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        Necromancer of Valor

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia Mournvalley is a born and raised necromancer, and a powerful one at that. She had never liked the way necromancers lived and so escaped her home country with the aid of an adventurer called Gilbert, She had hoped to start a fresh life as an adventurer in the city of Valor. With her upbringing still haunting her it turns out to be a lot harder than she thought. Luckily she has a few new friends by her side.
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        Chapter 1 - The arrival

    
    
    
    
                The afternoon was slightly too warm for the liking of a curious pair of individuals traveling along a well-used road towards their goal. Leading the way was Gilbert, a massive bear of a man well in his forties, covered in an assortment of gear and armor, he towered over regular folk by a foot or two. Though initially a bit threatening, his kind demeanor and premature graying usually reminded people of their grandfathers and that made him easy to be around.

His companion couldn’t be more different, as Anastacia was barely the size of one of his legs. Short, lean to a point of malnutrition and impossibly pale, gave her a slightly ghastly appearance with the help of her long white hair.


“We're almost at the northern wall. There's a lovely inn there, that's basically my home these days. All the adventurers there are good people. Though some might be a bit weird, but you need to be a bit weird to make it in here.” Gilbert explained and pointed towards a massive gray city wall in the distance.

For kilometers around the walls, the area had been cleared of anything larger than a small bush, and you could see all the way to the horizon, unhindered by trees or hills. The walls themselves continued just as far in both directions and made for a stunning sight. Beyond those walls was the gigantic city called Valor. Though calling it a city was technically not entirely correct, as it was a sovereign nation as well. The uniqueness of Valor didn’t end there either, as the vast majority of its citizens were adventurers by trade, and the rest either provided services for the adventurers or worked for the city itself.

If anyone, of any creed or race ever felt like they didn’t belong or simply needed to disappear, Valor would gladly allow them to join the ranks of adventurers, without asking so much as their real name. All one needed to do was to abide by the laws of Valor and the guild controlling it and earn their keep by completing quests for the guild. In return for organizing everything and keeping the bounty boards full of new quests, the guild simply took a small cut from every reward one of their adventurers received by completing a quest.

Gilbert himself had been an adventurer for ages, but the young girl following him was arriving to the city for the very first time and planned to become an adventurer.

“Can't be worse than Mournvalley anyway.” Anastacia said and picked up a flower that was growing by the side of the road. She frowned slightly before sniffing it and immediately gagged. “Ugh… Gross, there’s a ton of corpses under these fields. Even the flowers here smell horrible.”

“Really?” Gilbert took the flower from her and sniffed it a couple of times but didn’t notice anything odd. “Seems fine to me, though you are right about the corpses. It's a small country with a single walled city, so around the time the adventurers seized it, there were a few nations stupid enough to think it would be a good idea to attack a city full of adventurers.” He explained. “They cleared the corpses from around the walls though, so you won't even notice it from inside, besides there’s always fresh snacks on sale right past the gates and their scent covers just about anything.”

“Good, I'm so tired of this smell.” Anastacia sighed and covered her nose.

The closer to the city they got, more people they came across on the road. Most of them Anastacia had only seen in books, and she managed to make a few of them uncomfortable by staring for too long. Not only was is it exciting to see elves, dwarves, beast folk and a few rarer races for the first time, seeing them all in a single place was mind blowing to her.

Eventually Gilbert got tired of stopping for every passerby and hurried the girl along until they made it to the gates. Standing by the gates were a few guards that briefly stopped everyone trying to enter the city, seemingly just to greet them, no bags were checked or reasons for entering asked.

Eventually one of the guards noticed Gilbert and waved him and Anastacia over. “Gilbert! Where’s the rest of your party? I highly doubt that they stayed behind to enjoy the sights…” He asked and looked a bit worried.

Gilbert sighed and shook his head. He had parted for Mournvalley with three relatively green adventurers he had just met, but things had gone south during the quest and he was now the sole survivor of the group.

“I see... I'll mark them down and have their names added to the walls. If you don't mind me saying, they had it coming. All talk and no show, you know the type. Glad you're back though, Rosie would be devastated if something happened to you, and if something happens to her, it happens to everyone living by the north gate.” The guard said, lazily leaning on his halberd.

It was customary that the names of adventurers that fell during a quest would be engraved onto the walls of the city. Usually there was no way to recover the body, and there was no room for a graveyard, so the wall was used as a massive cenotaph for them. Lining the foot of the wall under the names was a thick coating of candle wax from the candles left by friends, lovers and family members of the deceased. Anastacia lost track of time while going through all the different names from different cultures around the world.

“And who is this?” The guard asked and gently tapped Anastacia’s shoulder with the blunt end of his polearm.

“Anna is-“ Gilbert started to explain but was interrupted by the girl.

“The name's Anastacia Mournvalley, like the country. I'm here to join the guild and form a party with ol' Gibber here!” She introduced herself and did a quick curtsy.

The guard rubbed his chin. “Mournvalley you say? So you're a necromancer then? Alrighty... No necromancy within the walls, if you have thralls with you, they have to wait outside, further away the better. Can't risk them spreading some disease inside. That applies to gear and ornaments made from corpses too. If a guardsman like me thinks you're too covered in corpse parts, you'll be issued a mandatory bath ticket. I know how you necromancers like to get out there.” He listed the rules specific to necromancers while counting with his fingers to make sure he remembered all of them.

“Now wait a seco-“ Gilbert started protesting what seemed like unfair treatment to him, but was interrupted by Anastacia again.

“I know! It's disgusting! Back home everyone reeked like they were undead themselves. You don't have to worry about me dragging anything like that with me.” She said cheerily.

The guard was pleasantly surprised by how readily she accepted the limitations. “Where'd you find her, Gil? I like her already.” He asked and turned back to the necromancer herself. “Anyway, don't worry about the tickets too much, on some hot days I wish I was one of you corpse risers too. The bathhouse is amazing, but it costs quite a bit with my pay. Not that we’ve issued any tickets for years, your kind isn’t exactly a common sight nowadays.” The guard said and quickly grabbed something from a satchel he was carrying and handed Anastacia a paper that appeared to be a contract and a grape-sized glass ball. “Here's your paperwork and adventurer's pearl, I trust Gil and Rosie will help you fill them. Once you're registered, you can use the pearl to prove your identity while accepting quests and so forth. Welcome to Valor, kid.”

To not keep the guard busy for too long, Gilbert suggested they head through the gate.

“Keep her alive ol' Gibber!” The guard hollered after them, and laughed with the other guards and adventurers by the gate.

            

    
        Chapter 2 - Rosie

    
    
    
    
                “If that nickname doesn’t die off within a week, I’ll take you back where I found you.” Gilbert mumbled under his breath. “Let’s just go to the inn I told you about. The owner, Rosie, can be a bit intense at times, but she’s not the type to turn people away, so she can probably offer a room for you even though you don’t have any money.”

The first thing Anastacia noticed once she entered the city, was the oppressive yet pleasant scent of all the food stalls set up all over the market area that opened up straight after the gates. Loosely arranged into a grid around a fountain in the middle of the market, the stands offered a somewhat random assortment of items, ranging from baked goods to trinkets to alchemical potions. The buildings around the market housed even more services that an adventurer would find useful, like a blacksmith and tailor.

Every stand they passed seemed to have something that caught Anastacia’s eye, something she had never seen before. They spent almost an hour going through the selection, without any intent of actually buying anything.

“The stalls around here will usually buy pretty much anything valuable-looking you might find out there, but keep in mind that everyone else is bringing them in too, so don’t expect any mind-blowing offers. Still, it’s good to know what everything is worth out there, so you won’t get outright scammed.” Gilbert advised the necromancer as she tried on a few hats she had spotted. “The snacks are freshly made and taste amazing too, but for a proper meal, you should speak to Rosie.”

Anastacia placed the hats back where she had taken them from after getting a glare from the merchant and moved on to the next stall. “Is this Rosie like your wife or something? You never told me you were married.” She asked.

“Nay, nothing like that. I’m not the type to settle down, but she’s a dear friend of mine, and people tend to group us together because we sort of keep an eye on things that aren’t really the guild’s business. Like making sure you get started on your new life here.” Gilbert laughed.

“That just sounds like you tried but weren’t man enough to climb that mountain.” Anastacia giggled.

Gilbert groaned and grabbed her hand so that they would finally get through the market, as they were only halfway though.

By the edge of the market, there was a large four-story building that clashed slightly with the architecture of the walls and some other buildings around it. It was obviously built well after the rest of the city, probably by the adventurers themselves instead of the original builders of Valor – whoever they were. Above the door was a crudely painted sign that said ‘The Inn’, but under it was a second, far ruder name that had been covered with as little effort as possible, and was still visible.

“Did Rosie change the inn’s name?” Anastacia asked and pointed at the sign.

“Aye, the guild said that the original name she gave it wasn’t suitable for the area, since there are a few kids around.” Gilbert laughed. “Rosie is… well, a character.”

“Amazing…” The necromancer said, not entirely sure about the company she was about to start living with.

Even through the door, they could hear people laughing and generally being merry. It was something Anastacia hadn’t heard often where she was from, but it did make her less nervous to open the door. When she finally mustered up the courage to do so, the most delicious scent she had ever smelled washed over Anastacia. The snack stalls had been good, but the scent inside the inn was enough to make her speechless, so much so that Gilbert had to push her through the doorway.

Inside, there were ten tables scattered around the tavern floor of the inn and around them were adventurers from all over the world, drinking, eating, playing cards and so on. A few of them turned to see who had entered the inn but returned to whatever they had been doing after Gilbert greeted them.

Though many of the adventurers were curious sights to say the least, the most eye-catching of the inns inhabitants was leaning against the wall behind the counter: a female beastfolk, tigress to be exact. Tall enough to dwarf most men of any race and well-built enough to toss them out if need be. Wearing a worn and stained apron that had ‘ROSIE’ clumsily sewn on it, one of the letters was the wrong way around but Anastacia was sure that no one had dared to point it out. The tigress had been staring at Gilbert with an unpleased frown on her face from the second they had entered the inn.

“I take it that that’s Rosie? She doesn’t eat people, does she?” The necromancer asked and stared at a wall to avoid making eye contact with the innkeeper.

“At least not for as long as she’s been here. Just be nice to her and she’ll help you out.” Gilbert whispered.

“I feel like she’ll snap me like a twig if I’m not…” Anastacia whispered back and moved her gaze to the ceiling beams to not seem like a weirdo. “I feel bad for joking about your manliness earlier. There’s not enough manliness in the world to climb those mountains.” She continued and gestured towards her chest.

Gilbert started to push the reluctant necromancer towards the counter while she tried her best to resist, though unsuccessfully as she had only a fraction of the adventurer’s mass.

“The twerps didn’t make it? Big fucking surprise.” The innkeeper asked and leaned on the counter as they got closer. “I tried telling them not to take that quest, and so did you, if anything they earned whatever they got.”

“Aye, it was a complete shitshow. They were setting off faster than I was able to pull them off the previous ones.” Gilbert sighed, pulled two chairs next to the counter and told Anastacia to sit. “You just can’t help some people.”

Rosie glanced at the necromancer and grinned unnervingly before taking out two bottles of mead from under the counter and handing them to Gilbert and Anastacia. Gilbert shook his head disapprovingly and grabbed Anastacia’s bottle before she could touch it.

The innkeeper laughed, poured Anastacia some juice and grabbed back the other mead bottle for herself. “That’s the problem with you, you’re too nice to the wrong people. One of these days one of your shitty rookie parties will drag you down with them. You need to learn how to say no.” She said while staring at Anastacia the entire time. “And what about this one, are you taking in orphans now?”

Gilbert gestured for Anastacia to introduce herself.

“I… I’m Anastacia.” The necromancer stuttered, still without making an eye contact with the tigress.

Rosie frowned, walked around the counter and pulled Anastacia closer to her. After sniffing the necromancer’s hair, she let out a slight excited growl and started to laugh. “You kidnapped a corpse riser from her home! This is great!”

“I did not kidnap anyone. She was basically a prisoner and wanted to leave, besides, she’s more than capable enough to become an adventurer. So if anything, I just gave her a chance to decide her own future.” Gilbert explained and took a sip of his drink.

Unable to get over the fact that the innkeeper had recognized her home country by smell alone, Anastacia started frantically sniffing her own hair and clothes. “Do I smell like corpses?! I… I need to get one of those bathhouse tickets!” She asked and tried to wriggle away from Rosie’s grasp.

Rosie laughed. “Calm down kitten, I’ve just had a previous run in with your kind and remember the slight hint of decay in your scent, other than that you smell delicious.” She explained and hugged the necromancer tightly. “My name is Rozhmarie, or Rosie, and this is my inn. If anyone here gives you trouble, you come to me, okay? Unlike this useless old fart, I can be mean to people.”

While being forcefully pressed against the innkeeper’s fur, Anastacia noticed that it had a very pleasant spicy aroma. “Uh… Thank you ma’am, you smell nice too.” She mumbled, unsure how she was supposed to respond.

The innkeeper lifted her up and took a better look at the girl. “I love this one, can I keep her as a waitress instead? She’s far too precious to go out there with you lot.” She asked excitedly.

Gilbert reached over the counter for a second bottle. “Actually, I was going to ask you that. Not permanently, but she doesn’t have any money for food or lodging, so if you’d let her work here until I find a suitable quest she could start with, it’d help out a ton.” He said.

Rosie let Anastacia down, but grabbed the necromancer’s thin arms and waved them around a bit, looking slightly worried. “I’m not sure how much she’ll be able to work with a couple of twigs as arms, but I’ll keep an eye on her.” She growled and clapped Anastacia’s hands together.

Gilbert smiled and finished his second drink in a single, long gulp before getting up. “Great! I have some errands to run, so Anna, listen to Rosie while I’m gone.” He said and walked around the counter to toss the gear he was carrying into a corner for safekeeping. “We’ll meet here again tomorrow.”

Anastacia waved after the old adventurer as he left, she wasn’t a fan of being left with almost complete strangers as soon as she had arrived into an unfamiliar city but was able to stay calm as no one in the inn seemed too suspicious.

            

    
        Chapter 3 - The inn

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia sat by the counter in silence, awkwardly swinging her feet while staring at the floor. Every time she looked up, she could see the innkeeper stare at her and grin, revealing her sharp teeth. Anastacia had trouble telling whether Rosie was trying to seem friendly or intentionally scary by doing it. After Gilbert had left, it took a while for her to realize that everyone in the inn was looking at her, either by taking a glimpse every now and then or straight up staring, and it didn’t make her more comfortable in the slightest. She had been traveling with Gilbert for a few days and trusted him to a degree, but everyone she was with now, even Rosie, was a complete stranger.

Rosie noticed the girl’s worried look and decided to do something about it. Suddenly she grabbed Anastacia once more and placed her on the counter before roaring to gather everyone’s attention. This made the entire tavern quiet in a heartbeat, whether it was from fear or respect remained unclear. “Alright, folks, listen up! This lovely young lady here is your new waitress. The rules that apply to me, go double for her. That means no touching, if I hear her scream because someone got pushy, I will use that hand to break the rest of that idiot’s body. Are we clear?” She declared with a thundering voice that probably carried all the way outside.

Though it did make Anastacia feel slightly better, it only made the entire tavern stare at her even harder. She didn’t like the implications from having to hold the speech in the first place either.

The tigress picked her up again and stared at the necromancer judgingly. After a bit of frowning and muttering, Rosie moved her around a bit, as if weighing the girl before placing her back down. “You’re all skin and bones, have you ever eaten anything? I know Gil can’t cook worth shit, so it probably didn’t get any better on the way here.” She asked and leaned on the counter.

“Mostly bread and potatoes. One time he caught a deer, but it got burnt on the campfire.” Anastacia described the very basic menu the old adventurer was able to offer on the road.

Rosie sighed and tightened her apron. “That man is an idiot. I would hope you're not done growing, and you need proper food to grow! Let me show you how it’s done. Name a course, any of them.” She boasted.

“I’ve heard fishes are edible? Can you cook those?” Anastacia asked. She had never seen a fish, nor was she aware that there were several kinds.

The innkeeper stared at the necromancer in disbelief. “Fish? You’re asking whether a cat can cook fish? Kitten, I’ll fix up some salmon that’ll make you forget everything you’ve eaten so far.” She laughed and headed into the kitchen but popped back out briefly. “It’ll only take a minute, feel free to mingle with the folks here. Most of them live here, so you should get used to seeing them.”

Anastacia got slightly excited by the prospect of a meal so delicious that she’d forget every other meal she had eaten. Not that she had much to forget, as the typical necromancer’s diet consisted almost entirely of roots, herbs and nuts. The higher classes, like Anastacia’s family, were occasionally offered meat of uncertain origin, though she herself was never allowed such luxuries. Though they were able to survive, the lack of proper food was likely the cause of the near skeletal look and relatively stunted growth of many necromancers, including Anastacia.

As soon as the watchful eye of the owner was occupied with something else, three adventurers stood up from their table and headed towards Anastacia. Led by an older male dwarf, with a sizeable grey beard and a pipe in his mouth, followed by a female spriggan and a beautiful elf whose gender was unclear at best, they surrounded the necromancer and began sizing her up with their eyes.

The dwarf puffed his pipe a few times. “I must say, the quality of new folks coming in. Apparently we're now grabbing malnourished teens to fill the ranks. Not sure what has gotten to Gil but there has to be something special about her.” He commented on Anastacia’s less than robust build.

The spriggan was quick to defend her. “Dammar, you’re being rude! She’s frail and pale like a porcelain doll, and carries a mighty spirit. She must be a princess of some kind, bet she got bored of the royal nonsense and escaped with Gil to chase a more interesting way of life.” The nature spirit theorized and put her wooden arm over Anastacia’s shoulder.

Anastacia had never seen a spriggan before, not even in books, but could guess the overly friendly adventurer’s species because there was nothing else like that in existence. Basically, a mass of moving wood and other plant matter, with a very slight greenish yellow glow, not that much unlike a swarm of fireflies.

The dwarf poked his friend with his pipe. “Is it wrong to expect some level of prior expertise and physical suitability for the job? We're not knitting lace here.” He asked.

“Seriously? Go hug a hill giant, plenty of 'physical suitability for the job' for you there.” The spriggan scoffed, but after a few seconds of silence, both of them burst out in laughter while Anastacia just smiled uncomfortably.

The dwarf patted Anastacia on the shoulder. “Don’t mind us, this is just an ongoing debate you got dragged into. If Gil brought you here, there must be something to it, so we’re glad to have you. Welcome to Valor, squirt.” He said and smiled. “Feel free to come and find me if you want to hear how the hill giant thing worked out.”

As the dwarf returned to his drink, the spriggan moved her hand to Anastacia’s arm and tightened her grip before turning to the third member of the group. “What about you, Maximillian? Yay or nay to the new waitress?” She asked.

The elf had looked puzzled since they had arrived to greet Anastacia. He was exactly like the elves in the books Anastacia had read back in Mournvalley: tall, slender, with long straight black hair and pointy ears, and fair looking regardless of gender. “She does have a peculiar look to her, not at all uninteresting either. Tell me, fair thing, where do you hail from?” He asked politely.

“I… I’m from Mournvalley.” Anastacia stuttered.

The elf’s eyes lit up in realization. “Ah yes! I see it now, the land of the dead. You certainly look the part. It is rare to see your kind here, or anywhere really. Perhaps Valor simply is not gloomy enough?” He pondered.

“Yeah… this isn’t anything like back there. Not that it’s a bad thing.” Anastacia said.

The elf chuckled. “Splendid! I am Maximillian, or Max if you prefer. The nature spirit who seems so smitten with you carries the name Xamiliere, and the leader of our merry little party is called Dammar” He introduced the adventurers. “We are all friends of Gilbert, so by all means, come chat with us when you have the chance.”

Xamiliere looked victorious and pointed at Dammar. “Hear that oldie?! Two to one for the new girl!” She celebrated.

“Branches off the waitress, Xamiliere.” Rosie interrupted her when she came back from the kitchen with a plate.

The spriggan hid behind Anastacia. “But I was defending her!” She objected.

Rosie placed the plate in front of the necromancer, who immediately became distracted by the food. “You’re going to need to defend your face if you don’t let go of her.” The tigress growled.

The nature spirit yelped, slid something into Anastacia’s pocket and scurried back to her table.

“Sorry about the twig. She’s a bit too friendly, but not really dangerous or anything. Just tell her to stop if it really bothers you.” The innkeeper sighed and refilled Anastacia’s cup with juice. “Now then, eat up before you drool on your dress.”

The necromancer thanked her for the food and began to inspect it while Rosie returned to the kitchen. Anastacia had never seen fish meat, nor smelled it. Initially the strong scent put her off slightly, which was weird considering she grew up around corpses, but it didn’t take long for it to grow on her. Next to the pink piece of salmon was a yellowish paste she recognized as potatoes, though they had to be mixed in with something as they tasted far more creamy than usual. On the other side of the salmon was a slice of something yellow she hadn’t seen before.

“What are you?” She asked and poked the mystery garnish with her fork until it started to leak on the plate. “Ohhhhhh! This must be a fruit. I didn’t know they go well with fish, or anything really…” She muttered and tossed the entire slice in her mouth. After chewing it for a bit, she spit it back on the plate and chugged down her entire cup of juice to was away the bitter taste. “Why would that be on the plate?!” She exclaimed and moved the chewed-up lump of lemon away from the rest of the meal.

Then it was time for the main piece of the dish: the generously-sized pink piece of salmon. The first thing she was confused by were the small black grounds sprinkled on top of the meat. Seasoning was not a thing in Mournvalley, so she just assumed that they were something burnt that had stuck on the meat from the pan. After carefully scraping off the black crumbs, Anastacia tried licking the surface of the piece. “Salty.” She stated and started mashing the meat with her fork until it was in small enough pieces she could mix into the remaining potato mash. Though she had unintentionally done almost everything in her power to ruin the dish, the first bite of the potato-salmon mash contained more taste than everything she had eaten in Mournvalley, combined. It was everything she had hoped for and more, it was there and then Anastacia knew that she had chosen correctly by following Gilbert. Before she even noticed, the plate was already empty, and she was seriously considering licking it clean as soon as no one was looking.

While looking for a napkin from her pocket, Anastacia’s hand came across something that hadn’t been there before. She pulled out a little pouch with a folded piece of paper and coins in it. Totaling up to one hundred and fifty gold, the three coins were the first piece of currency Anastacia had ever owned. The note itself simply had ‘Room 8’ written on it and a small heart drawn over it. Anastacia glanced at the spriggan, who winked at her from across the room.

“You’re not allowed to go.” Rosie stated bluntly when she stepped back out of the kitchen. “She tries that almost every time someone new comes in, just to try and rile me up. Doubt it means anything.”

Anastacia handed her the coins. “Is this a lot of money? If it is, I need to return it.” She asked worryingly.

“Yes and no. Out there, it can be a few days’ worth of salary for most jobs, but here the values of thing’s are a bit mixed up, and that much won’t get you far. It’d get you a room here for a few days, but only because the guild asks me to keep the prices low. Otherwise these guys will just camp outside the city and hunt every animal within miles, like they do while on quests. In return the guild pays me a bonus based on my sales so that I can continue running this place.” Rosie explained and put the coins back in Anastacia’s hand. “I wouldn’t worry about returning it, she really doesn’t need encouragement.” She smirked and picked up the chewed piece of lemon from Anastacia’s plate. “How was the food?”

The necromancer’s face lit up. “It was amazing! There were a couple of weird things I didn’t really understand, but it had no idea food could be tasty like that.” She said excitedly. ”It must have been something people eat at fancy parties and such.”

“Oh poor kitten, that’s what people eat when they buy fish from the market or catch some…” She revealed and hugged Anastacia out of pity. “We really need to make sure you get some meat around those bones, but now, how about a tour around the rest of the inn? Follow me.” She said, picked up Anastacia’s plate and headed into the kitchen with the necromancer.

The inn’s kitchen was a surprisingly large room behind the counter, its walls were filled with hanging cooking utensils and ingredients. In one end of the room, there was a large stove with enough space for at least four large pots and a few frying pans. Next to it was a massive wash basin full of dirty dishes and the rest of the room was filled with as much countertop space as possible for working on multiple courses at once, along with a couple of tables in the middle.

“This is where I’ll be for most of the day, while you work the front. Though your job starts with helping me with preparing the breakfast before everyone else wakes up, after that you’ll take the plates to people and bring empty ones back here. Then we’ll start preparing for the lunch and dinner. Once the ingredients are prepared, you’ll just take the orders from people and socialize.” Rosie explained and started to wipe one of the counters out of habit.

“That’s a lot of work. Are you sure I’m cut out for this?” Anastacia asked and carefully picked up a knife from a holder on one of the tables.

Rosie laughed. “Don’t stress over it, keep in mind that I’ve been doing this alone for years. So even if you can’t do much, it still makes it easier for me.” She pointed out and took the knife from Anastacia after noticing that the necromancer was not used to holding one. “Your shift starts a bit before sunrise and ends whenever the night waitress arrives.”

“There’s another waitress?” Anastacia kept inquiring.

“Yup, Holly, a lovely girl but dumb as a boot. She’s the type to be awake at night and can handle the night crowd, so it’s nice to have her around.” The innkeeper said and cleaned the knife with her apron before placing it back on the table. “So that’s the gist of it, let’s go upstairs to see your room.”

Next to the entrance to the kitchen, was a staircase the led up to the second floor of the inn, where Rosie led Anastacia to the first door that had the number one engraved in it. Along the corridor that continued all the way to the end of the building, were other numbered doors like it.

“This is my room, if you have any troubles and I’m not in the kitchen, this is where you’ll most likely find me. Down the hall from here are the baths and restrooms. The baths are free to use and have the things you need for doing laundry. There are two more baths on the third floor, that are used by the tenants there and the floor above, so these are pretty much just for the folk living on this floor. It’s nice if you like your privacy.” Rosie explained and started going through a keyring that was hanging from her belt. Once she found the key she was looking for, she took it off the ring and handed it to Anastacia. “Here’s your key, you’re in room two. I usually keep it vacant because adventurers can be loud at night, but you seem like the quiet kind. Remember to lock your door at night, no one here would intentionally barge in your room, but they’re often drunk and it has happened before.”

Anastacia walked over to the door that had the number two engraved on it and fit her key into the lock. Since the lock had been unused for long, it took a bit of force to turn the key. As the door creaked open, Anastacia saw what was going to be her room for the next few years, at least. It was almost directly above the entrance to the tavern and the room’s window showed the market square in its entirety. The window also lit up the entire room nicely, as there were no other buildings blocking the sunlight as long as the sun had risen above the city walls. Below the window was a small table with a drawer, a starlight crystal lantern on it and a chair pulled up next to it. In the corner of the room, there was a wardrobe with a mirror attached to its door and in the other corner, a bed. All in all, it was a rather small room, but Anastacia was a small necromancer so that wouldn’t cause too much trouble for her.

Rosie entered the room and wiped some dust off the table. “It’s nothing grand, but I hope you can cope with it. I have no idea what your old room was like, but this probably doesn’t hold a candle to it.” She shrugged.

“Nonono, this is way better! There’s even a window!” Anastacia exclaimed and put her backpack on the bed. Though the bed was nothing special, she had never seen such a soft one, and couldn’t help but to lie down on it.

“Well I’m glad you like it… I’ll head back downstairs. The night waitress will turn up any minute now, so you can just go take a bath and get some sleep. The towels and so on are in the wardrobe.” Rosie said and gave Anastacia a pat on the head before leaving.

Anastacia closed the door and started unpacking. She and Gilbert had left in a hurry, so she had only taken whatever was within arm’s reach in her old room: some clothes, most of which needed to be washed by now; a few sheets of paper and some ink, a necklace, a small rusty dagger and a hairbrush. She really needed to get some more money quickly and buy more clothes and other essentials. After arranging them into the wardrobe, she grabbed a towel and headed for the baths.


A quick bath had done wonders to the travel-weary necromancer. Before the trip from Mournvalley to Valor, she had never really gone anywhere on foot, and it had taken less than a day for her to tire to a point where Gilbert had to carry her so that they could keep going. Sleeping out in the woods had turned out to be a bit of a challenge as well, even though she had gotten used to sleeping on a hard bed, her bed had never been full of rocks and roots that messed up her posture during the night.

While laying down in her new bed, she wondered about the people she had met during the day and was a bit disappointed that she wasn’t able to have a proper talk with any of them, as there were still so many things she didn’t know about Valor and its people. While going through the events of the day in her head and thinking how different Valor was to Mournvalley, Anastacia slowly started to nod off.

Suddenly a knock on the door woke her back up.

“Shit, were you already asleep?” Rosie asked and poked her head into the room.

Anastacia sat up on her bed. “Yeah, kinda, but don’t worry about it. What’s up?” She asked and rubbed her eyes.

“I thought you might have had some trouble falling asleep and was wondering if you’d like to talk a bit, now that I’m done for the day too.” The innkeeper explained. “I can go if you’re tired though?”

“Nah, it’s fine, I could talk for a bit.” The necromancer yawned.

Rosie sat down on the floor and leaned against the bed. Her hair and fur were still drenched after taking a bath as well, and she desperately tried to dry them with a towel that was already soaking wet. To Anastacia, it made the tigress considerably less scary to see her like that.

“Mine is almost dry, do you want to use it?” Anastacia offered her towel to her.

Rosie hastily grabbed it and continued drying herself. “Thanks, kitten. I hate this fur; sure, it’s nice and warm during winter, but it takes forever to wash, dry and everything I own is covered in it. Sometimes I wonder if I should be working in a kitchen at all.”

While Rosie prattled on about the negative sides of having fur, Anastacia noticed her tail. It was built like a mace and made a thumping sound every time it hit the floor. After it had been dried with a towel however, it looked amazingly fluffy, and Anastacia had to fight back the urge to touch it.

“So, what brings a necromancer to the city of Valor? Give me the whole story.” Rosie asked suddenly.

Anastacia groaned. “Being born into an insane cult of necromancers that worships a skeleton, and then being voted to be the next anchor.”

“Oh, that’s a lot simpler than I thought it would be.” The tigress said and sounded a bit disappointed. “What’s an anchor then?”

“Anchor is basically just a nobody that’s given the responsibility to keep the immortal king reanimated while being literally chained to the throne. Technically anyone could be the anchor but usually it’s reserved for the strongest necromancer in Mournvalley.” Anastacia explained.

“That does sound rough.” Rosie laughed. “But what’s this about being the strongest necromancer? You look like a skeleton yourself, and how old are you anyway? How can you be the most powerful one there is when a slight breeze would tip you over?”

“I’m fifteen, damnit! Anyway, age and size has nothing to do with it, necromancy is a curse you’re born with. You can train to get better at using what you have and make up for some difference against someone stronger than you, but the level you’re at is more or less set in stone.” Anastacia continued explaining. “There are a few others that could beat me because they’ve been training for years and I kind of refused to do anything, but my limits are supposedly above theirs.”

Rosie laughed. “Should I hire you as a bodyguard instead?”

“I don’t think that’d work out too well. I pretty much just throw up and pass out if I see blood.” The necromancer admitted.

“The strongest necromancer there is can’t look at blood?! That’s just great.” Rosie laughed while her tail excitedly thumped against the floor.

“But yeah, then Gilbert popped up and I ran off with him. But what about you? You really don’t seem like the kind that runs an inn as their first career choice…” Anastacia changed the subject. “I honestly thought you might eat me earlier.”

Rosie calmed down and sighed longingly. “Yeah, I guess I still have some rough edges left on me, but the Rosie you see downstairs is almost an act at this point. You see, I used to be a pirate a bit over six years ago, then Gil was told to catch me, which he technically did – though that quest was never completed.”

Anastacia seemed surprised. “He is a big guy, but did he actually beat you?”

“What, are you kidding me? It wasn’t even close. He did manage to sink my ship though, and without a ship, I wasn’t much of a pirate, so now I do this instead.” The innkeeper recounted. “I’ve more or less calmed down over the years, so it’s not like I’m planning on going back to my old ways. Though having a ship again wouldn’t hurt…”

“That’s extremely cool.” Anastacia nodded. “So did you two date or something at some point? You kind of seem like you did, and Gilbert just deflected the whole suggestion with some lame excuse.”

“Fuck no! He’s just a dear friend and I obviously care for him, but no, that hasn’t and won’t happen.” Rosie quickly refuted the idea. “Though it’s good for the business to have the folks at the north gate rely on us as sort of a mom and dad of the area.”

They kept chatting about life in Valor and the few adventurers Anastacia had already met, until Rosie noticed that the necromancer had nodded off at some point while she was explaining how some of the things around the inn had to be done once she started working and some of the things Anastacia would probably run into while serving food and taking orders. The innkeeper quietly dimmed the lamp on the table and snuck out of the room after making sure the girl was tucked in.

            

    
        Chapter 4 - First day on the job

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia woke up to a knock on the door of her new room.

“Kitten, time to get up. Go wash your face and meet me in the kitchen.” Rosie half whispered from the other side and waited for Anastacia to mumble something back before leaving.

After slowly becoming a bit less disoriented by the unfamiliar room she woke up in, Anastacia started to remember arriving to Valor and how she ended up where she was. She looked around the dark room until her eyes were caught by a slight glare of light outside of the window. Slowly, she got up and stumbled over to see what it was and to let some fresh air in.

The glare turned out to be from a guard’s lantern that dangled from his halberd while he and his partner patrolled the street in front of the inn. Anastacia could see a few more such lights by the other side of the market and by the gate, as well as inside a couple of the shops nearby as their owners prepared for a hopefully busy day of business.

As Anastacia brushed her hair by the window, she could hear the two guards chat.

“Think it’ll rain today? Would keep people off the streets.” One of them asked and looked at the cloudy night sky above them. “I could go for a day without drunk idiots haggling with merchants.”

“Naw, we aren’t that lucky, it’ll be hot like always. I don’t mind having to sort out a few commotions every now and then, but they really should let us lighten the armor a bit. I can’t remember the last time I actually needed any of it around here.” The other one said.

“Some punk threw a rock at me about three years ago, wasn’t hard or anything, that’s just the closest thing I can remember.” The first guard laughed. “Oh? Is that- Heeey. ol’ Gibber!”

Gilbert greeted the guard with a rude hand gesture while exhaustedly lumbering towards the pair. “That is not my nickname and never will be, stop trying to make it happen.” He said and tapped the guard on his helmet. “What’s up? Doing some patrolling?”

“What else is there to do? You guys keep everyone so well behaved that it actually makes our jobs pretty boring.” The other guard laughed. “Heard you dragged some kid in here, you ought to stop visiting the ladies and settle down already, you’re setting a bad example.”

“I’m not trying to be her father or any kind of role model. She wanted freedom from her old life and I was able to help, she’s her own person and will do what she wants now. She just needs a few people to help her along and I’m happy to do that much.” The adventurer explained. “Besides, someone needs to keep the ladies fed too.”

“Sure thing, pops.” The guards mocked him. “By the way, since you’re already here, mind coming along for a second? The cell door is stuck again and the lad inside was supposed to be freed three days ago.”

Gilbert let out an exhausted grunt. “Fine! Let’s go…” He was clearly far too kind and easy to pull along for his own good.

As Gilbert and the guards disappeared behind a street corner, Anastacia stumbled to her wardrobe and dug out her last set of clean clothes: a light gray dress, a black leather vest, long black socks and a belt with a few pouches. Still barely awake enough to operate, she somehow managed to get dressed and headed downstairs while trying to keep her eyes open and not fall over on the stairs.

In the tavern she was met by a young girl sitting behind the counter. The odd-looking girl had hair made of pure white feathers, that continued down her neck and all the way to her wrists, though the feathers on her arms were far longer and made them resemble wings. Wearing a loose fitting pure white ruana and an apron, she didn’t look that much unlike a ghost in the dimly lit tavern. Especially when Anastacia noticed the girl’s unusually large eyes that seemed almost entirely black because of the massive pupils covering them, she gave the necromancer the chills.

The girl’s head tracked Anastacia’s movements while her giant, unblinking eyes just kept staring at the necromancer. “Who?” The odd girl finally asked, as Anastacia was about to pass her and go into the kitchen.

Anastacia tried her best to avoid direct eye contact. “I… uh… I’m Anastacia, the new waitress. A… Are you Holly?”

“Yes.” The girl answered and kept staring blankly.

“N… nice to meet you. I’ll just go see Rosie now.” Anastacia stuttered and stumbled past the counter into the kitchen.

Rosie was peering into the firebox of her stove and every now and then blowing air into it. Anastacia kneeled next to her and peeked in as well. The kindling under the few pieces of firewood was smoldering but didn’t light up properly.

“Any chance you can do a bit of fire magic?” Rosie asked and tried striking her flint a few more times.

“I’m not a mage. Necromancy has nothing to do with magic.” Anastacia pointed out. “In fact, we’re taught to think of magic as inferior, because… I don’t know, because we’re kind of assholes?”

“Really? I always figured it was magic. Anyway, could you get me that bottle?” Rosie pointed at a glass bottle on one of the tables.

Anastacia obliged and picked up the bottle of clear liquid. She swirled it around a bit before popping open the cap and sniffing it. The liquid had a very recognizable stench of strong liquor, which burned the necromancer’s nose and made her cough.

Rosie took the bottle from her and sprinkled some of its contents into the firebox. After one more strike at the flint, everything in the stove burst into bright blue flames that slowly changed into the normal orange kind as the kindling and wood caught on fire as well. “Sometimes it takes a bit of convincing to start up properly. Usually I avoid this since alcohol this strong is expensive though.” She explained and wiped the soot from her hands to her apron. “Oh, did you meet Holly? She should be by the counter.”

“Yeah, she seemed… nice, I guess?” Anastacia shrugged and glanced at the kitchen entrance to make sure Holly wasn’t still staring at her.

“She’s something else, ain’t she? Birdfolk aren’t exactly known for their smarts, but wow.” Rosie said and started wiping the tables and counters while talking. “What do you want to do? We’ll have to dismantle some chickens, chop some onions, carrots and bacon, grind coffee and fill some pots with water.”

“Carrots!” The necromancer exclaimed. “I mean, I can do the carrots and onions, and maybe the bacon, but no chicken. Raw meat is just a bit too… familiar.”

“Alright then, your apron is on the hook over there. The knives are on the table, if you find a dull one, put it aside and we’ll sharpen it when things slow down. The onions and carrots are in the pantry there, about a sack of each should do.” The innkeeper instructed her new waitress.

After finding the ingredients, it didn’t take long for Anastacia to realize that lifting them wasn’t an option for her, so instead she dragged them along the floor, while Rosie effortlessly carried a huge pan full of water over to the stove.

The tigress watched Anastacia struggle to lift the sacks on the table and shook her head disapprovingly. “You really need to start eating better food, this is just sad to watch.” She said and helped the necromancer out.

Anastacia started chopping the carrots with precise but slow movements that were far more suited to stripping flesh from bone than anything, but since it didn’t look like she’d hurt herself, Rosie stayed out of it and let the necromancer work in peace while preparing the chickens. They were both focused on the work and didn’t even say a word until Holly suddenly walked in.

“Time to leave” She declared and stared at Rosie without blinking once.

“Already? Time sure flies while working.” Rosie laughed and handed a piece of raw chicken to the girl, who gladly accepted it. “Your pay for the night is under the counter, as always.”

The birdfolk silently walked out of the kitchen and left without saying a word to anyone.

“There she goes. I have no idea what she does with the money, or if she actually knows what it is, but she keeps coming back so I assume she needs it for something.” Rosie said turned to Anastacia. “But that means it’s time for you to man the counter, I can handle things in here on my own. While you wait for folks to wake up and find their way downstairs, maybe take a look at your registration papers? As soon as you fill and take them to the offices, they’ll activate the glass pearl you got, and you’ll be able to accept quests. Just don’t do anything too dangerous, there are far worse opponents there than carrot sacks, so start off by gathering ingredients for alchemists or something, okay?”

After taking over the counter, Anastacia waited for what seemed like ages before anyone actually came downstairs, so she had ample time to get some breakfast for herself and fiddle with the items hidden under the counter. Once some groggy adventurer finally stumbled down the stairs, Anastacia followed him to the table and actually gave the poor fellow a bit of a scare by speaking up so suddenly. The breakfast was free for anyone who came to the tavern from upstairs but only for a limited time, so Anastacia only had to ask for money from a few guards that came in to grab something to eat after their shifts, which suited her fine as she had no idea how much anything cost.

Once things had started to slow down again, Gilbert stumbled back into the inn after his nightly adventurers and sat down next to the counter. “Mornin’ Anna, working hard?” He asked, seemingly exhausted.

“Where were you?” Anastacia asked and grinned.

The old adventurer sighed and rubbed his bloodshot eyes. “My services were needed elsewhere, the usual damsel in distress type of a deal, you see.” He carefully worded his response. “Can I get a cup off coffee and whatever Rosie is making today?”

Anastacia’s grin widened. “I see, so these damsels aren’t the cooking type then? Also, it’ll cost you since you didn’t come from upstairs.”

Gilbert sighed. “That’s not how it works, the rule is that anyone living here gets the free breakfast. Rosie just said that to you because you don’t know the regulars yet.” He explained, somewhat glad that the necromancer didn’t dig deeper into his affairs.

“Look, the instructions from Rosie are very clear: you come down the stairs, you get a free meal; you come in from the outside, you pay for it. Are we going to have a problem here?” Anastacia said and waited for Gilbert to take out his purse before telling Rosie about the order.

Slowly, as the adventurers got fed and the sunlight coming in through the windows filled the room the chatter between them increased. Many who hadn’t been in last night were wondering who the new waitress was and had to get filled in by the others.

Anastacia had been slightly anxious earlier, but it quickly eased up as more of the guests greeted her and turned out to be decent folk, though slightly odd at times.

Around the time the offer for a free breakfast was ending and the guests started to return to their rooms or leave for their quests, the inn’s door was suddenly kicked open. A man clad in shining silvery armor, decorated with gold and engravings from head to toe, waltzed in and very clearly judged the room and the people in it in his head. Following him was a woman who had the hood of her pure white cloak pulled as far down as possible, covering her face almost entirely. They sat down at an empty table in the corner of the inn and placed their gear down.

Dammar, who had come up to the counter to ask for his coffee to be delivered by Rosie instead of Anastacia as a joke, leaned in and whispered to the necromancer. “A paladin of Sylvia, they act all fancy and bright, but are actually the lowest humanity has to offer. Watch your step, lass.”

Anastacia nodded and walked over to the corner table nervously. Just as she was about to greet them, the paladin interrupted her.

“Does this shithole serve anything fresh?” He asked pompously.

Slightly stunned by how much of an ass the man was, Anastacia stuttered. “Ye… yes, everything has been prepared this morning.”

“That’s obviously a lie, but I’ll take a ham sandwich and a coffee, she’ll take a bottle of wine and some apple slices, if they aren’t rotten.” He ordered loudly.

“Thank you for the order, it shouldn’t take long.” Anastacia nodded and scurried away as fast as she could, only to return a couple of minutes later with their order on a tray. “Here you go, sir.” She served them with a very obvious fake smile.

“Took your time, didn’t you? Dismissed.” The paladin said and waved for Anastacia to leave them be.

Anastacia hurried back to the counter, forgetting to ask them for the money. The pair ate while reading some books they had brought in with them and seemed satisfied by the food. After a while, the guests started to forget about the paladin and returned to their conversations. Dammar continued to pester Anastacia about the coffee, long enough for Rosie to come out of the kitchen and tell the dwarf to piss off.

But as soon as the paladin noticed the innkeeper, he threw his plate at a wall and stood up. “The cook is a beast?! How dare you serve me food made by this subhuman whore?!” He yelled and spit on the floor.

Rosie herself had no idea what was even going on and was mostly just confused, but Anastacia was already fuming. So far, she had two friends in the world and one of them had just been insulted by a pompous twat she already hated.

“I demand you hand over the beast and-“ The paladin continued but was interrupted by Anastacia slamming her fists against the counter.

Suddenly every piece of chicken bone from the plates around the tavern floated up and split into hundreds of sharp fragments, before shooting towards the paladin. Many of the smaller pieces were stopped by his armor, but the larger ones punctured it like it was wet paper and threw him against the wall hard enough to crack a few of the boards.

When the barrage finally ended, everyone in the inn looked around in confusion. Many of the adventurers had their hands on their weapons, but relaxed once they realized what was going on.

Anastacia stomped over to the paladin, gathering the bone fragments around the room into a single mass floating above her hand. “Fucking. Run.” She demanded and stared down at the confused paladin.

[image: image-placeholder]

As a few of the adventurers began to gather around him as well, the paladin realized that he wasn’t in a position to argue and quickly fled the scene, quickly grabbing his gear and dragging his partner out by her hand.

Anastacia let the remaining bones fall back down. “Am I in trouble?” She asked and looked back at Rosie.

            

    
        Chapter 5 - Anastacia of Valor

    
    
    
    
                While half of the guests were still trying to piece together what had just happened, Gilbert rushed to Anastacia. “Anna, what were you thinking?!” He yelled.

The necromancer stared at the ground, ashamed of her outburst. “I don’t know! He was being a dick, and I just got so angry and then there was chicken and… Am I going to get arrested?” She worried and grabbed Gilbert’s hand.

The old adventurer rubbed his forehead and sighed. “Maybe. The guild knows that these guys are assholes and won’t bother listening to him if he tries to report you, but you can’t just attack people because they piss you off.” He scolded the necromancer and dragged her to the counter.

Rosie had been quiet for the entire time but couldn’t hold her laughter anymore. She had to lean on the counter to not fall over before finally calming down a bit, though only to say a few words. “She almost killed a paladin… with chicken!” She said and lost it again.

The rest of the tavern began to slowly realize the hilarity of the situation and the laughter spread among the guests.

Gilbert slammed his hand on the counter. “Damnit, Rosie, get it together! The guards will be here any second now.” He said, trying to get the innkeeper to take the situation seriously. “I’ll go meet them outside, maybe I can talk them out of taking Anna with them. You take her to the kitchen.”

Rosie had to take a few deep breaths to calm herself down. She took Anastacia to the back, sat her down and began to brew some coffee. The necromancer herself had pretty much only registered the words ‘the guards will be here any second now” and started to weep quietly. She feared that her stay in Valor would get cut short by the incident and she would get thrown out.

Soon enough, three guards arrived and met Gilbert outside. He managed to convince them that Anastacia wasn’t dangerous and two of the guards decided that they weren’t needed for the procedure and left to continue patrolling the streets. The third guard entered the inn, took his helmet off and started to take testimonies from the adventurers that had seen what happened. After writing down something, he headed to the kitchen and knocked on the doorframe before entering.

“Good day to you, ladies. As you probably guessed, I’m here about the… incident that happened a few minutes ago. I’d like to hear your side of the story, as the ‘victim’s’ version seemed more than a bit off to say the least.” He explained and put his halberd into the corner of the kitchen, possibly to seem less threatening.

Anastacia recognized the guard as the one who had greeted Gilbert and her by the gates when they first arrived at the city. “You’re not going to take me to jail or throw me out?” She asked and wiped her tears with her sleeve.

The guard looked at the papers in his hands. “I have it on multiple accounts, that the paladin had his weapon drawn and attacked you after you had politely warned him and asked him and his partner to leave. That would make this a pretty clear-cut case of self-defense. Is this true?” He asked, obviously knowing exactly how reliable and biased his witnesses were.

Anastacia was confused. “What? He didn-“ She started but Rosie silenced her before she could say anything stupid by covering her mouth with a fresh cinnamon roll. The innkeeper then forcibly made the necromancer nod before letting go.

The guard laughed. “I see! It appears that there’s no need to take you in then. You were obviously acting with your other guests’ safety in mind and had the situation in control.” He declared and signed the papers he had. “I would like to thank miss tigress for her assistance during this interrogation. I trust there’ll be a cold drink here with my name on it when I come back after my shift?” He hinted and started to strap his helmet back on.

Anastacia had eaten through the pastry and opened her mouth. “I can still become a citizen, right?” She worried.

“But of course you can. If anything, this will make you look resourceful. Now, if you excuse me, I have an asshole paladin to fine for frivolous accusations and threats.” He laughed, picked up his weapon and exchanged a few words with Gilbert before disappearing back outside.

The old adventurer stormed into the kitchen. “Do you have any idea how lucky you are?! Never, and I mean NEVER pull this shit again.” He scolded Anastacia before huffing and puffing his way upstairs to finally get some sleep.


While preparing for the lunch rush, Rosie and Anastacia went over what had happened. The innkeeper still thought it was funny but warned her against attacking anyone in the city again. Anastacia should just let the adventurers and Rosie handle the difficult customers – not that they were too common. Almost as soon as the situation had normalized, some of the more musically gifted guests came up with a song about the mighty chicken-mage of Valor.

As the lunch rush was dying down, Anastacia finally had the time to get some meatloaf for herself. Rosie gave her a clearly increased portion compared to the ones she had served earlier, but the necromancer didn’t mind since she had never had any before. As she was eating, she remembered the registration forms she was supposed fill whenever she got the chance.

The questions were fairly simple and didn’t go into too much detail: name, date of birth, marital status, possible relatives that were already citizens. Rosie pointed out that since there was no real way to check how accurate some of the answers were, she could just come up with a name and age she wanted to have – the tigress herself was registered as 26-year-old but in reality, was a few years older than that. The guild didn’t care about who the new citizens were or where they were from, all that mattered was that they behaved themselves and followed the few simple rules the city had about how the adventurers were supposed to conduct themselves during quests.

Anastacia was tempted to change her family name, as it reminded her of the country she had escaped from. The Mournvalley line of necromancers were an ancient family, the first ones to settle the land where the royal castle now stood, and so took it upon themselves to call their tribe and the area with the same name. Even to this day, they held a position as one of the higher-ranking royals; making Anastacia effectively a princess of sorts. Yet after a while, when she couldn’t come up with a better name, she just left that part of the form blank.

While Anastacia was going through her answers one more time, Maximillian came over to the counter and leaned in to whisper. “Say, Anastacia of Mournvalley, you are not an average necromancer, are you? I’ve had dealings with a few of your kind, including some action, and they were frankly pathetic in comparison. I have always thought of necromancy as slow and rather useless in direct combat because of all the preparation it takes, but you have made me rethink this. Not only did you only need a second, you were able to use whatever bones were lying around.”

Anastacia was a bit uncomfortable that someone had realized her potential. She was supposed to avoid causing rumors about a strong necromancer appearing in Valor, just in case someone from Mournvalley wanted to come and get her back. “Then you haven’t seen anything. Do the others know?” She asked.

Maximillian smiled. “Ah, so that is how you would prefer things. Worry not, your secret is safe with me. I doubt anyone else has figured it out, it is rare to see necromancy in the first place, so I would not be surprised if most people thought of you as a mage.” He said and turned away to return to his table. “Oh, and Xamiliere sends her love.”

Anastacia looked over at the table Maximillian’s party was staying at. The spriggan was already staring at her and blew out a flying kiss as their eyes met briefly. The necromancer quickly looked down at her papers and acted like she didn’t notice.

 As Anastacia finished her meal and took a quick break before starting to collect some of the empty dishes from the tables, Gilbert came back downstairs from his nap. Though it had only been a couple of hours, he didn’t want to mess up his sleeping cycle while he had to get Anastacia started on her new life as an adventurer. The nap had also helped with his mood a bit, and after briefly speaking with Rosie, he sat down next to the counter with two fresh coffees from the kitchen.  

“Here, Anna. I’m sorry I yelled at you earlier. It’s just that you burned a lot of my favors for the guards with that stunt, but I have to admit, it was pretty funny now that I think about it.” He smiled and handed Anastacia one of the drinks. “Rosie tells me you’ve got your forms filled. We could head over to the offices to submit them now? She said she can handle the serving alone for a while now that the lunch crowd have been dealt with.”

Anastacia took the first sip of coffee in her life and immediately fell in love with the taste. It didn’t take long for her to gulp down the entire cup and get a refill from the kitchen, along with a couple of cookies. “This stuff is great.” She muttered and emptied the second cupful.

Anastacia was still confused about how Rosie managed to run the inn alone and checked on her again just to be sure that she could leave. After getting the all clear, she folded the forms into her pocket and made sure that she had the pearl with her when they left the inn.

The guild office of northern Valor wasn’t that far off from the inn, only about a five-minute walk along the main road from the market. On the way there, Gilbert made sure to point out any shops that sold gear that might fit Anastacia. She wasn’t the only small adventurer in the city, and so getting things like clothes wouldn’t require ordering and getting them made specifically to her, but armor would often have to be at the very least adjusted for the wearer, no matter the size.

The guild office itself was more like a castle, surrounded by a smaller wall and a moat, and only accessible by a drawbridge. Inside its walls were what seemed like hundreds of adventurers, looking for a party to tag along with, leaving for or returning from a quest, or some other official business that couldn’t be done with the guards. The lobby was equally full of people, though forming orderly lines that ended at counters labeled based on the specific service they provided. Luckily the one that had an ‘Applications’ sign over it was free at the time.

Behind a large pane of glass was a man wearing a neat purple uniform, slightly similar to the ones guards wore under their armor though much more fancy and with the golden crest of the guild sewn on the both shoulders. The most noteworthy thing about the clerk however, was the red crystalline horn on his forehead. He noticed the necromancer folding out her forms and spoke up. “Young lady, are you here to apply for a citizenship, if so, could I see your paperwork?” He asked politely, though in a weirdly monotone manner.

Anastacia handed over the papers though a slot in the glass.

The clerk straightened them and began going through the questions. “Thank you. Let’s see… Anastacia… fifteen years old…” He muttered and took a glance at the necromancer. “Could be, I suppose. No relatives in Valor… If I may pry slightly, have you come here to be an adventurer?” He asked.

Anastacia worried that she had filled out something incorrectly. “Yes… Is there a problem with the answers?”

“No no, I was simply curious of your abilities. Clearly you are not a warrior of any kind, but perhaps a mage or a scholar?” The clerk asked and placed the forms into a folder next to him.

“I’m a necromancer.” Anastacia admitted.

The clerk squinted and took a better look at her. “Is that so… That would make you the only one we currently have in our employ. Your kind gathered to Mournvalley ages ago and never returned. I trust the guards have explained the rules specific to necromancers to you?” He asked.

Anastacia nodded.

“Very good. All we need now is for you to place the pearl you were given into this stand here.” the guild official explained and gestured towards a small stone cylinder on the counter.

The necromancer took out the glass ball and slotted it into the small hole on top of the stand. Suddenly the pearl began to glow red, as if it was being heated, and then dimmed down. This repeated three times before it began glowing white instead.

“There we are. Anastacia of Valor, you are now a citizen of our city. Serve it well and it will serve you likewise.” The clerk said and bowed grandly. “The gentleman behind you can no doubt fill you in on the details of accepting quests, so please remove your pearl from the stand and move away from the counter.”

They thanked the clerk and moved along to allow the people behind them to submit their forms. Gilbert grabbed Anastacia’s hand and pulled her through the crowd to a large board with hundreds of notices on it.

“Are these quests?! Can we pick one?! I want to hunt a troll or clear a bandit hideout or something!” The necromancer asked excitedly and began going through the notices.

“These are just the simple ones, for people who are just starting out or don’t have a party yet.” Gilbert explained. “I’m not going to take you anywhere near bandits or trolls before you get some gear and I get to see what you can do.” After a bit of searching, he took one of the notices. “This seems fine. ‘Find and hunt down the deer that are trampling my fields.’ It pays pretty well and is nearby, so how about we give it a shot tomorrow?”

Anastacia stared at the old adventurer with an expression that could only be described as bored enough to be disgusted. “Sure. Fine. Whatever.” She sighed and rolled her eyes. 

            

    
        Chapter 6 - A stupid deer hunting quest

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia hadn’t even gotten out of the bed and was already bored by the deer hunting quest. Even though she understood why Gilbert had chosen a quest like that, it still seemed like an enormous waste of time for a necromancer to go out and kill a couple of deer. The one thousand and five hundred gold promised for the deed were pretty much the only thing that finally motivated her to get up and start preparing for the trip. It seemed like a lot for a job of that level, but Anastacia figured that the animals had been messing with the farmer for a good while and he just wanted to get rid of them, no matter the cost.

“Hair: check. Clothes: check.” She muttered while getting ready. “Such a nice day to go out and murder some innocent animals for money.”

Rosie had already prepared the breakfast for the day when Anastacia finally managed to drag herself downstairs and to one of the tables.

“Mornin’, kitten. Big day today, huh?” She asked and poured a cup of fresh coffee for the necromancer. “You know, I was wondering, if you can’t stand blood at all, how were you going to hunt the deer?”

Anastacia’s eyes widened and she turned even paler than usual. “I… didn’t think about that. I guess I’ll just do it while throwing up, a lot.” She had somehow failed to realize that most quests would almost certainly include killing a thing or two. The stupid deer quest had somehow just become even worse.

As Anastacia emptied her second cup of coffee, Gilbert came downstairs already geared up and ready to go. He stretched his back and tapped the necromancer on the shoulder cheerfully. “How’s about we head out right away? It’s only about an hour’s walk so we’ll probably be back by lunch. Have you got everything you need?”

Anastacia just let out an annoyed moan and slowly stood up.

In exchange for promising to bring back as much venison as they could, Rosie gave both of the adventurers their breakfasts to go and sent them on their way.

Anastacia opened up the food parcel as soon as they left the inn and began shoving the apple slices in her mouth. “What’s this?” She asked with her mouth still full and held up a small sausage.

“You’ve never seen a sausage? It’s like you’re trying to make me feel bad for you.” Gilbert asked and opened his parcel as well.

While eating, they passed by a small hut right outside the city gates, used by the guards as a storage for their things while on duty. Next to it was a bench, and on that bench slept a woman with bright red curly hair. Surrounded by empty wine bottles, she seemed like a common drunk, but both the cloak she used as a blanket, and her armor under it, were in immaculate condition.

Anastacia recognized the woman as the one that had accompanied the asshole paladin she had almost killed the day before. “Isn’t that-“ She said but was interrupted.

“Yes, it’s her. How about we don’t bother ourselves with the likes of them and carry on with the quest.” Gilbert suggested and pushed Anastacia forwards by the shoulder.

Having eaten something, the necromancer started to feel a bit better about the quest and figured that she just needed to look at it from a different angle. The sun was just rising, and they were on a nice little walk that just happened to end with a bunch of dead deer, that was simply how life sometimes worked out. The air felt nice and fresh too, nothing like the rotten stench she had breathed for years in Mournvalley.

“Hey Gil, you don’t happen to know of a way to kill a deer without any bloodshed, do you?” She asked to start up a conversation.

The old adventurer scratched his beard. “I once wrestled a cow to death, and it didn’t bleed – externally at least.”

“Yeah, I don’t think I can pull that off, unless these deer are squirrel sized.” Anastacia said and showed the approximate size the animals would have to be.

“Can’t you just snap their spines with a bit of necromancy?” Gilbert suggested jokingly.

“I could, if they stayed still long enough.” The necromancer shrugged. “Living bone and flesh is a lot trickier than dead stuff. In fact, most necromancers simply can’t do it at all, which is probably why it’s called necromancy and not like meatmancy or whatever.”

Suddenly Gilbert looked a bit worried. “Hold up for a second there, kid. Necromancers can control living beings? That sounds like something the world should be extremely worried about.” He asked.

“To a degree. There’s some low percentage of us that have the gift for it, but the methods they use are still brutish and clumsy, so the flesh and bone tend to come off when they try it… But you shouldn’t worry too much, the whole idea behind necromancy is overruling the will of the material, so strong willed creatures have some ability to at least slow it down. From then on, it’s a crapshoot depending on a bunch of things, like whether you’re a necromancer or not.” Anastacia explained. “The one requirement for useable material is that it had to have a will at one point, meaning things like rocks and plants are out, and dead things are useable and easy to overrule because they once had will but don’t anymore.”

Gilbert seemed satisfied with the explanation, he had never really been interested in necromancers, but adventurers never knew what they would run into next and understanding at least the basics of things helped when they needed to be dealt with. “What about things like spriggan or simulacra? Those have wills, so can you control them?” He asked.

“If you’re thinking whether I can shut Xamiliere up or not, I’m afraid that it’s a no.” Anastacia shook her head. “As far as I know, the spriggan are spirits controlling regular plant material, kind of like us actually. As for simulacra, I’ve never seen one, so I wouldn’t know.”

While they chatted about necromancy, its uses and possible roles Anastacia could fill in a party when they eventually would find more members, the open fields around Valor slowly changed into a more wooded kind. Eager to branch out from her current, ill fitting vocation, Anastacia wondered if she could use other ranged combat options, such as archery or maybe even magic.

After about an hour, they spotted a single house in the distance, surrounded by vast fields of root vegetables, such as potatoes and turnips. Some of the fields clearly had signs of animals trampling the crops and eating the sprouts. In some areas the damage was so bad that it clearly warranted getting rid of the culprits.

“These are deer tracks alright.” Gilbert muttered and inspected some of the hoofprints in the mud. “Kind of odd for them to race back and forth from the forest like this though.”

The tracks continued into the nearby tree line, but there was no visible movement among the trees. Going after them in the woods would work both for and against the adventurers, as their movements would be concealed to a degree by the undergrowth and trees but getting a direct line of sight to have a chance at hitting the deer with an arrow would also be harder.

“Let’s just go and meet the guy who hired us. Let me handle the talking, okay?” Gilbert said and gestured for Anastacia to follow him to the house.

As soon as they stepped foot off the road and into the fenced off yard, an old man barged out of the house with a loaded crossbow in his hands. Gilbert instinctively moved into the line of fire between the man and Anastacia and readied his wooden shield.

The old farmer squinted his eyes and peered at the adventurers for a while before lowering his crossbow. “You’re not deer, are you?” He asked and stepped off the porch.

“No sir, we are here on behalf of the guild. Apparently you have some troubles with a herd of deer?” Gilbert greeted the farmer and bowed.

“About damn time! I’d hunt them down myself, but my age has gotten to my sight. Almost shot one of the farmhands the other day.” The farmer laughed. Hearing that his issue was finally going to be dealt with had immediately gotten him into a better mood. “Those pests come out of the woods during nighttime and trample everything I try to grow. I’ve tried to ambush them but somehow they always know not to come out when I’m there.”

“Alright, we’re going to look for them in the forest then. Shouldn’t be long since they clearly like this area and wouldn’t stray too much.” Gilbert explained, grabbed his bow and started warming it up by pulling on the string a few times. “Anna, let’s get this done before dinner.”

They headed into the forest from the same spot that the deer seemed to use the most and began following the trail. Though the sun was already up, the treetops blocked off most of the light and made the tracking harder, but not impossible for the seasoned adventurer. After wandering between the trees for a while, they stopped to listen for a bit.

“Gil, I think I smell rotting flesh, it’s not too bad but there’s definitely something dead nearby.” Anastacia whispered and covered her nose.

Gilbert sniffed the air trying to pick up the scent. “Really? I can’t smell anything. Are all necromancers bloodhounds as well?” He joked. “Animals die in the woods all the time, so there might just be a moose carcass somewhere here.”

Having heard nothing, they continued to follow the tracks deeper into the woods. With every step the smell of rot became stronger and stronger, to a point where even Gilbert started to notice it. Eventually they stopped by a small clearing because the deer tracks had suddenly stopped. There were some older ones here and there, but the animals hadn’t been around there in the last few days.

The old adventurer stared at the ground around them and scratched his beard. “I can’t believe I’ve turned the wrong way at some point. It’s been a while since I had to track one, but I shouldn’t be this rusty.” He murmured quietly.

“Umm… Gil?” Anastacia whispered and tugged on the adventurer’s sleeve. “That’s not a deer?” She asked and pointed at a huge mass of dark fur by the opposite edge of the clearing. Around the mass were the mangled carcasses of maybe seven or eight deer.

Gilbert quickly ducked and moved behind a tree. “No, it is not.”

Anastacia mimicked him and hid herself. “Now what? Do we run?” She asked.

Before Gilbert could answer, the slight breeze among the treetops snapped off a dead branch from one of the trees they were hiding behind. It fell down and rustled slightly as it hit the ferns, though actually barely audible, the situation made it feel like the entire tree had just come crashing down.

The furry creature had heard it as well and turned to look at what had caused the noise. It immediately spotted the adventurers and let out an ear-shattering roar before tossing aside a deer carcass it had been eating and lumbering towards the pair.

“YES, WE RUN!” Gilbert yelled and waited for Anastacia to bolt off before legging it after her.

The necromancer had the advantage of being small enough to effortlessly run among the trees and be able to make sharp turns. Gilbert was less nimble but at least a lot smaller than the creature chasing them so both of them could gain distance from it.

First one to come out of the woods was Anastacia. She stumbled on some roots at the end and rolled over a few times but stuck the landing and made it seem almost intentional for the old man, who was still waiting on his porch for the adventurers to return.

“Did you get them already?” The farmer asked and got up from his chair.

“Get inside, NOW!” Anastacia yelled at him and hopped over the fence.

The old man looked confused at first but once Gilbert and the creature chasing him rushed out of the tree line, he gained a surprising amount of spryness and ran inside.

The creature seemed hesitant to come more than a few meters away from the shade of the trees, but clearly didn’t want to give up on its new prey and slowly stepped into the sun.

Anastacia hadn’t seen a creature like it before. It's stance resembled that of a bear, four legged but able to cover some distance with just its back legs and use the front ones to grab things to a degree. The fur covering the entire creature was thick, and almost black, though the creature didn’t take good care of it and some spots appeared greener because they had a thin layer off moss on them. The face of the creature was mostly covered in fur too, and its eyes seemed like three shiny black stones amongst it. The mouth of the monster was large enough to fit most of Anastacia’s upper body in it and was lined with sharp, needle-like teeth. The whole package towered at roughly five meters when standing on its back legs, no doubt making a lasting impression on anyone facing it.

“What is this thing?” Anastacia asked and prepared to use her craft on the creature.

Gilbert stuck closer to the monster and made noise by hitting his shield with his mace to make sure the necromancer wouldn’t be targeted. “A forest ogre, big one too. Think your magics work on it?” He asked and tossed a stone at the beast to annoy it further.

“For fuck’s sake, I am not a mage!” Anastacia yelled before realizing how little it mattered at the moment. “But yes, if you can stun it for ten seconds or so, I can rip off something it needs.”

Gilbert grasped his mace harder as the ogre stumbled towards him. The first few swipes of its claws were easy enough to avoid and he was even able to punish the creature for them by hitting it a couple of times. But then the ogre made a sudden move he didn’t expect and he barely caught it with his shield, which immediately broke because most shields weren’t designed for hits that big. The claws left a few scrapes on his arms but that wasn’t anything the adventurer couldn’t just shrug off. Instead of falling back, Gilbert seized the opportunity to hit the creature in the face, causing it to rear back and start flailing blindly.

Anastacia had made some progress earlier, but the flailing undid all of it. “You need to keep it still!” She reminded her friend.

“You come here and hold it still!” Gilbert responded and avoided another blow. The flailing itself didn’t cause much problems for a competent fighter such as him, but it did stop him from approaching the ogre. He kept his distance until the creature started to show some signs of fatigue, while also waiting for a more predictable swing he could use to get closer and attack.

Meanwhile the necromancer’s efforts didn’t amount to much, so she started looking for anything else that might help while her partner worked on tiring the beast out. None of the farming tools seemed too useful, but the farmer had left his crossbow on the porch. Anastacia ran over to get it and aimed at the rampaging creature, but she had never used such a weapon before and couldn’t figure out how it worked. “How does this thing go twang?!” She asked and held the bow up.

Gilbert took a quick glance at her. “That’s perfect, just toss it to me!” Gilbert advised.

Anastacia tried throwing the crossbow, but the arc fell horribly short, so she had to go and bring it to Gilbert herself before running off back to safety.

The crossbow wasn’t loaded, which would have been an issue for most people in that situation, since reloading it would require stopping for a while and stepping on the stirrup. But Gilbert was not most people, he grabbed the stirrup with one hand and gave the string a tug with the other, all the while keeping an eye on the ogre and avoiding its swings. After putting the bolt back in its place, he aimed at the ogre’s shoulder and hit it. A single bolt wouldn’t do much after going through the creature’s fur and fat, but it was enough to make the ogre avoid using one of its front legs, making it a lot more predictable.

The ogre wailed in pain and swung at the adventurer one more time, far faster than Gilbert had expected. He didn’t have time to avoid it and had to brace for the impact. The force of the blow was enough to throw him off the ground. Luckily, he was able to grab on to the ogre’s fur and was instead swung over its shoulder. Seeing his opportunity, he clung on to the beast’s neck and started to choke it with his mace.

“Now, Anna!” He yelled.

Anastacia had already realized that the ogre had slowed down, and while rearing back to reach Gilbert, it stayed still enough. She muttered some of the basic teachings of necromancy to herself to hurry up the process. Slowly she could feel the control over the creature’s vertebra shift over to her and as soon as she could, she twisted them, breaking the ogre’s neck.

When the ogre stopped struggling, Gilbert dropped off its back and let it collapse forwards. As it hit the ground, the impact on its chest emptied the creature’s lungs and made it throw up a generous amount blood. The spray carried surprisingly far and covered the celebrating necromancer with a red coating of blood. Before she even had the time to throw up or much less say anything, Anastacia turned pale and passed out on the spot.

The old farmer had been following the fight through a window and stepped out now that it was over. He walked over to the ogre and took a look at it. “That’s not a deer.” He stated and picked up his crossbow from the ground.

“Really, what gave it away?” Gilbert joked while catching his breath. “That ate the deer.”

Both of them walked over to the necromancer, who was laying on the ground, covered in blood and somehow even paler than usual.

“Is the lass gonna be alright?” The farmer asked and poked her with his foot.

            

    
        Chapter 7 - Devotee of Sylvia

    
    
    
    
                When Anastacia finally came to, she had been moved to the porch. Gilbert was sitting next to her, eating the rest of the food he had gotten from Rosie while waiting for the necromancer to wake up. He had already harvested the ogre’s nails and teeth, as they could be sold off to alchemists for a bit of extra gold.

He noticed that Anastacia opened her eyes and put aside his lunch. “Did you have a good nap?” He asked and pointed up to make the necromancer look there as well. “If I were you, I wouldn’t look down at your clothes. I tried wiping some of it off, but that dress is a goner.”

Anastacia looked anyway and immediately threw up over the side of the porch.

Gilbert laughed. “The farmer said you could have one of his late wife’s dresses for the trouble, since this didn’t go exactly like the notice said.”

The old farmer was piling up branches and small logs on top of the ogre’s corpse, that was still lying in front of the house, and trying to move its limbs a bit. For a man of his age, he was a really hard worker.

“What is he doing with the body? We don’t have to clean up as well, do we?” Anastacia worried and looked back up before she would have to throw up again.

“Nay, he said he’ll burn it and use the ashes as fertilizer. No idea if that makes sense or not, but at least it won’t be left to rot and attract wolves or anything.” Gilbert shrugged. “The dress is on the chair over there.”

Anastacia was relieved that she wouldn’t have to get rid of the body, she would have not made it through chopping it apart into more moveable pieces. It would have been possible for her to reanimate it with necromancy to just walk it back into the forest, but she had a strict policy against doing such things; dead things should stay dead after all. Though still feeling a little wobbly, she really wanted to get out of the bloody clothes and somehow managed to get up and go inside to change into the old dress. It more or less fit her but had a horrid looking flower pattern on it, most people would have probably stuck with the bloodstained ones instead, but sadly that wasn’t an option for Anastacia.

She stepped back out and could hear Gilbert failing to hold back laughter. “Oh, shut up, or I’ll throw up on you! I’m sure he has a dress for you too.” Anastacia threatened him.

The farmer had finished building the pyre and walked over. “Well would you look at that! You remind me of the good old days with Edna.” He said and winked at Anastacia.

“Uh… Yeah. Thanks for the dress, it’s… not covered in blood.” Anastacia struggled to compliment her new attire. “Can you burn these too? I don’t think the blood is going to come off.” She asked and offered her old clothes to the farmer.

The farmer nodded. “Just toss then into the pile.” He said and nodded towards the pyre. “Now I do believe I owe you folks a bit of coin for your bravery, that was a might fine scuffle!” He continued and handed Gilbert a pouch of coins. “I put in a bit of extra for the ogre, I really had no idea there was something like that out there.”

Gilbert quickly checked the insides of the pouch, not because he didn’t trust the man, but because it was something a smart adventurer got into a habit of doing. There were cases of people paying with counterfeit coins and moving away before the guild returned to ask for the money. Usually the guild would hire adventurers that excelled in tracking to do it, but even then, there was no guarantee that the person would be able to actually pay. So knowing the basics about identifying counterfeit currency was something that was heavily encouraged.

“Seems to be all here. Pleasure doing business with you, sir.” He said and shook the farmer’s hand before turning towards the road leading back to Valor. “Anna, thank the man, so we can go.”

Anastacia thanked the man for the dress and tossed her old one into the pile of branches, leaves and ogre before hurrying to catch up with Gilbert.

Though a bit late in their schedule, the pair was still well on track to get back to the inn while dinner was still available. While walking, they went over the fight with the ogre and how it could have gone horribly wrong very easily. Usually forest ogres are not something two adventurers go against, normally it would take five or so, or three skilled ones with a good plan to take one down relatively safely. In most cases, arrows and swords had no success against the creature’s thick hide and fat, so the parties had a mage to deal the final blow after the others had tired the ogre out. Poisons were also moderately effective, but it required multiple hits with arrows in places where its skin was easier to pierce, and so was very risky.

The wound on Gilbert’s arm wasn’t anything serious, but it still grossed out the necromancer. “Aren’t you going to patch that up?” She asked and pointed at the gash.

The adventurer took a look at his forearm. “Nay, it’s not that bad, and I didn’t think we’d need gauze today, so I didn’t pack any.” He shrugged.

Anastacia frowned, tore off a sleeve from her dress and tied it over the wound. “It was making me feel sick.” She said and gagged just from thinking about it too much.

Gilbert laughed. “Aww, now you’ve gone and ruined the guy’s dress.”

“It was ruined while it was being made. At least now it did some good in the world.” Anastacia said.

With the wound dealt with, they returned to their conversation. Both of them knew that they had just gotten extremely lucky, since there was a whole host of ways it could have gone very wrong. If Gilbert had failed to hold it still long enough, it would have no doubt worn him out eventually, and there was nothing Anastacia could have done alone. Both of them agreed that they really need at least one more person in their party.

“How much gold are the ingredients going to get us?” Anastacia asked to change the subject to something a bit more cheerful.

Gilbert calculated the price with his fingers. “Should be at least three thousand or so, they’re pretty rare but not in great shape. Together with the rewards, we’ll both get a decent chunk of money, though it’s still a joke for downing a forest ogre.” He said.

For the rest of the walk, Anastacia listed different things she wanted to buy eventually, and Gilbert tallied up their costs as a goal for the fresh adventurer. Before they even realized, they were already back at the gates of Valor.

They walked past the woman lying on the bench without looking at her, because she was clearly awake now and suffering from what was probably a hangover of the century. Unfortunately for the pair, the woman noticed them and stumbled up from the bench, kicking over a couple of the bottles at her feet.

“Ah! The tiny necromancer! I’ve been looking for you.” She greeted Anastacia cheerily while pulling her pure white cloak back on. Under it she was wearing almost a full set of plate armor, which was also spotless and without a flaw or a dent. Her curly fire red hair was also miraculously untangled and her slightly tanned face bright and clean, to a point that the only way Anastacia knew that she was still drunk was her unstable stumbling and a noticeable odor of wine.

Anastacia didn’t want anything to do with her so she barely turned to look at the woman when speaking. “Why? I have no business with your kind.” She scoffed.

“Don’t be like that. I never did anything to you or your friends, did I?” The armored woman insisted on talking to her.

Going over the incident at the inn, Anastacia realized that what the woman said was true. She had not spoken a word nor done anything, it seemed more like she was just being dragged along.

Gilbert still had his suspicions. “Where’s your asshole friend?” He asked.

The woman laughed. “Alex is in the jail until he starts to behave. Knowing him, it’ll take years at least. Besides, he’s not a friend, he simply tagged along to ‘protect’ me because he heard there was money to be made here in Valor. I’m just going to leave him there. Honestly, I’ve wanted to get rid of him since day one, but he just didn’t seem to die no matter how many bandit camps I steered him into.”

“Is that so…” Gilbert muttered and rubbed his chin.

The woman turned back to Anastacia. “Oh! I should introduce myself!” She realized and bowed to the necromancer. “I am Emilia, an ex-priestess of Sylvia, currently only a devotee of her, unrelated to the church of dipshits. As a sign of good will, may I heal the wound on your friend’s arm? I’d heal your sense of style, but that’s beyond my means.” She laughed and grabbed Gilbert’s arm before even getting a permission to do so. She tried to grab something that should have been hanging from her belt but wasn’t there. After a bit of looking around, she pulled an ornate one-handed mace from behind the bench and wiped some dirt off it before giving it a quick kiss. The mace began to glow slightly as Emilia began her prayer and placed it on Gilbert’s wound.

As the wound grew shut before their eyes, Gilbert felt a burning sensation on his arm, that wasn’t quite pain but not pleasant either.

“That should do it.” Emilia happily said and hung the mace from her belt. “So how about we grab a drink and talk business?” She suggested and ushered the pair of adventurers through the gates.

Gilbert had to visit the guild office to register the quest as completed and pay the tax from the reward. Since it was supposed to be a simple quest, the whole party wasn’t needed for it. He was fine leaving Anastacia alone with Emilia since they were in the city but did tell her to go straight to the inn.

Some of the guests in the tavern recognized Emilia from the incident and seemed surprised to see her back inside, together with Anastacia too. When the necromancer and devotee sat down at a corner table to wait for Gilbert, someone told Rosie about the situation and she came out of the kitchen to see what was up.

“Why’s the strumpet of Sylvia with you? Where’s Gil?” The innkeeper asked and glared at Emilia.

Anastacia opened her mouth to answer, but Emilia beat her to it and stood up. “Your name-calling hurts me, miss tigress. I make no excuses for my ex-companion’s rudeness, but I for one find both you and your inn very charming. But enough about that, I am here to make an offer to your tiny friend here.” She declared and pointed at the necromancer.

Rosie frowned. “You talk too much, I asked Anna, not you. Say another word and I’ll toss you out.” She threatened and turned to Anastacia.

“Honestly I have no idea. She said she had an offer and we figured she hasn’t actually done anything to us so why not just hear her out.” Anastacia shrugged.

Rosie didn’t respond and instead just disappeared into the kitchen to get a plate with an assortment of sausages, cheese, crackers and grapes on it and placed it on the table – considerably closer to Anastacia than Emilia.

“How was your first quest?” The tigress asked, intending to ignore the devotee of Sylvia until Gilbert returned. “And what the shit are you wearing, did you turn into someone’s grandma out there?”

“The deer were all dead, there was a forest ogre, so we killed it. I got blood on me and threw up, so I had to change my dress.” Anastacia listed while shoving the snacks in her mouth like there was no tomorrow. “Got the money though.”

“You and Gil killed an ogre? Just the two of you? Are you okay?” Rosie worried and took Anastacia’s hand.

“Yup, we got kind of lucky. Hopefully we’ll find one or two more people before the next one.” Anastacia nodded and continued to gobble the snacks with her free hand.

Hearing that made Emilia extremely excited and she clapped her hands together to interrupt the conversation. “This is better than I could have hoped for! With Alex in jail, I could use a couple of companions that aren’t shitty racist twats. You and that big fellow certainly seem like you could use someone watching your backs and keeping you intact. So this is what I suggest: Let's form a party!” She said and pointed at Anastacia.

Rosie wasn’t too keen on the strange woman, so she was immediately skeptical of the suggestion. Even though Emilia certainly seemed like she could handle herself, she wasn’t exactly high up on the list of people the tigress would trust her friends' lives with. “And what exactly do you bring to the table? Aside from the smell of cheap wine?” She asked and snarled at the devotee.

“I bring with me the blessings of My Lady Sylvia of course!” Emilia declared and hoisted her mace towards the ceiling. “Also, I’m adept at hitting things with this and my fist.”

Anastacia thought about Gilbert getting hurt during the fight with the ogre. There was nothing she could do to protect him in any way. In fact, if there was more than one foe, she would be the one who needed protecting since she had zero experience fighting hand to hand. A second capable pair of fists would go a long way to give the party some freedom.

“I hate to say this, but she does have a point.” Anastacia admitted and grabbed the last sausage from the plate.

            

    
        Chapter 8 - All geared up

    
    
    
    
                The morning was colder than usual for the season, and a thick mist filled the streets of Valor and the fields around it. Though technically not working in the inn anymore, Anastacia felt like she owed Rosie something and had gotten up early to help the innkeeper with the breakfast preparations. Rosie had told her that she could wait until the next quest before she needed to start paying for the room, so Anastacia could spend her cut of yesterday’s reward on some clothes and gear. Though the shops were probably already open, she didn’t feel like going outside until the mist cleared and chose to stay in the warm kitchen for a while longer.

“Still feeling like you can overcome your fear of blood?” Rosie asked and handed the necromancer a cup of coffee.

Anastacia savored the first sip for a while before answering. “I’m not afraid of it, blood is just really disgusting. I think it’ll just take a while to figure it out; though I’m still going to use necromancy out there, it’s way too useful to just ignore it.”

The innkeeper gave her a pat on the head. “You should still learn how to use a dagger and a bow properly, just enough to at least defend yourself from a sudden attack. Max is probably the person who can help you with that the most.”

Anastacia remembered seeing a pair of daggers on the elf’s hips and peeked into the tavern to see if he was up yet but wasn’t able to see any member of the trio.

“Those three left on a quest yesterday, it’s by the coast so it’ll take a couple of days at least.” Rosie said and tossed some more firewood into the stove. “Something about giant crabs, I think.”

The necromancer sighed and returned to her seat, she couldn’t wait for a proper quest of her own. Something that was actually supposed to be slightly more intense and not just take a turn for the worse. After Gilbert had returned last night, they had agreed that the assets Emilia would bring with her overweighed her annoying, drunken behavior, so she had been accepted into the party. With the three of them, they should be able to take on some intermediate quests without too much trouble.

But first, Anastacia needed some gear, something slightly more protective than a plain dress, even if she wasn’t supposed to be the one to get in harm’s way, something light that could protect her from a stray cut would go a long way. “Where can I get something that looks cool and ideally isn’t black?”

“There’s a small leather workshop on the main street, only a few buildings from the market. You could get a leather vest, better boots that don’t ruin your feet when you need to walk for a few days in a row, a belt that has enough pouches for a few odds and ends and some proper gloves – oh, and a cloak, you should have one before you need to sleep outside when it’s cold for the first time.” Rosie listed and peeked into the tavern to see if it was filling up yet.

“I’m still a bit hazy on the whole money thing, but I think I can get most of that.” Anastacia said while jingling her purse. Her first priority was still getting some regular clothes, as she didn’t have that many to begin with and had already lost some after arriving to Valor.

After finishing her coffee as well as a refill, Anastacia deemed that it was warm enough outside and she should just get the shopping out of the way. She placed her cup into the washing basin and excused herself.

“If you’re on your way out, could you also toss that drunkard out of my inn? She has to rent a room if she wants to sleep here.” Rosie asked and waved to the necromancer.

Emilia was lying down in the corner of the tavern, surrounded by a new set of wine bottles. Though at first glance she looked fine, when she got up to greet Anastacia and emptied one of the bottles next to her, the necromancer started to wonder whether letting the devotee into the party was such a great idea.

“Get up, Rosie says you need to rent a room or leave.” Anastacia said coldly and started arranging the empty bottles on a table.

“How cold of her! But fine, fine, fine, even though the service here leaves something to be desired, I shall rent a room here – as soon as I balance my finances.” The drunken devotee declared and started to look around for something. “Have you seen my mace?”

“Rosie took it last night, after you tried to heal her attitude, we can get it back later.” Anastacia said and felt bad watching Emilia fight the vertigo as she stumbled up. “I know I’m going to regret this, but do you want to go shopping for gear with me?”

Emilia looked delighted to hear that. “Why of course, tiny necromancer! I know quite a bit about quality armor after all!” She exclaimed and forcibly hugged Anastacia.

“Can you not call me that? Just say Anna or Anastacia.” The necromancer sighed and pushed off Emilia, worried that the stench of alcohol would catch on her clothes.

Emilia grabbed a bottle that still had some wine in it from the floor and escorted the necromancer outside. On the way to the workshop, she bombarded Anastacia with annoying questions, almost like she was trying to forcibly befriend the necromancer, all the while sipping from the bottle every now and then.

“Why are you here? I mean in Valor. Is the church trying to spread here?” Anastacia asked, tired of answering the devotee’s questions.

The perpetual smile on Emilia’s face died down. “I have nothing to do with the church anymore, trust me. Those lying heretics have left the light of My Lady Sylvia long ago and now just keep up the act for money and power. Leaving that wretched place allows me to better serve Lady Sylvia.” She explained in a sudden, serious tone. “I chose you because I need a competent party to get on the guild’s good side and maybe one day get the permission for a small temple of my own. One that’s based on joy and helping one another, instead of horrible bigotry and greed.”

Anastacia was surprised by the serious answer, enough for it to improve her opinion of Emilia slightly. She may have been an annoying drunk, but her motives seemed honest and good – not that they would help her when the guards see her walking around with a wine bottle so early in the morning. “And why all the wine?”

“Do you know that small little voice in your head that tells you what’s right or wrong? Well the voice in my head isn’t mine.” Emilia sighed, looked at the sky and emptied her bottle. “The wine silenced it for a while, now it just makes it easier to handle until I figure out what’s true and what isn’t.”

Their new party member hearing voices in her head undid some of the work her earlier answer had done and didn’t exactly instill confidence in the drunken devotee.

“Of course, I can stop if it’s a problem during quests, I think.” Emilia shrugged.

Their awkward conversation ended when Anastacia noticed the shop Rosie had talked about. It was a rather small establishment in the corner of a building. Above the door was a sign that read ‘Green hide’, and the windows had a few sets of leather armor on display.

Emilia pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the window. “Orcish leatherwork, huh? It’s not a bad choice for a low budget. They make their leather simple and sturdy, so don’t expect much in the way of intricate patterns or extra features.” She explained and headed inside with Anastacia.

Inside the shop was a small counter with a gruff looking older orc behind it, working on something. The shopkeeper took one look at Anastacia and returned to his work. “Sorry, child, but I don’t make dresses or the like.” He mumbled.

“That’s alright, I’m here for something that might actually have a chance to save my life.” Anastacia said and looked at the armor on display.

The orc seemed surprised and stopped working. “Really now? I had you pegged as a child, but if it’s armor you’re looking for you’ve come to the right place. I have a decent selection of everything pint-sized, so what can I get you?”

“I need a vest, boots, gloves and a belt.” The necromancer listed.

It didn’t take long for the orc to find the items among the gear on the shelves of the shop, every now and then he glanced at Anastacia to make sure he had the right size and shape picked. He carefully placed them on the counter in front of the girl and gestured for her to take a look.

“You’re a bit lanky, so you can’t wear things meant for dwarven folk, so instead I think the sizes meant for childlings should go well for you.” He explained while Anastacia wiggled the vest on. “It has some steel plating on the shoulders and the collar, not really what people who are expecting to get hit would wear, but it’ll stop your average blade or a set of teeth.”

At first Anastacia had thought that the vest was heavy to carry, but once she had it on, the weight disappeared, and she was able to move around freely. Just like Emilia had said, it was plain looking but felt like it could take a beating, and above all else, it fit perfectly.

“There’s a few dyed versions left if the regular leather color isn’t what you’re looking for. Personally, I think black would match well with your fair complexion.” The shopkeeper said and returned to the shelf he had taken the vest from.

“Actually, I was thinking-“ Anastacia said but was interrupted by the devotee.

“I agree! Black is definitely her color, and it goes well with basically anything you might wear under it!” Emilia said excitedly.

Not feeling like fighting the two about it, Anastacia accepted her fate as a necromancer in ever so stereotypical black attire. “Fine, I’ll take it in black. Can I try the other stuff?” She sighed.

The orc made sure the boots were shiny when he handed them to Anastacia, along with the belt and gloves. Everything fit her perfectly, though they had to punch an extra hole into the belt so it didn’t fall off.

Anastacia walked around for a bit and kicked the air a few times to make sure the boots would stay on. Though it wasn’t much, having some armor made her feel like an actual adventurer, so she decided to take the entire set, though regrettably in all black. The total cost for them was around two thousand gold, which the necromancer could have afforded, but Emilia somehow managed to negotiate the price down by two hundred.

With the remaining money, they were able to buy some basic clothing from one of the stands in the market on their way back to the inn, just so Anastacia could finally toss out her old Mournvalleyan clothing and fit in to Valor properly.

As they were browsing the selection on some of the other stands, they ran into Gilbert, who had been sent out of the inn on some errands by Rosie.

“If you got all the gear you need, we could just go and get us a new quest?” The old adventurer suggested.

Anastacia perked up. “What?! Right now? An actual quest and not something boring?” She asked and grabbed Gilbert’s sleeve.

Gilbert laughed. “Aye, when I went by the guild office last night, there was a quest that caught my eye. Something about a village being attacked by an unknown creature, 3 people dead so far.”

The necromancer’s eyes shined more than ever as she rushed though the crowd to get to the office before the quest would get taken by someone else. Luckily the notice was still up on the wall when she made it there, she had to jump to reach it but managed to pluck it from the wall before Gilbert and Emilia caught up with her. While waiting in line to get to the counter, Anastacia swayed back and forth, unable to stay still for a second.

“Are you here to accept a quest?” The eerily familiar looking, yet slightly different than the previous clerk asked when the party finally reached the front of the line.

Anastacia slammed the notice on the counter in excitement and grinned. “YES! We’d like this one.” She declared grandly and pushed the notice though the slot int the glass panel separating the clerk from the adventurers.

“I see.” The crystal horned official said and glared at Gilbert, clearly suggesting that he needed to calm the necromancer. “The village of Angarast has been under attack and the local governor has asked for the guild’s aid. The reward you receive will be based on your level of success: ten thousand for identifying and locating the threat and additional thirty thousand for stopping the attacks.” She recounted the information on the notice. “Please identify yourself.” The clerk said and pointed at a pearl stand on the counter while sliding a small glass card into a slit on her side of it.

Each of the adventurers popped in their glass pearls and waited for them to flash orange and dim back down again. Once the whole party was done, the clerk took out the glass card and placed it into a drawer behind her, that was already full of them.

“First quest as a party? The guild wishes you luck and expects nothing but success.” The official stated monotonously and bowed. “Be safe and get out of the line to let the next party to the counter.”

            

    
        Chapter 9 - The chosen of Sylvia. 

    
    
    
    
                Angarast was a small village surrounded by fields of wheat on one side and a dark, swampy forest on the other. The residents mostly kept to themselves and only sent out a merchant to sell their handmade goods in bigger cities a few times a year. They were wealthy by no measure, and hardly would have spent the coin on hiring adventurers themselves, so the quest must have been commissioned by the local lord or someone else higher up the chain of command. It fell perfectly in the guild’s market niche; sure, the lord could have taken a portion of his army, equipped them with all the gear needed to travel to Angarast, stay there for a bit and travel back, with the risk of them not finding anything or even getting killed themselves, whereas hiring a few adventurers that had their own gear and traveling methods was far cheaper in comparison, and if they failed, it didn’t cost the lord anything.

In a town of maybe thirty people, the deaths of three was certainly a cause for alarm. Whatever was going on may have been just the beginning after all. Gilbert hopped off the merchant wagon the party had gotten a ride from – in exchange for protection of course. He could immediately pick up on the worried mood of the village, barely anyone was staying outside and whenever they had to leave the safety of their homes, they would run. Almost all windows had been covered or at least had their curtains closed, but every now and then someone would open them slightly to peek at the adventurers.

Emilia was in a horrible mood, Gilbert had forbidden alcohol during quests for obvious reasons, but the devotee felt like being sober would only hinder her effectiveness. She couldn’t wait for the quest to be over, so she could return to the inn as a resident and a paying customer. “Heeeey! Whatever is killing all the people here, come out so I can kill you and get this over and done with!” She yelled, much to the dismay of the villagers and causing even the braver ones to hurry inside and lock their doors.

After scolding her, Gilbert went around knocking on doors until he finally found the unofficial ‘leader’ of the village, hoping to get some information about the attacks from him. Though even he tried to close the door on the adventurers, but Gilbert managed to get his foot in first. “Can you tell us anything about the attacks? Even the smallest detail might be helpful.” He asked and pulled the door open.

The old man inside retreated to a window and peeked between the curtains at the forest right outside the village. He gestured for the adventurers to come in and hastily locked the door after them. “Look, I can’t help you, no one saw nothin’.” He said and kept staring through the window.

“So these were three separate attacks, with no witnesses?” Gilbert suggested. “When you found the bodies, was there anything weird about them? Like stolen belongings or parts or anything.”

“Throats slit, all three of ‘em, but not a drop o’ blood on their clothes. Some were thinkin’ it’s vampires, but the last one got done in at noon. Poor Robert, was supposed to marry our Isabel.” The man recounted and nervously fiddled with his axe that was placed next to the window.

Gilbert scratched his gray beard. “So it doesn’t avoid daylight, doesn’t take anything from the victims, probably drinks their blood… I can think of a dozen or so creatures that do this sort of thing.” He muttered.

“A dozen?! That’s way too many.” Anastacia interrupted. “You’re saying that there are over ten types of things that kill people in this extremely specific way?!”

“The world is a vast and dangerous place, there’s room for all kinds of things. It’s why we stay in business too.” The old adventurer shrugged before turning to their host again. “It’s probably something like swamp fairies, though they would take some teeth from their victims to make necklaces with, but you might have scared them away before they managed to do that, I’ve seen it happen before. Either way, it’s pretty obvious that whatever it is, it’s coming from the swamps. We’ll set up a camp a few hundred meters that way and survey the area. You and your people should probably stay inside like you have.” He explained and gave the old man a reassuring pat on the shoulder before guiding his party back outside.

“Okay, so no we just go check out the woods like we did the last time and beat up whatever we find?” Anastacia asked excitedly. She was unable to contain her mood any longer and pranced towards the dark forest.

But even Anastacia’s mood didn’t last long in the humid forest, where every tree root seemed like it was purposefully put there to be in the way and a single wrong step could have resulted in a quick swim in one of the many pools of foul-smelling water. When the search reached its fifth hour without even a faintest of clues about the whereabouts of whatever was lurking in the swamps, all three adventurers agreed that it was just better to make a camp on a suitable clearing near the edge of the forest and hope that the creature in question would come and find them instead.

As the sun set, the party gathered whatever firewood they were able to find and started a campfire. The whole quest was nothing new to Gilbert and he wasn’t too bothered by the annoying terrain or the unsuccessful search. Emilia had spent most of the search relatively still because her head was killing her, and every movement was pure agony. Anastacia was simply extremely bored, she had imagined that they would find the culprit within minutes and returned to the village victorious.

“Now that we’ve gotten a better look at the area, I think we’re against a vuaren.” Gilbert said to start a conversation. “The swamps suit them just fine and they rarely leave traces.”

“A what now? How big is it?” Anastacia perked up.

“Not too big, bout the size of a small chubby child. That doesn’t mean they’re not dangerous, many of the world’s most vicious things come in small packages – take you for an example.” The old adventurer explained and pointed at the necromancer with his pipe. “The problem with vuaren is their telepathic capabilities. Visions, nightmares, imaginary sounds, everything is fair game for them, so keep your minds steeled. Usually they target lone travelers, so it might not attack all of us at once, but this one is clearly a bit braver than your average vuaren since it’s going against an entire village.” He continued and poured himself some coffee they had prepared on the fire. “Basically, what we’re looking for is something that looks like a mix between a pig and a bat, about a meter high, brown fur, razor sharp claws.”

“Okay, so how do we kill it?” Emilia pitched in.

“Conventional methods work fine, just need a clean blow at it and it’ll go down. Just need to lure it to attack us.” Gilbert said.

Emilia did her best to shake off her hangover and poured herself a cup of coffee as well as refilled Anastacia’s cup. “I think I know what to do. One of us pretends to leave the camp alone, while the other two follow close behind quietly – personally I vote that beefcake over here goes first.” She whispered.

Gilbert waited for a while, hoping for better ideas to pop up, but none did. He sighed and got up. “Fair enough, my throat is covered by armor anyway, so I won’t be in any immediate danger. Just make sure you don’t lose me, or each other.”

He stretched his back and legs before wandering into the darkness surrounding the camp. When he was barely visible, Emilia and Anastacia stealthily snuck after him. For such an old and sizeable man, Gilbert was surprisingly nimble in his movements and proved to be more difficult to follow than Emilia had assumed, so much so that they needed to risk being seen just to catch up. After about two hours of tailing, Emilia and Anastacia were starting to get exhausted and began considering just giving up and coming up with a new plan. Maybe the vuaren just wasn’t dumb enough to fall into such a simple trap.

Suddenly, out of the corner of her eye, Anastacia spotted a hooded figure in the darkness and halted. The putrid stench of her home country immediately flooded over her when her eyes locked with the mysterious figure. In her mind it could only mean one thing: Mournvalley had found her.

“Anastacia, it’s time to come back home. Become the monster you were supposed to be!” The other necromancer demanded. “Come with me now or face consequences.”

Anastacia looked around to see if the necromancer had brought reinforcements along but wasn’t able to spot any; she did however notice that she had lost both Emilia and Gilbert. Worried that the possible other necromancers had gotten them already, she lashed out at the shadowy figure. “Fuck all of you, I have a new life now and I will kill every single one of you if that’s what it takes for you to leave me be!”

When the figure darted into the darkness, Anastacia dashed after it without giving it a second of thought. She had to stop the other necromancer before they could tell others about her whereabouts or worse yet, harm her new friends.


Meanwhile Emilia had just noticed that Anastacia was gone. She could have sworn that the small necromancer was right behind her just a few seconds ago but was now nowhere to be seen. The devotee could still see Gilbert in the distance, but something seemed off with him too; his pace had slowed down quite a bit, and Emilia could hear him speak to someone but couldn’t see anyone else. Shouting his name didn’t seem to catch his attention either.

“Oh, Emilia! What have you become? A pathetic drunk who can’t even protect her party. Not much of a priestess, are you?” A sudden, familiar voice said.

Emilia turned around to see Alex, the paladin she had left the church with, step out from the darkness.

“Do you still hear the voices? Has your booze-rotten brain gotten to a point where you can’t even tell if you’re hallucinating or if this goddess of yours is actually talking to you? I figured that it was just another sad lie to try and get some attention, but I didn’t realize it was so bad that you continued telling stories even after we parted ways.” The paladin cackled and walked around Emilia. “Well then, Chosen of Sylvia, or whatever you called yourself, how about we just get back to the church and maybe they’ll let you clean the floors in exchange for wine.”

The devotee stared at her previous companion in silence, before suddenly giggling slightly. “I see… So that’s how it is.” She muttered. “Yesterday this might have worked on me, but today I’m unfortunately sober, yet Sylvia still sings to me!” She grasped her mace and pointed it towards the night sky. “My lady, clear the clouded minds of my companions, so that they won’t get wasted on this swamp. Let them hear the true beauty of your songs and see the blazing glory of the Goddess of Joy!” She prayed with a grand tone in her voice.

The mace began to glow brightly before bursting on fire and causing a shockwave of heat that dispelled the vuaren’s illusions in a blink of an eye. With its ruse discovered, the ugly creature showed itself and leaped towards Emilia’s back in a final attempt to kill its prey, but unfortunately for the vuaren, Emilia had heard it and turned around just in time to smash the creature’s skull with a powerful strike of her mace, killing it instantly.


Anastacia had lost the necromancer she had chased and was frantically looking around when she felt a sudden wave of pressure and warmth, emanating from a bright light in the distance. It took a few seconds for her to put the pieces together on what had happened, but when she realized that the vuaren had successfully tricked her into separating from Emilia, she sprinted towards the light as fast as she could, in case it was the devotee signaling for help. While running, Anastacia realized that she heard a second set of steps behind her, not daring to look back as that would almost certainly make her trip on something, she began screaming and hoped it would get Emilia’s attention.

It worked out surprisingly well and gave Emilia a few seconds to come up with something after she saw her necromancer friend and the beast chasing her. “Anna, roll!” She yelled and pointed at a spot on the ground in front of her.

Anastacia did her best, but her roll turned into a stumble and a faceplant into the moss. It did however achieve what the priestess had hoped, and the vuaren chasing Anastacia jumped over the necromancer, right into Emilia’s armored fist. The creature’s face made a horrible crunching noise as it came to a sudden stop. To seal the deal, the devotee stomped on the twitching beast’s neck and broke it. Without taking a second to catch her breath, Emilia pulled Anastacia back on her feet and dashed into the direction where Gilbert had been in, only to find the old adventurer already heading their way while carrying a dead vuaren.

“Nice work with the light. I could have sworn I was heading back to the camp with you guys, but that’s exactly how these bastards work. Are both of you alright?” He said and tossed the vuaren into a nearby bush.

Before Emilia could answer, Anastacia raced past her and bumped into Gilbert at full speed. “Gil! Gil! You should have been there!” She exclaimed and started going through the events in a way that was somehow both excessively detailed and incoherent for the most part.

Gilbert rubbed his beard. “Can’t say that I’ve heard three of them working together before.” He said and patted the necromancer’s head to make her calm down and shut up. “Well judging by how we’re no longer being attacked, this was either all of them or we scared away the rest, probably for good, so how about we go back to the village and share the good news? And get paid of course.”

The townsfolk were beyond thankful for killing the beasts and bringing an end to the uncertainty, they would have held a small celebration, but Gilbert figured it was a bit too late for that and disappeared into one of the houses with a young foxfolk seamstress, who seemed particularly impressed by the adventurer’s deeds.

 Anastacia fell asleep as soon as she had to be still for more than ten seconds and was dragged into one of the houses that belonged to someone who had been killed by the vuaren.

Emilia sat down next to the sleeping necromancer and inspected a bottle of wine she had spotted in one of the kitchen cabinets while looking for anything to drink. She moved the bottle around and peered through it in candlelight. “Well technically the quest is now over, right?” She laughed and kept staring at the bottle.

            

    
        Chapter 10 - Daggers fit for a necromancer

    
    
    
    
                Having returned to Valor on a merchant’s carriage, the party celebrated their first quest together. Anastacia felt slightly bad about ditching her job as a waitress so quickly, so she helped with the preparation of the celebratory feast while Gilbert stayed behind in the guild office to deal with the taxes and Emilia checked out the room on the second floor of the inn she could finally afford to rent. By the time everything was ready, the whole party had returned to the tavern happily dug into their plates when Anastacia and Rosie laid them out.

As they ate, Anastacia recounted what happened during the quest to Rosie, and hearing that Emilia had actually proven useful by saving the entire party improved her opinion of the drunkard – very slightly.

“You know, if you toned down the drinking a bit, you’d almost be pleasant to have around.” The innkeeper said and flicked Emilia’s forehead.

“Aww, does the mean miss tigress like me now?” The priestess laughed and leaned towards Rosie. “Truly, I’m honored.”

“Don’t make me change my mind again.” Rosie snarled.

The drunken priestess had lost a considerable portion of her survival instincts and decided that it was a good idea to hug the innkeeper. Normally it would have meant a swift flight through the inn’s door for almost anyone, but for some reason Rosie almost felt bad for Emilia and simply pushed her chair over.

They were interrupted by the door creaking open and Xamiliere walking in with a massive crab leg triumphantly held above her head. “Craaaaaaaaaaaab!” The spriggan declared and threw the leg on the floor.

For whatever reason, this warranted a round of applause from the adventurers in the tavern, though no one was sure why exactly. Soon after the spriggan, the rest of her party entered, holding two equally massive crab feet each. They hauled them to the kitchen and negotiated a deal with Rosie about cooking them for everyone in the tavern, which didn’t take too much convincing as the innkeeper herself loved some crab meat and garlic butter.

Anastacia was awed by the size of the legs. “How did you even kill something this big?” She asked and tried to lift one of them.

Dammar laughed. “We killed fourteen of the buggers! At first, we had some trouble getting through the hard shell, but then ‘borrowed’ a cannon from one of the nearby ships and then it was just a matter of Xammy just tying them down with roots and us shoving the cannon in their mouth. It was a blast” He explained and seemed proud of his pun.

“Ah man! That just makes our quest seem boring now…” The necromancer frowned.

The dwarf seemed surprised. “You lot were on a quest? Let’s grab a drink and tell this old dwarf the full story. New adventurers going out is always hilarious.” He laughed and patted Anastacia on the back.

Stories were exchanged, and the celebration continued late into the night. At some point, Holly the night waitress appeared into the tavern and seemed confused by the unusually loud start for her shift, but gladly accepted the crab meat given to her. As the night progressed, the celebrations died down. Anastacia fell asleep at the table and had to be carried to her room, Emilia passed out under a table after drinking too much and had to be dragged to her room by Rosie while Xamiliere left for a walk in the fields around Valor to recharge herself. Gilbert, Maximillian and Dammar were left in silence to smoke their pipes until the morning sun started to peek over the city walls again.

The sun was already at its highest when it woke up the young necromancer. While still a bit groggy, she dug out some of her new clothes from her wardrobe. Trying to figure out a matching pair of socks proved to be too much of a hurdle so soon after waking up, so Anastacia headed to the baths with one white and one light blue sock. The warm bath did wonders for waking her up and gave her a chance to think about what she would do with her share of the reward money while soaking. The old rusty dagger she had taken from Mournvalley had briefly caught her eye while she had combed through her wardrobe. It was dull to the point of uselessness and Anastacia hadn’t even bothered to take it with her on either of her quests, so getting a useable one would definitely be a good use for the money – and hopefully within her price range.

After begrudgingly leaving the warm bath, Anastacia ran into Emilia in the corridor. The priestess seemed to be deep in thought while staring at the door to the innkeeper’s room.

“Do you need Rosie for something?” The necromancer asked after sneaking up on her friend. “She has probably been in the kitchen for hours by now.”

Obviously startled by the question, Emilia flinched and took a second to gather herself again. “Oh! Tiny- I mean Anna! Good morning to you. Did you sleep well?”

Anastacia noticed immediately that something was off about the priestess. She seemed somehow unusually hesitant and sober. The necromancer squinted and glared at her before sniffing a couple of times. “You smell weird, are you actually not drunk right now?”

“I uh… did some thinking and I’m going to try and not drink anymore.” Emilia said and smiled awkwardly. “Let’s just get some breakfast okay?”

They had missed the brunt of the lunch rush and had no trouble finding an empty table. Anastacia could see Emilia glancing at the bottles on the nearby tables, and eventually the priestess got so frustrated that she pulled her hood up. On top of that, Emilia kept staring at the table every time Rosie stepped out of the kitchen.

Rosie brought out their meals with some leftover crabmeat, she was amused by how obviously the priestess was trying to avoid looking at her and pulled down her hood to mess with her. “What, did a cat get your tongue?” The innkeeper asked and laughed.

Emilia just pulled her hood back up and quietly thanked her for the food.

“Do you know where Max is? I need to know where I can get a dagger.” Anastacia interrupted them.

“He was still up when I woke up, so probably still upstairs.” The innkeeper shrugged. “But I know that he buys his weapons from the dwarven blacksmith on the other side of the market. In fact, most of the folk here do.”

 “Nice. I’ll head there once I’ve figured out how to eat this… cooked rock?” The necromancer said and held up a boiled egg that had been served with her spinach soup.

Rosie sighed and shook her head. “As much as I’d like so see how this goes, I have a kitchen to run.” She said, collected some dishes from other tables and disappeared back into the kitchen.

While rolling around the egg and considering just biting into it, Anastacia kept an eye on Emilia and her weirdly silent behavior. Every time Rosie brought out some plates, she’d pull on the hood of her pure white robes and hid her face more.

“I know how you feel” The necromancer said and tested the eggshell with her teeth. “Rosie seems really scary at first, but she’s actually the nicest person here. You don’t need to be afraid of her.”

“What? Oh, right! Hey, you know her well, or at least better than I do. Do you think she hates me?” The priestess whispered and took the egg from Anastacia before she had the chance to bite it.

“Nah. You’d know for sure if she did.” Anastacia pointed out and watched in awe as the priestess peeled the egg and sliced it up into the soup. “She’s straightforward like that, you’d be out of here already if she actually hated your guts.”

That made Emilia feel visibly better, but not enough for her to pull the hood back down. They enjoyed their meals while chatting about daggers and the priestess’ new conviction. She had figured that if she was going to help Anastacia and Gilbert, she had to use her gifts to their fullest, even if it meant listening to the voice of a goddess in her head all the time; not that she would ever even consider denying Sylvia, but it was simply a lot to deal with. When the time came for Anastacia to leave, she asked Emilia to tag along, but the priestess chose to stay behind and, according to herself, try to figure out what to use her share of the reward on.

The blacksmith’s shop was visible from the inn, though only barely, thanks to the merchant stalls filling the market square. On the way to the other side, Anastacia stopped by a couple of them that had some weaponry on sale, but nothing caught her eye. The blacksmith’s forge was outside of the shop itself and she could see a dwarf banging away on a piece of metal next to it. Compared to Dammar, the smith was obviously very young and lacked any beard. Anastacia disagreed with the fashion choice, since dwarves should always have beards as far as she was concerned but figured that it would probably catch fire quite a lot when working at the forge.

The dwarf noticed the necromancer staring at him judgingly. “What can I get you, young lady?” He asked and put down his hammer.

Anastacia snapped out of her judgmental thoughts. “I was told Maximillian gets his weapons from here, so I came to look at some daggers.” She explained.

The blacksmith tried to connect the name to a face for a bit before remembering. “That prissy elven wanker? Aye, he comes here every now and then. Let’s head inside and I’ll show you the best daggers you’ve seen in the five minutes you’ve been alive.” He said and showed Anastacia the way inside through the side door.

Inside the shop was probably the biggest collection of weapons Anastacia had ever seen, every single wall was lined with swords, axes, bows, daggers, maces, flails, spears, halberds and other weapons she didn’t even recognize. The dwarf wiped his hands on his apron and pointed at a wall with thirty or so daggers hanging on it, most of them paired with an identical twin.

“You the sneaky type or what? You don’t look like a fighter.” The blacksmith asked and measured Anastacia with his eyes. “A bit lanky for that too, a mage maybe?”

“Neither, I just need something in case everything else goes wrong and I need to stab things. I’ve literally never held a sword so it’s probably safer if I just get something small.” Anastacia explained.

The dwarf looked at the daggers on the wall while glancing at Anastacia every now and then, until finally picking a pair and handing them over. “Then I think these two would suit you. Even if you only need one, I’ll give you a discount on the other one, they don’t really sell without a pair you see.”

Anastacia weighed the daggers, waved them around and took a better look at the craftmanship. As far as she could tell, the blades were immaculate and razor sharp, but what interested her more were the hilts. “Say, what’s under the leather in the hilts?” She asked to confirm her suspicion.

“Troll bone. A good material for hilts, absorbs blows like no other, a bit on the rare side though.” The blacksmith explained.

“Though so.” Anastacia grinned as the daggers floated up from her hands. She spun them around and slashed through the air before shooting both at a training dummy in the corner of the shop. One of the daggers bounced off due to bad alignment but the other one sank deep into the wooden head of the dummy.

“What in the world was that?! What sort of devilish mage are you, child?” The dwarf yelled before connecting the dots in his head. “You’re that damn necromancer I’ve heard about, aren’t you?”

Anastacia shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. If I draw you some pictures, would it be possible to carve them into the bone parts?” She asked.

“Don’t worry about it, she says.” The dwarf muttered and pulled the dagger out from the dummy’s head. “I don’t see why it wouldn’t be.” He said and unwrapped the leather covering the bone hilts.

The blacksmith handed the daggers and a piece of charcoal to Anastacia and told her to mark the patterns down. It didn’t take long for the competent weaponsmith to chisel out the markings and wrap the hilts in leather again. Anastacia kept a close eye on the dwarf and was impressed by his bone working skills.

“Perfect!” The necromancer exclaimed and shot them at the dummy again, this time crashing them both all the way through. “I’ll take them. How much are they?”

“I’ll give them to you for three and a half thousand gold, if you tell me why I carved the patterns.” The blacksmith offered. “I’m always looking for ways to improve my work and I sense that you might be a returning customer.”

Anastacia poured some coins from her purse onto the counter while the dwarf fitted the daggers into their scabbards and made sure they would be attached to Anastacia’s belt.

“Yeah, I can afford that much, I think.” The necromancer counted the coins. “The patters are-“ She started but was interrupted by Emilia storming into the shop.

“Anna! The guards are looking for you at the inn!” She exclaimed worryingly. “Did you do something?”

“What, again?” Anastacia asked, took her new daggers and left her money behind before rushing out of the door.

The blacksmith watched them run across the market before taking his portion of the money on the counter and hiding the rest under the counter. “Well she seems like a fun lass.” He sighed and returned to his forge.

            

    
        Chapter 11 - The Red Inquisition

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia followed the priestess through the market and rushed into the inn, where Gilbert and Rosie were arguing about something with three guards. As she entered, one of the guards noticed her and gestured the other two to accompany him to the necromancer. They were clearly still a bit unsure about how to deal with her.

“Miss necromancer?” The guard that had noticed her asked. “Could you lower your weapons?”

Anastacia looked down at the new daggers in her hands and quickly put them away. They were sheathed but it was generally frowned upon to be holding a weapon while talking to a guard. “Uh… yeah, sorry about that. Is there a problem?” She asked, fearing that the whole ordeal with the paladin wasn’t over after all.

The guard took out a rolled-up map and spread it on the table next to them. It depicted the northern side of Valor and the areas immediately around it. Multiple spots all over the fields right outside the gate had bee circled. “There have been some sightings of skeletons here. They started appearing yesterday and have since moved a bit closer. Every time we try to approach one, it dismantles itself before any contact is made. Since you are the only necromancer in the city, we hoped you might be behind it.”

Anastacia shook her head. “No… I don’t do that.” She muttered worriedly.

“Are you sure? It’s not against the law or anything, nor are they harming anyone.” The guard explained and gauged the necromancer’s reaction to make sure she wasn’t lying while the other two guards moved to block the door. Just in case she tried to flee for some reason. “Very well, then the guild would like to ask you for help in solving the matter. In all likelihood, you are the leading expert on the undead we have.”

“I… I’ll check it out. For now, you probably don’t want to keep the gate open too much.” Anastacia agreed and stared at the map. She didn’t like how the circled areas were all in the direction of Mournvalley.

“Thank you, miss necromancer. We apologize for the trouble, but please make sure to deal with the situation with haste.” The guard said, bowed slightly and hurried out with his colleagues, presumably to close the gate.

Anastacia kept staring at the map and racking her brains to figure out any alternative reason for the skeletons, besides her family.

Gilbert had already figured out what she was worried about and patted her on the back. “Think it’s your folks?” He asked.

Anastacia sighed. “Someone from Mournvalley for sure. The fields around here aren’t suitable for ‘natural’ undead to pop up. If I had to guess, it’s someone from the team they use to hunt down rogue necromancers and other troublesome people.” She explained and tried to remember who exactly it could be. The so-called ‘Red Inquisition’ consisted of seven members: Amaranth, Coquelicot, Alizarin, Carmine, Cerise, Crimson and Auburn. All of them had their own strengths and techniques, and all of them were easily competent enough to match Anastacia’s power with skill, if not straight up wipe the floor with her. As she was about to leave, Gilbert blocked her way out.

“You’re not going there alone.” He said and grabbed the necromancer by the shoulders.

“Yes, yes I am.” Anastacia sighed and pushed his hands away. “Some of the people it could be are capable of using living matter. You people are nothing but fodder if you come with me.”

The old adventurer grudgingly let her go and started to nervously look for his pipe. “Where’s that stupid plant girl when you need her...” He muttered, remembering his conversation with Anastacia about necromancy not working on spriggans.

Anastacia passed through the gate just as it was about to be shut. She told the guards to ready some bows and shoot at anyone suspicious looking and headed to the area where most of the undead had been sighted. The sun was already on its way down but thanks to the lack of wind, it was still a bit warm for her liking. Though compared to the high likelihood of getting caught or killed, it really didn’t bother Anastacia too much. She had left her daggers behind, but that wasn’t really a problem since the bone in them would have been just as useable for whoever was after her, and the mass grave under the fields would provide ample weaponry for any number of necromancers.

Just as the city gate disappeared into the distance, Anastacia could see a figure in red robes, sitting on a large rock by the road. She hesitantly walked over.

“Good evening, Anastacia.” The inquisitor greeted her and stood up.

Anastacia recognized him. “Fuck off, Auburn.”

Auburn was the inquisition’s newest member and luckily the least experienced among them as well. Three years older than Anastacia and of noble birth, he was a regular visitor in the castle Anastacia had been held in, and the two were somewhat aware of each other even before he joined the inquisition. Pale, blonde and somewhat skinny, Auburn was what one could consider to be an average looking necromancer. But what was not average about him was the reason he was allowed to wear the sanguine robes of the inquisition, while not too strong overall, given enough time, he could reanimate and control countless numbers of undead creatures. Unfortunately, under their feet was exactly that, countless skeletons.

“You know why I’m here. Either you come home willingly, or I’ll take you there in a bag.” The inquisitor stated coldly.

Anastacia squeezed her hands into fists. “I’m not going.” She snarled.

Hearing that, Auburn grinned. “Good, I’ve been waiting for a challenge!” He laughed and lifted his arms.

Suddenly the ground under them shook and dozens of skeletons dug themselves up from the soil. In seconds, that number increased to hundreds of undead soldiers that crawled, stumbled and limped towards Anastacia, wearing armors from countries that hadn’t existed for a good while. While it would have been possible for her to take control of a few, there was no way to match the inquisitor’s numbers. There was too much distance between the two for a direct attack as well, and Anastacia was forced to flee. Barely able to scatter the bones from a handful of skeletons and open up a path, she made a run for it.

While running away gave Anastacia some time to think, every skeleton she passed soon joined the growing army following her. Trying to match it with an army of her own was beyond pointless, as reviving things was far from being Anastacia’s forte, and the army quickly grew beyond the point where simply fighting it was possible. The only real solution was to find a way to directly attack Auburn himself, but the inquisitor was in the middle of his thralls, and any projectile thrown at him would be stopped before it even got close.

“Come on… Think of something, anything!” She agonized while dashing through the fields. Eventually the distance between the necromancers increased enough for her to be able to stop briefly to catch her breath.

“Evening, Anna. Having a bit of a jog?” She suddenly heard from behind her back. Xamiliere greeted her and smiled. The spriggan had been on a walk overnight and just happened to run into her on the way back to the city.

“Evil necromancer… Bagillions of skeletons…” Anastacia managed to say while gasping for air.

Xamiliere peered into the distance and was barely able to make out the incoming army of undead warriors. “Oh wow, that’s a lot of them. Need a hand?” She asked.

Anastacia wasn’t able to answer, so instead she just huffed at the spriggan angrily.

“Alright, I’ll give you some time to come up with something.” Xamiliere said and gave the necromancer a thumbs up before Anastacia ran off again.

The spriggan’s slight green hue became more intense and the small plants around her started to grow quickly as her roots dug into the ground and spread everywhere. New flowers popped up among the grass and a swarm of insects gathered around her. By the time Auburn finally reached her, she was ready, and the first few waves of skeletons immediately got pulled back underground by roots and torn apart.

After losing about a quarter of his army, Auburn halted the rest of them and walked up to meet his new opponent. “A nature spirit, huh? Why do you stand in my way to protect a necromancer? This is none of your business and will only end in your death.” He asked.

“Because she’s cute!” Xamiliere declared triumphantly and dragged some more skeletons back underground. She also managed to wrap the inquisitor’s feet in some roots before he noticed, but she was also at the limits of her ability to suddenly grow, and some of the undead still fought back, even after being mostly torn apart.

Auburn returned the favor by reanimating a couple of skeletons directly behind the spriggan. Unable to quickly respond to new threats anymore, she couldn’t do anything before the skeletons grasped her arm and tore it off. While Xamiliere screamed in agony, her severed arm exploded into a bundle of vines that wrapped around the skeletons and crushed them.

“I warned you, do not meddle in necromancer business, twig! I’ll tear you apart, branch at a time if I have to!” Auburn yelled and laughed when more and more skeletons kept popping up around Xamiliere. It didn’t take long for his army to get back up to the numbers it had before the spriggan’s interference.  

The ground began to shake more and more, Xamiliere feared it was because even more undead undead soldiers were on their way to the surface, but the sudden terrified look on the inquisitor’s face suggested otherwise. Auburn began trying to free his legs from the vines in panic but wasn’t able to do so before a massive ball of tightly packed bones rumbled past the spriggan, over all of his skeletons and finally over the inquisitor himself. As the ball crumbled into a pile of bones a hundred or so meters past him, the rest of the skeletons slowly crumbled as well.

Anastacia had figured that even if she couldn’t match the numbers in Auburn’s disposal, she could easily match the raw mass, and did so with what was technically a single really big object. Xamiliere had given her just enough time to round up all the material she could and give it enough speed for the inquisitor to be unable to stop it.

Completely out of breath, Anastacia ran to her friend and tried to apologize for her arm but could only huff and puff apologizingly.

“It’s fine… Just go make sure that asshole is dead, and then maybe bring me a twig or a branch or something.” The spriggan grunted in pain as more sap leaked from the stump of her arm.

When Anastacia got to Auburn, he wasn’t quite dead yet but definitely too weak to attack her anymore.

“You bitch… Do you have any idea what you’ve caused?!” He yelled and coughed up some blood.

“I… freed myself.” Anastacia said and looked away from the dying inquisitor.

“No, you idiot! Others have begun to question our ways. There has already been some infighting and if you don’t go back, it’ll turn into a war…” He coughed with his last ounce of strength before going silent.

Anastacia could feel the inquisitor’s body become more susceptible to her powers as he finally died. She didn’t give a damn about the situation in Mournvalley, they could all die for all she cared, and if they killed each other it would at least be easier for her. But that meant that they would likely become more and more desperate in their attempts to get her back, and there weren’t many things more dangerous than a truly desperate necromancer.

“It’s fine! Take your time! I’ll just bleed to death over here!” Xamiliere reminded her about the grueling injury. Not that spriggan could actually die from it, but the necromancer didn’t know that.

Anastacia looked around until she finally spotted a small sapling and fetched it for the spriggan.

“Oak? A wonderful choice.” Xamiliere said and stabbed it into the stump. It began to take form immediately but would still take some time to grow into an arm. “Now’s your chance to taste some spriggan’s sap, it’s considered a delicacy.” She suggested and wiggled the stump.

After hesitating a bit, Anastacia stuck her finger into the slightly glowing clear syrup and eating it. It was quite possibly the sweetest thing she had eaten, despite having eaten multiple spoonfuls of plain sugar after her arrival to Valor. “Look, I’m sorry you got mixed into my problems, so if there’s anything I can-“

“My room is always open. I can think of plenty of things you could do.” The spriggan interrupted her and winked.

Anastacia groaned. “Didn’t even miss a beat! You are literally the worst!” She yelled and left back to the gate to tell the guards it was fine to open it again, leaving Xamiliere to regrow her arm alone

            

    
        Chapter 12 - Allies?

    
    
    
    
                Even those adventurers that didn’t know what was transpiring outside the city’s walls could tell that the mood inside Rosie’s inn was heavy ever since Anastacia had left, and for every passing minute, it somehow became ever more so. No one dared to make a single peep as the usually rather jolly giant of an adventurer stared at the table in front of him while massaging his forehead with one hand and almost crushing his bottle of mead with the other.

Among the few that knew the newest addition to the inn’s habitants, he was the only one who could even remotely grasp how terrifying it was to face off against a necromancer. Every second that passed felt like an eternity and gave Gilbert more time to retrace the trip back from Mournvalley and doubt every choice he had made when trying to conceal their tracks.

Emilia’s willpower was under a constant test as well, and for every hopeful glance out the window to see if Anastacia was returning yet, she glanced at the bottles behind the counter as well – a tiny swig to calm her nerves had rarely been as appealing.

Rosie handled the stress of her new kitten being in danger by cooking. After a while she had already made more than enough snacks to last for the entire evening, but that didn’t stop her from carrying on, just to have something to occupy her mind with.

Gilbert had shared the news with the rest of Xamiliere’s party as well, and though the nature spirit was no pushover, both Dammar and Maximillian were obviously worried for her as well as for Anastacia.

When Anastacia finally appeared in one of the windows and dragged herself inside, it was as if a great weight had been lifted from everyone’s shoulders. She slumped down next to Gilbert and leaned back to take some deep breaths. “Whew, I haven’t ran this much since- well ever, probably. Can I get some water?” She sighed and glanced at her party mates. “Well, I was right about the skeleton belonging to a member of the Red Inquisition. Good news is that Xamiliere and I were able to kill this one, but he was the rookie of the team and there’s six more left; all of them trained to cut down other necromancers, and two of them are able to use living material to a degree.”

Gilbert’s experience as an adventurer made him to immediately start looking for solutions or stopgap measures. Among the first ones of his ideas was traveling through Valor, and sneaking out from some other gate to look for help from other people capable of taking on necromancer inquisitors, such as other spriggans. However, for a more detailed plan, he needed some more information about the threat they faced. “Are they strong?” He asked, as if there was a chance that people who were called inquisitors wouldn’t be.

“I mean, yes? If we go by the innate ability, they’re not quite on my level, but they are all trained to use their abilities far more than me – I’m just a dropout that didn’t finish almost any of the basic training they give to all children.” Anastacia explained what she knew of the inquisitors as individuals. “One on one, I can maybe go against them with some chance of success, or at least almost all of them – maybe... But unless there’s something else they’re needed for; I’m not seeing them giving me that chance after I already defeated one.”

Emilia had yet to be filled in on the necromancer’s circumstances and she only knew that there was some trouble in the horizon, but nothing of the details. “Inquisitors? The necromancer ones? They won’t attack the city, will they?” She worried.

Anastacia shook her head. “They’d have to be desperate. I haven’t been here for long, but this place is filled to brim with people that have the skills to go toe to toe with one of us, and maybe live to tell the tale. This is maybe the one place in the world they can’t just walk into.”

They briefed the priestess about the ordeal that was getting Anastacia to Valor in the first place, and then moved on to make some rough outlines for their plan of action.

Still tuckered by the marathon of a fight she had, the necromancer retired for the day as soon as she had eaten her fill of Rosie’s excess cooking and left the returning spriggan in charge of retelling the details of the fight to the rest of the regulars. The unconventional nature of the fight as well as the rare team up of a necromancer and a spriggan made the slightly embellished story with an extremely romanticized ending rather popular that evening, and Xamiliere spent hours upon hours making sure that everyone knew how she saved Anastacia, and at least according to herself, got rewarded for it appropriately.

Returning to her room from the baths, Anastacia could hear the usual laughter and merrymaking from the tavern but was far too tired to even consider rejoining the crowd there. She still had a hard time believing the beds could be as comfortable and warm as the one she now had, even if it would have seemed rather basic for most people that hadn’t spent their youth in Mournvalley. It definitely helped her forger about the unavoidable clash between her and the Red Inquisition for long enough for her to almost fall asleep.

Suddenly, an all too familiar, gut-wrenching feeling came over Anastacia. The unmistakable presence of another necromancer who had somehow snuck all the way to the other side of her door as she had rested her eyes. The overwhelming power of the unwelcome guest was enough to make the adventurer feel physically ill just by being nearby, making it clear that the inquisitor she had faced earlier couldn’t even begin to hope to be in the same weight class as the one behind the door.

As the lock gave up from what seemed to nothing more than a slight push against the door, Anastacia prepared her daggers, immediately launching one at the crimson-robed figure that revealed itself when the door swung open.

In what seemed to be an effortless move, the figure caught the dagger with their hand and jabbed it into the wall. Though the attack had been ineffective, it managed to confirm what were probably Anastacia’s worst fears: the dim light shining through the window into her room had hit the inquisitor’s hand and revealed it to be entirely skeletal.

“Coquelicot!” Screamed the adventurer and lobbed the other dagger by hand in panic, horribly missing the target and making it smack against the wall, pommel first.

The inquisitor stepped in and lowered the hood of her red robes. “Terribly on edge, are we?” The necromancer called Coquelicot asked with a slight smirk on her face.

The second in command of the Red Inquisition, Coquelicot, was a relatively tall woman, especially for a necromancer. Her short, neatly kept, black hair was somewhat uncommon for the denizens of her country as well, who tended to have lighter hair more often than not; but these were far from being her most unique features, as the strangest one had her wear a customized, six-sleeved version of the inquisitor’s robes. According to a story pretty much everyone in the land of the necromancers had heard, as a young student, Coquelicot had acted against all the warnings and tried to control her own arms through necromancy to increase their strength. As a result, both of them had gotten torn off under her immense abilities and she had been left crippled. Of course, this did nothing but fuel Coquelicot’s ambitions and she replaced the missing limbs with a considerably sturdier harness that supported six skeletal arms that could handle whatever she needed them for. Over the years, she had gained notoriety for being extremely violent and often going out of her way to literally tear into her enemies with her new arms.

Naturally, the next step for Anastacia was to try and wrestle the control of her arms away from the inquisitor, but that turned out to be a fool’s errand as she possessed nowhere near enough skill to do anything in the few seconds she had while Coquelicot closed the door and calmly sat down on the bed.

“Could you not?” The inquisitor asked and shook her arms as if to rid them of what little influence Anastacia had gained over them. “If I wanted to kill you, you’d be dead. If I wanted to kidnap you, we’d be in Mournvalley. So take a second to consider the situation before throwing your butter knives at guests.”

“What do you want?!” Anastacia asked and backed up into the far corner of her bed.

The inquisitor chuckled. “Mournvalley, I want a revolution.” She said bluntly and began explaining. “You and I both know that the cesspool of a regime that values their incestuous bloodlines far more than what really matters is overdue for a shift in power, and with a certain worryingly powerful brat out of their grasp, some of us have figured that maybe it’s time to show those royal weaklings that Mournvalley needs raw power far more than it needs the old ways and tradition.”

The adventurer couldn’t have cared less for the politics of the country she had left behind and couldn’t really grasp what the inquisitor was hinting at. “What… what are you saying?”

“I’m saying that I’ve come here with a deal. One you can’t or wont reject.” Coquelicot sighed. “Mournvalley does not need an anchor or an immortal king, and with you out of the way, people are starting to finally listen to us. Your return would quickly revert any progress we’ve made, so I’ve come here to make sure you won’t come back.”

“So you’re here to kill me after all?!” Anastacia screamed. Despite the inquisitor not really doing anything threatening, she was having a hard time getting over the stories she had heard about Coquelicot.

“If you don’t calm yourself, I might.” Coquelicot said, clearly getting tired of trying to convince Anastacia of her peaceful intentions. “You see, among the seven members of the Red Inquisition, only Alizarin and I have chosen to abandon the old ways, this means we still need to deal with Carmine, Cerise, Crimson and lastly Amaranth in order for this coup to be a successful one. Frankly, Alizarin isn’t as much of a fighter as I’d like him to be and I have my own limitations when it comes to fighting other inquisitors, there are other matters that require out attention as well and we can’t spend our time hunting them down.”

“That’s where I come in, I assume?” Anastacia asked.

“Exactly. Right now they are busy dealing with the aftermath of what we did to ease your escape, but once the rest of the inquisitors learn what happened to Auburn, they will come for you regardless of your willingness to help me.” Coquelicot nodded and stood up. “So if anything, you should be thankful that I’ve come here to offer what help I can, but in return for dealing with my former coworkers, we also offer you complete freedom from the role of the anchor and whatever comes after.” She continued while taking out a book from a satchel she carried and placed it down on the small table. “This tome is the first bit of help we can offer, if I were you, I’d heed to it. Now, I must make my leave, as I’m being tracked. We will give you all the time we can, so feel free to consider your lack of options.”

With that, the inquisitor disappeared downstairs and her oppressing presence faded away just as quickly as it had appeared. Somehow it didn’t seem to cause any uproar in the tavern even though the bright red inquisitor was the opposite of inconspicuous.

Anastacia picked up the book she had been gifted and ran her fingers over the title. “Truth of flesh and bone” she muttered and flipped through the pages. Based on the titles of the chapters, she could tell that it dealt with combat-oriented necromancy, which was no doubt her biggest weakness, whether she wanted to admit it or not.

As she inspected some of the more interesting looking subjects, a small card fell from between the pages, which turned out to be a somewhat concerned sounding message from the owner of the book: “Dear Anastacia, this book contains most of the basics that are taught to all inquisitors, please study it thoroughly and you will at least be able to meet your opponents on equal footing. On a more important note, PLEASE treat the book with care, it’s the ONLY COPY IN THE WORLD and I wish to have it back.

-Alizarin” 

The adventurer groaned and tossed the card onto the floor. If her newfound allies’ idea of help was trying to make her train, their ‘friendship’ would be off to a very rocky start.

Figuring that her party would probably appreciate knowing about Coquelicot’s offer for help as soon as possible, Anastacia wandered back downstairs into the tavern and sought out her friends. On the way she had to deal with a bit of fallout from some rather questionable rumors the spriggan had already managed to spread in the form of some lude comments.

“Couldn’t sleep?” Emilia asked when the necromancer sat down next to her and Gilbert.

“Nah, too many inquisitors in my room.” Anastacia yawned. “Did you seriously not see her? Tall, red, had six arms?”

“Doesn’t ring a bell.” Shrugged Gilbert.

“Well, turns out that the two members of the Red Inquisition that are able to use living material like me, aren’t too happy with the way of things.” Anastacia said and explained what had happened and what it meant in terms of opponents they had left to deal with.

Emilia, now just about up to date with her knowledge on necromancy, nodded and pointed out something Anastacia hadn’t even realized. “So if we don’t need to worry about the these two that are like you, doesn’t that mean we can help out properly, without being in constant danger of having our necks snapped?”

Anastacia’s face lit up. “You’re right! It still won’t be a walk in the park, but at least we’re not limited to just me and Xammy fighting them now.”

“Yeah, it’s probably good for several reasons if you get some distance from her for a couple of days…” Gilbert said glared at a couple of adventurers that were glancing at the necromancer over their shoulders and whispering.

            

    
        Chapter 13 - The basics

    
    
    
    
                Despite being exhausted, Anastacia couldn't fall asleep that night. She tossed and turned in her bed and every time she started to drift off to sleep, a knock or a bump from somewhere woke her back up. It was pointless to even keep trying without finding a way to calm down first.

By the time the moon had climbed all the way to the highest point in the sky, the sounds from the tavern downstairs had died down considerably, but some cheery chatter was still audible at times. So far in her life, Anastacia had spent almost all her nights in the complete silence of her home, so the background noise did take some getting used to, but ultimately it was nice, especially the happy tone of the other adventurers going about their business, something her life had seriously lacked so far. 

She sat up in her bed to take a look at the still surprisingly busy street under her window. Though the shops and boutiques had largely closed their doors for the day, the adventurers returning from taverns, guild offices and their quests still created a steady stream of people that was only just beginning to die down. 

“Maybe a warm drink would help?” The necromancer pondered and levered herself out of the bed to get dressed in whatever was the first piece of proper clothing she found in the dark. 

Before heading downstairs, she also grabbed the daggers from the small shelf attached to the headboard of her bed. Fiddling with a belt to have something to strap them onto turned out to be a challenge in the moonlight, and even after taking a while to do it, the belt ended up just being loosely held up on her hips and kept sliding down when Anastacia walked. 

On the tavern’s side, there were still a good number of adventurers having the time of their lives with the aid of a considerable amount of alcohol. She recognized a few of them, but getting caught up for too long wasn’t her intention, so she decided to quietly slip into the kitchen to see if Rosie could help her. 

In the back of the kitchen, hidden from too many prying eyes, Anastacia found the innkeeper and Emilia intensely talking about something. She thought it was nice that the priestess was finally getting over her fear of Rosie. They didn’t initially notice the necromancer sneaking up to them, but when she spoke up, the two quickly leaned a bit further away from each other.

“What’s up?” Asked Anastacia from her startled friends.

Rosie immediately stood up to pretend she was actually still doing something in the kitchen. “Oh nothing, kitten. Miss priestess here was just telling me about… Sylvana?” She said, very obviously just making it up on the fly, at least obviously to anyone but the necromancer.

“Sylvia!” Emilia backed up the claim. 

“Yeah, sure, that one.” The innkeeper nodded. “Anyway, is something wrong? Are you having trouble sleeping?” She asked and kneeled to fix Anastacia’s hair slightly. 

Even the naïve necromancer could tell that something was up, but she was far too tired to even attempt to find out what. “A bit. Can’t help but to think about all the stuff I’ve dragged you all into. I have friends for the first time in my life and now they’re all in danger because of me.” She explained what had gone through her hear during the evening.

Rosie started to make some relaxing chamomile tea for both Anastacia and herself. “You don’t need to worry about those kinds of things. You’re not the first or the last person to drag their past here along with them. The deal is that every single adventurer will lay down their life for every other adventurer, and most of them will do it gladly if it means fighting something unusual. I wouldn’t put it past some of the people here to go out of their way to challenge these necromancers just so they could tell the guild about it and get some exclusive quests thrown at them.” She explained and scoffed at Anastacia’s worries. 

“If you say so…” Anastacia accepted and took the cup of hot tea that was offered to her. “But it’s not just that. If Xamiliere hadn’t been outside today, I don’t think I would be here now. I can’t just keep running at problems and hoping that I keep getting lucky like that.” 

Suddenly Emilia grabbed the necromancer’s hand and squeezed it against her metal armor. “That’s why Gil and I will be with you whenever you need help. Luck is no factor when you’ve got Lady Sylvia on your side.” She said happily. 

“Thanks, maybe you’re right, but I still need to do something. I think I’ll just take my tea upstairs and start going through the book Coquelicot left for me.” Anastacia smiled and took her leave. 

As she quickly passed by the tavern on her way to the stairs, Anastacia was spotted by the spriggan who had helped her. Xamiliere blew a kiss at her from across the room but was completely ignored as the necromancer picked up the pace to get to her room faster after noticing the gesture. While Anastacia was obviously thankful and to a degree indebted to the spriggan, she was nowhere near thankful enough to even consider the nature spirit’s constant barrage of extremely inappropriate advances. It definitely felt like a situation where giving her a finger would end with losing the entire arm – and then some. 

As she took out the book again, she happened to remember the bathhouse the guard had mentioned when she first arrived at Valor. Perhaps giving it a chance was what her nerves needed, or the party could take a new quest and she could busy her mind with that. It was definitely something to bring up with Gilbert in the morning. 

To escape her dress once more, she absentmindedly placed the cup of tea on the beautifully made leather cover, leaving a ring-shaped stain and causing irreparable damage within a few hours of acquiring the precious tome. 

“Oh… Great! Now even if I manage to pull this whole thing off, Alizarin will kill me for sure.” She groaned and considered trying to lick the stain away but remembered that the last one to touch the book was literally using a set of hands from a dead person. 

The cover of the book, in the traditional Mournvalleyan style, was fashioned from black leather and bound with extreme care and skill by the writer himself. The title was pressed into the cover and the spine and the letters had been carefully gilded. The contents were handwritten with meticulous accuracy and without a rushed sentence among them. Besides the stain that it now carried, the entire thing was in pristine condition and felt like it had barely been opened before. 

Anastacia opened the book from the beginning and began reading out lout. “The Truth of Flesh and Bone: How to Combat Rogue Necromancers. By Alizarin of the Red Inquisi- oh fuck me, I’m so dead!” 

Despite being equally likely to be her cause of death later down the line as the inquisitors themselves, the book seemed like it would contain some extremely valuable information that would certainly help with her current troubles. 

Looking down the list of chapters, Anastacia read out loud a few of them. “Basics of using necromancy against necromancers, improved control patterns, efficient usage of materials, flesh as material, bone as material, blood as material… Maybe it’s better if I just go through the basics to be sure.” She muttered and flipped through the foreword. 

Alizarin’s handwriting was extremely on point; though slightly stylized, it was easy to read – as opposed some other malformed scribblings Anastacia had witnessed when studying before. 

“The basics of fighting necromancers with necromancy are fairly simple: everyone enters the battle with a plan, yours is to successfully make sure the enemy fails to execute theirs, only after that is it your time to swiftly end the fight with your preferred method. 

“To do this, it is absolutely imperative that you study the fugitive before doing anything, as every necromancer that wishes to fight effectively has to choose a specialization, and knowing your opponent’s is the single most beneficial piece of intel there is. Knowing this allows you to plan accordingly and oftentimes outmaneuver even those stronger than you.

“But the limitation of methods is just as much of a requirement to you, and as inquisitors, you are required to learn and perfect your methods to a point that no one is able to surpass you. Think of your abilities as a scalpel, sharp beyond comparison, but only a single edge. Necromancers so powerful that they can make it as a jack of all trades are rare beyond belief, and even then, it is both my predecessors’ and my belief, that they are wasting their potential. 

“A specialization can be anything from infinite options but should be chosen based on your natural gifts. If you have gained access to this tome, you likely know the limits of your abilities, so take a moment to consider your options. Some necromancers find it naturally easier to command massive armies of thralls, some are able to control powerful beings, some have a natural affinity to work on the very fringes of their range, others find their powers lessen harshly after only a few meters. These are mere examples in an infinite ocean of variations. 

“With these specializations, comes an inevitable game of rock-paper-scissors, and in this line of work, you will run into situations where everything seems to be stacked against you. Which brings us back to my first point: your opponent having a rock against your scissors only matters if you allow them to cast that stone. Use the intel you’ve gathered to overwhelm and shutdown your opponent as quickly as possible.”

Anastacia had never even thought about having a specialization, not that she ever needed one. So far raw power had worked just fine, and any teachers that had taught her, had given up way before something so advanced even came up. Which was likely the reason for her troubles as well, she had never learned to be effective or efficient. If she was supposed to think of her powers as a weapon of any kind, it would have definitely been a wooden mallet. So perhaps she needed to backtrack even further and find out how to use her uncontested prowess efficiently in the first place. She could have torn the control of the skeletons away from Auburn, and she could have taken over Coquelicot’s arms, but she simply didn’t know how to go about doing it. 

Whether it was the tea or the book, after going through the rest of the first chapter, the necromancer felt like she could calm down enough to get some sleep. She placed the note from Alizarin between the pages to mark where she had gotten to, and carefully hid the tome under her bed to shield it from any further damage. 

The sounds form the tavern had died down as well, and the streets had been almost empty for a while. After a couple more checks for necromancers nearby, Anastacia was finally able to doze off and fall asleep. 

 

Though most of the adventurers had found their way into their rooms upstairs, Gilbert and Dammar were still smoking their pipes and chatting at a pace of a few words every couple of minutes. With them in the tavern were a few other adventurers that represented nocturnal beastfolk races and only really came out at night, as well as Holly, who simply sat behind the counter and stared at the patrons without blinking. 

The dwarf emptied the ashes from his pipe and started packing a new batch of tobacco in it. “She’s quite something, that girl of yours.” He said while working on his pipe. “She’ll be a heck of an adventurer.”

“Aye.” Gilbert nodded and puffed smoke at his empty tankard. “She’ll outgrow this old man eventually; I just hope it’ll take long enough for me to save money for a peaceful retirement.” 

“Are these words coming out of my friend’s mouth or did you get replaced by someone? You know just as well as I, that men like us will meet our end out there, and we’re lucky for it!” Dammar boasted and both of the old adventurers laughed heartily. “On a related note, have a look at this.” He continued and slid a folded piece of paper over the table. 

Gilbert opened it and raised his brows at the number written at the bottom. “That’s a lot of gold.” He muttered. 

“That it is. It’s these scholarly types that get their funding from some crown head. I was thinking that it’s enough work and reward for six. Goblins can be a bit of a hassle with just three pairs of hands, not to mention machine forts.” Dammar nodded and lit his pipe. 

“I need to run it by the ladies, but they’re both eager to prove themselves, so I feel like they’ll take the bait.” Gilbert said and handed the note back to his friend. “But how about another round of drinks first?”

            

    
        Chapter 14 - One of those mornings

    
    
    
    
                What felt like mere seconds of shuteye, Anastacia was woken up by the sun shining through her window. Completely unrefreshed and already in a foul mood because of it, she cursed the light that would have usually provided her with a comfortable, gradual awakening, but for whatever reason felt like it was now burning her eyes. The sun being far too bright was but the beginning of her list of complaints from the first minute of being awake. The room was too hot, the bed creaky, the noises from downstairs too loud and the scent of breakfast too tempting.

The yellow dress she had used last night was crumbled up on the floor where she had tossed it after coming back to her room with her tea. Anastacia groaned, picked it up and forcibly pulled it on herself without bothering to open any of the buttons. Since brushing her hair, looking for a matching pair of socks and putting on a belt seemed like completely impossible tasks at the time, she chose to give up on then and instead headed downstairs without so much as a glimpse in the mirror.

In the tavern, she stumbled into the first empty seat she could see and collapsed on it, ignoring whoever she happened to join for breakfast.

Xamiliere and Maximillian stared at the wreck of a necromancer that had tossed herself to their table and reached over to make sure she was still alive after not moving at all for over ten seconds.

“Your appearance leaves something to be desired, is something amiss?” The elf asked. He had so far considered Anastacia as someone who puts at least a bit of effort to her looks, a trait not as common as one would think among the adventurers, and he was surprised to see her in such a ghastly condition.

The only answer he received was a short, miserable wail that sounded like a small animal dying.

“I still think you’re cute, so all is not lost.” The spriggan smiled warmly and pinched Anastacia’s cheek.

Rosie appeared from the kitchen, coincidentally with Maximillian and Xamiliere’s orders of various breakfast foods, including sausages, fried eggs and salad. She tried to greet the necromancer with a pat on the head, but the answer to it was much like the previous one, though a bit longer.

“Is she okay? Her dress is on backwards.” The innkeeper asked and shook Anastacia gently.

“Am fine!” The necromancer yelled and suddenly sprung awake. “But I think I may have died at some point during the night. Maybe a coffee and a ham sandwich will fix that?”

The tigress quickly did what she could to Anastacia’s hair and returned to the kitchen to prepare her order.

As soon as the innkeeper had disappeared to the kitchen, Emilia slipped into the tavern from the staircase, where she had very clearly been waiting until Rosie was gone. She quickly peeked into the kitchen and wandered to her party mate’s table.

Though the priestess herself looked a bit frumpy, as she often did in the mornings, it was nothing compared to the state Anastacia was in. Noticing this, Emilia warily tried shaking the necromancer and looked at the other two adventurers for answers. “Why is she like that?” She asked and sat down.

“She’s dead.” The spriggan shrugged while moving most of her salad to Maximillian’s plate, and in return, taking most of the meat on his.

“Ohh! I’ve been there! Anna, how much did you have and when did you even get the chance to drink? I mean, you shouldn’t be drinking in the first place – is what I was supposed to say. At least wait until- “ The priestess started but immediately fell quiet when Rosie returned with Anastacia’s order.

“Here you go, kitten.” The innkeeper said and pretended to only then notice Emilia. “Uh… Good morning, miss priestess. I hope you had a good rest.” She continued awkwardly.

Emilia pulled up the collars on her uniform and avoided looking directly at the innkeeper. “Thank you, Rosie. Could I maybe get a cup of coffee… please?” She mumbled and stared at the table in front of her.

“Of course, you are a patron here after all.” The tigress responded stiffly and fiddled with the beads on her hair.

Xamiliere had immediately picked up on the curious tension between the two and leaned closer with the smuggest of grins on her face. “You two fu-“ Was the only thing she managed to say before Rosie hurled her across the floor into a corner, where the spriggan kept laughing uncontrollably.

Maximillian, and probably everyone else who had overheard the awkward conversation, had come to the same realization as Xamiliere, but unlike her, the elf knew better than to say anything about it and simply kept eating his breakfast in silence.

The first couple of sips of the strong, dark coffee had revived the necromancer from her death-like state, but she had missed everything that had happened around her during it. Taking a bite from her sandwich, she failed to read the situation at all and simply wondered why the spriggan was on the floor all of a sudden.


Anastacia’s mood had been salvaged by caffeine and ham from absolutely awful to just somewhat terrible, and by the time Gilbert joined them in the tavern, she had woken up to a point where she almost noticed her dress being on backwards.

“Good morning, everyone.” The old adventurer greeted his friends and sat down with them. Thanks to the years of waking up at a moment’s notice when on the road, Gilbert was one of those strange people who both looked and sounded about as good as they could only seconds after rolling out of their bed – much in contrast to the rest of his party. “Since you’re all here, I’ve got something to discuss.” He said and made his order by simply waving at Rosie as she passed a nearby table. “Dammar found a quest that pays well enough for six people, he wanted to know if we’d be interested in joining forces.”

The necromancer perked up immediately after hearing the word ‘quest’. “Yes! What kind of a quest? Is it another monster hunt? I had fun on the last one.” She asked and grabbed Gilbert’s arm.

“Basically, there’s a machine fortress a couple of day’s walk from here. Some goblins have been amassing around it and are trying to get inside. No idea why, but some scholar from the north thinks it’s worth checking out and is willing to throw quite a bit of gold at us if we figure out why the goblins are there.” The old adventurer explained while tracing a crude map of the trip they would take on the surface for the table. “The reward alone is almost fifty thousand gold per person and those machine fortresses are full of artifacts and doodads that sell well to collectors.”

Her eyes shining with childlike glee, Anastacia buried her nails into Gilbert’s forearm in excitement. “Actual ruins to explore?! What are we waiting for? Let’s go!” She exclaimed and was ready to dart up from her seat.

Gilbert winced and pried the necromancer’s hands off his arm. “Calm down, Anna. Emilia hasn’t said anything yet, and even if she’s on board, we need to prepare and accept the quest at the guild offices.” He said and took out his pipe. “For starters, everyone needs camping equipment, food rations and an assortment of other gear. We’ll spend at least two days on the road just to get there, and I’m not carrying you this time.”

Though not even a third of the trip from Mournvalley to Valor, walking for two days straight would definitely be taxing for the necromancer, who wasn’t used to such feats and had spent most of her first trip to the city of adventurers complaining and whining about her legs hurting – even though she was carried for almost the entire time so she wouldn’t fall behind.

“Sounds exciting.” The priestess nodded with a slight glimmer of gold in her eyes. “I could certainly use the money.”

“And here I thought you found alternative means of paying for your stay.” The spriggan laughed from the corner she had been tossed into.

Emilia adjusted her armor slightly and ignored the comment. “I promised to look after you two anyway, so count me in if you’re going.” She nodded.

“It would be interesting to see both miss priestess and Anastacia in combat. I only have limited experience from people like you.” Maximillian wondered out loud and moved the conversation back to its original rails.

This made Anastacia realize that she was actually interested in seeing how a regular party without necromancers or divine assistance handled things. She had already seen Xamiliere’s capabilities and understood why she hadn’t been kicked out yet, but the two other members were still largely a mystery to her. She remembered reading something from what was likely a firmly outdated book about elves often favoring bows whenever they could, and she had even seen Maximillian with one. Dammar seemed similarly stereotypical, and according to the same book, dwarves favored heavier weapons like axes and maces.


Maximillian was also intrigued by the purpose of the quest. “Why would goblins care about a machine fortress? Those poor critters can barely sharpen sticks and stones, much less find a use for ancient technology.”

“It’s probably something idiotic like always.” Xamiliere scoffed with an obvious taint of disdain in her voice while getting up and wiping the dust off her clothes.

For spriggans that hadn’t abandoned their original job as guardians of nature, goblins were the bane of their existence. They hunted down all wildlife around their camps, damaged the trees irreversibly and occasionally burned entire forests whenever a goblin tribe discovered fire. Even now as an adventurer, she held no affection or pity for them.

“I hope the fort’s traps have taken care of them by the time we arrive and all we’ll find is dismembered bits of those green bastards.” She continued and returned to the table. “Actually, now that I think about, it’d be great if they hadn’t – I’d go there just to watch the traps tear them apart, you wouldn’t even need to pay me.”

Everyone looked slightly worried when hearing about the spriggan’s sudden thirst for blood, and Gilbert decided that it was time to change the subject.

“Okay… Make sure all your gear is in good condition, we’re departing early in the morning. The terrain on the way there is pretty pleasant, but we won’t be able to travel on roads. We can however follow a river most of the way there, so water shouldn’t be a problem.” He listed what he knew of the route they would take to the fortress. “I can carry some of the heavier pieces of gear someone might have, if that’s a problem. It shouldn’t be too cold even during the night, so as long as everyone has a cape or a cloak, it should be fine.

Anastacia made a mental list about the things she needed before leaving; a cloak, something to make fire with, a pan or a pot to boil water and make food in and a lantern were some of the things Gilbert had suggested earlier and probably all she could carry. Her armor and weapons were still in good condition, so those had to do for the time.

While she was deep in thought, Xamiliere snuck behind her and grabbed her tightly. “Don’t you worry, my dear. I shall keep you very safe from those horrific creatures.” She reassured the necromancer with an uncomfortably friendly whisper.

“I’m starting to regret not letting you bleed to death.” Anastacia sighed and wiggled herself free.


After quickly popping by her room to fix her shaggy appearance at least partially, the impatient necromancer headed out to find what she needed for the quest – particularly a cloak. Gilbert had said that he needed to resupply as well and could get most of the gear for everyone while he was out.

On her way to the nearest shop with a decent selection of cloaks and capes that had been pointed out to her, the necromancer mused on the best color for her new apparel. A lightly colored one would always look dirty, so something like dark forest green or deep blue would be better. She wasn’t a fan of brown either, but the only thing she was completely, absolutely, one hundred percent sure was that she would not get a black one.

Barring some special cases, black was the color of nearly all uniforms and clothes in her home country, and she felt it would have led to some stereotypical implications combined with her otherwise pasty appearance.

By the time she reached the shop and could take a gander at the display window, she had gotten so caught up in her thoughts that she had begun talking to herself. “How does Emilia keep her white cloak so damn clean? She was literally sleeping outside just a few days ago! Does Sylvia or whoever, do her laundry too? That seems like a waste of a miracle.” She rambled without noticing the slightly worried looks she was starting to gather.

The couple of cloaks on display were rather promising with their colors and patterns, so Anastacia figured there was a fair chance that she would find something suitable.

Immediately upon entry, the scowling young, smartly dressed elf with sleek dark hair sitting behind the counter gave her a piercing glare. “What do you need? Are you sure you should even be here? You look like you belong on the streets.” He mercilessly insulted his potential new customer.

“Wh- I… I’m looking for a cloak.” Anastacia stuttered, baffled by the rudeness.

The tailor put down whatever he was working with and rolled his eyes. “Hmmhm… Yes, I would try to hide that hideous dress as well.” He mocked the attire Anastacia had carefully selected among her first few outfits after arriving to Valor.

He then got up from his seat and began perusing the stacks of folded cloaks behind the counter and kept shaking his head. After a while, he decided on three and dropped them in front of the necromancer before returning to his work, which appeared to clearly interest him far more than whatever business Anastacia could bring.

“Why are all of these black? I had something more colorful in mind…” Anastacia wondered and pointed at the more colorful piles of fabric.

“Colors are for people who can handle them, you have all the stylishness of a stale biscuit. The nice thing about black is that anyone can look at least decent in it – or in your case, at least it helps to hide you in the shadows.” The elf said curtly, clearly annoyed by further questions.

As she went through her options, Anastacia couldn’t help but to wonder if she could make it far enough from the shop before someone discovered a certain elf with every single bone in his body broken, and whether they would actually care if this asshat was in agony. Either way, she came to a conclusion that it wasn’t worth the trouble, and she got the feeling that the tailor and his attitude were living on borrowed time regardless.

Trying on the first cloak, Anastacia almost tripped on it, which probably meant that it wasn’t ideal for traveling on foot. The second of the dreadfully colorless cloaks was the complete opposite, barely reaching her knees. It was disqualified after the necromancer figured that it was almost pointless to have, even with a dress or a skirt.

Forced to settle on the third one, she threw it on herself and moved around a bit. Though the color was not what she was after at all, she couldn’t deny that it sat rather well on her, and that the material was warm and comfortable. The hood was somewhat large and blocked her vision entirely when pulled up, but it would have to do, as the necromancer was far too anxious to leave for another quest, to bother finding a shop with a less hostile atmosphere – that could wait until she had the money to have a cloak made specifically to her, in whatever color she damn well wanted.

“Guess I’ll take this one.” Anastacia said and took out her purse.

The elf begrudgingly accepted the payment but not without one last insult. “Just keep the hood on, you look better when I can’t see your face.”

The necromancer clenched her fists and bit her tongue to fight the temptation to teach the tailor a lesson. She truly had no idea how someone like him wasn’t dead already.

            

    
        Chapter 15 - On the way there

    
    
    
    
                As the kilometers passed, Anastacia grew more and more unhappy with the situation. She had reached her limit after only twenty kilometers of traveling, and more than half of it while simultaneously complaining relentlessly. “By the time we get there, my feet will be nothing but mush in my boots!” She wailed dramatically.

The necromancer had tried to bargain with everyone present for them to carry her, even just for a little while, but the old adventurer attempting to mentor her had remained adamant that no one should accept her offers. Eventually, however, even Xamiliere was starting to reach her limit for endless complaining.

“Come on Gil… Just let me carry her to end this.” The spriggan pleaded.

Gilbert scoffed at the idea. “No. She needs to learn how to walk. As an adventurer, there’s a lot of time on the road in her future.”

If it weren’t for the constant complaining, it would have been a perfect day for walking. The weather was warm but an occasional cooling breeze washed over the riverside occasionally, not a single cloud was in sight anywhere, and the nature was in full bloom around them – even without the help of the nature spirit. This led to a good mood for everyone able to ignore the noise, namely the three other members of the party, who were engaged in a telling of some other quests Xamiliere, Dammar and Maximillian had been involved in. Though they all seemed exaggerated, even the relatively strait-laced elf vouched for their accuracy.

“I still find it… improbable, that you guys just went and dropped a huge rock on the drake living around Snow Top. I’m pretty sure I’ve heard that the local duke had lost entire armies trying to get at that thing.” Emilia pondered, still skeptical about the whole story.

Dammar chortled. “Wasn’t anything ‘just’ about it! Days of baiting the damned thing, almost having Max get eaten three separate times and we only barely avoided getting crushed with it.” He pointed out. “It was great!”

“Still… Just the three of you, huh?” The priestess smirked.

The general merriness of their party despite her agony annoyed Anastacia even further, to a point where she started tossing rocks and sticks into the river by them just to blow off some steam.

“And then there’s this bitch of a river that just flows in the wrong direction just to spite me!” She cursed the natural formation that most certainly did not intentionally mess with her, and had flowed exactly the same way for far longer than the necromancer had been alive.

Hoping to at least partly improve Anastacia’s mood, Xamiliere tried her best to get her to consider the positive side of things. “That does mean we can just use a raft to get back though, did you think about that? Trust me, that’s easily the worst part of the trip.” She said.

Not having any of it, the necromancer continued her childish tirade. “That also means you can go fuck yourself!”

“I’d much prefer if you-“ The spriggan managed to say before Gilbert interrupted her with a glare that was easy to read as a threat of her being the next thing to find themselves in the river if she continued.

Running about ten meters wide and half of that in depth, the fairly slowly flowing river appeared harmless at a glance, but in fact had very steep banks that would easily crumble if one was to stray too near to the edge. Gilbert knew of this and used it as a subject for a lecture to distract Anastacia by explaining why getting her gear wet on day one of a quest was quite possibly the worst idea easily available. He also knew of a spot only a few of kilometers ahead, where the river curved sharply enough to have a shallower inner bank that was ideal for a camp.

The problem was that getting a few more kilometers out of the necromancer was starting to become a rather tall order, and during the lecture she had simply given up and laid down on the grass as a protest until everyone agreed to take a break.

“Anna, it’s already well past noon. If we start taking breaks now, we’ll never make it before dark. I’d rather not have to start looking for firewood when it’s already dark, would you?” Gilbert tried his best to explain why he was pushing the necromancer to move. “I get that you’re tired and that your feet hurt, but sometimes you just need to deal with a bit of pain, that’s life.”

“Well, I guess this is where I die then. It was nice knowing you all, don’t forget me!” Anastacia said without a hint of sarcasm in her voice.

The old adventurer sighed and caved in. He grabbed Anastacia by the waist and tossed her onto his shoulder like a sack of grain.

Wigging triumphantly, the necromancer tried to move into a better position. “Could you at least turn me around so I can see where we’re going.”

“No.” Gilbert answered gruffly while the others clearly found his defeat humorous.

And so, with the apprentice adventurer no longer dragging them down, the party’s pace improved quite a bit for the rest of the day’s journey.

For the last couple of kilometers, the river entered a thick forest, and the roots of the massive old trees grew above ground, occasionally creating obstacles to the path they followed. Everyone aside from the nimble elf and the spriggan found them cumbersome at the end of the day’s journey – especially Dammar, who could barely get over the larger roots. Gilbert also noted that the older forest, like the one they were in, were far more dangerous in the dark, exemplifying why sticking to your travel plans was important – after all, both the worst beasts and worst people roads and wilderness had to offer came out after dark.

“We have a literal nature spirit with us, why do we need to worry about woodland critters?” Anastacia wondered out loud.

“My word doesn’t exactly carry the weight it did back when I was actually guarding nature. Plants are one thing but my relations with the bulk of my kind is complicated, and the beasts know it.” Xamiliere explained and made a flower bloom on the tip of her wooden finger. “Not despising people is an unpopular choice when it comes to spriggans.”

“So, you’re like exiled or something?” Inquired the necromancer.

“Yes and no, it’s more like a mutual shunning. There’s no one to actually tell us what to do, so even if most of us feel like guarding the nature is what we’re ‘meant to do’, others prefer freedom – and the two don’t mix.” The nature spirit shrugged. She clearly didn’t lose sleep over the matter.

Not having to walk allowed Anastacia to focus more on her surroundings, and she found the forest rather pleasant. The ancient grand trees grew tall and far enough apart to let some light in and the aroma of the underbrush was the complete polar opposite of the stench of decay and rot she grew up in. Perhaps, one day, when she had adventured enough for the time being, she could build a small hut in such a place.

