lot of guttural consonants. The word for greetings was probably Ook Nog Mok Yet. Unless that was a password or something. Another detail that she noticed was that the creatures moved their long, thin ears a lot when they talked. It was kind of amusing. 
 
    The exchange ended when the head guard blurted a few angry sentences and mimed raising his weapon in Lorn’s direction. Lorn slowly pivoted on his feet until his large chest faced the Yries, and Koro stepped up by his side. There was a very brief, very one-sided moment of intimidation until the expedition was wordlessly let through. 
 
    Viv passed a second door out of the outpost and whistled. The Yries were building a city. 
 
    In a large, natural cavern, houses and buildings had been raised along the sheer walls in twisted and bulbous patterns. The stone was clearly the same, but it had been organically weaved or melded as if it were a plant. Mushrooms in warm shades provided the illumination, hanging in vases from everywhere and casting the entire city in a warm glow. Artificial columns peppered with windows rose in regular intervals with stairs climbing their sides like spines from a shrub. The cavern centered on a small pond of deep blue water. The ground had an abundance of flower beds, but they were currently lying empty. 
 
    It was clear that something terrible and unexpected had happened. Somewhere to the left, a secluded place had crying people coming and going. As she watched, a shroud-covered body was dragged there followed by a wailing youngling. There were female Yries as well who were surprisingly much larger than their male counterparts. They led flocks of children, while men moved supplies and machine parts around with alacrity. The air was thick with the metallic scent of blood.  
 
    The humans did not stop, and nobody spared them more than a long glance, a testament to how exhausted those people were. Their guide led them through the entire city from end to end. On the way, they came across scenes of desolation. A hospital overflowing with patients, wounded stretched on the very ground. Wrecked equipment, including an impressive drill as large as a bus. There were even strange vehicles on wheels that looked like first generation tanks but with a drill in front. Viv marveled at the sight of honest-to-god machinery but she could only regret the state they were in. Something with claws had peeled the plating like paper. 
 
    “By Neriad, what is going on here?” one of the guards whispered around them. 
 
    They found their answer when the land sloped up to a path to the surface. Viv had found the guard house decent, but this was on another level. Yries both young and old cluttered around a wall that blocked off the entire path, only a few rays of late afternoon light drifting through murder holes. There were enough crossbows here to stop a cavalry charge, and a few siege weapons as well. Viv recognized ballistae, though they looked cobbled together. She estimated that about two hundred armed Yries manned those defenses, and yet it clearly wasn’t enough. Parts of the walls had been breached and were even now being repaired by drained Yries in flowing brown robes. As she watched, one of them collapsed and was carried inward to a first aid station. 
 
    Standing in the middle of the squawking troop was the tallest Yries around. Most of the males she had seen were slightly smaller than humans, but this lad approached two meters, and he was covered by a squad of warriors wearing heavy-looking full plates. They were the only fighters using close-quarter weapons. The armor looked extremely heavy, except for their thin arms which were covered in shiny mail. The head Yries’ dark eyes narrowed when he spotted the humans, and he made an annoyed ‘come closer’ gesture. Farren and Lorn took the head of the formation and both armed groups stopped close to each other, not exactly lowering their guard. 
 
    The Yries addressed them in Baranese. 
 
    Farren took the lead in the conversation and Viv discovered that she could not follow. While Baranese was also heavily influenced by Harrakan, it was originally a separate culture and there were enough differences to confuse her. Instead, she inspected the fighters and realized that they looked hopeful. 
 
    It could only mean that they believed themselves utterly fucked before. 
 
    “Lady Bob?” 
 
    Lorn gestured for her to join the discussion and she obliged. As the Yries inspected her, his ears quivered with… something. It was hard reading emotions just from those. 
 
    “This person is Gar-Gar, warchief of this Yries tribe,” Farren said. 
 
    “Yries have warchiefs?” 
 
    “Only during conflict, the rest of the time, they are ruled by… look, this isn’t the time for a lesson on Yries social hierarchies. He’s in charge. They were trying their luck in the mountains in search of a new settlement. It went pretty well for a while, but a week ago they pierced into a lonely valley to plant crops. That was a mistake. There are plenty of revenants making their slow way to the deadlands and some aberrants as well, and that much vitality in such a desolate place is a prize that attracts attention. An unknown creature has gathered every dead thing in a twenty-league radius and attacked them relentlessly ever since. They lost their previous leader and stone-weaver in the initial assault. She sacrificed herself to hold the entrance long enough for her people to get to safety.” 
 
    “And you want me to help with the defense?” Viv asked. 
 
    Farren smiled brightly 
 
    “I knew that I could count on you to at least entertain the idea. We are discussing options at the moment, I just wanted to know if you were up for it before mentioning you. I still want to find out exactly why they are here and what they intend to do.” 
 
    Viv turned again as the conversation continued. The guards had settled around and Arthur was clearly considering flying, but Viv could feel her distrust of the newcomers and she was smart enough to identify the crossbows as dangerous. Marruk was now the minority inside of the minority, and she could see Solfis’ calculating gaze taking in his surroundings. It was not long before Farren asked for her again. 
 
    “I have learnt more,” he whispered, “they were chased from Enoria. These are refugees.” 
 
    “Hold on, did you not say that they spoke Baranese.” 
 
    Farren growled with frustration. 
 
    “Listen, the Yries do not see borders as we do. For them we are, hmm, strange and unfamiliar. And warlike. And dishonest. Only those in positions of leadership make the effort to learn our tongue.” 
 
    She couldn’t really blame them. 
 
    “In any case,” he continued, “they were attacked by the Enorian king’s faction. One of his sons apparently wrecked their city to find valuables and tried to enslave them. That’s why they are here. They are also aware of iron deposits in the vicinity. I may be overstepping my bounds here by making an agreement, but I would not want to risk our lives without some guarantees. Neriad knows that we have already risked and sacrificed much.” 
 
    Well, one of them certainly had. Viv had gotten rich instead. Richer, in any case. 
 
    “What agreement did you have in mind?” 
 
    “We will help them hold the tide. They are doing their best but, well. Have you seen their arms? Yries are physically weaker than humans in this regard. That’s why they fight with machines. Do you want me to explain how efficient crossbows are when fighting a revenant tide?” 
 
    “Pretty fucking useless?” 
 
    “Quite so. We can make a significant difference, if we choose to do so. And… we probably will have to. Not you specifically. Us.” 
 
    Viv suddenly remembered that she was hanging out with a religious order of holy knights. 
 
    “You are honor-bond to save them?” 
 
    “Neriad holds every race in equal esteem and demands the same things from them, regardless of what some of those northern pricks insinuate. We cannot run while children die by the hundreds. There are almost three thousand Yries here, and only a tenth of that number are fighters.” 
 
    “Yries don’t have militia?” 
 
    “Apparently not,” Lorn said with a scowl of disapproval. 
 
    “Yes, well, it doesn’t matter now,” Farren argued, “what matters is that we will assist as part of an arrangement.” 
 
    “What arrangement?” 
 
    “The thing,” Farren said, positively giddy, “is that Yries are really good at metalworking.” 
 
    Viv tried to reconcile her idea of the brawny man with corded muscles she expected a smith to be with the barrel-chested thin-limbed creatures bumbling about. She failed. 
 
    “They use magic,” Farren added, seeing her disbelief. 
 
    “Right. I saw the… foreuses they had.” 
 
    “Their what?” 
 
    “Drill constructs.” 
 
    “Right. They will use those strange things and help us exploit the mine in return for food and sundries. We help them get back on their feet, they help us catapult this operation off the ground. We keep the rights to the mine. Everyone is a winner.” 
 
    “Sounds good, provided that you manage to convince them.” 
 
    “Come on,” Farren said shrewdly, “have a little faith, hmm?” 
 
    And he was right. It only took ten minutes for Gar-Gar and Farren to shake hands. After they were done, one of the Yries escorted the group to an empty house right by the entrance. Viv found that she liked the circular, vertical design, though the lack of sky frustrated her. Someone had left a few personal effects and the guards gathered them before crashing on an assortment of stone seats and couches. Someone knocked on their door. 
 
    Viv turned and took in another Yries, a female one in flowing robes colored white this time. Viv was not sure, but she thought the species might have more than a few pairs of breasts under all that cloth if the bulges were any indication. The large… woman, let’s go with woman, wringed her thin hands as she addressed them in Enorian this time. 
 
    “I am Lak-Tak, daughter of our previous stone weaver.” 
 
    She spoke laboriously, syllable by syllable, each one articulated with great care. The result was slow but extremely clear, though it did feel like being considered as very slow children. 
 
    “The revenant will return after dusk. We bid you rest till then. We have little food. But we have much water. We will bring you water.” 
 
    “Appreciated, thanks. Don’t worry about the food.” 
 
    They still had plenty of dry travel rations, and Viv was glad because most of it contained bits of black mana, so she felt refreshed every time. 
 
    The expedition settled and someone found bricks of dried plant matter to start a soup. Farren sat next to Viv. 
 
    “I believe that I still owe you a tale or two about artefacts, yes?” 
 
    “You did say that.” 
 
    “I could tell you, then you should probably take a short nap. The night will be long.” 
 
    “Alright. Go ahead.” 
 
    Viv sat down more comfortably in an adjacent bedroom, with Marruk plopping down by her side with an eye on the entrance. The temperature here was pleasantly fresh and the air felt clean. There was even a bit of wind coming from somewhere. Farren smiled and settled himself in a lotus position, back straight as a rod. 
 
    “Ahem. Let me start with the story of the Sword of Baran, the Sword of the Dragonslayer.  
 
    “A hundred years ago, in the eastern march of Baran, where mountains and deep vales hide the light, there was a small village, and in that small village, a boy was born. That boy was bright and strong and his skin was sun-kissed, for he spent every waking hour playing outside. As soon as he could participate, he picked a piece of wood and won the yearly blade tournament. No care for bow or staff he had, only for the sword of the nobles. His dedication and skill attracted the favor of merchants and pretty girls, but he had set his eyes on a bigger prize. 
 
    “When the boy reached sixteen, a traveling master passed by a nearby town and the boy challenged him to a duel. For the first time in years, the boy lost. The old master had not used strength or speed to beat him. Instead, he always knew what the boy would do. It had been a contest of skill and finally, the boy was happy, for he had found a challenge to overcome.  
 
    “Who are you?” said the old master. My name is Eron, he replied, and the master took an apprentice that day. The pair traveled to the city of Baran, with its white walls and majestic columns, where his training began in earnest. 
 
    “For two years, the boy practiced until his fingers bled. No other student was his match, and still he persevered, for his true target was the old man. And then, the old man died. 
 
    “The school closed and its students dispersed, and Eron realized that old age had robbed him of his target, so he did the only thing he could think of. He enrolled in the Baran arena. 
 
    “Now, at that time, the arena was an even more bloodthirsty affair than it is now. Eron faced foes with strange weapons, bows, and claws. He faced monsters. He did not win all his matches, but he won so many that there was always coin and favor to help him recover. At the ripe age of twenty-one, Eron had become unbeatable.  
 
    “There are many who came to rob him of his title, and he answered every challenge. He outwitted the Swordbreaker through careful feints. He read through the mesmerizing motion of The Lily’s whips. The axe of Gromel found only air while he found flesh. Even the Southern Stinger was deflected and broken by his expert blows. Eron was only one step away from greatness, and that step was offered to him. 
 
    “The king’s champion, Urden, proposed a duel for his own position and for a day, they fought. Urden was older and his power and finesse were legendary. It took Eron everything he knew to keep the champion at bay. But eventually, Urden tired. Every day he had spent by the king’s side, Eron had spent in the training fields. Urden’s feet were too used to the creamy tiles of the palace while Eron knew the harsh grit of the bloody sand like his own skin. Urden faltered, and Eron won. The champion gracefully admitted defeat and Eron became Champion of Baran at twenty-three. No one has ever approached that achievement since then, and perhaps no one ever will. The king made a magical sword for Eron and the newest champion asked for no fire or ice, only that it could contain his incredible drive. The result was an unadorned tool of death that could endure anything. 
 
    “But then, at the top of the world, Eron heard that his native region had been beset by a dragon.” 
 
    “Squee!” 
 
    “Ah, errr, hm, it was a stupid and weak dragon, not like the magnificent Arthur. That dragon was burning villages and eating cattle for no other reason that it could. The king forbade him to go, but Eron went anyway. 
 