Her dreams of being a forest hermit were interrupted by the party finally reaching their desired camping site – just in time before the sun set. Maximillian, Xamiliere and Dammar immediately scattered to prepare the site, having done it hundreds of times before, they all knew their jobs. While Maximillian went to get a deer he had been tracking for a while now, Dammar checked the perimeter for anything that felt off and Xamiliere gathered enough firewood for the night. Gilbert and Emilia were left with the task of starting a fire. Anastacia was put in charge of getting some water from the river for cooking, so she grabbed the pot graciously loaned to them by the innkeeper and kneeled by the stream. To her surprise, the water was incredibly clear, which allowed her to see all the way to the bottom a couple of meters from the bank.

A couple of larger fish were laying in wait for a suitable prey to swim by, which gave her an idea for something she could impress her party with. She pointed her hand towards one of them and started moving it closer to her. Though it seemed to be working, suddenly the fish violently exploded into a mess of blood, scales and fish bones. Getting caught in the edge of the blast radius was enough to make the necromancer throw up on the spot.

A slightly wooden, muffled giggle echoed from among the trees as the spriggan escaped from the scene, having witnessed the ordeal.

After moving a bit upstream to get water without fish mush and vomit in it, Anastacia returned to the camp, having somehow been defeated by the task of filling a pot with water. Luckily, Maximillian’s hunt had ended a lot more successfully, and he brought with him some freshly butchered meat. Though the elf hated wasteful hunting for cultural reasons, he knew his friends would surely appreciate any and all variety in the relatively bland selection of jerky, potatoes, carrots and stale bread they could carry with them. He also made it a point to teach the new adventurers about leaving the parts of the carcass he couldn’t take with him or wouldn’t have been pleasant to eat without aging well away from the camp, to make sure the predator that would end up scavenging them wouldn’t find its way there.

While cooking and during the subsequent feast, the adventurers planned for the night.

“For now, things have been peaceful, but don’t take it for granted. Since I knew about this place, other people do too, and some of those people might be of a nastier sort.” Gilbert lectured the two fresh adventurers in his party. “That’s something to keep in mind. We’re still fairly close to Valor, so it’s unlikely that we’ll see any highwaymen or the like, thieves maybe, but they might have people check on this place every now and then.”

“I should also mention that there were some wolf tracks in the woods.” Maximillian pointed out. “They know we’re here, but there’s a lot of us, so a normal-sized pack wouldn’t bother us, especially if we keep the fire burning throughout the night.”

Gilbert pondered the situation for a while. “We’ll stay up in pairs. I’ll start with Anna for now.” He decided.

“I can take the second shift.” Emilia offered.

“I’ll join you!” Xamiliere quickly exclaimed and raised her hand. “We have much to discuss.”

Dammar glanced at Maximillian and they nodded in unison. “Works for us. We tend to wake up early anyway, so just wake us up when you need to.”

 Well after the darkness had already fallen on the forest, the party went to sleep by a large tree that grew a bit closer to the river than others. It didn’t take long for a quiet snoring to begin after a long day of walking, and the only ones left awake were the necromancer and her mentor. They began their watch by brewing some coffee on the fire.

“Say, Anna, I’ve been thinking.” Gilbert suddenly said.

“You do that a lot, so I’d expect as much.” Quipped Anastacia before the old adventurer had the chance to continue.

Ignoring the remark, Gilbert continued. “Can’t you just ‘sense’ anything that comes near the camp, even if it’s completely dark? As long as they’re flesh and blood that is.”

The necromancer shrugged. “For fifty to seventy meters maybe, if I focus. Right now, there’s like birds or bats or whatever in the trees, nothing bigger than that.”

“That’s still much further than where I can see in the dark, especially into the forest. Can you keep checking it every once in a while? I don’t want to be surprised by another ogre.” Suggested Gilbert. He was starting to realize that necromancers had several convenient traits and abilities for adventures. It was a shame they were all huddled up in their own grim nook of the world.

As they passed the night by drinking coffee and chatting about this and that, something a bit larger came to check on the camp just on the very edge of Anastacia’s range. It stirred the Adventurers slightly and woke them up properly before retreating back into the forest.

To calm things once more, Gilbert figured that he should tell Anastacia about the machine fortresses, since they were heading to one. “Not that much is known about them, but a long time ago, there was a powerful kingdom that had a peculiar way of building their cities, or fortresses underground for some reason. Though the kingdom itself is long gone, their creations still churn on around the world. The general consensus on the machine fortresses is that each one had the capability to create simulacra and that the active ones are still somehow doing it. No one knows why, or how, but that’s how it seems to be.”

“So why haven’t all of them been looted by now? I’m sure all that old stuff is worth something to someone.” The necromancer wondered.

“No one can seem to find a way in. The entrances are always hidden and fortified beyond belief, so even getting into an inactive one is a heck of a task.” The old adventurer explained. “Then there’s the traps that some of them have, or all of them for all we know, and the active ones are just a no go since they tend to have simulacra guarding them. The one we’re heading to is supposed to be an inactive one though, so we shouldn’t have much issues getting to it – but it does make the goblins gathering around it even more interesting.”

            

    
        Chapter 16 - A quick swim

    
    
    
    
                As the sun rose over the treetops on the opposite side of the river, it shone its light directly onto Anastacia’s face, waking her up into the morning filled with songs of birds from the tall trees and the pleasant aroma of the coffee brewing on their campfire. The air hadn’t quite warmed up yet and the grass around her was still moist with morning dew, but the first rays of light had already began to change that for the warmer.

“Ah, the young one awakens!” Maximillian greeted the necromancer from the side of the campfire with a smile and a wave of a stick with a roasted perch on it. “The breakfast will be ready in a couple of minutes. You should take this chance to freshen up.”

Only barely registering what was being said at all, Anastacia looked around in a groggy daze. While Maximillian and Dammar had been awake for hours already, both Gilbert and Emilia had the same vacant look on their faces – the one people get when they wake up in a forest after barely enough sleep. In the other end of the spectrum, there was Xamiliere, whose body had grown several flower buds overnight and seemed just overall healthier than usually, like a houseplant that had been watered.

In her daze, the necromancer kept staring at the spriggan and let her mind wander off. She started questioning the spriggan’s need for sleep in the first place, or if they actually needed to eat at all. She had seen it happen several times, but Xamiliere’s body was literally made out of plants, so why didn’t she simply grow some roots and eat nutrients from the soil, like plants are supposed to do?

Delighted by the befuddled attention she was receiving, Xamiliere winked at the necromancer. “Go ahead and admire, touching is also allowed.” She whispered.

“You make no sense…” Anastacia mumbled tiredly, stumbled up from the ground and started wobbling towards the river.

“The best things never do.” The spriggan answered.

The water was clear, cool and refreshing, and was able to rinse off most of the necromancers remaining drowsiness as she washed her face. For reasons unknown to her, there were several flowers placed in her hair, many of which didn’t even grow anywhere nearby. She considered leaving them be, but ended up deciding against it because of an inexplicable chill in her spine when she touched them.

While washing her still sore feet, she happened to realize there were no fishes by the riverbank, large or small. On a closer inspection, she found out that there were none anywhere nearby. Curious, she focused for a while longer and tried to find a reason for their absence, until suddenly, she could feel something massive slowly drift across the bottom of the river. She quickly lifted her feet from the water and moved a bit further away.

“Umm… Guys, there’s something big in the river…” She reported her findings as the mystery creature slid out of her range.

Dammar walked up to the river and gazed into the water. “Like a fish or something?” He asked.

“All I know is that it was huge.” Anastacia explained and spread her arms as wide as she could to show what she meant. “I think it swam away though…”

“Could have been a sturgeon, they grow over twice as large as a man and sometimes swim through here.” The dwarf guessed, considerably less stressed about it than the necromancer. “But whatever it was, it’s in the water and we’re on solid ground, so let us not dwell on it and have breakfast instead!”

Anastacia hesitantly left the riverbank to join the others for a quick meal before they had to continue their journey. Though she had grown up with food meager in both amount and taste, the delicious and full plates at the inn had quickly increased her standards. She stared at the piece of bread with a small pile of fish meat on it and couldn’t help but to find it a bit lacking. A bit of butter would have gone a long way to make it more appetizing, but the necromancer understood that it was as good as it was going to get on the road and didn’t complain.

After eating and extinguishing their campfire, it was time to continue walking. Though they were still sore, sleeping had successfully turned the aching of Anastacia’s feet into a more muted pain that felt like she could just walk it off – and to a large degree, it worked. Instead of slowing everyone down by dragging her feet, this time she chose to lead the party along the side of the river.

With the weather just as amicable as on the day before and their most troublesome member full of energy, at least for now, the party started to make good progress towards their goal. However, after only a kilometer or so, Anastacia spotted something weird by the side of the river. Covered in rocks and seaweed, a half-butchered deer carcass laid on the ground with its back legs in the water. Even from afar, she could tell that it hadn’t been killed by wolves but did appear to have been dragged for a good distance. What blood it still had in it had long since congealed, which made the necromancer a bit less hesitant to approach it out of curiosity.

“Well, that is odd.” Maximillian noted when he noticed the carcass.

“What is?” Gilbert asked.

The elf pointed at the dead deer. “That’s the one I caught, but I left it deep into the forest…”

It took a second for the gears to turn in Gilbert’s head as he watched Anastacia creep closer to the deer. Perhaps because it was still so early, he didn’t immediately connect the dots, but as soon as he did, the old adventurer dashed forwards and yelled. “ANNA, GET AWAY FROM THE WATER!”

But he was only a moment too late in his warning. As the necromancer turned around to see why she was being yelled at, an eerily familiar large mass shot across the bottom of the river at an incredible speed and emerged from the water before Anastacia even realized it. The creature appeared vaguely horse-like, but pale green and partly covered in slimy scales, with a large fin running down its neck and a second set of bulging fish-like eyes next to the usual pair.

The creature latched its teeth on the necromancer’s boot and using its far larger mass, dragged her into the river before she could do anything about it. It swiftly moved all the way to the bottom and placed its foot on Anastacia’s chest, holding her down while emotionlessly staring into her eyes and waiting for her to drown. Her vision quickly darkened as she began to run out of air.

At the surface, the party that had worked together for years started acting immediately, before Gilbert could come up with anything and Emilia even properly realized what was going on. Dammar snapped his fingers and caught a dagger Maximillian threw at him. “Xammy, get us back up!” He ordered the spriggan and without hesitation, lunged into the river. 

The dwarf’s heavy gear and generally dense build quickly took him to the bottom and right next to the beast, where he jabbed the knife into the creature’s neck a few times, causing it to bleed profusely. Wisely, it took this as the tide of the fight turning against it and escaped down the river before the dwarf had the chance to completely gore it, leaving behind a trail of red in the water.

As several vines reached down from the surface and started wrapping themselves around Dammar, the dwarf grasped onto Anastacia and tugged on one of the vines. The spriggan struggled to drag both of them up, but wasn’t about to let her new necromancer drown just like that. Both Gilbert and Emilia grabbed onto the vines that had grown from her back and helped with the pulling, until finally, the pair resurfaced and Dammar rolled Anastacia onto the riverbank.

To everyone’s relief, she started to cough up water as soon as Emilia lightly whacked her on the back and seemed to be fine. The devotee tapped her back a couple more times before turning her attention to the foot the creature had bitten.

“Looks like the boot took the brunt of it. It’s going to leave a bruise but I’m not seeing a wound or anything – you’ll live.” She diagnosed and moved the ankle to make sure it wasn’t broken either.

“What was that?” The necromancer managed to ask between coughs.

Gilbert, who was keeping a watch on the river just in case, obviously knew the answer. “That would be a kelpie – a rather rare aquatic beastie in these parts. They can turn into a hideous lanky human-like creature to crawl onto land, where they’ll look for carcasses to bait other animals with like that. They’re big but honestly can’t put up much of a fight even in water, but can still be dangerous if you get caught unaware. If you have to fight one, even a relatively minor injury is enough to get them to back off.” He explained briefly. “You owe these three a round or two once we get back home.”

“Thanks…” The necromancer uttered.

“It’s quite alright, hardly a quest if someone doesn’t almost die from something unrelated.” Dammar laughed and tossed the dagger back to Maximillian. “But I will take a free drink.”

The elf simply bowed politely and started drying his weapon.

The vines growing off Xamiliere withered and snapped off when she moved to embrace Anastacia. “Or…”

“No.” Emilia immediately stated.

Since their gear were now thoroughly wet, Anastacia and Dammar had to take what armor they had off to let it and their clothes dry in the sun as they walked. The day being warm, it wasn’t an issue, and the spriggan was more than happy to carry Anastacia’s things. Not that long into their walk, the necromancer started to once more complain about her legs, this time pointing at the one that had been attacked. While it was bruised, it actually didn’t hurt all that much, and that much was obvious for anyone who could read Anastacia’s poor acting. However, Gilbert simply didn’t have the energy to spend another day arguing about it, so he begrudgingly picked the girl up on his shoulder and the journey once more continued unhindered.

Despite the almost lethal interruption, it started to look like that party was going to make it to the machine fortress well before dark. Their plan was to camp out by the outer perimeter of the fortress and figure out an approach once they got there. Typically, goblins weren’t hostile and camping near them wasn’t an issue – as long as you kept an eye on your gear. Any harm they caused was typically accidental and even more often than that, aimed at themselves. The world generally considered them a nuisance and didn’t understand them, and they certainly did not understand the world. Some of them could talk and understand speech to a degree, and in no cases had the cunning to lie about anything; so, there was a chance, however small, that the entire quest could be completed by asking a goblin why they were there.

 Late in the afternoon, Gilbert pulled out his map and compared it to a few landmarks he could see and the shape of the river. “The fort should be on the other side of that hill. So, before we go, remember: we don’t want any trouble with the goblins. Am I making myself clear, Xamiliere?” He reminded the party.

“Bah!” The spriggan scoffed. “Do as you may, but you’re just as likely to step on their holy turnip or whatever, or accidentally insult them by scratching your chin. We’d be better off by just going in and wiping them all out.”

Maximillian was appointed as the scout, so he ran ahead of the group to check on the situation while they climbed the hill. When the rest of the party finally caught up to him, they found a stunned elf staring into the distance from the top – and for a good reason, as they soon found out. Around the fortress by the base of the hill, was a sea of knee-high green critters that numbered in the thousands. The usual number of goblins a single tribe had rarely went over thirty as far as Gilbert knew, so calling this ‘a gathering’ was a vast understatement.

“Please, check the ground for holy turnips before you step on it…” He uttered and re-evaluated the harmlessness of the critters.


            

    
        Chapter 17 - The green horde

    
    
    
    
                The literal sea of green little critters was definitely a sight to behold. It vastly exceeded anything the party’s more experienced members had even dared to expect. Typically, the goblin tribes were quick to turn to war with one another or find some other way to limit their population. The constant choir of screeches and other goblinoid noises were almost deafening when the adventurers warily approached the edge of the horde.

Anastacia didn’t know much about goblins, as they were scarcely mentioned by necromancers for some reason, but she was definitely intrigued by their little dances and flailing.

Gilbert had some experience with the critters and took it upon himself to make the first contact with the nearest group of goblins by the edge or the swarm. Seeing him approach, one of them ceased its flailing and greeted the old adventurer.

“Man of huge, come meet god?” It asked and pointed towards the fortress.

“Sure.” Gilbert quickly agreed. “Is that why you’ve gathered here?”

“The goblin come meet sleeping god.” The critter explained, surprisingly coherently for its kind.

The old adventurer sought answers from the devotee in their party with a quizzical glance, as Emilia likely had the most expansive and up to date knowledge on deities out of the adventurers. However, the shrug on her part suggested that this ‘sleeping god’ wasn’t one she knew off hand.

Trying to extract further information from the critter proved extremely tedious, its answers either made no sense at all, or were far too simple to be of any real use – that is, assuming the goblin itself even really knew what was going on. Though it likely wasn’t capable of coming up with lies, there was only so much weight one could give to the words of one of its kind, after all, the world rarely worked like goblins thought it did.

After a good while of trying to decipher and formulate a story, Gilbert figured he had more or less gotten the rough gist of it. “Here’s what I think might have happened: a hunting party from one of the tribes nearby wandered a bit too close to the fort, managed to somehow avoid the traps and even found a way inside. In there, they found something or someone they decided was this ‘sleeping god’ of theirs. From there, the tale spread among the tribes like wildfire and they all slowly ended up here, too preoccupied with their god to turn against each other or end themselves in some other way.” He explained to his party.

“Such typical goblin nonsense.” Xamiliere scoffed. “Their god is probably nothing more than a shiny rock or a stick with a bug on it – and these pests just flock to it like the morons they are.”

“Hold your tongue, Xammy.” Maximillian quieted the spriggan’s critique. “Flaunt the possibility of a grounded deity to humans, elves, dwarves… what have you, and they will gather in a very similar manner.”

“Whatever. Now we know why they’re here and can leave this goblinoid varmint nightmare!” Xamiliere exclaimed and immediately started walking back towards the direction they came from.

“Don’t be hasty now.” Gilbert said and grabbed the spriggan’s shoulder as she was trying to leave. “We should see if we can figure out what their god actually is. It could be a deactivated simulacrum or something worse, and I don’t think I need to tell you why we should make sure the goblins aren’t accidentally going to reactivate this whole fort. Not to mention we need to start making a camp as well, turning around now would make for an inopportune camp site for the night.”

After Anastacia managed to convince the party’s nature spirit to stay, if for nothing else, to protect the necromancer from the green menace, they made their camp a bit further away from the horde to make sure their gear remained in their own possession. Some of the more curious goblins approached the camp to ask questions of their own, but the relations between the groups remained civil. Maximillian even managed to barter a deal with a few goblins for an exchange of two pheasants the critters had caught in return for a copper ring with an enchantment that had faded ages ago and was trivial to replace.

To make themselves useful while the rest of the party guarded their gear and cooked, Anastacia and Emilia decided that they would make a quick incursion closer to the fort itself. Perhaps to find out where the goblins had gotten into it. Gilbert saw no harm in it, but warned them about the ancient traps that were likely littering the ground around the fortress. Luckily the ones that were still functional were no doubt easy to spot thanks to the piles of goblins that had failed to learn from one another and had fallen victim to them.

On their way towards the fortress, the pair passed through the sea of goblins and got a prime chance to enjoy what passed as culture for the critters. The first thing they noticed was the stench of rotting food emanating from the piles of scavenged odds and ends the goblins had piled everywhere. Stolen tools, vegetables, tree branches, rusted equipment, flowers, rocks and everything else they had run across in their journey to the gathering. The goblins jumped and danced around these random assortments of mostly trash, just as they jumped and danced around anything else in the area, including the adventurers, broken pieces of the machine fortress and unfortunately for many of them, around the piles of their dead brethren that had died from the traps they had managed to activate or just from general incompetence at life. The noise they caused was nothing short of deafening, as screeching seemed to be both the default reaction to basically anything as well as the main method of communication between them.

While observing a few of them in more detail, Anastacia found out that the goblins seemed to be unable to remember how to do more than a single thing at once. Whenever one started to dance, it had to relearn how to walk normally a moment later, waving around a piece of moldy bread caused the same issue, as did simply standing still for more than a few seconds. Despite the smell, noise and just complete inaptitude at everything, the necromancer rather enjoyed watching the little critters go about their life and chatted with a fair few of them on the way.

“Do you think we could barter for some of the things they have? Some of it might be valuable.” Anastacia suggested and pointed at fairly intricate-looking sword in one of the piles.

Emilia looked around, marveling at the sheer number of the damned things they were surrounded by. “Honestly, I wouldn’t. From what I understand, anything here could be ‘holy’ to them by now, and I wouldn’t risk insulting them by asking for a trade.”

Thinking about the devotee’s answer, Anastacia started to notice an alarming number of dangerous items the little critters were waving around. “Yeah, you’re probably right…” She agreed.

The fortress itself consisted of a larger main building that was surrounded by five smaller, almost tower-like buildings. The ground around them had been replaced with large stone tiles with curious patterns carved on their surfaces and several brass-colored metal patches, many of which seemed to activate the traps near them. All of them had seen better days and the eons they had stood out in the elements was visible in the cracks and overgrown plants in the seams between the stone blocks used to build them. Rusted spikes and blades jutted out from the ground here and there in places where the traps had gotten stuck long ago, and chunks of stone that had fallen off the buildings littered their surroundings.

The adventurers walked around the main building once, looking for anything that could have been an entrance. The architecture of the ancient fortress was completely different from anywhere else in the world, and finding a purpose for any given part was difficult. The monolithic structure only had straight walls with no windows or details of any kind, no obvious doorframes or even signs of moving parts – only flat, smooth stone and evidence of old age.

Anastacia ran her hand along the weathered stone wall as they walked by it, more out of boredom than anything, but luckily, it was the right move. The tips of her fingers felt something strange as they walked past a part of the wall that looked no different to any other part, but the seam between two large slabs of stone was uneven. This hadn’t been the case for any other seam, and despite thousands of years of wear and tear, everything had been perfectly in place.

She stopped and ran her fingers across the seam again. “There’s something weird about this one.”

“Oh?” The devotee said and immediately whacked the wall with her mace causing a small flash of light, but the weapon simply bounced off the stone like it was nothing, barely leaving a mark behind.

“Did you just try and throw your god at this?” Anastacia chortled.

“It was worth the try. Not much is beyond My Lady’s reach, but her powers are spent elsewhere for the time being.” The devotee shrugged and started looking around. “Maybe there’s a mechanism somewhere nearby, I’m going to take a look.”

While she looked for some type of a mechanism or even a keyhole of sorts in the ground tiles around the seam, Anastacia inspected the wall itself. She took one of her daggers and poked its tip into the seam a few times, concluding that the further down she moved, the more uneven and wide the seam became. At the very bottom, only a couple of centimeters from the ground, the tip of the dagger hit something at the back of the small opening. The necromancer wiggled the knife to see if it did anything – which it very much did. With a mechanical thunk and a whirr, the stone tile under Anastacia’s feet gave out and tilted open, sliding the unprepared girl into a dark hole below the fortress.

Emilia heard the noise and managed to lunge at her friend, but was just out of reach and had to watch the trapdoor close before her. To her credit, she didn’t hesitate for a second before jumping into action. The knife she carried was far too thin and fragile to repeat what Anastacia had done to open the trapdoor, so she started to look for anything sharp. A rusty old dagger, haphazardly wielded by a nearby goblin caught her eye and the devotee rushed to grab it, but only a couple of steps later, the tile under her foot made an ominous click. Suddenly, a large blade swung at her from the thin gap between the tiles, and before she even realized what had happened, she had caught the ancient corroded blade with her armored gauntlet and the shaft of her mace.

The thin piece of worn-down metal snapped off from whatever mechanism that put it into motion and Emilia could toss it aside to catch her breath after very narrowly avoiding being sliced into two.

However, something was different. After a moment of clearing her thoughts, the devotee realized that the entire goblin horde had gone dead silent and was now staring at her without a single blink to be found among them.

“Woman of White Iron deny sleeping god’s judgement!” One of the critters screamed from the top of its lungs. Soon the scream turned into a chant the entire mass of goblins took part in. They screeched and grabbed whatever they could before charging at Emilia, who had seen things go south and was already booking it towards their camp. “JUDGE! JUDGE! JUDGE!” Echoed from behind her.


Gilbert poked the campfire with a log, trying to expose the embers more to hasten the cooking. He was proud of how well the pheasants were prepared and couldn’t wait for them to be ready. While waiting, he gazed towards the hill between them and the fortress, thinking that it was nice to have such an easy quest for once. No fighting huge creatures or running through swamps. He spotted Emilia running over the peak, waving her hands and screaming something.

About 10 seconds after Emilia, A flood of goblins poured over the hill, screeching and throwing rocks or whatever they had on them.

“Everyone! TO THE RIVER!” Gilbert ordered the party as the devotee dashed past them.

            

    
        Chapter 18 - The sleeping god

    
    
    
    
                After tumbling down the trapdoor, Anastacia fell a couple of meters onto a sloped and slippery stone surface in a fairly tight, unlit tunnel. Once the trapdoor sealed itself, the tunnel became pitch-black. In the darkness, despite her best efforts to stay upright, she quickly found herself on her back, slow sliding down towards who knows what. Though the journey down was comfortable, the possibility of a larger fall or something even worse started to creep into the necromancer’s mind. Kicking and clawing at the walls did nothing to even slow her down and she simply had to accept her fate, which came in the form of a safe but uncomfortable fall resulting in nothing but a scraped knee and a strange feeling of disappointment.

The room she had landed in was just as dark as the slope. There was no noticeable echo so it couldn’t have been terribly big either. Anastacia figured that if the ones who had built the fortress wanted her dead, she would be dead by now and started feeling the wall behind her without much care. About half a meter above her head, she could feel the edge of the slope she fell from. But even if she did have the strength to pull herself up, there’s no way she could have gotten a proper grip for climbing back up.

Below the slope, she could feel a groove, about the width of her thumb and a centimeter deep. Compared to the stone around it, the bottom of the groove felt smooth, almost like glass. Anastacia slid her index finger downwards along it. Roughly at her shoulder height, there was a hole, just big enough for a single finger. After some deliberation, Anastacia pushed in her right pinky, thinking that out of her fingers, she’d miss that one the least. Even though her glove she could feel the sharp needle stab into her fingertip. As her reflexes kicked in and pulled her finger out, a blue light started to shine along the groove above it. The glow quickly spread along the walls, floor and ceiling, forming complicated and precise patterns on every surface.

“Damnit!” She exclaimed and took her glove off to see the tiny red point the needle had made. “Weren’t these guys supposed to be good at this stuff, and somehow they can’t figure out a damn lever for their dumb lighting?!” Despite being thin, the needle had gone deep inside her fingertip. Anastasia swore it touched a bone. “I’m probably just poisoned now too, or have some kind of ancient disease or something! Thanks in advance for the lockjaw, you ancient asshats!”

 Now that the room was lit, she could see something that looked like a door on the other side. Upon closer inspection, it had a similar little hole in it.

“Are you kidding me?! Just invent keys!” The necromancer groaned and started going through her pockets and belt pouches. With a victorious grin, she dug out a small dried sausage and shoved it into the hole. After far too many increasingly desperate attempts with the sausage, Anastacia gave up and pushed her left pinky in. The spike was almost twice as painful now that she knew it was there, but just like she had expected, the door-like stone slab slid down into the floor. “If this continues, I will find you, bring you back alive and then kill your stupid dead faces again! I can do that you know!... Technically.”

As Anastacia cursed the ancient civilization, the opening door revealed a staircase that headed further down under the ground. She made a very vocal complaint about it not being the direction she wanted to head into. Unsurprisingly, the complaints did nothing, and Anastacia was forced to head down the stairs. The light patterns continued on the walls, making the otherwise plain tunnel slightly more interesting. Intrigued by the purpose of the lights, Anastacia spent a while studying them, the direction the pulsating light flowed into, the patterns themselves and the way they were arranged on the stairs.

Suddenly, she started to hear a strange noise coming from deeper down. Listening more closely, it sounded awfully gobliney, with a delightful mix of screeching and some of the worst singing the necromancer had ever witnessed. After going down a hundred or so more steps, she could finally see the end of the staircase. The noise the goblins made was almost as bad as above ground and the reason for it became clear to Anastacia. The critters hadn’t simply lost a couple of their fellow goblins into the fort, there were at least a hundred of them in the hall the stairs led to. All of them facing a throne in the opposite side of the room so none noticed Anastacia entering.

The underground chamber was as big as some of the halls in the castles back at Mournvalley, but the fact that it seemed to be dug into the solid bedrock made it far more impressive. It was well lit by the light patterns flowing along the floor and the columns placed around the room. The throne that the goblins were so focused on, was occupied by a fancily dressed skeleton, wearing a long golden coat a silver plate armor and a massive golden crown that resembled a dead tree with jewels and pearls fit into its trunk. Yet the most curious thing about the remains were their size. Though it was a bit hard to estimate the exact height of this ancient ruler, they must have been closer to three meters tall. As Anastacia started to walk closer to get a better look, the goblins noticed her.

“Girl of Underground, live here? She know sleeping god?” One of the goblins inquired.

“What? I don’t-“ The necromancer was about to say but realized that the truth may have been the best thing to reveal at the moment. “I mean yeah, we’re the bestest of buddies. We’ve been inseparable for ages.”

The goblin seemed impressed by Anastacia’s relation to their new god. “Girl of Underground live here? Not up?” It asked and pointed towards the ceiling.

“Yes. I too have slept for ages but was woken up by you.” Anastacia lied and pretended to yawn.

The goblins seemed ecstatic hearing that, they had found another god. They opened up a path towards the throne and allowed Anastacia to walk up to the skeleton. She wasn’t about to touch the ancient remains, but wiped off the thick layer of dust from one of the throne’s armrests and sat on it. On the skeleton’s lap, there was a leather and metal bound book that seemed important. As Anastacia grabbed it, the slight movement was enough to cause the skeleton’s skull and heavy crown to drop down and roll on to the floor.

“Oh crap!” The necromancer cursed and started to worry about the ruler’s new followers turning on her. She remembered the holy turnip and was prepared to face the wrath of the goblins, but they just stood still. After a couple of silent moments, a shriek came from somewhere in the crowd.

“Girl of Underground defeat sleeping god! Girl of Underground more powerful god!” One of them screamed.

“Uhhhh… Yes! I am your god now!” Anastacia played along.

The smaller horde of goblins began to dance and scream like they did around the fortress. Finding a new god seemed like a cause for great celebration for them.

Anastacia noticed another door in the corner of the hall, with another small hole in it. After looking at her pinkies for a second, she realized that she was a god now and didn’t have to be the one potentially poisoning herself with stupid ancient mechanisms.

“You, goblin. Come here and put your finger into this hole!” She ordered one of her new subjects.

The goblin tried to do as she asked but couldn’t quite reach the hole, So Anastacia ordered another goblin to lift them up. The door opened to a small room with a stone altar in the middle of it. On the altar, there was a platter on it, filled with various kinds of jewels and other trinkets. Seeing an opportunity for some additional rewards for the quest, Anastacia rushed over and shoved as many as she could into her pouches.

While she was busy being greedy, a goblin dragged the skeleton’s crown to her. “God of underground wear big hat.” Something about the critter’s tone made it clear that this wasn’t a question or a request.

Anastacia hesitantly put the crown on after making sure it didn’t have any of its previous owner stuck on it. The crown was a bit loose on her but nowhere near as heavy as she thought it would be. As she looked around for a reflective surface, the newly crowned god noticed a staircase in the corner of the hall, slightly hidden by a column – a staircase which led up.


Everyone had made it across the river in one piece and the goblins didn’t dare to even dip their feet into the water. Instead, they flung rocks and sticks at the outsiders they now deemed heretics.

Gilbert grabbed Emilia by the shoulders. “What happened and where is Anna?!” He asked, clearly more worried than angry.

“We were looking for a possible door into the fort, and Anna somehow managed to find one, but it closed before I was able to catch her. I couldn’t open it again and maybe did something that angered them? I really don’t know.” The devotee explained.

Gilbert quickly made sure his other party member was fine and started planning for their next move. “Anna can probably manage for now; she’s armed and not the type to die easily. What we need to worry about is getting to the fort without being torn apart…” He reasoned.

It took an hour to come up with a plan that would involve lighting dammar briefly on fire and throwing him across the river and having Xamiliere grow a fake party out of some trees among other questionable tactics. Weirdly, Dammar was the one who was most willing to go for it.

Suddenly Maximillian asked everyone to be quiet for a moment. “Gilbert, I think the goblins are saying that the god is coming. Should we run or fight?” He asked after listening to the muddled chanting from the other side of the river.

“Let’s meet this god, maybe they can be reasoned with.” The old adventurer decided.

“Or maybe it’s a turnip.” Added the spriggan.

The party prepared for a fight as they walked back closer to the river, but quickly realized their worries to be wholly unfounded as they saw this supposed god prancing among the small critters.

“I AM THE GOD OF UNDERGROUND, THE NECROMANCER QUEEN OF GOBLINS AND DESTROYER OF THE SLEEPING GOD. SUBMIT TO ME AND YOUR SINS SHALL BE UNDONE!” Anastacia declared from the other side of the river and almost died of laughter as her party was forced to bow down to her.

            

    
        Chapter 19 - Goblin politics

    
    
    
    
                Now the uncontested ruler of a herd of goblins, Anastacia used her power over them to have the critters gather materials they could use for a simple raft that would allow the party to use the steady flow of the river to avoid walking. Pretty much everyone outside of the necromancer carried a length of rope with them, so the main ingredient for a raft they were missing were logs. Luckily enough, the forest they had passed had plenty. Though the goblins were far too small for lumberjacks, an endless supply of them allowed for results in due time. Casualties piled up as they chipped away at the trunks with what tools they had and moved the already felled ones to the river, but their god’s orders were absolute and the deaths of many of their kind beyond irrelevant to the rest. While she couldn’t deny the effectiveness of the method and she didn’t have a long-term plan for her followers, Anastacia wasn’t fond of the steep cost – in fact, she would have probably rather walked had she known beforehand.

After learning what the necromancer could tell them, the party decided their quest to be completed and would embark as swiftly as possible. So, while the rest of the party assembled the raft, Emilia and Dammar handled the cooking, salvaging what was left of the pheasants and the rations they had with them for the journey. Returning to the fort for an attempt at a reentry was deemed too risky because of the quickly changing allegiance of the goblins, and they would simply explain the situation as they understood it when they returned to Valor.

While watching the campfire they were cooking on, Dammar noticed Anastacia watching over her followers closely and allowing a group of them to follow her everywhere. “Fond of your underlings, lass?” He asked.

“They’re alright, I’d like to teach them about self-preservation…” The necromancer commented a bit lamentingly.

“Mmm… Don’t forget that you need to get rid of them somehow. Can’t have them follow us all the way to Valor.” The dwarf pointed out as gently as he could.

Anastacia nodded. She was planning on leaving the crown behind and telling the goblins that the Sleeping God would look after them in her absence. She had no idea if that would work though, since she basically decapitated their previous god.

“We’ll figure something out.” Dammar reassured her.

Anastacia remembered the book she had found in the fort, dug it from her backpack and showed it to the dwarf. “Any idea what’s this about? There’s nothing written on the cover or on the pages so I figured it’s just an empty journal or something.”

Dammar took the book and inspected it. The covers were made from something resembling leather in texture but a keen observer could tell it wasn’t. The corners were covered in metallic plates that seemed like brass, probably to reduce wear. Dammar started flipping through the pages, aside from a half circle on the edge of each page they were all empty.

“There’s probably something more to this, but I’m afraid your book is beyond me.” He admitted and handed the book back. “Maybe show it to the scholar when we get our reward?”

“Think he’ll pay for it?” Anastacia wondered.

The dwarf laughed and returned to cooking. “They always do, girlie. They always do.”

Both the raft and the party’s meal were finished almost simultaneously. So, with their transport secured and only a quick shove away from being in the river, they sat down to eat. Gilbert’s disappointment over the rather charred state of the pheasants he had been forced to abandon on the fire earlier was visible and Anastacia thought she actually saw a tear roll down his cheek as he scraped the black crust off the meat.

Offering her condolences, the necromancer sat down next to him and started eating her portion. As she nibbled on the bird, the oversized crown wobbled uncomfortably on her head and she decided to take it off for the time being.

As soon as the crown was placed on a rock by Anastacia’s seat, all of the goblins tumbling and hopping around them stopped and turned towards their god.

“THE GOD ROCK HAS BIG HAT! GIRL OF UNDERGROUND A FALSE GOD!” One of them screeched, and like before, the scream spread like wildfire among the critters.

Slowly, Anastacia took the crown again and put it on her head, hoping to defuse the situation.

“FALSE GOD STOLE BIG HAT! KILL!” Another goblin screamed and caused the horde to turn on their previous god – even if that was exactly how she had become a god to them in the first place.

The thoroughly confused necromancer threw the crown at the goblin inciting the rest. The party once more had to grab what they could and retreat to the river.

On the way, Gilbert took charge of the situation. “Xamiliere! Anna! Hold them back while we push the rafts into the river!” He commanded.

The spriggan had been waiting for an excuse to attack the critters she hated and proceeded to stomp the ground before them. In seconds, thorny vines grew between her and the mass of goblins. Nearby trees sprang their roots from the ground, springing goblins high into the air.

It seemed to work well but a few stragglers managed to climb over the vines while they were busy strangling other goblins. Anastacia quickly dispatched them with her daggers, moving them in the air from goblin to goblin, striking them in the head or cutting it clean off. The number of these stragglers increased steadily and soon the two were forced to back down towards the river. Every now and then, Anastacia stopped to throw a dagger at a goblin and then explode the corpse into sharp shards of bone, taking out any nearby goblins and slowing them down slightly.

A few of the trees they passed also fell over on top of their pursuers as a last resort. When the pair had retreated far enough for the river to be in sight, the others had just pushed the raft off the bank and jumped on it.

To buy just a few more seconds, Anastacia stopped to concentrate on her surroundings. There were about 120 corpses within 50 meters of them and the number increased quickly as vines and roots snapped goblins in half. Pointing the palms of her hands towards the goblins, she told Xamiliere to run and jump on the raft – to which the spriggan hesitantly agreed. While concentrating, the necromancer closed one of her hands into a fist and pointed the other towards the sky. Suddenly every corpse within her range exploded at once and the sharp shards of bone flew high up into the air, creating a cloud of red mist that was blown towards her by the wind. With her eyes almost closed, Anastacia turned towards the rafts and ran as fast as she could.

Barely making it onto the raft with something that can only be called a tumble, she got to safety and was dragged away from the edge by Xamiliere while the others used long branches to push the raft away from the bank.

“What even just happened?” Emilia asked and kneeled next to Anastacia to see that she was still in one piece.

Furiously wiping the tiny droplets of blood off her face, the necromancer could only barely talk. “I’ll explain later, but I would like to pass out now, could you please make sure I don’t have any goblin bits in my hair?” She said and went limp from the thought of it alone. The adrenaline rush had made it possible for her to resist the urge to throw up or pass out while seeing so many bursting goblins, but as she calmed down it became overwhelming.

The goblins began to reach the river and threw anything they could at the party, even bits of other goblins wherever they happened to be at hand. This came to an end as the shards of bone began to fall down on them as a hail of razors, cutting them down by the hundreds. The lucky ones that didn’t get hit as badly, scattered and gave up on following the rafts along the river.

The party just watched at the absurd carnage in silence while the rafts drifted further away.

Maximillian looked at the unconscious necromancer that was lying on Xamiliere’s lap. “It was probably better that she wasn’t here for this, even I feel kind of bad after having seen that. But I must say, the girl is effective if nothing else.” He admitted.


Anastacia woke up to cold water being sprinkled on her face by Xamiliere.

“Time to wake up.” The spriggan smiled with her face uncomfortably close to the necromancer’s.

They had already drifted for quite a while and were once more in the middle of the forest, far away from the for and its goblins. Anastacia looked around and was relieved to see everyone in good health and high spirits after a successful escape.

While she had been out, a slight problem had surfaced with their raft in that it only barely supported the entire party, which meant that they weren’t getting out of it dry as water seeped up from between the logs. The others had graciously made sure that Anastacia’s gear, and more importantly, the things she had found in the fort weren’t in danger of getting wet. In return, the necromancer did the right thing and divided the jewels and trinkets she had looted between the members of the party. It was agreed that she should hold on to the book and keep whatever she managed to get for it, as the reward for the quest was plentiful on its own and the jewels would make sure everyone ended up well in the green.

            

    
        Chapter 20 - The scholar

    
    
    
    
                Though moist, the party’s return to Valor on their raft was safe, smooth and comparably fast. Upon their return, it was decided that Gilbert and Anastacia would handle the exchange with the person who had given the quest to The Guild, while the rest of the party headed to the inn for a rest.

The directions on the quest notice led the pair to another inn, a bit further inside the city than the one they lived in. The building itself was slightly larger than Rosie’s inn, but according to Gilbert, had less than half as many rooms. Its immaculate outer appearance imitated the architecture of the nearby guild office, and the establishment was obviously aimed to a higher-class clientele than the bunch of ragtag drunkards Anastacia was living with.

The stark difference in the sheer amount of class between the inns couldn’t have been more apparent the second the pair stepped into the entrance hall. Instead of the homely wooden interior, the scent of delicious food and pipe tobacco, they were met with a sterile, marble encrusted hall that had an echo of a much larger room. Instead of several tables for groups of adventurers to enjoy their time off together, there were expensive decorations ranging from paintings to frankly ugly vases. Behind a polished granite counter, sat the sole employee responsible for reservations, an older female elf with a flawless red velvet uniform and an uptight aura. She took one glance at the adventurers and clearly judged them harshly.

“Can I help you? You do not look like our typical clientele, are you perhaps lost?” She asked and tried very hard to not sound extremely rude.

Gilbert handed over the quest notice. “We’re here to see a scholar by the name of Mikhail Grenn. We’ve completed a quest for him.” He explained.

“Oh… That certainly makes more sense.” The elf sighed in relief. “Master Grenn has informed us that he was expecting adventurers. Please follow me to his quarters.”

The elf’s gait was elegant yet stern as she walked upstairs to the third floor. It was clear from the unnaturally quick pace that she didn’t want rowdy adventurers like Gilbert and Anastacia standing around in her establishment.

Anastacia tugged Gilbert’s sleeve. “Why do so many elves have sticks so far up their asses?” She whispered.

“It comes with the age, when you live for three hundred years, everyone under eighty seems like a dumb child to you. They’re not bad people, just from a different generation.” The old adventurer explained and chuckled at the observation.

Anastacia accepted the answer and decided to not hold it against the clerk, though she was reminded of another elf. “Even the guy who owns a clothes shop on the main road, near the guild office?”

Gilbert clearly knew the elf in question. “No, that guy is younger than me and a complete asshole. Rosie almost choked him out once because he refused to make adjustments for some tunic she had bought.”

“Rosie’s great.” The necromancer said, remembering wanting to do the same herself.

They arrived at a door near the end of the corridor. The elf knocked on it. “Master Grenn? There are some adventurers here. They wish to talk to you about a quest.”

After what sounded like a rather laborious journey for the room’s resident, t0he door opened. Behind it was an ancient-looking dark elf. His red eyes were slightly cloudy and dark skin full of wrinkles and spots. “Have you completed it? Did you visit the fortress?” The scholar asked.

Gilbert nodded. “Aye. We’ve been there.”

Mikhail smiled excitedly and turned to the inn keeper. “Miss, could you be so kind as to get us some coffee?”

The elf nodded and hurried off.

The dark elf gestured for the adventurers to come in and journeyed back to a comfortable-looking armchair that was surrounded by books and scrolls. The room itself was about three times the size of Anastacia’s room and all the furniture were beautifully crafted and decorated, as opposed to the cheap but sturdy ones in her room.

“I am Mikhail Grenn, one of the leading experts on machine fortresses and the simulacra. I assume you’ve found out what made those creatures gather around the fortress?” The scholar inquired, still full of excitement.

“The goblins found a way in and started worshipping something they found inside. Anastacia here also found a way in and can tell you the details.” The old adventurer explained briefly and pushed the necromancer forwards.

Mikhail eyes widened after hearing that Anastacia had been inside. “Is this true?! You were inside the fortress?! Anastacia, was it? You must tell me every last detail. There are only a handful of people who have ever been inside an inactive machine fortress.” He demanded and scrambled for a quill and paper to take notes.

As Anastacia explained what had happened, the old scholar could barely stay still. He quickly pushed aside everything he had on the table next to the armchair and began taking notes. He was especially interested in the skeleton that the goblins had called the sleeping god and sketched its armor and crown based on Anastacia’s description.

“Oh, and I also found this.” The necromancer remembered, took out the book and showed it to the scholar, who gasped for air and slowly accepted the book with shaking hands.

“You… you found this inside?” He gasped.

Anastacia shrugged. “Yeah, the dead guy was holding it. It’s empty but I was told to let you check it out.”

Mikhail opened up the first spread and inspected it thoroughly. He slid his fingers along the edges of the page and smiled excitedly. “My girl, this book is far from empty.” He muttered and placed his thumbs on the half circles on the edges of the page. suddenly blue light patterns appeared all over the pages, forming characters Anastacia had never seen before. “Roughly translated, this book is called ‘The End of Aureun’. I think it tells what happened to the people who build the machine fortresses.”

“Oh. Cool. Wanna buy it?” Anastacia asked, not really understanding how impressed she should be.

The scholar’s jaw dropped. He looked like he couldn’t quite grasp what was happening. “You… You want to sell it? Do you not know how much this is worth? There are in total seven other functional books written by the Aureun in the whole world! I… I don’t have much spare money on me…”

“Hmm… I can’t do much with it and you seem like a decent enough guy so it’d be a shame if you didn’t buy it…” Anastacia was using what meager skills as a merchant she had just to see what the old man would offer. She didn’t particularly care for the book and genuinely found Mikhail pleasant to talk to and his enthusiasm refreshing.

“I… I know! Give me 10 days and I’ll send you twice the quest reward in gold, a royal blessing from my country and a set of enchanted items!” The ancient dark elf tried frantically to come up with anything the girl might be interested in.

“Deal.” The necromancer accepted without haggling. She had no idea what a royal blessing was, but it sounded interesting enough. Mikhail looked like someone had just given him the world and more and making someone that happy was a reward in itself.

Gilbert looked doubtful about the whole thing. “Which country would that be? And how does an old man like you have enough pull to get a royal blessing?”

“Ah… I guess my introduction was kind of incomplete. The Aureun are just my hobby, my vocation is being the mentor and advisor of the great king of Vassund.” Mikhail said without taking his eyes off the book.

Gilbert knew Vassund to be an extremely powerful nation neighboring Mournvalley to the north. It was one of the three biggest countries on the continent and had easily the largest military presence as well as strong alliances. They weren’t generally considered an enemy by Valor, but had in a couple of cases intervened on guild business when quests had taken place in their land.

While the scholar was busy drooling over the book he had acquired, Anastacia whispered to Gilbert. “What’s a royal blessing?”

“You accepted without knowing that? A royal blessing is a boon used by some kingdoms that basically lets you wish for almost anything, and the country will do all it can to make it happen. A blessing from a country as big as Vassund means you can probably take over a small nation if you want to.” Gilbert explained, clearly seeing the trade worthwhile now.

They were interrupted by a knock on the door. “I brought the coffee like you asked, Master Grenn.” The inn keeper said, placed a tray on the table near the door and served everyone a cup before leaving to her duties. The cups were made from some expensive looking ceramics and felt fragile.

Gilbert broke the handle on his cup immediately, but Mikhail told him not to worry about it.

“I can just say that I dropped it since my hands aren’t what they used to be. I owe you and your girl that much.” The dark elf laughed. “That reminds me, I believe I was supposed to pay you for completing the quest too, since I didn’t leave the money with The Guild”

He opened took out a bag full of coins from a chest next to his bed and handed it to Anastacia.

“I hope your travels bring you to Vassund before this old body of mine gives up. You will always be welcomed to the capital as my guest.” The scholar said warmly with a wide and genuine smile on his face.

After finishing their drinks and telling the scholar where to send the payment for the book, the pair left for the guild office to register the quest as complete. On the way there Anastacia remembered that she didn’t ask what kind of enchantment the items would hold.

            

    
        Chapter 21 - The crimson sun rises

    
    
    
    
                While waiting for the payment for the book to arrive, Anastacia focused on studying the necromancer tome. Every now and then she went outside the walls to see how the teachings worked in practice. Slowly but surely, her effective range of control and speed increased. She also moved around larger masses of bone and moved dozens of individual bones in intricate patterns to improve her level of control over material. None of this transferred terribly well over to controlling flesh and Anastacia had been jumping over any chapters dealing with it. She knew she probably shouldn’t have, but specializing in not touching the grosser parts of corpses felt like something she could pull off. Of course, it was a waste, like a skilled mage limiting themselves to only using basic spells, but projectile vomiting during combat wasn’t exactly the best technique out there.

Just like on the first six, on the seventh morning after their quest, Anastacia was sitting at a table in the inn, drinking her morning coffee and flipping through the tome to looking for something new to focus on. None of her friends were awake yet, as they had no need to do more quests for a couple of weeks at least, sleeping in had become a habit for them. Only Rosie was busy preparing for the breakfast rush but still found the time to chat with Anastacia while refilling her cup.

“You’re really into that book, huh? Is it interesting?” The innkeeper asked while pouring Anastacia her third refill.

The necromancer nodded. “Yeah, there’s tons of helpful stuff in here, but some parts are just disgusting. Like this one, ‘Smearing blood over the bones you intend to use can increase the effectiveness of your grasp over them, even better if they have some of their original owner still stuck on them.’ It’s really nice knowing that the insane person writing this is technically my ally.”

“Better than having them be your enemy.” Rosie pointed out.

Anastacia closed the book and leaned back to rest her eyes. Mikhail’s payment could arrive any day now and she wanted to get the money to do some serious shopping, so she spent most of her time where she could be found by a courier. The others were happy with just the money from the quest and gems, so the party had decided that Anastacia would get to keep everything she got for the book.

The tavern was almost empty, and aside from a couple of ratfolk adventurers in the corner table, Anastacia was the only patron there. It would be another half an hour or so before the other guests would start to drag themselves downstairs, and she had gotten her fill of pointlessly grotesque descriptions for the morning, so a quick walk seemed like a good idea. It was still dark outside but the sun would rise any minute now and Anastacia had always liked the sunrise. She put the book behind the counter and told Rosie her intentions before strolling outside.

Anastacia greeted the guard stationed at the gate and started to follow the wall to east. It was possible to navigate easily enough in the twilight, even without a lantern. She followed a well-traveled path that ran along the wall, close enough for her to touch the ancient stone surface.

Almost right away, she noticed an unpleasant odor in the morning air – the unmistakable tang of flesh and blood she was far too familiar with.  “Hmm… That’s weird…” She muttered to herself and continued walking until her senses picked up something by the wall in the distance – something dead.

Figuring it could have been a meal some beast had forgotten there after being shooed away by the guards, the necromancer continued inching forwards. It didn’t take long for that theory to get thrown out when she realized the sheer size of the mess ahead. The mass of gore was far larger than she had thought, at least two meters in height and twice that in width.

The mountain of wet flesh appeared almost black in the darkness as it leaned against the wall, and Anastacia could only barely see it. Despite not feeling at all like she needed to see it and already gagging over the idea, she figured that it was wise to at least see what was up so she could report it to the guards.

“Please don’t be people, please don’t be people, please don’t be people…” She nervously repeated and uncovered the crystal in her lantern and pointed it at the mass.

Most of it was people. Hands and legs sticking out here and there, ripped skin and clothes. There was also at least a single sheep and probably a pig thrown into the mix.

Anastacia backed off before she’d throw up and a slight feeling of triumph came over her when she managed to keep her breakfast coffee inside her, but that didn’t last for long as the sun finally came up and lit the field outside the wall. Anastacia decided to take a final glimpse of the pile of gore, before reporting it to the guards. She turned around, and immediately fell on her knees.

Above the pile, the wall was drenched in blood which Anastacia hadn’t noticed it in the dark. Reaching from the top to the bottom of the 18-meter-high wall, were bloody letters spelling out the word – or more accurately, the name ‘Crimson’. Possibly the worst part of the whole message was the heart-shaped dot over the letter I.


The guard posted at the northern gate of Valor gazed at the beautiful sunrise that marked the end of his shift. The guard who was supposed to take up the post him had already arrived and was now doing some light warmups to wake himself up properly.

“Looks like the weather’s going to be good again.” The guard retiring for the day said and yawned.

“Yup, perfect for travelling. There’ll probably be a lot of people coming and going today.” The other one agreed while spinning his halberd.

While sparring, he noticed Anastacia desperately rushing towards them. Someone running for their life was generally something a guard didn’t want to see so early in the morning, so he notified the other guard and took a better stance to potentially face something that was chasing the girl.

“Isn’t that the necromancer that’s staying at Rosie’s? The little weird one.” The fresher of the guards realized.

The other one squinted worriedly. “Yeah, she left for a walk a bit ago… Go man the gate controls, we don’t want to fight something that made her run like that.”

The pair of guards took their positions and waited. Nothing seemed to be following the girl as she got closer, but the guard who had remained by the gate was the type to trust his instincts. He stopped Anastacia and demanded an explanation.

Out of breath, the necromancer took a moment to speak up. “There’s another necromancer out there! Close the gate and do not go out.” She said and further caught her breath. “Also, a pile of corpses by the wall down that way.”

Having said what she was going to, Anastacia ran off towards the inn, leaving the guards to do their job. Wisely taking heed to her words, they closed the gate and went to check the situation from the top of the wall. As soon as they saw the mess from above, they alerted the other nearby guards and decided to split up, one heading to the barracks for reinforcements and the other to the inn to see if the city’s resident necromancer was going to do something.


Anastacia stumbled through the inn’s door and fell over on her way to the stairs. She banged on Gilbert’s door until he opened it.

“Morning, Anna. I’m going to go ahead and guess that it’s another necromancer.” The groggy old adventurer said and scratched his messy beard.

“Yeah! Gear up and come to the kitchen!” Anastacia exclaimed while already running back down the hallway. She banged on Emilia’s door for a while but got no response even after several tries. “Damnit! I’ll just go and get the key.”

Almost tripping over in the stairs, Anastacia stormed into the kitchen. Rosie was still preparing the breakfast and was surprised by the exhausted necromancer.

“Kitten? Is something wrong?” She asked

“It’s another necromancer! Give me the keys to Emilia’s room, I need her prepared to fight!” The exhausted girl yelled and hopped in place to keep her momentum.

Rosie poured some water for Anastacia and pulled stool from under one of the tables. “Take a breather and let me go and get Em. She’s not in her room anyway.”

Anastacia had been running for a while now, so a break seemed like a good idea. She moved some of the chopped onions and carrots that were on the table, pressed her forehead against the cool surface and started to come up with some kind of a plan. Out of the remaining four inquisitors, Crimson was the one Anastacia feared the most.

Gilbert stepped in to the kitchen while still tightening the last straps on his shoulder guards. Rosie and Emilia soon followed him. The priestess hadn’t put on her armor as it would take a while to do and instead just carried it with her and started strapping it on in the kitchen.

Gilbert poured himself some coffee and opened the discussion. “So, what are we looking at? Another mean necromancer trying to drag you back to Mournvalley?”

Anastacia took a deep breath. “You wish! It’s fucking Crimson. She’s the nicest girl you ever meet, until she drowns you in blood because she’s just batshit insane. There’s no chance she’s here to take me in alive, that’s just not what she does.” She explained and kept gazing out of the kitchen, through the windows to the square.

“Any idea how we can beat her? I mean she shouldn’t be able to just explode us like you can, right? So do we just bash her head in?” Gilbert swung his mace in the air a couple of times while talking.

“I don’t know!” The necromancer yelled. “How do you plan against someone whose only plan of attack is to be the worst person on earth?”

The guard who had been at the gate knocked on the wall to announce his presence. No one had noticed him until now but he had heard the whole story. “Might you require help from the guard? This Crimson seems like something we don’t want around Valor, and you have the most experience on her, so we’ll gladly give you the reins.”

Anastacia was about to decline the offer because they would probably just be in the way, but realized that there might be a use for them after all. “How good are your archers?”

            

    
        Chapter 22 - Inquisitor Crimson.

    
    
    
    
                Having done what little they could in terms of preparation, Anastacia, Gilbert and Emilia made their stand outside of the firmly sealed gate to the city. Their enemy had no doubt been waiting for her bloody message to be discovered, and though Anastacia had initially slipped back into Valor, they didn’t have much time before the guards reported activity outside. The necromancer had quickly slipped into an older, expendable outfit and hastily headed out with her friends; Crimson wasn’t the type that would politely wait for more than a brief moment.

Though the guards posted on top of the wall had warned them of what was on the other side of the gate, it wasn’t quite enough to prepare the adventurers for the sight. Even if Anastacia had a decent idea of what to expect and Gilbert had seen a lot on his travels, the seven-meter-tall mountain of mulched human bodies caught them off guard.

Sitting on a throne of corpses on top of this mound, was its creator, Inquisitor Crimson. About as old as the priestess confronting her and mostly in line with the other necromancer in terms of pasty and fragile looks, she would have seemed very unassuming – if it weren’t for the blood and chunks of flesh dripping off her hands and set of red robes.

The inquisitor waved at Anastacia. “Morning, pumpkin. Long time, no see!” She cheerily greeted her. “I hope you don’t mind that I brought along some friends I made on the way here? I actually had more but they started to smell.”

“Fuck you, Crimson!” Anastacia gave her own greeting and tried not to look directly at the mountain of corpses.

Crimson gasped theatrically. “Who taught you such language?! Are these people being a bad influence to you? Maybe I should ‘befriend’ them too? After all, my friends are all very polite and well-behaved.” She suggested and gestured at the corpses piled under her.

Taking her sweet time, the inquisitor stood up from her throne and started descending from the mound. Joints popped and bones crunched as the corpses under her feet arranged themselves as better footing for their controller. Partially coagulated blood gushed from the torn veins as the corpses broke themselves by twisting into shapes human bodies weren’t meant to reach.

“You know, Anastacia, my orders do ask me to bring you back alive, if possible. I honestly don’t know if I have the self-control to do that… So, could you please resist as little as possible? I want to keep you around for a while and if I have to tear you apart it’ll make you rot faster.” Crimson asked as she reached the ground. She obviously didn’t consider her request to be in any way unreasonable.

While the insane necromancer was addressing her target, one of the guards on top the wall saw his chance and swiftly released an arrow at Crimson, just like Anastacia had suggested for the guards to do. The arrow flew true and would have hit its mark, if it weren’t for one of the corpses lunging out of the pile and catching it with its head. Three more arrows followed suit but were all similarly intercepted by another corpse shambling out of the mountain.

The inquisitor stared slightly annoyedly at the parapets that were out of her immediate reach and extended her hand towards the first corpse that had taken a hit for her. The corpse’s spine ripped itself out through the skin and arranged itself into a curved shape in the necromancer’s hand while a tendon stretched itself between its tips to form a grotesque bow of questionable efficacy. The other corpse tore out one of the arrows jutting out of it and handed it over to Crimson, who curtsied and thanked the remains she herself puppeteered.

“Don’t interrupt me!” She yelled and shot the arrow back up at the wall, missing by several meters but absolutely obliterating the arrow as it collided with the wall with far more force than any regular bow would be able to generate.

Allowing the bow to collapse in her hand, she tossed it into the pile behind her and turned back to Anastacia. “Very rude of you to try something like that, I am thoroughly disappointed. Now stand still so I can kill you quickly.”

Immediately after she finished her sentence, a tendril made out of limbs sprang from the pile behind her and came crashing down right next to Anastacia. It would have ended the fight then and there, if Gilbert hadn’t deflected it with his mace.

As planned the guards began firing arrows towards Crimson one by one, forcing the inquisitor to use some of her concentration to protect herself.

Using this chance, Emilia closed in on their enemy. she swung her mace at Crimson, who expected for another corpse to emerge from the pile and take the hit, but it didn’t. Someone was interfering with her control. Trying to dodge the priestess’s mace far too late, Crimson took a sidestep that resulted in the mace hitting her shoulder, crushing it badly. The necromancer screamed in agony as Emilia prepared for another swing. Suddenly Emilia stopped. Her foot was too close to the pile and a few of the arms sticking out of it had grabbed on to her boot, tripping the priestess and pulling her towards the pile.

Crimson’s scream had turned into maniacal laughter.

Another tendril formed from the pile, wrapping itself around Emilia’s leg and lifting the priestess up and moving her towards the arrow fire. Luckily the guards noticed this in time and stopped before hitting her. The crazy necromancer, having regained her full concentration, shook off Anastacia’s interference and took back what she considered hers.

“You have grown, Anastacia. Flesh is my domain, and yet you stepped in my way so quickly. It’s almost a shame to kill you now and never see what you could eventually become. But worry not, I’ll keep you and your friends together – at least until I get bored of them.” She laughed, still in considerable pain but not letting that distract her.

The first tendril, now back in Crimson’s full control, swung towards Gilbert and slammed him off his feet. It then continued to attack the old man by wrapping around his feet and dragging him along the ground.

Anastacia’s plan was in shambles. She was supposed to interfere enough for Emilia to kill their opponent right away, but clearly she hadn’t managed that and now it started to seem like everyone was going to die because of her lack of training. The other possibilities for a plan ran through her mind as she couldn’t help but to worry that she had ignored a better method of approach – one that didn’t rely on her so much. Time felt slowed as she was forced to stare at the pile of flesh and blood while trying to think of anything she could do. Throwing her daggers or anything else wouldn’t work, since Crimson would just use Emilia to protect herself. There must have been something she could do that the inquisitor couldn’t.

Suddenly, a line from the tome she had immersed herself in came to her head. A chapter devoted to dealing with other necromancers, one she had mostly skimmed over had started with the line ‘The weakness of those that can’t control living material, lies in their own body.’ It had seemed pointlessly cryptic at the time, but only then Anastacia realized that it was supposed to be taken literally.

While it would have technically possible for her to simply take over the inquisitor’s body through overwhelming power, such an approach would have been far too slow and Crimson would have noticed it far too early for it to work. What Anastacia needed was a weak point, a chink in the armor that could be focused on and broken through before she would be acted against. Such a weak point could have been anywhere from an open wound to a limb that had gone numb, anywhere the normal function of the body was disrupted. Obviously, a papercut wouldn’t have done much good, but luckily Emilia had managed to land a proper blow on the inquisitor’s shoulder before being caught.

The arm dangled lifelessly from the crushed shoulder, its circulation had weakened and Crimson probably wouldn’t have been able to move it even if she wanted to. It provided a relatively easy mark for Anastacia and she was able to push out the remnants of the inquisitor’s powers just in time as her attack was noticed. It was hard for Anastacia to tell if it took five minutes or five seconds, but she successfully gained control of the arm.

“Ah...” Crimson gasped and ceased laughing as her own arm reached for her throat. “It would have been nice if I could have kept you, wouldn’t it?” She asked and used her powers to sprout several more tendrils from the pile, all of which aimed at Anastacia directly.

A fraction of a second before they reached her, the tendrils fell limply onto the dirt road as Crimson’s concentration was broken completely. Glancing up, Anastacia could see four arrows embedded in the inquisitor’s chest, killing her almost instantly. With an innocent and sad look on her face, she collapsed and Anastacia could feel her die.

As soon as the danger was over, the victorious necromancer could see and feel the bloody carnage left behind and her vision started to blur out of disgust. She managed to not pass out by quickly turning away and throwing up while falling on her knees.

Emilia kicked away the mass of gore that used to be the tendril holding her and hurried over to Crimson’s corpse, prepared to end the necromancer if needed, but after inspecting the body, it was clear that she was dead. After signaling this to the guards on top of the wall, she ran to look after Gilbert, who appeared to be fine aside from some minor cuts and bruises that could be healed easily. Both of them knew that the real pain would present itself later this evening or tomorrow morning as constant aches.

The guards opened the gate and came to take a closer look at the situation. The one that had been listening in on the original plan, helped Anastacia up. “Good work Miss Necromancer. It looked kind of bad for a second there but looks like we pulled it off.” He said, rightfully proud of the guard’s part in the fight. “I hate to bother you more, but we’re going to need help cleaning this, it’s blocking the gate.”

Anastacia threw up again.

            

    
        Chapter 23 - Mikhail's rings.

    
    
    
    
                Dealing with Inquisitor Crimson and what she had left in her wake left the entire party more than a bit scarred. Nothing a few days of rest wouldn’t fix, but certainly something that left them exhausted and their minds occupied. So, when the messenger from Vassund finally arrived to bring the necromancer the goods she had been promised in exchange for the book, he found Anastacia blankly staring at her empty cup in the corner table of the inn. Out of the three, she had been hit the hardest by the fight and almost as badly by the cleanup afterwards, so the package with her name on it was a welcome distraction.

Along with the gold the package contained a small wooden case and two beautifully folded and wax sealed letters, one with a something a bit heavier stuck inside it and one that appeared to be a greeting. Anastacia had immediately ignored the letters and pried open the case to see what she had been given. Inside were three rings, each with a distinct gemstone attached onto them. Nothing about the case gave any hints on what the rings did, but luckily, she at least had the sense to check the letters before trying them on.

“Dear miss adventurer,

“This package contains the payment for the book you so graciously sold to me. I shall keep it safe and in good condition till the end of my days, as it is the single most important piece in my collection. I can not thank you enough.

“Along with the money we agreed upon, you should find a token, bearing Vassund’s coat of arms and a sealed letter. Presenting either of these to any Vassund official, military or otherwise, will guarantee you any aid they are able to give on the spot and if needed, a messenger will be sent to the capital to inform The King that you have chosen to use the royal blessing. I urge you to hide the letter well and carry the token with you. Your lifestyle will no doubt have you and our people cross paths sooner rather than later.”

Anastacia already knew of a spot behind her wardrobe where she could hide the letter in, and broke the seal to take the token to keep on her person, as was suggested.

“In the box, you’ll find three silver rings. One with an emerald, one with a ruby and one with a topaz embedded into it. I have chosen them from my collection, because I felt like they would benefit someone of your profession the most.

“The one bearing an emerald, will provide its wearer with a clarity of mind. Being able to rationally approach any situation, without the burden of feelings such as fear or hate, can be lifesaving. However, you should not wear it for long periods of time as it will dampen your own feelings, even those of attachment towards your own party.

“The one with a ruby in it will greatly increase your tolerance to pain and physical harm. It will not protect you from anything, but will keep you operational under extreme pain or loss of blood. I’ve observed no ill effects from wearing it all the time, if anything, it’ll increase your quality of life by making minor aches and pains more tolerable.

“The last one, with a topaz on it, is my personal favorite. It makes anything that will be said to you next, after putting it on, be true. Others won’t notice the effect, and will instead hear whatever the speaker meant to say. Putting it on and asking someone an awkward question can be great fun, but it should also prove helpful when interrogating people while gathering information. Based on my tests, it works once every five hours or so, so use it sparingly.

“Now, those three rings are also a set, created by the same enchantment. Wearing them all at once will provide you with amplified effects. For one minute after putting on the last ring, the speed of your thoughts will be greatly increased, any physical harm done to you will have no effect and you can not be lied to. This can be done once every year and right now they should be fully charged. After the minute is up, the rings will remove themselves from your fingers, DO NOT TRY TO STOP THEM. One of my assistants is missing his fingers because he kept his hands clenched in a fist.

“Once again, I can not thank you enough for the book and sincerely hope that we will get to meet again.

-Mikhail Grenn.”

Anastacia looked at the rings again. She was surprised by the absurd enchantments they had. A normal brass ring could provide effects like slightly better recovery from exertion or not having to eat as often, and even then, it would cost a few thousand gold to get an enchantment that lasted for a month. Mikhail made it sound like these would last for years, so their value must have been immense.

Rosie brought out some juice and fried snacks Anastacia had ordered earlier. She noticed the letter and the rings. “What have you got there? Don’t tell me you got this many suitors already…”

“What? Nononono. These were sent by the old fart I sold the book to. They’re actually kind of amazing.” The necromancer explained and handed over the letter.

Rosie was a slow reader. She mouthed the words while reading and every few lines, stopped to stare at a word for a few seconds. Once she was done, she lowered the letter and stared at the rings.

“You try any of that topaz ring shit on me and I swear I will have you butcher chickens for a month.” The innkeeper understandably warned and headed back into the kitchen.

That was exactly what Anastacia had planned to do, but it looked like she’d have to pick another victim.

Anastacia put the rings safely in the same pouch she kept the token and her pearl in. While eating the snacks, she continued to read the necromancer tome. She now knew she couldn’t skip the chapters she deemed disgusting. Deeply engrossed by a chapter about better ways to cause interference to other necromancers, she failed to notice the daunting presence of another necromancer first approach the inn, then completely silently enter the building and appear directly behind her. Only when a skeletal hand reached over her shoulder to grab one of her snacks, she awoke to it.

“You really shouldn’t eat while reading. Alizarin will kill you if you ruin the book.” Coquelicot noted and ate the piece of fried chicken she had stolen, immediately going back in for seconds.

Anastacia released the dagger she had instinctively taken control of and slapped the boney hand away from her plate. She had no idea how the inquisitor moved around so unnoticeably, but figured it was something she needed to get used to.

“That’s disgusting. Order your own snacks and don’t fiddle mine with those… things.” She groaned.

The inquisitor sat down next to Anastacia and looked around quickly. “Where’s the bar maid? Those things are exquisite.”

“Why are you here? I doubt you just happened to come by.” Anastacia wasn’t too happy about her “ally” visiting, the red robe reminded her of Crimson.

Coquelicot ignored the question but managed to locate Rosie and waved for her to come over. “I would like some of these. Could I get thr… five portions and a bottle of red wine? Something from the south, if you have any.”

Rosie turned to Anastacia with a look that demanded an explanation, only to receive a shrug in return.

“Ah, you must be wondering who I am. Standing in front of you is the Grand Inquisitor of Mournvalley, Coquelicot. I have come to congratulate Anastacia on her recent victory over one of OUR enemies.” The inquisitor said with a twirl of one of her hands.

The innkeeper measured her new guest with her gaze. “So you’re the one who gave her that book? Don’t cause any problems and I’ll let you stay.” She muttered and left to cook the order after glancing at Anastacia once more.

“Wonderful… Back to business. I’ve heard about Crimson. You’ve done well again, that nutjob was no small-time necromancer. I would have loved to help you but going close to any of the inquisitors with my hands is not a smart move. Those daggers of yours probably won’t help much either.” Coquelicot congratulated her ally with a pat on the back.

Anastacia scoffed at the gesture. “She was exactly what’s wrong with necromancers in Mournvalley, all of you are disgusting and I see no difference between you and her.”

“It’s such a shame you think like that, but I hope I can improve your image of us once we’ve cleared out the ones that support the old ways. We plan on opening Mournvalley to the world! Imagine how much necromancers could do if they weren’t bound to an insane old cult!” The inquisitor exclaimed, making promises Anastacia had some serious doubts about.

Coquelicot noticed her order being carried and got excited. She had been living with mostly the same diet of roots and nuts as Anastacia had, with the addition of some of the treats available only to the few selected higher ups within the country, but even those would be considered basic meals everywhere else. Seeing someone eat with six hands was quite a sight and it caught the attention of some of the more curious adventurers in the tavern. Having emptied the platter in no time, the grand inquisitor Coquelicot wiped the corners of her mouth and poured herself another glass of wine.

“We need these things in Mournvalley, they have no idea what they’re missing.” She commented on the food.

Anastacia was impressed and slightly disgusted by the amount of fried chicken, potatoes and onions that had disappeared from the platter – but it did make the inquisitor seem more human than before. At least it seemed like she wasn’t cruelty-driven enough to not enjoy fried and unhealthy food, so maybe there was hope for her home country after all. However, it was hard to imagine Mournvalley without the cult.

“So that’s it? You came here just to give me a pat on the back and eat? I don’t need encouragement from you and aren’t you supposed to be busy?” Anastacia asked, hoping her unexpected guest would leave already.

The Inquisitor neatly folded her napkin back into her pocket. “Don’t be like that. Of course I have something for you. I just had to make sure Crimson wasn’t around before I could come.”

She placed a leather mail and a pair of steel gauntlets on the table. Though they seemed like decent pieces of armor, their designs were a bit too Mournvalleyish for Anastacia’s liking, as both the mail and gauntlets had a skull pattern on them and had their leather parts dyed black.

“You got me some armor? You know I have tons of money now, right?” The adventurer turned her nose up at the gift.

Coquelicot scoffed at the lukewarm response. “Wow… Could you at least pretend like you were grateful? These aren’t just some basic gear! Alizarin spent ages making them and then adjusting them to fit on your flimsy husk. They have bone plates embedded into them and you can harden them to be uncrushable with necromancy. You can’t use them against other necromancers, but we don’t really want you dying on one of those stupid quests you take now either.”

Seeing some utility to the gear now, Anastacia gingerly inspected them. “Thanks… I guess. Tell Alizarin that I’ll take good care of them, and that his book is totally fine.”

Coquelicot stood up, took a few coins from her pocket and placed them on the table. “Thank the cook for me. We’ll see each other again sooner or later.”

Anastacia realized that this was her chance and searched for the topaz ring from her pouch. While slipping it on behind her back she grinned. “Say, Coquelicot. There’s something I’ve been wondering… How do you wash yourself in a bath without hands? I can’t imagine you getting the bone ones wet.”

“I pay courtesans to do it for me, of course.” The inquisitor said nonchalantly.

Anastacia chuckled “What?...”

“I said piss off. It’s none of your business.” Coquelicot repeated what she thought she had said before.

Anastacia thanked Mikhail in her head. The topaz one was clearly the best out of the three.

            

    
        Chapter 24 - Money troubles

    
    
    
    
                “I have way too much money.” Anastacia muttered and emptied her purse on top of a moderately sized pile of gold she had collected on her bed. Between the quest reward, the money from the bits and bobs she had sold and the price she received for the book, she now possessed far more money than she knew what to do with. Even in Valor, her savings were starting to be considerable, but in the world outside, it was enough for a house and a fair bit of land around it. It seemed wasteful to just throw around such amounts without a proper plan, but at the same time, she hadn’t really had money before and it was definitely burning in her pockets.

She did some simple calculations regarding the cost of her room and board, which she still had to pay for despite the one responsible for providing them had taken a liking to her, and set aside a fair portion of her money to ensure she could keep paying for them.

After hiding the separated portion behind her wardrobe, along with the royal blessing, she still had a pile of coins that seemed hardly smaller than before. The next step was to go through a list of things she needed. Thanks to Coquelicot, she had her armor situation sorted for the time being, and the daggers she had would still do for a while. However, her wardrobe was definitely in the need for more variety. The few dresses she had picked up so far were alright to wear in the city, but for quests, something that wouldn’t get caught or grabbed so easily would be better. She had already been grabbed by the kelpie once, and since she wasn’t big or strong like the like the rest of her party, so it was fair to assume she’d get tossed around more than once in her career. After testing the hardening ability of her new armor, they did make her feel safer, but would only go so far.

But getting some clothes would barely even dent her finances. She had thought about getting some enchanted jewelry, but because of the timed nature of common enchantments, those would be a part of the prep work for a new quest and not something to buy just because. In the end, she decided to head downstairs for some suggestions.

The usual evening crowd had already gathered into the tavern and were merrily drinking away their own quest rewards. Xamiliere was bothering Emilia about something and it didn’t take long for Rosie to come and drag the spriggan outside. Gilbert and Dammar were sitting in a corner table, smoking their pipes, drinking and being old in almost complete silence. Maximillian was talking to some elven ladies near the counter, which was kind of surprising to see for some reason. Anastacia didn’t feel like bothering any of them and instead, sat on the closest empty chair.

“Oh! Miss Necromancer! Good to see you’re doing well.” A man she didn’t recognize greeted Anastacia. Her confusion must have been evident as the man could see it. “I see you don’t recognize me without the guard armor, and I suppose it has been a while. I’m Otto, I greeted you when you first arrived to Valor with Gilbert and took care of the little situation with the paladin.

“Ohhh, you’re that guy! Thanks for keeping me out of jail then. Can I buy you a round?” The necromancer suggested and placed a neat stack of coins on the table.

Otto scratched his chin and smiled. “We don’t take bribes, but if it’s a gift from a friend…”

Anastacia picked up on the hint and asked Rosie to bring out a drink for her new friend – who just happened to celebrate his almost-birthday.

“By the way, Otto. Is that asshole of a paladin still locked up?” She asked, figuring she might as well get to know the guard who saved her.

“Nay. Some church officials came by and asked for him to be released. The guild couldn’t be bothered to deal with them and let him go. Of course, he’s not allowed to come into the city anymore.” The off-duty guard sighed. “Personally, I think a bit more thinking time would have done the lad well.”

Knowing that Alex had been released was slightly disappointing to Anastacia. She’d have to tell that to Emilia too.

The two kept chatting about what had happened after Anastacia had arrived to Valor. Otto had heard about the fights against the Inquisitors, as the guards that had helped with Crimson apparently wouldn’t shut up about how they killed a necromancer. Eventually the topic reached Anastacia’s current problem of having too much money.

“Do you have any ideas what I could do with it? I already have almost everything I need.” The necromancer asked and tossed her heavy purse onto the table.

“Hmm… You could try visiting another city to see what their market has to offer. Valor is a huge city with plenty of shops, but almost all of them sell stuff only adventurers really need. A city like Crescent, that doesn’t have adventurers in it, might have a ton of interesting stuff to see and buy. But Crescent in particular is…” Otto suggested but was cut off by Anastacia before being able to finish his line.

“YOU’RE A GENIUS! I was getting tired of just sitting around here anyway! I have to tell the others!” She exclaimed.

Otto raised his hand to stop the girl but was too late, she had already stormed off. He figured that Anastacia would probably be fine no matter what and it was starting to be late. Being a man with a family, he thanked the innkeeper and headed home for the night.

Anastacia almost knocked over Emilia’s glass in excitement as she sat down next to the priestess. “Guys! Guys! We’re going to Crescent!” She yelled.

Xamiliere, who had found her way back in, looked disappointed. “Crescent? I can’t help you with that. We had a quest near there and things went a bit sour. You have no idea how banned we are from that city. There was a mob with torches and pitchforks and everything…”

Emilia almost spat out her drink. “That was you guys?! I was a priestess in the church there when that happened. Anyway, why Crescent? These days it’s a bit... unwelcoming.”

“I want to go shopping!” Anastacia explained herself. “Who’s coming with me?”

“Well you do need someone to look after you and I know the place, so count me in.” Emilia agreed. “I do also see what happened to that place since I left. Doubt it’s anything good, but who knows.”

Rosie had overheard their conversation while serving some of the tables near them and came over. “Did you say Crescent? I’ll come with you, I need to buy some stuff for the inn and they don’t really sell them here. I’m used to the mean looks and if I have a couple of humans with me, it should be fine.”

“Yaaaaay, hear that Emilia? Rosie’s coming too! Oh… But don’t you have to run the inn?” The necromancer realized.

Rosie cleared her throat and turned to face the rest of the tavern. “Alright, you lot! I have to go to Crescent to buy some shit for the inn. Most of it is because you idiots keep breaking them, so as a punishment, I’ll leave the inn in Gilbert’s less than competent hands! So have fun with that.” She then turned back to Anastacia. “No, I don’t.”

The innkeeper’s declaration caused a slight decrease in everyone’s mood since they knew they would have to manage with a much more limited menu for a few days, but that would be fixed in no time with more alcohol. This was something that happened every year or so, as the adventurers, who weren’t exactly delicate in their actions, broke tableware and ruined sheets and such fairly regularly. Even Gilbert had accepted his fate by now, he would just have to make some decent coffee in the morning and everything would be fine. Holly would take care of the night shift as usual, but she would no doubt be confused at first.

The trio would depart early in the morning, as the walk over to Crescent would take about half a day, so leaving early would leave them with enough time to look for lodging.

Anastacia went to bed earlier than usual that night, thinking that no doubt, the trip was going to be amazing.

            

    
        Chapter 25 - The dangers of being an outlaw

    
    
    
    
                The road outside Valor’s northern gates was still stained with blood in the spot Crimson had placed her mountain of corpses in and it would take a good while before rain and wear from the feet of the passing travelers would clear it – at least on the surface. Naturally Anastacia would be able to sense the blood stuck deeper in the soil until it decayed in the coming months. On her way out, the necromancer didn’t even entertain the idea of walking over it and instead took a detour around the stain. A mere passing glance at It gave her a chill and made her gag.

Rosie and Emilia weren’t as bothered by it and hardly even noticed it while conversing happily.

For the first time in weeks, the sky was overcast and there was a chance for rain, but it was impossible to predict it. That didn’t bother any of the three though, aside from the roads becoming muddy and slippery, a little rain wasn’t a problem.

Rosie had heard about Anastacia’s refusal to walk on their last quest. “Don’t think whining will get you a free ride this time, I’m not all soft like Gilbert and will not carry you.” She warned the necromancer.

“I wasn’t going to ask you to do that!” Anastacia protested such prejudice.

“Yes, you were.” Emilia pointed out, likely truthfully.

After about an hour of walking, Anastacia was ready to start whining, but kept silent because she wasn’t quite sure if Rosie would actually leave her behind or not. They came to a crossroads, on one of the paths the road entered a forest, and on the other, it continued along the tree line.

Rosie stopped to look at her map. “Hmm, both of them take us to Crescent eventually, but the one that goes through the forest is shorter. I usually go there by hitching a ride from a merchant and they refuse to use the shortcut. Guess they’re uneasy about going into a forest.” She explained and showed the map to Emilia.

“We’re not merchants so we’ll use the shorter road, let’s go already” Anastacia decided for the group and continued directly ahead. At this point, she would have taken a shortcut trough fifteen cursed graveyards and a bandit camp if it meant that the walking would end sooner.

Rosie shrugged and followed the necromancer. The forest itself wasn’t that large or dense so they should have been able to handle whatever lived in it. She didn’t have a fraction of Gilbert’s knowledge about the area, but a small forest equals small animals sounded like it made sense.

While in the forest, Emilia and Rosie chatted about something but Anastacia couldn’t make out any of the words, everything had become just noise to her and all she could concentrate on was how much her feet hurt. She was constantly falling behind the two and had to run for a few steps every now and then to not get left behind.

“Guys! Can we take a break?” She pleaded.

Rosie frowned and tried to figure out how far along the forest trail they were. “Honestly, I’d rather not stop in here, even if it should be safe.” She hesitated.

“Look at the poor thing, she’s clearly having trouble. Should be slow down the pace a bit?” Emilia said and grasped the innkeeper’s hand.

“I’m already basically crawling.” Rosie sighed.

Tigerfolk, like many other types of beastfolk, were made for travelling at an insanely fast pace for a day or two, but would start quickly losing stamina after that. Rosie had to keep paying attention to keep pace with the other two, and the easiest way to do this was to keep talking with Emilia. She could have tried to slow down more by talking with Anastacia, but that likely would have gotten tiresome almost immediately, as all she would do is complain.

Anastacia lied down on a patch of grass next to the road and took her boots off. “Maybe I should buy a wagon? I mean, I don’t have anywhere to keep a horse, but maybe Gilbert could pull it? Also, Emilia, how can you keep walking with that armor on all the time?” She asked to notify the other two that she had just given up on walking.

“It’s my uniform, at first it was really uncomfortable, especially in really hot or cold places. But by now it’s like a second skin for me, and being without it just doesn’t feel right.” The devotee explained and hit her chestplate a couple of times.

Rosie let out a slight growl and grinned. “I’ve seen you be just fine without it.”

Emilia threw one of her gauntlets at the innkeeper. “Damn it, Rosie! Not in front of her!”

They sat down next to Anastacia to take a break, because the necromancer obviously wasn’t going to move. The sky was still cloudy but looked slightly better than earlier, easing their slight worries about rain. The trees swayed slightly in the breeze and the sound made Anastacia sleepy. Just as she was about to close her eyes, she felt something move towards them in the forest. Three somethings to be exact. Whatever they were, they headed straight towards Anastacia and her friends. She had listened to Gilbert enough to know that animals wouldn’t act like that.

“Something’s coming. Get ready.” She notified the other two, who had been very preoccupied by each other, and pointed in the direction they were being approached from.

Realizing that they had been noticed, three men came out of the forest across the road. They were wearing dark clothing and non-matching pieces of armor. Anastacia hadn’t actually seen bandits before but if she had to guess, this is what bandits looked like.

“We’re sorry to interrupt you ladies, but would you kindly give up any money or valuables you might have?” The largest of the three men said politely. All three had their faces covered, but it was easy to tell he was the leader.

Anastacia didn’t exactly feel threatened, if anything, she felt bad for the men. She turned to Rosie. “Are we being robbed?” She asked without paying any mind to the veiled threat.

“I’m not sure, kitten. They might be just beggars, robbers would be more intimidating.” The innkeeper pondered mockingly.

The would-be robbers weren’t happy to be taken so lightly, and pulled out their swords.

“Ladies, we’re being extremely polite here. Let’s not turn this into anything more disgusting. Hand over any money and jewelry you might have and we’ll let you go with your lives and dignities intact.” The leader of the bunch snarled.

Emilia decided to join in on the mockery. “Oh, I am but a humble servant of Sylvia. You wouldn’t lay your hand on a priestess, would you? May I offer you a prayer instead? Oh, Lady Sylvia, hear the call of your chosen one and protect the faces of these idiots as we smite them to the ground – lest they lose any teeth.”

The bandits had had enough and charged in. Unfortunately for them, Anastacia had been concentrating on their hands and proceeded to fracture a few of the bones in them. She had been slightly worried that their hands would explode like the fish before, but some of the advice in Alizarin’s book had sunk in and the bandits got to keep their fingers. Instead they just dropped their weapons from their weirdly bent hands and couldn’t quite stop before being within Rosie’s reach. The tigress grabbed two of them by the throat and slammed the poor outlaws to the ground. The third, and likely the unluckiest one, got hit in the groin with Emilia’s mace and dropped next to his friends.

Anastacia put her boots back on. “Does this mean the break is over?

After leaving the unlucky outlaws laying by the road, they got out of the forest without further troubles and arrived to what could be considered Crescent’s outskirts. Like any normal city, Crescent had fields full of crops for kilometers around it. Well before the city itself was visible, Emilia was reminded about her life there by the sight. She would often visit the farms, spreading the blessings of Sylvia to the people and even the soil itself. It was hard to believe it had already been over a year since she and Alex had left the city to run the temple’s errands elsewhere. As they got closer to the city, something felt more and more off. The people working on the fields didn’t greet them, instead the just looked away and started to work faster.

“Guess they don’t remember me anymore. Visiting these farms used to be one of my favorite things about being a priestess.” Emilia lamented. She decided to go talk to one of the farmhands to see if she could get some info on the current state of the city. “Excuse me, mister. I was wondering if you could answer a few questions?”

The farm worker seemed stressed. “I’m sorry, your holiness. I’m trying my best to gather the goods to pay for my next indulgence.” He uttered in a frightened tone, as if he could be hit at any time.

“The what?” The devotee asked, not remembering there being any kind of tithes available. The temple would merely heavily suggest that donations were perhaps less than voluntary.

“I’m really sorry but I just don’t have the time. Could you please leave us be? I promise we’ll be at the next service.” The farmhand whimpered and tried to continue his work.

Emilia had no idea what the man was talking about, but bothering him clearly wasn’t a good idea. She returned to her companions, who were waiting on the road, and told them what had happened. Crescent had always been ruled by the church to a degree but this is not how things were when she had left.

            

    
        Chapter 26 - The Crescent cesspool

    
    
    
    
                The gates of Crescent were firmly shut, and in front of them stood two paladins, posted there to stop and search all who entered the city – and probably to catch any undesirables.

Visibly unpleased by the current state of the city, Rosie snarled as she peered at the gates. “Well that’s a fucking problem right there, can I even get in anymore?”

“My outfit should be enough to fool them. I still look like I outrank a run-of-the-mill paladin, so they probably won’t dare ask too many questions. So please, just play along.” Emilia pointed out and straightened her armor. “I’m so sorry if I say something horrible.”

As they approached the gates, the paladins noticed them and one of them came fort to greet the priestess. Wearing an armor similar in design to the one Alex had worn though much more basic and lacking in decoration, he clearly belonged to the bottom rank of the same order of church paladins.

“Halt, priestess. Why have you brought this disgusting creature to our holy city?” He asked and saluted Emilia.

“Mind your rank, soldier!” Emilia scolded the paladin. “My business is mine and mine alone. But if you must know, I have been using it as a physical aid. After all, it’s the only thing they’re fit to do.”

“And what about the child?” The paladin continued his query.

Emilia frowned. “Nosy, aren’t you? Do they not teach you how a paladin is supposed to conduct themselves in the presence of a priestess? She’s here to learn the ways of the church under my supervision, she’ll probably end up outranking you by the time we leave.” Emilia lied and placed her hand on Anastacia’s head. “Can we enter now? I have some urgent business inside.”

The paladin waved his hand for the other one, who began to open the gates. “As you probably know, we prefer to have the beasts leashed or cuffed, so please put these on it. Like with any animal, even the obedient ones can lash out, and yours is far from small.” The paladin laughed and handed Emilia a pair of handcuffs.

The priestess carefully fastened the cuffs around Rosie’s wrists and almost broke into tears. During the entire conversation, Emilia had to use every last bit of her self-discipline to not start bashing the paladin’s head in with her mace.

After reluctantly allowing the paladin to check the cuffs, they were allowed in without further inspection of their backpacks, further displaying Emilia’s surprisingly high position within the church.

After making sure they weren’t within the paladin’s earshot, Anastacia couldn’t hold it in anymore. “What the fuck is wrong with this place? Just say the word and I’ll wipe this shithole off the map.” She said and lifted her arms up.

“Don’t do that. I’m sure there are still plenty of good people living here, it’s just the church that has gone to shit in the last couple of years. Let’s just head to an inn I know.” Emilia sighed and pulled up her hood, partly to avoid attention and partly because she was tearing up after her act.

The city was still as busy as Emilia remembered, but something had changed for the worse: back when she still lived in Crescent, there were maybe three or four paladins stationed at the church, but now there were dozens of them patrolling the streets. While the beastfolk weren’t all too common even back then, they were still treated as normal citizens, aside from not being allowed in the church; which was something Emilia couldn’t believe she let slide back then. Being surrounded by enough people that accepted something horrible as a part of normal life, can make anyone blind to even worse things – though that was only an excuse she made up to give herself a pass.   

They navigated trough narrow alleys, avoiding any bigger streets whenever they could. Even though Emilia hadn’t been in the city for a while, and most of the paladins had only been brought in after she left, there was a big risk of running into someone who knew her and would blow their cover. Keeping their hoods on and heads low, they eventually reached the inn unnoticed.

“The owner is my friend, he’ll let us stay in a room with a bit of privacy.” Emilia whispered and headed inside.

Immediately after opening the door, Emilia began to doubt her plan. The whole room was packed with fully armored paladins, chomping down on their meals. The sudden appearance of a priestess caused a small commotion, which only grew louder once Emilia’s companions stepped in.

“Do. Not. Start. A. Fight.” The priestess whispered to both of them separately, since she wasn’t entirely sure which one was more eager to teach the paladins some manners.

As they headed to the counter, someone in the crowd threw a bottle at Rosie, clearly aiming for her head but missing and hitting her shoulder instead. The bottle bounced off harmlessly, but both the tigress and Anastacia were one mean comment away from slaughtering everyone in the room. Even though she was cuffed, Rosie could easily take care of the paladins immediately around them while Anastacia could focus on the rest.

Behind the counter stood a short stout man, roughly as old as Gilbert and extremely harmless looking. His face had immediately lit up in hope when he had recognized the priestess as his friend. “W… what can I do for you, your holiness?” He carefully asked, trying to not look suspicious to the paladins.

Emilia placed her mace on the counter. “I would like to rent a room for me, and my apprentice. The beast needs to be watched at all times, so I would like to have it stay in the room as well.” She said with a stern tone but winked at the innkeeper at the end.

The man could hardly contain his joy. “Emilia! Didn’t you-“ He said but was silenced by the priestess pressing a finger on his lips.

“I said. I would like to rent a room.” Emilia insisted and slightly nodded towards Rosie.

The innkeeper finally caught on and wiped the smile form his face. “O…of course! I’m so sorry. Though I can’t ask someone as divine as you to pay for one of my humble rooms. Please, follow me.” He calmed down and led them through a narrow corridor into a staircase leading to the basement.

The room they arrived in was some kind of storage, with assorted furniture and spare bedding piled everywhere. But behind a couple of cupboards and chars, were two beds and table, clearly put there to house someone who didn’t want to be seen.

The innkeeper put his lantern on the table and started dusting the beds. “I assume you want to stay out of sight? Last time I saw you, you weren’t exactly in good terms with the church. That hasn’t changed, has it?” He asked with a hushed voice.

Emilia smiled. “I only serve Lady Sylvia, the church has nothing to do with her anymore, that much is clear to me. Good to see you’re still sane too, Ed.” She whispered and hugged the innkeeper.

Once freed from the priestess’ grasp, the old man turned to Rosie. “I assume miss tigress here is restrained only for the looks? I don’t remember you supporting the teachings about humanity’s superiority over beastfolk.” He said and inspected the handcuffs. “Nice to meet you, my name is Edgar, I’ve let this girl sleep her hangover away in here ever since she started drinking.”

Rosie sniffed the top of Edgar’s head. “Look at that, the first decent person in this shitheap of a city. Call me Rosie.” She whispered.

“You know, Rosie owns an inn too. She’s an amazing cook.” Emilia explained excitedly while unlocking the cuffs.

While the others got to know each other, Anastacia remembered that her feet were at the point of giving out, her anger towards the paladins had just numbed her to it temporarily. After shedding off whatever she was carrying, she collapsed into one of the beds and started massaging her shins.

Noticing her the innkeeper turned his attention to the necromancer. “Oh, what about the young lass? An apprentice you said?” He asked.

“That would be Anna, we work together as adventurers. She’s a bit whiny but tries her best most of the time. Also, she’s probably the most powerful necromancer in the world, but don’t worry about that.” Emilia explained.

Edgar nodded. “If you say so. I hear some nasty things about them necromancers, but if she’s your friend, she can’t be all bad.” He reasoned. “What brings you back here? Last time I saw you, you were drunk out of your mind and couldn’t get out fast enough.”

“We just came here to shop a bit, but honestly this place is beyond fucked so I don’t think that’s happening. We should probably just leave.” Emilia sighed and sat down on the other bed.

“The market is still fine, after I get you a normal cloak, you and the lass can still go there no problem. I fear Rosie will have to stay here though.” The innkeeper suggested.

Emilia looked at Rosie to see how she felt about waiting inside for a day.

“Don’t worry about it, kitten and you can go check out what the market has to offer. If you get the chance, I could give you a list of the stuff I came to buy for the inn, and maybe you could get them for me? I was going to rent a carriage to get them back to Valor too, so we could just slip out in it too.” She said and sat down next to Emilia.

Edgar looked like he was deep in thought. “If it’s goods for an inn you’re looking for, I know the right place. No one would bat an eye if I went to get them.” He offered kindly.

It was decided that Anastacia and Emilia were going to check the market in the morning, while Edgar would rent the wagon and get the goods for Rosie to be delivered.


That night both Anastacia and Emilia had a hard time falling asleep.

Anastacia wondered if it would be justified to kill off all the church paladins, since it would free the people of Crescent from having to pay for indulgences; and because no one there knew what she was, so it would be a piece of cake. But would that make her just as bad as the necromancers of Mournvalley? Killing off anyone that didn’t agree with her seemed like something they would do and not what she was aiming for.

She was also worried that the stench of dead things had gotten stuck on her, because no one wanted to share a bed with her, despite her being the smallest of the three. It must have been very uncomfortable for both Rosie and Emilia to have to sleep together in a small bed, barely large enough for one.

Meanwhile in the other bed, Emilia was being bothered by her own troubles. By asking Edgar, the priestess had gotten the full picture of what happened to Crescent after she had left: The church had suddenly increased its influence and eventually completely dethroned the duke, who had previously governed over it. Now they were demanding tributes from the people in exchange for indulgences at an increasing rate. It was disheartening for Emilia to see what was once her hometown be reduced to that state. Concerned for the people she had once helped, she sought strength from her Goddess and got an answer part of her had hoped for:

“The tale of this sorry excuse of a church must come to an end, and who would be more fitting to bring it down than a loyal priestess? The people still believe, and I am not without power here. Rest now my child, for tomorrow we’ll sing for the end of these times of falsehood and mockery.”

Hearing that, Emilia knew that silently leaving was no longer an option. “Anna, are you still awake?” She whispered.

“Yeah?” The necromancer answered.

“We might have to start a fight after all” The priestess sighed.

While the two plotted, Rosie was perfectly happy sharing the small bed with Emilia and had fallen asleep without any difficulties.

            

    
        Chapter 27 - Getting your money's worth

    
    
    
    
                Like most churches, the temple of Sylvia was in the central square of the city and the rest of the buildings almost seemed like they had been built around it despite the temple being considerably newer than most of the city. The cause of this was the church slowly acquiring the land around the temple and rebuilding the houses on it to fit the temple’s looks. The newer buildings were also now used to house the proud paladins and other officials of the Church of Sylvia, and the previous residents had been evicted as soon as possible.

Even the locals avoided going through the square whenever it was possible, as the area was under the strict watch of at least twenty paladins, and anyone suspicious or even unfamiliar looking would have gotten harassed by them and forced to donate for wasting the paladins’ time.

It was a miracle Anastacia made it to the temple without being stopped, but while walking up the grand stairs that led to the temple’s door, she could feel all of their gazes on her back. And surely, five paladins had followed her and were now waiting at the bottom of the stairs, clearly trying to look intimidating with their hands readied on their weapons.

Nailed on to the temple’s heavy wooden door was a short note:

“Only come in if you are here to receive indulgences. The priests are busy serving our Goddess Sylvia, so bothering them without a good reason could be a sin on its own.”

“Wow, they’re barely even hiding it anymore.” Anastacia scoffed and dug out her purse before dragging open the door. ”Hey! Anyone here?! I want to buy indulgences! Like a ton of them! You couldn’t believe some of the stuff I’ve done.” She yelled and jingled the coins in her purse.

The inside of the temple was surprisingly simple. Anastacia had expected golden candlesticks and precious works of art, but all she could see was a few pews and an altar that had a single book on it. The floors were dirty and the paint on the walls was peeling off – clearly none of the money was spent on the temple’s upkeep.

A door near the altar opened and from it came an overweight old priest, wearing an outfit similar to Emilia’s, but with a lot more golden jewelry and wine stains. As he wobbled towards the necromancer, he was still trying to tie his belt after clearly being interrupted from something.

“Are you the guy I can buy the indulgences or whatever from? I’ve got something I need to get off my chest.” Anastacia asked.

Obviously displeased by the disturbance, the old man frowned. “Mind your manners girl, in front of you is the high priest of this temple. Show some respect. Now, do you actually have any gold? Sylvia is not interested in your pocket money.”

Anastacia threw her purse on the floor. What was most of her reward from the previous quest thumped on the hard wooden floor and spread on it, all to way to the priest’s feet. One of the coins rolled away from them and gave some noise to what would have been a long and awkward silence, as the priest tried to gauge the amount of money Anastacia was supposedly giving him.

Trying his best to hide the glint in his eyes after seeing the excessive amount of money, the old priest collected himself and straightened his uniform slightly. “I must say, your manners only keep getting worse and worse, but our lady is a gracious one and is willing to accept your gold to pay for any sins you may have done. I do have to wonder what burdens your conscience enough for you to be willing to pay this much?” He asked while clearly doing his best to hold back and not grab the money.

Anastacia shrugged. “Well I haven’t really done anything yet, but I’m probably going to kill a bunch of you ass hats before the day is over.” She grinned and waved her had swiftly.

The priest’s old legbones snapped like twigs as he collapsed onto the floor and screamed horribly. “PALADINS, COME QUIAAAAAAAAUGH!”

It didn’t take long for paladins to start pouring in from both the door near the altar and the main door Anastacia came in from. In seconds there were fifteen supposedly holy warriors surrounding her with their weapons drawn.

The priest crawled away from the necromancer and wept in agony. “Kill this wench! She used some unholy magic to injure me!”

Among the paladins were a few higher-ranking members of their order, donning eerily familiar set of fancy-looking armor – exactly like the one Emilia’s previous companion had worn when Anastacia pinned him down with chicken bones. They commanded the other paladins to carefully close in on Anastacia while staying behind their men.

“I don’t suppose anyone here wants to just tell me were the reliquary is, before anyone else gets hurt? No? It would save everyone a lot of trouble.” The necromancer suggested but was almost glad that no one accepted her offer when the first paladin lunged towards her.

She had improved her skills greatly, but with too many targets approaching her so quickly, she couldn’t quite control her powers accurately enough. Leading to a disturbingly high number of limbs exploding off instead of being neatly broken. Some of the paladins probably wouldn’t survive their wounds, but Anastacia had made peace with it, for now at least. Just like Auburn and Crimson, they didn’t have a single redeeming quality and needed to go.

With the paladins dealt with for the moment, Anastacia hopped over to the priest, who was still trying to crawl away from her. “So, the reliquary?” She asked, trying to not look at the mangled paladins.

“Foolish child, you can’t do this! There are over four hundred paladins in this city. No matter what kind of an unholy witch you are, there’s no way you can beat all of them! And the citizens will help us too, they might be idiots but they are devoted idiots!” The priest threatened and clutched his golden necklace, almost like he thought Anastacia was there to rob them.

Anastacia scoffed. “Really? Not a single threat about a divine punishment by Sylvia? It’s almost like this whole church is full of shit.” She shrugged and stepped on one of the priest’s broken legs. He wailed in pain and tried desperately to crawl away.

“S…she’s just some washed up old Goddess, and probably doesn’t even exist!” The old man wailed in agony.

“Guess we’ll find out today. Now, for the last time, the reliquary?” Anastacia asked once more and put more of her weight on the priest’s leg.

With an extremely shaky hand, the high priest pointed towards the altar.

Anastacia quickly ran to and slid over the altar. She was in a bit of a hurry, as more paladins would probably start flooding in when the reinforcements arrived. Though according to Emilia, they didn’t bother much with bows and arrows, making them extremely ill-equipped for fighting necromancers. Though apparently she shouldn’t entirely rule out the possibility that someone among the paladins or even a priest would know some offensive magic, which would cause a whole heap of trouble.

Behind the altar, there was a small locked cabinet. Anastacia wiggled the tip of her dagger between the doors and started to lever them open. It didn’t take much for the wooden doors to give in and pop open, revealing four expensive-looking boxes, all of them decorated with gold, silver and gemstones, and sealed with wax.

“What…” Anastacia mumbled under her breath. Emilia had only mentioned a single box and didn’t go into details what the relic she was supposed to take was. She would only be able to fit one of the boxes in her backpack and needed her hands free for fighting. Still in a hurry, she cut open the seals and emptied the boxes on the altar. “Okay, so we have a medallion, a tiara, some kind of spiky crystal thing and a… napkin? Might as well take them all, I suppose.” She reasoned and put the medallion on her neck, the tiara on her head and the small charred piece of cloth into her pocket. The fourth relic was a spikey ball of pointy crystals, roughly ten centimeters in diameter and extremely fragile looking. Anastacia picked it up and was immediately stung by one of the crystals, which sunk into her finger like it was nothing. Surprised and worried about the blood she would see, the necromancer dropped the relic, causing it to hit the floor and shatter.

“Shitshitshitshit... Please don’t be the important one.” Anastacia cursed and quickly swept the pieces under the cabinet to hide her mistake. “Three out of four is still good.” She mumbled and wrapped her finger with her own napkin. As she hurried past the injured and dying paladins, she kept her eyes on the floor and stopped to pick up the gold she had dropped earlier.

The wails of the priest were louder than anyone else’s and caught her attention once more. “Oh yeah! Hey, old priest guy, don’t run off anywhere. I think Emilia might want to have a word with you later.” She mocked the old man.

A look of surprise washed over the high priest’s face. “E…Emilia? You work with that delusional trollop? We thought she had drank herself to death in some ditch?”

“Well she certainly tried, if that helps.” Anastacia shrugged.

“I hope my paladins won’t kill you two too quickly, so we can have a proper public execution to remind the people what happens when you try to oppose the church!” The high priest shouted and coughed.

Anastacia wasn’t too worried by the threats and shoved her purse back into her backpack before leaving. Instead of tackling open the door straight away, she concentrated on her surroundings and found out that there were at least fifty more paladins in the square, just waiting for her. Carefully looking around and weighing her options, Anastacia came up with a crude plan and walked over to one of the higher-ranking paladins she had defeated. The unlucky man had already succumbed to the loss of blood after having his legs exploded inside his greaves.

“Shock and awe it is then. If you were anyone else, I’d feel really bad about what I’ve done and am about to do.” She sighed.


Emilia was sitting on a bench by the edge of the city square, anxiously waiting for her friend to step out from the church. Seeing the paladins rush in made her even more worried than before, when she had offered to go in with Anastacia, but was turned down by her. If it weren’t for the voice in her head telling her that Anastacia was fine and already had the relic, Emilia would have rushed in her aid when more paladins started to gather in front of the temple’s stairs. With each passing second, she started to doubt her decision to allow Anastacia to go in alone more and more, finding it increasingly hard to believe the voice in her head.

Her self-doubt was stopped from spiraling out of control by a corpse of the paladin crashing though the stained-glass window above the temple’s door. It landed on the stairs and rolled down, laving behind a trail of blood and silencing the entire horde of paladins that had gathered in front of the temple.

            

    
        Chapter 28 - Meeting of two gods

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia sat at the top of the stairs, waiting for the stunned paladins to make a move. At first a couple of the braver members of the church tried rushing up the stairs but, for reason they didn’t understand they were thrown back to the bottom.

”She’s a demon!” One of the fallen paladins accused as he was helped up by the others. “How can we fight against a demon without a priest to protect us from her unholy magics?”

Being called a demon didn’t make Anastacia happy. She had tried her best to hold back and kill as few as possible in the temple, but she still had a lot to learn. It surprised her how little the murders bothered her, sure they were the lowest of the low, but still, shouldn’t she feel at least a little bad about it? Maybe she was way closer to a necromancer that would just slaughter everyone on this square without a second thought than she admitted.

After a long enough wait, she could see a familiar white hood move towards her amongst the crowd. The appearance of a priestess boosted the morale of the so called holy warriors and one of the paladins shouted hubristically. ”You’re done now, demon! A priestess has arrived!”

Emilia shoved him aside and started climbing the stairs. “Stay back my brothers! I shall take care of this.”

The paladins cheered as the priestess got closer and closer to Anastacia without being thrown back. But slowly the encouraging shouts died down when they realized that neither of the women on the stairs acted hostile toward each other,

“Anna, could you give me the medallion?” Emilia asked, confirming the doubts that had started to present themselves among the paladins.

“Oh, it’s this one? Can I keep the tiara? I kinda like it.” Anastacia said and handed over the relic. She briefly protested when Emilia snatched away the crown as well.

“I didn’t know they had relics from other temples here. Was there anything else?” Emilia asked. She investigated the two she had and was relieved to see that they were indeed the authentic relics.

Anastacia briefly pondered whether she should tell her about the broken one. “Uh… yeah… just this napkin. Totally didn’t have anything else. I checked twice.” She lied and handed over the napkin.

The priestess was overjoyed about the additional relics and marveled at them, almost forgetting where she was. All that was cut short by a shout from the crowd.

“That wench is no priestess!” an unfortunately familiar voice revealed. The voice of Emilia’s previous partner had burned into Anastacia’s mind during the episode in Valor. ”She’s just a delusional drunkard that was thrown out of the church!” Alex stood in front of the other paladins, wearing a new set of armor with even more decorations and jewelry. He had clearly gotten a promotion after getting released from the guild’s prison.

“And the other bitch is just one of those disgusting necromancers from Mournvalley. Luckily, I have something just for the likes of her” He continued and took aim with a crossbow he had in his hand. As the bolt was released, Emilia tried to protect her friend but was just a fraction of a second too late. The bolt hit Anastacia in the throat and pierced it, grazing her spine. She began choking on her own blood and fell on her back.

It took a second for Emilia to realize what had happened, and when she finally did, there was nothing she could do. “No! Anna!” The priestess yelled and fell on her knees next to Anastacia.

The dying necromancer clawed at the bolt sticking out of her throat but didn’t have the strength left to actually do anything about it.

Emilia started to fall into a panic. There was no miracle for this, especially something that worked fast enough. She held her friend’s hand as the life left the greenish turquoise eyes.


“Wake up, tiny necromancer”

Anastacia flinched awake. She tried to look around but all she could see was white light. She could remember the bolt hitting her throat, but nothing after that. “Did… did that asshole just kill me?” She asked, not exactly sure if she expected to get an answer or not.

“That indeed appears to be the case. I can only apologize that our plan led to this.” The seemingly disembodied voice said in a sad tone.

Anastacia tried to look around for whoever was talking to her, but could only see white. Or that’s what it felt like, it was entirely possible that she wasn’t really seeing anything. “Who are you! And why can’t I see anything?” She asked.

“I am the Goddess Sylvia. Your lack of sight is caused by your lack of devotion to me, not that I hold that against you.” The voice revealed. 

Anastacia was skeptical of it at first, but figured that she was dead anyway, so might as well just go with it. “So you’re real then, and Emilia isn’t just an insane person? Why am I talking to you?” Anastacia couldn’t feel or see her body, but somehow felt the warmth of something embracing her.

“I took your soul from the flow.” The goddess replied bluntly. 

Not knowing what ‘the flow’ was, Anastacia continued her strategy of just going with the flow. “Okay… and?”

“Your part is not done yet. I am going to return the soul to your body.” Sylvia explained slowly, like she was talking to a child. 

“Maybe remove the bolt from my throat too? It’s kind of important”. Anastacia remarked snidely, slightly insulted by the patronizing tone.

The goddess let out an audible sigh and continued. “There is a slight issue though, my priestess is not listening to me. I need her to put the medallion on before I have the power to do what is needed.” 

“Well yeah, it’s kind of shocking to see your friend get killed.” The necromancer continued with the snide remarks. “Are you one of those gods that have no idea how emotions work?”

After an even more sighing, Sylvia changed the subject. Almost like avoiding having to answer. “You take death admirably well for someone as young as you. I have seen great kings and queens beg for the opportunity I am granting you.”

“So why don’t you just revive them left and right? Bet that would get you some prayer points or whatever.” Anastacia asked.

“…The nature of the flow…” Sylvia started what was clearly a long and complicated explanation about a matter that Anastacia honestly didn’t care about. 

“Never mind then! How about we get on the problem at hand? What have you got to work with?” She interrupted the goddess to get the conversation back on the rails.

“Her mind is a mess, but I can make my chosen one hear your words for a brief moment. You seem to have some talent in pestering people enough to make them listen to you.” Sylvia suggested.


Emilia was still holding on to her friend’s hand. All her senses had gone dark, repeating the moment of Anastacia’s death again and again. While the priestess was stunned, the paladins started to climb the stairs towards her.

“Did you really think you could abandon me to that jail without ever having to suffer from it? Well now that shitty brat is dead and once I’m done here, I’ll go visit old Eddy at the inn and make a rug out of that beast you tried to hide!” Alex boasted and led the warriors even closer.

She heard none of the idiot’s ranting and kept blaming herself for Anastacia’s death. If it wasn’t for her idiotic plan, she’d be still alive. Suddenly a deafening ringing noise woke her up, it felt like a cannon had been fired next to her ear. As the ringing died down, she could hear her friend’s words in her head. “PUT THE FUCKING MEDALLION ON, YOU ASS!”

“A…anna?” Emilia asked and looked at her lifeless friend, who clearly hadn’t said anything. Trying to figure out what had happened, she heard a second, far more comforting voice.

“You seem to have been woken, just give yourself to me and rest.” Sylvia advised her chosen one.

Suddenly everything seemed clear again. Emilia grabbed the medallion from the ground and hastily threw it on.

A bright light blinded the paladins who were just about to reach the top. For a couple of hours, the streets of Crescent echoed songs more beautiful than what anyone had ever heard, they told of battles long past and genocides forgotten by mortal beings. The city was finally freed from the churches grasp, one paladin at a time.

Anastacia woke up to the goddess’ voice. With the deed done, her songs now told of peace and joy. Immediately upon realizing that she had been revived, Anastacia felt her bolt-free throat and let out a sigh of relief.

“Do not remove the cover I have placed on your eyes. Concentrate and feel your surroundings, you will understand why.” Sylvia said and stopped singing. 

Anastacia could feel every bit of viscera within her range. “What… OH SHIT! on the roofs too?” Even the mental picture of it was too much and she turned on her side and threw up on the church stairs. “What the fuck happened to you being the goddess of joy or whatever?”

Sylvia giggled a bit. “That is a relatively new aspect I chose. Before I was something… else. Tiny necromancer, I have something to ask of you. Could you keep watch over my chosen one? Sometimes the mortal world seems so far off and I can’t directly guide my children.” She pleaded.

As if she had any other options, Anastacia accepted. “Suppose that’s fine, I used to be a goddess too so I get what you mean.”

“Yes, I am aware of the episode with the goblins. Perhaps that means that we will one day meet as equals. In your pocket, I have placed a note. Could you give it to the she-tiger? Do not mention it to my priestess or read it.” The goddess asked, sounding a lot more cheerful than before.

Anastacia searched her pocket and found a small note. It felt like any other piece of paper and certainly didn’t seem holy in any way. “What’s in it?” She asked, fully knowing she wouldn’t get an answer.

“Do not worry about it. I am merely spreading joy to people. But it is about time I part from this world. It has been… interesting to talk with you.” The goddess said and put her hand on Anastacia’s chest.

Anastacia could see a blinding flash even through her blindfold. Almost immediately after it was gone, she could feel Emilia hugging her hard enough for her breastplate to make breathing almost impossible.

Emilia couldn’t believe her friend was alive. “I’m so sorry this all happened, I’ll never ask you to do anything for me again.” She cried.

“It’s fine. Please let go, you’re covered in blood.” Anastacia said and tapped Emilia’s back. The blood on the priestess’ armor started to soak through her clothes.

Emilia quickly let go. “Oh… So is everything else… Just keep that blindfold on until we leave the town… Let me take you back to the inn, I need to make an announcement to the people of Crescent later but you probably should stay inside.”

As they walked down the stairs, Anastacia slipped on a bit of what used to be Alex, and rolled down into a pool of blood. The blindfold did nothing as the necromancer passed out and had to be rescued before she inhaled any of it.

            

    
        Chapter 29 - The aftermath

    
    
    
    
                Emilia carried the unconscious necromancer through the blood-soaked streets of Crescent. Pieces of the paladins and their armor were scattered everywhere. What had happened didn’t mean the end of the whole church, but would limit their operations considerably as none of the other temples around the world had gathered as much power, mostly due to local governing bodies not agreeing with their practices. There were some smaller kingdoms that shared the hatred for the nonhuman races, but the tyrannical nature of their leaders prevented the church of Sylvia from growing beyond their control.

Aside from a few braver citizens, the people of Crescent were still hiding in their dwellings, fearing that some kind of divine judgement had fallen upon them. They weren’t exactly wrong.

“Your holiness!” A young man, in his early twenties, sought answers and approached the priestess. “What happened? Has some unholy force targeted the city?” He asked and grabbed Emilia’s sleeve.

Emilia smiled gently and answered. “Quite the opposite, my child. The church itself was a cruel bastardization beyond saving. The deity it claimed to serve had to step down to our world and staunch the flames of its corruption.”

The man took a step back. “L…lady Sylvia did this? This is the god we’re supposed to worship?” He uttered in confusion.

“It was our own fault since we let it get this far. But Lady Sylvia knows that the people of this city are faithful to a fault and will not let it happen again, for as long as there are people still following her. In the evening, gather as many people as you can and bring them to the central square. You will be given guidance there.” Emilia instructed him.

The man was clearly not content with the answer, But Emilia was sure that he would spread the word. It remained to be seen whether her audience would be an angry mob or a herd of lost people.

More and more people came out to see what had happened, the misconception that something unholy was afoot spread quickly and Emilia was surrounded by more and more believers, desperately seeking for answers.

“You’re the last member of the church in the city. Can you protect us” A voice from the crowd asked.

“Will this happen again?” Added another one. “Are we safe?”

The questions seemed endless and for every person Emilia told to come to the central square, two more would appear. It took nearly two hours for them to get back to the inn, in a normal situation it would have been a five-minute walk.

Emilia asked Edgar to bar the inn’s door to get a moment of silence and peace. She went to the basement to put Anastacia down on her bed.

“What the fuck did you do?! Why are you covered in blood?” Rosie demanded answers. She was not happy that the two had been keeping her in the dark about the plan.

She would have demanded a part in it, but lacked the combat abilities to protect herself against a horde of paladins and having a beastfolk with them would have gathered too much attention.

“Are you two at least okay?” She asked and did her best to calm down.

Emilia wiped off some of the blood on Anastacia’s face. “Ah… Yeah. We’re both fine now. I’ll explain later. Anna has had a rough day, could you get the bloody clothes off her and get her something fresh to wear? I need to prepare for a speech.” She said, avoiding details.


“Why does it have to be blood every damn time…” Anastacia muttered when she woke up, still feeling slightly nauseous. Rosie had taken the blindfold off her to wash the blood off her face. She dreaded to look down at her clothes and tried feeling whether they were still wet. “Huh? This isn’t what I had on. Emilia, did you cha… HOW THE FUCK IS YOUR CLOAK CLEAN AGAIN?! It’s not even stained!”

The priestess shrugged. She had been waiting for Anastacia to wake up. ”It just kind of… goes away? How are you feeling? I asked Rosie to change your clothes. She’s upstairs, making us something to eat.” She got up from the other bed and sat next to Anastacia. “Could you not tell anyone that I got you killed? Gilbert and Rosie would probably kill me…” She pleaded in a hushed voice.

“You didn’t, it was that shithead with a crossbow. Everything aside from that happened because I did what I wanted to do, and would do again.” Anastacia reassured her. “There are times I’d rather be just a normal kid, but there are also times like this, that make me happy to be what I am. There’s no way you could have gotten the relics without me.”

Emilia looked at the necromancer’s throat, there wasn’t even a scar left. “Are you sure you’re okay? You’d think dying would have some impact on a person.” She asked and touched the spot the arrow had hit.

“It did hurt, in case you’re wondering. But after that, all I did was have a chat with Sylvia. Aside from the horrible, horrible massacre, she’s lovely.” Anastacia grinned.

Emilia went silent for a second and stared at her friend. “You… spoke with her?” She confirmed because Anastacia didn’t seem to be joking.

Anastacia explained what had happened, in detail. The knowledge that someone had also interacted with Sylvia lifted a massive weight from her shoulders. There had always been a slight doubt in her heart, that maybe she was just delusional like everyone said. Every miracle she had performed could just have been some leftover power from the holy mace she carried. But having someone else talk to the god and even get brought back from the dead, proved that she could indeed speak with the divine.

“Now that I’m sort of indebted to her, do I need to join the fan club? With you being the leader and everything, maybe I can get some membership perks early on?” The necromancer wondered. The goddess was obviously real and had an effect on the world, so worshipping her would give some guaranteed returns.

“No. You and everyone else who hangs around in the inn are too close to me.” Emilia pointed out. “I was told to seek companionship with people that have no relation to My Lady. Having followers with me all the time would only narrow my view of the world. I need people to rein me in, as does everyone else who seeks to do good.”


After eating a well needed meal, it was time for the speech. Emilia left her two friends at the inn and headed for the central square.

Anastacia tried to find something to do, so she wouldn’t have to think about her death. She went through her pockets and came across the note in her pocket. “Hey, Rosie. Sylvia asked me to give you this. She said it was ONLY for you, I was going to read it but sort of forgot.” She tossed the neatly folded paper to Rosie.

The tigress inspected the note before finally opening it. “Gods leave notes now? What could she possi… oh wow.” Rosie read the note again, she mouthed the words but Anastacia couldn’t quite read her lips.

Anastacia tried to peek at the text but Rosie quickly stuffed the paper into her pocket. “What?! Is it something funny? Tell me!” She demanded.

Rosie pushed the curious teen away. “No. Maybe by the time you’re 50, you might be ready for it, but I’m not promising anything.” She said in a serious tone.

“Screw you and that divine tart! I’m not a kid anymore!” Anastacia protested.


The square was still caked with blood and bits of paladins. On hindsight, Emilia though she may have picked the wrong place for the gathering. Though the whole city was covered in blood, there must have been a place that didn’t have 50 or so corpses lying around.

People started to slowly gather to the square, the lack of pitchforks and torches calmed the priestess down slightly. It didn’t take long for the square and the surrounding streets to fill up with hundreds of people, though it was nowhere near all who wanted to meet the priestess, it would have to do.

Emilia cleared her throat and started the speech. “People of Crescent, first and foremost I would like to apologize that it took so long for me to arrive. Two years ago, this could have been done without bloodshed and carnage, but as the chosen of Sylvia, I was not ready. I heard many people express their concern about how this might be some unholy attack on the church or the city, but do not worry, it was My… no… OUR Lady Sylvia who rid this beautiful city of its disease! Too long had the church here oppressed its followers, demanding tributes and subjugating entire races of people. However, those times are now over and we are freed to express our faith how it was meant to!”

An old man came forth from the crowd and interrupted the priestess. ”You’re saying that this was done by Lady Sylvia, the goddess of joy?” The man doubted. “I saw the beast rampage through the streets! It was without a doubt a demon! Claws covered in blood of the paladins, horns sharpened on bone and armor, fertile body to tempt the men of faith with and wings of fire! That was no goddess of joy!”

A few others who claimed to have seen a demon came forth to support the old man. “And the songs! A voice so enchanting that the paladins just walked to their deaths in the hands of the beast! I’m lucky that my wife was able to stop me from going outside too!” Someone shouted.

Emilia was confused, she had never seen the goddess clearly, but that didn’t sound right at all. First of all, it was her body that the goddess had taken ahold of and Anastacia didn’t mention anything about a demon. She had to figure something out to calm the crowd. “That may have been what you saw, but the divine are without material forms in this world, perhaps it was just a vessel suitable for the deed of cleansing the city of corruption?” Was what she came up with.

The explanation divided the crowd in two, half didn’t seem to care what a goddess looked like, all that mattered was her actions and intent behind them, and indeed the church had been trampling over its followers. The other half couldn’t get over the description. In addition, there was a third, smaller group, whose view on the matter was explained very well by one of its members. “I’ll worship some fiery tits. They bring me joy more than anything.”

Emilia thought that these people were dumbasses, but it’s not like that wasn’t a valid reason for worship. In fact, Sylvia would probably favor these people for their attitude towards life.

The city may have been divided but the situation wasn’t explosive. Emilia explained that Sylvia didn’t care for temples or donations. All she needed was that everyone kept a small statue or shrine for her in their home or some gathering place and remembered her in times of great joy. Even the people that believed that the city had been attacked by a demon, didn’t abandon their faith.

The next problem would be getting a priest or a priestess for the city. Emilia didn’t want to stay in the city forever and Sylvia needed someone who could offer guidance for the people in her name and keep the situation between the factions from getting worse. And of course, cleaning up the city, the rotting flesh would start to smell soon enough.

            

    
        Chapter 30 - Church of Sylvia

    
    
    
    
                ”What?! I can’t believe you’d doubt the high priestess like that! If she says that Lady Sylvia carried out the cleanse, that’s how it must be. No one but the paladins and priests got killed after all. I find it hard to believe a demon would limit its rampage like that.” Argued a man who had accepted Emilia’s explanation. He had been tired of the churches oppressive ways for a while now.

“That’s exactly what one would do! They seek to destroy all that’s holy. The high priestess is simply trying to calm the masses. Look, I was no fan of the way the church operated either, but I wouldn’t call them corrupt” Responded the man on the opposite side of the bar table.

The relations between the two factions of the new church of Sylvia were slowly getting tense, there had been a couple of fist fights between drunken followers, but that wasn’t exactly uncommon with or without religious debates. Nevertheless, Emilia needed to figure out something that both sides of the argument would agree on.

“I’m doing a terrible job, aren’t I?” She muttered with her hand on her face.

She, Anastacia and Rosie were sitting at a corner table in Edgar’s inn.

“Demons aren’t even real… I guess some of the more chaotic gods could be called that, but even they aren’t unholy beasts. They’re the same type of being, we just don’t worship them. My Lady doesn’t even have enemies among them. Anna, you didn’t happen to get a glimpse of her or anything?” Emilia turned to her friend, trying to make sense of the situation.

“Like I said, I was blindfolded the whole time. I know it was because of the blood, but to be honest, it kind of makes it seem like she had something to hide…” Anastacia said while rubbing her throat.

The newly promoted high priestess sighed and buried her face in her arms.

“I wouldn’t be too worried though. Shouldn’t gods be able to look like whatever they want? Maybe she just wanted to be scary for the occasion? Also, I take my guidance from a lady who has six skeleton hands and gets washed by prostitutes, and from her friend, who I assume kills hundreds of people for his research. What I’m trying to say is that if your goddess happens to have some horns and offed a few scumbag paladins, it’s not really that bad by our standards.” the necromancer continued.

Rosie put her hand on Emilia’s head. She had been hiding in the basement for the whole time and it annoyed her to no end. For the tigerfolk, hiding from their enemies instead of fighting was downright shameful. But Rosie also knew that this was way beyond her abilities, she had no powers of any kind, nor any angry deities looking after her. She just cooked food and acted tough to drunken idiots. There had to be a way she could help.

“What if you just say ambiguous shit like every damn fake religion? Not that yours is fake…” The tigeress said jokingly. “Like, it’s not for us to know how the divine work, or some shit.”

Emilia lifted her head. Anyone looking at her could hear the gears turn inside her head as she went through different scenarios.

“That… might actually work! Rosie, you’re a genius and I love you!” Emilia shouted as she suddenly cheered up.

The priestess kissed Rosie on the cheek and stormed outside.

“I think it’s nice how you guys are friends now. She used to be afraid of you, you know?” Anastacia remarked, displaying near legendary amounts of naivety.


On the way to the central square, Emilia stopped everyone she came across and told them to gather some more people and come to the square.

While waiting for the square to fill up again, the high priestess decided to check out whether the temple could be used by the new church. As soon as she opened the door, the smell of carnage hit her. Unlike the streets, the temple had very little ventilation, allowing the stench to grow stronger. The broken window above the door helped a little, but it was still one of the worst things Emilia had ever smelled.

Inside lied the bodies of the paladins that had challenged Anastacia. Many of them had died from their injuries from the fight, but others were mauled to pieces, no doubt by the goddess.

“Help… anyone… help.”

Emilia heard a faint voice from behind the altar. At first, she thought that someone had gotten stuck in the temple during the massacre and were now scared out of their minds. She wasn’t wrong, technically.

“Help… please… NO! NOT YOU! ANYONE BUT YOU!” The old high priest yelled in panic as he dragged himself away from Emilia. “You brought demons into this city! It is, your fault that everyone is dead! Take my gold and leave! Please…” He continued to plead as he threw whatever jewelry he had at Emilia.

“Quit it, old man. I’m not interested in your knickknack. First of all, everyone is fine. It’s just you and your rotten cult that has been destroyed. Secondly there are no demons, the small one is a friend of mine, a very sweet and honest girl, and the second is the Goddess whose name you have defiled. And lastly, I don’t even know why I’m telling you this.” Emilia explained while grabbing on to her mace.

The cleanse is complete. My dearest child, go outside to confront your flock, while I purify this nest of wretchedness. 

As soon as Emilia closed the door behind herself, the temple burst into flames.


The square was almost as full as it was during the first gathering. Some arguing could be heard but the appearance of the high priestess silenced them. Anastacia and Rosie were waiting near the stairs and waved as their friend noticed them.

“Please ignore the burning temple, It’s now empty and the fire is under control. Let’s talk about what happened today, we can all agree that the church was oppressive and needed to be changed, am I correct? And now something has gone through the city and done it the hard way, but what? This is where our problem lies, perhaps it was Our Lady herself? Perhaps it was a demon that was later banished by her? Perhaps this or that. After having tried my best to usher forth an explanation, I realized that perhaps it’s just not for us to know. Endless theories could be constructed on the matter, but how to prove one to be correct? All that matters, is that Our Lady Sylvia is watching over us. So let us bury the hatchet on this and look for a way to rebuild the church as what it was supposed to be.” Emilia declared using all of her spare charisma.

The crowd stayed silent for an awkwardly long time. Long enough for Emilia to start thinking her cop-out of a speech didn’t have any impact.

Eventually the same old man from the last gathering came out of the group.

“I see what you mean, your holiness. For as long as we have faith in Lady Sylvia, she will protect us from the beast.” The old man figured while stroking his beard.

“Among other things, yes. Her blessings shall be granted to this great city, like back before the church had not gone so far astray.” Emilia explained.

She was glad she got through to this group of followers in particular, as they were the most likely to cause trouble with the others.

“Are you going to stay with us, your holiness? We need a leader to guide us so we don’t go astray again.” The old man said while pointing at the burning temple.

“At first, I thought so too, but ours is not a church in need of much organization. In fact, I feel like having clergy would distance us from Lady Sylvia. She doesn’t require complex rituals or services to feel your devotion. At times of doubt, seek guidance from your fellow believers and not someone who claims to have absolute understanding of Our Goddess, as there isn’t anyone like that. So no, I fear I cannot stay as too many of you would be influenced by my views.” Emilia declared and shook her head, feigning sadness.

The divine mission given to her by her goddess was to return the power to the people and stabilize the situation afterwards. As she was just a young priestess with no experience being a leader, she was in way over her head trying to organize a religion for an entire city full of people. So the best she could do was to give them the freedom to figure it out for themselves, and now that the corrupt church was no longer hindering their faith, Sylvia could more directly guide them as she pleased.

The crowd started to slowly disperse and Emilia’s friends came to congratulate her for her successful cop-out. As they were sitting on the stairs, a group of maybe 20 people, consisting mostly of young men approached them.

“Miss priestess, we were…” One off the men started before getting interrupted.

“No, there will be no breasts here today. If you missed them earlier, you just have to search your heart and maybe you’ll find them again.” Emilia said while rubbing her brow.

“But your…” He tried to insist.

“NO.” The priestess yelled in disgust.

            

    
        Chapter 31 - The emerald ring

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia couldn’t fall asleep no matter how hard she tried. She had already gotten a warm drink from the kitchen, read some book that was lying around in the room and was now playing around with one of her daggers. The room didn’t have a window, so she had no idea what time it was, maybe it was almost morning already? Or maybe she had only messed around for a couple of hours?

Emilia was exhausted after a day of actually doing something priestess-like, so she was out like a light almost as soon as her head hit the pillow, and Rosie was the type who could just will herself to sleep to kill time.

Anastacia considered going through Rosie’s stuff to find the note from Sylvia, but decided not to because it would probably end with some sort of divine punishment from both Sylvia and Rosie.

Every time she grew bored of something she was doing and started to get sleepy, she found her thoughts drifting towards the moment of her death, the bolt sticking out of her throat and the slow loss of consciousness. The thought of dying woke her right back up again and forced her to seek something to distract herself with.

She emptied out the pouch on her belt into her bed. Three rings, adventurer’s pearl and the token. The pearl and token weren’t really interesting, but maybe she could do something with the rings? No one was awake so the topaz one was useless right now. The emerald one, that was supposed to give the wearer clarity of mind, and the ruby one, that gave the wearer increased pain resistance, were untested so far.

The necromancer picked up both rings and compared them, the emerald ring was a lot lighter and the stone on it was cut flat and attached with a few claw-like spikes, whereas the ruby ring had a lot more metal on it and the gemstone was cut to form a small spike.

“Which one to try first...” She whispered while inspecting the gems.

The ruby one would be a pretty simple one to test out, so it should be the first. Anastacia grabbed one of her daggers and started to fit the ring on her fingers. It was a lot bigger than the topaz ring and her thumb was the only finger that was even close to the right size. Enchanted rings can’t be resized without messing up the enchantment, so maybe she should just give it to gilbert or Emilia to keep. They were more likely to be hit in combat anyway. Once the ring was on, she tapped the tip of her dagger with her finger but nothing happened. After taking a closer look at the dagger, she realized that the tip was dull and bent. No one had taught her how to take care of her weapons and she just assumed that the metal was kind of bad. Surely it had nothing to do with her shoving them between the stone “doors” at the machine fortress or the countless bottles she had opened with them as a bar trick.

The other one was in slightly better condition and she was able to make a cut in her fingertip. It still hurt, but the pain was nowhere near as bad as it would be without the ring. The necromancer was happy with her newfound immunity to papercuts and left the ring on.

The emerald ring fit Anastacia’s middle finger well enough, it was slightly loose but would probably fit perfectly in a year or two. Of course, that didn’t comfort her at all when she realized that there’s no way to prove that she wasn’t still dead. This could all be an act made by Sylvia to apologize that Anastacia died on her behalf, or maybe the whole meeting with the goddess and what happened after it was just her brain slowly shutting down and it was all going to end soon enough, perhaps when she fell asleep for the next time.

She let out a muffled scream as she threw the emerald ring into the corner of the room. The scream was about to turn into a full-blown panic attack as she stumbled out of the room. she needed some fresh air but the stairs proved to be a greater challenge than she expected. Somehow making it to the top and out of the inn’s door, she slumped against the wall, hoping it didn’t have blood in it.

“Having some trouble there?” A hooded man asked as he approached Anastacia, offering his hand to help the girl back up. “Let’s get you back up and find a proper place to rest.”

Anastacia took his hand, perhaps because it was still dark, she didn’t notice the blood red color of the man’s sleeve.


“Emilia! Wake up!” Rosie yelled as she kicked their room’s door open. “Do you know where Anna is?! I already checked upstairs and a few streets around the inn but found nothing. Ed hasn’t seen her either.”

Emilia shot up from the bed and begun strapping her armor as fast as she could.

“Calm down, momma-cat. It’s Anna we’re talking about, what’s the worst that can happen? She’s probably at the market, that’s why we came here after all.” Emilia said, trying to calm Rosie down a bit.

“There are murderous evil necromancers out there, that want nothing more than to drag Anna with them to that hellhole they call home! All of her stuff is here too. You think she’s gone to the market in her night wear, without boots or her fucking money?” Rosie pointed out and grabbed a dress from Anastacia’s backpack.

“Oh crap, you’re right. Take her daggers too, you can use them.” The priestess said as she tightened the last couple of straps of her chestplate. “Look, if it is a necromancer, the fight will go bad the second it starts, so focus on ending it immediately. Last time I messed up and got us almost killed in like 10 seconds.”

After getting Emilia’s armor on, they ran to the city’s gate. Some of the more able citizens had started a city watch to guard the gates while the local lord gathered resources to revive the defunct city guard. The gates were still kept shut to avoid bandit attacks in case they had heard that the paladins were gone.

The gate guard said he hadn’t let anyone out today, so Anastacia must still be in the city. Not that a wall would stop a necromancer with a city full of paladin corpses to work with, but that would draw attention. Knowing that, they returned to the inn and started their search. Rosie ran through the streets as fast as she could while Emilia asked around whether anyone had seen Anastacia.

“Aye, there was this red-hooded fellow dragging around a girl who wasn’t wearing much. The young folk have lost their sense of decency these days.” Explained a middle-aged man when Emilia questioned him. “Think they were headed that way.”

“Shitshitshit. Of course it had to be the worst case possible.” The priestess cursed as she ran off to the direction the man had pointed in.


Rosie was taking a breather, she had gone through all the major roads on that half of the city but hadn’t seen anything. As she was looking for a place that’d sell her something to drink, she spotted a familiar red robe. Roughly 10 meters from her, there was a man wearing the same outfit that Coquelicot wore when they had met. Remembering Emilia’s advice, she prepared one of the daggers and charged at the man from behind. Just as the blade was about to enter his back, Rosie stopped. Not because of her own will, but because her bones couldn’t move.

“You are the one called Rosie, aren’t you?” The man guessed as he turned around.

            

    
        Chapter 32 - Coquelicot's better half 

    
    
    
    
                ”Do not try to move. I have merely stopped your bones from moving, but not the more fleshy parts. A magnificent specimen such as you could easily injure themselves.” The man explained.

He was a tall, slender man with long white hair, not that much unlike Anastacia’s. The robe he was wearing was indeed that of an inquisitor, though his had some patterns drawn here and there.

“My wife tells me you’re in close relations with the so-called anchor? She also mentioned something about chicken… Anyhow, I’ll be commandeering that blade before releasing you.” He said as he pried Rosie’s fingers open.

Once she had given up the dagger, Rosie could feel her bones starting to move again. She immediately slammed the necromancer against a wall.

“Where’s Anna?!” She growled at the man while pushing him harder against the wall.

“Quite fierce, aren’t you? I see I have made a mistake in not mentioning that the girl is fine before releasing you. She is at a rooftop near here. I was trying to find us some breakfast before getting interrupted by you.” he explained calmly.

Rosie freed him and grabbed the dagger back from him.

“Lead the way.” She commanded and pushed the necromancer.

They walked past a couple of houses and turned to an alley. At the end, there was a ladder leading to the roofs. Rosie was prepared to throw the dagger for the entire way there, hoping it’d be able to reach the necromancer in time if needed.

“Now, having learned from the mistake earlier, I should probably explain to you that the girl is suffering from an existential conundrum caused by a strongly enchanted item, and believes that she might be dead. It’s quite fascinating. She also seems somewhat sleep deprived.” The inquisitor revealed as he started to climb up the ladders.

Anastacia was lying on her back, looking at the sunrise when Rosie got to the roof. The tigress rushed over to make sure the girl was okay.

“Oh. Morning, Rosie! Glad you’re here, If I had to listen to Alizarin even for a minute more, I’d throw myself off this roof.” Anastacia greeted them.

“Here, put this on. I can’t believe you just left us like that! We’ve been over this, you don’t go out alone! This asshole here says you’re having some kind of trouble, but you seem fine to me.” Rosie said as she gave the dress she had taken to Anastacia.

“Just give it a second.” Alizarin remarked.

Anastacia looked at the dress for a while and tossed it aside.

“I don’t feel like wearing a dress. This shirt and these shorts are fine. Not that it really matters since this isn’t probably real. The emerald ring made me realize that it’s just way too unlikely that I actually got revived by Sylvia. Oh, and Rosie, can I touch your tail? I’ve always wanted to, but just haven’t gotten the chance. Now that this all is about to end, I might as well just ask, you know?” Anastacia babbled and grabbed the tail anyway.

Rosie looked at the inquisitor, hoping to find an explanation for her friend’s madness. She knew about the ring but the rest made no sense to her.

“There is no change in her pulse or any other indication that she is lying. She either really believes that she might be dead or it actually is true. Ever since I found her, I have been monitoring her state, while trying my best to answer any questions she had. Apparently thinking that you are dead makes you really curious.” Alizarin said and sat down to make notes on something.

Rosie looked at her friend more thoroughly and still didn’t find anything wrong with her, no bumps in the head or the like. Clearly the girl was alive and physically well. Maybe the stress had gotten to her?

Rosie tasked Alizarin to go and find Emilia. Maybe she knew something they didn’t, as Anastacia had specifically said that Sylvia had a hand in this. While they waited for the priestess, Anastacia continued to ask questions she normally wouldn’t have dared to ask. About half of them because of their simplicity and the fear of looking stupid, and half because they were mildly dirty.


It didn’t take Alizarin long to find the priestess, as she had been following his trail. Upon noticing the red robe, she attacked the necromancer, just like Rosie had earlier, and was stopped in a similar manner.

“While I appreciate that you go this far to protect one of our more important assets, I would prefer a simpler greeting. The girl and tigress are fine and together on that building’s roof. I am one of the two inquisitors that doesn’t want to drag miss Anastacia back to Mournvalley. Now, please go meet them while I search for some sustenance.” Alizarin explained.

Having correctly guessed what the priestess would have asked, he walked away before releasing her.

Knowing the city’s layout, Emilia already knew how to get on to the roofs. She was relieved hearing Rosie talk from the bottom of the ladders.

“That’s not how any of this works, I’m not a housecat and I don’t have six… I think someone’s coming up the ladders.” The tigress said before being interrupted by Emilia climbing the ladders.

After getting to the roof, Emilia asked for an explanation while readjusting her armor. Rosie told her about the ring and what had happened because of it.

The priestess felt terribly guilty over trying to keep Anastacia’s death a secret, it was downright idiotic to think that Anastacia shouldn’t talk about it with someone.

“She did actually die… Alex shot her in the throat with a crossbow, but Lady Sylvia revived her so it’s fine now…” Emilia said in a slightly hushed voice, like she was hoping Rosie wouldn’t hear the whole sentence.

“FINE?! You think it’s fucking fine to get a child killed because some bitch of a goddess brought her back?! And you didn’t think to mention this before because what, you thought I’d get angry?! OF COURSE I’D GET ANGRY! What the fuck is wrong with you?!” Rosie yelled furiously.

“Look, I’m so sorry, but do you have any idea how absurdly powerful she is? I guess sometimes I just forget that she’s a kid.” Emilia defended her decision, fully knowing that she was in the wrong and anything she said wouldn’t matter.

Rosie continued to scold her for a while, and promised that it would continue once Anastacia wasn’t there to hear it.

Alizarin came back with some croissants for everyone, and after hearing the full story from Emilia, he sat down to write the whole thing down.

“I came to this city after feeling hundreds of deaths in a short amount of time, expecting to find a bandit raid or something. But instead I get a god rampaging through the streets and a necromancer that thinks she is dead. You people are just full of surprises.” He marveled while writing.

Rosie, who had sat down as far away from Emilia as she could, while still being within arm’s reach of Anastacia, still had a somewhat limited understanding of necromancy. Alizarin “feeling” deaths weirded her out a bit, so she asked what he meant by that.

“There are two limiting factors to necromancy, one is the amount of power you’re born with and the other your skill in harnessing it. While I have to admit that my powers are not much to look at compared to the other inquisitors, in terms of skill, I have no equal. The effective range of one’s powers has more to do with the latter one, thus my range for something as simple as detecting materials is measured in hundreds of kilometers.” He divulged while tapping his temple. “For now at least. The whole reason I joined my wife’s ambitious revolution was because I didn’t want to see all the power miss Anastacia has go to waste, just to uphold some silly old tradition. Instead I wish to train her and see what she could achieve.”

Rosie mentally categorized him as barely a good guy.



Alizarin continued to observe Anastacia as she pestered her friends with seemingly endless idiotic questions. Coming up with a solution that would return the girl to her normal state proved to be a difficult task. He considered using the ring again and reasoning with the girl, but there was no telling whether the ring would just cause further damage to her mental state. He could also apply his research on controlling brains to wipe out memories, but that was far too risky as there was no telling what kind of side effects it would have.

Realizing that he had lost his focus while writing notes, he concentrated on the area surrounding the city.

“Ladies, I regret to inform you that we will be leaving this city immediately. About an hour off, there are two Inquisitors travelling this way. They have been tracking me for a couple of days but I thought that I had managed to get rid of them.” Alizarin calmly explained as he started packing his notes.

            

    
        Chapter 33 - Three shades of red

    
    
    
    
                ”TWO?! We almost got killed fighting one, how can we even fight two at once?! Emilia yelled. “I mean we have two necromancers too, but Anna is not… right.”

“We cannot, we need to get to Valor first, maybe get some more people who can handle themselves and then plan out our move.” Alizarin answered. “If we do not leave, we will be at a disadvantage because we can not just kill the citizens for materials, they probably will not be as courteous. Miss priestess and Rosie, go gather any items you might have left at your lodging and head straight to Valor. They can not track you properly if you do not have either of us with you. Anastacia and I will pull them to the other direction and go around them, we just need to travel light.”

Alizarin hesitantly handed over his bag of notebooks and the like to Rosie, knowing he might lose some valuable data on Anastacia’s behavior. But for now, their lives were more important.

They said their goodbyes and parted. Anastacia and Alizarin ran along the rooftops, towards the city gates. Reasoning with the gate guard would have taken too long, so Alizarin just forced him to stay still while he got the keys for the gate.

The pair of necromancers ran through small paths made between the fields that surrounded the city, this was really uncomfortable for Anastacia, whose boots were in their room at the inn.

“Hey, Alizarin. I don’t feel like running, let’s just fight them here.” She said and stopped running.

“What?! No, we have no chance here, we have no weapons or gear of any kind, there’s no materials anywhere. These two were sent to hunt me down, nothing I can do will work. Carmine and Cerise may be musclebrains, but they’re good at their job.” Alizarin tried to reason while nervously looking into the horizon.

“So it’s those two? Well, at least it will be interesting, and what’s the worst that can happen? We die? You’re not real to begin with and why would I lose in a world that’s made for me?” Anastacia explained with a smirk.

Alizarin may have underestimated how far gone the girl was. He couldn’t leave the girl behind or all their work would be for nothing. Fearing that this might be his end, all he could do is come up with something to defend themselves with.


Rosie shoved everything she found that could be Anastacia’s into her backpack. Clothes, boots, an adventurer’s pearl, the token… That should be everything that wasn’t in there already.

“Look, Rosie. I’m so sorry…” Emilia started to plead but was interrupted.

“Not now. We’ll discuss about this when everyone is safe. I think I should just run with all I have to Valor, we’re not really in any danger so it’s not a problem if we get separated. You just get there as fast as you can.” Rosie said, full of contempt.

While she actually thought that it was the best way to do things, she just didn’t want Emilia around for now.

“Yeah… I’ll check the room once more and leave after that.” The priestess uttered.

Rosie left in a hurry and slammed the door on her way out.

The room seemed to be clear of their gear, Emilia checked under the beds but found nothing. As she was about to leave, she noticed something glimmering in the corner of the room.

“A ring? This must be the one causing all the trouble… Better not leave it behind then.” she said to herself and put the ring in her backpack.

Emilia would have been fine with leaving Crescent as soon as everything was back in order. With the citizens once again properly worshipping lady Sylvia, and the false church destroyed, she felt like all her goals were fulfilled, and she could finally return to her life as an adventurer. But now everything in that life seemed to be in ruins. Rosie was furious at her, Anastacia was going insane and being chased by two necromancers at once. She offered a quick prayer for Anastacia and Alizarin before leaving the inn for good.

The streets were being cleaned by pretty much everyone who was able to help, it would take ages before the stains would clear out but at least they wouldn’t smell like the rotting meat that was lying here and there. As the priestess walked past, everyone greeted her. They seemed to be slightly discouraged by the obviously departing “leader” of their new church, but whenever she was stopped, she said she’d return for a visit every now and then. By the time she reached the gate, there were dozens of people following her, wishing to say their farewells.

“Let us pray for the safety and wellbeing of this great city.” She declared before stepping out of the gates.

The fields around the city were thriving, perhaps because of Sylvia’s blessings were now affecting them, or perhaps they were like that even before Emilia and her friends had arrived. She hadn’t paid too much attention back then.

When she came to the edge of the forest, she picked up the pace slightly and prayed that whatever lived in the forest would stay hidden and not bother her while she passed through it.

Roughly a kilometer before the spot they had their break at on the way to Crescent, she spotted two men, dragging a third, unconscious one to the side of the road. Even the two more lively ones were badly injured and limping. Emilia recognized the bandits as the ones that were trying to rob them before.

“Hey, guys. What’s up?” She greeted them as she didn’t expect them to cause any trouble again.

“Please! No more! The tigress already almost killed us!” One of them wept “She… she kneed Thomas in the groin and he’s not waking up anymore! Just leave us be!”


It was now far too late to escape, Anastacia and Alizarin would have to fight. Two red figures stood only 100 meters away from them, just waiting. One of then was female, not much larger than Anastacia, donning the red robe of the inquisition that was heavily altered. The whole bottom part of the robe was removed and replaced with a baggy pair of shorts. What was left of the robe’s upper part, had been stuffed under a black leather vest. The other inquisitor was considerably larger, while not quite as big as Gilbert, he would have been very intimidating from closer up. He was wearing the usual red robe but as an added feature, it had some metal plates strapped to, probably to serve as armor.

“What are they waiting for?” Anastacia asked.

“They are not waiting for anything. They are trying to figure out what you can do. If it was just me standing here, they would have already attacked and killed me.” Alizarin explained nervously.

The smaller of the two hostile necromancers lifted her hands up but nothing seemed to happen at first.

“NEEDLES! Try stopping whatever flies at you!” Alizarin yelled after realizing what the inquisitor was doing.

Suddenly the two were showered in thin, sharp bone needles. Anastacia protected herself on the last possible moment and stopped the oncoming needles, or so she thought before looking at her palm. One had hit her right in the middle of her hand.

Anastacia barely had time to comprehend that she had been hit before everything started spinning. Her vision became blurred, and a ringing noise filled her ears, making it completely impossible for her to focus on the combat. Another panic attack started to set in, or maybe it was just another effect of the poison on the needles. This wasn’t supposed to happen, why would Sylvia allow this in a world created as an apology for Anastacia’s death? Suddenly nothing made sense anymore.

As their enemies started to close in on them, the needles flew back towards their caster, no doubt to stop alizarin from using them as a weapon.

The inquisitors stopped about ten meters away from their former colleague.

“One and a half meters. That is the lethal range of your pathetic powers over the living. Upper class of necromancers my ass.” The female inquisitor spoke.

“A pleasure as always, Cerise.” Alizarin responded.

He knew there was no way out of this for him, but perhaps there would be a way to save Anastacia. He started to slowly walk towards the Inquisitors.

“Anastacia, you should be able to hear this by now, since the poison’s effect should be wearing off. It saddens me that we fall for a weapon I made. Anyway, Soon enough you will be able to walk, and that is what I need you to do. Walk, run, jog, whatever you can manage, just get away from here and do not look back.” Alizarin stated as he lifted his arms towards the inquisitors. “One and a half meters is only half true.”

Cerise and Carmine weren’t willing to take the gamble that Alizarin had somehow increased the range he could control living matter from, and reached for their weapons.

Within the next few seconds, Cerise threw a dagger and hit Alizarin dead on in the heart, and in turn, Alizarin controlled the bones in his own arms, shooting them at his enemies and injuring both of them seriously. All three inquisitors fell over as Anastacia finally got up and ran.

Alizarin lied on the ground, armless and now dead.

However, the other two were luckier. Alizarin’s bones had ripped into their flesh, causing massive hemorrhaging but not instantaneous death. Despite the unbearable pain, both of them got up and started to limp away.

“Shouldn’t we chase her?” Carmine spoke up for the first time.

“No, not in this condition. Alizarin’s dead and that’s all that matters, for now.” Cerise responded and tried to laugh. She quickly found out that something had hit her lung.

            

    
        Chapter 34 - Missing

    
    
    
    
                Gilbert was terrible at managing the inn, dishes from the crude meals he made had started to pile up, the tavern hadn’t been cleaned and the tables were full of stains from spilled drinks. the floor was full of empty bottles along with some other trash.

Gilbert was sitting behind the counter with his face buried in his hands.

“How did we even manage to trash this place so quickly?... Rosie’s going to kill us all.” He murmured in a considerable hangover.

“It’s a proud way to go, my friend.” Dammar responded from the floor.

They had been up late last night, trying to keep everything in order, but ended up drinking more than anyone else during the evening. The sound of Rosie kicking open the inn’s door sounded like a lightning strike night next to their ears.

“What the fuck have you asshats done to my inn?! Never mind, we have no time for that now. We have necromancer trouble coming in soon. Dammar, get the twig and Max!” The tigress yelled while looking at the mess caused by her absence.

“Where’s Anna and Emilia? Did something happen?” Gilbert asked and perked up slightly but his headache immediately punished him for the sudden change in pose.

“Anna is… with a friend, but she’s not in any shape to fight. Something’s wrong with her head. They’re trying to go around the necromancers and give us a bit of time to prepare. Emilia will be here in a bit, I just ran as fast as I could so she was left behind.” She explained.

Dammar had gotten up from the floor and was now trying to climb the stairs towards the quest rooms. On the way up, he cursed profusely.

It took a few moments for the whole sentence to register in Gilbert’s sore head, but as soon as it did, he realized the seriousness of the situation.

“You’re saying necromancers, as in there are multiple? And what’s wrong with Anna?” The old adventurer said, trying his best not to seem completely incapacitated. “And who is this friend you’re speaking of? I assume we can trust them?”

Rosie did her best trying to explain the details of the situation. Including the death of Anastacia and what had happened in Crescent. Gilbert still remembered how easily he had been defeated by Crimson and couldn’t imagine going against two necromancers at once, but hearing that they had a second friendly necromancer too, was something that helped him to deal with it.

Xamiliere and Maximillian were in considerably better shape than their party’s third member. After a briefing about the situation, they agreed to help.

“So when can we expect for Anastacia to arrive?” Maximillian asked.

“Some time this evening, depends a bit on what route they take, or if they just hike it. They should be here by midnight at the very latest.” Rosie estimated while looking at the map she had opened on the counter.


By midnight, Emilia had arrived, but Anastacia and Alizarin were nowhere to be seen. Rosie asked Xamiliere to stay on watch near the gate while the others rested. Rosie stayed up too, using the messy inn as an excuse. Emilia stayed with her, but both of them stayed silent.

“you need to sleep too, I’m sure Alizarin has this covered and they’re only taking a detour.” The priestess tried to break the ice. “I’ll go look for them once the sun rises.”

“No, you won’t. You’ll just get your ass killed if you find her. You’ll sit right the fuck there until I’m done with this shit and want to talk to you.” Rosie growled. “And you won’t say a word.”

As the sun rose, Xamiliere came back to report that she hadn’t seen anything nearby, friendly or hostile.

Another day passed without a sign of them and the atmosphere in the inn grew more and more tense. Even the guests who had no idea what was going on could feel it as the usually noisier regulars had become silent and serous. As the third day came to a close, Gilbert decided that it was time to go look for them, even if they didn’t have a necromancer of their own. The party they decided on was Gilbert, Maximillian and Xamiliere as they were slightly more competent with a bow than the others, and bows had proven somewhat effective against necromancers.

Without any real idea which route Anastacia and Alizarin had taken, the searches came up with nothing. They checked the nearby settlements and known campsites but none had even a trace of the two necromancers. One farmer, who lived right outside Crescent, remembered seeing two seemingly injured individuals clothed in red, travelling to north. According to him, they didn’t have a girl with them.


On the morning of the tenth day, Rosie was heading downstairs to start the breakfast preparations and send Holly home, as she noticed a familiar red robed guest sitting at one of the tables. She assumed Coquelicot had come with news about Anastacia and Alizarin, and she wasn’t wrong. On the table in front of Coquelicot, there was a folded red cloth. Rosie recognized the patterns drawn on it as the ones on Alizarin’s uniform.

“Four days ago, my people found Alizarin, dead. Now tell me innkeeper, why is Anastacia not in her room?” The high inquisitor said without turning towards Rosie. “Could it be that these two things are connected somehow?”

“NONONONO! That can’t be true! They were supposed to escape!” Rosie screamed. “Did they find any trace of Anna?!”

“Anastacia was not there, nor has she been captured. So if you don’t know where she is, we have no idea.” Coquelicot stated, still hiding her face. “Please, tell me everything you know.”

Rosie asked Holly to bring them a bottle of wine, she felt like both of them might need a drink. She then proceeded to tell Coquelicot everything that happened after they met her husband.

“After hearing your story and combining it with what I have learned from my subordinates, I’m led to believe that Anastacia is alive, somewhere out there, in a mentally unstable state… Thank you for your time Miss Rosie, I shall take my leave now.” Coquelicot said, picked up her husband’s robes and started to leave.

“Wait! I have Alizarin’s bag! Let me go get it.” Rosie realized and ran upstairs.

Coquelicot silently followed her.

Rosie had hidden the bag behind some clothes in her wardrobe. As she was digging it out, Coquelicot stepped into the room.

“I see you have forgiven the priestess…” She said and pointed at Emilia, who was still sleeping. “Good for her.”

“Yeah… Uh, here’s the bag. I haven’t looked inside but I think it’s full of notes or something.” Rosie whispered and handed the bag over.

“Of course it is… Having to write everything down was one of Alizarin’s better qualities.” The high inquisitor remarked and left the inn without farewells.


Anastacia woke up in a forest. After her initial confusion started to subside, she started to remember things. How Cerise and Carmine had found them, how Alizarin had told her to run, how it was all her fault. She huddled up against a tree, thinking she might as well stay there until this nightmare ended.

What kind of sick, twisted god would allow all this to happen in a dream they created? She yelled for Sylvia to release her and let her actually die off, but nothing happened. For a brief moment, a possibility exited in her mind, that this could all be real, but that would mean she got the real Alizarin killed.

“Girl of hurt knees, why cry?” Said a goblin that had suddenly appeared out of nowhere. “We go meet forest king! He help when cry!”

            

    
        Chapter 35 - Forest king

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia decided to follow the goblin, what was there to lose anyway? She had no idea where she was, she had no water or food, so even if this forest king was just another idiotic goblin with a fancy hat, they would probably be able to help Anastacia survive.

“Come! Come! Forest king waits” The goblin shrieked and fell over, as talking while walking was just a bit too much for the critters limited abilities.

“Who is this forest king? Is he a goblin? Or maybe another dead guy?” Anastacia asked, fearing that her history with goblins would keep repeating itself. ”It’s going to be like three goblins on top of each other in a long coat, isn’t it?”

“Forest king no goblin, no human. Forest king king of forest. Big too.” The goblin continued to shriek.

“I bet it’s like five goblins then.” Anastacia remarked.

The deeper into the forest they walked, the weirder everything got. Mushrooms were as tall as a goblin, some taller, trees grew at least fifty meters tall and thicker than Anastacia had ever seen before. Insects became far more common too, beetles and caterpillars crawled everywhere in the undergrowth.

As the sunlight started reach the forest floor less and less, glowing mushrooms and moss started to grow everywhere. Anastacia starter to suspect that she might be slightly drugged and looked at the wound made by the poisoned bone needle. It was a bit larger than she had though, only then she realized that the ruby ring was still on her thumb. That’s why she hadn’t even noticed her bruised knees.

Between the trees, Anastacia could see deer, many different kinds of birds, a badger and a whole lot of other animals and more goblins.

“So is it a spriggan then? I thought they didn’t like you goblins.” She asked.

“Spriggan? People of trees mean. Forest king kind! Give goblin many stones!” The creature answered while proudly holding five small pebbles in front of Anastacia.

Anastacia nodded out of pity. This particular one somehow grew on her.

“I’ll call you Gobby, Gobby the goblin.” She joked.

The goblin stopped dead on his tracks and turned to Anastacia.

“Me Gobby? Goblin Gobby!”

It gave Anastacia one of its stones and continued walking and repeating its new name. At some point it turned into a song, by goblin standards at least.

The path circled around a small pool of clear water. The bottom was easily visible, even in the dim lighting from the mushrooms and moss. Anastacia was tempted to just jump in as she wasn’t feeling too fresh after all the running.

“Gobby, is this water safe?” She asked.

“Water never safe, always wet.” Gobby stated and peered into the pool. “But sometimes frogs.”

The poor creature flew too close to the sun while searching for frogs and fell into the pool. Anastacia watched it flail around and screech whenever it got to the surface. At first she thought that Gobby had seen something in the pool and tried to catch it, but the longer it went on the clearer it got that something was not right.

“Oh shit, you can’t swim, can you?” Anastacia said and dropped into the pool. The water was barely deep enough to reach her bellybutton. She grabbed the flailing creature and lifted its head above the surface.

“Are you okay?” She asked as the goblin coughed up water. “Drowning isn’t fun, trust me, I know.”

She put the goblin back onto the edge of the pool.

“Could you like… go behind that tree for a while. I’m going to take a bath now that I’m wet anyway and it’d be kind of weird to have you there.” Anastacia said and pointed at a nearby tree.

“Bath?” Gobby stated.

The creature’s vacant stare into the abyss convinced Anastacia that it really didn’t matter if the goblin was there or not, and she took her bath. During it, four more goblins appeared and asked Gobby whether the human was drowning or not.

Anastacia had nothing to dry herself with and was forced to put the wet clothes back on. As the sun wasn’t even visible anymore and the forest air was somewhat humid, it would forever for her to dry.

Gobby’s four friends joined them on their journey to meet the forest king. Anastacia jokingly named them Gabby, Gubby, Gibby and Gunnar the valiant. She didn’t actually pay attention to which goblin was which, all she knew was that Gobby was the wet one.

“So are we close to this forest king yet?” She wondered. “We’ve been walking for a while now.”

“Forest king here.” Gobby answered and looked around.

Anastacia didn’t see or feel anyone. So maybe it was a spriggan after all, and Gobby just didn’t know what a spriggan is.

“FOREST KING! Brought bride to forest king” Gobby screeched.

“Wait, what? That isn’t what you said. I’m not…” Anastacia said before getting interrupted by someone grabbing her hand from behind.

Behind her stood a humanoid that was made out of metal and stone. Some of its parts had moss growing on them, as if it had been staying still for a long time.

“A simulacrum? This is the forest king?” Anastacia asked and pulled her hand from the simulacrum’s grasp.

Gobby didn’t even notice her and ran to greet the simulacra.

“Me bring queen!” The goblin screeched. “Queen to finish prince!”

The king kneeled to match Gobby’s height and handed it a small round pebble.

No one knew much about the simulacra. All that had been found out was that they came out of machine fortresses and usually guarded them fiercely. Sometimes they would wander into the wilderness for no apparent reason and end up in a cave or an abandoned house or something. Most simulacra looked like humans but there were other kinds around the world, ranging from small crab like ones to huge centipede- like simulacra that dwelled on deserts. Due to their tendency to explode on death, no one really knew what made them work, but most scholars guessed it was a magical core of some kind.

Anastacia tried backing off from the king. But they had been surrounded by thirty or so goblins, all screeching and dancing.

“Look, mister king, I didn’t know anything about this before and would like to back out gracefully.” She tried, but the king kept approaching her.

The simulacrum took a firm grasp of her hand and started dragging her.

They finally stopped in front of a nest like structure, that was made out of twigs and was covered with a fur of some kind. The king pointed at the nest.

“I… Is that supposed to be a bed? You know I’m not really happy with how this is going. I mean you’re certainly one of the more attractive living statues but that’s not really my thing…” She said and tried to pull her hand free.

The king pushed Anastacia into the nest and grasped her wet dress.

“Oh nonononono, this is not happening! Gobby, you goblinoid piece of shit! Come here and help me!” She screamed, but the goblins were too busy being goblins and didn’t hear her.

Suddenly the king let go of the dress and ran off.

Anastacia considered running, but the king was clearly faster than her, even if she slowed him down by throwing goblins. She needed to find another way to escape.

As the king returned, he kneeled next to Anastacia and started soaking the water from her clothes to what was clearly a salvaged piece of cloth.

“O… okay, so you have some manners. I can do this by myself, but thank you for the cloth.” She uttered in surprise. “H… how about some food? Can you get me some of that? Like berries or something.”

The king ran off again, only to return a couple of minutes later with a jar of what appeared to be honey and some blueberries on a plate made by folding a big leaf. Anastacia was kind of amazed by the hospitality. and started eating the berries.

“Where’d you get the honey anyway? It seems kind of old, not that it goes bad though.” She tried to make conversation.

The simulacrum could not and thus did not answer. It only kept staring Anastacia with that she assumed to be its eyes, but in truth they may have been just some random slits in the king’s face plate.

The king sat down cross-legged in front of the nest and waited as Anastacia ate. To keep herself distracted from thinking too much, Anastacia looked at some of the patterns carved into the metal parts of the Simulacrum. While not exactly alike, they weren’t that far off from the control patterns used by necromancers. 

Having eaten well, Anastacia started to feel tired and settled down in the nest.

“I’m kind of tired from… stuff, alright? Please don’t do anything weird while I sleep. Oh and could you ask the goblins to keep it down? It’s nice that they’re having fun, but this is like the hundredth time I’m hearing this series of screeches.” Anastacia muttered before falling asleep.

            

    
        Chapter 36 - Queen of goblins

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia woke up sweaty and exhausted. The events outside Crescent had been playing out in her dreams again and again, forcing her to realize that if she hadn’t been such a shit, Alizarin would definitely be alive and they would have made it to Valor safely. If this all was a dream, when would it end? Everything being real still felt like a somewhat remote idea, but maybe it was just because she didn’t want to face what she had caused.

The king was still sitting in front of the nest, unmoving.

Anastacia tried waving her hand in front of the simulacrum’s “face”, but got no reaction.

“Uh… Good morning? Do you happen to have any old clothes laying around? These are not going to dry properly within the next decade.” She asked half-jokingly. “Anything but black, if possible.”

The king stood up and left. Some goblins ran after him for whatever reason, they probably didn’t know either.

Anastacia considered taking this chance to sneak out, but thinking twice, it’s not like being here was terrible. The forest king was trying his best to make her comfortable and unlike the last time, the number of goblins seemed manageable. Maybe this was Sylvia’s endgame for Anastacia? Make her live forever in the forest with a simulacrum and a few goblins. She still didn’t understand why Alizarin had to die though.

The king came back, carrying a folded pile of clothing. Most of it was tattered and old looking, but at least they were clean and dry. They were well tailored and even had some golden patterning on them.

“These are elven. Where’d you get old elven clothes from? Is there a village nearby?” She asked, before realizing that there wasn’t going to be an answer. “Gobby! Where are you?”

A goblin appeared from the undergrowth nearby. It had mud on its face but there was a chance that it was the same Gobby Anastacia had named before. It ran towards the necromancer as fast as it could and stopped by falling over.

“Queen call! Gobby serve!” It screeched happily.

“yeah… I was just wondering if there was an elf village nearby?” Anastacia asked, speaking as slowly as she could so the critter would actually understand the question.

“No village, But dead elves. Fought forest king, long ago! No match for forest king! But kill prince…” The creature explained seriously. “But king has queen! Make prince anew!”

After its story, Gobby just stared at Anastacia for a while. At first, she assumed it was just doing goblin things, but then she remembered the weird custom of giving away pebbles. She still had the one Gobby had given her after getting a name. When she presented it to the creature, it began to screech cheerily before grabbing it and running off. Presumably to eat some more mud.

After changing into the clothes, that were apparently salvaged from dead elves, she took a walk to see the surroundings. Wherever she went, the king followed.

“Look, I’m not going to run away now. You don’t have to follow me!” She shouted and pushed the simulacrum away.

The forest king stopped following her, but that made Anastacia feel kind of bad for it. She knew that the simulacra were just cold, unfeeling machines but the king hadn’t done anything wrong. He was probably just doing whatever he was meant to do ever since he emerged from the machine fortress where he was built.

There was an abundance of wild life around, and almost all of it had been tamed to let Anastacia pet them. Some wild boars were a bit on edge because the goblins occasionally tried to ride them, but none of them acted hostile towards her.

She found some more pools of water, they were just as clear as the one she had bathed in and the animals drank from them, so they must have been clean.

Sitting at the edge of one and soaking her sore feet in it felt amazing after a couple of days of walking around without boots. She started to think living in the forest wouldn’t be too bad after all.

Something stepped on a branch behind her. At first, she assumed it was a goblin or the forest king, but quickly realized that it was something living, and much larger than a goblin.

She slowly got up and turned around. Between the trees stood a troll, it was slightly larger than gilbert and clearly not happy. Baring it teeth at Anastacia, it growled and began its charge.

Anastacia screamed and ran as fast as she could. The troll moved far too quickly to be killed with necromancy, and Anastacia didn’t have her daggers with her in the forest. Gilbert could have stopped the beast on it's tracks, but he wasn’t there to save Anastacia. Emilia could have distracted it long enough for Anastacia to kill it, but Emilia wasn’t there either. There was nothing Anastacia could do alone.

To Anastacia’s luck, the forest king had heard her scream, and was now charging towards the troll. The two collided with a crunch as the king’s shoulder crushed the beast’s ribcage. As the troll backed off to cough up blood, it swung its arm at the king, shattering his already cracked stone shoulder plate. The simulacrum responded by grabbing the trolls arm and pulling the towards himself from it, while simultaneously punching it in the throat. As the troll fell over, it let out a scream that was one of the worst sounds Anastacia had ever heard. She snapped its neck out of pity before the forest king had to just beat it to death. The simulacrum didn’t seem to understand what had happened, and kept staring at Anastacia.

Suddenly a horde of goblins appeared out of nowhere, armed with sticks, stones and even a small beehive, they began to rush the dead troll and seemed to be trying to kill it again.

“The queen in danger! Goblin protect!” They screamed while being stung by angry bees.

Anastacia decided to leave before she got stung too, and the king followed.

“You must be confused. I’m a necromancer. You know what those are, right?” She said, still somehow expecting to get an answer. “Uh… I’ll just show you later, okay?”

The king followed her silently.

Anastacia sat down on her bed, and sighed. What was supposed to be a nice little walk around the area, somehow turned into a fight. She looked at the simulacrum’s shoulder. The hit had broken off most of the surface material, revealing a ball joint that was covered in similar light patterns as the walls had inside the machine fortress.

“We need to cover that up with something, it looks important. I’m not really a crafty person, but I can probably fashion a guard from some bone or whatever.” She said as she scraped off some of the moss growing on the king’s arm. “I may not be able to help you with the whole making a new prince deal because that’s just not how things work, but I can fix up your shoulder as thanks for saving me back there.”

The necromancer ate some of the leftover honey while talking to the simulacrum about what had happened before she ended up in the forest, how she wasn’t sure whether she was insane or not and about the whole deal with the evil necromancers trying to drag her back to Mournvalley. The king simply sat there, like he was waiting for something. As she ran out of honey and needed something else to do while talking, she began scraping more moss off the forest king.

“You’re a good listener, did you know that? It’s a rare quality these days. By the way, is it weird that I’m doing this? It’s not like horribly inappropriate or anything?” Anastacia blabbered.

At some point the goblins returned, victorious over their already dead foe.

“Queen escape safe? Not hurt?” One of them stopped by to ask.

Anastacia nodded and the creature ran off, screeching happily.

While Anastacia continued to talk to the king, more and more goblins started to gather around them. Eventually the whole tribe was present.

Gobby, who had now gained some sort of higher role in the tribe’s hierarchy, came to them.

“We sorry to interrupt quality time, but goblin have present for queen!” It said and gave Anastacia a stick that had been dyed with blueberries and stabbed through a moldy loaf of bread. “We give queen holy bread stick. Great goblin treasure!”

            

    
        Chapter 37 - The prince 

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia looked at her new treasure, breaking or losing it would probably anger the goblins, so now she needed to drag around a moldy piece of bread on a stick.

“So this is my life now. Anastacia the forest queen, holder of the holy bread stick.” She said to herself as she tested how easily the bread would come off to know whether it was going to be a problem. Luckily it wasn’t as the mold had basically welded it onto the stick.

“By the way, simulacrum, what exactly do they mean by making the prince anew?” She said to the forest king who was sitting next to her. “It can’t possibly be what it sounds like.”

The king swiftly got up and offered his hand to Anastacia. She was glad that the king had learned not to just grab her and took his hand. They walked for a kilometer or so, it was hard to tell distances or the passage of time without the sun or any change in scenery. Next to another pool of water, there was a flat rock, on the rock lied another simulacrum. Unlike the king, this one was broken down and missing pieces.

“Ohhh… So this is the prince that the elves killed? And you guys need me to fix him up? That makes a lot more sense than what I had in mind.” Anastacia confirmed.

The king placed his hand on his companion’s broken face plate and looked at Anastacia.

“I can’t promise you anything, but if this can be done with bone instead of stone and metal, we might have a chance. I’ve been diving hard into Alizarin’s guide on the control patterns for necromancers, and I hope the idea behind your function is the same.” Anastacia explained, fully realizing that she was basically talking to herself. “Could you gather the goblins here, I need some help with this.”

The king ran off. Anastacia imagined that he was happy that there was a chance that his friend could get fixed.

As the goblins gathered around the rock, Anastacia made sure to hold up the stick they had given her, hoping it’d increase their attention span. She also made some of the goblins that were standing near the pool move a bit, as she didn’t feel like swimming right now. Even if there was just thirty or so goblins, the noise was unimaginable.

“Alright guys! We’re going to start fixing the prince today!” She declared, causing the goblins to screech and dance even louder. “And I need your help. I’ve been told that there is a battlefield nearby, with tons of dead elves. Go there and gather anything metallic you find, weapons, armor, jewelry… Whatever you find... Actually, let’s make that anything shiny you find!”

Anastacia had no faith in the goblins being able to tell what’s metal and what’s not.

“Shiny for queen! Forks, knives, shields, arrows of stupid elves!” They sang as they left.

Some went in to different direction for whatever reason, but Anastacia didn’t feel like asking why. She turned to the king.

“You will be getting me the bone I need. Go to the troll we killed earlier and take out all of its bones and scrape off whatever flesh stuck on them.” She directed the simulacrum. “I’ll study your friend while you do that.”

Anastacia could have gathered the bones faster herself, but really didn’t want to do it, and she really did need to inspect the broken simulacrum properly.

The king took off once again.

Anastacia started her project. The broken simulacrum was very similar in design as the forest king, similar patterns on the same parts and the main differences seemed to be completely unrelated to its function. Different kind of face and shoulder plates for example. Now that she actually paid attention to the patterns, they seemed really familiar. Perhaps controlling stone and metal like this worked on the same principle as undead thralls? The creator gives just enough power for the construction to work on its own if the control patterns were efficient enough.

Anastacia stopped for a while and sat down next to the stone. Alizarin would have enjoyed this… Everything being real would mean that she needed to figure out what to say to Coquelicot too. Sorry my stupid ass got your man killed just didn’t seem like enough. Living in the forest instead of confronting her seemed like a great idea.

Necromancers traditionally did believe that there was an afterlife, it just wasn’t connected to the real world in any way. But maybe, just maybe, Alizarin would be proud if Anastacia managed to pull this one off.


The goblins gathered plenty of useful pieces of metal, and just as many useless things that either weren’t metal at all, or were far too rusted to be of any use. They screeched happily and danced around the pile they had made.

“Are you guys missing a few friends? I’m pretty sure there was like 5 more…” Anastacia asked while trying to count the goblins.

“They run with sharps.” Gobby admitted.

“Oh shit. They died? That’s… I don’t know what to say… As the queen of forest, I say that you guys aren’t allowed to run with anything remotely sharp.” She declared. “There’s not that many of you left.”

Gobby ran to tell the other goblins the new rule.

Anastacia sorted out the items they had brought from the dead elves. Knives and maybe arrows would be quite handy for carving the details into the bones. Some of the armor could be used to replace the missing cover plates and such. She put aside a few shoulder guards for the king to try on.

One of the items was a huge greatsword, far too heavy and big for the necromancer to use it effectively, but she thought it was cool so she kept it along with some weapons she could actually use.

“I think that should be all of them. Good job, guys. I’ll find you some stones later.” She told the goblins, who celebrated their success by screaming and dancing as usual.

Now Anastacia just needed bone. She wasn’t quite sure if the troll would have enough suitable parts, and the elf bones weren’t really any good at all. When elves are alive, their bones are light and springy so they can take some big hits without breaking bones, but after death they harden and become one of the worst materials to use for anything. Maybe she should just ask the king to hunt down something like a moose and get some meat to eat for a change?


The forest king dragged the bones to the rock Anastacia was at.

“Oh! You have the bones already? That took way…” Anastacia said and turned around to face away from the king, who now had a thick coating of troll blood on him. “You’re going to need to wash yourself, or I will throw up every time I see you and you’ll start to smell. Let’s just find a pool that’s a bit further away from here.”

She grabbed a helmet that could serve as a bucket and they left to find a pool. The smell of blood would probably attract beasts and the pool they’d use would be ruined. Of course they’d need to get rid of the corpse too. Trolls weren’t edible for anyone with taste buds and leather made from them wasn’t too good.

“This should be good enough. Just jump in and move around a bit. Once you’re a bit less gross, I’ll pour some water on you and clean out the difficult spots.” Anastacia told the simulacrum and pointed at a pool they had stopped at.

The forest king did as he was asked to and dropped into the water.

“Hey, do you think I should just stay here? My friends are probably going crazy trying to find me but they’ll give up eventually. The necromancers I told you about would stop bothering them too if I’m not seen at Valor anymore, and they probably wouldn’t find me here. Once we get your buddy fixed, we’ll have more company too! Then we could just mess around with the goblins and wait out whatever timer I have on this fake world, though if this is real, it’s going to be a long wait…” Anastacia chatted while the king walked around in the pool.

A few goblins appeared. Much like their king, they were in troll blood from head to toe.

“What did you do?!” Anastacia yelled before gagging a bit.

“We made tent! Troll tent!” One of the goblins explained enthusiastically.

            

    
        Chapter 38 - The holy flame

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia put her feet into the pool that was next to the simulacrum she had promised to fix. Even with somewhat extensive knowledge about patterns used for controlling material, a working simulacrum to use as a template and high-quality materials, she was having hard time making even a single part. She couldn’t take the forest king apart to have a better look at the inner workings of simulacra either. A little more light to work with wouldn’t hurt either, the glowing plants just didn’t quite cut it. She needed to make fire. It would also let her cook food and warm up. The problem was that she had no idea how, usually gilbert carried some flint with him on trips, but that didn’t help Anastacia now.

“You don’t happen to have a built-in flint and steel bits, do you?” She asked from the simulacrum that was sitting next to her. “Or know how to start a fire?”

The forest king picked up an arrow from the nearby pile of equipment and scraped it against his arm, creating sparks that flew into the pool in front of them.

“It’s like you’re built to solve all my problems. Be a dear and make a small fire, would you?” Anastacia told the king.

The king did as he was asked to, he gathered some dry moss and sticks into a pile. It took a few attempts but eventually the moss started to smoke, after realizing that the simulacrum couldn’t blow air into it, Anastacia went to help him. Together they managed to start a flame. Anastacia told the king to look for some firewood and was left to tend the small fire.

“Give flame?” A goblin that had appeared from somewhere asked.

Anastacia knew that giving these idiots fire would only end up in a burning forest.

“Sorry, but this is a holy flame that only the holder of the bread stick can use.” She lied.

The goblin stared at the fire for a few seconds before running off. Soon enough most of the tribe had gathered around the holy flame. They were weirdly silent and it made Anastacia nervous. Silent goblins are never a good thing.

“When queen go in fire?” Gobby asked.

“What?! I’m not going to touch it, that’d hurt. You guys think that’s what fire is for? I just need it to get some more light.” Anastacia explained.

The goblins didn’t understand why their queen wouldn’t light herself on fire. After all, that’s what fire was for. Using it for warmth or light was way beyond their level of tool usage.

“We give goblin to the flame?” One of them tried.

“No, no one is going to set themselves on fire. Why is this so hard to understand? You can get some sticks and logs if you want to give something to it.” The queen declared.

Suddenly the whole tribe ran into the woods, screaming and screeching like usual.


Having stoked the fire with the firewood the king had brought, Anastacia decided to gather some stones to put around the campfire. Finding them proved to be a bit harder than she had initially thought and she travelled further away from the area they lived in than what she had planned to. Every now and then she checked her surroundings for threats but found nothing aside from a few small animals and what was probably a moose. Realizing that she wasn’t quite sure where she was anymore, Anastacia gave up and started to backtrack.

“This isn’t where I came from… Am I lost?” She spoke to herself. “Yup, lost.”

She wandered around for a bit but saw nothing that looked even slightly familiar. This part of the forest seemed somehow even darker than what she had been used to. Anastacia started to get slightly nervous and considered just yelling for help. With any luck, there were a goblin or two nearby and they could take her to the camp.

“Heeeeeey! Anyone around?! Goblins?!” She yelled from the top of her lungs.

It didn’t take long for something to move towards her. Something far bigger than a goblin, and that something wasn’t alone. She quickly counted at least ten before running to the opposite direction as fast as she could.

“What’s wrong with this fucking forest?! Every time I try to go somewhere on my own, this happens!” She spoke to herself, trying to calm down.

She was still being followed, but whatever was following her, wasn’t as fast as her or wasn’t trying. Anastacia kept checking her surroundings, hoping to find a goblin. Suddenly she noticed a light in the distance, either the king had thrown in all the wood he had collected or the goblins had gotten to the campfire, because it had turned into a massive pyre. The likely culprits were dancing around it and throwing more branches in. The goblins noticed their queen as she ran past them to the equipment pile.

“Queen! We make flame bigger! Holier!” Gobby screeched.

“That’s great. Now everyone, get to this side of the fire!” Anastacia commanded her goblins, hoping that whatever was following her, would be afraid of the fire.

The forest king seemed to realize that something was up and ran to Anastacia, who handed him the greatsword the goblins had brought.

“There’s something out there. They followed me for way too long to not be hostile. I need you to stop any that try to approach us, I can finish them off as long as they stay still.” Anastacia instructed the king.

He looked at the sword, spun it around a couple times and positioned himself between the dark woods and Anastacia.

“Goblin fight too! Defend queen and king!” The goblins screeched, demanding Anastacia to let them run at whatever enemies they were facing.

“No! Let the royalty handle this one. I don’t want you going off on your own and getting killed.” She told the critters.

The creatures in the woods had stopped about thirty meters away from the fire and were now moving around, surrounding it. Anastacia could feel sixteen roughly human-sized beings, occasionally one got a bit closer but as soon as she tried to get a hold of it, they backed off. Slowly, they surrounded the camp.

Anastacia flung a sharp piece of troll bone at one of them. It hit its mark and the creature made a horrible sounding wail. But the provocation yielded no results, Anastacia threw a couple more pieces but the creatures were now alert and hitting them from far away was impossible.

Anastacia and her friends would be screwed if the creatures suddenly got brave and attacked all at once, or whenever the bonfire would die down. Best plan Anastacia was able to come up with was to cut through the line of enemies and make a run for the old battlefield with plenty of bones to use for material. She was confident in her ability to deal with this many at once, especially if the king could handle a couple or at least draw their attention. The problem would be getting there with the goblins, they were slower than Anastacia and the king, and probably wouldn’t be able to outrun their enemies.

While she was trying to figure out how to get her loyal subjects out alive, Gobby pulled on her sleeve.

“Give goblins holy flame. We stay safe. Queen and king fight for goblins.” Gobby insisted.

            

    
        Chapter 39 - At the heart of the revolution

    
    
    
    
                Coquelicot was leaning on her table, in front of her was the map of the area. She had been staring at it for hours.

“Anastacia, where are you?...” She muttered to herself.

She hadn’t slept or eaten properly ever since the report of Alizarin’s death came, and it was showing. Her normally pale skin had turned even pastier, making the dark circles around her eyes appear even worse. The high inquisitor’s diet had changed to mostly liquid and there were a few wine bottles around the room, one of them was shattered after being thrown at a wall.

Next to the map were the folded robes of her husband, she glanced at them every now and to fuel her anger towards the other inquisitors and to keep herself focused.

She sat down and leaned back. This single event had ruined just about every plan she had. She no longer had the insight from her husband or the ace in her sleeve that was Anastacia. At one point she considered just attacking the royal palace on her own. With Carmine and Cerise wounded, there wouldn’t really be anyone who could pose a threat to her… Except Amaranth, her old boss was no doubt staying with the cult leaders and was powerful enough to hinder Coquelicot’s control over her arms and thus her necromancy. So it would probably just be a suicide.

“Madame High Inquisitor, I have the scout reports. Do you wish to read them now?” Said a young man standing at the doorway to Coquelicot’s room.

“yeah, sure. Just leave them. I’ll go through them in a minute.” She responded and tried to perk up.

The scouts were instructed to look for unusual activity around the area where they found Alizarin. Wherever Anastacia went, she was likely to pull off some stupid stunt and cause a commotion. Especially if she was going insane like Rosie had said.

She flipped through the reports, no sign of a necromancer in any of the settlements within a walking range. The friendly elf villages around the area had their own scouts roaming the forests and the reports from them would take a day or two to get.

Coquelicot threw the papers on the floor and turned to her map. She crossed over the towns and other settlements. This would only leave a few forests and some other places of interest like riversides and ruins. It’s unlikely that Anastacia would just be lying in the middle of a field with no water or shelter. Or maybe she would, she’s kind of daft at times, even normally.

The tortured cult loyalists had confirmed that Anastacia wasn’t in the cult’s possession and that they weren’t actively looking for her as Carmine and Cerise were badly injured by Alizarin, and anyone who they could send would probably just get killed by the girl. That at least gave Coquelicot’s people some more time, assuming Anastacia could find water and food or didn’t get killed in some other way.

Coquelicot went to take a breath of fresh air on the balcony that was connected to her room. She leaned against the railing and surveyed the area around the base. At the beginning of the revolt, she and Alizarin had taken over the inquisition’s base while the other members were summoned to the castle. The base itself was a fully prepared fortress near the border to the south, capable of housing 400 or so personnel, but the areas around it were also loyal to her cause and held many more able necromancers, including all of those capable of controlling living materials. All this made a direct attack against them an idiotic move, even if the loyalist necromancers currently outnumbered hers.

She had also managed to turn most of the neighboring countries against the cult, as Mournvalley had been considered as an unknown or a possible threat by them, someone trying to open up the country was more than welcome news. Aside from the recent event, things were looking good for the revolution. If Anastacia was found and would be able to get rid of the three remaining inquisitors, there wouldn’t even be a fight. The cult was stuck using what they considered to be the “proper” ways and would be crushed by the resistance’s more modern forces, wielding weaponry developed by Alizarin and borrowed from other countries. Even if Anastacia wasn’t found, they would most likely be victorious, but the costs would be too high and their control over the area too limited.

When Alizarin had told her about the girl successfully escaping, Coquelicot couldn’t believe her luck. After all, Anastacia was what she feared most in the world. If the cult had managed to make her the anchor and brainwash her to respect the old ways, there was no way the revolution would have happened. Even now, the high inquisitor could only hope that the girl would be content with her new life. If Anastacia held too much anger towards Mournvalley and was allowed to grow as a necromancer, there would always be the chance that she might come back to just wipe the whole country off the map.

From what she had seen from the reports by the scouts in Valor, that was unlikely at the moment, but even the kindest soul is just one really bad day away from insanity and evil. And adventurers aren’t exactly unlikely to have really bad days.


Having rested for a while, Coquelicot had to return to work. Just as she was about to go back inside, she noticed someone unfamiliar running towards the fort. By the looks of it, the runner was an elf and in a hurry.

Coquelicot decided to go meet them directly and jumped from her balcony. Grabbing onto some vines that grew along the wall, she slowed down her fall and hit the ground gracefully. The elf was almost at the fortress and was surprised to be greeted by the high inquisitor herself.

“Among living creatures, I thought you elves had more time than the most. Yet you run with all your might. I assume this means you carry something important with you?” Coquelicot greeted the elven messenger.

“I’m a scout for the small village of Yomm, near the Garden of the Ancients. We’ve had some trouble with a pack of imperfects lately, but something drew them back to the forest a few days ago. We had heard you were looking for a human child around the area, and the only thing I know that would draw them like that is the smell of humans.” The exhausted elf explained.

“And you didn’t go look because?...” The high inquisitor inquired.

“We don’t go to the forest anymore, something in there killed almost all of our hunters.” The elf answered and took a step back, fearing that the answer might anger the Inquisitor.

Coquelicot was silent. That would indeed make sense, the garden was a forest within the range she could be at and getting there wouldn’t require a passage through any settlements. Everything seemed to point at Anastacia being in there. Luckily a pack of failed werewolves shouldn’t be a problem for the girl, assuming she had materials.

“Well done, elf. We will send a team to investigate the matter and wipe out the pack while we’re there as a reward. Rest here for a bit and return to your village to inform them about our arrival.” Coquelicot said and returned inside.

She ordered a team to be prepared immediately and returned to her room, smiling.

            

    
        Chapter 40 - Green, loyal and flammable 

    
    
    
    
                Despite knowing that She’d regret it almost immediately, Anastacia gave Gobby the permission to use the fire. She just didn’t see another way out of it with even some of the goblins hopefully alive, leaving them defenseless was too risky and running at their pace would probably get everyone killed.

“King! Take me to the dead elves!” She commanded the simulacrum and armed herself with a shard of troll bone and a piece of burning firewood to use as a torch.

The pair ran into the woods. Having been around the bonfire for a while, Anastacia’s eyes weren’t used to the dim lighting anymore and couldn’t see much. While focusing on her surroundings to know where the creatures were attacking from, she used the torch to find safe footing.

As they closed in on the perimeter the creatures had set, she could feel five of them running towards the king. Now armed with something sharper than his fist, the simulacrum had no major issues dispatching the first one that got to him. Driving the sword right through it and shoving it aside, he barely lost any speed in the process. The creature looked awfully human in some ways, but the noises it made ruled out that possibility. Anastacia couldn’t get a good look at it because she had to focus on not tripping and the other four creatures that had now turned their attention towards her. She could also feel the rest of the pack start following them as they escaped. She tried exploding the corpse of the creature her friend had just killed, but doing it while running for her life proved to be more difficult than she had expected. Its bones shot off in all direction but with far too little force and merely slowed down the other creatures.

The four that had started their pursuit earlier were only a few meters behind Anastacia, she could use the bone shard to kill one but that’d leave her unarmed against the other three.

“Can I get a little help?!” She yelled, hoping that the king could figure something out.

The simulacrum, slowed down until Anastacia could catch up with him. Once they were side by side, the king grabbed the necromancer by the waist and flung her on his shoulder. Carrying Anastacia allowed the king to speed up to his maximum running speed and they started to get further away from their pursuers.

“How strong are you exactly? Well I guess someone that’s made of stone and metal won’t notice a few extra kilos.” Anastacia said and grabbed on to the simulacrums head.

She peered at the creatures that were chasing them, but still couldn’t quite make out what they were. The dead one she had passed looked a lot like a human but something was off about it. They sounded a lot like wolves but clearly weren’t, and werewolves are covered in fur. So perhaps they were other kind of werecreatures?


They ran for maybe ten more minutes before reaching the site of the battle, by then they already had a solid lead and could prepare for the battle.

The forest king stood at the edge of the area, ready to stop whatever was after them, while still leaving some distance between himself and the necromancer, in case he needed to move back a bit. The simulacrum’s behavior made Anastacia think that combat might be the king’s main function. She didn’t know much about the simulacra, but the king certainly didn’t seem like a scout or a simple manual labor model.

While keeping an eye on the direction they came from, she broke some of the fragile elf bones into sharp shards and scattered them around. They should be enough to quickly finish off any enemies that got past the king. If not, she had a few bigger shards next to her, just in case.

Unlike before, they didn’t have a massive fire behind them, so the creatures didn’t stop to surround them, instead the whole pack rushed towards the forest king. The first two met their end as the king simply cut them in half. As the third beast reached him, the forest king quickly swung his sword at it. The weathered sword was past its prime and was not designed to be used with such force, and as it hit the third beast, it snapped about thirty centimeters from the cross guard, leaving the blade embedded in the beast’s side. The simulacrum promptly assessed the situation and stabbed the remaining piece of his sword into the fourth beast’s neck.

During the fight, Anastacia kept the creatures from flanking them by shooting bone fragments to both sides of the incoming pack. Up to the point where the sword broke, everything seemed to go according to the plan. The necromancer still had no idea what they were fighting, not that it really mattered to her, as she didn’t possess Gilbert’s vast knowledge about the beasts of the world, knowing the exact type wouldn’t have helped her anyway.

The speed at which the king could dispatch the creatures was greatly slowed by the sword breaking, and as the seventh or so rushed him, he still hadn’t dealt with the one before it. The simulacrum was overrun by the beasts and fell over.

“NONONONO! Not you too!” Anastacia yelled, as their enemies bit and clawed her companion.

She was nowhere near over Alizarin’s death, and began throwing all material within her range at the beasts. The elven bones proved even less effective than she had though, mostly just bouncing off from the beasts’ thick skins. A few of the larger pieces found their mark, badly wounding their targets.

She wasn’t able to kill enough of them before they charged past the downed simulacrum, towards Anastacia. Using the bones from the ones the king and she had killed and whatever scraps of control over the situation Anastacia had, she managed to impale the last few that arrived, but that still left four to be dealt with.

With her plan in shambles and focus waning, Anastacia wasn’t able to react in time to stop the charging beasts, and the first one tackled her with enough force to toss the necromancer at a tree over five meters away.

She made an uncomfortable crunching sound as she slammed into the massive tree, but thanks to the ruby ring, stayed conscious. The beast that had hit her stood over its prey and lifted its claw to end the fight. It was interrupted by an ear shattering screech and a rain of burning pieces of wood.

“PROTECT QUEEN! BURN! SLAY! KILL!” Gobby screamed as it jumped into the back of the creature that was threatening the queen of goblins.

The goblins had taken knives and daggers from the pile of equipment and somehow lit themselves on fire. The confused beasts stood no chance as they were cut down by a horde of burning goblins. The carnage continued long after the threat was dealt with, and the last thing Anastacia saw before passing out, was her green minions rolling in the blood of their enemies, trying to put themselves out before burning to death.

            

    
        Chapter 41 - A fresh haircut

    
    
    
    
                Gobby stood on the corpse of their fallen foe and screeched victoriously, the twenty-one other goblins who had managed to put themselves out before burning alive joined in on the screeching. After a brief celebration, the tribe moved on to look at their unconscious Queen.

“Queen dead?” One of them asked.

“Not dead, sleeping. Blood still mostly inside.” Gobby answered.

The tribe’s head inspected Anastacia by poking her with a stick.

Gobby had been elected as the leader under Anastacia simply because it had a name and Anastacia often talked with it. The rest of the tribe considered Gobby to be the wisest among them, and it probably was, not that it meant much.

“We take her home! Grab legs! Pull!” Gobby commanded. “We come back for king. But two guard the king!”

The goblins grabbed her legs and began pulling. The necromancer was easier to move than they had thought and they were able to drag her at a quick walking pace. Along the way Anastacia’s head bumped into plenty of rocks and roots.

Suddenly they came to a halt. The queen’s hair had gotten tangled around some shrubs. When a couple more pulls didn’t release her, they started to look for alternative solutions.

“We cut white hair? I have sharps!” One of them suggested.

“Cutting arms kills human, maybe cutting hair kills too?” Another goblin rebutted.

“Gobby has seen humans with no hair, we cut it. But collect for later! Maybe holy!” Gobby decided and grabbed the knife from the other goblin.

The leader of the tribe proceeded to use the dull knife to slowly saw through the forest queen’s locks. By the end, she was left with about twenty centimeters of butchered hair. Gobby also cut off the tangled parts and collected what it could, for later use.


The two goblins that had been left to guard the forest king were running around the simulacrum. After many attempts of waking the king up by jumping on him, they had given up and assumed that only the queen could wake him up. While running around for no particular reason, one of them spotted a small stone cylinder near the king. After trying to eat it, the goblin noticed the patterns carved into it.

“Think king’s? Look like him.” The goblin asked and showed the cylinder to the other goblin.

“Eat it? Might be tasty.” The other one suggested.

“Tried, not tasty. If king’s, angry if goblin take. Better put back.” The first goblin answered while inspecting the king.

It didn’t find pockets on the simulacrum and tried putting the cylinder inside few of the gaps in the king’s body, but the part just didn’t fit in. Then it noticed a round hole in the king’s chest, roughly three centimeters in diameter, just like the cylinder. The goblin slid the piece in.

The forest king twitched and promptly got up. After a quick look at his surroundings he turned to the pair of goblins who were now celebrating the king’s awakening by dancing.

“King! Goblin slay dumb skinhounds! Rescue queen!” One screeched and pointed at the direction the other goblins had started to drag Anastacia to. “Queen sleepy so goblins take her to bed.”

The simulacrum ran after them. It didn’t take long for him to catch up with the tribe, who had stopped to argue about whether they should flip the queen over or drag her by the arms for change. They were delighted to see their king return in good health. He had some minor marks on the metal parts of his plating but the small missing cylinder was the only part that had actually come off. He kneeled next to Gobby and placed three pebbles on the goblins hand. The tribe went crazy over the gift, they jumped and danced while screeching even louder than usually.

At some point the goblins had painted Anastacia’s face with berries. She now had three blue lines across her face and circles on both cheeks. As the king tried to wake her up by shaking her shoulders, some blood came out of the necromancer’s mouth. The forest king quickly let go and looked at Gobby.

“Humans need blood inside. Goblins no good at healing, queen need human help.” Gobby admitted. “Maybe forest king take queen to humans? Need fast, goblins follow. There a dumb elf village, past the dead elves. Goblins once stole shoes there, saw humans too.”

The king carefully lifted Anastacia and ran as fast as he could without shaking the injured queen too much.


Accompanied by three other necromancers, Coquelicot had arrived at the elven town of Yomm. Initially the residents had been slightly uncomfortable with their guests, as the necromancers had arrived riding skeletal horses. But with some help from the scout they had met earlier, they were able to convince the elves that their mission was honorable and they weren’t there to kill anyone.

After getting some basic information about the forest and the animals in it, the necromancers had departed to find Anastacia.

“Alice, have I ever told you how much I hate forests?” Coquelicot asked, trying to start a conversation.

“You have not, Madame High Inquisitor.” One of the other necromancers answered.

Alice and the other two necromancers the inquisitor had taken with her were wearing a dark blue robe instead of the red ones used by the inquisition. They and seven other necromancers were part of a team formed by Coquelicot, after the rebellion. While their training was far from complete, they were some of the most competent necromancers in Mournvalley. Their purpose was to search for possible spies and hunt down some of the more noticeable members of the cult, if they ever tried to leave the country. This list of members also included Anastacia, if getting rid of her ever became a beneficial move.

“You see, forests are the worst possible places for necromancers to fight in. Someone specializing in thralls might find them fun to work in, but for us who favor direct control, all these trees and rocks make enemy movement unpredictable and give them cover.” The high inquisitor explained. “Though working with what you get is a part of the job.”

“I rather like forests, being able to sense living beings gives us an advantage in terrain where visibility isn’t great. I also think that enemy movement is easier to follow in forests, as the obstacles force them to use certain paths.” A second blue robed necromancer argued.

“That’s just because you fight like an asshole, Duke.” The last one replied.

“Cyan isn’t wrong, you fight like an asshole, but an effective one.” Coquelicot said jokingly. “That’s what made the inquisition successful too.”

All three of Coquelicot’s companions followed the typical necromancer look. Aside from being skinny and pale, Alice sported a black mohawk and was somewhat tall for a female necromancer. Duke was bald and almost as nimble as Anastacia. Cyan was well built for a necromancer, if it weren’t for the usual necromancer diet, he would have been as big as Gilbert.

“Cyan, can you feel anything?” Coquelicot asked.

“Nothing that’s bigger than a badger, there’s some larger beings at the edge of my range but it’s hard to get a clear reading on them. I think one might be moving this way.” He reported. “It’s small for an imperfect, but I’ll keep an eye on it. Right now it’s about three kilometers away.”

The necromancers had been walking deeper into the forest for a while already, and couldn’t see the sky through the treetops anymore. They were surprised by many of the same things Anastacia had been when she first entered deeper into the forest. Cyan managed to pet a rabbit and was overjoyed by it.

“Hey, boss… That being I told you about, it’s definitely running towards us.” Cyan said suddenly.

“Do you guys smell something burning?” Alice added.

“I do. Prepare for a fight.” Coquelicot commanded her underlings.

She sensed the being too, but wasn’t too worried about it. After all, they had the numbers advantage and it was probably a deer or something anyway.

“300 meters… 200… 100… I see it! What the hell is that?!” Duke was standing on a rock and peered into the distance. “It’s carrying something.”

The running being stopped in front of them.

“That would be a simulacrum, and its carrying an unconscious necromancer.” The high inquisitor said and spread out her arms, preparing for combat. “And we’re taking her. Simulacra are strong, fast and vicious. If it makes a single wrong move, do not give it a chance to attack.”

            

    
        Chapter 42 - The high inquisitor does not mess around

    
    
    
    
                ”Simulacrum! You’ve not killed Anastacia. Am I correct in assuming you do not wish to harm her? If so, place her on the ground and back away.” Coquelicot demanded.

The forest king slowly put down the girl but refused to back away from her. The people he had ran into knew Anastacia’s name and hadn’t attacked on sight, so there was a chance they could help her.

“Alice, come with me and check Anastacia’s condition. I’ll keep an eye on the simulacrum.” The high inquisitor said and gestured for the other two necromancers to stay vigilant.

“Why is it always me?... ‘Alice, go next to the murder statue. Alice, go activate that trap. Alice, go kick the hill giant…’” Alice muttered to herself, but followed her orders.

The king stood next to Anastacia, carefully observing every move the necromancers made. As Coquelicot and Alice came closer, he adjusted his footing and prepared to tackle the necromancers away from the girl.

Alice kneeled down, placed her hand on Anastacia’s chest and began looking for any internal damage she might have.

“Alright, found a couple of broken ribs. One of them has scraped a lung. Probably why she has coughed up some blood. Spine seems to be fine and the heart is beating more or less like it should. I could pull them back to their places while she’s still down?” The apprentice necromancer reported.

“Go ahead.” The high inquisitor replied while staring down the simulacrum.

Anastacia’s chest made a crunching sound as Alice pulled on her ribs. Suddenly Anastacia opened her eyes and began screaming from the top of her lungs. This set off the forest king who didn’t quite understand what was happening and assumed that Alice was hurting Anastacia. He swung his fist at the blue robed necromancer, but one of Coquelicot’s skeletal arms grasped his wrist and stopped it seemingly effortlessly.

“Please, don’t bother her, one wrong move and she will accidentally tear Anastacia’s ribs out. Not that I would let you.” Coquelicot said and tightened her grip on the metal plate on the king’s wrist. The grasp was powerful enough to cause the metal to dent slightly.

Anastacia’s scream weakened and she passed out again. Alice exhaled slowly and stood up.

“Thought I was going to die there for a second, thanks Madame.” She said while cleaning off some moss from her robe.

“The simulacrum wasn’t really a problem, I had that covered. Though there was a good chance that Anastacia would rip you apart on instinct.” Coquelicot admitted and released the king’s arm. “Now then, simulacrum, I see you seem to care for Anastacia for whatever reason. Would you mind carrying her for us?”

The forest king looked at his dented wrist plating and understood that if this person wanted Anastacia dead, she would already be dead. He decided to do as he was asked and lifted up the unconscious girl.

The group began travelling back to the elf village. Alice complained about how her life wasn’t valued at all by the rest of the group, Coquelicot came up with some half-assed excuse about how Alice wasn’t the type to die just like that, and it seemed to work.

“So why has the stone fellow taken a liking to our would-be anchor?” Duke asked.

“Everyone has a type, right? Maybe he just has a thing for… terrible haircuts, I guess. What the fuck is up with her hair anyway? it looks like it was cut by a blind armless dwarf.” Alice joked.

“Once we get to the village, Alice and Duke should leave for Valor to get the priestess who resides in the inn I described. I imagine she should be capable of easing Anastacia’s pain a bit. The elves use tonics that are too strong for her and I’d rather not have her drugged when I’m trying to get the full story out of her.” Coquelicot instructed her companions as they got close to the village at the edge of the forest. “And ask if we could get some fried chicken and cheese too, tell them that they’re for Anastacia.”


When they entered the village, the elves dropped whatever they were doing and rushed inside. Coquelicot tried knocking on some doors but didn’t get an answer.

“That’s weird. Did we do something?” Cyan wondered and peered through a window.

The scout who had visited Mournvalley came out from one of the houses to meet them, but kept his distance.

“Why did you bring that… THING here?!” He yelled and pointed at the forest king. “It looks just like the survivors told us. Where’s the other one?!”

“The simulacrum? It was probably bringing the girl here and we took it along since it seems harmless.” The high inquisitor replied, not understanding the situation. What could the elves have against simulacra?

“HARMLESS?! Two of those things killed almost all of our hunters some years ago! Just take it away from here!” The elf demanded and grabbed his bow. “I know you people could turn this village into a red smear, but that thing is not staying here.”

Coquelicot stopped to think for a second before turning to the forest king, she whispered something and took Anastacia from him.

“Does this meet your conditions?” She asked from the elf and ripped off the simulacrum’s faceplate, causing him to go limp and fall over.

“You… you killed it? Just like that?” The scout said in disbelief and ran over.

The elf kicked the lifeless simulacrum and took a closer look. She had trouble believing that something that had killed dozens of their most capable warriors could be killed in a second like that.

“Most things become easy when you know what you’re doing. High inquisitors have to have the skills to topple kingdoms, and you think a mossy pile of stone and brass could even slow me down?” Coquelicot declared proudly. “I believe you promised us some housing. My subordinate here will drag the simulacrum back to the forest.”

The elves were glad to offer a room for the necromancer who rid them of the simulacrum, they had lived in fear of them for so long. Now they had a way to beat them, though they had no idea that the prince had already been broken.

Alice and Duke left for Valor as was planned, and Cyan got some food and water in case Anastacia woke up before the priestess got there. Coquelicot kept an eye on the unconscious girl and read some books that happened to be in the room they were given.

“How did you know that the simulacrum could be killed by removing the face plate?” Cyan asked to make conversation while they were waiting for the other to arrive.

“They can’t, I just told it to play dead. It’ll wait for us near Valor.” The high inquisitor replied calmly.

“But why would it listen to you?” Cyan asked while lowering his voice to make sure the elves didn’t hear. “I mean you’re hard to say no to, but damn.”

“What choice did it have? The simulacra are not stupid, it knew that the alternative would be me actually ripping it apart.” Coquelicot answered and took a sip of the tea the elves had prepared for her. It tasted like berries.

            

    
        Chapter 43 - They have arrived

    
    
    
    
                Coquelicot had nodded off in her chair and awoke to a knock on the door.

“Madame high inquisitor… We have a problem… Please help.” The elf scout pleaded from the other side of the door.

Coquelicot sighed, gestured for Cyan to keep an eye on Anastacia and opened the door.

“What now? I have…” She said before being silenced by sheer confusion.

Twenty or so goblins had shoved themselves into the small corridor leading to the room. A couple of them were trying to climb on the elf but he shook them off. When they noticed Coquelicot, they fell silent and one stepped forth to speak to her. It was wearing a headband made of what was clearly Anastacia’s hair.

“OH! Woman of too many hands! Goblins have come for forest queen! Humans help queen?” The critter spoke.

“What?” The confused inquisitor asked. “The forest queen? Do you mean Anastacia?”

The goblin pushed her leg aside and entered the room. It took a look around the room and spotted Anastacia. As the creature was about to climb onto the bed, Cyan picked it up, which didn’t please it at all and it started flailing at him.

“Damn it, Cyan, put it the fuck down! You do not want to anger goblins needlessly. They’d probably burn down this whole village or something.” Coquelicot commanded and rushed to take the creature from Cyan and place it on the bed. “I’d rather fight ten dragons than this many goblins.”

“Woman of too many hands good! Could play many drums!” The goblin noted and took a look at Anastacia. “Forest queen okay?”

After trying to shake Anastacia awake, without results, it jumped down from the bed and instructed its fellow goblins to gather gifts for their queen, so she’d wake up. The goblins spread all over the village and Its surroundings, causing a wave of theft in their wake.

“How help queen?” The goblin asked after sending out its tribe.

“We did what we could right now, but I sent out people to get us a priestess that can probably do more. Anastacia shouldn’t be in any danger anymore.” Coquelicot answered. “Now, goblin, tell me what you know. Why is Anastacia suddenly your queen?”

Coquelicot sat back down to her chair and poured herself a last stale cup of tea. She noticed how the goblin’s eyes were fixed on the teapot and decided to hand it to the creature, who began eating the ground leaves from it.

“Gobby found queen in forest, good bride for forest king! So now forest queen! Queen talk a lot with king and Gobby. She often sad, someone die.” The goblin explained.

“I see… So you’re Gobby? And who is this forest king?” The inquisitor continued questioning.

“Didn’t meet? King carry queen here. Why no skin in hands?” Gobby wondered.

They continued to converse for hours, until Coquelicot more or less knew what had happened during the time Anastacia was missing. She avoided questioning the goblin about Alizarin, because she wanted to know the whole story from Anastacia herself.

The sun was starting to set. Coquelicot watched the goblin horde run around the village through a window. They had piled up some gifts for their queen, basically anything shiny, like tools or pretty stones.


The gate guard looked at Alice and Duke, trying to figure out if they could be let in. The Valor city guard had been informed to be on the lookout for any individuals in red robes, and changing into blue ones seemed like an obvious attempt to deceive them. The guard also thought the two looked kind of necromancey.

“You say you just want to visit an inn quickly? For what reason? For all I know, you two could be evil necromancers we’ve been told to watch out for.” The guard said.

“For fuck's sake, it’s been like half an hour! Just let us in! If we were evil necromancers, you would have been dealt with ages ago!” Alice yelled. She had been arguing with the guard for a while already.

“Look, we just need a get a priestess by the name of Emilia. Our friend is hurt and we think she would be able to help.” Duke tried.

“Oh! why didn’t you say so? She should be in the inn over there.” The guard told them and pointed at Rosie’s inn.

“What?... WHAT!? NOW YOU JUST LET US IN?!” Alice yelled at the guard but was pulled away by Duke. “You’re the worst guard ever!”

The inn was full as usual, but barely anyone was talking. Rosie was half asleep behind the counter and Gilbert was sitting at a nearby table with Emilia and Dammar. All four spotted the incomers and recognized them as necromancers.

“Blue ones huh? Haven’t seen you before. Which side are you on?” Gilbert asked and walked up to them.

“Madame Coquelicot sent us. We found Anastacia but she’s kinda banged up, apparently there’s a priestess here who could help?” Duke explained. “Oh, and we also need fried chicken and stuff, it’s imperative to her recovery.”

Gilbert lifted up the scrawny necromancer by the neck.

“You’ve found Anna?! You better not be lying!” Gilbert threatened him.

“I’m not! She’s with Coquelicot and one of our teammates right now. But before we got to her, something bruised her up and she’s unconscious. That’s why we need the priestess!” Duke said as he tried to struggle free. “The rest of you need to wait here though, we don’t want to make a commotion. No doubt someone is watching the city for our enemies.”

Gilbert released him and turned to look at Emilia.

“Of course I’ll go!” The priestess said and got up.

While Rosie prepared the food Coquelicot had ordered and Emilia prepared for the trip, Duke explained every last detail he knew about what had happened. Alice stayed silent the whole time and just stared at Gilbert.

They said their farewells and left with Emilia. As soon as the inn door closed behind them Alice opened up.

“Hey priestess… Who is that big guy? He was so cool! He’s not married, is he?” The female necromancer pried.

“That’s Gilbert, he’s kind of like our leader. And no, he’s not married…” Emilia answered.

“Damn it Alice! He’s like three times older than you! You need to calm down.” Duke remarked.

They continued to bicker over Alice’s taste in men for a good while.

Emilia was slightly unnerved by the undead horses they used. The bones were engraved similarly to Anastacia’s daggers, and all she could think about was why Anastacia hadn’t done the same to avoid walking. But she didn’t know much about necromancy so maybe it just wasn’t possible for Anastacia to do that. It was a bit gross but would have been handy.

            

    
        Chapter 44 - Time to wake up

    
    
    
    
                Alice, Duke and Emilia left their skeletal horses outside the elf village. As they were about to enter, a goblin ran past them. Emilia still remembered their last encounter with these creatures, and the mess it ended in.

”You guys didn’t mention that there were goblins.” Emilia noted. ”We don’t have a good track record with them…”

”There weren’t any goblins before...” Duke said and checked his surroundings. ”We should hurry.”

They ran for the house Anastacia was kept at, and on the way there they saw goblins running around with random items and either arguing with or being chased by elves. They crashed inside, interrupting Coquelicot and Gobby’s conversation.

”Like I said, I don’t actually have any arms, these are just something my husband made for me. We’ve been over this like six times now. And I’m not going to play any…” The high inquisitor was explaining before getting interrupted. “Ah, you have the priestess. Good work.”

“Why are there goblins there?! Is everything okay?” Alice worried.

“Well you see, Anastacia here has been made the Queen of this forest, or at least the goblins in it. So they’ve followed her here. By the way, that simulacrum was the king.” Coquelicot explained.

“Not this again…” Emilia sighed.

She hurried to Anastacia. Before Emilia could only really heal minor cuts and bruises, but with the situation in Crescent dealt with and the church no longer interfering with the people’s faith in Sylvia, healing broken bones was well within her abilities. Though they’d be sore for a while. The priestess grasped her mace and began her lengthy prayer.

“I was kind of thinking she’d pull out some herbs and potions or whatever, to numb the pain until the girl’s ribs heal. There’s no way some common priestess can pull this off with magic.” Duke doubted. “Maybe if she was like the head of the church or something…”

“Silence! Let her do what she can.” Coquelicot demanded. She had read Alizarin’s notes on what happened in Crescent and knew Emilia wasn’t just a common priestess.

About a minute into the prayer, the priestess’s mace began glowing brightly. Emilia lifted her head and tapped Anastacia’s chest with the mace.


Anastacia felt like her chest was on fire, but couldn’t move her body at all.

“Anastacia the Queen of the forest, we meet again, sooner than I had hoped.” A familiar voice greeted her.

“Sylvia? So has this joke of yours come to an end? While I do think it was nice of you to try, but in the end, it would have been better if you wouldn’t have bothered with the lies and making me think I was revived” Anastacia said.

“Is that what you actually think happened? It saddens me that you think so little of me, that I would lie to you, trick you. I do understand that your burdened mind was broken by that ring, but your claims are insulting.” Sylvia stated.

“Yeah, sure. Just end it now, I’m tired.” Anastacia responded dismissively.

Unlike last time they spoke, Anastacia was now in what seemed infinite darkness, she could feel her body but not move it. Suddenly everything lit up, but not in a white calming way, it was like everything was set on fire. Followed by a tight grasp on her throat.

“MORTAL! Silence your insults! There is no benefit for me in tricking you. I need someone to guide and protect my chosen one, and no one is more fit for that than you.” Sylvia said and raised her voice.

Anastacia could feel flames burning her face as the goddess scolded her.

The fires died down and the darkness returned. The grip on Anastacia’s throat loosened. For the first time she felt like maybe she shouldn’t be so disrespectful towards the goddess.

“I apologize for that… It seems like our meeting is about to end, as healing your body is almost done. It is time for you to face reality and understand that this isn’t about you. There is no trick, no dream, your actions caused the death of Alizarin. Now wake up and make amends.” Sylvia advised. “Farewell, until we meet again.”

Anastacia opened her eyes. The burning sensation on her chest began fading and was being replaced by a common ache. She had no idea where she was.

“Anna?” Emilia asked calmly and took her hand. “Are you okay?”

Anastacia looked around, she noticed the blue-robed necromancers and got nervous. But since Coquelicot was there too, it must’ve been fine.

“Yeah, a bit sore but I think I’ll manage.” Anastacia said as she slowly got up. “Who are those three?”

“Don’t worry about it.” Coquelicot interrupted. “You’re fine, yes? Then I would like everyone else to leave the room.”

The three necromancers obeyed and left, Gobby was too overjoyed by the Queen waking up and didn’t listen. Instead it jumped on the bed and started dancing. Emilia didn’t like the idea of leaving them alone, so she stood her ground.

“Gobby, go collect some berries or whatever. I bet the queen is hungry.” The high inquisitor suggested.

The goblin stopped its celebration and vacantly stared at Coquelicot for a few seconds. It seemed to like the idea and scurried off.

“Now then, miss priestess. In case you missed it, that was an order. Leave.” Coquelicot said and stared at Emilia.

“I… I’m staying! Who knows what you’ll do!” The priestess stated defiantly.

The high inquisitor sighed.

“I’m not going to hurt her, I need Anastacia. You on the other hand, are far more expendable. I need you to understand that. And don’t bother saying that Anastacia wouldn’t help me if I hurt you, she doesn’t have any other options. The inquisition will come for her no matter what.” Coquelicot explained. “Now leave, or I will literally go through you.”

Emilia looked at her friend, looking for some kind of answer. Anastacia took a deep breath and told her to back off. The priestess grudgingly left, but waited right outside the door.


“Now that we have some privacy, you’re going to tell me the whole story, from the second you left Crescent with Alizarin.” Coquelicot said and sat down next to Anastacia.

Anastacia explained what had happened, how they had fled from the inquisitors, how she fucked everything up by being a complete idiot and how Alizarin sacrificed himself just to give her a chance to escape. Coquelicot just sat there, silent. Once the story was over, she got up and walked to the door.

“When the inquisitors are dealt with, if you ever set a foot in Mournvalley, I will skin you alive. We have nothing more to discuss. I will stay in contact with you through my subordinates.” The High inquisitor stated without looking at Anastacia, she obviously couldn’t stand being in the same room as her. “Goodbye, Anastacia.”

Coquelicot left the village without her three companions, who she told to accompany Anastacia and Emilia to Valor.

Gobby wandered in with a handful of berries, without a clue about what was happening.

“Woman of too many hands but secretly no hands gone?” Gobby wondered. “Goblin made many drums.”

“Yeah, I did something terrible to her and she’s mad.” Anastacia sighed.

“Burn?” The goblin suggested. “Burn solve many things!”

            

    
        Chapter 45 - Back home, at last

    
    
    
    
                Having given back all the items the goblins had stolen, Anastacia gathered her green followers to figure out what would happen now that she was going to return to Valor.

“So, I have to return to Valor. And from what I hear, the king will be there too. What are you guys going to do?” Anastacia asked.

“We follow queen!” Gobby screeched and the other seemed to agree.

“I don’t think they’ll let you into the city, and Rosie definitely won’t let you into the inn. So we’ll have to find a place for you to live in. There are a couple of forests nearby…” Anastacia thought out loud.

“No forest! No swamp! No cave! Goblins build castle! For Queen and king!” Gobby objected.

“O…okay… go nuts I guess. We’ll leave in a few minutes, just follow us and pick a spot.” Anastacia said, fully knowing that it was going to be a disaster. Maybe she could tell the king to watch over them? She’d also have to inform the guild about them and convince them to leave the goblins alone.

Emilia watched her friend command the goblins and wondered why Anastacia had such an effect on goblins. She had met the creatures twice now and on both occasions, ended up as their leader. It could be a coincidence but seemed weird. Whatever the reason was, at least these ones seemed more manageable than the ones at the machine fort.

“Any idea what happened between the girl and boss? You were listening to them, right?” Alice asked from the priestess in a slightly lowered voice.

“She messed up and Alizarin ended up paying for it.” Emilia responded briefly. “Tell your boss that I’m sorry for her loss too. From the necromancers I’ve met, Alizarin was one of the nicer ones.”

“Ah shit… We’ll try to get the boss open up a bit, but this does mean that there’s a chance we’ll be sent to kill the girl and anyone who is in the way. So… sorry in advance, I guess?” Alice admitted and shook her head. “If I were you, I’d make her take her training seriously, so that attacking her wouldn’t be worth it.”


The group left the elf village behind in a less than cheery mood. The apprentice necromancers offered to give Anastacia and Emilia a ride but they declined as Anastacia needed some time to think.

What Sylvia had said was true, there’s no benefit to her in tricking Anastacia. The goddess’s motives were to keep Emilia alive to spread the faith, and doing that in a dream would be pointless. Anastacia felt like an idiot for not realizing that before the deity had to literally scream it at her face. And not just a common idiot either, she was a special kind of idiot. Common idiots lose their savings on scams and the like, it takes more than that to get one the most capable necromancers killed by being an idiot. Coquelicot’s threats were more than justified. All Anastacia could do now is get rid of the inquisitors and hope it’d be enough to appease the widow.

Marriages between necromancers are a bit different compared to normal ones. They get made by impressing one another with your skills, and that usually leads to pairings like Alizarin and Coquelicot. On one side you have one of, if not the most skilled researchers in Mournvalley and on the other a necromancer of absurd combat capabilities and finesse. Both complementing each other perfectly. Only reason all the Inquisitors aren’t paired up is their tendency to be straight up evil and often insane. This doesn’t mean there isn’t a feeling of affection between the two, but that often comes with time. So Anastacia’s fuck up didn’t only take the love of her life from Coquelicot, it also took what was probably the only person in the world the high inquisitor looked up to. Anastacia was still surprised that she wasn’t splattered over the walls of that room.


Aside from the occasional reports from the apprentice necromancers to one another, the group was silent most of the way to Valor. The distant screeches of the goblins could be heard but even those stopped, meaning that they had found a place for their castle. The group decided to stop to rest for a bit, while Anastacia backtracked to check up on the goblins.

The critters had gathered to a clearing between two small forests, about five kilometers from Valor. It was close and didn’t look like the area was used by anyone, so Anastacia agreed on the spot.

“Alright, guys. This is where we part for now, I’ll send the king over if I can and will come check up on you every now and then.” The forest queen told her subordinates.

“We build great castle for Queen and King! Castle with fire! Castle to give smile back to queen!” Gobby declared. Even the goblins had realized that Anastacia wasn’t feeling great.

The goblins gathered around Anastacia and danced for a while before scattering around, probably to look for sticks and mud. Only now she realized that she had gotten used to the smell.

When Anastacia returned to her group, she found the three necromancers enthusiastically devouring the fried food Coquelicot had ordered but forgotten to take with her.

“Uh… We’re like an hour away from Valor, you could get some fresh ones there?” Anastacia noted. “They’re better warm anyway…”

“I’ve told them that already, they don’t care.” Emilia said. “Do you only eat like tree bark or something in Mournvalley?”

“Sometimes. Unlike Anastacia, we weren’t high ranked in the cult. It’s been a bit better since we joined up with the rebellion, but this is still only the second time I’ve had meat.” Duke explained. “To me, this alone makes the rebellion worth It!”

The other two necromancers agreed.

“Have you guys ever had salmon? That’s the first proper meal I got out here.” Anastacia asked. She knew exactly how they felt, even more so having eaten simpler food again in the forest.

After the necromancers had their fill, the group continued their journey. At the edge of the field they finally found the forest king. He was being surrounded by three of the guild’s guards and carried the prince, who Anastacia had forgotten already. She ran over to see what was up.

“Simulacrum, this is the last warning. Tell us why you are here? Even if you can’t talk, write it into the ground or something!” One of the guards threatened him. Anastacia recognized the guard as Otto.

“He’s waiting for me, Otto. Leave him be.” Anastacia said and pushed the other guards away from the king.

“Anasacia?! I thought you were missing? Where have you been?” Otto said and took his helmet off to see the girl properly. “Should’ve known that this had something to do with you, like everything weird these days.”

“I was… missing. But now I’m back, so don’t worry about it.” Anastacia explained while checking the king’s face, and wondering what happened to it. “Anyway, the simulacrum is mine, and I need to take him inside the city for a while. Is that a problem?”

The guards looked at each other, none of them had any idea whether simulacra were allowed inside or not, they doubted that it had even been considered as a possibility before. Otto told the other two to go inform the guild about it.

“There’s nothing saying it can’t enter, but can you please show that you have any control over it? Just so I’ll have something to defend my decision with.” Otto said once the other guards were outside earshot.

“I mean sure, but he’s not like my dog or anything. We’re the rulers of a tribe of goblins and he’s technically my husband, but it’s a goblin marriage so I wouldn’t take it too seriously. Oh! And that’s something else I need to talk you about. Our tribe started to build a castle nearby, I’ve told them not to cause trouble for people around here and was hoping that the guild wouldn’t go and drive them off.” Anastacia explained. “But anyway, king, could you show Otto some courtesy?”

The king bowed to Otto, who was still trying to figure out the explanation about the goblins.

“I have no idea what to write in my report… Can you just come over to the offices and explain everything tomorrow?” Otto asked. “I’ll leave you be so you can get to the inn, they’re all missing you.”

The confused guard left and Anastacia continued to inspect the king.

“You know, last time I saw you, I thought you got killed but you look fine to me. Aside from the missing faceplate. How about we go into the inn and I’ll show you my room? You can put down the prince there. Now I can get help fixing him, there are a bunch of craftsmen here.” Anastacia said and wiped some dirt from the king’s shoulder.

The rest of the group watched Anastacia talk to the simulacrum. They were kind of surprised how she treated it as a living being. Maybe being in a forest with just goblins wasn’t healthy?

“Having a moment there?” Alice interrupted them.

“What? Oh! no no no, it’s just that I thought he died the last time I saw him. You guys told me he was alive but guess I just had to see him with my own eyes.” Anastacia said and pulled her hand away.

“He? Alive? We told you it was working, not alive. You do know that it’s just a machine, right?” Alice asked, partly out of actual concern and partly just to tease the girl.

“Why do you tease her? That’s barely worse than what you have.” Duke said to shut Alice up.


They reached Valor just in time before it started to get darker. Anastacia couldn’t believe that she was finally back home. The familiar scent of food stalls, noise of people on the streets and shopfronts. She hadn’t realized how much she missed all of them while in the forest, especially Rosie’s inn.

Anastacia took a deep breath and opened the door.

She didn’t have time to say anything before Rosie dropped her tray and grabbed her from the doorway, into her powerful, rib crushing embrace. The tigress lifted Anastacia up to take a better look at her.

“Look guys! Anna is back!” Rosie roared in a happy tone, which was something that hadn’t been heard since she had returned from Crescent.

She put her down on the counter and Anastacia’s friends gathered around the girl. After almost an hour of constant questioning things finally died down and Anastacia got the chance to visit her room. She told the king to follow her upstairs.

“You can put him down in the corner there. I’ll go downstairs to eat something and chat, feel free to either follow me or stay here.” Anastacia instructed the king. “Just to be clear about a few things, these are all my friends, so no attacking any of them. They probably haven’t seen a friendly simulacrum before, so don’t worry if they’re a bit wary at first.”

The king decided to follow her back downstairs, where the necromancers had gotten the food they ordered from Rosie and were focused on eating. The others had started celebrating Anastacia’s return by drinking. This continued well past midnight. At one point Rosie made the whole inn hold a moment of silence for Alizarin, but overall the mood was far beyond what it had been at any point while Anastacia was missing.

Xamiliere noticed Anastacia keeping silent whenever she wasn’t the center of attention.

“That thing with this Alizarin guy still bothering you? I know exactly what you need.” The spriggan said and smirked.

“I’m not going in your room.” Anastacia refused bluntly.

“Oh come on! Even I have some limits! Just come with me. I promise I won’t do anything. You can even take your new stone friend along for protection.” Xamiliere explained and got up.

            

    
        Chapter 46 - The ageless fool

    
    
    
    
                ”Where are we going? I haven’t been to this part of the city before.” Anastacia asked after catching up with the spriggan.

They had left the inn in the middle of the night, Anastacia told Gilbert that she was going somewhere with Xamiliere because she didn’t want them to think she had gone missing again. She also told the king to look after the inn since Rosie had also drunk. He and Holly will probably get along great.

“That’s probably a good thing, please don’t tell anyone about this.” Xamiliere said.

The streets were dark and empty, aside from a couple of guards, they didn’t come across anyone. Some noise could be heard from the taverns that still served customers at this time but otherwise the city was silent.

“Alright, we’re here.” The spriggan declared and pointed at a larger building at the end of the street.

The building was somewhat similar to Rosie’s inn but had all its windows boarded up. Yet some noises could be heard from inside. Anastacia couldn’t quite make out the text above the door in the dark.

Xamiliere opened the door and pulled Anastacia inside with her. The room was well lit and clean, Along the walls there were some sofas and on them, scantily clad women of all kinds of races. Next to the door, there was a counter and behind it a female sheepfolk, who appeared to be the manager of the establishment.

“What the shit, Xamiliere?! Did you bring me to a brothel?” Anastacia yelled at the spriggan. “You’re the fucking worst.”

“Nooo… Well yes, but that’s not…” Xamiliere tried to defend her actions but was interrupted.

“Gone off the deep end have we, Xammy? What is she, twelve?” Asked the sheepfolk. “You know we don’t do that here.”

“Why does everyone always assume the worst of me?! It’s unfair!” The spriggan cried. “First of all, she’s fifteen, and secondly, I just wanted to get us a proper massage!”

“Oh! Yeah, we can do that. I’m actually proud of our masseuses, but I must ask, why did you come here instead of going to an actual bathhouse? Considering you have a kid in tow.” The manager asked.

“I’ve been banned from them…” Xamiliere explained hesitantly.


Xamiliere handled the payment and other details while Anastacia did her best trying to not look around. She was slightly disgusted by the fact that they knew Xamiliere by name, but spriggans were rare in general so maybe they remembered her because of that?

They were directed into a room with two massage tables and next to them, two masseuses who had obviously just been told to dress properly and were now wearing just plain clothes instead of the outfits the rest of the brothel’s employees used.

“Just take off your clothes and get on the table. We can just let them do their work and talk about what’s bothering you.” Xamiliere suggested and started opening her own shirt.

“Rosie and Gil will kill you if they find out you brought me here.” Anastacia noted and laid down on the table.

“Rosie would, but Gil comes here all the time too.” The spriggan said sneeringly. “Anyway, is there something specific that’s bothering you about the whole ordeal with that Alizarin guy?”

“It’s just that it’s entirely my fault, what if I drop the ball again and one of you guys die? It happened again in the forest when the forest king and I were fighting some beasts. As soon as something went a bit wrong, I just lost it and couldn’t do anything.” Anastacia explained.

“That’s a thing everyone here has to get used to. We see new adventurers come back alone from a quest and blame it all on themselves, most people who stick with it go through a couple of parties in somewhat short amount of time before finding one that works for them. If I remember right, even Gil lost his new party on the job he found you on. It has happened to me too before I found the guys, in fact, they’re my seventeenth proper party.” Xamiliere said and smiled wistfully.

“Seventeenth? How?” Anastacia was surprised by the sudden seriousness and got curious about it.

“I’ve been at this for a long time. You humans tend to think that elves and dwarfs live for a long time, but to us, they are mere children. I had been here for ages before Dammar was even born, and will be here long after you guys die. The one nearest my age would be the simulacrum you brought here.” The spriggan sighed.

“That’s actually kind of sad…” Anastacia admitted.

After getting over the fact that someone she didn’t know was groping her, Anastacia could feel the massage working. Despite being slightly painful at first, the tense feeling on her back was going away. She couldn’t help thinking about whether the girl working on Xamiliere would get splinters, or if spriggans even have muscles to work on, this might just be one of those things she does that don’t make any sense.

“Back to the matter at hand, you don’t need to worry about us, we’re all experienced adventurers and won’t die just because someone messed up a bit, that happens on like every single trip. And that todger dodger of a priestess apparently has a goddess watching her back, plus she’s clearly seen some actual combat at some point. So if I had to guess, you’re the one you need to worry about.” Xamiliere said. “My advice would be to just get back to work, do a couple of small-scale quests with someone and keep the ball rolling.”

The advice made sense to Anastacia. She just needed to get used to danger and over time get more competent to be able to deal with less than ideal situations. Maybe she should do a couple of short quests with Gilbert, like the one that was supposed to be just deer hunting. They still had money left so not getting paid as well wouldn’t be a problem.

“I think the girls are about done with us, so let’s move on to more important issues. What the fuck is up with your hair?” Xamiliere asked and got up from the table.

“I woke up like this, think the goblins got to it. Pretty sure one of them had some of my hair.” Anastacia answered and ran her fingers through her messy hair. “I was thinking about cutting it shorter but this isn’t exactly what I had in mind.”

Xamiliere whispered something to one of the masseuses, who ran off somewhere and came back with the manager.

“Is something wrong? I’m sure the girls here followed the instructions you gave.” The manager asked

“No no, the massage was great as always, but I was wondering if you could give Anna here a haircut. I know you do them for your girls.”

“That’s not really something we usually offer, but you’re a valued customer and I really don’t want someone leaving here looking like that, it’d ruin our reputation as a classy establishment.” The manager agreed and took a better look at Anastacia’s hair. “Yes, I believe I can save you, honey. Put some clothes on and come to the back room so I can sort you out.”

Anastacia put her clothes back on and thanked the girl for the massage. She felt a lot better than before, because of both the massage and the talk. It helped to know that most new adventurers had similar issues, even if the circumstances were a bit different.


The back room could be entered from a door behind the counter. In it was a line of chairs in front of small tables and mirrors, no doubt for the girls to groom themselves at. The manager was sharpening the scissors by one of them and noticed Anastacia.

“Sit down here so we can start. I was thinking about giving you a bob cut that’s short from the back and a bit longer in front, does that sound alright, honey?” The manager suggested and snipped the scissors a few times.

“Yeah, you probably know more about this than I do, ma’am. So just do whatever you think works.” Anastacia said and sat down.

The manager began by combing what was left of Anastacia’s hair. She was probably in her late thirties or early forties and gave off a certain kind of elegant feeling.

“Since you hang out with Xammy, I take it that you know Gilbert as well? He’s this really huge old guy who lives in the same inn as Xammy and her party.” The manager asked, trying to start a conversation.

“Yeah, he’s the one who brought me to Valor.” Anastacia answered and hoped that the conversation would change direction before going into details.

“I see. So you’re the little necromancer he was talking about. Nice to meet you then, everyone calls me Dam. I run this little slice of paradise. Technically it’s illegal for you to be here, so I have no idea what that twig is thinking. You’re not traumatized or anything, are you?” The manager asked jokingly.

“I think I would be in trouble as an adventurer and as a necromancer if a bit of extra skin would freak me out.” Anastacia pointed out. “Really, the massage was great. It might have been illegal to bring me here but I think it was a good idea.”

They continued to talk about life in Valor and what an idiot their mutual spriggan friend was. After a quick wash Dam had a couple of the girls who worked there come and show their hairstyles, so Anastacia would know what she had meant earlier. Undoing the goblin’s handiwork took more time than they had thought and by the time they were done, the sun was about to come up. Anastacia and Xamiliere hurried out before there would be too many people outside and they would be seen leaving.

Back at the inn, Gilbert and Dammar were still up.

“Where have you two been?” Gilbert greeted the duo. “Anna, did you get a haircut? In the middle of the night?”

“We were out on a walk. By the way, Dam says she misses you.” Anastacia snickered and headed upstairs for a nap.


            

    
        Chapter 47 - The guild's decision 

    
    
    
    
                It was already well past noon when Anastacia woke up to Emilia knocking on her door.

“Anna, you need to go to the guild office today. So get up already.” The priestess reminded her and kept knocking.

Anastacia felt like she had barely closed her eyes for a second. I took her almost half a minute to muster the strength to answer.

“Yeah… thanks. I’ll come down in fiv… thirty minutes.” Anastacia uttered.

She could hear Emilia walking away from the door. The next challenge would be to get her eyes open and even that seemed like too much effort. She turned on her side to face the two simulacra in the corner and slowly opened her turquoise eyes.

The king was sitting cross-legged next to his broken friend, unmoving as usual. Seeing him gave Anastacia an idea.

“Hey king… there’s some clothes in wardrobe next to you, could you pick a dress for me?” Anastacia mumbled. “When you’re done with that, please pull me up.”

The simulacrum nudged awake and quickly got up. It had some trouble picking the dress as the wardrobe was a complete mess. Everything was just stuffed inside, so he had to empty an entire shelf to get a dress out. The king looked at the crumpled yellow dress and tried his best to smooth out some of the wrinkles. Having done what he could, the king moved on with his tasks and pulled Anastacia upright by her arm.

Now that she was halfway up, Anastacia was able to work up the energy to get out of the bed and put on the dress. She glanced at the bed and it seemed more inviting than ever, but Anastacia knew that if she lied down again, she would fall asleep and the matter with the guild office was really important.

“Okay… now carry me downstairs.” Anastacia ordered and gave up on any scraps of pride she had left this morning.

Again, the king did as he was asked. lifted Anastacia over his shoulder and headed downstairs.

“You can put me down there.” Anastacia said and pointed at a table where Gilbert and Emilia were sitting.

The king placed Anastacia on a free chair and she slumped down on the table.

“Really? You’re making it carry you now?” Emilia mocked her. “Here, I ordered some grub for you. Eat up and get ready.”

Emilia handed her a plate with a chicken sandwich and some vegetables, which the necromancer gladly gobbled up. Slowly but surely Anastacia woke up properly.

“Gil, is there anything I should know before visiting the guild office?” Anastacia asked while looking around for Rosie so she could get some coffee.

“Not really, just get geared up so you’ll look the part. We could come with you if you want?” The old adventurer suggested.

“Nah, I’ll handle it. Is it okay if I pick out a quick quest for the three of us? Maybe take the king with us too?” Anastacia asked and gestured for Rosie to bring her a coffee. “I doubt he’ll be able to register with the guild so I suppose he’ll just have to pass as equipment.”

They chatted for a while about what kind of quest would be good and where Anastacia’s new haircut was from. Apparently, Rosie had found out about Xamiliere bringing Anastacia to a brothel, and the spriggan was now cleaning the baths. She would have been thrown out but Rosie and Dam were actually friends with each other, so out of the terrible places to take Anastacia to, Dam’ brothel was not the worst. The three necromancers had disappeared somewhere during the night too, most likely they left back to Mournvalley.

When the time came for Anastacia to leave, she went to her room to gear up. The mail and gauntlets she got from Coquelicot were in the wardrobe with the daggers Rosie had returned. Anastacia strapped everything on and left for the guild office with the king.

The simulacrum gathered a lot of attention on the way, many hadn’t seen one before and those that had, had also fought them on a quest to inspect a machine fort or in some other similar situation. This made Anastacia wonder if she should have given him some clothes to wear. It would have probably helped a bit.

“Don’t mind them, they’re just not used to your kind.” Anastacia said, not knowing whether the king actually understood what was going on. “Just stick with me, do what I ask and we’ll be fine.”

At the guild office they were greeted by one of the clerks, who asked them to follow him to the second floor.

“There will be three guild officials present, they will question you about the simulacrum.” The clerk explained on the way to the meeting room. “There will also be four guards present, we understand that they won’t even slow you down in case you were to do something, but please refrain from making a scene in case their rulings are not to your liking.”

The clerk knocked on a door at the end of a long corridor and opened it. He gestured for Anastacia and the king to enter and closed the door after them.

The meeting room was big and had no furniture aside from a long table in the middle and the five chairs around it. Two of which were at one side of the table and obviously reserved for Anastacia and the king, the other three were already occupied by the guild officials. The officials looked almost identical to the clerks Anastacia had already dealt with, they had the same crystalline horn and hair color.

“Anastacia the necromancer, please take a seat. We did not know whether the simulacrum would want to sit or not, but prepared another seat for it.” The leftmost official said and pointed towards the empty chairs.

“Yeah, thanks.” Anastacia said, sat down and told the king to do the same.

“We are here to discuss the matter of this simulacrum of yours.” The official on the middle stated.

“There’s two. Two simulacra, but one is broken. I’m planning on fixing him when I can.” Anastacia interrupted. “just wanted to make that clear.”

The official on the right began writing something down.

“Two? Very well… Let’s start with the one that is present. The report from one of the guards stated that it was in your control. If this is true, please demonstrate it.” The middle one said.

Anastacia wasn’t exactly sure what they meant. Did they want him to do a trick or something?

“Uh… okay. King, could you please go and stand over there? And no matter what I do, do not move.” Anastacia instructed the simulacra and got up from her chair.

Once the king was in place, she threw one of her daggers at it. The dagger bounced harmlessly off from the simulacrum’s chestplate while he made no effort to protect himself. The officials seemed impressed. Anastacia thought it wasn’t quite enough and sprinted towards the king, jumped a few meters before him and performed the most unprofessional flying kick seen to date. The impact barely moved the simulacrum and she fell on her back. The guards did their best to not burst in laughter.

“Ow… is that good enough for you?” Anastacia asked while getting up from the floor and limped to her seat.

“Yes… the first demonstration was more than enough for now. Let’s say we believe you, for what purpose did you bring them to Valor?” The leftmost official asked. “Do you intend to use them as companions on quests?”

“Well it’s a bit hard to explain, but I was offered as a bride to him by some goblins and was asked to repair the other one. Right now, I’m trying to figure out if someone here can help me with it. I’m not entirely sure what happens when I fix the broken one… But I hope they’ll stay here. Since we’re now the king and queen of those goblins and need to look after them.” Anastacia explained.

The official on the right had stopped writing and was just glaring at Anastacia.

“Are you being serious? This is an important matter.” The middle official asked, raising his voice a bit.

“Yeah. The goblins are not that far from here, they’re building a castle for us. I was kind of hoping you guys would make sure there wouldn’t be any quests about killing them off. They’re not bothering anyone.” Anastacia continued explaining.

All three of the officials stared at Anastacia, trying to figure out if what she said was true.

“We have made a decision, the simulacrum present here will be allowed to stay in the city, frankly it’s one of the less dangerous things you have attracted to us. We are also aware of the situation in Mournvalley and think it could be useful if any more necromancers try to enter the city. But, we require that you hand over the broken one for the guild to keep. We will be inspecting it and making sure it can be contained in case it becomes operational again.” The middle official declared. “You will be allowed to enter the storage as long as you inform the guards and report any changes you’ve made. As for the goblins, you will tell us the location of their ‘castle’ and we will send an investigator to see if they are indeed harmless. Do you have a problem with our decision?”

It seemed fair to Anastacia, especially if she was allowed to come and go as she pleased.

“Yeah, I can work with that.” The necromancer agreed.

“Then you are excused. The paperwork will be delivered to you when we’re ready to store the simulacrum.” The leftmost official said and nodded to the guards at the door. “We thank you for your co-operation.”

Anastacia thought that the meeting went well overall, aside from the sore back. And it was faster than she had expected, how were they able to make a decision without talking about it first? She’d need to ask Gilbert about the guild clerks.

Back downstairs, Anastacia went through the short quests. The usual hunting and guarding quests were there but none of them seemed interesting. She was about to give up and pick at random when she noticed a something interesting. Behind other notes, there was one that had barely any information on it. Anastacia picked it up to take a look at it.

“Perfect.” Anastacia grinned.

            

    
        Chapter 48 - A goat

    
    
    
    
                ”Come on! Tell us what it is!” Emilia insisted.

Anastacia had returned from the guild office with a new quest for the party. She only told them the location and refused to share the rest. Gilbert thought it was a bit irresponsible but let it slide for now, since it was supposedly quick and easy. They had left as soon as Emilia and Gilbert had their gear ready, and travelled for a couple of hours on the road.

Suddenly Anastacia stopped and cleared her throat.

“Okay, everyone! I am now going to read the note!” She announced and dug the quest notice from her pocket. “A terrible cursed beast has appeared in our village. Please get rid of the goat and save us all.”

“A… goat?” Emilia repeated.

“A goat!” Anastacia stated enthusiastically.

“We have to hunt down a normal goat?” Gilbert asked. “How is this a quest? I’ve seen some stupid ones but at least they involved manual labor or something…”

“This says it’s a cursed one though!” The necromancer said. “Maybe it’s some kind of monster goat? Are weregoats a thing?”

“They are, but they’re not exactly monstrous.” Gilbert explained.

Soon enough they arrived to a small village that consisted of four houses, a barn and a mill. No one came out to greet them, which seemed suspicious. It was nowhere near late enough for everyone to stop working for the day. The fields were empty, and no one was tending the animals in the barn. Emilia tried knocking on the door of one of the houses but no one answered. Gilbert tried calling out for anyone but got no response. Anastacia tried looking for anyone by concentrating but didn’t locate anything that could be a human.

“Okay, this is weird… Can’t see any bodies either. Did they just abandon the village?” Anastacia wondered.

“Nay, there were animals in the barn, they wouldn’t leave those behind.” Gilbert pointed out. “I think the ‘goat’ got them. We’ll have to look for it. Stay together and…”

Just as he said that, a black goat walked from behind one of the houses and began eating some grass along the side of the road.

“S…Shoot it with an arrow?” Anastacia suggested.

“Good idea.” Gilbert admitted and took out the hunting bow he carried.

Gilbert was adept with a bow and the goat was an easy mark. He released an arrow and it pierced the goat’s heart, killing it almost instantly.

“It’s dead… But the people aren’t back. I don’t think we’re getting paid for this.” Anastacia said. “Guess we’re leaving then? Do we take the goat with us?”

As they were discussing what to do with the goat and the farm animals in the barn. They heard a bleat from behind them. To their surprise, there was a black goat eating some grass next to the road.

“What the…. Anna, is that thing undead?” Gilbert asked.

“Nope. It’s very much alive…” Anastacia confirmed “What now?”


They made a camp near the goat, and kept watching it eat grass and occasionally lie down for a while. Gilbert even tried shooting it again, but as soon as they looked away, the goat was back. Emilia and Gilbert also coaxed Anastacia to break its neck with necromancy, but as soon as they all looked away, even for a blink of an eye, the goat was back alive. Emilia shared some food Rosie had given for the trip and placed a coffee pot into the campfire.

“Maybe ask the simulacrum to pick it up? I’m not touching it.” Emilia suggested.

“Just call him King, I think it’s kind of rude to keep calling him a simulacrum.” Anastacia noted. “And no, he’s not going to touch it, no one is.”

“What if you take it apart?” The priestess continued looking for solutions.

“O… okay, let’s see what happens.” Anastacia reluctantly accepted.

The necromancer closed her eyes and pointed at the goat. After a couple of seconds, it exploded into small pieces of meat and bone. One such piece landed near the camp.

“I’m going to pick it up, Emilia and the simula… King, keep an eye on the carcass.” Gilbert said and got up.

He slowly walked towards the goat piece and reached for it with a stick. Relieved that nothing had happened, he picked up the piece and returned to the camp.

“It just seems like a piece of meat, nothing more, nothing less.” He stated while inspecting the piece.

“Can I blink now?” Emilia asked, trying to resist the urge to do so by closing and opening one eye at a time.

“Yeah, go ahead. I don’t think…” Gilbert started but his sentence ended abruptly when Emilia closed her eyes.

Gilbert was gone, and the goat was back.

“Gil?!” Emilia shouted and moved her hand through the space her friend had just occupied. “Anna! Open your eyes! Something happened to Gil!”

“What? Where is he?” Anastacia asked and looked around.

“He touched a piece of the goat and now he’s gone. I think we found out what happened to the people here…” Emilia said and sat back down.

They continued to stare at the goat while trying to figure out what to do.


“…it’s about touching the goat…” Gilbert said before trailing off.

The piece of meat between his fingers had disappeared and something felt off.

“What’s about touching the goat?” Emilia said and unwrapped some sandwiches Rosie had given to her for the trip. She offered some to Gilbert.

“But we just ate?” Gilbert said in confusion.

“What are you talking about?” Emilia looked at Gilbert, equally confused. “Are you finally going senile?”

The priestess placed a coffee pot into the campfire and turned to Anastacia.

“Maybe ask the simulacrum to pick it up? I’m not touching it.” she suggested.

Gilbert may have been older than the rest of the party combined, but he knew his mind was sharp as ever. Something was up and his friends weren’t aware of it. This wasn’t a mere déjà vu, he had somehow jumped back in time. The obvious cause was touching the goat, so he just needed to not touch it again.

The events continued just like before, but this time Gilbert didn’t say anything. Just as he let out a sigh of relief, he could feel something happening. Something was off again.

Emilia began to unwrap the sandwiches…


It had been two hours since Gilbert had disappeared and the trio had no solutions. They had however confirmed that whatever was going on with the goat, King’s stare didn’t count. The goat returned to its normal state as soon as Anastacia and Emilia didn’t look at it, even if the King was told to stare at it.

“Anna… We’re going to touch the goat.” Emilia stated and got up.

“What? What if we just disintegrate?” Anastacia rebutted.

“I know, but we can’t just leave Gil like this.” The priestess answered and turned to King. “Alright… King, we are going to touch the goat and will probably disappear. I want you to stay with it and not let anyone else touch it.”

The simulacrum didn’t react in any way but Emilia felt like it had understood what she said.

Anastacia backed off, Gilbert was dear to her but there had to be a better solution.

“Look… Anna, you’re my second favorite person in the entire world, but if you won’t touch the goat with me, I will hit you with it.” Emilia explained calmly. “Don’t make this harder than it needs to be.”

The necromancer considered running into the woods but that would be a cowardly thing to do. She had chosen this quest and was responsible for Gilbert’s disappearance. She nodded.

Anastacia and Emilia walked over to the goat and put their hands on it.

“Close your eyes on 3.” Emilia said and began counting. “1… 2… 3…”

            

    
        Chapter 49 - Figuring out the rules

    
    
    
    
                Gilbert had given up on trying to solve the situation. If his calculations were correct, he had spent three days going through the four-minute loop, trying to reason with Anastacia and Emilia, who kept getting reset entirely unlike him. He had found a few ways to get them to believe what was happening but they didn’t have enough time for that to be of any use. Touching the goat again remained as an option but he was unsure about what would happen, and so decided to not do it quite yet. Making Anastacia touch the goat too yielded no results, she disappeared for the duration of that loop but returned at the beginning of the next one. King seemed to be unaffected by the goat, not that figuring that out helped Gilbert.

Gilbert took a bite out of a sandwich for the hundredth time and sighed.

“Something wrong?” Anastacia asked.

“Nay… It’s just that I’m stuck in an infinite time loop and both of you will forget what I said in a couple of minutes.” Gilbert explained for the fifty-third time.

“Oookay… I’ll play along. How much time do you have?” Anastacia said jokingly.

“247 seconds from the start to beginning.” Gilbert stated, fully knowing where the conversation would go next. He had already been through this.

“Oh crap, that’s kind of short. Have you considered getting naked? For funzies.” The necromancer continued jokingly.

Gilbert had considered it, but had deemed it improper and was pretty sure it wouldn’t help.

“Anna, what’s up with you and getting naked? I remember you refusing to put on proper clothes in Crescent, when you thought this wasn’t real.” Emilia pointed out. “You need to calm down.”

Gilbert started counting down in his mind, 5… 4… 3… 2… 1…


Anastacia and Emilia who hadn’t gotten stuck in the timegoat loop until now were trying to figure out what had happened. They touched the goat and were returned to their seats around the campfire. Nothing had changed and Gilbert was still gone.

“Okay… That didn’t work. But at least we’re not dead.” Anastasia said and looked around. “King, can you get us some more firewood?”

The simulacrum ran off, leaving Anastacia and Emilia to ponder the situation.

“What are the possible curses that would make us return to our seats? Does the goat reverse any actions that resulted in touching it? But that doesn’t explain where Gil or the villagers are.” Emilia thought out loud.

“Should we touch it again to be sure?” Anastacia suggested.

They listed some more possibilities but nothing seemed to explain everything. Dimension travel would kind of work but that felt unlikely since the so called ‘dimensions’ some skilled mages had seen were completely different from theirs.

Suddenly both of them felt something that resembled a muscle jerk, forcing them to change their position in a blink of an eye.

“What was that? The curse?” Anastacia asked and looked at her hands.

“Anna.” Emilia said to get her attention and pointed at King, who was now standing next to Anastacia again. “Does he know how to teleport or turn invisible? Because he just appeared out of nowhere.”

“Not to my knowledge…” Anastacia said and turned to King. “Can you?”

King shook his head.

Emilia started to understand the situation more clearly, but needed some more tests to confirm the theory she had. The priestess picked up the stick she used to stoke the campfire with and drew a line into the ground.

“What’s that?” Anastacia asked.

“If it’s what I think it is, that line will disappear when we get the weird feeling again.” Emilia explained.

That is exactly what happened, the line was gone, the stick was back where it had been and everything else they had altered had returned to the state it was in before the muscle jerk.

“We’re in a time loop. That would explain everything we’ve seen so far. Gilbert and the villagers are stuck in their own loops. After you touch the goat you disappear from the ‘main’ timeline and get stuck into a loop.” Emilia explained and drew some lines into the ground to visualize her theory.

“How do we get out then?” Anastacia asked.

“We have a couple of options. We could try to wait this out, since we can’t die of hunger or thirst, but the loop may be endless.” Emilia suggested. “Or we could touch the goat again and see what happens.”

“let’s touch the goat, I didn’t become an adventurer to die of boredom.” Anastacia immediately answered and got up.

Emilia was surprised by her friend’s sudden bravery, but that would have been her solution too.

They put their hands on the goat and closed their eyes like before.


When Anastacia opened her eyes, she was greeted by a welcome sight: A very bored looking Gilbert sitting at their campsite. She proceeded to immediately jump on the old man and hug him.

“Gil! You’re alive!” She yelled in relief.

“Wait… this is new.” The old adventurer said and looked surprised. “Are you guys suddenly aware of the loop?”

“Yes. We did a couple of loops after you disappeared.” Emilia explained. “Good to see you’re in one piece. Though you look kind of tired. Have you been here for long?”

“I have no idea anymore… I lost count around loop 1200.” Gilbert said and put his hand on the necromancer’s head.

Gilbert and Emilia shared what they had figured out about the rules of the curse. The short duration of the loop prevented them from looking for help so their only option was to touch the goat again.

The Anastacia and Emilia in Gilbert’s loop had disappeared when the real ones appeared, meaning that when someone touches the goat in a loop, they enter the moment and location where the goat was last touched, removing the ‘copies’ of themselves that were in the previous loop before that. So the Gilbert, Anastacia and Emilia of the next loop would disappear from Rosie’s inn, or wherever they were at when the loop was made.

“So the plan is to just keep fiddling the goat and look for the villagers in their own loops?” Gilbert stated. “We have no idea what has touched the goat before us, so be ready.”

“And after we find the villagers? We just keep on going?” Anastacia asked. “Wait… doesn’t that mean that the last loop, assuming there is one, will just have a load of infinitely resetting wolves and stuff that have tried to eat the goat a bunch of times?”

“Probably, or after the last loop we just get out of here.” Gilbert answered and shrugged.

“As if, we’re not that lucky.” Emilia rebutted.

            

    
        Chapter 50 - Change of plans

    
    
    
    
                After touching the goat again, the trio opened their eyes and found themselves at the other side of the village. This loop was made early in the morning, as the sun was just about to rise. The goat was merrily eating the moist grass and didn’t seem to care about the party’s sudden appearance.

“Are you people from the guild?!” A young man sitting a few meters away from the goat yelled. “I’ve been waiting for so long…”

“Aye. Are you the one who left the notice for the quest?” Gilbert asked and put out his hand for a shake. “How’d you get stuck in here too?”

The man grabbed Gilbert’s hand enthusiastically and shook it.

“Yes… I didn’t know what else to do. I waited for a week but no one from the guild came. So I had to do something myself but this isn’t at all what I expected. I’ve been searching the surroundings for what seems like months now, but there’s no one here.” He explained and sighed.

“Well done, son! I would have grabbed a weapon with me if I were you, but otherwise you did exactly what I would have done.” Gilbert said, trying to cheer up the villager. “Here’s our plan: It seems that touching the goat again brings you to the last moment where the goat was touched by someone. So we’ll keep touching the goat until we find everyone and figure out the situation from there.”

The man agreed to the plan and shamed himself for not touching the goat again sooner. It was almost time for the loop to start again so they decided to move on.


In the next couple of loops, they found three more villagers without much of a trouble. Apparently, they needed to find eleven people in total, two of whom were children. The party realized that out of the villagers, the children were the most likely to keep touching the goat and end up in the earlier loops, but they didn’t want to worry the villagers more.

By the time they found the sixth villager, organizing the goat touching became harder and it was decided that Emilia would keep an eye on the villagers while they waited a full loop after Anastacia and Gilbert had gone to the next one. This seemed to work even though the flow of time wasn’t quite the same between the loops. Sometimes Emilia and the villagers would appear almost immediately after Anastacia and Gilbert and sometimes after a couple of full loops.

It didn’t take too long until all but three of the missing people were found. They had all been in the village or the fields around it when they had touched the goat, so there wasn’t much in terms of danger.

Gilbert pulled Emilia and Anastacia a bit further away from the group.

“We’re still missing the 2 kids and their grandfather. The folks we found are saying that they were the first ones to disappear, So hopefully they’ll be in the next loop. But I need you guys to be ready if things go to shit.” He explained in a lowered voice to not alert the villagers. “Emilia, from now on wait for three full loops before going after us. If they’re not in the next one, we’ll keep going straight away and clear any problems we might run into.”

“Wait… We don’t know what happens if something dies here. What if whatever problems you run into keep reviving after every loop resets?” Emilia pointed out. “But that would mean the village folk wouldn’t die either.”

“Good point. We’ll have to check it afterwards.” Gilbert said.

Anastacia dreaded the idea of dying and being revived again. She almost hoped that if the villagers had died, they’d stay dead. A painful death after another sounds like something children wouldn’t take well. After all, her own death was pretty bad and left her pretty messed up. If that were to happen every four minutes, it’d probably drive someone insane.


Having confirmed their plan, Gilbert and Anastacia moved on to the next loop.

This time they were a bit further away from the village, and couldn’t even see the houses, or the people who hadn’t touched the goat when this loop was created. The children and their grandpa had probably been playing outside the village when they spotted the goat.

“Shit… So the next loop will be made by whatever touched the goat before it came to the village?” Anastacia asked. She still wasn’t completely clear on how things worked.

“Aye, could be a person, could be a beast. With any luck they’ve found some poor traveler who ended up here before them and stuck with them.” Gilbert said and placed his hand back on the goat.

After a deep breath, they closed their eyes and moved to the next loop.

They were greeted by a tired old man, who was around his seventies and clearly not well.

“Old man, where are the children and why are you not with them?” Gilbert asked.

“They’ve touched the goat again, and I can’t follow them anymore.” The old man said. “When we got here, we ran into a beast who caught me. The children were able to run away as I bought them time. I woke up again after a while but the goat no longer works. So now I just sit here and wait for the beast to come again.”

“Wow, that’s the worst.” Anastacia noted.

“You died an honorable death, we’ll make sure to end this nightmare for you.” Gilbert said.

Suddenly they heard a growl from behind them.

“There it is. Did you come to end me again, you bastard?” The old man shouted and picked up a stick from the ground.

Anastacia turned around to see that a bear had somehow snuck up to them, she pointed her hand at the beast and prepared to snap its neck before it had a chance to move. But Gilbert made her lower it and grabbed his mace.

“Let me handle this.” He demanded and looked more serious than ever.

There was only five or so meters between them and the bear, so it didn’t take long for it and Gilbert to reach each other. The old adventurer swung his mace at the beast’s head and crushed its skull. The bear fell down and Gilbert proceeded to finish the job with another strike.

“Do you like hate bears or something?” Anastacia asked, since this wasn’t something Gilbert usually does.

“Nay, I think they’re cuddly, but the old man deserves some rest.” Gilbert said and stretched his arms. “We’re changing our plan slightly. I’ll stay here to accompany him and keep the bear at bay, you go on ahead, find the kids and solve this. I’ll send Emilia after you if it feels like it’s taking too long.”

“Uh… Me? Alone? Are you sure about this?” Anastacia questioned the idea.

“Yeah, I need to make sure he gets to meet his folks in peace. Just do this one for me, okay?” Gilbert explained and patted Anastacia’s shoulder. “If there’s someone who can pull it off, it’s you. You have a skill for pulling through with this kind of stuff.”

Anastacia had zero faith on her abilities, but she kind of understood what Gilbert meant. The necromancer waved goodbyes for the old man and poked the goat.

“Are you sure you want to send your lass out alone? You don’t need to do this for me…” The old man said and sat down.

“She’s far more dangerous than I have ever been, whatever it is, she’ll handle it.” Gilbert explained, sat next to the old man and dug out a pipe from his pocket.

            

    
        Chapter 51 - The worst

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia appeared in a forest road she didn’t recognize. With tall pine trees on both sides, the road didn’t get much light. From the small gaps between the treetops, she could see the sky and that it was still early in the day.

She looked around for the kids but couldn’t see them anywhere. Should she just go to the next one then? Or wait for a full loop to be sure?

“Anyone here?!” She yelled. Waiting was not one of Anastacia’s strong points. “Guess that’s a no…”

Just as she was about to poke the goat, she heard something. It sounded almost like giggling, maybe the children were hiding from her?

“Alright, brats. Come out, I can hear you.” Anastacia said and threw a rock at the bushes the sound was coming from.

The creatures that came out from the woods were not children. Five gray spindly-looking critters with transparent wings and huge grins. They let out a constant giggling noise and clacked their oversized teeth together.

Anastacia hadn’t seen this kind of fairies before but quickly decided that she didn’t want anything to do with them and touched the goat, which didn’t work because the creatures were staring at her.

“Look! A dragon!” She yelled and pointed upwards.

The fairies fell for it and the necromancer disappeared to the next loop.


“I can’t believe that worked… Wait, does that mean fairies can understand speech?” Anastacia thought out loud and looked around. “Now that I think about, the bear hadn’t moved to the next loop either. So maybe there’s some rule that prevents it?”

The area around her and the goat was all flat plains as far as the eye can see. A couple of scrawny trees and bushes here and there but nothing else. No kids, no creatures, no nothing. The sun was high up in the sky, and compared to the previous scene, everything felt too bright. Anastacia walked around a bit to check the nearest bushes just to be sure nothing was hiding in them.

“There’s nothing here, so then what touched the goat?” She wondered and walked back to the goat.

Suddenly something blotted out the sun.

“What the…” Anastacia said before getting slammed to the ground by a massive wing.

All she could do is watch as a gigantic eagle flew away with the time goat. That is, until she realized she only needed to blink once to make the eagle disappear, causing the goat to barrel towards the ground from at least 60 meters and land with a crunching sound. Anastacia blinked again and the goat was merrily eating the dry grass.

“This quest is such bullshit…” Anastacia spoke to herself and ran to the goat to touch it.


The location for the next loop was at the foot of a mountain, below a small cliff. The ground was rocky and hard to walk on, but the cool breeze was nice for a change. What was less nice were the three hill giants who looked quite surprised by the appearance of the necromancer next to the goat they had found.

Typically hill giants weren’t too eager to fight humans and the like, as long as you made your intentions clear while approaching them. Anastacia had done the opposite by suddenly just appearing at their feet and the fifteen-meter-high giants weren’t too happy about it. The terrain made escaping impossible, so Anastacia had to come up with something so she could use the goat again.

“Look! A dragon!” She yelled again, with far less success.

One of the giants let out an ear-shattering yell and started walking closer.

“I’m so sorry about this.” Anastacia said and touched the goat, which immediately died as its skull caved in.

As the giant was about to reach her, the necromancer flung the goat bones at its face, wounding it badly. As their friend toppled over, screaming and clawing at its face, the other two giants started running at Anastacia. Before they got close, Anastacia only had time to realize that her plan didn’t go this far and harden her bone-mail to brace for the impact.

One of the giants kicked her in the chest, throwing her high into the air. While the impact still hurt, the mail prevented any serious damage, at least until she’d hit the ground and break whatever limbs she’d land with. As a last resort, she flung her daggers at the giants, hitting them both in the face and forcing them to close their eyes. With all three giants blinded, Anastacia disappeared into the next loop.


“That was way too close.” Anastacia said and checked whether her daggers came with her or not. To her relief, both of them were firmly in their scabbards, behind her back.

She had appeared in front of a small shack. The area around it seemed peaceful, a small lake to the east, some fields to the west and south. The most noticeable thing nearby was, however, the goat pen. In it were three goats, one of which was black and eerily familiar, and two children, who seemed to be having a good time petting them.

As Anastacia was about to ask them whether they were the kids she was supposed to find, a man came out from the shack.

“So you have finally arrived. Sorry I wasn’t able to get you here straight away, I only managed to make your journey shorter. Getting those children here as fast and safely as possible took much of the power I have over this.” The man said and sat down on a bench next to the goat pen.

He was about as old as Gilbert but in a horrible shape, it was like he hadn’t slept in years.

“First and foremost, I must apologize for what I have done. All of this is my fault.” He continued.

“You did this? You don’t feel like a legendary wizard that could pull this off.” Anastacia noted.

“I’m not, I’m just an average farmer. I just made a bad deal.” The man explained. “Would you please hear out my story before we proceed?”

Anastacia nodded. She didn’t like how he said ‘proceed’, but letting the man tell his side of the story seemed like something she should do.

“Thank you, Anna, I believe? That was what your companions called you.” The man said and sighed. “It has been a few hundred years since this all started. My wife and son had fallen ill, deathly so. I used all my money to find a priestess, healer or whoever could have been able to help, but nothing worked. I was getting desperate and contacted a priest of a god that’s shunned by most of the world. He promised me that there was a way I could be with my family forever, and being the desperate idiot I was, I accepted.”

“Yeah, you definitely want the details on these kinds of things” Anastacia noted.

“I didn’t care, as long as I would be able to be with my family, how bad could it possibly be?” The man continued. “I was given a holy relic by the priest. He said that if we all touched it at the same time, we’d be allowed to be blessed by the god he served. But when we did, time began to loop. At first, I thought it was great, but my family had hidden their suffering from me. Every second was pure agony to them, as the disease gnawed on their bodies. And now that suffering has become eternal.”

Anastacia’s concept of a family was heavily influenced by the cult she grew up in, so she could only theorize how terrible the man felt.

“And it doesn’t end there.” The man said and clenched his fists. “When I tried to stop it by breaking the relic, I angered the god because I tried to refuse the gift I had already received. The god corrupted the bodies of my family to protect the relic, knowing I wouldn’t be able to do anything to them. So I began to look for other solutions and eventually found one. Being a part of the original pact, I have some influence over all this, and with couple of hundred years of trying, I was able to manifest my son’s pet goat in the real world. Or maybe the god has gotten tired of this and allowed it to happen?”

“That’s messed up…” Anastacia said. “Have you ever tried to… you know… off yourself?”

“More times than you’d believe, but every four minutes, I just wake up again.” The man answered.

Anastacia wasn’t quite sure if she should feel sorry for the man or if he was getting what he deserved for his actions.

“What’s your name then?” She asked. “And is this going where I think it is?”

“I’m Nathan. I need you to get the relic and destroy it.” The man answered.


Anastacia took a few minutes to prepare herself. She had no idea what ‘corrupted’ meant in this context, but technically she’d still be killing two innocent people, one of whom was a child. But that seemed to be the only way out.

“Alright, Nathan, take me inside.” She said and took a deep breath.

Nathan opened the shack door and both of them entered. The inside of the shack was dimly lit by a single lantern in the corner table, but that was more than enough to see the horror that was Nathan’s family. Their flesh had melted together, coating about half of the shack’s interior with a layer of twitching meat. Some remnants of their human appearances could be seen here and there. But, by far, the worst part was the two melted faces on the wall, constantly wailing and grasping for air.

“Are you sure you want to be here for this?” Anastacia asked.

“Yes… I have to.” Nathan answered, even though he was barely able to look at his family.

“Okay then, where is this relic?” The necromancer inquired and sat down.

Nathan pointed at the corner of the shack, where the flesh was at its thickest.

“Of course it is.” Anastacia sighed and began concentrating.

“What are you doing? I thought you were going to just hack into it?” Nathan asked and looked concerned.

“Not my style. If I were you, I’d sit down too, this might take a bit.” Anastacia revealed.

The mass of flesh was still very much alive and conscious, making it very hard to control. Abnormally hard even; could it be the god himself resisting Anastacia’s efforts? On top of that, every four minutes, any progress she had made was reset with the loop, but at least her body wasn’t moved back outside. After all, she was at the heart of the looping. Slowly but surely, Anastacia gained more ground on every loop. She had lost count on how many times she had tried, when finally, the mass was under her control. Anastacia began to suffocate it, there was no neck to break and she really didn’t want to rip it apart.

“Thank you… father…” The mass voiced with its last breath. Completely breaking down Nathan who had clearly had enough of this.

Anastacia opened up the flesh around the part where the relic was and dug out a sphere of engraved glass while trying her best not to throw up.

“So… I’m just going to break this and we’ll get back to where we first touched the goat?” Anastacia asked, but Nathan wasn’t in any state to answer. So Anastacia just lobbed the sphere at the wall. Instead of breaking, the relic just bounced off the wood and rolled under the table.

“Ignore that.” She noted and picked it back up. This time she chose to throw it at the stone frame of the fireplace, which worked far better and the sphere shattered.

            

    
        Chapter 52 - No rest for Anastacia

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia was back at the guild office, waiting in a line to get the goat quest registered as complete. After she had broken the relic, both the party and the villagers woke up from the initial places they had touched the goat in. However, the grandfather of the kids remained missing. According to Gilbert, it was likely that the old man became a part of the loop when he died, and because of that couldn’t use the goat anymore, which would also mean that he disappeared with the rest of the loop. Despite that, the villagers were grateful for the rescue and happily paid the promised reward. On the way back to Valor, Anastacia told the rest of the party what had happened in the final loop, and it was mutually agreed on that Anastacia wouldn’t be allowed to pick any more quests.

“You are Anastacia the necromancer, right? I have been asked to inform you that the guild has procured the broken simulacrum that was in your possession. The paperwork was signed by the owner of the inn you reside in, she was also given the contract that has any information you need.” The male clerk stated as soon as Anastacia reached the counter.

“You guys work quickly, don’t you?” Anastacia smirked. “Anyway, I’m here to pay the tax on the quest I’ve registered.”

Anastacia placed her pearl into the registering machine and the money needed on the counter. The clerk began counting the gold while waiting for the registering to complete.

“The goat quest, huh? Was it as exciting as it sounded?” The clerk asked and inspected the coins Anastacia had given.

“Kinda, it was a standard eldritch time-goat quest. You know how they are.” Anastacia said jokingly.

“No, I do not. But we’re glad you’re back alive.” The clerk answered in the same monotone way the whole mysterious-guild-race talked.

The process was taking longer than what Anastacia thought it would, and the clerk wasn’t exactly the best conversation partner to pass time with. While looking around to find something to talk about, she noticed the clerk’s crystalline horn flash very slightly.

“What’s up with your horn? Can I touch it?” The necromancer asked as innocently as she could. “I promise I’ll be gentle.”

“I will have you removed from the premises if you try.” The clerk answered bluntly, almost like this wasn’t the first time it had been asked from him.

Anastacia scowled at him and left as soon as the pearl had stopped flashing.


Back at the inn, Anastacia couldn’t find any of her friends aside from Maximillian. She still wasn’t that familiar with the elf but sat down next to him anyway. As far as Anastacia knew, Maximillian was responsible for the more agile feats in his party, something that hers lacked. With the addition of King, Anastacia’s party seemed more slanted towards brute strength than ever. They basically had a bear in armor, a mace-happy priestess in plate armor and a literal statue. If there was a quest that required reaching a high place, their best bet would be throwing Anastacia. She needed to bring this up with them later.

“You don’t happen to have any siblings here, do you?” She asked, trying to start a conversation with the elf.

“Well, my sister has a book store in the city. What do you need her for?” Maximillian replied. He hadn’t expected a chat since they really didn’t have much in common.

“Nothing, I was just thinking that we could use someone like you in our party, but I don’t think a librarian is going to be interested…” Anastacia explained and looked around for Rosie, but the inn keeper was probably busy in the kitchen.

“She is not the type for this job. You will just have to wait until someone else shows up, or you could put up a notice in the guild office?” Maximillian suggested.

“There’s a recruitment board somewhere in there? That could work. Thanks!” Anastacia said.

Rosie came out of the kitchen and Anastacia waved for her to come over so she could ask where everyone was and order some coffee. Apparently, Emilia and King were in the kitchen too, and according to Rosie, the simulacrum was brilliant at chopping ingredients. Gilbert and Dammar were somewhere outside and Xamiliere was still busy cleaning.

As they were negotiating whether Rosie would be allowed to borrow King in the mornings since he didn’t sleep anyway, the inn’s door was kicked open. Alice charged in and was clearly in a hurry.

“Anastacia! Carmine and Cerise are on the move!” She yelled and ran to Anastacia.

The exhausted necromancer sat down and took a deep breath.

“They’ll be here in a couple of hours. Hope you’re in shape.” Alice continued. “I was sent to help you. Since you wouldn’t stand a chance alone.”

Anastacia had no idea how to fight the pair, last time it was all over as soon as one of them did anything, so she had no real idea of their capabilities. Back in Mournvalley, she didn’t really see them around either.

“Max, can you go look for Gil and Dammar? Rosie, get Emilia and King.” Anastacia said, hoping that her friends could help. “Alice, do you know anything about those two?”

“Yeah, boss used to work with them, so I basically know everything she does.” Alice explained. “They’re about as good in traditional combat as they are with necromancy. So for us, letting them get close would be really bad.”

“That gives me an idea… Wait here!” Anastacia said and ran outside and across the market square to the blacksmith she had bought the daggers from. The dwarf wasn’t outside by his forge, so Anastacia barged inside the shop.

“Give me the biggest fucking sword you have!” She shouted, surprising the blacksmith who was doing something intricate by the counter.

The dwarf got up and told Anastacia to follow him outside. Next to his forge, there was a small storage room. The dwarf unlocked its door and dragged out a bundle of burlap rolled over something big. He placed it on the ground and began rolling it open.

“I made this for a half-giant, think it might be bit big for you.” The dwarf warned.

Inside the cloth was a sword that was almost as long as Anastacia was tall. The blacksmith had clearly spent more time on making it durable than on its looks. Anastacia tried lifting it but almost fell over when she rested it on her shoulder and was forced to drop it.

“It’s perfect.” She stated, ran to the inn and came back with King.

The simulacrum had no problems lifting and moving around with the sword. The blacksmith couldn’t believe he could actually see a working simulacrum that didn’t try to kill him and was in awe of the craftsmanship on King.

“How much do you want for the sword?” Anastacia asked and opened her purse.

“Just take the damned thing! The half-giant met his end before I could finish it, so now it’s just an ugly lump of metal I was planning on reusing anyway.” The dwarf said and kept examining the simulacrum.

“Really? Thanks!” Anastacia said and hugged the dwarf. “Oh, and I’m probably going to need your help with a couple of things later on, assuming I don’t die today.”

            

    
        Chapter 53 - Round 2

    
    
    
    
                ”Is everyone here? Great.” Alice started briefing the group of adventurers about the two necromancers they would be facing soon. “According to my boss, what we have against us is two very capable necromancers armed with most of the gear Alizarin made for the inquisition. While Anastacia and I can intercept most of those, they probably have a whole deck of aces in their sleeves.”

Dammar, Maximillian and Xamiliere had insisted on helping, even though Anastacia had hoped that they would stay in the city, since it wasn’t really their problem and they could have probably helped with the retreat if there was going to be one. But they seemed to think that it would be exciting and wanted a piece of the action.

“Carmine is a pretty straight forward type of a guy, he typically handles the straight up attacking while Cerise focuses on picking off their enemies one by one. Expect him to close in and draw as much attention as he can. He should probably be handled by the spriggan and the simulacrum if possible. Together you should be able to overpower his offence, and handle taking a couple of hits better than the rest of us. I’ll do my best to keep him using traditional means instead of necromancy.” Alice continued. “Cerise is a whole another matter though… She’ll more than likely focus on Anastacia and only Anastacia, so the rest of you need to keep her safe. Expect a lot of thrown weapons, poisons, sneaky necromancy and dodging. Anastacia, you need to make sure she doesn’t have the chance to use any of the more powerful tricks she has.”

“I’ve got a question.” Xamiliere said and put her hand up. “Are we just going to go out there and fight them? Couldn’t we like… wait this out and get more people or something?”

“No, waiting is out of the question. They would use that time to find a way into the city, burn this inn and take Anastacia during the chaos.” Alice answered. “If anything, just going out and facing them will minimize the deaths.”

They strapped on whatever gear they were still missing, except for Anastacia, who took off her daggers, gauntlets and mail. Maximillian handed her a normal dagger, just in case.

There was no reason to wait longer, so the group headed outside and told the guards what was going on. Finding the inquisitors was simple and they only had to walk for about a kilometer before Alice could feel their enemies nearby.

“Remember, if either Anastacia or I go down, run. It’s all gone horribly wrong at that point and fighting stops being an option.” Alice pointed out. “If it’s me, then someone needs to go back to Mournvalley and… ANASTACIA! ABOVE US!”

The necromancer was interrupted by a hail of bone needles. Anastacia recognized the attack from the last fight with the pair, if it can even be called that, and defending against it wasn’t a problem. As she lifted up her hands, the needles stopped in the air above the group. But something else was coming down after them, something bigger.

“It’s Cerise!” Alice yelled and pointed up.

Anastacia didn’t have time to respond, as a cow carcass crash landed in the middle of the group, and on top of it, Cerise, who jumped off right before the hit. The nimble inquisitor quickly proceeded to throw a few more needles towards Anastacia. To Anastacia’s luck, Emilia was near enough to put herself in the way and catch the needles, unfortunately one of them hit a gap in her armor and the priestess began to feel the poison’s effects and collapsed.

By this point the rest of the group had gotten a grasp of the situation and Dammar took a swing at the inquisitor, who leaped out of the way and out from the middle of the group.

“There’s a big guy running at us!” Xamiliere pointed out. “Come, my stoney friend, this one is ours!”

She and King ran off to clash with the other inquisitor. Alice knew that having lost the element of surprise, Cerise was now about a hundred times more manageable, so she felt safe leaving Anastacia and ran after the spriggan and the simulacrum.

King prepared to swing his new sword at the necromancer but was flung up in the air by a mass of bones that suddenly rose from the ground. The simulacrum flew harmlessly over the inquisitor, who had found out about the mass graves in the fields around Valor, as he continued to run towards the other group to help his colleague.

“No no no, your fight is with us!” Xamiliere smirked while her vines sprung up from the ground and tied down the inquisitor’s feet, stopping him in his tracks.

Carmine glanced at Anastacia’s group and turned to Xamiliere.

“Fine. I’m not needed there, she can handle that much.” Carmine stated and pointed his hand towards the spriggan, but nothing happened. “Who is interfering with my… Ah, one of Coquelicot’s new pets, I assume? I need to tell her I’m sorry about Alizarin. I honestly liked the guy, but work comes first.”

“Guys, I’ll do my best to slow him down, just finish him off quickly!” Alice shouted, having finally caught up with her allies.


The fight was successfully split into two, and despite Emilia being temporarily incapacitated, things were looking good for Anastacia and her friends. Gilbert, Dammar and Maximillian were able to keep pressure on Cerise, while Anastacia made sure the inquisitor couldn’t use necromancy against them and King managed to keep Carmine on the defensive as the necromancer’s efforts were hindered by vines and interference by Alice.

But then Cerise dug out something from one of the pouches on her belt and threw it up in the air. It exploded with a deafening sound and released a blood-red cloud, but nothing else seemed to happen.

Alice turned to look at what caused the sound and went through the inquisition signal colors in her mind. She remembered what red meant and cursed under her breath.

“What’s that?” Xamiliere asked.

“It’s a signal.” Carmine laughed and tore off some more vines from his legs. “It means she decided that this is up to me now.”

“What?” The spriggan asked, hoping to get a more precise answer.

“It means she’s no longer trying to capture Anastacia.” Alice explained. “She’s giving up and taking as many of us with her as possible. We need to finish this one quickly!”

Alice had remembered correctly, as Cerise abandoned her defensive fighting style and rushed the adventurers who were defending Anastacia. Maximillian’s arrow pierced her left shoulder but that didn’t slow down the inquisitor, and she threw a dagger at the elf to return the favor. The sudden change in the fight had taken Maximillian by surprise and he wasn’t able to dodge properly, allowing the dagger to hit his hand. The next target was Dammar, who was considerably less fortunate as the inquisitor pounced him, shoving a blade in the dwarf’s gut.

Anastacia could only watch from the side as the plan was rapidly failing, she could feel the panic attack coming yet again, as her vision narrowed and thoughts became blurry and she fell on her knees.

Cerise switched her attention to Gilbert and charged at him, noticing the lapse in Anastacia’s concentration, she flung up shards of bone from the skeletons below the ground and aimed them at the Adventurers.

“NO!” Anastasia yelled and slammed her fists on the ground.

And everything stopped.


“What the shit is this?” Xamiliere wondered and poked at Carmine who had suddenly become completely immobile. “Alice, are you doing this?”

The apprentice necromancer was similarly stuck, their eyes were still moving and Carmine seemed to be trying to scream but it only came out as unusually loud exhaling. King wasn’t too worried about their opponent’s sudden frozen state and sank his sword into the inquisitor’s neck, decapitating him. The head didn’t fall off, but instead it just kept floating where it was.

Xamiliere peered over to the other group, who were about seventy meters away from them. Everything was frozen in place there too. Everything but Anastacia, who slowly stumbled towards Cerise.

Anastacia had barely overcome her panic and still couldn’t think very clearly, all she knew was that Cerise needed to go. With unsure steps, she walked over to the immobile inquisitor and tapped Cerise with her index finger. Blood began pouring out from the inquisitor’s ears, eyes, nose and mouth, forming a foam as the necromancer’s voiceless screams mixed it.

Slowly realizing what she had done, Anastacia felt ill, vomited until there was nothing more to vomit and passed out just barely missing the puddle she had made. As she lost consciousness, everything became able to move again, the bone shards fell harmlessly into the ground, Cerise dropped dead right next to Gilbert and the adventurers rushed over to help Dammar. Emilia was still heavily intoxicated by the needles but was able to drag herself to the dwarf to begin her prayer as Gilbert held her up.

“Guys! what the fuck happened?” Xamiliere asked as she, King and Alice ran over.

“The lass did her thing!” Dammar laughed and winced from the pain.

Xamiliere ripped off Maximillian’s sleeve and tied it around his hand to hopefully stop the bleeding until Emilia was done with Dammar.

“That was insanely dangerous. She could have stopped our hearts.” Alice pointed out and tried looking for anything she could help Gilbert with.

“Now she just needs to learn to pull that off before everyone almost dies.” Gilbert noted jokingly. “I don’t think Dammar can get stabbed often enough for this to be reliable.”

            

    
        Chapter 54 - Waste of potential

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia woke up while being carried by King. She was slightly confused but everyone seemed to be alive, and the inquisitors weren’t attacking them, so they had probably won the battle. She could remember killing Cerise but wasn’t sure what had happened with Carmine.

“Did we win?” Anastacia asked and stretched her neck.

“We did, it did get a bit dire for a second though.” Gilbert said and laughed. “You saved our sorry asses back there.”

“Yeah, you did, but that revealed a problem with you. You really should have someone to teach you.” Alice pointed out. “Right now, you’re basically a barrel of gunpowder that explodes without a direction, killing everyone. Whereas you could be a loaded cannon, firing on command and far more dangerous to your enemies, while not being a threat to everyone around you.”

“But I have the book Alizarin wrote…” Anastacia said.

“Which is probably why we’re not all dead right now. But that book is just the basics for inquisitors.” Alice continued explaining. “If boss wasn’t so angry at you, she could turn you into something even the greatest of kings would bow to.”

“That’s why I left though. I want to be me and not something else.” Anastacia rebutted. “You guys are barely better than the assholes I grew up with! Same shit as the cult, but this time with a smile that looks good for the rest of the world!”

“Quit your bickering!” Gilbert ordered and pushed the two apart. “We should be celebrating our victory! Whatever the problem is, we’ll figure it out later, okay?”

The necromancers obeyed but kept making rude gestures at each other for the rest of the way back to Valor.


Back at the inn, Rosie had been waiting for them anxiously. Even though she knew her friends would no doubt win, she was still nervous and tried to hide it by keeping herself busy with dishwashing. Every time the inn’s door opened, Rosie rushed out of the kitchen to see if they had returned, and when they finally did, she picked up the drugged priestess and squeezed her as hard as she could.

“Looks like all of you made it.” Rosie said and released Emilia. “I’ll get the drinks out!”

As she went back to the kitchen, the adventurers sat down around a free table to wait. Dammar let out a slight grunt in doing that, his insides were more or less healed but they’d be sore for a day or two.

“You said you were hit with one of these last time, when does this wear off?” Emilia whispered to Anastacia. “I’m pretty sure I can see voices.”

“No idea. I just kind of woke up in a forest.” Anastacia shrugged.

“Just stop me if I do anything weird.” The priestess requested and leaned closer to Anastacia. “I caught them this time though. You didn’t need to get revived again!”

“Yeah, you did well. But please don’t stare at me like that, it’s creepy.” Anastacia said. “Just close your eyes for now if you can’t handle it, or something.”

The group celebrated their victory and went over the whole fight since Alice, King and Xamiliere hadn’t seen what the other group did and vice versa. The necromancers occasionally tried to continue their feud but were stopped by the others.

“So, we’re down to one evil necromancer then? Alice, can you share anything about them?” Gilbert asked to change the subject.

“That would be Amaranth, she was the leader of the whole inquisition and their connection to the cult’s leaders. She’s absurd, but for some reason lacks the gift me and this brat over here share. Right now, we have no idea whether she’ll actually come out to get Anastacia or stay at the castle to protect the cult from us. But they’re losing support every day and at some point, they need to do something. If they attack the rebellion, we’ll just wipe them out. But if they stay in the castle, we can’t really do anything without losing a lot of people.” Alice explained. “If she comes out to get Anastacia, we’ll attack the cult.”

“This Amaranth, do you think we can handle her?” Maximillian asked.

“Right now? No. She’ll wipe the floor with you unless Anastacia fixes her attitude and actually trains.” The apprentice admitted. “I’d love to help you guys, but my place is with my team. I’ll ask if we’ll be able to help in any way when I go back to Mournvalley."

Anastacia knew Alice was right. The combination of her powers and the tendency to panic was dangerous to everyone, and lack of skill limited her usefulness in combat. But she also refused to be pushed around by anyone from Mournvalley, rebel or cultist. Training by just using necromancy did do something, but it was inefficient and would only work up to a point. Maybe she could find a mage and try to apply some of the methods they use?


As the night progressed, people started to slowly flow to their rooms until only the necromancers and King were left downstairs. Holly had manned the counter a while ago and occasionally carried out drinks for the nocturnal guests. Anastacia and Alice hadn’t said anything to each other in a while and just sat in silence while trying to figure out whether they were actually having a fight or not.

“You know, I wasn’t trying to be rude earlier.” Alice said suddenly. “Just pointed out what I saw, and I think every necromancer in the world agrees with me. You’re a massive waste of potential.”

“I’ll rather be a waste of potential than a tool. Even this whole arrangement we have makes me uncomfortable.” Anastacia said. “After we’re done, you can all fuck off from my life.”

“I used to be a bit like that too. Back before the rebellion, I was just a low rank servant for the cult. Being one of the few that are able to control living material didn’t matter, since I wasn’t part of the leading families. I was just about to get tired of the life in Mournvalley and just being used as a tool.” Alice laughed to her past misery. “But I guess I got lucky, since Coquelicot noticed me and gave me proper training and the respect I deserved.”

“Yeah, congratulations on being part of the side that’s about ruling by power instead of some stupid ancient method that no one really understands. That’s way better.” Anastacia pointed out sarcastically.

Alice sighed and got up.

“Feel free to come and tell me I was right when you hurt someone with your half-assed skills.” She said. “Now, before I leave. Could you tell me where Gilbert’s room is? There’s something I need to do.”

“Ew. Just ew.” Anastacia pretended to gag and pointed upstairs. “Room six.”

            

    
        Chapter 55 - Fixer-upper

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia had decided to take a look at the prince again. The room he was being kept at could only be called a vault, the door was at least twenty centimeters thick and made of some kind of greenish metal. Plates made of the same metal were covering the floor, walls and ceiling of the room and aside from the table the prince was laid on, there were no furniture or items in the room. A lantern had to be brought in from the outside along with any tools Anastacia might need.

She had told King to visit the blacksmith with a note she had written so they could prepare a scabbard for King’s new sword. Once they were done, King was to come to the vault too.

“I can’t believe they were keeping you in the dark. That’s just rude.” Anastacia spoke to herself and scraped away some pieces that were left from the broken stone parts. “Now that I have some proper light and tools, maybe we’ll actually have a chance this time!”

The broken parts that seemed to have function were his left arm’s plating and shoulder, the chest plate, the right thigh plates and a weird stone ball inside his right shoulder. Fixing those was the important part, stuff like the faceplate and armor could be done later.

“Did they hit you with a battering ram?” Anastacia continued. “I hope this stone stuff isn’t special in any way. Otherwise I have to go and get some from a machine fortress.”

Her first plan was to make the replacement parts out of bone, since that was the only material she really knew how to work with. But they might not work and she’d have to ask someone to make them out of metal and stone. The blacksmith would be the obvious choice.

While thinking and cracking off the stone, Anastacia noticed a small round hole in the prince’s upper chest and was reminded of the door mechanisms in the machine fort she fell in.

“Can’t be…. This shit again?!” She lamented and inspected the hole thoroughly under more light.

There was indeed a spike at the bottom of it. She was going to have to try it. Anastacia took a deep breath and slowly slid her finger towards the spike.

The guards outside the vault hastily opened the door as they heard her muffled scream, and found Anastacia biting her lip and hitting the table with her fist. Suddenly, light blue patterns of light began spreading out from the hole’s location and the simulacrum made a few clicking sounds. The guards thought that the prince was waking up and slammed the door shut.

Anastacia had just enough time to get excited and then disappointed when the lights dimmed and the prince remained broken.

“Well… It’s something!” Anastacia celebrated and knocked on the vault’s door. “Guys, not cool! Open the door, he shut down again!”

The locking mechanism made a clank and the door opened.

“We’re sorry miss, but our instructions are to lock the door if anything happens, no matter who is inside.” One of the guards explained.

“Cowards. I need to visit a blacksmith quickly. Do you have the paper I can write my report on?” Anastacia asked and came out from the vault.

One of the guards handed her a paper and writing tools. Anastacia pondered how to describe what had happened and began writing. What she ended up with was:

“Scraped off some broken bits (Still on the table). Put finger in his hole, it turned him on (for a few seconds). Side note: Your guards are wankers and cowards.”

She folded the paper and gave it to the guard, while grinning like an idiot.


Having left the guild office, Anastacia was about to enter the blacksmith’s shop when she noticed a commotion at the gate. Some guards and a few adventurers had gathered around something. It piqued Anastacia’s curiosity and she decided to check it out. Even before seeing what was up, Anastacia could guess what it was about when she heard the familiar screeching of a goblin. Pushing past the small crowd, she could see it was indeed Gobby and another unnamed goblin.

“Gobby! What are you doing here?” Anastacia asked.

The critters were delighted to see their queen and began jumping in excitement.

“Goblin caught spy! Come tell the queen, but not get in village?” Gobby explained.

“It’s the damn guild investigator, isn’t it?” Anastacia guessed and sighed. “Alright, I’ll get King and we’ll come to take a look. Don’t do anything to them, okay?”

The goblins scurried off and the crowd began to disperse. Some of the guards demanded an explanation, so Anastacia told them the basic gist of the situation with the goblins and asked for them to be brought into the inn if this were to happen again.

The blacksmith and King were cutting the leather needed for the scabbard when Anastacia dropped by.

“King, our goblins kidnapped someone. Let’s go.” She said and grabbed the simulacrum's hand. “I’ll bring him back later today. Sorry for the trouble!”

“Goblins? What?” The blacksmith asked but Anastacia and King were already outside, so the dwarf continued his work. “Kids these days, always running off somewhere.” He mumbled to himself.

They visited the inn quickly to get Anastacia’s gear and to see if someone wanted to come with them. Dammar still wasn’t in shape to move about too much and Maximillian wished to keep him company, Xamiliere outright refused to go look at anything goblin related, Emilia was apparently still resting after the poison had worn off, so Gilbert volunteered as he was curious to see what the goblins had done. And so, they set out to check on the tribe.

“So, did Alice find your room last night?” Anastacia asked just to mess with Gilbert.

“We’re not going to talk about that. Though now that you brought her up, have you given any thought to her advice about the training?” Gilbert changed the topic. “She seemed to know what she was talking about.”

“I Know I need training, but I also know I’d rather quit using necromancy all together than have anything to do with those people.” Anastacia said. “I think I need to find some alternative ways to train. As far as I know, necromancers have always kept to themselves, so maybe some elemental control magics can offer me some new insight. Sure, they tap into another source of power, but maybe it’s handled the same way?”

“Huh… magic you say? I’ve worked with a couple of mages before. One of them tried to teach me how to light my pipe with magic, but that never worked out. I can introduce them to you if you want?” Gilbert suggested.

“That’d be great! Maybe I have some talent for magic too! It would be pretty neat to combo it with necromancy…” Anastacia said and fought the urge to pretend throwing a fireball.

The weather was almost ideal for a walk, slightly cloudy with a nice cool breeze. It was walks like this that gave Anastacia the motivation to fight for her freedom so viciously. In Mournvalley, there wouldn’t be any nice walks with friends, no lazing about in the tavern or going on quests whenever you got bored. Had Anastacia joined the rebellion, she’d be trained for the next ten years to be a tool to be used on any enemies the new leaders would have. To Anastacia, that life would be no better than the life as an anchor.


Coquelicot sat on the floor of Alizarin’s research laboratory, reading her late husband’s notes on various topics, when Alice knocked on the open door to get her superior’s attention.

“You’re back, I assume that means those two are dead?” The high inquisitor inquired.

“Yeah, it went pretty well to be honest…” Alice answered. “Madam, I don’t think we’re fully aware of the girl’s capabilities. While we were fighting Cerise and Carmine, it took her seconds to completely beat all three of us and freeze everything within sixty or seventy meters! I don’t think we can let her be out there unsupervised. She’ll kill everyone in a drunken stupor or something!”

“Is that so…” Coquelicot said. “And did you point this out to her?”

“I did, but she would literally fight me rather than let us help.” Alice explained.

“Very well. Get your team ready, there’s something we need to get.” Coquelicot commanded, walked over to a bookcase at the back of the room and pulled out an old tome.

            

    
        Chapter 56 - Valimir 

    
    
    
    
                ”So, this is your castle then?” Gilbert ridiculed the goblins’ efforts.

The goblins had worked hard to collect stones to build a mound that was about five meters in height and more than twice that in diameter. On one side, some larger flat rocks were arranged to work as a staircase to the top, where the goblins had placed a pair of large tree stumps to serve as thrones. Structurally the whole thing was held together by clay and a few branches. Anastacia pulled King along, climbed to the top and sat down on her throne.

“Shut up, you old fart. It’s a work in progress.” Anastacia yelled down at her friend. “I don’t see your goblin tribe building anything for you! Oh, wait. You don’t have one! So silence your goblin servantless face!”

The goblins were ecstatic to have their royalty oversee their progress and kept dancing around the throne mound. Anastacia tried counting them as there seemed to be more than before, but gave up at thirty-seven as she couldn’t remember which goblins she had already counted.

“Gobby, bring me the spy.” She said, trying her best to sound royal.

“No can. We bury spy.” Gobby answered and shook its head.

“Of course you did. Where?” Anastacia asked and got down from the mound.

Gobby led to them to the field the goblins had apparently gotten their clay from. They had dug a large hole into it, which had stared to gather water from the soil around it, forcing the goblins to expand it sideways instead of making it deeper. Anastacia though that this was a good thing, since the goblins would no doubt dig a hole so deep they couldn’t climb out of it. Next to the hole, there was a bucket that had been turned upside down. Gobby grabbed it and revealed the head of an unconscious half-elf, who had been buried from the neck down.

“Spy yell too much, so we put bucket on.” The goblin chief explained.

“Brilliant… Dig him up before he dies there.” Anastacia commanded. “We’re going to have a talk about what you guys can and can’t do.”

The goblins were surprisingly effective diggers and it didn’t take long for them to dig enough for Gilbert to be able to pull the half-elf up. Anastacia and Gilbert were somewhat surprised when the other half of the spy turned out to be dwarven. Before they had seen the rest of his body, they had only known he wasn’t a pure elf because his ears weren’t long enough, but now that he had been lifted from the clay, it was very clear, as he was shorter than Anastacia. Normally elves are a bit taller than an average human and their hybrids somewhere in between, so seeing a dwarf-sized elf was odd to say the least.

“What are these kinds of mixes even called? Dwelf?” Anastacia asked, hoping Gilbert knew something.

“Exactly that. Makes sense, doesn’t it? Sometimes folks call them half-elves to piss them off, because it’s like they were a half of an elf.” The old adventurer explained knowingly and hoisted the spy on his shoulder to carry him to the thrones.

Anastacia asked the goblins to gather some firewood so they could make a campfire to warm up the dwelf, while being very clear that no fire would be given to the goblins. Gilbert inspected the spy’s pockets to find any connection to the guild, and found a quest notification offering a reward for looking into Anastacia’s goblin tribe.

“You were right, he’s working for the guild.” He said and showed the paper to Anastacia.

“This might be a problem… The whole burying deal won’t look great on a report.” Anastacia worried. “The reward is pretty small, any chance we could bribe him?”

“Worth a try.” Gilbert agreed.

“I’m open for offers.” The dwelf suddenly said and opened his eyes.

Both Gilbert and Anastacia were surprised enough to almost draw their weapons.

“How long have you been awake?!” Anastacia asked and let go of her dagger. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I woke up around the time the big guy pulled me from the mud. But I’ve been doing this long enough to know that you can get some marvelous info if you keep looking unconscious.” The dwelf said and tried to wipe some of the dirt off his clothes. “Give me ten thousand gold and a kiss, I’ll tell the guild these goblins help blind orphans and poop gold.”

“Five thousand and that’s it.” The necromancer bargained.

“Oh no! Looks like the goblins have started killing traveling merchants!” The dwelf smirked. “Seriously, girl, don’t even try. Fifteen thousand and a peck on the cheek, or ten if sit on my lap. Just something to keep a man going.”

Gilbert thought the bargaining was hilarious, but was ready to step in if needed.

“You’re disgusting. I’ll just ask the goblins to put you back into the ground.” Anastacia threatened and pulled out her daggers.

“A lass of action, are we? I like that. But you’re pretty unlucky, as we mages are never unarmed.” The dwelf laughed and snapped his fingers. Some sparks appeared around them and small lightnings arced between his fingers.

The two stared at each other, looking for a sign of an incoming attack. Or at least the mage was, Alice spent the time taking control of his body and was about to start punching his face with his own fists before Gilbert stopped her.

“Alright, Anna, I know what you’re doing. Stop it now. We don’t need his death in our consciences.” Gilbert said and got up. “And you, half-elf, step down too. I know you think you’re being smart here, but trying to extort a necromancer is among the worst ideas I’ve come across.”

The dwelf laughed heartily and lifted his hands up as a sign of surrendering. Of course, that means nothing for someone who knows magic, but he was the type to know when he had been defeated. Anastacia put away her daggers and threw a pouch of coins on to the ground.

“There’s ten thousand gold there. You’re going to take it and leave, then you’ll tell the guild that these goblins aren’t bothering anyone.” she stated.

“Okay, that’s fair. Anna was it? My name is Valimir, Val for my friends. Pleased to meet you.” The mage said merrily and offered his hand.

“I really don’t care.” Anastacia responded coldly and left to sit on her throne, next to King who had been busy exchanging pebbles with the goblins.


The Granite was a fully equipped castle controlled by a group considered to be barely more than bandits by the surrounding nations. The only reason it hadn’t been cleared out by any of them was that it was poorly placed and had no tactical value for any army. The residents themselves insisted on being called adventurers, and many of them had been turned away from Valor for causing too much trouble or breaking the city’s rules. They made most of their income with mercenary work or by raiding old ruins and bandit camps. Normally the self-nominated lord of the keep gladly accepted guests as they usually came with plenty of money. However, he was not prepared for today’s guests.

Coquelicot and five of her apprentices stood in front of him, covered in his men’s blood.

“I come here, offering a fair exchange, and then someone shoots an arrow at me. You really need to work on your hospitality.” The high inquisitor stated.

“We know of your corps. The red inquisition only comes to destroy! Whoever shot you, did so from fear.” The lord pleaded. “What could I possibly have that someone like you is interested in?!”

“Well, you see, I heard that you successfully raided a ruin right outside Mournvalley recently. I was wondering whether you found a bracelet in there?” Coquelicot asked and took a step closer to the lord, who gripped his sword so tightly that his knuckles turned white.

“I… I think so? All the loot we found is in the storage room over there.” The Lord cowered and pointed at a door in the corner of the room. “Wha…What were you going to offer in exchange?”

“Oh don’t worry about that, we just weren’t going to kill everyone, but frankly, it’s a bit late for that now.” Coquelicot noted as two of her apprentices went to look for the bracelet. “Go ahead and run, you’ve earned that right by being so helpful.”

As the lord ran out of the room, he found out where the red inquisition originally got its name, as every surface of the castle was covered in blood wherever the inquisitor and her apprentices had been.

            

    
        Chapter 57 - Brother's keeper

    
    
    
    
                ”For someone who likes to annoy people as much as you do, you sure escalate to violence quickly when someone tries to mess with you.” Gilbert pointed out as they were on their way back from the goblin settlement.

“There’s a very specific group of people who would benefit from getting stabbed once or twice. I was just trying to help him in the long run.” Anastacia explained. “Fix his personality a bit.”

“That’s very true.” Gilbert laughed. “Hey, I’ve been thinking, how does one become a necromancer anyway? I know you were born as one, but can it be done with training or something?”

“I’m not really sure. As far as I know, you can only be born as one.” Anastacia shrugged. “They didn’t teach me how it really works, I just got fed the bullshit fairytale version of how necromancers came to be. The basic gist of it is that new lines of necromancers are born when there is too much life in the world and death needs some help, so it grants a child the ‘gift’ of necromancy. Then that person would have more necromancer kids and so on.”

“Huh. So you’re meant to just kill others?” Gilbert said and looked like he was deep in thought. “How come Mournvalley wasn’t acting on it? I mean they kill most of the folk who enter the country without a good reason, but that’s really it…”

Anastacia shrugged, there was a whole bunch of details Gilbert didn’t need to know about. Maybe she would tell him when the cult had been wiped off the map. Talking about her past was something she didn’t enjoy, but at the same time Anastacia understood Gilbert’s curiosity over necromancy, as it was largely a mystery to the outside world. Mostly thanks to the red inquisition who had worked tirelessly to hunt down the necromancers who abandoned the cult.

“I think I got it.” Gilbert said suddenly. “I think they’re waiting to gather enough power. To drastically increase the number of necromancers, you need to have a society that thinks it’s a good trait. In most places, if a baby is born with the power to control the dead, it would be killed without a second thought.”

Anastacia thought that may have been a part of the reason. Necromancers have tendency to spread disease, even if they’re not trying to, so most countries would just get rid of them.


After returning to Valor, Gilbert returned to the inn to see how Dammar was doing, and Anastacia went to return her simulacrum to the blacksmith. While taking a look at King, she remembered the hole on the prince’s chest. Instead of a hole, King had something that resembled a button. Maybe the hole was there but King had some kind of energy source in it?

“Can you tell me what this is?” Anastacia asked and touched the spot. “Your friend has a hole here. I think it might be what’s wrong with him.”

King took a few seconds to react, Anastacia assumed it was to figure out how to gesture it. Suddenly the simulacrum placed its hand on Anastacia’s chest.

“It’s your… heart? As in it keeps you alive?” Anastacia guessed. “So if I take yours out and put it into him, he’ll wake up?”

King nodded.

“That means, to fix him we need to take one from another simulacrum… Since I’m pretty sure they’re not sold anywhere.” Anastacia suggested. “You’re fine with killing another simulacrum to fix him?”

King nodded again.

Anastacia wondered if there was something important or special about the prince, as it didn’t really make sense to sacrifice one simulacrum to fix another one. Her naïve side felt that it must be because the prince is King’s friend, but she was aware that supposedly the simulacra didn’t have feelings. She’d have to figure it out by waking up the prince, since it was unlikely that King could mime a long explanation like that.

The blacksmith was still behind the counter in his shop, making the scabbard when he heard the necromancer and her simulacrum enter.

“How’d the thing with the goblins go? Or whatever it was.” the dwarf asked without looking up from his work.

“Okay, I guess. Almost killed a dwelf.” Anastacia admitted and browsed the weapons on the shop’s wall.

The blacksmith stopped working and went pale.

“The dwelf, what did he look like? Brown short hair and blue eyes? Was he a mage?!” He asked, looking concerned.

“Yeah, that would be him. Do you know the shitbag?” Anastacia responded and picked up a glaive from a stand next to her. She tried using it but didn’t really know what she was doing.

“Aye… Valimir’s my brother. Well, half-brother.” The blacksmith sighed. “He didn’t do anything stupid, did he?”

“Aside from almost getting killed, first by the goblins and then by me? Noooo, he was a real gentleman and totally not a scumbag that needs to be thrown off a cliff.” Anastacia answered sarcastically.

The dwarf banged his head repeatedly on the counter and cursed in a language Anastacia didn’t understand.

“For fuck’s sake, Val one of these days you’ll get your stupid ass killed and it will be me who has to explain it to mother.” He said to himself.

While Anastacia swung the glaive around, almost hitting the other weapons and King, the blacksmith continued to curse his brother and work on the scabbard, all that was left was to attach the needed straps on it and fit it on King.

“Could you bring a few rivets for me? They’re in the back room, on the table.” The dwarf asked, trying to give Anastacia something to do so she wouldn’t break anything.

Just as Anastacia disappeared into the back room, the shop’s door was slammed open.

“Dear brother! Your younger sibling has successfully returned from another one of his grand endeavors. Carrying a full purse as always!” Valimir declared and waltzed to the counter. “Let me tell you, I met this necromancer lass today, and she was really into me. She must have been really skilled since she sure enthralled my bon…”

The dwelf was interrupted by Anastacia, who came back with a handful of rivets. She immediately considered throwing them at Valimir.

“And there she is! How about I come back when she isn’t here, and holding a terribly sharp polearm?” Valimir continued before running out as fast as he could.

The blacksmith continued hitting his head into the counter. Once Anastacia gave him the rivets, the dwarf completed his work in silence. The final product fit the simulacrum perfectly, allowing him to carry his sword more easily. The blacksmith kept apologizing for his brother’s behavior and insisted that the scabbard was free because of it, even though Anastacia said that it wasn’t his fault.

It was already almost midnight when Anastacia and King returned to the inn. After a quick meal and a bath, Anastacia was ready to head to bed. She still hadn’t gotten a full night’s sleep after her return from the forest.

            

    
        Chapter 58 - Playtime is over

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia had spent the entire week trying to come up with a pattern for the prince’s arm plating, but whatever she tried, just didn’t seem like it fit correctly. Somehow they all felt like they were out of place, despite looking nearly identical to the patterns King had on him. After her third failed attempt of the day, Anastacia was spent, and fell asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow. Unfortunately for her, she woke up just as fast when she felt the presence of another necromancer.

“You lower your guard way too often.” Coquelicot pointed out and closed the door behind her. “But never mind that. Let’s just start.”

The high necromancer lunged at Anastacia, grabbing her by the throat and lifting her up. Using four of her skeletal hands to stop Anastacia from flailing and the last one to snap on a bracelet for her. Before Anastacia had any chance to retaliate, she was already thrown back on her bed.

“What’s this? What did you do to me?!” Anastacia asked in confusion and tried getting the bracelet open. It didn’t budge.

“I’m not quite sure, Alizarin planned on using it on you, before some inept waste of flesh got him killed.” Coquelicot said, with even less warmth and kindness in her voice than usual. “It supposedly brings out any hidden ambition for power a necromancer has. If that doesn’t make you more agreeable, I’ll just force you to listen to us.”

“Look, I said I’m sorry about Alizarin. I get it, you’re still angry, and you should be, but can we not break into each other’s rooms during the night and force enchanted items on them?” Anastacia said and offered her hand out, hoping that they could at least form a truce of some sort.

Coquelicot ignored her and looked around for something.

“Where is your simulacrum? From what I heard, it still resides here?” The high inquisitor inquired while looking around. She noticed and pulled out the royal blessing Anastacia had hidden behind the wardrobe. She quickly browsed through it and put it back to its place.

“He’s downstairs… I asked him to clean the kitchen during nights.” Anastacia answered. “Do you need him for something?”

“No, I was merely wondering if it was still around.” Coquelicot said and leaned on the wall opposite to Anastacia’s bed. “I’m tired of trying to coax you to work with us. We tried gifting gear to help you, being friendly and one of mine even made an offer for you to come train with us. But no, you continue to test me. So here’s the deal if this bracelet doesn’t work: You come with me, and I’ll spare the people in this establishment. If you refuse or attack me, I have ten necromancers outside, ready to turn everything in here into a puddle on the floor.”

“You can’t do this! You’d be no better than the cult!” Anastacia objected.

Coquelicot appeared wholly uninterested in Anastacia’s pleas and was just waiting for the bracelet to do something. The two of them waited for an hour in silence. Anastacia hoped that the high inquisitor was merely bluffing and simply trying to get some kind of revenge over her dead husband, but the longer the wait lasted, the more she started to worry that the high inquisitor had really lost her patience for Anastacia.

“You can stop now, this isn’t funny… I’m sorry I got Alizarin killed, but threatening everyone else here is just too much.” Anastacia said, breaking the silence.

Coquelicot didn’t respond, she just kept staring at the bracelet, waiting for anything to happen. A second hour went by without a change, as did the third. Even Coquelicot started to get tired of the waiting and grabbed Anastacia’s hand to take a look at the bracelet. It was made from a silver chain and aside from a small white stone embedded in one of the links, it had no decorations or markings. All they had to go on was the description in the old tome Alizarin had acquired, and all it said was that ancient necromancers used the bracelet to amplify their ambitions to become more skilled and powerful.

“Maybe its enchantment has just run out over the years?” Coquelicot sighed. “Do you feel anything?”

“I feel like some second-rate necromancer needs to stop touching me.” Anastacia blurted out and quickly covered her mouth. She had no idea why she would say that.

Coquelicot smiled because right before Anastacia’s answer, the white stone had suddenly taken a red hue that faded away just as quickly. The bracelet still worked.

“It remains to be seen if that trinket does anything more than make you a smug asshole, but for now that will do.” The inquisitor said and headed towards the door. “We will keep an eye on you.”

The high inquisitor left, and as soon as she closed the door, Anastacia couldn’t feel her presence anymore. First thing in the morning, she’d have the bracelet removed, either by King pulling it apart or at the blacksmith’s.

Anastacia no longer felt tired like before, maybe Coquelicot had scared her awake? She decided to use the time by reading Alizarin’s book, since it often made her sleepy, even during the day.


As the sun started to rise, Anastacia realized that she hadn’t slept a wink, nor did she feel tired. She didn’t give it much more thought, it’s not like this was the first all-nighter she had pulled. After getting dressed and taking a quick look in the mirror, she headed downstairs to get the day started with some coffee and toast. King was waiting in the tavern with Gilbert and Rosie. they were having an argument over whether King should be paid for the work he did during the night or not.

“What does it need money for? I’m not paying the pots and pans I use either.” Rosie argued. “Are you giving him a share from the quest rewards?”

“That’s different. He’s there because Anna is.” Gilbert said. “Anna, tell her that your friend here deserves to get paid for its work in the kitchen.”

“I don’t think he thinks of it like that… If he does something when you ask, he’s probably doing it because he wants to help.” Anastacia told them, and sat down next to King.

Rosie considered that a victory for her and went to get some breakfast for Anastacia.

“What’s that on your wrist?” Gilbert pointed out and lit his pipe.

“Some kind of necromancer trinket. I got it from Coquelicot but can’t seem to be able to take it off.” Anastacia explained and chose not to tell them that they were basically held hostage during the night.

She tried making King rip it open but that didn’t even bend the links in the chain nor the lock.

“Gil, could you check on the mages you said you know? I feel like I should finally get some training done.” The necromancer asked and fondled the bracelet. “I’ve got some ideas I need to try.”

Gilbert went through the list of mages he suspected would be able to help, and they picked the three that seemed to give the best spread of abilities. One was a powerful elemental mage, the second a master of curses and the dispelling of them, and the third a magic researcher and enchanter.

            

    
        Chapter 59 - Lesson one

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia watched as the blacksmith ruined his second chisel by hammering it with all his might, and trying to cut through the chain on Anastacia’s bracelet.

“Yeah, this isn’t going to work. That chisel could dig into some of the hardest materials I’ve ever come across, and it didn’t even make a dent.” He admitted and tossed away the ruined tool. “That thing has no weak links, and isn’t going to be broken with traditional means.”

“Huh, guess you’re more like your brother than I thought.” Anastacia said. “Where is that idiot anyway? I need to know what kind of magic he can do. Not that I expect much from him.”

“He does mostly lightning and utility stuff. Right now he’s either bothering someone somewhere or looking for a new quest.” The dwarf said. “Did something happen? You’re being kind of shitty all of a sudden.”

Anastacia covered her mouth when she realized it was happening again, somehow the bracelet made her personality worse, and that kind of slipping was happening more and more. She had already annoyed Gilbert and Rosie the entire morning, and the worst part was that she didn’t realize it before it was pointed out.

“I’m so sorry, it’s the damn bracelet!” Anastacia said and left the shop before she further insulted the blacksmith.


Gilbert had found the elemental mage they had decided to ask help from and brought her to the inn.

“This is Kabana. I already told her about the situation and why you wanted to meet her.” Gilbert introduced the mage.

Kabana was almost the exact opposite of Anastacia when it came to looks. She was tall, had dark complexion and short black hair. Her clothes were all colorful and full of lively patterns, they fit the mage tightly. Anastacia guessed it was to avoid any mishaps with fire magic. After all, backfiring elemental magic was an actual threat, and mages with self-induced burns and other injuries weren’t uncommon.

“She doesn’t look too strong. Are you sure that she can be of any use to me?” Anastacia asked and looked at Kabana judgingly.

“Ah, little necromancer, I was warned that you might be a bit difficult. How about we go outside the gates, where I can demonstrate my art properly?” Kabana suggested and smiled.

Anastacia agreed and they left the city. On the way out, Kabana explained some of the basics and what she had thought they could start out with. According to her, fire magic was the one most people started with. While it was a bit dangerous, it was the easiest to cast and control.

“When it comes to fire, movement is what matters the most. But it needs to be natural, if you try to force the movements to be accurate, it’s not going to work.” Kabana explained and took a deep breath. She swung her hand in an arc over her head with her palm open, stopped for a split second when her hand covered the area she was aiming for and then lifted her arm back up. As she did this, a pillar of flame rose from the ground up to about ten meters. Despite the distance to them, Anastacia could feel the heat hitting her.

“And that’s how you do a basic fire magic. If I had kept my hand in a fist, it would have come out as a meteor-like fireball.” The mage said and turned to Anastacia. “Could you show me how your necromancy works?”

Anastacia was very impressed by the “basic” fire magic, and worried that her abilities would seem lame in comparison. She pointed her hand out and pulled a few bones from the mass grave under them, spun them around for a bit and then broke them into shards.

“You’re not going to move at all? Is it not allowed?” Kabana asked.

“We don’t usually need to, and it’s harder to concentrate while moving about.” Anastacia said and dropped the bones. “It’s just one of those things I didn’t have time to learn back in Mournvalley.”

“Hmm, moving without thinking is what fire magic is all about. So how about I teach you some very basic fire magic moves? When they start to work, you’ll understand what it’s like.” Kabana suggested. “Maybe you’ll learn how to move without it hindering your concentration.”

Gilbert had followed along to make sure Anastacia didn’t become too difficult to work with, but after Kabana’s display, he just felt outclassed by a mile by both of them. While they were trying to get Anastacia to cast a small fireball, he tried lighting his pipe with the move Kabana had taught him years ago, only to get disappointed like every other time he had tried. Apparently people like him “moved with purpose” and it made fire magic basically impossible for him.


After hours of trying, everyone but Anastacia was ready to give up for the day.

“Magic isn’t easy, I didn’t get it in a day either. At some point you just need to admit defeat and try again tomorrow.” Kabana said to the necromancer, who had been repeating the same move for hours.

“I don’t have to admit shit! I can rip you apart with a thought, casting some fire shouldn’t be a problem.” Anastacia snarled. “You go on ahead, I’ll come when I’m ready.”

“Just don’t overdo it…” Gilbert said and left for the gates.

Kabana was slightly worried about leaving Anastacia alone, but followed Gilbert in the end. The necromancer’s attitude was getting old.

“Elbows at ninety degrees, fists clenched. Straighten arm and rotate fist 180 degrees.” Anastacia repeated the instructions given to her. “Why isn’t this working?!”

She was supposed to be unrivaled in power, how was something as simple as this a problem? Inferior talents like magic should be a piece of cake. Though it was only the latest problem in Anastacia’s list of complaints about the world. Like how does the cult dare to try and enslave her to fuel some manky pile of bones? If anything, they should bow to her! Everyone should! And then there was Coquelicot and her weakling of a husband, trying to use her for their own purposes. The audacity… Anastacia’s train of thought was interrupted by a puff of flame that flew out from her fist.

“Oh… So that’s how it is.” Anastacia grinned.


“Madam… May I speak freely?” Duke asked as they were riding back to Mournvalley.

“Of course you may.” Coquelicot responded and slowed down her skeletal horse to hear her apprentice better.

“You know how we gave that ancient UNTESTED bracelet to the kid? I’m thinking that it was a bad move.” Duke said. “We don’t really have any idea what it actually does to her. Do we even know how to remove it?”

“I understand that, but we are nearing the endgame here. We may not have much time before the cult acts, and the possibility that she takes out Amaranth with the help of the bracelet is just too good to ignore.” Coquelicot explained. “And the book said that it can be removed by the one who locked it, so we’ll just do what we did earlier and I’ll take it off her. Alice will warn us if it starts to have unforeseen effects on the girl.”

            

    
        Chapter 60 - Unforeseen effects

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia looked around at the result of her training. The ground was scorched and full of burnt shards of bone for a couple hundred meters around her in every direction.

“Being a natural at everything is so nice.” She smirked and started to head back to the city. “Shame there isn’t any living stuff here to properly test things with. Suppose I’ll run into some of those sooner or later.”

It was already way past midnight when Anastacia returned to the inn and the downstairs tavern was almost empty. Holly sat behind the counter, staring at the couple of mousefolk that were clearly bothered by it. The necromancer leaned on the counter to talk with the night waitress.

“I assume making coffee is a bit much for you. Mind if I go to the back to get some?” Anastacia asked.

“Who?” Holly replied after turning her unblinking gaze at Anastacia.

“It’s me, Anastacia. We talked like less than two days ago.” The necromancer explained. “Are you getting stupider by the day or something?”

“Anastacia is prey, but you hunt. Holly can see.” The owl said and stared at Anastacia blankly. “Not Anastacia.”

“Damn straight, birdie! I’m better now.” Anastacia declared and headed to the kitchen, where King was washing dishes.

She wasn’t actually thirsty or even tired, but felt like coffee would be nice right now. Anastacia was happy with the progress she had made during the day. As far as she knew, combining magic and necromancy hadn’t happened ever before, or at least for as long as the cult had been in power. Giving her the bracelet was the first smart move Coquelicot had made since the beginning of her little rebellion. Anastacia glanced at the trinket on her wrist, the small gem in it had turned red at some point.

“King, what do you think about expanding our kingdom a bit? I know of this little nation, ruled by assholes that have been trying to kidnap and murder me for a while now.” Anastacia laughed.

Suddenly she felt the presence of another necromancer close by; she really needed to learn how to stay alert.

“It’s been a day and you’ve already gone off the deep end that badly?” Alice said as she entered the kitchen. “I’m not letting you into Mournvalley before boss tells me to. Right now you are to wait here and train, until we figure out if Amaranth is coming here too.”

Anastacia poured herself a cup of coffee and laughed at Alice’s threats.

“Gil likes you, so I’ll give you a chance to skitter back to your boss.” Anastacia grinned. “The second I’m done with my training here, I will melt that rotting stain of a country off the map. That armless tart made it possible for me to get rid of my weaknesses, and that’s why you guys get to make a choice, either you acknowledge your place and stand behind me, or burn like the rest.”

Alice backed down and left the inn while Anastacia kept laughing at her. She had been observing Anastacia’s training from the beginning and made the necessary decisions before confronting the girl. Her skeletal horse was already on its way to Mournvalley, carrying a message that asks for immediate reinforcements and the removal of the bracelet. It also explained that Alice had decided to stay behind and slow down Anastacia if she turned on her friends.


When Gilbert came down to the tavern in the morning, Anastacia was still there, reading Alizarin’s book. Rosie grabbed him and dragged him to the kitchen before Anastacia noticed.

“There’s something seriously wrong with Anna. I know it’s the bracelet, but I think she’s literally turning evil.” Rosie explained worriedly. “She’s not eating or sleeping either…”

“Don’t worry about it, the necromancers will handle it. we just need to keep her occupied with training until then.” Gilbert calmed her. “I hope…”

Gilbert had similar worries, but he also had faith in Anastacia. There’s no way she’d just give into it without a fight, all they needed was to buy some time. She just needed to get rid of the last inquisitor and she would be free from her past. He left Rosie to her cooking and went to greet Anastacia.

“Good morning Anna. Ready for today’s training? Kabana should get here any time now.” The old adventurer said, trying to hide his worries.

“Good. I was getting tired of the wait. I more or less learned what I need about fire, so she’d better have something new for me today.” Anastacia said.

Like Gilbert had said, Kabana came to get them after a couple of minutes and they headed to the area where they trained. The mage was terrified when she saw Anastacia’s handiwork.

“You lack control, like this you’ll hit your allies too! The fire isn’t meant to burn everything, just what you’re aiming at.” Kabana explained.

“Then it’s their fault for being in the way.” Anastacia stated curtly. “Teach me something new.”

Kabana looked at Gilbert, who shrugged. She wasn’t completely sold on whether the necromancer should be taught magic at all, but perhaps she just didn’t know the whole story. So the mage tried to find a connection between some other type of magic and necromancy.

“How about lightning? I think it might be a bit like necromancy.” She asked. “The basic idea behind it is that almost everything in the world has an innate charge, you’re just using magic to affect its type. You necromancers directly control something in the bones to move them about, right?”


Coquelicot was going through her husband’s notes to find anything that might aid them in their war, when she noticed the bag Rosie had given to her after Alizarin’s death. The high inquisitor had gone through the papers in it multiple times, but decided that she’d check them again and sort them out into the collection of books and notes that was Alizarin’s study. Most of its contents were lengthy notes about how Carmine and Cerise had managed to trace him despite his efforts to lose them. Nothing really helpful. Coquelicot was about to throw the emptied bag into a corner when she noticed an extra pocket she hadn’t gone through before. Inside it was a hastily folded note:

“I have found the cause of the sudden mass killing of the paladins in the city of Crescent, and rather unexpectedly, it appears to be young Anastacia and her friends. The event itself is nothing we need to concern ourselves with, but following it, Anastacia has fallen under the effect of an enchanted ring. It appears that the girl has an uniquely adverse reaction to enchanted items. NOTE: Discontinue all research relating to Anastacia and enchanted items, such as the Spine Crown and Bracelet of Aptitude…”

“Bracelet of aptitude…“ Coquelicot repeated and realized what she had done.

Suddenly Cyan rushed into the room.

“Madam! Alice’s horse is back without her. We found this note on it. It says…” The apprentice started.

“Save it for the ride! We’re leaving for Valor right now!” Coquelicot interrupted and ran past Cyan. “Alert the whole new inquisition!”

The high inquisitor feared that she might have ruined her whole plan and possibly created a monster.

            

    
        Chapter 61 - Irreversible actions

    
    
    
    
                The conversion between lightning magic and necromancy wasn’t as clear cut as they had hoped, and Anastacia had no talent for it. Despite hours of trying, all she could do was to arc some between her fingers, barely enough to harm mosquitos.

“You’re a terrible teacher. I should be frying cows by now.” Anastacia blamed Kabana. “It took me less than a day to master fire magic on my own, how is this so hard?”

“You’re a terrible student, that’s how.” The mage rebutted. “And you’re far from mastering anything.”

They had gotten very tired of each other during the training, mainly due to Anastacia’s attitude. While Kabana had tried her best to remain civil, the necromancer had no such intention and blamed everything on her teacher.

“If I’m not appreciated here, I might as well leave.” Kabana stated. “Find me again when you’ve burned your face off by accident.”

“Leave then! I don’t need you, I don’t need any of this!” Anastacia snarled.

Gilbert couldn’t blame Kabana for her decision to give up on Anastacia, and felt like he had to at least offer the mage a couple of drinks for the effort. He figured that the best thing to do was to let Anastacia be on her own for a while and followed Kabana to the city.

“That child is reckless and violent. I believe that there’s something good in every being but she’s really making me question that right now.” Kabana said when Gilbert caught up with her.

“She’s not being herself right now, you’d love the real Anastacia.” Gilbert explained. “I hope you’ll help us when she’s back to normal.”

“Gilbert, that girl will get herself killed soon enough. You need to fix whatever it is that’s making her be like this.” The mage stated curtly. “Whatever miracle you’re waiting for can’t happen soon enough.”


Anastacia tried casting lightning a few more times, but it clearly wasn’t going anywhere. Maybe she needed some real targets to push herself this time? She figured that there would be something in the nearby forest and started walking further away from the city. After only a few hundred meters, she could feel another necromancer behind her.

“You are to stay near the city.” A familiar voice told her.

“You are to mind your own business, Alice.” Anastacia responded and turned around. “I’m just taking a walk here, so fuck off and come back when you have Coquelicot’s answer.”

“I’m not letting you leave alone. There’s no telling what you’re going to do anymore.” Alice said. “I’ve seen what you have turned into.”

“Are you trying to give me an excuse to get rid of you? Because it really sounds like you are.” Anastacia asked and grinned.