    “Despite so many years of success, despite his fame and wealth, Eron did not forget that it was his village that had started him on the path he now trod. It had been his elders who had seen the talent in him, and pushed him to leave farm work. It was his family that had fed him while he practiced, and so Eron discarded everything but his blade and set out. He left behind the white walls and silk sheets, the welcoming thighs of Baranese countesses, his money and his title, and returned to his home. There, he found the dragon killing people indiscriminately. 
 
    “Eron fought him alone. 
 
    “For three hours, they dueled under the gaze of the mountains and the forgotten vales. For three hours, fire scathed the earth while blade cut the sky. The combat was cataclysmic, and the villagers froze instead of fleeing, for no one had ever faced a dragon in single combat and lasted more than a few seconds.” 
 
    “Squee.” 
 
    “Ah, hm, indeed. And after three hours of combat, silence fell upon the land. The most daring of villagers went up but they found only the corpse of the mighty creature, the sword embedded deeply in its eye and brain. Eron’s hand was still attached, but the rest of the body had been reduced to ash. 
 
    “And so the villagers brought the sword to the king. Eron was forgiven for his disobedience and given the funeral of a hero. It is said that, even to this day, whoever holds the blade can feel the determination of Eron at the moment he died and reproduce the impossible strike he made to end his foe forever. That is how the Dragonslayer Sword came to be.” 
 
    “Squeeeee.” 
 
    “It’s fine, little one,” Viv said while stifling a yawn, “I’ll never let some big human dummy annoy you for three hours. You are safe.” 
 
    “Squee.” 
 
    Arthur coiled tightly around her, and she felt the creature’s intense warmth seep through her sleepy body. 
 
    “Another tale, then, a darker one.” 
 
    “Sure. 
 
    “Ahem. Half a millennium ago, when the Old Empire still ruled over most of Param, there was a land deep to the south where men settled. They built a cold, half-buried city, huddling close to the bitter sea, where summer was but a fleeting dream. For all its harshness, it was beautiful and affluent, for the waters were teeming with bounty and the earth hid much gold. Imperial fleets would come and bring riches from the north, sweet wines and fruits, and other things that could not grow there. It was on one of those ships that the clerk Nazear arrived. He joined the office of the governor and did what he did best, counting and measuring for days. 
 
    “It did not take long for Nazear to realize that his superior was a crook. The arrogant man spent fortunes courting the favors of the high quarter’s most expensive prostitutes. The clerk saw that, and saw the money taken from the hands of the workers. One night, Nazear gathered his evidence and went to the governor. The imperial guard found the chief clerk in the arms of a honey-skinned beauty. In his anger, the governor had them slain, as well as all the other courtesans who had benefited from the arrangement. Nazear found the action excessive, but he saw the joy in the eyes of the workers when food and money was returned to them. When the governor asked what recompenses he sought, Nazear asked for the position of the dead one, and his wish was granted. 
 
    “For years, Nazear kept a vigil over the finances of the kingdom. Many corrupt officials did he reveal, and they died to the governor’s fury as Imperial law allowed. Rooms were filled with records until Nazear ran out of space, so he used the rewards he had gained to have a magical book made. It was a work of art, capable of adding or removing content from its countless pages. Nazear was happy. With the more dishonest people dealt with, he turned his sharp intellect to solving the inefficiencies in the local administration. 
 
    “For decades, he labored to improve the world, marveling at how every flaw was painstakingly recorded in the book and disappeared from the world. Every piece of chaos became but a corrected number in his colorful tome, a perfect history of Nazear’s own success.  
 
    “But it was not enough. 
 
    “Nazear saw how the anger of the governor and the jealousy of his wife affected the day-to-day affairs. He recorded every occurrence in the book, as well as ways to stop them, and the book listened. Anger left the king, and jealousy, the queen. Lust left the cook. Gossip fled from the lips of the servants. Nazear was ecstatic. His land, his work, a perfect clockwork arrangement. 
 
    “But soon, the murders started. Families inexplicably turned on themselves. Nazear felt frustrated and fed more into the book. Every night, the tome grew more vibrant and the world more dull until, one day, the Imperial fleet returned to find streets awash with blood and apathy. The drab victims of the book had taken arms to feel something, anything, no matter how cruel. They searched for their lost souls. 
 
    “The Imperial guard culled the entire city. They found Nazear, gibbering and delirious in the darkest chamber of the palace where he kept recording the dark deeds he had witnessed.  
 
    “‘I will record you too, soon’, he told the soldiers. An inquisitor was called and found the book bloated with mankind’s drive and dreams. He failed to destroy it. 
 
    “So the inquisitor left the book and cut off Nazear’s hands. They broke his teeth and pierced his eyes, then collapsed the passage behind them so that he would die there, unable to read the records he had so patiently taken, unable to add to them. Some say that he still waits there, sustained by the cursed artefact.” 
 
    “Wow. Creepy,” Viv said. She yawned deeply and rolled into a ball with Arthur nestled close. Marruk placed Solfis nearby then she and Farren left the room. It was dark and comfortable. 
 
    //You should rest, Your Grace. 
 
    Viv closed her eyes. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 52: Concepts and Principles. 
 
      
 
    Two hours later 
 
    Arthur found her next victim. 
 
    It was another of her human’s companions who had stepped outside of their building to keep an eye out on the wall. This one had long fur that extended to its chin and was probably hard to digest. It saw her come and fearfully hid its jerky in its pocket. As if that would help. Arthur stalked and watched the human squirm. 
 
    She was very close now. 
 
    Then, suddenly, the door behind her groaned and she felt a presence. It was the powerful black monochrome of her human. A feeling washed over Arthur, and it was quite unpleasant. In her mind, it compared to having claws around her neck. It did not anger her but she still felt bad. 
 
    She was not used to feeling bad because of her human. 
 
    Arthur’s scarlet gaze traveled to the two-legged’s unique emerald orbs, and she could see that the tall one was… thinking. It made it worse. Arthur was more instinctual. Delayed punishment was worse than real punishment. 
 
    Instead of punishing, her human moved forward. 
 
    “Come with me.” 
 
    Arthur did not follow. The metaphorical grip on her neck was still there. 
 
    “Come on, Arthur, just there.” 
 
    Her human sat a bit far away while the furry one left with his snack. Arthur hesitated. She started to turn away. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Arthur froze. 
 
    “Come to me, I will not bite you.” 
 
    The dragonling approached. The human grabbed her with a grunt and deposited her noble form on a stone wall. 
 
    “Listen. You and I… we are a family.” 
 
    Arthur tilted her head. 
 
    “We are a family, and a family works on principles. One of those is honesty. That means that we do not hide or trick each other. Another is respect. There are only a few things you must respect.” 
 
    “Squee.” 
 
    “I know that you are smart and that you understand. Here are the three things you must respect. Number one, respect the other person. Number two, respect property. That means that you do not take meat from the drawer or from my allies.” 
 
    “Squee.” 
 
    “Just as I would not take your meat.” 
 
    Arthur’s hand gathered around the small pouch around her neck. 
 
    “I would never take your gold either. It is yours. Last rule is that you respect authority, more specifically mine while I take care of you.” 
 
    “Squee.” 
 
    “You broke rule number two, respect property. You did it yesterday and you were about to do it again.” 
 
    “Squeeeeeee.” 
 
    “We respect that rule so that our allies remain on our side.” 
 
    Arthur hissed and growled. She did not care about allies. She was mighty and deadly and far superior to those borgling, four-limbed, smooth-skinned primates. Except for her human who was a special case. 
 
    “Do it for me so that I have an easier time getting us food. Please.” 
 
    “Squeeeee.” 
 
    Annoying! 
 
    But. 
 
    She understood. 
 
    Taking was a hostile act. The other humans protected ‘Viv’. They could stop doing it if Arthur was too… aggressive. Even if they were simple creatures. Arthur remembered a time when she was starving and hiding, and did not want to risk it again, for her or for her human. She could be patient. 
 
    “Squee.”  
 
    “Thank you. Here, have a snack to reward you for listening, but remember, no stealing.” 
 
    
  
 
    Viv watched the dragonette trot away with her new prize and sighed. With a human child, she would have demanded that they make up for their fault by providing restitution, but she did not dare do it with Arthur. The little one was different, with a haughty edge that she was cautious of poking at too much. It would take all her efforts to steer the powerful predator in the right direction. Arthur was cute but she was still a fricking dragon. 
 
    Viv’s train of thought stuttered to a halt, and a deep anguish inflated her chest, forcing the tiniest sob. It crashed on her by surprise like an unexpected rain. It froze her to the bone. She had meant it when she had talked about family. 
 
    “I’m never going back, am I?” 
 
    She would stay here on this alien world until the day she died. She would never see her parents or brother again. 
 
    “No. No… at least I will find a way. Find a way to let them know that I’m still alive. I can do it. Messages are probably easier to send back than a full Viv minus hair and stomach content. Ok, ok. Fix my soul, find why I’m here, then we plan for more. Okay, okay.” 
 
    The unease faded, and she returned her attention to the wall where light had turned dim and red. The undead were coming soon and she should eat and drink before it happened. And pee. Home was faraway. These people were here now, and she could help them so she would. That was all there was to it. 
 
    Viv smacked her cheeks once, ignored the befuddled Yries staring at her, and went back in. 
 
    

  
 
    The expedition gathered when a Yries with a name like someone coughed out a ball of cat hair informed them that it was time. They packed up and made their way to the wall where most of the fighters were already standing, trying their best to look busy and rested. It was not a convincing performance. Many were young, casting shifty glances aside when they thought no one was paying attention. There were a lot of bandages and broken gear, and it did not take an expert in xenobiology to see that they were on their last leg. Lorn led the small column up for a short conversation with Gar-Gar, then they took the central portion of the fortification. The stone weaver called Lak-Tak moved her spindly arms around for a while and the rock flowed, slowly, with the liquid grace of a snake. Openings popped on the wall at man height and the temple guard lined against it in rows two deep. Viv went to stand by Marruk’s side. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” she asked Lorn. “Do you want me to hold onto spells until the enemy caster shows up?” 
 
    The captain smoothed his greying beard, weighing his options.  
 
    “No, I don’t think so. As things are, we will fall without the enemy leader taking any risk. You have a mainstay spell, right? One that you can cast almost effortlessly? Do witches have it so early on their path?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    It was not a matter of path but of practice, but Viv did not feel like lecturing the commander.  
 
    “Then use that and relieve the pressure on our flanks. The revenants will converge to the path of least resistance. That’s us. They will be thickest on the sides, and that’s where Koro and I will be staying. As long as we don’t get overwhelmed by more dangerous creatures, we’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    “Then we shall do it. Oh, and one last thing. I appreciate you working with us. Not just, you know, next to us.” 
 
    The comment was unexpected but genuine if Lorn’s embarrassed face was any indication.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” she answered. “Do war mages usually not communicate with officers?” 
 
    “They do it in the best armies, but there is always politics and power plays. And pride. You are easy to work with and I wanted to thank you for that. We could not do this without you.” 
 
    “Stop, you’re going to make me blush. Alright, enough of this. Let's kill ourselves some more revenants.” 
 
    A cheer rose from the human defenders and the waiting began. The last hints of red disappeared from the small window of sky up ahead and Viv found herself grateful for her skinsuit once again as the temperature dropped precipitously.  
 
    “You think revenants smell better when it’s so cold?” someone asked in a low voice. 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on it,” someone replied. 
 
    “It’s the moisture,” a third voice said, “makes them rot instead of dry up. They’re the least stinky in the deadlands because of that.” 
 
    “Ooooh.” 
 
    The group fell silent as tension rose. The temple guards were not new to facing the undead, if the zeal they had displayed in the previous battle was any indication. The soldiery of Kazar was specialized in revenant disposal. Every battle was a grueling, uphill slog where the living had to finish off the enemy force before the first slain could rise again, or at least Viv assumed that it would be the case if they did not have her. They did, and still decades of collective experience could not be offset so readily. The men were scared. 
 
    It only took a few minutes of terse quiet before the first revenants showed up. They glutted the edge of the tunnel, barely out of range of the crossbows. Whatever cold intelligence drove them forward waited until a sufficient mass had gathered before unleashing them upon the fortifications. Rows of undead, some still blueish as if carved out from the very ice, stumbled down the slope and into the waiting lines of the living. The Yries leader screamed a guttural cry, and his kin released a volley. The bolts tore through the hostile ranks with limited success. Many of the contraptions lacked the power to inflict the kind of catastrophic damage required to take down a revenant. Another volley flew, then the Yries reloaded and waited. Viv realized that they had merely thinned the horde to blunt its impact, saving their most dangerous constructs for later. 
 