The apprentice inquisitor took a deep breath and flung bone needles at Anastacia; she had collected them after the confrontation the night before from the field where they fought the inquisitors, hoping she could keep Anastacia drugged until her reinforcements arrived. The first volley of needles stopped in the air before they were even halfway to Anastacia and the second volley only a bit closer to her. but they gave Alice enough time to move right next to Anastacia and almost stab her with a needle. Alice’s luck ran out just before the tip of the needle touched Anastacia’s shoulder. Alice had been frozen in place again.

“I know what you’re thinking, ‘how could she do this so fast?’ or ‘she isn’t supposed to be this powerful yet.’ But you need to understand that the main reason I was such a weakling before, was my subconscious unwillingness to use my powers.” Anastacia explained and moved away from the needle. “Thanks to this little trinket, that’s not the case anymore. Though I still need to find ways to train further, right now my ways are too inefficient. You actually got really unlucky, because I was only barely able to pull that off. As a… consolation prize, you’ll get to be the first to witness something I’ve come up with.”

Anastacia moved her arm in an arc over her head with her palm open, but instead of lifting it up right away, she closed her fist. All of a sudden, multiple skeletal hands, feet, spines and the like sprang from the ground around Alice and pulled her down. The apprentice could feel and hear her bones snapping as the skeletons pulled harder and harder. When Anastacia finally lifted her arm up, a pillar of flame rose from the ground, but her aim was slightly off and only about half of Alice was caught in it. As the skeletons retracted back underground, the charred necromancer was still gasping for air. Anastacia walked over to her to finish the job.

“You’re insanely unlucky today, that must hurt pretty bad.” Anastacia noted and kneeled next to Alice.

Alice’s lower body and left arm had been completely burned and the remains of her blue robes were still smoldering. She could barely move, but still tried to use her right hand to stab a needle into Anastacia’s leg. Anastacia just grabbed the needle from Alice to make her stop moving. It was painful to look at, even for her.

“Trying to drug me again, huh? To slow me down…” Anastacia mumbled and stared at the needle. Suddenly the gem on her bracelet briefly flashed white again and Anastacia jabbed the needle into her own knee.


The new inquisition pushed their undead mounts to their limits as they raced towards Valor. Their scouts had already spotted a faint presence of a necromancer a couple of kilometers ago and they were heading for it. The fact that they couldn’t feel two meant that either one of them was dead or Anastacia had defeated Alice but didn’t kill her before leaving.

“If it’s Alice, Cyan and Cobalt, you need to find the priestess immediately!” Coquelicot commanded. “If it’s Anastacia and something has happened to Alice, we do not attack immediately! And even if we do have to fight, avoid killing her for as long as you can.”

“There!” Cyan yelled and pointed at a slumped figure in the distance. “It’s not Alice.”

As they got closer, they could see Anastacia and the blue robed corpse in front of her. Coquelicot sped up to be the first one there. She could feel that her apprentice was already gone and rushed to confront Anastacia.

“What the fuck did you do?!” The high inquisitor yelled.

“She tried to order me around.” Anastacia answered and tried her best to stand up, but her feet couldn’t do it quite yet. “Did you come to try your luck in doing the same?”

The rest of the new inquisition arrived and surrounded them.

“She... she’s dead.” Duke said and kneeled to look at his colleague. “Why is she burned? Is there a fire mage around?”

“We should just kill her now. It’d be easy.” A male inquisitor called Teal suggested.

Coquelicot grabbed Anastacia’s arm and lifted her up. Just as she was about to unlock the bracelet, the hands she was using suddenly shattered and Anastacia fell back down. Her feet didn’t carry and she fell on her side.

“You’re not going to kill me.” Anastacia laughed. “You still need me. I’m not going to let you remove the bracelet either.”

The drugged necromancer kept laughing as Coquelicot tried her best to come up with something. Even though Anastacia wasn’t able to walk yet, Coquelicot could feel her presence slowly become stronger and stronger. She ordered her apprentices to take Alice and go further away.

“Must be terrible to lose a tool like that one. She was devoted to a fault and pretty good too, almost got me even.” Anastacia mocked the high inquisitor, clearly trying to get under her skin.

It worked well enough for Anastacia to be able to take over Coquelicot’s remaining four hands and rip them off from the harness they were attached to. Before Coquelicot had the chance to back off, Anastacia used one of the hands to slap her in the face.

“I’ve wanted to do that for a while.” She laughed. “How does it feel to know that this all your fault? It was you who was so determined to get me to train. And to think that this whole bracelet thing was your husband’s idea only adds to the hilarity.”

“Silence.” The high inquisitor said and stomped on the ground.

Bones began to shoot up from underground and form a ball in the air behind Coquelicot. More and more of them gathered, at first just from the area immediately around them, but as the ball grew so did the affected area. Eventually even Coquelicot’s hands were ripped from Anastacia’s control. The ball only stopped growing after it was close to fifty meters in diameter. The necromancer stomped again, causing a massive bone tentacle to emerge from the sphere and reach towards Anastacia. As soon as it touched her, the bones on its surface began to shatter, but they were quickly replaced by more bones. The tentacle wrapped around Anastacia, squeezing her tightly. When she was finally released from its grasp, Anastacia realized she had been wrapped with the rusted weapons and armor that had been underground with the bones.

“I’ve gathered all material within five hundred meters, there’s nothing left for you to use.” Coquelicot stated. “Just wait there until we figure out what to do with you.”

            

    
        Chapter 62 - Not enough problems for one day

    
    
    
    
                ”I can’t believe we’re not killing her for what she did!” Duke complained. “She killed Alice! I don’t care if it was because of that damn bracelet. She’s an enemy now! We’ve killed people for far less.”

Most of the new inquisition agreed with him, but none of them would actually act against Coquelicot’s orders. The High inquisitor had placed down the massive sphere of bones she had collected and sat down to rest.

“You couldn’t kill her anymore even if you wanted to. Her mind is almost clear by now and every single one of you would get killed if you tried to attack her now.” She explained to her apprentices. “She’s playing weaker than she actually is, and to be honest, I have no idea what to do with her. I tried removing the bracelet when I restrained her but it wouldn’t open. The hand I used to lock the bracelet is gone too.”

“Can’t you open it with your feet or mouth?” A young female inquisitor called Maya suggested. “Or we could cut her hand off, or just sort of mush the bones in her hand to fit it through the bracelet…”

“I’m not going to get anywhere close to her anymore, but let’s keep the amputation option as the last resort. There’s always a chance that she’ll attack us even without the bracelet if we do that.” Coquelicot noted.

While the new inquisition was discussing the matter of getting the bracelet off Anastacia’s wrist, darker clouds moved in from the north and it began to rain. It didn’t take long for the light drizzle to turn into a full-blown downpour. The inquisitors were used to the weather and didn’t let it bother them, but Anastacia was now lying in a puddle, unable to move. There was no material that she could use to free herself and her movement was too restricted to be able to cast fire. This annoyed the necromancer and she began to scream to burn off some of the anger.

“Should we go ask help from her friends? She’d probably let them get close.” Maya asked.

“They’re her friends, we can’t trust them to believe us over her.” Duke pointed out.

After two hours of planning, they hadn’t gotten any better ideas than cutting off Anastacia’s hand. The rain wasn’t letting up either. Cyan had taken off his robe and wrapped Alice in it so they wouldn’t need to look at their burned friend. The rain made it hard to see Anastacia from so far away, so they kept track of her only by feeling her presence.


Xamiliere was out on a stroll outside the city when she spotted a lump of something in the middle of a field that looked like it had been dug full of small holes. On closer inspection she realized that the lump was Anastacia, who had been wrapped in scrap metal.

“What’s up sweet cheeks? I heard you were trying to learn some magic, is this part of the training?” The spriggan asked and leaned on Anastacia’s metal coffin.

“No, you fucking twi… Uh… No. Please help, I’ve been trapped by Amaranth and she’s out to get reinforcements!” Anastacia pleaded. “They’ll be back any minute now.”

“Wow, you’re a terrible liar. Really now, what’s up?” Xamiliere asked again, having immediately seen through the act.

“Look, just help me okay? I’ll come to your room tonight!” The trapped necromancer tried to bargain.

Xamiliere kneeled next to Anastacia’s face to take a closer look. Something didn’t seem right to her.

“Who are you and what did you do to Anna?” The spriggan suddenly got serious. “You don’t feel like her at all.”

Anastacia realized she wouldn’t be able to trick the spriggan and began insulting her loudly.


“Madam… I think there’s somebody next to the girl. I can’t see properly but that’s what it looks like.” Duke said suddenly.

The necromancers perked up and began peering into the distance to make out if that was true.

“I can’t feel them at all… So if there is someone there, it’s either the simulacrum that follows her around or the spriggan…” Coquelicot deducted. “this might be bad…”

By using one of the countless hands in her collection of bones, she picked up a rock and flung it at Anastacia, hitting the metal restraints. The shape that they had assumed to be somebody reacted to the hit and began moving closer to them.

“It’s the damn spriggan.” Coquelicot said and felt relieved, as King would have no doubt helped Anastacia free.

“Oh, I know those blue robes. I assume you people have something to do with the Not-Anastacia over there?” Xamiliere greeted them.

Coquelicot explained the situation to her, including that Anastacia had killed Alice.

“You’re an idiot. This is literally all your fault.” Xamiliere stared down Coquelicot. “If my friend’s life wasn’t in danger, I’d release her just so you could get what you deserve. And I’m not going to let you hurt her, so no amputations. Just because you don’t have arms, it doesn’t mean you can just lop them off from everyone else!”

One of the inquisitors stepped forward to confront the spriggan for insulting his superior. His name was Phthalo and he was among the more ruthless members of the new inquisition, a stereotypical necromancer even. With multiple piercings in his face and tattoos on his clean-shaven scalp, he looked almost tribal.

“Do you have any idea who you are talking to?” He asked from the spriggan.

“Do you?” Xamiliere responded.

“Enough! Phthalo, stand down.” Coquelicot interrupted them. “Spriggan, we ask for your aid in the matter. Right now, you are the only one that can get close to her even somewhat safely and…”

A loud roar interrupted her. The necromancers spread out quickly and tried looking for whatever made the noise. The heavy rain was still making it impossible to see properly and they couldn’t sense anything new in the surrounding areas. A couple of the new inquisitors had similar abilities as Alizarin, and they searched for anything big enough to make such a noise. For a couple of minutes, they just stood there, waiting.

“North! Something big coming in!” Maya yelled suddenly.

Soon enough they heard a second roar, this time from closer by, and right after that something massive approached from the sky above the forest to the north.

“Looks like Amaranth decided to kill two birds with one stone, and by stone, I mean a dragon skeleton.” Coquelicot said. “The cult knows we came here and having both me and Anastacia in the same place was too good to ignore. Our base has weapons to deal with this, but we’re standing out in the open right now.”

“Okay... So can you guys just wave your hands and take it apart then?” Xamiliere asked.

“We can’t. It’s basically pointless to try and take Amaranth’s thralls from her. That old hag’s grasp on them is beyond belief. We just have to either break some of its bones or rip them out with whatever material we have on hand. You can probably help with that.” Coquelicot explained. “She’s likely still at Mournvalley so killing her isn’t an option right now either.”

The undead dragon circled over the field a couple of times before crashing into the ground, almost hitting a few of the necromancers. It let out an ear shattering roar, spread open its wings and turned its attention to Coquelicot.

“Uhh, I’ve got a question.” Xamiliere said and backed away from the high inquisitor. “How does a skeleton roar or fly?”

            

    
        Chapter 63 - The great king Alabaster

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia awoke in a dark void, much like the one where she had met Sylvia for the second time.

“Oh come on! Am I dying again?” She asked, not really expecting an answer.

“No, you’re doing just fine.” Someone responded from behind her.

Anastacia turned around to see a man sitting on a throne, in the middle of the darkness. On a table next to him was a small lantern and a bracelet, exactly like the one on Anastacia’s wrist.

“What the hell is this? I had just left the blacksmith and… and…” Anastacia struggled to remember.

“Yes. The fact that you’ve woken up here means that you’ve lost most of the control over yourself. It takes a couple of days for me to take over your mind properly.” The man explained.

“Take over? So you’re the reason I was being an asshole to everyone!” Anastacia guessed and walked up to the man.

“No, you’re just an asshole. Has no one explained to you how all this works?” The man asked and looked confused. “Could you tell me how you acquired my bracelet?”

Anastacia explained how the bracelet was forced on her and the changes in her personality it had caused. The man listened and started to look more and more concerned.

“This isn’t how any of this is supposed to happen! My bracelet is supposed to be given to kings or queens of the realm!” The man stated and hit the throne’s armrest with his fist. “What has happened to my kingdom?!”

“Uh… I don’t really know who you are.” Anastacia pointed out.

“You’re a necromancer and don’t know who I am?! Has our line fallen so low that they do not remember Alabaster the eternal and immortal king of the necromancers?!” The man cursed and got up from his throne. “Child! Tell me what has transpired in the mortal world after I chose to move myself into this bracelet!”

“You’re that guy! The cult still worships your skeleton. I was actually supposed to keep it reanimated but I kind of escaped Mournvalley…” Anastacia told him.

“My… skeleton? Why do you think I made this damn bracelet?! And you useless idiots worship my bones?! I can’t believe this…” Alabaster sat back down and took a deep breath. “And I thought my plan was perfect… But wait! You’re certainly an exceptional necromancer, I can feel it! Maybe I can work with this… I can make you the queen and then you’ll restore my kingdom to its original glory!”

“That’s nice and all, but can I just go back to my body? I would really like that.” Anastacia asked.

“No. I can feel that you lack almost every important quality needed to become a true necromancer. Ambition, lust for power, ruthlessness, they’re all mandatory for a ruler. So I’ve taken it upon myself to ‘amplify’ those qualities of you. Eventually you’ll become just like me, a strong leader for our kind!” Alabaster stated victoriously. “The original plan was to give the bracelet to whoever took the throne after me, to make sure they’re up for the task.”

“Or we could, you know, not do that and just let me take off the bracelet.” Anastacia said. “The cult has been trying to hunt me down for a while now. I doubt they’d make me their leader anyway…”

“Then we just kill them all, along with anyone else who tries to stop us!” The necromancer king laughed.

Anastacia wasn’t about to let the ancient necromancer king control her, even if it would make getting rid of the cult easier. She walked around the throne but found no signs of an exit, or anything else for that matter.

“Hey, if I’m here and you’re here, who is being me on the outside?” Anastacia asked, hoping she wasn’t just lying in the ground, unconscious.

“It’s not like that, the you on the outside is like a combination of both us. Since you appeared here, it’s about half and half right now, but in couple of days you’ll be more like me and less like you. The final ratio depends on how weak you are as a person.” The king of necromancers explained. “And I can tell that you’re weak, which why you never really got anywhere.”

“So we’re just stuck here forever and the Anastacia on the outside is just a power-hungry asshole from now on? Is there a way out?” Anastacia worried.

“I don’t understand? Why would you want to leave? You will be the most powerful person in the world, and rule over the world as you see fit. And when you die, you’ll continue your reign even in the afterlife.” Alabaster said and seemed confused over Anastacia’s worries. “Of course, you’ll go back to normal if you kill me, but that’s just not going to happen.”

Anastacia concentrated on the necromancer king, but it felt like running into a stone wall. No cracks or anywhere to start with. This would take days at the very least but weeks or months seemed more likely.


Fighting a dragon was not a simple task, even for Coquelicot and her apprentices. Xamiliere had wrapped her roots around one of its leg, just barely preventing it from flying, but the wet and slippery terrain and the thrall’s massive size forced the necromancers to spend almost all their time either dodging the dragon’s flailing or trying to stay close enough to actually deal damage. After fifteen minutes, they had made almost no headway, and some of the necromancers started to get tired.

The undead beast had no such concerns as it spread its wings and tried flying again. Its wingspan was almost twenty-five meters, but the skeletal structure of its leg made it easy to hold on to, and Xamiliere’s roots were dug deeper than any tree’s. The spriggan herself was in charge of keeping an eye on Anastacia, and watched the fight from the top of the necromancer’s metal restraints.

“They’re not really getting anywhere with this…” The spriggan sighed. “I wish Dammar or Gil was here. They’d come up with something. Like get some cannons and blow the damn thing into pieces. Shame we’re so far away from the city too, the guards probably can’t see this far in this rain.”

“Serves them right for trapping me!” Anastacia laughed. “Let me out and I’ll get rid of it!”

Xamiliere looked at the inquisitors, realizing it wouldn’t be long before the dragon actually got its first kill. She wasn’t able to help them either since she had to keep one of her feet in the ground at all times to control the roots, meaning she couldn’t move quickly. But something had to be done, so Xamiliere bent open the metal pieces that were holding Anastacia still.

            

    
        Chapter 64 - Freed

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia got out of her metal restraints and stretched her body to get rid of the stiffness they had caused.

”I freed you, now go help those guys.” Xamiliere demanded and pointed at the struggling necromancers.

”I suppose I could.” Anastacia said and sneered.

The freed necromancer ran at the skeletal dragon and picked up any material she could find along the way. When the beast was finally within reach, she lit the lump of bone on fire and launched it at the dragon. The projectile hit the dragon’s side but didn’t cause any meaningful damage. Instead, the burning ball of bones exploded, scattering burning shards everywhere. All the attack really did was alert the dragon about Anastacia’s presence and showered a couple of the nearby Inquisitors in flame. Luckily their robes had been drenched in the rain and didn’t catch fire as well.

“Inquisitors! This is your last chance to keep your lives! Either you bow to me now, or your corpses will when I’m done with you!” Anastacia declared. “What do you say, Coquelicot?”

The high inquisitor didn’t really have any other options. If she said no, Anastacia and the dragon would kill them. If she ordered everyone to flee, the dragon would kill Anastacia or she would follow them and probably kill most of the inquisitors. All of these would ruin her plans.

“Fine! The new inquisition will serve you.” Coquelicot answered, obviously pissed off. “Now help us with the dragon!”

“I can’t believe you’re having so much trouble with this. I’ll distract it, you get your act together and start taking it apart.” Anastacia commanded her new troop and started flinging bones and fireballs at the dragon’s head to make sure it focused on her.

It worked well and the undead dragon took a swipe at Anastacia, but as its claw was about to hit her, it bounced off and a couple of the bones in it cracked slightly. After a couple more swipes, one of its toes broke off. While Anastacia couldn’t fully take over the skeleton, she was able to easily stop a few bones in its front leg when they were close enough.

As Anastacia kept the dragon busy, the inquisitors regrouped, paired up and began wrapping bones around its back legs, tail and wings. Now that they were able to work in peace, they were able to pull apart its lower body, which seemed to be enough to kill the dragon for the second time. Coquelicot had used the time to find whatever was left of her arms, but was only able to find three of them in the pile of bones she had collected earlier, and couldn’t attach them back to the harness, so instead she just floated them around her. To make sure the dragon stayed down, she proceeded to shatter its neck by punching it.

“Why the fuck is she free again?!” Duke asked and pointed at their new leader.

“That’s no way to address your superior.” Anastacia grinned.

“Madame, what does she mean?” Duke demanded an explanation. “There’s no way I’ll work with this bitch. She killed Alice!”

“Just shut up for now, okay? We work for her now. It’s better than all our work being for nothing or dying here.” Coquelicot admitted to her apprentices. “Besides, I feel like our goals are now more aligned than ever.”

“Damn straight, cupcake. Now bow to me and I’ll let you take Alice back to Mournvalley.” Anastacia said.

“I am not going to…” Duke started but stopped when Coquelicot kneeled. “Really?! We’re doing this now?”

One by one the Inquisitors kneeled before Anastacia. With an exceptionally smug grin on her face, she excused them but told Coquelicot to stay behind for a bit. The new inquisitors left in silence and shame. While they weren’t technically defeated, it was the first time they weren’t good enough for the task.

“So the whole rebellion is now led by that kid?” Maya asked while they were riding away.

“I doubt that’s what it is. More like we’re no longer in control of her.” Cyan answered. “The way I see this playing out, is that she’ll tell us to attack the cult with her, so the plan is more or less the same. What I worry about is the aftermath. If nothing changes, there’s no one to stop her from declaring herself the leader of Mournvalley.”

“Boss won’t accept that, no way she will. This whole rebellion was her idea, she deserves to lead us!” Duke pointed out. “She’ll figure out a way to get rid of the bracelet and return that twit to normal, or kill her.”


Anastacia sat on the dragon’s skull and watched Coquelicot inspect the arms she had found. The high inquisitor seemed disheartened over the broken harness.

“What’s up, you seemed to still pack quite a punch even without those?” Anastacia asked.

“You wouldn’t understand before someone rips your arms off. These are the last set Alizarin made, so I’ll have to find someone to make new ones…” Coquelicot said and sighed. It took all her self-control to not attack Anastacia.

“I see… Well, now that you’re mine, how about we upgrade you? You clearly need all the help you can get.” Anastacia suggested and looked around. “We’ve got all this dragon bone lying around now, so how you about ask this one blacksmith I know to carve you a new set?”

Coquelicot didn’t care either way, so she just followed Anastacia and Xamiliere to Valor. At the gates, Anastacia told her where the blacksmith was and returned to the inn with the spriggan. The high inquisitor entered the shop and looked around to judge the quality of the weapons made there. The blacksmith and his brother were talking by the counter when they noticed the high inquisitor.

“Val, I know you never listen to me, but please, do not open your mouth.” The blacksmith whispered. “She will skin us alive.”

“Your craftsmanship is impressive, dwarf.” Coquelicot stated. “I’m here to request a very specialized item from you.”

“What would that be?” The blacksmith asked. He was both terrified and proud that the high inquisitor herself had found his work sufficient. “I’ve worked with bone quite a bit ever since that lass arrived here. So I’ll probably be able to help. It would be an honor.”

“You see, I broke my arm prosthetics in a recent battle and I need you to make me a new set out of dragon bone.” Coquelicot explained. “You can get as much dragon bone as you want from outside the gates, there’s a full skeleton there. I will bring the harness they are going to be attached to once I find a way to get it off without hands.”

Before the dwarf was able to stop his brother, Valimir had already moved over to Coquelicot and grabbed onto her robe.

“A woman in need? Fear not! I shall help these clothes off you!” The dwelf stated triumphantly.

The blacksmith assumed that this was the end for his idiotic brother and took cover behind the counter to avoid the spay. He began wondering what was the most graceful wording to use in the letter to their mother.

“Let me tell you a short tale of the last time I met one of your kind.” Coquelicot said and smiled to Valimir. “He was never heard from again, and they only found his eyes in a puddle of blood. The end.”

            

    
        Chapter 65 - On a leash

    
    
    
    
                Coquelicot sat in the corner of the inn, visibly pissed off. Most of the guests were familiar with the tales behind the red robes and gave the high inquisitor a wide breadth. It would take a couple of days for the new arms to be ready for use, and Coquelicot was to stay around at least until then.

“Serves you right.” Xamiliere greeted her and sat down at the same table. “What do you actually know about the bracelet? We need to figure out how to fix Anna.”

“Or kill her.” Coquelicot pointed out. “The book I read about it only had a brief description. Basically, it said that it’d make its wearer into the best possible necromancer they can be, and that it can only be removed by the one who put it on.”

“So we can just knock her out and you can fiddle the bracelet off with your feet or whatever?” The spriggan suggested.

“We can try, but if that fails, she will just obliterate whoever did it to her. Is that worth the risk to you? The hands I used while locking it are gone too, so the likelihood of it not working is quite high.” Coquelicot stated, she would much rather figure out a way to kill Anastacia and do it after the cult had been taken care of. That would be infinitely easier than removing the bracelet. Anastacia could be poisoned or killed with a projectile she couldn’t control. But that would have to wait, as Coquelicot was determined to get something out of the whole mess.

Rosie brought out a bottle of wine that Coquelicot had ordered. The necromancer stared at the bottle for a second, as if expecting for it to move on its own, but then remembered that she didn’t have her arms and sighed deeply. She had left the remaining three as models for the blacksmith to work from.

“Need some help? Maybe a straw?” Xamiliere mocked the inquisitor.

“Do you happen to have a drinking horn or an ivory cup or something?” Coquelicot asked from the innkeeper, ignoring the spriggan’s remarks.

“Nope, sorry about that. I’ll leave the bottle here in case you figure out something.” Rosie said, shrugged and left to get some new orders.

Coquelicot was beyond furious now, and her refined shell began to slowly crack as she muttered something about strangling Anastacia after this was over. Kneeling like this simply wasn’t in her nature at all, but all that mattered was the plan, and temporarily pretending to submit to Anastacia would most likely save thousands of lives in the long run. But in combination with the relative helplessness of being literally disarmed, it was enough to bring her to a boil.

“Happy thoughts, madam necromancer. Happy thoughts.” Xamiliere said and continued to annoy her.

“I will burn every forest, cut down every tree and salt every inch of land, if it means you will die off.” Coquelicot responded and straightened her posture.

“Aaanyway… Back to the problem. What if we find an enchanted item that counters the effects of the bracelet? Like something that pacifies her.” Xamiliere suggested. “Then there’s also the ring that messed her up last time…”

“Maybe. The ring is too dangerous since it might just make her realize that everyone is a threat to her because they want the bracelet taken off, but something like a slave shackle or a poison to cloud her mind might actually work.” The necromancer admitted. “But I would first consult someone who knows more about enchantments. This is up to you though. I’ll be closely monitored by her since there’s no way she actually trusts me. Also make sure you think it through before you bring someone else into this; you and your friends are worthless to me, and I won’t ruin my plans by stepping in to protect you when you get caught.”

“Who are we poisoning?” Someone said through the window next to them.

Coquelicot peered through and only saw the top of the speaker’s head, but she recognized the voice.

“I’m still regretting that I didn’t paint the walls of your brother’s shop with your blood, dwelf.” She said and pushed the window to close it.

Valimir pranced through the door, sat down with them and bumped fists with Xamiliere.

“And of course you two know each other… This plan is becoming worse by the second.” Coquelicot sighed, and would have buried her face into her arms if she could have.

“I was actually just bringing you these drafts of the prosthetics, but whatever this is, I want in.” Valimir said and put some papers on the table.

“Whatever, just report back to me when you know how and when you two plan on getting yourselves killed. So I know to come and watch.” The high inquisitor remarked and started going through the drafts while Xamiliere briefed Valimir.

The blacksmith suggested that instead of the three pairs of normal hands, he would make a pair of normal hands, a pair with the dragon’s teeth as claws and a pair with retractable spikes. Coquelicot didn’t really get the purpose of the added weaponry, but the drafts were otherwise sound. She’d just need to get the harness off, so the blacksmith could copy the shoulder joints properly.

“Your brother’s work keeps impressing me. At least your coffin will be well-made.” The necromancer said and got up. “Spriggan, take me to your room. I need some help. Dwelf, tell your brother to proceed with his plans.”

The unlikely cabal parted ways as Valimir returned to his brother’s shop and Xamiliere took Coquelicot upstairs.

Xamiliere’s room was filled with valuable looking items she had collected on quests. Crowns, ceremonial daggers, jewelry and the like were stuffed into every nook and cranny, just so they wouldn’t be in the way.

“You have quite a collection here, why haven’t you sold all this?” Coquelicot asked.

“Why would I? I don’t need more money. If you see something you like, just take it.” Xamiliere said and sat down on her bed. “Now what did you need me for?”

“Disrobe me.” The high inquisitor said bluntly. “I’m wearing a harness underneath and I need to get it off.”

“Score!” Xamiliere celebrated and started taking off Coquelicot’s belt.

The harness was a sight to behold. Each of the shoulder joints was anchored to a metal corset and a spine made out of metal plates, and all this was fastened on with countless straps and belts. Dismantling the whole thing took almost an hour.

“This stuff weights a ton. How do you walk around with all this?” Xamiliere asked and weighed the harness with her arms.

“The extra mass helps when I punch things, and I do that often. And the arms need to be attached firmly enough to not pop out on their own.” The necromancer explained. “Look, I’ll be out of the game for a while. If you want to save Anastacia, you have until my new arms are ready. After that, I suspect that Anastacia will attack the cult. And when they’re dealt with, I will kill her.”

With her robes back on, the high inquisitor felt uncomfortably light and defenseless, despite still being one of the most dangerous people in the world. She asked Xamiliere to deliver the harness to the blacksmith and returned to the tavern, where Anastacia was waiting for her.

            

    
        Chapter 66 - The plan

    
    
    
    
                ”She’s pretty lightweight, what if we just get her hammered and try to get the bracelet off while she’s down?” Valimir suggested and peered into the distance. He and Xamiliere were on the city wall, observing their target while she trained with Coquelicot.

“Brilliant! She can’t really be mad at anyone if we trick her into drinking on her own.” Xamiliere agreed. “Tricking her into it is easy, but what should we make her drink? If it’s too strong, she probably won’t like the taste, but mild stuff like mead could take too long and she might cause some damage before passing out.”

“Is there a drink the lass enjoys? We could just mix something into that.” The dwelf asked.

“She loves her coffee.” Xamiliere answered.

“Then I know just the drink!” Valimir said. “Meet me at Rosie’s inn. Get her to brew some fresh coffee.”

The mage snapped his fingers, tapped his knees and jumped off the wall. Normally a fall like that would be fatal to all but the most agile species, but being a utility mage has its advantages. Valimir landed softly and sprinted off to get whatever he needed for the drink. Xamiliere looked at the mage’s stunt and considered jumping off too, but decided against it since she had just grown a new pair of legs and didn’t want to break them. So she just took the stairs down instead.

When Xamiliere got to the inn, she headed to the kitchen despite being barred from there ever since she broke into the storeroom and stole most of the spoons in a drunken venture. They were never recovered and even Xamiliere herself didn’t know where they went or why she needed them in the first place.

“You’re not allowed here, leave.” Rosie immediately demanded.

“In a bit, but right now I need some fresh coffee. We’ve got this plan to get Anna drunk and try and get the bracelet off.” Xamiliere explained. “I know, I know. I’m an idiot and shouldn’t make kids drink but…”

“You should do it. It’s to fix Anna, right? I don’t care what you have to do if you can get her back to normal.” Rosie interrupted her. “I may not know what exactly is going on, but I know you’re our best bet in stopping her if it goes bad.”

“I… what? You trust me? That’s a first.” The spriggan pointed out.

While Rosie prepared the coffee, Xamiliere washed some empty bottles so they could take the drinks with them to Anastacia and didn’t have to get her drunk in the city. Just in case she was an angry drunk.

“Did Coquelicot tell you anything about the bracelet earlier?” Rosie asked when she took the pan off the stove.

“Nothing useful really, but I can tell just by looking that something is possessing her. Though it’s kind of weird, Anna is still there but it’s like there’s two beings melded into one. I’ve seen something similar happen to other spriggans when they’ve used a polluted or cursed branch as the base for a body part, but never with humans. Whoever made the bracelet had great talent.” Xamiliere explained. “Is the priestess here? I’d like to get her to try something as well.”

“She should be upstairs. I can go and get her, but if something happens to her, I’ll use you to heat the stove tomorrow.” The tigress threatened and left to fetch Emilia.

Xamiliere figured that the goddess Emilia served should be able to do something, or if all else fails they could break Anastacia’s hand like the inquisitors had planned and Emilia could heal it before Anastacia wakes up.

“Is the innkeeper not here? I was looking forward to seeing her.” Valimir asked as he entered the kitchen.

“She’ll be back in a bit.” Xamiliere answered.

The dwelf put down a bag full of ingredients on the table and started sorting them out. A bottle of clear alcohol, cream, something that looked like honey but clearly wasn’t, sugar and a small bottle that had a minty aroma. He poured the coffee into the bottles and mixed a ton of sugar into each one of them. When the sugar had dissolved, he poured in the rest of the ingredients and topped it up with cream. In total, he made six bottles.

“I get the rest of the ingredients, but what was that honey-looking stuff?” Xamiliere asked and started shaking the bottles to mix them.

“Don’t worry about it. This is the perfect drink for getting a young lass drunk and comfy.” Valimir grinned.

“You’re so scummy, I love it.” Xamiliere laughed.

When Rosie returned with Emilia, they quickly went through the plan with them and left for Anastacia’s training grounds.


“See? I don’t need you guys to teach me.” Anastacia boasted and displayed her skills.

“Yes yes, you’re great…” Coquelicot halfheartedly praised the young necromancer.

This had been going for a couple of hours now and Coquelicot was at her limit. The rain had stopped but the ground was still muddy, and having to stand around doing nothing but listen to Anastacia was torturous to Coquelicot. While the scale Anastacia worked at was certainly impressive, it was all what any skilled necromancer would call basic stuff. Anastacia had clearly surpassed her in power but everything she did was wasteful and it annoyed the high inquisitor greatly.

“I’ve been thinking; it looks like you’ve got some of the same abilities as I do. There’s a small perimeter around you that no other necromancer has any business being in. I saw you use it to protect yourself against the dragon earlier.” Coquelicot pointed out. “Some necromancers naturally focus more of their power on a small area around them. It makes them extremely hard to deal with but those are also the ones that find it difficult to detect or control things over longer distance.”

“Oh… well that’s totally useless for me to know.” Anastacia answered bluntly.

Coquelicot fought the urge to attack Anastacia and was almost glad to see Xamiliere and the other two in the distance. At least they’d serve as a distraction.

“What are you doing here?” Anastacia asked in disgust and looked at Valimir.

“We came to check out your new skills with magic and such.” Xamiliere said and took a sip of the coffee drink.

“What’s that? It looks good. Give me one!” Anastacia demanded.

“Sorry kiddo, it has alcohol in it. So you can’t have any.” Xamiliere shrugged.

Coquelicot could see through the ruse immediately, but Anastacia was more focused on the fact that someone tried to deny something from her.

“You think you can stop me from just taking it if I want to?” Anastacia threatened. “I can handle undead dragons and inquisitors, I’m pretty sure a drop of that won’t kill me.”

“Fine, just don’t whine to me when you wake up with a hangover.” Xamiliere caved, or at least acted like she did.

Anastacia snagged a bottle from the spriggan and proceeded to drink about half of it at once.

“Huh, it’s sweet.” She said and looked at the bottle. “But as you see, I’m totally fine… and… can handle some… alc… a…” Her speech began to slur and she struggled to stand straight, but still she attempted to take another sip from the bottle.

“Whoa there, slow down.” The spriggan laughed.

The intoxicated necromancer stumbled for a bit and tried to say something before falling into the mud and passed out.

“Think I overdid it…” Valimir admitted and poked Anastacia to see if she was still awake.

“You two are by far the stupidest people I have ever met. I can’t believe that actually worked.” Coquelicot said in disbelief.

“Go ahead and grab one for yourself.” Xamiliere said and offered a bottle to Coquelicot.

The armless inquisitor just stared at the spriggan blankly. She was clearly very tired of the nature spirit’s shenanigans.

            

    
        Chapter 67 - More than a king

    
    
    
    
                As soon as Coquelicot was sure Anastacia had passed out, she kicked the girl in the shoulder. Not quite hard enough to break anything but it’d definitely leave a bruise.

“Stop that!” Xamiliere yelled and ran between them.

“Hmph. Move aside, spriggan. I need to take a look at the bracelet.” The high inquisitor commanded and glared at Xamiliere.

“Whatever. Just don’t hurt her.” The spriggan responded and moved out of the way.

Coquelicot immediately kicked Anastacia again, but that was enough for her, at least for now. The bracelet’s lock was a simple toggle clasp that was easy to operate, even with teeth, as long as someone would be holding up Anastacia’s arm. Coquelicot tasked Xamiliere to do it and started trying to catch the lock with her teeth.

“You know, this seems like it should be hot, but I can’t quite grasp the appeal.” Valimir pointed out.

Even after numerous attempts, the lock wouldn’t open.

“This isn’t going to work. It would have opened by now if it was possible.” Coquelicot admitted and got back up. “That means I can’t open it. Did you dumbasses plan for this?”

“Yeah, why do you think we brought the priestess with us?” Xamiliere said.

“Because you two need adult supervision.” Coquelicot remarked and turned her attention to Emilia. “Go ahead then, priestess. We don’t know how long we have, so try and make it quick.”

Emilia picked Anastacia up and placed her into a slightly less muddy spot before kneeling next to the drunken necromancer and starting her incantation. Like usual, the prayer took a few minutes and Valimir started getting anxious.

“Why is this taking so long? Is she having problems connecting with the god or whatever?” He complained. “What god is she even working with, Klavian? Coronia?”

“Just shut up half-elf. I’ve seen her work before and she’s worth her salt.” Coquelicot said. “And I believe she works for Sylvia.”

“Sylvia… That’s a bit out there. I thought they were all insufferable cunts.” Valimir shrugged.

Emilia took her mace and tapped the bracelet lightly. The prayer was successful and as the mace touched the gem in the bracelet, Emilia could feel Sylvia’s presence enter it.

“Well, she’ll do what she can. The thing with all these ancient enchantments is that they’re often made with the aid of gods far older than most of the ones we know now.” The priestess explained. “All we can do now is wait.”


King Alabaster was sitting on his throne, waiting for Anastacia to give up on her futile efforts on killing him. If she somehow managed to kill him with necromancy, he was willing to give up his position and accept defeat. Any time Anastacia tried to rely on fire magic instead, he pressed the girl into the ground with his own powers.

“Just give up already. We’ll be here for a long time and I’d rather not spend that time fighting.” Alabaster said and got up to take a walk.

“And do what instead? There’s nothing in here.” Anastacia asked. She had tried walking away from the throne before, just to see if there really was nothing out there, but after about fifty meters she stopped getting further away no matter how long she walked.

“I’d be interested in hearing what the world is like these days; it’d be good to know what kind of place we’ll be ruling over.” Alabaster smiled. “And I bet I have quite a lot of tales from my time you’d enjoy. After a while, your body will die of old age and the bracelet will have a new bearer. Then that person will join us and have their own stories to tell.”

Anastacia caught up to the king, partly because she was actually slightly intrigued by Alabaster’s suggestion to share stories and partly because being close made trying to kill the king easier.

“Now child, tell me about this cult that’s ruling over necromancers these days?” The king asked.

“The cult itself consists of every necromancer who isn’t in the rebellion or, you know, me. I honestly have no idea how many of them there are since I rarely left the castle before escaping. Within the cult, there are four castes: the ruling families, the master families, the servant families and the common folk. Your caste is more or less written in stone from your birth and has nothing to do with how capable you are as a necromancer. It was just pure luck that I was born into a ruling family.” Anastacia explained.

“That’s preposterous! I made it very clear that the strong will rule over the weak! I can’t believe my beautiful legacy has turned into a disgusting nightmare like that. They must pay for this!” Alabaster looked disgusted.

“Well that’s what the rebellion is more about, they’d give the power to the few that can control living material, and I suppose they’d be less shitty overall. But anyway, the ruling families are there to keep up the stupid traditions, like the one with your skeleton, and keep down everyone else with the inquisition by their side. Master families are the ones that lord over whatever area was handed to them. Each of the master families have a few servant families under them as soldiers and the like. The common folk is exactly that, they farm whatever shitty food is able to grow in Mournvalley.” Anastacia continued. “The whole thing is so messed up that the rebellion could just wipe them out if it weren’t for a few powerful assholes.”

The necromancer king had to go back to his throne to sit down. The current state of the country was too much for the ancient ruler to handle and he had to take a moment to work through it. They spent what seemed like hours in silence, Anastacia working on killing the king and the king just sitting there, frowning.


Suddenly the king got up and stared into the void.

“Something is coming in.” Alabaster said and looked startled.

“What? I thought we were the only ones here?” Anastacia asked. Seeing the king suddenly be so tense made Anastacia extremely worried.

“We are. Something in coming in from the outside.” Alabaster explained and took a few steps towards the darkness.

A small flame popped up in the distance and for a while it seemed like that was the extent of the situation, but then the flame started to spread all around them. In a few seconds, the infinite darkness turned into a seemingly endless field of fire.

“No, it can’t be! We destroyed you all!” Alabaster yelled.

“And fate would have us meet again, dear Anastacia.” A disembodied voice greeted them.

Anastacia recognized it immediately as her favorite goddess.

“Sylvia!” She shouted in excitement. “Alright. Alabaster, this has been fun, but looks like it’s time for me to leave with…”

“I am afraid it is not that simple. I can not free you before this man allows you to leave, or dies.” Sylvia admitted.

“But… You’re a god. He’s just some guy that’s pretty good at necromancy.” Anastacia argued and pushed Alabaster a bit to make him stumble, making her point clearer.

“There are many things you need to learn, my child. Humility among the more important ones, but today you have learned that The Great King Alabaster is someone who gods only bargain with.” The goddess explained.

            

    
        Chapter 68 - Barely a god

    
    
    
    
                ”King Alabaster, what is it that you want from this girl?” Sylvia asked in an unusually humble manner. “Her freedom is imperative for my purposes.”

Alabaster returned to his throne and taunted the goddess. “Sylvia, huh? You used a different name last time we met. Guess I missed a spot and an ember of your flames got left behind. Anyway, I need the girl to restore the necromancers to their original glory and take back our rightful place as the rulers of the world.”

“The nation of Mournvalley will be restored to a degree by the rebellion, even without your interference. I only ask that you’ll stay your hand for once, and let the world turn on its own.” The goddess pleaded.

Every sentence of the conversation surfaced a million new questions in Anastacia’s head, but she assumed that her input was not needed at all and her opinion simply didn’t matter. The two continued to argue over Anastacia’s fate for what seemed like hours, without really getting anywhere with it. Alabaster was clearly trying to rile up the goddess, almost like he wished for a fight. Slowly but surely, the flames around Anastacia and Alabaster grew taller and hotter.

“Guys... Can we not do this?” Anastacia tried to interrupt them before she would get burned.

“Ah, the lass is right. How about you show yourself so we get to chat face to face? This chamber of mine is not a part of the world outside, I know you can do it here.” Alabaster agreed.

The flames started to gather towards one spot in the distance as the goddess prepared to show her physical form. In a blinding flash the fire disappeared and left behind Sylvia. The goddess’s appearance was almost nothing like Anastacia had imagined. She was about two meters tall, yet frail. Her eyes were hidden by a smooth iron mask that reached all the way to the back of her head, only letting the goddess’s locks out from the back. Her hair was made of iron wires with red-hot ends reaching halfway down her back. Wearing a black iron corset that looked like it was burned into her snow-white skin and an asymmetrically cut leather skirt that had been charred by the flames spreading from the goddess’s feet, Sylvia looked like she had very little to do with any of the aspects she had as a god.

Sylvia walked to Anastacia and embraced the girl. Despite looking like she would melt metal with a touch, Sylvia was only slightly warm compared to a normal person. Anastacia recognized the feeling from when she had died and met the goddess for the first time.

“My intention was to spare you from seeing this hideous form, but Alabaster has forced my hand. I am truly sorry.” Sylvia explained.

“D… don’t worry about it. I’m just a bit surprised since you don’t look at all like the descriptions of the ‘demon’ in Crescent.” Anastacia said and smiled, hoping it’d calm the goddess.

“The form I used to cleanse that city was simply my chosen one’s body imbued with my presence. In truth, I could take almost any shape I chose, but he would see through it.” The goddess pointed out and let go of Anastacia.

“This is heartwarming and all, but it really makes me question how much the girl knows about your past. I feel like she’d be quick to change allies if someone told her about our previous meeting.” Alabaster interrupted. “Say, Anastacia, do you wish to know of her past?”

The king’s words made Sylvia look worried, but Anastacia figured that the past was the past and she’d only judge Sylvia on her actions as the goddess of joy. After all, everyone has a past and most people aren’t exactly proud of it. Why would gods be any different?

“I’ll take the silence as a yes. Well then, let us start with her name! Before you stands The Lady of Torture, The Maiden of Agony, the one and only Pyria!” The necromancer king introduced the goddess now called Sylvia. “You see, back in my time, she and her kind walked among us mortals. They did as they pleased, as there was no one to stop them. Genocide, rape, pointless torture… whatever is the worst thing you can think of and worse! In my opinion, ‘Sylvia’ here is among the worst of them. She’d force babies to crawl in fire whenever she had the time. Instead of killing anyone quickly, she’d have them suffer for as long as possible.”

Sylvia stayed silent during the whole time, as she couldn’t deny any of the accusations made by Alabaster.

“Despite near godlike abilities, these beings had one weakness… they were made of flesh and bone! With a few of my more capable followers, I fought back. For five years, we traveled through the lands and tore down every single one of them. Well, except lady Sylvia right here apparently.” The king continued. “But there is something I do not know. How did you survive and end up as a god?”

“Why does that matter? With all due respect, even with all your power and skill, you are stuck here. Doomed to sit on your throne without ever even seeing the outside world again. The necromancers will rise again on their own, so none of this is needed.” Sylvia argued.

Anastacia didn’t know what to say about Sylvia’s past. It was about a thousand times worse than she had expected, and Sylvia didn’t even try to deny any of it. Was there a chance that she would return to her old ways? Did Emilia know about this and if not, should she? While the goddess as she was, was definitely a force for good in the world, this could not simply be ignored. But getting out was at the top of the list for Anastacia, so she would be on the side that would help her with that.

“The lass might be against this right now, but she’ll eventually come to understand that everything I do is for the good of our people and the world.” Alabaster said and grabbed Anastacia’s hand. “It may have been done by mistake, but this child was meant to meet me eventually.”

“Well you see… I kind of think the world would be a better place without necromancers.” Anastacia pointed out.

Alabaster let go of her hand and leaned back, obviously bothered by what Anastacia had just said. For someone who had spent the better part of his life by defending the world from all kinds of powerful beings and genuinely trying to make it a place worth ruling over, hearing one of his kind say that necromancers shouldn’t exist hit the king pretty hard.

“I may be ambitious, merciless and all that, but I take pride in the fact that my actions improved everyone’s lives, not just my own. And now you’re saying that we should not exists?" He asked and suddenly turned serious. "You’re breaking my heart, Anastacia” 

Anastacia sighed “I think that the necromancers of today are irredeemable, cult or no cult. You may have been a great king once, but your legacy is long gone and I’m certainly not the one that can rekindle it, no matter under whose control I am.”

            

    
        Chapter 69 - Split

    
    
    
    
                King Alabaster sank deeper into his throne and went through in his head what Anastacia had said. Sylvia noticed this lapse in his concentration and decided to use it to attack the king. Their last fight had ended in her defeat, but she wasn’t a god back then and there was no Anastacia to help her. The goddess lunged forwards, grabbed the king’s arm and spit molten metal on his face, blinding the necromancer. The goddess’ palm quickly burned through the flesh and bone in Alabaster’s arm and the whole arm snapped off a bit above the wrist. Sylvia threw the separated hand to Anastacia, who had barely realized what was happening and failed to catch it.

“What am I supposed to do with this!” The young necromancer asked and picked the hand up in disgust.

“You are a necromancer, make use of it. I believe that you can…” Sylvia advised before being pulled away by a giant skeletal hand that had risen from the darkness in front of the throne. Unlike normal bones, these were as black as the darkness they were from, and Anastacia couldn’t feel them at all. Almost like they were not made of bone.

The hand slammed Sylvia down and began trying to crush her against the ground. The goddess fought back but was clearly struggling. Anastacia was completely frozen by the feeling of helplessness. Even if she had Alabaster’s severed hand as material, what could she possibly do?

As more gigantic skeletal hands rose from the darkness around Sylvia, Alabaster scraped off the cooled down metal from his face with his remaining hand. His face had been badly burned and he was able to only open his left eye. The injured king stumbled up from his throne and began walking towards Sylvia.

“I can’t believe you’re stupid enough to attack me here.” He taunted the goddess. “Did you think I was defenseless against you since your body no longer seems to work as material? Or did you just run out of options? You need to understand that in here, I am a god!”

The hands began pummeling the trapped goddess but she wasn’t entirely helpless, as a few of the nearest hands began getting entangled by metal wires that tightened around them and crushed their bones. With this, Sylvia freed herself and charged towards Alabaster. Another hand appeared from the darkness above them and swung at Sylvia, who caught it but was left open for another strike from behind. She was thrown at the throne and made a terrible crushing sound when she crashed through the backrest.

By then Anastacia had collected herself a bit and knew she had to do something, anything. As the fight continued, it began to look like it could go bad for Sylvia at any time. Anastacia shot off a few of the separated hand’s bones at its previous owner. Alabaster didn’t even turn to look at her before the bones stopped in the air. The difference in skill was far too big.

“Not now. Let the adults talk.” Alabaster said and turned his focus back at the goddess, who was wrestling with his conjurations in the distance. For each hand Sylvia’s firestorms incinerated, two more rose to challenge her.

“STOP!” Anastacia yelled and tackled the king. She wasn’t able to make him fall over and immediately got pressed at the ground by Alabaster’s necromancy.

“You’re going to stay there and wait until I’m done with the monster. I tried being nice and fair about this, but you two had to go and fuck this up for all of us.” Alabaster said and kicked Anastacia. “But in the end, we’re going to rule the world, whether you like it or not.”

Sylvia let out an ear shattering scream that caused an explosion around her, clearing out all of Alabaster’s thralls for a second. A second which Sylvia used to attack the necromancer himself. With a pair of fiery wings, the goddess launched herself at her target. The attack caused enough of a disturbance for Anastacia to struggle herself free again. The fight continued and Anastacia had to seek cover from all the molten metal flying around, so she huddled behind the broken throne. Still holding the severed hand and trying to figure out a way to attack Alabaster without him being able to interrupt it, Anastacia grabbed a piece of the throne that was lying on the ground. The lump of stone was way too heavy to be thrown by her and she almost gave up on the idea before glancing at the spare hand she had.

“What if I just…” She muttered to herself and placed the stone on the hand and controlled it to see if she could use it to launch the piece of throne at Alabaster. The hand was surprisingly stable and she barely even felt the stone’s weight when moving the hand around. Anastacia peeked over the throne to see if the king was preoccupied enough to not notice her. Before throwing, she closed her eyes to focus on her target’s location more clearly. The lump of rock was launched at a great speed towards the king, who didn’t notice the incoming projectile and got hit in the back. The force of the impact was enough to send him flying. Alabaster landed face first and seemed unconscious, but was clearly still alive. Anastacia ran over to see if she needed to finish the job. As she got closer, she could hear Alabaster trying to speak.

“W..wh...why?” The dying king uttered as blood pooled around him. “We… were supposed to…” His speech was cut short by a fiery explosion above them.

“Anastacia! Take cover!” Sylvia shouted as she fell down towards them.

Anastacia ran for maybe ten meters before tripping and falling flat on the ground. Luckily this was enough as the goddess cratered on the king with enough force to blow his body apart. Sylvia let out a victorious scream as a pillar of fire surrounded her and incinerated any pieces of the corpse around her.

After her celebration, the goddess stumbled towards Anastacia. Her mask had cracked, the iron corset was dented and her skin covered in wounds that oozed molten metal.

“I must apologize for getting slightly carried away in the heat of the fight.” The goddess admitted and sat down next to Anastacia. “I knew you could do it, one way or another.”

“I’m kind of noticing that we’re not back to the outside world yet…” Anastacia pointed out, took out a bandage from a pouch on her belt and offered to wrap some of the goddess’ wounds. “He said that I’d go back when he died…”

“Did he? I fear that may not be the case.” Sylvia said and put out her hand so Anastacia could treat it.

“Wait. SHIT! He said that I would go back to normal, not that I would get out.” Anastacia realized and cursed everyone and everything inside the chamber.

“Fear not, my child. The you on the outside is now free from this bracelet, all thanks to your efforts. Allow me to rest for a while, so I can get both of us out of here, to the plane I usually reside in.” The goddess explained. “We can work on bringing you back together with your body after that. I do think that you need a break from your earthly troubles, if that helps.”

            

    
        Chapter 70 - The green congregation

    
    
    
    
                Emilia, Coquelicot and Valimir had returned to the inn well after midnight while Xamiliere was left behind to watch over the unconscious necromancer, as they didn’t want to risk bringing Anastacia into the city. After sharing the news about the plan’s progression, Valimir returned to his brother’s shop and the others retired for the night. Coquelicot broke into Anastacia’s room and slept there. Being a trained soldier, she was also the only one who got some proper rest instead of worrying over Anastacia’s condition.

As the sun began to rise, Emilia woke up feeling just as tired as she was when she finally fell asleep, if not more so. Sylvia’s weakened presence was upsetting to her to say the least. With her uniform strapped on, she headed to the kitchen for some breakfast and found King, who was feeding a sandwich to Coquelicot.

“What?” The high inquisitor asked bluntly. She was clearly annoyed already, and laughing at her would have probably ended poorly.

“Nothing. Nothing. You do you.” The priestess said and tried her best to not grin like an idiot.

Emilia had spent quite a lot of time in the kitchen and knew her way around it. While Rosie was busy taking orders and preparing them, the priestess prepared her own meal and tea. Just as she sat down to enjoy it she stopped suddenly.

“My Lady is back!” She yelled and ran out.

Coquelicot didn’t seem too interested in what was happening and continued eating.

“Shouldn’t you be going too?” Rosie asked, she was worried that something had gone wrong.

“Why? I’m not a part of their idiocy. I hope Anastacia kills the spriggan, your less hairy half is actually kind of competent and losing her would be a shame.” Coquelicot explained.

“Really? You know, the high inquisitor I met a bit after Gil brought Anna in, was a respectable person with a mission.” Rosie said and hit the counter in frustration. “What I’m seeing now is a pathetic, petty wretch. I get it, what happened to Alizarin is terrible and you need time to work through it. But with the way you are now, I’d be surprised if your rebellion lasts for an entire year before people start to get sick of you. So get your shit together and go see what’s happening with Anastacia, and take Gil with you.”

Surprised by the innkeeper’s sudden outburst, Coquelicot got up and left the kitchen. Gilbert was by the door, wondering where the priestess had run off to. Coquelicot gestured for him to come along and headed for the field they had left Anastacia on. While walking with Gilbert, she considered telling him that Anastacia had killed Alice. Since according to the reports from her spies in Valor, the apprentice inquisitor and the old adventurer were somewhat intimate, so it would have served as a bit of payback for what Anastacia had done. But Rosie’s words had made her rethink some of her actions, and it did seem like she had lost her edge as a professional.

Gilbert had noticed that the necromancer frowned even more than usual. “You look like you’re trying to figure out something. Anything I can help with?” He asked to start a conversation.

“Oh, it’s nothing. Just trying to figure out how to run things back home. Running a rebellion is a financial nightmare.” Coquelicot lied from the top of her head.

“I can imagine. How do you guys even make money?” Gilbert asked. “I don’t remember Mournvalley’s economy being too healthy.”

“We have our sources. But other countries are rather pleased to fund our activities, and in exchange we promised to give five combat trained necromancers to serve in their armies. Of course, the ones we’re training will all still be loyal to us in the end, but that’s just how the world works. Getting people to see that we are just as useful as we are terrifying is what matters.” The high inquisitor explained. She figured that Gilbert wasn’t the type for politics, so sharing some of the rebellion’s secrets wouldn’t be too problematic.

They continued to converse until they could see Emilia, Xamiliere and Anastacia in the distance. The young necromancer seemed to be awake and hadn’t attacked anyone, which was a good sign.

“How are you feeling, Anna?” Gilbert asked.

“I didn’t know my head could hurt this much…” She answered and covered her eyes with her hand. The bright morning sun didn’t help her condition. “I don’t think I’ve eaten or slept for the last 2 days.”

The bracelet was no longer on Anastacia’s wrist and according to Xamiliere, it had just broken off a few minutes before she woke up. Everything about her behavior suggested that its effect had also disappeared, so they declared the plan to be a great success.

Coquelicot had stayed silent and just observed the situation. She realized that there was something they didn’t know yet. “Anastacia, do you remember everything? Just yes or no is enough.” She asked.

After a brief silence, Anastacia sighed. “Yes.”

“Then we will talk about it after you have eaten.” The high inquisitor stated and turned away to return to the city. “Believe or not, it’s nice to have you back to normal.” She admitted, but only after making sure no one could hear her.


Having successfully escaped the bracelet, the version of Anastacia that had met Alabaster had been taken to Sylvia’s plane by the goddess herself. It wasn’t that different from Alabaster’s chamber, but instead of darkness, they were surrounded by light.

“You live here? Do you not get bored at all?” Anastacia asked and looked around for anything, but the emptiness spanned infinitely in every direction. “I sort of expected this to be a paradise or something.”

“Ah but it is a paradise! I can see and feel all the joy, kindness and love my true followers experience.” Sylvia said and spun around gleefully. “But I understand your point. An earthly being needs earthly things. If you need something, just ask and I shall manifest that for you to the best of my abilities. You are a guest of honor after all!” 

“Some scenery would be a nice start. I’m getting really tired of this infinite nothingness motif.” Anastacia pointed out.

Sylvia turned to her and placed her hand on Anastacia’s chest. Suddenly the goddess’ palm sank into it and Sylvia pulled out a lump of something. While Anastacia screamed and checked her chest for holes, Sylvia threw the lump into the air. It quickly spread to form what Anastacia had asked for, tall trees that didn’t let sunlight reach the ground, soft moss and shallow pools of water. Anastacia recognized the location as the forest where she had met King.

“You never cease to amaze me, my child. I was expecting for the inn you reside in to appear, but this is what you wanted. Most delightful! But what is far more interesting is the faith you have.” The goddess smiled and sat at the edge of a pool. “You, dear Anastacia, have followers! I was prepared to use some of my faith to realize this wish of yours, but somewhere out there, you are worshipped.”

Anastacia was extremely confused by what she meant. There was no way anyone would worship her, not even in Mournvalley. Being the anchor was certainly considered to be an honor, but no way she would be worshipped for that. Suddenly her face lit up and she began laughing uncontrollably. “It’s the goblins! I can’t believe that counts!”

            

    
        Chapter 71 - Burying the hatchet

    
    
    
    
                Having had her fill of the stew Rosie made for her, Anastacia stumbled to her room and fell on her bed. Her head was still aching but she was far too exhausted for that to stop her from falling asleep as soon as she closed her eyes. After what felt like a second Anastacia flinched awake and immediately felt the presence of another necromancer very near.

“Having a nap there?” Coquelicot asked. “You know you really should take off the muddy clothes before laying down. You’re causing unnecessary trouble for miss Rosie.”

The high inquisitor was sitting on the bed next to Anastacia’s feet.

“I… I wash the sheets myself… How long have you been there?” Anastacia asked and quickly retreated into the other end of the bed.

“Around three hours. I figured I’d want you in a somewhat lucid state for our little talk, so I let you rest a bit.” Coquelicot explained and tried her best to remain as calm as possible. Usually being intimidating was part of her profession, but for once she felt like she shouldn’t drive Anastacia into a corner. “Just to be clear, I do not blame you for what happened to Alice. She was working under MY commands and your… condition was caused by ME forcing the bracelet on you. I do not believe you would have killed her under normal circumstances. My apprentices however, might not be so forgiving.”

“I can’t believe I killed her… What will I say to everyone?” Anastacia worried and buried her face into her pillow.

“I can’t help you with your conscience, but I can tell your friends that Alice fell on duty somewhere else. The spriggan knows the truth, but I believe she blames me as well.” The high inquisitor suggested. “But do not think I have forgiven you for what you have done before. I was merely reminded that taking my anger out on you will not further my goals. We will deal with that matter on a later date.”

Anastacia was barely able to concentrate on what Coquelicot was saying and instead went through every terrible thing she had done in the last two days, over and over again. Her distress didn’t go unnoticed by Coquelicot, who was somewhat used to giving people pep talks. She got up and cleared her throat.

“Anastacia, stand up!” She ordered with as much authority as she could muster without her arms by her side.

Anastacia stood up slowly. She had no idea what was happening and was worried that Coquelicot had gone back on her decision to not blame her for Alice’s death.

“Take a deep breath and listen to me. In Mournvalley, every capable necromancer is conditioned to feel nothing but pride for killing. This is usually done by the age of thirteen, meaning that you have gone through the training just like everyone else. Auburn, Crimson, Carmine, Cerise, Alice, me... we all went through this training and became what you, and most of the world, consider monsters.” The high inquisitor took a few steps around the room while going through her speech. Suddenly she turned to face Anastacia and continued. “But you! You feel bad after killing a person who had been tasked to take you down, and would have done so without a second thought. Do you not understand what this means?”

“T…that I’m not evil?” Anastacia uttered without much confidence.

Coquelicot smiled and stepped closer. “Subjective, but not too far off. You, Anastacia, remain unbroken. A training system developed over multiple lifetimes utterly failed to turn you into one of us! You may feel bad right now, but that is something to be proud of.”

Anastacia immediately broke into tears and hugged Coquelicot for an uncomfortably long time. The inquisitor tried to shake her off gently but failed to do so.

“Please let go, you’re getting mud on me.” She said and stepped away. “But that’s enough for now, I have business with the blacksmith. I’ll send someone up with a glass of water.”

Coquelicot escaped Anastacia’s room and headed downstairs. She found Dammar and his party discussing something with Gilbert. It didn’t seem to concern her, so she went straight into the kitchen, where Rosie, Emilia and King were doing some cleaning.

“Hope you weren’t too cruel to her.” Rosie said and pointed a kitchen knife at Coquelicot.

“I merely told her what she needed to hear. Say, priestess, you seem like you’d be good with upset people. Can you take some water to Anastacia and make sure she gets back to sleep?” Coquelicot asked while she continued to stare down Rosie.

The tigress agreed and gestured for Emilia to go. Rosie put down the knife and returned to cleaning and was planning on ignoring the necromancer in her kitchen. Who peeked out from the room to make sure no one was within earshot and took a deep breath.

“I have to thank you for what you said earlier. I had not realized how much I let my personal feelings cloud my judgement.” Coquelicot admitted. “In case you need someone killed, you know where to find me.” Having said that, the necromancer left the room before Rosie would have a chance to answer.


Sylvia dipped her feet into the pool of water created by Anastacia’s wish. Anastacia expected for the water to boil immediately, but nothing seemed to happen.

“You got pretty beaten up while fighting Alabaster, do you think you could have beaten him in the end?” Anastacia asked and sat down on the edge of the pool, next to the Goddess.

Sylvia touched the crack in her mask. “The king would have vanquished me for a second time if you had not interfered. Neither of us wished to harm you, so the scale of the battle remained small, but in the end, he would have bested me. While killing my physical form is but a temporary setback, I am truly thankful to you.”

The water was nice and cool, just like in the real forest. The only real difference was the lack of ambient animal noises and constant presence of goblins. Goblins that were apparently now fueling Anastacia’s power on this plane.

“Am I technically a god now?” Anastacia asked and lied down on her back.

Sylvia chuckled. “No, dear child, it is not that simple to become one of us. Gods are able to provide something for their followers on the mortal plane. If enough gods accept you as one, this ability can be given to you. But you should not be in contact with them, for they do not look kindly on your kind.”

“Necromancers? What’d we do?” Anastacia asked but then realized she knew the answer already. “It’s about Alabaster, isn’t it?”

“That man was a… problem. The extinction of my kind was just a single feat among many.” The goddess said with a sad tone in her voice.

Anastacia would have pressed the matter of reconnecting her with her earthly body, but she figured that it was in good hands for now. So instead she decided to take a well-earned rest and closed her eyes. As she started to drift off to sleep, Sylvia began singing about the defeat of the great necromancer king.

            

    
        Chapter 72 - Back in business

    
    
    
    
                After a good rest, Anastacia had managed to get rid of her headache and woke up feeling somewhat refreshed, which she considered to be a good sign for the day to come. With a quick look into the mirror to make sure she was looking presentable, she was ready to head downstairs. As she came out of her room, Anastacia caught Emilia exiting Rosie’s room.

“What were you doing there?” Anastacia asked and surprised the priestess who had been deep in thought and hadn’t noticed the necromancer. “Don’t worry, I know what it is.”

“No! I was uh…” Emilia stuttered and tried to come up with anything even remotely believable.

“You were trying to find out where she keeps the new towels! The old ones are basically useless and she refuses to change them all at once. I’ve tried asking her but she won’t tell anyone.” Anastacia guessed and winked at the priestess.

Emilia stared at her in disbelief. It never ceased to amaze her how dense the girl could be at times. “Wha… I mean yeah! Let’s go with that. New towels for everyone!” The priestess agreed.

They continued the discussion about towels while heading to the tavern. Emilia was actually the first one to benefit from whatever new things Rosie bought for the inn, but felt like Anastacia didn’t need to know that either. While getting higher quality goods would have been simple for Adventurers, they often chose not to as having large amounts of personal items didn’t fit the lifestyle too well.

Coquelicot and Gilbert had been awake for a while already and were discussing the logistics of the rebellion’s army, as the high inquisitor hadn’t really been responsible for an entire army before, and Gilbert had a surprising amount of insight on the matter. Anastacia tried to listen for a while but found the matter incredibly boring and instead focused on her breakfast. It was the first time she had ordered an omelet and was baffled by the concept of having fillings inside the egg and how that had never crossed her mind before.

She pulled from Coquelicot’s sleeve and pointed at the plate excitedly. “Have you seen this?”

“Yes, Anastacia, I have seen an omelet before. I have been outside Mournvalley more times than I can count, and…” Coquelicot stopped her sentence to look at the plate again. “Is that ham in there?” The high inquisitor silently got up and disappeared into the kitchen.

Anastacia finished her meal and ordered a second cup of coffee to get her morning started properly.

“Are you sure you need that much coffee? How do you even sleep?” Emilia asked and watched the necromancer dunk a biscuit too long, causing it to crumble into the drink.

Anastacia shrugged and took a sip of the coffee-biscuit mix.

“Now that you’re both here and Anastacia seems to be back to her old self, we might as well talk about something that has come up.” Gilbert opened and cleared his throat. “There has been a sharp increase in the number of beasts causing trouble. While the guild hasn’t gotten any actual request to get rid of them, it has chosen to do so to perhaps figure out what caused it. There will not be any rewards from these quests, but it will make us look good. Dammar and his party has already taken up a couple just in case one of them needs to be bailed out of jail again. So I was thinking we should also pick a few good ones so you two can get a few more quests under your belts.”

Emilia immediately nodded. “I agree. While it may not help you two, this would no doubt get me closer to a permit to open a small temple in the city.”

Anastacia knew she had dragged more than her fair share of trouble into the city, so if these quests would help her get on their good side, they’d be worth doing. Even though she was supposed to get back to fixing the prince.

Gilbert took out a map he had gotten from Dammar. Marked on it were the quests already carried out by other people. Aside from a few outliers, the marks made a suspiciously clear line.

“Isn’t this the village we did the time goat nonsense in?” Emilia asked and pointed at the closest mark on the map.

“The very same. If the two are connected, and we’re just looking at the creatures freed from the goat, there’s nothing to worry about. It means no one is out there, riling up beasts for whatever reason.” Gilbert said and circled a gap between two marks. “I was thinking we could check this area here, it’d take about a week to get there and back. And there’s some interesting terrain there, so you guys would get to try camping in different kinds of places.”

“Alright! That sounds like it could be fu…” Anastacia started but Emilia quickly covered her mouth.

“Don’t say it! So far you’ve said that about every quest and they’ve all turned into horrible trash fires by the end.” The priestess pointed out. “The machine fort went to shit twice, the goat was almost worse and it’d take me hours to list out everything that went wrong on the trip to Crescent. It’s like you’re cursed.”

“…cking horrible. Bet that place is like already on fire or something.” Anastacia continued and thanked Emilia.

The party dispersed to gather everything they needed for the trip. Gilbert would gather the odds and ends they might need for cooking and camping, Emilia was tasked with preparing some food with Rosie’s help and Anastacia just needed to have her gear in order and get King to follow them. She peeked into the kitchen and told the simulacrum to get his sword and come to the blacksmith’s shop with her. Coquelicot had finished her own omelet and tagged along as her new arms should be ready now.


When they entered the shop, the blacksmith greeted them with a small nod. He was engraving something on one of the bone arms and clearly needed to concentrate. To kill time while waiting, Anastacia picked up a spear and poked the air with it. Coquelicot instructed her on some actual spear techniques and made the whole situation far less dangerous by supervising Anastacia’s flailing.

The blacksmith put down his tools and looked up. “Ah! The high inquisitor! I was just putting some finishing touches on your order.”

Coquelicot inspected the product closely. “Fine work! May I go to the back to put it on?” She asked and used the arms to grab the harness onto herself.

The blacksmith nodded and turned his attention to Anastacia. “Are you still being shitty? Looks like you got the bracelet off at least.”

“Nah, I’m back to being cool. Anyway, I need a spear and a bow.” Anastacia said and put the spear on the counter.

“Just a regular spear and bow? No weird necromancy stuff or anything? What do you need them for?” The dwarf questioned.

“Well you see. I need the spear to poke things and the bow to poke things that are far away. I’ve been working on broadening my skillset and those two things seem something I could do.” Anastacia explained enthusiastically.

The blacksmith rubbed his chin and went through his bow selection in his head. “Yeah, I’m sure this is a terrible idea, but I think you just have the strength to use one of the lighter bows I have. With it, you’ll only be a danger to some small animals and yourself.” He took a bow down from the wall and placed it next to the spear. “Please have someone teach you how to use it properly.”

            

    
        Chapter 73 - Coming clean

    
    
    
    
                It didn’t take long for Anastacia and her party to prepare whatever gear they needed for the trip, so by noon they had already been on the road for a while. The day before had been a hot one, and the muddy roads had been dried by the scorching sun. While there was a slight breeze, it only made the heat slightly more bearable. While the city walls were still within sight, Anastacia had given most of her gear to King, who had already been carrying at least as much as Gilbert. But since the extra weight didn’t seem to trouble the simulacrum, Gilbert let it slide for now. Anastacia had also taken off her boots and walked on the grass on the side of the road. Coquelicot, now donning her new set of arms, had tagged along because her route to Mournvalley overlapped with theirs for a bit.

She tapped on Anastacia’s shoulder. “Are you not going to bring up the… incident while I’m still here?”

Anastacia slowed down her pace slightly to get some distance to the rest of the party. “Honestly, I thought about it the whole night, and wasn’t going to say anything to anyone. It’s not like I haven’t killed people before. It’ll go away if I just don’t think about it… Always has…”

Coquelicot sighed. “I know I said that I won’t tell anyone, but I need you in working condition at all times and that really sounds like it could blow up in our faces later. So either you bring it up, or I will.” The high inquisitor shook Anastacia’s shoulder to encourage her.

While she knew that Coquelicot was probably right, she was still afraid of what her party would think of her. Killing allies generally didn’t go over well in Valor, so especially Gilbert might find it unforgivable.

“Fine, I’ll bring it up once we make a camp…” Anastacia promised.

Emilia had noticed that the necromancers has slowed down and stopped. “What are you two talking about?! You’re lagging behind!” she yelled to get their attention.

“Skeletons and stuff!” Anastacia answered and ran for a few steps to catch up.


They stopped by a massive rock that cast a shadow large enough for a small camp. As Emilia started to gather wood for a fire, Gilbert took a look at the map. They were ahead of schedule already, mostly thanks to Anastacia not complaining the whole way this time. So they could either camp there for the night or continue for a while longer after the meal, depending on how the others felt. He had noticed Anastacia’s enthusiasm dying down along the way but assumed it was simply the walking slowly getting to her.

“Hey, should we try to hunt something? I saw a couple of deer earlier.” Emilia asked and placed down whatever firewood she had found.

Coquelicot had been scanning the horizon for a while. “Allow me to hunt for the meal. Consider it a parting gift.” She said and ran off.

Anastacia was sitting next to the rock and stared into the distance. She watched the red robes disappear into a nearby woodline and took a deep breath. “Hey, guys, I killed Alice.”

Both Gilbert and Emilia dropped what they were doing and looked at the small necromancer.

“Did you have a reason?” Gilbert asked and folded away the map. “Was this while you had the bracelet on?”

Anastacia nodded. “She tried to stop me from going further away from the city and I just…”

Gilbert glanced at Emilia. “So this is what Xammy was talking about, huh?” He sat down next to Anastacia. “When you were sleeping away your hangover, she told us to not blame you for anything you did while you had the bracelet on. Didn’t make much sense back then but it sure does now.”

“But didn’t you like her? Aren’t you mad?” Anastacia uttered while trying not to cry.

Gilbert laughed heartily. “Oh Anna, never grow up... Sure, she was a fine lass and we shagged a couple of times, but that’s all it was.” He put his hand on Anastacia’s head. “I would have fought her myself if she tried to hurt you, even if you were being slightly evil at the time. And I’m sure Emilia would have done the same, right?”

“Without a second thought. We are your party, are we not?” Emilia confirmed. “So if the red one knows and isn’t out to kill you for it, how about we get a fire stared?”

They were interrupted by the panicked squeals of five boars that emerged from the woods, running for their lives. Shortly after them a sixth one flew out in an arc, hitting one of the escaping ones and knocking it out. The remaining four kept running as their pursuer stepped out from the forest. Coquelicot was covered in blood and bits of boar. These were clearly the last survivors of a bigger group. The high inquisitor looked at the two unconscious pigs, broke their necks with a couple of swift punches and dragged them to the camp.

“Are these two enough for all of us? I can get more if needed.” She asked and pointed at the forest she came out from.

Emilia started looking for the tools to dismantle the animals. “Could you drag them over to the other edge of the field? Anna doesn’t need to see this and we don’t want anything bigger or meaner to come looking for a meal. That said, please clean your robes before they start to smell.” She instructed the inquisitor.

“Why are you afraid of wild life?” Coquelicot asked looking genuinely puzzled.

“I’m not afraid of it. We normal people avoid having to kill all the wild animals around our camp.” Emilia explained. “The cultural differences aside, we should get started.”

As Coquelicot and Emilia left to butcher the boars, Gilbert lit his pipe and tried to come up with anything to get Anastacia’s mood back up. He looked around the camp for anything, until he noticed King, who was looking for small stones for the campfire.

“I bet I could beat him in arm wrestling.” He said and gestured towards the simulacrum. “He may be made of stone and metal, but many boulders have been moved by these hands.”

Anastacia’s face lit up slightly. “You’re an idiot. I’ve seen him punch out a troll.” She pointed out.

“Who hasn’t. By your age, I had already wrestled most of the local creatures.” The old adventurer smiled and got up.

And so, a contest was declared. Anastacia explained the rules of arm wrestling to King and they gathered around a rock that was of suitable height to serve as a table and prepared for the match.

“No squeezing, using your mass or twisting, and definitely no biting! I want to see a fair fight between a man and some kind of magical stone thingy! I will count down from three and you can begin on the ‘go’. Are we clear?” Anastacia announced. “Alright, let’s do this! 3… 2… 1… GO!”

King immediately took the lead and began pushing down Gilbert’s arm. However, the adventurer didn’t look too worried. He suddenly started pushing back and managed to return their hands to their starting position. For a minute or so it looked like the match could go either way.

Coquelicot returned to the camp, having somehow cleaned her robes and joined in on the circle. “Who is winning?” She asked.

“No one right now, this has been going on for way longer than I expected.” Anastacia explained. She had been sure that King would win immediately.

Gilbert started to slowly gain more ground and the situation began to look dire for the simulacrum. Despite Anastacia cheering for him, King just couldn’t push back with enough power and the back of his wrist touched the stone, marking Gilbert’s victory. The adventurer celebrated his victory by posing to show off his biceps, but immediately regretted this when he could feel a stabbing pain in his arm.

“It’s alright, at least you’re the better looking one.” Anastacia comforted King, who didn’t seem to be bothered in the least.

“Can I have a go?” Coquelicot asked, but found no one willing to go against her.

            

    
        Chapter 74 - The joys of archery

    
    
    
    
                Over the course of their meal, Coquelicot shared her opinion on the matter of Alice’s death. She hadn’t expected for Anastacia’s friends to turn on her over it or anything, but their unwavering loyalty impressed her. With the case settled on their side, it was time for her to go and confront her apprentices about it.

She got up from her seat and thanked everyone for the meal. “It’s about time for us to part ways. Unlike you, I have important matters to attend to.” She said and turned to Anastacia. “You continue your life as you see fit, but if Amaranth doesn’t come find you first, you’ll answer my call and come help me when I choose to finish this, right?”

Anastacia nodded with her mouth full of boar meat.

“Good girl.” The high inquisitor said and seemed genuinely happy for the first time in a good while.

“Are you just going to walk back to Mournvalley? Do you need any supplies for the trip? We have some spares.” Gilbert asked as Coquelicot was leaving the campsite.

“Oh, only until I find an animal that can carry me. I’ll just kill it and have it take me back home, so I’ll be there by morning.” The necromancer explained and waved her hand.

Gilbert thought that an undead mount seemed extremely handy, as they probably didn’t need any rest or upkeep. But knowing how disgusted of reviving things Anastacia was, he chose to not bring it up. After all, plenty of adventuring had gotten done without the aid of undead pack animals. The vast majority of it, in fact.

“How about we stay here overnight and do some target practice?” Gilbert suggested. “I’m not really comfortable with you trying to use your bow for anything before I see you actually hitting what you’re aiming at.”

Anastacia took out her bow and followed Gilbert away from the camp.

“Okay. Let’s see you actually using it first…” The old adventurer said and turned to Anastacia. He noticed something missing and looked over her shoulder. “Anna… Where are your arrows?”

The necromancer stared at her teacher blankly for a second. “Oh shit! I didn’t buy any! Didn’t even get the arrow holding thingy.”

“It’s called a quiver…” Gilbert grumbled and left to get some of his own arrows. When he got back, he handed Anastacia his quiver with 12 arrows in it. “These might be a bit long for your bow, but they’ll work for now. We can make some in the evening, but you really want to buy some that were made by someone who knows what they’re doing.”

Gilbert showed her the right stance and the way to grip the bow. Before giving her the permission to try and shoot, he backed away and grabbed his shield tightly. Anastacia pulled back the arrow with all her might and only barely managed to get it far enough for the shot to have some power behind it. She took aim and released the arrow. The bowstring snapped on her cheek, chest and arm, and the arrow hit the ground only a few meters away. She fell on her knees and took turns screaming in agony and cursing.

Emilia ran over when she heard the screams and found Anastacia hitting the ground with her fist while Gilbert was doing his best not to burst into laughter. “What happened?!” She asked and rushed to see if the girl was okay.

“Anastacia learned one of the most important things about archery: Don’t put anything too close to the bowstring.” Gilbert chuckled.

“Fuck you! You old shit, come here and I’ll slap you on the tits with it! See if you’ll keep laughing then!” Anastacia screamed and shook her fist at Gilbert.


After about an hour, Anastacia was ready to try again. This time she was wearing her mail and a wrapped cloth around the arm that was hit. The second attempt was considerably more successful, even though the bowstring still hit the mail. By the sixth arrow, she had fixed her pose and the string no longer hit anything. After a full dozen, the distance had improved considerably too.

“I’m out of arrows. What now?” Anastacia asked and showed the empty quiver to Gilbert.

“Well if this was a real combat situation, you’d check if you could salvage any of the arrows fired at you. If not, you move on to other things. Usually it’s not possible to get your own arrows back before the fight is over.” Gilbert explained and looked around. “Now go pick them up while I build you a target.”

As the lesson continued, Anastacia became able to reliably hit any target that didn’t move and was about as big as a horse-drawn wagon. They decided that it was enough progress for the day and returned back to the camp. The sun had just begun to set and they spread out their bedrolls and instructed King to keep the fire up and stay on lookout.

“I’ll stay up with him for a bit.” Anastacia said and sat down next to the simulacrum. “Not feeling sleepy quite yet.”

Gilbert lied down and closed his eyes. “Alright, just make sure you get enough sleep. We’re leaving early in the morning.”

Both Emilia and Gilbert fell asleep quickly, leaving Anastacia alone with her thoughts. King was there, but he wasn’t exactly the talkative kind. She leaned against King’s shoulder and peered into the darkness around the camp. Birds had gone silent for the night, so all she could hear was the crackling of the fire and the occasional hoot of an owl.

Anastacia sighed. “You know, sometimes I miss the forest. We have to go back there for a couple of days at some point. Maybe after your friend is fixed and Amarant dealt with?”

Suddenly a small light appeared in the edge of the field. It moved around a bit and was joined by five other lights. Together they spun around for a bit and then began moving slowly to the side.

“What is that?” Anastacia asked and got up. “Fireflies?”

The lights changed colors every now and then, which was something fireflies didn’t do. When Anastacia held her breath, she could hear silent chanting from the direction of the lights. She took a few steps towards them but was stopped by King, who grabbed her hand and pulled her back.

“I’ll just check them out quickly. Whatever they are, they’ve obviously seen our campfire and haven’t attacked, so I doubt they mean us harm.” Anastacia said and tried to pull her hand free. “You stay here and look over the fire. I’ll be back in like a couple of minutes.”

The simulacrum hesitantly let go and Anastacia wandered into the dark. Once she got out of the campfire’s light, her eyes began to get used to the dark. The moon and stars were just bright enough for her to see where she was stepping. The closer she got to the lights, the louder the chanting got.

“Please don’t be ghosts. Please don’t be ghosts…” Anastacia hoped and got even closer.

            

    
        Chapter 75 - A midnight jog

    
    
    
    
                The lights seemed to be circling around something or someone, merrily bobbing up and down as the figure in the middle slowly traveled forwards. Anastacia stopped and listened to the chanting for a bit, but either the words were muddled beyond all recognition or were simply of some other language that Anastacia didn’t understand.

“Excuse me. Who are you?” Anastacia asked from a safe distance, trying not to scare whatever she was following, in case it hadn’t noticed her in the dark.

The figure stopped and slowly turned to face Anastacia. From behind it had looked like a human-sized black lump, obscured by a tattered black cloth. But as it turned, the lights surrounding it illuminated its form and revealed it to be some kind of creature made of moss, twigs and leaves, arranged into a very loose humanoid shape. Nothing in it was fit for necromancy material, so in that way it seemed similar to a spriggan but clearly wasn’t one. The black cloth covering its back seemed to be stuck to the branches in its head and almost looked like a veil.

“Umm… Hello?” Anastacia tried again and waved her hand.

The chanting stopped and one of the lights approached her. While Anastacia didn’t feel threatened by the creature itself, mostly because it looked extremely flammable and barely functional, she had no idea what the lights were. In general, touching unknown magical lights was not recommended, so she retreated further back. This only caused more trouble as two more lights began floating towards her.

Having no idea what was happening, Anastacia ran away as fast as she could, but the lights kept following her at their own pace. Anastacia figured that she should run away from the camp, give the lights a chance to catch up with her, run around them and get to the camp with some time to wake up Gilbert and Emilia. And so she ran through the dark fields, stumbling on rocks and the like every now and then, until she ran out of field and was surrounded by a pitch-black forest in every other direction, leaving her trapped. By then the campfire was only a small dot of light in the distance. The lights slowly floated towards her in a completely unintimidating manner, but Anastacia wasn’t willing to risk it before she knew what they were. With her luck they probably turned people’s eyes into bugs on contact or something equally horrible.

“Please stop!” She yelled at the lights and threw a fireball up into the air as a warning shot. It had no effect on them, so she threw another one slightly closer, yielding the exact same result. “I’ll aim the next one at you!” She threatened the lights. Even after that, they didn’t change their course and she was forced to act on her threats. The fireball simply passed through one of the lights harmlessly, and the panicking beginner mage began to throw fire at them in every way she could.


Gilbert had been following the action from the beginning. King had woken up him and Emilia as soon as Anastacia left the camp. He also knew exactly how dangerous this particular creature was and that Anastacia could handle it on her own. While the beginning was slightly hard to follow, Anastacia’s white hair was visible in the moonlight and they were able to keep their eyes on her.

“Where is she going? She won’t run into the forest, right?” Emilia worried when Anastacia raced to the other end of the field.

“Nay, she’s not stupid. If she’s doing what I think she’s doing, it’s actually pretty smart.” Gilbert reassured her. He was correct about Anastacia’s plan too, at least up to the part where the fireballs began flying in the distance. “Let’s just hope she won’t start a fire.”

When the warning shots turned into a full-blown firestorm, Gilbert sent King out to get Anastacia. The Simulacrum being more or less immune to fire, it wouldn’t be a problem if he got hit a bit. Anastacia would also be able to see the lit lines on some of King’s parts and maybe stop running around and throwing fire.

By the time King made it to her, she had managed to pass the lights and was running towards the camp. King grabbed her and brought her back to the camp, where Gilbert and Emilia greeted her with grins.

“Guys! There are these weird lights that are following me around! We need to...” The exhausted necromancer explained, but stopped when Gilbert’s self-control failed and he stared laughing.

“Anastacia the great necromancer, mage and the queen of goblins is afraid of pixies.” He managed to blurt out before breaking into laughter again.

“Pixies?!” Anastacia yelled. “Stop laughing! I was really scared.” She stared hitting her laughing friend but didn’t manage to actually stop him from ridiculing her.

The lights reached the camp and Anastacia hid behind Gilbert, who finally regained his composure and switched into his teacher mode.

“The small balls of light that have been following you are pixies, essentially they’re just leftover magical energy from natural sources and completely harmless. They tend to follow people, but only to have a quick look at them.” He explained and pointed at one of them, which has started circling Emilia. After a while it just left to regroup with the ones that hadn’t followed Anastacia.

Anastacia came out from hiding and let one of the remaining pixies circle her. “So what about the thing they were with? It was like this creature made of sticks and stuff.” She asked when the pixie left.

“That would be a pixie lord. They’re not actually creatures: the best way to describe one would be to call it a sculpture the pixies shape and move around. No one really knows why though.” Gilbert said and watched the last pixie go around him. “With any luck, they decided that some detail in you was pleasing to them and they’ll shape their lord to look a bit like you. Back in the day, people believed that following one that looks like you would lead you to a treasure, as if the pixies were thanking you for your looks. But honestly it’s just a really complicated way to get lost in a forest.”

The party sat down to watch the pixies slowly move away with their puppet. Anastacia started to actually like the idea of a pixie-made version of her going around, scaring people at night. When the pixies disappeared into the woods, everyone laid back down to get some sleep while King kept watch.

“Guys, promise you won’t tell anyone I ran from pixies.” Anastacia pleaded, realizing she wouldn’t hear the end of it if everyone from the inn knew.

“I promise nothing!” Emilia declared and giggled.

Gilbert laughed in his usual, hearty manner. “It was pretty funny, but I’m actually really proud of how you acted. You didn’t know what you were facing, so you retreated and came up with a plan to get us. That’s possibly the most important thing you can learn as an adventurer: We are not heroes or soldiers, we can run away if the situation is unfavorable. No matter how powerful you are, there are things you can’t fight properly. So figure out what you’re dealing with and only then act.” He instructed the less experienced adventurers in his party.

Silence took over the camp and it didn't take long for the party to fall asleep again. Anastacia had burned all of her energy by running around and didn’t have any trouble falling asleep this time.

            

    
        Chapter 76 - My ship is loaded with...

    
    
    
    
                With the campsite cleared and their gear packed, the party took one last look at the map before getting on the road again. They had all slept well after the pixie incident and felt refreshed. With a plentiful breakfast to fuel them, the party should be able to progress according to the plans with plenty of time to rest and eat along the way.

Gilbert pointed at a field on the map, or at least Anastacia assumed it was a field since it didn’t have trees or water drawn on it. “This is where we are now, and if everything goes well, we’ll be able to camp again by this lake here. The road doesn’t go by it so we’ll be going through this small swamp here, okay?” He said and traced the route with his finger. “We’ll be able to replenish our water reserves there too, and maybe fish a bit if we make it there in time.”

Anastacia took better a look at the tattered map. Unlike the one they had looked at earlier while planning the whole trip at the inn, this one didn’t have entire countries marked on it, only the area they were going to check and its surroundings, but in far greater detail. The wear and tear on it suggested that Gilbert had relied on it for quite a while; almost every free inch of it had been filled with notes on possible campsites, known threats like bandit activity and some of the more fearsome creatures.

“Why don’t we just go straight from here? Does this circle here mean something? If it’s dragons, you should draw one on it.” Anastacia asked. The path Gilbert suggested went around a small mountain range, giving them a wide breadth. A straight route would have been possible without actually having to climb a mountain.

“The terrain there is rocky and kind of dangerous, but the circle means that there might be some military activity there. A couple years ago, some mines were built there. Apparently, they found something of value, since the local lords on both sides of this border have sent some men there to claim it. It’s not really a problem for us since we’re on guild business, but they might still think we’re spies or something. You’ll understand after a few years of doing this.” Gilbert explained and folded the map into his pocket.

“Fair enough. Dragons would’ve been cooler though…” Anastacia remarked and stretched her back. Sleeping on the ground had its downsides.

With Gilbert’s lead, they departed from the field in high spirits. The day was going to be another hot one, but luckily the road continued along a forest and the trees shaded a good portion of it, at least for a while as the sun was still rising. It didn’t take long before Anastacia stared to push some of her gear on King. Gilbert had taken some of the shared gear from the simulacrum’s load as they were getting ready to leave, partly because he had expected for this to happen and felt sorry for the poor fellow, and partly because it gave him an opportunity to flaunt his victory over King.

None of them were talented musicians or entertainers, so boredom was a serious problem during the long walks, especially for the youngest member of the party. And when Anastacia became bored, she started to become increasingly difficult to deal with, becoming a problem for everyone else.

“How about we play a little game?” Emilia suggested, hoping it’d engage Anastacia even for a while. “There’s this game I’ve seen kids play while I was working in a temple. It’s called ‘my ship is loaded with’, the basic idea is that we pick a letter and a category and start taking turns naming things that fit into the category and start with the selected letter. For example, we could go with animals and the letter C. So I’d start by saying ‘my ship is loaded with cats’ and then it’d be Anna’s turn and so on. No repeats and if you can’t come up with anything in a timely manner, you lose.”

“My ship is loaded with cows!” Anastacia yelled.

“My ship is loaded with Corvianian arch vipers.” Gilbert said when his turn came.

Emilia looked at the party’s leader for a second before continuing. “Okay, I might have made a mistake picking the category… A new rule: one of the other players must know the animals you say.” She said, fully knowing that it probably wouldn’t make a difference. “My ship is loaded with cougars.”

And so the game continued for a while. Anastacia and Emilia began to slowly run out of animals, but Gilbert had no problems coming up with obscure animals either Anastacia or Emilia could vaguely remember from somewhere. At one point, Anastacia began obviously making up species of common animals that were just named after places starting with C, but the other two players let it slide as it kept her in the game and thus from being bored. Eventually it was decided that Gilbert had won, but just as they were starting the second round, Gilbert stopped the party.

“Hold up, we’ve got some military types coming this way.” He said and pointed at three approaching figures in the distance.

On the road ahead of them were three men, clad in identical armors and riding horses towards them. Gilbert recognized them to be a part of the personal army belonging to one of the lords warring over the somewhat nearby mine. The quality of the plate armor suggested that the men were of some stature within the army, perhaps a commander and his guards. Under the suit of armor, they wore dark green tunics, similar in color to spinach. As they closed in on the party, they slowed down to a walk and stopped about seven meters away from Gilbert. The rider in the middle jumped down from his horse and walked a bit closer before removing his helmet.

“Good day to you all. I am Anton Valza, a camp commander in service of Lord Vertas.” He greeted them and started slowly walking around the party, clearly to inspect them more closely. “I would like a word with you.”

Anastacia took notice of his light blue eyes as they were somewhat mismatched with the commander’s darkish skin. On top of that there was something about him that made him look kind off odd, but she couldn’t quite put a finger on it. The commander obviously noticed that Anastacia was staring, and stopped for a second to stare back.

“We’ve been keeping an eye on this road for a while now and seen plenty of people come through, but you are without a doubt the most curious group so far.” He said and stopped again. “You have a priestess, a young girl and this… thing. Didn’t know its kind could be tamed. If I had to make a guess, you and the simulacrum were hired from Valor to get these two safely to whatever destination they may be headed to. Tell me, was I even close?”

This wasn’t the first time Gilbert had been interrogated and he knew when the situation was actually dangerous. This was not one of those situations. Anton had correctly guessed they were from Valor and was no doubt aware that attacking an adventurer would be a foolish mistake. “On the contrary, they’re here to make sure I stay safe.” The old adventurer joked.

“Ha! Good to see someone with some sense of humor for once!” The commander laughed and returned to the front of the group. “I’m just going to be straight with you. You are not spies or the like. The brat looks like she’s going to explode unless she gets to say something to test my patience. She would be a terrible spy. You’re free to go, if you so wish.” He declared, put his helmet back on and climbed on his horse. “But we could actually use some help from the priestess. Some of my lads got a bit banged up on the last skirmish; a bandage and a word of encouragement would do wonders to them. I promise, it won’t take much of your time. And perhaps some of our supplies might go missing while you’re helping…”

            

    
        Chapter 77 - The crestfallen regiment

    
    
    
    
                Gilbert was strongly against getting mixed in with the commander and his business. Adventurers were supposed to stay neutral in political matters, and he had found it easier to do by simply not getting involved. But Emilia was a priestess first and adventurer second, so when an opportunity to spread the word and do some good came around, she couldn’t be talked out from doing it. So with a groan Gilbert caved in and agreed to the commander’s suggestion.

“Brilliant! Just follow us to the camp over there.” Commander Valza said and pointed towards a few pillars of smoke in the distance.

Gilbert intentionally slowed down the party a bit to get out of the soldiers’ earshot. “They seem alright, but don’t let your guard down. When we get to the camp, I’ll stick with Emilia and King will look after Anastacia, okay?” He said while keeping an eye on the men ahead of them.

“Why do I need to be looked after?!” Anastacia objected.

The party leader hushed her. “Because you’re naïve and I trust the simulacrum to keep you safe more than I trust you to do that.” He pointed out and started to increase their walking pace to catch up with the riders. “Oh, and if you find trouble, mention goblins in some context so we know to bail out, we’ll do the same. King, you clap three times as a signal.”

The soldiers steered their mounts off the road to a small path that ran through the forest. It was barely traversable by horse, even after they had cleared most of the roots off it. The party followed them and soon enough they came to an edge of a clearing; spread around it were roughly fifty soldiers and a few large tents. The commander jumped off his horse and gave it to one of the soldiers.

“Sorry if the mood is a bit gloomy, things haven’t exactly gone well recently. Hopefully they’ll cheer up when they see you.” He apologized and offered his hand to Gilbert. “I’ve already introduced myself, how about you tell me who you are?”

Gilbert shook the commander’s hand while squeezing it with a little more force than was needed. “The name is Gilbert; the ladies are Anastacia and Emilia and the simulacrum is called King.” He introduced everyone and Anton went around shaking hands with them.

“Are you on a family trip or something?” Anton asked, very clearly trying to get even a bit more information on his guests. “I must say, you’re punching above your weight, my friend.” He laughed.

“You have no idea.” Gilbert chuckled. He had no intention to say anything more than what was absolutely necessary.

Led by Anton, they walked through the camp, no doubt so that the soldiers could see the priestess. Looking completely spent and hopeless, a few of the soldiers gazed at the party, but quickly returned to their sulking around the barely lit campfires. At first Anastacia wondered if they were running low on supplies, but that didn’t seem to be the case, as the soldiers seemed to have plenty of meals that had barely been touched. Whatever it was, the situation was obviously dire. Most of the army consisted of humans and orcs, but there were a few men from beast races and at least two elves. Anastacia didn’t know much about the subject, but apparently it was somewhat rare to see an army consisting of more than one or two races and usually it suggested that there were some mercenaries in the mix, but they would have already fled if things were going south.

They stopped in front of a closed tent and the commander turned to Emilia. “Here’s where we keep the injured… the ones that have a chance to pull through at least…” He said and lost his cheery mood for a bit. “Go on inside and do what you can; the medical supplies are in the back.”

Emilia headed inside and Gilbert followed her, but as Anastacia was about to enter, Gilbert pushed her out. “You don’t need to see this, just stay there and wait.” He said and closed the tent again.

Anastacia figured that he was probably right, and on a second thought, wasn’t quite sure why she even wanted to go inside in the first place. Not that standing outside and slowly gathering more and more looks from the hopeless soldiers was that much better.

“Would you like a snack or something?” Anton suggested suddenly.

“I… I could go for a coffee.” Anastacia responded. Not having to stare at the miserable ranks would have been great too, but she stopped herself from saying that.

Anton took her to the commander’s tent that was placed by the end of the camp, so that you could see the crestfallen army in its entirety from it. He told one of the guards to get some coffee for Anastacia and himself, and sat down next to a table with a large map of the area spread on it. A second chair was fetched so Anastacia could sit down too.

“Why is everyone so down?” She asked to break the silence.

“Well you see, unless there’s a miracle, we’ll all be dead within a week.” Anton said bluntly. “Four days ago, my superior and I came here with one hundred and twelve men. We were expected to hold the area against a minor attack, but that minor attack turned out to be around five hundred men, including a group of mages.” He explained and laughed at his own misery. “We lost about half of our strength right then and there, including my superior. Now we’re pretty much just waiting for them to come and finish us off.”

The situation was considerably direr than what Anastacia had imagined. “Why don’t you just flee?” She suggested.

“Ours is not a gentle lord. If we go back, we’ll be executed. If we disappear, it will be our families who pay.” He replied, obviously having already gone through every possible course of action in his head. “This is our lot in life, hopefully yours is better. I actually feel slightly bad, having dragged you here when there’s a chance of an attack, but I have to do something so those men don’t have to spend their last days in pain.”

Anastacia bit her lip and repeated Gilbert’s advice about not getting involved in her head, over and over again. If she and her party were to intervene, they could probably even the odds or even win if they went all out and could choose the grounds for the battle. If Coquelicot was still with them, the battle would be over before anyone even noticed there was one. It felt unreal that all these people would have to die, when the whole matter could be solved by two necromancers.

Anton noticed that the girl was holding back something. “I know what you’re thinking. You can’t help us, and you shouldn’t either. If you had come across the enemy camp, they would have told you how our side started this mess and you’d feel like you should help them.” He pointed out, and was more than likely right.

They drank their coffees in the awkward silence. Anastacia hoped her friends would come and get her soon. King had followed her to the tent and was now standing next to a guard, making him slightly uncomfortable. Anastacia was so used to his presence that she had almost forgotten that people are usually afraid of simulacra. She asked for him to move a bit further away to spare the guard’s nerves.

“If you’re done with your drink, would you like to take a look around the supply tent? You can pretty much take whatever you want, they’re not going to help us anyway.” Anton asked.

Anastacia nodded. She wasn’t entirely comfortable taking stuff from people who were already miserable, but maybe being able to help her would improve Anton’s mood a bit.

Maybe it was because Anastacia now knew the truth or simply because he couldn’t keep the act up, the commander had been slowly losing his smiley attitude. But for his troops, he had to put on a brave face before they left the tent.

As Anastacia followed him through the camp, she could pick up on some chatter. The soldiers seemed to be wondering who she was. Without giving it much thought, she just waved whenever she noticed someone was staring at her. The supply tent was in the corner of the camp and some opened crates and barrels with varying contents were spread around it. Despite the hopeless situation, they were well stocked. Whoever organized the campaign really wasn’t expecting for them to be overwhelmed like this. Inside the tent, there were an enormous number of spare weaponry; spears, swords, bows and even a few halberds were neatly tucked away in crates. Anastacia compared her weapons to them but decided against changing, since the differences in quality between weapons made for adventurers and ones mass produced for an army were obvious. She did however grab a quiver and some arrows. There were also some kettles, cups and other cooking supplies, but Gilbert and Emilia had made sure they had everything they needed for that. Just so she wouldn’t seem ungrateful, Anastacia took a whetstone and a small bottle of oil. Apparently weapons needed oiling every now and then to not rust, but taking care of her gear wasn’t something Anastacia had put much thought into. She also gave a piece of rope to King, just in case. The one Gilbert had looked old and frayed, and it’s not like a second rope would hurt anyone.

As she was going through some more boxes, three soldiers, two humans and an orc entered the tent. They looked tired like everyone else, but on top of that, they seemed nervous.

“Hey, Anton… Who’s that girl you’re escorting around the camp?” One of the humans asked and pointed at Anastacia.

The commander straightened his pose and stepped between his men and the girl. “Just some travelers we met on the road. Why do you ask?” He asked, even though he could already guess what it was about.

“Well, the boys and I were thinking she must be some kind of noble with the way you’re looking after her.” The soldier explained. “So what if we took her as hostage? We could trade it for our families and then we could move somewhere else and start a new life there.”

“Your cowardliness saddens me. She’s no nobility or anything like that. Now leave us!” Anton commanded the men.

“Figured you’d say that. We’re sorry Sir, but we just don’t believe you.” The soldier said and drew his sword. The other two followed his example. “Just hand her over and we’ll leave the camp.”

King immediately sprang into action, he dropped the items Anastacia had given for him to carry and punched the nearest soldier in the head, sending him flying at the orc. Anastacia hoped that the cracking noise wasn’t the soldier’s neck. The soldier who had drawn his sword first, quickly noticed his weakening position in the fight and lunged at his commander in desperation. Anton was looking for a peaceful solution and hadn’t drawn his sword. He barely managed to dodge the blade but was knocked down against some crates. The soldier turned to Anastacia, who was more worried about Anton and the knocked-out soldier’s condition than about the one who threatened her with a sword.

“Tell the… thing to back off and come with me so no one gets hurt!” The soldier commanded and grabbed Anastacia’s arm. But to his surprise, he wasn’t able to move her. Not because Anastacia resisted, but because his own hand wouldn’t move. “What the fuck?!” He said before the rest of his body shared the same fate.

Anastacia calmly walked past him to check on the other soldier. King had pulled out the slab of metal he used as a sword and pointed it at the orc, who obviously had given up on the plan and held his hands up.

“Well, at least he’s not dead.” Anastacia said and tried her best to drag the soldier into a better position.

Anton had gotten up and was holding his back, as it had hit a corner of a crate pretty badly. “What are you?” He asked from Anastacia and touched the frozen soldier with the pommel of his sword.

“A lot of things these days. He’ll be free once I’m far enough away.” She answered while picking up the items King had dropped. “Guys, I know you’re desperate and that makes people do all kinds of stuff. I won’t hold this against you. But I have to say this was a terrible plan.”

Anton disarmed the three men and ordered the only unharmed one to leave without saying a word to anyone. “Anastacia, I think you and your friends should probably leave. I’ll handle the situation here.” He suggested.

Anastacia agreed and thanked the commander for his hospitality. With King in tow, she left the tent and ran to look for her friends.


Emilia had been busy utilizing all her medical knowledge on top of some healing prayers. The wounded soldiers were pretty far from ‘a bit banged up’, but they should pull through. She wiped her forehead on her sleeve and took a sip of water.

“We done here? Anastacia is probably already in trouble.” Gilbert joked.

“Yeah, nothing more I can do now. Maybe I could hold a speech for the rest of them, maybe a few would consider worshipping My Lady…” The priestess wondered. “The bandage cloth they have here is of pretty high quality. I hope they don’t mind if I pocket a few rolls…”

As they were looking for medical supplies to take with them, Anastacia poked her head through the gap between the tent flaps and shouted. “The goblins are on fire again!”

The party quickly gathered their gear and disappeared into the woods.

            

    
        Chapter 78 - A bog slog

    
    
    
    
                The party ran through the forest trying to escape the camp. But unlike before, there was no cleared path, making running properly almost impossible. Anastacia did well thanks to her small size and lack of gear to carry, so she led the group with King fairly close behind her. Gilbert found himself falling behind quickly, as his large build and the extra gear he carried made running between the trees while trying to look where he was stepping slow and cumbersome. He also was looking after Emilia, who was having a similarly bad time trying to keep up with the necromancer and simulacrum. Whoever it was that designed the uniform, didn’t have this in mind. The cloak got caught in bushes multiple times and the heavy armor jiggled around uncomfortably when jumping over roots and fallen trees.

“What do you think Anna did?” Gilbert asked as he stopped to look behind them while Emilia tried to sort out her cloak.

“I didn’t see a fire, so she probably pissed off someone she shouldn’t have.” The priestess guessed. “Are they even chasing us?”

Gilbert peered into the thick forest behind them and couldn’t see any movement. “Don’t think so, they would have caught up by now.”

Knowing that they weren’t really in a hurry, Emilia took off her backpack and cloak. She rolled the pure white cloth into a bundle and carried it like that for the rest of the way to the road. They found the exhausted necromancer lying by the side of the road, and her simulacrum, who was trying to cool her down by fanning with his hands. Gilbert threw her a spare water canteen he had prepared because he knew Anastacia would empty hers in no time by drinking more than she actually needed to.

She opened the canteen with haste and took a sip. “Eww… It’s warm and gross.”

“Yeah, that’s what happens in this weather.” Gilbert shrugged. “Why don’t you pick up frost magic if it bothers you that much? Kabana would probably help if you apologize properly.”

While Gilbert disciplined Anastacia about wasting water, Emilia rolled her cloak open and threw it on. Without it, the light breeze was enough to cool her noticeably; but by experience, she knew that letting the sun heat up her armor was far worse than the extra layer of cloth. And at least there was a cool lake waiting for them at the next campsite. “Can we get going?” She said as she hurried the party along.


They only had to walk for a few kilometers before the road started to curve around a vast swampland and then away from their destination. Luckily, they’d only have to go through a short patch of it and not the whole thing. But it still meant having to slog in knee-deep water for a little over three kilometers. Which was something Anastacia wasn’t too eager to try.

“We’re lucky, the water is pretty low right now.” Gilbert pointed out and kneeled next to the water. “There are a few things we need to prepare ourselves. First of all, Anna, put your boots back on. You have no idea what’s in that water. Secondly, Emilia, take off your cloak again, the smell will never come off if you soak it in the water. Both of you pick up a stick so you can feel the waters in front of you, though if you just follow in my footsteps it should be fine. Was there something else?...”

The party prepared according to Gilbert’s instructions. Anastacia considered using her new spear to feel the bottom, but decided against it when she peered into the murky water. There was actually very little room to walk between the trees that grew from the muck and blocked most of the sunlight from reaching the water. In fact, Anastacia could probably move from tree to tree and remain more or less dry, but the problem with that approach was that messing up just once meant plunging into the swamp underneath, which was no doubt worse than just walking in it.

Gilbert noticed that the necromancer was deep in thought and wondered if something was wrong. “What’s up? No one is going to carry you, if that’s what you’re thinking.” He joked.

“There are skeletons under the water. Are you sure this is safe?” Anastacia asked, she had concentrated on the surroundings to make sure there weren’t any alligators or snakes hiding in the water, but instead had discovered a dozen or so dead creatures.

The old adventurer smiled comfortingly and tapped her shoulder. “Aye, those are probably deer or something like that. They tend to panic if they get stuck and that only makes it worse. There’s nothing to worry about if you stay calm and vigilant.” He explained and stepped into the water. After a few steps he asked for King to step in. He wasn’t quite as confident that the simulacrum wouldn’t sink in too deep thanks to his considerable weight.

“Wait!” Anastacia stopped them and pointed her hand towards the water. She pulled up one of the skeletons nearby and detached one of its ribs. “Take this and never let go. If you sink, I’ll pull you up.” She said and dropped it on the ground in front of King.

“Can I have one?” Emilia asked half-jokingly.

“Honestly, I’m not sure I can help you. If I give you a bone and try to pull you up from it, it’ll just rip your fingers off and I can just lift you up using your own body… maybe.” Anastacia explained. “You might also come apart if I do that.”

“Never mind that then! Let’s go!” The priestess said and stepped in. She immediately regretted not taking her greaves off too. They would need a thorough cleaning afterwards.

King grabbed the rib from the ground and carefully lowered his feet into the water. He sank deeper than Gilbert and Emilia, but stopped when the water was a few centimeters above his knees.

Anastacia stared into the water once more, she could imagine a million different scenarios of some kind of water creature pulling her under as soon as her feet touched the water. The first four attempts of taking a deep breath and stepping in yielded no successes. Only after King held on to her hands tightly was Anastacia able to step into the disgusting mess that was the swamp. She kept holding on to the simulacrum even after they started their long slog through the swamp.

Their progress was slow but constant. Gilbert did his best to navigate between the trees without getting turned around, and they managed to stay on route relatively well. The entire time they were in the water, Anastacia focused on her surroundings, just in case. But all she ever found was frogs and somewhat oversized leeches.

“We’re about halfway through now.” Gilbert said and took a sip of water. “The smell is pretty incredible, and our feet disturbing the gunk at the bottom only makes it worse. Oh! That reminds me. Do not start a fire here. The gas in the air is flammable and even a spark could create a massive explosion. There was this one time a few young adventurers accepted a quest for exploring a ruin in the middle of a swamp just like this. Apparently one of them had a pipe lit when they walked in and the whole place exploded. This rule goes double for you, Anna.” He laughed.

There was no response.

“Anna?” He said again and turned around. Emilia was right behind him but neither Anastacia nor King was anywhere to be seen. “Where did they go?”

“What are you talking about, they’re right behind...” Emilia turned around too. She had just heard Anastacia repeating ‘ew’ over and over again. “They were right there, less than a minute ago!”

            

    
        Chapter 79 - How it all began

    
    
    
    
                ”Anna!” Gilbert yelled and looked around for any signs of the girl.

The necromancer popped out from between the trees, as if nothing had happened. “What?”

Gilbert raced to the girl and grabbed her arm. “What the shit, Anna?! You can’t just disappear on us like that! Always tell one of us where you’re going!” He disciplined her.

Anastacia was slightly surprised by how angry Gilbert was, all she did was stray a few meters from the path. She even felt the bottom of the swamp properly and everything. “Sorry… But there was like this really fat squirrel over there and I needed King to lift me, so I could pet it.” She explained.

“Then why didn’t you say anything?” The party leader asked and rubbed his brow. “I thought something got you guys or something.”

Emilia slogged over. “Yeah! Why didn’t you say there was a fat squirrel? Is it still there?” She asked and received an angry look from Gilbert. “I mean… You shouldn’t stray like that; we’ll get worried.” She added so she’d be spared from his wrath.

“I didn’t want to scare it by shouting. It’s still there, do you guys want to go look at it?” Anastacia said and pointed to the direction she had wandered into.

She and Emilia rushed to go look at the chubby animal while Gilbert was left behind on the path.

“We’re burning daylight, guys! Let’s go!” He pointed out, knowing he’d be ignored completely.

Eventually the rest of the party returned to the path and their journey continued. From then on, Gilbert kept an eye on Anastacia even more vigilantly and hoped that the girl’s shenanigans wouldn’t stress him to death. Anastacia was clearly getting tired of the trudging and the priestess didn’t seem to be unaffected either.

“How about I tell you a story of the time I met Rosie?” Gilbert suggested so that they would have something else to think about. It clearly worked as both Anastacia and Emilia immediately perked up. “Keep in mind that everything I say about how it went would be disputed by her, but I swear this is the truth.”

“She told me you sank her boat.” Anastacia said and got a bit closer to hear the story more clearly. Walking in a swamp isn’t a quiet activity after all.

“Aye, that I did.” Gilbert laughed. “Still owe her one… Anyway, about six years ago, I picked up a quest that was about catching or killing a pirate leader that had been harassing merchant ships around a small port. I had been an adventurer for years at this point, so I figured that I could probably do it alone. Pirates tend to be badly trained, you see.”

“Bet that went really well for you.” Anastacia remarked.

“Shut up, child! It worked out in the end.” Gilbert continued. “What did they call her again?... Tigress of Tides was one of the names but there was three or four other ones too…. So I spend about a month just looking for her ship and posing as a guard for short range merchant ships in the area, until one night, a massive ship just appears from the mist and crashes into the one I’m on. Being the man of action that I am, I immediately climb on and began throwing the pirates overboard left and right. At least until I get knocked out by a cowardly sneak attack from the captain herself.” He could hear both Emilia and Anastacia giggling behind him but decided to ignore them for now. “They… managed to restrain me into a cell on their ship while I’m out cold and raid the merchant ship before leaving. But thanks to my resourcefulness, escaping was just a matter of hours. However, being sneaky was something I hadn’t quite grasped by then and a fight between the pirates and me ensued. For hours, I was able to hold them off before Rosie kicked me into the ocean with the aid of at least ten of her men. Or that’s what she thought. Actually, I had grabbed onto one of the gun ports and hid in the gun deck until nightfall. When there was no one around, I loaded the cannons and began shooting holes into the ship. We weren’t that far from the coast, so I could have just floated over there when the ship sank. Which it did. I jumped off and grabbed onto a piece of the hull I had blown away and waited for the waves to take me over to land.”

“Weren’t you afraid of sharks and stuff? Are sea monsters a thing?” Anastacia asked, interrupting the story again.

“Depends on what you count as a monster. But on that day the most dangerous thing in the ocean was called Rosie. While the surviving pirates swam for the coast, she chose to attack me over the loss of her ship. We fought for however long it took for us to wash up ashore and for a while after that, until both of us fell over exhausted. Luckily, I woke up before her and was able to tie her hands, it made capturing her a whole lot easier. But of course, it still wasn’t a cake walk, she kicked and bit me every chance she got. I don’t know if you’ve been bit by a tigerfolk, but I can tell you that it’s one of the most painful things I’ve ever come across.”

“I have…” Emilia admitted without thinking. “I mean I have to believe it is, she’s got some mean looking fangs.” She tried to cover for her slip up and glanced at Anastacia, hoping that the necromancer hadn’t noticed.

Anastacia stared at her friend and squinted. “Weirdo.”

Gilbert cleared his throat. “So with Rosie captured, we trekked back to civilization so I could get my reward. But once she was done trying to kill me constantly, we got to know each other, and as a gentleman I agreed to take her to Valor instead of handing her over to the authorities. Honestly, I expected for her to bolt as soon as I left her alone while I went to report her unfortunate demise in the shipwreck, but for whatever reason she was still waiting for me when I got back.” He laughed longingly and ended his story.

Anastacia was slightly suspicious of the way Gilbert had told the story. “So let me get this straight… She beat your ass at least twice and then charmed you into letting her go, and from what I’ve been told, turned you down later? That seems about right.” She recapped and giggled with Emilia.

“If you want to be an ass about it, sure. But if you can take a break from mocking me, you’ll notice that the swamp ends at that hill there. I’m actually impressed that you made it through this without complaining all the time.” Gilbert pointed out. Even his legs were starting to tire out and dry ground was a welcome sight. It also meant that the lake was just a stone’s throw away.

Anastacia used what little strength she had left and tried to run the rest of the way. About five meters away from the edge of the swamp, the ground had some more give than she expected and in her rush, she didn’t feel it with the stick first. Her foot got stuck in the bottom and she faceplanted into the murky water. Screaming from the top of her lungs and thrashing around, she was dragged to dry ground by King.

            

    
        Chapter 80 - A King for the queen

    
    
    
    
                Upon reaching the lake, Anastacia dropped everything she was carrying and walked into the cool water with her wet clothes still on. Washing them probably wouldn’t get rid of the swamp smell and she would have to burn them anyway. By now the necromancer had learned to expect being showered in blood at least once on every trip and had prepared more than enough spare clothes for this one. Unlike in the swamp, the water here was clear enough for Anastacia to be able to see the bottom even when her feet barely reached it. Gilbert took his boots off, cleaned them a bit in the lake and left them on a rock to dry in the sun. It was still fairly early into the afternoon and they’d have plenty of time to make their camp before it got too dark.

“You girls can take your time in the lake, I’ll head over there to fish us some dinner.” Gilbert said and pointed at a small peninsula a couple hundred meters away. “Anna, try not to get attacked by some sort of lake creature.” He added as he was leaving, only half-jokingly.

Anastacia floated on her back towards the shore. “I’ve already checked this part of the lake, there’s nothing bigger than me here.”

Gilbert knew of at least twelve creatures that were smaller than Anastacia but could still eat her and lived in lakes like this one, not to mention the ones that could swim and dive but don’t actually live in water. But the girls would probably be fine, and he actually could keep an eye on them from the peninsula if he needed to, but being a peeping tom was not in his nature. If anything, Gilbert was a man of open debauchery, just not to the extent a certain spriggan was - far from it really. While walking along the shore, he was looking for a branch suitable to use as a fishing rod. The line, hook, sinker and float were all portable enough to be kept rolled up in a small pouch on his belt - three sets of them in fact. Having found what he was looking for, he sat down on a rock on the far side of the peninsula and started to snap off the smaller branches from his new fishing rod. From between the trees, he could just make out what his party was doing by the campsite. Emilia had already taken off most of her armor but had stopped to inspect King. She pointed at Gilbert’s location and the simulacrum started heading towards him.

“She threw you out, huh?” Gilbert said and laughed when King got to him. “Good on you to be recognized as more than a statue, I guess.”

King stood next to him in silence and stared over the lake.

Having finished his craft, Gilbert dug out a piece of jerky from his backpack and put a bit of it on the hook. He didn’t feel like digging for bait and it had worked for him before too. With the hook in the lake, he sat back down on the rock and started waiting. “You know, I’ve actually wanted to have a talk with you for a while now. I have no idea if I’m talking to someone or something right now, but here goes: Why are you following Anna? I know she said she’d repair your friend or whatever, but there are researchers who would be more than glad to help you with that and be far more effective than her.” Gilbert asked bluntly. “Not that I mind having you around, you’re certainly helpful to say the least.”

King turned to him and just stared blankly for a while, long enough to make Gilbert think he wouldn’t get an answer. Suddenly the simulacrum woke up again and kneeled to collect some stones from the ground. When he appeared to have enough, he picked up the small branches Gilbert had thrown away and made some room on the ground before placing some of the stones on it. He started by placing the largest stone he had in the middle of the cleared spot and then scattered multiple smaller stones around it.

“Well this will be interesting…” Gilbert said and shifted his attention from the float to whatever King was doing.

The simulacrum snapped small pieces from the branches and placed them on the ground so that there was a branch connecting the large stone to every smaller one he had placed. After making sure that Gilbert was following he started his explanation. King picked up one of the smaller stones and pointed at it, then at himself and then the stone again.

“I see… That’s you?” Gilbert guessed.

King nodded and placed the stone back to where it was and picked up another one that was right next to it. He then hit the second one against a large rock near him and pointed at the mark the impact had made.

“That’s… a scratch? No wait, damaged! That’s your broken-down friend?” Gilbert continued guessing. “And I take it that these other ones are others like you?”

King nodded again.

“Then there’s the big one… All of you guys are connected to it. So it would be whoever gives you your orders?” The adventurer suggested.

King nodded once again. He placed the scratched stone down, picked up the one representing himself again and smashed the twigs between it and the larger stone as well as the one between his friend and the larger stone. After that, he placed the two stones further away from the large one and looked at Gilbert, who correctly assumed that this represented them breaking free from their orders. The simulacrum cleared the area again but left himself in the middle and his friend a bit further away. He then placed a lot of pebbles around the stone that represented him and looked at Gilbert, waiting for him to understand.

This time the adventurer struggled. “Smaller ones? A lot of small simulacra? Pieces? I’m going to need a bit more here.”

King looked around, ripped some leaves from a nearby tree and presented them to the adventurer while pointing at the pebbles.

“Leaves… smaller than you… many leaves and pebbles… Green? Green! The goblins?!” Gilbert finally understood.

King nodded and continued his mute story by picking up the piece of jerky Gilbert had taken from his backpack and pointed at it, then at the campsite and then held his hand at about waist high before pointing at the jerky again.

Gilbert laughed. “She is indeed small and jerky. Your accuracy is top notch.”

King picked up the stone in the middle of the goblins, placed it down with the jerky and took something from a pouch Anastacia had given to him to keep his pebble collection in. He moved the stone and jerky closer together and then quickly replaced them with a diamond that was about as big as a fingernail. He then started adding more and more pebble-goblins around it, then even larger stones and whatever other things he had on hand.

Gilbert scratched his beard and looked at the arrangement King had made. “I see you plan on sticking around, but why? There has to be a reason beyond just getting more goblins. Can’t you just write it?” He suggested.

King scribbled something on the dirt with a stick, but whatever it was, Gilbert didn’t understand it. The adventurer figured it was some ancient language that was used whenever King had been built.

“Okay, that didn’t work. Someone needs to teach you how to read and write. Try to figure out how to say it while I get us some dinner.” Gilbert said and moved his bait to another spot. “Maybe it’s like math or something; you’ve gone through this in your head and this is how you get the biggest number. Or simply you think you’ll survive for as long as possible if you’re with Anna? Because if that’s so, I’ve got some bad news for you. This isn’t exactly the safest of occupations.”

King was busy collecting some firewood and dry grass to start a fire; he also gathered a large pile of leaves and other flammable material a bit closer to the water. Lighting the small fire was easy for the simulacrum as he only needed to scrape a stone along his arm to create sparks. Gilbert was quick to light his pipe on the fire and waited patiently for whatever King had in his mind. Once the fire had taken off properly, King pointed at it then did what had now become the gesture for ‘Anastacia’, holding his hand at waist height. He then picked up some twigs from the ground and pointed at them, then at Gilbert and then at the twigs again.

“I’m in this story? Not sure about me being a bunch of sticks though.” Gilbert commented.

King picked up a burning piece of firewood and held it up, he proceeded to cover it with the twigs that lit and burned up quickly. The slight breeze that came from the lake also blew out the fire King was holding. He then picked up another piece of firewood and placed his own hand into the flames, shielding them from the gusts of wind. Obviously, nothing happened to the simulacrum’s hand and the flame kept burning until King put it down into the pile of tinder he had collected. The fire spread quickly, and the flames of the bonfire soon reached well above King’s head. Unharmed by the heat, he stood right next to the fire and stared at Gilbert.

The surprised adventurer had taken a step back when the flames had reached their peak and understood what King meant. “I see…” He sighed, feeling defeated for some reason.

            

    
        Chapter 81 - The Fisher

    
    
    
    
                Gilbert and Emilia sat around the campfire, waiting for the fish to cook. Anastacia practiced archery nearby by shooting at King, who'd caught the arrows from the air whenever she managed to actually shoot one close to him - meaning about once every five arrows or so.

Gilbert threw some more wood into the fire. “You know, I spoke with King earlier. I think there’s more to him than he lets on.” He suddenly said to the priestess.

“Really? Can we trust him? What if we need to fight his kind at some point?” Emilia asked while cleaning her breastplate. She noticed a dent in it and was obviously bothered by it.

“He seems to be extremely attached to the lass and didn’t seem to be able to give me a reason why, but made a pretty solid case for his qualifications for looking after her.” Gilbert explained and described King’s story to Emilia. “I got the feeling it’s just that he was made to protect something and now that something is Anna.”

The priestess was overjoyed. “You’re looking at it from a way too practical standpoint. It’s love, as simple as that. He’s saying that he and Anna are one! He will be there to protect Anna when she is at her weakest and can take whatever she’ll become. I didn’t expect for him to be such a romantic!” She explained and enthusiastically clapped her hands together.

Gilbert laughed. “You’re giving him way too much credit. He’s a simulacrum after all. Stones do not feel love and neither does he.” He pointed out.

“Oh? We know a talking tree that’s nothing but a ball of love and lust, but somehow a simulacrum is too far for you? We know next to nothing about them, they might have feelings just like us!” The excited priestess argued and turned to look at the duo in question. “And don’t you dare to ruin this for me. I want to see where they go on their own…”

Anastacia had run out of arrows without hitting King once and threw the bow at him in frustration, when even that didn’t hit, she screamed and began casting fire magic up into the air. Gilbert warned her about starting a forest fire and got a response in the form of profanities and rude gestures. Most of which Anastacia had learned from the other adventurers at the inn and probably didn’t know the meaning of.

“She has plenty of growing up to do before finding romance…” Gilbert pointed out.

“Give her time, I get a feeling she might have not had much in the way of childhood until now. Honestly, she seems surprisingly normal all things considered.” Emilia defended the necromancer’s seemingly childish outburst. “Or she just hides it well… Has anyone actually had a proper talk with her to see how she’s doing since… ever?”

Gilbert scratched his head and tried to think of the last time he had asked Anastacia how she was feeling or anything like that but couldn’t remember if there ever was one. “A lot has happened, and she has always seemed to bounce back pretty well, but I’m not good with this kind of stuff and was hoping you and Rosie would do it.” He shrugged.

“We’re terrible at being friends, aren’t we?” The priestess sighed.


The warm and sunny afternoon turned into a crisp and cool evening as the party did some light maintenance to their gear and boiled water from the lake to refill their canteens. Anastacia hadn’t even used her new spear but decided to sharpen it anyway, ruining the already perfect edge the blacksmith had worked hard on. The spear itself was a bit under two meters long and felt very light to swing around. Throwing it was almost immediately more successful than Anastacia’s attempts at archery so far, albeit more limited in range. As the red sky started to darken, they decided to call it a day and instructed King to keep the campfire lit.

Around midnight, He had used all the firewood that had been prepared and was forced to search for more. He glanced at the surroundings once more before disappearing into the woods.

As soon as the night watchman looked away from the campsite, something disturbed the surface of the water nearby and rose from the lake. Before anyone had woken up, a tentacle of some kind had latched on to the limb that happened to be nearest to the shore. Emilia woke up to the grip on her ankle and only managed to scream before the creature pulled on the tentacle with incredible strength and flung the priestess over itself before letting go. Emilia skipped from the surface of the lake a couple of times as she flew over the water and then finally crashed into it. The creature hid itself back underwater and Anastacia only managed to get a glimpse of it after waking up to Emilia’s scream.

“What the fuck was that?!” The necromancer asked while quickly getting up and grabbing her spear.

Gilbert was already up and armed. “A fisher. They pull people from boats and shores, hoping others will try to save them and then it just drowns everyone who gets into the water.” He explained and started running along the shore. “I can see her floating over there; think she might be unconscious. If we try to get her from that shore over there, we only need to swim for fifteen meters. Keep track of the fisher’s location and we’ll figure something out on the way there!”

The shore Gilbert meant was about three hundred meters away by foot, and the fisher seemed to follow along as they ran, about ten meters from the shore. From what Anastacia could feel, the creature was about six meters long, but she couldn’t see it in the dark water of the lake to get any more details. King had also heard the scream and ran after them from the forest.

Gilbert stopped at the spot where the distance they’d need to swim was as short as possible. “She’s still floating, that means she probably hasn’t inhaled too much water yet, gives us some time… Anna, where’s the fisher?” He asked and kept an eye on the water.

“Between us and Emilia, about seven meters away from the shoreline. It’s moving around a lot, so I can’t really get anything done.” The necromancer reported. “What do we do now? We can’t go into the water, right?”

Gilbert hadn’t been able to come up with anything yet. The usual way to defeat fishers involved peppering them with cannons, which was something they didn’t have. The closest thing they had was Anastacia’s fire magic, but she was still learning, and her spells lacked enough oomph to hit underwater targets. So the only option was to somehow get the beast to lift its head above the surface. “Okay, I think we may need to bait it…” He started but was interrupted by the fisher, who surfaced and let out a deafening yell, forcing Gilbert and Anastacia to cover their ears.

The creature had only revealed about three meters of its upper body, which was probably a good thing as the visible half was already disgusting enough. It’s slimy, smooth skin appeared pure white against the black backdrop. Its head was nothing more than a hump on top of what appeared to be its shoulders and served no other purpose than to give some more room to its massive mouth. The fisher’s jawline continued well into what would be considered the chest for most creatures and made it look like it was always staring up, which of course made more sense when it was swimming. A pair of muscular arms grew from its shoulders, both ending in three webbed fingers. Arguably the most disgusting part of the creature was the long black hair growing on its back, spreading all the way down its arms and past its fingers, forming two slimy tentacle-like appendages. While Anastacia and Gilbert were distracted by the yell. The fisher used its tentacles like whips to latch onto the two closest members of the party: Anastacia and King.

Perhaps surprised by King’s weight, the creatures first pull on him achieved nothing. By the second one, King had punched his fists deep into the ground and grabbed onto some tree roots, making the second pull just as useless as the first one. In fact, the creature was now stuck as King began pulling it.

Anastacia, on the other hand, didn’t weight much at all and was flung into the air much like Emilia before her. Using necromancy on hair was somewhat iffy and slow, so Anastacia relied on a simple fireball to burn through the tentacle. It worked surprisingly well, but all it meant that she was released earlier in the swing than what the creature had planned, resulting in a higher arc that carried her well over Emilia. While flopping through the air, she bombarded the surface of the water with a few more fireballs, hoping to slow down her fall, but couldn’t tell if it actually did anything. Nevertheless, she hit the water in a fortunate angle and didn’t hurt herself nor lose her weapon. The trapped creature wasn’t able to give chase to its new prey, but she had been flung past her friend so far that swimming to Emilia’s rescue would take far too much time and the small necromancer probably couldn’t do much to help her anyway. So instead Anastacia headed to the nearest shore where she could hopefully help in some way or at least run around the cove back to her party.

“Good thinking, laddie!” Gilbert encouraged the simulacrum as he kept pulling the creature closer to the shore. The adventurer ran into the waist deep water and as soon as the fisher was within his reach, he began bashing its arm with his mace, losing his shield to the other tentacle In the process. But breaking the creature's arm wouldn’t really do that much in the end; what he needed was something long and sharp. Unfortunately, Anastacia still had her spear with her in the lake and King’s sword was back at the camp. Knowing that their time was extremely limited, Gilbert took out his knife and charged the fisher. Shrugging off a couple of glancing blows from the beast’s other arm, he poked holes into its stomach. Eventually he got to its side and was able to grab onto the thick hair on the fisher’s back, allowing him to continue the stabbing with a little more peace.

Anastacia had reached the shore and peered at the action on the opposite side of the cove. Running there would take time and her fire magic didn’t reach as far. Without her daggers, she had no material for necromancy at hand and there was no way she could throw the spear far enough. Suddenly, her train of thought was interrupted by an angry hiss. A couple of meters from her was an upset snake, clearly preparing for an attack if she were to go any closer. The necromancer glanced at her spear and then at the snake again. “I am so sorry about this…” She explained to the animal and closed her eyes before the snake’s skull caved in on itself. “Ew ew ew ew…” Anastacia repeated while rolling the dead snake around her spear and fastening it on with her drenched socks. Avoiding having to look at her work, she prepared to cast a small pillar of fire in front of her when the moment was right.

Gilbert’s strength was running out and he found his grip weakening. He looked over at the other shore where Anastacia was, just standing still. At first he though that the necromancer had given up, but realized that she wasn't unreliable like that. Even in the worst case, she'd lash out in panic. This had to be something else, she must have come up with a plan! He decided to trust the necromancer and let go of the creature. If whatever she was up to failed, he could always swim to Emilia and then to some other part of the shore, assuming the simulacrum’s grip was still holding.

As soon as Anastacia saw Gilbert fall into the water, she cast her spell and launched the snake-spear through it with all her necromantic might. As a beam of fire, the spear darted over the lake at the fisher and then through it, and then through the treetops on the other side of the lake before burning up and dwindling down. On its way, it punched a half a meter-wide hole into everything it passed, including the fisher. The lifeless creature fell into the water and released its grasp from King. Not having expected quite as much from her plan, Anastacia just stared over the lake blankly for a while, before realizing that she should probably run over to help.

Gilbert was just as surprised by the sudden end to the fight but knew that saving the priestess was what mattered now. With his less than impressive swimming skills, he fetched her and carried her to the shore. “She seems to be breathing at least… Probably just hit the water bad and got done in by the impact.” He guessed and turned her on her side.

The lights around King’s body had turned brighter than ever before and Gilbert wondered if that somehow signaled that he put all he could into pulling the creature closer. Gilbert patted him on the back. “Good job there, it would have probably gone a lot worse If it wasn’t you who got grabbed.” He complimented the simulacrum, not knowing if it actually mattered to King at all or not. In return, he received a blank stare as the lights on King’s body slowly dimmed to the usual level.

It took Anastacia a while to get to her party and when she did, she could barely speak through the heavy breathing. “Is… she… okay?” she asked and fell down next to Emilia.

“You tell me. All I know is that she’s breathing.” Gilbert shrugged.

“I… don’t feel anything weird in her… but I’m not good at this…” She responded after trying to check for broken bones and the like. “King, can you make a fire to warm us up? I don’t think we’re supposed to move her too much.”

The simulacrum obeyed and went out to gather some more firewood again.

Gilbert sat down to rest. “Say, Anna, what was that?” He asked and pointed at the hole in the treetops.

“My spear, a snake and my socks.” Anastacia said and wiggled her toes.

“Of course it was.” Gilbert laughed. “It’s pretty rare to see fishers in a lake like this - usually they live in seas and the big rivers that lead to them. This one must have been starving and that’s why it got so impatient with us. Normally they don’t attack people who know they’re there and haven’t stepped into the water to save the unlucky sod who got tossed over. I should have told you to move the camp further away from the lake, it’s never a good Idea to sleep right next to one.”

“Don’t blame yourself, I should have felt it coming. Coquelicot is always telling me that I lower my guard too much.” Anastacia admitted. She tried shaking Emilia a little but didn’t get a response.

King returned and began to set up yet another campfire while Anastacia pushed the fisher’s corpse away from them before it would start to smell worse than it already did. With the waters cleared, she found a piece of tree bark and piled some leaves on it. After setting it on fire, she lowered it into the lake and let the breeze push it away. With no waves to push it over, the little raft sailed towards the middle of the cove before finally snuffing out and disappearing into the dark waters. The necromancer followed it with her gaze the entire time. “Rest in peace snake… and socks. You had no part in this conflict but are still among the fallen… I forgive you for being an asshole and hissing at me earlier; you did not deserve to die like this… And socks, I am glad I was able to help you with your dream of becoming the warmest and most comfortable pair of snake holders out there…” She said and shed a single tear.

            

    
        Chapter 82 - The raven

    
    
    
    
                For a second time during the same night, Emilia woke up screaming for her life.

“She’s alive! Yay!” Anastacia celebrated. She and Gilbert had already woken up a bit earlier and were now making breakfast.

Emilia looked around, trying to figure out what had happened. She remembered something grabbing her legs but nothing after that. After making sure she was still in one piece, she turned to her friends. “What happened?”

Gilbert placed their coffee pot over the flames. “A fisher got you. We beat it, but you were in the water for a bit longer than what’s good for you. Are you feeling okay? Any headache or anything?” He asked.

“A fisher, huh?...” The priestess repeated before turning away to vomit profusely.

“Aaaand it’s a concussion. We’re not going anywhere today.” Gilbert announced and got up to soak a towel in the lake. He handed it Emilia and helped her move into a vomit-free spot of the camp. “Just lay down and take a rest.”

“Quick! How many fingers am I holding up?” Anastacia asked and pointed her hand at Emilia.

“Two.” The priestess answered, she was clearly still out of it and had to think for a second before saying anything.

“Oh no! She has brain damage!” Anastacia gasped despite the answer being correct, just to mess with her confused friend. After a stern look from the party’s leader, she explained the joke to Emilia and apologized.

The sun was just about to rise above the horizon and by the looks of it, the day was going to be another hot one. Which was fine with Anastacia, as they still had the access to the lake and hopefully it was monster free now. Gilbert had said that fishers don’t enjoy each other’s company, and it was extremely unlikely that there’d be two in a single lake; but they still kept an eye on the surface to be sure.

“So… I kind of burned my only useable weapon last night…” Anastacia pointed out. She hadn’t taken the daggers with her to avoid having to carry anything extra and with her skills, the bow was more dangerous to the things she wasn’t aiming at than the actual target. “Does anyone have a spare I could use?”

“Not really. If it becomes a problem, you could use the cooking utensils, but those aren’t really meant for fighting and will break. So I think you’re stuck with necromancy and fire magic for now.” Gilbert said and shrugged.

Anastacia moaned and whined about her lack of weaponry over the course of the meal. She didn’t actually mind it that much but there was nothing else to do so annoying Gilbert was the first thing on the list. After multiple threats of being thrown into the lake, she had finally gotten bored of it and figured that she might as well take a look at the area around the lake, just in case there was any other troublesome beasts lurking around. Getting attacked by things during the night was starting to get old very quickly. Even though the pixie episode wasn’t exactly an attack. She got the permission to wander in the area as long as King went with her. Gilbert also needed a break from her and he even suspected that being around bored Anastacia would make Emilia’s concussion worse somehow.

As Anastacia and King were about to leave, Gilbert stopped them for some last-minute advice. “Don’t eat anything you find, don’t drink anything you find, don’t start fires and…” He stopped to rephrase his advice. “King, don’t let her eat or drink anything you find, or start fires, or do anything I wouldn’t do. Okay?”

The simulacrum stared at him as usual.

And so began what Anastacia called her ‘expedition into the unknown though somehow still mapped area of the woods’. Immediately she noticed that the forest wasn’t to her liking at all: the trees were all fairly young and not too tall, so they barely shaded the ground, and the undergrowth was more grassy than mossy too - not at all like the ones she had visited before. At one point she discovered some berries and picked up a few. King immediately slapped them from her hand and received a caning for his actions, which did absolutely nothing to him but at least made Anastacia feel slightly better.


About two hours into the walk, Anastacia noticed something odd in the distance: a small cabin. It had no road to it, no yard or anything else. It felt really out of place for some reason.

“Think it’s abandoned? It looks abandoned.” Anastacia asked and sneaked closer. “What if it’s bandits?”

They hid behind a tree and kept watch on the cottage from afar. It was a simple timber hut with a shingle roof and a window next to the door. Nothing happened for ten minutes and Anastacia started to wonder whether they should knock on the door or not. Suddenly the hut’s door opened and a smartly dressed male birdfolk stepped out. With his head full of neatly trimmed pitch-black feathers that continued down his neck and under his brown vest. The sleeves on his white shirt were shaped to accommodate the longer feathers on his arms and a fan of tail feathers poked out from under its hem. The young man reminded Anastacia of a raven.

“You two can come out now!” He shouted and looked directly at their hiding spot.

Anastacia stepped out from behind the three and waved.

The birdfolk waved back. “The child of no house arrives with the ancient creation.” He muttered as Anastacia ran over.

“Hey! We were just looking around and found your house.” The necromancer greeted him. “What are you doing in the middle of a forest?”

“I’m a trader, don’t you see? Trader of stories. Trader of knowledge.” He explained and bowed politely. “Noir is what the world has chosen to call me.”

Surprised by the amount of flair in Noir’s speech, Anastacia stopped in her tracks. “Oh… You’re not insane, are you? You live in the middle of a forest and sound… like that.” She asked, just to be sure.

Noir smiled, “Insane? Lacking in sanity is not what I am known for. Were that the case, I stand no chance in this company.” He reassured the girl and gestured towards the hut’s door. “I implore and plead, join me around a table and tell me a story from the land of those that toy with the dead.”

Anastacia shrugged, the birdfolk was right about him probably not being a threat to them, and it seemed interesting enough. She at least wanted to know why Noir knew that she was a necromancer. So they entered the hut without too much worry about their safety.

Inside was a table with two chairs around it, a bookcase filled with books that had notes stuffed between the pages, a bed that had been seized by more books and papers, a large cabinet and a fireplace. It was reasonably cozy and clean aside from the papers thrown around the floor. Anastacia took great care not to step on them, but King had no such worries. The lighting was provided by the window and a small lantern on the table was just enough to not be called dim, and was probably fairly comfortable to read in.

“The mess is of my own doing, please ignore it if you have any heart. Sometimes the writing takes over and I forget to archive stories already told.” Noir explained, grabbed a few papers from the floor and placed them neatly on top of the cabinet. “A drop in the ocean, but a million more and the job is done.” He laughed and gestured towards one of the chairs, so Anastacia could sit down.

“How did you know that I’m a necromancer?” She asked bluntly.

“I know many things, most of them, I hope. But I know of you, the creation of those long gone as well as the bear and lamb you travel with. Of you I knew by the time you abandoned your kind, your house. Since then I’ve waited for this. Of the company you keep I knew precious little about. One of them seasoned by battle and glory alike, yet he hungers for more. The other, rekindler of faith, with both a shepherd and a predator by her. Both of them interesting but not for my tastes. But you! You walk with the weight of a nation on your shoulders, one you refuse to call anything but a stain on a map! You I’d like to hear!” Noir explained enthusiastically.

“Oooookay… So you just know a lot of stuff? What I want to know is HOW you know about me?” The necromancer tried again.

“Many people have happened upon my dwelling. I have spoken with the one who enjoys her life as a spider, a girl obsessed with meat, the one who still hunts you and many others. You don’t need to worry, all secrets are safe with me, none of them written down. Now how about you share?” The birdfolk said and took out a quill, most likely made from one his own feathers.

“What? I don’t know anything important…” Anastacia shrugged.

Noir shook his head. “Important things are for kings and leaders to know, not for our simple lives.” He glanced at King. “Then again, I am among royalty, am I not? Just tell me your thoughts on people, on things, on future, on past and then some. There are no judges here, feel free to share your darkest secrets, or someone else’s! Or tell me something that isn’t true at all, the best stories are all lies!”

Anastacia scratched her head. The freedom of choice made deciding even harder. Noir probably knew more about world events than Anastacia would ever even care to know, and the same goes for locations and creatures. Should she tell him about necromancy? Though he probably knew a lot about it already. Being interviewed would have been a lot easier, but Noir refused to ask any specific questions to help Anastacia out.

“Well there was this one time I met a weirdo in a forest, he kept buggering me to tell him something. It was really creepy, now that I think about it.” She joked awkwardly.

Noir sighed. “Thinly veiled insults and jokes are your language. Perhaps our meeting happened too soon? Someone such as you can easily lack ‘self’ until something pushes you to a point of no return. Where decisions must be made. Both good and bad people are born this way, which one will you be? If you were to meet your future self now, would you be disgusted or proud? Perhaps indifferent? Would it change your future?” He spouted what seemed like nonsense to Anastacia.

Anastacia squinted and stared at their host in confusion. “Are you some kind of magical time traveling crazy person? Because you’re starting to sound like one. But can you really bring my future self here? I want to see how I look. Please tell me I’ll get at least a bit taller!” She said half-jokingly, but secretly hoped that Noir could indeed do that, since it sounded cool.

Noir browsed his bookcase until he found what he was looking for, a black leather book with no title on it. He sat back down and opened it from the middle. “My notes tell of a bitter woman. Her hands charred by her deeds, her eyes as cold as steel and her mind darkened by the past. Alone she sits on her throne, comforted by nothing but an everlasting presence by her side. She walks in the ashes of a world she burned for how it wronged her, abandoned by the ones who considered her a friend and unchallenged by those who consider her an enemy. A grim sounding tale indeed, but on the margin I have it written down that she is happy with what she has done. So at least there is that!” He said as he went through the pages. Then he turned the book upside down and began going through the same pages in reversed order and the wrong way around. “But then again, this one describes a well-liked and dignified lady, who lives surrounded by people who respect and adore her. She spends her days tending to her garden and wandering around the world, helping people. Yet, every night when she lays down next to the one she loves, she is filled by regret and self-doubt; she could have done so much more for everyone.”

“Wait, is this about me? Can I opt for the second one right now? The one where I don’t kill thousands of people or something.” Anastacia asked and tried to grab the book to see more details, but the birdfolk closed the book on her fingers and pulled it away from her reach.

Still smiling, Noir placed the book back to its place and turned to Anastacia. “Both of those stories are a single decision away from one another, fate is a fickle trollop like that. Not unlike you. Two of infinite different possibilities that may have already happened or may be the future. Consider them as a repayment for the stories you will tell me the next time we meet. But now you must hurry, getting lost here is a real problem and if you leave now, the gentle giant will have your lunch ready by the time you make it back.” He said and opened the hut’s door for them.

Anastacia tried to ask more questions, but the raven pushed her and king outside.

“Oh! And one more thing to help you along! Colors are a treacherous sort, but violet, you can trust.” Noir said and closed the door before Anastacia had the chance to say anything.

“We’ll that was weird. But I like his style. Now I kind of want to be a crazy forest hermit too…” Anastacia joked and looked around. “Any idea where the camp is?”

King shook his head.

They decided to just walk straight past the tree they had hid behind earlier and hoped that they’d at least get back to the lake. After that they could just go around it and find the camp. While walking, they realized that it had only felt like they had been with Noir only a few minutes, but it was already noon, and the temperature had gotten back up to what it had been for the last two days. Their plan of walking in a straight line failed as soon as Anastacia stopped to take a look at something, but after a while of wandering, the surroundings started to look familiar and they could see the lake from between the trees. Unfortunately, the camp was on the opposite side of the lake.

“Do you know how to swim?” Anastacia asked and made some swimming motions in the air.

King nodded and waked into the lake. Of course, the simulacrum didn’t float in the slightest and just walked along the bottom until he suddenly popped up on the other side, horribly startling the two adventurers there.

            

    
        Chapter 83 - Midnight maintenance

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia sat by the lakeshore, away from the campsite but still within view, and threw a small stone into the water. It skipped two times before sinking and created the only ripples on the calm surface of the lake. The cloudless night sky was perfectly reflected by the dark waters of the lake and the reflection of the moon served as a perfect target for the next stone.

The party had moved back to the original campsite when Emilia had started to feel a little better, and the plan was to continue the trip at dawn. Losing a day’s worth of distance wasn’t really a problem, nor would they run out of supplies because of it, but Gilbert wanted to stick to the original plan to the best of their abilities and Emilia didn’t exactly feel great about the delay since she blamed it on herself, just like Gilbert and Anastacia had blamed themselves for it earlier. With the early departure waiting for them, the party had turned in for the night as the sun had begun to set. Anastacia had trashed and turned around for a while, before just giving up on the whole idea of falling asleep yet. The weird conversation with Noir was bothering her for some reason.

“Was he warning me about something I’m about to do?” She asked out loud, not really expecting to get an answer. Nor did the world give her one. “Would he have mentioned those two specifically if they were just as likely as any other outcome? What do you think?” She asked and turned to King, who had joined her after making sure the campfire would stay lit.

The simulacrum couldn’t offer much help in the matter and just stared at the lake.

“Thanks.” The necromancer said snidely. She rested her head against King’s shoulder and closed her eyes. “I need you to promise me something, okay? If it looks like I’m beelining towards the whole ‘burning the world’ thing, I need someone to stop me. No matter what it takes, just get it done. I don’t know who I’ll be in the future, but I don’t want to be that person.” She pleaded to the simulacrum.

King immediately shook his head. Usually it took him a few seconds to register anything complicated, but this time the reaction was instant.

“You say that now, but let’s see how you feel if and when it happens…” Anastacia said. “Though I’m not too keen on the second story either.” She pointed out and scraped out dirt from the grooves on King’s arm with her nails. “That makes it sound like I’m too powerful to be a good person and happy at the same time. There are endless amounts of problems normal people have in this world and solving some of them would be almost trivial for me, but they have to suffer or die because of it. Anton for example: him and all his men could be saved if I really went all out to help them, but now they’ll all die and it’s kind of my fault for not helping them.” She continued and moved on to clean the simulacrum’s back. Some of the deeper grooves and gaps required a stick to be cleaned properly; so the necromancer quickly fetched one and resumed her monologue. “I know I can’t solve every problem out there, but definitely more than an average person. Does it make me a bad person if I don’t do any of that and focus on stuff I want to do? Like finding out how they make coffee beans or doing dumb stuff with you and the goblins. I mean the easiest way to do that would be to just get rid of anyone who bothers me and do what I want - that’s totally within my capabilities. But it’s also insane and evil, which is a massive downside... Maybe there is a divine ratio between the world’s problems and my own stuff that I have to work with to be able to sleep without having to worry about not doing my part in the world? It’d be so nice to be able to sit down with a god and ask them why I have to be the one that has to pick up their slack…”

Anastacia found cleaning King surprisingly therapeutic and lost track of time entirely. Eventually she had stopped speaking entirely and just idly scrubbed the simulacrum while deep in thought, every now and then asking him to move a little to have better access to a few more difficult spots.

They were interrupted by Emilia clearing her throat to announce her presence. “I was going to ask why the fire was out, but I see you have our watchman… busy.” She said and grinned. “I’ll just leave you two to… whatever this is and go find Gilbert’s flint.”

“What? Oh! I was just scrubbing off the dirt. It helps me think.” Anastacia explained and hopped out of King’s lap, where she had been sitting to get a better look under his chin. After dusting and straightening her clothes, she ran to the campfire. “I’ll get it for you.”

“Is that what the kids call it these days?” Emilia said and giggled.

Not understanding the joke, Anastacia ignored it, grabbed a piece of firewood and ran back to King to hand it over. From a safe distance, she cast an intense burst of flames at it and asked king to take the burning log back to the camp.

“Can’t you just do some sparks or something? That seems like overkill.” Emilia asked from the would-be fire mage, who was stomping out a few patches of grass that had been caught up in the blast.

“No… That’s like the smallest thing I can cast reliably.” Anastacia answered and sat back down.

The priestess could see that something was bothering the girl - the biggest clue being that the necromancer wasn’t up to anything stupid or annoying, but kept silent instead. Being awake in the middle of the night wasn’t exactly alarming for someone her age - even the priestess herself had often broken the curfew rules of the temple a few years back - but generally young people use that time to do something they probably shouldn’t do and not by thinking in silence.

“So what’s bothering you? I still remember what it was like to be your age, so I can probably help.” Emilia asked and sat down on a nearby rock.

Anastacia scoffed at the suggestion. “Did you also have evil, city-annihilating powers when you were my age? I appreciate you trying but this isn’t about me being a teen.”

“No. Not yet at that point, I only started doing that with you guys. Back then I just had a goddess speak to me inside my head and… well, you’ve seen the people who I grew up with.” Emilia pointed out. “Now, quit sassing me and tell me what’s up.”

Anastacia accepted that her friend might be able to understand her problem and shared her troubles about being a good person. “So, how much do I have to do to not be a selfish prick? Stop a war or two every few years? Just wipe out the bandit population of the world? I want to be a good person and happy at the same time!” She asked and was clearly starting to get frustrated.

“You’re an idiot.” The priestess said bluntly and without delay. “You, just like everyone else, are a creation of this world; not the one responsible for it. You don’t need to fix anything. So let the world turn on its own and don’t go out of your way to cause harm to people who don’t need it. That’s all anyone can ever ask from you.” She explained and laughed. “This actually reminds me about the first time I spoke back to My Lady. The first thing I ever asked from her was ‘Why haven’t the gods solved all the problems in the world?’ Lady Sylvia told me that all it would achieve is creating a new set of problems, and that the only permanent way to fix every little issue in the world was to destroy the whole thing. I fear that’s where this madness of yours would eventually lead to…”

“But…” Anastacia tried to insist but Emilia interrupted her.

“But nothing. Something you necromancers seem to struggle to understand is that power alone doesn’t give you the right to do whatever you want, but it doesn’t give you responsibilities either. Only power taken from others comes with that baggage. So how about this: we get rid of this Amaranth that’s still being a problem, then you do what young people are supposed to do for a few years. Only after you’ve somehow figured out answers to all of the life’s great questions and so on, you start to think about solving all the problems in the world? AFTER you’ve asked for permission from us.” Emilia said and headed back to the camp.

Anastacia was left on her own to figure out if the advice made any sense to her. She decided that she might as well finish cleaning King while thinking and continued from where she had left off.

“You know, sometimes I don’t really get her. Like, what are young people supposed to do? Am I missing out on something?” She asked and scrubbed off some stains on King’s chest with her shirt. “Should we be oiling you up?” While not exactly a weapon, King did have metal parts and Anastacia had no idea if they could rust or not.

Back at the camp, Emilia realized that Anastacia’s monologue carried over the water and hearing it without context made her almost choke on some water.

            

    
        Chapter 84 - Drying out

    
    
    
    
                ”What the fuck happened?! It was all sunny and stuff like ten minutes ago!” Anastacia screamed and wrapped her cloak tighter around herself.

When they had left their camp, the weather was more or less the same as it had been for a few days. But in less than twenty minutes, the clear, sunny skies had turned into a full-blown thunderstorm. Great gusts of wind knocked down trees in the forest around the party and whipped them with hail and rain. Anastacia almost fell over a few times and had to be dragged by King most of the way to not fall behind too much, but even then, they would have lost sight of Gilbert and Emilia in the downpour if Anastacia hadn’t kept track of them to the best of her abilities.

Between the falling trees and the possibility of getting hit with lightning, the forest wasn’t a great place to be during a storm; luckily, they only had a bit more to go before a less densely wooded and hopefully lower area where they could lay low until the storm passed over.

Anastacia wasn’t exactly scared of thunder, but this was the first time she was outside during a storm and instinctively huddled into a ball every time a lightning bolt struck somewhere nearby. After a particularly close hit, she stumbled and fell over. “I give up! No more adventuring or traveling! I’ll become a dwarf and live underground, so I don’t have to deal with this shit again! I’m short enough to pass as one anyway!” She screamed and refused to stand up again despite King’s best efforts to help her.

Gilbert had noticed that she was lagging behind and rushed over with Emilia to see what was wrong. “Dwarfs don’t live underground. You can’t really farm or raise cattle in a cave. So almost all of them live in regular houses like everyone else.” Gilbert explained and dragged the necromancer back up. “Let’s just go and we’ll be fine. The forest is already thinning out, so we’ll look for a low spot and stay there. Okay?”

The girl reluctantly got up and followed the rest of the group. It didn’t take long before they found an eroded hillside that didn’t have any tall trees near it. The bottom was only about three meters from the lowest point within sight; but to get there, they’d have to slide down the muddy hillside. Gilbert was the most surefooted of the group and got down without any trouble, Emilia started out alright, but lost her balance and had to jump off to avoid falling on her back. Her landing was less than stylish, but she only really dirtied her knees and hands.

Anastacia stood at the top of the slope and tried to calculate her chances of making it down without falling on her face and getting caked with mud. “Guys, I don’t think this is a good idea. I’m really bad with this kind of stuff…” She said and tested the slippery surface with her foot.

King peered at the sky above them while the necromancer hesitated. Suddenly he pushed the girl down the slope and threw the gear he carried after her. Anastacia screamed as she slid down and crashed into Gilbert, who grabbed the necromancer and saved her from a certain muddy demise. When she turned around the ask what the simulacrum’s problem was, King hoisted his ridiculously oversized sword towards the sky and caught a lightning bolt with it. An explosion of sparks and electricity engulfed him while the rest of the party took cover.

Horrified by what might have happened to her friend, Anastacia tried to see through the smoke while her ears were still ringing. To her relief, King didn’t seem to be bothered by the shock at all and waved his hand to show that he was okay. While it hadn’t caused any damage to him, the lightning had heated up King to a point where the raindrops sizzled and immediately evaporated as they hit him.

“Yeah! Screw you, sky!” Anastacia cheered and shook her fist at the clouds, but then cowered and screamed from the top of her lungs as a second lightning bolt hit King.

After making sure that the simulacrum still held after the second hit, Gilbert elected to move a bit further away from him. King seemed to attract any lightning that would have hit the nearby area, making them at least more predictable if not entirely safe for the rest of the group. He also appeared to have some ability to detect incoming strikes as well, as he lowered his sword every now and then to just watch the sky.

After three more hits, the storm seemed to have moved away and the simulacrum jumped down to join his party. Both the wind and rain started to subside, and the dark clouds disappeared just as quickly as they had appeared, making Anastacia think that the storm was some kind of divine joke on her and its sole purpose was to ruin her day in a less than an hour.

“Well this isn’t great… Most of our stuff is wet now, so we’ll have to make camp a bit earlier than I had planned and make sure they have time to dry. But that’s okay really, we’re almost in the area we came to check out and only a bit behind the schedule. Stuff like this happens all the time so I wouldn’t worry about it too much anyway.” Gilbert said and squeezed his backpack to drain out most of the water in it.

“Ugh… I hate trekking in wet gear.” Emilia complained. The clothes under her armor had a tendency to chafe when they got wet and it became a real problem on longer journeys, but that still wasn’t enough to get her to even really consider removing even some pieces of the uniform. While wringing out the water from her cloak, she noticed that Anastacia had climbed on king’s back. “Anna… what are you doing? He already has most of your gear to carry, he can’t ferry you on top of that. We’ve been over this already.”

“Shut up. I’m wet and cold and everything sucks, but he’s warm. So don’t judge me!” Anastacia defended herself and grabbed on tighter to the still steaming simulacrum.

Emilia put her hand on King’s shoulder. It was still pleasantly warm from the lightning strikes, so she grabbed onto the simulacrum as well. “Gil, why can’t you be useful like this? Why do we even keep you around?” The priestess joked.

The old adventurer sighed, picked up his stuff and left to continue the trip. Emilia and Anastacia quickly did the same and ran after him.


As they walked, the terrain slowly became dryer and dryer, until nearly all vegetation had disappeared. Only a few tufts of dry grass grew here and there. The ground was sandy and didn’t hold any moisture, so even after rain, it’d be quick to dry and thus inhabitable for most flora. Of course, with no plant life around, most fauna had left the area as well. This meant hunting for meat wasn’t going to happen and the party had to rely on the rations they had left. Anastacia could spot some small rodents running around every now and then, but really didn’t want to eat them either.

“Why is there a desert here anyway? We’re less than a day away from a lake and a swamp.” The necromancer asked and grabbed a handful of dirt from the ground.

“You might not have noticed, but we’ve been walking slightly uphill all this time. So by now we’re pretty far above the water table and the dirt here just lets the water through it.” Gilbert explained. “That means there will be no streams or lakes to refill our canteens. So only drink what you have to, and we’ll have enough to last at least three days. Which is more than enough for our stay.”

Anastacia had already emptied out her first canteen but didn’t feel like Gilbert needed that information. “Oh yay… I’ve always wanted to die in a desert.” She remarked snidely.

“Don’t be like that. We won’t die here. Worst case scenario is that we get lost and run out of water, but then the locals will come to our aid. They probably know we’re here already.” Gilbert said as he stared off into the horizon, almost like he was looking for something.

Hearing that made Emilia perk up. “Locals? There are people here? Can we meet them?” She asked excitedly and started peering into the horizon as well. “What are they like?”

Gilbert laughed. He had guessed that at least one of the girls would be interested in meeting the desert dwellers when he originally planned the trip. “They call themselves The Children of The Sun. They believe that they were made from the sand by some sun god and have a pretty interesting culture that’s based on never staying out of direct sunshine or moonlight, whenever it can be avoided of course. Generally, they’re friendly to everyone who wishes to cross the deserts or plains they live on.” He explained. “If we see any, they’re likely to know if there’s been any weird creatures around.”

They continued walking across the wasteland for a couple more hours, until they came across a massive canyon. Reaching far into the distance, the canyon was a welcome sight for Anastacia, who had already gotten tired of the endless desert. Without going too close to the edge, the necromancer peeked down the gorge and quickly jumped back after realizing how deep it really was. The bottom was at least five hundred meters down from the spot they were in, if not six or seven hundred in some other places. The edges were so steep that a small hop from the edge would result in a freefall almost all the way to the bottom. Which was an idea Anastacia wasn’t too keen on, so she decided to keep her distance from it.

“We might as well camp here, so we can enjoy the view.” Gilbert declared and started laying out everything in his backpack to make sure they’d get to dry properly. “There isn’t much here that we can use as a fuel for a fire, so we’ll have to do without for a night. It’s a bit unfortunate since the nights can get pretty cold, but nothing we can’t handle.”

The rest of the party spread out their gear as well. The sun had already done most of the drying, but some clothes at the bottom of the backpacks would have still taken days to dry completely. Emilia pointed out that they should go through the clothes carefully when repacking, since there was a good chance that some insects would seek shelter from the scorching sun in them.

“Interesting…” Gilbert muttered and stared into the distance. “That bird there… Something’s odd about it.” He said and pointed at what seemed like a dot in the sky to Anastacia. “I think it’s been following us for a while now.”

“Is it a vulture that’s thinking we might be a possible meal?” Emilia asked.

“No, it’d follow us more closely and have others with it…” Gilbert pointed out.

Anastacia tried her best to see any kind of detail on it, but then it dawned on her. “It’s Amaranth, she’s keeping an eye on me. The bird looks weird because it’s dead.” She said.

The undead bird flew back and forth in the distance, playing it safe and not getting anywhere near Anastacia’s range.

Gilbert frowned and looked concerned. “Do we need to prepare for an attack?” He asked.

“Anna already killed one of their dragons, with some help of course. So what could they possibly throw at us that was worse than that?” Emilia said and laughed, but then quickly went silent and turned to Anastacia. “Please don’t say they have something worse?”

Anastacia shrugged. “Last time I heard, there was at least twenty or so dragon skeletons in the castle grounds, among other things.” The necromancer said. “But with Auburn dead, they lost like a ton of their undead army; or at best it’s controlled by some shitheel nobles that can’t use them properly. So Amaranth and her collection is probably busy with Coquelicot’s bull crap. They just want to make sure I’m not heading their way as well.”

Anastacia’s guess provided some peace of mind to the rest of the party, but they all kept an eye on the bird for as long as there was enough sunlight to do so. As the sun set, they lost the sight of it and gave up since the necromancer seemed to have guessed correctly.

After the sunset, the temperature began to drop quickly. Gilbert was used to it and wasn’t bothered by the cold in the slightest. He huddled under his cloak and fell asleep without much trouble. Emilia wasn’t quite as hardy, but an extra layer of clothes did the trick for her. She watched as Anastacia tossed and turned, looking extremely uncomfortable. The priestess wondered if she should just invite her friend to share the warm white cloak, when Anastacia suddenly got up and took King a bit further away from the camp. After bombarding the poor simulacrum with fire magic for a while, they returned and Anastacia told King to lie down next to her. The necromancer curled up next to her newly heated simulacrum and was finally at ease.

            

    
        Chapter 85 - For joy, happiness and love!

    
    
    
    
                Gilbert woke up when the morning sun’s first rays of light shone directly on his face and almost blinded him. The desert sun was a whole nother beast compared to what Valor got. It didn’t take long for him to thaw out enough to get up and stretch a bit. The undead bird was still gliding back and forth in the horizon, keeping eye on the party. Gilbert was tempted to go throw rocks at it or try and shoot it down with a bow, but he had no idea if that would actually do anything since it was already dead and decided to give up on it. Nonetheless, he disliked the idea of being followed by it, even if Anastacia wasn’t too concerned about it.

It hadn’t gotten quite as cold as he had worried and the girls seemed to have fared well enough, even without a campfire. Emilia had rolled herself tightly in her cloak and was probably being kept warm by the deity she worked for - or at least that’s what Gilbert assumed since the priestess seemed to gain some very weird perks from her employer. Anastacia on the other hand had found a more earthly way of keeping warm. The scorch marks on the simulacrum gave Gilbert a decent idea of what had transpired between the two.

“Oi! Laddie, quit spooning with the girl and come with me.” He ordered the simulacrum, assuming that King had just been lying there fully awake at Anastacia’s bidding.

King got up slowly to not wake up Anastacia and walked to Gilbert.

The adventurer tested King’s temperature with the back of his hand. Even after the night, the simulacrum’s chest was still warm enough to give someone a pretty cozy place to sleep. “Whatever you’re made from, I need a few slabs of it for my back; it gets awfully stiff on cold mornings.” He joked and tapped King on the shoulder. “Now, let’s go before they wake up. Sleeping without a fire is not that big of a problem, but not getting the lass her cup of morning coffee is not worth the risk. Of course, I do like a cup of something warm in the morning as well.” He explained their mission to the simulacrum. “We just need to find some dead branches or something to get a fire going. This place wasn’t always quite as dry so there should be some around. They don’t really rot out here, you see.” He continued.

They made a quick plan to cover as much area as possible in fifteen or so minutes and acted on it. Unfortunately, both returned empty handed. The area had most likely already been scoured by people who came to look at the canyon next to their camp.

Gilbert scratched his head and tried to think of something. “Do you think you could hold the kettle long enough for Anna to boil it? The kettle probably wouldn’t survive it though…” He thought aloud and kicked a small rock around, when something suddenly blotted out the sun and descended on the pair. Both Gilbert and King instinctively hit the ground before even getting a proper look at the attacker.

With a loud screech, a gigantic eagle swooped back up and started circling them to find an opportunity to attack again. Dodging the next two dives was relatively simple since the bird had lost the element of surprise, it didn’t take long for it to realize that these preys were not worth the trouble and it began heading towards the party’s camp, no doubt after spotting the other two adventurers in the distance.


Emilia suddenly flinched awake, interrupting a very pleasant dream she was having. Even after the details had vanished from her mind, she was annoyed about it. Wondering what woke her up, she looked around the camp and realized that half of the party was missing. The first thing that came to her mind was the undead bird, and what if there had been an attack during the night. But the bird was still there, and it was pretty unlikely that both Gilbert and King were somehow attacked without her or Anastacia waking up to it. The priestess figured that they must have left to gather something and would be back soon, since their gear was still spread around the camp.

“Hmm… Would be nice to have something warm for a breakfast, maybe they went out to get some firewood…” She said to herself and slowly got up. After wiping off some dust from her armor, she started to strap it on to prepare for a morning prayer. Sylvia didn’t actually demand for her to do so every morning, but Emilia felt like she should at least do something to justify her vocation. “My Lady is far too lax for her own good…” She mumbled and made sure the uniform was neatly on before kneeling down for the prayer.

“My child! Heed my word and prepare!” She suddenly heard the goddess call to her. “Don your medallion and grasp your weapon. A bird of prey has its eye on the tiny one. Sadly, I can not take your place in this fight, but I shall lend you my power. Rid the world of this beast in my name and the deserts shall join our cause!”

As soon as the goddess fell silent, Emilia took out the medallion they had taken from the temple in Crescent and threw it on. A rush of energy filled her body, every sound became clearer, time slowed down and moving felt lighter than ever. But the priestess didn’t have the luxury to get used to the power loaned to her, as when she turned around, the eagle was already barreling towards the sleeping necromancer. Barely in time, she threw herself between Anastacia and the eagle’s razor-sharp claws and got dragged along the ground towards the edge of the canyon.

Anastacia woke up just in time to see her friend get dropped off into the gorge, and the eagle to get dragged down with her by metal wires that wrapped around its wings. It took some time for her to realize what exactly was going on, but she felt like she had seen the massive bird somewhere before. “The goat!” She yelled when it dawned on her. It was the same eagle she had briefly ran into while going through the time loops the goat had caused. Scrambling to get up, she slowly moved towards the edge of the canyon but couldn’t make herself look down. Emilia and the eagle were already out of her range, and likely seconds away from being a stain at the bottom of the canyon. With the situation out of her control, the necromancer collapsed on her knees and wailed. “NO NO NO NO!”

Gilbert and King were finally back at the camp and had seen what happened from the distance. The simulacrum grabbed Anastacia and helped her away from the edge while Gilbert took a deep breath and looked down into the depths of the canyon.

“She was just… I didn’t… But…” The teary necromancer tried to explain but couldn’t get a coherent sentence out.

Her howling was quickly muted by the eagle’s ear-shattering scream and Gilbert throwing himself away from the edge. The eagle shot up from the ravine with the priestess hanging from its neck. Together they flew far over the camp and crashed into the desert. The eagle was the first one to get back on its feet and proceeded to stomp Emilia into the dirt a few times, piercing her chest armor with one of its claws. Assuming it had won over the seemingly lifeless priestess, the eagle lowered its head to look at the creature that had caused it so much trouble. However, it proved to be a mistake as Emilia slammed the eagle’s face with her divine mace, staggering the creature. As the priestess stumbled up, Gilbert rushed to her aid.

“Stay away! I need to do this on my own!” Emilia warned her friend and hit the eagle again.

The stunned beast fell over and gave her a second to gather her thoughts. The gaping hole in her armor oozed molten metal and she even coughed up some. Without a doubt, she was mortally wounded, but could barely feel anything. She wasn’t even really tired, just slightly exhausted and out of it thanks to the crash landing; but above all else, she was happy. Without really knowing why, the priestess was filled with joy as she wiped the coughed-up metal from her lips. Quickly unstrapping the broken piece of armor, she tossed it aside and continued her assault on the eagle. The bird flapped its wings in panic but only managed to flip over and get stuck on its back. Still flailing frantically, it kicked Emilia’s arm and disarmed her. Not that it really helped the poor animal, as the priestess stepped over its neck and began ruthlessly punching it in the head. Slowly, her curly hair grew out and began to resemble metal wire that wrapped around the eagle’s legs and wings. As its bones began to snap under the crushing grasp of the wires, the bird’s movements slowed down and eventually stopped. After a few more hits to make sure that the eagle was dead, the priestess hopped off and took a deep breath before removing her medallion. In a few seconds, her hair returned to its usual length and wounds cauterized and healed themselves, leaving behind no marks or even any soreness.

“Anna!” She shouted and rushed over to the crying necromancer. “It’s alright, no one is dead or hurt.” She said as calmly as she could and brushed Anastacia’s hair. “Lady Sylvia told me to protect you, so it was my fight, not yours. You couldn’t have done anything, so just calm down.”

Gilbert went out to get Emilia’s mace and chest plate, mostly to make himself feel useful. On the way, he took a glimpse at the dead bird. Its head was little more than bloody mush on the sand and the rest of its body was horribly crushed. The only other people he had seen to cause as much damage were all necromancers. He couldn’t help but to think that he was slowing down the rest of the party during fights but decided to not say anything about it, since they’d obviously just deny it immediately. And he still had a few things to teach them before they’d make it on their own, which made him feel a bit better about himself.

With the necromancer calmed, Emilia returned to her fallen enemy and kneeled next to it in prayer. She was still devoted as ever, if not more so; but the inn was not a great place to practice religion, since most of the adventurers weren’t exactly the religious type. So she was rather pleased with the trip so far, being able to heal a few people and now defeat a beast on the goddess’ request made her feel like a proper priestess for once.

The idea of a warm breakfast had been forgotten and the rest of the party started gathering the gear that had been spread out to dry. Still not keen on finding a scorpion in her sock, Anastacia went over hers twice before shoving them into her backpack. Gilbert couldn’t bear watching the girl waste so much packing space and made her take them out again to fold and pack them properly.

“Don’t tell this to her, but if I didn’t know Emilia, I’d assume she’s working for the god of overkill. If there is one.” Gilbert joked and nodded towards the praying priestess. “Who punches birds to death?!” He added.

“Yeah, I know what you mean. Maybe Sylvia has some anger issues to work out? She got kind of pissed at me when I met her for the second time.” Anastacia agreed and presented an especially neatly forded shirt she was especially proud of to Gilbert. “You know, I think I ran into that eagle when we were dealing with the goat situation. I probably could have killed it there…”

Gilbert sighed and ruffled the necromancer’s hair. “Please don’t start killing things because they might become a problem later. That’d be terrifying.” He said and laughed. “But that more or less confirms the goat theory. After all, those things have been extinct for a good while now. Turns out that the big flying things that eat cows and sheep are the first ones to go when people invent cannons.”

            

    
        Chapter 86 - Blood on the sand

    
    
    
    
                ”Think I’ve burned my arms in the sun.” Anastacia said and tapped the reddish skin on her pale arms. “I was hoping to get a tan going, but it’s not going well...”

Gilbert sighed. “I’ve told you to use long sleeves at least four times now. It’s your own fault. This is not the place to get a tan anyway; you might as well scorch off your skin with fire while you’re at it. At least the soot would give you some color.” He pointed out in a slightly annoyed tone. Gilbert had started to realize that perhaps the necromancer was just a little bit stupid on top of being inexperienced in almost everything. A trip as long as the one they were on was quite a long time to be with her too, and it certainly didn’t help that Emilia often chose to join Anastacia in her mockery and idiocy instead of keeping a level head.

“Well It wasn’t me who thought that a desert might be a fun place to visit, now was it? And I didn’t pack anything with longer sleeves.” Anastacia retaliated and kicked some dirt at Gilbert.

“And why is that? Can’t you just use your cloak?” Gilbert asked and rubbed his brow.

Trying to come up with any other reason than the fact that she just didn’t think about it when packing, Anastacia dug out a pair of knee socks from her backpack and wore them on her arms. “The Goblin Kingdom doesn’t believe in sleeves, we think they hamper the economy.” She explained from the top of her head while digging out another pair to put on King’s arms. “On a side note, can I interest you in some arm socks? I’ve got like fifteen pairs left.”

“I’ll take a pair.” Emilia pitched in.

“Don’t enable her nonsense!” Gilbert exclaimed. “King, you don’t need to go with her stupid ideas either.” He added when he noticed Anastacia trying to force the arm socks on the simulacrum.

“Are you mocking our royal attire?” Joked the necromancer, now trying to pull the sock off. Kings arms proved unsuitable for socks, as they barely stretched over the simulacrum’s knuckles and got stuck between the armor plates on his wrist joint.

With Anastacia’s arms covered, the party resumed their journey in silence. The plan was to reach the other edge of the wasteland by sundown and hopefully find something to make a campfire with. With no landmarks nor stars to guide them, Gilbert could only guess how far they had traveled based on their walking pace and sun’s position in the sky. Something he was also concerned about was staying on course, since they only had to walk in a very slight curve to end up kilometers off from their path, or even get lost in the desert. But this wasn’t his first rodeo and he was able to use the sun to correct any slight deviations in their course. And just to be on the safe side, they stopped for a rest when the sun was at its highest.

Emilia was extremely unhappy with the gaping hole in her armor and spend the break trying to bend the metal back to its original shape. To her, almost getting killed by falling off a cliff wasn’t even worth thinking about when her uniform had been defaced so badly. With a bit of help from King, she managed to get it to a point where she wouldn’t be embarrassed to death if seen in it, but a visit to the blacksmith was at the top of her list now.

“Where are the desert people you were talking about earlier? I think I have some business with them.” She asked from Gilbert. Sylvia hadn’t been very clear about it, but Emilia assumed she’d need to make contact with them.

“Oh, they’re probably been following us for a while now. If you just go back a few kilometers, you’ll run into one or two of them.” Gilbert explained and gestured towards the horizon in the direction they came from. The undead bird was still following them relentlessly, but no one else was in sight. “They avoid meeting people who aren’t looking for them or don’t need help. So if we stay put long enough, they might check in on us; but if you need them for something, you’re better off walking back a bit.”

“Oh… In that case, we need to go back. I hate to cause another delay, but this is kind of important for me.” The priestess said despite clearly being bothered by it. “I can go alone if you two want to go ahead. I’ll just follow your tracks when I’m done.”

“Nay, I’ll come with you. It’ll be interesting to see what they’re up to and safer if we stick together.” Gilbert shrugged and got up. “Anna, are you coming with us or will you wait here?”

“Might as well check them out, but let’s try to be quick about it.” Anastacia said. She wasn’t even a bit interested in meeting the Children of The Sun and just wanted to leave the desert as soon as possible, but there was no stopping Emilia from going and Anastacia wasn’t quite ready to let the priestess out of her sight yet. Not after waking up to almost losing her.


It didn’t take much backtracking before they could see two figures in the horizon, who seemed to have stopped to take a closer look at the undead bird that had been following the party. When they noticed that they had been discovered, the desert dwellers rushed over to see if the party needed help. On a quick glance, they looked much like elves with tanned complexions: tall, slim and pointy-eared. But unlike regular elves, the desert people had stone scales on their arms and legs. One of them also had two larger stone growths on his clean-shaven head, resembling horns. The pair was only clad in skimpy clothing and mismatched armor, no doubt either looted or traded, and probably worn just not to be rude to outsiders while still getting plenty of sunlight.

Before they got to the party, one of them suddenly stopped, screamed something and pointed at Anastacia. This made the other one stop as well and take a good look at the necromancer before turning to Emilia.

“You are the one who downed The Great Shadow. The elders have predicted your arrival, but they also spoke of the vile creature that follows in your wake.” The horned desert dweller spoke and pointed at Anastacia. “We would like to have a word with you, but the sands it has walked upon will remain tainted until it’s blood has been dried by The Father of Light. So could you please dispose of the despicable thing before we continue?”

Stunned by the absurd rudeness and hate towards her friend, Emilia didn’t know what to say. After briefly considering just beating them up for their insults, she turned to Gilbert for help. The party’s leader was similarly surprised by the frigid greeting. Nothing he had heard about the natives had suggested they’d hate Anastacia, for any reason.

“What did I do?!” The necromancer asked and stepped forwards.

Both desert dwellers flinched backwards, almost like being anywhere near the girl was toxic to them. “Could you please kill it already? We heard that its words spread plagues.” The horned one said, completely ignoring Anastacia’s question.

“No! No one is killing her!” Emilia immediately refused. “What do you think she is?”

The native sighed. “We know a vile necromancer when we see one, there’s no use trying to hide it! They are the lowest of the low, the worst of the worst and the darkness incarnate! The old tales tell of a time when a necromancer with immense power darkened the moon and half of the stars, just to spite The Father of Light and challenge him to a duel. A duel the necromancer almost won!” He recited.

Emilia glanced at her necromancer friend. “One of you… I mean them, tried to kill the damn sun?” She whispered.

“Yeah, that’s a thing. In case you haven’t noticed, there’s no limit to how stupidly evil some necromancers have been.” Anastacia admitted and shrugged. She couldn’t exactly blame the natives for hating necromancers when she hated them almost as much.

“Okay then!” Emilia declared. “We’re not killing anyone here. Yes, she is a necromancer, but she’s also under the protection of Lady Sylvia. The goddess who saw the plight of your people and sent me to your aid. You would have to be awfully rude to discredit her over an ancient grudge…”

The natives looked at each other and exchanged a few words in some language no one in the party understood. Based on their gestures, the hornless one seemed to be adamant about killing the necromancer and wouldn’t even consider a compromise.

The horned one took a second to translate their decision and turned back to Emilia. “We understand, and her name will certainly be mentioned in our prayers, but the necromancer needs to bleed on the sand. There’s no other way.” The horned one explained. “If it truly is a follower of a goddess that would help us, it can be allowed to live. But it must still pay with blood for the crimes of its kind.”

Emilia shook her head. “You can’t possibly ask a child to…” She started but was interrupted by Anastacia pulling on her sleeve.

“I’ll do it. Have you got anything sharp?” The necromancer said and wouldn’t hear any objections. “Look, they’re out for blood and the simplest way is to just do it. I get a bit of a gash, they get what they want, Sylvia will get a few more prayers out of it and everyone will be happy. Now has anyone got a knife or something?”

Gilbert reluctantly handed his knife to the girl. He was against the idea of getting Anastacia hurt, but had to agree that it was the simplest way out of the situation. He had never heard about the natives being this aggressive and didn’t know what would happen if they kept refusing. “Are you absolutely sure about this?” He asked before releasing his grip from the knife.

Anastacia nodded and looked at the blade. She had no idea how to get someone to bleed without killing them and looked and Gilbert for help while holding the knife on her wrist. He shook his head and moved Anastacia’s hand so that the blade would cut into her palm. Emilia looked away before anything happened, she was still against the idea and couldn’t look at her friend hurting herself.

Anastacia took a deep breath and mentally prepared for the blood. The pain would probably be pretty bad, but nothing she couldn’t handle. It was the blood she was worried about. She liked to think that she was a bit better with it now, but this time it would be her own blood. The necromancer closed her eyes and took one more breath. “Here we go… I’m going to do it… Any second now… This isn’t stalling…”

King slapped the knife from her hand before anything happened.

“Damnit, King! I need to do this! I won’t be seriously hurt, so just stop it!” Anastacia commanded the simulacrum and picked up the knife. After a bit more mental preparation, she tried again.

King slapped the knife to the ground again.

“For fuck’s sake… Go stand over there!” Anastacia raised her voice and tried to push the simulacrum away. “I just need to get some blood and we can get going.”

The simulacrum picked up the knife and lifted it up. High enough for Anastacia not to be able to reach it. And when she tried, King flicked her nose.

“Fucking give me the knife, you idiot. We’re going to have a talk about this later.” The necromancer snarled and hurt her hand trying to punch King. “Can you believe this asshole?” She asked and turned to her friends, not noticing that her nose was now bleeding profusely. From Emilia’s horrified look, she could guess something was wrong, but realized she had a nosebleed only after Gilbert pointed it out. “Oh…” She uttered after seeing the bloodstains on her arm sock and collapsed on the sand.

Having seen the necromancer hit the ground, the desert dwellers exchanged a few words in their language. The hornless one didn’t seem exactly satisfied but didn’t seem interested in pursuing the matter any longer either and ran off into the distance.

“This isn’t what we meant, but its blood did touch the sand and the story of a necromancer humiliating itself like that will please the tribe. Just never bring it here again and you can rest assured that the kindness of Lady Sylvia will be remembered.” The horned one said, took one last look at Anastacia and ran after the hornless one.

Emilia rushed to aid her passed out friend and tried to stop the bleeding by squeezing the bridge of her nose. The amount of blood suggested that Anastacia probably wouldn’t be back on her feet until the evening.

“So you think that’s enough for your purposes? They’ll just think about how great it was to not get eaten and it counts?” Gilbert asked and took his knife from King, quickly nodding to the simulacrum to thank it.

“She will make herself know to them… I think.” Emilia said while wiping away the blood from Anastacia’s face with her sleeve. “The instructions I get tend not to be very precise.”

            

    
        Chapter 87 - What am I?

    
    
    
    
                Since Anastacia had to be carried until she woke up again, Gilbert had decided that they should make a camp as soon as they found any suitable fuel for a fire instead of trying to make it to the edge of the desert. They still had water for at least a day, so stopping a bit earlier wasn’t going to be a problem - though it would set them even further behind the planned schedule. They would be at least a day late now and that meant Rosie would start to get worried. Delays weren’t exactly rare in their line of work, but they had left without any real information about what they would find, so them not getting back in time could mean anything from unfortunate weather to the death of the whole party. The fact that the party consisted of one of the most experienced adventurers of the northern Valor, the most powerful necromancer in the world, a simulacrum with more or less limitless endurance and a priestess with a direct connection to a god, didn’t make them invincible. Sure, on a good day, it would be enough to overcome nearly any situation, but by the fifth day of the trip, the priestess had almost been killed twice and the necromancer was out cold because of a nosebleed. If anything, they were doing kind of badly and would most likely be dead by now if even one of them was just some average adventurer.

“I think we should stick to some shorter quests for a while longer.” Gilbert broke the silence. “Or at least stick to traveling by road with a merchant or something.”

“That bad, huh?” Emilia asked and laughed. “Babysitting us for so many days without a break must be pretty taxing for you.”

Gilbert stopped to take a sip of water and made sure they were still walking in the right direction. “It’s not that. Looking after you guys makes me feel like my old ass is contributing in some way to this party…” He admitted and made sure all of Anastacia’s gear were still on him and he hadn’t dropped anything.

Emilia looked slightly worried hearing Gilbert say that. “Don’t tell me you took my joke so seriously? You’re like the most important member we have! If it was just us three without you, we’d burn down half a village, cause some sort of natural disaster and die horribly while trying to just get some water from a well or something.” She explained. “I’m technically the head of an entire religion, but honestly I have no idea what I’m doing most of the time. I think Anna might actually be just a tiny bit insane already and shouldn’t be given any more burdens or responsibilities than she already has on her. And then there’s King who is kind of reliable when it comes to keeping us alive, but will go with anything our little dumbass comes up with. So you don’t get to retire for the next twenty years, at least.”

Gilbert laughed. “Point taken. But I’m just saying that running around with you three can make a man feel… insufficient.”

“Aww… Do we have to stop by a brothel to get your mood back up?” The priestess joked.

It would have probably worked, but Gilbert ignored the remark and continued to scan the horizon for dead trees or even some larger bushes. The dry grass had become much more abundant and the desert started to slowly turn back into a grassy plain. Though still treeless, some of the bushes in the area started to look promising and would probably fuel a fire for a night, if it was absolutely needed.

“Oh! Can we not mention the part where I almost got killed twice to Rosie? I’d like to be allowed to go outside in the future too.” Emilia pointed out. “She said that I’ll be grounded if I die. I know that my soul is supposed to join Lady Sylvia when I die, but I’ve seen Rosie angry and feel like she might be able to claw my spirit from the afterlife just to ground me.”

“Aye, I know exactly what you mean.” Gilbert agreed. Suddenly his eyes fixed to something in the distance. “Say, is that a tree over there?” He asked and pointed into the horizon.

Emilia squinted and shielded her eyes from the sun with her hand. “It might be. It might also be anything else. Your age sure hasn’t gotten to your eyes yet. I can barely see it.”

“Yeah, I think it is a dead tree. We’ll camp there for the night.” Gilbert decided and headed towards it.

The tree they had found stood alone in the middle of the wasteland, with no other points of interest anywhere to be seen. Beaten by sand storms and stunted by the drought, the tree was a pathetic sight and tipping it over could be considered a favor. When Gilbert leaned on it slightly, the dry roots immediately gave in and the tree toppled. Breaking it down to firewood would be equally effortless, especially for the simulacrum, who could just kick the pitiful thing into pieces. As Gilbert and Emilia began to prepare the camp, King gently put Anastacia down and rested her against her backpack.

As soon as the simulacrum let go of her, the necromancer opened her eyes. “Well that was fun.” She said and stretched her back. Being carried was easy on her feet but it sure wasn’t the most ergonomic way to travel.

“You were awake?!” Emilia yelled in surprise. “Since when?!”

Anastacia got up and made sure she wasn’t covered in blood. Luckily there were only a couple of drops on her bosom - enough to make her feel a bit woozy but as long as she didn’t look at them, she’d be fine. “I think I was only out for like an hour. Came to well in time to hear a certain someone call me insane and irresponsible behind my back.” She revealed and glared at the priestess. “Looks like that shitty dwelf was right about this being a handy way to learn some interesting things.”

“No! I didn’t mean it like that…” Emilia tried to explain but was stopped by the necromancer.

“Save it. I know what WE are like... Let’s just get the camp done. We only have a couple of hours before it gets dark and cold. Plus, we’ll probably have some asshole creature on our asses soon enough anyway.” Anastacia said with a sour tone in her voice and left to gather stones for the campfire.

Gilbert followed the fight from the sidelines and decided to stay out of it for now. He was pretty sure Anastacia would calm down soon enough and forgive Emilia, who was now visibly upset too. Obviously she hadn’t meant that Anastacia was insane in the typical necromancer manner, just that the girl was a bit zany and unpredictable. During his fairly long life, he had learned that fights between women weren’t a place for him and that this would either end with them being closer friends than ever or with at least one of them dead, but that was a scenario he had only witnessed once and didn’t think it was at all likely. “Just keep working… Do not interfere. It’s not worth it…” He muttered to himself and dug out the remaining pieces of jerky he had.

Anastacia wandered away from the camp and collected whatever rocks she could find. Still with the camp well in sight but out of earshot, she sat down and started drawing in the sand with her finger while thinking aloud. “So apparently I’m insane. And here I thought I was doing pretty well… I mean I am talking to myself, but this is purely a monologue to help me think and not a crazy rant or anything. She probably didn’t mean anything bad by it, she’s my friend after all… Best friend even! And I’m totally not jealous that Rosie is her best friend! Even if I’ve know Rosie longer… Anyway, she and Gil didn’t seem to be too worried when I told them I had killed Alice, so I guess they don’t think I’m dangerous at least. Unless they’re just scared of me and don’t want to startle me in case I might kill them too.” She prattled on while writing down the names of all the people she considered to be her friends and what was the first thing that came to her mind when she thought about them. When she was finished, she went over her work again and realized that the number of friends she now had was quite a bit higher than the zero she had before moving to Valor and that she really couldn’t find it in herself to be mad at one of them, over what probably was just a badly worded comment. “But there’s an easy way to figure out the truth, isn’t there?” She said to herself and started going through her pockets.


Gilbert had managed to keep his mouth shut about the whole affair while watching the priestess pace back and forth in the camp. She went over multiple worst-case scenarios about how Anastacia would be mad at her forever and how the party would have to be disbanded. Every now and then, she glanced at the necromancer and looked like she might go and apologize, but in the end, she couldn’t do it. He found it slightly amusing how Emilia’s confidence would immediately be in shambles when something didn’t go her way. Some alcohol would have probably helped, but Gilbert didn’t feel like opening that can of worms yet. Emilia hadn’t been sober for that long after all.

“What if she’s so angry that she’ll leave Valor?” The overly worried priestess asked and kept pacing.

“And go where?” Gilbert grunted. The pointless drama had started to get to him and it was about time for dinner. Eating was something that a party should do together and in good spirits to keep the morale high, so he had to step in despite his earlier conviction to stay out of it. “You’re overthinking it, she’s probably half-forgotten it already and is now drawing dicks in the sand while laughing like an idiot. It’s like you haven’t had a fight with a friend before!”

“I haven’t! I just sort of cave in immediately, so there wouldn’t be a fight…” Emilia sniffled and slumped down next to her backpack. “If it’s not fixable by hitting or spouting seemingly meaningful religious wank, I have no solutions for it!”

“Well you have about a minute to work on your confidence. She’s coming back.” Gilbert chuckled.

Anastacia had gotten back up and was carrying a decent haul of fist-sized stones towards the camp. Emilia did the only thing that came to her naturally and started praying, hoping it would somehow solve the problem.

The necromancer glared at her friends before sitting down next to the unlit campfire and starting to place the rocks she had found around it. “Alright then… First of all, Gil, shut up. I can’t have you ruining this.” She explained, took something from her pocket and hid her hands behind her back. Clumsily imitating the aura of authority Coquelicot usually gave off, she turned to Emilia. “What am I?” She asked and stared down the priestess.

Confused by the abstract question Emilia stuttered out an answer. “I… uh… You’re Anna? Who is totally not insane, just a bit… weird…”

The necromancer smiled and put the topaz ring back into her pocket. “That’ll do. You are forgiven.”

“What? That easily?” The priestess asked, thinking her answer was basically worthless. “I didn’t even apologize…”

“You said quite a lot actually. Now, do we have anything besides jerky? All this bleeding and getting carried around made me hungry.” Anastacia switched the subject, ignoring Emilia’s confusion completely.

            

    
        Chapter 88 - A peaceful morning 

    
    
    
    
                The rest of the evening was largely spent in awkward silence. Once she realized what Anastacia had done with the topaz ring, Emilia tried to find out what she had heard, but the necromancer wouldn’t budge. When even bribery failed, Emilia accepted that she probably wouldn’t get an answer no matter what she did.

Suddenly she remembered something. “It’s a set of three rings, right? I think I might have one of them back at the inn.” The priestess said while taking a look at the two Anastacia had on her. “I found it in our room when we were leaving Crescent. Remind me to give it back to you when we get back to Valor.”

“I kinda thought I had thrown it away to be honest. If I put all three on, they’ll give a neat combination of enchantments - though with my luck, something will go wrong and I’ll turn into a screaming mess.” Anastacia explained and put the ruby ring on her thumb. She would use it more often, but it was a size or two too big and she worried about dropping it during a fight.

They had probably stopped a bit too early for the locals' liking, since they still kept an eye on the party from the distance. Despite their intense hatred for necromancers, Gilbert was certain that they wouldn’t try anything during the night, because crafting weapons simply wasn’t a thing in their culture. Having lived in the lifeless wastelands for hundreds or even thousands of years, the desert folk didn’t have anything anyone would attack them over and thus no need for weapons. But even if they did try something, stopping them would be child’s play for any of the adventurers; so they were able retire for the day in peace. Once again, King was told to keep the fire burning for as long as there was fuel left, and the party lied down around it as close as they safely could to ward off the cold.

Anastacia rolled up some of her spare clothes and put them down on King’s lap to make it a tad more comfortable before laying down her head. “Please don’t let any bugs get into my hair. I can feel them coming closer to the fire…” She whispered and closed her eyes.


Waking up to the scent of coffee was a welcome change for Anastacia. No one was screaming or being dragged away from the camp. Before opening her eyes, she checked the surroundings and could only feel some insects and two, familiar lumps of living meat and bone she had felt in the evening as well. King hadn’t moved from his place at all and was now holding his hand up to shield Anastacia’s eyes from the bright sun.

“Emilia, did nothing attack you during the night or did I just not wake up to it?” She asked and considered opening her eyes, but instead just wrapped her cloak tighter around herself. It was still a bit nippy, so the coffee would have to wait.

“I did stomp a scorpion earlier. Does that count?” The priestess asked and went along with the joke.

“How big was it?” The sleepy necromancer mumbled and almost fell asleep again.

“A bit smaller than one of those cookies Rosie makes.” Emilia estimated. “The new ones, the ones she started making after your complaints.”

With every cup of coffee, Rosie served one to three cinnamon cookies, the number depending on how much she liked the patron in question. They were surprisingly popular, and so the decreased size caused some dismay among the customers. Anastacia happened to be one of the two people exempt from this rule and usually received a whole plate of them, blinding her to the troubles of the common folk.

Gilbert was looking at his map and didn’t really pay attention to the conversation until now, but the comment about cookies caught his attention. “What?! This brat is the reason they got smaller all of a sudden?!” He yelled and grabbed Anastacia’s cloak from her, exposing the necromancer to the cold air and forcing her to get up.

After what seemed like a genuine scream of agony, Anastacia got up and took back her cloak. “It should be a crime to serve cookies that don’t fit into the cups for dunking, everyone knows that.” She said and took the coffee Emilia had poured for her. “I merely informed her about the flawed design.”

“Why couldn’t you just nibble at the sides until it fit?” Gilbert asked and lit his pipe before returning to his map reading. “Bet you just whined about it until it was easier to make them smaller to get you to shut up.” He continued under his breath.

“And eat it dry?! I’m royalty damn it! I may not have any land or anything, but I will not tolerate any dry cookies!” Anastacia exclaimed. She didn’t actually feel anywhere near as strongly as it seemed about the matter but arguing about things that didn’t matter had become one of her favorite ways of passing time.

“Anyway… Where are we heading today?” Emilia asked to change the subject.

“Good question. We should reach a river around noon. If we follow it, we’ll get to a small town called Ebonywatch.” Gilbert explained and traced the route on the map with his finger. “There should be an inn there, so we’ll be able to get baths, fresh food and warm beds. The townsfolk are also likely to know if there’s been anything weird going on and once that’s settled we’ll head back home.”

“So anyone want to bet on what’s wrong with the village? I’ll bet a pair of arm socks on crab people. They’ve either eaten everyone or turned everyone into more crab people.” Anastacia joked.

“Hmm… I’ll go with man-eating plants. A free blessing of any kind on an invasion of man-eating plants.” Emilia said and went along with the joke.

Gilbert sighed and rubbed his brow. “Fine, there’s no way it’ll go as planned… We’re about due for vampires. Five drinks on vampires. A vampire lord touched the goat and got stuck, now he’s free and has taken over the town.” He said, having accepted that whatever they did on this trip, was doomed from the start. “Put out the fire and we’ll get going.”


As they continued to travel, the plant life slowly became more and more diverse. Green grass and bushes, some smaller trees and wild wheat, possibly once farmed by people living in the area before the desert dried up entirely. Anastacia spotted a couple of deer in the distance and pointed them out to the rest of the party. Emilia suggested catching one for some fresh meat, but according to Gilbert, they had already seen the party and getting a clean shot at them with a bow would be unlikely. Neither of them even considered asking Anastacia to kill one, since it wasn’t absolutely needed. Even when she offered to do it for the good of the whole party, Gilbert made up an excuse about them still being too far away from the next camping spot and that dragging the deer along would have been more effort than it was worth. In truth, they were almost at the river and they just didn’t want to have the necromancer carry out any unnecessary killing right now, as it would have probably involved vomiting and possible fainting.

When they came to the river, something seemed odd about it. It had swollen far past its usual width very recently.

“Hmm, the grass is still alive underwater… Must have been very recent. But there’s no sign of heavy rainfall anywhere else. If anything, the ground is dry. There must be something blocking the water down the stream.” Gilbert reasoned.

“Beavers?” Emilia suggested and took off her boots to wash her feet.

Gilbert scratched his head. “Might be, but I think the people of Ebonywatch would have destroyed the dam as soon as the river was even slightly blocked.” He said and turned to Anastacia. “Can you feel anything under the surface?”

Anastacia shook her head. “Just fish. I’ll keep an eye on it. Looks pretty good for crab people though!”

While Emilia and Anastacia gathered some fallen branches to make a fire, Gilbert taught the simulacrum the secrets of fishing. During the trip, the two had developed some mutual respect for each other, or at least Gilbert liked to think that it was mutual - the simulacrum’s inner thoughts were still a mystery to him. At first, King intended to catch fish by hand but Gilbert stopped him, and instead handed him a branch and a fishing line.

“This isn’t a good place for that, the water’s murky and there are no good spots to trap them in. So how about I show you how to make a simple fishing rod?” He said and sat down on the grass by the river. “There’s nothing much to it to be honest, but it’s a useful skill when you’re out and about.”

King copied everything he did as Gilbert started to snap the smaller twigs off from his branch.

“The most important thing is to make sure the line stays attached to the rod. You can make a small groove for it but just cutting the branch just above a knot in the wood is usually enough.” He instructed the simulacrum and pointed at a suitable cutting point on the rod. “So… anything interesting going on with you?” He asked and wasn’t quite sure why he was trying to start small talk with a mute simulacrum.

At the same time, the campfire was finished and only needed to be lit when Gilbert and King returned. The women of the party were taking a well-deserved break by the river. The water was cool and refreshing and lying down in the shadow of a big tree felt heavenly, especially after a few days in the desert.

Emilia figured that it was as good a time as any to have a talk with Anastacia. “So… How are you feeling? Everything okay?” She started clumsily.

“Are you still worried about me being mad at you? I might have overreacted there a bit, but being insane and not knowing it is something I actually worry about a lot.” The necromancer said and took off her boots.

“You shouldn’t, you’re perfectly normal as far as I’m concerned. So just do what comes to you naturally and you’ll be fine. And you can always come to us if you need help.” Emilia reassured her. “You even have your silent guardian watching over you… Tell me, what is he to you? And no stupid jokes, I want the real answer.” Having found an opportunity to confirm her theory about the pair, the priestess decided to go for it.

Anastacia glanced over at the fishing simulacrum before closing her eyes. “He’s… nice. When I close my eyes, I can feel you, Gil, the fishes in the river, the birds in the trees, even the bugs everywhere around us, but I can’t feel him – I really like that. Sometimes I worry that he thinks that I just keep him around for labor and that he’ll get bored.” She explained after thinking about it for a few seconds.

Emilia let out a muffled snicker over her friend's innocent worries. “Oh, I’m sure he’s very happy with you. You have no idea how scandalous you can be though…” She remarked and only barely managed to stop herself from telling the necromancer how their partnership seemed to an outsider. “There’s another talk we need to have later…”

As they continued to converse about how Anastacia liked her new life and if she had any other troubles, Emilia got the feeling that her worries about the necromancer’s wellbeing were more or less unfounded, and that the girl was very content with the freedom she now had, even though Anastacia hadn’t realized the full scale of it. She mentioned how she wished to travel around the world and see what it was like, but seemed to think that something was keeping her in Valor. Of course, her friends would like to keep her around and make sure she’d survive out in the world before leaving, but no one actually had any intent nor authority to force her to stay against her will. Emilia chalked it up to the unique upbringing the necromancer had and assumed that it’d just take some time for her to grow and realize her full freedom. It must have felt like a dream to not have anyone to answer to.

            

    
        Chapter 89 - Ebonywatch

    
    
    
    
                ”See? Classic crab people.” Anastacia said and pointed at the flooded town of Ebonywatch.

The town and its surroundings were submerged in water from the flooding river that ran right past it. Ranging from just a few centimeters to waist-high, the water covered every inch of land and reaching the town gates would require going through a good length of it.

“Anna, I hate to break it to you, but crab people aren’t a real thing.” Gilbert pointed out. He kneeled to look at the water more closely and scanned the surface for any ripples or other signs of possible dangers. “Can you feel anything weird in the water?”

“Nope, there’s literally nothing alive or dead between us and the gate.” Anastacia said and shook her head.

Gilbert grabbed a branch from a nearby tree and ran it along the bottom of the water. When he lifted it up, the stick was covered in slightly greenish slime that had a very similar consistency to snot. “Some kind of algae maybe? It shouldn’t be dangerous, but do not drink the water and avoid getting it on your skin. There are a few poisonous types that can cause a pretty nasty rash.” He advised and stepped in.

Having learned from falling over in the marsh a few days ago, Anastacia was in no hurry this time. She grabbed tightly onto King’s arm and carefully waded through the slimy water. Falling down now would have been even worse, and she would have probably just drowned herself in the ankle-deep water instead of carrying on with the slime in her hair.

The town gates were unguarded and open, which was slightly odd but not unheard of. A town like this typically housed around a hundred people and had more than enough able folk to defend itself from smaller bandit groups, and since it wasn’t along a busy trading route, it didn’t provide a tempting target for a larger scale attack. The gate and the fence around it were built from beautiful, pitch-black ebony - no doubt the town's namesake.

Right before they reached it, Gilbert stopped the party and turned to them. “Remote places like this tend not to be the most open-minded ones. That means Anna is an apprentice fire mage, Emilia doesn’t push Sylvia on the locals, and King… only do what Anna tells you to. Do not act on your own unless it’s absolutely needed, and we might be able to pass you as some simple enchanted golem.” He instructed everyone before heading through the gate.

The houses were also built from the same dark wood as the gate, hinting that it was abundant in the area and probably the main reason for the existence of the whole town. Ebony was very popular material for high-end furniture and decorative items, so a whole town built from it was certainly a stunning sight. While the flooded streets were empty, Anastacia could feel a few people in the houses nearby and was quick to inform the rest of the party about it, though she reported that they felt awfully crabby.

One of the buildings near the gate had a beautifully carved sign that said ‘Jumping Ewe Tavern’.

“Seven crab people inside, doesn’t look like they’re hiding. I think one of them is sleeping too, his pulse is slower than usual.” The necromancer reported, still clinging on to the belief that crab people were real.

“You can feel people’s heartbeat now? That’s disturbing.” Emilia said and placed her hand over her heart.

Anastacia shrugged. “Only if they’re really close like this. There’s a certain way the flesh wobbles on every beat.” She explained and did her best to illustrate it with her hands, but stopped when she suddenly felt some movement inside the tavern. “One of them is coming towards the door!”

As the necromancer said that, the tavern’s door opened and out came a young female sheepfolk. She was in her twenties, buxom and overall very pleasing to the eye. The girl reminded Anastacia of Dam, the brothel manager in Valor, but she hadn’t seen that many sheepfolk before and probably just couldn’t pick up on the more subtle differences between them. With a bouncy prance the lamb hopped towards them and waved.

Emilia spotted a peculiar glimmer in the old adventurer’s eyes as he watched the local girl head their way. “Gil, no… We’ve been here for two minutes.” She whispered to Gilbert. “You have a problem.”

“I’ve seen you cough up a hairball, so just shut up.” He responded. “There’s no harm in getting to know the locals. She’s clearly not a vampire or anything, so just relax and let me handle this.”

The sheepfolk was wearing an apron on top of her white dress, suggesting she worked in the tavern. When she reached the party, she pranced around them once before stopping in front of Gilbert. “Hellowsies! My name is Yulia! What brings people like you to our little town? We don’t normally get many adventurers… Is there something scary going on in the woods?!” She greeted them in an overly cheerful tone.

“Good day to you, fair lass. There has been some trouble nearby, so we’re here to make sure everything’s okay. So just tell me if you guys are having any problems.” Gilbert said and bowed grandly.

The girl looked like she was deep in thought for a couple of seconds before remembering something. “There’s a jar of pickled veggies I can’t open! But you’re huuuuuuge – I think you could wrestle a bear!” She said and measured Gilbert’s shoulder width with her arms.

Gilbert laughed. “Can and have, maiden Yulia, Can and have. I think I can handle a jar, so how about we go and have a look?” He suggested and flexed his biceps.

“Yaysies!” Yulia celebrated and bounced a couple of times before heading back to the tavern with Gilbert in tow.

The rest of the party was left behind without a second thought. Both amazed and annoyed by the warm welcome, they followed their leader inside.

Emilia rubbed her temples. “Oh wow, I already hate her. She needs to shutsies the fucksies upsies. That just gave me a migraine…” She said and let out the loudest and longest sigh Anastacia had ever heard. “And Gil! it took two seconds for him to drop his guard entirely.”

“I think she’s fun. Did you see them bounce? It was like she had two puppies under there.” Anastacia laughed and made a gesture mimicking Yulia’s chest. “Clearly a disguised crab person though.”

Emilia sighed again, even louder and longer than before.


The floor of the tavern was also flooded and slippery, causing a very noticeable damp smell that didn’t mix well with the scent of tobacco and food. The furnishing was much like in the inn that the party called their home, but everything was made from the same black wood as the building itself. There were six other patrons in the tavern and just like Anastacia had said, one of them had slumped against a table, snoring. Two humans and four more sheepfolk, all of them men, under thirty and clearly townsfolk. They sat around a single table and talked to each other in hushed voices, every now and then glancing over at the adventurers. The clack of Yulia’s hooves against the hardwood floor carried over from the kitchen behind the counter.

Emilia sat down at one of the empty tables instead of going in the Kitchen. She already dreaded having to stay in the town overnight, something about it just felt off; and if they were going to fix it, Gilbert would be useless unless they managed to talk some sense into him. Anastacia joined her even though she was slightly curious about what was going on in the kitchen. The necromancer dug out a folded piece of paper from her pocket. On it were written all the things she had theorized that could be wrong with the town.

“Don’t make a scene… Please…” The ticked off priestess tried, but her words achieved nothing.

Anastacia cleared her throat, got up from her chair and started to recite the list for the locals. “Please raise your hand if you are one of the following: a secret crab person, vampire, man-eating plant, lobster person, an evil cult member, crab people supporter, a crab vampire, secret crab cult member…” The list was far longer than it had any right to be and basically contained every possible combination of crab people crossed with different creatures she had seen or heard of. When she had gone through it and no one had raised their hand, the necromancer disappointedly sat back down. “The crab people are smart, of course they wouldn’t fall for that…” She muttered to herself.

“You… You seriously thought that was going to work? I agree with you on that there’s something going on here, but it’s not going to be crab people and that would literally never work. No matter what it was.” Emilia said, looking like she had started to slowly die inside. “Can we just figure out where we can rent a room and get on with whatever we’re here for?”

Anastacia’s stunt had broken the silence between the locals and their new guests, giving a couple of them the courage to approach the table. The two men looked like they could be brothers, both of them having the same short haircut and similar slightly tattered cheapish workwear – presumably for working in the woods.

“You gals just got here, right? We were thinking we could show you around.” One of them suggested and sat next to Emilia, completely uninvited, while the other one sat next to Anastacia. “What are a couple of dashing ladies like you doing in our neck of the woods anyway? Seeking adventure maybe?”

“Ooh! That’d be really helpful. Do you know if there are any rooms we could…” The oblivious necromancer was about to ask but was interrupted by her friend kicking her in the feet to get her attention.

“Anna, they’re hitting on us.” Emilia pointed out.

Anastacia took a look at the men who had sat down with them, both were reasonably good looking and about twenty years old. “Are you sure? What do we do now?” She asked, completely ignoring them and the fact that they could hear her.

“I was planning on ignoring them until they go away.” The priestess said bluntly and turned to them. “Shoo! You’re wasting everyone’s time. We’re both taken already.”

“I can believe that you’re taken, but she clearly isn’t.” The man sitting next to Anastacia said and grabbed the necromancer’s hand. “Come on, bonnie. I’ll show you the rest of the town.”

Before Anastacia had time to refuse, King grabbed the man’s throat, lifted him up from the chair and threw him across the room. The other man who had invited himself to their table understood that their plan probably wasn’t going to work and backed off to help his brother up from the floor.

Gilbert had stepped out from the kitchen just in time to witness the action. On the way to the party’s table, he gave the young men a cold glance to make sure they kept their distance. “I’ve managed to get us a couple of rooms upstairs. If you’re done mingling with the townsfolk, you three can head there and put down your gear. I’ll be there shortly too, but I need to take care of some things first.” He said, gave Emilia the key to their room and returned to the kitchen.

After wiping the slime from their boots on the stairs, they headed upstairs and found two rooms with numbers hanging from their doors. “We’ll stay in room one and that old fool can have the other one for himself.” Emilia explained and unlocked the door with a number one on it.

Inside the room provided no change in the decor: Dark floor, dark walls, dark ceiling, two dark beds, a dark wooden table and a wardrobe next to both beds. With the ebony furnishing absorbing almost all light that hit it, the room’s only window wasn’t enough to light it properly, and they would have to ask for some candles or something later.

Emilia threw her backpack on one of the beds and locked the door again. “Now that we’re alone, we can talk about what’s wrong with this town.” She said and walked over to the window to look outside. From it, she could see the gate they came in from and over it into the flooded fields around the town. “Can you not feel it? Something’s off and it’s making me feel really irritable. We should not be here… I don’t think it was a coincidence that within ten minutes of being in this town, that giant idiot trips up on some tits and we get hit on. There has to be something going on.”

“Are you sure it wasn’t just my womanly wiles that won those guys over?” Anastacia suggested and badly copied a pose she had learned in the brothel. 

Emilia sighed. “Anna, you have the womanly wiles of a mudbrick. Please take this seriously for once.”

“Wow, you’re being rude! But you’re right, something’s up.” The necromancer agreed. “I can’t check the entire town from here, but inside a hundred-meter radius, there are twenty-three living things – including you and Gil. All of them are about as big as a person, but I feel like there should be more and there are absolutely no animals anywhere. Nothing in the water, no birds, no nothing. Even in the desert there was bugs and stuff, but not here.”

They decided to wait for Gilbert to come upstairs before they made a plan of action, but slowly the minutes turned into hours, and Gilbert was still downstairs when the evening came. Anastacia kept checking the situation every now and then while they cleaned their boots properly and went through some other weird things about the town, like how there weren’t any old people in the tavern even though they are the ones usually populating establishments like that. As the sky started to darken, they started to get impatient.

Suddenly Anastacia jumped up from her bed. “Uh-oh… I was thinking about crab people and got distracted. Gilbert is outside and going somewhere…” She explained and pointed in the direction where Gilbert was.

“Damn it, Anna! Did the lamb go with him?” Emilia asked while rushing to the door.

The necromancer shook her head. “He left alone and she’s still downstairs. Are we going to get him?”

Emilia came up with a plan on the fly and opened the door. “Send King to look after the old fool, they’ll be able to handle themselves. We’re going to get some information while he’s away…”

            

    
        Chapter 90 - They?

    
    
    
    
                Emilia’s plan centered around squeezing some information about the town’s situation from Yulia. She had figured that getting the sheep girl to talk wouldn’t require too much pressure and no one would actually have to get hurt. Getting her to come upstairs was very simple too; Emilia just asked her to bring up some candles for them.

“There you go!” Yulia said cheerfully after lighting a candle for the adventurers. “I’ll leave some sparesies here. I’m going to warm the bath now, so you just wait for a teeny-weeny bit and I’ll call you!” She explained and hopped over to the door. After couple unsuccessful attempts at opening it, she turned back to Emilia and Anastacia. “The door is locked…”

The very tired looking priestess just stared at the sheep girl while she tried to shake the door open once more and started to get very worried.

“C… Could I get the key? I left mine downstairs…” Yulia asked and slowly backed away.

“Why don’t you take a seat, so we can talk about a few things.” Emilia said as threateningly as she could and nodded towards one of the beds.

Yulia kept backing away but when her back touched the corner of the room, she lost it and fell over. Emilia tried to approach her, but the lamb kept screaming, kicking and flailing. “You’re going to bully me, aren’t you?!” The panicked girl shouted and stomped on the priestess’ chestplate to keep her away.

Anastacia had been told to stay by the window to make sure Yulia wouldn’t try to escape through it, and to keep watch on the surroundings. “You’re terrible at this.” She commented over the clanging noise of Emilia getting kicked.

“I don’t coerce information from people on a daily basis, so I’m sorry if my techniques are less than professional.” Emilia pointed out and sat down on one of the beds to rest. She was very clearly not feeling well and pressed the cool metal of her gauntlet against her forehead to ease the throbbing migraine she had suddenly developed after entering the town. “You’re welcome to try…”

Before going within Yulia’s kicking range, Anastacia gave her a second to calm down. Nothing they had said had clearly registered in the girl’s head and she was still freaking out. There was no chance talking would achieve anything. “Alright, I know you probably won’t listen to anything I say but I’ll explain it anyway. As soon as you kick me, you’ll become unable to move. It’s not anything to be scared of, it’s just what I do. Okay?” She explained calmly, but her words had no effect on the poor girl.

As soon as the necromancer stepped closer, she got kicked in the stomach. Yulia cried out one last time before she stopped moving entirely. Unfortunately, Anastacia hadn’t been quite fast enough in stopping the kick, and unlike her armored friend, she felt its entire force and fell on all fours from the pain.

“You’re an idiot.” Emilia sighed as the necromancer cursed on the floor. “What now?”

“We wait… for her to calm down.” Anastacia grunted while still grasping for air and dragged herself closer to Yulia. “I could try hugging her? That calms me down.”

“Yeah, why not. She’s obviously not wholly in on it. If I was trying to keep a secret, I would only give someone like her the bare minimum. Though that also means she probably won’t be too useful either.” Emilia explained and lied down on the bed. “And neither will I… I think someone or something is trying to separate me from Lady Sylvia. I can barely hear her anymore…”

Concerned by her friend’s rapidly worsening state, Anastacia forced herself up and to Emilia’s side. “Will you be alright?!” She asked and measured the priestess’ temperature from her forehead. “You’re burning up!”

“Yeah, but I’ll manage… Get what you can from the lamb and find Gil. You’ll figure it out even without me…” The priestess reassured the necromancer before closing her eyes and falling asleep.

Anastacia paced around the room, trying to figure out what to do. How much danger they were in was still largely a mystery, but for someone to be able to remove Emilia from the equation like that, there had to be something major going on.

She turned to the motionless Yulia and explained the situation. “Okay, Yulia, here’s what we’re going to do: I’ll ask you some questions, then I’ll free you and you’ll give me whatever answers you have. We’re only here to help, so no one is going to hurt you. Okay? Great.” Anastacia paused to figure out what exactly it was that she needed to know. Getting the rest of the party out of the possible danger would be the first thing on the list, followed by stopping whatever was going on. “Alright, are you listening to me? You seem a bit calmer. Where did Gilbert go and why? Is he in danger? I’m also going to need to know everything you know about what’s going on here…” She asked and released the girl from her frozen state.

Yulia gasped for air while making sure all her parts were still there. She still looked like she was scared out of her mind, but at least the crying and flailing had stopped. “Wh… who are you?” She asked and tried to collect whatever little courage she had left.

“Oh I’m just an amateur fire mage. Don’t worry about it.” Anastacia stuck with the cover they had agreed on before entering the town. “Now, answer my questions.”

“I… I’m just doing what they told me… They said I should be really nice to all travelers and send them to the chapel when the sun is setting. I’m so sorry!” Yulia explained and started to cry. “He was so nice, but I’ll get punished if I don’t do it!”

Anastacia nodded. “And who are ‘they’?”

“They are they. They used to be people from here, but they found something in the forest and changed. Now almost everyone is gone and we can’t leave and if I don’t do what they tell me to they’ll take me and my friends too and…” The frantic sheepfolk tried her best to answer. “They come from the river at night and take people!”

“Okay that’s something… Did they also flood the town? I don’t think it’s supposed to be like this.” The necromancer continued interrogating.

Yulia grabbed Anastacia’s shoulders and pulled her closer. “The water! Don’t touch it! That’s how they know where you are!” She warned and shook the necromancer.

“Got it. Don’t touch the water.” Anastacia repeated and walked over to the window. It hadn’t been opened in a while, so she had to push on it with all her weight before it crashed open. “I feel like Gil needs to know this, so I’ll go find him now. Can you look after her until we get back?” She asked and pointed at the sleeping priestess.

Yulia nodded and wiped her tears.

“Keep the door locked and only open it to anyone if they say ‘crab people’, even if it’s me or Gilbert.” Anastacia instructed her and hopped out of the window onto a small ledge that could be used to reach the roof. Trusting Yulia to not hand over Emilia was a bit risky, but she had just told Anastacia what she knew, and the alternatives would have been either tying her down or throwing her out – both of them a bit too mean for Anastacia’s tastes.

The moss growing on the roofs made the tiling slightly more slippery than the necromancer had hoped, so running was out of the question. Luckily the houses were built close together and jumping between the rooftops was easy.

In the middle of the town, she could see a silhouette of a steeple that towered over the other buildings and no doubt belonged to the chapel Gilbert would hopefully be at. Getting there along the rooftops wasn’t going to be quick or silent, but at least she wouldn’t touch the water that way. She would also get a good look at the streets while at it, and hopefully get a glimpse of one of ‘Them’ – whatever ‘They’ were. The remaining people of the town had hid in the second floors of their houses and were probably scared to death by Anastacia hopping onto their roofs. She tried to keep count of any people she could feel but lost it every time she almost fell over and rolled to her death. In the end she came up with 34 people still left in the town, assuming they were all still people and not ‘Them’.

In the moonlight, the streets appeared as pitch black gorges into the abyss between the buildings. There were no lanterns lighting the shopfronts, nor did a single window illuminate them with candlelight from the inside. While kicking some moss down just to make sure the street actually was still there, Anastacia realized something interesting: the water didn’t reflect the moonlight or the stars. “I mean… If you build a town entirely out of black wood, you’re just asking for this stuff to happen. Might as well build it from pure evil.” She joked and jumped over to the next roof. “What am I saying? They ran out of evil while building Mournvalley! And even that was finished with bullshit…” On every jump, she felt a sharp sting on the spot Yulia had kicked and was only able to carry on unimpeded thanks to the ruby ring.

She stopped on the roof of an empty building on the edge of the town square, that now appeared as nothing more than a pool of dark tar with a well in the middle. As with most towns and cities, the local place of worship loomed over it. The chapel of Ebonywatch was somewhat crude and small for a temple, but its black steeple was still an imposing sight against the night sky. Anastacia could feel four people inside, but all of them were too small to be Gilbert. He wasn’t anywhere nearby either, making Anastacia worry that he and King had already been caught and taken somewhere. Just as she was about to leave to check on Emilia and Yulia before doing some more scouting on the roofs, the chapel’s door opened with a loud creak. Unable to see what was happening, Anastacia kneeled down and had to rely on necromancy to figure out that two people had left the chapel. Their conversation carried well over the town square and Anastacia decided to stay and listen instead of escaping before she got noticed.

“I can’t believe he got away. Someone that big would have made an excellent sacrifice.” A deep male voice exclaimed.

“Don’t worry, we still have spares. And I already sent someone to keep an eye on Yulia’s tavern. If they go back there, we’ll know.” A female voice said. “Whatever it was that helped him, was way too much for just us. They can’t hold it against us – after all, we did deal with the priestess already. With the man and the conjured machine on the run and the priestess rendered powerless, the little girl is the only one left. What could she possibly have that would cause us problems? She’s probably the guy’s grandchild or something.”

Having heard of Gilbert and King’s escape, Anastacia did a small celebratory wiggle. Suddenly the tile under her foot broke and started to slide down the roof. The necromancer fell over and pulled off several more tiles trying to stop herself from falling off into the slimy water. Only centimeters before the edge, her slide came to a halt thanks to her arm sock getting caught between the planks under the tiling.

The commotion didn’t go unnoticed by the two, presumably evil people below. “Who’s there?!” The man yelled.

Anastacia did her best to lie very still, but that’d only help for so long. As a couple more tiles slid off the roof and crashed into the dark water below, she closed her eyes and cursed very silently.

“We know someone’s there! Show yourself!” The man kept demanding.

“Meow...” The desperate necromancer tried as her last attempt to deceive them.

            

    
        Chapter 91 - The earthly approach

    
    
    
    
                Emilia felt like shit. It was like every single bottle of wine she had ever drank had come back to give her a hangover of mythical proportions. The sound of her own heart beating felt like a church bell ringing inside her head; no muscle was spared from the most agonizing pain she had ever felt and even the slightest movement made it a million times worse.

“Miss? Miss? Are you awake?” Yulia asked softly, to not startle the priestess.

Despite the sheepfolk’s efforts to lessen the blow, to Emilia her words felt like no less than cannon shots just a couple of steps away. However, the crippling racket inside her head didn’t bother her anywhere near as much as the absence of the single voice that she needed to hear. A voice that had greeted her every morning for years, sang to her during silent moments and kept company to her thoughts. Sylvia was gone.

“Where are they?” Emilia asked with a wavering voice.

“Y… your friends never came back…” Yulia told her, expecting to get yelled at. “I’m so so so so so sorry!”

Slowly, with unsure movements, the defeated priestess got up and opened her eyes. Feeling like she had aged thousands of years in just a few hours, she glanced at the window and was blinded by the bright morning sun. “I see… Could I get something to drink… and a bucket?” She asked and tossed the room key to the floor.

Yulia hastily picked it up and unlocked the door. Since she was older, the lamb figured that the priestess’ orders outranked the ones the young mage had given her earlier. “I have some blackcurrant juice, wine, mead and cider; water from the well isn’t drinkable anymore...” She listed and peeked into the hallway. “What do you need the bucket for?”

“I don’t need it, just don’t feel like throwing up on the floor. And I’ll take some juice.” Emilia explained while trying to stay as still as possible.

When Yulia disappeared into the hallway, Emilia staggered up to start her morning prayer in a desperate attempt to reconnect with the goddess. Time and time again, she recited the prayer, but heard nothing. Slowly the prayer turned into begging for even a single word of guidance, but that didn’t change the outcome at all. She even tried using the medallion to no avail. Before she had the chance to fall into complete despair, Emilia was startled by a high-pitched scream from downstairs. She took a deep breath and very slowly charged out of the room. Barely able to walk and dragging herself along a wall, she reached the staircase. “Just hang on, Yulia…” She grunted and swallowed vomit for the third time. One by one, Emilia lowered herself down the relatively steep staircase, until she could feel the slippery slime under her boots.

Much to her to annoyance, she discovered that Yulia wasn’t in any danger at all, but had simply been scared by a knife stuck into the tavern’s counter. Attached to it, was a single light-green knee sock – or an arm sock as its original owner would have called it. Emilia pulled out the knife and tossed it away before pulling up a chair and taking a seat by the counter. The priestess stared at the sock silently, trying to figure out how anything or anyone could possibly catch Anastacia.

“Are… are you okay?” Yulia carefully asked, placed a bucket and a bottle of juice on the counter and started to open it.

Emilia didn’t respond and just kept staring at the sock. Out of habit, she kept waiting for advice and reassurance from Sylvia, despite knowing fully well that it wasn’t going to happen. All color had left her face, making the bags under her eyes appear even darker.

Yulia noticed that she was clearly on the brink of some kind of meltdown and took a bottle of wine from the shelf behind the counter. “My mother always said that a glass of wine would help with any situation. Maybe it’d help you too?” She suggested and poured some for the priestess.

The deep red color of the wine looked extremely inviting and Emilia grabbed the glass. She swirled it around and took a quick sniff. It was a cheapish local wine with a weird, wooden tang to it, possibly even home-made. Not really what she used to drink, but she wasn’t too fussy about wine. It did indeed seem like the perfect solution to many of her problems at the moment: it’d cheer her up a bit, help with the headache and get rid of the vomit taste in her mouth; but what it wouldn’t do is reestablish the connection to Sylvia or find the rest of the party. “If you’re not happy with whatever is going on, why haven’t you just left the town?” Emilia asked to distract herself from the wine.

“You can’t run from them. They don’t get tired like people do…” Yulia explained and started to hop from foot to foot, making a muffled knocking noise when her hooves hit the hardwood floor under the layer of water and slime covering it. Only after doing it for a couple of minutes, she noticed that the noise worsened Emilia’s headache and quickly stopped. “Oh no! I’m making it worse, aren’t I?! I start doing it unconsciously when I’m nervous…”

“So you’re just always nervous then? I don’t think I’ve seen you stand still for more than a second.” The priestess pointed out and pressed her forehead against the cool countertop.

“Yes! Almost always. You can’t see it because of the water, but I’ve actually worn my way half through the floorboards where I’m standing now. I named the tavern after it too!” Yulia explained while swaying back and forth, trying her best to not lift her feet.

Yulia told Emilia everything she had told Anastacia earlier and whatever else she knew about ‘Them’ and the people at the chapel. She had no idea what ‘They’ actually were and just knew that the people at the chapel worked under them or with them for something else. During the time Ebonywatch had been under their control, people had tried to fight them a few times, but it always resulted in them getting captured. Emilia still wasn’t feeling very talkative, so she just sat there and stared at the wineglass.

Suddenly Yulia started to hop again and pointed at the window next to the tavern’s door. Behind which a middle-aged man was fixing his cuffs “Oh no! He’s Robert from the chapel. He’s always really mean to me.” She whispered.

Emilia was too tired to care, at least until the tavern’s door was kicked open with a loud crash.

“Good morning to you both! I came to make sure our little incantation worked. Feeling well miss priestess?” The man asked with a wide grin on his face. Dressed in expensive looking formal attire, he had clearly been a man of some stature even before the whole mess and seemed like exactly the type of power-hungry asshole that would jump at any chance to gain even more control. When Emilia didn’t react to his attempt at antagonizing her, he kicked her chair. “I’m speaking to you, wench!”

Yulia tried to stop him, but only managed to get herself slapped and yelled at.

“You are already on thin ice, Yulia. Do not push me or I’ll make an example out of you!” Robert shouted and raised his hand for a second hit.

Emilia wasn’t exactly fond of the lamb, but felt like a line had been crossed. “You said you did this to me? Would you be kind enough to undo whatever it was?” She asked and stood up. But instead of waiting for an answer, the priestess grabbed the half-filled wineglass and smashed it into the man’s face, lacerating it thoroughly. “Or maybe you know someone else that can do it?” Emilia continued and whacked him with the juice bottle. She had hoped that it’d break too, but unfortunately for Robert, it was a bit sturdier than she had expected – but this was nothing a couple of extra hits couldn’t fix. “You know, the problem with me not being under My Lady’s guidance is that everything has been left to my silly, flawed, mortal judgement abilities. So, blinded by rage, I don’t know when to stop.” She calmly explained while dragging the bleeding and bruised man outside. Holding his head underwater a few seconds at a time, she began interrogating him. “Where have you taken my friends? How do I reverse this curse?”

Robert didn’t get a word out before passing out from the bleeding and lack of oxygen.

“You’re in so much trouble now!” Yulia pointed out and looked at her unconscious tormentor. “What are you going to do now?”

Emilia felt extremely ill after moving around so much and had to lean on a wall to not fall over. “I was expecting for them to be some extremely skilled mages or something… But I feel like there’s no turning back now. We might as well go all in and check out the chapel.” She said and closed her eyes, hoping it’d stop her head from spinning as much.

The sheep girl started hopping again. “Do… do I need to come too? I can’t fight at all…”

“I need someone to hold my hair when I throw up.” Emilia explained and started wobbling towards the chapel with Yulia hopping behind her. She felt like she should watch over the helpless lamb for now.

The townsfolk were curious about what was going on and peered at the priestess through their windows as she dragged herself forwards along the ebony walls of the houses along the way. Many of them assumed she was just filled with drunken hubris, which couldn’t be further away from the truth: Emilia was both sober and almost certain that things would go south very quickly, but there was no one else left to do it, so the responsibility fell on her.

The trip to the chapel was barely over hundred meters, but it still took the better part of an hour for the priestess to drag herself to its black doors. From close by, some chatter could be heard from inside and Emilia was sure she could make out at least three different voices. If that was it and the rest of the chapel residents were as fragile as the first one, three to one was almost a favorable matchup for her. After a moment of mental preparation, she took her mace and knocked on the door with it.

The voices inside fell silent until someone waded through the water to the door and opened it a few inches. “You know perfectly well that we aren’t to be bothe…” Said the small elderly woman through the gap before she realized who their guest was.

“Do you have moment to talk about The Lady of Joy, Sylvia?” Emilia asked and forced the door open.

            

    
        Chapter 92 - Unwanted help

    
    
    
    
                Gilbert knocked on the tall ebony doors of the chapel. According to Yulia, the people there would know if there was anything going on in Ebonywatch that needed the party’s attention. He was fully aware that it could be a trap, but he also believed that sometimes a man had to take a couple of hits to score. Even if it was a trap, he was confident in his abilities as an escape artist. Sooner or later, the girls would also notice that he was gone and come to his aid – if he hadn’t gotten out on his own by then.

Just as he was about to knock again, the door opened slowly, and an old woman peeked at him through the gap. “Yes?” She asked.

“Hope I didn’t wake you up, madam. My name is Gilbert, my party and I are in the area for some guild business and we decided to stop by to see if the people here had seen anything weird going on.” He introduced himself and bowed slightly. “I was told to come here for details.”

“Ah, yes! We heard that there were some outsiders in town. Do come in…” The woman said and opened the door for Gilbert. “Did you come alone?”

Gilbert nodded and stepped inside. “Aye, I figured that I’d give the others a break and come here on my own.”

The inside of the chapel was as humble as Gilbert had expected: no golden decorations, artworks depicting the local deity of choice or other frivolous features many of the bigger temples usually had. Just like everywhere else in Ebonywatch, the décor consisted mostly of dark wood. Rows of black filled the nave, forming a path to the ebony altar, and a couple of wooden pillars supported the black ceiling above them. Only the large but simple stained-glass window and the dozens of candles lighting the chapel gave some well needed variation to the blackness.

Also just like everywhere else in the town, the floor was covered in ankle deep water. Gilbert had asked about it from Yulia, but only got a nonsensical explanation that sounded like something she had been asked to memorize but utterly failed to do so. What she probably tried to say was that they flood the area every few years to spread some of the nutritious mud from the river for their fields, which was a practice in some places, but there’s no way they’d flood the village too.

Aside from the old woman who had opened the door for Gilbert, there were three other people in the church: a smartly dressed man that looked like he was around Gilbert’s age, a strong looking young man that appeared to be the muscle of the group, and a hooded woman who sat in the corner of the chapel, muttering something to herself.

“Do not bother her, she’s preparing a spell to cast off… an unwanted influence in the area.” The old woman warned and slowly walked around the altar. On it was a pillow, and on the pillow a glass orb.

Gilbert was starting to get extremely suspicious of the situation. “So, do you think there’s anything we could help with?” He asked, trying to hurry the old woman along.

“Most definitely.” The woman said and grinned. She placed her hand on the orb, causing it to glow green in an eerie manner. “You’ll help us greatly by becoming a sacrifice for The Amorphous God, The Changer of Shape, The Divine Cancer!”

As the orb began to glow, Gilbert could feel the slime suddenly pressing harder around his feet and rising up the sides of his boots. Struggling to pull his feet up, he slowly backed away until moving became impossible. Trying to peel off the slime with his knife did no good either and he was starting to run out of time before it would get inside his boots. As it soaked through the fabric of his trousers, the slime caused intense pain and a burning sensation on his skin.

“Don’t struggle! Just accept His gift and serve Him with your new form!” The old woman cackled manically.

However, her joy was short lived as the doors of the chapel were suddenly kicked open. King had finally caught up with Gilbert.

“Perfect timing, laddie! Help me free so we can retreat and regroup with the girls!” Gilbert instructed the simulacrum. He had admittedly gotten a bit worried about the turn of events and definitely needed help despite his earlier confidence in his abilities.

It only took a second or two for King to assess the situation and act on it. He grabbed the loosely sword-shaped slab of metal on his back and hurled it towards the old woman at the altar, only missing Gilbert by a few centimeters. The woman barely had time to react before the sword cleaved through her shoulder and crashed through the wall behind her. The impact also pulled her away from the orb, making the green glow fade and disappear. The slime around Gilbert's feet also loosened its grip and he was freed from his predicament.

The woman’s accomplices rushed to her aid as she fell down, holding her almost severed arm in its place. “Use the artifact, He can save me!” She yelled in agony and placed her wound into the water.

Gilbert was curious about what she meant, but not enough to stick around to find out. As far as he knew, one of them only needed to get their hand on the orb and both him and King would be stuck, and now without the element of surprise. He sprinted outside with King and headed towards the tavern to get Emilia and Anastacia. However, he quickly realized that it wasn’t going to happen - the road to there was blocked by dozens of creatures emerging from the water. Covered in slime, they slowly approached the pair of adventurers, forcing Gilbert to come up with a new plan. He took a quick look around and spotted a smaller gate out of town on the other side of the square. “There!” he shouted and ran towards it as fast as he could. More and more of the creatures rose from the slime around them, but he didn’t have time to figure out what they were while running for his life.

Hindered less by the water and slime, King reached the gate first and tackled his way through it. He held it open for Gilbert and quickly slammed it shut when they were both on the other side. When more beings appeared from the water around them despite the gate being closed, they made a run for the dry land some two hundred meters away. Running in the slimy water was no easy task and by the time Gilbert got out, he was completely out of breath and had to sit down to rest. Their pursuers weren’t terribly quick on their feet and he’d have some time to catch his breath before they’d get to him.

“Okay, let’s recount what we’re up against here… Some kind of cult that wants to sacrifice us to their god and can control the slime.” He listed while rolling up his trouser leg to see what the slime had done to his feet. The spots where it had soaked trough the fabric were still stinging like they had been burned with a white-hot piece of metal – and looked exactly like that as well. His skin had almost completely melted off from a few spots around the part where the shaft of his boot ended and the area around them was badly burned. Now that he was aware of the damage done, the pain became tenfold and even after years of getting injured on the job, Gilbert needed to take a couple of deep breaths before covering them again. “Don’t touch the slime. It didn’t do anything to my boots or trousers, so it’s not just simple acid – maybe some kind of magical substance? Yulia was standing in it without boots too, so the effect has to be activated with the orb… Which means we have to destroy it.”

The creatures had followed them to the edge of the water but seemed hesitant to come out to the land. Which suited Gilbert just fine, as it gave him the opportunity to rest properly and make a plan in relative safety. Unfortunately, the sun had set a while ago and he still couldn’t get a proper look at them, but it seemed like they were simply covered in slime instead of made from it. All of them were roughly human shaped, but the number of limbs and heads differed from creature to creature. There was a lot of variation between their sizes as well: others were about as big as him, some barely a meter high and there were even some that appeared to be on all fours.

“I think there’s about seventy of them now… I don’t think fighting is an option here. We need to find a way to contact the girls and get back into the chapel to destroy the orb – any suggestions?”

As usual King stood silently and motionless, but his gaze wasn’t fixed towards the town or the creatures lurking in the water. He stared at the dark wilderness behind them, almost like he had heard something in there. Gilbert couldn’t see anything in the dark and wondered if the simulacrum was simply keeping watch, just in case. Suddenly something rustled the bush near them and King slowly approached it with his fists ready.

“No hurt!” Something screeched from the bushes.

Gilbert recognized the broken language and the croaking voice. “It’s a goblin.” He sighed and let go of his mace.

And surely enough, a goblin crawled from the bushes and greeted them with a screech. “Man of Gill-bread?”

“What? I’m Gilbert, if that’s what you’re asking. You’re not a part of Anna’s tribe, are you?” Gilbert asked. While not as friendly with the critters as the necromancer, he still knew more about them than most people and could tell from its appearance that it wasn’t related to the ones under Anastacia’s rule.

“Anna? Goblin follow the god of not wanted! God say come help man of Gill-bread, King, Ananas and Emu!” The goblin explained and climbed on to King’s shoulder.

“This ‘god’ send you to help us? Who is he and why does he want to help us?” Gilbert asked. He knew that the answers were probably too complicated for a goblin, but they were already dealing with the cult’s god and Sylvia, they didn’t need a third one to mix things up. Especially one that dealt with goblins.

“God of not wanted say a friend ask for help, so she tell all goblin come here!” The critter croaked.

Gilbert tried his best to make sense of the explanation but couldn’t come up with much. The goblin referred to the god as ‘she’ so it could be the goblin name for Sylvia, but why would she work indirectly like this? And why goblins? Suddenly he realized something far more worrying. “Wait… All goblins? How many of you are there?”

The goblin let out a loud scream that was immediately joined by hundreds of other voices in the darkness around them. “All goblin.”

            

    
        Chapter 93 - Trash for the trash god

    
    
    
    
                In total, thirty-four goblin tribes had answered the god’s call. Despite all of them fitting the general goblin template of being small, green, noisy and not really good for much, they had a surprising amount of variation in their features. Gilbert figured that it was caused by the absurdly high turnover rate of the goblin population, so they would only have to spend a few years in different environments to specialize and adapt to it. One of the tribes had greyish-green skin, was noticeably larger than the other ones and received much respect from the other tribes for whatever reason. Another tribe had developed small horns on their foreheads and were eager to charge at each other whenever they could. The first goblin that had approached Gilbert and King, was from a tribe that had somehow developed a way to make fire and hadn’t yet burned themselves alive, which immediately earned them a high position within the horde. The chiefs from these three tribes had been placed in charge by the god they all now served.

Gilbert was still very suspicious about the ‘help’, but goblins themselves were not creatures that could follow a complicated plot to trick the adventurers and far from being able to make one. So he figured that one shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth, nor a gift goblin for that matter - their dental hygiene was nonexistent at best. On top of that, a mass of goblins was a force to be reckoned with and could no doubt swarm the town if needed. That is, if the water and slime wasn’t there; right now they would presumably just melt like Gilbert’s shins had. Then there was the issue of whatever slimy horrors were waiting for them at the edge of the water. They followed King and the goblins along the shore but never took a step out of the murky water, so Gilbert figured it was safe to assume they weren’t going to suddenly do so.

“Do you think you’d be safe from the melting effect? It didn’t do anything to my clothes, so maybe it just does that to flesh? Now that I look at them more closely, the leather on my boots did get a bit worn though.” Gilbert asked from the simulacrum that had been playing with the goblins while keeping an eye on the slime creatures. “If so, the goblins could cause a distraction and you could slip into the town to get the girls, or at least get Anna and throw her at the folks inside the chapel… But then again, there’s probably someone watching the tavern, and you could get stuck in the slime even if it couldn’t melt you.”

The fire-maker goblins had started a few bonfires here and there. While the other tribes still suggested self-immolation for the glory of their goddess, the three leading ones kept them from acting on it. The noise caused by them screaming and screeching was just as deafening as it had been at the machine fortress, where the adventurers had run into another large group of goblins. And just like then, they had been motivated by what they considered to be a god. As far as Gilbert knew, goblins had always been keen on deities, real or otherwise, but were always ignored by them and left to fend for their own. Until now at least. Aside from a god organizing the gathering, there really weren’t that many other explanations for why they would to come looking for Gilbert and his party and knowing them by name. The whole event must have started around the same time as they left Valor as well, so the god would have also had to be able to predict that they’d run into trouble in Ebonywatch. Gilbert, who wasn’t too keen on deities, thought it was very concerning to say the least.

“Is there anything else you could tell me about this ‘god of not wanted’?” He started a conversation with the greyish tribe’s leader, who had been sharpening sticks next to the fire for a while now. “What does she want from us?”

The goblin chief stopped working, obviously due to only being able to concentrate on a single thing at once. “You remind goblin! She ask for tribute from Gill-bread, Emu and King. Give and goblin will take them to god!” It explained and put its hand out.

“A tribute… Like what? I don’t really have much on me right now.” Gilbert said and started to go through the pouches on his belt.

“Things no one want. No gold! No treasure!” The chief croaked.

All Gilbert had on him was: two fishing lines, his pipe and tobacco, a spare pipe, some money, flint, knife and a comb. All of them quite useful. “I suppose this spare pipe will have to do. If I’m being honest, the design really isn’t great. The stem is made of these wooden tubes you’re supposed to link together, but it’s a lot of work and there’s way too many parts. No one needs a pipe this long.” He justified his choice and handed the parts to the goblin. “So does she show up to collect them or what?”

“No. Just need to throw away.” The goblin said and tossed them into the pyre. “She still want them.”

“That’s very reasonable for a god. Many of them are downright greedy or demand sacrifices, others ask for heroic deeds and what not. A god collecting everything unwanted is just absurd. Not sure if I like that or find it really terrifying.” Gilbert mumbled and scratched his beard.

King had been listening to them and started going through the items in his pouch. Most of them were round pebbles he had collected for reasons that were still unclear to Gilbert, but among them were a few gemstones, a tooth, a feather and a piece of paper. Aside from the gemstones, any of them would have probably sufficed, but the simulacrum didn’t seem to think so and put them back in the pouch. King stopped to think for a while before snapping off a piece of his still broken faceplate and handing it to the goblin.

“Two found. Where Emu?” It asked and tossed the piece over its shoulder.

“It’s Emilia, and she’s still in the town. We need to come up with a plan to get to her and Anna… Does the god not need anything from Anastacia? You didn’t mention her.” Gilbert asked and lit his pipe since he now had it out anyway.

The goblin chief shrugged. “She say the fourth one already threw away all she have, not need to give more.” It said, clearly struggling to put something far more complicated into words.

Gilbert smirked and made sure his pipe was lit. He had started working on a plan that the goblins could follow. Ideally, they’d work as a distraction or under his direct guidance; there’s no way he’d trust them to act on their own. They could use the sheer number of the goblins to hide their own movements and approach the town from another direction with a smaller group of them. The water presented a massive problem for the whole operation though, as they didn’t know how exactly it worked or how many more creatures were hidden under it. Suddenly his face lit up. “What if there was no water? They’ve flooded the town, so there has to be a dam somewhere! We just need to break that and give the water some time to drain out. Sure, there’s a chance that the slime will also flow downstream, but it shouldn’t cause any more problems if we destroy the glass orb.” He reasoned and stood up to gather the goblins he’d take along to break the dam.

As he walked around looking for the calmer members of the horde, Gilbert heard an unexpected noise among the goblin screeches: A crying baby. His first thought was that the goblins had stolen a baby on their way to Ebonywatch. After all, it wasn’t unheard of; of course, they didn’t mean any harm to the child, but simply felt some sort of weird comradery with the small, screaming human. But after listening to it more closely, Gilbert could tell that the sound came from the direction of the town. The idea of some poor parent trying to escape the town with their child was even worse than the goblins stealing a baby.

He grabbed a burning piece of firewood to use as a torch and headed towards the noise. Hoping he wouldn’t have to watch a baby melt, he even considered running back into the water to search for whoever the poor soul that had chosen the worst possible moment to try escaping. But as he reached the edge of the water, Gilbert stopped dead in his tracks. In the reflectionless water in front of him, crawled one of the creatures that had risen from the slime. Illuminated by the burning piece of wood in his hand, Gilbert was finally able to get a good look at one – though he wasn’t happy about it anymore.

Built upon a body of a dog, the creature had the typical canine features but had lost nearly all its skin, and where there was some left, white patches of wool grew. A twisted human arm grew from its side and grasped its lower jaw while the eyeless head was biting the arm, and both were trying to rip the other one off. Molded on to the back of this abomination was a lump of meat, and on this lump of meat was a mouth. Crying in a voice that sounded exactly like a baby, no doubt designed to do what it had done now – to lure people towards the water.

Gilbert had seen a lot on his travels, but something about the writhing creature made him feel very uneasy. Unable to look at it for any longer, he threw his torch at it and returned to the bonfire.

            

    
        Chapter 94 - The old man's thoughts

    
    
    
    
                Gilbert had the goblin leaders organize a distraction to the best of their abilities. If nothing else, the critters were distracting by nature, so leaving them to it without any further instructions would most likely be fine. He did explain to them that going into the water was not a good idea, but still expected heavy losses to it. Although if they really wanted, the goblins could probably run into it faster than they would melt and reach all the way to the gate on a bridge made of their melting friends – it wouldn’t even be that surprising if they tried that. The life of a single goblin had pretty much zero value to the rest of the tribe, but neither did the lives of a thousand more. As long as there was a goblin left standing at the end of the day, it would consider the plan a success and run along to die of something else.

In fact, one of the things Gilbert thought was a bit unsettling about a god adopting them, was the possibility of them getting their act together under her. As they were, goblins did a good job preventing their numbers from growing too much; but if their absurd rate of death would dip even slightly, they’d overrun the other sentient races in a matter of decades, if not years. He could only hope that the god understood this and would keep her influence on them to a minimum – which she wouldn’t, since gods aren’t like that. After all, they were trying to undo the horrors that another god had caused right now. This ‘cancer god’ had undone what little respect Sylvia had earned for the divine from Gilbert, and even in her case, his trust was placed more on the shoulders of the devoted mess of low self-esteem and punching that was Emilia, instead of the puppeteer herself. To him it was obvious that even if Sylvia would appear to be on their ‘side’ right now, she could change her mind at any moment without any fear of consequences from her actions – and that was Gilbert’s main problem with gods: they had uncontested power over mortals and no responsibilities or clear motivations.

One of the goblins Gilbert and King had taken with them to help with the dam’s destruction noticed the adventurer’s frown. “Why angry?” It asked.

“I’m not angry, just thought about some annoying stuff.” He said and switched his focus back to their mission. “We’re about two kilometers away from the town now. Probably a bit overkill but I’d rather be sure they can’t see or hear us. Though that means it’ll take some time for us to get around the town to the spot where I think the dam is, but as long we make it there before sunrise and can work in the dark, we’ll be fine.”

“How we break dam?” The curious pest continued while trying its best to not fall over while talking.

“Depends on what it’s made from and how big it is. We can probably break a wooden one pretty easily, or even weaken it by setting it on fire, but if they’ve gone through the trouble of gathering stones and clay for it, we might have to look for other solutions. Like having you guys dig a new path and do whatever we can before they notice it, but that’ll take time we really don’t have…” Gilbert explained, even though most of it didn’t seem to reach the goblin.

“We burn!” The goblin celebrated, completely ignoring the rest of the explanation.

They had taken a total of ten goblins with them for the trip around the town. Gilbert had figured that together they could down a guard or two and losing a few wouldn’t endanger the entire mission. While having a few more would have definitely helped, having too many would have increased the noise they made and the risk of getting caught because of it, so ten seemed like a reasonable number.


By the time they reached the river on the other side of the town, they had lost two goblins. Gilbert assumed that they found something tasty looking on the ground and fell behind without anyone noticing it in time. But those were still within acceptable losses and otherwise things were going well; they were slightly ahead of the schedule he had planned and had presumably managed to stay unnoticed.

Gilbert gazed at the river and realized the same thing Anastacia had noticed earlier while hopping along the rooftops of the town. “The water in and around the town doesn’t reflect light… Means it’s not spreading down the river, yet.” He muttered to himself and stared at the moon’s reflection on the surface of the slowly flowing river. He hadn’t noticed it while walking, but Gilbert was starting to get tired. Sure, he hadn’t eaten anything since lunch and was starting to near a full day of traveling and running around without a wink of sleep, but that wouldn’t have been a problem just a couple of short years ago. Couple more and he’d probably have to leave quests with this much traveling on foot to the next generation of adventures. But now wasn’t the time for self-pitying, there was a dam that needed to be broken and damsels in need of saving! The old adventurer shook his head to clear his thoughts and turned to King and the goblins. “Alrighty! We’re almost there now. I’ll silently scout ahead a bit until I can see what we’re up against, you guys can wait here for a few minutes and then come after me.”

Only one or two of the goblins actually listened to him, but since King would stay with them, it didn’t really matter.

“Remember, no screaming and do not touch the water! It might look safe, but there’s no way to know if it actually is.” He reminded them and took off.

The maps Gilbert had were light on accurate geographical information and focused more on the locations and general terrain types, so he couldn’t really say how close to the town or how big the dam was. As far as he could tell, the town was built into a shallow valley between the desert and an ancient, worn down mountain range that was barely visible over the treetops on the other side of the river, meaning the dam would probably be a wide one so the water wouldn’t just flow around it and not too tall. Those kinds of dams were easy to build and sturdy, but the thing about dams was that breaking them from one spot made them more or less useless – so as long as they could do that much before alerting the horrors hiding in the water, the town would get drained.

Only about three hundred meters from the town, Gilbert could see the dark lump of something that was blocking the river from flowing freely. He was too far away to see what it was made of, but the shape wasn’t that of a well-built wooden dam: it looked more like someone had tossed a lump of dough into the river and it had set to fill a tighter spot in the river. As always, the water had found a way around the dam on the far side of the river and steadily poured over the lowest point of the blockage, preventing the water level from rising any more than it had. Next to the blob of something was a sawmill that would usually be powered by the faster flowing water of the narrow part the river, but now its wheel barely moved at all in the stagnant pool behind the dam.

“No guards, huh?” Gilbert said to himself and sat down on a tree stump to wait for King and the goblins. The lack of human guards probably meant that there were plenty of the abominations lurking in the water behind the dam and going closer alone probably wouldn’t be a good idea. While waiting he discovered that his knees weren’t what they used to be either and rubbed them to make the aching go away.

Suddenly he heard talking from the direction of the town and could barely make out two figures walking through the water in the darkness. Confident that he wouldn’t be visible in the pitch-black woods, Gilbert snuck a bit closer to hear what they were saying.

“I can’t believe she fell from the roof like that and knocked herself out. What an idiot!” One of them laughed. Based on the man’s size, Gilbert guessed it was the older man from the chapel.

“We got lucky there. It was smart of her to travel by the rooftops, so she may have something else up her sleeves too.” The other figure responded. This one Gilbert recognized as the old woman who tried to trap him.

Fighting the urge to charge the pair and give them a thorough beating before interrogating and maybe giving them to the goblins to be dealt with, he stopped to listen some more.

“I bet Yulia told her to do that. She might have outlived her usefulness for us, and honestly, she and her mother always were a hinderance to the town. Why didn’t we just sacrifice her on the first day?” The man asked with an arrogant tone in his voice.

“You’re just bitter because her mother wouldn’t marry you – but that’s all in the past, only He matters now.” The old woman cackled.

“The stupid wench deserved everything she got… Once the sun rises, I’ll pay a visit to Yulia and the priestess. The seal should be complete now and Charles left our message for them to find. Maybe Yulia will pass out from terror and I can just drag her to the cave, if not, I’ll just smack her around a bit and take her anyway.” The man chuckled as they walked over the dam and disappeared into the ebony woods on the other side.

Gilbert sat back down to figure out what he learned from the conversation he overheard. It seemed like Anastacia had been captured and Emilia isn’t doing anything for some reason. Also, there was a cave they took people to, and it was probably where Anastacia was being kept. That meant they would have to pick between going to the chapel and trying to find the cave, or he and King would have to split up.

“Who they?” A goblin asked suddenly and startled Gilbert. Somehow the simulacrum had managed to silence all seven goblins they now had left, and they had snuck up on him while he had been deep in thought, trying to figure out the right way to approach the situation.

“Bad people.” Gilbert said and hushed the goblin. “Be silent. They’re coming back.”

The two cultists emerged from the woodline and crossed the river on the dam again. it seemed like they were now having an argument.

“Sometimes I feel like you’re not wholeheartedly in with us… During the prayer you barely spoke at all.” The old woman said, clearly annoyed by the other one’s lack of conviction.

“Laura, please. You know exactly why I’m in on this, no need to skirt around it – but rest assured, I’m just as serious about all this as you are.” The man dismissed her worries. “Just a month or so and we’ll burn this town to the ground. That said, have you picked a city you’ll take the flesh pile to?”

“DO NOT CALL HIM A FLESH PILE! But yes, I’m taking my piece of Him to Thurum. The sewer system there is massive and will provide a great home for Him. A month with you feels like an eternity and I can’t wait for never having to see you again.” The old crone snarked.

They returned to the town and shortly Gilbert could hear the heavy doors of the chapel slam shut in the distance.

            

    
        Chapter 95 - The damned dam

    
    
    
    
                ”Where’s Anna when you need her?” Gilbert asked and stared at the gigantic mass of tree trunks and other debris, held together by twitching and pulsating meat. “Oh right, captured…”

One would think that coming across these kinds of piles was rare, but in reality, the habit of hoarding meat was far from being limited to just insane necromancers and eldritch gods; plenty of creatures like trolls and ghouls went on killing sprees, amassing huge piles of dead animals so that they could snack on the rotting meat later. Gilbert had once been involved in a quest where a troll had slaughtered an entire town’s cattle and piled the carcasses on a nearby field, so for him this was the third time he saw something like this. What made the dam the worst one yet was the fact that it was clearly still alive – a dozen or so limbs grew from the throbbing mass, all of them flailing horribly in all directions.

“Any ideas?” Gilbert asked and grabbed one of the goblins that was trying to jump on the dam.

“Tasty meat, we eat?” A horned goblin suggested while crawling around on all fours and eating grass. “Go well with green!”

Gilbert looked at the ever-diminishing group of goblins in his use. There’s no way they’d be able to eat a significant portion of the lump, but the idea of using them wasn’t terrible. He remembered the things Anastacia’s tribe had achieved with teamwork and figured they might as well try. “I guess you could just go at it and throw the pieces you manage to rip off over here. If they’re not in the water, they should be harmless.” He said and gave his knife to the goblin nearest to him. “You’re in charge of cutting. Try not to hurt yourself with it. King and I will keep watch while you guys work.”

The goblin screamed with all its waist-high might, charged at the mass and began stabbing it ferociously. When the blade sank into it for the first time, dozens of mouths opened up in random spots around the dam and released a deafening scream of pure terror. This didn’t seem to faze the goblins that ran to the aid of their friend and began biting off chunks off the dam – causing it to scream even more. One of the arms grabbed a goblin that was biting its way into the meaty structure and threw it into the water near the town’s wall. The critter didn’t come back to the surface and probably died a horrible death underwater. All this had alerted the creatures in the water and a few of them slowly rose from the slime, as if they were only now being formed instead of simply lying in wait.

“Looks like it’s time for plan B. Too bad we didn’t make one!” Gilbert shouted and jumped on the dam, hoping he wouldn’t just sink in and become a part of it. Some of the goblins had climbed on it as well and hadn’t been absorbed, so he figured that it was worth the risk. The surface wasn’t exactly solid, but it didn’t wrap around his legs or anything, so it was better than he could have hoped for. “Just do anything that might help!” Gilbert instructed the simulacrum and began smashing whatever limbs sprouted up near the goblins to give them a chance to work in relative peace.

Usually he would have ordered a retreat as soon as the plan failed, but they probably weren’t going to get a second chance, as the distraction on the other side of the town wouldn’t go on forever. There may have been a lot of goblins there, but if the losses of the small group they had with them were anything to go by, they’d only last for a few more hours – and when they fell, the creatures in the slime would turn their full attention to Gilbert’s group.

King did his part by jumping on the dam as well and tearing pieces from it with far greater efficiency than the goblins. This probably made him the biggest threat to the structure and the first one to be targeted by the mangled forms that had risen from the slime. With whatever they had for limbs, they grabbed onto the simulacrum and began pulling him into the water. Only after seven of them had gotten a grip on him did the pieces of the dam that King was holding on to break off and he fell into the murky water on his back.

Gilbert watched it happen but was far too occupied with the dam itself to get over to help King in time. He tried peering into the water for any sign of his friend as more flesh piled on top of the simulacrum, holding him down. Just as Gilbert was about to risk getting trapped by the slime by lowering into it, a blue light began to shine from the bottom and King’s fist popped through the pile. Ripping his way through the flesh, the blood-soaked simulacrum got back up.

“Thought I lost you for a second there! Guess we found out that the slime won’t melt you at least.” Gilbert pointed out and stomped on a mouth that was biting his ankle. “If you’re not being wrapped by it either, can you keep those things away from us?”

The fleshy creatures around King had melted back into the slime and were being reformed into something else, but every time one popped up, it met a swift death in the form of King’s fist. Thanks to the horde of goblins keeping the ones on the other side of the town busy, the number of enemies they had to beat down didn’t really increase and the situation calmed down.

Possibly due to not being made of organic matter, King wasn’t targeted by the slime at all and could freely move around while keeping Gilbert and the goblins safe. “Wish we had known that back at the chapel, you could have just rushed the orb and broken it right then and there… Maybe.” Gilbert said, clearly annoyed by the detour they had taken and chose to vent it on a couple of head-like protuberances near him.


During their gruesome game of whack-a-mole, the sun had risen, properly revealing the horrors of the fleshy creatures they had been fighting for a while now. A random assortment of limbs, misplaced facial features and exposed bloody muscle and fat lined the mass Gilbert was standing on. The carnage had painted the entire pool of water bright red and given everyone involved a thick coating of blood as well.

Completely out of breath, Gilbert smashed another arm that had been reaching for the goblins and was surprised that it didn’t retreat back inside the lump or regenerate like the million limbs before it, instead it just stayed down. The same happened with the next one, and the one after that. “Hey, did we actually kill it?” He asked and turned to King, who now stood alone in the water with no one to fight. “What...” Just to make sure, he smacked a few more arms with his mace and watched them collapse.

The goblins had hacked away a decent chunk of the dam but were still less than halfway done because their efforts were far from efficient or focused. Since they were no longer under attack, Gilbert hopped off from the dam and sat down by the edge of the water to catch his breath.

“I feel like this is either Anna’s or Emilia’s doing… Either way, we can’t stop now.” He said and took off his glove. Without hesitation, he briefly touched the water with his fingertips. When nothing happened, he held his hand underwater for a while and checked if there was any damage to his skin. “Whatever someone did, it killed the slime too. Means we can get back to work. Right now we have to break the orb and save Anna. Both are about equally urgent, so I think we should split up and leave the goblins here. It’s unlikely that they’d just leave the dam unprotected like this if possible, so I don’t think this is a trap.” Gilbert explained exhaustedly.

The morning sun was quick to dry the blood on Gilbert’s clothes and armor, which means it probably wasn’t going to come off and he’d have to get new ones. For a sizeable fellow like him, it was always going to have to be made to order. However, he did find some solace in the fact that he could make Anastacia throw up on sight for a while.

“Okay, I’m assuming you’re going to want to be Anna’s knight in shining armor?” Gilbert asked and got up. “In that case, I’ll head back to the chapel to beat the crap out of some people. Maybe I’ll find some goblins along the way from the other side of the town and can throw them or something. You head over there and look for a cave. It shouldn’t be too far away. Once you find her, we’ll regroup at the chapel.”

            

    
        Chapter 96 - The third tribute

    
    
    
    
                When Gilbert reached the town square, the goblins were already flooding into the town and causing havoc by stealing everything that hadn’t been nailed down. He found the three tribe chiefs and thanked them for the invaluable aid in organizing the distraction. As a repayment, he decided to not say anything about the looting and merely warned them against starting fires. The town was already almost empty, and Gilbert didn’t feel like trying to control the remaining horde while there were still more pressing matters to sort out. For those matters, he gathered three goblins that had stolen sufficiently dangerous tools for the purpose and approached the chapel door with one of the creatures in his hand.

The plan was to throw the goblin at whoever was the closest to the glass orb, hopefully incapacitating them. The other two would work as spare ammunition, if needed. Gilbert pressed his ear against the dark wooden door to listen if there was anything going on inside but couldn’t hear anything over the screeches of the goblin mob around him. “Okay, on three…” He whispered, as if his new comrades would understand a plan as complicated as that. “One… Two… Three!” Gilbert counted and kicked the door open with a yell that could just as well be called a roar.

Between Gilbert’s yell, Yulia’s scream of terror and the excited screeches of the goblins, the chapel suddenly became extremely noisy. The commotion woke up Emilia, who was sleeping away her headache on one of the pews. She joined in on the screaming just to let out some of the agony and slowly hoisted herself up to see what was going on.

“E… Emilia? And Yulia? What on earth are you two doing here?” Gilbert asked and lowered his goblin. “Where are the cultists?!”

“Can you not shout? The echo in here is killing me.” The priestess said and tried standing up, but got struck with a major case of vertigo and gave up on the idea. “I did some converting, they’re over there in the corner.” She groaned and laid back down.

Wondering what she meant, Gilbert went to take a look at the poor sods who had gone against Emilia. On the way he glimpsed at the lamb who had ‘tricked’ him earlier and was now hiding behind the altar, probably scared of his revenge – not that he was going to do anything. Gilbert wasn’t one for grudges and the conversation he had overheard by the dam made it clear exactly how involved Yulia actually was, or rather wasn’t.

In a dark corner of the chapel, three of the cultists were lying in the slime. Two of them, the younger man and woman, were clearly dead; done in by multiple hits with a blunt weapon of some kind, more than likely a certain relic that doubled as a mace and was in the possession of the party’s priestess. The old hag that seemed to be in charge of the cult lied next to them with all four of her limbs broken and blood pouring from her mouth and nose - surprisingly still alive and only unconscious. Gilbert almost felt sorry for her, but not enough to end her suffering quite yet.

“Emilia, are you literally unable to hold back the hitting and the punching?” He asked while trying to get the cultist to wake up by nudging her with his foot. “Does Sylvia now encourage beating up old people too? Should I be worried?”

The priestess groaned in agony again. “They severed my connection to My Lady and are lucky to face my wrath and not hers! Besides, I tried keeping them alive for questioning, but the girl was a mage or something and wouldn’t stop trying to cast crap, the guy was just allergic to maces or something -didn’t even hit him too hard...” She explained without getting up.

“Severed, huh?... Then it’s a miracle they’re still in one piece. We’ll figure out what to do about that once King returns with Anna. First we find the last cultist and break a glass orb, so try to hang in there. I’m not an expert, but all curses I’ve seen have been lifted eventually. After all, Valor has plenty of experts who can help.” Gilbert comforted her. He couldn’t imagine what Emilia was going through in her head, but the withdrawal symptoms were pretty apparent. While poking the cultist, he found himself theorizing about there being a slight blessing to one’s health when they were that close to a god, and the eventual crash back the regular mortal levels when they got separated. Suddenly his train of thought was interrupted by something falling into the water by the altar.

Yulia was on her knees behind the altar, trying to find whatever had fallen in by feeling the floor around herself. When she finally found what she was looking for, she glanced up at Gilbert and started to back off with a scared look in her eyes. Gilbert slowly approached her with his hand out, trying not to scare her, but it probably didn’t help that he was still covered in blood.

“Yulia, I’m not mad at you for tricking me, but you need to give the orb to me.” He explained calmly while cutting off Yulia’s escape route so she couldn’t run outside. “We don’t know what that thing does, so just hand it over before someone gets hurt.”

“Noooo! It’s magic, right? I’ll use it to bring everyone back! Then we can just live happily, like none of this ever happened!” The panicking lamb screamed and kept backing up until she hit a corner. Quickly running out of options, she pointed the orb towards Gilbert. “Don’t come closer or I’ll… I’ll use it on you!”

Gilbert sighed. “I’ve seen the people of this town and trust me, they’re gone. Whatever god has decided to toy with this town is sick down to the core, nothing good will come out from invoking their power.” He said and took a step closer.

Triggered by Yulia’s shaky hands, the orb suddenly began to shine with a bright green hue and started to burn her skin. The lamb screamed as it melted through her hand and fell into the water. As it hit the bottom, the green glow was released into the water as a shockwave of magical energy that spread along the surface at a rapid pace. Gilbert was quick to act and crushed the orb with his mace, but when it had no noticeable effect, he figured it was probably time to bail. After grabbing the still screaming lamb on to one of his shoulders, he sprinted to Emilia, who had gotten up to see what the commotion was about and grabbed her too. As they escaped, Gilbert heard the old crone cackle hysterically for one last time.

The goblins had stopped whatever they were doing to watch the wave of energy travel past them but forgot about is almost as quickly as it had appeared. A few tried catching up to it but were too confused about how it disappeared whenever it hit the walls of the nearby buildings, when in reality the wave simply passed through them and continued spreading on the other side, quickly covering the entire flooded area.

When Gilbert had reached the other side of the town square, and nothing bad had happened, he figured it was okay to stop and see what the burst of energy was about. He placed Yulia on some crates that had been piled next to a small storage building and told Emilia to see what she could do about the injured hand.

The priestess searched her pockets, took out a few rolls of bandage they had liberated from Anton’s camp and started wrapping the first one over Yulia’s mouth to shut her up. The lamb’s hand looked like she had tried to catch a white-hot cannonball that had then burned its way through the flesh and bone, but the weird thing about it was the way the wounds had been closed already. They hadn’t been cauterized shut, but more like melted – something Emilia hadn’t seen before. “At least it’s not bleeding… But in my current, shitty state, I can’t do much about it.” She explained, dug out a small green vial from a pouch on her belt and pulled the cork out with her teeth. “I have no idea if you’re hurting or not, but this oil should make it numb for the rest of the day.” The priestess carefully poured the oil on Yulia’s hand and wrapped it in cloth to make sure she didn’t wipe her face with it.

“Well the goblins aren’t melting, so that’s good.” Gilbert pointed out and turned back to the girls to see if he could help.

Emilia just stared at him, trying to figure out what he was talking about. “The goblins aren’t... what? Why are there so many damn goblins in here anyway? And what happened to you? That’s not your blood, is it?”

“Nay, it’s not mine. We fought meat.” Gilbert explained while helping Emilia get up on the crates.

The priestess grinned wearily. “Meat, huh?... Did you beat it?”

They sat down to keep an eye on the chapel and exchange information about the town while waiting for King and Anastacia to arrive. Gilbert told Emilia about the slime, its effects on flesh and about the new god that was supposedly helping them. In turn Emilia explained what had happened with the cultist and about her state.


An hour passed quickly by trying to get Yulia to calm down. Emilia offered to knock her out, so they could avoid having to deal with it until King and Anastacia returned, but Gilbert didn’t approve the idea. They also sent out a few goblins to gather some food and drink from the tavern, which turned out surprisingly well as they returned with a few bottles of juice, a piece of dried ham and a bundle of carrots – among some inedible items, like bones and candles.

“Should we just check out the chapel? I don’t think anything has happened.” Gilbert suggested. Having finally eaten something, he was eager to get back into action.

The girls were less enthusiastic about it: Emilia was lying down in the crates, trying her best to not throw up while Yulia had suffered a complete breakdown and didn’t react to anything happening around her.

“No? Well you hold the fort here and I’ll take a peek.” He shrugged and wandered off towards the chapel.

One of the goblins messing around in the area was the greyish tribe’s leader. It calmly walked around and gave orders to the smaller ones whenever it ran into them. While definitely not smart compared to other sentient races, it was clearly far calmer and collected than your average goblin – whether this was caused by the goddess or simply by happenstance, it gave a massive advantage to the tribe in terms of survival.

It spotted Emilia and ran over to chat. “You Emula?” It asked and pulled on the priestess’ sleeve.

“What the… I’m Emilia if that’s what you meant.” She said and slowly got up. “What do you want?”

“Tribute for god!” The critter screeched and put out its hand.

“Oh right, the goblin god… Look, I work for Sylvia, so me paying tribute to some other god would be pretty weird.” Emilia tried explaining, but the vacant stare of the goblin made it clear that nothing was getting through. They kept staring at each other until the priestess caved in. “Fine! I can always apologize to My Lady later on. What does this god want?”

“No gold! No treasure! Only things no want!” The goblin listed, excited that it was able to get another gift for their god.

Emilia went through her pockets and only found things she would have liked to keep, even the vial of oil she had just used was made of high quality glass that didn’t dissolve into the contents, so she would like to reuse it later. While emptying the pouches on her belt, she pricked her finger on something and took it out. “This is a disgrace… A priestess giving something to some god that deals with goblins.” She sighed and handed over a shard of metal that had fallen off from her armor while she and King were trying to repair it. There was nothing special about the material, so patching it with any piece of steel would work just fine – though she still wanted to strangle the goblin when it just threw the shard away.

Before she could act on it, they were interrupted by Gilbert, who ran towards them as fast as he could. “GET UP, WE’RE LEAVING!” He shouted and pointed at the gate out of town.

“What? Why?” Emilia asked and carefully dropped down from the crates. It didn’t take long for her to get an answer as the black steeple of the chapel began to crumble to the ground.

            

    
        Chapter 97 - Vilja

    
    
    
    
                ”Damn you, crab people!” Anastacia yelled into the darkness. She had woken up on a stone altar of some kind, in a pitch-black room – or at least she thought it might have been a room. A quick scan around the area had revealed that the floor, walls and even the ceiling were all covered with a thick coating of living flesh. Being in a chamber made of meat wasn’t exactly a problem for a necromancer of her caliber, but even if she were to cut her way out, there was no telling what was on the other side – and naturally she just assumed it was going to be whatever would ruin her day as badly as possible. So for now she was quite content with sitting on the one thing in the room that wasn’t gross. Throwing some fire around would have lit up the place, but she wasn’t entirely sure whether she actually wanted to see anything.

“You know what would be the worst? If the walls just started to slowly close in.” She joked to distract herself from the situation. “Wait… Why am I giving you ideas?”

She wasn’t too desperate to get out anyway, even though a meal wouldn’t have done any harm, she could last for quite some time with just the water left in her canteen and maybe do some thinking while waiting for a rescue or a change in the situation.

“Maybe I should paint King? Something like pink or light blue would make him less threatening. Oh and a mask! Or like ten masks and have him change them based on how he’s feeling!” She thought out loud and kept scanning the surroundings for anything new that could give her some idea of the area beyond the room. “I’m a genius.”

While trying to pick between colors, Anastacia noticed a small white dot appear on one of the walls. It seemed like someone had poked a hole in it and now the sunlight poured in, lighting the chamber slightly. Slowly the hole began spreading sideways, forming a meter-wide horizontal line of light on the wall. Anastacia stood up on the altar to try and peer through the slit but before she got the chance, someone poked their fingers through it from the other side and began prying the hole open. Surprised by it, Anastacia took a better stance and prepared to attack whoever was trying to come in. She was further unsettled by the fact that she couldn’t feel the intruder by using necromancy. When the hole finally gave in and was ripped open, Anastacia was blinded by the flood of white light so badly that she couldn’t see whoever was on the other side at all.

“This isn’t my kitchen…” The intruder said and began climbing through the hole. When she was almost done, her hand slipped on the edge of the hole and she fell upwards, slamming headfirst into the ceiling of the chamber. After recovering from the ‘fall’, she got up and looked around, almost like she had lost something. “Oh! There you are!” She greeted Anastacia with a wide smile after finally looking up and noticing her.

Standing upside down on the ceiling of the chamber, the woman didn’t seem to be affected by gravity at all. While she had the basic form of a human, her almost pure white skin, sharp teeth and eyes that appeared to be nothing but two purple flames burning inside her black eye sockets, revealed that she was far from being one. Tied to her absurdly long, silvery-white hair, were some rusty keys that tinkled together as she moved around the ceiling. The long hair was also the closest thing she had for clothes, as a few strands of it were tightly wrapped around her chest and hips. Though on the frail and short side, there wasn’t even a hint of weakness in her presence. In fact, thanks to her eerie appearance and immunity to necromancy, Anastacia found the woman terrifying to be so close to.

“Who and what the fuck are you?!” Anastacia asked and prepared to cast as much fire as she could at the woman.

“Vilja is the name, these days I dabble in godhood but am thinking about starting a bee farm.” The woman answered while walking back to the hole she had fallen out from and sat down on its edge, still upside down. She nonchalantly dug out a weirdly long pipe from somewhere and lit it with a snap of her fingers. “Oh and don’t bother trying to attack…”

But before Vilja had the chance to finish her sentence, Anastacia launched a burst of fire at her.

“So rude! As I was trying to say, don’t bother trying to attack, it won’t do anything and I’m here to help you.” The god repeated, completely ignoring the intense flames that had just engulfed her. “We still need to wait for a bit because… You’re going to throw another one, aren’t you?”

A second burst of flame washed past the god, not singeing a single hair on her head.

“Are you done now?” She asked from Anastacia. “I know that you mess with everything and everyone you meet but try to hold back for now.”

Anastacia sat back down, looking disappointed. “You expect me to trust some extremely evil looking thing, that crawls out from a hole in a wall made of flesh and then goes like ‘oh yeah, I’m totally a god’? For all I know, you might be the one that trapped me here!”

Vilja pointed her pipe at the necromancer and nodded. “Good point. This isn’t actually a hole in the wall itself, it’s a hole in the realm. This chamber is surrounded by water so making a hole really isn’t a good idea.” She explained. “I’m a physical god, so no taking control of people or using avatars for me. Tearing my way here is by far the simplest option. But I’m getting sidetracked. Whether you believe me or not, doesn’t actually matter. My pal Sylvia is feeling a bit poorly, so I took it upon myself to unfuck your situation while getting something personal done in this realm. Right now I’m waiting for one of your friends to do something so I can make the whole thing feel more divine-like.”

“You don’t feel at all like a god… I’ve had a talk with Sylvia and she was waaaaay more convincing than you. You don’t even sound like a god!” Anastacia commented and considered throwing a third fireball. “What are you even a god of? Half-assing?”

“Vilja, The Lass of the Defunct, Maiden of Unwanted and Queen of Kittens! I may or may not have given the last one to myself…” The goddess declared proudly. While she was killing time by chatting with Anastacia, she dug out a weird looking piece of stone and gazed at it intensely.

“All hail the god of trash!” Anastacia mocked the deity openly. “That’s such a lame thing to be a god of. Does it mean you’re responsible for everything people don’t want? Is it only like garbage or the whole concept of ‘unwanted’? What about wars, crimes and other bad stuff that no one wants?” She asked, deliberately trying to be shitty.

The goddess chuckled. “People are assholes, there’s always someone who wants the bad things to happen, so those are not in my domain. My job is to consume all that has no purpose in this world anymore, things that have been forgotten and aren’t to be found again. To a degree, I can make things lose their purpose too. Sylvia has been pushing me to make myself known to vagrants and the exiled of larger kingdoms to gather faith from them, but I think goblins are more fun. Nothing they do has any purpose, and no one wants them around.” She explained and waved around a stick that had an impaled frog on it – no doubt a gift from the goblins.

Anastacia didn’t exactly trust Vilja yet, but since both of the weapons in her arsenal had been proven ineffective against the supposed goddess, there was very little she could so about the situation anyway. If Vilja were to attack suddenly, her only option would be to collapse the flesh chamber on the god and hope for the best. But Anastacia didn’t actually have to wait for that to figure out the truth, as there was a far easier way. She reached for the enchanted ring in her pocket and prepared to slide it on after asking a question.

“Yeah, don’t do that. You’ll just waste the charge on it. Toys like that have no chance to work on gods.” Vilja said before Anastacia had the chance to execute her plan. “I know exactly what you’re thinking at all times, so don’t try to trick me, please. I may be a fourth-generation god and kinda new to this, but you, out of all people, have nothing on me. So how about we just talk until I can get to work again?”

Anastacia gave up on the plan and threw a fireball at the god’s face out of spite. Just like before, the spell achieved nothing, but Anastacia felt slightly better about herself for doing it. “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s a fourth-generation god?” She asked and humored the goddess with a conversation. “I didn’t know gods had children.”

Vilja grinned widely and was obviously glad to have gotten through to Anastacia. She got up from her seat and started walking on the wall around it. Her bare feet made a disgusting, squishy noise on the slimy meat. “They don’t. It’s just a way we rank each other. The first generation has the creator gods that made… well everything. The second generation was appointed to upkeep the system, some time ago there was a bit of trouble and many of them got destroyed, so they hired the third generation to fix the problem. We in the fourth one are basically glorified pets for the others until one of the makers wakes up and verifies our positions. But that doesn’t mean we’re weaker than the other gods, just less established and can’t vouch for any new gods that are about to get their roles.” The deity explained and stepped into the pool of slime that lined the floor of the chamber, walked up to the altar and gestured Anastacia to scoot over.

“You’re kinda short - I thought gods would all be at least like twice as tall.” Anastacia pointed out, she had noticed it before, but it was hard to compare it with her own height while Vilja was upside down. After correcting her posture, Anastacia was confident that she was the tallest being in the room for once.

“You’re kinda mortal, so shut up.” The goddess returned the rude comment.

The two kept each other company for a few hours to kill time. Vilja seemed awfully interested in Anastacia’s plans for the future and how the party was doing. In return the goddess explained what she knew about the workings of the world, and about her own past. Apparently, the goddess was once a human that got caught up in a mess that was far beyond her own means, so Sylvia bailed her out and in return, she agreed to become a god to help with the goddess of joy’s plans. When questioned about these plans, she openly admitted to not having been listening when they had been explained to her, but as far as Vilja knew, they didn’t have anything to do with the mortal realm. Another subject she didn’t seem to be able to talk about was her age. The flow of time in her realm was not a matter simple enough to be explained in a casual chat.

Anastacia found herself slowly becoming more comfortable with the god’s presence and even found the conversation refreshing. “So do you know what’s going on in this town? You said you were going to help us.”

“Oh shit, I forgot!” The goddess realized, jumped up from the altar and grabbed a small piece of metal from the hole she had crawled in from. “That’s all three done. Time to get to work! You see, this big hunk of meat is actually one of ours. The creators hid them into dense forests and the bottom of the sea, where they have been creating new lifeforms since then. They’re really diligent workers, but occasionally go awry and start pulling this kind of stuff. Sylvia told me it’s because they want to become gods too, like the ones who made them.” She explained hastily.

“So what are you going to do about it?” Anastacia asked.

Vilja grinned widely, showing her sharpened teeth. “It has become defunct, I’m here to consume it. I’m thinking of going with bread this time.”

Disgusted by the idea, Anastacia gagged. “Eww… You’re going to eat it?”

“Eventually. For now, I’ll just kill it and consume its core. The rest of the body will rot away from this world and join mine.” The goddess explained before tapping Anastacia’s forehead with her finger. “When you wake up, remember to thank the goblins.” She said as the necromancer fell asleep and slumped down on the altar. Vilja grabbed her unconscious body and tried pushing it into the rip she had made but made the mistake of trying to lift her from the one armsock Anastacia had left. It slipped off and the necromancer fell into the pool of slime on the floor. “Shit… Ignore that…” She cursed out of habit and tossed the wet girl into the rip.

            

    
        Chapter 98 - The new me

    
    
    
    
                Finding the cave proved to be a surprisingly high hurdle for the simulacrum. At first, he was only looking for a regular cave somewhere in the area and didn’t realize to check the water as well. After running around fruitlessly, he returned to the river to try a new approach to the problem. By following the edge of the flooded area for only about a hundred meters, he came to a small pool that was partly covered by a rock shelf. Despite the murkiness of the water, it was clear that the pool was far deeper than the water nearby and could very well be a cave that had flooded entirely. Wasting no time, the simulacrum stepped in and started descending into the dark, slimy water. Right as he was about to be entirely submerged, something grabbed King from behind and began dragging him back up from the water. He tried fighting back and ripping off whatever had wrapped around his body but couldn’t do anything to it nor resist the force of the pull at all. By the time he was on dry land again, he had been completely immobilized by the silvery-white strands of hair that gripped him firmly and found their way under the simulacrum’s armor plates and between his joints. When the pulling finally stopped, something pressed itself against King’s back and embraced him from behind.

“I’d take you with me, but I can’t do that to her. You’ll find Anastacia from behind that tree over there.” Someone whispered to him and the hair began to release its grip.

As soon as he could, King turned around, but there was nothing behind him. He swiped the air a couple of times to make sure, but whoever had whispered to him was now gone.

Just like the voice had said, King found Anastacia sleeping against one of the nearby trees; though slightly slimy, the necromancer seemed unharmed. King carefully picked her up and started making his way back to the town.


Even though her visit to the mortal plane had only taken a few hours, it was still a noticeable drain on her powers. Gods were supposed to stay in their own realm and mortals in theirs, so despite being able to move between them, it was extremely taxing. So much in fact that it was one of the main reasons Sylvia acted through her priestess as much as she could. The goddess of joy could only sustain herself with the faith and feelings of her followers and had to be careful when using her powers - but Vilja wasn’t limited by such things. While having followers would definitely be handy, she could always refuel herself by consuming physical things. This freedom was one of the things Sylvia had asked the other gods to consider when giving Vilja her new identity.

The forest she had created while still in her old form, had spread in every direction over time and now outgrew its original counterpart on the mortal realm. Ever since she had gained her powers, Vilja had slowly worked on it and changed it more to her liking. One day she hoped to add animals to it, but those weren’t within her capabilities and she would probably have to ask for help from someone. At one point, she had stolen a bird from the mortal plane, but the rules of switching planes were the same for everyone, so it didn’t take long for the bird to succumb to fatigue and become the first thing killed by Vilja as a god.

In the middle of the forest was a clearing she had made to use it as a base of operations. Filled with flowers of many different colors, it was the only place where Vilja had allowed the light to reach the ground instead of being blocked by the treetops. In this realm, the weather obeyed her whims, so she hadn’t bothered to build a shelter and just lied down on the bed of flowers whenever she felt like sleeping to pass time. It was also the place she had dragged Sylvia to, after the goddess of joy had been assaulted by the cultists. With her connection to her followers severed, Sylvia had to keep her efforts to a minimum and was basically bedbound.

“Was Emilia okay?” Sylvia asked when she heard Vilja’s steps nearby. “Did you see her?!”

“Angry and confused, but you worry too much. She could be blinded, deafened, poisoned, bleeding and missing an arm and still be able to fight off a few chumps no problem.” Vilja laughed at Sylvia’s concerns and lied down next to her.

“Oh no! She still had both of her arms, right?!” Sylvia gasped.

“I mean… SHE does, but not everyone is as lucky. But like I said, you worry too much.” Vilja said and took out everything she had acquired on her visit: a pipe from Gilbert, a shard of metal from Emilia, a piece of stone from King and a fist-sized lump of meat. “I got the core like you asked, and honestly I feel like I saved it from me… from Anastacia just as much as I saved them from it. This poor thing was too terrified to even touch her. She's doing alright by the way, it would have been pretty funny to tell her the truth about me.” The lump pulsated and wiggled in her hand, like it was trying to escape. “What do we need this thing for again?”

Sylvia got up slowly and grabbed the lump. “We will grant its wish.” She said and smiled wearily. “And these? Gifts from your… followers?”

Vilja picked up the piece of stone and the metal shard. A few strands of her hair wrapped around them and then around her neck, forming a necklace. “Mementos – a collection. I’ll have to visit Valor to complete it.” She explained and lit the pipe.

Sylvia put her hand on Vilja’s head and gave it a pat. “Smart, it is good for a god to have something of importance in the mortal world; it keeps you from becoming indifferent to their existence – something more of us should have taken into account. My days among mortals are remembered with nothing but hatred and terror. I wish nothing more than to undo those times. And sadly, my tale is far more common than yours.” Sylvia smiled once more before lying back down among the flowers of the field.

Vilja leaned against her stomach and kept trying to figure out what was the point of smoking a pipe in the first place. “There is a single thing about becoming a god that I regret though. Why the fuck was I made even smaller than before? I wanted a bombastic body, so I could mess with people more!”

The goddess of joy chuckled. “I for one think this size suits you far better. Since you refuse to wear clothing so adamantly, this is far less scandalous. But the reason for your compactness would be your previous form. You were merely a copy of yourself, made by magic and far too fragile, we rearranged those pieces and formed something original. In a process like that, a few bits and pieces simply do not fit the puzzle and are thrown away.”

“The gods of racks and booty had no say in the matter? Bet those two would have some ideas for the spare parts!” Vilja groaned in frustration.

In truth, she had no regrets over volunteering to be a god. It hadn’t taken long for it to become clear that Sylvia’s efforts to return her to the mortal realm, with or without her original body, weren’t going to bear fruit, so her options were narrowed down to hiding from the other gods and waiting for her spirit to run out of energy and fizzle out or come out with it and volunteer to help Sylvia with her goals. Of course, the gods’ initial response to having another necromancer messing around in their plane was to destroy her, but Sylvia’s words did have some weight among them and they were more than ecstatic to hear that she had gotten rid of Alabaster’s lingering presence – enough so that she was eventually given the title she now had. Though having a necromancer as a god was still unacceptable to many, and the cost of her new position ended up being the complete sealing of her abilities as a necromancer. The being that used to be called Anastacia, saw this as a chance to rid herself of her past and immediately jumped at the opportunity without a second thought.

“Your unembellished words are truly a welcome change in our realm… Looks have very little weight here, so yours were most likely of no concern to anyone. But I do understand your annoyance, the mortal world judges many things solely by their appearance. Not a day goes by when I don’t weep for my chosen one, for she will never see her god. As I am, I would cause nothing but doubt in her heart if she were to see me.” The goddess of joy lamented.

“Bah! You look just fine, maybe a bit out of character but that’s all. We just need to remove the mask and the metal corset thingy and set you up with a nice vest or something.” Vilja said and knocked on Sylvia’s mask.

“These garments were burned into my bones ages ago. They are not to be removed. So let us stop with this miserable line of thought.” Sylvia sighed and made Vilja stop touching her mask. “This vile seal placed on me is weakening thanks to the death of the witch, but it will still take time for me to reconnect with my children, so would you be so kind as to allow me to rest for a while more?”

Vilja raised her hand to the sky and darkened it and to kill some time while her friend was resting, she added some stars into it to make it look more interesting. Satisfied with her work, the god of the unwanted took a walk around her realm and puffed her pipe in the silence. Having found a suitable tree, she walked up its trunk and sat down on the highest branch. The view over the forest that continued into the horizon was stunning, even the god that had created was left speechless for a while. “Damn… it’s too good. I don’t want it anymore.” She chuckled and grinned as massive fireballs began raining from the sky and wiped out large portions of the forest, just so she could make it again, but worse.

            

    
        Chapter 99 - Ebonywatch no more

    
    
    
    
                King found the rest of the party at the spot they had escaped to earlier during the night. Emilia lied on the grass with her arm covering her face and Yulia sat next to her, staring emotionlessly into the void. Gilbert was taking a break from ordering around the remaining goblins and looking for survivors among the ruins of Ebonywatch. The entire town had been razed into a pile of rubble and soggy bread, and not a single house was left standing in the mud that the drained flood had left behind. When the old adventurer saw King walking through the town, carrying Anastacia, he ran over to make sure everything was okay.

“Is she alright?!” He asked worryingly and tried to take the necromancer from King to get a better look at her.

King nodded but refused to hand her over.

“That’s great, we really needed some good news for a change. Take her over there so Emilia can try to get her awake, and I need you to help me here. There might be people trapped in the ruins.” Gilbert explained and gestured towards the girls before gathering a group of goblins and resuming the search.

With the excessive amounts of bread lying around, many of the goblins had already overeaten themselves to a point of uselessness and were now just lying in the mud. A few of them noticed the sleeping necromancer on King’s arms and began to slowly crawl after them.

The simulacrum laid Anastacia carefully on the grass next to the resting priestess and ran off to join Gilbert.

Emilia took one glance at the necromancer and poked her in the side with her mace. “You’re awake, aren’t you? Can you please stop doing this?” She pleaded with an annoyed tone in her voice.

“I’ll stop it when it stops working.” The necromancer said and opened her eyes. “What have you guys been up to? Feeling better yet?”

Emilia sighed and pointed at the destroyed town. “Fucking up mostly. The cultists are dead, but so is everyone else… Well, aside from her and us I suppose. And no, I still feel like trash, but thanks for asking.” She answered with a gloomy look in her eyes, looking even more spent than in the evening.

“Wow, we’re shit at this. That’s one fewer innocent person killed compared to what the bad guys would have done…” Anastacia laughed dryly. How to react to the deaths of people she didn’t know or even really care about was something she struggled with. Her necromancer side would have her rejoice so that was probably the insane thing to do, but she didn’t feel sad about it either. So for the millionth time, Anastacia avoided having to deal with the situation by not taking it seriously.

“I fear it’s less than one. People like her are meant for happier lives and she’s probably messed up for good now. Even if I suddenly regained the connection to My Lady, her hand is gone for good too.” Emilia explained and got up to check on Yulia, just in case she had become more responsive.

Still in daze, the lamb showed no sign of being aware of anything that was going on around her. Emilia tried snapping her fingers to get Yulia’s attention but that achieved nothing and neither did lightly slapping the stunned girl’s cheeks. She considered being a bit rougher but figured it could wait until Gilbert got back and they decided what to do with her. With Sylvia’s help, she could probably snap Yulia back to reality, but Emilia wasn’t sure if that would even be a good idea; in all likelihood, they would just end up getting kicked again.

While Emilia was tending to Yulia, Anastacia closed her eyes and moved some dead goblins that were scattered around the area because they were starting to smell – even more than the living ones. She didn’t know why they were there, but they most likely had something to do with Vilja. Their shared affinity for the little buggers was one of the things she had bonded over with the goddess while waiting, so perhaps they had been dragged in by Vilja to help the party. While not exactly careful, Anastacia did treat the bodies with some degree of respect and neatly piled them against each other, so they could be burned later.

One of the goblins that had followed King and Anastacia from the town crawled up from the mud and sniffed the necromancer. “Sleeping child smells like god!” It croaked excitedly.

“Yeah, I met her. Think she might have stolen one of my arm socks…” Anastacia said and picked up the muddy, overfed critter, who seemed happy about being held. “She told me to thank you guys for whatever you did here.”

“You did what?!” Emilia suddenly yelled. She had overheard the conversation and couldn’t believe it wasn’t the first thing Anastacia had told her. “Only you can just gloss over the fact that you met an actual god… Can you tell me exactly what happened?”

The necromancer recounted the entire meeting to Emilia, who found herself to be a tad jealous about how Sylvia hadn’t told her about the existence of such a god that was so close to her but chalked it up to her current weakness and tiredness. She wasn’t going to bother the goddess about it whenever they regained their connection either. Sylvia would tell her about it when she deemed it to be necessary, and that was the end of it – or at least that’s what she kept telling herself.

“You were right to be suspicious of her, you’re a prime candidate for dishonest gods to mess with; but maybe stop being so liberal about using fire magic? You’ll hurt someone with it sooner or later – probably sooner and more than likely yourself.” The priestess scolded Anastacia.

“Prime candidate for dishonest gods to mess with? That just sounds like you’re calling me stupid in a polite way…” The necromancer scowled.

Emilia forced out a smile and gave the necromancer a pat on the head. “I’m saying you’re young, inexperienced and far too powerful for your own good, but at least you know it and know that you can always rely on us.” She lied back down on the grass and covered her eyes from the sunlight. “You should probably go help Gil, finding people seems like something you’d be good at. I’m going to stay extremely still and keep an eye on her.”

It seemed like a decent idea: for once necromancy could be used to help people, or at least to find their remains if there were no survivors. So she took the goblin and headed back into the town to find King and Gilbert. Even before she reached the pile of debris that used to be the gates to the town square, she could feel dozens of goblins in the town, both alive and dead. It would certainly make finding anything a little more challenging, but there was a noticeable size difference between goblins and humans, so that was one of the things she could use to differentiate between the two. While looking at the destroyed buildings that were covered in bread, she realized that she had forgotten to ask what had happened to the town, because right now it looked like it had been attacked by bread.

She spotted King and Gilbert on the other side of the square and jogged to them. The ground was slippery with mud, and Anastacia was barely able to keep her balance but had to slow down back to a walk soon enough anyhow. “Finding anything?” She greeted the pair.

“Dead goblins. I swear there’s even more now than when we started looking…” Gilbert said and peered into one of the collapsed houses. “Can you feel anything?”

“Just goblins.” The necromancer shrugged. Trying to keep count on either the dead or living ones seemed impossible, as every now and then a few goblins died from what could only be described as stupidity. “Sooo… did you guys get attacked by bread?”

“Not quite. It’s a bit of a long story so I’ll tell you the details over lunch, but basically, we got attacked by meat that destroyed the town in the process and then turned into bread for whatever reason. This whole thing is such a fucking mess that I don’t think we’ll ever figure out the full story.” Gilbert explained and shook his head. “So how about we send King out to get us something to eat and make one more round around the town? If you say there’s nothing living in the rubble, it’s good enough for me.”

            

    
        Chapter 100 - A lost sheep

    
    
    
    
                ”So, let me get this straight: this goblin god called Vilja turned the cancer god into bread… because she wanted to eat him, but only after messing around for a while and letting the town get destroyed? When she could have just done it right away?” Gilbert asked and rubbed his brow. “Guess this just shows how much of a shit the gods give about us.”

“Maybe that’s not the whole story? Maybe she had to wait for something specific to happen before she could do it? We can’t just assume gods work with same rules as we do.” Emilia suggested and plucked feathers from a pheasant King had caught for the party.

Anastacia knew that Vilja had actually just gotten caught up in their conversation and forgotten about the whole ordeal, but the god did rescue her from the chamber of flesh, so it was fair to not drag her reputation to the ground by mentioning it.

“I hope so. I’m not above admitting that the situation was out of our hands and she did fix it, but would it kill them to give some value to mortal lives for once?!” Gilbert raised his voice unintentionally, but immediately toned back down when he saw the surprised looks of his party. “Not to imply anything about Sylvia of course. I understand this was beyond her means as well, and she has been nothing but helpful.”

“I know what you meant. Gods are a mixed bag to say the least and we know next to nothing about this one. We probably won’t even run into her ever again, since she doesn’t have anything at stake here – not like My Lady does anyway…” Emilia pointed out.

Even with Anastacia’s help, they hadn’t found a single person, alive or dead from the destroyed town. Which meant they had all been absorbed by the mass of flesh that wrecked the town before it turned into bread, and that Yulia was indeed the sole survivor of Ebonywatch. No progress had been made in reaching the catatonic girl and the party was quickly running out of ideas on how to deal with her. Even some freshly cooked vegetables weren’t enough to snap her awake, but Emilia managed to forcibly make her drink some water.

“So what are we going to do with her? We need to get back on the road by tomorrow and there’s nothing left for her here. We can’t just leave her behind, right?” Emilia asked and mushed some carrots and potatoes they had salvaged from the ruins and boiled, hoping she could at least shove them down the sheep’s throat once they had cooled down.

Gilbert sighed. “Aye, she’ll come with us; hopefully on her own, but I’ll carry her if needed. Most of our gear is ruined anyway, so we can take the extra load for the couple of days it’ll take to reach Valor.”

“And then what? You’re just going to leave her in the corner of the inn and wait for something to happen?” The priestess asked. “I don’t mean to be harsh, but what possible future does she have in Valor?”

“How should I know?! Maybe Dam can help, or maybe she can work for Rosie? Her previous employee worked for about an hour before trying to murder a customer and… is now feeding pheasant feathers to a goblin for some reason.” Gilbert suggested and pointed at Anastacia with his pipe.

The necromancer was trying to dispose of the entire pheasant carcass by feeding it to the goblins when she noticed she was being talked about. “What? Oh! Don’t worry, this isn’t even in like the top ten of the worst things I’ve seen them eat. They can take it.” She explained, missing the point of the conversation entirely.

Gilbert just gave her a quick thumbs-up and turned back to Emilia. “Maybe it’s a good thing she doesn’t work there anymore…”

Emilia couldn’t help but to smile while recalling the chicken bone incident. “Good times… But honestly, I have no idea how much a one-handed waitress is going to help Rosie, and that’s assuming she’s even going to be in a good enough shape to work again. I’ve seen people far sturdier than her turn into a pale shadow of themselves and never go back, and I’m sure you have too.”

Gilbert sighed and scratched his beard. He knew exactly what Emilia meant, but wasn’t willing to give up on Yulia that easily. “Then we’ll figure out what to do. Right now all we can do is take her with us and hope that things work out.” He said, got up and stretched around a bit. “All this sitting around is making me sleepy, I’ll go take a walk and maybe see if I can see something worth taking in the ruins.”

“I’ll come with you. Staying still obviously isn’t making me feel any better, so maybe moving around a bit more will do it.” Emilia said and slowly stood up to join Gilbert. “Anna, can you watch the fire and Yulia for a while?”

The necromancer nodded and moved a bit closer to the fire and threw in a log. She had told the goblins to gather a lot of firewood for the pyre they would use to burn the dead ones; so aside from the one she had taken a liking to, there were none of them in sight, and for the first time since the party had been reunited, it was silent. Almost. The wildlife had started to return to the area and Anastacia could hear and feel the birds singing in the trees around the town. If it weren’t for the horrible, horrible deaths of about a hundred people and countless goblins, it would have been a very nice place to end their little quest at.

Anastacia wanted to start a conversation with Yulia, even if it was going to be entirely one-sided, but couldn’t figure out a way to start one. So instead they just sat there in silence while she cleaned King from all the mud and grime that had found its way between his armor plates.

Suddenly Yulia broke the silence. “Can you kill me?” She asked bluntly.

The necromancer looked around for help, so she wouldn’t have to answer the question, but as there was no one else around, she was forced to address it. “Can I what now? Why?”

“You know magic, right? It’ll be quick and easy that way… Or maybe he can do it.” The lamb pleaded, looking completely broken. “This is all my fault… I tried to use the magic thing to rescue everyone and then they died…”

“Oh… That sounds pretty dire, but it’s not your fault – or at least that’s how I think it works. I’m not an expert.” Anastacia said and kept working on the simulacrum to avoid eye contact. “As far as I know, in a situation like this, the fault would be on whoever caused the mess in the first place. So if you genuinely tried to help, you really shouldn’t be blaming yourself too much. Sometimes we just can’t know what happens when we do something.”

“W… what? I killed everyone, so I should die too! If I had listened to Gilbert, everyone would still be here and the town would be okay…” Yulia cried and grabbed Anastacia’s hand.

“Oh, is that how it works? Then I probably need to kill myself too, after I kill Gilbert of course. After all, he’s the one that didn’t take me with him when he left the tavern, so maybe this is all his fault?” The necromancer jokingly pointed out. When Yulia tried to interrupt her, Anastacia just ignored the lamb and continued. “No… never mind, it’s all my fault. You see, I’m actually a necromancer. If I had been here to fight the meatpocalypse with you guys, it would have been a trivial little brawl, but that would have only been possible if I had stayed in the tavern with you and Emilia and didn’t fall off from a roof like an idiot. So if anything, the reason you did what you did is because I suck and you should kill me, right? There should be some knives for cooking in the bag over there. Just pick one and jam it right in here and we can get rid of the monster that destroyed the town and killed everyone.” She said and pointed at her own heart while looking completely serious.

Yulia stared at the necromancer in confusion for a few seconds before completely crumbling under her burdens and the inability to do anything about them. Her miserable wailing was almost ear shattering and Anastacia considered freezing her just to silence the cries.

“Or is that suddenly not how it works anymore?” The necromancer grinned, full of herself for proving Yulia wrong. “I… uh… You can shut up now, please? I didn’t mean to bully you or anything, I just wanted to…” She looked around for anyone that would be able to help, but neither King nor the goblin were exactly the compassionate type. With no idea what to do, Anastacia just awkwardly patted Yulia’s head and hoped it did something.


            

    
        Chapter 101 - Trouble at the home front

    
    
    
    
                Among the flowers of the clearing in the middle of Vilja’s forest, was a boat. Well-crafted by someone who clearly knew what they were doing, the cedar planks were expertly fit together and treated to avoid rot. No doubt it glided over the surface of the water with grace and minimal resistance. However, none of this had helped its previous owner when a sudden storm had surprised him, and the waves overturned the beautiful boat. The owner had lost his life in this incident almost immediately, but the boat kept drifting along the currents until it eventually ended up in a certain god’s domain. This god had taken a liking to the small craft, and was now sitting in its bow, casting a fishing line into the lake of flowers around them and munching on bread.

“There’s so much fucking bread! It’s not even funny anymore…” Vilja wailed and tossed the lump in her hand into the distance. While the bread did provide her an unending source of sustenance, the bread-only diet quickly grew old and she began to pine for food she had eaten in her mortal form.

Seated at the stern of the boat was Sylvia, and on her lap rested the core of the so-called cancer god. “You are aware that you do not need to eat it, right? You can just consume it like everything else.” Sylvia pointed out. She was already feeling slightly better and could walk around the forest without it draining too much of her powers, having even briefly gone back to her own realm to prepare it for what would come if her plan worked, but initiating it would have to wait until her connection to her followers was fully restored. In the meantime, she was more than happy to just observe Vilja’s growth into her new position.

Suddenly something pulled on Vilja’s fishing rod with enough force to almost rip it from the god’s hands and even after she had gotten her bearings and began to fight back, the catch almost toppled the boat for a second time. With significant effort Vilja emerged victorious and lifted her hook from the flowerbed, dangling from it was a small wooden horse. The toy was crudely carved from a single piece of wood and lacked detail to a point where it was hard to tell whether it actually was a horse and not a goat, dog, cow or some other four-legged animal, but Vilja seemed nonetheless excited about it and proudly presented it to her fellow god.

“You have the forgotten treasures of the mortal world in your hands, but yet you find joy in this small piece of wood… Curious…” Sylvia said and slowly clapped.

“Nonono you don’t understand! This wasn’t given to me, I took it! This was the first toy made for a child by his father and once very dear to him, but now the child is all grown up. He was really reluctant to forget this thing, but I got it!” Vilja explained enthusiastically before letting her hair grab it and store it for later use.

“Quite a catch indeed.” Sylvia smiled. “I am overjoyed that you seem to enjoy your role, I was afraid you would get bored of it.”

“It’s alright, I suppose. There are a few things I miss though… like coffee. I keep trying to make some, but it never comes out the way I like it. I think I’ve forgotten the taste.” Vilja lamented and cast the line back into the flowerbed.

Sylvia laughed heartily. “Just go drink some then.”

“Yeah, I’d like to, but honestly I’d rather make sure Anastacia isn’t in Valor when I go there…” The new god sighed and leaned back against the bow of the boat. “It’d be weird and turn into a huge deal if people knew I was a god.”

“You really need to learn how to follow time... Unless she grew wings, the necromancer is still on her way back from Ebonywatch. If anything, now is your time.” The goddess of joy sighed. Though it may have felt like months or years to a god, only a day had passed in the mortal realm. “And Vilja, you are a god, you can be a huge deal if you so wish. It may be unconventional for us, but there is no one who can stop you from just going. Please do put on some clothes if people are going to see you though.”

Without a word Vilja punched a hole through the plane, ripped it open and climbed in.


Rosie was leaning against the counter and nervously scratched it with her claw, making the few guests in the tavern nervous as well. It was the eighth night since Gilbert and his party had left for the quest and they should have been back by now. She knew fully well that quests always took longer than planned but still couldn’t help herself from worrying over them. Every time the door opened she got her hopes up for a couple of seconds, before immediately getting disappointed when it turned out to be one of the other regulars. This negatively affected the quality of the service: guests were told to return their dishes by themselves and come up to the counter to get growled at while ordering something. Dammar and his party had already returned and were celebrating their success in the corner table, being more used to the innkeeper than most, they knew well to fetch their own drinks from the kitchen without bothering the tigress.

When the door opened once more, Rosie got her hopes up like the fifty-seven times before it, and when in came someone she didn’t recognize, her mood just worsened. The newcomer was wearing tattered old robes and curiously no shoes. Their small size and clear attempt to avoid recognition by keeping their hood up despite being inside suggested that it was just another runaway kid that had escaped their circumstances to Valor; but at this point, Rosie couldn’t give a shit. If they really needed something, they would come to the counter for it. The guest sat down at an empty table with their back towards the rest of the inn.

“That one isn’t alive…” Xamiliere suddenly said to her friends and nodded towards the mysterious guest looking slightly nervous, which was rare for the spriggan.

Dammar took a quick glance. “Undead? No, can’t be. They don’t sit down and wait to be served. Should we tell Rosie?” He whispered and put his hand on his weapon.

“I have no idea what it is, but there’s no spirit, no life, no… nothing.” The spriggan tried to explain, but the way she saw things translated poorly into words.

“Max, go tell Rosie, but don’t let her do anything rash. Let’s just wait and see what happens, maybe it just came here for a drink.” The dwarf decided. “Keep your guards up, just in case.”

The silent elf left the table and leaned against the counter to inform the innkeeper about the mysterious guest. While Maximillian did his best to talk in a hushed tone to avoid being overheard, Rosie couldn’t have cared less and intensely glared at the person in question. As an hour passed, the other patrons left for their rooms or whatever nightly business they had, but the suspicious person neither left nor came up to order anything.

“Okay. Fuck this, I’m done.” Rosie declared and walked over, completely ignoring the silent warnings from the adventurers. “Look at how small she is, why exactly is this kid worrying you guys so much?” She snarled and picked the person up by the back of their robe.

Xamiliere kicked their table over and pulled Dammar behind it for cover, but when nothing happened, she slowly peeked over it to see Rosie effortlessly dangling an almost demonic looking child with black eyes and sharp teeth. Maximillian had prepared to tackle the girl away from Rosie, but as she didn’t seem to mind being lifted, he had sheathed his dagger and was now trying to figure out what they were dealing with.

“What the shit Rosie?! Who does that when they’re told something might be really dangerous?!” The spriggan yelled, refusing to come out from behind the table. Unlike King, who didn’t differ all that much from how rocks looked like to her, the girl was something Xamiliere couldn’t understand and it terrified her.

“I do.” The annoyed tigress said and took a look at the child. “Now then, what are you and what are you doing in my inn this late?”

“My name is Vilja and this is a robbery!” The girl declared grandly.

“No, it’s not.” Rosie stated, like she was simply correcting what Vilja had said.

“Okay then, change of plans… My name is Vilja and as a god, I’ve come to demand a tribute from all of you!” Vilja declared again. “And coffee...”

Rosie put Vilja back down and returned to her position behind the counter. “No matter who or what you are, this is my inn and in here you order your coffee like everyone else does. Will you take anything else with it?”

Vilja shook her head and sat back down, this time facing the rest of the tavern. Curious about the self-declared god, Dammar sat down with her and Maximillian followed suit. Only Xamiliere refused to face her and preferred staying behind the cover. When the god noticed Dammar packing his pipe, she took out her own and lit them both by snapping her fingers. The dwarf noted that he knew someone with a similar, terrible pipe and advised against using it. He could also easily spot that the god was an amateur pipe smoker and was willing to share some pointers, at least until Rosie returned with the coffee and put out Vilja’s pipe.

“You’re too young to smoke.” She explained while pouring coffee for the god and herself. The tigress had figured that joining the conversation would be a good way to pass time while waiting for Holly to come and take over the counter.

“I’m literally ageless!” Vilja exclaimed.

Rosie calmly took a sip of coffee before answering. “No. Not in my inn you’re not. Now, explain yourself.”

Realizing she had no actual plan, Vilja was forced to come up with an explanation on the fly. “Uh… I’ve come here to… uh… gather tributes for Sylvia to ensure the safe return of your friends Anastacia, Gilbert and Emilia! Any odd item will do.” While awkwardly trying to come up with a reasonable sounding explanation, she took out the toy horse she had acquired earlier and dunked it into the coffee. The two tastes complemented each other surprisingly well, though the wood didn’t really soak up the coffee like Vilja had wished it would.

“The lass knows them by name. I reckon she’s a genuine god…” Dammar pointed out and placed his worn-out pouch of tobacco on the table. “Would this suit your tastes? There’s a small hole in it, but it’s all I really have on me.”

“Yes… There doesn’t seem to be a reason to not contribute. Would this do?” Maximillian reasoned and offered an arrow from his quiver. Its tip had been dulled and chipped, making it almost useless.

The purple flames in Vilja’s eyes danced happily as she inspected the items. Obviously pleased by the offerings, she hid them inside her robes and turned to Rosie looking like she expected something great from the tigress.

“Well, if it is to get them back safely…” She growled and took off one of her hair ties. As the god reached out to get it, Rosie grabbed her hand and whispered in her ear. “If something happens to them, I’ll find you and keelhaul you until I find a way to drown a god.”

Impressed by how casually Rosie was willing to threaten a god for her friends and genuinely worried about it, Vilja slid the third tribute under her robes. There was only one more left to get. The goddess hastily downed the rest of her coffee and turned her attention to the spriggan that was still hiding from her. The idea of terrorizing the usually carefree Xamiliere was far too tempting to resist and with a snap of her fingers, Vilja removed the effect of gravity on the spriggan, who helplessly floated over her cover.

“Guys… Help! HELP! HEEEEEEEEEELP!” Xamiliere screamed in panic while lazily floating towards the grinning god. Any attempts to grow vines to grab onto something caused her to spin and tangled the vines back around herself. When she finally was within Vilja’s reach, the screaming had changed into cursing in the spriggan language. She cursed both the goddess and her friends who just watched from the side, amused by the whole thing.

Vilja snapped a small twig from the spriggan’s horns and pushed her towards the other side of the room. “That’s all I need from you guys. The coffee was great like always! But now I must bid you farewell, my time here is limited and there’s one more thing I need to get.” She said and just left through the door like any mortal guest would have.

The tavern became very quiet all of a sudden. A few adventurers appeared in the staircase to see what all the screaming was about, but Rosie just sent them back to their rooms. Dammar, Maximillian and Rosie just sat in silence and digested everything that had just happened.

“Interesting indeed… We just met a god, huh?” Dammar said, breaking the silence.

Rosie started to gather the empty bottles to busy her hands while thinking. “She didn’t pay for the coffee…”

“Screw all of you!” Xamiliere grumbled from the corner of the room where she had floated to while shedding off the drying vines.

            

    
        Chapter 102 - Let us count the ways in which we suck

    
    
    
    
                The party had spent a day resting and recovering what little they could from the ruins of Ebonywatch. Among the found items were Anastacia’s backpack with its contents still intact, some of Gilbert and Emilia’s clothing and King’s sword. Basically, anything that could break had broken and they were left with just the bare essentials to get back home with, and now had to support one more person. Water wouldn’t be much of a problem, as King had been relieved from most of his burdens, freeing him up to carry a small barrel of it to supply everyone for the next two days. What complicated things however was Yulia’s diet: as a sheepfolk, she couldn’t eat meat, so hunting wouldn’t benefit her at all, and with the town’s remaining food reserves contaminated by goblins, they would have to be on the lookout for edible plants.

“Can’t she eat grass? Sheep eat grass, right?” Anastacia asked without thinking. “Wait… Was that racist?”

“I… I can eat grass…” The miserable looking lamb said, obviously trying to lessen the burden she caused for the party.

“No one is eating grass. Have some dignity damnit!” Gilbert protested and poured some water on the campfire to extinguish it before they left. “Anna, you’re pretty much doomed to get lost in a forest someday, so let’s use this to teach you what you can and cannot eat out there.”

At first the necromancer was slightly insulted by the assumption, but then remembered that she had already been lost once when she met King, and back then she had survived mostly with what the simulacrum had gathered for her.

Emilia’s condition had improved during the night, and she could now move without feeling violently ill. Though she didn’t know whether it was because she was actually feeling better or just that she had gotten used to feeling terrible. Not having to carry anything suited her just fine, and she didn’t mourn for the lost items. The priestess had a habit of carrying the more valuable and important pieces of gear on her person, so replacing what was lost was not a problem.

The morning was a nice and cool one, but the lack of clouds suggested that it’d probably turn into yet another hot one, which wasn’t exactly ideal for the tired travelers. Though even a storm would have beaten staying next to the ruins for another day. Not only was it a depressing sight, but the stench of moldy bread had become very noticeable overnight. Even the goblins had dispersed from the area and returned to where they had been summoned from, with even the one Anastacia had kept around having disappeared during the night.

As they were departing, Yulia took one last look at her home, before turning away with her head hung low and tears in her eyes. Gilbert gave her a pat on the back to encourage the lamb to take the first few steps. He knew that the matter was far from settled and that Yulia still largely blamed herself for what had happened, despite Anastacia’s less than gentle attempt to make her feel better.

“Time to go.” Gilbert said and smiled to further encourage her. “You’ll like it in Valor, people there are more than glad to help you out.”

Yulia remained silent but started walking, which Gilbert took as a good sign.


They walked through the forest along a path that had been used to transport lumber out from the town. When the woods eventually thinned out, the path came to a larger road that would head straight towards Valor. The easier footing and relative safety provided by the more used road was welcomed by everyone, and it also meant that Gilbert could relax instead of constantly having to make sure they hadn’t strayed from their route.

“How about we tally the results of our quest? Just to see how terrible we are.” Anastacia suggested to break the awkward silence. “Let’s see… I bothered some pixies, didn’t help out some really desperate people that are probably dead now, almost drowned in a swamp, got tossed into a lake, killed an innocent snake and a pair of socks, killed the lake monster, almost died in a thunderstorm, burned my arms in the sun, almost had to be killed for some desert people, fell from a roof so I couldn’t help to save a town and I think they tried to sacrifice me to the meat thing. So that’s what, one good thing and the rest are all bad? I didn’t even learn any archery!”

“You’re being overly cynical about it.” Gilbert pointed out but was ignored.

“And as for Emilia… She treated some people that are now probably dead, almost drowned in a lake, got a concussion, got dragged off a cliff, got gored by a bird, punched a bird back into extinction, saved and maybe converted some desert people or something, lost Sylvia somehow, punched some bad people to death but wasn’t able to save the town. That’s both better and worse than me, but can you see the pattern forming here?” The necromancer continued listing their achievements. “And then you. You… hurt your shins? Wait… Neither you or King got hurt at all! What’s up with that?!”

“I know what I’m doing and he’s nigh-indestructible. But really, you’re just trying to make us look bad. We did save Yulia after all.” Gilbert said, but even he knew that the whole trip was inches away from a disaster at all times and that it was a miracle that none of them had died.

“So out of all the people we’ve met during the trip, only she and the two desert folk are alive. Somehow I’m not feeling too heroic at the moment.” Anastacia counted, she didn’t include Noir as the others hadn’t met the strange birdfolk.

Gilbert sighed. “We’re not heroes. We do what we can and then we get paid… usually. But you’re not taking into account the long-term effects of our journey. The fisher and giant eagle aren’t able to kill anyone anymore and whatever the cultists had in their mind, was eventually going to cost a lot of lives. So I don’t know about you, but I can sleep well at night thanks to what we’ve achieved here.” He explained.

“I’m going to stop you two there. What you guys are doing right now is basically just conjuring up another messed-up situation where everyone dies.” Emilia interrupted them. “Can we take a break? I’m starting to get a headache again.”

It was about time for a break anyway, so they set up a small camp by the road and began preparing for lunch. King was sent out to hunt while Gilbert and Anastacia gathered firewood and edible plants. Emilia was left behind to rest and keep an eye on Yulia, as Gilbert was still slightly worried that the girl might run off and get herself hurt, possibly even intentionally.

Emilia laid down in a shadow cast by a massive birch that swayed in the light breeze and listened to the calming sound of its leaves rustling against each other. Every now and then she glanced at Yulia, who had once again fallen prey to her thoughts and stared emotionlessly at the ground. The constant nervous wobble of hers was completely gone, despite finding it extremely annoying earlier, the priestess would have preferred it to this. “Do you want to help me cook?” She asked to wake Yulia up again.

The question immediately backfired as Yulia remembered the ramifications of her right hand being gone for good. She had always been somewhat proud of her cooking skills: in Ebonywatch, the townsfolk would often come to eat at her tavern despite living right next door. She even knew how to handle meat dishes despite not being able to eat them, which was rare for a sheepfolk. But Yulia was overwhelmingly right-handed and possessed none of the knife skills in her left hand. Of course, they could be relearned with time, but this didn’t seem like an option to the sheep who broke down once more.


“The first and by far the most important thing to remember is that you do not eat anything you don’t recognize! Just because something looks tasty, doesn’t mean it is.” Gilbert said, raising his voice and slapped some berries from Anastacia’s hand. “Unless you really know what you’re about, mushrooms are a bad bet since even the edible ones need to be prepared properly. Berries are slightly better, but you should stick to the basics like blueberry and cowberry. The ones you picked were pokeweed berries, eat enough of those and you’ll vomit and crap yourself to death.”

Anastacia raised her hand. “Question: can I eat grass?”

Gilbert sighed and rubbed his brow. “You can chew on some grasses for the juices, but generally they won’t do any good for you since humans can’t digest them, nor can most beastfolk.” He explained. “To be honest, once you starve for long enough, you’ll probably end up using necromancy and fire magic to catch something and cook it. But damn it, I will make you learn something! Even if it kills me. A meat-only diet won’t work forever anyway.”

They had wandered out from the camp in search of good examples. Gilbert had recognized enough edible stuff around the camp but felt like it would be a waste to rely on only one or two plants.

“Nuts are generally safe, but if you find a chestnut without tassels, it’s probably a horse chestnut and you shouldn’t eat it. You should still only eat the ones you know.” The old adventurer continued and pointed at some horse chestnuts on the ground. “Animals don’t like them either, so they’re often left on the ground like this.”

“Back in Mournvalley, I often just gobbled nuts since everything else tasted terrible.” The necromancer said while picking up some more berries from a nearby plant.

“…Never use that phrase again, you’ll regret it later in life.” Gilbert advised her and slapped the berries from her hand.

As the lesson continued, Gilbert realized that the necromancer actually had some basic knowledge on the matter, but only on plants that were able to grow in the hostile piece of land that used to be her home. Though a big part of it was about how to make slightly poisonous roots less deadly, which really made Gilbert wonder how all necromancers weren’t as stunted as Anastacia – perhaps they just ate a lot?

“Oh, brilliant! Do you see these?” He suddenly stopped and pointed at some white flowers. “These are wild onions, they’re amazing and you should always pick them up if you come across some. They improve pretty much every meal you can make while camping.” He explained and dug out a bundle of them. “With these and the few other things we’ve picked up, there’ll be plenty for everyone. I saw some dandelions near the camp, so let’s pick up some of those too. The flowers themselves are good, but avoid the white sap, it’s bitter.”

While returning to the camp, they searched around for a few more things. Anastacia was keeping an eye on their surroundings in case there were snakes or the like, but there was one more thing she noticed. “You know, during this trip, I’ve been feeling my surroundings almost the entire time ever since the whole incident at the lake. It’s really done wonders to my accuracy, and I’ve started to notice things… For example, I can tell that your knees are a bit swollen and your back muscles are tense. Are you just playing tough for us?”

Gilbert laughed awkwardly. “Busted, huh?... You’re not wrong.” He stretched his back and sat down on a rock. “It’s just how things are, for humans, it’s all downhill from the twenties. I’ve done more than my fair share of running around in my life, so that’s starting to show too. But don’t worry too much about it, I’ll get a proper massage once we get back to Valor and rest for a few days.”

The necromancer wasn’t convinced at all, as Gilbert was somewhat terrible at resting. When Rosie wasn’t pushing errands on him, he would oftentimes run around Valor, helping out the guard and newer adventurers on his own accord. “If you say so, but I’m not dragging you if your knees give in.”

            

    
        Chapter 103 - Home sweet home

    
    
    
    
                For once, the trip went according to the plan and the high walls of Valor were almost visible in the horizon when the second day of traveling from Ebonywatch came to its evening. In total, they had spent nine days on the quest, but to Anastacia it had felt far longer than that and she was totally spent. Yet she was in better shape than the rest of the party’s non-simulacrum members. Starting from the bottom: much like her home, Yulia was still in ruins and barely functional beyond walking and eating; Emilia was similarly in shambles, godless and tired beyond description; and Gilbert’s back had started to bother him even more, forcing him to give up most of his remaining gear for King to carry. Over the course of the quest, the simulacrum had proved his usefulness in both combat and utility over and over again, and the party dreaded to think what it would have been like without him.

“How about we don’t do these kind of quests anymore?” The necromancer suggested and took off her shoes. Walking barefoot on the grass by the side of the road was something she tried to do as often as possible, but most of the time tree roots and other plants made it uncomfortable.

“Usually quests aren’t this… eventful. You just get to the location, see if you can do something about the problem and then get back. Like our trip from Mournvalley to Valor. Sure, we had to make sure we weren’t followed but nothing really happened…” Gilbert pointed out wearily, hoping that the troublesome journey hadn’t ruined the profession for Anastacia and Emilia. “I suppose we accepted a pig in a poke with this one, since we had no idea what we’d run into, but I’ve never had this much trouble just on the way there and back. It’s almost like we’re attracting problems... Or someone is guiding us to them.”

“Please don’t go on another tirade about gods… We get it, you’re not a fan.” Emilia interrupted him.

Anastacia had hopped on a rock and was peering towards the direction of the city. “Guys! I think I can see it!” She yelled and ran ahead of the group.

The promise of the warm beds, tasty food and mead of the inn being so near gave the party a burst of new energy and their walking pace quickened, and it didn’t take long for the small dot in the distance to grow into a massive wall spreading as far as the eye can see in both directions.

“We’re supposed to report back to the guild as soon as we arrive to the city, but how about we leave that for tomorrow? I don’t feel like dealing with any of that right now.” Gilbert suggested, knowing that he wouldn’t even get an answer, but he didn’t need one either as it was obvious when he glanced at the priestess that looked like she might fall over at any second.

Anastacia stopped by the gates to wait for the others and to chat with the guard, whom she had seen in the inn a few times but didn’t know by name.

“Returning from a quest? Now that I think about it, I haven’t seen you guys around for a while.” The guard asked when Anastacia sat down on the bench next the guard outpost.

“Yeah, we got a town destroyed and kidnapped the only survivor.” The necromancer answered and pointed at the rest of the party in the distance.

By now it was common knowledge among the guards to take whatever Anastacia said as half-truths, so the guard knew well to reserve judgement until he got the chance to talk with Gilbert. “I see… Did you have fun? You’re pretty new to this, right? So this was probably your first long one.” He asked to keep the conversation going. Guard duty was often boring, so this would probably be the highlight of his evening.

“Kind of, pretty much everything went wrong but no one… none of us died. I feel like can see the appeal in all of this.” Anastacia said and laid down on the bench. “Did we miss anything interesting?”

“Hmm… You know the nature spirit that lives in the same inn as you? Has probably tried to grope you at some point and her name starts with an X… Xa-something? Anyway, she got cursed with some kind of floating curse and Rosie threw her out from the inn this morning. She floated pretty high up and we almost couldn’t get her back. One of the elves tied a line to an arrow and shot her with it so we could pull her back down.” The guard recounted. “Imagine having to do the paperwork on that.”

Anastacia giggled while imaging the incident. “Aww man… Why did I have to miss that? Is she still cursed?”

The guard shrugged and greeted the rest of the party that finally arrived at the gate. “Evening. Is this the one you kidnapped?” He joked and pointed at Yulia. “Look, Gil… I’m not going to tell you what you can and can’t do out there, but this is the second girl you’ve kidnapped now…”

“First of all, I didn’t kidnap Anna and--” Gilbert started explaining.

“You totally did! It’s just that I was okay with it, but if you ask the folks back at Mournvalley…” The necromancer pointed out.

Gilbert sighed loudly. “That’s not how kidnapping works and you know it.” He grunted and grabbed Yulia’s hand. “We ran into some trouble and this lass is the last of her town, so we couldn’t just leave her behind.”

“Figured it was something along those lines.” The guard said, turned to the sheepfolk and took a look at her. “Hmm… You look like you’ve been through some stuff, so I won’t bother you with the formalities today – just make sure Gil takes you to the guild office at some point, if you wish to become a citizen. For now, I welcome you to our humble city! Do not be afraid to turn to us if you have any troubles.” He said cheerily and bowed.

Yulia nodded silently.

“We’re all pretty exhausted, so we’ll just head in if you don’t mind.” Gilbert said and led his party back home.

The cold stone of Valor’s streets felt refreshing under Anastacia’s bare feet and the sounds of people merrily talking inside the shops and inns was something she hadn’t realized she missed while on the road, but from now on, she would. The merchants had just gathered their wares for the day and the square right behind the gate was almost empty. Anastacia pranced to the inn’s door, but just as she was about to open it and proudly declare her return, she was stopped by Gilbert.

“Let her go in first.” He said and pointed at the barely conscious husk of a priestess they had with them. “I have a feeling it might be dangerous for us to enter before her.”

Too tired to comment, Emilia accepted her fate and entered the inn. Seconds later, a loud thump was heard as Rosie tackled her against the wall with window-rattling force. Gilbert counted to ten and deemed it safe for them to enter as well.

Anastacia rushed inside and looked around for something. “Where is Xammy?!” She yelled and fell on her knees from laughing as she saw the disgruntled spriggan floating among the rafters with a lead tied to her waist. Once she regained her composure, the necromancer grabbed the lead and dragged Xamiliere outside with King’s aid. After tying a longer rope to her, she pushed the spriggan and sent her up above the rooftops. Xamiliere had protested the entire time, but neither she or her words held any weight.

Gilbert escorted Yulia into the kitchen, away from the commotion their return had caused. The lamb perked up slightly when she saw all the kitchenware around her; compared to her tavern, Rosie’s kitchen was far better equipped in both quality and capacity.

“Just sit down anywhere, once Rosie is done over there, we’ll find a room for you. If there’s no room, we can just make Anna sleep on the floor, so don’t worry about that – if anything, she deserves it. I feel like Emilia and Rosie will be a bit busy tonight and something’s wrong with Xamiliere, so just bear with the little idiot for now. She can show you the baths and so on.” He explained, went into the storage room and returned with two bottles of mead. “Have some, it’s really good.”

Yulia took a bottle but continued to stare at the stove.

“Rosie will let you try cooking if you just ask.” Gilbert said and took a good, long sip of the mead.

“I can’t…” The sheep uttered and lifted up the melted hand. “I can’t do anything anymore…”

They drank their mead in an awkward silence while waiting for the innkeeper and when she finally returned, Gilbert let out an audible sigh of relief.