    The revenants hit the barrier in clumps and the temple guard cut them down. Under Lorn’s command, the powerful fighters fought conservatively, employing no skills, and using small movements. Soldiers and militias were more fitting to holding the line, but she knew that the guard’s training and equipment would help them compensate. 
 
    As for Viv, she simply threw one yoink after another. It took so little effort and focus on her part that she simply stopped saying the spell’s name. It was no longer really needed if she had nothing else to do.  
 
    Spear after spear of shaped mana erupted from around her, not even from her hand, and went to skewer revenants at the speed of one every two seconds. She prioritized the fresher, meatier specimens, especially those who still wore the decayed remnants of armor. She felt no presence while turning her foes to ash.  
 
    This went on for a few minutes. The fallen started to form a pile but it was slow going and the guards were in a higher position anyway. On occasion, the Yries would shoot at denser groups of enemies to turn them into manageable numbers. The scent of spoiled meat invaded everyone’s nostrils and Viv was grateful for the mask provided by her hood, without which she would have been barfing right now. It was that bad. 
 
    Arthur had squeaked her boredom and was gripping Viv’s shoulder, keeping a lazy eye on the slog. 
 
    “First rank back, second rank you’re up!” Lorn said. 
 
    With speed and precision, the temple guard switched warriors to allow the exhausted ones to rest. Stamina was really an issue. Despite higher stats, humans were simply not built to fight at full potential for an hour on end. 
 
    Finally, after fifteen minutes of slaughter, the first change occurred. A group of elites followed a denser pack of armored revenants. Viv saw them and was not impressed. They were mostly small crawlers with long simian limbs, their uneven gait made more alien by the fact that they were sticking to the ceiling. Like particularly ugly bats. It made them really good targets though. 
 
    An Yries released a bolt at a good range, and it hit the closest walker in the eye. The projectile burst into flames and provoked a cry of agony. 
 
    “Not bad,” Viv whispered. She waited until the group was closer, during which an Yries sharpshooter took down two other foes. 
 
    “True mass yoink.” 
 
    The shadow ball flew between the armored revenants below and walkers above, then exploded into a hell of questing tendrils, then those sought more victims in turn. Viv felt the barest presence behind the elite directing their step, but it was weak and pathetic. Eventually, a rush of power bounced back to flood her conduits. 
 
    The attacking group collectively fell in piles of ash and bone. 
 
    It felt great. 
 
    Viv focused destructive power in her hand and stepped forward, showing her palm to the mob of creatures even now pressing on the walls. The temple guards stepped aside to let her through, though they remained close enough to cover her. 
 
    “Werfer.” 
 
    The tunnel went upward, and as Viv was not entirely confident with the effect of gravity, she had chosen a smaller spell for now. It still wreaked havoc on the tightly packed revenants. Their flesh hissed and melted under the fiery dark waves until only pieces of corrugated equipment were left on the floor. The growing pile of bodies was reduced to a sharp field of jagged bones. 
 
    In the aftermath of the slaughter, the silence was deafening. Or at least it was for two seconds, until something screamed. 
 
    Viv had never heard something so blood-curdling in her entire damn life. It forced a powerful reaction of shock and disgust in her, doubled with fear. A few of the younger Yries blanched and took a few steps back while the entire row of guards shone a dull gold.  
 
    Viv soon rallied when her own soul fought back the influence, motivated not by courage but by pride. It was the side-effect of having intimidation as a skill, she thought. It certainly came from the same place. 
 
    She still believed that she could be the greatest threat. 
 
    “Bring it,” she whispered in a low voice. 
 
    And the creature came. The tunnel filled with a chill wind, frigid and wet, a roaring torrent that sapped spirit as well as body heat. Viv’s breath frosted in the air as the wave crawled through murder holes to grip at the defenders.  
 
    “Steady…” 
 
    Two blue eyes appeared from afar, shining ominously in the darkness. The witch only had a second to react as her instincts screamed at her. 
 
    “Nope!” 
 
    Black mana crashed against her shield and threatened to pierce it. She had half a second to react and reinforce the structure. For the second time, her danger sense proved its worth. 
 
    The bolt finally petered out. It was not charged with any ‘meaning’ and yet it had almost overwhelmed her efficient defenses. There was only one explanation. What they were facing was also a spellcaster. 
 
    And it was better at it than she was. 
 
    ‘It’s just experience,” she told herself as she stopped another similar bolt, this time aimed directly at her. The troops before her felt the impact and cast worried glances in her direction as she walked to the long, horizontal gap. 
 
    “Arty.” 
 
    Her own counter arched beautifully across the air, only for a crystalline blue shield to stop it.  In the arctic light of the spell, she saw her foe for the first time. 
 
    It was clearly undead, a stripped skeleton, clad in tattered robes that resembled her own. It wielded a scepter and hid its bony frame under a cloak of ratty furs. The eyes were the most defining feature. They reminded Viv of Solfis’ unrelenting hatred, but they lacked his focus and adamantine self-control. Their intensity was such that she felt more than saw them fix on her like lasers. Despite herself, she felt a deep worry crawl up her spine. This time, she may have bit off more than she could chew. 
 
    [Failed Lich: a powerful caster who attempted to bind his soul to a frame other than his living body and failed. The frame retains parts of the caster’s abilities but lacks part or most of its intellect. Extremely dangerous.] 
 
    //Threat identified: failed lich. 
 
    //Threat level: high. 
 
    //Recommended tactics: attrition. 
 
    Solfis’ cold voice calmly stated advice, lifting the cloak of fear from her shoulders. If he thought her in deadly danger, he would have intervened. He still thought that she could take it down, and she could now see how, as more hordes of revenants kept getting in. 
 
    The failed lich charged another powerful spell. She could feel the intense mana from here; it was something that she had never encountered before. Ice. Or to be precise, an aspect of blue that spoke of ice. The true meaning and nature of the color escaped her, skipping on the surface of her mind without giving her purchase. Viv decided to just prepare another shield. 
 
    A few seconds later, a spike of blue energy surged from the creature. 
 
    //Intercept. 
 
    “Purge!” 
 
    Never doubt Solfis. She obeyed in the same moment, her danger sense crying death. The smaller black spell impacted the larger one. The spike exploded in azure shrapnel. 
 
    “Nope!” 
 
    Viv made her shield wide and thin. It expanded in an umbrella and blocked most of them. She felt every impact in her bones. 
 
    The leftover projectiles hit the wall, piercing it in places. A few Yries screamed. She had no time to check on them, but she knew that someone had died. Had to keep her attention on the foe.  
 
    Some of the guards swore. 
 
    A distant part of her mind acknowledged that she had stopped something with the power of a mortar shell with her mind, but it was eclipsed by the bigger part, currently screaming ‘SHITSHITSHITSHITGOTTASTAYFOCUSED’.  
 
    “True mass yoink.” 
 
    Another ball of searching darkness ravaged the torrent of revenants crashing down the tunnel, and her conduits and core were filled again. The spells she had used were simple and well-practiced, but she had had to overcharge them massively. She would have been running on fumes without the convenient sources of energy around her. 
 
    //Arty. 
 
    A thick diamond spear emerged from the creature, as long as a man, as sharp as a scalpel. 
 
    “Arty!” 
 
    Viv’s own attack surged. The failed lich detected it and swished to the right. It was levitating. 
 
    “Hah. You wish.” 
 
    Viv’s spell angled as it tracked its target. The creature screamed again and the spear faded, replaced by another shimmering blue shield. This time, it was weaker. An entire side crumpled under her attack like cardboard under a sledgehammer. 
 
    The thing screamed again; the power even greater. Viv manifested the helmet part of her stupidly named ‘sneaky cloaky’ and could still feel her entire body vibrate. She was not alone though, and a great cry sounded behind her. Suddenly, she felt a great surge of the type of mana Varska used, the sound now muffled. It gave her the opportunity to finally hear what she needed. 
 
    //This will be a powerful area-of effect spell, Your Grace. 
 
    “I'll use my own.” 
 
    Viv’s mind worked overtime to draw mana from her core and place it outside of her body, then use its threads to form several symbols and hold them in her mind at the same time. Finally, she charged the whole thing with a concept only a trained mind could comprehend, and prepared to hurl it at her foe. And not a minute too soon. 
 
    A large cloud of powdery sapphire expanded to cover the entire path, then traveled down with conceited laziness. Any revenant caught in its trajectory was turned into a crystalline statue. 
 
    The power above Viv’s hand boiled and struggled but she kept adding into it. Even from that far away, she could feel the incredible potency of the spell, and the malice it carried. The strange blizzard destroyed its victims on a fundamental level. She could feel it. 
 
    Death descended upon her with a winter maw, but she held her ground. It had to be timed right. Breathe in, breathe out. On her side of the wall, the silence was deafening. 
 
    “Blight.” 
 
    The overcharged spell was launched in perfect quiet, an abyssal ball traveling at deceptively slow speed. It deployed ten steps away from the edge of the barricade. 
 
    The silence continued for a few seconds until the blight spell hit the first revenant still moving and hissed like an angry kettle. Viv could only see a black cloud moving outward, as the spell covered the entirety of the tunnel. 
 
    More hisses. 
 
    With a torturous shriek, the two spells met. Vibrations in the mana were so strong that they made Viv’s teeth click against each other. The black curtain was still moving away. 
 
    And away. 
 
    And away. 
 
    Viv breathed out in deep relief, soon mirrored by everyone around when the spell cleared the cavern’s entrance with a light ‘pop’ and disappeared into the night. Of the lich, there were no signs for now. 
 
    “Neriad’s bollocks.” 
 
    “I could have crushed rocks between my ass cheeks.” 
 
    “I’m so getting laid after that.” 
 
    “Eeeee.” 
 
    “I think I peed a little.” 
 
    “Gor gor!” 
 
    Both humans and Yries (and one dragonette) released their accumulated anxiety in verbal form. Almost all of the temple guards sent admiring glances toward Viv, who did her very best to look cool about it. Her heart was still trying to escape her ribs and her back was soaked with cold sweat. 
 
    //Good show, Your Grace. 
 
    //But this is not over. 
 
    A few revenants were trailing lazily into the cavern, a mere trickle compared to before. Beyond that, she could hear an ominous racket. Like someone was smashing bones and meat together. The distance between Viv and the mouth of the cavern was over a hundred and fifty meters, a testament to the violence of whatever the fuck was going on. 
 
    //You may want to refill your core as much as possible. 
 
    “They’re a bit too far for efficiency.” 
 
    //Please try. 
 
    Viv did and found that, if she took her time, yoink spells were so efficient that she was indeed regaining her strength. The awakened part of her drank the mana eagerly and she soon felt the pleasant hum of her own energy coursing through ethereal veins. She was ready. 
 
    The sounds stopped and a leg like that of a giant chicken in a John Carpenter movie smashed through the tunnel opening, cracking the stone beneath its weight. 
 
    Ok, she was not ready. 
 
    What entered was an abomination unlike anything she had seen in the deadlands. While necrarchs were horrifying in a predatory sort of way, that… patchwork of rotting flesh disgusted her, and she had a solid stomach. 
 
    The creature stumbled down the tunnel. It was not fast, but gravity was on its side. Time too. 
 
    [Failed Lich— 
 
    The creature had absorbed revenants, somehow. 
 
    “Yoink.” 
 
    Viv had no choice. The very idea of absorbing mana from this abomination revolted her; though she would still do it if it meant surviving. 
 
    The spell hit and started pulling, but the mana she received was limited and… tainted. 
 
    No, that was not quite right. 
 
    It was mana with meaning. She could still absorb it as its original purpose had been spent, yet the memory of it floated across her mind, whispering of a new idea. 
 
    It was change. 
 
    Change was death. 
 
    Every change carried destruction with it, and there was no upgrade, no improvement without discarded elements. To change was to lose, but not just that. Conscious change meant arbitration between options. Crossing one door meant that other doors closed, but the sacrifice was necessary in order to go from potential to reality. Change was life. 
 
    The failed lich had changed the revenants, discarding their individuality and form to wear them as armor. It was going to tank all of her spells by shedding bodies as soon as a yoink hit, or so it thought. 
 
    Stupid change was worthless. 
 
    As the concept settled in Viv’s mind, she pointed fingers at the misbegotten assembly, targeting joints. With every absorbed piece, she felt a new way of looking at black mana engraving itself into her soul, and with every new critical piece destroyed, the lich stumbled more until it crashed against the ground not twenty paces away from the barricade, unmoving.  
 