After hearing most of the story from Emilia, it took Rosie one glance and less than a second to figure out everything she needed to know about Yulia and how to deal with her. “How nice of you to bring me a snack. She’ll make a perfect roast, just the right amount of fat…” She said and grinned widely.

Just a few days ago, Yulia would have backed into a corner and started kicking, but now Rosie’s comment only got a tired sigh out of her.

“No reaction, huh? Well that doesn’t matter. From tomorrow on, you work for me.” The tigress said without asking for anyone’s opinions on the matter.

“But I can’t cook anymore…” Yulia repeated.

Rosie put her face uncomfortably close to Yulia’s and whispered. “I. Don’t. Care. You’ll do what I tell you to do.” She pinched the lamb’s cheek and left the kitchen but poked her head back in a few seconds later. “I’ll wake you up in the morning, you’ll sleep in Anna’s room.”

“But…” Yulia started again but Rosie had already disappeared.

Gilbert quickly left after the innkeeper and caught her carrying Emilia on her shoulder towards the baths in the staircase. “What was that about?! She just lost everything she had and you’re being like this?” He asked angrily. “When I brought Anna here, you were nothing like this!”

“This is how the tigerfolk deal with weak children. Your little lamb is pathetic and sad to even look at, and if you keep pampering her, she’ll stay like that until something just breaks. Unlike her, Anna was never weak, just a little disoriented.” The tigress explained without stopping to talk. “When I’m done with her, she’ll be a tiger and able to deal with her issues. It might take a couple of weeks or a few years, but if she has even a spec of persistence in her, she’ll pull through… Oh right! Can you go coax Anna to come to the baths as well, you guys reek – and burn your gear, I can smell the dried blood from the other side of the city.”

Gilbert took a look at his armor. He had done his best while cleaning it in the river but apparently it wasn’t enough. While he may have not agreed completely with her methods, Gilbert figured that it was probably a good thing to have Rosie keep Yulia busy. When he went back downstairs, Anastacia had returned inside and ceased tormenting the spriggan.

When the necromancer noticed him, she rushed over. “It’s Vilja! She was here too!” She exclaimed and pointed at the cursed nature spirit.

“We might never meet her again, my arse…” The grizzled adventurer grumbled. “Yulia’s in the kitchen, go take her with you to the baths. I’ll go see what I can do about that massage I promised I’d take.” He instructed Anastacia and went to exchange a few words about the quest with Dammar before leaving.


With their baths done, Anastacia was giving Yulia a short tour of the floor her room was on. “This one is Xamiliere’s, it’s not safe for anyone so don’t go there. Ever. Then there is Gilbert’s room and Emilia’s. Rosie’s room is the first one next to the stairs and mine is right next to it – or ours, I suppose. Rosie said she brought us a second set of beddings, so I’ll just take them, and you can have the bed. It’s pretty comfy!”

“Let me sleep on the floor…” Yulia uttered, trying not to impose on the adventurers more than she already had.

“Who said anything about the floor?” The necromancer asked and opened the door to her room, where king had been told to wait for them. She grabbed the spare blanket that had been placed on the bed, wrapped it around herself and bumped into King. The simulacrum sat down into the corner of the room and Anastacia hopped on his lap. “Floor is for chumps.”

On the small table by the window, there was a package Anastacia didn’t recognize. Neatly wrapped in paper and twine, the parcel was almost as big as the table itself and had a sealed letter on top of it. While the setup was relatively unassuming and could have been any kind of a regular delivery, upon closer inspection the necromancer recognized the seal immediately. There was only one group of people who had a skeletal hand in their seal: Necromancers. Since Coquelicot had a habit of breaking into people’s rooms without a second thought, it was safe to assume that the letter and the package under it was from her. The other side of the conflict in Mournvalley certainly didn’t have a reason to send anything to her either. Anastacia grabbed them and turned to Yulia. “How about we go eat something before sleeping? I’ll check these out downstairs too.”

The lamb nodded and followed Anastacia to the tavern, where they sat with Dammar’s party. Gilbert had already left, and Emilia was lying against the table, waiting for her order. “What’s that?” She asked and pointed at Anastacia’s parcel.

“No idea, it was in my room. Pretty sure it’s from Coquelicot.” The necromancer shrugged and opened the letter. After clearing her throat, she began reading it aloud:

“Dear Anastacia

As you probably guessed, I made it back to Mournvalley without much trouble. Hopefully your quest went smoothly and helped you get your mind off from the whole bracelet incident.

But enough with the pleasantries, I have a resistance to run and I’m sure you have some very important matters to attend to. I have begun to rally my forces and crushed the royal weaklings in some towns near the front. The timeframe for the final push is still somewhat foggy, but it is going to happen soon enough, and that is where you come into play. As it is, I have no one substantial enough to challenge Amaranth in my service, but there is a certain child that got my husband killed over absolutely nothing and thus owes me a massive favor for not strangling her on sight. That child will answer my call when the time comes and do whatever I ask, without so much as a snide comment.

Delivered with this letter, should be a parcel that contains two items. The first one is another tome that I discovered while reading through my late husband’s research. Its contents should be more fitting for you than the inquisitor’s tome I gave you earlier, so study it with care and train as much as you can. The second item is something you can do whatever you want with. As you travel around the world rescuing kittens from trees or whatever you do these days, you are representing all necromancers, whether you like it or not. The idea of you doing so with that poorly made elven drab as your uniform disgusts me, so I have taken it upon myself to arrange a more worthy cloak for you. I know how you feel about our traditional design, so I had it made with more common looking one, thought I did pick the color. If you look at a rainbow, you will find it to be the one that’s the furthest away from inquisition’s red and the most fitting for the one that will end their reign. Hopefully it is to your liking as well.

Sincerely

High Necromancer Coquelicot”

Anastacia skimmed trough the letter again and folded it away. “Sometimes I have trouble telling whether she likes me or hates me…”

            

    
        Chapter 104 - Beached and retired but far from tamed

    
    
    
    
                The guild office was full of people as always, so Gilbert and his party had to wait in line for about half an hour before reaching the counter and getting their quest registered as completed. The clerk shuffled around some forms before finding the right one for Gilbert to write his report on. Since the area where the ruins of Ebonywatch were belonged to a nation that had generally been on good terms with Valor, it was unlikely that the incident would cause any further ramifications for anyone. Most likely the area would just be resettled, and another town would get build to harvest the valuable ebony and export it. But since the guild was still the guild, some paperwork was unavoidable.

While Gilbert was filling the form, the clerk turned his attention to Anastacia, who was testing out her new violet cloak and bothering people by asking them whether it suited her or not. “Miss necromancer, we would like to have a word with you, so if you would be so kind as to head to the meeting room where you were heard previously about the simulacrum-matter.” The guild clerk explained politely.

“What? Did I do something?” The necromancer asked worriedly and returned to the counter.

“No. There are simply a few matters the guild would like to inform you about. Neither of them affects your standing as a citizen as they are. So please, head over to the meeting room.” The clerk said dryly and pointed at the direction of the meeting room.

Anastacia wasn’t sure what to make of the sudden request, but she had no reason to cause trouble for anyone, especially when they had just returned from a quest that was supposed to make them look good in the guild’s eyes. So She grabbed King’s hand and left the counter.

Two guards were positioned on both sides of the meeting room’s door, and all of them were obviously nervous about the simulacrum’s presence as they kept their eyes locked on him. As Anastacia was about to open the door, one of the guards lowered his halberd to stop them from entering.

“The simulacrum is to remain outside for safety reasons… please.” The guard stated with a shaky voice and a pleading look in his eyes.

“That’s dumb, it’s way safer for everyone if we’re together.” Anastacia argued and tried lifting the halberd.

The guard had a drop of sweat running down his cheek as he got a bit closer to the necromancer to whisper to her. “Please… Just make it stay still. I have a wife and kids…”

Anastacia couldn’t help but to giggle a bit at the guard’s worries. “Just relax, he’s not going to do anything.” She calmed the guard and turned to King. “Looks like you have to wait here, but don’t bother these guys, okay? They just work here.”

With the safety issue cleared, Anastacia was allowed inside, where the same three guild officials waited for her.

“We were lucky that you happened to come by while we weren’t otherwise engaged. Summoning people here takes time to arrange and the sooner we handle these matters, the better. Especially with an individual of your caliber.” The middle official said and gestured towards the empty chair opposite to them. “We’re told you and your party successfully took on one of the quests we offered. Well done! No doubt your report will be an interesting one to study.”

Anastacia took off her cloak, neatly folded it and sat down. “Alright, let’s get this over with. What do you guys need?” She asked bluntly. The guild probably wouldn’t have summoned her over some trivial matter, so this was either going to be about some new regulations that were going to be forced on her or the simulacrum waiting outside, or they desperately needed a necromancer for something.

“Very well… We would like to start off by apologizing: the guild has regrettably misplaced your inactive simulacrum.” The leftmost official explained and slid a folder to Anastacia. “Inside that folder, you will find the full investigation report. At some point between our last weekly check and this morning, the simulacrum has been removed from the vault. There was no damage to any of the surfaces of the vault, nor was the physical or magical seal placed on the door broken. The enchantments placed on the room should make any attempts at tampering with it immediately lethal, but none of them had been triggered either. Simply put, we have no clue what has transpired.” He continued, without actually looking like he was sorry at all.

“You lost the prince? I don’t think it’s me who you need to apologize to, he was King’s friend, I just promised to fix him.” The necromancer pointed out while skimming trough the surprisingly long and detailed report. “Do you want me to bring him in?”

“Apologizing to a simulacrum is beyond pointless. You wouldn’t apologize to a table if you lost a chair, but we are willing to negotiate about a fitting reimbursement with you. Rest assured, we know how valuable a simulacrum is for research.” The rightmost official said.

Anastacia got up from her chair and leaned on the table. “You want to negotiate… about a reimbursement… for losing King’s friend?!” She repeated. The officials had managed to push her buttons with an unfortunate efficiency by both insulting King’s sentience and treating the prince as a simple misplaced object. “How about you fucking find him?!”

“Miss necromancer, please calm down! We would try to find it, but there’s absolutely no clues! There is no way for us to search the entire world for a single broken simulacrum. We don’t have the resources or…” The middle one tried to explain but his words did nothing to calm Anastacia.

“Say ‘it’ one more time… and what the fuck was the second thing we needed to talk about?! Word it very carefully…” Anastacia asked and started to pace back and forth behind her chair to keep a level head.

“Are you threatening us? It’s very unwise for anyone to do so.” The leftmost official stated and took out a second folder. “The second matter is about Mournvalley. According to our informants, the situation there is reaching its boiling point, and we would like to remind you that Valor must always appear neutral on political matters. So we advise you to ignore any attempts of communication from your old home, as we cannot allow an adventurer to meddle with matters that do not belong to us.”

Anastacia took her cloak and headed for the door, as she had heard all she needed and just wanted to get out.

“The punishment for doing so ranges up to and including banishment from the city!” One of the officials yelled as Anastacia slammed the door shut.

The necromancer grabbed King’s hand and stormed out from the offices, leaving Gilbert and Emilia behind. They ran all the way to the city gate and through it to the fields outside Valor. With enough distance between her and the city, Anastacia screamed out of frustration and half-accidentally pulled up every piece of bone within thirty meters of her. She began spinning them around herself and as they picked up speed, the necromancer was surrounded by a vortex of bone. As she stomped the ground in anger, waves of flames were sent out to all directions. These flames were then picked up by the vortex, lighting the whole thing on fire. The massive storm of bone and fire raged for a good minute or so, scorching the area around Anastacia until it began dying down and sending burning pieces of bone in every direction. Exhausted more by the screaming and flailing than the impressive feat of necromancy and magic, Anastacia fell on her back on the small patch of unburned grass that was left in the middle.

King, who had followed the episode from right next to her, sat down next to Anastacia and waited for her to calm down.

“Sorry, I lost it a bit there. Something about those crystal horn assholes just ticks me off.” The necromancer apologized and reached out to King, who grabbed her hand. “They lost the prince and there’s nothing to start the search with. It’s not really their fault but they were being shits about you guys, so I just sort of snapped. If I hadn’t stormed out, it would have cost me my citizenship.”

King showed no reaction to the news of his friend going missing, he seemed to be more concerned about Anastacia and kept holding her hand while she recounted in detail what the officials had told her.

“So do we look for him?” Anastacia asked and sat up to lean against the simulacrum.

King shook his head and pointed towards the sky.

“Really? I thought you’d be more worried, but then again, you guys probably have a way to find each other, right?” She reasoned and peered up to see if there was something in the sky but couldn’t see anything worthy of note. “What about the other matter? I have to help Coquelicot, but if I do, I might get tossed out. I’m infinitely more scared of what she might do if I don’t help, and the first thing she’d probably do is break you – and she’s probably right about me owing her that much… Maybe I can tell the guild asshats that I’m more or less being forced to do this and get off with like some fines and stuff?” She wondered and closed her eyes to rest a bit before returning to the town. The smell of burned grass and bone wasn’t terribly calming, but the slight breeze flowing over the fields felt amazing. “Too powerful to be happy and a good person, huh?” She chuckled at her own troubles and started to slowly fall asleep.


“Where do you think she ran off to?” Gilbert asked Emilia after the necromancer had ran past them. “She was clearly upset about something.”

The priestess shrugged. “Back to the inn maybe? King is with her, so she’ll be fine until we’re done here.”

Gilbert was putting some finishing touches to his report and wondered if he should mention Yulia at all in it, because the guild would probably summon her for a hearing if he did and that’d only serve to upset the girl more. Adjusting facts in reports wasn’t uncommon at all, but the guild had its ways of finding out the truth eventually, often resulting in increased taxes for the quest reward; but since there was no reward, there probably wouldn’t be a sanction if he ever got found out.

“I think that might be our idiot over there.” Emilia suddenly said and pointed through a window at a massive firestorm that raged outside the walls of the city. “Hopefully that temper of hers subsides with age.”

“I’m sure it will, I was like that at her age too.” The old adventurer reminisced and smiled.

“You were? I was busy getting taught utter nonsense about Sylvia and the inferiority of beast races while she was talking in my head, correcting everything they said.” The priestess said and tapped her temple.

Gilbert grinned and almost remarked how they both could vouch that the beast races were superior in certain aspects but felt like it probably wasn’t needed, as Emilia’s disgusted stare revealed that she knew exactly what he was thinking about. “Is your goddess still keeping silent? You seem to be feeling a lot better now.” He said, attempting to steer the conversation away from such topics.

“I’ve been better, I’ve been worse. I think the goblin god’s visit here was a good sign, since it means My Lady is still working through her. I just need to figure out a way to restore the connection…” Emilia sighed and wrapped her cloak tighter around her. She had dropped off her damaged breastplate for repairs before the party had headed to the office and felt almost naked without it, despite still having a fairly generous amount of heavy armor on.

“Good. I think I’ve got everything written down, so I’ll just drop this off and we can head back to see if Rosie has eaten Yulia yet.” Gilbert said while signing the form. He handed it over to Emilia to see what she thought about the slightly changed details.

Once the form had been returned to the clerk, Gilbert and Emilia took their time walking back to the inn. They stopped by a couple of stores to replace a few of the items they had lost on the trip and took bets on exactly how badly the innkeeper was treating the lamb. As much as the priestess would have liked to portray Rosie as a reasonable and fair person, even she had to admit that Yulia was probably going through hell under her command.

When they entered the inn, the awkward silence in the tavern accompanied by the helpless weeping and occasional clangs from the kitchen painted a pretty clear picture of what had been going on while they had visited the office. The guests recognized them as the only persons in the world capable of reining in the innkeeper’s behavior and with pleading looks asked them to make her stop. Placed on the counter was a sign by Rosie, which basically explained that the food would come when it’s ready and told everyone to stop whining about it. It was rudely worded and barely legible, like most things the innkeeper wrote.

The floor of the kitchen was flooded with soup stock, vegetable pieces and various other ingredients and utensils Yulia had dropped during the morning. The sheep herself was similarly drenched and extremely unhappy about her situation. When she saw Gilbert, she got her hopes about the nightmare finally ending, but those thoughts were swiftly crushed by Rosie.

“If either of you tries to help her, you’ll be the ones doing the cleaning and carrying the extra stuff I need to buy thanks to this clumsy thing.” She growled from the corner of the kitchen while sipping mead with her feet on one of the tables.

Yulia continued to clumsily chop potatoes with the knife in her remaining hand and sniffling hopelessly.

“Don’t cry on the potatoes, you’ll make the soup too salty.” The innkeeper commented and gestured for Emilia and Gilbert to sit down.

When the sheep was finally done with the vegetables, she strapped a huge kettle of soup stock on the stump of her right hand with a belt to avoid it slipping and falling on the floor when lifting it on the stove – a mistake she had done twice already. After adding the potatoes and carrots, she looked at her employer and ran away to the other corner of the kitchen when Rosie got up from her seat.

The tigress stirred the soup with a ladle a couple of times before pushing the kettle off the stove, once more spilling the whole thing on the floor. “The potatoes and carrots weren’t chopped properly, I could do a better job with a fucking longsword! Start over and at least try to make the pieces uniform in size.” She said and left the kitchen to tell the patrons that the meal would be delayed by at least thirty more minutes.

Gilbert followed her to give her a piece of his mind. “What the fuck are you doing?! She’s already messed up and now you’re abusing her for no reason!”

“She’s doing things, is she not? Do you want me to make her just sit in the corner and wait until something happens?” The tigress whispered. “It took me an hour to get her to hold a knife so the progress she’s made is fucking stellar as far as I’m concerned. Everyone here is cheering for her and once she actually manages to make something worth serving to a person, she’ll be over the moon about it.”

Gilbert couldn’t deny it but felt like he should still say something. “Just be less evil, okay? I get what you’re doing here, but you could at least act like you’re not enjoying it as much as you probably are.” He said and returned to the kitchen, where Yulia had already started to prepare the next batch of soup stock.

The sixth one also ended up on the floor after Rosie didn’t like the way Yulia prepared the fish. Gilbert had managed to convince everyone to stay patient and to not stray away to get their lunch from elsewhere, while Emilia distracted Rosie long enough for Yulia to be able to toss away the fishes she had failed to gut properly. When the seventh pot of fish soup had survived to a point where it was ready to be served, Rosie stirred it once more, poured some into a small bowl and handed it to Yulia. “Would you serve it?” She asked, grinning widely.

By now it was obvious to everyone that Rosie was doing this at least partly because she enjoyed playing with the helpless lamb.

With a shaky hand, Yulia took a spoonful of the broth and tasted it. She immediately went pale when she realized her mistake. “Th… there’s no salt…” She quietly admitted.

“What a shame, what a shame… Guess we have to throw this one out as well.” The tigress shrugged.

“NO!” Yulia suddenly screamed and jumped up from her seat. Surprising everyone, including herself. “I… I can just add salt now… It won’t be great, but… but people can eat it…”

“Look at the little lamb, trying to defend her soup. Go ahead then, add salt if you think you can!” Rosie laughed and stepped between Yulia and the pot.

“Damn it Rosie, you’re being evil again.” Gilbert said, but quickly realized that there was no convincing her about this. “Emilia, help me! Yulia, add the damn salt!” He shouted and grabbed the innkeeper into a neck hold. It took all of his and Emilia’s might to drag Rosie out of the kitchen and give Yulia the chance to finish her cooking.

As soon as Rosie was sure they couldn’t be seen by Yulia anymore, she stopped struggling and grabbed Emilia to her crushing embrace. “You guys played your part pretty well. I figured I’d give you the chance to play a hero, so you’d shut up for once.” She whispered.

Gilbert sighed and rubbed his brow. “I swear, if Anna doesn’t stress me to death soon enough, you will.” He said and sat down to catch his breath so he wouldn’t have to admit how winded he actually was. Even if Rosie had an advantage thanks to her age and tigerfolk physiology, it was still slightly humiliating to not be able to restrain her alone.

The tigress shrugged. “I don’t get to go on adventures like you guys do, so I have to create my own, and it’s pretty rare for you to bring me things to play with. At least this one won’t run off with you guys within a day like Anna did.” She said and laughed. “Now, go find the simulacrum. There’s at least hundred a liters of soup on my floor and I have to start cooking too. Wouldn’t want it to soak into the floor, now would we?”

            

    
        Chapter 105 - Gentle Necromancy

    
    
    
    
                On the second day after their return, Anastacia felt like she had finally rested properly and gotten rid of the fatigue caused by the quest. With Yulia still sharing a room with her, she was woken up alongside the sheep when Rosie decided it was time to prepare breakfast. The necromancer could have kept on sleeping, but felt like the empty, quiet tavern was a good place to start digging into the book Coquelicot had sent. Especially since she didn’t have anything else to do, as King didn’t seem to be too bothered about his missing friend.

The lamb nervously brought out a cup of coffee for her and kept staring at Anastacia when she took the first sip.

“Oh!... This tastes slightly different. Did you make this?” Anastacia asked and took a second sip.

“I… is it bad?” Yulia panicked and tried to take the cup away, almost like she was worried that Rosie would appear from somewhere to push it off the table.

“Nope, just different. Somehow I didn’t think you’d be the kind to brew stronger coffee than Rosie.” The necromancer pointed out and moved her cup away from Yulia. “Ah! But there is something you need to work on!”

Yulia went pale and tried to grab the cup again. “So it was bad?!”

“Besides the coffee, damn it! The coffee was great, really, but how come you don’t wobble anymore? I liked you better when you jiggled and wobbled.” Anastacia explained while protecting her cup like an animal that was worried about someone stealing their prey. “I just feel like it’d improve the overall experience. Not that you’d have to fake it or anything, just find your inner wobble and work from there.”

The extremely confused looking lamb slowly backed off and returned to the kitchen only to run back with a tray of cookies she had forgotten to bring out.

Anastacia inspected the worn tome carefully: it looked like it had been gathering dust in some back corner of Alizarin’s study without ever receiving much love from its previous owner. The dark blue leather covers had some cracks in it and it looked like something had tried to chew on one of its corners. The reason for the negligence was pretty obvious however, as something with a title like ‘Gentle Necromancy’ probably didn’t interest the red inquisition all that much. It probably didn’t help that the author was called ‘Ivory the Mad’. The binding of the book was also badly damaged and few of the pages fell out when Anastacia opened it for the first time.

“Chapter one: The usage of skeletons in gardening…” She repeated the title of the first chapter out loud and hoped it’d make more sense that way - it did not. “Chapter two: Making sausages without the mess… What exactly is this book?” She kept going through the chapter names one by one and found it quite clear that the writer was losing their mind as they kept writing. “Chapter twenty-four: How to force someone to be alive - Uhh… How many chapters are there?” She asked and kept flipping through the pages, and to her horror, found that she wasn’t even one fifth of the way to the last chapter and that it did indeed keep getting worse and worse. The only comforting thing about the book was that it didn’t have illustrations. “Chapter thirty-three: Friends forever…”

“Well that sounds nice. Is that the new book?” Rosie interrupted Anastacia’s monologue. She sat down next to the necromancer, refilled her cup and placed the coffee pot on the table for Anastacia.

“Yeah, but you need to remember that a necromancer wrote this. So ‘Friends forever’ is probably not a good thing.” Anastacia pointed out and closed the book, so she’d have an excuse to not read what the later chapters were about. “Aren’t you busy? Or is Yulia handling everything already?”

Rosie sighed. “No… It’s just that I made her peel apples for a laugh. She actually figured out a way to do it, but it’s really pathetic to look at and they don’t need to be peeled for an apple pie anyway. It’s pretty hilarious and I can’t keep watching with a straight face, so I’ll just hang out with you until she gets a few done.” She explained, took the book from Anastacia and began flipping through the pages. “Is there anything useful in here?”

“Chapter thirty.” Anastacia said before cramming three cookies in her mouth at once.

“Chapter thirty… thirty… Ah, found it! Chapter thirty: Making friends – I’m just going to assume it’s not about social skills.” Rosie joked and started mouthing the first few sentences. “Yup! it’s about grave robbery. I really like the positive attitude of this author though. Listen to this: The benefit of befriending the recently deceased is that you can choose what your friends look like. Found someone with a nice face but could use a bit more muscle? Just switch the body!” She laughed dryly. “If you read further, they just seem to get more and more lonely… Now is there anything actually useful in this book?”

Anastacia still had her mouth full and couldn’t answer, but it really seemed like Coquelicot hadn’t even opened the book and just deemed it useless based on the title. Either that, or the whole book was just a thinly veiled insult aimed at Anastacia. But it really seemed like the author shared Anastacia’s rare and relatively pacifistic attitude towards the lives of others and really just needed a hug, badly, so potentially there could be something she could actually use.

Rosie kept flipping through the pages while Anastacia worked on emptying the tray of cookies before others woke up, so she wouldn’t have to share.

“Can you go check if Gil’s in his room or has he wondered to the brothel again?” The tigress asked and lifted her feet onto the table. “He needs take the girl out for some shopping before the lunch rush. She needs clothes and stuff and has no money.”

“I can just check it from here.” The necromancer shrugged and closed her eyes to get a clearer picture of the surrounding area. “Huh… Well he’s in his room, but why is there someone in yours? I think it might be Emilia…”

Without missing a beat, the innkeeper half-lied. “She’s pretty much just one big bruise under that armor and cloth after your little trip, so we arranged a special rent payment contract where I allow her to sleep in my far, far comfier bed.”

“I don’t have a bed right now so can I sleep there too? I’m really small so it won’t even be that crowded.” Anastacia suggested.

Rosie laughed. “You lack the right currency. You seemed perfectly happy sleeping on King too, and I’m sure he doesn’t mind.” Suddenly she seemed to spot something interesting in the tome and put it on the table. “What about this? Chapter forty-two: Mannequins – Necromancers of my time rarely care about fashion, but I have discovered something that might aid them in presenting their creations to passers-by! While I was gathering materials for a few of my projects in the town market, I happened upon the group of heroes I had admired some weeks ago, but alas, the mighty stallion of a warrior was no longer with them! I overheard them talking about him succumbing to a poisoned arrow and immediately realized that this was my chance. It did not take long to find the burial site and get my hands on his rather impressive body. Though I fear it might have clouded my judgement somewhat, as I started preparing him right then and there instead of taking him to my workbench, where I could have studied him more closely. This lapse in judgement did not go unpunished, as his still living friends happened upon our little operation. I tried my very best to explain that I only wanted to make sure his exquisite looks would not go to waste and that they were more than free to come see him whenever they wanted to, but the heroes couldn’t see past the admittedly messy looking situation, and I was forced to dispose of them to protect myself. The whole situation was terrible and extremely unfortunate. Perhaps they were just too grief-stricken to understand my side of the story? Hopefully the nightmares won’t last as long this time. On a side note: They aren’t to my tastes and the elf will more than likely present some troubles later on, but I have nonetheless stored them for preparation on a later date, since I believe my warrior would be happy if his friends were to stay by his side, even now. 

But now to the part that is probably more interesting to whoever reads my notes after I have passed. Because I was so rudely interrupted, the control patterns were left unfinished, causing some curious effects on the soon-to-be thrall: his body only utilized the will given to it to stay still! With completed patterns, it would work to achieve its goal almost autonomously, but now he simply stayed in whatever position I arranged him to! Oh the possibilities! Since it has nothing to achieve, it requires no further instructions to function seemingly endlessly, meaning anyone could possess one of their loved ones as a mannequin that simply had to be moved by hand. I have to assume the control diminishes over time or upon the necromancer’s demise, but this simply means the mannequin has to be near the necromancer every now and then. I am certain that this will improve the villagers’ opinion of me once I reveal it to them! I can already hear their compliments: ‘Ivory is such a helpful guy, he really made me change my opinion on necromancy! Maybe we should allow him to use the well again.’ 

I have since optimized the process to allow for the owner to fully lock the joints of the mannequin (Handy for imitating grabbing or hugging!). As always, the patterns are detailed below using High Necromancer Alabaster’s traditional notation for them.” She slowly read from it. “Can you do this?”

Anastacia took a quick look at the notation for the control patterns to make sure it was the same that had been taught to her. “Yeah… But I’m not going to half animate a corpse for you. Honestly I had no idea you were into that…”

“Oh fuck you for even thinking that. The guy’s a total nutcase, but what if you were to do this with only a hand from like a skeleton or something?” The tigress suggested and made grabbing motions with her hand.

“Oh! OH! For her!” Anastacia realized and grabbed the book to take a better look at the chapter. “Yeah! I think I can make this work. It’s meant for fleshier bits, but I don’t see why they couldn’t be engraved in bone. Then I need to just figure out a way to hold them together and put like a glove over it… Give me a couple of days to figure this out.” She said and ran off to get some paper and drawing tools.

Rosie figured it was time to return to the kitchen to make sure Yulia wasn’t slacking and give the necromancer some peace so she could concentrate.

After almost falling over while running down the stairs, Anastacia returned to her seat and started tracing her hand on a sheet of paper. Hours passed as she deciphered the patterns needed and tweaked them to suit bone in a coffee and cookie fueled euphoria. But the planning was only the first part of the building process: she’d still need to make sure it worked by scribbling it on a random hand from the mass grave around the city and then acquire a fresh one that could be prepared so it wouldn’t decay as badly. Once that was done, she’d have to rely on the blacksmith once more to fit the whole thing together and make it so Yulia could strap it on and actually use it.

While it wouldn’t completely replace the missing hand, Anastacia was confident that it was infinitely better than the other types of prosthetics that were available. A regular one would be quick to wear out and clumsy in comparison, whereas one that used magic to work would have slightly more control but only really be useable by mages - on top of being insanely expensive even by adventurer’s standards and eventually draining the wearer’s stamina.

As she worked, Anastacia briefly wondered why something like this hadn't been done before, but ultimately realized that it came down to necromancers not really caring for the troubles of regular people. What's more, in cases like Coquelicot's arms, she could control them directly by herself, making the situation far less complicated. Maybe it really did require a well-meaning but batshit insane person like Ivory to come up with the idea in the first place and then a less deranged necromancer to make it useable.

Slightly past noon, Anastacia’s work was completed, and she proudly presented it to Rosie. The two had chosen to keep quiet about the whole thing - just in case it didn’t work out.

“That’s great, kitten! Now do the right hand…” Rosie whispered and patted Anastacia’s head.

“The right… WHAT?!” The exhausted necromancer yelled, looked at her plan, then at Rosie and then at the plan again before just quietly returning to her seat, tearing the paper and starting over.

            

    
        Chapter 106 - Handy

    
    
    
    
                Dammar, Xamiliere and Maximillian were sitting around a table in Rosie's inn, though it would have been more accurate to say that two of them were sitting and one floated above it. While Gilbert and his party were busying themselves with Yulia’s well-being and Emilia’s situation with Sylvia, they had their own troubles in dealing with Xamiliere’s missing weight. When the effect hadn’t began to wear off after four days, they had taken the spriggan to be inspected by mages that specialized in curses and other lasting magical effects, but this had given them absolutely nothing to go on. It appeared that this was simply how things were now: the entity known as Xamiliere had absolutely no mass. Even discarding and regrowing most of her body did nothing to help. While she could strap herself onto bigger objects like trees and houses, if she tried holding something with the purpose of weighing herself down, the object would temporarily gain the same weightlessness, until she let go of it; this even included other people, but after Anastacia had fallen off her and almost hurt herself once, Rosie banned it.

“We can’t really take you with us anywhere before this gets fixed. One unlucky push or a gust of wind and you’re forever lost in the sky.” The dwarf said and puffed his pipe while thinking. “Even if we tie you down, every rope can be cut or loosened somehow. It’s just too risky.”

“I have to agree.” Maximillian pitched in. “It is best for you to remain indoors, unless you wish to visit the mother grove? They might be able to do something, and I’d be glad to take you there.”

“Not a chance. I’d rather float around forever than go back there. Valor is my home now and will be for as long as it stands.” The spriggan quickly rebutted the suggestion. “I’ll just wait until Emilia gets her shit together and then ask her to fix this. Shouldn’t be a problem for another god, right?”

“Aye, sure hope so. Without you, we’re stuck doing other people’s housework for quests. Before we founded this little group, I was in the same situation and let me tell you, walking for days to down a couple of wolves or something gets boring really fast.” Dammar said and waved for the inn’s new employee to bring them a new round of drinks.

After being disoriented and slamming into walls a lot for a couple of days, Xamiliere had started getting used to her weightless state and was now drifting around the tavern with relative confidence. Though whenever Anastacia took a break from her project, she made it a point to throw pebbles at the spriggan to change her course midflight.

While trying to orient herself into a position where she could drink, one such stone missed her by a few centimeters. Xamiliere glanced at the necromancer who was trying to silently get her attention by waving her hands. When she waved back at the girl, Anastacia hastily wrote something on a piece of paper, crumpled it and tossed it towards the spriggan. The shot fell short by about five meters and the necromancer quickly retrieved it and threw it again from where it had first landed. This time she hit her target in the shoulder and sent Xamiliere hurling at a wall. When she was finally able to pick up the note, the necromancer had already run upstairs.

“It just says: I need a hand, come with me. Why couldn’t she just ask?” The spriggan asked and kicked the table to send herself towards the staircase. “You guys coming?”

“The lass always has something interesting going on. I reckon we want to be a part of it.” Dammar said and headed upstairs as well, with Maximillian on his trail.

Anastacia was waiting in her room with King. When the party entered, she made sure to lock the door and gestured for everyone to lower their voices. “Guys, I’m making a new hand for Yulia, but I have no idea where I could find the materials for it.” She whispered.

“Oh damn, you were being literal. You need an actual hand, from like a person?” Xamiliere asked and tried to grab on to King to stabilize herself but only spread her affliction to the simulacrum, who started to drift towards the ceiling as well.

The necromancer dragged both of them down and slapped the spriggan off. “Yeah… It needs to be fresh as well, like from someone who died within a week.” She explained and took out one of her prototypes made from some decayed, dirty bones. “I’ve managed to make it work with one of these, but the bones weren’t prepared properly, and this thing would just break in a week.”

Dammar took the prototype and started bending its fingers. “I see… This is indeed a neat little thing you’ve created. A bit grim for my liking, but definitely handy. Max, any ideas on where we could get one?”

The elf stared at the prototype intensely and rubbed his chin. “Yes. I think I know how we can get our hands on some spare ones.”

“Right… I’m not going to ask where, but please don’t kill anyone for it. I don’t want any more blood on my hands.” Anastacia said and hid the prototype in her wardrobe. “Oh, and please don’t mention this to anyone. I’m not sure how happy Yulia would be if she knew her new hand used to be someone else’s…”


Vilja’s forest had been burned to the ground yet again, and even the goddess herself had lost count on how many times she had created and subsequently destroyed it, simply because it was too perfect. This was a problem Vilja had no answer to as every time she created the forest, it turned out exactly like it had been last time, leaving her a seemingly endless cycle. However, in the middle of the endless desert of ash, was a single spot that was never touched by the fire. To this spot the goddess gathered a random assortment of items she had taken a liking to as they were ‘sufficiently crap’ according to her own words. None of the collections ended up lasting for too long though, as the items were consumed by her, whether she wanted to or not.

This time she had found herself a small stove that had been lost in a housefire - caused by the stove itself, a severely dented coffee pot, an incomplete set of chipped tableware and a wobbly table. Sitting around the table were her guests: Sylvia, the lifeless husk of the simulacrum prince and the core of the cancer god. Despite only one of them being able to enjoy the coffee prepared by their host, four cups had been placed on the table simply because Vilja felt it was appropriate.

“I promise you, this time it’ll be good!” Vilja assured her guests while pouring them her obviously weak and tasteless tonic.

Sylvia carefully picked up the chipped cup offered to her and tried her best not to break it with too much force. “I fear that might not be possible, given your affinity for the unwanted, it is likely that you might not be able to create anything that others might desire.” She explained and swirled the nasty-looking liquid in the cup.

“But that doesn’t make any sense! My coffee beans might be trash and equipment somewhat faulty, but if I do everything just like Rosie does, it should taste perfectly fine! I just need to figure out the right temperature or whatever…” Vilja said, mostly to give herself some confidence.

“Very well. You and your powers over the world are still largely a mystery to everyone, so perhaps you just need time to perfect your craft. Whichever the case may be, do set a cup for me when you feel like trying. I feel partly responsible for this after all.” The goddess of joy said and smiled before taking a small sip. “It… has a nice scent…”

Vilja placed the writhing lump of cancerous meat on the table next to the cup she had poured for it. The core showed no interest in the disgusting drink and started to slowly flow away from it but was caught again. The goddess searched for any sort of opening or hole in the lump and upon finding one, emptied the cup in it. The core immediately spat out the coffee and wiggled itself free.

“Could you not torment it? It is an important asset for us, or at least will be once I find a way to give it some form. If the pieces fall as they should, it will become a god like us. So please, try to get along for now.” The goddess of joy pleaded and forced down the rest of her drink. “But I do like the little one you dragged back from the mortal world. Such a shame he is in a rough shape, I would have liked to meet him.”

Hearing that, Vilja perked up and took Sylvia’s hand. “You know something about simulacrums?!”

“Why yes, of course I do. I was not born yesterday. Their endless numbers and devotion towards protecting their dwellings were one of the few real threats I ever faced in the mortal world… I ended up learning quite a bit of them, though their creation predates mine.” Sylvia said and laughed gently. “Perhaps you would like to hear more about them?” 

Vilja jumped on the table and lied down on her side to listen to Sylvia’s story, but just as the goddess of joy was about to start, Vilja stopped her and started to look around for something. Something had entered her plane, but the goddess couldn’t find the intruder anywhere. With the forest burned to ashes, there was nowhere to hide – not that hiding would have helped in the first place, as Vilja’s gaze covered her entire realm without blind spots. It took her a while to notice it, but as she slowly looked up, she realized that there was something wrong with the sky. “Why is there a sun? I didn’t create one…”

Sylvia glanced at the sky and smiled. “Seems like The Father of Light has agreed to our terms.”

            

    
        Chapter 107 - The old couple

    
    
    
    
                Despite her protests, it was decided that Xamiliere would stay in Valor when the rest of her party left off to find the severed hand for Anastacia’s project. But before departing, the adventurers would have to hone their plan a bit, as fresh limbs didn’t exactly grow on trees.

Maximillian summarized their options: “There are two ways we can go about this: either we find a body, or we find someone who will not miss a hand too much. Both are a bit on the gray area when it comes to ethics, but personally I do not fancy digging up a corpse in the slightest.”

Dammar rubbed his beard. “So we find us some bandits then?”

“Indeed, though it is not wise for us to try and fight them in the forest. I might have a slight edge there, but we will not have Xamiliere with us, and they live there and know the terrain well.” The elf nodded.

“A fair point, my friend. Though I doubt that they’d come out of there to attack two people who are obviously adventurers.” The dwarf reasoned.

By this point it was clear to Anastacia that the whole conversation was just a play, like they were trying to justify their plan somehow. Both Dammar and Maximillian obviously knew what their plan would be, but for whatever reason they were skirting around it instead of stating it plainly.

“What are they doing?” The necromancer whispered to the third member of the party.

“This is pretty much what happens every time they’re allowed to make a plan. Dammar thinks it’s hilarious and I think Max just likes to do it.” The spriggan explained in a hushed tone. “It’s been going on for over thirty years now.”

This didn’t answer Anastacia’s question at all and only brought up more of them. “What happens?”

Xamiliere didn’t say anything, instead she just smiled and floated off to get a new drink.

“What happens?!” The necromancer kept asking.

The pair had completed their plan and ran off to gather whatever they needed for it. Dammar left the inn, but Maximillian ran upstairs to his room. Both were obviously excited about whatever they were going to do.

After about thirty minutes, Maximillian came back downstairs wearing a new outfit: pure white robes that looked more like a dress than anything, slightly transparent white veil and copious amounts of silver jewelry. He had cleaned up his appearance even more than usual as well: the shoulder length black hair had been combed straight and pale face cleaned to a point where his skin was almost like doll’s. Any signs of the relaxed lifestyle of the adventurers had been smoothened out from his demeanor and replaced with the elegance and nobility. All in all, he was a stunning sight and could have passed as someone’s bride any day.

Xamiliere floated back to Anastacia and reintroduced her partymate. “She’s called Maxine, she helps us out whenever we need a damsel for a distraction or stuff like that.” She explained while trying to hold back her laughter.

Maximillian gave the spriggan a light push and sent her slowly through the room towards the kitchen. “I would rather you not make light of the traditional clothing of my family.” He said and sat down with the necromancer to wait for the last member of their party.

“You look very pretty today, Max.” Anastacia grinned.

The elf smiled like he actually didn’t mind the compliment. “Though what she said is true, bandits and other outlaws tend not to attack people who look like they could defend themselves, and not everyone has your unassuming looks. It has been made very clear to me that this outfit makes me look like an easy and valuable target for a robbery in the eyes of a common outlaw. Both that and the element of surprise we gain by using this plan are both a very good reason to utilize it for quests like this.

“He just wants to wear the pretty dress!” The spriggan yelled while still slowly drifting away in the air.

“Anyway… Dammar is at the offices, picking a quest that involves getting rid of bandits somewhere nearby, so we probably will end up killing them. I hope you do not mind it too much that we’re going against your wishes about that, but perhaps you could see that now their deaths will at least be of some use to someone?” He continued, ignoring the remark by Xamiliere.

Anastacia took a closer look at the elf’s face and squinted. “Is the eye liner traditional too? But yeah, if they have a quest on them, they’re probably not good people anyway and had it coming. Remember: I need the right arm. Also, if possible, look for a small one that would fit Yulia.”

It took Dammar almost an hour to get back with their quest details and the remaining items they needed. He had managed to find one that was less than a day away, so they should return by the next evening if everything goes according to the plan. It would still take at least two days for Anastacia and the blacksmith to work out how to build the rest of the prosthetic, so even if they had some delays, it wouldn’t be a problem. Among the various things he had procured were a large crate big enough to fit a smallish person inside and a cart it could be easily transported in.

Upon seeing Maximillian in his elven clothes, the dwarf burst into laughter and had to lean on the cart until he got a hold of himself again. Despite it being far from the first time, the joke never wore out for Dammar and he was still holding in laughter as the two departed for their quest.


Pulling the cart was not a problem for the hardy dwarf, and they made it to the edge of a more densely wooded area where the bandits were known to operate, well before the sky started to darken. Going any further would increase the risk of getting spotted by lookouts or even getting ambushed during the night, which would completely remove any advantages the pair held over the bandits. So they decided to make their camp and continue traveling in the morning. There was a suitable rock formation nearby that would protect them from the slight breeze blowing from the north and from being seen by anyone. They weren’t the first ones to discover the place either, as there were the remains of a campfire on the ground.

“At least a couple of weeks old, should not be anything to worry about.” Maximillian reported after taking a closer look at them. “Should we make one? It is unlikely that a lookout would actually venture out this far from the forest.”

“Aye, might as well. We don’t have Xammy here to keep an eye on the wildlife, so it’ll at least deter some of the more curious animals.” The party leader decided and pulled the cart to a spot where it couldn’t be seen from the road. “Sure is quiet without her…”

“Quite so. We can only hope the Miss Emilia regains her powers soon and is able to help Xamiliere.” The elf agreed.

During the travel, they had realized that the spriggan was responsible for almost all of the group’s chit chat, and the two of them really couldn’t come up with much to talk about. They were great friends and had been adventuring together for decades, but perhaps they had really run out of things to talk about. In the inn, there would often be someone else they could spark up a conversation with, even if Xamiliere was on some kind of escapade without them, but out on the road they were alone.

“Maybe we should ask the necromancer lass to help us when she’s done with her project? She’s pretty chatty and probably less likely to end up in jail every time we visit a city. Though only for a regular quest like this, I don’t want to get too involved with the whole Mournvalley business…” Dammar suggested and touched the spot Cerise had stabbed him a couple of weeks ago.

Maximillian chuckled. “They do have many of the same qualities, don’t they? Though I must say, I am slightly curious to see her full potential in combat. According to Xamiliere, the other necromancers who fought the undead dragon were nothing compared to her, and they were supposed to be the elite. Since the city my family hails from is near the kingdom of necromancers, I have seen some more common ones perform their craft, but neither Anastacia or the inquisitors are anything like them. Before meeting her, I thought necromancy wasn’t all that worthwhile in combat since it looked like it took a lot of time to cast, but perhaps it just comes down to specialization?” He theorized.

“She did pull off some pretty incredible stuff during the fight with the other two necromancers too. We’re lucky that she’s trying to help people instead of… the usual things they do.” Dammar pointed out and started gathering tinder for the campfire.

“It makes me worry about what else Mournvalley has hidden from us. The red inquisition has always been around, working towards unknown goals, but this really makes me feel like we have only seen a fraction of what necromancers are capable of. We may be taking it too lightly thanks to Anastacia’s gentle soul, but from day one she has surpassed what I thought they could do and continues to do so every day. What if more necromancers like her were to appear?” The elf worried while cleaning out the remains of the old campfire.

Both adventurers had gone through the motions of making a camp so many times that they knew exactly what the other one was going to do and what they needed to do, so with great efficiency they prepared a fire and a meal without exchanging so much as a word. At first they didn’t even notice it, but as they ate, the silence grew more and more awkward until one of them just had to say something.

“Do we have everything we need for tomorrow?” Maximillian started a very artificial sounding conversation.

“Aye, checked and double checked.” Dammar confirmed and nodded towards the crate.

And so ended the conversation between the two friends. Nothing was said until it was time to lie down and Maximillian asked whether he should put out the campfire or let it die on its own. The night felt like it would be a warm one, but they still needed to keep the animals away from the camp, so Maximillian threw a few more logs into it and sat down against one of the rocks surrounding them.

Suddenly Dammar burst into laughter again. “Do you know what I just realized? We’re like an old married couple that no longer has their kid living with them! So used to this that there’s nothing to say besides how we wish Xammy was here, because then we’d at least have someone making some waves or something.”

Maximillian joined in on the laughter. “How have we not noticed before… That is exactly what we are.”

            

    
        Chapter 108 - More skill than power 

    
    
    
    
                Maximillian pulled the cart along a narrow road in the middle of a forest, loaded with the crate he and Dammar had prepared for the quest. He had already spotted the three figures moving in the woods around him, but it was safe to assume there were more – probably at least one following him from behind and another one waiting somewhere on the road ahead. Five common bandits would hardly present any trouble, but as always, death would be just one mistake away and there was always the chance that one of them would know what they were doing in a fight. Among the gear they had prepared there were a couple of smoke bombs that would trigger when thrown at the ground hard enough and give Maximillian a chance to at least relocate to a safer position, but escaping from the outlaws was unlikely though, since they no doubt knew the forest like the backs of their hands.

The elf glanced at the figures one more time before making his decision to confront them then and there. He could have waited for the bandits to approach him, but there was no knowing what they had prepared if they would be allowed to choose the ambush spot as well. He nudged the cart sideways a bit and one of its wheels fell off, halting his journey and forcing the assailants to reveal themselves, if they wanted to get whatever he was supposedly ferrying.

Soon enough, a gruff looking man in badly kept armor stepped out of the woods along with two of his friends: a male elf and a female orc. “Where are your escorts? Someone like you really shouldn’t be alone in a place like this. What if you get robbed, or worse?” He asked and laughed ominously. “Maybe we could lessen the risk of that happening by taking whatever you’re hauling in that crate? Oh, and the jewelry! Can’t have those on you or you won’t be able to take a step without being held up for them.”

Maximillian looked the elf dead in the eye and gave his answer in elvish. What he said roughly translated to “Oh brother, how have you fallen so low?” Despite looking somewhat similar, most elven families and tribes had their own dialects and more importantly, different combat traditions. So if the elven bandit answered, Maximillian would get a hint on what to expect from him.

“Oh crap, it’s a man. I was being so polite for no reason!” The man who appeared to be the group’s leader sighed. “What’d he say?”

The elven bandit shrugged. “I have no idea. Something about falling down maybe? His dialect is archaic and obscure, and I’m from a literal mud cottage in a forest. But that means whatever he has is bound to be pretty valuable, right?”

He was equipped with a short sword and a bow, but since he hadn’t responded in elvish, Maximillian couldn’t tell the exact tribe he belonged to. However, if he indeed had lived in a forest, it was likely that he’d try to utilize the bow if possible, as that was what he probably hunted and had more practice with.

“Hey man, There’s no shame in being a country pumpkin.” The bandit leader said, pulled out his sword and pointed it at Maximillian’s throat. “We’ll be taking what you have. Tristan and Lucy, check the crate.”

The tip of the sword was close enough for Maximillian to grab it, but it would be a mistake to try and attack all three bandits alone, even assuming they were all there was to be worried about.

The orc was less of a mystery than the elf, as she was decked out in some heavier metal armor and carried an axe that was a bit on the larger side for even the robust-looking orc. Up close and personal was the way of the orcs, and she was not going to be the exception to the rule.

While the leader was keeping Maximillian in check, the other bandits started to inspect the crate for any openings, so they could pry the lid open. Just as the elf wedged a small knife between two boards hoping to loosen it, Maximillian spoke.

“The weather here seems interesting.” He pointed out and gazed at the clear sky above them. “Some clouds directly to the north, far darker ones in the northwest. There is also a bit of a storm further in the east, but I believe that one will clear itself in no time. I was so worried it would rain today, but that does not seem to be the case.”

The bandit leader glanced at the sky and looked confused. “What are you saying? There’s not a single cloud anywhere. You realize that you’re being robbed, right?”

Maximillian smiled. “It is going to be a beautiful day.”

As those words left his lips, the lid on the crate was launched directly at the poor bandit who was trying to open it. The force of the blow immediately knocked the elf out and removed him from the fight. Dammar, who had been hiding inside the crate, tipped it over and rolled out with a surprising amount of finesse for a dwarf of his age. He didn’t need to review the situation, as Maximillian had given him the layout disguised as a nonsensical weather forecast.

The elven adventurer himself took advantage of the confusion caused by his friend and grabbed the bandit leader’s blade. Not having expected retaliation from the dainty looking elf, the bandit was wholly unprepared and couldn’t react in time to avoid getting punched in the throat. With one swift movement, Maximillian disarmed the bandit, moved behind him and started dragging the man away from the tussle that would be happening between Dammar and the orc.

“How many more of you are there?” Maximillian asked as he took out one of his daggers from under his robes and placed it on the bandit leader’s throat.

The leader was still coughing and gasping from the punch to the throat but managed to utter a few words. “Wouldn’t you… like to know?” He obviously would require some more persuasion.

Meanwhile Dammar was quite happy with his opponent, as he didn’t shy away from women larger than himself. In fact, he was very much in his element with the orc towering over him. The first few axe swings were easy enough to avoid by stepping back, and he basically just needed to keep the orc busy until Maximillian got the information he needed from the leader or was forced to kill him. After that, the fight would be two against one and the orc would stand no chance. Not that she really had much of a chance against Dammar alone either. Her only saving grace was her superior reach compared to the dwarf and his hammer, as it kept Dammar from closing in to break a knee or two.

“We don’t have to do this, you know. There’s a far, far better alternative – if you know what I mean.” The dwarf joked while dodging the axe swings, hoping to eventually tire her out.

The orc suddenly stopped attacking. “You’re right, this is stupid.” She said and lowered her axe. “Sorry boss, I’m going to screw this weird old guy and just sorta… piss off afterwards.”

“Wait, really?” Dammar got his hopes up.

The orc swung again, this time almost hitting him. “No, you fucking idiot!”

“Damnit! Such a waste…” He sighed and took another step back to avoid the following swings.

The orc’s technique seemed lacking to Dammar, who knew a thing or two about axes as well, but her raw strength more than made up for it as there were no obvious lapses in her assault. This stalemate would continue until the orc ran out of energy, which didn’t seem to be happening any time soon, or until Maximillian did something.

However, the interrogation wasn’t really going anywhere. The bandit leader kept his mouth shut despite any further threats, which actually gave Maximillian the impression that he was indeed waiting for reinforcements of some kind. There’s no way he would have kept so calm if the three bandits were alone. Even if the orc somehow downed Dammar, it would force Maximillian to kill the leader on the spot. The orc’s carelessness was also suspicious: she didn’t even make an attempt to save her leader – almost like they were trying to stall for some reason.

Maximillian scanned the woods for movement as much as he could but saw nothing. He was starting to get nervous as the situation didn’t advance in any way for what felt like a few minutes, until a few falling leaves caught his attention. At first, he thought it was a squirrel or a bird taking off, but upon closer inspection, he could just barely make out a shadowy figure among the leaves near the treetops. The bandits had most likely been waiting for the fourth member of their band to move along the larger branches from their originally planned ambush spot. It was a decent strategy, as the fourth bandit was well hidden and was discovered only through sheer luck. If only the other three had been more patient before confronting Maximillian and waited for their friend to get into their position first, there might have been a chance for them.

“Rain from the south!” He relayed the information to Dammar.

“Aye, I’ve seen it. Won’t hit anyone from there.” The dwarf said and repositioned himself. “Let’s just end this. Switch in five, I’ve got an umbrella right here.” He instructed and shook his hammer.

This meant that Maximillian had five seconds to come up with a play to end the fight. Dammar would take care of the hiding bandit, who was most likely aiming at him anyway, as the bandit leader was too close to Maximillian for a clear shot.

After a quick glance through the rest of the treetops to make sure that the fourth bandit was all the reinforcements there actually was, he signaled his readiness to Dammar by cutting the bandit leader’s throat and kicking him into the line of fire between Dammar and the bandit in the tree. With his hands free again, Maximillian dove in to avoid becoming a new target, grabbed the lid of the crate and tossed it to Dammar.

The dwarf had been waiting for his friend to do something to get the orc off his back and understood why he suddenly was given the crate lid. The death of her leader had given the orc a new burst of strength, and when Dammar caught one of the blows with the lid, its wooden frame barely held together.

The drawback of axes was always going to be the fact that they had a tendency to get stuck, and that is exactly what happened now: when the axeblade crashed through the planks of the crate lid, Dammar only had to give it a slight nudge to stagger the orc and give himself a chance to hit her forearm, forcing her to give up the axe.

By then, Maximillian had already taken the bow from the unconscious elf and sank an arrow into the orc’s throat. With the threats closer by dealt with, he aimed at the hidden bandit, but Dammar whipped his weapon at that general direction and somehow managed to actually hit his target, who then fell from the high branch and hit the ground with a loud crunch.

“Told you I’d get them.” The dwarf boasted and wiped his brow.

Maximillian threw the bow into the cart and started to check the bodies for anything interesting. “Yes yes, impressive as always. The elf is still alive, should we just leave him?”

“Might as well, he’s not going to continue working here alone. Anna asked us to not kill people for the hand. At the very least we can leave one alive for her. The notice also said that there were probably three to five bandits here, so our quota is filled and we can report this one in.” Dammar reasoned and started looking around as well. “Do you remember which hand we were supposed to take?”

            

    
        Chapter 109 - Losing arms at an al-arm-ing rate

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia was poking around in the blacksmith’s shop while waiting for the owner to put some finishing touches on another order he was working on. As much as she would have liked it, Anastacia wasn’t the only customer the dwarf had, nor did her projects have any kind of priority over other orders. There were a few other blacksmiths around the area, but the population being made of mostly adventurers who went through an alarming amount of equipment on their travels ensured that all of them were busy making sure Valor didn’t run out of pointy or slashy things. She didn’t feel like checking out the other ones anyway, since after making Coquelicot’s new arms, her usual one was now the leading expert on necromancer equipment – at least outside Mournvalley.

“By the way, I’m going to need a new spear.” The necromancer said while swinging around one that she had managed to pull free from the rack. Since her last visit, more of the weapons had been put in locked racks - not because the blacksmith had problems with thieves, but because someone kept swinging them around without proper training.

The dwarf looked up from his work. “What happened to the old one? It was well made and shouldn’t have even gotten dull in a week.”

“I strapped a snake on it with socks, lit it on fire and threw it through a fisher.” Anastacia recounted and accidentally hit the counter with the spear. “It did work out really well though. Maybe I should start carrying around more than one?”

“Riiiight… And the bow? Did you at least manage to get to practice before you threw it at something too?” The blacksmith asked while rubbing his brow.

“Actually, some meat attacked a town and trashed the building I had my stuff in; wasn’t able to find the bow afterwards. It’s out there somewhere, living its life as a free bow. Maybe it found a bow-wife and made a whole bunch of bowlings or something – is that the right name for baby bows?” Anastacia shrugged. “Anyway, bows are a treacherous sort. The first thing it did was lash out against me, so I don’t feel comfortable using them.”

The blacksmith sat down and took a deep breath. “You still have the daggers, right?”

“I do! The edges are chipped to shit though.” The necromancer admitted.

The dwarf lowered his head against the table. “Every time I sell something to you, it’s like sending one of my children to their death… I know you’re supposed to be a necromancer, but are you sure you’re not just the personification of headaches and property damage?” He sighed and returned to his work.

Anastacia considered adding those to her ever-growing list of titles. ‘Anastacia, Herald of Headaches and Progenitor of Property Damage’ had a nice ring to it.

She decided to give the poor craftsman some time to finish his work, so she sat into a corner and dug out her new book from her backpack. She had started to read the book whenever she was taking a break from the research and started to get invested in the story. After five chapters, she had almost forgotten that it was supposed to be a tome to learn necromancy from and not just Ivory’s diary.

The story started out more or less harmlessly: Ivory had been sent out to watch over a town by the high necromancer Alabaster and got a somewhat cold welcome from its people. He was a bit eccentric, but for a necromancer that was to be expected. Even with his slight quirks, Ivory was an exceptionally kind person and seemed to wholeheartedly want nothing more than to befriend the locals and protect them from whatever Alabaster was fighting against.

The first thing Anastacia realized was that under Alabaster’s rule, necromancers weren’t stuck in Mournvalley, but were spread all over the world. From a few side notes, she also figured out that there were still non-human necromancers around back then, even Ivory himself was only half-human. It seemed weird that the cult ruling over Mournvalley now days had the red inquisition stifle out any hints of necromancers of other races and lived in complete isolation, while still worshipping Alabaster. She wondered whether it was the ancient high necromancer that changed to worse as the time went on or if the cult was intentionally corrupt. Not that it mattered. Soon enough the days of the cult would be over and Coquelicot would establish her own brand of bullshit rule over necromancers. Anastacia couldn’t care less anyway, as long as she was allowed to not have anything to do with them.

Ivory kept coming up with ways to use necromancy to help the town, but none of them seemed to catch on with the people, partly because he had to gather materials from the town’s graveyard and partly because the ideas were just weird at times. By chapter seven, the differences between his and the townsfolk’s opinions on how to handle dead people had driven a deep wedge between them, and the necromancer had been pressured to live outside of the town and denied access to the same water source because a couple of people caught some kind of disease from somewhere. The rejection and subsequent loneliness dealt a hard blow to the already a bit unstable Ivory, but he seemed adamant to keep watch over the town and get back on their good side.

Alabaster must have considered Ivory to be a formidable necromancer though. Despite being peaceful to a fault and having constant nightmares over the lives he had to take to protect the town, Ivory was posted there alone and wasn’t able to take a single day off from his task. He never detailed what was attacking the town or why, but the fights seemed to happen at least on a weekly basis, often during nights and without the townsfolk even noticing it.

“Something wrong? You look a bit down.” The blacksmith asked and snapped Anastacia back to reality.

The necromancer wiped her eyes and closed the book. “Nah, I was just thinking about how this guy is nothing but nice and nothing ever goes his way.”

The dwarf helped Anastacia up and went to take out some drafts he had made earlier when he first heard about the prosthetic. “Well I have some time to talk to you about the project now, if that helps? I think I found a way to keep the whole thing together!” He declared proudly and placed a roll of fabric on the counter. “I bought this from a traveling elf, it’s basically fabric that’s made partly from metal – really high quality too. They use it to make armor since it can stop a slash from most swords. But that’s not the point, the point is that it gets around the durability problems of regular cloth and metal wire. I was thinking about putting a layer of this on the palm side to keep the whole hand in one piece.”

“That could work… Have you come up with anything for how to make it less boney?” Anastacia asked and fondled the fabric. It felt just like regular cloth but was somehow very slightly shiny.

“I have! I can just carve the pieces from wood and embed the bones in it, basically just replacing the meat with wood. I might have to take a look at your simulacrum friend’s hands to make sure the fingers can bend properly and everything, so can you please send him over at some point?” The blacksmith explained. He had clearly spent a lot of time and effort coming up with the plans. “I know what you are thinking though: ‘Isn’t wood a bit soft for this?’ Well yes, it is – but that’s why I got this!” He continued and slammed a plank of pure black ebony on the counter.

“Uh… Yeah, that’s totally not going to backfire at all… But it seems like a good idea, as long as it can keep the bones in place when they’re not locked.” She agreed. On the drafts, there was a bracelet-looking ring around the wrist of the prosthetic that seemed to be connected to the capitate bone. “Is this the locking mechanism?”

“That would be it, yes. Just like you explained. It rotates this little bit here that does something magical and then the bones stop moving for some reason.” The blacksmith shrugged.

“It’s not magic!” The necromancer protested and went over the plans for one last time. “This might actually work, but it also seems like it could be expensive… How much do I owe you for the materials and work so far? I need to know if I need to get more money for it.”

“Nothing, think of it as a welcome gift to the lass… and as a preemptive apology for any idiotic stunt my brother will pull on her. Besides, someone left a whole lot of dragon bones on my doorstep and I made a bit of a fortune selling them. Dragons are getting rare these days, especially dead ones.” The blacksmith laughed and started working on the next order.

Anastacia felt like she shouldn’t bother him anymore and silently slipped outside. She skipped through the square and picked up a few snacks from the stands on the way. She didn’t know exactly what they were, but she figured that a stick with some kind of dough wrapped around it was a relatively safe bet and bought eight of them. The stand was just about to close, and they could barely be called freshly baked anymore. Nonetheless, they tasted decent enough and she could always get something to dip them in at the inn.

Dammar and Maximillian were supposed to return pretty late in the evening, so she still had a few hours to kill. She could hear from the outside that Rosie’s inn was full of people and didn’t feel like going in. Maybe the book had bummed her out a bit and hanging out with a bunch of merry drunkards just didn’t appeal to her at the moment. Taking a stroll through the almost empty streets felt like a decent alternative.

While aimlessly wandering around, she came by a couple of guard patrols that stopped her just to make sure King wasn’t going around the town without her since she was alone. Other than that, no one seemed to pay attention to the necromancer and to someone who had grown up under constant surveillance, being just another passerby to people was amazing. Feeding pigeons with weird dough sticks instead of sitting at a table and watch people get sentenced to death for absolutely nothing. Shoving the said sticks into the keyhole of some asshole elf’s shop door instead of spending hours by the well of corpses and watch it get filled. Finding a cat around a corner and getting clawed for trying the pet it instead of listening to some ancient fucks argue about what to do with you. There really was no contest between the two.

            

    
        Chapter 110 - No puns allowed

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia stared at a small bag that Dammar had placed on the table in front of her. On the outside it didn’t look like much - just a regular brown leather bag - but its contents made it slightly more special. The necromancer didn’t even need to check to be sure, as the stench of flesh had burned itself into her nose over the years, to a point where she could accurately guess how old the carcass was when she smelled one.

“I’d like to say this is the first time someone has given me a body part in a bag, but it’s not even close. I’ve lost count ages ago.” She said and covered her nose. “An elf huh? She’s not going to be punching things with the hand, so the slight fragility shouldn’t matter… Suppose he didn’t just hand it over?”

“Not quite, things did get a bit out of hands and there was a scuffle. The owner should still be alright though – or all left.” Dammar laughed. “You didn’t say how much of the arm you needed so we just sort of guessed. Didn’t cut it too short, did we? Can’t exactly go back for more on this one.”

“Just a handful would’ve been enough, I have to cut some off actually.” Anastacia noticed a red spot on the bag and gagged. “I hate to say this, but I probably have to save the extra bits. Properly treated bones are pretty hard to come by and I might need them in the future. I don’t want to send someone to chop bits off bandits every time I have to make some trinket.”

“Would you say they are hard to get your hands on?” Maximillian pointed out.

“Nice.” The necromancer nodded. “But I need to thank you guys for lending me a hand with this. Is there anything I can do for you?”

The dwarf had to think about what to say for a bit. “They paid pretty handsomely for getting rid of the bandits, so don’t worry about it too much.”

Rosie had been listening to the conversation from her post behind the counter and had finally heard enough. “All of you, out! You can come back when you’re out of puns!” She growled and pointed at the door.

The three adventurers left without protests, though on the way out, Anastacia turned back to Rosie with a wide grin on her face. “Can’t handle us, huh?” She asked but only received a very tired sounding sigh as a response. She separated from the group as she had the hand now and needed to address it and the other two adventurers wanted to find Xamiliere, who had gone missing almost as soon as they left for their quest.

Next step on the necromancer’s plan was to clean and prepare the bones for the blacksmith, so he could carve the patterns into them. Back at Mournvalley, the cleaning was done in two ways: by throwing the bones into a massive well, full of rotten meat and beetles and letting them scrape them clean; or by handing the corpse to a necromancer that preferred to work with meat and waiting for them to be done with it. Anastacia wouldn’t have minded the beetles since they at least somewhat resembled what happens in nature anyway, but she once saw someone get pushed into the well and couldn’t unhear the screams for weeks.

But somehow that was still better than having to go and meet one of the necromancers that actually enjoyed working with flesh, for they were the madmen and women among a nation full of insane people. Most necromancers would gravitate towards only using bones since it was generally clean and the usefulness of bone as a material wasn’t really news to anyone. But then there were the deranged bastards that could barely function within the society of necromancers. Unruly to a point where some of the royals suggested getting rid of them before they started using whoever they could catch as material, since it was pretty clear that they only obeyed because the rest of the necromancers kept feeding them endless amounts of bodies to work with. The possibility of them escaping into the wild when the revolution interrupted their supply was truly terrifying to Anastacia, and she could only hope that Coquelicot had realized it in time. She would have to ask about it when she met the new high necromancer for the next and hopefully the last time.

Neither of these options were available for Anastacia at the moment though and she was forced to improvise. She left the city and only after being absolutely sure that no one would see her in the dark, she emptied the bag on the ground. Without looking at the hand, she backed off and started ripping off chunks of meat from it with necromancy, screaming internally the whole time. She could have spent more time carefully cleaning out every little nook and cranny but didn’t want to do it in the slightest. With most of the fleshy bits gone, she carefully put the bones back into the bag and started looking for an alternative for the beetles. Leaving the bones to a marked spot and just letting whatever bugs go at them would have probably worked, but there was always the risk of having some animal drag them away and having her friends go and get a new one didn’t appeal to her at all. Decreasing the total number of hands per person in the world wasn’t what she was looking for here – though with Coquelicot around, she did have a few more attempts left before going into the red.

While walking around in the dark, she kept checking her surroundings for anything potentially dangerous, but it also allowed her to notice a long line of small insects on the ground. “An anthill!” She yelled and started following the queue. Hoping that ants would eat elf flesh, Anastacia shoved the bones into the nest and made sure she would be able to find it again by orienting herself based on the barely visible lantern of the gate guard.

“Why does it have to be flesh and bone? Why can’t I be like a pastrymancer or something…” She wondered while carefully stepping over tree roots in the dark.

“Wouldn’t that just be a baker?” Someone asked from the darkness.

Anastacia recognized the voice but was still surprised by it and stumbled on something. “Damnit Xammy, I’m wearing the new cloak! If there’s even a speck of mud on it, you’re washing it!”

“Yeah yeah, my bad. I just didn’t expect to find you here so late. Here, let me help.” The spriggan said and sprouted some glowing mushrooms on herself to light up the area.

“Where have you been? You were supposed to stay inside.” The necromancer asked while getting back up. She picked one of the mushrooms from the spriggan’s shoulder and looked at it more closely. “Can I have a pot of these for my room?”

Xamiliere grabbed a handful of dirt, poked her finger into it and handed it to Anastacia. “Give that a day or two. But yeah, I’ve been following the kid with a beard and princess Maxine from the shadows. Those two need adult supervision at all times. They might be good at this, but I get a bit antsy when they’re alone out there.” She explained and offered the rope tied to her waist to the necromancer. “Please don’t tell them about this.”

Anastacia snatched the lead and started pulling the spriggan towards the gate. The guard didn’t even bother asking why there was a necromancer pulling around a floating, glowing spriggan entering the city and just let them pass with a little nod. He hadn’t worked there for too long and didn’t know them personally, but there were a few individuals he had been warned about.

“Have you considered trying to contact Vilja and have her give you your weight back? I don’t know if she can be summoned or something, but she was nice and probably would do it if you ask politely.” Anastacia suggested.

“If the priestess can’t help me, I’ll rather stay like this than meet that thing again. I have no idea what kind of goddess she is supposed to be, but for us ageless folk, Vilja is the end and the emptiness that awaits those that outlast everything else. It’s hard to explain it to such a fragile thing as a human, but imagine seeing the first thing ever that can kill you. Would you ever willingly confront it?” Xamiliere explained and shuddered when remembering the meeting with Vilja. “Now, I’m not exactly immortal, but dying isn’t something I need to think about, or at least didn’t before meeting her…”

“Huh… I guess she is a bit mean-looking.” The necromancer shrugged. “If I see her, I’ll ask about it.”


With the hand dealt with, Anastacia took a long bath in a futile attempt to cover up the imaginary rotten smell with the scent of soap and some kind of flower oil someone had forgotten there. While splashing around in the tub she started to hum a song she had heard years ago but couldn’t remember what the lyrics for it were, aside from a few lines here and there. “And that’s how you kill a knight with a kite…” She recited from the ending of the first verse. The song itself was the closest thing to a children’s song the necromancers had, and from the clumsy rhyming and rhythm it was clear that they weren’t the most musical people under the sun.

As she kept humming, Anastacia started to plan a schedule for training. She didn’t know exactly how much time she had before she would get summoned to Mournvalley, so she wouldn’t waste time with new kinds magic just in case she wouldn’t be able to get past the basics. It was more important to hone her necromancy anyway, since Amaranth would no doubt have the advantage in the fight, as even right by the gates of Valor, not Coquelicot, any of her apprentices or Anastacia herself could even consider overruling Amaranth’s control over the undead dragon, and on the inquisitor’s home turf things wouldn’t be any better. Anastacia would have to rely on her almost impenetrable defenses, as that was what she excelled in. All she really needed to do was to get close enough for a single attack and it would probably be enough, as Amaranth was far from the fit young type the rest of the inquisition represented, and instead was probably closer to eighty or ninety years old. “And that’s how you decapitate a warlock with a peacock…” She finished the second verse while wondering if it was too much to hope that Amaranth would just die of old age.

She wondered whether she should get King and wash him in the tub as well, as the flowery scent would really suit him. He used to have a slight mossy tang to him when Anastacia first found him, but it had since disappeared as he didn’t live in a forest anymore. After working in the kitchen, he would smell like whatever the meal of the day was, which was also nice, but the necromancer still preferred the sharp scent of a forest. “And that’s how you gut a giant with a cormorant… This song is terrible.” She finished the third verse and got up to call the simulacrum over.

            

    
        Chapter 111 - Divine cohabitation

    
    
    
    
                Vilja’s forest had once again grown to its full size and was waiting for the goddess to be sufficiently bored to burn it down, but what kept her from doing it, was a single tree right by the edge of the clearing she spent most of her time at. What was so special about this tree was its size: it outgrew every other tree in the forest and now even its tallest competitors weren’t even tenth of its height. Yet it still kept growing, as Vilja so willed. She sat on the ground next to it with her broken simulacrum companion and watched as the highest branches reached for the skies.

Sylvia had noticed the tree from afar as well and correctly guessed that it would be where she could find Vilja. “What is the purpose of this exercise, if I may ask?” She politely inquired and sat next to her fellow god.

“I’m going to poke the sun.” Vilja answered bluntly.

“Of course you are. I should have gathered as much…” Sylvia nodded. “But why?”

“He needs to know the rules. In here, the sun shines when I allow it to.” The young goddess declared and shook her fist at the sun. “Something about it really annoys me.”

The goddess of joy pondered whether she should tell Vilja that the sun she saw couldn’t be reached, as the Father of Light lacked any lasting physical form, and the glowing sphere in the sky was merely a sign that meant that he was watching. “It is only natural that you two should clash when you first meet. Not only is he not too fond of necromancers, but the sun itself is quite possibly the most important blessing any god has given to the mortals. His light is sought after by many as well and is often used as a metaphor for the single most important thing a person has in their life. Someone such as yourself must loathe him greatly.” She explained.

Vilja shrugged and kept growing the tree, adamant to take the sun god down a notch.

“At least make an attempt to be amiable towards each other. He is an ally of great importance to us.” Sylvia pleaded. “But that aside, I came to tell you that I have regained my strength and we will be moving ahead with the plan. I hoped that I could reconnect with my chosen one before this, but Anastacia has yet to resolve her troubles…”

Suddenly the tree stopped growing and Vilja turned to her fellow god. “What do I… What does she have to do with whether you can reconnect with Emilia or not?” She asked and pulled her pipe out from her hair.

“You must understand that Emilia is and will always be my highest priority, even above you and your old self. If I were to reconnect with her before Anastacia has dealt with her past, she would insist on helping, and that is a risk I can not allow her to take. So as much as it pains me, my chosen one will stay powerless for a while longer.” The goddess of joy explained and reached out to Vilja. “For someone like me, a devoted chosen one is what secures my existence, as soon as I lose that, I lose my ability to act in the mortal world and because of that, will be forgotten eventually. As things are, my believers are still too few in number to sustain me for the time it would take to find a replacement for Emilia. Even by just telling you this, I place myself in tremendous danger, if you were ever to stray from my side.”

Vilja took her hand and squeezed it. “Forgotten, huh? Wouldn’t that make you useless…” She muttered. Suddenly the flames in her eyes started to grow brighter and taller. The goddess grinned to bare her teeth as her hair wrapped around Sylvia’s arm. “Does that mean I could have you?” She asked as the silvery hair wrapped around Sylvia and lifted the goddess of joy from the ground.

Sylvia didn’t fight back at all, as Vilja tightened her grasp and dangled the goddess upside down in the air. “Perhaps, we do not know yet.” She answered and smiled gently.

Disappointed that her bluff had been seen through, Vilja dropped her act and lowered Sylvia so that they were face to face. “You could have at least played along and struggled a bit.” She sighed and pressed her forehead against Sylvia’s mask. “Whether I’m a human or a god, looks like my place in this world is to be a part of someone’s plans. Just make sure you’re not doing anything evil and I’ll help.”

Vilja grabbed the prince and headed to the middle of the clearing, where she looked around for a while before turning to Sylvia. “What were we going to do again?”

“We are merging our planes together. All you need to do is break yours and mine will flow in from the cracks.” Sylvia said while still entangled in Vilja’s hair. “Could you let me down as well?”

Ignoring the request, Vilja sat down to think how she would be able to break her realm, since it had no ceiling and no walls, she considered going for the floor, but even that was merely artificial. How was she supposed to break something that was basically just infinite emptiness in every direction? Ripping a hole through to another realm was easy enough to do, but the holes created that way always closed themselves eventually.

“It is quite clear from your puzzled expression that you are overthinking this. We are in your realm, it will do as you ask.” Sylvia pitched in. “But do release me first, please.”

Unsure about the supposed easiness of the task, Vilja lifted her finger like she was ordering something from a waitress. “Uh… Break?” She asked, and a massive crack appeared in the sky above them.

The crack began to slowly spread in every direction and large shards of the sky began to fall down. From the holes they had left, barbed wires spread in all directions and latched on to Vilja’s plane. It didn’t take long for the first ones to reach the absurdly tall tree and wrap themselves around it, and soon enough the entire sky was covered in a mesh of barbed wire that reached all the way to horizon in all directions.

Weirdly, the whole affair made no noise at all, the wires themselves latched on to nothing, so it didn’t make the scraping noise one would expect, and similarly the large fragments of sky crashed into the forest without so much as a plink, as they were also made of nothing. If a mortal were to see what was happening, it would certainly seem like the world was ending, even if it was completely silent.

“Seems I might have underestimated the effort required… Could you perhaps give it a slight pull from here?” Sylvia asked when the spreading of the cracks started to slow down. “And perhaps unhand me?”

In seconds, strands of silvery hair exploded and spread everywhere from Vilja’s head, they intertwined with the barbed wires and began pulling down on them, allowing the merger to continue. As more and more of the sky fell down, it became clear what they were trying to pull through: nothing. There was simply another endless white sky above the one that broke.

When the last piece of the old sky fell, the wires quickly melted away as a rain of red-hot metal and set the entire forest on fire once more. But aside from that, nothing had changed. What had seemed like an apocalypse for the couple of minutes it lasted, had resulted in absolutely nothing.

Vilja stared at the sky, looking extremely perplexed by what had just happened. Nothing about her realm seemed different. She had immediately picked up on the sun god sneaking into her plane, but Sylvia crashing her entire realm into Vilja’s changed nothing. She turned to the goddess of joy, who seemed awfully excited about the situation, hoping to get at least some answers.

“Magnificent! There was a slight chance that my plane would simply break before yours cracked and dispersed into the void, but everything transpired far better than I could have ever even hoped!” Sylvia giggled joyfully, making her sway back and forth in Vilja’s grasp.

“I’d like an explanation, please.” Vilja said and raised her hand.

“Have you perhaps forgotten the last five times I explained this to you? I am certain you were awake during one of them at least.” Sylvia asked and laughed heartily. She was obviously in a great mood. “Very well, allow me to word it in a way a mortal could understand: Imagine two bubbles of infinite size colliding. Since you are a very physical god, your bubble is far, far stronger in comparison to mine, and if you would have denied me access, my bubble would have simply burst. But since you did not, the two merged into a bigger bubble.”

“YOU COULD HAVE DIED?!” Vilja shouted and shook Sylvia around. “Fucking tell me about this shit beforehand!”

“But I did, on multiple occasions. You seemed to be fine with it back then. But that hardly matters anymore! From now on, we can both operate from here and support one another properly. With time, we can even start a pantheon of our own!” Sylvia said and swayed back and forth happily.

Vilja took a better look at her burning forest, the fire didn’t bother her all that much, since it was about time to destroy it anyway; but there were no lakes of molten metal, no chains or wires or anything she would have expected from the goddess of joy. “If we’re roommates now, where’s all your stuff?” She asked and moved Sylvia closer to herself.

“Roommates… I like that. I do not possess the gifts for decorating like you do, so after the first forest I created from your faith became your realm, mine was once again empty. But do not worry over it, I am quite content in living through the feelings of my followers alone and will not lift a finger to ruin your forest.” The trapped goddess reassured her. “Once you release me and once Anastacia has dealt with Mournvalley, we will take the next step in our plan. Please tell me you have not forgotten that as well…”

Vilja awkwardly looked around and tried her best to come up with anything, but she didn’t even have a vague idea of what they were doing anymore. She hadn’t been kept in the dark or anything, the goddess of unwanted things just sucked at listening and had the attention span of a young child. Instead of admitting to not remembering, Vilja just threw her new roommate into the distance.

            

    
        Chapter 112 - Just making sure

    
    
    
    
                Vilja was less than pleased when she heard about the plan in more detail. ”So what you’re saying is that we’re going to do what Alabaster wanted to do? You know, the evil guy we killed.” She asked and packed some tobacco into her pipe while sitting on the roof of a broken-down horse wagon, just so she could look down at Sylvia and feel like she had some authority over her. “And how exactly would doing it not be evil? I literally just asked you to not do anything evil!”

“It was not his goals that made The Great King Alabaster an evil man, but his methods. Deep down, his greatest ambition was to free the mortal realm from the grasp of uncaring and lazy gods. That is a purpose both the Father of Light and I are willing to rally behind. Both of us have seen the wretchedness and corruption of our kind, to a point where some of the most worshipped of us no longer even glance at their ever so loyal followers! This rotten behavior needs to come to an end if we ever hope to regain what little honor gods once held, and I sincerely hope you will aid us in this.” The goddess of joy pleaded on her knees before Vilja.

The young goddess calmly lit her pipe and puffed out some smoke without saying anything. She had heard the plan a couple of times before, but never really paid attention to it and this was the first time she had to give it some thought. She more or less understood what Sylvia was after and why it wouldn’t necessarily be a bad thing – but there was something else she needed to be sure of.

“I am well aware that what I am asking from you is far from a small favor and runs a risk of both of us being destroyed, but surely you understand that our goals are in the best interests of both the mortals and gods! You know better than anyone that I only seek to make amends for my past and would never even consider asking you to perform a single evil deed.” Sylvia continued her plea.

“Or so you say. You’re thousands of years old and I’ve known you for a very minute part of that, it’s not impossible that you’re just lying to me to get me to help you in some dark ambition you have. Isn’t that right, Pyria?” Vilja grinned and blew smoke at the kneeling goddess in front of her.

“Why… Why would you use that name? You know I have changed since then! My name is Sylvia!” The goddess of joy exclaimed.

Vilja jumped down from her seat, kicked a hole in to the realm and slid the lifeless simulacrum in it to protect him from what was about to happen. The simulacra may have been durable by mortal standards, but for a god they were brittle at best. With the innocent bystanders cleared from the surrounding area, Vilja started hopping around Sylvia and annoying her. “Maybe this is all a ruse, so you can get back to eating those tasty, tasty mortal babies again? Did you even do that? I forgot. Maybe you’ve started to crave for some good old-fashioned torture after all this time? There’s nothing quite like the screams of someone who is being skinned alive, is there? Trust me, I know. You would have fit right in with the folks back at Mournvalley. They were really starting to run out of ideas on new ways to mutilate people, so you could have given them some pointers!” She teased Sylvia, stopped in front of her and leaned in to whisper right in her ear. “Or maybe you’ve been alone for too long and wish to resume some of the other vices you had? If you know what I mean.”

The flowers around Sylvia started singeing, as the heat emitted by the goddess increased. “What are you trying to achieve? I beg of you, please stop saying these things.” She said and clenched her fists tighter.

“Oh! Could it be that I hit a nerve, or maybe I’m getting closer to the truth? People never change, so I wouldn’t be surprised if that applied to whatever you are, Pyria.” Vilja continued to push Sylvia’s buttons and dance around her. “Maybe I should pop back to Valor and see how Emilia is doing? I’m sure she’d be interested in hearing what you are like! It’d definitely be worth seeing whether she’d abandon you or just work with the new ruleset of torture and rape. I’d like to say she’s a good person, but maybe you’ve already made her rotten on the inside?”

“Leave her out of this! Emilia deserves to live without knowing my past!” Sylvia cried as metal wires started growing from her arms and coil around them.

Having found the chink in Sylvia’s armor, Vilja continued to push on it mercilessly. “You did already make her into an alcoholic though, so there’s that. She’ll be thrilled to hear that she doesn’t need to try to stay sober anymore, or does she need a clear head for the baby smashing? Just a warning though, that time your plan got me killed in Crescent, she took it pretty badly and blamed herself. So I suggest you get her very drunk before all the horribleness you have lined up after we go through with this.” Vilja pointed out and leaned on Sylvia’s shoulder. She noticed some molten metal seeping from under her mask and continued. “Ah, but maybe I have this wrong! What if she’s the victim you’re preying on! You’re just trying to keep her happy until we get this thing done for like a mega-betrayal! Wait, she’s still my friend though… I don’t really want you violating her. I really should warn her in advance…”

By then, the goddess of joy was shaking and scorching the entire clearing to a point where the ground had started to melt under their feet. Though Vilja wasn’t really fazed by the heat, it took a lot more than that to even warm up a god.

“You’re kinda ruining my flowerbed here… Maybe deflowering is just your thing huh?” She laughed and started to slowly tear a hole into the realm. “Anyway, I’m off to have a chat with Emilia. You just hold the fort here until I get back and we can see what’s what about this whole plan.”

As Vilja climbed into the hole, she felt something grabbing onto her leg and got pulled back out.

“I… I can not allow that. What you are saying is not at all true. I know it might be hard to believe, but I will prove it with my actions!” Sylvia said and restrained Vilja with the wires that spread from her arms. “I beg that you believe me and stop this nonsense.”

“Well the thing is… You can’t stop me.” Vilja said, smiled calmly and nodded up, where an entire frigate, that had sunk during a naval battle earlier, gathered speed and fell right towards Sylvia.

She hadn’t expected a retaliation from Vilja, whom she considered to be a dear friend, and was smashed into the ground by the ship’s figurehead as rest of it collapsed on top of her.

Freed from the vires, Vilja sat down on a piece of the ship’s mast to poke fun at the confused Sylvia. “Guess we’ll get to figure out whether or not I can eat you if she denounces you!” She heckled the other goddess and was immediately rewarded by a bundle of chains whipping at her but missing by a hair. Vilja wasn’t moving, so it was more than likely never intended to hit.

The ship’s wreckage burst in flames as Sylva crawled out from it. Her mask was dented, and a large splinter of wood had pierced through her arm, right above the wrist. The wound oozed molten metal that quickly burned through the wood and it fell off. “Why are you doing this? I do not understand you at all!” She asked before getting hit by a cannon that fell sideways thanks to Vilja’s trickery and was thrown back into the wreckage.

“You need to do better to stop me, Pyria!” Vilja laughed and took out her pipe once more.

The wreckage exploded, sending burning shrapnel everywhere. A few pieces flew towards Vilja, but she simply stopped them with a few strands of her hair. Sylvia hovered in the middle of the crater and flapped a pair of fiery wings that had sprouted from her back. Any further items launched at her were stopped by barbed wires and sheets of metal she conjured around her.

“Have you lost your mind?! Cease this foolishness immediately!” She continued pleading as she flew towards Vilja, intercepting anything thrown at her. At least until a second frigate appeared above her head, forcing her to stop and concentrate everything she had in tearing the ship apart before it reached her.

“Me? It’s you who wants to continue that madman’s life’s work!” Vilja continued pushing the goddess of joy and used the gap in her defenses by sending a pile of cannonballs at Sylvia, just to have them bounce off her metal corset. “Okay, that’s pretty cool.”

The same series of events repeated a couple more times: Vilja dropped an entire ship on Sylvia to slow her down and dealt some damage while she was busy stopping it, and Sylvia kept trying to speak sense into her friend in vain; until finally they were only a couple of meters apart.

“Please allow me to explain everything to you. I understand that it sounds absolutely horrid, but just give me a chance!” Sylvia kept insisting. “I am not Pyria.” Even with her garments dented and cracked, she wanted to talk everything through, and even with multiple grievous wounds on her body, she didn’t raise her hand to attack Vilja. “Let us just stop this madness…”

“You could just stay down for a bit and let me pop into the mortal world, or you could destroy me. So which is it: will you die to prove you’ve changed or kill me to protect your little secret?” Vilja asked and grinned wider than ever.

“I choose neither!” Sylvia coughed and tried to restrain Vilja by wrapping her in a bundle of wire and chain and melting them together.

Vilja giggled as the fires in her eyes went out completely, leaving behind only the vacuous, black eye sockets. “Wrong answer!” She laughed as a massive ship of the line materialized above Sylvia. It had caught fire during the naval battle in the mortal world and had a massive hole in the side, where one of the black powder storages had been. The ship’s actual name was ‘Insult to injury’, which the goddess found hilarious but to her disappointment, couldn’t convey to her opponent as her mouth had been covered by the molten mass of metal as well.

This time Sylvia had ample time to avoid the falling vessel, but either couldn’t due to her injuries or didn’t want to, as she didn’t even try to move or stop it before it crashed into her and crushed the goddess into the ground.

Vilja waited for a while to see whether Sylvia would crawl out of the wreckage again, but it seemed like she stayed down this time. While she chewed her way out of her metal shell, the remains of the ships she had dropped on Sylvia slowly turned into dust as she consumed them. Typically, she would have let them be at the bottom of the sea for a while longer, but the area where the battle happened was so deep that there was no hope for recovering anything from them, so they fell under Vilja’s rule almost immediately and just in time for the fight. Once free, she stretched her back walked over to the mangled Sylvia.

The goddess of joy tried to say something but was in far too much pain to be able to do so.

“Shh shh now. You already passed the test, so go ahead and rest – you’ve earned it.” Vilja whispered calmly and carefully wrapped the beaten goddess with her hair.


When Sylvia woke up again, she was still in pain but nowhere near as much as before passing out. Her entire body was wrapped in Vilja’s beautiful, silvery hair, and the small goddess herself was sitting next to her with her face buried in her hands. They were both surrounded by the same old field of flowers they had spent their time on, before the sudden fight. The cinders of Vilja’s forest had also been replaced by and a seemingly endless forest of tree saplings

“Why…” Sylvia uttered before coughing up some more molten metal.

Hearing that, Vilja flinched, wiped her eyes and lifted her head. “Good morning! I can’t even begin to explain how sorry I am… For everything I mean! The things I said were so horrible even I’m disgusted by myself, and the boats…” She said through what was very clearly a forced smile. “Before you ask, I haven’t said anything to anyone. Those were all empty threats and I was never ever ever ever going to go through with them! I just needed to be sure that you were being honest with me, and now I am. I damn near broke you in half and you never as much as looked at me angrily. I was never much of a plotter, so this was the only way I could come up with…”

Sylvia smiled calmly as always and took Vilja’s hand. “This is perhaps the first time I have witnessed you be so serious about any matter. I knew you could be a proper god if you put your heart into it.” She stopped briefly to cough. “I am quite happy to see you act on your own, even if it comes with a slight cost to my wellbeing. Though I must say, your tongue is far sharper than it needs to be. My past is mine to deal with, do not take it so lightly again.” As she said that, her grasp on Vilja’s hand turned into a crushing grip.

“I won’t mention it again. I just wanted to anger you and didn’t exactly have a lot to go on… But you really shouldn’t move around much, I am literally holding you together right now…” Vilja said and made sure everything was still holding on. Sylvia wouldn’t actually die from having her physical body destroyed, but apparently reconstitution was a troublesome affair, so Vilja wanted to avoid it if at all possible.

Sylvia was correct about her taking something seriously for once, Vilja was almost certain that she wasn’t just being used again, but she also knew about her own naivety and decided that it was better to play safe for once – or that’s what she told herself. In truth, her sudden hostility had a second purpose: Vilja wanted to know if she could stop Sylvia. Even is the goddess had reformed, she had never been a normal mortal, and would no doubt have trouble seeing things from their point of view. So Vilja had decided that it was her purpose to make sure the mortal world wouldn’t end up suffering for their plan. Though absurdly unfit for the job, she was still the better candidate from the two of them.

“So can you tell me how us doing this isn’t the same as what Alabaster did?” She asked to distract herself from the guilt and hopefully her friend from her pain.

“Ah! Yes. As I said, his goals were honorable, but methods cruel and unredeemable. There are a few ways to truly destroy a god, but by far the simplest involves separating them from the source they draw their power from. The Great King Alabaster interpret this in a very… characteristic manner and proceeded to massacre entire countries just to get his hands on a god he thought might have been unworthy of their position. He achieved many victories this way, and in process, extinguished the majority of the intelligent life in the mortal realm. Though the remaining mortals hailed him as a great liberator, which he certainly was.” Sylvia explained with as much excitement as she was able to exude in her state. “The power vacuum created by him allowed the creation of many new gods, such as myself, and for a long time these gods worked to improve the lives of mortals. This however, is a distant memory now, and the gods have abandoned their followers once more.” 

Vilja nodded. “Right… I know most of this from books in Mournvalley. He kills like a bunch of gods, establishes a kingdom for necromancers, challenges the sun for some reason, gets his ass beaten and at some point, creates a really annoying bracelet and dies. What I want to know is what are we going to do differently.”

“You have the patience of a much younger child, do remember that you are now among the immortal and have all the time in the world. But if you insist, I shall move on with the plan. As I have also said before, we agree with the decision to cull the ranks of gods and remove the ones that have lost their way, and as gods, we are not limited to the brutish ways like he was. I assure you that our conquest will have no ill effects on the mortal world. The exact method will always vary slightly depending on the god, but as long as we successfully force them here, cutting them from their energy source will be child’s play.” Sylvia continued. The long explanation was clearly starting to take a toll on her, as the coughing got worse and her speech slowed down. “Is this enough for you to be able to trust me?”

“My answer hasn’t changed, don’t do anything evil and I’ll be there for you.” Vilja said and placed her hand on the wounded goddess’ chest. “You just rest now, and we’ll get to it once you’ve recovered.”

            

    
        Chapter 113 - Making Ivory proud

    
    
    
    
                ”Oi! You’ll have to start paying me if you plan on sleeping in my shop.” The blacksmith said and woke up Anastacia from the corner of his shop.

After detailing the patterns on the bones so they could be carved in, she had sat down in the corner to take a quick nap, but running around the fields outside the city walls while training had really drained her and the quick nap turned into over five hours of snoring on the floor of the shop. Anastacia stretched her back and got up to see how far along the blacksmith had gotten. It was the third day he was working on it and it shouldn’t be too far from being complete.

On the counter was a beautifully made, shiny black prosthetic hand. The design was clearly based on King’s hands, but made more petite and fit for Yulia. There wasn’t even a hint of the bones visible in any of the joints or gaps, and there was no way a normal person could ever tell it had something like that inside it.

Anastacia compared it to her own hand and was amazed by the detailed shape of every single piece. When she touched it for the first time, the prosthetic jerked slightly as the patterns carved on the bones activated. “This is really good! The patterns are perfect, this will last for months without a necromancer around.” She pointed out excitedly while bending the fingers to make sure all of them were stiff enough to pose properly before locking the joints down. With just the middle finger pointed up and rest pressed into a fist, she turned the metal bracelet around the prosthetic’s wrist.

“Yeah, it’s almost like I’m good at my job or something. I checked and double checked, nothing on it will come loose and with the straps I’ve put on it, the girl’s arm will break before the whole thing comes off. The surface is coated and treated so that it doesn’t soak up water or anything else she might touch while cooking.” The proud dwarf explained while Anastacia gave him the finger with his own masterpiece. “What I want to know is how much force can the locked joints take before giving in…”

“That depends on the necromancer that imbued their will into this. With me doing it, you could hang a giant from a single finger and it wouldn’t bend.” Anastacia said and poked the craftsman with the finger to prove her words. “Do you want to come with me to give this to her? You’ve probably done more for this than I have…”

The blacksmith laughed. “Nay, I’ve got spear tips to forge and I don’t do well with stuff like this. Feel free to tell her to pop over with a cold drink and a sandwich or two whenever she has time though. She needs to know a few things about the maintenance.” He took the prosthetic from the necromancer and wrapped it in a white cloth that had his seal stamped on it. “Run along now, I’ve got to get the forge ready.”

Anastacia nodded and ran out with the package, stumbling on the doorstep and almost falling over on the way out. Ignoring the million times Rosie had told her to not kick the inn’s door open, she crashed through it and rushed to the counter, where the innkeeper was keeping watch over her realm with Emilia. Rosie gave a stern stare to her and nodded towards the door. Realizing her mistake, Anastacia returned outside and came back in, this time gently opening and closing the door instead.

“Better. Is it ready?” Rosie asked with a hushed voice and leaned on the counter.

“Yeah, it’s amazing! Looks exactly like a real one.” The necromancer answered excitedly and put the package on the counter. “He made it from ebony so it’s all pitch-black and shiny!”

Emilia had been sitting behind the counter combing Rosie’s tail, but stopped when she overheard the conversation and got curious. She had not been told about the project and was wondering what the two had been up to for the past few days. “Wait… What did you make Anna do?!”

“Check this out! It has bones inside it and works with necromancy.” Anastacia explained and started to unravel the parcel, but was stopped by Rosie, who grabbed it before anyone could see what was inside.

“Let’s just take it to the back and make the lamb give it a try.” She said and disappeared into the kitchen with the necromancer in tow.

Worried for Anastacia’s innocence, Emilia quickly went after them.

Yulia was busy trying her best to chop some onions, but they kept rolling away because she couldn’t hold on to them and Rosie had given her the dullest knife in the kitchen. She had been at it for almost fifteen minutes and had only managed to badly dice one. When her employer entered the room, she let out a high pitched ‘eep’ and started to rush her work more.

Rosie slapped the onion off from the table and tossed the wrapped-up prosthetic at her. “Put this on.” She ordered.

“Wh… what is it?” Yulia uttered and started opening the package. When she saw the artificial hand, she placed it on the table and just stared at it in daze.

Emilia sighed in relief. “Oh thank Sylvia, it was just a hand.”

Anastacia skipped to the lamb’s side and started fitting her injured arm into the prosthetic and tightening the straps on it. “The way this works is really cool. First you just pose the fingers and the wrist the way you want and then you just turn this thingy here.” She explained and grabbed an onion with the hand to demonstrate its usage. “After you’ve turned it, the fingers stop moving and you can start doing whatever.”

Yulia wasn’t listening at all, she just kept staring at her gift. “Why?” She finally asked.

Anastacia’s face lit up immediately. She stared Rosie squarely in the eyes and grinned like an idiot. “Because you needed a hand.” She said and hoisted her hand up for a high five while the innkeeper cursed under her breath. With no one to accept her gesture, the necromancer slapped it herself.

“Why me? I haven’t done anything for you…” Yulia asked again and began moving the hand.

“Why not? There was this guy called Ivory and he had the design for it just laying around. I think he’s overjoyed that something he invented is helping someone. The blacksmith on the other side of the square had some time and materials on his hands, so I just kind of made him build one.” Anastacia half-lied.

“This looks expensive… I can’t have anything this nice. The enchantment that makes this work must have cost more money than I’ve ever seen…” Yulia tried to make excuses to not be any more indebted to Anastacia and her friends than she already was.

Her attitude annoyed Rosie a lot. “It works with free fucking friendship magic, so shut up and get back to work!” She growled and stormed out, dragging the priestess with her.

The lamb immediately broke into tears as usual for her. Anastacia tried awkwardly patting her head and was grabbed into a tight hug she couldn’t escape from.

Back outside the kitchen, Rosie and Emilia had returned to their posts behind the counter. The tigress started to sort out some paperwork regarding some ingredients she had ordered, usually she would leave things like that for after holly appeared from somewhere to take over the tavern, but with Yulia working for her, she had a lot more time on her hands – even if the lamb could only do the most basic things.

Suddenly a strong odor caught her nose. It was a mix of spoilt eggs, mud, grass and moldy bread – something she really shouldn’t be smelling in her establishment.

“Cat of spice, have seen queen, yes?” Something croaked from behind the counter.

            

    
        Chapter 114 - The pointy thing

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia and King had started to make their way towards their goblin tribe’s camp fairly late in the evening. The sun hadn’t quite set yet, and it lit the dark clouds in the horizon. It was probably going to rain sooner or later, but Anastacia felt like they owed the tribe a visit, since Gobby had come to get them from the inn on its own. The reason for the sudden visit wasn’t within the creature’s explanation capabilities, but apparently it had something to do with either frogs, giants, pointy rocks or all three of them – or none.

The goblin itself had to be carried by King, since despite being a part of the more able group of the goblin population, Gobby’s walking speed didn’t match up to the considerably longer steps of the tribe’s royalty.

“We might as well stay the night there if this takes long and it starts to rain. Gobby, have you guys made a roof yet?” The goblin queen asked and spun around a stick she had picked up along the way.

“Roof… sky floor?” The critter confirmed.

“Yeah, the sky floor. The one that makes the rain not fall inside.” Anastacia explained.

Gobby shook its head. “Goblin try, won’t stay up. Lost many builders.”

“Well, don’t worry about it. We’ll figure out something once we get there. How hard can it be to make a small shelter from a cloth and a bunch sticks?” The necromancer smiled and took the goblin from King. “Say, you haven’t been approached by some weird looking kid recently, have you? She has long silvery hair and a mean look in her eyes. More than likely going around nude.”

Anastacia could see the gears slowly turning in the critter’s head as its stare turned more and more blank. Suddenly Gobby’s mind returned to the mortal realm and it croaked. “Yes. Yes! Say god but goblin knew better! God not small, all know! Fake-god tell goblin to not dig anymore, but goblin throw stones at fake-god and dig anyway!”

Anastacia sighed. “Don’t throw rocks at people, it’s rude. But why would Vilja tell you guys to not dig? Did you guys find anyt... Was there a treasure buried there?!” She asked and shook the goblin.

“No treasure, goblin find a pointy thing! Too big, can’t move, but pointy! Frog pond still too small, so goblin still dig. Maybe find more pointy?” The goblin theorized.

Anastacia couldn’t wait to find out what the goblins had found. She would have noticed a big skeleton buried in the area, so the pointy thing was unlikely to be a tusk or anything like that. To her, the only thing that made sense was that the goblins had found an ancient artifact or a weapon, she could use to mess with people or sell depending on what it did. Not once did she even consider that it would just be some boring old tool or a weirdly shaped stone. Gobby was quickly caught up in her excitement as well and screamed happily as Anastacia dashed through the fields towards the goblin camp.

They were greeted by a mass of goblins, far larger than what Anastacia remembered leaving behind last time. They piled up on each other to get a better look at their royalty, for the first time for most of them. The stories of Anastacia and King had been passed down from the few original members of the tribe that survived for long enough to tell them, but over time they had changed into something so incomprehensible that no man, woman, goblin or god could actually tell what had happened. Even Gobby, who was somehow still alive, had forgotten most of what happened before the tribe arrived at their current home.

With no consistent reason behind why Anastacia and King were the tribe’s leaders, they were met with varying levels of acceptance from the crowd. Some of the younger goblins doubted the non-goblin royalty, and this caused some minor fighting between them and the loyal, older generations.

Before the situation got out of hands and they would have to deal with dozens of fighting goblins, Anastacia figured it was better to just assert dominance over the critters. She took a better stance and started casting as much fire magic as she could without hurting anyone.

Goblins may have been divided by what they thought was a good way to govern the tribe, but what united them was their love for fire; and surely, someone who could make so much of it so quickly would lead the tribe to glory. With the mutiny stifled, and almost forgotten by most of the goblins, they screeched and danced happily as Anastacia opened fire towards the darkening sky again. The happy cheers were too much for her, and she couldn’t resist showing off some more.

Slowly, the fireworks began dying down as the necromancer began getting tired from all the flailing around. Besides the absurd levels of danger for the caster and everyone around them, and the fact that it had absolutely zero defensive uses, the main drawback of fire magic was the physically taxing nature of the casts, and because of this, it was often considered unfit for long, drawn-out battles against equal numbers. Where it really shined, was the situations where the caster was ridiculously outnumbered. A single skilled but reckless fire mage could lay waste on an entire army before either barely escaping or getting killed by an archer, another mage or sometimes even their own casts. So for an adventurer, it was a tremendous tool, as they often found themselves at a disadvantage when it came to numbers and almost all wildlife feared fire to a degree.

And just as her teacher had predicted, it suited the necromancer almost perfectly: necromancy didn’t require movement from the user and that was almost all fire magic needed to work. With enough practice, she could use necromancy purely on instinct and magic with reflexes or muscle memory, leaving her more time to think about the situation and maybe once in a blue moon, do something smart.

There was one thing that bothered her though: nothing in her skillset would help anyone. She didn’t want to be just a ball of death and destruction. There had to be a single thing she could do that would not kill people. Her desire to help literally anyone with almost anything was the main reason she jumped at the opportunity to build a hand for Yulia so readily.

“Your queen wishes to see the pointy thing!” She declared grandly. Usually she was by far the smallest person in the room, but among goblins she felt like a giant, which boosted her confidence; and that in turn made the goblins listen to her properly.

A path opened in the sea of green, leading towards the spot the goblins had dug for mud and clay for the throne mound. The hole had widened considerably since the last time and the pond at the bottom was now swarming with small, brightly colored frogs.

“Why is there a ton of frogs here?” Anastacia asked, put her gloves on and picked one up. “They’re kind of cute.”

“Tasty! Goblin get bugs, give to frogs, more frogs!” Gobby croaked and licked one.

“I see… You know these look pretty poisonous, right? Gil said the color is like a warning or something…” Anastacia asked and gave the frog a pat before tossing it into the pond.

“Taste like fire! Queen try?” The goblin asked and offered his frog to Anastacia.

“No thanks, I’m not in the mood for being poisoned.” She shrugged and slid down towards the bottom of the muddy hole from a spot that had the least frogs in it.

Poking out from the middle of the pond was about a meter high, slightly curvy sharp object. It looked a lot like a tusk but wasn’t bone or anything like that. “Hmm... There’s like small grooves on it.” She mumbled to herself and traced the grooves with her finger. Whatever it was, it was clearly made by someone and was not just a weird root or a stone. Anastacia leaned on it a bit to see if it would move at all, which it didn’t.

King slid down as well and stared at the strange object.

“Think we should dig more and see what it is?” Anastacia asked and cleaned some dried mud from the spike to get a better look at the surface.

The simulacrum moved her aside and grabbed on to the spike. The light patterns on his armor started to shine brightly before suddenly spreading to the spike and lighting up the grooves in it. The ground began to shake violently, and the goblin crowd screamed in excitement. A loud mechanical wail filled the air as something under their feet started to slowly rise up. Suddenly King pulled on the spike and snapped it off. With an even louder scream, whatever was hidden in the ground under them, died or shut down again.

“What the fuck was that?!” Anastacia screamed and tried to shake King. “What did you do?!”

King stared at her for a few seconds, presumably trying to come up with an explanation. Finally, he pointed at the snapped off spike, then at the ground and then at himself.

“Whatever that was, is one of you guys? Then why did you hurt it?” The necromancer asked and kneeled down to feel the hard surface under a thin layer of water and mud they were standing on.

One of the sides of the hole had split apart when the simulacrum under the surface was woken up, leaving behind a small chasm in the clay. While not terribly deep or wide, the crack in the surface of the ground was at least ten meters long, and based on that, whatever King had briefly activated, was massive.

Knowing that there was no way King could pantomime the answers to her questions, Anastacia figured she would just trust him and see what happens. “Sooo… Want to get them to dig it up?” She suggested and pointed at the cheering goblins. A few of them had thumbed down the muddy slope and were now desperately trying to stay away from the water.

The simulacrum nodded, grabbed the necromancer’s hand and dragged her out from the hole. About eight meters from the edge, he pointed at the ground and started digging with his hands.

Anastacia stopped him. “Nononono… We’re royalty here, we don’t dig. Just let the goblins handle it.” She laughed and nodded at the confused goblins that had no idea what was going on. “Alright lads! Your king demands a new hole to be dug right here! Do this well and I shall gift you fire!” She declared and shot a couple of fireballs over the crowd.

The goblins immediately lost it, the happy screeching became ear-shattering as the critters rushed to start digging. From what Anastacia could make out, they were ‘singing’ about a queen that creates fire and a king that shakes the earth. Half the vocals were just screaming without tone or rhythm, so the song itself wasn’t terribly catchy. It didn’t help that none of the hundreds of goblins sang in synch with each other.

“Come, we have a castle to check out while these guys work.” The necromancer laughed and started pulling the simulacrum towards the thrones.

From distance, she could see that the goblins had built a wall around the throne mound. It was far from being uniform in height, but even the lowest spots were almost three meters high, so it definitely worked as a wall just fine. As they walked around it, the main flaw of the structure started to become apparent: there was no door. They went around the whole thing and didn’t find even a goblin-sized hole anywhere. Being made from stones and mud with surprising amount of skill, the wall had no outcroppings that could be used to climb over it either.

Anastacia grabbed a random goblin that was running around, doing goblin things. She tried to ask it if there was a way to enter the throne room somehow, but the poor goblin was either a special case, or just too overwhelmed by being lifted up, as it began to shake uncontrollably and had to be put back down. The second closest one performed a little dance for the king and queen before running away. The third one they found was busy stuffing pinecones in its mouth and seemed to be able to cooperate at least on some level, since it responded to Anastacia’s waving by offering her a pinecone as well.

She smiled, took the gift and started working on ripping out a few of its scales. “I was wondering if you knew why there is no door in this wall?” She asked and tossed a piece in her mouth, figuring that it probably wouldn’t kill her.

“Must have wall before make hole! Goblin make wall too good and no hole now!” The goblin explained and gave King a pinecone as well.

“Yes, of course… Maybe you could make like a ladder or a ramp over it then?” Anastacia suggested and put the pinecone in her pocket.

The goblin seemed even more confused than usually. “But enemy get in? Why wall if just make a ladder anyway?”

There was clearly no room for debate before the goblin’s flawless logic, so it was allowed to resume whatever it was trying to achieve before being interrupted.

The first drops of rain fell on Anastacia’s face when she was trying to find a good spot for King to punch through the wall. It had also gotten dark without them really noticing it, so it was decided that they would find a way inside their castle after a good night’s sleep. King was tasked to find some firewood while Anastacia prepared a shelter with a roll of tent cloth Gilbert had forced her to take along.

“Right… now how do I set this up?” She muttered and started looking for some long branches. After a few failed attempts, she just leaned one of them against a rock, threw the cloth over it and weighed the corners down with some rocks. It was an objectively terrible shelter, but it was a shelter. Unlike King and the goblins, Anastacia did mind staying in the rain for the night, so it would have to do.

With the campsite ready, Anastacia huddled against King under the shelter and started making coffee over the fire. The screeches of the goblins were still audible despite the shelter being a bit further away from the frog hole and the rain muffling their noises. Occasionally a few curious ones stared at them from the woods before going back to their goblin businesses.

“We have a lot more goblins now… It’s nice. Once the castle has a roof and stuff, we should come spent more time here. We can just walk to Valor for a breakfast and so on.” She said and took a sip. “I’ve always wanted a house, but a castle is way better! We can just hang around and do regular people stuff without a bunch of drunkards around. I like them of course, but you know, sometimes you just need the peace and quiet that only herd of goblins can bring.”

            

    
        Chapter 115 - Observing the loyal subjects 

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia sat on a large rock, drinking her morning coffee and watched the goblins tirelessly dig up dirt. With the rising sun warming her back, she felt like falling back asleep, but was kept up by the fact that she would roll off the rock and hurt herself if she did. Aside from the goblins, she could see far along the road that led to Valor, but not quite the city itself. If she squinted, she was able to make out a few people heading out of the city, presumably to earn their keep – and then some. Among the people leaving, was a single wagon, that most likely belonged to a merchant or perhaps even someone who had brought a quest to be listed on the guild office’s wall. It was slightly odd because the north gate usually didn’t get much traffic from merchants or clients, since the northern part of the city was mostly just for the adventurers themselves and focused more on services aimed towards them. But there were a couple of places someone could park their wagon in for the night, so it wasn’t exactly groundbreaking news; after all, the dark elf that gave Anastacia the three rings had stayed in the city as well.

Gilbert had once explained the basic layout of the city for Anastacia, and the general gist of it was that the north hosted the majority of adventurers and whatever they needed, the western parts were all about large scale trading of raw materials and food that was then dispersed to the craftsmen and innkeepers around the massive city, the southern areas were largely populated by the guards and their families, and was the closest thing to a normal city Valor had. Some adventurers preferred to operate from there as well, because they were married to a guard, a child of one or had some other relation to a guild employee. The center of the city was restricted from almost everyone but the crystal-horned guild officials, rumors among the adventurers said that it was filled with grand libraries and vaults brimming with treasures, but those that had briefly visited the area didn’t say a word to confirm or deny any of the accusations. In the east, Valor touched a mountain range where it got all its clean water from and those parts were mostly restricted as well, since they didn’t anyone tampering with the water source.

When Anastacia had first heard about the restricted areas, her immediate response was to start planning an expedition to the center of the city to uncover its secrets, but ever since her relationship with the officials had turned to ice over the lost simulacrum, her interest in them dropped significantly. Though she still wanted to visit at least the western and southern parts one day.

During the night, the goblins had dug enough to expose a part of something that looked like a skeleton of a massive snake but was made from the same material as the spike King had broken earlier. Each vertebra was over a meter long and was attached to two rib-like arches that were easily long enough for King to walk inside the ribcage without hitting his head. Whatever the simulacrum hidden there was, it was more likely over a hundred meters long, if the rest of it was roughly proportional to the uncovered part – which was probably the reason Vilja had warned the goblins, just in case they found a way to activate it.

So far, the death count for the digging operation was only five. Anastacia couldn’t think of a way they could have died, so she figured she should refer to an expert, so that the useless deaths could be avoided in the future. She slid down from the rock and started looking for Gobby.

The goblin she had sort of appointed as the chief was easy to recognize from the horde thanks to its headband that made form Anastacia’s hair and the spoon it held on to the critter’s forehead. Many of the goblins had attached random pieces of junk on themselves with bits of string, mimicking the chief, but seemed to understand that the forehead-spoon was something only a chief could wear. She had also started to recognize a few other goblins based on their chosen method of running or items they were carrying around. One of her favorites was a fellow who hadn’t quite figured out how knees work and so it ran around without bending them at all.

She found her right-hand goblin by the castle, where it had somehow gathered a large pile of timber with a pack of other goblins. The logs were way too big for the goblins to move them around, but Anastacia knew better than to question the creatures. “What’s up?” She asked and grabbed a random goblin that was chewing one of the logs, just to have something to play with while talking.

“Goblin make pillars! Hold up the sky floor!” Gobby explained and tapped the log he was standing on.

“Wow… That’s actually pretty smart of you guys.” Anastacia complimented the goblins and dangled the one she had from its arms. “How did you come up with it anyway?”

“Big tree hold up sky, so maybe hold up sky floor too!” Gobby exclaimed and held up its hands. The rest of the group joined him and croaked happily with their arms up.

“The trees don’t… I mean sure, you do you and we’ll see how things go.” Anastacia shrugged and was about to leave for a walk around the camp but turned around when she remembered the original question she had for Gobby. “Oh yeah, I almost forgot. Do you know what happened to the guys who died during the night? I feel like we shouldn’t be losing goblins to something this simple.”

“Sometimes choke on rocks when dig” The goblin chief explained expertly.

“Have you ever considered not eating the dirt?” Anastacia suggested, but the vacant look she got as a response made it clear that not eating dirt wasn’t in the cards at all. There was always going to be some losses with goblins, no matter what they did, so perhaps she just needed to accept it and try not to mess with the self-regulating nature of the tribe.

The group responsible for erecting the pillars was more than likely doomed to be crushed under them, but the goblin queen just gave them a thumbs-up and let them carry on with whatever they had planned for moving the logs. Though she did cancel her walk and instead remained there to see if she could save even one of them when they inevitably were going to roll the logs over themselves or something.

The ten or so goblins that were nearby started pushing one of the logs with all their might. Of course, they had no chance to actually achieve anything on their own, but that didn’t stop them from trying. Every now and then a goblin would see them and join the effort, until the mass of goblins pushing on the tree trunk weighed more than the log itself, and the tree budged. Slowly but surely, they started rolling the piece of timber towards the throne mound, and as it rolled, the log picked up speed until it finally crashed into the wall the goblins had built and collapsed a part of it. The critters cheered and danced in celebration before moving on to the next log. Anastacia sat down to observe their building techniques for a while and concluded that there was absolutely zero problem solving included in the process. Whenever the critters couldn’t manage something, their solution was to add more goblins until they could. Far from an elegant solution but a working one none the less, and since they hadn’t driven themselves to extinction yet, they probably weren’t going to.

Suddenly her train of thought was interrupted by a goblin that kept staring at her from a couple of meters away while trying to eat its own fist.

“H… Hello?” She said and waved.

The goblin tried to respond but didn’t remove its hand from its mouth first and only mumbled incoherently. It did however point towards the dig site with its free hand.

“Does King need me there?” Anastacia guessed and got up.

The goblin nodded and started shoving its other hand in its mouth as well. It seemed happy with the activity, so Anastacia left it alone and hoped it knew how to breathe through its nose – which was a less common trait among the goblins than one would think.

King had cleared out all the goblins from the freshly dug hole and was waiting for his queen by the edge. When she arrived, he took her hand and carefully helped her down the side.

“So what are we doing? I assume we’re not waking it up, so…” Anastacia asked and walked inside the ribcage of the gigantic simulacrum. The first thing she though was that it’d be a decent sized house if they dug it up entirely and used it as a frame. She would have to bring it up later.

King pointed at one of the vertebrae that had a familiar looking hole in it, exactly like the one on the simulacrum prince’s chest and the ones that operated the doors in the machine fort Anastacia had fallen into; and just like the prince’s, it was empty. Next to the hole was a mark from something that had scraped the surface very recently. It didn’t take much brainpower for the necromancer to figure out that King had tried to hit it with his sword, and it came to as no surprise that the metal sword didn’t have what it would have taken to break whatever stone the simulacra were made of.

“You want to break the poor thing’s spine? I guess it’d be better than having a goblin shove its finger in there and wake it up again.” Anastacia agreed and started to look around for anything she could use. While doing that, she realized that there were no other dead goblins around besides the five they had lost during the night, and since there was no way there hadn’t been more deaths recently, she figured that goblin bones must decay extremely quickly. The necromancer climbed up from the hole, walked over to where the simulacrum’s spine went back underground again and hopped on it. During this, she had found a small piece of bone that probably belonged to something the goblins had eaten and flew it over. She also noticed that the messenger goblin had just choked on its own hands. “Damnit! I liked his attitude.” She cursed and moved the corpse to where the other five were.

Armed with the piece of bone, she hopped over to the vertebrae the hole was in and looked for the right spot. The necromancer placed her weapon on top of the simulacrum’s spine and took a step back. The old mechanisms in the spine creaked as she started to press the bone down until finally the stone cracked under the immense pressure, and the tiny piece of bone crushed its way through the vertebra, shattering it to pieces. “That… was a bit easier than I thought it would be.” She said and did a little curtsey to her goblin audience, setting off a barrage of amazed screams and screeches. “Good job digging this up! When it gets dark I’ll reward you with all the fire you can handle!” She declared grandly and shot up a fireball.

While the swarm of goblins were busy trying to deal with their excitement, Anastacia snuck through the crowd to their ‘castle’ with king. The newly made hole in the wall allowed them to finally enter and see what the goblins had done to the pile of rocks that was the throne mound. The entire area within the wall had been paved with flat stones and clay, and just like the wall, it was surprisingly well made and even had grooves that drained the rainwater to the edges. The mound itself had gotten an upgrade in the form of actual stairs; though slightly uneven, they were easy to climb and seemed sturdy.

“This is a lot better than I hoped, can’t wait to see what they do with the roof.” Anastacia said and sat down on the tree stump that was her throne. “Is it okay if I ask them to dig up the whole whatever is buried over there? It’d give them something to do for a while and we could just check back on them after the whole Mournvalley thing is settled.”

King nodded and sat down on his throne.

“You’ll come with me, right? I really don’t want to go there alone, but it’s too risky to take anyone made of meat.” She asked and held Kings hand. “Part of me wants to just wipe out everyone there, on both sides, but I don’t need any more of them coming after me or you guys. So it’s better just let Coquelicot have the damn thing and hope she keeps her word about not bothering us ever again. The number of necromancers in the world stays roughly even at all times, and with so many of us dying recently, there will be a bunch of new necromancers outside of Mournvalley for the first time in a good while. I imagine she’ll be busy hunting them down for a few years at least.”

Anastacia took out some cookies from her bag and stuffed them in her face while trying to figure out whether she had some responsibilities as the queen or if she should just wait for the goblins to come to her with their problems. The latter seemed like the better option here, since she could also observe and help with the pillars from her throne, if the group responsible for them started working instead of just dancing on the logs. She also had Ivory’s book with her, so if nothing happened, she could just read a few more chapters if she got really bored. But her sleepiness from earlier was making a comeback, and it was time to see how well her throne was suited for napping.

            

    
        Chapter 116 - A Nightmare

    
    
    
    
                The Anchor of The Immortal King woke up staring at the same empty wall she had stared for years now. She didn’t get much sleep on most nights and the windowless room was too dark to read in, so she spent her time by staring at the wall next to her bed. Not having a window also meant that she had no idea what time of the day it was, not that it mattered much, she would be summoned whenever it was time for some bullshit ritual or if she was needed for something else the cult was up to, which usually meant killing people.

“Good morning, wall. How was your night? Mine was alright, kind of turned to shit since I woke up instead of dying in my sleep, but that’s life.” She said and yawned. “Any chance you could collapse for me today? No? Oh well, I’ll ask again tomorrow.”

The bed was basically a rug on a stone slab, far from comfortable, but she had gotten used to it. Normally she would have a pillow and a blanket too, but those were taken away when she told one of the royals to go fuck themselves with a hedgehog. The room wasn’t cold or anything and she could always use some clothes as a pillow, so it was definitely worth it to in her opinion. Especially since as far as punishments went in Mournvalley, it was almost nothing; and if anyone besides her did something like that, it’d be the last thing they did – at least willingly.

A sharp knock on the heavy iron door of her room interrupted The Anchor’s conversation with the wall.

“Anchor! The inquisition is visiting today, so you need to look presentable! You have five minutes.” One of her usual attendants yelled from the other side of the door, without opening it.

“Sure thing, shitface!” The Anchor answered. Insulting her attendants was one of the few ways she could rebel against the royals; since the attendants were all common folk, no one gave a damn what she called them. They wouldn’t be able to do anything about it either, if they raised their hand against her in front of the guards, they’d be killed on the spot. The Anchor may have been basically a prisoner, but she was still royalty and an integral part of how things worked in Mournvalley.

She slowly got up from the bed and scuffled over to a mirror. The only source of light in the room was the small barred up window above the door, that allowed in some of the light from the hallway. It didn’t always have bars on it, but after The Anchor had crawled through it and elbow dropped the necromancer guarding her door, they had to be installed. She also used to have a candle, but that as also confiscated after she set her bed on fire and almost died from smoke inhalation. After wiggling into one of her black dresses with a collar that covered the lower part of her face and combing her long white hair, she took out a small box from under her wardrobe and opened it. Inside of the box were two items: a pendant and a dull dagger.

She took the dagger and stared at it for a while. Her intention was to sharpen it against the stone wall of her room, but the noise would no doubt alarm the guard outside, so she hadn’t gotten the chance to do it yet. “One day, my friend, one day…” She whispered, put it back in the box and grabbed the pendant before hiding the box again.

A second sharp knock on the door meant that her time was over, she quickly put on the pendant and knocked back to signal that she was ready.

“Keep your hands visible and don’t even think about doing anything stupid.” The attendant said and unlocked the door.

Most areas of the castle were guarded by skeletons and other thralls, but that wasn’t the case for The Anchor’s room. Her attendants and guards had to be selected from the few necromancers that could stand up to her, even for a few seconds. Though it wasn’t going to last forever, since despite her unwillingness to learn, she was far stronger than almost anyone else in the castle and would eventually grow their beyond control with just what she learned from casual usage of necromancy. If she was going to remain uncooperative, she would be moved to the inquisition’s headquarters to be detained for at least a few years, until she would be tortured into submission. It was something The Anchor herself shouldn’t have known but had overheard from a discussion outside her door, and ever since then she had been hiding what she could actually do to hopefully find a way to escape before it happened, either outside the borders or from the mortal realm if things started to look bad.

When the door opened, The Anchor was blinded by the relative brightness of the hallway, making her choose between shielding her eyes with one hand and only giving the attendant the finger with the other, or just suffering through it to double her bird flipping potential.

The attendant was used to her behavior already and simply ignored the gesture while slapping on a pair of cuffs on her wrists and dragging The Anchor out from the room with the lead attached to them. He was obviously getting tired of his job, because as soon as they were out of the guard’s view, the attendant pulled on the lead quickly and made her fall over.

“Are you tired of life or just stupid? I’ll tattle on you.” The Anchor threatened him while getting back up.

“No one will believe you, and they’re all busy with the inquisition anyway. So you just sit in your chair and keep your mouth shut.” The attendant pointed out and dragged her to the throne room.

The throne room was a large, open hall with the main door in one end and the throne itself in the other. The way from the main door to the throne was open, and on both sides of it were two rows of long tables for the royalty to sit behind. On either side of the throne were five smaller tables reserved for the leaders of families and a sixth one for Amaranth, the commander of the red inquisition and her second-in-command. And finally, right next to the throne with the manky skeleton on it, was The Anchor’s little wooden stool.

Aside from a couple of guards, the hall was still empty when The Anchor sat down. Her lead was tied to the throne, so she couldn’t escape – again, and her attendant went to the corner of the hall, since it was in no way acceptable for a commoner like him to be too close to The Immortal King.

The skeleton of The Immortal King Alabaster was covered in carefully engraved patterns that ensured his longevity even without the constant presence of The Anchor and clothed in white robes that had golden detailing on them. When The Anchor glanced at it, its head slowly turned to face her – the will of the previous anchor still lingered in the patterns, even years after their death. She herself had yet to pour in hers, since it would have to be done during a special night in the middle of the city, for no other reason than to look good to the common necromancers of the land.

“You’re so fucking gross.” She whispered to the skeleton and turned away.

Slowly, the royals started to drift into the hall and find their places. On the way, every single one of them stared at The Anchor with varying amounts of disdain and disgust. Being the anchor was the highest honor a necromancer could receive and only possible for the strongest necromancers around, so her being so violently against it was considered to be a grievous insult to every necromancer out there.

When the lower ranking royals had sat down and gotten their drinks served to them, the guards at the door started to declare the names of the ten family leaders as they entered. In pairs, they walked over to the throne and kneeled on front of the king. The Anchor’s job was to welcome them all by whispering the words ‘The Immortal King Alabaster welcomes you.’

The third couple was made of a short woman with long white hair and a lanky bald man, they were unremarkable in every possible way and didn’t stand out from the rest of the crowd with their power or skill in necromancy either. When they kneeled in front of the skeleton, The Anchor whispered to them differently from the rest of the Higher ups. “The Immortal King Alabaster welcomes you, mother, father…” She grinned as the couple glanced at her in utter disgust and hurried to their seats.

While her parents resided in the same castle, The Anchor hadn’t really been considered to be anyone’s child at any point, she was technically the property of The Immortal King or a part of him. However, it was something both she and her parents could agree on. At first her mother and father were extremely proud about how their line was the one the new anchor came from, but as she grew to be what she was, it quickly changed into shame and disgust. The whole family line became a bit of a joke within the castle, and only held on to their position thanks to some old rules. The Anchor herself on the other hand, had long since decided that if things started to look bad, she would take every single one of the ten assholes with her to the grave and her parents would get no special treatment – but fucking with them was fun anyway.

The last pair to arrive by the throne were the inquisition’s higher ups. An old woman by the name of Amaranth, who was responsible of the many skeletons guarding the castle; and a younger one that was known to most of the world though her violent deeds, even if they didn’t know the name Coquelicot. Both of them were wearing the inquisition’s blood-red uniform and stood out from the rest of the necromancers in many ways.

The Anchor was extremely terrified of them, partly because she was taught to be and partly because both of them were so far beyond anyone living in the castle that their presence blotted out everyone else’s. She greeted them normally, though with a lot better posture and held her breath until they had found their seat. The inquisition visited the castle every now and then, and The Anchor had actually talked to a couple of the newer but equally insane members briefly, but she would never get used to these two.

The ceremony continued as usual, food and drinks were served to everyone but The anchor, some irrelevant garbage was spouted by almost everyone in the room and nothing of value was achieved. All in all, it was a very usual meeting of assholes as far as she was concerned. Though the inquisition’s second-in-command kept glancing at The Anchor in a weird way, which made her very, very worried.

After about two hours of the nonsense, one of the family heads stood up. “As the last matter of the day, I would like to discuss about a prisoner our forces captured last night along one of our borders. We suspect that he might be an adventurer, which means his case deserves some more thought than usual.” He declared and pointed at the hall’s main doors, where five skeletons dragged along a massive, grizzly old man that had been restrained by what looked like most of Mournvalley’s shackles and chains. “Valor is usually willing to buy back their adventurers whenever one is caught by the rightful rulers of the area, so depending on how successful this boulder of a man has been on his career, he might fetch a considerable amount of supplies. So my question is: Should we contact Valor or not?”

The Anchor had seen a million of these kinds of situations already and every single time they ended up killing the supposedly valuable prisoner, so the poor sod had more than likely come to the end of his travels. To her, he seemed like a friendly looking old man and it was certainly a shame that he ever found himself in the land of the necromancers. When their eyes met briefly, The Anchor waved to the captured giant.

Suddenly the inquisition’s second-in-command stood up and cleared her throat, silencing every other voice in the room. “Really? Are we really discussing about this trivial matter? Every single one of you knows that Mournvalley does not deal with lesser nations. So no, we are not going to contact anyone about this trespasser, as he is ours now. Instead I propose that he is given to The Anchor as a practice body. She has clearly been avoiding training again, so tomorrow, I will personally oversee her process this hunk of meat!” She suggested and unfolded her gross skeletal arms to point at the prisoner, The Anchor and herself at the same time.

Everyone knew how much The Anchor hated pointless killing, so the suggestion was extremely popular among the royals, simply because it would bother her for weeks or months, like it always did. And so, the proposition was accepted without a single differing opinion – aside from The Anchor’s, but her opinion was neither heard nor cared about. She couldn’t do anything but look at the adventurer apologizingly as he was dragged away, presumably to be kept in a cell until the next day.

The meeting continued with another meal for everyone besides The Anchor, who would get hers later in her room – maybe. The idea behind her not getting anything to eat was as stupid as everything else in the country of Mournvalley: supposedly, as a repayment for keeping The Immortal King anchored to the mortal realm, The Anchor was given his death to keep, meaning all of their earthly needs disappeared so that they didn’t need to eat, drink, breathe or sleep. Which was why she was kept hidden in a cell most of the time and was not supposed to eat or drink in public. Of course, anyone with a half of their brain working could have realized how bullshit it was, but it fooled the masses and that was what mattered. Usually it didn’t cause her much problems, but every now and then she needed to make a public appearance, during which she had to stay awake without food or water for over a day, because someone among the people taking her around wasn’t in on the scam. But somehow that was one of the least unpleasant sides of her job.

One of the things The Anchor often did while waiting for the meetings to be over, was to figure out how many of the shitheels in the hall she could kill before someone got a lucky shot in and stopped her. The royals had next to no training beyond the very basics that are taught to everyone, so even with most of her powers still beyond her control, she could overcome them with ease, though with the inquisitors there, the number was considerably lower than usually. It would still be a suicide, even without the inquisitors, but the only thing keeping The Anchor from doing it was the faint hope of escaping the country alive.

When the ceremony finally ended, she was taken back to her room and locked in the dark. Once her eyes got used to the darkness, she took out the hidden box again, placed the pendant in it and picked up the dagger. “That old guy was an adventurer, right? I wonder what it’s like to be one of them? Bet they get do all kinds of crazy stuff. Maybe I’ll have a chance to talk with him before I… kill him…” She said and swung the dagger around.

Her flailing was interrupted by a weirdly strong presence of a necromancer that was heading towards her room. While not as dominating as the inquisitors earlier, it was certainly something she didn’t see every day.

“This is The Anchor’s room, I can feel her inside. How about the prisoner?” Asked a man whose voice The Anchor didn’t recognize.

“Down there, the last cell on the right.” The guard outside the room answered, right before his presence disappeared as the unknown visitor decapitated him.

The guard was supposed to be someone who could stand up to The Anchor, even if it was for a brief moment, he wasn’t a pushover. So whoever killed him so swiftly, more than likely had it in them to kill her too.

As the visitor started fitting a key to the door, The Anchor’s mind raced, looking for a way she would even stand a chance. She gripped the dagger and anxiously waited for the door to open, planning to rush at whoever was behind it.

But the door never opened, the attacker simply unlocked it and continued walking down the hallway. They stopped at the end, unlocked a second door there and started heading back. “Anchor… Anastacia, gather what you have and flee with the adventurer. Others have been tasked with creating a distraction to make sure the castle is empty, do not waste our efforts.” The visitor calmly said while passing her door again and disappeared as quickly as he had appeared…


Anastacia flinched awake on her throne in the roofless castle build by her goblin tribe. Covered in cold sweat, she hastily looked around to make sure she wasn’t still in Mournvalley. Nightmares like this happened every now and then and she would always feel a bit disoriented after them. Most of the time it took a few minutes for her to be absolutely sure she was awake.

King had noticed her distress and reached out to the necromancer.

She pressed the simulacrum’s hand against her chest and took a deep breath. “Okayokayokay… We’re here in the goblin castle, it’s… afternoonish, no other necromancers nearby…” She confirmed to herself and settled down. “I should stop thinking about that shithole before napping... Anyway, have we got anything to eat?”

            

    
        Chapter 117 - Fire, constellations and the mighty zucchini

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia neatly folded her violet cloak and gave it to King to hold while she repaid the goblins for their efforts and loyalty. She warmed herself up by hopping in place for a bit and spinning her arms before climbing the steps of the throne mound and gazing over the sea of goblins, shrieking and screaming outside the castle’s wall. The wall would prevent the fire from spreading or harming the goblins, or at least it should.

The show started with a bang when she stomped on the ground with all her might and sent out a wave of fire in every direction. When the waves hit the wall, they were deflected upwards and created a huge pillar of flame. She continued to stomp and flail, shooting fire in every direction and not noticing that with every cast, the fire appeared closer to her hands and feet. The show was just as fun for her as it was for the goblins, and she may have gotten a bit too into it, as charred spots began to appear on her clothing from the intensifying flames around her. When she had finally spent everything she had, the show ended with a final massive fireball that exploded in the sky and only through sheer luck didn’t cause a wildfire.

Both Anastacia’s gloves and boots had gotten charred in the flames and the hem of her shirt had caught on fire briefly. She patted out the embers and crashed down on her throne to take a breather. The goblins outside were louder than ever and ran around, trying to catch the last few sparks that hadn’t fizzled out while falling from the sky.

The fire had no doubt been visible from Valor against the dark sky, and the guild would more than likely send someone to investigate the situation. Though seeing a mage train outside the city wasn’t exactly uncommon.

Gobby rushed into the castle while croaking happily. “Holy fire over?” It asked and stumbled up the stairs towards the goblin queen.

“Yeah, I’m beat. Did you guys like it?” Anastacia asked and used the soot from her gloves to draw two horizontal lines on her cheeks as war paint because that felt like something the leader of goblins would do.

“Yes? Yes. Yes! YES!” The goblin screamed and copied Anastacia’s war paint with the soot from her boots.

“I think it might be about time King and I leave. I’d rather just stay here forever with you guys, but there’s a battle coming that I need to train for.” Anastacia explained and picked up the goblin chief.

“Goblin fight for queen and king!” The critter screamed.

“No. It’s our job as rulers to do the fighting, so you guys just keep building, digging and licking frogs as much as you can.” The goblin queen ordered. “I honestly don’t know when I’ll be back, or if I’ll get back at all. The one I’ll have to fight has like a thousand years of experience on me, so it can go either way really. That said, if neither King or I come back, you are in charge of the tribe. Don’t cause any trouble for people, okay?”

Gobby had some trouble understanding what Anastacia had just said but looked worried, so the core point of the message had probably gotten through. “Queen leaving goblin?” It asked.

“No… Well yeah, but not because I want to. You probably won’t get what I’m saying, but no matter who you are or how strong, there’s always someone trying to play you. Well I’ve made myself pretty easy to play by this particular someone, and there’s nothing I can really do about it. That’s one of the reasons I like you guys so much, you’re just too chaotic to really do anything with. Even if I tried to do something with you, it’d come crumbling down on me within a week, so it’s just better to let you guys do what you want and sort of guide you along to not ruin into a bonfire.” Anastacia explained while carrying Gobby out from the castle. The goblins grouped around her as soon as she came out and began piling on each other to get closer. She cleared her throat and declared their departure. “Okay, guys! King and I have to leave. It was great seeing you again. Keep doing gobliney things and always remember to chew whatever it is you’re eating… unless it’s rocks, I guess!”

The goblins fell silent after hearing that, and the silence continued just long enough to become awkward, until one of the critters flopped over a pile of its friends and approached Anastacia. It handed over a stick with a dried zucchini tied to it and a tiny pebble.

Anastacia accepted the gifts and gave the pebble to King, since it was him who usually dealt with them. “Thank you… What is this?” She asked and waved the zucchini around.

“Mighty weapon! Goblin defeat many enemies!” The goblin said proudly and started picking its nose.

With wistful minds, they left the goblins behind, with a real chance of not seeing them again if everything goes wrong in Mournvalley. Her track record on things going as planned was terrible, so even if she didn’t die while fighting Amaranth, it wouldn’t be great for anyone involved.

“How about we don’t tell anyone about the giant simulacrum? I don’t want people poking around my goblins.” Anastacia suggested, tossed her scorched boots into the woods and continued the trip back to Valor barefoot. “One of these days I’ll teach you to write so you can tell me what you’re up to. I’d say it’s not good to kill your kind but I’m like the least qualified person in the world to say that.”

Suddenly Anastacia stopped, turned around and grabbed King’s hand. “Can you kneel for a bit?” She asked, and the simulacrum complied, the necromancer hopped on his shoulders. “I’ve wanted to try this for a while now. Is this what it feels like to be tall?”

With Anastacia riding on King’s shoulders, they hiked towards the city in the dark. Every now and then stopping to take a look at some night-blooming flowers or nocturnal animals. The sky was perfectly clear, allowing the moon and stars to light the ground just well enough for them to see without a torch. Anastacia pointed out a few constellations Gilbert had taught her to find and use in navigation.

“That one is my favorite, it’s called ‘The King’. It looks kind of like a crown and apparently the brightest star in it sometimes gets a slight red hue to it for some reason. So some ancient dudes made a crown for their king based on it, they even managed to make a magic gem that turned red in synch with the star. But that was like right before their country started declaring wars on everyone and got ganged up on. No one knows what happened to the crown after that.” She explained and looked for another one she could recognize. “Oh! There! That big one with two smaller ones on both sides in a perfect line. It’s called ‘The Progenitor’, it’s the first constellation that appears in the evening and for some reason it disappears like waaaay earlier than any of the other stars. Apparently, that shouldn’t happen, but it does.”

Because they stopped so often and took detours, the short walk from the goblin camp to Valor took far longer than it should. Anastacia had completely lost her sense of time and the passage of time wasn’t really a concern for King, so they only realized how long they had been wandering around when the eastern horizon started to light up.

“Hey King… If we make it back from Mournvalley, would you like to actually get married in Valor? I have no idea if it’s possible since you’re still technically a weapon instead of a citizen, but I could fight the guild for it. And if nothing else works, Emilia can probably do it. I think it’d be nice to have something a little more concrete than the goblins just deciding that we’re a couple. Especially since you’ll get to meet my folks, and hopefully cleave them in half…” Anastacia asked suddenly and laughed awkwardly.

King didn’t react at all.

“You don’t need to answer right now… We’ve been together for a while now, and honestly, I have no idea what I would do if you left. So I figured it’d make you stick around, I guess… Don’t worry about it, I’m just a bit tired and saying stupid stuff. Things are fine as they are, just tell me if you’re leaving at some point, so I can prepare.” The necromancer backed down and continued her awkward laughter.

Anastacia greeted the gate guard with the zucchini stick as they passed him and hopped down from King’s shoulders, so they could enter the inn without her slamming her face into the doorframe.

Rosie and Yulia had already woken up and were preparing for the breakfast rush. The sheep hadn’t quite gotten used to her new hand, but it already allowed her to work a lot faster simply because she could use a knife with it and lift things that required both hands.

Rosie noticed them enter and came out from the kitchen to welcome them, but as soon as she saw the toasted condition of the necromancer and her smudged face, she took out a wet cloth and forcibly wiped Anastacia’s war paint off. “Why is it that you immediately go tribal when no one is watching over you? And why are your clothes all burned? Kitten, I swear I will get a leash for you one of these days.” The tigress sighed and combed Anastacia’s hair with her nails.

“Aye Aye, captain. Can I get a coffee before the lecture?” Anastacia asked and struggled free from Rosie’s grasp.

The innkeeper frowned. “First of all, screw you. And you’ll take a bath before you get anything. You reek like a thousand goblins.”


            

    
        Chapter 118 - Gossip

    
    
    
    
                “It’s so weird… Why is he just sitting there?” Emilia asked and stirred her hot chocolate. She and Rosie had been watching King, who had just been sitting in the corner of the tavern for hours, after washing the dishes from the breakfast rush. Usually the simulacrum would just loom over Anastacia whenever he didn’t have anything to do, but today the necromancer had asked him to stay behind when she went out to train. “He looks so abandoned and alone.”

“That’s just your imagination, he looks just like he always does. The guy is literally made from stone and can’t change how he looks.” Rosie gruffly pointed out while wiping the counter with a wet cloth.

“Shush! Let me distract myself with this so I don’t think about losing my powers, okay? Besides, there’s a bunch of stuff about them you don’t know about. On our quest, Anna spent more time hanging on to him than on her own feet.” The priestess insisted and waved her spoon.

“There’s nothing new about her being lazy when it comes to walking and carrying stuff, it’s not something to base a theory on. If I was as small as she is, I’d get myself carried everywhere too, so it’s not like I can’t understand her.” Rosie shrugged.

Most of the guests had either left to do their job or hadn’t yet woken up, so the tavern was mostly empty aside from the simulacrum and a couple of batfolk that had just arrived back from a quest. Yulia was diligently working in the kitchen, so there really wasn’t much to do for the innkeeper before the lunch rush. Rosie didn’t exactly mind the free time but did feel like she should be doing something useful, her anxiousness manifested in excessive wiping of tables and maintenance work – which certainly wasn’t a bad thing.

“Once I find a way to reconnect with Lady Sylvia again, I’ll carry you.” Emilia stated proudly.

Rosie frowned. “Pretty rude of you to imply that nothing short of divine assistance could get me lifted. I know I’ve gained a bit of weight since my sailing days, but you don’t have to be mean about it.” She said and tried to act hurt but couldn’t keep herself from grinning.

“That might have worked for the first five times, but I know you’re just messing with me. But I’m telling you, King is totally into Anna! It’s really obvious if you see them go at it.” Emilia kept insisting.

“I don’t want to be mean, but as far as anyone knows, the simulacra are just machines that do what they have been told to do. It’s way more likely that instead of somehow developing feelings, King is just flawed in some way and happened to get attached to Anna.” The tigress sighed and leaned on the counter. “I’m not saying that’s not exactly what she needs though. He’s reliable, harmless and doesn’t seem to mind following her. I sleep far better at night knowing that he’s there to watch over her daft ass.”

“By Sylvia, you really don’t have a single romantic bone in you. Not one! If we don’t know what they are, they could just as well be fully sentient! What if their creators moved their minds into the simulacra to live forever? What if… You get the idea. You’re just choosing to be unromantic about this.” The priestess exclaimed and poked Rosie in the side with the spoon.

“I… I agree with Miss Priestess...” Yulia uttered from the kitchen doorway. “I’ve been sharing a room with Miss Anastacia and watching them is really awkward… like really awkward. When I wake up during the night, he just sits there and sort of pats her head. And she talks to him, like a lot. At first I thought she was… you know… a little crazy. Please don’t tell her I said that!”

Having found an ally, Emilia cheered and fetched Yulia to aid herself in convincing the grumpy innkeeper. “See? Even the sad little lamb knows love when she sees it!”

Rosie furiously glared at her employee, trying to scare her into backing out; but Emilia wasn’t about to let that happen and held on to Yulia.

They were interrupted by King suddenly standing up and heading into the kitchen. He came back out with a couple of apples and a pot of coffee. On his way out, he placed a pebble on the counter as payment and left the inn.

“Should we follow him? It could be interesting.” Emilia asked and rolled the pebble between his fingers.

Rosie untied her apron and tossed it at Yulia. “Yes, he took the good pot.” She roared and hopped over the counter to chase down her beloved piece of kitchenware, with Emilia right behind her.

Gilbert stumbled down the stairs just in time to see the pair rushing outside. He had been up late last night, drinking and arguing with Anastacia about goblin politics and how they should be making the roof for the castle. And unlike the young and spry necromancer, he needed his sleep; so while Anastacia had been outside for hours, Gilbert had taken his time in bed.

“Morning, lass. Where did they head off to in such a hurry?” He asked from Yulia and leaned against the counter, but the girl just squeaked shyly and escaped to the kitchen. “Hmph, must be losing my touch…” He grunted and sat down with the batfolk.


Anastacia sat in the middle of the field, reading her book and trying to find something useful in the increasingly worrying notes of Ivory the Mad. Chapter by chapter, the ancient necromancer grew lonelier and madder, but never gave up on his conviction to protect the village that shunned him. Things had taken a grave turn when two villagers had gotten caught in a fight between the necromancer’s thralls and whatever was attacking the village, and now they had all turned against Ivory.

Around Anastacia was an array of hundreds of floating bones, that slowly moved around each other in relatively simple patterns. Initially she had intended for it to be more complex, but it was too early in her training to do that. The purpose of the exercise was to keep the bones moving without them hitting each other while concentrating in the book. Starting out with a handful of bones, she slowly added more and more until she was forced to expand the patterns outwards. Without really noticing it, she had surrounded herself with almost twenty meters of impenetrable field of bones.

Unsurprisingly, it was also where King had hurried off to. The simulacrum waved the apples, trying to get Anastacia’s attention, but not being made of meat made him invisible to her necromancy. In an attempt to get her attention by stopping one of the bones, he placed the coffee pot in front of it. The piece of bone continued its movement through the metal pan completely unhindered, like the copper pan was made of wet paper.

“NOOOO!” Rosie yelled from the distance as the bones ripped apart her pot.

The scream finally caught Anastacia’s attention, and the bone field collapsed. She quickly got up and hopped over to King. “You were bringing me coffee and a snack? I was just thinking I wanted some, but looks like I killed the coffee… I’ll take the apples though. Sorry I had to leave you behind today, but I didn’t want you to end up like that pot.” She explained and grabbed one of the apples. “Why’s Rosie coming here? She looks kind of angry…” She wondered out loud and took a bite of the apple. While chewing, her eyes happened upon the mangled remains of the pot, and when her brains finally connected the dots between it and the furious innkeeper, she went pale. Anastacia grabbed King’s hand and took off as fast as she could.

Despite King being a machine and Anastacia being pretty quick on her feet as well, they had no chance against a tigerfolk whose coffee pot had just been ruined. Only after thirty or so meters, Rosie caught up to them and smashed King into the ground by leaping on his back.

“You don’t try to run from tigers, everyone knows that!” Rosie laughed and got off the simulacrum. “Kitten, come back! He doesn’t have any money!” She shouted to the fleeing necromancer.

“I’ll avenge you, my king! I promise!” Anastacia answered and continued fleeing.

Emilia finally caught up to Rosie and King and was exhausted. Running around in full armor was a lot harder than she remembered it being. She tried to say something but couldn’t quite get it out while gasping for air.

“And you had the gall to say anything about my weight. At least I can run without a goddess.” Rosie boasted and helped King up.

Once he was back on his feet, the simulacrum offered her three more pebbles, presumably as a payment for the pot.

Rosie took them and inspected them more thoroughly just to make sure there wasn’t anything special about them, and there wasn’t; King had clearly just picked up some roundish pebbles form the ground and attempted to now use them as currency. “You know that these aren’t money, right? I’ve had you work for me more than a few times though, so I’m not actually angry or anything, just a bit disappointed by how predictable this was… Finding good coffee pots is really hard, so could you not take them in the future?”

King nodded and offered a fourth pebble.

“Keep it, I have no idea how much you think these are worth, but I think I can do with the ones I have already.” The tigress laughed, lifted the exhausted priestess on her shoulder and started walking back to the inn. “That and you’ll do the dishes for the next month. Oh, and take Anna’s book with you, she left it behind when she totally ditched you.”

            

    
        Chapter 119 - Periwinkle

    
    
    
    
                ”Screw you, Gil! There’s no way sloths are real! Nothing that inept at life can not at the very least be extinct.” Anastacia argued and hit the tavern’s table with her fist.

“I’m telling you, they are very real. Why are you so persistent about this?” Gilbert asked, struggling to believe that he was actually having an argument about whether or not sloths were real.

The whole thing had started when Gilbert brought down some of his old bestiaries for Anastacia to read. For the most part the necromancer was at least somewhat familiar with the more common ones, but for some reason she had always thought sloths were fictional.

“Then show me one! That’s right, you can’t! Just like demons and platypuses, sloths are just fantasy animals that were made up to teach kids some stupid lesson about not being lazy or whatever.” The necromancer boasted and slammed the book shut.

“First of all, platypuses are also real—” Gilbert started but was stopped by Anastacia, who grabbed a knife from the table and pointed at the inn’s door.

“A necromancer just stepped through the gates… Far too weak to be Coquelicot.” She whispered and started looking for anything that might be dangerous in the hands of a necromancer.

“One of hers then? Is there no way to tell?” Gilbert asked and whistled to signal everyone in the tavern that there might be trouble coming. The twenty or so adventurers grasped their weapons and prepared for whatever was waiting outside. Without the element of surprise, there was no way any necromancer, no matter how powerful, could take a step inside before getting hit with a dozen arrows, King’s sword and possibly a bottle.

“Not really. They haven’t killed anyone within my range, and I doubt anyone that’s here to kill me would bother getting past the guards peacefully.” Anastacia shrugged while she took control of every piece of meat and bone in the tavern, the other necromancer wasn’t strong enough to wrestle the control away from her and would have to use only the material they had on them. “They stopped on the other side of door.”

The few seconds of silence before anything happened felt like an eternity. The only sounds in the usually noisy tavern were from bows being slowly drawn and Rosie’s tail whacking against the wall as she excitedly wagged it, waiting for some action.

“Uhh… Is there like a password or something I need to say so I can enter without being horribly, horribly killed? Coquelicot didn’t brief me about this at all.” The unknown necromancer said, finally breaking the silence. “Is it ‘coconuts’? ‘Beige’? Could I get a hint?”

“He is wearing blue.” Maximillian confirmed after briefly peeking out from a window.

Gilbert whistled again to signal that the danger was over, and the adventurers were quick to return to their conversations.

“Wait a second, is he wearing a…” Anastacia muttered and moved to the door to confront the unwelcome quest. She slammed the door open and pointed the knife at the other necromancer. “Take your robes off, right the fuck now!”

“Wow, are you actually threatening to stab me with a steak knife? You could kill me with a meatball and you chose something that’s not even a weapon. I like the direct approach though, if we could just move to your quarters first… Well I suppose it’s dark enough already.” The unknown necromancer commented and lifted up his hands to show that he was surrendering – not that it really made a necromancer any less dangerous.

His robes had the same blue shade as the robes used by Coquelicot’s new apprentices, but as far as Anastacia could tell, he wasn’t a part of the ten – or nine now, she had briefly met during the bracelet incident. She couldn’t be absolutely sure since his face was hidden by a leather mask with goggles and a metal plate with small holes in it, covering his mouth and nose. His build seemed lean and on the short side even for the relatively stunted population of Mournvalley, and he sounded relatively young. The robes themselves were made from thicker and more rugged material than what necromancers usually used and was covered in dozens of pouches and a harness that had small leather bags dangling from it.

“Just shut the fuck up and take the robes off, or I will rip them off and take your arms with them.” Anastacia demanded again.

“Oh fine! But I just got these and I’m telling boss to send you the bill for the next set.” He laughed and started unstrapping the harness slowly. “I don’t really see the point though, it’s not like I could even do anything with you here… You really have no idea what you’re capable of. Anyway, my name is Joh… I mean Periwinkle. Sorry I’m kind of new to this, I only got promoted like a week ago. I’ll have to keep the mask on by the way, we don’t take them off in front of people.” He happily prattled on while dismantling his uniform.

Once Periwinkle had removed his robes aside from the mask, Anastacia thanked the gods he was wearing something under them and picked up the discarded gear. She ran to the gate with them and asked the guard there to burn the robes or take them away from the city.

“I can’t believe Coquelicot would allow you people to keep operating.” She said and glared at the masked necromancer. “Are you here to take me to Mournvalley?”

“Well yes and no. I’m here to tell you that you have a week before I’m taking you to her. I can also help you train and all that.” Periwinkle explained. “I’m actually a bit of a fan so it’s an honor to meet you in person!”

Anastacia groaned in frustration. “Shut up and follow me, one wrong move and I’ll snap you in half.” She sighed and returned inside.

As Periwinkle followed her, every adventurer inside glanced at him quickly to see what the commotion was about. They all more or less knew Anastacia’s situation and could guess that the masked weirdo was probably from Mournvalley, but they also knew that Anastacia had a handle on the situation and didn’t let it ruin their evening.

“Who is this?” Gilbert asked when Anastacia sat back down.

Before she had the chance to respond, Periwinkle bowed politely and introduced himself. “I am Periwinkle of the new inquisition. I’m here to replace Alice as Anastacia’s handler, since she is now out of the picture. For religious reasons I’m forbidden to show my face and I apologize for that, thank you for your hospitality and understanding.”

Gilbert had to hold back his laughter. “There’s an inquisitor called Periwinkle? How did that happen?”

Periwinkle dragged a chair next to Gilbert and sat down. “Ah yes, it’s the name given to me by Coquelicot. Needless to say, she’s not terribly fond of me.” He laughed.

“Well you seem unusually agreeable and chatty for a necromancer; does she hate you because you’re not overtly evil?” Gilbert joked.

“No, she hates him because he’s a religious nut and probably eviler than she is.” Anastacia pitched in and glared at the inquisitor.

“That’s a crude way to say it, but The would-be Anchor is correct. I’m the last living member of my sect, the others were wiped out by the new inquisition during the night she escaped. Our ways were never accepted by the royals, but our potential was recognized, and we were allowed to keep practicing in the farthest corner of the country.” Periwinkle explained in a weirdly cheery manner considering the subject matter. “As for why I’m still alive, before the new inquisition purged the sects of Mournvalley, they posed a question: Do you speak, or do you listen? If the leaders of the sect say that they speak, it means that they believe it’s time for Mournvalley to make its presence known and they joined the rebellion; but if they say that they listen, it means they will stick to the old ways and bide their time, and then Coquelicot’s new inquisition slaughtered them. Pretty obvious what happened with us, we were a pretty faithful bunch after all. Yours truly was always a bit of an outlier and boy was I ready to speak. Usually Coquelicot isn’t big on making exceptions, but she probably wanted to have one of us around since it was suddenly a possibility. Though she totally sent me here expecting Anastacia to kill me on sight… But she didn’t so it’s all good! And the part about being evil is vastly overblown. Sure, we have history with the red inquisition, but those times are long gone and if anything, we made it easier for everyone. Sometimes the inquisition is just cruel and inefficient.”

“It’s a bit worrying to hear someone call what used to be one of the most dangerous groups of people ‘inefficient’. I’m starting to get why Anna isn’t happy to see you.” Gilbert pointed out and lit his pipe.

“Someone like Coquelicot or Crimson isn’t terribly helpful when you need to kill an entire city.” Anastacia scoffed. “So what they did was take Petunia over here and have him spread bone dust all over the place and rip apart the lungs from anything in the city that was unfortunate enough to breathe. Killing him would be a favor to the world.”

“Periwinkle!” The masked necromancer reminded.

Gilbert rubbed his beard and pondered the situation. “Good call on taking his gear, the mask doesn’t seem dangerous on its own, so might as well let him have it.” He reasoned. “Does this mean you’re taking Anna today?”

“In seven days, I have to make sure she’s ready first. It’s actually really fortunate for me to be sent here, I have wanted to see her for a long time now. I believe she could be the next white one, it’d be such waste to make her The Anchor and just have her sit in a corner forever!” Periwinkle exclaimed happily. “I mean Coquelicot is certainly strong and everything, but red is definitely her color.”

“I’m not going to be anything from your weird-ass necromancer fantasies! Now leave, I have more important matters to solve. This old fart thinks sloths are real.” Anastacia demanded and kicked Periwinkle legs under the table.

“Ow! You’re throwing me out?! I was kind of hoping to sleep here. Where did Alice sleep?” The chatty inquisitor asked and lifted his feet up from the floor.

Gilbert glanced at him and coughed a bit. “Yeah, that’s not happening… Just to be safe.”

 

            

    
        Chapter 120 - The black sheep of the inquisition

    
    
    
    
                ”Sure is a massive pile of bones you guys have here. It’s a miracle we didn’t take this place over, it’s such an easy mark. You haven’t considered it? Even for a split second? Imagine: an entire city just for you. Who doesn’t want that?!” Periwinkle asked and raised a few skeletons from the mass grave outside Valor’s walls. He had somehow recovered his robes during the night he had spent outside because no one wanted for the weird necromancer to stay in the inn.

“I already have a castle, that’s good enough for me. And I will get rid of every piece of bone under these fields once I get back.” Anastacia shrugged and pushed Periwinkle’s skeletons back underground.

“Why would you do that? What will you use as material then? For practice and stuff. I can already tell that you need more than a week of training to justify even a fraction of the power you have.” The masked inquisitor kept questioning.

“I’m not, once Amaranth is dead, that’s my height as a necromancer. I’ll focus on other stuff, like finding out how coffee is made, whether and how sloths are involved and then maybe learn juggling. I haven’t decided on the order yet though. Oh, and there’s magic to learn too!” Anastacia listed a few of the things she wanted to do besides adventuring.

Even through his mask, Periwinkle was visibly perplexed. “Why are you wasting all that potential?! You could easily become a White One the whole world would respect, adore… or fear, if that’s your thing.” He exclaimed and reached out to Anastacia but took a step back because carelessly touching the girl would very likely end in his death.

“Fuck you and your stupid rainbow religion! Red can fuck off, orange is garbage, yellow sucks, green is just as bad, blue can go find red and fuck off with it, violet is… cool, but only because you shitbags haven’t ruined it yet. White is just the combination of all this fuckery and I’ll have no part in ruling the gorge of burning bullshit you call Mournvalley.” Anastacia raised her voice and shook her fist at the inquisitor.

“But The White One isn’t the leader of Mournvalley though? Sure, it’s pretty much guaranteed that the necromancers will serve them, but there’s absolutely no obligation there. And yes, since The White One is always a necromancer, them hanging around is a massive boon to our civilization; but The White One is so much more than that! Their purpose is to unite all mortals and allow the world to take the next step forwards. Last time we had two at once and mortals could challenge gods! There hasn’t been a better time to be a human, elf, dwarf, beastfolk, mage, farmer, alchemist, hunter… anything since then. I believe that you have the power to achieve all that again, for everyone!” Periwinkle tried to explain and appeal to Anastacia’s desire to help.

“No thanks. I was told that not everything in the world is my responsibility and I’m starting to get that now. Go look for your savior elsewhere.” Anastacia declined and sat down on the grass. “Now can you please let me train?”

Periwinkle sat down nearby to observe how Anastacia trained, but seeing the girl just read a book and spin around some bones for a while confused him. Aside from the impressive scale, it was like a person with superhuman strength training by lifting a couple of tomatoes a million times, when what she needed to do was to challenge her strength. Her current training would do absolutely nothing for her in the fight against Amaranth. Annoyed by the waste of potential, he picked up a piece of bone and launched it at Anastacia with the intention to lightly bonk her head. As soon as it got anywhere near her, the other bones around her moved in to protect her, stopping the one he had thrown before Anastacia could take the control away from him. Expecting a swift retaliation Periwinkle jumped up and prepared to do what he could to not die immediately and hopefully get a chance to explain.

Five seconds passed without anything happening, after twenty Anastacia just flipped a page and kept reading like nothing had happened.

“Umm… Anastacia?” He said and waved to get her attention. “Did you not… notice?”

Anastacia looked up from the book, looking very annoyed. “Notice what? Did you do something stupid? Go kill rocks or something and let me read.” She snarled and continued reading.

“Huh…” Periwinkle had found out something very interesting.

Once he was sure that Anastacia was distracted by the book again, Periwinkle threw a few more bones at her. All of them were stopped after barely entering the area Anastacia had prepared for her training. The last few he launched actually had some power behind them, but that didn’t seem to make a difference. Periwinkle wasn’t exactly the best of the inquisition – in fact, he was far below the other nine in terms of power and excelled more in range than anything, but he was no slouch. The fact that he couldn’t even get her attention was both exciting and terrifying.

“She will be a marvelous White One…” He laughed, picked up a small rock and tossed it at Anastacia to see whether she would react to threats necromancers couldn’t detect.

The answer turned out to be no. The rock hit her head and Periwinkle started to regret his little test.

“What the fuck are you doing?! I’m starting to struggle with finding reasons to not send you back to Coquelicot in a bag!” Anastacia screamed in anger and tossed her book aside.

“Maybe don’t do it because she’d just like that?” Periwinkle suggested to save his hide. “Look, this training of yours is ineffective at best, useless at worst. It’s like you still haven’t picked a technique to specialize in and just try to expand in every direction without any idea of what you’re doing. At your level, that would actually work, if you lived for about five hundred years. You could master everything there was to master about necromancy. But this is like page one of the beginner’s manual: specialize in something to be a million times more effective.”

Anastacia stopped her training and put the book back in her bag. “Yeah, I have that manual. I’m not really interested in all that, but like I said, I just need to get rid of Amaranth and that’s it. Unlike you insane assholes, I don’t really want to be a million times more effective at killing things.”

“Then do something else with it! Just stop wasting talent death gave you!” The masked necromancer exclaimed.

“Screw you! I won’t… Wait, did you just tell me to not kill stuff with necromancy? Just what kind of an inquisitor are you exactly?” Anastacia asked and was suddenly very confused.

“The kind that knows why we’re here. The royals are selfish idiots that serve nothing but themselves. Coquelicot is slightly better, but still just as blind to our purpose in this world. She was made what she is by a cult that doesn’t understand what The White One is for and unfit to be one because of that. All they care about are their own kind, when we are here for all mortals!” Periwinkle preached excitedly now that he finally got Anastacia to listen to him.

Anastacia sighed. “Aaand were back to the religious lunatic. Necromancy is inherently cruel and destructive, what am I supposed to do with that doesn’t involve killing?”

“I think I have just the thing for you figured out! Make yourself the peacekeeper! Restrain others, take control away from those that seek to hurt you or someone you have chosen to protect! Become untouchable and immovable! With your absurd strength it shouldn’t be difficult to stop all necromancer activity in a massive area, or even all movement! You could singlehandedly halt entire battlefields without hurting anyone!” The ecstatic inquisitor declared grandly. The goggles in his mask started to fog up from all the excitement.

“That actually doesn’t sound too bad… But all this feels kind of iffy because it’s coming from someone that works for Mournvalley. How are you still with them if you have all these grand dreams and disagreements with both sides of the rebellion? They even gave you a shit name.” Anastacia asked. Even if she was starting to warm up to Periwinkle, she had no intention of trusting him. At the very least, he had his own endgame and was probably just trying to get her to play a part in it.

Periwinkle calmed down and pointed at his blue robes. “Make no mistake, I’m Mournvalley through and through, and will kill for them when asked. I know they’re all wrong about this, but it’s where I was born, lived and am even somewhat accepted. I’m not stupid enough to get into your situation by escaping either. That’s just the hand that has been dealt to me.” He sighed and laughed quietly before offering his hand to Anastacia. “But if you decide to accept your role as The White One, I’ll be the first one by your side.”

The mask prevented Anastacia from seeing his face, but the religious nut sounded genuine and it was the first time Anastacia could remember another necromancer even suggest a non-violent solution to anything. She took Periwinkle’s hand and squeezed it as hard as she could, trying to seem like she accepted the idea begrudgingly, but her grip wasn’t really strong enough to make that impression.

“Fine then. I still won’t join your cult, but how do I train for that?” She asked and started stretching.

Periwinkle made sure his mask was on right and tightly. “Well, like with everything, you just have to do it to get better at it. I won’t be much of an opponent, but we can start with you just dispelling my control at different distances to see where you are at right now. Let’s start with fifty meters and work from there.”

He picked up a piece of bone and jogged a bit further away from Anastacia. As soon as the piece of scull floated up from his hand, it was slammed into his face by Anastacia in what was probably her payback for the stone earlier. Periwinkle picked the piece back up and repeated the test every twenty meters, until finally at about two hundred and thirty meters, where Anastacia was no longer able to overpower him. An uncontrolled piece of material or one that was controlled by a weaker necromancer wouldn’t have been a problem still, but those weren’t the situations she was training for, so the test ended there.

Anastacia rushed over to hear what the inquisitor thought about her range. “You know, Coquelicot told me my range was a lot like hers. Like I can do a ton from far away, but I can pretty much do anything within a couple of meters from me.” She explained. Despite having improved her range a lot, she still felt like a bit over two hundred meters was way too short for the strongest necromancer in the world.

“Really? There’s a noticeable difference?” Periwinkle asked and held his hand nearer to Anastacia to see if he could feel anything different.

“Yeah, I ripped apart her old set of arms, blocked swipes from one of Amaranth’s dragons and… froze Alice in place before killing her. This was all when I was going evil though, so it might just be that the bracelet increased my power or something.” Anastacia shrugged.

“Interesting… I haven’t heard about a piece of jewelry that could just straight up increase a necromancer’s power, so that makes me think it’s your motivation that’s holding you back, or it could be that you’re just scared to use your powers to their full potential.” The inquisitor theorized and paced back and forth while thinking. “What’s the most impressive thing you’ve done without the bracelet?”

“There was this one time I drank like twenty cups of coffee and fought off five guards with a bagel after stealing their weapons. I think I pretty much peaked there, it’s only been downhill after that.” Anastacia reminisced and stared into the horizon, looking extremely pleased with herself. “Necromancy-wise probably the time I froze two red inquisitors, Alice and four of my friends when I panicked while we were fighting them. I don’t really remember it since I passed out after it, but apparently that’s what I did.”

“So it is your motivation! That’s great! All we need to do is find a way to really get you going a few times and you’ll get a hang of it.” Periwinkle said excitedly and clapped his hands.

            

    
        Chapter 121 - Roommates

    
    
    
    
                After finishing the examination of Anastacia’s limits, Periwinkle had told her that he needed some time to figure out how to bring out her potential. Leaving Anastacia as an anxious mess the entire time he was gone because there was absolutely no telling what he’d do to push her over the edge. She was half-expecting for bone dust to start falling from the sky in Valor, but surely Periwinkle wasn’t stupid enough to actually attack the city – or at least that’s what she hoped.

When the night fell over the city of adventurers, the weird inquisitor was still nowhere to be seen, Anastacia had to make the choice between at least trying to get some sleep or staying awake and look for any signs of Periwinkle, just in case he did anything stupid. At around midnight, she was still staring at the city gates through a window with a coffee in her hand.

Rosie approached her and grabbed the half-empty cup from the necromancer’s shaky hand. “I’ve never had to stop serving anyone coffee before, but I’m doing it for you now. Kitten, you need sleep.” She said and sat down next to her.

“I can’t help it, he seems almost reasonable on the outside, but would no doubt attack the city if he thought that it was the only way to push me. I should have gone with him, this was a bad idea.” Anastacia tried to explain. “We don’t even know if he actually works for Coquelicot, maybe he was actually sent by the royals as a revenge? It’s not like some blue robes are too hard to get. This might all be a ruse to get me to lower my guard, so he can attack.”

“And that’s why Xammy is following him.” Gilbert pitched in. “She has been getting really bored and annoying, so I figured she could at least go out and do some tailing since Periwinkle can’t detect her. If he does anything weird, she will come back to tell us, and you can go stop him before anything bad happens. So just calm down for now.”

“But…” Anastacia tried insisting.

“No buts! Last thing we want is for you to be in shambles even before leaving to Mournvalley, so you’re going to take King and go to your room.” The innkeeper commanded and lifted Anastacia up from her chair. “Good night, kitten.”

Anastacia took King’s hand and slowly dragged herself up the stairs without further protests. She kicked open the door to her room, scaring Yulia half to death. The lamb screamed in terror, probably waking up the rest of the guests and threw her pillow at the necromancer in panic.

King grabbed the pillow from the air before it hit Anastacia and handed it back over to Yulia before setting down into the corner of the room, where he and Anastacia usually rested.

“Sorry, didn’t know you were already here.” Anastacia apologized, locked the door and started throwing her clothes on the floor. “You weren’t sleeping yet, were you?”

“N… no, I was just going through some recipes Miss Rosie gave me. I can’t quite make out some of the letters… or numbers.” Yulia explained and started hastily collecting some of the crumbled and stained papers that had fallen off the bed.

Anastacia picked up one and started reading through it. Nearly every word in the sheet had something wrong with it, they were either written incorrectly, a mix of capital and noncapital letters, had letters from some other languages in them or were just completely and utterly illegible. “What are ‘papktoes’ and why does this one need ‘H’ of them per serving?” She asked and squinted, trying to understand some of the ingredients.

“Potatoes… I hope, and it’s probably a four and not an H. I was hoping to rewrite these at some point, but I don’t have anything to write with.” The lamb said and stacked the papers neatly against her prosthetic hand.

“Oh yeah, I used up all my paper here while making the plans for your… never mind, you can just ask Rosie for more paper and ink, they come with the room. If you want higher quality ones, I can just give you money for them, if Rosie hasn’t paid you yet.” Anastacia suggested and took out her stash of money from behind the wardrobe.

“NO!” Yulia suddenly yelled. “I mean… I can’t take anything more from you, why do you keep giving me things?! I’m not worth any of this.”

Anastacia frowned and threw a handful of coins at Yulia before hiding the bag again. “Because we like you, and sort of messed up your life.” She shrugged and sat down on the bed next to Yulia. “How are you liking the city life anyway? I imagine the inn is at least a bit busier than your old tavern.”

“E… everyone here is so amazing. I don’t know if I belong here… You made me this hand, Miss Rosie is the best cook I’ve ever seen, Miss Emilia is a high-priestess and Gilbert is so nice to everyone. I’m just normal and everyone just feels sorry for me.” Yulia listed and shook her head.

“We’re not all that great, I dragged a whole bunch of murderous necromancers here when I first arrived, Rosie can barely read and write, Emilia is only the head of her religion because we killed everyone else and she’s is totally winging it, and Gilbert is a whoremonger. That’s just the first thing that came to my mind though, we’re all far from perfect.” Anastacia laughed and started inspecting one of Yulia’s hooves. She had never seen one up close and was curious about how the lamb kept her balance with feet so small. “So you and your shit self-esteem fit in just fine. Besides, you’re already pretty popular with the guests here. Even if you’re still unsure about all this, you’ll find a reason to smile again sooner or later – I did, or maybe it’s a work in progress still. For almost sixteen years, nothing in my life mattered – actually, saying that I had a life is far too kind for my folks. But anyway, when nothing matters, everything becomes a joke; I’m still learning what comes after the jokes end, or if they end at all. Now I know it’s not anything like your situation and that I’m completely and utterly shit at this kind of thing, but what I’m trying to say is that it gets better.”

An awkward silence fell between the roommates, and Yulia started to gather the coins Anastacia had thrown at her, hoping to stop the situation from getting even more awkward than it already was.

Anastacia realized that she had gotten distracted from monitoring the surroundings for any signs of Periwinkle and closed her eyes to concentrate. There were no other necromancers within her relatively impressive range. The only items carrying even a hint of necromantic arts were Yulia’s hand and the pair of ruined daggers she had bought soon after arriving to Valor.

Out on the farther reaches of her vision, she could feel some small critters running around the fields outside the walls, adventurers merrily drinking away their nights and hard-earned gold in taverns spread around the area, guards making their rounds and artisans still tinkering away in their shops. Nearer by, she could feel the adventurers in their rooms, engaging in various activities in the privacy of their rooms.

“Someone on the third floor has like twenty mice in their room. Should we tell Rosie?” Anastacia asked to change the subject and breathe some life into the dead conversation.

“Third floor…” Yulia muttered and stopped to think for a second. “There’s a mousefolk druid living there, he probably carries them in his pockets. I think Miss Rosie knows about them already.” She said and offered a handful of coins back to the necromancer, who took them just to pour them down Yulia’s neckline.

“Speaking of Rosie, she came upstairs after me but is already asleep.” Anastacia pointed out while focusing on what was happening on the other side of the wall. “I know she’s a hugger, but she’s twice as bad asleep. I don’t think she’s helping with Emilia’s recovery at all by crushing her…”

Yulia panicked a bit, she had been briefed about Anastacia’s naivety and blindness to what was going on, and wasn’t sure if she should interfere before the necromancer figured anything out. “How… how do you do that?” She asked to distract Anastacia.

“How can I ‘see’ through walls and so on? It’s just one of the things necromancers can do. Just like your eyes detect light and ears detect sounds, whatever makes us necromancers allows us to detect both potential material and other necromancers. It’s hard to explain how it feels, but on the most basic level it’s almost like very slight pull on you, that you learn to interpret more accurately with time and from farther away.” The necromancer explained and turned her attention to Yulia, whose heart rate was slightly elevated, even for the skittish lamb. Anastacia was absolutely certain that she would eventually stress herself to death but didn’t say anything about it because that would probably just make Yulia stress more.

“Well, Miss Anastacia, I… I think you should avoid doing it in here, respecting other people’s privacy is important... I don’t mean to be rude though.” Yulia tried to scold her to the best her abilities.

“I know, I know. This is just a special case. Periwinkle is up to something and it has zero chance to be good.” Anastacia said and stopped her search after making sure there were no other necromancers around for one last time. “By the way, isn’t it time you drop the honorifics? No one here is that polite, so you shouldn’t bother with them either. Besides, mine is incorrect. You call me ‘Miss Anastacia’ but I’m both married and royalty, so either call me ‘Anna’ or ‘Your Highness’, I’ll let you pick. And don’t think for a second that I didn’t notice you not using one for Gil. Is there something I should know about you two?”

“No! He has just been so nice to me and told me to just call him by name…” The lamb said and drifted off into her thoughts.

“Wow, really? You too? How does that old fart do this? There has to be something about him that I’m not seeing…” Anastacia shrugged and extended her arms towards King, asking for him to pick her up.

The simulacrum stood up and carefully picked up the necromancer from the bed. She yawned as King picked up a blanket from the floor and wrapped it around her. Despite all the caffeine in her, it didn’t take long for Anastacia to start dozing off in King’s arms as they settled into the corner of the room, like they did every night after Yulia’s arrival.

Watching the two, Yulia couldn’t help but to feel like she was in the way while sharing a room with them. After shaking out the coinage from under her shirt, she returned to what she was doing before Anastacia interrupted her, trying to decipher the recipes. Every now and then she glanced over to her roommates to make sure that the shuffling of papers didn’t wake up Anastacia. Over time she started to notice that the blue glowing lines on the simulacrum slowly got brighter for some reason. Without realizing it, she stared at them for a few minutes, until King noticed her and the lights dimmed back down.

“Oh no, did I interrupt something?” She whispered to the simulacrum, who was now in turn staring at her. “Do you want me to leave? I can do this in the kitchen…”

King slowly shook his head and placed a pebble on the table.

“W… what’s that? You gave some to Rosie earlier, right?” Yulia asked quietly.

King pointed at the pebble and then at the lamb.

Yulia took the small stone and rolled it between her fingers. “For me? Why?”

King pointed at where his ears would be if he had any, then at where his mouth would be and finally at Anastacia.

“B… because I talk with her? You don’t need to give me this just for that, it’s mostly just me being miserable and her trying to help me anyway… It’s not like I can do anything for someone like her. She’s by far the most amazing person here and I’m really lucky that she even pays attention to me…”  The melancholy lamb explained and offered the pebble back to the simulacrum.

King didn’t accept it back and just closed Yulia’s hand.

“No. You don’t get it, do you? If you want her to have friends to talk with, just let her do it on her own.  I don’t think she’d like you trying to pay people for it anyway. It’s nice that you want to help but this isn’t the way do it.” She whispered somewhat angrily and placed the pebble on the table by the window. “Good night, Sir King. Make sure Miss Ana… Anna doesn’t get hurt whenever you figure out what that masked guy is doing.”

            

    
        Chapter 122 - Outplanning plans for plans 

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia stared at the rice pudding she had been given for breakfast, something about the white slop seemed extremely suspicious. Not that there was anything wrong with it, it just seemed awfully Mournvalley-like to her. “Are you sure people out here eat this? It just seems so… boring.” She asked and watched lumps of rice drip down from her spoon and splat into the mush in her bowl.

“Mournvalley doesn’t have a monopoly on boredom. Besides, rice pudding is a good way to start your day and not boring at all. Your coffee and cookie-based diet wouldn’t give you the energy to shovel the snow every morning.” Gilbert defended the dish while scraping out the last few bits from his bowl. “Back where I’m from, we used to fill pastries with this. I’ve tried to get Rosie to make them too but apparently it takes too much time.”

“Makes sense that something this boring would come from the same place as you.” Anastacia grinned and finally took a spoonful but immediately spit it out. “Eww… It even tastes boring. It’s like eating mud but it doesn’t even have the gritty texture.”

“That makes it sound like you’ve eaten mud at some point, and you’re just being insulting now. If you want to spice it up a bit, some people put some cinnamon on it and kids always like a bit of sugar in theirs. Now I like mine plain, it took a few tries for Rosie to perfect the recipe, but now it’s pretty much just as good as back when I was young. Though there’s still the question of whether it should be made on a stove or in the oven. Personally, I like the crust it gets in the latter case, but there are people who absolutely despise it.” The old adventurer prattled on even though Anastacia had disappeared into the kitchen as soon as sugar was mentioned.

She returned with a cup full of the stuff and proceeded to pour the entire thing into her bowl.

“That’s disgusting.” Gilbert commented and disapprovingly watched as Anastacia started eating the sugary mess she had created.

They were interrupted by something slamming against the inn’s door on the outside. After a bit of scraping and banging, the door finally opened and Xamiliere floated in. She greeted everyone while slowly drifting past the tables until reaching the other end of the tavern and crashing into the shelves full of empty bottles and other paraphernalia that had worn out in use and were now used as decoration, breaking quite a few of them. Rosie watched the whole thing happen but didn’t feel like lifting a finger to either help the spriggan or save her possessions, simply because she thought it’d be funny, and the subsequent cleaning would give her something to do. The innkeeper picked up a broom from the corner and slapped Xamiliere towards Gilbert and Anastacia with it before starting to sweep the broken glass from the floor.

“Hey guys. I’ve completed my mission. That weirdo is waiting for Anna about a kilometer away from the gate. He was going to return here but I figured it’s better if he just stays outside. He said you have till noon.” The spriggan reported and tossed a folded map on the table. “On that map is the route he took during the evening and night, I marked the spots he stopped in.”

Gilbert stopped her and anchored the spriggan onto the table with the rope dangling from her waist and took a look at the map. The route was at least forty kilometers long and mostly followed the roads right outside the border of Valor. “This is a long trip to do in a single night, did he have a horse?” He asked.

“You wish. He killed a deer, resurrected it and rode it around. He also ate a part of it! It was both convenient and slightly disturbing. Anyway, I stayed back to avoid being seen but had a look around the spots he stopped in. He didn’t really seem to do anything odd, so I really have no idea what he’s got planned for you.” Xamiliere explained and scooped a bit of Anastacia’s rice pudding with her finger. The sweetness was clearly to her liking, which made sense since spriggans enjoyed honey as a treat, even if they didn’t have to eat to survive. She grabbed the bowl and floated up, so Anastacia couldn’t reach her.

Gilbert rubbed his beard and stared at the map. “What’s his range like? If you look at the first stop he made, it’s about ten kilometers from this little hamlet here. Then he changed the direction and started to circle the hamlet at that distance, until he got here… About ten kilometers from this checkpoint along the border. I think that might be his effective range, so at this point both the hamlet and the checkpoint would be within his grasp. Would he actually go that far just to piss you off?” He wondered and took out his pipe.

“Absolutely, he’d kill everyone there in a drop of a hat if that meant he got what he wanted. And ten kilometers sounds about average for his kind.” Anastacia sighed. “Not going doesn’t sound like an option either.”

“You could just stop him before he takes you to that spot. You have about fifteen kilometers just to get there, so just see if you can figure out what he’s about and decide what to do with him. Shouldn’t be a problem as long as you’re close to him, right?” Gilbert suggested and waved for Rosie to get them drinks. “I’d advice against killing him if at all possible though. He might be troublesome, but based on what you told us about your conversation with him, he might be the closest thing to an actual ally you have in Mournvalley. Coquelicot probably wouldn’t outright attack you the second your work there is done, but there’s no way she will ever actually forgive you for what happened with her husband. Then there was the business with Alice, I don’t think that left you in too good of a light with the blue-robed ones either. But Periwinkle, you becoming this ‘White One’ seems like a big deal to him, so your wellbeing probably has more pull on him than you’d think.”

Anastacia frowned and was visibly disgusted by the idea of having to be friends with Periwinkle, but understood what Gilbert meant. She had ruined her relations with both the new inquisition and Coquelicot, which left her in an extremely unfortunate place when Amaranth dies. She will be stuck in a castle, surrounded by Coquelicot’s army of necromancers, with everyone in charge having a reason to get rid of her. Having someone who has a reason to keep her alive there didn’t sound too bad. Even if the said someone was among the worst of the worst. “Guess I better go then, don’t want to keep him waiting.” She shrugged and got up.

King stood up as well and followed her to the door before getting stopped by Anastacia.

“You probably shouldn’t come. I don’t think I’ll be in any danger since he has nothing on me, but what he can do is threaten everyone else to get at me. I hate to say this, but I don’t want you there in case he somehow outplays me and makes me snap. It happened before with the pair of inquisitors and it was a miracle I didn’t just kill everyone then.” She explained and pressed her forehead against King’s chest. “I promise I’ll be okay. Just help Yulia and Rosie out while I’m gone, okay?”

The simulacrum seemed about as distressed as one of his kind can but obeyed in the end and returned to his seat.


On the way to Periwinkle, Anastacia played out multiple ways to deal with the situation in her mind and came to a conclusion that the best way to thwart his plans was to stop him somewhere between ten kilometers away from valor and the spot where he’d presumably be able to reach both the hamlet and the checkpoint. That way he would have no leverage in the confrontation – hopefully, and could be convinced to just drop his plans.

The masked necromancer excitedly waved at Anastacia when he saw her coming and jogged over to meet her. “Good morning! I hope you ate well, we’ve got a bit of a walk ahead of us.” He said happily and gestured in the direction of the point Gilbert had assumed Periwinkle would take her to.

Anastacia tried to smile, but even a blind person could tell how forced it was. “Should I have packed camping gear then?”

“Maybe, this might be an overnighter depending on how fast you walk. I’ve got water for both of us though and food won’t be a problem for our kind.” Periwinkle said and handed over a canteen to Anastacia.

They walked in a straight line towards the spot for a couple of hours, but since Anastacia still lacked skills in navigation, she had no idea how close they were. The first thing she noticed about the route was how there was no living creatures anywhere, or dead ones for that matter; Periwinkle had somehow cleared their surroundings of all material, which made Anastacia realize that he no longer had any bone dust on him either. It made sense for the weaker Periwinkle to deprive her of anything she could use against him, but the ace in Anastacia’s sleeve was her fire magic and there was no way to prevent her from using it. She made a smug grin, which then turned into a frown when she realized that they were walking on a small path in the middle of extremely dry and flammable forest.

If she hadn’t been so occupied with worrying, Anastacia’s opinion on Periwinkle would have probably improved slightly, as the inquisitor spend most of the time prattling on about things he had found out about the world outside Mournvalley. Many of his observations were same that Anastacia had made on her initial trip to Valor with Gilbert.

“The nature here is so green! It’s amazing. You definitely made the right choice when you escaped. During the night, there was this really nice breeze from the north, it didn’t smell anything like back home. I hope I get missions outside the borders in the future too! There’s so much to see.” He happily explained, every now and then stopping to look at a flower, rub a tree trunk or poke things with a small stick he had picked up.

Once Anastacia was somewhat confident that they probably were far enough away from Valor so that confronting Periwinkle was at least somewhat safe, she made one final scan of the area and stopped. “Just stop. I know about your plan to take me to a spot where you can threaten innocent people to see what I’d do. I’m not going to let that happen.” She blurted out suddenly.

“What? Oh, why did you have to ruin this already?” Periwinkle sighed and sat down on fallen tree. “I honestly just wanted to have a bit of a chat while walking through this beautiful forest.”

“Sure, whatever. I know your plan already so let’s just call it here. You can go your own way and I’ll go back. I’ll be ready to leave with you once my week is over, so you won’t get shit from Coquelicot, but you don’t get to involve others in your insane quest to make me a part of your cult.” Anastacia said and turned back while constantly monitoring the situation in case Periwinkle attacked out of desperation.

She heard Periwinkle sigh and suddenly a piercing pain in her neck. It felt like a beet had stung her, but there were no bees around, she was sure of it. Anastacia plucked a small metallic needle off her neck and turned to periwinkle as her vision started to darken.

The inquisitor had placed the stick he had ‘found’ along the way on one of the holes in his mask. “Blowpipe.” He pointed out and waved the stick. “I can't believe that worked... Conventional weaponry is one of those things we kind of dropped the ball with, but it’s quite clear that even this toy can be effective because we can’t really notice if someone is using one. It’s one of the things about Coquelicot I respect, she understands that we’re weak against stuff like this and is making plans to keep us with the times.”

Anastacia tried to toss a fireball in retaliation, but all strength had left her body and she simply fell over into the dirt.

“Don’t worry about it too much, the poison on the dart was not lethal, you’ll just sleep for a few hours.” Periwinkle laughed and walked up to Anastacia, who could barely make out his words anymore. “Oh and about you figuring out my plan, this was my plan. You’ll wake up not far from here and then we can proceed with your training – hopefully with a bit more enthusiasm this time.”

            

    
        Chapter 123 - Snap

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia flinched awake when a pinecone hit her in the leg. It took a bit for her to get her bearings and remember what had happened. She found herself chained to a tree, with enough metal chains to prevent her from moving her hands or legs at all. Struggling proved pointless very quickly and she gave up on trying to escape.

Periwinkle was sitting on a rock some distance away from her with a few pinecones in his hand. “Ah, you woke up. I was starting to worry that I used too much poison, but it seems you’re fine, so no harm done!” Periwinkle said in a slightly raised voice to get Anastacia’s attention. “You’re surprisingly light, did you know that?”

“Where are we?! Release me right the fuck now or I’ll turn you inside out!” Anastacia screamed and looked around, but her vision was still too blurry for her to have any chance at recognizing her surroundings.

“You fell asleep over there, I basically just picked the nearest tree and chained you to it. The location doesn’t matter for our little exercise in the slightest.” He asked, got up and dusted off some moss from his robes. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

“But your range... You shouldn’t be able to reach the checkpoint or the hamlet from here.” Anastacia calmed down and started scanning the area.

“Oh, that… I have to admit that I haven’t exactly been honest about why I was spared when the rest of my sect was cut down. Due to some unfortunate events you are very aware of, Alizarin, the necromancer with the most exceptional range died. So there was suddenly a massive hole in Coquelicot’s recon team, to say the least. She had recognized that it was something that could happen at some point, and something she had prepared for by acquiring the necromancer with the second most exceptional range, as soon as the rebellion started.” Periwinkle explained, gestured towards himself and bowed. “I was sort of a half-prisoner since then and only got freed a while ago. Boss still seriously hates my guts, that part was true.”

“You?!” Anastacia exclaimed in disbelief. “But that means…”

“Thirty-eight villages, towns, cities and what not, including Valor are at stake here. Other than that, you did a good job figuring out my plan. It was ingenious to send the spriggan after me! Just make sure she hasn’t just eaten chicken the next time you want her to tail a necromancer. I kind of felt bad for her so I took a little trip to give her something to do and clear the area a bit.” The masked necromancer laughed heartily and spun his blowpipe around. “The bone dust has been spread ages ago, so here’s how we’re going to do it: You just hang there, and I’ll stay over here. Every few of minutes, the next closest settlement will start to wonder why there’s white dust falling from the sky and soon after that, everything in there, that happened to inhale it will find many tiny holes in their lungs. All you have to do is stop me. There isn’t anything here you can use, so I suppose you have to figure out how to do what you did while fighting Cerise and Carmine to take control of me from this far away.”

Anastacia just screamed as a response, she had trouble believing how easily she had been tricked and captured by a necromancer far less powerful than her. No amount of struggling even came close to loosening the chains and she was forced to play Periwinkle’s stupid game, or innocent people would have to pay for her stupidity.

Biggest problem with the situation was the distance between her and Periwinkle; the effectiveness of Anastacia’s powers fell harshly after just a couple of meters and even though she was able to overthrow him from much further away when they were testing her limits earlier, taking control of a necromancer’s own body was an entirely different affair. It would have been somewhat difficult to do it to a normal person from that distance, but Periwinkle being a necromancer, and a competent one at that, made it impossible for Anastacia to even get started properly. Unsurprisingly, there were no cracks to be found in the inquisitor’s armor.

“This is what’s best for you, trust me. You don’t want to go against Amaranth all willy-nilly, she’s has decades of training on you and if she finds even the slightest weakness in you, she will capitalize on it and well… you know what it’s like when necromancers fight each other. You’ll be covering the walls of her study in seconds.” Periwinkle tried justifying his actions.

“Fuck you! Do you have any idea how many people you are trying to kill for this shit?!” Anastacia yelled and screamed in frustration.

Periwinkle shrugged. “Nope. I can’t detect or use living matter. I know it might sound a bit cold, but I think it’s a blessing for someone in my line of work, makes is a bit less personal. Of course, I’ll know once the people start dropping dead, but what’s done is done. I’m sure the amount is miniscule compared to the lives you can save if you figure out how to use your powers properly anyway. This might end with me dead too, but it’s a price I’m willing to pay without hesitation. However, I think you know already that I’m more useful alive than dead.” He explained calmly while admiring a patch of may bells. “But enough with that, it’s about time for the good people of Greenweald to start worrying about all the white dust in the air. I’ll give you ten minutes to get started.”

After a bit more screaming and struggling, Anastacia started to calm down, mostly because her throat started to hurt. Otherwise she would have probably kept on screaming. “And what if… I can’t do it?”

“We know for a fact that you can and have done it, so if everyone dies today, it’s mostly on you. Suppose it means that I also failed as a teacher, but if the deaths of a whole bunch of people, including your friends, aren’t enough to motivate you, I have no idea what is.” Periwinkle laughed and sat back down on the rock. “As a side note, I think you calming down is a mistake. Strong emotions are magnificent triggers for inexperienced necromancers, so please don’t hold back.”

Over the next few minutes, countless failed attempts and the nearing deaths of the entire population of a hamlet ate away at Anastacia, until she finally broke into tears. Knowing that she had it in her to stop Periwinkle only made it worse. Even if all the world’s problems weren’t for her to fix, those deaths would be a direct result of her unwillingness to train, despite Coquelicot’s numerous attempts to get her to take it seriously. She found herself thinking that maybe it indeed was her role in the world to become The White One to not get pushed around and get innocent people killed, even if it was indirectly.

“Wait! I’ll do the whole cult thing with you! Just please don’t kill anyone!” She pleaded.

“You need this whether you’ll become The White One or not, and it’s a bit late for that anyway. Those people are already very dead, thirty-six of them to be exact.” Periwinkle shrugged.

“WHAT?! What the fuck is wrong with you?!” Anastacia screamed, suddenly full of energy again. “You said I have ten minutes!”

“Well it’s not like I have anything to keep track of time with, so I just figured I’d get it over and done with. Besides, you seemed like you needed… a push…” The inquisitor trailed off and stared at his hand. His fingers wouldn’t move, no matter how hard he tried. He grinned widely under his mask and continued to drive Anastacia towards the edge. “The next closest settlement would be… Valor! It’s a bit sad to be honest, they seemed like nice people, but they’re holding you back in many ways. Without them around, you don’t have to be afraid of hurting anyone, so really I’m doing a favor to both you and the world here.” He said and pointed towards Valor with his still moving hand.

“You’re bluffing! There’s no way Coquelicot would actually allow you attack Valor just like that.” Anastacia said. She knew that Coquelicot’s commands weren’t exactly absolute for the masked lunatic, but maybe they would at least make him reconsider the next target.

“My cause is a higher one, I will do what needs to be done.” He said calmly and felt the immobilization spread to his shoulder. “Can you feel the raw power you have? Remember what you are feeling at this moment and use it in the future!”

Anastacia fell silent. She hadn’t even realized that Periwinkle’s arm was now completely under her control and probably wouldn’t have noticed if he didn’t basically point it out himself, and as soon as she did she started to lose it back to him. Surprisingly, she found screaming helpful for whatever reason and managed to start gaining ground once more, only way too slowly. It would still take minutes and wouldn’t be enough to stop Periwinkle in time. By now she was frantically clawing and grasping for any solutions she could possibly have but found nothing.

While trashing around in what was roughly equal amounts of rage and despair, she cut her arm badly on a particularly roughly made link in the chains binding her to the tree. The warm blood flowing down on her skin distracted her and she started to black out even without having to see any of it. With her consciousness weakening by the second, her grip on Periwinkle’s body waned.

And then something snapped in her head.

The combination of thirty-six people dying because of her, her friends and everyone else in valor being in immediate danger and realizing she couldn’t do anything about it before blacking out was too much for Anastacia. Whatever bits of pride and ambition the bracelet that turned her evil had managed to dig out and amplify took over once more, and suddenly everything became crystal clear: this was not how things were supposed to be. She was better than this, stronger than anyone, and if some fuck ass zealot piece of shit thought he could do this to her, they were in more than just a bit of trouble.

The blood on her arm suddenly began flowing upwards and spread itself on the chains that gave out almost immediately as she pulled them apart. As she freed herself, she discovered that maybe she hadn’t quite numbed herself to the effects of seeing blood; she could barely stand without support and even taking a single step seemed like a gamble. She leaned back against the tree and glanced at the now frozen inquisitor. “I’ll get over there to kick your ass in a bit, so you just wait there. Like actually beat your face in with my fists. Necromancy just doesn’t cut it this time, I feel like it wouldn’t get the message of how fucking tired of this shit I am over properly.” She threatened and took off her boot and sock to use it as a bandage over the wound in her arm.

One wobbly step at a time, she slowly covered the twenty or so meters between them, stopping multiple times to almost throw up. When she finally got to Periwinkle, she had to sit down to catch her breath. While resting, she noticed that the inquisitor’s pulse was barely elevated, almost like he wasn’t even nervous about the situation.

“You probably feel like you’ve somehow won here, don’t you? And you probably know that against all my better judgement, I won’t kill you – now. But if you ever come even close to Valor, I will wipe the entire Mournvalley off the map, with you in it, and then quit necromancy completely.” Anastacia sighed and pressed her forehead against her knees to try and stop the spinning in her head.

Periwinkle may have been insane, evil and cruel among other things, but he actually believed in Anastacia in his own, twisted way. Not just as a means to an end like everyone else in Mournvalley, but as someone who could do some good in the world; and to even her own surprise, Anastacia couldn’t find it in herself to hate the weirdo enough to kill him.

She took a deep breath and slowly got up to punch Periwinkle in the face with all her wobbly might, but not being used to punching people, she hurt her hand way more than Periwinkle’s face. Having learned her lesson, she started kicking his feet instead and headbutted him in the chest as hard as she could before falling back down and passing out.

Soon after Anastacia blacked out, her grip on Periwinkle’s body loosened and he was free to curl into a ball and let out a muffled scream of pain. He would have laughed victoriously if it wasn’t for the chest pain, his plan couldn’t have gone any better. If Anastacia hadn’t been so unaware of the logistics behind his profession, there’s no way his ruse would have worked at all. In reality, not only would it have taken thousands of times more bone dust than he had on him to attack multiple towns and cities, it was nigh impossible to do it from this far away, no matter who you were. Even the slightest wind would blow the dust away and ruin everything, so at no point was anyone beside he himself in any danger. He had hoped to point that out to save his life, but things worked out much better than he had ever hoped.

“You now possess the keys needed for surviving against Amaranth – hopefully. What you do with them afterwards is not in my control anymore.” He said and turned Anastacia on her side, so she wouldn’t choke on vomit. “I just hope you’ll end up using them for everyone’s bene-“ His thought was cut short when his eyes met with a certain simulacrum’s.

King stared at the necromancers and slowly drew his sword.

            

    
        Chapter 124 - Unfinished

    
    
    
    
                ”I swear I’ve spent more time unconscious than asleep ever since I arrived to Valor, that can’t be good for me in the long-term.” Anastacia said and stretched her shoulders. She had just woken up from a patch of moss by the edge of the forest, just close enough to Valor that she could see the city wall in the horizon.

The sun was still up so she couldn’t have been out for more than a couple of hours while King had carried her back – or an entire day. Other than the horrible, horrible deaths of an entire town she thought she had caused, it was quite a nice day to be out and about. Anastacia just hadn’t been able to pay attention to it while walking with Periwinkle.

“Did you kill him? I wouldn’t blame you, someone needs to put him down sooner or later.” She asked from the simulacrum sitting next to her.

King looked like he hesitated for an uncomfortably long time for someone who was only supposed to be doing what he was programmed to do before shaking his head. He then took out his sword and tapped its flat side before swinging it sideways.

“You know that can still totally kill people? Oh well, someone will end him at some point – he’s extremely punchable. I still can’t believe he got the drop on me like that.” Anastacia sighed and threw a rock to burn off some of her annoyance. “What happened today is a prime example of why necromancers are probably the worst thing that has happened to this world. No one should be able to just kill a bunch of random people for stupid shit like this… It makes me think that they need someone to keep them in check, someone besides Coquelicot. Tell me, is it like insanely selfish of me to not do the whole ‘White One’ thing? Periwinkle said that I could save a ton of people, but Emilia said that they’re not my responsibility. Guess the real question is how many lives is my happiness worth? Or can I even be happy knowing it costs lives. This whole situation is unfair!” She yelled and threw another rock.

King didn’t seem to have any answers for her either and simply imitated the necromancer by throwing a rock as well, just considerably further away.

“Maybe I should just flip a coin for it, I bet there’s some asshole god who has engineered this whole situation just to fuck with me. That’d at least make it easy for them to meddle. Or maybe the universe just hates me and wants me to suffer, that seems like something that would happen to me. Nothing in the world can be right unless I’m miserable.” She laughed half-jokingly and then sighed when she realized that it could actually be true. “Oh, and if you thought for a second that you’re off the hook about coming along despite me telling you not to, you’re so very wrong! There’s a whole lot of carrying and dishes in your future, mister!”

Anastacia slowly got up and took a couple of steps to see whether her strength had returned; and to her surprise, she actually felt just fine and hopped around for a bit to wake herself up properly. All the walking and being poisoned had made her hungry though, so they headed back to Valor in the hopes that Rosie had something to offer besides the boring goop from earlier. On the way they warned the gate guard about Periwinkle and asked them to come tell Anastacia immediately if someone even remotely similar looking was seen in the distance. She also advised them to maybe position some archers on the walls, hoping they’d work at least as a deterrent.

As soon as the pair stepped in the inn, Gilbert waved for them to come and sit down with him, Emilia, Dammar and Xamiliere. On the table was a pile of coins and four pieces of paper with something written on them.

“Okay, Anna, what we need for you to do is tell us exactly what happened.” Gilbert explained while everyone else grabbed their pieces of paper.

“Are you serious? You bet on this? Also, no ‘glad you’re okay’ or even ‘welcome back’?” Anastacia asked and started taking coins from the pile. “I’m taking my share because screw all of you.”

“We didn’t have you dying as an option, if that helps? Anyway, here are the possible bets, the pool gets divided between us based on how many right guesses everyone had. So you can just tell us what happened and we’ll handle the rest.” Gilbert said and took back some of the coins from her.

Anastacia looked at the paper and frowned. “Why is ‘She got tricked’ literally the first one on the list? I mean yeah, I did get tricked and shot with a poison dart, but come on!” She sighed and recounted the events of the day. At first, she was annoyed by everyone guessing that she would somehow get tricked, but eventually she warmed up to the game when she could see what everyone had guessed based on their reactions.

“I got nine out of ten right.” Emilia counted. “Are you sure King didn’t kill him?”

“Seven, had her killing the lad, more casualties and her not getting knocked out at any point wrong.” The dwarf laughed.

Both Gilbert and Xamiliere looked at their papers worryingly, both of them only had two right guesses and would end up in the red on the whole bet. The amount of money they lost wasn’t all that much, but both had considered the bet to be a somewhat easy way to get Dammar’s money since they knew Anastacia better than him.

“Did you at least learn something?” Gilbert sighed and crumbled his paper.

“Kind of… I was awake the entire time and did manage to do it in the end. I think I can at least work towards it better since I know what was needed to trigger the whole thing. So I hate to admit it, but it was actually helpful.” Anastacia said suddenly becoming serious again and twiddled her thumbs. “He also reminded me how much I want those assholes dead. I had lulled myself into thinking that it was fine if they just let me be and that I’m only helping Coquelicot because I owe her that much, but I was wrong, those people need to go. Now I’m not even sure if the other side can be left alive either, they might be even more capable of ruining everyone’s lives in the end.”

Gilbert didn’t really know what to say about the sudden serious turn in the conversation. “The world will handle itself in the end, it always has and always will. You are an adventurer now, and adventurers get to do what they want or what other people want, if they pay enough.” He said, relying on some generic advice and gave the necromancer a pat on the head.

“Uh… Thanks, I think I’ll eat something and finish up on my book before making any big decisions.” Anastacia smiled and waved for Rosie to bring her whatever she had ready, which turned out to be some kind of paella with chicken in it. The rice-based menu made Anastacia think that Rosie had bought way too much of it by mistake or because a merchant just wanted to get rid of all of it at once and was willing to go down with the price. It had happened with potatoes a couple of times during Anastacia’s stay in the inn, and it was safe to assume that the boring rice mud would make a return on the next breakfast.

Nevertheless, the meal was exactly what she needed. With her hunger sated, Anastacia fetched Ivory’s notes and sent King into the kitchen with her dishes. She was almost at the end of the book already and only had one chapter and some extra notes left.

The previous chapter had ended with Ivory overreacting to the deaths of a couple of villagers in a fight between his thralls and whatever he was protecting the town from. He had started to take control of every person in there during the nights in a misguided effort to make sure none of them got hurt ever again. Effectively holding them prisoner. The ancient necromancer was on a brink of collapsing and was basically only held together by the idea of doing the job Alabaster had given to him, no matter the cost. While doing that, he had mad considerable headway into controlling and moving living tissue without it coming off the body and stopping being living tissue.

As soon as Anastacia opened the book, she noticed that the handwriting was different from the usual smooth flowing one. The new one was jagged and somehow seemed like it was written with a shaky hand. On top of that the paper felt slightly different.

“Hmm.. ‘To the Reader’? Aren’t these usually at the beginning of the book?” She mumbled, took a sip of her dessert coffee and started reading.

“To the Reader

Let me start by thanking you for taking interest in the peculiar methods of Ivory. I have read through these pages a hundred times and still learn something new every time, but the sad truth is that they will forever remain unfinished… I, High Necromancer Alabaster the White, have the regrettable responsibility of telling you that my dear, dear friend, companion and the one person in this rotten world that I consider to be my equal, Ivory the White – or Mad as the others call him, is dead. 

Circumstances of his death are still unclear to me, but there are no earthly and only very few higher powers that would be up to the task, which makes me think that he allowed it to happen. After reding his notes, that wouldn’t surprise me. His kindness was something uncommon for our kind and it ended up being what broke him. You see, Ivory was with me when we first launched what ended up becoming my legacy to this world, but his soul was not forged for battle like mine and he couldn’t handle some of the things we had to do. He never admitted it, but I could see it, so I took steps to hide him in a place where he could devote his time to his research and feel useful for keeping the machines at bay in this area, until me and the others would get around solving the issue more permanently. 

I can not help but to blame myself for not keeping in touch with him more. I abandoned a broken man into the middle of nowhere and it’s something I will always regret; but it still takes every last bit of my self-control to not bury this pitiful town in the corpses of their burning children for how they treated my dear Ivory, who was doing nothing but keeping them alive! But even then, I am not going to waste all that work by killing them myself, I shall just take comfort in the few people who died before we got here. 

After we are done here I will build a monument for him from the carcasses of those damned simulacra and force the people here to take care of it until the ground under us crumbles to dust and the sky burns to ash. That much they deserve. 

I will compile the notes from his research and this letter into a volume to preserve what he believed in. I know there will be countless necromancers to continue my path of war, hatred and cruelty, as they are in our nature. Even if everything I build falls and our kind fades into obscurity, there will be a time when necromancers will carve a fleshy path to the top and rule the world again, that is what comes to us naturally. What I hope is that this letter finds itself in the hands of someone who can overcome that nature and become someone Ivory would be proud to call his follower. If by chance, you are someone worthy, do not let my kind drag you down with us, become what Ivory could have been if it weren’t for me – please. 

I have the world in the palm of my hand, kings and queens answer to me, the archmagi serve my purposes, the nature itself came to me to form a pact, ancient enemies of men lay conquered and gods have been made to rethink their position in the world; all this I have achieved, yet none of it can bring back Ivory, and the only thing I can do is pass on his manic, shattered thoughts from the last few months of his life, and hope someone understands them. 

From a world that lost its light

High Necromancer, Alabaster the White”

Anastacia stared at the letter in silence. “It ended… just like that? There has to be something else here, anything!” She exclaimed and started flipping through the remaining pages, finding nothing but extra notes on some of the chapters and explanations to a few references Ivory had used in his research.

The young necromancer wiped her eyes with her sleeve, asked for a refill for her drink and started over from page one. “Maybe I missed something.”

            

    
        Chapter 125 - The kidnapping

    
    
    
    
                The remaining days before Anastacia had to leave for Mournvalley, she spent mostly by loafing around in the tavern with her friends. Sleeping became harder as she started seeing more nightmares about her past, and as the departure grew nearer and the nightmares from her past grew more vivid and daunting. Gilbert even suggested that Anastacia could seek help from a few adventurers that were experienced in the art of dream weaving through magic and could make one’s worst nightmares into pleasant dreams – or even worse, but it was decided that given her adverse reaction to mind altering magical effects that it was a path better left unexplored.

On the last night before leaving, she tossed and turned on King’s lap for hours until finally falling asleep.


The Anchor pointed her dull rusty dagger at the giant mountain of a man who had appeared in the doorway to her dark room.

After a few seconds of the awkward standoff, the man kneeled to seem less intimidating, but was still easily as tall as the terrified girl in front of him. “This is no place to keep a child in!” He scoffed and scanned the room with his eyes. “My name is Gilbert, we ‘met’ briefly in the throne room. You might not recognize me without the chains and so on though. Anyway, we’re in a bit of a hurry here so pack what you need in this and we’ll scram.” He explained quickly and tossed a worn-out sack he had found to The Anchor.

The girl dropped her knife to catch the bag and looked at the man in disbelief. Did he really think that they could just escape like that? If it was that easy, she would have vanished ages ago. But this was probably the best chance she would ever get, so The Anchor started to hastily gather everything she had in the room while the man kept watch on the door. Before leaving, she gave one last look to her cell and closed the door, hopefully for the last time.

“Okay, are you ready? Stay close and let me handle any problems that we might run into.” Gilbert whispered and gave The Anchor a pat on the back, almost knocking her over. “For fuck’s sake, do they not feed you? You look like you’ve been living on moisture and the occasional speck of dust alone.”

As they headed upstairs, The Anchor avoided looking at the mangled remains of what used to be the guard outside her room. She was still trying to figure out why another necromancer would free her and go as far as killing for it. Something bigger had to be going on, but she probably wasn’t going to be a part of it since she was just allowed to leave with some random adventurer they had caught.

“Do you know where they’d keep my gear? I’m sure they took them along when I was captured. Maybe there’s like a storage room nearby?” Gilbert asked and quickly peeked around a corner to make sure the next corridor was also empty.

The Anchor shrugged, since she never had a need for storing things, no one had told her where anything was kept. Usually the servants just brought stuff to her.

“Well, keep an eye out for them then. I’d rather have a weapon on hand if possible, just in case we run into someone.” The adventurer whispered, moved into the corridor and started opening doors in the hopes of finding his stuff.

Despite living in the castle for fifteen years, The Anchor had never seen what was behind any of the doors and got perhaps too engrossed by what they discovered behind some of them, since she didn’t notice the presence of a weak necromancer approaching them.

Luckily Gilbert heard them and managed to shove The Anchor into one of the rooms before they were discovered, shutting the door behind her. When getting pushed, she yelped loudly and alerted the other necromancer of their presence.

“Halt! Who are you? You’re not from here.” The other necromancer yelled and hurried over to Gilbert.

The Anchor tried to peek through a gap between the door and its frame but couldn’t see much, she could however tell that the necromancer was beyond useless. He couldn’t probably even tell The Anchor was only a few meters away and much less do anything about it. In all likelihood, he was a son of a distant relative of one of the royals and now worked as an errand boy for the family, or something.

Gilbert laughed. “Son, I might not be able to raise corpses like you people, but that doesn’t stop me from making them.” His response was followed by a sound of glass shattering, a muffled scream and something crashing through a wooden door on the other side of the corridor.

Even though she had a vague idea of what happened, The Anchor was still relieved when Gilbert opened the door and greeted her with a smile.

“Oh! You found my stuff, well done!” He said and pointed at a backpack on the floor next to the girl. Scattered around it was a massive pile of mail and leather armor, a mace and some other odds and ends. “Just let me slip those on and we’ll head out. Is there an exit we can use besides the main gate? – or the sewer, never try to escape through the sewer. Everyone considers it at some point, most people try it once but it’s never worth it.”

While the adventurer geared up and made sure they found everything, The Anchor ran through the places in the castle she had been to and the ones that had a way out. Most of them were windows in the higher floors and not really useable, but there was one place that would work perfectly: the collection hall.

The floor of the corridor was covered in wine and broken glass. Wine was scarce in Mournvalley, even among the royals, so whoever the unfortunate necromancer was carrying the wine to before getting smashed through a door must have been a special guest or something. The inquisitors definitely would have been allowed to have some.

“So, where are we heading? Is there a secret entrance or something we could use?” The adventurer asked and moved about to make sure everything was strapped on right and didn’t chafe.

The Anchor pointed down the hallway, towards a large door at the other end.

“You’re not much of a talker, are you?” Gilbert asked while dipping his finger into the wine on the floor and tasting it. He didn’t seem terribly impressed by it.

After hesitating for a bit, The Anchor opened her mouth. “I’m not supposed to talk to strangers.” She said and shrugged.

Gilbert tried his best to not laugh but failed miserably, he kept going for a while before suddenly stopping. “Wait, you’re serious? You live in a cell in some castle’s cellar and think that talking to strangers might be dangerous? The others are going to love you.”

“The others?” The Anchor asked, looking slightly worried.

“In Valor. You know there’s a whole city full of adventurers, right? It’s where I was supposed to take you.” Gilbert explained started walking in the direction The Anchor had pointed in. They didn’t exactly have the time to sit down and have a chat.

The young necromancer hopped over the wine and followed him. “No, I wasn’t told… I kind of assumed you’d just get me out of the country and leave.”

“Nay, I don’t leave young girls alone in the woods. Don’t know who you are, but I’m sure Valor has a place for you.” The adventurer whispered, carefully opened the large door and peeked in. “It’s empty.”

The room behind it appeared to be a classroom of some kind, the walls were filled with shelves full of tomes and multiple graphs depicting different parts of the human body. In the middle of the room was a large stone table with a polished metal plate on top, on the edges of the plate were grooves that all led to a small basin by the end of the table.

To someone from outside, like Gilbert, the entire castle reeked of rotting flesh, but the room was in a league of its own. Despite all his experience in a job that had much higher than average risk of running into corpses, he gagged and had to cover his face when he entered the room. “What the fuck is this place?” He asked and looked at one of the graphs.

“It’s a classroom… for me… for things. We were supposed to meet here in the morning.” The Anchor said and tapped the table in the middle of the room. “Anyway, let’s not stay here, it’s gross. There’s a staircase over there, it’ll take us to the collection hall, which usually has people in it to look after the collection but maybe it’s empty now too. That place has a door to the garden, which is outside and all we need to figure out after that is how to get over the wall.”

“This place has a garden? Didn’t think necromancers were into growing flo… It’s not going to be flowers, is it?” Gilbert sighed and headed to the staircase.

At the bottom of the barely lit staircase was another door, but before Gilbert had the chance to open it and peek in, The Anchor stopped him.

“There’s someone there, let me handle it.” She suggested. The necromancer in the collection hall was formidable to say the least, and a regular human like Gilbert wouldn’t stand a chance against her, not in the collection hall of all places.

The collection hall was the place where Mournvalley kept its armada of skeletons when they weren’t in use. It had been decades since the necromancers had waged an actual war, so most of the collection had been in there longer than almost anyone in the castle had been alive, only to be taken for a brief spin outside by one of the custodians. The fact that the undead didn’t require any kind of upkeep on the field, meant that the army of skeletons could dwarf any living army, or all of them at once if there just were enough able-bodied necromancers operating it.

The bulk of the army were the countless human, orc, dwarf, beastfolk and other roughly humanoid skeletons that had been claimed after wars or just flat-out stolen from their graves over the centuries. Some of them still donned the rusted weapons or armor they had been wearing during their last moments alive or had been laid to rest in, but since Mournvalley had no reason to arm their skeletons, many were unarmed and bare. Besides these, the hall stored the skeletons of great beasts such as giants, dragons, massive snakes, griffins, ogres, werewolves – basically, if it had a skeleton, at some point some deranged necromancer had added it to the collection.

Despite its massive size, the collection was only a portion of what the necromancers had in their disposal; there were at least three other collections that The Anchor knew of, and for as long as things kept dying, the collection would be a work in progress.

She stepped in the room and was immediately noticed by the custodian that was working on something by her table.

The woman was somewhere in her twenties and had a pretty unique black mohawk hairstyle. Despite obviously having spotted The Anchor, probably before she even entered the room, the custodian looked away. “I wonder if I left that thing in the other room over there, I better go look for it for the next few minutes.” She spoke abnormally loudly and clearly, grabbed a blue bundle of cloth from the table and disappeared into a room The Anchor knew to be just a small closet.

“What the…” The Anchor mumbled and knocked on the door behind her to signal Gilbert that it was safe to come out.

“That was fast. Holy shit that’s a lot of skeletons. I take it that you guys don’t keep them in your closets, you just pile them all here?” Gilbert joked.

“No, we keep them here because the closets are full.” The Anchor said and walked over to a massive gate in one end of the hall. The gate itself would be impossible to open without alerting everyone in the castle, but luckily it had a small door on it for the custodians to use on their daily activities. “We can get out from here, just cover your nose before you come out.” She said and stepped out.

Gilbert followed her, only to realize that despite being outside in what was supposed to be fresh air, the smell of decay only got worse. “What the fuck is wrong with the people here?” He muttered and looked at a bloated corpse on the ground. It was partially covered with gravel, but its upper body was still out in the open, and what looked like the evilest leafless, spikey bush bursting through its chest. The adventurer then looked around and saw that the entire courtyard was filled with such bushes. He prided himself in knowing a lot about plants and creatures of the world, but this particular one he was unfamiliar with – probably for a good reason.

“It’s called lung rose. It’s a lot like a normal rose but doesn’t flower and only grows if planted into something’s lungs. Really good for poisons and medicines apparently. If you mix some into the wax of a candle and light it, everyone in the room dies. So definitely not good for scented candles.” The Anchor explained and wobbled forwards with her eyes firmly shut. “There should be a wall somewhere here, if you can think of a way to get over it and back down, we’re free.”

“I’ve got enough rope and the surface of the wall is suitable for climbing, but nothing that can be used as a grappling hook. Do you think there’s anything like that inside?” Gilbert asked and took out a bundle of rope from his backpack.

“Oh! If you can get any kind of bone and tie it on the rope, I can hold it still up there, so you can climb.” The necromancer said and walked straight into the wall.

Gilbert fetched a femur from one of the skeletons in the hall, tied the rope to it and flung it over the ten-meter wall. After the necromancer gave him the all clear, he pulled on the rope as hard as he could to make sure it could support his weight and when it didn’t budge he started climbing a lot faster than one would think someone that massive could.

“Okay, now you.” He coaxed the necromancer from the top of the wall.

The Anchor looked at the rope and seemed distressed. “I forgot that I can’t climb ropes.” She admitted.

“Can’t or won’t?” Gilbert asked.

“Can’t, my grip strength is trash.” The necromancer shrugged.

Gilbert sighed. “Okay… Tie it around yourself and I’ll pull you up.” He suggested and grabbed the rope.

Finally, with a few pulls, they were both on top of the wall and for the first time, The Anchor actually felt confident about the plan.

The patch of wall they had climbed on was between two seemingly unmanned watchtowers and was only accessible through them. The simplest way out would be to use the rope to drop down to the moat outside the wall and swim to freedom.

Gilbert wasn’t too excited about having to swim but would be willing to do it if needed, as long as the girl would be able to make it to the shore on her own. “You can swim, rig-“

He was interrupted by a loud explosion high above them. Unsure about what it was, Gilbert pushed The Anchor down and took cover. When nothing happened for a few seconds, they looked up and saw a bright blue cloud of dust around where the explosion happened.

“What is that? Have we been spotted?” Gilbert asked and looked around.

Suddenly a second explosion was set off a bit further away, then a third one and a fourth. After six more, the adventurer made the call to not waste time investigating it and risk being cut off on the other side of the moat, grabbed the necromancer and jumped down into the murky waters.

Anastacia flinched awake in King’s lap and made the usual checks. “I’m Anastacia, I’m at the inn, in my own room and there are no other necromancers nearby…” She listed and took a deep breath.


A part of the evening of their escape she didn’t know about involved a couple if red robed inquisitors having a lovely evening on a balcony only a few stories up from the courtyard they had escaped from.

A woman with six arms was leaning on the ramparts of the balcony and watched the escapees go about their business. “Look at them go, you weren’t kidding about these adventurers, they do get things done – with a bit of help, of course.” She smiled, sat back down on the bench next to the other inquisitor and leaned against him.

“He alone made it through the little ‘quest’ I set up for them, so he has to be a cut above the rest.” The other inquisitor said and took one of the woman’s skeletal hands. “Such a shame we have to ruin the evening, my dear Coquelicot. But those two need more time to get far enough away before anyone notices.”

“Oh Alizarin, you know I don’t mind a bit of noise. In fact, I think the evening is only getting better.” Coquelicot laughed and kissed her husband on the cheek, leaving behind a smear of dark red lipstick. “There are five guards nearby who will likely hurry over. Do you want to take cover to avoid the splatter?”

“Not on your life! You know I like watching you work.” Alizarin said and handed his wife a tightly packed pouch of signal powder.

Coquelicot tossed it over the balcony’s edge, where it went off, spread the blue powder for everyone to see and signaled the beginning of the rebellion. When the people they had recruited for their plan responded with their own signals, there was no going back anymore.

Two necromancer guards rushed to the balcony from inside the castle. “Madame Inquisitor! We heard an explosion. Are you two okay?” One of them asked and looked around for the cause of the loud noise.

Coquelicot responded by using two of her hands to rip off the guard’s head and a third one to punch clean through the second guard’s chest, heart and spine. “Better than ever.” She laughed and got ready to receive the rest of the guards.

            

    
        Chapter 126 - Back to the beginning

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia stared at the bubbles swirling around the surface of what could very well be the very last cup of coffee she was going to drink in Valor. She had already packed everything she needed for the trip and was now just stalling and delaying her departure. Finally, it had actually hit her that she needed to go back to Mournvalley, which was the absolute last thing she ever wanted to do, but there was no way around it. She either had to go there on her own or face Coquelicot and probably get forced to go anyway.

“Are you okay? You seem kind of absent.” Gilbert asked after watching the girl stare at her drink for over five minutes without so much as a word.

“Huh? Yeah, I’m fine. I was just thinking about stuff…” She answered without lifting her gaze from the cup.

“That bad, huh? If you’re that worried, are you sure you don’t want any of us coming along?” Gilbert said and placed his hand on the necromancer’s shoulder. “You just need to ask, and anyone here will come with you.”

Anastacia sighed. “You’ve been there. You of all people should know that it’s no place for regular people. Xamiliere can’t come either, because she’d be thrown into the sky in a second. I wouldn’t even take King, but I need him…” She said and finally took a sip. “It’s just that… What if I fuck up again and have to stay there or something. I’d rather die.”

“You won’t, you’re far too tenacious for that to happen. Just get there, do what Coquelicot asks and come back. Shouldn’t take more than a couple of days if you have King carry you there and back, of if that weirdo has mounts up his sleeve.” Gilbert laughed and tried to cheer her up. “Rosie will have a meal ready for you tomorrow evening and you’ll be back by then to eat it, okay?”

“Either that or I’m a smear on some wall in Mournvalley by then.” She winced. Even though Anastacia knew she could beat Amaranth, she had been brought up to fear the inquisition, and that feeling wasn’t going anywhere. All the fights against them so far had only ended in her favor because she had plenty of help and even then, none of them were easy. Now she was somehow supposed to kill the strongest member with just King. “I should have trained more…” She mumbled into her mug.

“Calm down! I’ll pray for you the entire time, there’s no way Lady Sylvia would let you get hurt.” Emilia joined the conversation. “Here, I promised I’d give you this back. Remember: only use it if you absolutely must. There’s no telling what it’ll do to you this time.” She said and handed Anastacia the third enchanted ring she had kept, the one that had caused her to break down in Crescent.

Anastacia took out the other two rings from her pouch and placed them on the table with the third one. If things came to it, she’d just shove all three on her fingers and hope for the best. Maybe the combined effect wouldn’t backfire on her and she would be able to overcome whatever nightmares Amaranth had readied for her. “Thanks, I’ll be careful.”

Gilbert and Emilia quickly began talking about what they’d do once Anastacia returned, hoping to improve the mood a bit, but the necromancer was too far in her own thoughts to follow the conversation.

Suddenly the inn’s door was slammed open and Valimir pranced in. He quickly located Anastacia and got uncomfortably close to her. “I’ve been told you’re heading back home for a brief visit. My brother is shit at farewells, so I’ve come alone to bring you this!” He declared grandly and placed a small sheathed dagger on the table in front of the necromancer. “He told me not to say this, but that’s dumb and I want to say it anyway. He worked the last three days on this piece, barely sleeping and eating to get it ready before you left. Think of it as a good luck charm from us!”

Anastacia picked up the knife, it had surprising amount of heft to it despite its small size and even though it appeared somewhat crude compared to some of the other works from the same blacksmith, the edge was absolutely perfect and had an unusual purple hue.

“He made it from the last piece of dwarven lake iron he had. Told me it was basically metal that gathered in the bottoms of underground lakes around dwarven mines. Apparently, it’s a mix of all kinds of stuff and more or less priceless.” The half-dwarf explained and as his hand slowly wandered down Anastacia’s side. “You could stab rocks with it for days and it wouldn’t lose its edge.”

“Wow, that’s cool! Take your hand off or I’ll test it on you.” The necromancer threatened and slapped off Valimir’s hand. “But tell your brother I said thanks and that I’ll visit him if I get back.”

The dwelf laughed. “That’s not the best part though, this is!” He said, snapped his fingers and ran them along the blade of the knife. As he did that, red sparks flew off from the spots he touched. “That’s my gift to you. All I ask is that you think of me when you get lonely at night!” He said, continued laughing cheerfully and started looking around for something. “Now, where’s that floating vegetable? A coven of witches broke up a couple of days and there’s a group of buxom enchantresses in town, hoping to make do as adventurers. I may need help with this one.”

Xamiliere hastily crawled along the ceiling from the kitchen, where she had been bothering Yulia despite multiple warnings against it. It was starting to get unsetting how used to her weightlessness she was getting, almost to a point where returning back to normal would have probably slowed her down. She gave a quick thumbs up to Valimir before floating to Anastacia. “Are you absolutely completely totally one hundred percent sure that you don’t want me to come as well?”

Anastacia nodded. “Coquelicot would probably throw you into the sky herself, so it’s better if you don’t.”

“Fine… But if you’re not back in a week, we’re coming to get you.” The spriggan said sternly before pressing Anastacia’s nose with a finger to propel herself through the door and out of the inn after Valimir.

Gilbert took the knife from the necromancer to make sure that the blacksmith’s brother hadn’t cast any unsavory enchantments on it. Nothing about it seemed different, nor did holding it seem to cause any sort of effects on the wielder. “That idiot is a utility mage, so we can rule out offensive enchantments at least, but that also means it can be almost anything else. I once saw a bow that turned pumpkins into cabbages when you hit them with it but did nothing else besides that.” He explained and spun the dagger in his hand to see how well balanced it was – not that the blacksmith had ever made anything other than exceptional weaponry. “Typically, enchantments on weapons wear out in use rather than over time, so I guess you just have to start stabbing things if you want to find out what it does. Hopefully it isn’t anything too stupid because he really undersold the work his brother did for this. It takes over a day of constant heating to make this metal malleable in the slightest and they’ve been known to serve decades without maintenance.”

“Why wouldn’t you just make armor from it then?” Anastacia asked and grabbed back her new blade. “You’d be invincible unless you’re being attacked by a sentient furnace.”

Gilbert laughed. “They have, turns out you’ll just get pinned down and stripped. Shields made of it also tend to be too heavy to use in most cases, so a small blade like that is ideal for the material. Dwarves also like to make tools from it but it’s usually cheaper to make a bunch of steel ones and replace them when they break.”

Anastacia attached the leather sheathe to her belt and made sure the priceless knife would stay in it. She then drank the rest of her coffee in one gulp and took a deep breath. “Okay, I need to go now. If I don’t, I’ll just end up delaying it forever.” She sighed and got up. “So I guess this might be my goodbyes to all of you. It has been fun… mostly.”

“Don’t be like that, you’ll crush that old tart in a blink of an eye.” Rosie said as she came out from the kitchen with Yulia. She placed a wrapped parcel on the counter and picked up the necromancer by the waist. “The food there is shit, so we made you a few things. You’re not allowed to share them with anyone, even if they asked.” She embraced Anastacia with a crushing hug before lowering her back down.

Anastacia shoved the parcel into her backpack and gave that to King, who was already carrying everything else they needed but didn’t seem bothered by the extra weight in the slightest.

“So uhh… We’ll just go now, before this turns awkward…” she said and took a few steps towards the door before turning back around. “Oh and if I don’t get back, Yulia gets everything in my room.” She continued and took a few more steps before turning around again. “And if you guys bet on this, I’ll kick everyone’s asses.” After that she still stopped once again by the door to wave and one more time outside, to wave through one of the windows.

At the gate, the pair stopped once more to look at the city and its inhabitants. Even with everything she had gone through along the way, Anastacia still considered herself to be lucky, as she was the only necromancer that had lived outside Mournvalley for quite some time. She was sure that even the necromancers that considered themselves ‘free’, would feel like prisoners if they spent even a week in the outside world. All of it made returning to Mournvalley for any reason feel even more insane.

Not far past the gates, Anastacia could feel another necromancer’s presence in the distance, no doubt Periwinkle was already waiting for her, and surely, she found the masked necromancer sitting on grass by the road.

Since their last meeting, the inquisitor’s attire had changed quite a bit: one of the lenses of his mask was broken and the plate covering his mouth and nose was bent, his robes were also missing a sleeve. The sleeveless arm was also bandaged and supported by a thick branch that was working as a splint. His movements had also slowed down, and he was obviously in great pain as he slowly stumbled up to greet Anastacia.

“What happened to you?” Anastacia asked and considered pushing Periwinkle over just to cause some extra agony for him.

“What do you mean what happened? HE HAPPENED!” The injured inquisitor yelled and pointed at King.

“Yeah, well. That’s what happens when you start killing people left and right. Consider it as a learning experience.” Anastacia shrugged and kicked periwinkle in the knee to make him fall over. “Let’s get this over with, I don’t want to deal with you fucks any longer than I have to.”

Periwinkle slowly stumbled back up. “Fine then, give me a second and I’ll get us rides. There’s a pair of elks I’ve been tracking in that grove over there.” He coughed and opened a small bag on his belt.

A thin streak of what looked like white smoke rose from it and coiled around the inquisitor before spreading towards the tree line along the ground.

“King can just carry me, so can you maybe not kill both of them?” Anastacia suggested, knowing that it didn’t really make any difference.

“But wouldn’t the other one be lonely then? Surely it’s better for them to go together?” Periwinkle asked while trying to peer between the trees.

“The sun is barely up, I’ve been out for less than ten minutes and somehow everything is already this messed up. I hate you people so much…” Anastacia groaned as she felt the innocent animals suffocate on their own blood. Out of frustration she punched the inquisitor in his broken arm, which did make her feel slightly better. “Okay, just promise me that you’ll have someone cook them when we get to Mournvalley.”

“Please stop hitting and kicking me, it hurts way more than you think. But as you probably know, Mournvalley isn’t exactly teeming with fauna to hunt, so the field kitchens we have will take any meat thrown at them. They’ll be more than happy if we bring some with us.” Periwinkle explained as the bone dust started to gather around him again.

Two large moose staggered out from the forest and walked around for a while. With every step, their posture and movements became more natural and by the time they got over to the necromancer controlling their bodies, most people wouldn’t have been able to tell that there was anything wrong with them.

When a decently skilled necromancer got ahold of a recently deceased corpse, it was very easy to make the movements seem extremely natural, as long as the bone and muscle structure was mostly intact. Of course, they could do as they pleased with the materials, but there would always be a ‘natural’ way for the remains to act that could be converted into relative autonomy with control patterns and skills in reanimating.

Reanimation itself was probably the most well-known area of necromancy outside of Mournvalley’s borders and possibly the main reason for the hatred towards necromancers in almost every corner of the world. While the ones like Anastacia, who simply hurled material towards their enemies, would have been accepted in most communities, the stigma of a generic necromancer who raised the dead to do their bidding was a massive hurdle to overcome, and the differences between regular people and necromancers would more than likely cause some sort of conflict way before there was even a chance for peace form.

Looking at the undead monstrosities Periwinkle had raised, Anastacia couldn’t exactly blame people for being wary of necromancers. Even she thought that there was something deeply unnatural and disturbing about it, and almost threw up when they lowered themselves so that the necromancers would be able to climb on.

Anastacia took out a rolled piece of cloth she was going to use as bedding in case she needed to sleep on the ground and spread it on the elk’s back to hopefully make riding the undead beast slightly more comfortable. She also tied a piece of rope around the animal’s neck to have something to hold on to. With a bit of aid from King, she climbed on and managed to not fall off when the elk stood back up.

“Are we ready to go? We’ll be going as fast as these things can, so hold on for your life.” Periwinkle said and casually hopped on his ride, clearly having ridden undead animals many times before. “We should be there by the evening, even if we have to stop a couple of times.”

“I already hate this, so I think I’ll just close my eyes and think of kittens or something. Just don’t steer me into a ditch or I will kill you.” Anastacia sighed and took her backpack from king.

And so, they departed. It didn’t take long for Anastacia to realize that elks weren’t made to be ridden at all, and riding sidesaddle was pretty much the only way to make the pain manageable. She considered backing out on the deal and just letting King carry her, but the simulacrum was already struggling to keep up and getting the whole mess over with as quickly as possible was the priority number one.

Along the way she recognized a few of the places from her original trip to Valor with Gilbert, even when they thought that they were escaping from whoever Mournvalley sent after them, the trip back then was infinitely more fun than speeding though rough terrain on an undead moose against her will to get to the worst hellhole in all of known lands to kill one of the most dangerous people in the world.

As the sun started to near the horizon again, Anastacia picked up on the all too familiar rotten stench of Mournvalley in the wind.

            

    
        Chapter 127 - The real Mournvalley

    
    
    
    
                The actual border of Mournvalley wasn’t something that could be accurately drawn on a map, it was more like a patch of no man’s land that no one wanted to enter in the fear of running into necromancers or their thralls – which was not at all unreasonable as the denizens of Mournvalley were always looking for new material. Checkpoints near the so-called border were also both pointless and a terrible idea, as the necromancers had no interest in respecting the borders of others and no one sane was going to smuggle anything over the border anyway.

Periwinkle stopped the undead mounts a bit before they arrived to what was unquestionably Mournvalley’s territory. Anastacia’s whining about how uncomfortable riding the moose was had started to get unbearable, so Periwinkle was forced to slow down the pace and allow her to stretch her feet for a bit every now and then.

“Is the concept of discipline foreign to you or do you just not care that you’re extremely annoying?” The inquisitor asked in a slightly irritated tone. Not being used to Anastacia meant that his resistance to her nonsense wasn’t quite developed enough for him to be able to deal with her for an entire day.

“Well ex-fucking-cuse me! Unlike you, I haven’t gotten my ass kicked in a while, so I’m not used to the pain!” Anastacia screamed while doing squats with tears in her eyes, hoping to increase the blood circulation in her legs. “I’ve had enough discipline for the rest of my life and then some, so now I do whatever I want and couldn’t give less of a shit what you think!”

King caught up to them and on his way to Anastacia, pushed Periwinkle’s moose and almost made him fall. The simulacrum had obviously developed some kind of grudge against the inquisitor, which Anastacia found extremely funny.

“Doesn’t look like anything has happened since I left, Coquelicot and her followers are still camped near the castle and Amaranth is keeping an eye on them. Keep an eye on the sky, no way she hasn’t noticed us approaching too, especially you…” Periwinkle said to change the subject.

“What do you mean?” Anastacia asked while going through her backpack. She had already eaten almost everything Rosie and Yulia had given to her and was now just gathering bits of dry-cured ham from the folds of the food parcel.

“Well, I’m sure you know what the presence of another necromancer feels like and you’ve been around Coquelicot and the other inquisitors, so you know what a proper necromancer feels like, right? You’re nothing like that.” The masked necromancer explained. “Ever since your little episode when I chained you to a tree, you’ve changed. What used to be an enormous but still contained inferno, has turned into a wildfire. It’s not even that your strength is beyond what I have ever seen, it’s that being close makes me feel like I’m somehow a lesser being.”

Anastacia licked her fingers, crumbled up the paper her food had been wrapped in and tossed it at Periwinkle. “Huh… Is that good or bad?”

“Could be either, could be both. It might go back to normal once you’re less agitated or it might not. All I can say is that you never know how people will react to that, so keep your guard up around other necromancers that consider themselves to be powerful.” Periwinkle advised and swatted away the paper ball with his uninjured arm.

“You’re telling me to watch myself when I’m with a bunch of lunatics that probably all hate me? Thanks, I never would’ve realized!” Anastacia sarcastically scoffed.

“Can you stop being so damn difficult for a second? I’m only trying to help.” Periwinkle sighed and took a sip from the canteen on his belt.

“Can you stop being crazy and give some value to the lives of others?” Anastacia answered and started walking onwards. Along the way she stared at the barren hellscape around them. The land in Mournvalley was wholly unsuited for almost any farming, and anything that was willing to take root in it on its own was likely stunted in growth, poisonous and ugly. Surprisingly, this wasn’t caused by necromancers, they simply ended up in Mournvalley because no one else wanted to be there and they would be left alone. So they made do with what little they managed to scrounge together and perfected their craft in peace.

The one good thing she could come up with about her homeland that slavery was and had never been a thing, at least in its classic form. Almost all great kingdoms had at some point been built by slaves, they might have abolished it since, but they couldn’t change the past. This was not the case in Mournvalley, after all, there was no reason to have slaves that still needed food, water and sleep when you could just have a couple of necromancers operate an army of undead for the same purposes. This was very apparent in the landscape and architecture of Mournvalley: with infinite manpower they were able to gather massive amounts of stone and clay, move earth like no other civilization and build whatever they chose with them. Because of the severe lack of wood in the area, it was almost never used in building, making even the smallest houses look like tiny stone castles.

The landscape wasn’t spared from the hard-working necromancers either: originally there had only been a single large river running through the land, but with time the necromancers had dug artificial lakes and canals to distribute the water wherever it was possible.

“There’s one more thing that you should know, it’s actually an order from boss herself: if anyone refers to you as The Anchor, correct them. People joined our side for many different reasons and not all of them have completely forgotten about you. She doesn’t want you competing with her authority, so if anyone recognizes you, tell them there’s no anchor.” Periwinkle said and lowered himself down from the elk’s back. “We might as well walk for a bit.”

“Deal, I might punch someone if they call me that though.” Anastacia shrugged and peered at some houses in the distance. “What’s that place?”

“That would be the town of Astur. The local lord supported Coquelicot’s cause from the beginning, so it was spared from the war. Have you never been there?” Periwinkle asked.

“No… I just visited the bigger cities and towns and even then, I was locked in a carriage the entire time I wasn’t on a stage.” Anastacia said and tried to remember even one of the places she had visited while still being kept as a prisoner, but at the time she didn’t care enough to memorize them.

“Well you are highborn so even if you weren’t in this situation, you probably wouldn’t be visiting places like this. We’ll be walking through it, so you’ll finally get the chance to see what rural life in Mournvalley is like!” Periwinkle laughed and regained his usual cheerfulness.

Even before they got anywhere near the town, the road changed from dirt to a neatly paved granite tiling and a meter-high stone wall started on both sides of the road. Anastacia found it very surprising, as she had always thought that the commoners had lived in relative poverty and paved roads weren’t exactly high on the list of important things for a poor town.

“So what kind of murdering does this particular trash fire specialize in?” She asked sarcastically.

“They make pottery, mostly.” Periwinkle laughed.

Anastacia was confused for a second. “Like evil skull vases and stuff? Do they use blood instead of water?”

“No, just regular pots, plates and cups, everyone needs those after all. It’s close to a clay pit and the border so they have better access to firewood for firing clay than most towns. In fact, wood import is one of the things we’ve been working on and they’ve just started to get some sent to them.” The inquisitor explained, clearly enjoying the utter confusion on Anastacia’s face.

“But… But they’re necromancers, right? So they kill people, right?” Anastacia stuttered and stopped walking.

Periwinkle laughed. “There used to be a couple of guards here that were in charge of catching any trespassers and the like, but they were drafted by us. Now there’s just a bunch of people here that are technically necromancers but aren’t strong enough for it to matter in combat. Lets just go in and you’ll see.

As soon as they were within eyeshot of the town, people started appearing from the stone houses along the road. They were clearly curious about the sudden appearance of an immensely powerful necromancer in their small town. All of them were wearing the usual set of black or dark grey robes that the lower ranking royals in the castle had worn, but theirs were of lower quality and worn out.

Anastacia had to double check, but all of the citizens in the town, including the children, were indeed necromancers; they just seemed somehow too normal.

“Excuse me, mister inquisitor!” A young boy of maybe eight years of age suddenly yelled and raced to them with two of his friends. “Can we touch that? Please.” He asked and pointed at King.

“Hm? Oh! You people probably haven’t seen one before. That right there is a simulacrum! Usually they’re really dangerous, but this one is friendly… at least somewhat.” Periwinkle explained to the small necromancers while rubbing his broken arm. “He belongs to miss Anastacia here, so you’d have to ask her though.”

When the children turned to Anastacia, she was still overwhelmed by how casually they approached an inquisitor of all people, it was something that would have been unthinkable in her childhood, and randomly punishable by death if you caught them on a bad day.

“Miss, your color is weird.” The boy said and touched Anastacia’s violet cloak.

Anastacia immediately slapped his hand off, took a step back and stared at the children in confusion.

An older man rushed over and moved the children further away before addressing Periwinkle. “I’m terribly sorry for the brats! I hope they didn’t do anything stupid.” He apologized but didn’t seem to be panicking as much as the situation should have warranted.

“It’s fine, it’s fine, it’s fine. My friend here is just a bit weird.” The inquisitor laughed and shook the man’s hand. “She grew up with the royals and this is the first time she’s with us commoners.”

“Ooh, she does have the looks down. Are you taking her to the front? She feels like she’d be useful there.” The man continued in what still seemed like an overly friendly manner to Anastacia.

“Yup, the siege is starting to get boring, so The High Necromancer Coquelicot figured we should let her loose in the castle and see what happens.” Periwinkle joked and moved on to some other matters going on with the town and Mournvalley in general, leaving Anastacia and King alone.

Anastacia quickly put up her hood and tried to hide from all the curious stares. She had to keep making sure everyone there was actually a necromancer and it wasn’t just some weird trick by Periwinkle. Aside from the slightly cultish appearance, they seemed normal. No one had blood on their clothes, you could guess what a few of them did for work based on additions and modifications on their robes. There were no bodies stashed anywhere either and the only bones around where small pieces that probably worked as tools. None of it made sense in the slightest, she had never met a necromancer that didn’t kill people just because they felt like it. As far as she knew, everyone in Mournvalley had gone through the same training as her, or at least the theory portion of it as materials weren’t that plentiful, but the people there made her question that belief.

 She backed up against King, pulled her hood lower down to hide her face and silently waited until Periwinkle was ready to move on and they could leave the artisan town of Astur behind.

“So how did you like seeing some of what used to be your citizens? You seemed pretty surprised.” Periwinkle asked once they were a little way away before suddenly stopping. “What are you-“ He uttered before completely freezing.

Anastacia pulled her new knife on him. “What the fuck was that?! You think just because you cleaned out a little village and put some of the few necromancers that can at least act normal in it that it’s enough to fool me?! That I’ll go all ‘oh, I guess Mournvalley isn’t all bad.’ Well fuck you, I know what this piece of trash country is really like!” She screamed and pressed the knife on Periwinkle’s throat before allowing him to speak.

The inquisitor coughed. “You know what the royalty of this country is like, nothing of it’s people. You know what’s wrong with it, and that’s all you know. You’ve only seen the people who kept you captive for your entire life, the people zealous enough to blindly believe their lies and us brainwashed lunatics, and then somehow you’ve decided that that’s all we are when we're barely half as bad... And guess what, those people are now dead. As much as I’d want to say it was because Coquelicot handled things brilliantly, that’s not the full truth. The cult was bound to break down sooner or later and if Coquelicot hadn’t acted, the royals would have turned the red inquisition on their people.” He calmly explained despite the very upset girl holding an incredibly sharp knife on his throat.

Anastacia lowered her knife to think. “Why would I believe you? I’ve heard nothing about this and pretty much the entire world agrees with me. You just want me to believe that you’re somehow the good guys here, so I’d join you and do the other cult shit you’re into!” She guessed and lifted the knife again.

“How would the rest of the world know anything? You can’t spy on necromancers just like that, so we’re just left alone and all they know is the carnage left behind by the red inquisition when they were sent to kill escapees.” Periwinkle rebutted. “And no, no one wants you here. You’re the single person in the world that can deny all Coquelicot’s efforts and the only reason she forced you to come was because it is going to save many lives on our side if you manage to kill Amaranth instead of having to fight an all-out battle with her. And personally, I think you should be traveling the world to learn more about it while perfecting your craft, there’s no benefit for me in keeping you here, but I do agree with my boss. So everyone wins if you leave as soon as possible.”

Anastacia lowered her knife once more and paced around the inquisitor while trying to figure out whether what he said made sense or not. Admittedly, thinking was not her forte and she wasn’t able to find a flaw in his claims. She released Periwinkle, but not before kicking him in the shins for the trouble.

“Fine then! Let’s go so we’ll get this over and done with.” She mumbled and stormed off.

            

    
        Chapter 128 - The last stop

    
    
    
    
                As they got closer to the camp where the rebellion was waiting out their siege, the smell of rotten flesh grew stronger and stronger, to a point where Anastacia started to wish she had a mask too. Just before she reached the top of the last little hill they had to hike over, Anastacia started to feel the presence of hundreds of necromancers in front of them. Most of them were at least competent to a point where it would take more than a handful of warriors to take them out, but amongst them were dozens of more powerful ones. Once she was able to see the entire camp from the hill, she realized that there were way more capable necromancers out there than she had assumed, and the army Coquelicot had put together was probably the most dangerous thing in the world at the time. Though it still barely looked like an army, all of them did have the usual black uniforms, but almost nothing else; no weapons, no armor, no banners or flags anywhere, just a lot of pale people sitting around and probably thinking about skeletons.

“The world would be a better place if I just attacked them now.” She mumbled and stared into the distance over the camp. “This is the Mournvalley I know and despise.”

“Yeah, they are more like the ones you know.” Periwinkle admitted.

“Be honest, do you think it’s a good idea to let Coquelicot run the show here?” Anastacia asked.

The inquisitor stayed silent for a while and stared into the sky above them. “It’s the least bad option of a bunch of terrible options we have…” He laughed. “While we might not be quite as messed up as you think, necromancers and regular people don’t mix well at all, but maybe in the future if we get lucky. If Mournvalley was left without a leader everyone respects, necromancers would spread outside our borders way too quickly and run into all kinds of conflicts. It wouldn’t take long before a lot of people would get killed and they would actually have a reason to hate us. Coquelicot plans on getting us out there, but at a controlled pace and hopefully earn us a bit better reputation.”

“If you say so. Don’t make me regret this.” Anastacia sighed and started walking towards the camp.

As she got closer, more and more necromancers started to notice her, and the previously almost quiet camp started to show some signs of life. A few necromancers came up to meet her, but Anastacia glared at them before just rudely walking past. No one seemed to have any idea how to welcome her, as she was not an inquisitor or any of the other officer of the rebellion, but she dwarfed all of them with her presence. So it was unclear if she was to be considered a superior since the rankings in the rebellion were largely based on strength, or if she should just be taken to Coquelicot. A few of them had correctly guessed Anastacia’s identity and weren’t entirely sure whether she was on their side at all since they didn’t know she opposed the old ways, but they were calmed by the sight of the inquisitor accompanying her.

Anastacia stopped when she was almost surrounded by the rebellion’s soldiers and looked around for Coquelicot.

After the initial confusion, the army reached a conclusion on the matter and suddenly kneeled to the violet-cloaked necromancer.

Slightly surprised and confused, Anastacia turned to Periwinkle only to receive an equally confused shrug. She figured that she needed to say something and cleared her throat. “Fuck all of you. I was guilt tripped and blackmailed into coming here and finish this bullshit. I couldn’t care less if all of you died horribly but looks like that won’t happen today.” She said and flipped the bird to the utterly baffled army. “Now can someone tell me where Coquelicot is?”

After a brief and extremely awkward moment of silence, a path towards one of the tents by the edge of the camp started to open between the kneeling necromancers.

As they walked past the ranks, the necromancers around Anastacia kneeled even deeper, no doubt equally from respect and fear now, but another thing Periwinkle noticed was that those among the soldiers that had the gift of being able to work with still living matter, stared at King with their eyes full of terror and fear. No doubt this was the first time they saw something that was so lifelike, yet something they could do nothing to. Having been at the unfortunate end of the simulacrum’s massive sword recently, it was a feeling he understood well.

Anastacia could already feel Coquelicot’s presence in a large blue tent that had been set up at one end of the camp, as far from the castle as possible. There was still at least four kilometers between it and the camp, but the leader of the rebellion was no doubt nervous about Amaranth somehow gaining control of her arms and stayed as far away as possible while still remaining effective.

She peeked into the tent and was greeted by the familiar stern look of the new high inquisitor.

Coquelicot sat behind a table that had a map of the area open on it while using two of her skeletal hands to move around small stones on it, the other four slowly repeated a set of four different poses behind her for some reason. “She’s trying to take them, moving them helps me to remain in control.” She explained pithily and pointed at another chair on Anastacia’s side of the table. “Sit, we have lots to discuss.”

Anastacia did as she was asked and told King to stand guard outside.

Suddenly Periwinkle stepped in and bowed deep to his superior. “I’ve carried out the mission you’ve given me, fetched Anastacia and done what I can to make her train.” He reported without raising his head.

“I can see that, you aren’t needed here.” Coquelicot stated coldly, visibly disgusted by the masked necromancer and stared at him until he left the tent.

“Wow, you’re harsh on him. He’s a total shit but still… Wow.” Anastacia pointed out and put her feet on the table.

“He’s just so… I don’t know, he just reminds me of someone and I’m trying to take over a country here, so I don’t need that right now.” The high inquisitor said and laughed dryly. “I see he at least managed to teach you something, you’re becoming quite frightening these days. I do hope that you haven’t changed your mind about not wanting anything to do with us once we’re done here.”

Anastacia grinned. “I want even less to do with you assholes than ever.”

“Good, let us start then. It’s getting late and I’d rather want to know if you can do this before it gets dark. If you fail, I have to send a message to Madame Sanguine about reinforcements and to be honest I do not want to deal with her right now.” Coquelicot said, took out a small pouch from one of the drawers of the table and put something from it in her mouth before tossing the pouch on the table.

“Madame Sanguine, you’ve managed to drag her into this?” Anastacia asked and grabbed the pouch to see what was in it.

Madame Sanguine was supposedly a powerful necromancer that resided in a cavern in northern Mournvalley, far away from anything important. She was an enigmatic character barely anyone had seen and even fewer lived to tell others about it. There were multiple rumors about her floating around, like how she was at least five hundred years old and never aged, or that she wasn’t actually a necromancer, but simply had the same abilities despite being something entirely different. She had been completely uninterested in the cult’s matters, and after many failed attempts to contact her, the royals just gave up, and by the days before the rebellion, Madame Sanguine had fallen into obscurity and legend, to a point where Anastacia only knew about her because she was mentioned in a few books.

“I gave the undesirables to her, together they can gather all the meat they want and roll around in it for all I care. They still agreed to clean bones for us and this way I don’t have to deal with those lunatics on my own.” Coquelicot shrugged and circled the area where Madame Sanguine resided in on the map with her finger. “Letting the world see them wouldn’t do us any favors either.”

Anastacia was digging through the pouch to see what was in it. She took out a small round candy and rolled it between her fingers.

“These are amazing, it’s like eating pure sugar.” The high necromancer said with something resembling excitement in her voice. “The whole rebellion was worth it just because we can now import these.”

“Yeah, candies are great. Did you know there’s a whole bunch of different kinds? I haven’t had the time to try all of them, but so far all of them have been mind-blowing.” Anastacia joined in on the excitement. “There’s ones that taste like strawberries, apples, mint… oh and toffee! You need to try toffee, it’s really annoying to eat because it sticks to your teeth, but it’s basically just edible happiness.”

The two of them got caught up in a conversation about different foods Anastacia had discovered in the outside world and which of them Coquelicot should consider importing later. It may have taken a bit longer than what conversation about sweets between two of the most powerful necromancers in the world, that were supposed to be discussing matters that would probably end up changing the world should have taken, but both of them certainly needed a small break.

Coquelicot cleared her throat and placed a small stone on the map in front of her. “So, like I was saying… Let’s get started. The castle is there and we’re over here, the distance between us and Amaranth is roughly four thousand two hundred and twelve meters, according to our scouts. Any closer than this runs the risk of being attacked by anything that was stored in the collection hall of the castle and even now we’ve been forced to leave behind the collections in our possession, though there are still some conventional weaponry in the storage tent in case we need them. Besides the obvious, there aren’t really any other threats left in the castle though, and with the rest of the red inquisition dead, only a fraction of the collection can be used by the people inside at once, so expect the biggest and the meanest ones they have. We’ve taken out whatever she has thrown at us, but she’s clearly been saving some just for you.”

“Yay.” Anastacia commented and took a better look at the map. She could use the main road to the castle to cross the river and avoid any other difficult terrain between the camp and the castle. There was no point in trying to be sneaky since Amaranth had probably been keeping track of her for a while already, so just waltzing to the gates and kicking them down would have to do.

Coquelicot took out a drawing of the castle entrance and crossed two spots on it. “You can drop the drawbridge by cutting the chains from these points, just use any piece of bone you find along the way. Or just swim and go through a wall, up to you.” She explained.

“Yeah, I don’t think getting there is the problem here though. How do I kill Amaranth, and can I even do it?” Anastacia asked and pushed aside the drawing.

Coquelicot closed her eyes and moved her arms around for a while, measuring Anastacia’s progress and readiness for the task at hand. “In your current state, she won’t stand a chance if you just make it into the castle. Though you’re still a moron, so keep the simulacrum close and protect it, he can make sure no one tries anything dirty.” She said and smiled with what appeared to be genuine confidence in their plan for the day. “The scouts say that she appears to be waiting for you on the rooftop garden.”

Anastacia went through the areas of the castle she knew in her mind, but that didn’t sound at all familiar. “There’s a rooftop garden?”

After rubbing her brow and mumbling something under her breath, Coquelicot looked through some blueprints she had gathered, but they clearly offered no help. “Just find a staircase and go up, okay?” She said and tossed the papers off the table.

Anastacia nodded and gave a quick thumbs up to the high necromancer.

Coquelicot got up, walked around the table to grab Anastacia by the sides of her face and stared straight into her eyes. “Before you go, there’s one thing you must understand: this is not a rescue mission, we are here to kill everyone in there. No matter who or how much anyone begs for your help, do not take their side. After my scouts confirm that Amaranth is gone, we will go in and kill every man, woman and child in there – aside from you of course.” She stated as clearly as she could before letting go. “That is if you don’t kill them first, this is your last chance at a revenge after all.”

Anastacia nodded, she had no interest in saving anyone, nor did she particularly want to go out of her way to kill them. She would just have to wing it and see if someone was in the way too much. She got up as well and was about to leave but turned around by the door. “There’s something I need to ask you.” She said and slipped on the topaz ring from her pocket to guarantee Coquelicot’s next answer would be an honest one. “Am I going to die today?”

Coquelicot seemed surprised by the question. “I do not know. If you do, it will not be by my command.” She answered.

“Thanks.” Anastacia nodded and left the tent.

As soon as she stepped back into the light of the setting sun, she noticed the cause of her concern over her own life, staring right at her from the distance. On top of the hill she had climbed over to get to the camp, stood nine menacing figures. Clothed with the same shade of blue as Periwinkle, the remaining members of the new inquisition waited, more than likely just to make sure Anastacia was aware of their presence and that they had not forgotten about Alice.

Though their leader had given her word and promised not to attack Anastacia, it remained to be seen if all nine inquisitors were as loyal to her as they were supposed to be.

Anastacia sighed and tapped King on the back. “Let’s go then. I want to show you my room and maybe set it on fire… again.”

            

    
        Chapter 129 - The river Woe

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia stepped on the paved main road of her home nation and stared into the horizon to see if Amaranth had already sent something at her, but that didn’t seem to be the case. Perhaps she wanted to wait long enough so that the necromancers at the camp couldn’t help Anastacia, or maybe she wasn’t even going to attack from the direction of the castle. Making assumptions like that was very dangerous against a necromancer like her. In all likelihood she had already surrounded Anastacia with the skeletal creatures under her control and was now just waiting for a good moment to spring her trap, all of it while probably having some tea and reading a book in the nice and cool evening breeze that was blowing from the north.

“Okay, lets make something clear here: you can’t protect me from everything.” Anastacia said to the simulacrum by her side. “Your only job is to stop anything they throw at me that I can’t stop on my own, like spears, arrows, chairs… Whatever they can just throw. But everything that has anything to do with necromancy is mine, if I can’t stop those, neither can you and you’ll just get hurt.” She continued and took King’s hand.

There was maybe two hours of light left, and Anastacia wished she could have everything wrapped up by the time it was dark. The main hurdle would be getting to the castle in one piece, but once they were there, things would be extremely simple. There wasn’t going to be a flashy fight, no explosions, no trading of blows. Just a quick and simple test of strength where they would see whether Anastacia was able to snap Amaranth in half or not, failing would probably mean that she wouldn’t be able stop whatever the inquisitor was going to attack her with. All of it really depended on how Amaranth’s powers worked closer to herself. Some necromancers, like Periwinkle and Alizarin, only saw a slight increase in their power when working very close to themselves; and some, like Anastacia and Coquelicot, were all about the immediate area around them and had their powers fizzle out rather quickly when the distance increased. Anastacia had no idea which category Amaranth belonged to, and just because she was able to use raised creatures from far away didn’t guarantee anything. Necromancy was far from an exact science.

“What’s your opinion on revenge? Coquelicot was right, this is the last chance I’ll have to actually do what I’ve dreamt of doing thousands of times. I don’t think I particularly want to kill anyone myself since they’ll all die anyway, but what if I’ll regret not doing it later? I mean I was supposed to fix your friend, but now I can’t because no one knows where he even is, and now I’ll probably regret not doing that forever. You know what I mean?” Anastacia asked.

It wasn’t something King could answer, so the simulacrum didn’t react to the question and kept looking around for anything suspicious.

“Which one do you think is worse: living with the fact that you killed a bunch of evil people for no other reason than that you had the chance, or living with an unfulfilled dream of killing those evil people? They did steal the first fifteen years of my life and left me… well, like this!” She pondered her options out loud. “I really need to figure out this before we get there.”

They kept walking hand in hand at a brisk pace and didn’t run into any kind of opposition from Amaranth. No dragon skeletons crashing down from the sky, no other earthbound creatures rushing at them, not even a dead sparrow following their every move.

Along the way to the castle, the road formed a stone bridge over an artificial river, dug back when the land was claimed by the first necromancers of Mournvalley. Flowing almost exactly ten meters wide and five meters deep, the river called Woe was an unnatural sight in that its width, depth and direction never changed in the slightest, it ran death straight for kilometers after kilometers and Anastacia had no idea what was in either of its ends. The water itself was also unnaturally clear and one could easily see all the way down to its bottom, not that there was any point in peering into the waters, since much like the land around it, Woe had never supported any kind of life. There was noting wrong with it as far as anyone could tell and the water was perfectly drinkable, but there were no fish or bugs, nor were there any reeds growing by its banks.

“This river is shit, and I’ve almost drowned in one, so I should know a thing or two about terrible rivers.” Anastacia pointed out and leaned on the stone railing on the edge of the bridge. “I’ve also almost drowned in a swamp and a lake, both within the same day too. Remind me that we need to visit an ocean, so I can almost drown in that – might as well collect them all at this point.”

As she stared into the lazily flowing river, in the barely visible reflection on the surface, she noticed a small dot right next to her own image. At first, she though it was just something floating in the water, but when it didn’t move with the current at all, she realized it was a reflection of something in the sky. Anastacia barely had time to look up before she felt it too. A large skeleton of something was heading right at them at incredible speed.

Not having the time for further analysis on the situation, she warned King and jumped into the river with him, right before the huge creature crashed into the bridge, crushing it like it was made of paper. She let go of the simulacrum’s hand so that she wouldn’t sink to the bottom with him and instead swam back to the surface to see what exactly was it that hit the bridge, but as soon as she managed the get her first breath, a skeletal claw of some kind pushed her back down, this time all the way to the bottom. She only barely managed to stop it before it crushed her against the gravel and was still in no shape to do more than just hold it still. Having lost most of her air on the way down, Anastacia was already running out of breath and slowly blacking out. Panic started to set in and she flailed to no avail, trying her best to gain a foothold on the thrall holding her down.

Suddenly the strength of Amaranth’s grasp on the claw pushing Anastacia down was weakened to a fraction it used to be. Before she closed her eyes to gather what little remained of her concentration, she saw King wedging his sword into the small gap between the bones in the creature’s joint, separating them from the skeleton.

When she opened her eyes again, she was lying on the bank of the river and coughing up water. Not sure how long had passed, Anastacia was initially extremely confused, but the high pitched yet thundering screech from the other side of the river did a good job at waking her up.

“Oh, it’s a wyvern. Did she run out of real dragons?” She commented and peeled off her now drenched cloak.

Missing one of its legs and a wing, the skeletal wyvern was considerably less of a threat. It could barely move and mostly just trashed around and screamed like it was in pain. Its wingspan of ten meters had been halved and the remaining leg couldn’t reach too far, though the massive claws on it still looked terrifyingly sharp.

King rose from the water, dragging the wyvern’s missing wing in one hand and his stupidly large sword in the other.

“I may have underestimated you. Are you okay? You’re not allowed to get hurt though.” Anastacia asked worryingly and started going through the simulacrum’s body for damage. “Can’t believe she almost got us with that surprise attack… Turns out necromancy is really hard when you can’t breathe, but now I have some idea on what we’re up against. I don’t think I can take them over just like that, but now that I’m not being drowned, stopping them shouldn’t be a problem. Though if we can break even one of the bones, it might just be possible to-“

Her thoughts were interrupted by a second, far louder roar from the distance. It was something far bigger and louder than even the dragon Anastacia had fought outside Valor, which meant it could only be one thing. There was a creature stored in the collection that couldn’t even be stored in the castle itself, so it had its own storage building right outside the castle itself. Perhaps as a terrible and grim joke, the building was almost entirely underground and looked like a massive stone sarcophagus. As for what the creature was, no one had any idea. Centuries ago, some necromancers discovered it in the bottom of the sea and somehow managed to drag it all the way to Mournvalley in pieces. Over the years, anyone who could have had any clue of its origin was dragged from their homes by necromancers and forced to take a look at the massive beast. In the end it did nothing to solve the mystery of the its origin, but each of the kidnapped experts had their own theory about it, ranging from an ancient creature that once ruled the seas to a fallen god. Everything they had managed to gather was written down and storied in the library of the royal castle, where Anastacia had also found it.

Only a handful of necromancers had ever been able to control the entire creature, but it came as no surprise that the leader of the red inquisition would be one of them. Though as far as she knew, it had been left alone to decay and shouldn’t have been in any shape to be risen.

As the ground under their feet began to shake, they could see a gigantic monstrosity drag itself from its tomb and scream at the sky. Its skeletal structure was not anything that existed in the world now, and nothing short of disturbing to say the least. The torso alone was as large as the ships sailing across the oceans, held together by a spine that was full of thorns long enough to impale a horse. The ribcage had a massive hole in the middle instead of a sternum and from each of the twelve ribs surrounding it, dangled an arm that ended in three long fingers, possibly just to drag something into the chest hole. Whether it was because of the deteriorated condition of the bones or because even Amaranth couldn’t control the entire creature perfectly, these claws dangled lifelessly from their sockets.

Its arm bones were sturdy, thick, large enough to swat a dragon from the sky and ended in a fist made out of three eerily long. but thick fingers arranged evenly around the palm. The creatures lower body offered no comfort for the looker either, as its weirdly human looking legs dragged along the ground as it moved, like they had been paralyzed. Between the defunct legs, was a large abdomen, not unlike that of a lobster. The bone plates that still held its shape despite the actual abdomen having been gone for who knows how long were now used to support its entire weight in place of the legs as it dragged its massive corpse along the ground and howled miserably on every step. The skull of the monster offered some clues on the reason of its demise, in that it was mostly missing. Something even more terrible had crushed its cranium, only leaving behind the jaw and half of what used to be the closest thing to a face it had. Riddled with eye sockets, even the remaining half had over ten eyes in seemingly random pattern above a set of shark-like teeth, large enough to chew on a whale on both its upper and lower jaw.

Despite not having the faintest idea of what it was, where it was from, what could have possibly killed it or why it even existed, the necromancers of yore had named the creature ‘Mother’; because inside its abdomen, they found the skeleton of a smaller such creature.

As she watched the mother slowly approach them, Anastacia almost felt sorry for it. Somehow it seemed to be in agony despite being dead, and it really felt wrong to see something so fearsome in such a broken-down state. Though no matter how miserable it was or how it felt about it, the mother would still crush them like bugs.

She took King’s hand and leaned against him. “This went from manageable to a shitstorm of legendary proportions so very quickly. I won’t know until it gets close whether I can do anything or not, but I honestly think this might be it.” The tiny necromancer said and took out her knife. “In case this ends badly, just know that I love you and stuff, I think, okay?”


Periwinkle sighed and popped off the broken lens from his mask while on his way to the river. He had been tasked to get some water for Coquelicot, not because the camp didn’t have plenty, but because she didn’t want him around. Because everyone had been prohibited from going any closer to the castle, he had to walk in a large curve around it to keep the required distance. After finally reaching the river Woe, he rinsed the waterskin quickly and started filling it.

While working, he hummed a tune that didn’t really exist, at least as far as he knew, but to him it just sounded nice. Until suddenly something caught his eye: there was someone fishing only a hundred meters away from him. It was odd because the fact that he hadn’t noticed meant that the man was not a necromancer. Periwinkle quickly capped the waterskin and approached the intruder.

“Such a lovely evening, isn’t it? This one especially, the other todays pale in comparison!” The smartly dressed, black feathered birdfolk greeted him.

“Sure is… Are you aware that you’ve somehow snuck into Mournvalley, only kilometers away from the royal castle and the frontline of a civil war, just to fish from a river that doesn’t have fish in it?” Periwinkle asked, genuinely curious about what was going on.

“Ah… Have we not met yet? Forgive me, sometimes I get confused. We are actually quite close, just not yet. Oh well, I am known as Noir, pleased to meet you again.” The birdfolk laughed and patted the ground next to him, urging the necromancer to sit.

The crow seemed insane, but at least interesting, and there was no harm in a little chat, so Periwinkle sat down and peered into the water. “Likewise, my name is Periwinkle, or did you already know that?” He joked. “But what’s up with the fishing rod though? There’s no chance of catching anything so why are you here?”

“There is history in the making and you ask why the scribe present! Though that is not the only reason why I am here. I’ve taken particular interest in this fate, so I am here to meddle.” Noir explained and cast his fishing line again.

“Do you mean what Anastacia is doing? Are you a friend of hers from Valor?” Periwinkle kept inquiring.

“History is not any single event, but the sum of them all – and as for being miss Anastacia’s friend, I would be lying if I said that I remember whether or not I had words with her yet…” The birdfolk said happily. “You could even say that I’m here for you.”

“For me? Do tell!” The inquisitor encouraged the seemingly loopy Noir.

Noir opened his bag, took out a black leather-bound book from it and opened a page, seemingly at random. “I have written down that the freshest shade of blue has a part to play in all of this, and that it starts now.” He said and lifted his line from the water. Dangling from the hook was a belt with a single pouch attached to it. Noir opened up the pouch and took out an emerald ring before tossing the belt back into the river. “Here you go, your part begins with this.” The crow said and handed the ring to Periwinkle. “He seeks to be with its two siblings, your job is to make sure he meets them at the right time.”

“I… What? Whose is this? My part?” Periwinkle uttered in confusion.

“I would love to converse, but you must run along now, young scribe. It says here you have water to deliver.” Noir said and pointed at the open page in his book.

The confused necromancer got up and stood in silence for a while, trying to think of something to ask but just couldn’t come up with anything, so instead he just turned towards the camp and walked away, leaving the strange crow to his book.

On his way back, the most terrifying roar he had ever heard echoing from the direction of the castle and he decided to pick up the pace.

            

    
        Chapter 130 - The mother

    
    
    
    
                ”Time to channel your inner Gil and come up with anything that might give us a fighting chance.” Anastacia said as the mother crept closer and closer. She went through the chapters of Ivory’s notes in her head, trying to find anything even remotely applicable, but for some reason a book about peaceful usages of necromancy didn’t cover the situation they were in. “Well, if it comes to it, I’ll just use the rings and see what happens.” She shrugged and looked at the ruby ring on her left thumb and the topaz ring on her left middle finger. “I just have to… have to… WHERE IS MY BELT?!” She screamed and started frantically look around for the pouch she kept the last ring in, even going as far as jumping back into the river to look for it.

King pulled her back out when the undead monstrosity started to get uncomfortably close.

Anastacia picked up some rocks and threw them into the river while cursing it. “Well guess we’re fucked then, huh? Or do you have some kind of brilliant plan?”

The simulacrum swung his sword through the air.

The necromancer sighed. “Great, you go ahead and do that. I’ll take apart that wing you brought and hopefully it’ll at least do something. Maybe we’ll come up with something while running around.”

As she finished her sentence, the gigantic undead creature suddenly let out a deafening scream lunged forwards and hit the ground right next to them with enough force to send both the necromancer and the simulacrum flying.

King picked himself up immediately and wasted no time before charging at the mother’s arm. Perhaps it was due to the poor condition of the bones or the sheer difficulty of effectively controlling the entire beast, but his swings actually managed to chip away bits of bone. Usually a piece of reasonably high-quality bone could have been hardened to a point where nothing short of a cannon shot would have made a mark, but this didn’t seem to be the case; and to Anastacia, it meant that there was a chance of actually surviving the fight.

Though having been blessed with only a fraction of the simulacrum’s mass, the shock had sent her tumbling across the dirt field uncontrollably and prevented her from joining the fight before the mother was able to rear up for a second swing. When the creature’s enormous fist darkened the sky above her, she was overcome by feeling she remembered all too well and was sure would never be able to fully forget. It was the same thing she felt on the steps of the temple in Crescent, as the crossbow released the bolt that would end up killing her. It wasn’t panic, fear or even anger, but something that could be summarized as a question: This was it? This was all there was to the life as Anastacia? Last time it was over before she could even really realize what was happening, but this time was different, time seemed to slow down as the mother’s fist slowly descended towards her.

Suddenly a second, far less familiar feeling sparked inside her: This wasn’t good enough! There had to be more! Self-pity and dwelling in the past would only get her killed, when all she needed was to take what she wanted, and no one would be there to stop her. At that time what she wanted more than anything was to see what else there was going to be in her life, and she wasn’t about to let some brittle old bones and an ancient crone of an inquisitor to be in her way.

With her thoughts now cleared, she was able to focus on the situation itself. The mother wasn’t anything like Coquelicot’s arms, Yulia’s prosthetic or even the wyvern skeleton from earlier, the bones hadn’t been prepared in almost any way to be controlled like that, so no matter how skilled the controller was, their grasp on the creature would be superficial at best. That said, Amaranth was still a nightmarish opponent, and wrestling away the control of even just the single arm would require some kind of defect or crack in the bone to start gaining a foothold, even for a second or two.

King was more than glad to provide such an opportunity, upon seeing Anastacia in trouble, he threw his sword at the palm of the creature with all his might and managed to sink it deep enough for it to get stuck in the bone.

The arm’s descend began slowing down as Anastacia utilized the crack to hinder the creature’s movements, though not able to entirely stop it, she bought enough time for King to swoop in, toss her out of harm’s way and retrieve his sword. Just before the inquisitor retaliated and pushed her back out, the simulacrum rolled out from under the gigantic fist. The force of the impact still shook the ground and created a small crater in the dry dirt.

Anastacia screamed and threw a fireball at the mother’s arm as some sort of pitiful attempt at revenge, it didn’t do anything to the creature, but it did make her feel slightly better.

“Okay, I think I’ve got a plan of sorts. We just need to avoid a couple more punches like that and use the time it needs to move its huge ass to our advantage. You just chop at its forearm and make some grooves with your sword, I’ll try to slow it down as much as I can but don’t count on it!” She advised the simulacrum and took off her boots, as that was still her preferred way to run around.

The mother’s next swing was more of a sweep to cover as much area as possible, but with their minds calm and collected, Anastacia and King were able to use their relative nimbleness to avoid it. For a few more attacks, they followed their plan: King got a few good swings in and tossed his necromancer out of the way whenever it seemed like she was too close.

“That’s great! Let’s move on with the plan now. What I need you to do now is distract it as much as possible. I’m clearly its main focus, but it can’t just let you run amok forever, or you’ll slowly whittle it down to bone shavings. Just make sure it isn’t paying attention to me and that its arm stays down.” Anastacia explained and cracked her fingers.

In a blink of an eye, King was already ready to grab on to the mother’s arm after her next swing and started climbing up by sinking his sword into it and using it as a handhold to pull himself higher.

By the time the massive undead horror took notice of him, it was far too late for him to be just slapped down, as he was running around on her back chopping away on its spine. Every time the mother tried to reach him, King would simply slip into the chest cavity and continue his work there.

The competence of her partner made Anastacia slightly worried about her own usefulness for a second, but it wasn’t like King could actually defeat the monstrosity on his own, he could whack away at it for days, but it wouldn’t cause too much meaningful damage; but that’s what she was there for. Every time the mother lowered the arm they had focused on to support itself while trying to get rid of the pest on its back, Anastacia rushed to it and started carving control patterns with her new knife, starting from the deeper cuts King had made earlier. She had always had a bit of a knack for making them but reading Ivory’s notes and seeing his solutions to some of the more difficult patterns – that would have been groundbreaking if anyone would have bothered to read the book before her, had given her some ideas. Perhaps that was part of Alabaster’s plan for finding a ‘successor’ for Ivory. Either way, it allowed Anastacia to carve relatively powerful patterns in a hurry, though the ancient necromancer she learned them from would have probably disapproved of her crooked lines and clunky curves.

“When trying to carve something on a gigantic skeleton that’s actively attacking you, you can’t always go for the maximum style points, okay?” She mumbled because she felt like she needed to give excuses for her shoddy handiwork.

Anastacia whistled and waved for King to get back down, and once regrouped, made sure he was still in once piece. His sword had dulled and had its edge rolled in many places, and the blue glowing lines on the simulacrum’s body were glowing brighter than ever. Even the supposedly tireless machine had clearly been pushed and probably couldn’t take too much more of the fight.

“You’re amazing, have I ever told you that? Anyway, time for the final part of the plan: I need you to throw me.” The necromancer said while breathing heavily, tired by the running as well. “Next time it punches down, throw me as high on its arm as you can, okay? Ideally around the elbow.”

After a couple more successful dodges, an opportunity presented itself and King grabbed Anastacia by the waist, tossing her high into the air.

The necromancer wasn’t in full control of her flight and laded a bit roughly on the side of the mother’s ulna bone. Despite that, she was able to take out her knife once more and drag it along the bone as she slid down, carving a deep groove stretching the entire way down and finally connecting to her earlier carving by the creature’s wrist.

Suddenly the mother lifted its arm and shook Anastacia off before she was able to prepare for it. She fell down with nothing resembling grace, but luckily broke nothing more than the skin on the knees and palms, yet that was the least of her worries; once again she was lying on the ground with the mother’s giant fist heading towards her. King was now a bit too far away to rush to her aid as well, but that was okay, Anastacia gestured for him to stay back and raised her hand at the incoming fist.

“This is more like it.” She laughed.

In the fraction of a split second that the mother’s arm connected with hers, she took control of her patterns and tore the entire arm apart with them. The bones large enough to support the roof of a cathedral exploded into fragments no bigger than a potato, and not a terribly big potato either.

The mother recoiled and screamed in apparent agony, holding the stump of its right arm with the other one, it rolled on its back and wept miserably.

Despite only moments ago being almost crushed by the creature, Anastacia couldn’t help but to feel bad for it. She ran over to King and hugged him. “There’s no way that’d work twice and I’m not going to stay anywhere near that thing when it’s flailing like that. Remember what Gil would always remind us about? We’re not heroes, we’re adventurers. So you know…” She hinted and together they fled towards the castle while the mother was still incapacitated.

After picking up her cloak from the ground and swimming across the river, Anastacia slowed down a bit. “I don’t think it can catch us with just one arm, it could barely move with two.” She said and laughed as much as she could while running some more despite being already exhausted. “If we just get to the castle, we should be safe, but for now keep an eye on the sky. I don’t think Amaranth would have thrown that thing at us if she had anything useable left though, but you never know.”

Parts of the road had been turned over by the mother dragging itself along the ground and it made running considerably more uncomfortable for Anastacia, but she felt it would have been rude to ask King to carry her after what they had just been through.

“Have you fought something like that before? You seemed like you knew what to do awfully well…” Anastacia asked to distract herself from her hurting knees and palms.

King nodded.

“Ah, cool. There’s so much about you I don’t know about. Either way, I think we did pretty well back there, Gil would be proud if he knew. Let’s not mention the part about me almost drowning and then almost getting crushed though, that was embarrassing.” She laughed. “Do you think Coquelicot would mind if I take a few things while we’re here? There are a couple of books I want to check out, I’ve got an idea about a place we should visit at some point and I think they have the location written down.”

The outer wall of the castle was built so that it didn’t actually surround the entire castle for some reason, instead it just walled off a huge area in front of it and then joined to the inner wall on both sides of the entrance, in a way that forced everyone who wanted to enter the castle to go through the walled off area. The outer wall itself was almost as magnificent as Valor’s, though not quite as high, it had more detail in some areas like the gate – or at least used to. Where there used to be a grand gate that would have stopped most regular armies to their tracks, there was now a pile of rubble and a massive gap in the wall, roughly the same size as a certain undead eldritch horror they met before.

“Well that sucks, I was kind of looking forwards to smashing them open.” Anastacia sighed and climbed over the rubble. “And I should’ve taken the boots with me.”

The trail of destruction continued after the wall all the way back to the storage building the mother had been kept in for hundreds of years. The creature, or its controller, hadn’t given a damn about the houses of the castle servants that had been in the way either, and what used to be almost like a small city full of servants and guards, was now mostly rubble as well.

“You know, there was a time where me getting this close to the outer wall from the inside caused an alarm. It’s pretty funny that me coming in does the same now – if you can call this an alarm, there’s literally no one here.” Anastacia said and looked around for any signs of people. “There are some folk inside the castle, but it’s only a fraction of the people that used to live here… And there’s Amaranth, on the roof, just like Coquelicot said.”

The walled off area was barely better than what was outside, equally lifeless and almost entirely paved, save for a few mangy bushes here and there. A smaller river ran thought a part of it and fed water to the moat around the castle but there was nothing special about it either. It really seemed like there was no point in walling the area at all, but the royals liked their privacy, so much so that it was surprising there weren’t more layers of walls around the castle. Something Anastacia noticed was that there wasn’t any material around. Usually the servant’s quarters would at least have a few thralls here and there and plenty of tools that had bone parts, but there didn’t seem to be anything left. It could have been that all possible material was converted to weaponry at the start of the rebellion, but even that seemed excessive. Another possible explanation was that they didn’t want to give Anastacia any more ammunition than she needed.

Unsurprisingly, the drawbridge to the castle itself was up, and they would have to break in.

“Well I don’t really have anything to throw at it. There are a bunch of people almost right behind it but none of them are strong enough for it to matter, nor do any of them have anything they could use. Maybe you can like throw your sword through it or whatever?” She suggested, but just as she said that, the bridge started to lower. Anastacia immediately moved behind King. “This seems like a job for you, I’ll just be here, where people can’t throw things at me.”

But no arrows or spears were flung as the bridge touched the ground. Instead, out came a group of maybe thirty or so weak necromancers that were all obviously servants with lower quality uniforms than what a royal would ever willingly wear. They seemed to be looking for something until a young man rushed from the group and pointed at Anastacia and King.

“There she is! It’s just like they said, The Anchor is back to save us all!” He yelled with tears of joy in his eyes and kneeled to greet Anastacia. The others followed his example and kneeled in from of The Anchor.

            

    
        Chapter 131 - Home sweet home

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia didn’t really recognize anyone in the group kneeling to her, but that didn’t mean none of them worked in the castle while she was being kept there, because most of the time she was focused on hating the royals in charge and barely noticed anyone else. She didn’t exactly have that many positive experiences with the servants either and in her mind, they were a lesser evil, with the exception of the ones that had actually worked as her handlers, but none of them seemed to be present. The group greeting her were probably just errand boys, cleaners and whatever counted as a chef in Mournvalley.

“It was starting to look really bad for us.” The man who had spoken earlier laughed nervously and slowly rose up while still staring at his feet.

None of the other servants looked directly at Anastacia either and it took a second for her to realize that not only was she out of the uniform she was supposed to wear as The Anchor, but also still drenched from her quick swim earlier. As far as etiquette went, she could have just as well been naked and anyone who laid their eyes on her would have been put to death on the spot.

“It got really bad for a while there and people started to wonder if you had defected… but we always believed that you’d come back to wake The Immortal King and deal with those pesky rebels!” He said, sounding extremely relieved.

The blind faith of the servants caught Anastacia a bit off guard. “Wh… who told you I’d be coming back?” She asked. Her words caused the crowd to kneel once more, since hearing her speak wasn’t common at all and they didn’t really know how to react to it.

“The royal messengers told us that you had been sent to train somewhere and would return as soon as the red inquisition could reach you, but the rebels were making it difficult.” The servant explained and kneeled even deeper.

Anastacia now understood what Coquelicot had meant with her last reminder. Most of the people in the castle still didn’t know what was actually going on, and the royals had kept feeding them lies about the realities of their situation, how Anastacia had been sent to train instead of escaping, how there was absolutely no chance of them coming out of this alive and how the war was already all but over. Perhaps it was just to keep things calm inside the castle or maybe the royals just wanted to drag the rest of their followers down with them for some reason, there was no telling with them.

She could simply lie her way inside the castle by smiling and saying things were going to be fine, but somehow that felt unfair, and so, she sighed and stepped forwards. “Get up you idiots, The Anchor is no more so you don’t need to bow to me.”

The low-ranking necromancers looked confused by the order, but slowly stood up and began whispering to each other about what this could have been about.

“We have something in common, so I feel like I need to be straight with you guys. We have all been played here. I escaped this shithole, thinking I’d be free, but no! Somehow I end up doing Coquelicot’s dirty work for her. Just like you idiots believed all the lies you’ve been told and now you’re stuck here, when it’s only a matter of time before the rebels get here and paint the whole castle red with your insides.” Anastacia stated without sugarcoating the truth.

After the initial confusion had settled a bit, an older lady in the front of the group stepped forth and addressed Anastacia still without looking directly at her. “But… but you’re here to save us, right? You came back!”

“Weeeelllll, no. We’re here to kill Amaranth and get this whole revolution nonsense over and done with so I can live in peace.” Anastacia shrugged and started to clear a way past the crowd.

“But… you’re The Anchor! You’re supposed to help The Immortal King to protect us, not let blasphemers and heretics like Coquelicot take over!” The woman pleaded with tears in her eyes.

Hearing the woman call her that annoyed Anastacia and she had to turn back around. “I’m Anastacia, actually, and if I were you I’d look for a nice place to die, because you guys are not long for this world. Or you could just run out there and get it done quickly.”

When the fact that there was not going to be a rescue started to slowly sink in, the servants reacted in three ways: a few of them departed towards the rebellion’s frontlines to hasten their demises, some disappeared back into the castle grounds to presumably wait for their deaths in some corner, but five of them stayed on the drawbridge.

Anastacia assumed that they would try to take out their frustration and fear on her but was surprised as the servants kneeled to her once more.

“If what you say is true and as the The Anchor you have deemed us unworthy of these lands, can you at least grant us our deaths? Surely there is no better way to go than through your mercy.” One of them pleaded with a shaky voice.

This was something Anastacia had not expected to run into. Even after she had broken their illusion of false hope and told them to forget The Anchor, these five still considered it an honor to be killed by her. She glanced at King, looking for ideas on what to do with the zealous fools.

“I don’t recognize you people; did you work in the castle?” Anastacia asked to give herself some time to make a decision.

“No, we work outside the castle, cleaning mostly. We’ve only been allowed to the few rooms around the entrance…” The servant answered, clearly on the brink of tears.

“Yeah, you didn’t seem the type I’ve mostly come across while living inside. Apparently not comically evil necromancers are a thing now, so I honestly don’t know what to do here.” Anastacia said and started to pace back and forth in front of the kneeling necromancers. “I feel like I should help you, but at the same time you chose to stay here, so you kind of brought this on yourselves. This is exactly the kind of shit I don’t want to deal with. I don’t want to have a policy on mercy killing, but it turns out that having one is a must these days. Is it too much to ask for the universe to give me like clearly marked good guys and bad guys and none of this in between bullshit?”

While listening to their supposed savior rant, the five servants realized that they had probably asked for more than what they had initially thought.

“Just go. We’re nothing more than commoners, so if our request causes you distress, please ignore it and just carry on.” One of them said as the others left for the frontlines to join the group who wished for a quick death. “All glory to The Immortal King and his anchor, wherever her path may take her.” He said with what was clearly a forced smile and hurried away to join the others.

Anastacia watched them slowly walk away with their hoods up and heads hanging low. She found herself thinking that she would still be able to kill them and raised her hand briefly but ended up doing nothing, for one reason or another. They had been a loyal part of the cult that kept her imprisoned but didn’t seem to be aware of what had been going on behind the scenes, so whether they deserved their deaths or not was anyone’s guess. The paladins she had laid waste to in Crescent had been clearly evil, just like the royals she was about to meet once more, and Anastacia hadn’t been too bothered by their deaths. Yet something stayed her had this time, even if it was to fulfill their wishes.

She let out a muffled scream and threw a fireball into the moat under the drawbridge. “Why hasn’t anyone written a book on when it’s okay to kill people? Things were simpler back when I had to do what I was told, I’ll give them that.”

King gave her a pat on the head and pointed towards the castle’s entrance.

“Yeah, we should go. I’ll just bother Emilia about it when we get back.” Anastacia sighed.

The castle’s main gate was made out of some kind of greenish metal and covered in extremely detailed engravings that Anastacia hadn’t had the chance to fully appreciate before. Because they were over three meters tall, opening them proved challenging to the frail necromancer. They used to have handles made of bone, so that any able citizen would have no trouble opening them, but those had been ripped off, no doubt to slow her down, and If it wasn’t for the simulacrum with her, the gates could have actually stopped Anastacia for a while, but King had no problem pushing them open with his shoulder.

“How did I even manage to get anywhere before I met you?” Anastacia asked and peeked inside. “Doesn’t look like anyone’s waiting for us, but you should probably go in first, just in case they have poison arrows or something dumb like that. There’s a big staircase almost immediately behind this gate, if we go up, we’ll get straight to the throne room that’s full of fuckheads. There’s probably a way to get to my room without going through it, but I don’t know it – and honestly, I kind of want to see their dumb faces now that they’re doomed.”

With King in the lead, they stepped into the dimly lit castle and started climbing the stone stairs that would lead them to the people who tormented Anastacia for her entire life. Climbing there to rub her freedom in their faces did make her feel slightly victorious, though she regretted not writing and rehearsing a speech to ridicule them further, it was truly a shame there was no time to stop and think about that, they still had a red inquisitor to kill and the stone stairs felt extremely cold under her bare feet so finding a chair wouldn’t go amiss either.

At the top of the stairs, they came across a second pair of doors, though slightly smaller this time. Anastacia could feel the heartbeats of the royals on the other side get faster and faster as she got closer. “Can you kick them open? Maybe we can give one of them a heart attack.”

King drew his sword and took few steps back to get some momentum behind his kick. With an ear-shattering crash, both of the doors slammed open as the simulacrum smashed through them with all his weight. Equally loud were the screams of terror from the other side as they realized that it wasn’t just Anastacia who had come for them. King took one look around and after making sure everything was safe, gestured for Anastacia to enter.

She pranced in with a wide grin on her face. “I’m back! That’s what you idiots wanted right?” She laughed as the lower-ranking royals fled to the other side of the hall, towards the leaders of the remaining ruling families. “What? I thought you’d be glad to see me again, after all I’m here to save all of you, or whatever the story you fed to the poor fools outside was.” She hopped to King and gave him a hug before addressing the royals again. “Oh! This is King, he’s… a friend of mine, I brought him along to punch things.”

One of the lords of the ruling families stood up, Anastacia remembered him well, as he was mostly in charge of finding handlers for her. “H… how dare you!” He yelled, visibly regretting all three of those words the second they came out of his mouth.

Anastacia burst into laughter. “I can’t believe someone actually talked back! Oh, Victor! You haven’t changed in the slightest.” She mocked the man and merrily skipped over to his and his wife’s table. “What are you going to do, call one of your servants to drag me back to my dungeon?”

The man quietly sat down and lowered his head in shame.

Anastacia looked around to see whether anyone else had anything to say, but when her eyes spotted a familiar white shade of hair, she knew she had to say something. “Mother!” She exclaimed and sat down on the table in front of a woman who looked eerily similar to her. “How’s it going? I’ve been doing good, other than having to deal with a bunch of murderous necromancers that is. I’ve been meaning to write to both you and dad but then I remembered that this place doesn’t really do mail, and that I want to strangle you both, but mainly the mail thing.” She said and laughed.

Her derision was met with an equal amount of disgust from her mother, who promptly spat at her and turned to look away from her daughter. “Do not call me ‘mother’, you are nothing but a vile mistake.” The woman scoffed.

“Yeah, you’re not wrong.” Anastacia sighed. “Must be awful to know that you two screwing somehow fucked up the entire country a few years down the road, but that’s life, isn’t it?” She said and patted her mother’s shoulder, feigning compassion.

Her taunting didn’t go unpunished, as the woman slapped her hand aside and punched Anastacia in the face, or at least would have, if her fist hadn’t frozen still about ten centimeters before actually hitting anything.

It didn’t take a full second for King to react by pulling Anastacia away either, and with her out of the way, he swung his sword once and cleaved the royal necromancer in two, all the way down from her shoulder to her waist.

Terrified screams filled the room again as King kicked the freshly made corpse to dislodge his sword from the chair she had been sitting on. As the necromancers tried to flee for their life Anastacia started taking over their bodies one by one and stopping them before they managed to escape. None of them were even comparable to Periwinkle, so stopping them was barely a challenge.

Anastacia stared at the ceiling to avoid seeing any of the blood pooling under her feet and stumbled away. “Did… did you just kill my mother?” She stuttered and sat down on one of the other tables. “I’d be blushing so hard right now if I wasn’t about to pass out, so can you not kill anyone else for a while? Just remind me about this next time I’m cleaning you.” She laughed and fanned her face with her hand.

After walking on the cold stone floors without boots, the warmness of the blood her feet had touched made it really hard for Anastacia to not focus on it. She closed her eyes and laid down on the table. “I wasn’t even going to kill anyone here because all these idiots deserve Coquelicot, but that was totally worth it.” She laughed, took a couple of deep breaths before slowly getting off the table.

Carefully avoiding the blood on the floor, she walked up to the throne itself and stared at the skeleton sitting on it. For years she had hated the damn thing with burning passion because her only purpose had been to make sure it stays reanimated, but now that she knew a bit more about the person it had once been, she mostly felt bad for it. “Hey, Alabaster, I know you won’t hear any of this because that’s not how this works, but I just wanted to let you know that I’ve read your letter about Ivory. I’ll do what I can… But now it’s time for you to finally get some sleep.” She whispered to The Immortal King and touched his hand. Slowly the skeleton crumbled to dust and its fancy white robes slid down on the floor.

Anastacia cleared the bone dust from the seat, carefully lowered herself on it and looked at the throne room from the one angle no one else had ever seen it from. “Hmh, looks like shit, even from up here.” She muttered and started to wipe the blood from her feet with the gold embroidered robes of Alabaster The White. “Now then, what to do with these guys? I’d rather not have them run to Amaranth, and like I said, don’t really want to kill them myself either.”

King walked over to one of the frozen necromancers and pointed at their legs with his blood covered sword. Anastacia could feel the necromancer panicking as the simulacrum loomed over them.

“Hmm, good idea.” She nodded and leaned back on the throne. The combination of the muffled screams of the frozen royalty and the noises of their tibias cracking sounded like something out of a nightmare, but it did satisfy Anastacia’s hunger for revenge. “Hundreds, if not thousands of times, I’ve sat right there and dreamt of doing this… Did it seriously never cross your mind that treating me like you did wouldn’t come back to you?” She asked from the royalty as she broke their wrists as well. “It’s a miracle Amaranth didn’t wipe you all out herself… oh crap! we should probably get back on that. Well, it has been fun seeing all of you again, just hold still until I release you when we’re far enough away.”

She got up from the throne and headed towards the smaller door that led to the lower floors, some of the royals had tried to escape to it, so she had to push them out of the way with King before they were able to get to the staircase.

Seeing the route to her room again gave Anastacia shivers and she had to constantly remind herself that it wasn’t like before, that she would leave just as soon as they were done. They stopped by the door she knew all too well and after a deep breath Anastacia opened it to reveal the darkness she had lived in for years. “There should be some bedding in the other cells here, could you gather them for me?” She asked from King before stepping in.

Everything in her room was just like she had left it, one of her old uniforms was still on the floor where she had thrown it while gathering clothes for her escape with Gilbert. She took her wet dress off and wiggled into the uniform. Wearing it again felt terrible, but at least it was dry. It wasn’t exactly suited for the situation, so she modified it slightly, starting by ripping off the high collar covering her mouth and the long sleeves that made moving her arms difficult, she also used her knife to cut off a good part of the hem so that she could run unhindered if needed.

Just when she was done, King returned with a large pile of hay filled pillows and bedrolls.

“What do you think? I think I’ve gained weight, it’s a bit tighter than I remembered.” Anastacia asked and spun around quickly. “Just throw them over there.” She nodded towards the wardrobe and sat down on her bed to strap the knife’s scabbard back on. “Oh! This is Wall, he was my friend when I lived here. Really good listener, like you. Actually, you two have a lot in common…” The necromancer said and tapped the stone wall next to her bed.

“Now then, let’s get out so I can light this crap on fire – again.” She laughed.

            

    
        Chapter 132 - Arson and theft, all in a day's work

    
    
    
    
                ”The fire won’t spread, there’s nothing that can catch fire there – I hope.” Anastacia said when King had pointed out that quite a lot of smoke was rising from the staircase they had used to get into the castle’s library after Anastacia had set her old room on fire out of spite. There wasn’t much point to it, but she felt like it’d help her forget Mournvalley after she was truly free. She would have burned the entire castle but felt like Coquelicot might have had some issues with that.

The Library of Mournvalley was the largest collection of tomes, books, notes, scrolls and engravings about necromancy and necromancers in the world, followed by the late Alizarin’s collection in the rebellion’s headquarters as the close second and quite possibly Anastacia’s two books as the third largest one.

So extreme were the cult’s efforts to purge the information about necromancers from the outside world, that if they weren’t able to steal whatever books on the topic some poor soul had acquired, they would burn entire libraries to make sure their secrets were safe. Sadly, because rare books have a tendency to find themselves with other such writings, many unrelated secrets of ancient civilizations had been lost in the process as well.

The library itself was one of the largest rooms inside the castle, filled from wall to wall with shelves and protective display cases, and uncommonly well lit by a row of large glowing crystals embedded into the ceiling. It was without a doubt one of Anastacia’s least hated place in the castle and she used to take every chance she could to visit it.

The one responsible for the well-being and ordering the works was one of the most trusted necromancers in the land and almost as significant as any of the royals. He was known for his protectiveness and unwavering loyalty to the library itself and the fact that the librarian had abandoned his post meant that he was more than likely dead. Though it was lucky for Anastacia, as she was allowed to browse the selection in peace, it would have immensely helped her find what she was looking for.

Arranged on the shelves of dozens of massive bookcases, were thousands of books that all varied in size and looks and appeared to be in no particular order, yet every time she had been allowed to visit it in the past, the librarian had immediately known where to find the books she requested.

“Time to start looking for two books, I know I’ve seen them somewhere in here. The first one is called Those That Made Us and the second one is Where Have We Been. I think they’re both pretty light colored, but I wouldn’t just skip the darker ones based on that.” Anastacia instructed King and jumped over the librarian’s counter. “You start looking for them, I’ll see if I can find like a list of all the books and where they are or something.”

It only took a few seconds for the simulacrum to return with two books. He placed them on the counter and stared at the necromancer, like he was waiting for a compliment.

Anastacia glanced at the books he had brought. “These are not the right ones… Did you just pick the first two you found?” She asked and inspected the books. “Wait, you can’t read, can you?”

King shook his head.

The necromancer rubbed her brow. “Okay, this might slow us down. It’s fine though, you’re still cute even if you’re not smart like me.” She laughed, took out a quill and inkwell from under the counter and started scribbling on a piece of paper that had been laying around. “I’m going to write the names here, so you can just look for books that have the same symbols as this paper. You don’t actually have to know what they mean like this. Keep in mind that they might not be exactly the same as my handwriting, so if you find anything you think is even close, bring it to me.”

King took a look at the paper, rotated it all the way around and resumed his search. Even without knowing the language, he went through the shelves at a surprising pace – though it would still take hours for him to scan every book in the library.

Meanwhile Anastacia’s efforts yielded little results and everything the librarian had kept by the counter seemed useless. There was a ledger of necromancers who had taken books from the library, but none of them had the ones she wanted, so they should have at least been somewhere in the room.

After a brief examination of the shelves nearby, she could tell that the order seemed indeed completely randomized. No two books that were next to each other covered the same subject, had similar names, were written by the same person or dated back to the same age. Anastacia figured that the librarian had been worried about people stealing the opuses, so his way to combat it was to make any single one impossible to find without his aid.

Some of the books had interesting titles that made Anastacia regret that the time they had to browse the library was so limited. “Tyranny of Life, The Amber Method, Comprehensive Guide: Bone Density...” She read the titles out loud. “Someone really needs to start writing again, all of these are at least a hundred years old.” She mumbled and continued going through the titles, until one of them made her halt. A relatively thin opus bound in black leather and with a surprisingly new feeling to it grasped her attention. “’The Violet Margrave by… Amaranth? She made a book?” Anastacia wondered and grabbed the book. She glanced at King, who was still eagerly looking for the books for her and figured that surely there was enough time to at least read the preface to see what it was about.

“It has now been four hundred and seventy-two years since The Violet Margrave and his followers disappeared from our world, leaving nothing but questions behind. Having spent years researching this matter, I can answer but a fraction of them. Yet by far the most important question is: Is there a chance that they are going to return to us? After my gathering all the information about this mysterious sect of necromancers, my sincere answer is that we can only hope there is not. 

The violet sect were amoral, power-hungry bastards, who would stop at nothing to extend their power to the realms beyond ours. Necromancy, the gift from death itself was a mere tool in their hands as they mastered both arcane and eldritch magics, miracles and engineering, with no respect to our old ways or The Immortal King himself. Eventually whisking their entire tribe into some other realm, dimension or world, no doubt just to amass all power available there. 

Since then, there has been a few sightings of their members, confirming that they are at least able to traverse back and forth between worlds to some capacity. These incidents are covered in more detail within these pages. 

As one of the red inquisition, I will make it my mission, above all else, to make sure no seed of their ways ever takes root within the ranks of necromancers ever again, even if this means I have to find them myself and persuade them from returning by force. This book contains most of what I know about the violet sect, if you have any sense in you, use this information to purge anything bearing that cursed shade among us.

High Inquisitor Amaranth”

Anastacia reread the last sentence a few times and looked at her still damp cloak she had thrown on the counter when they had broken into the library. “Well that’s a bit of a worry. Is it too much to ask for a single color to not be ruined?” She asked and was about to put the book back down, when she noticed a pitch-black feather and a folded piece of paper that had been hidden under Amaranth’s book.

The feather was shiny, clearly brand new and had been split and used as a quill recently, which wasn’t exactly weird considering they were in a library. Perhaps the librarian was writing a book of his own before things went south for Mournvalley. Still, it was slightly odd to find it hidden under a book.

Anastacia quickly checked under a few of the other books on the same shelf but didn’t find anything else. She shrugged, folded open the piece of paper and read it out loud. “Take the book. Bookcase 11, shelf 5. Bookcase 45, shelf 1.” The Writing was extremely neat, enough to make Anastacia think it was by someone who wrote for a living or at least almost every day. “Which book? This one?” She asked, picked up Amaranth’s book and turned over the paper to make sure she didn’t miss anything.

“Yes, that one.” The text on the other side of the paper confirmed.

Anastacia looked around, suddenly she felt like she was being watched, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. “Are you magic?” She whispered to the piece of paper in her hand and started flipping it over, but the text on both sides remained unchanged. “Guess not then… Very well, unmagical piece of paper, I will humor you and see where these lead.”

She placed the book on the counter next to her cloak and started looking for the bookcase number eleven. The search turned out to me much harder than she expected, because for whatever reason the cases weren’t arranged in any sensible order either, nor were the small bronze plaques denoting their number always in the same place. So finding the bookcase number eleven was far harder than it should have been. But it had always been like that, Anastacia simply hadn’t had a reason to think about it before, since the librarian was always there, and her movements in the library were always limited only to the wider paths because she wasn’t allowed to go between the bookcases, in case she tried to lose her handlers and run off.

She found what she was looking for along the backwall of the library, hidden in the darkest part of the room, and among the books on the fifth shelf was one of the books they were looking for.

“Okay… Who is fucking with me?!” She shouted and waited for an answer but heard nothing but King’s heavy footsteps, as he ran to her to see what all the noise was about. “Looks like someone has found the books for us. I don’t like this at all, there’s no way anyone should know that I was going to come to the library, let alone the books I wanted. I swear if Vilja pops up from somewhere, I’ll punch her in the face; I do not have the patience for any divine shenanigans right now!” She exclaimed, half hoping that it would cause the goddess to crawl out of a wall and admit that she was behind the note. Of course, it didn’t happen, and Anastacia was left to wonder who or what had set their sights on her, as they went on to search for the second book.

While wandering between the bookcases, looking for the right one, Anastacia started to doubt her earlier actions. “Do you think I went too far? In the throne hall I mean. Like sure, those are some of the worst people in the world, but I totally didn’t need to do that. I didn’t even go in there thinking I’d hurt them, but when I got the chance, I immediately went for it. Good people don’t do that stuff.” She rambled and nervously fiddled with the rings on her fingers.

King shrugged, either he didn’t have an opinion or couldn’t express it clearly enough, though he himself had gladly taken the first chance to kill Anastacia’s mother he came across, showing extreme indifference to the lives of the royals. So the simulacrum most likely didn’t have a problem with what she had done.

“I’m supposed to be better than all of these people but I’m starting to think I don’t do well with too much freedom either, I mean I was in that cell for a reason. It’s not like I’m doing this because I’m a good person either, if I was one, I would have come here willingly, because I’m pretty much the only one with any kind of chance against Amaranth and it would save tons of lives if I pulled this off; mostly dickhead lives but lives none the less.” She continued trying her best to make sense of her understandings of morality. “Maybe I should just swear off all killing and let you handle that part, you seem to have pretty clear idea of what you’re about. Still can’t believe you killed my mother… That’s like all a girl could ever want, someone chopping their mother in half. I don’t know what’s happening with me, but- Oh! here it is, case 45, and yup, there’s our book. Let’s just leave, okay? I don’t want to deal with this note bullshit anymore.”

The library was equipped with a few satchel bags that were perfect for carrying books, so Anastacia figured that she had earned one and shoved the 3 books into it. Though the fabric it was made of was rough, and the shoulder strap chafed a bit against her neck, it was still better than trying to carry the books without it. Her cloak was still damp, so she just threw it over her shoulder before they left The Library of Mournvalley behind and started looking for any staircases that led up.

The layout of the castle wasn’t exactly simple, it was like it had been purposefully built to have as many dead ends as possible and the entire thing was technically just a single path that circled around every floor before there was a way to climb up to the next one. And finding their way around was frustrating and time consuming to say the least. on top of that, almost every floor they passed was completely abandoned, but every now and then Anastacia could feel a few necromancers huddled together, hiding in some of the bedrooms. She chose to not disturb them since there was nothing she could or wanted to do for them anyway. Some of them were definitely on the young side and it did bother her slightly, but all she could do was press on and not think about it.

One of the things that helped her to stay distracted was the barren furnishing of the castle. She had always assumed that the people of the castle, that weren’t prisoners at least, had lived relatively comfortably by Mournvalley’s standards, but almost all rooms they looked into were barely better than her cell and mostly just better lit. She didn’t know whose bedrooms they were, but even her room at the inn crushed them comfort wise. Anastacia had always known that there wasn’t that much wealth to go around in her home country, and that most of it was spent to stay fed no matter how high up in the ranks you were, but she had still expected more from the denizens of the royal castle.

“Honestly, I was going to steal a bunch of stuff but there really isn’t anything here that I can’t just buy back in Valor…” She admitted and peeked into a wardrobe on one of the abandoned rooms they visited thinking it could have been the way forward but found nothing but the same old robes and boring personal items. “This room even has a balcony, how is the interior still garbage? Coquelicot really needs to figure out how to make some money and maybe get some carpets or something, all this stone is really cold to walk on. Maybe a suit of armor here and there, castles are supposed to have those – mine will definitely have tons.”

After a dozen more corridors and twice as many dead ends, they had finally managed to find a staircase that would take them all the way to the rooftop and the supposed garden on it. Anastacia checked, double-checked and triple-checked that there was nothing else besides a single old woman waiting for them. Unlike all the royals before, Amaranth showed no signs of nervousness or terror when she definitely could feel Anastacia so close by. If anything, her heartbeat was on the slow side, even for her age. It could have been just her experience as an inquisitor keeping her calm or that she had some kind of master plan up her sleeve, but either way it made Anastacia extremely uncomfortable.

The last set of stairs were a part of a small tower that was the highest point of the castle and the exit to the rooftop was only a partway up them. There was no point in making an attack plan, since they had no real info to go on and nothing to use, so Anastacia and King had to just step out and face whatever was coming.

            

    
        Chapter 133 - Garden of Amaranth

    
    
    
    
                Upon opening the door that led to the unlit rooftop, the first thing Anastacia noticed was the unmistakable scent of flowers, something that was unheard of in Mournvalley. While constantly monitoring the surroundings for anything that might pose a threat, she pushed open the door and stepped out. The sun had already set and the only things illuminating the garden were King’s faint blue glow and a small crystal lamp on a table in the middle of the vast garden. Though only barely able to see, Anastacia was able to tell that almost the entire rooftop was filled with hundreds of flowerbeds, only separated by narrow paths between them and a small clearing in the middle. She had never thought something like it could have existed in her home country, much less in the royal castle itself.

Next to the table in the middle were two chairs, one empty and one occupied by a rather non-threatening old lady who was dressed in bright red, or at least that what she seemed like; any necromancer would have been terrified by her oppressive presence – and this did not exclude Anastacia. Despite being slightly distracted by the flowers, she could still feel her knees shaking in the inquisitor’s gaze. It made her remember the few times she had seen Amaranth before. While Coquelicot’s presence had started to feel considerably weaker as Anastacia’s own prowess had increased, Amaranth’s was exactly as terrifying as it had been the first time they met. The leader of the inquisition was staring at the cloudy, starless sky above them and seemed too engrossed with it to even glance at the pair who had arrived to kill her.

“The soil was brought here from elsewhere and bone meal does wonders to it. Rest assured, it’s far too decayed for our uses.” The Inquisitor suddenly spoke. “Do you think there’s a chance we could discuss this first, before you assault a poor old woman like me? You must have something you want to know, and there are things I wish to tell you.”

“What’s there to say? I came here to kill you so that I can finally be free.” Anastacia responded and fixed her pose for better fire magic casting.

“How about ‘why’? Why your life was so… limited and why I didn’t just leave you out of this? After all, things would have been different if I had left you alone. My inquisitors would still be here to defend me, or better yet, my backstabbing second-in-command would be nothing but a stain on my robes. So why did I try to get to you at any cost?” Amaranth asked, no doubt knowing that Anastacia would have to take her bait.

Anastacia checked her surroundings once more before fully turning her focus on the inquisitor, a quick chat would give her a chance to start taking over Amaranth’s body, all she really needed was a fingertip and she could shoot it through the inquisitor’s heart – and she was curious about what Amaranth had to say. “Fine! Why?!” She asked.

The old necromancer cackled. “Splendid! It’s about time you and I have a chat. Let us start with the ‘why’ that was your life here. The main purpose of your sheltered life was to keep you hidden, combined with your aptitude for necromancy, it made you the perfect candidate to be the next Anchor. Just a nameless nobody, chained to the throne. The problems started when it turned out that you were so quick to rebel, and we were forced to keep you in your room from a very young age.” She explained with something that seemed like regret in her voice.

“Keep me hidden, from what, everything nice and pleasant in the world?” Anastacia asked and started to slowly relax her pose.

Amaranth sighed. “There are other necromancers that… saw you as their kin. They wished to be present at your birth and possibly take you with them. Luckily, I was there to fight them off… Ah yes, I remember that day well. As soon as you let out your first cry, your power manifested and gave everyone in the castle a proper shock.” she reminisced with a serious tone.

Anastacia could feel the inquisitor’s power flare out when she mentioned the other necromancers. It was something that happened when a necromancer remembered something particularly unpleasant or got scared by something, not far off from a rush of adrenaline.

“Either way, your powers were dwarfed by your horrible attitude and temper from the second you learned to express yourself. It took a whole team of my students to keep you from killing everyone that angered you when you were only three years old.” Amaranth laughed and continued her story. “We were never able to make you a proper necromancer, but I held out hope for you, we just needed for your rebellious phase to end. I was certain we were getting closer to breaking you, but then that good-for-nothing armless wench pulls off this trick and now everything is in shambles. That brings us to the second ‘why’, why I send the other…”

While the necromancers chatted about the past, King slowly moved towards the inquisitor, trying to get close enough to throw his sword once more. The stars and moon were hidden by clouds, creating extremely suitable conditions for sneaking in the darkness, and not being a necromancer himself made him invisible to his target. Amaranth wasn’t looking directly at him either and was clearly too caught in her reminiscing to pay attention. If it wasn’t for the slight problem of the simulacrum literally glowing, he might well have gotten close enough unnoticed.

Amaranth stopped her story mid-sentence when she noticed King creeping closer slowly. “Your friend is quite interesting too. Managing to tame one of these machines is a feat on its own, no lesser than defeating my inquisitors. How you got past the little test I sent at you earlier makes a lot more sense now that I know you had a simulacrum by your side. That said, he needs to go.”

As soon as the inquisitor finished what she had to say, a thundering roar from the skies above them forced Anastacia to crouch and cover her ears. She recognized it as one of the undead dragons Amaranth had access to, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out what the inquisitor was about to do.

From somewhere in the dark sky, outside of Anastacia’s reach, an enormous skeleton swooped down. On its way, it crushed the parapets running along the edge of the rooftop with it massive claws and destroyed a part of the tower behind Anastacia with its wing, sending rubble flying at Anastacia and collapsing the entire thing.

Unable to see or dodge the falling stones, Anastacia caught one with the top of her head and fell down into one of the flowerbeds. Luckily the rest of the tiles missed her, and the tower itself tipped over away from her, tumbling off the roof and into the courtyard below.

The next few seconds were nothing but a blur in her eyes, and she was only vaguely able to make out King’s glowing armor disappearing into the dark sky after the dragon skeleton grabbed him and took off as hastily as it had landed, ruining a large portion of the flowerbeds in the process. She had tried to warn him, but after getting hit on the head, forming words turned out to be a hurdle she wasn’t able to get over in time. The next thing she heard was the simulacrum’s sword cratering less than a meter from her and embedding itself deep into the dirt.

Anastacia slowly rolled over to her side and tried to get up, but even the slightest movement made her feel extremely ill.

“Oh dear… You should calm down, concussions aren’t a laughing matter for us. At least it gives us some more time to chat before you try to kill me.” Amaranth cackled. “Now, where were we? Oh, right! Why would I risk so much to get to you after you ran off with that adventurer? Child, you are a blunt instrument without an equal and daft beyond belief, so whoever manages to convince you to do their bidding will have no one to rival them. Because of that, my goal was always to prevent you from falling into the hands of some undesirable people, and hiding you seemed like an obvious solution at the time, considering your lack of motivation to learn. I now understand that it was not the correct choice to make and can only apologize for what hardships you have gone through under our care.”

Anastacia tried her best to curse at the old inquisitor, since calling her treatment ‘care’ was nothing short of insulting, but whatever she tried to say got muddled up in her mouth and became nonsense. In the end she simply screamed in frustration to get her point across.

Amaranth stared at the sky, where her dragons were still hidden and ready to charge in within seconds in case Anastacia got back on her feet. Far in the distance, she could see a glowing light blue lump fall from the clouds, followed by the dragon that had briefly landed on the rooftop and had since lost its connection to her. “Quite something, that friend of yours.” She commented and tried to retake control of the dragon, but it had already been torn to pieces. “As I was saying, hiding you proved to be a foolish effort on our part, we should have known that you are not someone who can just be stowed away that easily. When you ran off, I finally realized what I should have done from the start: teach you to continue my life’s work! I know that you do not possess the knowledge needed to see the full picture of what is at stake here, but that could all be fixed if you would just calm down and allowed me to teach you for the few years I have left. I had previously hoped that my duties would have fallen on Coquelicot with my rank, but that obviously isn’t going to happen.” Amaranth sighed and carefully got up from her seat. Despite being extremely youthful for her age, she was getting on in years and couldn’t run around like she used to in her past. “Mournvalley is lost, there’s no denying that; and it is a grave blow to my plans of safeguarding this world from things worse than you can even imagine and returning us necromancers to our former glory in the process.”

A second dragon landed on the roof, though far more carefully this time, it folded its massive wigs and lowered one of its claws near Amaranth, who stepped on it, got carefully carried over the rubble to Anastacia and was lowered back down next to her.

Anastacia had no idea what she was talking about and was still having trouble with moving without violently throwing up. She was definitely far from being collected enough to threaten Amaranth with necromancy, so she couldn’t do anything as the dragon lowered its claw on her and pushed her into the dirt.

“The situation being what it is, killing you would be the absolute last option I’d choose here, since I’d have to start looking into alternative solutions of protecting this world and none of those are exactly great.” She sighed and stared at the lights from the rebellion’s camp. “So how about it? If freedom is what you desire, I can offer you some, but it comes with the burden of knowledge and responsibility. You are perhaps the only person in existence that has the power to carry my mantle, so I beg you, please take my offer so I don’t have to kill you here.”

As the skeletal dragon pressed harder on her, it became extremely clear to Anastacia that picking a fight with someone as experienced as Amaranth, regardless of power was possibly the most idiotic thing in the long list of stupid things she had done in her life, and increasingly likely the last one she would do. She could also feel the warm blood flowing down from where the piece of tower had hit her and it did not help the situation.

Amaranth was right about one thing though: Anastacia wanted freedom above all else, but only with her own conditions. No matter the consequences, she was not going to accept a deal from anyone in Mournvalley anymore. She would rather let the dragon kill her than accept. But out of the same frustration that boiled over whenever her life was threatened, came the thing she wanted almost as much: revenge. If this was going to be the end, it would be the end for both of them.

Anastacia started grasping the dirt around her, with what seemed to be nothing but panicky trashing to Amaranth, until her hand found what it was looking for: the hilt of King’s sword.

There was one thing no necromancer would ever plan for their opponent to do, even for the ones that were able to use living matter, it was considered far too risky and even attempting it was considered idiotic at best, and insane at worst. Anastacia used the remnants of her consciousness to focus on her own arm, just to be able to hold on to and swing the freakishly heavy slab of metal once. Almost immediately, her right shoulder popped out of its joint and elbow followed its example, the bones in her arm were not ready for such a feat either and started to give out and fracture as the sword lifted from the dirt. Screaming in both agony and anger, still awake only because of the enchanted ring on her thumb, she swung the sword once and passed out, exhausted.

Wholly unprepared for such an attack, Amaranth didn’t have the time to react before the tip of the sword tore through her throat. The inquisitor fell on her knees as the dragon next to her started to crumble and the ones hidden in the sky started to crash down into the wasteland around the castle. She quietly cursed both Anastacia and Coquelicot, before freezing in terror as she finally saw the violet cloak on the ground next to her opponent. In her mind it could only mean one thing, she was too late, the violet sect had found Anastacia. She shed a single tear over her failure before bleeding out and collapsing next to Anastacia.

            

    
        Chapter 134 - The younger brother

    
    
    
    
                As the sun set and night claimed the kingdom of necromancers, Coquelicot stared at the castle’s silhouette and nervously moved her arms around while waiting for any news from her scouts; mainly from Periwinkle, whom she had commanded to stay out of her view while still reporting on what is happening with Anastacia. Upon hearing about Anastacia’s fight with the gigantic undead creature, she had waited for Amaranth to release her control over it and sent out few of her disciples to dismantle the skeleton to avoid having to possibly deal with it if Anastacia was to fail her mission.

“She’s heading to the roof, finally… Are you sure about this? Anastacia is strong, I mean she even beat that huge thing out there, but Amaranth has her entire pack of dragons and wyverns above the castle. It’d take her two seconds to kill Anastacia.” Periwinkle worried and fumbled with the ring he had been given earlier in his pocket while keeping an eye on the necromancers inside the castle.

Coquelicot threw a candy pouch she had just emptied at her newest inquisitor. “I don’t remember asking your opinion. Besides, Amaranth doesn’t want to kill Anastacia and won’t, unless she absolutely has to. So it’s not like she’ll just crush her immediately, most likely that old hag will try to push Anastacia into joining her, and if there’s something I’ve learned about that girl is that you absolutely should not try to push her. Last time I tried that, Alice got killed and it could have gotten way worse.” She explained gruffly. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she flipped a coin to decide whether she’d kill us too before coming here. But if this goes like I think it will, we just have to stay on her good side for a while.”

Periwinkle winced. “I know all too well what you mean, I was lucky enough to only have to deal with the simulacrum.” He had gotten properly patched up after arriving, but the injuries King had caused still ached even after downing a considerable amount of painkillers. “But if you say Anastacia can pull it off, I have no choice but to believe you.”

“You weren’t there when the whole bracelet incident happened, but you’ve probably noticed that the only thing holding her back is her willingness to use her powers. To her, necromancy might as well be synonymous with evil, so whether it’s consciously or unconsciously, she’s limiting herself to whatever she deems to be the absolute bare minimum. Frustrated by her lackluster attempts to train, I used an enchanted bracelet to remove those limitations and well… It took me, a god and alcohol to stop what was created there. It made me understand that she needs to be like this.” Coquelicot continued explaining before she caught herself prattling on and fell quiet again. She had insisted that Periwinkle was not supposed to converse with her beyond reporting the situation in the castle.

The rest of the army had been told to prepare themselves for combat and spread out to catch any would-be escapees. The actual force that would enter the castle would be relatively small, as they weren’t expecting much of a resistance inside as long as Amaranth was defeated. The remaining royals were to be dragged outside for their executions and the other inhabitants of the castle were to be killed on sight. Every nook and cranny would have to be turned upside down to make sure no one was left alive, so everyone who was tasked with that, knew exactly which rooms they were supposed to cover. Barely able to contain their excitement over the revolution finally taking its final steps, the necromancers constantly bothered the scouts that were able to feel what was going on inside, eagerly hoping to finally get the command to approach.

“Have you thought about establishing a buddy system for clearing the castle?” Periwinkle suddenly asked.

Coquelicot briefly stopped moving her arms and turned to face the masked inquisitor. “Excuse me?” She asked in a tone that somehow combined both annoyance and genuine confusion.

“I was just thinking that it’d be pretty easy for someone to take out one of our guys and disguise themselves as one of us. So if everyone has a buddy watching over them, that can’t happen so easily. If we just pair them up based on the areas they’ve been told to clear, the whole process will take slightly longer but at least we could be sure.” He pointed out.

Coquelicot rubbed her brow and sighed. “I have an army consisting of every capable necromancer under the sun, and you think we need a buddy system? No one there can challenge any of us, so why would we bother with that?”

“Arrogance is the enemy of success. Besides, Anastacia might find it in herself to pity some of the unfortunate souls trapped in there, despite your warning. So far there has only been a single death, so it’s not entirely outlandish to think she might have even helped some of them in some way to give them a chance to escape. What I’m saying is why take the risk when we’ve already basically won?” Periwinkle proudly defended his idea.

It took every bit of Coquelicot’s self-discipline to swallow her pride and accept that there was some sense in her disciple’s suggestion. She ordered the lower ranking commanders of her army to introduce the concept to the troops and arrange the pairs among the ranks. The chain of command was well established in her army, so making last minute changes to a plan wasn’t that much of a problem and didn’t require much from Coquelicot herself, so she was free to return to her tent to rest. Though the main reason for her fatigue followed her there in case he needed to report something happening inside the royal castle.

“Could you close the door, we need some privacy.” She asked and sat down to adjust the cover on the crystal lantern on her table.

Periwinkle did as he was asked and could almost feel his superior’s intense stare drill holes into the back of his mask as he awkwardly tried to avoid making eye contact with her. Worried for his life, he didn’t open his mouth and had to bite on his tongue to make sure he didn’t make an unwanted comment about the situation.

“Every day I’ve had to deal with you, I’ve wanted to tear you apart because your presence causes me nothing but pain. Yet, I know that you are loyal beyond questioning; to me, to Anastacia to a degree too but above all else, your brother…” Coquelicot said and took a deep breath to calm herself and continued. “Because of that, you’re the only one I can truly trust with this. You’re probably aware that your peers have a bit of a grudge against Anastacia over your predecessor’s death and might well be plotting something for tonight. Assuming she’s able to deal with Amaranth, your mission is to make sure nothing happens to her afterwards. It was never a part of your brother’s plans for Anastacia to get hurt, but now that Alizarin is dead I have to handle the entire thing – and I will not disappoint him.”

Alizarin and his little brother hadn’t always been on the best of terms with each other, on the account of the older brother abandoning their faith and more recently more or less imprisoning the younger one during the rebellion, but Periwinkle still respected his brother and would have never done anything to ruin his plans. If anything, he was glad to be part of them, even if it was because Coquelicot didn’t have any other options. He nodded and finally faced his late brother’s wife directly.

“I have to stay in the lower floors and oversee the situation with the royals, so it’ll be entirely up to you to get to Anastacia first. Now, Duke and Cyan are unlikely to cause trouble, they were both close with Alice, but they also understand their position far better than the rest. I’ll have Maya, Cobalt, Iris and Celeste with me, so they won’t be able to do anything either.” Coquelicot listed her disciples and counted them with her fingers. “That leaves us with Teal, Sapphire and Phthalo. They’re needed outside the castle to make sure there’s no blind spots, but will probably try something if they get the chance. Follow them and see what they’re up to.”

“And if they try something? Any of they can wipe the floor with me if they want to.” Periwinkle worried. He was by far the weakest of the ten and would stand absolutely no chance against the three if it came down to it.

Coquelicot stopped for a while to think. “Create a diversion and let Anastacia or the simulacrum kill them. Everyone needs to understand that once Amaranth is no longer a threat, loyalty becomes more important than raw strength. I have no need for out of control brutes when the entire Mournvalley is under my control.” She said and leaned back in her chair. “Now then, back to business. How far along is she?”

Periwinkle closed his eyes and concentrated for a few seconds. Having two incredibly strong necromancers like Anastacia and Amaranth made it hard to follow the situation accurately. It was like staring at the sun and trying to figure out which two spots were the brightest. “She’s almost at the roof, we should get ready since whatever happens, happens quickly.” He reported.

“Amaranth will probably try and chat for a bit, she’s a talkative old crone. Anastacia will probably try something stupid and get smacked around for a while before lashing out.” Coquelicot guessed.

And soon enough, Periwinkle felt the first dragon crash onto the roof and very nearly knock Anastacia out, only leaving a faint trace of her powers behind, just enough for the scouts to be able to tell she’s still alive. “How did you know? Why send her there if she’s just going to get beaten?” He asked and started to get a bit antsy about the entire plan.

Coquelicot let out a slight giggle. “You could send that girl to fetch water from a well and she’d somehow end up with a concussion.”

Periwinkle continued to nervously observe the situation as the second dragon descended on the roof. Anastacia still being alive was a good sign, since inquisitors don’t make their conflicts any longer than they need to be, there had to be a reason why Amaranth hadn’t just crushed her opponent yet, but that’s as far as the good news went. Yet suddenly Amaranth’s presence disappeared just as quickly as Anastacia’s had, some of her power lingered around for a few seconds but eventually it faded away, and the flying thralls that had been under Amaranth’s control dimmed and became nothing more than inert piles of bone in the wastes around the castle.

Even through the mask, Coquelicot could see his surprised expression. “She pulled it off, didn’t she?” The High Necromancer smiled. “I do believe you have an urgent mission to attend to. You’re excused.”

Periwinkle rushed out of the tent and started looking for the other inquisitors frantically. The other scouts had felt Amaranth’s demise just like he had, and the entire army had already been mobilized. Some of the teams had already started to spread out to surround the entire castle, while the group that was supposed to enter the castle waited for their mounts to arrive, because the resistance’s thralls had all been a safe distance away from Amaranth and it would take them some minutes to get to the camp. The sudden busyness of the camp didn’t do much to hinder Periwinkle’s search, since all he needed to do was close his eyes and the other inquisitors would be easy to locate, as they were noticeably stronger than the average necromancer.

There was a group of four heading towards the tent that were no doubt the inquisitors Coquelicot was going to take with her, and the two that were leading the other necromancers along the planned route were more than likely Cyan and Duke. The remaining 3 were grouped together and were heading into the general direction of the castle on their own. Periwinkle bolted towards them as fast as the pain medicine allowed him to. On the way he stumbled a couple of times on some rocks he couldn’t see in the dark but pressed on regardless of the pain.

Finally, he could see the trio’s lantern in the distance and could hear them conversing, though that ended as soon as they noticed him. They were standing next to one of the dragon skeletons that had fallen from the sky and were putting some of the misplaced bones in order, presumably to make it functional once more.

“Hi guys! What are you doing all the way in here already?” Periwinkle asked and leaned on the skeleton to catch his breath.

“Who invited the gimp?!” The inquisitor named Phthalo asked and seemed furious. He had always been a bit of a hothead and no doubt the driving force behind the revenge plot. “I swear, if you ruin this for us, they will never find your corpse.” He threatened Periwinkle and tackled him against the dragon.

“Now I would never do something like that, who do you think caused my injuries? We have a common goal here.” The masked necromancer lied and was let loose.