    The upper part of the lich popped out from that unholy mess like a xenomorph from a disposable crew member. Viv considered using her new power on the creature, but she remembered just in time that she was not completely stupid and that only an absolute moron or someone desperate would use an unknown weapon in a combat situation. 
 
    “Werfer.” 
 
    The flamethrower-like spell sprayed the failed lich, quickly eating through a hastily erected shield. Viv sustained the spell with all she had even as she felt coldness spread through her limbs as her core emptied. She waited until the monster stopped screeching and kept going for another second. For good measure. When the power was spent, there was nothing left but a half-hollowed blob of flesh. 
 
    A moment after, the entire living detachment found out that the black mana had somehow overloaded the dead tissues, thawing them, when a wave of rotten fluid sloshed against the barricade. Viv took two awkward steps backward and vomited, just like everyone else around her. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 53: Clouds on the Horizon 
 
    Ten minutes later 
 
    Viv took a sip of klod. The stench of corpses was gone from her nose but the memory remained, and only chasing it with something pleasant made her taste buds forget for a while. It was like treating PTSD with cheap whisky, only less self-destructive. 
 
    She checked her status. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Focus +1 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Acuity +1 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Black Witch 2/5 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Her focus had reached 35, making it a pretty high score according to what Varska had told her. It was the value that a mid-level professional would have, and it also made her a very dangerous foe. Focus allowed for more powerful spells to be cast while acuity dealt with speed and efficiency. Willpower was closer to mental stamina. All of them were vital for a mage, just like working on one’s conduits was important as well. She was still ‘early on the path’ as the others had said, but she was already powerful enough to fend off dangerous monsters. 
 
      
 
    Even the Temple Guards had praised her before congratulating one of their own. 
 
      
 
    “To Torm, who has reached the fourth step on his path! To our new wall pillar!” 
 
      
 
    The flustered guard had long braids that reached his shoulders but also a receding hairline, beard, and moustache. He had a sort of old biker vibe that Viv found endearing as he blushed under the collective praise. He was now close to Koro’s equal in terms of power. 
 
      
 
    There really was a massive difference between steps of the paths, Viv thought, as Torm demonstrated how people next to him would be harder to move and push. On earth, technology was a massive power multiplier but here it was exceptional individuals who made a difference. She wondered how many battles had been won by smaller numbers simply because quality was overwhelmingly in their favor. 
 
      
 
    Arthur jumped on her excitedly, and preened her, squealing all the while. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, I know I did a good job.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee!” 
 
      
 
    “The, ahem, drake is right Viv. That was an impressive display of power. I really want to hire you now,” Marruk said with obvious relief. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Danger sense: Apprentice 3 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Mana manipulation: Intermediate 3 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    More than her mind, it was her skills that were lagging behind, so this progress was good news. There was really no replacement for hands-on experience, it seemed. Especially the close-brush-with-death kind. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the Yries were rejoicing as well, if the strange hoots were any indication. They were hugging and falling on the ground with obvious relief. 
 
      
 
    “What now?” she asked Farren as he had come to congratulate her. 
 
      
 
    “Now that you have freed them and that we have demonstrated how dangerous you are, and now that it has become clear that they are desperately in need of food, we negotiate from a position of strength.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re the diplomat, diplomat. Also, does Neriad condone such cutthroat practices?” 
 
      
 
    “The sword of justice’s iron needs to come from somewhere, you know? We are not starving them.” 
 
      
 
    Farren went to pat Viv on the shoulder, but he reconsidered when Arthur hissed. Apparently, her tolerance for mankind only went so far. Viv was left to stand awkwardly in the aftermath of the battle until the Yries invited them to a celebratory meal. It was the shittiest party food Viv had ever had, and Farren's suspicion that the poor folks were starving was confirmed beyond a shadow of a doubt. 
 
      
 
    Viv was left to sleep for the evening and left in the morning with the rest of the guard, their business done. 
 
      
 
    “They will provide ore against regular shipments of food which I can provide without much issue. Kazar produces a large surplus. Normally, most of the food is sold to passing garrisons and the rest stored, but this will help us get started. I also mentioned abandoned foundries at the entrance, and Gar Gar will send a team to see if anything can be salvaged.” 
 
      
 
    “So we can expect new armors soon?” Viv asked, thinking about Marruk. 
 
      
 
    “Well, no. We don’t have qualified smiths in Kazar to begin with. They will have to be invited. We also have no guarantee that ingots will even start flowing this year. The Yries are good, but not that good. And their base is too far from the entrance to be safe. There is much to consider… Ah, I am sacrificing the present for the future. I set out to find a mine and now I worry about unexpected facilities being irreparable. Neriad save me from myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, everything worked out. Let’s just take the win for now.” 
 
      
 
    “Take the win, huh? I can do that.” 
 
      
 
    The expedition headed back without incident. The base camp was packed up in record time with the helpers pleased that they would be home sooner than expected. Their pleasure increased when Farren gave them his share of the treasure they had found. Viv thought that it was quite smart, but she also realized why he had done so. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing to spend your money on in Kazar. 
 
      
 
    Besides the Spotted Feather and its enthusiastic crew, no luxury existed in the border town because there was no demand for it. People were broke. Even the store that sold supplies for passing soldiers didn’t keep anything more elaborate than crude leather armors in their inventories. Armors were not one-size-fits-all after all. 
 
      
 
    The expedition passed triumphantly through mountain tribe land. Chief Marredyn smelled the profit to come and organized a feast that didn’t suck, and during which Viv got pleasantly tipsy again. They left quickly and were back in Kazar within three weeks of leaving. Viv invited Varska to join her for dinner at the Feather, with Marruk now comfortably ordering massages and a bath by herself. The pair amused themselves cleaning and brushing Arthur and left to their own quarters later in the night. 
 
      
 
    “You come back a victorious warrior, which pleases me greatly. But then, instead of wooing me properly with an exotic gift, you invite me to a brothel. I have mixed feelings about this,” the haughty mage said while reclining on a chair. 
 
      
 
    “I merely wanted to mark the occasion with the finest food in Kazar, darling,” Viv replied with the casual grace of the consummate bullshitter. 
 
      
 
    Varska tapped a knuckle with her favorite fan and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I give you a passing grade on excuse-making, but that will not suffice.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a red ribbon I obtained in the mountain hold. Here,” Viv said, offering a piece of dyed fabric. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, a rare treasure. The tribes do not sell those. How did you get it?” 
 
      
 
    “I removed black mana from a pair of wounded children. Now am I suitably heroic?” 
 
      
 
    “I believe that I have yet to be ravished.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought you would never ask.” 
 
    

  
 
    Kazar once again returned to normal over the following month. Spring gave way to early summer as Viv worked relentlessly to improve her abilities. Her periods of training alternated with small expeditions, either in the forest or the deadlands, to subdue the occasional threat. She also wanted to get started on regrowing limbs, but unfortunately, she was met with a problem. The inquisitors were busy doing their thing and could not come, yet she could understand that saving real lives was more important than her highly theoretical project and took no offense.   
 
      
 
    Her reputation improved with the locals and Varska’s own image got better by extension. Soon, it was time for several of the forts to have their garrisons replaced. Her progress spoke for itself. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Current status: 
 
        
        	 Mana channels (apprentice mage) 
 
        	 Extreme compatibility 
 
        	 Divine spark: luck 
 
        	 Draconic Surrogate Mother 
 
       
    
  Mana distribution: 
 
        
        	 Black 100% 
 
       
    
  Current attunement: 21.3% 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Her channels had not progressed noticeably. Like skills, they took time to develop. She had also considerably slowed down the speed of her attunement which was not actually a bad thing since it meant that she would die more slowly. She still had around two years, though Varska suggested that it could be extended if she went to Helock and received help.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Physical 
  
      	  Mental 
  
     
 
      
      	  Power 
  
      	  16 
  
      	  Focus 
  
      	  35 
  
     
 
      
      	  Finesse 
  
      	  19 
  
      	  Acuity 
  
      	  34 
  
     
 
      
      	  Endurance 
  
      	  22 
  
      	  Willpower 
  
      	  34 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Both power and willpower had progressed, a result of long sessions of casting followed by forms. She had suggested training finesse, but Varska had dismissed it. 
 
      
 
    “You can train it on your own free time if you wish but be aware that reaching a milestone requires constant effort and dedication. You are still human, even if sorcery comes to you easily. You can only concentrate on so many things before fatigue becomes a factor.” 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Class skills 
  
     
 
      
      	  Meditative trance 
  
      	  Expert 1 
  
      	  Mana manipulation 
  
      	  Intermediate 4 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana sense 
  
      	  Intermediate 2 
  
      	  Danger sense 
  
      	  Apprentice 3 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mana absorption 
  
      	  Intermediate 3 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    All mana-related skills had progressed, which was what she had been striving for. Meditative trance had remained the same and she suspected that she would need to dedicate more time to it or study with a real expert in order to progress further. Varska favored plain meditation and found movements distracting, so she could not help there. It was the same problem with Solfis. 
 
      
 
    //Standard training for the imperial family also favors meditation, Your Grace. 
 
    //Meditative trance is a skill more associated with arcane fighters, like Lorn. 
 
    //I am unable to provide accurate advice on this specific topic. 
 
    //Rest assured that the rest of your training still follows optimal parameters. 
 
      
 
    None of her general skills had progressed, simply because she had not taken the time to work on them. Again, it was all arbitration. She had only so much energy to spend every day. 
 
      
 
    At least, training itself remained pleasant. Some of the novelty had faded away, only to be replaced by the comfort of habit. Black mana was as much part of her as her sight. Even spending half a day without casting felt strange and unsettling. It helped that she was apparently good at magic, and that she had two competent trainers to back her up. Solfis, in particular, guided her through new and complex exercises designed to improve her understanding of mana on a visceral level with a degree of patience that the greatest educators could not match. No amount of frustration could deter him. She was able to get a feel for magic and establish solid foundations in a way that the status could not reflect. 
 
      
 
    //The god’s blessings affect all intelligent species. 
 
    //But he can only help you so much. 
 
      
 
    Her training was designed so that she would have nothing to unlearn moving forward. For some reason, Solfis was convinced that she would live long enough to benefit from it. She hoped that he was right.  
 
      
 
    Viv had only just realized that she was really getting comfortable with her routine and life in general in Nyil when a kid ran up to her as she was practicing a new glyph. 
 
      
 
    “The mayor wants to see you, miss. She wants to see everyone. The Enorian king just sent us an envoy.” 
 
      
 
    Just as the civil war flared? That could not be good, Viv thought. 
 
      
 
    She popped back home to get changed and walked to the main square, a vigilant Marruk in tow. The massive tree of Kazar was still purple and resplendent, its shade welcome in the light of the afternoon. The town hall was a buzz of activity, but most people stepped around a group of obviously nervous warriors. 
 
      
 
    Viv inspected them with interest. 
 
      
 
    [Enorian foot knight. Dangerous. Follows a path that focuses on squad tactics and the use of polearms.] 
 
      
 
    The knights wore full plate armor under a blue and white tabard, with conical helmets that left the eyes exposed. Gauntleted fists clenched halberds like lifelines. They were obviously nervous and on guard, and that was a very bad sign. 
 
      
 
    They expected what the envoy had to say to be received poorly. 
 
      
 
    Viv walked in through the garden and the interconnected structure that made up Kazar’s seat of power — for what it was worth — and found the council room in the shade of an old willow-like tree. Another two of the guards stood there, weapons crossed over the closed door. They didn’t move when Viv stopped in front of them. 
 
      
 
    “I was summoned here by the mayor, whose domain this still is. Unless you have a good reason to keep me out, you will let me through.” 
 
      
 
    “The resident spellcaster is already present.” 
 
      
 
    “And this town has two. Again, I am here at the mayor’s bequest. Let me in. I will not ask a third time.” 
 
      
 
    Marruk went to stand by Viv’s back just as she let mana flood her conduit. She felt the telltale sign of intimidation.  
 
      
 
    The guards observed her. She thought that they might be assessing her. They did not seem to be affected by her aura though. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, go in, but be courteous.” 
 
      
 
    Viv crossed the threshold just as Marruk planted herself a meter away from the knight. The room inside was packed full, but just on the left. The right part only had a single occupant, a sneering man with a pencil-thin moustache wearing a white and blue doublet. His hands, covered in immaculate white gloves, were crossed over his chest. 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the table, the Kazar bigwigs had gathered. Mayor Ganimatalo sat in the middle with a pleasant fake smile, her grey braids clinking together when she moved. The dour Captain Corel sat to her right with Farren while Varska throned on her left with perfect poise. Viv hurried and sat by her lover’s side. 
 
      
 
    “Is your treasurer still milking cornadons in a barn somewhere or can we begin?” the man asked with a demeaning smile. 
 
      
 
    “We are all here. Thank you for your cordial patience; envoy, you may deliver your message,” the mayor answered. 
 
      
 
    The visitor glared with undisguised anger at being relegated to the role of courier, but his expression soon morphed into one of vulgar satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    “I am Viscount Leyr, envoy of his Grace the Second Prince Lancer. As you may know, the Enorian Crown has decided that the time has come to bring the separatists and their regions back into the fold. Our affairs are in order and the time has come for you, Kazar, to fulfill your obligations as part of our august kingdom.” 
 
      
 
    Viv spared a small glance at Ganimatalo’s sheer expression of disbelief. They had maybe a hundred guards at best, most of them trained to face revenants and beastlings. The Temple troops sure as shit weren’t going to leave the town to participate in a civil war. What did this guy come to get? Cloth? 
 
      
 
    “As such, you are required to finally pull your weight by paying the late taxes of the past fourteen years.” 
 
      
 
    In the dead silence that followed, Viv heard the tiniest breath intake coming from the mayor. Sheer shock, that’s what it was. 
 
      
 
    “We have a charter with the Crown.” 
 
      
 
    “And that charter is hereby revoked. The Crown requires that you fulfill your obligation, or we will be forced to… take measures.” 
 
      
 
    “There is not enough coin in the entire city to pay fourteen years of taxes, even without interest.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then surely you can find something to bargain with? Unless you have spent the last dozen years in leisure while the rest of us toiled to rebuild our great nation?” 
 
      
 
    The mayor did not speak, and Viv admired her for it. Her glacial countenance told the envoy all he had to know. 
 
      
 
    “Kazar’s purpose has always been to serve as a base for the management of the deadlands. You are not doing yourself a service.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, the failure of old politicians who equate their survival with that of their constituents. Rest assured that if you cannot fulfill your obligation, we will find someone who will. Kazar will endure as part of our great kingdom of Enoria. We have sacrificed much over the last two decades while you celebrated and looted corpses. Time to pay the bill.” 
 
      
 
    Without waiting, the man stood up and grabbed a nearby bag from which he extracted a few sheafs of paper. 
 
      
 
    “These are declarations of intent from the Prince, and you are to post them across the city in any place where the citizens gather, not that I expect that many can read. They detail their obligations and, incidentally, your failures.” 
 
      
 
    Resh Ganimatalo slowly stood up and crossed the room, grabbing the bundle from the envoy’s surprised hands. She bared her teeth and the paper erupted in fire. 
 
      
 
    “You just made a grave mistake,” he hissed. 
 
      
 
    “You have overstayed your welcome. You should have noticed that your security guards are quite nervous. If you keep pushing me, you will find out why,” the mayor replied. 
 
      
 
    “You can bark all you want, Ganimatalo, but you won’t dare.” 
 
      
 
    Viv almost didn’t see the mayor move. The large slap echoed across the room and the envoy was left massaging his cheek. 
 
      
 
    “Next time I’ll use the fist. Get. Out.” 
 
      
 
    The man left the room and slammed the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    The mayor returned to her seat and slowly collapsed, resting her forehead on her hand. Viv had never seen such a public display of exhaustion. 
 
      
 
    “Fuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuck.” 
 
      
 
    Oh wow, Viv thought. It took a full minute but then the mayor finally found her voice. 
 
      
 
    “This will require a lot of diplomatic work. I need to get in touch with the temple.” 
 
      
 
    “We can send a message with the next returning garrison. They are due in two days,” Farren said. 
 
      
 
    “Should I have the scouts follow him?” Corel asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. It’s useless. Or is it? Maybe. I’ll make a declaration tonight and deliver your letter. Thanks for coming, Lady Viv and Varska. I do not think your skills will be of much use here. I call the meeting adjourned.” 
 
      
 
    The two casters left the place and headed to the tower to debrief with Marruk close behind. It was not the kind of issue Viv could solve with firepower. 
 
      
 
    She had a bad feeling about it. 
 
    


  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 54: Night Riders 
 
    
  
 
    “What the hell was that about?” Viv asked.

Varska poured them two glasses of cold tea, taking some time before answering. 
 
      
 
    “We are being robbed.” 
 
      
 
    “By the Crown?” 
 
      
 
    “It takes a lot of money to wage a war and the current king is… tired. Old. His two sons and one daughter are contending for the throne. The second son in particular seems quite eager to prove himself. Surely, you remember his name?” 
 
      
 
    It only took a moment for Viv to remember the expedition to the Min Goles mines a month before, in particular the fate of the Yiries. 
 
      
 
    “They were chased, their village destroyed. Oh damn, it was Prince Lancer. He tried to enslave them as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. Farren informed me of this, but I did not think that he would have the arrogance to disrupt the good working of Kazar. The church of Neriad is quite powerful here, and you don’t want the god of righteous war against you in a hotly disputed conflict. In any case, we are indeed being robbed. Well, the villagers are, probably. Have you deposited your gold at the bank?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, as you suggested.” 
 
      
 
    “The Manipeleso bank is not one to be trifled with. Even he should know that much and avoid doing anything. We are certainly going to feel some upheaval, however.” 
 
      
 
    “Should we do anything?” 
 
      
 
    “My dear, I love you for your kind heart, but you are being a moron. The path to salvation lies in diplomacy when facing an entire kingdom, even one split in two.” 
 
      
 
    “I just have a bad feeling about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me be prosaic. You wild witch. You no diplomat. You no can solve problem. More tea?” 
 
      
 
    “Some say that war is the continuation of diplomacy by other means,” Viv replied, massacring Clausewitz for the sake of sounding smart, “and those means include covert actions. It is too early in the game to decide but let’s not just immediately give up on doing anything.” 
 
      
 
    Viv had forestalled Varska’s protests by postponing a decision as she very well knew that she had much to lose and little to win in this whole affair. 
 
      
 
    Actually, that was not quite right. 
 
      
 
    “Shit, everyone knows about Solfis. What if they try to take him away?” 
 
      
 
    “You let them, and one week later he will return covered in blood and, I hope, less uptight.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, Varska, I really don’t.” 
 
      
 
    The mage stood up and sat by her side. She smelled nicely of flowers, as always. The familiar perfume soothed Viv. 
 
      
 
    “If it really scares you, we can leave for a while. Go visit those mountain tribe people you mentioned a few times. Live in a hut?” 
 
      
 
    “Would you?” 
 
      
 
    “You are asking me if I would exile myself when facing impossible odds?” 
 
      
 
    “Heh. Alright.” 
 
      
 
    Varska extended a small hand and took Viv’s. The witch enjoyed its warmth, the thin fingers, and the familiar small calluses that came from constant gardening. It was a hand she knew. 
 
      
 
    They spent some time together then Viv headed back, picking Marruk from the temple as she went. They had another war council at home. 
 
      
 
    //This is unexpected, and unwelcome. 
 
      
 
    “You may be spared on account of being a caster, but they’ll definitely rob me blind,” Marruk grumbled, “everyone knows that I am rich now.” 
 
      
 
    “How about putting money in the bank?” 
 
      
 
    “First, I’ll trust those northerners when I’m dead. Second, the Enorians can force me to make a withdrawal by removing a few toes. You think they will care? I’m a Kark. They’ll do whatever they want.” 
 
      
 
    “We could have some time before… No. They will already be on their way.” 
 
      
 
    //There is a 97% likelihood that enforcers are close, in the Deadshield Woods. 
 
    //And another 56% likelihood that the envoy came with them. 
 
    //They used the envoy to establish a veneer of legitimacy. 
 
    //But they do not want to leave Kazar time to negotiate for outside help. 
 
      
 
    “Damn. Then we must run, go somewhere else for a while. Solfis, is there anything we can do?” Viv asked. 
 
      
 
    //This is a surprise attack by one who has violated a treaty, Your Grace. 
 
    //You can only weather it and plan your counter-attack. 
 
    //Make sure that you keep the black mana core on you, as it is quite valuable. 
 
    //I would suggest a plan to pack up and leave in ten minutes. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. You’re right. I got too comfortable here, huh? Shit was bound to happen.” 
 
      
 
    //You had no reason to expect this treachery, Your Grace. 
 
      
 
    “But yes, shit is always bound to happen,” Marruk finished. 
 
      
 
    “Squee.” 
 
      
 
    Even Arthur could feel the tension and sadness in the air. 
 
      
 
    Viv went to bed late that night and had trouble falling asleep. It didn’t help that she was awakened two hours later by a hand on her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Mmmflg!” 
 
      
 
    “Good evening.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah. FUCK! Irao, what gives? You scared me.” 
 
      
 
    Two yellow eyes stared at her from the Hadal human’s bald face, glinting silently under the light of Nyil’s single moon. Below the neck, he was pure darkness. 
 
      
 
    “You must see this. Come with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Now?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Time is of the essence.” 
 
      
 
    The pair silently went into the main room as Viv took the time to pet a slightly worried dragon.  
 
      
 
    //I will come as well. 
 
      
 
    “We will be covering a lot of ground. You should save your strength. I swear on my entire race that I will bring her back safe and sound or die trying,” Irao replied. 
 
      
 
    Solfis took a few seconds to reply, which was uncharacteristic enough to worry Viv a bit. 
 
      
 
    //Your assessment is correct. 
 
    //I know that you speak the truth. 
 
    //I am taking a small gamble, do not make me regret it. 
 
      
 
    “We will be careful. I just need to show her.” 
 
      
 
    And that was that. Viv followed Irao out and toward the edge of the forest at a trot, head still swimming with sleep and the strangeness of the situation. She swallowed a snack and took a gulp of water from her canteen and felt alive again. She missed coffee. 
 
      
 
    The edge of the forest swallowed them. 
 
      
 
    “We will go faster now,” Irao said laconically. Then he must have triggered a skill. 
 
      
 
    Viv felt her entire being balloon with energy. The shadows of the night fell away and everything appeared in sharp relief. Viv could see every bramble, every thorn, feel the loam under her soles and how it would affect the race, and race she did. 
 
      
 
    Irao was ahead, running and showing the path but she herself could feel it call to her. A secret way drew her in. That exposed root needed her toes, and she had to duck under that branch just right. Those ferns would give way under her body, and there was sure footing beyond. They ran. Viv breathed big gulps of air, fresh and crisp. She just knew how everything should be. 
 
      
 
    A part of her almost resisted the effects, but she knew it was Irao’s doing and so she let it happen. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Finesse +1 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  You have reached a milestone! Your coordination and reflex are vastly improved. You will find it easier to execute precise movements. You can move faster. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Viv felt part of her body and soul absorb all those instincts and retain some of them, only an infinitesimal fragment, and yet it made a difference. To be that good, Irao’s finesse had to be… she could not imagine, but he had to sense the world differently.  
 
      
 
    Viv’s consideration lasted as they kept going. Her improved mind could process the travel and take some distance at the same time. Her earth brain would have been overwhelmed by the influx of information in a mere minute, yet now she could keep going for the whole night. 
 
      
 
    She really could. 
 
      
 
    Realistically, her body should have dropped very quickly, unable to bear the strain, yet she kept going without much discomfort. It was as if the power she used was borrowed. Diving deeper, she found traces of colorless mana in her conduits. 
 
      
 
    They went faster still.  
 
      
 
    Irao’s effects on his surroundings were amazing. He was doing something with the shadows, something that used black mana. She tried to focus on it but had little success. The black mana carried a meaning that escaped her. The concept was simply too mind-defying, or she was not experienced enough. 
 
      
 
    Exactly how powerful was the Hadal strain human? 
 
      
 
    Viv did not know, but she suspected that Kazar had two of the most dangerous entities on Param. And they both lived in her house. 
 
      
 
    Little by little, her considerations faded away until the path ahead became the center of her focus. It was not by choice. The pressure on her mind simply grew too much as minutes turned to hours. Eventually, it was well past midnight when they slowed down. 
 
      
 
    “Stop,” Irao said. 
 
      
 
    Viv resisted. They were so slow. It wasn’t right. The next spot of shadow was just over there. 
 
      
 
    “Stop. We have arrived.” 
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
    “Wake up, Viv. Qi Chuang.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    The strange language woke her up from her reverie. The skill broke and she collapsed forward, only saved from kissing the dirt by Irao’s timely support. 
 
      
 
    “Ooowwwww.” 
 
      
 
    She had the mother of all hangovers. 
 
      
 
    “You did well. Your mind is very resilient, it compensates for your lack of finesse well,” Irao said. 
 
      
 
    “It hurts…” 
 
      
 
    “Drink and eat, it will help.” 
 
      
 
    Viv grabbed for another energy snack and ate it thoughtfully. She took her time to drink slowly to keep the nausea at bay. They were smack bang in the middle of a thicket of ancient trees, their barks marked by the passage of generations of predators. Stunted shrubs battled for the few holes in the canopy, though only the moon shone through them at that moment. 
 
      
 
    “We have arrived. We are about forty Hallurian leagues from Kazar.” 
 
      
 
    Viv searched her mind and calculated that it was a bit less than sixty kilometers. They had traveled at the speed of a car. Not a very fast one, but still an impressive performance. 
 
      
 
    “Arrived where?” 
 
      
 
    “Come and look.” 
 
      
 
    Viv stood up on shaky legs and followed the bald quasi-human as he guided her up a beast trail. They ended up on a small elevation, barely deserving the term ‘hill’. There, a small promontory gave a decent view of the valley below and the massive encampment sprawling there. 
 
      
 
    Viv’s heart sank in her chest.  
 
      
 
    “At least… three hundred combatants. Heavy infantry. Horses,” she counted. 
 
      
 
    “Forty cavalrymen. Useless here but useful for roaming at the edge of the deadlands. They have black-mana shielding cloaks,” Irao said with the same detached tone. 
 
      
 
    The fighters had pitched their tents in orderly rows along the edge of the road. There were earthworks as well. 
 
      
 
    “They must have been here for a while.” 
 
      
 
    “No, this is earth magic.” 
 
      
 
    “They have a caster?” 
 
      
 
    “Three of them. Much weaker than you.” 
 
      
 
    That would not help. 
 
      
 
    The simple tents surrounded a much larger one topped by a white and blue flag displaying an unfamiliar heraldry, but she knew what that army was here for. 
 
      
 
    Beyond the army camp, there was a much larger, messier one composed of massive carriages drawn by teams of cornadons. A few sentries milled around, wearing no uniforms. It was a civilian camp, and it was at least twice as large as the military one. 
 
      
 
    They had not come to collect taxes. 
 
      
 
    “They are here to evict the local folks and replace them with loyalists,” Viv whispered. 
 
      
 
    “The earth at the edge of the deadlands is very fertile. The dust is filled with nutrients,” Irao said. 
 
      
 
    The locals were going to be forced out, then they would starve to death in the wilderness. The fields were long-seeded. The granaries stood almost empty. 
 
      
 
    Even with passing soldiers and the temple guard, there was no stopping that army. Not with three casters who could manipulate earth. 
 
      
 
    The walls of Kazar were going to fall. 
 
      
 
    People’s houses and belongings would be seized. 
 
      
 
    They were going to lose the city. 
 
      
 
    All those folks she had been helping would end up dead. They would fall one by one. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe…” 
 
      
 
    “Even if I assassinate the Prince, it will not help. They will still come, but they will come to kill indiscriminately,” Irao said.  
 
      
 
    Viv had meant to use Solfis, but the result was going to be the same. Viv suspected that Irao could slay an emperor, but he could not slay a thousand people. Maybe, just maybe, Solfis could. But Viv would not give the order to kill hundreds of civilians. She was not insane. 
 
      
 
    “Could we lure savage beasts to them, delay them a bit?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “If we had more time. They will reach the city in less than three days.” 
 
      
 
    The Hadal human studied Viv’s downcast expressions for a few seconds. 
 
      
 
    “I did not notice them before,” he finally said, “I am sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Not your fault.” 
 
      
 
    She thought about it. Mayor Ganimatalo had to be told. They would probably have to evacuate the city with whatever food they could carry. There was no other way. 
 
      
 
    “We need to head back.” 
 
      
 
    “Not now. You must rest first.” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot rest while this band of legal highwaymen is set to fall upon all of us.” 
 
      
 
    “You must, or you will not be able to withstand the skill. Sleep first.” 
 
      
 
    Viv made a token effort to protest, but exhaustion quickly caught up to her. No matter how good Irao’s skill was, she still had to make some effort herself. She found a recess between two roots and placed her head against her backpack. She was out in seconds. 
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 55: Before the Storm 
 
    


  
 
    Viv emerged from the edge of the woods and crashed on the ground, rolling on the green grass. 
 
      
 
    “Urggg.” 
 
      
 
    “You will have recovered in half a day,” Irao informed her with a calm voice. 
 
      
 
    That man was definitely not great at comforting. Viv finished all the water in her canteen, but it did not help. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, we got to move.” 
 
      
 
    Irao had disappeared. 
 
      
 
    “Well thanks anyway. Alright, Viv, on your feet.” 
 
      
 
    The witch courageously went home and picked up Marruk and Arthur, then headed to Varska’s tower. On the path, she did her best to ignore clumps of citizens discussing in low voices while children ran and cried. Ten minutes later, they were standing before all the Kazar head honchos, including the banker. It was at that moment that something that Viv never expected happened. 
 
      
 
    The mayor lost it. 
 
      
 
    Viv watched awkwardly as Corel accompanied the aging leader to her bedroom. They waited a few minutes in silence for him to come back. 
 
      
 
    “We made an announcement yesterday. I just… we did not think that the Enorians would act so quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a bit surprised that you would believe me on the spot. I expected you to be more suspicious,” Viv remarked, but Corel dismissed her question with a wave. 
 
      
 
    “I had the scouts follow that bastard envoy and they said that he didn’t have enough luggage to cross the forest, so he was part of a larger group. You only confirmed what we already believed. Have you noticed any flags?” 
 
      
 
    “There was a white and blue flag with, hmm, wings on the background and something else too.” 
 
      
 
    “A gryphon. The emblem of the second prince. What about the military unit?” 
 
      
 
    Viv closed her eyes and focused. The image of the camp appeared before her in all its ominous glory. 
 
      
 
    “A sort of shovel between two arrows on a grey background.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be the Bridgers, the Enorian siege specialists. One of the companies, in any case. They will have hybrid path earth movers, but more importantly snipers. Bowmen whose only goal is to pick off priority targets such as, well, you,” he said, referring to the two women. 
 
      
 
    Silence descended upon the room as everyone digested this piece of information. Viv felt like she could summarize their situation in one rude word. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t hold them, and if we stay here, they will take everything,” Corel said. 
 
      
 
    “Would they just really push everyone out into the wilds?” Viv asked. “Would the church not condemn that?” 
 
      
 
    Corel stared as if she had grown an extra head. 
 
      
 
    “They will not just leave the people outside. They will use the excuse of unpaid debt to capture them, and then sell them east as indentured servants. The population of Kazar could fetch prices in the thousands of gold talents, even if only half of us survive the trip. We have to evacuate, go into the mountains. Hope that they don’t follow. If I were them, I would.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we have no choice,” Farren said, “some of us need to stay behind as rear guards to force them to waste time. If they are forced to deploy their forces, it will take days for them to reorganize, even if we only offer a token resistance.” 
 
      
 
    “So you will join the defense?” Viv asked Farren. 
 
      
 
    “Those who come are not nobles fighting for power; it’s a royal-blooded asshole destroying an entire city. The Temple Guards will fight.” 
 
      
 
    “Even then, we need to split our forces,” Corel continued, “we will skirt the deadlands and that much vitality will attract attention. I will need all the guards to form a cordon. The scouts and hunters will stay on the wall since they’re the only people well-trained with the ranged weapons we have.” 
 
      
 
    “Ok,” Viv said, “then when do we start?” 
 
      
 
    Varska stood up. 
 
      
 
    “Now. We will ring the alarm. We… we need to tell them.” 
 
      
 
    The group left, expressions grave. All of Kazar’s public servants had assembled in a small cluster by the door. They were terrified. 
 
      
 
    “So… they are coming?” a plump girl with ink-stained fingers asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Viv said. 
 
      
 
    The girl started to cry, soon comforted by the others. Varska led the group to the tree. She moved her hand, and a bell rang from her tower. People started to move in a few minutes later until the entire square was packed with people. Viv had not seen such collective despair since she had left Afghanistan. 
 
      
 
    It was Farren who talked first. He whispered a quick prayer and a golden light shimmered around him. When he spoke, his voice was not loud, and yet even those at the other side could hear him with perfect clarity. 
 
      
 
    “The Enorians will be here in three days.” 
 
      
 
    Shocked cries. Tears. 
 
      
 
    “There will be hundreds of men. They will come to steal everything, including you, your children, and your family, but we won’t let them.” 
 
      
 
    Viv watched as the crowd clung to the glimmer of hope the branch leader offered them; how their eager faces drank in his words. 
 
      
 
    “We will leave. You will take your children and your food. You will take your cornadons and latch them to your carts, your carriages, and your sleds. You will help your neighbors and your friends. You will gather on the communal field with only the essentials, and we, the armed forces of Kazar, will lead you to safety. We cannot stop the army from taking this city, but we can stop them from taking its dearest treasure, you. Go now, and do as I say. Remember, only pack up the essentials. The convoy will leave in a day. Now go. Go!” 
 
      
 
    One by one, then in larger groups, the majority of the crowd dispersed to pack up. They were traumatized but determined, Viv thought. Only a few people stayed to ask questions, some of them struck with disbelief. Eventually, Farren gathered all the incredulous. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, the Enorian Second Prince is coming in person, and he has brought around six hundred civilians with him. There is not enough room in the fertile strip for six hundred folks unless you remove others first. Take it as you will, but I know what I think. I think that Prince Lancer sold your lands and means to make some extra cash by having you work on his fields, or those belonging to Baran. You can stay and try your luck if you think you have a chance; nobody will force you to come. Personally, though, I would not count on any sort of mercy.” 
 
      
 
    Viv did not stay, she went back to gather her stuff and then moved her meagre possessions to the sled, which Marruk decided to carry to the meeting point herself. Solfis went on the sled and Arthur accompanied the witch as she went to the tower. Varska was in the greenhouse as she came in. Contrary to usual, she was not moving. 
 
      
 
    Viv stopped when she realized what it meant. 
 
      
 
    “You… cannot take them with you?” 
 
      
 
    “No. We have no room, and they would die anyway. Most would not survive in this climate.” 
 
      
 
    Varska sighed heavily. Viv did not know what to do until she turned to the side and saw one of the largest specimens. It had a large center and yellow and red petals that shone in the morning’s light. White, ethereal motes sometimes danced around it. 
 
      
 
    “Your suncult marea, the one you had since you were a kid. We can take it. There is enough room in the sled.” 
 
      
 
    Varska turned around and watched the massive flower. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. My most precious work. It can be saved.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me help.” 
 
      
 
    With extreme care and the help of Varska’s maid, they packed the essentials in record time. There were not a lot of them, Viv realized. It was a bit tragic how the mage’s life and legacy could be held in such little luggage. She had even left her favorite tea set behind. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to take it?” 
 
      
 
    “I know when to prioritize life, my dear. Come on, finish everything and then we will go to the training fields. I need to teach you a few things if we are to hold off earth users.” 
 
      
 
    Varska’s stuff was left on one of the temple’s carts and the two were soon walking to the training grounds. 
 
      
 
    “Has Ganimatalo recovered yet? She is the mayor, we kind of need her,” Viv said to fill the silence. 
 
      
 
    “I did not ask, but I have not seen her since the incident. Corel has taken over her responsibilities for now. You must understand, she never married and spurned her original family. Kazar was all she had, and it’s gone now.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not gone yet.” 
 
      
 
    “It is. You may not realize it, but it is. We cannot hold it. The mayor knows it and she sees all her plans going up in smoke because of something that she had little opportunity to anticipate and no opportunity to stop. Just imagine spending twenty years growing something and the local authorities just legally confiscate it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d be mad.” 
 
      
 
    “She is old, Viv. You can only get so mad. In any case, where are Marruk and Solfis?” 
 
      
 
    “They should be at the meeting point. I only picked up Arthur.” 
 
      
 
    Varska turned and glared at her as they passed by a smith lowering his anvil onto a cart, his arms straining with the weight. 
 
      
 
    “First lesson. In a war situation, you never leave the secure compound without an escort. Never. That’s how they get you.” 
 
      
 
    “You think they would send assassins to pick us off?” Viv asked, a bit ashamed that she had not thought of it.  
 
      
 
    She immediately felt stupid for asking.  
 
      
 
    It made perfect sense. In fact, that’s exactly what she would have done on earth. Fighting monsters instead of humans was dulling her strategic edge. It was not because the people of Nyil didn’t have guns, but that they didn’t have brains. Taking down a caster would always be a great boon, even in more civilized places where war mages were sure to be more common. 
 
      
 
    “It does not matter what I think, dear. If you are part of a military force, you get yourself an escort. Period. If you must remember one thing from this lesson, remember that. The Kark are losing against the Pure League because their shamans keep being taken down by an order of assassins, not because they have inferior armies.” 
 
      
 
    “If mages are so strong, can the two of us not defeat the foe?” 
 
      
 
    Varska stopped to consider the question. 
 
      
 
    “You know, if every last fighter on our side is willing to die, if Solfis goes on a rampage until he runs out of energy, if the enemy snipers are disabled properly, and if the Prince has not brought a dangerous bodyguard, then yes, victory is possible. Most of us would still die, though. Are you willing to try it? I am not.” 
 
      
 
    “When you put it that way…” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Bide your time.” 
 
      
 
    The pair went to pick up their bodyguards. The communal field was slowly filling up, and a line of carts was already heading out onto the road leading to the mountains. There were a lot of crying people, including children, but most of the folks were too shell-shocked to show much emotion. Marruk left the sled where it was with the suncult marea resting on it. The view would have been comical in other circumstances. 
 
      
 
    Stress settled in Viv’s stomach when they arrived at the training grounds. Her gaze returned to the edge of the trees as if drawn by a magnet, the familiar vista now hostile and threatening. It felt like a betrayal. 
 
      
 
    Varska did not wait. 
 
      
 
    “Red mana users will throw fire at your face, but brown mages will use the ground around you to attack, if you let them. Fortunately, people with a good command of mana like us can fend it off. You need to saturate the ground with your own mana as soon as you feel a spell going off. You do not have to use everything you have, merely enough to disrupt the spell. Now, spread mana in the ground around you.” 
 
      
 
    “Just sending raw mana?” 
 
      
 
    “You can just spread a tendril, like you normally do. Try it.” 
 
      
 
    Viv did. Sending mana out of her body was instinctual by now, but she had never tried to send one below. It was actually not that difficult. There was significantly more resistance than sending one through the air, but nothing insurmountable. Now that she thought about it, her mana was not really pushing the air away when it came out of her body, though it was still affecting it. 
 
      
 
    Viv shook her head and gave up on exploring the physics behind mana shaping. She didn’t have that sort of time right now. 
 
      
 
    Varska said a few words, drew glyphs that Viv recognized as ‘earth’, ‘direction’, and ‘push’ and Viv felt the ground shake under her feet. The mana spike bounced against the construct, and won. The spell petered out. 
 
      
 
    “Ah yes, I forgot that black mana is the most disruptive of all. This will serve you well. Now, you must train to detect the attacks. I will let the mana build up first. We will do this slowly.” 
 
      
 
    Varska trained Viv for an hour, then she went to meditate for another under Solfis’ vigilant protection. The golem had simply deployed and walked to the edge of the forest where he had disappeared, and Viv felt sorry for any poor bastards trying to sneak up on him. The practice continued throughout the afternoon. 
 
      
 
    Detecting a spell build-up was not too hard, but aiming the spike at it was, sometimes. Viv had to force it. As soon as she believed she had things well in hand, Varska started to use feints and multi-directional attacks. After that Varska used less mana to make Viv more sensitive. It was close enough to the way she trained mana sensitivity to be easy to handle. Although her skill did not progress, she still felt like she was making headway. 
 
      
 
    “Enough for today,” Varska said as the sun set, “you are… passable.” 
 
      
 
    “Lies. The enemy casters cannot do what you do,” Viv replied. 
 
      
 
    “Of course not!” Varska clamored, then she realized her mistake. “It does not mean that you should not try your best. Who can do the most can do the least!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah yeah.” 
 
      
 
    They headed back to the tower, alone. Varska settled in the greenhouse to say goodbye, Viv guessed. 
 
      
 
    “Will you spend the night?” Varska asked. 
 
      
 
    “Here?” 
 
      
 
    “We still have the linen. And tea as well as my favorite tea set. What more can you ask?” 
 
      
 
    That was such an easy trap. Viv placed a hand on the small of her lover’s back, where it curved gently. 
 
      
 
    “You, of course,” she whispered in her ear. 
 
      
 
    “You know,” Varska said with a scowl, “it would be rather terrible if I thought you didn’t mean it.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 56: Siege 
 
      
 
    That night, Varska was hungry and passionate. Viv had never thought that the risk of death would provoke such a powerful response in her otherwise bashful partner. She slept soundly and woke up to another training session. Farren went to visit them in the field. 
 
      
 
    “The scouts found them. They will arrive tonight, or tomorrow morning if they want to arrive refreshed. Lorn is holding a council to decide on our strategy.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re coming.” 
 
      
 
    The meeting was taking place in the temple of Neriad, which happened to have a war room with a map of Kazar and its immediate surroundings. 
 
      
 
    “I must admit,” Corel said, “that you are better prepared than I am.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, well, I thought I would be using it against the undead,” Lorn said. “Enough of this, we have little time. I think it best if the guards escort the refugees. I’m not sure they have the organization required to retreat in good order.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed not. They are much better at creating a cordon,” Corel allowed with no anger, “but you should keep Tars and her squad of archers. They’re only decent, but you need all the help you can get.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. So, we get everyone out and under guard escort. Corel, can you lead the convoy?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, I will. We’ll head to the last waypoint before the mountain and collect people, food, and water on the way. The granaries are already empty.” 
 
      
 
    “That works. In the meanwhile, we want to attract the Bridgers’ attention as soon as they exit the forest. Any ideas?” 
 
      
 
    “I can use a basic artillery spell from the walls to force them to handle us. If I go after lunch, everything will be settled by tonight and I will still have some mana to work with,” Varska said. 
 
      
 
    “They will have to take you out or risk losing anything important. Can you really reach that far?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and kill a few soldiers. It will be terribly inefficient but, again, they cannot afford to ignore me. Not if their prince is around.” 
 
      
 
    “Assuming that they take the bait, they will try to head for the gate. Unless they can breach the walls?” 
 
      
 
    “Earth casters could do it if the walls were not enchanted. They are,” Varska said. “I can also tell if someone is trying to climb them. I will direct interception squads from the gate.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    Lorn turned to someone that Viv had seen a few times but didn’t know very well. He was a forester, looking at everyone from under thick brows and distinctly uncomfortable. Viv assumed he was the head of the scouts. 
 
      
 
    “Michar, can you hold the gate?” 
 
      
 
    “Until I can’t.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll stay with you. Koro and Torm will take a few guards and run around. We have to focus our forces or we’ll never stop them long enough for it to matter. You will help us there, Varska?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be by the entrance with you. That is where we can be of the most use,” the mage answered, speaking for both of them.  
 
      
 
    Viv didn’t mind. She had literally zero experience fighting a medieval magical battle. She counted on the others to use their expertise and keep her alive, as she had expected her NCOs and command to keep her alive back on earth. There was little question of pride for her. She wanted to win and live to tell the tale; the rest was secondary. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Lorn answered, slowly. “The rest will be organized at squad level. Dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    The two casters moved back to the tower for lunch. Viv was worried about Arthur, but the squealing lady could fly around and find them if she was feeling too worried. Varska had them go to the second floor and prepared tea. They still had some food leftover for the occasion. Simple fare, like stuffed bread. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” Varska said, serving Viv a cup. The liquid was light purple and looked magical, “since we are going to lose the plants anyway, I made special tea. We should enjoy it. Have the first taste.” 
 
      
 
    Viv sipped the piping hot liquid. It was flowery with a full, pleasant touch that lingered on the tongue. 
 
      
 
    “Delicious,” Viv said, and took another sip. Varska was looking at her with a pleasant smile that Viv knew was fake. The smile cracked. A tear rolled down her scarred cheek. 
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Viv wanted to ask what she was sorry about, but her mouth opened and would not move. The cup slipped from her fingers and spilled the hot content on her armor. She collapsed forward. Varska stood up and held her up with a gentle touch. Tea dripped from her chin. 
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry. I know that you want to stay and fight but… I cannot allow it.” 
 
      
 
    Viv was pushed back onto the couch. She was entirely paralyzed, except for her lungs and eyes. Her heart beat furiously against her ribs but there was nowhere to push all that energy. She tried to scream her anguish and her shock. Only a rattling sob escaped her throat. 
 
      
 
    “The truth is that we cannot risk you. We will have to skirt the edges of the deadlands. Not even an archmage could keep everyone alive over several days, at least not alone. But you can. You can keep killing revenants for two days straight. Only you can do that. Without you, not even half of those people will cross the mountains and find some shelter.” 
 
      
 
    Varska kneeled and brushed an errant strand of auburn hair away from Viv’s eyes. Viv wanted so much to fight it. Mana rose to answer her call but there were no spells she could use to free herself, and her poisoner still had the key to her heart.  
 
      
 
    “You would have stayed with me, whether I wanted it or not. You would have tried to save the wounded.” 
 
      
 
    No one gets left behind. 
 
      
 
    “Do not try to deny it.” 
 
      
 
    It did not MATTER! 
 
      
 
    “I know that I am doing a terrible thing. I know. I’m not asking for forgiveness. I simply can’t risk you.” 
 
      
 
    Not her fucking call. Not her fucking call at all. She was doing this again, the bullshit sacrificial lamb act. Viv was so fucking fed up with this utter stupidity. It was not. Her. Decision. To. Take. 
 
      
 
    “And I can’t risk the hundreds of civilians who would die. I made an oath and still have a shred of honor, after all. I… hope that we join after this is done and that you slap me. I am so sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Varska left and Viv seethed in silence, black mana snaking across her figure. Lorn entered the room. He winced. 
 
      
 
    “She looks mad. I hope you don’t come to regret this decision.” 
 
      
 
    “She has every right to be mad. Now go, we don’t have much time.” 
 
      
 
    Lorn picked Viv up in a princess carry and moved out and toward the field. Viv’s gaze was turned so that she could only see the white walls of Kazar’s house and a corner of the sky. It was blue. It was fucking blue. 
 
      
 
    “You know, if you kill me now and I face the golden god, I sure as fuck won’t know what to tell him.” 
 
      
 
    Viv blinked and retracted the black, sharp tendrils she saw rising in the air. Some of the tension left Lorn. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” Marruk yelled, somewhere in the distance. They had reached the clearing.  
 
      
 
    Lorn put her down on her sled. There was a piece of something digging into her back. She saw a corner of Marruk’s outraged red skin and her dark hair, then Arthur jumped on Lorn and bit his armor before there could be an argument. The dragonling jumped on Viv’s chest and started hissing at anyone approaching. Viv could only see white scales and the ever-blue sky. Marruk and Lorn argued for a whole minute before Viv spotted Marruk’s face not far from hers. 
 
      
 
    “She’s going to be so pissed…” 
 
      
 
    Arthur swatted her away. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, alright!”  
 
      
 
    The sled started moving and did not stop. It smelled of earth, of sun on the grass.  
 
      
 
    //Unexpected. 
 
      
 
    Sometimes, there was a hint of cornadon dung. Birds sang in the distance. They didn’t stop. Arthur was coiled around her and kept her warm. Marruk came and managed to make her drink water. She also moved her a bit, for comfort. 
 
      
 
    Anger faded. It was replaced by stress and anguish. 
 
      
 
    Night came. Viv managed to reach a sort of balance. Varska would return to her, and she would chew her out and most likely dump her for betraying her trust like that. Hope and terror struck a balance. Viv stared at the moon as it appeared above her. She fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    In the morning, she could move a bit but was still incapable of walking. She looked around and saw that she was at the tail of a convoy hundreds of meters long. Kazar had an abundance of carriages due to all the traffic it saw, but she had no idea that they had so many. Lots of them were drawn by sturdy farmers instead of horses. There were a lot of beasts as well. Roaming bands of kids plundered the edge of the forest for fruits and nuts, unaware of the tragedy.  
 
      
 
    There was smoke in the distance, back where they had come from. The pillar was undisturbed by winds and could be seen from very far. Kazar had disappeared around a bend in the road. It was already tens of kilometers away. 
 
      
 
    In the early morning, wounded started trailing in, then the majority of the scouts and some guards with bandaged limbs and empty quivers. The Temple Guards were next, minus five. The halberd-wielding man was not with them, and neither was Varska. Lorn explained it to her with red, tired eyes. She had been covering their retreat. The archers had picked her off.  
 
      
 
    They got her in the chest, several times.  
 
      
 
    She was dead.  
 
      
 
    Viv closed her eyes and screamed, and Arthur attacked Lorn again. 
 
    




  
 
    Viv had regained full function by the afternoon. She rode on horseback between Marruk and Koro, Lorn having wisely decided to stay hidden. They picked off small packs of revenants before they could make a nuisance of themselves. The guards were able to push individuals back by themselves, but they could not afford a buildup. 
 
      
 
    She did not say a thing the whole day, except to Arthur who was sticking to her and hissing at people getting too close. Even Marruk had been too ashamed to speak.  
 
      
 
    If it were not for the scaled one, Viv would have felt more alone than ever in her life. Suddenly, the Kazarians were alien beings, with their slight green skin tone. They had lost their familiarity, their status as fellow citizens. Viv felt disgusted by their noise and smells. Only the slow pulse of potent black mana in her being still attached her to Nyil, her strange new world. More than disgust, she felt a deep-seated, slow-burning rage aimed at everyone and everything. She hated Solfis and Marruk for failing her. She hated Kazar for losing and Enoria for winning. She hated Varska for dying and leaving her behind. The devouring, all-encompassing ember turned her heart into a husk. 
 
      
 
    In the evening, the convoy stopped and Viv was asked to join the command tent which was being pitched in a hurry. 
 
      
 
    “I thought we were not meant to stop,” she grumbled. 
 
      
 
    They had not the night before. Tired villagers had slept at the top of carriages for a few hours before swapping with others. They had to create some distance. 
 
      
 
    Viv dismounted under the faraway gaze of guards milling about. In the command tent, she found the most important people minus the mayor who was still catatonic. And Varska who was dead. The person who had stopped the convoy was called Brenna, and she worked for the temple as an administrator. Among other things, she was in charge of the healers.  
 
      
 
    “We need to stop for four hours at least. It will attract a large amount of undead, so we need a way to distract them. Fortunately, I have an enchanted orb that can simulate a high level of vitality for a few hours.” 
 
      
 
    “How come you have such a thing?” Corel asked with suspicion. 
 
      
 
    “It was designed by the main temple in Mornyr. By deploying the orb, one can shift an entire army of revenants and allow a strike team to reach a necromancer relatively unharmed. I’d say that the current situation justifies the expense. In any case, I need someone who can deploy the artefact and thin the horde, then return safely.” 
 
      
 
    She looked at Viv. Viv knew she was going to do it, and it pissed her off. They had no right to presume. They were nobodies. 
 
      
 
    “Why do we need to stop?” she asked, belligerent. 
 
      
 
    “We have twelve women who went into labor at the same time because of the stress. It was all we could do to delay the births, but now we need to proceed with the deliveries. Four hours is the bare minimum to do so safely, and the rest of the… the refugees… they could use the sleep anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t you put the women on top of carriages or something?” Viv demanded. 
 
      
 
    Brenna took a deep, tired breath. She was exhausted too, Viv noticed offhandedly. Not that she gave a shit. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Bob, I know that you are hurting right now, but I really need you not to be a cunt.” 
 
      
 
    When Viv stopped, she was fifteen centimeters away from the other woman. She could count every eyelash, every vein in her bloodshot eyes. A black, jagged tendril writhed and severed a few grey hairs. They fell down in silence. There were other tendrils dancing around the woman. 
 
      
 
    Koro was standing next to them, her face tortured with worry. 
 
      
 
    “Please…” the amazon said. 
 
      
 
    Viv returned her attention to the deathly pale nurse and delicately picked the orb from trembling hands. She felt its weight in her palm. It was a powerful item, yet the trigger mechanism was simple enough that a child could have used it. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t push me ever again,” she whispered, and found that she meant it. Brenna had been… a cordial work acquaintance. Before. Now, she was no one. And she had gone too far. 
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    Outside the tent, the world had fallen silent as well. Viv turned when she saw a massive, clawed hand pushing the flap aside. 
 
      
 
    //Your Grace, I felt your anger. 
 
    //Should I… intervene? 
 
      
 
    The voice was cold, yet mellifluous. Like a psychopathic butler.  
 
      
 
    “Solfis? Is this wise?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    //Recent events have shown the limits of my danger prediction algorithms. 
 
    //Additionally, I believe that my full-time services will be needed in the near future. 
 
    //The time for discretion is over. 
 
      
 
    Viv ignored the multiple curses coming from Lorn and Corel. She turned to Brenna. 
 
      
 
    “Where do I set it up?” 
 
      
 
    “A… a league away is fine. You will have to kill the revenants as they come or they will start tracking us. You can also go farther and leave survivors.” 
 
      
 
    “A league away it is.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” Lorn said. Viv stopped. “I don’t know what that thing is, but it’s not as important as protecting you right now. I’m coming as well.” 
 
      
 
    “This is Solfis, a battle golem. He will protect me. You can fuck off.” 
 
      
 
    “But…” 
 
      
 
    “Just fuck off.” 
 
      
 
    Viv went out and realized why no one had committed suicide by golem. Marruk had walked by Solfis’ side, telling people to calm down. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll help. I failed you but I’ll help,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Viv considered giving her the Lorn treatment but… she could not do it. Not with the kicked puppy expression on the stout woman’s face. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s just go.” 
 
      
 
    “Squee.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you are coming as well.” 
 
    
  
 
    The four of them went out into the deadlands. One human, one Kark, one golem and one dragon. The sparse grass quickly gave way to black shrubs, and earth, to dust. Viv welcomed the familiar spice of black mana saturation, even if it was slowly killing her. It felt… familiar. Normal. They rode under the stars for a few minutes in a silence that did not need to be filled. Viv felt the oppressive emotion of the camp lift from her shoulders, but it only made her grief more raw.  
 
      
 
    They settled on a small hill with the collapsed walls of a barn, long cleared of presence. Viv activated the orb with a small push of her mana and deposited it on a stone. It opened like a blooming flower, giving an enticing scent of life and happiness. Viv passed a hand over the construct and recognized it for what it was, an illusion. 
 
      
 
    Marruk and Solfis went to stand around her. Above, Arthur screeched in defiance, eager to assert her domination over the skies. 
 
      
 
    The first revenant appeared only a few seconds later. It crawled from under a collapsed pillar. It turned to ash.  
 
      
 
    They waited. 
 
      
 
    One by one at first, then in a single file, revenants trickled in. They stumbled and died and still they kept going. A farm girl with her dress torn open and a stab wound. A drowned man. A forester with an arm missing. A soldier still wearing the debris of his armor with a broken spear through his chest. They streamed in and returned to nothingness, single-minded and useless and just plain fucking stupid. They were just vile wastes of space with no purpose but to spread pain, and she could do nothing because there was a fucking gazillion of them and they just kept coming. For no reason. There was not even any prey here. All that vitality; just a fucking lie. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you still. Fucking MOVING?” 
 
      
 
    A broad man in a ratty doublet. A gutted caravan hand. An old man in a shift. 
 
      
 
    “You are dead, all of you! Do you hear me? DEAD! YOU ARE ALL FUCKING DEAD. STOP. MOVING. MASS YOINK.” 
 
      
 
    Ash to cover her ankles, then knees. Solfis went and dismembered a gut spiller sneaking up on them. Marruk smashed those that crawled and those she missed, pulping their skulls on the barren earth. A large bat fell to the ground, shredded to bits. They worked in silence and the horde walked to them, and the horde died. 
 
      
 
    Viv blew her nose and realized that she had been crying. There were wet trails sticking ash and dust to her cheeks. Black mana coursed smoothly through her being. She had never felt so in tune with it before. 
 
      
 
    And then, the combat stopped. Only a few stragglers were left. 
 
      
 
    //We have incoming riders, Your Grace.  
 
    //Coming from the west. 
 
      
 
    From Kazar. 
 
      
 
    Viv saw them quickly, forty cavalry men in isolating black leather. They were heading straight toward them at good speed. 
 
      
 
    Viv sat on a column and waited, watching them approach with glee. Arthur landed and spat out a bird head. 
 
      
 
    “Skreee.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, I see them too.” 
 
      
 
    The leader of the detachment raised a fist and his men slowed down. They wore conical helmets in the same style as the foot knights of the envoy. Enorians. They stopped a short distance away. 
 
      
 
    “What in Marador’s name is this?” their leader hissed. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a witch sir, and a golem. Maybe they created that burst of vitality,” another fighter suggested by his side. 
 
      
 
    “You there,” the leader continued, “we know of you, witch. If you surrender and give us the location of the iron mine which the temple illegally acquired, we promise that you will be treated fairly and be allowed to leave free. Otherwise, you will face the full might of the Enorian military like the rest of the rabble.” 
 
      
 
    Greed. It was greed. It was always greed. 
 
      
 
    She took one step forward. She felt with perfect clarity as the soles of her boots dove into the ash, crushing brittle bones beneath. Her mind went blank with the white noise of absolute rage.  
 
      
 
    Viv screamed all that rage. She pushed it out from the pyre of her heart. Black mana exploded from her being in every direction, and it was pure and fresh and beautiful. Glyphs shimmered and danced in the air. She had never cast so many spells in so short a time, but there was no other way. She had to use all that energy, all that anger. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Acuity +1 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Black Witch 3/5 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The riders were savaged. Marruk dove low and crashed into a destabilized soldier, pushing man and beast to the ground. Solfis went to the other side and mowed through their ranks like a blender. It was a slaughter. 
 
      
 
    Viv came down from the rush of casting so many spells to watch her allies take out the handful of survivors. It looked like Solfis had given up on someone galloping away but a white form descended on the fugitive. There was a very brief struggle, barely half a second, then the dragonling latched on the rider’s throat with her jaw and the combat ended in a spray of arterial blood. 
 
      
 
    //Your Grace, I know that the timing is poor. 
 
    //Yet I must thank you for providing an answer for a question I had asked myself for the past three hundred years. 
 
      
 
    Viv felt empty, so empty. A vague push of curiosity made her meet Solfis’ yellow glare. 
 
      
 
    //When my creator, Irlefen, died during the cataclysm, I spent centuries fighting a losing battle in the ruins of Harrak. 
 
    //Every year, there were fewer of us and more of the deadliest kind of undead. 
 
    //It was a fight I could not win. 
 
    //For the memory of a man I had not saved. 
 
    //I do not possess flesh, and the way I perceive things is different from yours. 
 
    //But now thanks to you, I can put a name on what made me suffer all those years. 
 
    //It was the feeling of being powerless. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. That is… what I feel.” 
 
      
 
    //I have always been limited by my nature. 
 
    //Too many hard-coded directives. 
 
    //You, however, are free. 
 
    //Your Grace, I owe you my second life. 
 
    //I do not want you to feel powerless. 
 
      
 
    “No. I know what I need to do now, to erase that stain from my soul.” 
 
      
 
    Viv stepped forward and found the knight leader behind the corpse of his mount. He had kept silent, even as he held the ruin of his right hand. His bulging eyes found Viv’s cold glare as she kneeled by his side, Solfis only a step behind. She grabbed his face in her gloved hand and pulled him up, her strength up to the task despite his armor. 
 
      
 
    “I am going to find that prince of yours, Enorian. I will break his dream and I will break his body. I will watch life fade from his eyes. It will take a year or ten, but I will find him. No fortress wall will hold me back. This is my world now, until this account is settled. He will die.” 
 
      
 
    The man whimpered. 
 
      
 
    “If I had the luxury of the choice, I would pour molten iron down your throat to satiate that thirst of yours, but you’re in luck. We need information. You will be coming with us. We have a war to plan. This isn’t over.” 
 
      
 
    //No, Your Grace. 
 
    //It is finally beginning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    End of book two. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Afterword. 
 
    Thanks for reading! As I mentioned, this story is a web serial and the conclusions might be less cut and dry than other, more traditional stories. If you want to read more, Royal Road hosts this story and many others. I also have a Patreon where the most recent chapters are published.  
 
    You already supported me by reading this, but if you enjoyed the story, please consider leaving a review on Amazon as they are absolutely vital to indie publishing.  
 
      
 
    If you have questions or comments, feel free to visit our Discord. Look for the Bob channels.  
 
      
 
    I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. See you next time, if it pleases you. Squee! 
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