The three rogue inquisitors were nothing to scoff at: Phthalo had a very dangerous tendency to use pieces of bone as traps by shattering them and killing everyone in the room with the fragments – and everyone in the nearby rooms as well if the walls weren’t made of solid stone; Teal was usually armed to the teeth with Alizarin’s latest weaponry and was somewhat unusual in that he was just as familiar with swords and spears as he was with necromancy, excelling in situations where it had failed or wasn’t an option; and Sapphire was quite possibly the single most powerful beastmaster in Mournvalley after Amaranth’s death, though unlike the previous head of the red inquisition, she didn’t need her thralls to be dead first.

So whether it was by getting riddled with bone fragments, stabbed or eaten by a scavenged dragon skeleton, Periwinkle knew that he was going to die as soon as the three realized he wasn’t there to help them. Anastacia was almost certainly down for the count and wouldn’t be able to help, but as long as her simulacrum was there, a diversion could give him the few seconds he needed to chop through the inquisitors.

“Alrighty, fellas, me thinks that the big girl here is ready for a flight.” Sapphire said and tied up her long black hair so that it wouldn’t get messy during the flight. She slapped the massive skeleton and it immediately nudged awake. “This gon be a bumpy one since we’re missing all kinds o’ important parts, so y’all just hang tight on the feetsies and we’ll probably make it there.” She instructed the other three and climbed on the dragon’s back.

Once all of them had gotten a firm grip from the dragon’s legs, it started to flap its vast wings that obviously provided no actual lift, yet somehow it shot up into the sky like it would have back when it was alive.

From above, Periwinkle could see their forces spreading all over the wastelands around the castle, the gigantic remains of The Mother that were still being chopped up into more manageable pieces and the dozens of flying undead creatures that had crashed down when Amaranth died. As someone who had never seen eye to eye with the old rulers of Mournvalley, he was quite happy about the outcome of the rebellion, even if it might end up costing his life in the process.

The dragon flew around the castle a couple of times while looking for a good direction to land from. They were well ahead of the rest of the army and didn’t need to worry much about being covert, the scouts would still feel them but knew well enough to not question the inquisitors, so that wasn’t anything to worry about either.

Finally, after a few minutes of extremely wobbly flying, they descended on the rooftop, though the last few meters were closer to a freefall and the skeleton immediately fell apart after landing. The whole experience was not something they wanted to repeat, and all four of them had to lean on something for a while afterwards.

Teal, who had held onto the same leg as Periwinkle, seemed to have had especially hard time and proceeded to throw up into a flower bench. “Have you ever thrown up inside that mask?” He asked from his fellow inquisitor.

Generally, Periwinkle hadn’t been terribly well received in the group, but Teal at least didn’t go out of his way to be mean, so the newest addition to the team considered him to be somewhat of a friend and would definitely be unhappy if he ended up dead because of this. “Not this one, the mouthpiece here is detachable for eating and all that, but the old one wasn’t. I can tell you that it goes straight up the mask and gathers into the goggles. It’s not great.” Periwinkle laughed.

One of the reasons Teal probably didn’t mind Periwinkle as much as the others was that both of them were somewhat unconventional and thus required specialized gear. Rest of the inquisitors rarely spoke about things like how to improve weapons and other equipment since they just used the standard robes and whatever material they found or brought with them. Teal actually had almost an entire set of plate armor, including a helmet and a set of weapons with and without bone parts in them. Though he only used that on missions where he was likely to see actual combat and was now just wearing his robes that only had metal shoulder and arm guards.

Sapphire was more used to flying than the other three, so she was quickly back on her feet and gazed at the ruined garden around them. “This a proper ol’ mess they’ve got goin’ here. If ya nerds get tired o’ throwin’ up, pick up some o’ them flowers so I can make a flower crown for Maya.” She mocked the others.

Being a few years older than the rest of the new inquisition, Sapphire had quickly taken over the spot as the group’s ‘big sister’ when Alice had died. She was somewhat tall for a woman and especially for a necromancer. Some years ago, she had been found from a farm by Coquelicot, and growing outside of the usual hierarchy of the necromancer cities, she was a tad uncouth but made up for it with her strengths as a necromancer. She clearly wasn’t particularly fond of Periwinkle, but that was more because she didn’t trust people who wouldn’t show their faces than anything else.

“Found the lass, she done gotten bonked on the noggin. Still breathin’ fine but think she broke her right flapper, it don’t bend like that normally. See?” She said and flopped Anastacia’s broken arm around.

Phthalo stumbled up and headed towards them. “Can you wake her up? She should feel what’s about to happen.” He mumbled angrily.

“Are ye sure about this? This don’t feel fair, she’s like ten or some shit.” Sapphire asked and held her lantern up to see Anastacia’s face better.

“Look, she burned Alice alive, it’s only fair that she gets at least some of that back.” Phthalo grunted and moved Amaranth’s body a bit further away.

Teal joined the conversation after he was sure he was done throwing up. “Yeah, I’m with Sapphire on this one. She just basically handed us the power over Mournvalley, maybe we could just kick her a bit and consider her debt paid?”

“What the fuck guys? If either of you got killed, I’d avenge you in a heartbeat and without a second thought, and I expect you to do the same for me!” Phthalo yelled, clearly upset by the hesitation. “The new guy knows what I mean, right?”

“What? Yeah, totally.” Periwinkle nodded without really listening. He was trying to find King, but the simulacrum didn’t seem to be there, which didn’t bode well for his plans. Immediately upon joining the group and glancing at the unconscious necromancer, he noticed the two rings on her fingers. They seemed awfully similar to the one Noir had given to him for some reason. “Two siblings, huh…” He quietly repeated the crow’s words.

“What were you going to do anyway?” Teal asked and drew one of his swords to poke Anastacia with.

Phthalo scratched his bald, tattooed head. “Maybe skin her? That’s pretty similar to burning.”

“She would make some mighty pretty book covers, if we skin her.” Sapphire unhelpfully pointed out and rubbed Anastacia’s cheeks.

While the other three debated what would be the right punishment for killing Alice, Periwinkle kneeled next to Anastacia and took a better look at the rings. They did seem to be a set and if they were enchanted, basically anything could happen if he put the third one on her finger. Nonetheless, it had to be done at the exact right moment and then maybe he could have something resembling a chance against the other three inquisitors.

“What I don’t get is why boss is so into her. Sure, she’s strong and all that, but there’s no way she’ll ever join us. So why not just kill her and be done with this stuff?” Phthalo wondered.

“The boss lady ain’t big on givin’ reasons. Doubtin’ her is one thing, but we’re straight up goin’ against her on this.” Sapphire said with a slightly hushed tone. “Folk end up in bits for less with her.”

“She has a point. There’s no way boss won’t find out about this and when she does, she’ll tear us in half.” Teal agreed. He had been scraping small stars on Anastacia’s thigh with the tip of his sword while thinking and proudly nudged Sapphire to show his work.

They argued for a while longer, with Phthalo not budging from his decision to kill Anastacia and the other two inquisitors slowly starting to regret coming there. Periwinkle just stayed silent and followed the situation, hoping that together with Teal and Sapphire, he could convince Phthalo to give up on the revenge.

Suddenly the bloodthirsty inquisitor snapped and yelled. “I’ll just fucking do it, damn it!” Phthalo grabbed Teal’s sword and swung it.

Just as he did that, Periwinkle panicked and slid the third ring on Anastacia’s finger. For a fraction of a second, he could feel his heart skip a beat as seemingly nothing happened, before the sword connected with Anastacia’s throat and plinked off like it had hit a rock.

Phthalo stared at the sword in confusion before connecting the dots between the sword bouncing off and Periwinkle holding Anastacia’s hand. “what the… YOU!” He screamed in blind anger as the whole area was suddenly engulfed in a cloud of white dust.

In the cover of his bone dust, periwinkle grabbed the violet cloth next to Anastacia and covered her face with it to avoid getting any dust in her lungs. The other three inquisitors were so preoccupied with the dust that they couldn’t do anything besides using necromancy to keep it from touching themselves, giving periwinkle the few seconds he needed to come up with a new plan.

The masked necromancer started dragging Anastacia towards the edge of the roof, but with his injuries, it was slow and difficult. When Phthalo started flailing in his general direction with the sword, he took a glancing blow on his shoulder but didn’t let it bother himself, as there were more important things to do before bleeding.

While they had been debating Anastacia’s death earlier, the first group of necromancers had almost arrived at the castle on their undead mounts, and with them was Coquelicot.

Periwinkle leaned over the parapet to look down: the drawbridge was directly under them, and on either side of it was the moat. They would probably hit the bottom pretty hard, as the fall was quite high, but that was certainly a better fate than staying on the roof with Phthalo. The necromancers at the bottom would no doubt see them and fish them out immediately too. Confident in his escape plan, Periwinkle pushed Anastacia’s limp body over the edge and rolled over it after her.


Coquelicot hopped off her horse by the drawbridge and prepared to enter the castle as soon as possible. On the outside she seemed as calm and collected as always, but in reality, she was extremely worried over what was happening on the roof. She could feel the inquisitors there but lacked the accuracy to tell them apart or even what was happening. She wouldn’t be able to forgive herself if Anastacia got killed, since it would mean she failed her late husband as well.

Just as she stepped on the drawbridge, Anastacia smashed right into it only a couple of meters in front of her, and a few seconds after it, Periwinkle dove into the moat next to her, screaming profanities as he fell.

“FU…” She yelped in a completely uncharacteristic manner and reflexively took a combat stance before fully comprehending what had happened. “I mean… Could someone get Periwinkle from the moat? He can’t swim.” She commanded the inquisitors accompanying her after an impressively quick recovery of her composure.

As two of the inquisitors jumped into the moat to help their teammate, the other two rushed to Anastacia and were astonished to find that she was completely fine, aside from a broken arm and a small headwound.

“Maya, Cobalt, lay them down and do what you can to patch them up. Iris, Celeste, we’ll continue according to the plan, drag the royals out here and we’ll get started.” She said with a hint of relief in her voice.

            

    
        Chapter 135 - The final shade of red

    
    
    
    
                Among the rubble of the destroyed houses near the royal castle of Mournvalley, the forces of Coquelicot had begun to gather around some sort of commotion. The curious necromancers formed a large circle around their leader and her nine closest students. Phthalo, Sapphire and Teal were kneeling in front of the new ruler of the necromancers, waiting for her to say something as the other inquisitors awkwardly avoided looking at them.

Coquelicot paced back and forth in front of them, every now and then stopping to stare at one of them. Sighing and frowning while tapping together the fingers from two of her still bloody arms, that she had just used to tear apart the royals one by one. This continued for a few minutes, which no doubt felt like hours for the kneeling inquisitors. “I’m not angry, I’m just disappointed in you three.” She finally said, as if she was scolding some misbehaving children and stopped pacing. “Revenge is something I understand far too well and normally it’s something I encourage wholeheartedly, but loyalty and reason must always come before all else. Yet your misguided attempt to kill Anastacia suggests that you lack both. The girl might not be easy to deal with, but she is without a doubt our most important ally and one that I had given my word to. As my inquisitors, my word is your word, and an inquisitor that can’t keep their word is worthless to me. Not that your idiocy ends there; You dared to attack another inquisitor!” She disciplined the trio slowly raising her voice along the way.

After Periwinkle had been dragged up from the moat and patched up some more, he had then given a full report on what had happened on the rooftop, heavily emphasizing that everything was Phthalo’s fault. While everyone agreed that Phthalo was out of line, being the group’s tattletale didn’t help his already unstable position in it. He had since been tasked with watching over Anastacia in case she woke up.

“Does any of you have anything to say before I give my verdict?” Coquelicot said and stared Phthalo.

Despite the silent protests of the other two, Phthalo stood up. “Madame Coquelicot, I can not on good conscience allow these two to take blame for what happened. The plan was mine alone, I was the only one who acted on it and pressured Sapphire and Teal to join me despite their objections. Any consequences should fall on my shoulders alone.” He recited a plead he had worded and gone through in his head for a hundred times, fully aware of what it could lead to. “I ask you to take into account that Alice was a dear friend to every inquisitor, and her death nothing short of unjust and cruel. My mind was clouded by anger and grief, and I would never go against your word again.”

It was more or less what Coquelicot had expected, her students were an extremely tightly knit group and there was absolutely zero chance that one of them wouldn’t take the fall to protect the others if they would be spared thanks to that. “Very well. Teal, Sapphire, you are excused, but do not think i've forgotten this.” She shrugged and gestured for the two to rise. “Now then, dear Phthalo, I’ve spent time and effort to train you from nothing more than a guardsman, and this is how you reward me? With betrayal? If it was just an attempt at Anastacia’s life, I would have more mercy to spare, but you went too far. I do not care who attacks one of my inquisitors, I will always consider it as an attack directed at me, and by intending to harm Periwinkle, you intended to harm me. So let us see how you fare with that.” She stated sternly before gesturing for the crowd to stand back.

“Excuse me?” Phthalo said. “I’m not sure I understand.”

Coquelicot took a few steps away from her student and spread her arms to their full reach. “If there’s one thing we need to accept, it is that might is right. Perhaps you are correct, and Anastacia does deserve death, as does Periwinkle. I am not beyond self-doubt, so I will grant you the chance to prove yourself right. Do you require any weaponry to support your case?” She asked and started adjusting the straps of her harness under her robes.

Teal was about to say something to protest what was about to happen but was silenced by his teammates and pulled into the crowd with Sapphire. As much as they would have preferred for things to not turn ugly, none of the inquisitors could say that they disagreed with their leader completely. Phthalo had acted without thought and only managed to double the number of inquisitors that would be lost over Alice’s death.

Not a single necromancer present actually thought that Phthalo stood a chance against the last red inquisitor, and the entire trial was held just to make the matter public and avoid the unrest that would have ensued if Coquelicot just rippied one of her students in half for seemingly no reason.

Upon his request, one of the corpses of the royals was dragged to Phthalo to be used as material. Not fighting back would have been such an extreme insult that it would have rid him of any fame he had gained during the rebellion and turned his death from a painless one into hours of torture.

“’Phthalo the Vengeful’ is the name I’ll give to you in the book of inquisitors. It shall be written directly under ‘Alice, first of the new inquisition’, perhaps that will help you find her in what comes after.” Coquelicot declared and bowed to her opponent.

Phthalo smiled. “It’s not a bad name to die under, Coquelicot, end of the immortal reign.” He calmly said and bowed in response.

With roughly ten meters between them, the two necromancers stared at each other, gauging each other’s strength, and waiting for one to make a move to signal the beginning of what was going to be a short fight. Phthalo found himself against a brick wall that was not going to budge no matter how hard he pushed, while Coquelicot pushed as much of her strength into her arms as she could.

What finally set them off was Coqulicot suddenly kneeling and using all six of her arms to launch herself at the younger inquisitor at an incredible speed. A trap set by phthalo proved to be too slow and by the time the corpse on the ground exploded into a pillar of bone fragments and flesh, Coquelicot had already gotten past it and cleaved through his upper body with all three of her left arms, turning it into a fine mist of blood just by the incredible force of her punches.

As the final pieces of what used to be an inquisitor rained down on the crowd of necromancers, they all began to wander off back to whatever tasks they had been doing before getting distracted by the commotion. Only the few that were responsible for cleaning up the gore stuck around to sort out the mess that had been created.

Coquelicot sat down on a piece of rubble from one of the houses and closed her eyes, moving too quickly was always a bit disorienting and not completely painless. Though her arms were well supported so that any force they imparted to her body, was evenly spread on a large area and wouldn’t rip her apart, it was still far from comfortable. While recuperating from the fight and the fact that she had to kill one of her own students, she couldn’t help but to feel like they had forgotten something.

“We’ve gone through the castle and the buildings around it, made sure no one escaped, recovered Anastacia and tossed Amaranth into the material pile. What have I missed?” She pondered out loud. “I’m sure it wasn’t anything too impor-“

Her thought was interrupted by a horrible, jarring machinelike wail from the distance. She peered into the horizon and could just barely make out a small glowing light blue dot.

“Ah, yes! We forgot the simulacrum.” She realized and hastily hopped on her undead horse and began racing towards the dot.

She was soon joined by her remaining students, excluding Periwinkle who was supposed to stay with Anastacia no matter what happened. All of them had heard the chilling scream of the simulacrum and guessed its origin.

“I don’t have the faintest clue how Anastacia was able to tame it, but we have to consider that whatever she did, might have worn off and the simulacrum is now hostile, so prepare for a fight.” Coquelicot instructed them as they closed in on the light blue glow.

When they reached it, what they found was obviously confused and enraged King. Covered in blood and bits of some low-ranking necromancer that had been responsible for guarding the area, the glowing lines of his armor almost blinded the necromancers and seemed to slowly spread out along the ground from here he stood. A few pieces of his armor had also moved slightly, giving him an even bulkier shape than usual and from somewhere inside him, came a series completely unharmonized ticking sounds accompanied by what sounded like the crackling of fire.

Coquelicot jumped down from her mount and slowly approached the machine with her arms readied in case King chose to attack. “Hey there, remember me?” She asked as calmly as she could. “I didn’t know you could make that much noise.” As her eyes got used to the glow, she noticed that the blood on King’s body was slowly boiling and sizzling.

Next to the simulacrum was one of Amaranth’s dragons, though it had been ripped to shreds and crushed beyond recovery. Having faced a few of his kind before, Coquelicot knew that a feat like that was not supposed to be within the abilities of a normal human-sized simulacrum.

“You must be worried about Anastacia, right? She’s fine, a bit beaten up but alive and will no doubt recover soon enough.” She continued soothing King in a calm tone and slowly moved even closer. Almost touching the glowing lines that spread from the simulacrum, she could feel the heat radiating from him.

King responded by staring at the necromancers motionlessly for what seemed like ages, before finally letting out another ‘scream’, that turned out to be steam escaping from the gaps between his armor plates. Slowly he began walking up to the one addressing him, stopping only a few centimeters away from her, he towered over Coquelicot and stared down into her eyes, clearly looking for any signs of weakness or deceit.

The scorching heat emitted by King made the high necromancer feel like she was hugging a lit stove, but she wasn’t the type to waver or step down from a challenge and continued to stare back at the simulacrum. “Calm down and I will take you to her.” She stated just as calmly as before.

Suddenly the glowing lines on the ground began to retract back towards King and dim down in the process. The heat he emitted began to die down as well when his pieces slid back to their original places.

Figuring that the situation was under control, Coquelicot sent her inquisitors back to their duties and gave the simulacrum a bit of room. “Heck of day, huh? I don’t know when you were thrown all the way back here, so in case you didn’t know, Anastacia took care of Amaranth but got her arm broken in the process and a bit of a concussion. I have Periwinkle and my best caregivers watching over her.” She said, not really understanding why the machine would care in the first place, but still felt like it needed to know.

King started to wipe off the blood and meat from his armor, but not really making any progress.

“Allow me.” The necromancer said after watching the simulacrum work in vain for a while, and the burnt blood started to fall off as dry red dust as she took control of it. “I do not know what or who you are, but I’m starting to doubt that you are just a simple simulacrum. Perhaps one day I will have the time to solve that mystery, but right now I have more pressing matters to attend to. That said, I think it’s about time for Mournvalley to distance ourselves from Anastacia, so I’ll leave watching over her to you, consider it a repayment for the killing one of my men before we got to you.”

Once King had cooled off a bit, they returned to the camp where Anastacia was being treated, on the way there, Coquelicot shared her plans for the necromancer kingdom with the simulacrum. Something about King made it feel like he actually acknowledged what was said to him and compelled her to chat, much like she would with a living person, strengthening her suspicion about King being unusual in some way instead of just broken or malfunctioning. She could definitely see why Anastacia liked having him around, though it felt extremely weird to not be able to sense him at all.


Anastacia had been dragged into one of the supply tents of the camp and laid down in a pile of unused bedding. The bones in her hand had been pulled back into their places and the whole thing had been tied to a few splints to make sure they would stay straight as they healed. Luckily the wound on her head was relatively small and didn’t require any attention beyond cleaning the blood off her hair.

While waiting for further instructions, Periwinkle went through the bag of books Anastacia had stolen from the castle. None of them seemed like anything too valuable or important, which made him wonder why Anastacia had bothered to take them. While flipping through the smallest of the three books, a pitch-black feather fell from between the pages onto his lap. The color immediately reminded him of the strange crow that had given him the enchanted ring that had saved Anastacia on the roof.

“Who are you?” He muttered and spun the feather between his fingers. The next few months would no doubt be extremely busy for the new inquisition since they would be enforcing the new laws until things settled down, but after that Periwinkle was going to figure out what Noir was about. He hid the feather in his pocket and returned the bag next to the unconscious necromancer. The books she had chosen going missing wouldn’t cause too much issues, so he figured it would be better to just let Anastacia have them – Mournvalley owed her that much at least.

He could feel Coquelicot approaching the tent and started inspecting the rings on Anastacia’s fingers to seem more hardworking. “These rings are quite interesting don’t you think? Probably worth more than a small manor.” He said when he heard the tent’s door flap open, but immediately started screaming for his life when the simulacrum stepped in and triggered the of traumas from the previous beatdown. Periwinkle stumbled away from Anastacia and retreated into the corner of the tent.

“Such a brave inquisitor you are.” Coquelicot commented and glared at the cowering Periwinkle. “I dealt with the Phthalo situation. I don’t think it’ll come up for me again, but if I were you, I’d lay low for a while. The others aren’t exactly pleased.”

Periwinkle nodded and slowly got back up, keeping an eye on King the entire time.

In reality the simulacrum was far too preoccupied with finally finding Anastacia to even notice the frightened inquisitor. He sat down next to her and stared at the unconscious necromancer in complete silence.

“You should take the rings off her. They might have saved her, but I don’t want to know what happens if she wakes up with them still on.” Coquelicot suggested and began going through the crates in the tent, almost all of them contained small vials of liquid, varying in color and shape. Finally finding what she was looking for, she carefully tapped the small vial with her finger until she could see something moving in the bright red fluid. “Periwinkle, tell the alchemists to make a batch of the blood larva broth, these are almost dead.”

“What do you need that for? Shouldn’t we try to wake her up?” Periwinkle asked and started peering through the remaining vials with his lantern.

Blood larva broth was exactly what it sounded like, a bunch of larvae in a broth that was mostly made of blood. As long as the larvae were alive they released a gas that, when mixed with air, was extremely effective way to knock someone out for a short and predictable amount of time.

Coquelicot sighed. “I want to say that it’s for keeping Anastacia out cold until I can get her to the priestess, so she doesn’t have to deal with the pain and all that, but honestly she’s just very annoying and I don’t want to deal with her – before there’s at least a few innocent bystanders to keep her at bay, that is.”

            

    
        Chapter 136 - Back where she belongs

    
    
    
    
                Coquelicot had taken one of the carriages that had previously been used by the royals whenever they had business outside of the castle and offered to take King and Anastacia back to Valor. Though the simulacrum seemed reluctant to accept, he placed Anastacia on one of the benches of the carriage in the end, after Coquelicot had convinced him that it was best to move the unconscious necromancer as little as possible until they got her to Emilia, and that carrying her would probably dislodge something in her arm again.

Drawn by two undead horses, painted entirely black and donning multiple traditional necromancer patterns in its design, the carriage wasn’t one of the most discreet forms of transport available and would probably end up getting at the gates of Valor, if not even before that, but that would hardly be an issue.

Even though she knew she was needed at the castle to organize things due to her sudden shortage of inquisitors, Coquelicot chose to hop on and drive the carriage herself. After giving a few last second advice to her pupils, she leaned back and commanded the horses to move.

For hours, they traveled in silence and only after the sun finally started to light up the horizon, Coquelicot opened her mouth. “Silence is nice, isn’t it? I don’t get to enjoy it much these days.” She sighed and stretched her back. “Every time I settle down and try to close my eyes, there’s some new problem with supplies or some idiot from Calloi or some other irrelevant country sends a messenger with nothing important to say. And I can’t even kill them! Diplomatic relations are a nightmare.”

King stared at Anastacia and kept brushing her hair with his fingers, barely showing any interest in what Coquelicot had to say.

Realizing that there was only a single thing occupying whatever served as the simulacrum’s mind, she changed the topic. “The way her arm is fractured, I could recognize those injuries anywhere; she tried to control her own arm with necromancy. That idiot was lucky it didn’t explode immediately or turn her bones and muscle into a mush inside her skin. The problem with controlling living matter is that we have yet to figure out how to keep it alive; sure, we can briefly hold it still, but moving it in a way that keeps it intact is far more difficult. Simulating blood flow is one thing, but the muscles themselves almost always die and break when we try to use them. Even if it looks like they stayed in one piece, something in them is broken and they cease to work, usually they start to shrivel off with time too. At least hers don’t seem too severe, but it’d be good if the priestess can do something.” The High Necromancer explained and wiggled her arms. “Mine blew right off, in case you’re wondering. I figured I could just increase my strength with necromancy and didn’t listen to the warnings. You could say that it worked out for me since that’s why I met Alizarin, but the pain never fully goes away. I still wake up almost every day, feeling my arms get torn into pieces… Anyway, you need to stop her from doing that again, ever.”

The simulacrum nodded.

As the journey back to Valor continued, Coquelicot found her travel companion to be just a bit too engrossed with Anastacia and gave up trying to start a conversation. To kill time, she started to flip through the books Anastacia had stolen and was surprised to find one of them to be written by her old superior. She knew its subject as something Amaranth had been obsessed with, but never had any kind of proof of. Even Alizarin had no information about the supposed violet sect, so Coquelicot had dismissed is as the senile ramblings of a necromancer well past her prime, meant to give her life a purpose.

“Do you know why Anastacia chose to take this one?” She asked and showed the book to King, who just shrugged and probably couldn’t tell it apart from the other two. “She shouldn’t get too into this nonsense, these are nothing but stories for children to keep them in line, like sloths and other made up creatures. After all, ever since ancient times, there has been a red inquisition and they were quick to end any would-be rogue groups, so there’s no way this could be real. Even if it was, as the last red inquisitor, this is my problem and not hers.” She said and continued to skim through the pages.

Slowly, as the sun climbed higher in the sky, they made their way closer to the city. Every now and then Coquelicot made sure Anastacia stayed unconscious by giving her a whiff of the potion she had taken along from the supply tent.

It was already noon when the gray walls of Valor finally appeared in the horizon. Few of the people passing by them stared at the extremely suspicious looking carriage but none of them dared to actually say anything, that is, until they made it to the gates.

“Halt!” A guard commanded and stood in front of the undead horses, forcing them to stop. “You’re from Mournvalley, aren’t you?”

Coquelicot stood up and jumped off the wagon. “An astute observation, clearly you must be the cream of the crop.” She mocked the guard, who was obviously starting to run low on courage already.

“My… my orders are to stop anyone from there.” The poor guard explained and planted his halberd firmly on the ground, trying his best to seem even a bit intimidating.

“I didn’t take over a country to be stopped at the gates of a pitiful little town by some fool in a tin suit. Now let us through, the girl in the carriage is injured and we need to get her to see a priestess residing here.” The High Necromancer demanded and gestured for the guard to step aside.

Suddenly a short man with a crystalline horn growing from his forehead stepped out of the small shed outside of the gates. If the horn wasn’t obvious enough of a sign, his uniform made it clear that the man was one of the guild officials. “Actually, the girl is the reason you were stopped, Coquelicot of the red inquisition. You and the simulacrum are free to enter as you please.” He said while reading something from an open folder in his hands. “Anastacia has broken the contract she signed when she became a citizen of Valor: Adventurers are not in any case allowed to interfere with the political matters of other recognized countries. Yet from what I hear, she was quite an important part of the coup you arranged. The punishment for such a crime is the immediate removal of her citizenship and banishment from the city.” The official explained and handed the folder to Coquelicot.

The necromancer quickly read through the document with Anastacia’s signature on it and closed the folder. “I see...” She said and nodded.

“We even summoned her to the headquarters to warn her from such activities, yet here we are.” The official said in the usual monotone manner they all spoke with.

“There’s a bit of a problem with this document though.” Coquelicot pointed out.

The official seemed surprised. “I find that hard to believe. The contract has been reviewed and perfected over hundreds of years. Like all our paperwork, it is perfect.”

“Oh, the wording is sound, don’t worry about that. It’s just that there’s an arrogant imbecile poking through it.” Coquelicot grinned and slapped the folder on the official’s horn and left it there. “Is there a form I need to fill that allows her to enter after I’ve turned you into a puddle of well-dressed paste?”

Baffled by the rudeness, the official removed the folder from his horn and fell quiet.

“You know, there probably isn’t a single creature in existence that someone in Mournvalley hasn’t dismantled and studied. This includes your pathetic race.” Coquelicot said before grapping on to the official’s horn and snapping it off. The guard next to them was swift to retaliate with his polearm, but not swift enough, as the necromancer caught its blade and proceeded to knock him out with a single helmet-denting punch before turning her attention back to the official. “You use these things to stay connected to each other, right? A hivemind of sorts, a collection of individuals yet all the same.” She asked and inspected the crystal horn.

The official fell down and began screaming in agony. Though the stump left on his forehead didn’t bleed, it quite obviously hurt. He started to slowly crawl away from the necromancer losing every last bit of the proudness and grandeur his kind usually acted with and became nothing more than a terrified creature trying to escape from a predator.

“Did that cut you off from the rest? I’m terribly sorry about that. Here, let me put it back.” Coquelicot acted apologetic and stabbed the horn through the official’s thigh. “There we go, good as new. Now how about you grant Anastacia back her citizenship and Mournvalley will forgive Valor for its rudeness towards one of ours.”

After screaming and squirming in unimaginable pain for a while, the official began to collect himself and barely managed to speak his response. “You… you lunatic! Your actions here are enough to justify a war.” He panted.

“I’m a bit new to the diplomacy game, I admit that much, but a war against Mournvalley is a fool’s errand if there ever was one. It wouldn’t take a week for us to bury your sad little clubhouse for these glorified mercenaries, and no one would bat an eye if you were wiped off the map. Yet I stay my hand, out of nothing but kindness. This is not a declaration of war between our nations, this is simply a demonstration to make you understand that the world has just changed.” Coquelicot explained calmly. “Gone are the days when Valor stood untouchable, without a fear of anyone being able to muster an army powerful enough to topple its walls, for Mournvalley has awoken from its slumber. Now, as the queen of necromancers, my sincere wish is that our nations could coexist happily, and I’m even willing to give you Anastacia as a gift, but that won’t happen if you continue to mistreat her like this. Besides, her meddling in our political matters was done reluctantly after I forced her hand, so she should not be held accountable for it.” She said, bowed deep, turned towards the gates and stared at an unfortunate guard that had stumbled on the scene with the intention of relieving the previous guard from his duty. Coquelicot smiled with an off-putting mix of gentleness and malicious intent on her face. “Did you get all that? Now run along and report it to the rest of these guys, I think I broke this one.”

The guard quickly scurried off in the direction of the guild’s headquarters.

Coquelicot picked up the folder from the ground and turned back to the injured official but found him unconscious and figured it’d be best to just leave the scene, so the other guards wouldn’t further delay them. She dragged the unconscious guard off the road and steered the horses through the gates.

“I can’t believe these pompous twats think they have any other option besides letting Anastacia stay here… Maybe I need to pay a visit to the offices later, to fix their arrogant habits and explain their position in this new age I’ve ushered upon the world.” She muttered to herself and stopped the carriage in front of the inn.

King carefully lifted Anastacia and hopped off the carriage. Instead of his usual way of hitting the ground without bending his knees at all, the simulacrum landed smoothly enough no not even make a noise.

Coquelicot pushed open the inn’s door and was met with a disappointed look from every single person in the room. They had no doubt expected Anastacia to prance through the door at any moment. “Oh, please! You could at least fake a smile to be polite.” She sighed but was completely ignored when King stepped in after her.

Anastacia’s friends immediately rushed to aid the simulacrum and quickly carried the unconscious necromancer to the kitchen. Only Rosie and Gilbert stayed behind to glare at Coquelicot with their arms crossed, clearly demanding an explanation.

“What? I brought your kid back, intact too. Considering what she went against, I think I deserve a gold star or something.” Coquelicot said and tried to get past them to the kitchen but was blocked off by Gilbert’s shoulder.

Rosie slapped the necromancer and almost threw her off her feet. “What you put her against, you mean.” She growled and hissed.

“This is no way to treat a queen.” The necromancer protested but was slapped again.

“I don’t care. Out there you may now be a queen, but under this roof, there’s no higher authority than mine. Now, explain.” The tigress growled.

Coquelicot regained her posture, getting slapped wasn’t something that happened to her too often and it had caught her a bit off guard. “She’s fine, nothing life threatening at least. Her arm is just badly broken, but the priestess should be able to fix that much, right?” She explained.

The anger on Gilbert and Rosie’s faces quickly turned into worry as they glanced at each other.

“Emilia has… lost her connection to her god.” Gilbert said quietly.

“That’s what you get for trusting a god, I suppose…” Coquelicot shrugged. “I’d place an order for one of these then.” She said and waved her arms, only to get slapped again. “Stop slapping me damnit! Look, I feel bad for her, I really do, but all in all this is almost the best possible outcome one can hope for when going against Amaranth. Also, I have this for her.” She said and handed Gilbert the folder she had taken from the official. “The arrogant fools in charge here were going to kick her out, but now they can’t. Because if they do, I will personally come back here and kill every single one of them.”

Gilbert inspected the document and looked through the gaping hole in the middle. “Why is there blood on this?” He asked.

“Enhanced negotiation. Now, can we maybe go and see her? She’ll wake up soon enough.” Coquelicot avoided the question and was finally allowed in the kitchen, where Anastacia had been laid down on one of the tables.

Emilia was already busy undoing the bandages so she could apply some medicinal oils on Anastacia’s arm. Yulia was helplessly crying and running around the table while Dammar and his party stood a few steps away to give the priestess some room to work.

“Can you do anything to it? I hear you broke up with your god.” Coquelicot asked and sat down near the table.

Emilia glanced at her, clearly annoyed. “We didn’t ‘break up’, Lady Sylvia was taken from me. And no, without her I can’t do anything but manage the pain.”

“Well, you have about fifteen minutes before she wakes up and starts screaming. Maybe try praying extra hard?” The necromancer shrugged and started to look around at all the delicious looking food Yulia and Rosie had been preparing for Anastacia’s return.

The priestess ignored the rude comment and kneeled in prayer. For ten minutes, no one but her said anything, but no amount of praying seemed to do the trick. As the time started to run out and Anastacia began to nudge every now and then, she became increasingly desperate as she repeated the same prayer over and over, faster and faster.

Coquelicot started to get bored of the seemingly pointless exercise in blind faith. “Sylvia was it? You know, I’ve seen that name in a book back home. There was an ancient necromancer king that had some dealings with the divine, in that he would kill them. He believed that Sylvia was one of the gods created in retaliation to his actions, but that’s not the interesting part. He was also certain that before being a god, Sylvia was-“

Her story was interrupted by a massive crack appearing in the wall behind her. As the crack widened, it flooded the room with pure white light and blinded everyone. In a blink of an eye, the queen of necromancers was ensnared by strands of silvery hair and pulled into the crack, which then closed as quickly as it had opened.

Everyone was left stunned in silence. Even Yulia had stopped crying and Emilia’s prayer was interrupted.

“Wh… what just happened?” The priestess stuttered and slid her hand over the part of the wall that had cracked. “Did… the wall just eat her?”

No one had a better theory to offer and everyone just kept staring at the wall in silence.

“Fear not my dearest, a close friend of mine merely removed that meddlesome woman from your home.” A sudden voice in Emilia’s head said and laughed gently.

Her eyes widened as the words echoed in her ears. Though mysterious sounding, the voice was one that Emilia would recognize even in her sleep. “My Lady?!” She cried out and fell on her knees.

Rosie leaped to her aid and held Emilia by shoulders when the priestess began to laugh hysterically.

“I can hear her sing!” The priestess declared as her wavy red hair began to glow like white-hot metal wires and the shiny steel surface of her armor eroded into a stained and worn iron. Slowly, she stood up as her usual strength returned to her body. In her excitement, she had almost forgotten about the injured necromancer, but was reminded about her when Anastacia flinched and wailed loudly before settling back down. Emilia placed her mace on Anastacia’s broken arm and almost shouted her prayer, resulting in a bright flash of light that blinded everyone in the room again. Delighted by the successful miracle Emilia turned back to the tigress – but was hit with a bucketful off water straight in her face.

Rosie placed the bucket down and tossed a towel at the steaming priestess, who had returned to her usual appearance. “New rule: no channeling gods inside the inn, especially ones that associate themselves with brats who don’t pay for their drinks or are fire-based, I don’t need you trying to burn down my business every time someone gets a papercut.” The innkeeper stated and started to dry off Emilia’s hair.


Somewhere in the middle of some desert, a couple of meters above the ground, a small white dot appeared in the air. The dot quickly widened into a horizontal line and then into a gap, barely large enough to fit an average-sized person through. Through that gap flopped Coquelicot, The Queen of Mournvalley. She landed on her back in the sand and cursed the blindingly bright sun that was roughly halfway done with its daily path over the world.

Upon gazing in the horizon, she couldn’t see a creature or landmark in any direction, the desert seemed truly endless. Despite not carrying water or food with her, the necromancer didn’t seem too worried, this was not the first time Coquelicot had been in a situation like this. All she needed to do was to choose a direction and head there until something happened.

Before starting her journey, she wiped her forehead with her sleeve and felt something on her forehead: a delicate crown woven from extremely thin strands of silvery material that almost seemed like hair but were obviously far more durable than either silver or hair. In the front, the strands wrapped around what appeared to be a gemstone of some kind, one that was unlike any of the ones Coquelicot had seen before. Black enough to seem like a hole in reality itself, the gem looked like it sucked I even the light hitting it. She was tempted to touch it, but somehow felt that it was a terrible idea and chose to at least leave it for later, when she wasn’t stranded in the middle of a desert.

None the less, she was pleased by the appearance of the crown, and placed it back on her head before taking her first step towards Mournvalley. “Vilja, goddess of the unwanted, huh? Fascinating…” She muttered to herself.

            

    
        Extra chapter - In between stories

    
    
    
    
                Coquelicot locked the door to her quarters in the royal castle of Mournvalley and let out a deep sigh she had been keeping in for the better part of a day. As the new queen, her job description had changed from an assassin of sorts to a military commander and then to a leader of an entire country and a diplomat in a very short time, and it was starting to take its toll on her. She yearned to return to the simpler days when she received a task that she simply needed to carry out as efficiently as possible, but for the good of her people and the world by extension, she had to stick with the plan she and Alizarin had created ages ago. There was no one else capable enough to lead the country into a better tomorrow besides her, so she didn’t exactly have a choice in the matter either.

Things had calmed down over the few months that had passed after Amaranth’s death, and relations with other nations had been established. The number of fat kings and pampered queens she had met since then was staggering, and she hated every single one of them. The old Coquelicot would have no doubt killed most of them on the spot, regardless of consequences, but now she had to consider their alliances with other nations, trade and just general good manners.

She sat down by her writing table, that was now filled with messages from other kingdoms and trade contracts instead of maps and names of targets that needed to be dealt with. After popping open a bottle of some newly imported wine and pouring herself a generous glassful, she leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes, hoping for a moment of rest. Yet only a few seconds later she could feel one of her inquisitors approach the door to her chamber well before they actually knocked on it.

“My Queen, we’ve caught another assassin.” The inquisitor reported from behind the door.

Coquelicot sighed. “Of course you have, there are apparently more assassins in the world than there are stars in the night sky.” She commented mostly to herself. “You know the drill by now; skin them and send them back home in a bag.”

The inquisitor quietly left to carry out the deed, and the queen of necromancers returned to her thoughts. Though many countries across the world had welcomed Mournvalley with open arms, there were some that were less than pleased about their sudden entrance into the political scene. Some of them unpleased enough that they were sending an assassin after another in an attempt to end Coquelicot’s reign as soon as possible. Of course, none of the assassins had even the slightest chance and would always be captured before they even saw the castle or much less the queen herself.

“Can’t one of those cowards declare a proper war? I could really go for one right about now. Just blow off some steam, raze a city or two and maybe kill some of the royalty.” She muttered and swirled the wine in her glass. “Maybe a lot of royalty.”

“Pointless wars were not a part of our plan.” Pointed out a familiar voice suddenly.

Coquelicot wasn’t the type to get shocked by much, but hearing those words made her drop her glass and jump up from the chair. “Alizarin?!” She yelled and frantically looked around. “Where are you?!”

“Come on now, dear, you are better than this. You know perfectly well that I am gone.” Her late husband’s voice echoed from somewhere, seemingly without a specific location, almost like it was in her head.

The queen of the necromancers took a deep breath and tried to collect herself again before sitting back down. She took her crown off and placed it neatly on the table before grabbing a new glass for some more wine but wasn’t able to pour any because she barely had control over her shaky arms. The bottle slipped from her grasp and spilled over the documents on the table, eventually rolling over the edge and shattering on the stone floor.

“Fuck! What is going on?!” She exclaimed and kicked over a nearby chair.

“My guess would be stress.” Alizarin’s voice suggested. “You’ve had a busy few months and barely get any sleep.”

“Shut up shut up shut up shut up shut up! You are dead! I saw your corpse and properly disposed of it.” She reminded herself, hoping It would silence the voice in her head. “I am not this weak!” She screamed and kicked her table, mostly just hurting her foot and not achieving much.

“It isn’t a matter of strength, my dear poppy.” The voice explained. “You are the most fearsome person I ever met, but you too are just a human at the end of the day. You have a limit just like everyone else, and I would say that if you are hearing voices, that limit is coming up fast.”

Coquelicot limped over to her bed and lied down, trying to force herself to calm down. She couldn’t believe that after years of working as an inquisitor and arranging a takeover of an entire country, it would be paperwork and courtesy meetings that finally cracked her. She tried to convince herself that she just needed some time out in the field, doing what she excelled at, but it didn’t work in the slightest.

“That might help for a while, but you know that is not going to last.” Alizarin’s voice commented. “In my opinion, or I suppose yours as well since I am just a figment of your exhausted mind, you need to talk to someone. Not only do you have the weight of this nation on your shoulders right after losing me, but it is a burden you were not supposed to carry alone in the first place.”

Trying to ignore the voice of her dead husband, Coquelicot picked up a book on some ancient necromancer lord she had begun reading months ago but never had the time to finish. She started reading a new page and after reaching the last line on it, she realized that nothing she had just read had actually stuck on. Even after two more attempts, she had retained nothing of the page’s contents, and had only skimmed through the words without paying attention to them. In her frustration, the necromancer queen ripped the book in half and threw the pieces at the wall on the other side of the chamber.

“Are you listening to me again?” The voice in her head asked.

Every time the voice spoke, Coquelicot felt pain, though not in a way she was used to; physical pain was nothing new to her, but what she felt was a new kind of agony, something she hadn’t built a resistance to. It was like both her heart and throat were being strangled, but both of them seemed untouched by necromancy. There wasn’t anyone strong enough to do that to her in the castle either, so she couldn’t understand what was happening.

“No one is attacking you, you’re doing that to yourself. Feelings are complicated like that.” Alizarin’s voice explained. “But as I was saying, find someone to talk to. Your urge to kill Anastacia for what happened to me may have passed, but that doesn’t mean you are over the entire thing– far from it really. You haven’t allowed yourself the time to process it, nor have you opened up to anyone.”

“I don’t need this, I have better things to do.” Coquelicot scoffed at the imaginary voice’s suggestions.

“Yes, you do need this, you are literally arguing with yourself. But I understand why, it is because you have no one to talk to. The red inquisition is gone and buried, you can not show any signs of weakness to your students or subjects, even my no-good brother is off somewhere in some faraway corner of the world, pursuing his research. Anastacia, your only equal, will not listen to a word from you, and that’s everyone worth mentioning in your life. Face it, Coquelicot, Queen of Mournvalley, you are alone in this world.” The voice stated boldly.

For a while longer, Coquelicot tried to catch even a blink of sleep before having to return to her duty, but any time she managed to relax and stop thinking about her work, her late husband’s voice was there to taunt her. Eventually trying to sleep became more tiring than actually working, and Coquelicot gave up. She had no idea how long it had been since she retired to her quarters, but that hardly mattered.

“I am done with this, there are new necromancers being born on a daily basis and I need to find them. I don’t have time for hearing voices.” She muttered and headed to the baths, hoping that it would refresh her mind even slightly.

“That’s alright, my dear, I’ll be waiting for the next quiet moment. I have all the time in the world.” The voice of Alizarin responded.


Far in the north from both Valor and Mournvalley, grew a vast and untamed frozen forest. Covered in pure white snow, the whole forest seemed like it was asleep. Every single animal was huddled up in their nests and burrows, just waiting for the long months of winter to be over. Only thing breaking the perfect stillness of the woodland was a small figure calmly walking in the freezing weather. Clothed in tattered brown cloak that was far too big for it, the figure traversed on the snow, leaving no traces whatsoever behind. Completely unhindered by the freezing gusts of wind, it followed a trail of fresh blood on the snow. Something had dragged itself through the woods, stumbling and slipping on every step while bleeding profusely, obviously in a doomed attempt to flee from whatever had caused its injuries. As the figure calmly ventured onwards, a new coat of snow started to fall on the forest. The traveler stopped briefly to catch a few snowflakes from the air before continuing. One step at the time, the bloody tracks in the snow turned into a messy crawl, spreading the bright red color everywhere, until finally the figure spotted the creature leaving them in the distance.

Laying in the snow without a cover, was something so malformed and hideous that no scholar could have guessed what it was even supposed to be. Covered in randomly spread out tufts of dark hair, warts and lumps, the pale skin of the monstrosity was something no one would touch even as a dare, and the horrendous hunched over structure resembled nothing that should have ever been born naturally. By its size, someone could have assumed that it was an extremely malnourished and disease-ridden bear, but that was as far as the similarities went. One of its forelegs was stunted, undeveloped and clearly nonfunctional, and the other one ended in a huge, four-fingered claw. Yet all of this paled in in comparison to the horror that was its face; one massive bulging eye that constantly spewed pus and a second, cloudy, much smaller one, accompanied by a maw of needle-like teeth. The hideousness of the creature was no doubt the reason it now had three arrows sticking out of its side. Presumably some hunter from the nearby tribes had spotted it lurking in the woods and decided to put it out of its misery.

With the last few ounces of its strength, the vile creature snarled at the figure that had pursued it through the forest. With one last swipe of its claw, it caught the rugged cloak and tore it from its wearer. Seeing what was under the cloth made the yelp in terror and whimper miserably.

Vilja stared at the creature and frowned. “What have they done to you, poor child?!” She bemoaned and snapped her fingers, making the arrows in the creature’s side turn into smoke and drift away with the cold breeze. She gently stroked the bumps along the beast’s spine and sat down in the snow next to it, allowing the creature to lower its weary head on her lap. “Sorry I can’t make your life any better, I’m not that type of a god, I can’t even save you now. Nor am I the singsongy type, so we’ll just have to wait for the dark to come in silence.” She explained as her long silvery hair began wrapping itself around the creature to embrace and calm it down. “I can’t even really avenge you. As much as I’d like to scorch the lands of those responsible, it’s against my nature. No one wants you to exist and taking revenge for someone finally acting on it, would put things way out of order. So what I’m saying is that I’m basically here just to keep the wolves away until you’re done. That’s the best I can do.” While prattling on, the goddess didn’t even notice the falling snow building up on her head, she was far too engrossed in her work and keeping the creature company.

Over the next few hours, as the creature’s breathing became more and more labored, Vilja kept talking about the things she had learned about the gods and their place in the world. The light snowfall slowly turned into a full-blown blizzard, but that didn’t faze her either.

“I don’t often have the time to visit the critters of the world that fall under my name, so this is… well not nice exactly, but you get the idea. A friend of mine has some kind of plan going on and I promised to help, I don’t mind but it’s time consuming and the flow of time is extremely confusing for us gods. Anyway, I have no idea if the fact that I’m here makes you lucky or unlucky. Just because I know who you are makes you extremely unlucky, but at least you don’t have to die alone like most of the things that belong to me. Almost all of them are completely unaware of the fact that I know each and every single one of them by heart and love them all dearly. Sometimes I think it’s just not fair that-“ She suddenly stopped her monologue. “Did you die?”

Vilja shook the snow off her head and stood up. A few drops of ink-like black liquid flowed out of the vacuous holes she had for eyes and fell on the snow, while her hair released the limp creature and let it rest on the cold ground. The goddess then plunged her hand deep into the carcass and pulled it out without causing so much as a wound. In her fist, she held a small sphere of light that had a slight purple tint to it. Vilja held it against the darkening sky and marveled at it for a while before remembering where she was and starting to tinker with it. After a couple of minutes of scratching, scraping and cursing, the goddess tore off a dark purple nugget of light from the sphere and tossed it into her mouth. Despite its small size, it had plenty of flavor and Vilja savored every bit of it. The light snack also gave her the energy to carry on with her already lengthy visit to the mortal realm.

The bigger orb of light lost its tint and changed into a white, much brighter color. Though incredibly beautiful and captivating, the white held no value to the goddess, so she simply crushed the orb with her fist and spread the dust into the wind. “Go become something better, something that doesn’t need me.” She muttered, took one last glance at the creature and began tearing a hole into the realm so she could return to her own.

Intentionally appearing a couple of hundred meters above her limitless forest, Vilja took aim and climbed through the gap. She barreled towards the clearing she and Sylvia used as the base of their operations at an increasing speed and did some small adjustments with her hair on the way down. Unfortunately, her target moved slightly right as she was about to land, and Vilja glanced off Sylvia’s shoulder and cratered into the ground next to her.

The surprised Goddess of Joy yelped and dropped the small lump of wriggling flesh she was carrying.

“That was unexpectedly cute of you.” Vilja laughed, lying in a small hole her landing had made and wiped the dirt from her face.

“Why are you so insistent on surprising me? Is this a mortal ruse?” Sylvia asked and picked up the lump before it could wiggle away. “How did you fare on your outing?” 

“I found what I was looking for, bit of a bummer as always, if that’s what you’re asking. Did you miss me?” Vilja grinned.

Sylvia kneeled next to the lifeless body of the simulacrum prince and started moving its joints. “I always do, I have grown very fond of the ambient nonsense you cause in your wake. However, I have my ways of making sure the time keeps flowing.” She smiled kindly.

Vilja hopped over to see what her friend was working on. “You mean spying on Emilia?”

“Whatever could you mean? I merely make sure she spreads joy in the moments of her life where it matters the most.” Sylvia explained, choosing her words carefully.

Vilja laughed. “Riiiiiiiiight, you’re just making sure, miss I-cause-fires-in-people’s-bedrooms.” She mocked the other goddess over a recent incident. “Anyway, what are you working on?”

“This child of stone and metal appears to be in a functional state, breaking a limb or two barely slows them down, but the reason for its quietness is the lack of a source of power.” The Goddess of Joy explained and carefully slid her finger on the rim of a small round hole in the simulacrum’s chest. “This particular little one is much like the ones you could see during my days in the mortal world. The more recent ones are cold and unfeeling, they lack the spark of life and inspiration their creators once passed down to them, and would no doubt be wholly insufficient to end this one’s slumber.”

“Okay? What are you getting at here? I only know one other simulacrum like the prince and I sure as fuck am not going to take the part from him.” Vilja frowned and took the simulacrum’s hand.

Sylvia seemed almost offended by the suggestion. “I would never even dream of such horrors! The joy of your mortal double is intertwined with the machine she holds dear, it saddens me that you think I would be capable of taking that away from her.” She exclaimed and started to heat up her surroundings but calmed down before it became an issue. “My sincerest apologies for that… What I wished to imply is that there might just be another way. A certain loudmouthed goddess visited the mortal realm a while ago and recovered the core of nigh infinite energy and life.” The goddess continued and held up the pulsating clump of meat Vilja had brought from Ebonywatch.

Sylvia pressed the lump of meat against the simulacrum’s chest and wiggled it around to make sure it entered slot that was intended for the power source. At first the fleshy lump was reluctant to co-operate, but eventually had no other choice than to slip into the gaps in the simulacrum’s armor, and as soon as that happened, the grooves in the prince’s chest lit up in brightly. However, the usual light blue hue was replaced by a bright red color that slowly spread along the patterns carved into the simulacrum. The machine let out a droning hum and began to convulse violently and Sylvia had to lift her hand to make sure she didn’t break anything, since on the divine scale, simulacra were fragile at best. As the shaking and flailing continued, the missing parts were replaced by fleshy imitations that started as rapidly growing bone structures that somewhat resembled human limbs and then sprouted full of tendons and muscle that arranged themselves in fitting positions.

“Well that was gross, but I think it worked.” Vilja said when the simulacrum finally calmed down again. “Hello? Anyone there?” She asked and waved her hand over the machine’s face.

The simulacrum prince slapped her hand aside, quickly stood up and darted into the forest without so much as a glance at either of the goddesses, who were left stunned as the red lights disappeared among the massive trees of Vilja’s forest.

            

    
        Extra chapter - Scribes

    
    
    
    
                Periwinkle stared at the cliff face that brought the path he had been traveling on into an abrupt stop. The path didn’t seem to continue along the wall either, and upon a quick inspection, he noticed that there were small gaps and holes in the cliff itself. They were obviously manmade and formed a barely climbable route that led to the top of the roughly ten meters high cliff. So far traveling had been the easiest part of his search, as he had taken one of the undead horses from Mournvalley and could just sit back as it took him from one library to another, from tribe to tribe and shaman to the next scholar who might have had some information about what Periwinkle was looking for. Over his journey, he was met with varying degrees of hospitality, from old scholars eager to share their knowledge with someone who was able to continue their work, to uptight and secretive scribes that only parted with their scriptures after it was too late for their own good. Needless to say, the necromancer’s trail was paved with more bodies and blood than your average scholar’s, but at least that came with some results. His target was elusive and seemed to move about without a predictable pattern, disappearing for years and then appearing in multiple places at the same time, yet its description never changed.

After months of just amassing all the information he could, Periwinkle had finally gotten a lead that could actually help. A hunter from a remote village had seen a strange hut in the hills near where he usually hunts and was absolutely certain that it hadn’t been there the day before. This was less than a week ago and had only gotten to Periwinkle through sheer luck of him hearing about it from the hunter’s wife on a marketplace in a somewhat nearby town.

While preparing for the climb, Periwinkle noticed an odd scent in the air. Someone nearby had made a campfire, which seemed odd since he was kilometers away from even the nearest road. On top of that, there was something strange about the smell, almost like the fire was being fed with something else besides wood. The heavy morning mist limited his vision as well and he couldn’t see too far into the distance to spot the rising smoke either.

The necromancer sighed and started to climb the wall, he was reasonably fit and the climb itself wouldn’t have been an issue, but his blue robes were far from being designed for the task. Yet there wasn’t much in the way of other options, he had failed to pack rope with him and couldn’t just tie one to a bone and use that to get up, nor could he just use the bones from his mount to make a makeshift ladders as necromancers were for some reason unable to fixate matter in a way where even they couldn’t move them. So trying to step on a piece of bone he was holding afloat would just end up with him pressing it down with his foot. Alizarin had had his theories about why it didn’t work, but that study never amounted to much.

Slowly but surely, Periwinkle made his way up, almost tripping on his robes a couple of times and having a minor heart attack over almost falling. He rolled over the edge at the top and just laid there for a while to catch his breath. While staring at the sky he suddenly heard someone walking towards him.

“This is the fastest you’ve found me yet, very impressive. Most of you take years.” Noir complimented the masked necromancer and clapped slowly.

Having finally found what he was looking for, Periwinkle laughed. “Most of us? Am I not the first one that actually found you?” He asked and got up.

“No no, most of you, other Periwinkles. You are the only person I’ve allowed to find me while actually searching for me, and you do so without a fail.” The mysterious birdfolk explained. “How about you join me by the fire? I have tea prepared.” He asked and patted the necromancer on the back, ushering him towards a small cottage a little way from the cliff.

In front of the cottage was the source of the odd burning smell, a small bonfire of burning books. Next to the pyre was a far larger pile of black books that was probably waiting to be thrown into the flames. They seemed to be in great condition, so burning them seemed like an odd choice.

Noir sat down near the fire and poured two cups of tea from a pot he had ready, clearly prepared for Periwinkle beforehand, like the crow knew he would be coming. “Do sit down, we have much to discuss. Unlike last time, neither of us needs to be anywhere else, saving damsels in distress or otherwise.”

Periwinkle sat down and took his tea, it was almost spot on how he liked it. “Oh yeah, mission accomplished, I suppose.” He laughed.

“Yes, Anastacia is alive and well, thanks to you. Though that means we have a lot more work to do.” Noir said and pointed at the large pile of books. “This Anastacia lives, so all that was meant to be without her is now nothing more than stories and fiction, and thus useless to us. Suppose it is my price for meddling too much.”

“Sure.” The necromancer shrugged and took a sip of his tea. He knew well enough to not ask for too detailed answers. “Wait, us?” He suddenly realized.

Noir seemed confused by the question. “Yes? Did we not talk about this?” He asked and scratched his head. “Pardon me, sometimes I get things mixed up. In that case, consider this a job offer; one that I know you’ll take, you always do.” The crow laughed heartily.

The offer caught Periwinkle off guard. “But I’m a necromancer and an inquisitor… I work for Coquelicot. I don’t think she would appreciate me leaving just like that – assuming I accepted. I have no idea what you even do, besides appearing here and there, and say vague stuff.” He said somberly and finished his drink.

“Such matters are easily solved. Besides, Queen Coquelicot has other things on her mind at the moment.” Noir scoffed at the necromancer’s worries and poured him some more tea. “The job itself is splendid! It is our job to write down everything that ever is, was, will be, could be and then some. You get to see the worlds no one else will, talk to people that no one knows about, see amazing events unfold more clearly than anyone else will. Quite honestly, I can not for the life of me come up with a negative aspect even if I tried.” He explained happily.

Periwinkle caught a bit of the birdfolk’s excitement and cheered up. “That does sound pretty good… But why? Why do any of this? I assume you’re some kind of divine being that can travel in time and what not, but that doesn’t explain why you’d need to do this and why ask for my help.” He wondered.

“Oh dearie me, I’m as normal as they come. You being a necromancer probably makes you more exceptional than me, not that it matters. You will learn the reason for our efforts later on, but I assure you, we are not supposed to change anything that happens. Occasionally there is a chance to make the world more eventful by unlocking a door here and there, leaving a note or saving an Anastacia by returning a ring to its rightful owner; and we’re free to indulge in that, but that does increase our workload.” He explained and nodded at the pile of books next to them.

The masked necromancer frowned and tried his best to find some sense in the crow’s story. “Okay, let’s say I believe all that… But why me?” He asked.

“I might have worded it slightly incorrectly earlier, there is a single thing that sets us apart from other birdfolk and necromancers: our deaths aren’t written anywhere, nor will they ever be.” Noir declared. “I have studied all there is to know about you, and in every single chain of events possible, this is the last mention of you anywhere.”

Periwinkle spat out his tea and coughed. “Wait wait wait wait! We’re- I’m immortal?”

“Oh, nothing of the sort. We just will not die.” Noir corrected him.

“But that’s the same thing.” Periwinkle said amidst his coughing fit.

Noir laughed heartily. “Agree to disagree then.”

They sat by the fire for a while, debating the difference between immortality and simply never dying. Noir also shared some more detail about the work he had done up to that point, which didn’t exactly lessen the necromancer’s confusion over the purpose of the entire effort. Technically everything had already been done by them but at the same time, it was still a work in progress. Noir kept insisting that it would all become crystal clear after they had worked together for a while, though Periwinkle still had a hard time believing that anything the crow did made any sense.

“Okay, so let’s say I agree to whatever it is that you’re doing here. Where do we start?” Periwinkle asked after realizing that trying to get Noir to explain anything in detail was a foolish attempt at best.

“Well that uniform of yours would have to go. You are no longer an inquisitor, nor do you really have need for the bone dust you carry on you. Luckily, you have already prepared a new one for yourself. It’s on the table inside.” The crow said and gestured towards his house.

“I what?” Periwinkle asked but immediately realized how pointless the question was and just headed to the hut without waiting for a response.

Inside the cabin was completely a normal room with absolutely nothing interesting in it, which came as a huge disappointment to the necromancer. He had expected it to be some sort of magical time and dimension traveling hut, that was filled to the brim with enchanted technology from some unknown civilization, but instead it was full of slightly dusty furniture and sheets of scrap paper spread on the floor. On the annoyingly regular table next to the window, was a set of neatly folded clothes and a leather mask. The clothes themselves were similar to Noir’s outfit: a neat white shirt and a black vest with black trousers. Nothing about them seemed out of the ordinary either, other than they were clearly well made and expensive. After shedding his old gear that had been tattered and worn by the months of travel, and putting on the new uniform, he noticed that it was almost certainly tailored specifically to him. Every piece of the uniform fit him better than anything he had ever worn and unlike the inquisitor robes, didn’t restrict his movement in the slightest. In comparison the new clothes felt almost weightless without the countless pouches of bone dust he carried along with him.

Overall, the experience was oddly freeing, thought the physical gear he had dropped weighed a ton, it was nothing compared to the mental burdens he shed along with the inquisitor’s robes. Until then, he had always felt Coquelicot’s cold stare at his back, despite being hundreds, if not thousands of kilometers away from Mournvalley, there was always a subtle fear that Coquelicot somehow knew exactly what he was doing. The blue robes had also begun to take on much of the same effect as the crimson robes of the red inquisition had before them, and he was rarely a welcomed quest, no matter where he went. The arrival of an inquisitor, no matter the color, was rarely a good thing after all. This alone was enough to tip the scales heavily in the favor of Noir’s offer, but on top of that, it did sound interesting. Much like his older brother, Periwinkle had a curious mind that definitely saw the appeal in knowing absolutely everything that ever happened. Though Alizarin would have without a doubt used the opportunity to steal Noir’s secrets and use them to benefit Mournvalley, but the younger brother lacked the ties the older one had. Periwinkle had no significant other, his old sect had been slaughtered during the rebellion, he had all but burned the bridges with his current team by lying to them to save Anastacia, and now even Alizarin was dead. There didn’t seem to be much of a reason for him to not accept the crow’s offer.

Last bit of gear on the table was the leather mask, very similar to his current mask, but brand new and made form far superior materials. while inspecting the seams, Periwinkle noticed something extremely odd. The stitching on the new mask was very familiar looking, so much so that he had to take off his old mask to compare the two.

“I made this… But when?” He muttered and slid his fingers over the two identical seams before slowly fitting the new mask on. Just like the rest of the uniform, it fit perfectly, which made sense if it was really made by him.

After folding his old gear on the table, periwinkle stepped back out and took a deep breath. Despite the smoke, it felt fresher than ever before. Whether is was the new clean lenses and mask that hadn’t been drenched in blood countless times, the world seemed more colorful than ever and the necromancer was stunned by the experience.

“Seems like a decision has been made.” Noir commented and snapped him back awake.

Periwinkle hurried over and grabbed Noir’s hand. “Where do we start? Do I get to choose?” He asked excitedly.

The crow laughed and pointed at the pile of books that was waiting to be checked and tossed into the pyre. “Calm yourself, we have all the time in the world. For now, we still have to deal with the aftermath of our meddling.”

            

    
        Chapter 138 - Back in business

    
    
    
    
                Along the border of the dwarven kingdom of Colleria and a valley controlled by several different hunter tribes, was a line of several fortresses and watchtowers. The two sides had long since settled their differences and the defensive line had been abandoned years ago. That is, aside from a single tower in the middle of nowhere, where a group of twenty or so mercenaries had set up a permanent camp. Originally, they had been paid by the dwarves to monitor the situation on the other side of the border due to rumors that spoke of infighting between the tribes, but that well of income was quickly drying up as the situation among the tribes had calmed down. To make their ends meet, the mercenaries had started to do some work as highwaymen on the side. Nothing too cruel of course, just some occasional kidnapping and robbery. Trying their best to avoid catching the attention of anyone who might actually cause them issues, the mercenaries kept their ransom demands low and disguised themselves as common bandits.

In the barracks of the said watchtower, were Jaime and Mea, two mercenaries and now bandits that had been charged with keeping the fireplace lit, to ward off the first few cold nights of the autumn, while the rest of the group was either handling other chores or watching after the three prisoners they had.

Mea, a dark elf that joined the group slightly after they had taken over their current camp and was often considered to be a rookie by the rest of them. She had taken a liking to an old cat that had found its way to the tower when the weather started to get chillier and was now feeding it the leftovers from her plate.

“You need to stop feeding that thing, it was already fat when it got here and soon enough it won’t even be able to catch any mice.” Jaime said half-jokingly. As one of the founding members, the lizardfolk mage had taken the young dark elf under his wing and trained her in his craft.

Mea frowned. “We only have a few weeks before winter, it needs the fat to survive.” She argued and petted the clearly obese cat.

“If you say so.” The lizardfolk shrugged. He quickly peeked outside the door and closed it, seeming oddly nervous about something. “Listen, kiddo, I think it might be the time for us to leave this place.” He whispered and sat down with his apprentice.

“This is about the prisoners, isn’t it?” Mea sighed.

“Not just that, we’re getting too greedy and it’s only a matter of time before someone comes to shut our operation down. First we took some merchant’s son and didn’t even wait to get the money for him before taking a damn priestess and her guard! Do you have any idea how much trouble a church could cause if she turns out to be anyone important?!” Jaime explained. “We’re supposed to be mercs damnit.”

The dark elf leaned back in her chair and pondered her options for a while. “Yeah, I get what you mean. I didn’t exactly join up for this shit and I trust your judgement. If you’re bailing out, I’ll come with you – as long as you have a plan and the cat can come too.” She said and lifted the cat on the table.

The old lizardfolk seemed delighted hearing that. “I know a few places we can try, and mages like us are always worth something to someone. Besides, if nothing else works, we can always try becoming adventurers.”

“I hear that pays well, at least if you can pull it off.” Mea pointed out.

Suddenly a weird smell caught their noses. It was like someone lit an entire pile of hair on fire. Instinctively both of them checked the fireplace, but there was nothing wrong with it. Figuring that it was just some cat hair that had drifted into the fire, they returned to their conversation. However, when they started hearing screams from the entrance and hurried steps, first down the stairs and then quickly back up, they figured that something might be amiss. As the roaring sounds of flames and metallic clangs grew louder, the pair made a wordless pact of not joining in on whatever was going on outside. Jaime quietly moved to lock the door and only barely made it in time before someone started bang on it furiously.

“Guys, let me in! I know you’re in there.” A mercenary they recognized as Halfir pleaded from the other side and kept hammering the door with his fist.

The lizardfolk glanced at his apprentice before hastily opening the door, pulling their colleague in and slamming it shut again.

Halfir was a big man, even for a half-orc, and it certainly was not common to see him in such state. Out of breath, staring blankly in to the void and on the verge of panicking, he put his back against the door and did his best to stop himself from shaking.

“What the fuck is going on out there?” Mea asked and made sure all her gear was on properly, just in case the fight came to them instead.

At first Halfir didn’t answer and just kept staring, but Jaime snapping his fingers a few times woke him back up. “We… we don’t know. I think the priestess we caught must have summoned two demons to kill us all. They just appeared from the forest and… and… and…” He stuttered.

“Get a hold of yourself, Halfir!” Jaime ordered him. “Tell us about these demons.”

The terrified mercenary collected what was left of himself. “There was two, one as big as me and indestructible. We… we tried bows, axes, swords… nothing, not even being on fire stopped it. The other one we barely saw, it was small like a child and had antlers of a deer. The ground it walked on froze and everything around it caught on fire. A few of the boys got close to it, but as soon as they were close enough to strike, they just… stopped – nothing could move them anymore. There was nothing we could do…” He explained and clearly went through some kind of traumatic events in his mind.

Jaime did his best to calm the half-orc down. “There’s no such things as demons. You must have just gotten ambushed. Things can get awfully blurry in a fight and you can’t always tell what’s happening around you. We can just hold this room with Mea and wait for things to pass. If they are here for the priestess, they’ll just get her and leave, okay?” He said reassuringly and bumped Halfir’s shoulder with his fist.

As they were talking, the terror slowly spread to the dark elf as she noticed something. “Guys…. guys! Your breaths!” She said and pointed out the steam coming out of their mouths with every breath. The room had definitely been warm mere seconds ago, but now it was almost as cold as the air outside.

They all fell quiet and waited, hoping and praying to whatever gods they could name, that the demons would pass the room and go straight to the top floor of the tower. From the other side of the door, they could hear two sets of steps: one hard and loud, almost like whoever they belonged to had boots made of stone; and the other far lighter and included the sound of a cane or staff clanking against the stone stairs. When the sounds finally reached the door, they stopped, almost causing a heart attack for all three mercenaries.

The silence felt like it lasted forever, until finally it was broken by a stone arm punching its way through the door and grabbing the poor Halfir, who was still leaning against it. As he screamed, whoever was on the other side gave the door a pull, causing it to come off of its hinges and both the door and Halfir were dragged into the dark staircase outside. The remaining two mercenaries tried to act in the hopes of saving their comrade but found themselves unable to move at all. If they were to believe Halfir’s description of events, it surely meant that the smaller demon was approaching as more frigid air drifted in from the doorway and rime slowly formed on the stone floor.

From the shadows of the unlit staircase, stepped out the smaller demon: a small, frail-looking girl with bright turquoise eyes that glimmered in the light of the fireplace. Wearing some slightly charred clothes and some relatively normal looking armor, she didn’t exactly look demonic to the mages. Perhaps the most odd-looking part was her helmet: attached to a visorless sallet, were two antlers with strange patterns drawn on them and different small items, like keys and spoons hanging from the tips with metal wire. As far as weaponry went, the girl had a bundle of few spears on her back and was holding a staff. All in all, she looked remarkably undemonic when they finally got a good look at her. Especially the staff betrayed her identity, as the mages recognized it as a thermal staff; a basic piece of equipment used by ice mages. Combined with the charred clothes, it was pretty clear that the girl was simply an elemental mage, and the reason for their frozen state must have been magical as well.

The girl stepped forth and attempted to enter the room but was stopped by the antlers on her helmet hitting the doorframe. “For fuck’s sake.” She muttered and angled her head slightly to get through. After quickly scanning the room, she walked up to Mea and gave the cat on the table a pat on the head, allowing it to move freely again. “Evening to you two. You might have guessed already that I’m here for my friends and some bloke that has a rich father. Personally I don’t want to kill anyone here, especially people with an amazing cat like this, but you people keep attacking me, and King doesn’t like that.“ She explained while scratching the cat. “So here’s what I propose: I walk out of this room, walk up the stairs and release you two. While I rescue my friends there, you two take whatever equipment and supplies you can, grab this cat and fuck off as far away from here as you can, okay?” The girl said and turned away to leave. On the way out, she hit her antlers on the doorframe again and cursed the helmet. “Oh and by the way, I froze the stairs because I thought it’d be funny to have people slip on them, so keep that in mind when you leave.” She laughed and disappeared into the staircase.


Having earned some good person points by allowing at least two of the bandits escape King’s wrath, Anastacia pranced up the staircase towards the room at the top, where she could feel four more people, including Gilbert and Emilia. They had accepted a quest from a wealthy merchant family, to rescue one of their heirs. They only knew the rough area where he had been taken from and had to work from there, so instead of going through hundreds of square kilometers of forest and hills, Gilbert and Emilia had posed as travelers while Anastacia and King followed them from the distance for a couple of days until they were finally found by the bandits.

Ever since Anastacia had returned from Mournvalley, they had only taken short quests for a couple of months while she worked on her capabilities beyond necromancy. Though it would likely always be the ace in her sleeve, she had chosen to only use necromancy to protect herself and others, so instead she had focused on a couple of new types of magic. So the current quest was as much of a trial run for her ice magic as it was a new attempt at doing a quest that took more than a couple of days.

King was waiting for her by the door to the room at the top of the watchtower. Unlike his partner, the simulacrum had very little issues when it came to killing people on quests and he had more or less singlehandedly finished off the entire group on mercenaries that tried to stop them from rescuing their friends. Anastacia chosen not to interfere with the simulacrums way of getting things done, since it was hardly different from the rest of the adventurers, and if anything, she herself was the odd one out.

Anastacia knocked on the door and slowly opened it. On the other side was an almost empty room, where the only pieces of furniture were a chest, a chair, a small table and a lantern hanging from a hook above it. The last of the mercenaries guarding the prisoners had his sword drawn and pointed at the door, while the three prisoners were sitting against the wall with their hands tied behind their backs. Completely ignoring the mercenary, Anastacia stepped in. “What’s up?” She asked nonchalantly.

“Oh, thank Sylvia you’re here!” Emilia exclaimed. “My nose has been so itchy for ages! Just cut me free already.”

Gilbert tossed aside the rope he had been tied with and got up. “You should have said something, I’ve had my hands free for a while now.” He laughed.

While Anastacia used her knife with a still unknown enchantment on it to cut Emilia’s hand free. The mercenary started to get anxious. He took a step closer to the adventurers and pointed his sword at them, still somehow failing to get any reaction out of the three. “Hold it! I’m in charge here!” He shouted and shook the sword.

“Right… If I were you, I’d be in charge of running away right about now.” The necromancer hinted and nodded at the door.

The mercenary took a hard look at what he was up against and decided to use the chance given to him and flee. He sprinted past King and left the room in a hurry. Not long after the adventurers could hear a short scream that ended abruptly from the bottom of the staircase, followed by the sound of someone in armor thumbing down the stairs.

“Oh shit, the stairs!” Anastacia remembered and mentally drew a cross over one of the two lives she had spared earlier. Though saving bandits wasn’t exactly high on her list of important things, it was still nice to end the day having spared more people than she herself had killed.

Gilbert opened the chest in the corner of the room and took out the gear that had been taken from them. “Good work there, sounds like you gave them a bit of a scare.” He laughed and tossed Emilia her mace.

Anastacia frowned. “I did try to talk to them first, but they just screamed and started a fight.” She lamented.

“Anyone would if a simulacrum and some kind of horned child just appeared from the forest. I can’t believe you actually wore that thing in a fight.” The priestess pointed out and wiggled Anastacia’s helmet by one of the antlers.

“My people made me a crown, so I should wear it and be presentable whenever I can.” Anastacia said. The goblins had presented the helmet to her after Amaranth’s defeat, and she honestly thought it was cool, but no one else seemed to agree. “Didn’t we have like a hostage or something we were supposed to take with us?” She suddenly remembered.

In the corner of the room, cowering away from the adventurers was a boy, probably a year or two younger than Anastacia and obviously scared out of his mind. When Anastacia asked King to help him up, the boy screamed and kicked the simulacrum with all his might until King retreated.

“What the shit are you doing?! He’s just trying to help you.” Anastacia yelled and struck her staff at the floor.

“The machines don’t help anyone, all they do is kill and destroy!” The boy responded, looking more angry than scared.

Anastacia walked up to him and managed to slap the boy once before Gilbert and Emilia dragged her away and seated her on the table.

“Look, I didn’t put it together until now, but the people who gave us this quest are from Welcatia. There was talk about them losing a couple of cities when a machine fort near them activated about ten years ago. I’m pretty sure they’re still stuck fighting the simulacra every now and then and pretty much see them as the greatest evil there is. He might be from one of the cities or lost someone in his family to the war or something, so maybe don’t beat him up for it?” Gilbert whispered. “We’re going to have to drop him off too, so if you want to return to Valor with King now, Emilia and I can handle the rest.”

“Piss off, I’m coming with you and so is King. If they have a problem with us, they’re welcome to try and do something about it.” The necromancer scoffed, obviously still pissed about King getting kicked.

“Yeah, I’m with Anna on this one. King is part of the party and will come along if he wants to.” Emilia pitched in.

Gilbert sighed and rubbed his brow. “Fine, just don’t cause any more problems than you absolutely have to.” He muttered and turned to the boy. “I know about your country’s situation, but King is our friend and largely responsible for your rescue. So just stay away from him if you have to.” He explained while opening the boy’s restraints. “We have a wagon with some horses nearby, so let’s just head there and get this over and done with.”

            

    
        Chapter 139 - A Good First Impression 

    
    
    
    
                ”There we go, a perfect disguise!” Anastacia proudly declared and presented her work to the rest of the group.

King stepped from behind the carriage they had been traveling in. Clothed in whatever spare pieces of clothes Anastacia had managed to get her hands on, the simulacrum looked strange to say the least, but the obvious clues of his identity were well hidden. His face was covered by a makeshift mask that consisted of a wooden plank with some engravings on it and red stains from an unsuccessful attempt at painting it with berries; rest of his head was hidden by a hood of Anastacia’s cloak, which was all too short for him but did the job; under it he had one of Gilbert’s spare shirts, a loincloth made from a sack they had taken for whatever food they needed for the journey; on both his legs and arms were some of Anastacia’s spare socks, that were badly stretched but still managed to cover the glowing lines on King’s armor.

Gilbert was dumbfounded by the sight and had to take a few seconds to recover. “That’s uh… that’s quite something.” He said and gestured for Emilia to come and look.

The priestess just burst into laughter at the sight of the disguised simulacrum. Struggling between laughing and trying to gasp for air, she had to lean against the wagon to stay upright.

“Why are you two so mean? He’s very handsome!” Anastacia frowned and kicked some dirt at them. “He just needs to not look like a simulacrum so we can get past the gates.”

“So what is he supposed to be then? He still can’t speak and honestly, you two look extremely suspicious together. I’d be amazed if we don’t get arrested on sight.” Gilbert said and knocked on the wooden plate on King’s face to make sure it wouldn’t fall off.

Anastacia stared at King for a while but couldn’t come up with anything that made sense. “How should I know?! You’re the know-it-all here, so you come up with something.” She exclaimed frustratedly.

Emilia had finally managed to collect herself again and took a couple of deep breaths before speaking. “I know, he can be a trash golem. You can basically make a golem out of anything, so why not random discarded junk? We could just strap on a few more random things on him and it’d be convincing enough. Anna is already a mage too so even if they ask for proof, she can just toss a few fireballs and we’ll get through.” She suggested, trying her best to not laugh.

“Yeah sure, that works. Anna, if someone asks, you’re now a trash mage.” Gilbert agreed.

“Is that even a thing?” Anastacia asked.

Gilbert shrugged. “Not that I know of, but a rank and file guard won’t know either. I’ll leave the details for you to figure out.” He said and started looking for something in the wagon. “There’s one more thing we need to make sure of though.” Gilbert mumbled before pulling out a coil of rope.

While Anastacia was busy putting some finishing touches on King’s disguise, Gilbert gave a subtle nod to Emilia, who snuck behind the necromancer and grabbed her. Anastacia immediately knew what was happening and began screaming and flailing furiously. The frail necromancer didn’t have event the slightest chance to escape Emilia’s grasp, but she put up a fight for sure. After getting kicked and hit for a while, Gilbert managed to tie the rope around Anastacia’s waist, he then tied the other end firmly around King’s forearm and told the priestess to let go.

“That rope is enchanted, it can’t be burned, and the knots can only be opened by the one who made them.” Gilbert explained while Anastacia screamed and tugged on the rope with all her might. “Now, you can still cut it if you absolutely need to, but I will take the cost of the new one from your share of the rewards if you do that.”

Emilia watched the necromancer try to pull the rope off Kings arm. “How much did it cost?” She asked.

“About what we made in the last month or so.” Gilbert sighed.

“What?! Why would you spend that much on a piece of rope? Enchanted or not.” Emilia asked and added up what they had earned, which ended up being not an insignificant amount of gold.

The old adventurer laughed. “In the last two months, we’ve visited three towns that weren’t even a tenth of this city combined, and yet Anna has gone missing five times and it takes almost the entire day to find her. We’d be here for a week if we don’t tie her down.” He said. “Besides, it’s funny.”

The priestess couldn’t disagree with the reasoning, especially with the latter part of it being hilarious. On the last quest they had visited one of the towns near Valor’s border and lost the necromancer almost as soon as they walked through the gate. They later found her tuckered out by a tree after she had discovered a bakery and eaten too many pastries.

“I DON’T LIKE IT!” Anastacia screamed and tried to tear the rope off like it was actually hurting her. After flailing and screaming some more, she lied down on the road in protest of her fate. “It’s humiliating, take it off or I’m not going anywhere.” She sulked.

Gilbert crouched next to her and gently nudged her shoulder. “This is for your own good as well. You haven’t been out in the real world for all that long, sure you can fight murderous necromancers like no one else, but you don’t know how to handle normal people. You also need to understand that every time you run off somewhere, you make Emilia and I worry. With this we know King is with you and we know he’ll get you back sooner or later.” He explained calmly and gave the girl a reassuring pat. “That said, we can just drag you by the rope if you refuse to walk. So come on now, we have a kid to bring back to his folks.”

Anastacia slowly got up and climbed into the wagon to pout as the party continued their journey towards the city of Merfall. They had stopped by the side of the road a couple of kilometers out from the city to sort out how they’d smuggle King in. Though Gilbert still thought that it’d be a lot simpler to just have him wait outside, but Anastacia was insistent that he needed to be there to see the city as well.

Over the few days they had been traveling, the boy they were paid to rescue had become a bit more familiar with King and could now be in the wagon at the same time instead of the simulacrum having to follow them on foot, though that was more thanks to Anastacia’s repeated attempts to smack the boy every time he even looked at King the wrong way, than the boy actually trusting him more. The boy had also agreed to not blow their cover after some mild ‘encouragement’ by the necromancer.

Soon enough, Merfall appeared in the horizon and getting to see a new city quickly made Anastacia forget the leash around her waist. At about the same size as northern Valor, Merfall was one of the three biggest cities of the Welcatian empire and was definitely a sight to behold. From the outside, the most striking detail was the half-complete wall surrounding the city. Before the nearby machine fortress was activated, the empire was more or less unchallenged in the area and there hadn’t really been a reason to fortify most towns and cities, but now things were different, and the lords gathered every worker they could find to build at least some walls and forts around the major settlements under their rule. They wouldn’t offer all too much protection from the simulacra, but with the empire’s army tied to the areas immediately around the machine fortress, the bandit activity in the rest of the empire was on the rise as well and even the simplest walls went far when trying to avoid raiding.

They passed through the encampments of the builders working on the wall and Gilbert stopped to exchange a few words with some of them. He quickly made friends and caught up on some of the more recent developments in the city. They were also told to leave their wagon in the stables outside the gate to avoid getting pointlessly searched.

“Anna, remember that this isn’t Valor, no one knows who you are and will react accordingly if you cause trouble. No matter what happens, do not attack anyone in the city, not even in self-defense. If anything happens, you and King run away and leave the city. Am I being clear enough?” Gilbert said to the necromancer before they were within earshot of the guards.

“Yeah yeah yeah…” Anastacia dismissed his worries and headed to the gates.

They tried to pass through without causing a scene, but those hopes were quickly crushed when one of the heavily armored guards lowered his spear to block their way, quite possibly because a creature seemingly built from scrap clothing and trash walking a horned child on a leash is not something a guard should allow to enter the city without a quick check.

“Halt.” He said in a stern and commanding manner, making the other guards per up as well. “What’s going on here?”

“They’re with us.” Gilbert said before Anastacia got the chance to open her mouth, which was probably for the better. “We’re just a party of adventurers, here to return this kid to his parents.” He explained and pointed at the boy.

The guard looked at Gilbert from head to toe and obviously scanned for anything out of the ordinary, he then moved on to Emilia, whose spotless uniform probably gave the party most of its credibility. After coming to a conclusion about the two, he turned to the boy. “Is that true? What’s your family’s name?” He asked while keeping an eye on the supposed adventurers.

“Y… yes. My name is Micah Leinwand, my family runs a store here in the city.” The boy said with a wavering voice and avoided the guard’s gaze.

“Leinwand, Leinwand…” The guard repeated and tried to remember whether he had heard the name before or not. “Oh! The one by The Fall? I think the missus buys all of our linen from your shop, it’s top notch.”

“Thank you, sir.” Micah responded without looking at the guard.

“So we can go now?” Anastacia asked because she was getting impatient.

The guard remembered the two weirdos and stiffened up again. “The kid, the priestess and the old guy can go, you two I’m still undecided on. I need to know what in the name of all things holy is going on here.”

“Now just wait a second-“ Gilbert started before Anastacia pointed for them to go.

“Just go, I can find you when we get through.” The necromancer smiled.

After a bit more encouragement from Emilia, Gilbert sighed and agreed to leave Anastacia and King to deal with the guard. He figured that the worst-case scenario was them not getting in and having to wait outside. In that case, they would just have to skip the sightseeing and leave as soon as they were paid.

 The guard watched them clear out from the gate before turning back to the couple of oddballs. “Speak.” He ordered sternly.

“He’s not much of a speaker, considering I conjured him from a pile of rubbish. I’ll answer whatever questions you might have. The name is Anastacia by the way.” The necromancer lied and bowed to the guard.

“So he’s a magical construct then? And you’re supposedly a mage? We have some mages in the city and I’m fairly sure you’re nothing like them…” The guard pondered.

“That’s because I’m the only trash mage in the world!” Anastacia declared looking awfully proud about her fake title. “I can do a few other things too though.”

The guard squinted and seemed to doubt her explanation. He spun around his spear and used the blunt end to tap King’s chest to see whether the supposed golem reacted in any way. A disguised human would have flinched at the very least, but King didn’t move an inch and passed the test. Luckily King being a disguised simulacrum didn’t even cross the guard’s mind, since they weren’t known to work with humans. He was more concerned that Anastacia was trying to smuggle a wanted criminal or something akin to that into the city, or that she and her golem were somehow dangerous to the citizens.

“I see… What about the rope? Is there a reason you’re bound, maybe it’s just your thing? There’s a whole street for folk like you in here, just follow the red lanterns from around the corner – though you do seem a bit young for that.” The guard said half-jokingly, continuing the interrogation.

Anastacia had no idea what he meant. “Yeah, I hardly go outside without at least this much, just doesn’t feel right.” She lied, innocently assuming that being tied up was a custom somewhere in the world or something, and the guard was talking about a street with a lot of people from that part of the world.

Slightly surprised by how openly the girl spoke about something so personal, the guard stared at the happily smiling adventurer awkwardly. However, her honesty did put his mind at ease. The mage seemed to just be a regular crackpot and not the dangerous kind. After all, it was common knowledge that the people who took up adventuring as their profession were often the weirder ones that didn’t fit in with regular folk, so she seemed to match that description as well. “Okay, you’re free to enter the city – maybe don’t go close to the children though, they’d have questions their parents don’t want you to answer.” he laughed and rested his spear against his shoulder.

Anastacia didn’t understand but wasn’t going to linger around the guards for any longer than needed, so she bowed politely and ran off to find her friends with King in her tow.

The guard shared a look with one of his colleagues, who had overheard the conversation. “The youngsters these days, they’re far too grown up. When I was her age, I was busy fighting with by brothers and such… explicit stuff hadn’t even crossed my mind.” He shrugged and leaned against the wall.

            

    
        Chapter 140 - All roads lead to The Den

    
    
    
    
                ”See? I told you it was fine.” Emilia said, punched Gilbert in the shoulder to get his attention and pointed at the necromancer and the simulacrum wandering among the other people on the street.

Anastacia stopped to look at the buildings around her every few steps. Inside its walls, Merfall was nothing like Valor, the streets were narrower, the buildings higher and it made the whole area seem a lot more crowded than even the guild office was on most days. The whole city had a certain odor to it that wasn’t present in Valor as well, but it wasn’t anything she couldn’t get over quickly enough, especially after passing a bakery that radiated out the scent of freshly baked bread. After a bit of wandering around, Anastacia noticed Emilia’s bright white cloak in the crowd and the party was able to regroup without an incident.

“Well done, Anna, you actually didn’t get lost this time.” Gilbert congratulated the necromancer.

“I’ve never gotten lost, you’ve just misplaced me.” Anastacia commented and pulled on the rope around her. “So now that I’ve proven that I can do this, you’ll take the rope off, right?”

“The rope stays.” Both Gilbert and Emilia said bluntly at the same time.

“Anyway.” Gilbert continued. “I’ve spoken with the boy here and the shop they own is only a few streets away, so we should probably go there together so we can use it as a rallying point for later. I paid the stables to keep our horses overnight, so we have the rest of the day to see the city. Personally, I have stuff I’d like to check on my own, so you three can figure out what to do with your time.” He explained and stared at the sky, partly to gauge how many hours of daylight they had left, and partly to avoid Emilia’s sour, disgusted stare.

“You’re the fucking worst.” The priestess grumbled disapprovingly.

They figured that it was better to leave that discussion there and followed the boy to his family’s shop. Along the way they passed many different stores that seemed interesting to Anastacia. Unlike in Valor, where every shop was there to serve adventurers and deal with their equipment, in Merfall there were far more shops that sold items for regular everyday life. Furniture, bedding, cutlery and raw ingredients were all things most adventurers didn’t even need to think about, as they were handled by the many inns working in the city, while the adventurers themselves were busy beating up things and making sure the guild had enough income to keep the whole show running. Watching the people working inside the shops and unloading merchandise from carts by the side of the street made Anastacia realize that despite being free from her old life, she still had absolutely no idea what normal life was like. She had just jumped from a strange one into another odd lifestyle – not that she was complaining about it.

“What the…” Emilia said, interrupting the necromancer’s thoughts and ran to a stone fence at the end of the street.

On the other side of the fence was a massive gorge into what seemed to be the abyss. Roughly a hundred meters across and five times as long, the seemingly bottomless gap in the middle of the city felt really out of place.

Anastacia leaned over the fence and stared down at the darkness, some thick mist had gathered into the crevasse and the bottom wasn’t visible, even in direct daylight with the sun right above their heads. She went through her pockets to find something she could throw in and settled on a coin. Just as she was about to toss it, Gilbert grabbed her arm.

“Better not, you can be fined for it.” He said and let go.

“Why? It’s right there, just asking for stuff to be thrown in.” The necromancer protested.

Gilbert glanced down at the mist. “Because no one knows what’s down there, besides Mer.”

“Mer? From the city’s name?” Emilia asked.

“Yup. This city used to be a town called Mer’s fall, named after the creature that fell from the sky and made the hole there.” Gilbert explained. “But that’s all I know, ask the locals if you want more detail. We should probably get the boy back to his folks before stopping to see sights. Or we could just split up now. I can go and get the reward and so forth, while you three get the most out of your time here? It’s not my first time so I’ve seen what I want to anyway.” He suggested.

Emilia scoffed. “So you’ve found the brothel then?”

“Multiple actually, but yes.” The old adventurer shrugged. “So how about it? I’m sure there’s plenty of stuff for you to see too.”

“Fine, works for me. I want to check out that place anyway.” The priestess said and pointed at a large cathedral at the end of the ravine. “What about you, Anna?” She asked and looked where the necromancer had been literally seconds ago, but that wasn’t ne case anymore.

Neither the necromancer nor the disguised simulacrum were anywhere to be seen. Once again, she had disappeared into the thin air in mere seconds when no one was watching her. Gilbert and Emilia checked the nearby streets quickly but weren’t able to find them and decided to give up on the search for the time being.

“This happens literally every time! How does she do it?!” Emilia exclaimed. “It’s starting to be more impressive than any of her other powers.”

“Relax, at least King is with her this time and that lad won’t even let a bug sting her. I’ll do a quick sweep around this area when I’m done with the boy, you can just do whatever you were going to do anyway.” Gilbert calmed her. “The worst that can happen is that she’ll sleep outside, and she already does that willingly from time to time, so let’s just agree to not tell Rosie that we lost her again.”

They agreed that there was nothing they could do at the time. Anastacia and King would probably pop up at some point or be waiting by the wagon in the morning, and more than likely the two were having more fun than they would with Emilia. Thought they would have to ask a guard later in case Anastacia had been arrested at some point.

Before splitting up, they made some rough plans about where to find each other in case something came up and where to meet up in the morning.

“So how’s about we get you home?” Gilbert said and turned to the boy after Emilia had headed off. “Appreciate you keeping your mouth shut about King by the way, means a lot to Anna even if she doesn’t say it.”

Micah nodded.

Gilbert had learned to not expect an answer from him, even if the boy wasn’t normally shy, a lot of things had happened to him in a short amount of time and near muteness wasn’t a rare thing to see in people he had previously rescued while working with other people instead of his current party.

They walked up to a storefront of a general store that seemed to be empty at the moment. Gilbert pushed the door open and ushered the boy to enter first. He had been through the same situation countless times and knew exactly how things would proceed. He then counted to three in his head, and exactly on the third beat, an excited scream could be heard from inside the shop. After a few more seconds Gilbert stepped in and found exactly what he expected: a mother in tears, squeezing the air out of her son that had been kidnapped.

“Excuse me, I’m here for the reward in behalf of the guild.” Gilbert said and knocked on the doorframe but failed to get a reaction from the mother. He cleared his throat and raised his voice. “Excuse me.”

This time the woman turned to look at him but didn’t release her grasp on her boy – probably wouldn’t for a few days. “I’m sorry but we’re closed at the moment, please come back in a while.” She said and squeezed Micah even tighter.

“I’m not a customer, I’m here in behalf of the guild, our party rescued your boy and per the contract you made with the guild, you owe us money.” He stated bluntly. Gilbert had been an adventurer long enough to know that the best way to get people to pay the reward was to be direct. Even incredibly thankful folk sometimes had some trouble giving up the gold, since hiring an adventurer was not a cheap thing to do.

“OH! You’re the one who saved my Micah?! How can we ever thank you enough?! Would you like some tea and biscuits?” The woman asked, grabbed Gilbert’s arm and shook it. “My husband is out at the moment, but he’ll come back soon enough, if you could just wait for a while.”

The adventurer sighed. “No, all the thanks we require is that you pay the agreed upon price. I have things to do today and I’m sure you do as well, so how about we just get this over and done with?” He said. This was one of the reasons he often handled that part of the quests, both Anastacia and Emilia were still far too green to make sure people actually paid them, not to mention that people were far more likely to pay up if it was him asking, simply because of his considerable size. Even if they were there to help people, business was still business and Gilbert wasn’t exactly convinced that the rest of his party had understood that completely.

“But-“ The woman tried once more but was interrupted.

“Ma’am, the money.” Gilbert kept insisting.

Hesitantly, the woman went behind the counter and opened up a safe under it with a key she had on her. She placed a large sack of money on the counter and took out some coins, many of them extremely valuable; they were clearly not struggling to pay the reward, but neither were some of the most difficult clients Gilbert had dealt with over the years; if anything, wealth made people harder to deal with.

“If possible, make it divisible by four.” The adventurer said while watching the storeowner count the money. “Looks like that’s everything. The guild thanks you for your business and hopes you’ll rely on us again if the need arises.” He continued once the transaction was made, bowed slightly and left before the woman had a chance to say anything else. On the way out he waved at Micah briefly and wished him good luck.

With the matter of the reward settled, it was time to make a quick circle around the nearby streets and look for any signs of Anastacia and King. By then they were surely further away already, but they weren’t exactly inconspicuous, so plenty of people should have seen them go by. Gilbert stopped by some of the stalls to ask if the merchants had seen the odd-looking duo go by. To get answers, he had to separate with a few coins along the way, but eventually that resulted in a decent idea of the direction they had ran off to, apparently in quite a hurry. At some point they had been seen talking with a nearby guard and seemed to be in some trouble.

“I swear she’s never going to come with us into another city if she has already gotten herself arrested.” Gilbert muttered and looked around for a guard. He had already decided that it was as far as he was going to follow their trail since he’d never catch them at that rate, and if they had indeed gotten in trouble with the guards, they would simply spend the night in a cell and would be easy to pick up in the morning. After a bit more looking around, he found a couple of guards, taking a break in the shade under a balcony. “Excuse me, but has either of you seen a girl that was tied to a golem? I hear she was running around nearby.” He asked from them.

“Aye, we were just talking about that actually. The lass was being danger to everyone by running around with a bunch of spears and those horns of her. She could have taken someone’s eye out, so I made her slow down a bit.” One of the guards laughed. “She a kid of yours?”

“A friend, she’s prone to going missing, but if she wasn’t in trouble I might as well leave her be.” Gilbert shrugged. “Any idea where she went?”

“Seemed to be heading into the lower city, there’s some shady folk there but the thing she was tied to seemed more than enough to keep her safe from thieves and muggers.” The guard remembered and pointed down the road. “Now that I think about it, I think she said something about a ghost before storming off, but I have no idea what she meant.”

Gilbert thanked the guards and wandered towards the red-light district. He had heard about the lower part of Merfall being slightly rough, but the guard was right about King, it was nothing he couldn’t handle. The search had taken slightly longer than Gilbert had hoped, and he figured that it was a fine time to stop by a stall or a tavern to get something to eat. Even though meals were available in where he was going, they tended to slip off one’s mind for obvious reasons, so refueling beforehand was not a bad idea. He settled on a cute little movable stand that offered cuisine from one of the few places in the world he somehow hadn’t gotten the chance to visit, and while he didn’t end up regretting it, he still found himself craving for the usual grub served in Rosie’s inn. Perhaps he just had a taste for the more common and plain food, since that what he ate growing up. Luckily some of the innkeeper’s cooking skills had rubbed off on Emilia at some point and the overall quality of the meals they had on the road was steadily improving from the charred lumps of meat and boiled carrots he had often made.

Choosing the establishment he was going to spend the night in was considerably more of a pickle. He was familiar with five different ones, all of them with their own pros and cons. Gilbert spend a while walking around the district and chatting up the girls who were advertising whichever house of ill repute they happened to be working for. A few were easy to rule out for one reason or another, but the final choice between the last two had to be settled with a coinflip. “Tails, huh… That means ‘The Den’. That’s pretty nice actually, they have a great bar too.” He muttered and made his way there.

As soon as Gilbert opened the door, he was filled with confusion and a dash of regret, when Anastacia pointed at him from behind the counter and grinned widely. He briefly considered just walking out and never mentioning it again but felt like he had to make sure Anastacia was fine. “Anna, can you please tell me why I’ve ran into you in a place like this more than zero times?” He asked and walked up to the counter.

“There is a small chance that I lost my coin purse and now have gambling debts, so King and I have to work the counter here for like two weeks to cover it.” The necromancer explained and looked around awkwardly.

Gilbert sighed. “How did you even manage that in like three hours? Well whatever, we’ll pay the debt with your part of the reward money and then we’ll never speak of this to anyone, okay? Not to Emilia and especially not to Rosie.” He said and grudgingly gave up on his plans for the night, now that he had found Anastacia, it was better to just head to a regular inn, lock the necromancer into her room and have a good night’s sleep.

Suddenly the brothel’s door opened up again and Emilia stepped in, she kept her eyes on the floor and only noticed her friends when she was at the counter. “This isn’t what it looks like.” She said and leaned against the counter. “Honestly, I’m just really disappointed in all three of us right now.”

            

    
        Chapter 141 - Alba and Ciel

    
    
    
    
                Emilia stormed off towards the fancy cathedral by the end of the gigantic gorge in the middle of the city. She was more than slightly ticked off by Gilbert’s whoremongering, as more often than not, he would disappear into a bordello when one was available; and if there weren’t any, his ability to woo local maidens was borderline magical. In fact, Emilia couldn’t remember the last time Gilbert had paid for a room in a regular inn outside of Valor. Officially, meaning by the word of the goddess of joy herself, the church of Sylvia encouraged casual relations between people, but it missed the point when done in exchange for money. The priestess herself thought that her friend’s behavior was inappropriate and may have not seen eye to eye with the deity on the matter anymore, though she tried to not let it show.

“He’s setting a bad example to Anna.” Emilia muttered and looked around for Anastacia and King in case they had ran off into that direction.

The cathedral she was heading to was much larger than the temple she and Anastacia destroyed in Crescent, and far, far older. Build from some kind of white stone that had a slight greenish tint to it, it was easily the most eye-catching building around. The entire face of the cathedral was decorated with detailed sculptures and gorgeous stained-glass windows. Its three spires towered far over any other building in the city and were a visible part of Merfall’s silhouette from far away. Emilia didn’t know which deity or deities it was devoted to, but Sylvia insisted that she should visit it. She also had her own reasons to be interested in it though; Emilia was still very inexperienced as a religious leader, despite being the high priestess of the cleansed church of Sylvia, and she still very much intended to open a small temple in Valor and run it herself, so seeing how other churches manage things would likely be helpful.

The steps leading to the main door were coated with what seemed like silver and had hundreds of thousands of symbols engraved to them, which continued all the way to the edge of the cliff. Emilia didn’t recognize any of them and couldn’t tell what language they were written in, but the way they were arranged in a way that made them seem like they were a part of a ritual or some other spell. The markings continued all the way to the door of the cathedral and under it to inside.

Emilia knocked on the large wooden door before pulling it open. As soon as the door moved, an immensely bright light escaped from the gap, blinding her. The entire interior of the cathedral was bright beyond description, and Emilia had to pull up her hood to shield her eyes while they got used to the light.

An older man, wearing an orange robe and a short purple cloak that only reached to his elbows, noticed the visitor and calmly walked over. “How may I help you, child?” He asked and closed the door behind Emilia.

“Well, you see, I’m a priestess of Sylvia myself, and I’m here just to see the cathedral and maybe ask some questions if you have the time to answer them.” She explained. As soon as the name Sylvia was mentioned, she could see the man’s face twist into that of absolute disgust.

“I think you may have taken a wrong turn by The Fall, people like you should just throw themselves in it and let Mer rid the world of you.” The man scoffed with all the warmth in his voice gone. “And here I believed that someone had all but wiped the stain that is Sylvia from the civilized world.”

“I did, what happened in Crescent was by Lady Sylvia’s will working through my hand. Do not mistake the failings of us mortals as her acts! The church of Sylvia had long since lost their way and I’m doing my best to undo the damage they caused to her name.” The priestess pleaded. “So would you please give her a chance?” She could hear the chatter increase among the other devotees inside.

After a long, judging stare, the man sighed. “Very well, but watch your mouth. I am the head priest of this house of light and I will not tolerate anything we’ve come to expect from your kind.” The man warned Emilia. “Now, what is it that you wish to know?”

Emilia had learned to expect some trouble whenever she mentioned Sylvia’s name, since the old church had very few friends and she had yet to spread the news of the new one terribly far. While the priest clearly wasn’t going to invite her further inside the cathedral, at least she hadn’t gotten thrown out. “Well, who do you serve?” She asked, figuring that she might as well start with the basics.

“No one.” The priest answered bluntly. “Alba, The Great Archer of Dawn, the deity this church was built to commemorate, is dead.”

Emilia’s jaw dropped. “Your god… is dead?”

“You’re woefully unknowledgeable about this city, aren’t you? Allow me to tell you the legend of Alba and Ciel.” The priest sighed and cleared his throat. “When the sun first rose over the horizon to bless us mortals, Alba fell from it. He wandered the lands for what came to be a day. On his travels, he found the creatures of earth quaint and chose to protect them from the darkness and things that dwelled in it. However, as the first evening came and the sun was about to fall below the horizon for the first time ever, a second being fell from it. The Grand Moth of Dusk, Ciel, who desired nothing more than to plunge the mortals into an eternal night. A fight between the two divines ensued as the sky darkened, and sadly, in the end Ciel crushed his foe and cast the darkest night ever seen over the earth.” He explained calmly.

Emilia frowned. “So that’s it, he’s just dead? But the sun still rises every day though?” She asked.

“What a rude child you are, who said I was done?” The priest snarled and continued his story. “With the dark shrouding everything in existence, mortals huddled around their fires and prayed for Alba to return. And surely, after what seemed like an eternity, a light shone from the horizon and the sun rose once again, and from its blaze, fell Alba. This time however, he was armed with a bow crafted from nothing less than the horizon itself and arrows of the brightest sunlight. Thus, a new fight between the two broke out and as the sun climbed higher, Alba’s arrows gained power while Ciel only grew weaker. With a final bolt of light, The Great Archer pierced Ciel’s wing and made a big enough hole for his enemy to fall. A new day began, and the mortals rejoiced, but as you probably guessed, when the sun started to set for the second time ever, The Grand Moth fell from it once more. The third fight turned sour for Alba as the sky darkened and his arrows lost their power. He was defeated once more, and Ciel covered the sky with his wings. But this time, something was different, riddled by the countless arrows, the moth’s wings had countless small holes in them, allowing light to shine through them. By far the biggest of the holes, the killing blow from their fight in the morning, was just big enough for the mortals to see something during the night and give them hope that a new dawn would come. And so, the cycle of day and night was born.”

“So he’s fine then? Well, at least until the evening.” Emilia asked, thinking the story was over.

“Would you quit interrupting me, you impatient punk! Do you see many gods fighting out there every morning and evening? There’s obviously more to it.” The priest exclaimed annoyedly and collected himself to continue. “So, that cycle continued for eons, no one knows how long exactly though. Things were in balance, mortals thrived during the day and the critters of the dark during the night, there was a place for everyone. Until one day, when Alba was watching over his flock, he could see a massive shadow in the sky. It wasn’t the time for Ciel to arrive yet, so something was bound to be wrong. The shadow was darker than anything the god had seen before, even darker than Ciel during their first fight, its wings spanned from horizon to horizon and cast the completely dark, primordial night over the land again. The dark creature stopped to mock the god and declared himself to be Mer, before attacking Alba without provocation. The archer’s arrows merely glanced off the creature’s rock hard-skin as the two clashed and Alba could do no more than protect the mortals while the completely one-sided fight carried on. When the sun reached the horizon in the evening and the sky turned red, Ciel fell from the sun as always. Alba thought that this was surely the end for him and the mortals, as the two would cast the world in eternal darkness as Mer suggested when the moth found them. However, Ciel was a god and no lesser in his understanding than Alba, he understood how things were supposed to be and joined the fight – on the same side as his age-old foe! Together they fought Mer to a standstill, whenever one’s power waned, the other took point. For a year the fight continued, sending the cycle of day and night into a complete chaos, until one day Ciel allowed Alba on his back and together they flew closer to the sun, gathering power for Alba’s arrows. With a final arrow, the archer channeled light at Mer while Ciel held the beast in place. The bolt pierced Mer’s skin and it fell into the ground, creating the ravine now known as The Fall. This however, was not enough to kill the dark creature, as Mer continued to taunt the gods from the chasm. Exhausted by the long fight, Alba saw no other way out than to use the rest of his powers to seal Mer into the earth with a dense layer of morning mist. The god of dawn, with the tip of one of his arrows, scribed the runes you see in the ground here and fell dead next to Ciel, who cried over the loss of his nemesis. Being engraved with sunlight, the runes would only work when basked in sunlight and would quickly release Mer if Ciel covered the sky like he was supposed to. Understanding this, Ciel remained grounded while he supervised the building of this cathedral and made a promise to the mortals, that under this roof it would always be the brightest day, even when he released the night over the rest of the world. Lamenting over the loss of Alba, Ciel still willingly flies into the sun every morning when it’s time for him to go.” He finished the story and pointed towards the ceiling.

Emilia looked up and could see that the cathedral appeared to have no roof, despite it being clearly visible from the outside. “That’s… wow…” She struggled to speak.

“Finally you’re quiet.” The pries chuckled.

“So… Mer is still just down there, waiting?” Emilia asked and kneeled to run her fingers over the runes on the floor.

The priest shrugged. “Presumably, that’s why it doesn’t matter that Alba is no more, we must thank him for his sacrifice and keep this cathedral in a good shape.”

They proceeded to have a long talk about how the church was actually run. Apparently, the devotees would hold public prayers and gather funds during them for the upkeep. They rarely came up short as no one fancied risking the church falling into disrepair on the off-chance Mer was still alive. Funding was definitely going to be the biggest hurdle for Emilia’s temple though, assuming it ever got approved by the guild, as adventurers weren’t exactly the religious kind and would probably have a hard time being overly generous with their donations. Of course, she could always do quests to make up for the missing gold, but that would mean time away from the temple and less people visiting because of that. It was definitely something she needed to put some thought into.

The priest noticed Emilia’s pondering look. “You seem to have things to figure out. Make sure to stay on the right path, so perhaps we’ll start hearing good things about Sylvia for a change and maybe we’ll be able to assist each other when you’ve settled somewhere – and are no longer a child.” He said with a faint smile. “Is there something else you wish to know?”

“Umm… No, you’ve taught me plenty.” Emilia said and shook her head, but just as she was about to leave, she remembered something. “What about the other god, Ciel, does he have a church in the city?”

“Ciel isn’t the type to gather a following, the creatures of the night are his by default, so he doesn’t meddle in Alba’s business. However, there is a person you could ask more about that from. She owns a business here and fancies herself as a devotee of Ciel. Just follow the left side of The Fall and turn left at the end. The road there will take you to an establishment called ‘The Den’ eventually.” The priest smirked and opened the door for Emilia, ushering her out.

Emilia followed the instructions while still keeping an eye out for Anastacia and King. She couldn’t help but to wonder whether Sylvia had guided her to the cathedral so that she could learn about Mer, since she seemed oddly insistent about it. While thinking, she failed to notice the steadily decreasing amount of clothing on people she passed, until it was far too late. Surrounded by the courtesans and people looking to be their patrons, the pure white robes of a priestess stuck out from the crowd like a sore thumb.

“Oh for fuck’s sake… Don’t tell me it’s a-“ She muttered and glanced at the signs above the doors of the local businesses, and just as she feared, ‘The Den’ was carved with big letters on one of them. “Yup.”

She pulled her hood up and stared at the ground, trying to ignore the men and women who had taken her as the target for their sales because of her uniform. The uniform would likely betray her later as well, when the people she passed told their friends that they saw a priestess enter a brothel. She quickly opened the door and rushed inside to get away from the street. With her gaze still firmly locked to the floor, she walked up to the counter, looked up and found Anastacia and Gilbert staring at her, trying their hardest to hold in laughter.

“This isn’t what it looks like.” Emilia sighed and leaned on the counter.

            

    
        Chapter 142 - The dangers of gambling

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia looked around for anything interesting she might want to take a look at while Gilbert and Emilia were planning how they would regroup in the morning. She had already seen a couple of shops selling some neat trinkets along the way from the gate but wanted to look around a bit more before filling their wagon with useless tat.

“Anything you want to do?” She asked and turned to the disguised simulacrum.

King seemed preoccupied by something, his gaze was fixed to something down the road and he didn’t react to Anastacia’s question.

A figure, hidden by a dark green cloak stood by one of the alleys leading away from the main road they had been walking along from the gates. Anastacia couldn’t see their face, but nothing about them seemed out of the ordinary at a glance. It could have well just been just someone trying to keep a low profile or avoid the sun. But the necromancer quickly realized something was off; she was unable to detect the person in any way. That would mean they weren’t made of flesh and blood, which was slightly odd to say the least and piqued her curiosity.

Anastacia tugged on the rope tied to her waist and made King follow her through the crowd, but before they had the chance to get anywhere near the figure, it darted down the alley. The pair dashed after it but the rope between them, along with the junk left all over the alley made running at full speed a challenge, and every time the alley made a turn, the mysterious figure was further away from them, almost like the crates and empty bottles littering the alleys didn’t bother it in the slightest.

The network of alleyways and smaller streets was not something a complete stranger to the city could navigate, and only after a few minutes of running, Anastacia and King were beyond lost – or at least would have been, had they paid any attention to that instead of blindly running after the stranger.

Finally, after a lengthy pursuit, the cloaked figure appeared to make a mistake and made a turn into a pathway that turned out to be a dead end. By then, Anastacia was extremely out of breath and had to lean on a wall while confronting the stranger, who remained facing away from them.

“You didn’t have to run.” Anastacia huffed and gasped for air. “I just wanted to see if you were a ghost or something cool like that.”

The figure didn’t answer to turn to face them, instead it looked up at the sliver of sky that was visible between the tall buildings.

“Umm… Hello? I really didn’t mean to scare you or anything.” The necromancer continued and took a few steps forwards.

Suddenly, the figure launched itself upwards and began running along the wall in front of it, effortlessly scaling at least ten meters of stone wall with nothing to use as a foothold. At the top it hopped on the roof and stopped briefly to glance at its pursuers before dashing away across the rooftops.

 Anastacia swore she saw its glowing light blue eyes in that brief moment. “See? It has to be a ghost, people can’t run up walls.” She said and ran her hand along stones, trying to find anything she could grab on to and start climbing.

King seemed to still be full of determination to catch the stranger and began to climb by scraping off the mortar and making his own steps towards the roof. About halfway up, the slack in the rope between them ran out and Anastacia was uncomfortably dangled from her waist for the rest of the way up.

“I feel like being on people’s roofs might be illegal, so lets just look for the ghost quickly and get down before anyone sees us.” Anastacia said while King pulled her up.

The slow climb had left them even further behind, and the escaping stranger was already hundreds of meters away and showed no signs of slowing down. Anastacia and king tried their best to catch up but couldn’t jump nearly as far their ghost and had to look for longer routes with smaller gaps between buildings. While Anastacia had no problems running on the red tiles, each of King’s steps caused some considerable property damage for the unfortunate people that happened to live on the route they took. Sadly, their luck was bound to run out eventually, and they came across a five-meter-wide gap between two buildings that seemed impossible to circumvent.

Anastacia peeked over the edge and quickly took a step back. “Yeah, this isn’t happening. Unless you can sprout wings somehow, I think we could get to that area just by following the main street over there and find it again – or we could just give up now?” She suggested.

King took one last glance at the direction the supposed ghost was fleeing towards, grabbed the necromancer under his arm and jumped off the roof. He made some effort to slow the fall by dragging his hand along the wall, but the landing was still very uncomfortable for Anastacia. After making sure she was okay, the simulacrum sprinted towards the main street, dragging the exhausted necromancer along again. Anastacia made him slow down slightly to avoid any unwanted attention but ended up bumping into a guard accidentally. Not wishing to become a fugitive in any more cities than needed, Anastacia stopped when the guard yelled after them.

The guard took a long hard look at the two, clearly trying to figure out what was going on with them. “What’s the rush, didn’t your parents teach you to not run with sharp things?” He asked and pointed at Anastacia’s spear bundle.

“No, they did not. I apologize, but we have a ghost to catch so we really need to go.” Anastacia answered and kept peering at the rooftops in the distance.

The guard sighed. “A ghost? Well the guard hasn’t gotten a report on anything like that, so do tell us if you catch it, but I’ll let you off if you promise to be careful with your spears and antlers.” He said and waved them off.

“Thank you very much, I will forever remember you fondly for this.” The necromancer bowed quickly and ran off exactly as fast as they had been running before, if not faster.

While rushing through the streets, they caught a glimpse of the ghost every now and then and could follow it without too much trouble, but in their haste, they failed to notice the gradually deteriorating condition of the buildings around them. They had unknowingly entered the rougher part of Merfall and only noticed it after almost tripping over a sleeping drunkard.

The tall and grand buildings had changed into wooden shacks that varied between looking like they were about to collapse and being held together by assorted pieces of planks that had presumably been taken from the construction site around the city’s new wall or from other shacks that were already far too run-down to use as housing. The paved road had also turned into a slippery, muddy mess full of broken glass and other trash. The stench was far, far worse than in the upper city as well, and Anastacia began to wonder if the mud on the road was actually mud or something much more disgusting. The people there were uncouth and largely in need of a good bath, for some reason they also seemed far more interested in the pair of strangers dashing past them than the people of the upper city.

Anastacia caught a glimpse of the ghost’s green cloak on the roof and saw it finally jump down to the ground, just around the corner from where they were. At last they had a decent chance to catch up – or would have, had Anastacia not bumped into some particularly slimy looking fellows that suddenly appeared from one of the alleys. For a second, they seemed like they would make a scene, but wisely decided against it after seeing the supposed trash golem on the other end of the rope. Unfortunately, the ghost was nowhere to be seen when they got to the spot it had jumped down from.

“Damn it!” Anastacia yelled and looked around for any clues about where the ghost might have gone. There were no witnesses and the muddy street was far too trampled for any kind of tracking, assuming their ghost was the kind that left tracks in the first place. From the corner of her eye, she suddenly spotted the door of a nearby building slowly closing. “There!” She yelled, dashed over, flung open the door and only then realized how totally inappropriate and rude it was.

The room behind the door was lit only by a lantern above a large round table. Around the table were five chairs with four of them already occupied by some understandably surprised gamblers that had been in the middle of a game of cards. In the shadows behind them, were two more people that had immediately drawn their daggers and slowly approached the door.

“Remember, no fighting.” Anastacia whispered to King, who was already about to push the necromancer aside to horribly maul the men pointing their weapons at her.

The simulacrum obeyed but still shielded her with his arm.

A sharp whistling sound defused what was quickly starting to look like a difficult situation, and the bodyguards reluctantly sheathed their daggers before moving back into the shadows.

“That’s enough! They’re clearly not from the guard.” An owlfolk commanded from the table, placed down her cards and got up. She was wearing a black gown, had a pelt of some animal on her shoulders and her uncomfortably large eyes reminded Anastacia of Holly, the night waitress working at Rosie’s inn. However, while one could quickly see that there wasn’t much going on behind the waitress’s vacant stare, the unsettling smile on the woman’s face was truly terrifying and certainly was not helped by her pupils widening as she flirtatiously walked towards the adventurers in the dimly lit room. “What do we have here? You two have strayed far from the wastes of Mournvalley and the depths of a machine fortress, haven’t you? Do come in, it would be rude of you to not join our game after interrupting us like this.” She said and gestured towards the table.

“O… Okay.” Anastacia stuttered, stepped inside without thinking and pulled King with her.

The woman took a quick look outside and closed the door. “What a fascinating couple! You, dear child, should have been snuffed out a long ago, but here you are! It is truly rare to see something so bright and brilliant emerging from so deep in the macabre darkness.” She laughed and brought her face far too close to Anastacia’s before turning to the simulacrum. “And you! I don’t even know where to begin. I admire your self-control, but cast aside the clockwork shackles for once and live a little!” She winked and nudged King with her elbow.

“How do you know all this? Who are you?” Anastacia asked, worried that their cover had been blown.

Suddenly the owlfolk slid off the shoulder straps of her gown and revealed a large moth-shaped patch of black on her chest among the otherwise pure white feathers. “Estreya, and as the sole devotee of Ciel, I know what you do in the dark of the night.” She laughed.

Anastacia stared at the moth pattern for a bit before turning to King and whispering. “Any idea why she whipped her tits out? Maybe we should just leave, I don’t think these are the kind of people we’re supposed to talk to…”

“Oh come on now! You’re adventurers after all, bet your pockets are brimming with excess gold. What’s the harm in a little friendly game of cards?” Estreya sighed and escorted the necromancer towards the table in the middle of the room.

The three men that had been playing cards with the devotee greeted Anastacia as she sat down on the last vacant chair.

“The lads here are… entrepreneurs, much like me. We come here to play for a while and talk about the happenings in the city. Sadly, the last member of our little cabal couldn’t show up today, but now that you’re here, we’ve got the usual number of players!” Estreya explained and moved some chips over to Anastacia.

A particularly grumpy looking elf that sat directly opposite of Anastacia lit his pipe and glared at her. “The name’s Ego, I’m in charge of… pest control here in the lower city.” He introduced himself gruffly while spinning a dagger in his fingers.

The man left of him belonged to some race Anastacia didn’t know, his skin was covered in dark green scales and from his red hair grew two sharp horns. “Hello there, you can call me Geoff, I’m technically a pharmacist for the folks around here.” He said and bowed slightly.

“Basil, I steal shit.” The young redheaded lad on the other side of Ego blurted out and caused an audible sigh from the other three. “I mean, I acquire difficult to find items for people interested in them, for a fee.” He corrected himself after someone kicked him under the table.

Anastacia looked around awkwardly as her new ‘friends’ stared at her. “Oh, is it my turn? I’m Anastacia and that’s King, we’re adventurers and we were just trying to chase a-“

“That’s enough of that, lets start the game!” Estreya interrupted her. “The rules are simple and the easiest way to learn them is by playing. Each chip is worth a bit of money to make things interesting and when you run out, you pay up to the winner.”

“How much is a bit?” Anastacia asked and inspected one of the surprisingly well-crafted wooden chips given to her. It had ‘The Den’ written on it on both sides and felt a bit heavy for such a small wooden item.

The devotee laughed heartily. “You don’t need to worry about that, you adventurers are swimming in gold compared to us regular folk. Even if you lose, it probably wont even make a dent on what you’ll make from whatever you came to Merfall for. Out of curiosity, what was it?” She prattled on while shuffling a deck of cards.

“We rescued this ungrateful brat from some bandits and brought him back here.” The necromancer said, slowly getting caught up in the conversation and forgetting what they were doing earlier.

“The Leinwand kid? Nasty piece of work that was. You shouldn’t ransom kids like that, even bandits should have that much pride.” Geoff grunted and shook his head. “Sometimes I think the whole world is going to shit, common courtesy is a thing of the past.”

“Mmm.” Ego nodded and took out five bottles from a satchel bag hanging from his chair. “Wife keeps making cherry juice, figured I’d bring some along since Estreya brought biscuits last time.” He mumbled and handed them out to everyone.

Geoff opened his and sniffed it. “Nice! I’ve got a bit of something to spike it with, if anyone wants some. We’re all off work for the day, right?” He said and poured a bit of something into the bottle from a flask before letting it be handed around the table.

Basil, who was the last to pour some in his drink, offered it to Anastacia but the necromancer shook her head. “I’m not allowed alcohol, unless I’m going evil.”

“Right… Anyway, we’ll go as usual, one chip at the start of the game and then up to two per raise, and we’ll increase it at some point if the game drags on.” The devotee explained, tossed one of her chips in the middle of the table and started to deal out the cards. “There are four kingdoms: yellow, green, blue and purple. Each of them mostly beats one before them and yellow beats purple, the unaffiliated ones, like green and purple are equal, and the winner is based on the rank of the card alone, same when two cards of the same color are played. The ranks are as follows: Peasant, Assassin, Concubine, Merchant, Traveler, Squire, Messenger, Alchemist, Blacksmith, Mage, Knight, Lord, Herald, Queen and lastly The King. Each of them beats all the ones before them, but The Queen is beaten by The Peasant and The Assassin of either equal or superior color, and The King is beaten by those two and The Concubine. The cards have numbers on them to make remembering the order easier. The other exception is that to beat The Herald, The Queen or The King with just the color of the kingdom, you need to use The Alchemist or higher, but you can for example beat The Green Lord with The Blue Merchant and so forth. There are also two special cards in the deck as well: the first one is The Mercy, which allows you to leave the round at that point without having to pay any more chips; and the other one is The Inquisitor, which lets you select any of your opponents and remove them from the round, but they still need to pay a single chip whenever anyone bets more. However, when there are only two players left in the round, The Inquisitor turns into The Usurper, which has the same abilities as The Concubine of whichever color would give you the advantage against the card your opponent plays or has played. Meaning that it automatically beats anything up to and including The Lord and then The King by its rank, but it can be beaten by The Herald and The Queen. If The Mercy and The Inquisitor are played at the same time, the player that used The Mercy can still be removed and their card made useless. Did you get all that?”

“Absolutely none of it.” Anastacia admitted.

“Splendid, you’ll pick it up as we play. Anyway, in the beginning everyone gets seven cards, and the dealer has to play the first card. Going left from the dealer, the other players play one card from their hand, which either beats the dealer’s card or not. The players that didn’t beat the dealer’s card, will have a single randomly selected card of theirs discarded by the first player that did, or the undefeated dealer. Then whoever placed the first card increases their bet by zero to two chips based on how they think they’ll fare going forwards, and again going left, the other players do the same, after everyone has chosen how much to bet, the highest bet will be matched by everyone. Then the player to the left of the one that played the first card earlier will place a new card on the table and everyone will try to beat it. The game continues until only one person has cards left in their hand and they get to take the chips everyone bet during the round. If multiple people used their last card at the end of the game, the pot is divided between the players that managed to beat the first card, or whoever placed the card that remained undefeated.” Estreya continued and picked up the seven cards she had dealt for herself, followed by the others doing the same.

Anastacia still didn’t quite understand the game but figured that a game of cards never hurt anyone, and despite seeming sketchy at first, the other players didn’t seem like a threat to her. She looked at her cards and tried to remember the rules with limited success. The hand dealt to her was: The Blue Queen, The Yellow Alchemist, The Yellow Peasant, The Yellow Mage, The Heralds from both green and purple and The Inquisitor. Instead of trying to figure out the actual value of her cards, she was fascinated by the nifty artwork on them. The cards of the same color seemed to have a theme between them: the yellow characters were surrounded by golden treasures, the green ones by nature, the blue ones by ships and other maritime things, and the purple ones by magical orbs and elements. However, by far the most interesting one was The Inquisitor, in which the character depicted had their face hidden by the hood of their red robes and was sitting on a pile of corpses that were holding items from the four colored themes.

“These cards are outdated.” Anastacia pointed out. “The red inquisitors are gone.”

“Huh. I suppose you’re right, I haven’t thought about it like that. You’re not supposed to tell everyone what you have though.” Estreya said and placed down a card with the kings of all four colors kneeling down to a white robed character depicted on it, while the other three players snickered quietly. “The Mercy, I’m out.”

“Oh, damn it! Wait, what happens if you start with that one?” The necromancer asked.

The devotee got up from her chair, moved behind Anastacia and leaned over her shoulder. “The next player starts instead, you that is.” She said and played Anastacia’s alchemist for her before King shoved her aside.

With Estreya’s aid, Anastacia actually managed to win the first round and claimed the chips that had been piled in the middle of the table. From there the game continued without her getting extra help outside of King preventing her from doing a few obvious mistakes. They chatted about current events around the city and asked Anastacia about her previous quests and the rope between her and King while the chips slowly changed hands. Eventually, the first one to drop out was Basil, and soon after that Ego had to submit. From the remaining three, Anastacia was actually in the lead, with Estreya as the close second and Geoff almost out of chips.

“Anyone else feel a bit chilly?” Basil asked and rubbed his hands together for warmth.

“Now that you mention it, yes. That’s a bit odd.” Geoff shrugged and tossed his last two chips into the prize pot.

“Sorry, guys, that’s probably me. I tried chilling my juice and may have gone a bit overboard.“ Anastacia admitted awkwardly and turned her bottle upside down to show that its contents had frozen solid.

Geoff laughed. “I could use a lass like you, plenty of my… products need to kept cold.”

The ‘pharmacist’ fell out of the game after that round, leaving only Anastacia and Estreya with roughly even piles of chips.

“Well, we’ve already been at this for at least an hour, and I’m sure you guys have places to be in, so how about we both go all in and the winner of this round gets everything?” The devotee suggested and leaned towards Anastacia to distract her from the chip she slid under Basil’s hand.

Anastacia laughed confidently. “Sure, I’ll take your money too.”

“That’s the spirit! Basil, deal the cards.” Estreya declared and pushed her chip pile over towards the middle of the table.

Unsurprisingly, for anyone but Anastacia at least, the final round ended in Estreya’s near flawless victory.

“Awwww, you were so close even though it was your first game! Now pay up, I know I can get the money from these goofs later, but you might be leaving the city today for all I know, so I’m going to need it right here and now.” The devotee laughed and flicked a chip into the air. “We usually use te- a hundred gold per chip and forty chips per player. I’m sure that’s just chump change for a big shot adventurer such as yourself.”

Anastacia tried to hide her sniffling, she had gotten her hopes up far too much and was now more than slightly bummed out by the crushing defeat. “Fine! I have at least that much in my… my… Where’s my money?!” She yelled, jumped up from her chair and started checking her pockets and backpack frantically.

“Oh dear… Do you not have the money after all? What ever shall we do now?” The devotee said, with absolutely no surprise in her voice. “Oh I know! Come work for me for a bit. It’ll only take you a couple of weeks to cover your debt. I promise it’ll be fun!” She suggested and put her hand on the necromancer’s shoulder.

“But… My friends are in town and have the money! I’ll just get them, and you’ll get what I owe.” Anastacia said on the brink of tears.

Estreya pressed the necromancer’s face against her chest and hugged her a bit too tightly. “Can’t risk you running away on your debt, now can I? Your friends will come for you sooner or later, but until then, you work for me.” She said, sounding very slightly threatening. “Now come on, I have a business to run too!” The devotee tried grabbing the rope to lead Anastacia from it but was immediately stopped by King grabbing her by the throat and squeezing not so lightly. “Okay, okay, okay… No touching the rope, but choking costs extra, so mind your hands.”

Geoff, Basil and Ego with his two bodyguards said their goodbyes and swiftly left the scene as the devotee led the adventurers to her ‘business’.

Anastacia looked at the sign above its entrance and glanced at her surroundings. “They’re going to be so mad this time…” She muttered and turned to King. “Remember, no fighting. Gil and Emilia will find us soon enough so we can leave.”

            

    
        Chapter 143 - Primordial night

    
    
    
    
                Emilia leaned on the counter and buried her face deep in her arms. “Why does it always have to be like this? Could we maybe once actually do a quest without messing up anything? Either one of us ends up in slavery or we just manage to get the entire town killed.” She mumbled disappointedly.

“None of us died.” Anastacia pointed out and flipped through a small black notebook she had been given, containing the rates and other information about the brothel’s employees.

The priestess looked up and sighed. “That’s what you count as success now?”

“None of us died.” Anastacia repeated.

Gilbert laughed. “Don’t be too harsh on yourself, or on us. It’s not like anything actually bad happened. Besides, this is the fastest we’ve ever found Anna. So if anything, this is going pretty well.” He said and peered through the curtains leading to the raunchier part of the establishment. “Umm… Anna, the one with… well you know.” He whispered and gestured at his chest.

“Ah! Estelle. Sir, I congratulate you for your amazing tastes, but unfortunately she’s booked for like… forever.” The necromancer played her role as the new secretary of sorts while flipping through the book. “But I can recommend you a couple of girls with similar perks.”

“NO!” Emilia yelled and groaned in frustration. “We’re not doing any of this! We’re just going to get the owner here and pay for Anna, then I’ll ask her about a few things and we’re going to a regular inn, sleep until the morning and leave this damn city!”

“Why are you being so grumpy? I’m sure there’s something here for you as well. For example, we just hired this really small, timid guy. According to this, he’s got almost nothing but extremely good feedback from the ladies.” Anastacia said and showed a page from her notebook to the priestess. “According to this quote here, he’s gifted in-“

Emilia groaned and slapped the notebook into the air.

“Don’t be getting rough with my new girl! She’s allowed to toss folks out for touching her.” Estreya exclaimed from the top of the stairs that were behind Anastacia and led to everyone’s personal rooms and the baths. “Oh, it’s just you…” She sighed and descended gracefully down the stairs while fluffing the fur on her shoulders. She put her hand on the necromancer’s head and glared at the adventurers with her uncomfortably large eyes.

Emilia had to shake the feeling that the owlfolk’s gaze drilled a hole directly into her soul and searched for whatever lied in its darker nooks and crannies before she was able to open her mouth. “We’re here to get Anna and King back.” She said and unconsciously started to grasp for the pommel of her mace.

Estreya laughed pompously and leaned on the counter. “Are you now? To me it seems like both of you are here for something else. His motives are obvious, and he has very little to hide, a rare quality in a man these days. You on the other hand are here for Ciel, aren’t you? I can see the white-hot metal flowing through you and something about it sparks joy in me. That’s certainly quite some parasite you’ve got in you.” She said and poked at Emilia’s chestplate.

“Looks like you are the real deal then.” The priestess smirked and grabbed the owlfolk’s hand. “Lady Sylvia has asked me to learn what I can about Alba, Ciel and Mer, perhaps you could spare a minute to tell me what you know?” She asked.

“Sure.” Estreya agreed and smiled brightly. “My room is right upstairs, my new secretary can make a reservation for you, so just pay her for the night and we’ll get to it.”

Emilia froze up for a few seconds and could hear Gilbert snort as he tried to hold his laughter back. “E…excuse me?” The priestess stuttered.

“Not everyone can make a living beating up monsters and bashing in bandit skulls. You have desires, be it to know things or the usual kind, and I’m in the business of sating those desires. So whether it’s answers or getting rid of all that cat hair in you mouth, you’re going to have to pay for it equally.” The owlfolk shrugged and handed the black notebook from the floor back to Anastacia.

Anastacia flipped the notebook’s pages until she found what she was looking for. “So a night with the owner herself? Why settle for anything less eh, miss? That’ll be eight- Wait, why are you like fifty times the price compared to everyone else?” She asked and double checked the rates for Estreya.

Estreya pinched Anastacia’s nose and wiggled it a bit. “It’s a seller’s market when you know exactly what’s lurking in someone’s mind.”

Emilia was having a fierce internal debate about the matter. On one hand, Sylvia herself had told her to learn what she could, but on the other hand, she was a priestess and they aren’t supposed to hire prostitutes – not to mention that she wasn’t even single, and Rosie would absolutely end her if she ever heard about it. In the end she had to close her eyes one more time and seek guidance from Sylvia.

Without a word but with an awfully grim look on her face, Emilia took her purse and placed it on the counter in front of Anastacia.

The necromancer quickly counted the money, neatly piled them into a lockbox under the counter and wrote Emilia’s name into the notebook. “That should be everything, Miss. Your courtesan will show you to your room and… and…” She tried to explain but couldn’t keep her laughter in anymore as Estreya dragged the priestess upstairs.

Gilbert waited until they heard a door at the top of the staircase close before placing Anastacia and King’s portions of the reward on the counter. “Why didn’t you just leave? There’s no way anyone here could do anything about it.” He asked.

“You said no fighting. Besides, she won that money fair and square from me, and I’d rather just pay than have it on my conscience.” Anastacia shrugged.

“Fair enough, if you think you should pay, that’s what you should do.” Gilbert agreed. He looked around for a chair so he could rest his knees for a while, but the brothel’s lobby wasn’t built for killing time and there wasn’t much furniture beyond the counter and a small walk-in closet where most patrons were required to leave their weapons.

Anastacia noticed her friend’s discomfort and got up from her seat. “Soooo… They’ve got the whole night reserved, so how about we go in to look at like butts and stuff? I get a discount at the bar too.” She suggested and pulled aside the curtain blocking the view to the bar.

The old adventurer wiped away some fake tears and gave Anastacia a pat on the head. “I’ve never been so proud of you before.” He sniffled and headed inside.


Estreya guided Emilia by the hand along a long corridor in the second floor of the brothel. They passed at least a dozen rooms with increasingly fake sounding names written on their doors before reaching the one they intended to enter. For some reason the light from the crystal lanterns lining the corridor didn’t seem the reach the last door and instead dimmed unnaturally quickly near it.

Somehow being in the shadowy corner felt extremely odd to Emilia, both good and bad at the same time, it was like the dark was slowly suffocating her, but she also felt somehow weightless.

“You’ll get used to it.” The devotee of Ciel said and knocked on the door, which slowly creaked open and flooded the entire corridor with absolute darkness as if it had been a dam holding back water and finally gave in.

As far as Emilia could tell, the entire world had been engulfed and drowned by black. There were no scents, no sounds and no other point of reference in sight, aside from the glowingly pure white owlfolk in front of her. The priestess started to panic slightly and instinctively started to tap into the strength Sylvia gave her. At first it appeared to work, but only a few seconds later the dark snuffed out whatever light her fire was able to conjure.

Estreya put her hands on Emilia’s cheeks and squeezed lightly. “Do not fight it. You have no idea of the weight class you just stepped into. Expecting something as futile as joy to do anything here is like lighting a candle in the night and expecting it to turn the darkness into a day. But also know that you have no enemies here.” She explained calmly and gave the priestess a chance to collect herself.

“Where… where are we? What happened?” Emilia asked and gasped for air.

“This is the primordial night. You could say that this is what Ciel is. The mortal world continues on its tracks like it used to, in case you are worried about that.” Estreya said and pushed Emilia carefully on the chest to make her fall on her back on something soft. “Take a seat, there’s some water in a pitcher to the left of you, just feel around if you can’t see it. I’d offer some wine but that would be pointless, now wouldn’t it?” She continued and took off her gown in a far more provocative way than was needed to before combing through the abyss and picking up a set of pitch-black robes that showed the moth-shaped mark on her chest. To Emilia it was impossible to tell where the robes ended and the darkness began, so it almost looked like the owlfolk had sank into the dark for the most part.

“There’s something here? All I can see is black.” Emilia said and was surprised when she found the pitcher after feeling around a bit.

“Well I do live here, so all my stuff is sort of spread around this place. Seeing here depends on the type of a person you are, so it’s not really a surprise a devoted priestess like you can’t see a thing, but that small necromancer of yours could probably see more than enough.” Estreya shrugged and sat down on what seemed to be a lounge chair a couple of meters away from Emilia. “So then, what is it exactly that you wanted to ask? I don’t see why the folks at the cathedral couldn’t tell you what you needed in sufficient enough detail.”

Emilia squinted one more time just to make sure that she couldn’t see even the basic shapes of things, but that was to no avail and the darkness remained pure. She took a sip of the water she had found, hoping to clear her throat and quickly realized that it didn’t even taste like water, nor anything else really, she could definitely tell that it was water by the feeling, but that was it. “Well, like I said, Lady Sylvia asked me to find out what I can. The priest at the temple told me about Alba, Ciel and Mer, and what happened to them. So I suppose I’m here to learn what happened to Ciel and Mer since, but I’d also like to know why you don’t have a temple. Ciel is obviously still here and could probably gather followers easily if you did that.” she asked and tried to sniff the water to see if it at least smelled like water.

The devotee of Ciel let out a long and uncharacteristically mournful sigh. “When we discovered the primordial night, there were two of us that were blessed with the mark and I did want to start a small church together, but the other newly hired devotee was a lot younger than I was, barely a toddler really. I don’t know if she took the brunt of the blessing or if her undeveloped mind couldn’t take it, but the mark broke her in a major way. She fled into the night and I wasn’t able to find her after that. Now I assume she’s either dead or Ciel is watching over her in some other place, but either way he’s not telling me. Anyway, after that happened, it just seemed a bit pointless to start a church since it’s not like people don’t believe that the night happens, right? So I just sort of returned here and continued doing what I was familiar with while watching over Mer’s fall. If the seal by the temple ever breaks, maybe I’ll be of some use holding Mer back, or something.”

“Wait, so Mer is still there? And alive?” Emilia asked worryingly.

“Something like that isn’t going to go away on its own. It’ll stay down there until something breaks the seal or a powerful enough god figures out how to kill it, I highly doubt we’ll live long enough to see either though.” Estreya said and leaned back on the lounge chair.

Emilia was puzzled by the inaction from the gods on defeating Mer. “Is there a god powerful enough to do that? It took the gods of dawn and night to barely be able to seal it.” She asked and tried to place the pitcher back down, but accidentally knocked it over. She didn’t know if spilling water on the primordial night was an issue or not, but it didn’t seem to bother Estreya, so she left it as is.

“Ciel seems to think there is, and so does his father, or ‘Father of Light’ as you might know him. Ciel’s old man probably has the oomph to do it but he isn’t much of a fighter as he lacks a physical form, but he’s probably working on it since the dark being Mer is a direct insult at him. Maybe you being here is a part of his plans, maybe it’s not, who knows.” Estreya laughed, grabbed something from the floor and fiddled with it while talking.

“Our relationships with our gods are very, very, very different aren’t they?. Do you actually talk to Ciel?” Emilia asked and started to feel the soft surface she was sitting on. It felt a lot like a bed, and she would most definitely be checking her cloak for stains later in case it actually was Estreya’s bed.

The devotee tossed whatever she was playing with on the floor. “Well, Sylvia is a small-time god in comparison, so she probably can spare the effort to micromanage your life and grope your soul like that. Ciel blessed me once and I can feel him watching over me, and that’s enough. If anything, I’m glad that I’m not given some pointless feel-good tasks every time someone drops their wallet.” She snarled, clearly annoyed by the question.

Worried that she might have touched on a sore subject, Emilia tried to come up with a new one. While thinking, she felt around some more and was glad to see the devotee find her blindness amusing. “Oh! What about this other devotee you were talking about, what was she like? As an adventurer, I get around a lot so I might be able to find her if I know what I’m looking for.” She asked.

For a brief moment, something resembling excitement flashed on Estreya’s face as the other devotee was mentioned. “Think me but smaller. Honestly, you of all people should know what a bit of divinity can do to a young person’s mind, so even if you could find her, it might be better to leave her be. But if you still decide to try, she should be around sixteen or seventeen years old these days. She also won’t remember her name so that doesn’t help you, but a surefire way to know is to check for this.” She said and pointed at the mark on her chest.

Emilia nodded happily. “I’ll be sure to keep this in mind.”

Estreya yawned and stretched her arms. “So have I answered all your questions yet? I only know so much.”

The priestess didn’t exactly have a premade list of questions, she was mostly just interested in how the devotee herself operated and what was the current state of Ciel and Mer. She would certainly have some questions to Sylvia as well, as pieces had started to fall in place a bit too smoothly. Only a few months ago she had made contact with the desert dwellers that worshipped The Father of Light and somehow, out of all the gods there was, his name came up again when she had followed the goddess’ instructions. Not that Emilia would ever suggest that Sylvia was doing anything besides helping mortals in some way she hadn’t yet understood. It was definitely interesting to see someone who was in a similar situation to hers as well, and if pressed, Emilia would probably say that meeting Estreya made her feel a bit better about herself and her relatively intimate ties to Sylvia.

“I think that’s everything I was supposed to learn.” Emilia shrugged.

“Well your reservation is far from over, so are we going to fuck or what’s the deal here?” The devotee smirked.

Emilia quickly shook her head and backed up a bit. “No no no. You can just have the night off.” She mumbled.

Looking slightly disappointed, Estreya got up and walked over. “Oh well, your loss. Tell the necromancer to leave my money in the lockbox.” She sighed and raised her foot to kick Emilia lightly on the chestplate.

In a blink of an eye, the priestess crashed against the wall of the corridor they had been in a while ago. Estreya was nowhere to be seen, nor was the primordial night. She was also able to breathe freely again and could feel her strength flow back into her limbs. Emilia stumbled up and started to head back downstairs while mulling over what had just happened and preparing to drag Gilbert and possibly Anastacia by their ears, away from a whole battalion of prostitutes.

            

    
        Chapter 144 - Followed

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia rolled a glass marble between her hands along the floor of the wagon. She had bough a whole bag of them as souvenirs before leaving Merfall behind, or technically King had bought them for her since she had lost all of her money along with her purse and later most of her portion of the reward paying back gambling debts. The journey back to Valor had been extraordinarily boring for her and felt like it was taking forever, as Gilbert had to concentrate on driving the wagon, Emilia appeared to be deep in thought ever since she returned from her chat with Estreya and even King appeared to be oddly preoccupied by something and failed to entertain Anastacia. The necromancer tossed and turned, trying to find a comfortable spot where she could sleep her boredom away, but there was no way it was going to work since she had already slept as much as it was realistically possible and done nothing to burn her energy.

Gilbert noticed her frustration and offered some advice. “You need to learn how to enjoy your surroundings. Take a good look at the sky, maybe there’s some birds flying overhead or a neat looking cloud. There are also many interesting things about the terrain, the flowers growing by the side of the road, there might be some interesting creatures lurking in the forest around us or wild animals dashing through the fields.” He said and took a sip of water from his canteen. “Huh, it has gotten warm again. Do you mind?” He asked and gave it to Anastacia.

Anastacia grabbed her staff and placed a single finger on the canteen. Within seconds, the moisture from the air began to condensate on its surface and then freeze over as the canteen cooled down. The necromancer-turned-mage lifted her finger and warmed it up with her other hand. “This reminds me, I need to discharge my thermal staff, so can we stop for a bit?” She asked and pressed the staff against her ear, it made a very slight but still clearly audible ringing noise.

“Sure, it’s about time I let old Betty here graze for a while.” He agreed and told Betty the horse to pull over and stop.

Anastacia jumped out of the wagon with her staff and looked for a nice bit of ground with as little grass growing on it as possible. Usually flora wasn’t an issue, but there was a non-zero chance that discharging a thermal staff could light anything flammable nearby on fire.

Ice magic was actually a misnomer, as the mages didn’t actually create cold, but rather sucked the heat from whatever they were in contact with. The way Anastacia had been thought to think about it, was that everything in the world had some energy in it, that manifested as heat, warm things had more energy and cold things had very little, and that the world always sought to even out that energy among things, so cold things would suck the energy from things around them and hot things would give out that energy until they were at about the same level as the things around them. Ice mages could use their own magical abilities to trick things into giving out more of the energy than was actually needed, thus making them freeze, but to do this, they needed something to sink all that energy into, as it was entirely possible to accidentally cook one’s innards by trying to store the energy within themselves. After centuries of research, the mages of the past had discovered the thermal crystals and their ability to house incredible amounts of heat without actually becoming even uncomfortably warm to the touch and instead vibrated ever so slightly. Items crafted from these crystals quickly became popular among ice mages and no better alternatives had been found since. As the crystals stored more and more energy, the vibration became more apparent and the hum it caused could be heard from a few meters away, it was around that point that the mages were required to, often by law, to discharge the energy, because when thermal crystals reached their limit, they would explode and violently shred anything within a massive radius. Because of that, Anastacia struck her staff into the ground and made sure it was planted firmly before allowing the heat to drain itself into the earth.

As the heat from the staff began to warm up the soil and boil away any moisture in it, a thick mist started to rise around Anastacia. Soon enough, the steam clouded her vision so badly that she couldn’t even see the wagon or her friends despite them being a mere fifteen or so meters away, and it was then when she happened to lift her gaze from the staff to see the two brightly glowing light blue eyes staring at her from only a couple of meters away in the mist.

“Shit!” Anastacia yelped and dashed back before tossing a small fireball at whatever had surprised her. As a necromancer, she wasn’t used to getting snuck up on and might have overreacted a bit because of that. Not that it seemed to matter, as the fireball made contact with its target and seemed harmlessly splash against it. Whatever it was, it was undetectable by Anastacia and seemingly immune to fire, which was concerning to say the least.

Because she had let go of the thermal staff, the discharging had stopped, and the steam quickly began to clear. Anastacia could have sworn that she saw a dark green cloak flutter for a split second as the stranger disappeared just as swiftly as it had appeared.

“What happened?!” Gilbert yelled and rushed over with Emilia and King.

Anastacia looked around just in case she could even see a glimpse of whatever it was that had surprised her. “I… I don’t know. There was someone with me in the mist, but now they’re just gone…” She muttered.

Gilbert frowned and peered into the woods but couldn’t see any suspicious movement in any direction. “Are you sure? They’d have to cover a lot of distance to just disappear here, and I’m not aware of too many creatures or people that would be able to do that.” He said and took a look at the treetops to make sure no one was hiding there either.

“Yes, I’m sure! It had glowing eyes and everything, I swear there was something familiar about them though…” The necromancer insisted.

While the two continued to theorize about the identity of the mysterious person, Emilia kneeled down to look at the soil Anastacia had dried out with her magic. It didn’t have any footprints besides Anastacia’s, but on the opposite side of the staff, there were multiple deep indentations, like someone had pressed a spike into the ground a few times. Next to the staff itself was a glass pearl that was about as big as a cherry, much like the ones the guild used to keep track of which quests belonged to which adventurers.

“Is this yours?” The priestess asked and showed the bead to Anastacia.

The necromancer went through her pockets and belt pouches until she finally found her adventurer’s pearl. “Nah, I still have mine.” She said and compared the two side by side. If she hadn’t made sure that the one in her left hand was hers, she would have absolutely mixed them up, because both pearls were absolutely identical in every way. “Maybe someone went through here and dropped it?”

“I don’t think so, you would have noticed it laying right next to your staff.” Emilia pointed out and kicked the dirt. “I’d say it fell from whoever scared you.”

“So you think it was another adventurer?” Anastacia frowned and looked at the priestess through the pearls.

Emilia shrugged and turned to Gilbert.

The old adventurer went through in his head everyone in valor he knew in Valor, which was more or less everyone residing anywhere near the north gate, but excluding a couple of people, they would have been picked up by Anastacia way before making it that close to her and the rest didn’t match the description. Even Xamiliere, who was by far the best match with her slightly glowing eyes, was far from being unaffected by fire. “I don’t think there’s anyone like that, maybe they’re new?” He suggested.

“Well it’s mine now! They can come and get it back after they’ve apologized for surprising me.” The necromancer declared and put both pearls into different pouches on her belt.

“Anna, you threw a fireball at them, I’m pretty sure that makes you at the very least even.” Emilia said and headed back to the wagon with the rest of the party not far behind her.

They had decided that they would at least try to make it to Valor without having to make a camp for the night, though it would almost certainly be well past midnight when they made it there. As the sky dimmed and the moon climbed over the horizon, Gilbert appointed Anastacia to keep watch so that nothing or no one got the jump on them from the shadowy forest on one side of the road, while he did his best at staying on the road, as he could only barely see it in the dark. This turned out to be a smart move on his part, as about an hour later, something relatively large lumbered out from the tree line. The creature was likely to be either a troll or a bear, it hesitated to come closer to the wagon and instead kept following it from a distance. It was risky to pick up speed when Gilbert wasn’t completely sure when the road would make a turn, so instead Anastacia shot one of the flashiest fire spells she knew in that general direction and successfully scared their pursuer back into the woods.

Not too much later, they passed a couple of creatures that were much bigger than even the wagon they were traveling in, but whatever they were, the adventurers didn’t interest them in the slightest. Gilbert suggested that they were probably something called kohlenriese, a type of benevolent giant that intentionally looked for roads that saw plenty of use. Their skin was made of a wax-like material that hardened over time when not exposed to enough heat and it made moving extremely difficult for them. The giants had solved the issue by approaching the camps of travelers and working out a trade, where the travelers would construct a pyre around the giant and light it on fire, and in exchange the giant would watch over them for the night. This behavior would give them a thick layer of soot on their skin and give them the appearance of a giant lump of coal. The idea of actually helping someone by setting them on fire was extremely appealing to Anastacia and she tried to engrave the general area into her mind to possibly visit it again.

By the time Valor’s walls were visible in the distance, the necromancer had made King poke her every now and then to make sure she stayed alert, and somewhere in the couple of hundred meters between the gate and the inn, she finally gave in and fell asleep on the simulacrum’s lap. They agreed to deal with the guild offices in the morning and Gilbert offered to take the wagon back to the stables they rented it from, so Anastacia and Emilia could get to bed as soon as possible – and maybe to get some reimbursement for the nightly adventures he missed in Merfall.

Rosie had already turned in for the day and left the counter to Holly, who immediately locked eyes with Emilia, as she entered the inn. The priestess was slightly disappointed and would have preferred getting a warmer welcome but felt like it would be rude to completely ignore the girl. She sent King upstairs and told him to put Anastacia into her bed while she greeted the night waitress.

“What’s up? Working hard?” The priestess asked and leaned against the counter. She hadn’t really spoken with the girl beyond greetings whenever she happened to be in the kitchen when it was time for Holly to come in.

The owlfolk stared at Emilia blankly for several seconds before answering. “Priestess smells of friend.” She stated and offered her a piece of leftover ham Rosie had left for the waitress to snack on during the night.

Emilia gladly accepted the gift since they hadn’t stopped to prepare a proper dinner and she was almost starving. “Thanks… but it’s probably just grime. There wasn’t much in the way of baths between here and Merfall”


Meanwhile King had successfully lowered Anastacia into her bed without waking her up in the room they had regained the full control of, when a party of adventurers from the third floor failed to return from a quest about two months earlier, and Yulia could finally get a room of her own. He carefully removed the necromancer’s helmet, boots and belt before tucking her in. The simulacrum kept staring at her for a long time, long enough for it to be creepy by most people’s standards, but for him it was nothing out of the ordinary. As the lights on his armor dimmed down, King placed Anastacia’s gear on the table and by chance happened to glance at the dark cityscape from the window.

Suddenly his body tensed up and the light blue lines on it lit back up, when he noticed a cloaked figure standing on the roof of the buildings on the other side of the market.

Under their hood, the figure had two brightly glowing eyes that were clearly locked on the simulacrum, it was obviously the same person they had been chasing in Merfall before getting sidetracked by Estreya. This time however, the figure was there to get noticed, and didn’t move a muscle when King stared directly at them. Only after a while, the figure sprinted across the rooftops at an incredible speed before making a massive leap over the gap between the buildings and the city wall and scaling over it like it was nothing.

In as much panic as it was possible for a simulacrum, King started to rummage through the pouches on Anastacia’s belt, until he came across the glass pearl they had found earlier. He held the small bead between his fingers and glared at it intensely until it began to glow with a dim red hue. Over the next ten seconds the pearl quickly flashed white and began dimming down again, just like they did in the apparatuses the guild used for registering quests. When the pearl had gone completely dark again, King crushed it in his hand and hid the shards under Anastacia’s wardrobe.

            

    
        Chapter 145 - King's secret

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia shoveled sugar into her coffee directly from the large sack Rosie kept in the kitchen. Every now and then when it seemed like no more sugar was dissolving into it, she gave the drink a stir before continuing. After an alarmingly high number of scoops, she finally took one long sip and emptied the cup entirely. She had stumbled downstairs well after breakfast time, but still as the first member of her party to wake up after their late return from the quest. Without a word, she had poured herself a cup of fresh coffee and slumped over next to the sugar sack.

The inn’s staff watched the events unravel in equal amounts of disgust and horror and politely stepped out of the way when the necromancer wandered to refill her cup, but when she tried to return to the sugar, Rosie stopped her and guided her to a chair in a warm place next to the stove.

“Anna, that’s vile. Please stop.” The innkeeper said and began making a sandwich for the tuckered-out necromancer. “So, how was your trip?” She asked, trying to keep Anastacia awake with a conversation.

“It was fun. Saved the kid, brought him home, saw a ghost, lost in cards, got into debt, got a job at a brothel to pay back but used my reward money instead, Emilia hired an escort, ran into some weirdo on the way back.” Anastacia listed what she considered to be the major events of the quest.

Rosie stopped slicing the fillings for Anastacia’s sandwich and struck the knife into the table. “She did what now?” The tigress asked in a bit deeper voice than usual, without turning around.

“Yeah, Emilia spent all of her money on this one lady because she was like magic or something. To be honest, I kind of stopped listening for a while when she flashed me her tits like five seconds after we met.” The necromancer explained as Rosie stormed out of the kitchen.

Yulia had been quietly listening and progressively blushed more and more. “Y… you really don’t know, do you?” She stuttered.

Anastacia frowned. “Know what? I know many things! I know exactly how many times your heart beats in a minute, and I know exactly how much faster it gets whenever Gil is mentioned.” She teased the lamb and grabbed the half-finished breakfast Rosie had started.

The mornings had already gotten fairly chilly, but the inn was kept pleasantly warm by the kitchen stove and some clever piping. A few rooms had also been equipped with small stoves that did good enough job when the nights got especially cold. It wasn’t uncommon for entire parties to gather in a room with one either.

Valor wasn’t far enough north to see temperatures below freezing during the day almost ever and snow was even rarer, so the changing seasons didn’t have much of an effect on how the city operated. Some particular quests stopped coming in because their target was hibernating for the winter, but most of them were replaced by the need to get rid of other creatures ushered out of their dens by the cold. Adventurers that weren’t too keen on cold, often also took longer quests in the warmer areas of the world, or straight up retired until the seasons changed again.

Anastacia and her party had decided to keep on working as usual, as Gilbert was born and raised in what was almost a frozen wasteland and cold didn’t bother him at all, Emilia was heated by Sylvia’s affinity for fire, King was unable to feel cold as far as anyone could tell and Anastacia was able to conjure flames from thin air. As a party, they were unusually well suited for the incoming winter.

“Where’s King? He’s usually within arm’s reach of you.” Yulia suddenly realized while washing some dishes, obviously hoping that the simulacrum would relieve her from that duty since it was one of the more difficult things to do with her prosthetic hand.  

Anastacia peeked out from the kitchen. “I think he went to see the blacksmith. He tried to do a bit of pantomime when I woke up, but I only caught like a tenth of it.” She said and emptied her cup again. “Either way, I’m just waiting for Gil to get here so we can go to the offices and get this quest done. King is still classified as equipment by the fuck-ass officials, so he’s not needed there.”

“Oh… Is mister Gilbert not here?” The sheep asked, trying to not look clearly disappointed but not doing a terribly good job at it.

The necromancer shrugged. “He’s not in his room, it’s not much of a mystery.”

Yulia quietly went back to her chores and looked even more broken down than before.

“I won’t even act like I have the faintest clue on how to help you out, but King made me a nest and brought me berries when we met, maybe that helps?” Anastacia said half-jokingly.

 

The dwarven blacksmith of Valor was quietly tinkering by his desk at his store. Some new adventurers had just returned from their first big haul and were eager to spend the reward money on some custom-made equipment, which was probably a smart move, as their old weapons weren’t even worth smelting into trinkets, and the blacksmith was more than happy to oblige. He was able to put in far more creativity into a weapon when he already had a buyer in mind and didn’t have to make it suitable for most people, and there was the fact that the price of such weaponry reflected the amount of work he put into making them, which certainly didn’t hurt. The order was made for a rapier, a glaive, a set of three axes that had to be somewhat throwable and a proper war hammer, latter of which made the dwarf very happy, no matter how much it played into stereotypes about his kind.

He was just about done with the rough drafts for all of them when he heard something thump against the shop’s window. The dwarf lifted his gaze from the papers and saw the towering stone figure of King looming over the items he was showcasing by the window. “Well that’s a bit unsettling.” He said to himself and headed to the door to see what was going on, typically the necromancer would have already kicked her way inside. He carefully pulled open the door and looked around for Anastacia, who seemed to be strangely absent from the simulacrum’s side. “Can I help you?” The dwarf asked and successfully got King’s attention.

The simulacrum stared at him for a while before lifting up a small leather pouch that sounded like it contained quite a bit of gold.

The blacksmith scratched his head. “Do you want to buy something? You lost the sword quite a while ago, didn’t you?” He asked.

King nodded.

“Well, do come on in then. I don’t think I have anything that’s… well, stupidly oversized on hand, but we’ll see when we get inside.” The dwarf suggested and gestured for the simulacrum to follow him.

The blacksmith couldn’t help but to marvel at the craftmanship on King every time he and Anastacia visited the shop after breaking another one of the weapons he had worked hard to make. Even after what was most likely thousands of years, the simulacrum’s parts fit together perfectly and allowed him to move as smoothly as any piece of technology that was build ten minutes ago. The blacksmith would have gladly given an arm and a leg to get a chance to work with whatever materials were used to build the ancient simulacra, but that was among the seemingly infinite number secrets their makers had taken to their graves with them. The metallic alloy used on they more vital parts was damn near unbreakable and showed no signs of corrosion even after being buried underground for countless years and no amount of heating would make it malleable enough to work with. While the stone parts were at least breakable, that was still easier said than done, and it took considerable effort from multiple people or a cannon to actually achieve that and shut down once of the machines. The current leading theory was that the stone was actually some kind of magically enchanted ceramic material as it matched nothing that had been mined from any part of the world, but there was no way to know for sure, and it was likely that there never would be.

King wasn’t bothered by the dwarf’s staring and instead just kept perusing the selection of daggers that had been neatly arranged along the shop’s wall. He took a closer look at each and every one of them before placing them back in their place.

“Is there something particular you’re looking for? Maybe you can draw it for me or something?” The blacksmith suggested but got no reaction, the simulacrum just kept going through the weapons one by one and judging them by some measure only know to him and no one else. “Okay then… Well, do ask if you need something.” The dwarf said and returned to his earlier work, feeling slightly rejected.

It took over an hour for King to make a decision and in the end, he walked up to the counter with a pair of daggers that resembled spikes more than knives of any kind. They had no cutting edge on them and instead were more or less just square rods of metal that gradually thinned down to a very sharp point. The purpose of the design was to allow the user to wound heavily armored foes through even the smallest gaps in their armor, like neck and armpits that couldn’t be covered with plate metal for the sake of mobility. The dagger would have little trouble going through ring mail or padding that was often worn under armor.

The blacksmith picked up the weapons and looked down their blades to make sure they were straight. “Rondel, eh? I honestly didn’t peg you down as the stabbing type. Are you sure about this?” He asked, as weapons like that were typically favored by people who sought to bring down something bigger and stronger than themselves.

Suddenly king emptied a small leather pouch full of small pebbles on the counter and rifled through them until he found what he was looking for: two neatly cut large diamonds. He held one of them by the tip of a dagger and presented it to the blacksmith.

“You want me to use these extremely valuable diamonds as tips for your daggers? I swear adventurers just get weirder every year…” The dwarf asked to be absolutely sure about the simulacrum’s intentions.

King nodded.

The blacksmith scratched his head and rolled one of the diamonds between his fingers. “Is there a type of beastie that needs to be killed with diamonds? If you can tell me anything about their hide or armor or whatever you’re trying to puncture, it might help with the design.”

The simulacrum stopped to think for a few seconds before taking one of the daggers and violently plunging it against his own chest. The blacksmith let out a slight wail as the tip of the dagger snapped like a twig and landed somewhere on the floor behind him. The steel tip had done nothing to King’s stone chestplate and the strike had even bent the whole blade slightly.

Stunned by both the display and seemingly effortless destruction of one of his works, the dwarf struggled to find a meaning for King’s actions. He stared at the broken dagger and the diamonds for a while before finally piecing it together. “You’re… you’re going to break other simulacra?”

King nodded once more.

“What has that idiot gotten herself wrapped up in? Shouldn’t she be able to rip them apart herself  anyway? I even made those spears for her and everything!” The blacksmith exclaimed and rubbed his brow in frustration.

Before he had the chance to say anything else, King swiftly grabbed him by the face, squeezed slightly and held his index finger over where his own mouth would be, if he were a human, as if to tell the dwarf to be quiet about the matter.

The blacksmith shook himself free and rubbed his cheeks, the simulacrum wasn’t particularly gentle with people who weren’t Anastacia. “She doesn’t know? Are you leaving?” He whispered as if the necromancer could be nearby and overhear their discussion.

King shook his head.

“Oh, well that’s good, that lass really likes you. I really don’t want to be in the middle of whatever you have going on, but I’ll make your weapons for you, it’s my job here after all.” The blacksmith shrugged and picked up the broken dagger. “There’s a couple of things you need to take into account here, first of all, these daggers won’t do. They’re not designed for stabbing rocks. I’ll make you a new pair with a bit different alloy and method, they’ll be a bit more brittle, but by the gods they’ll be the stiffest blades this city has ever seen! That means you can’t stab anything in an angle, or it’ll snap, but with the diamond in its tip, you can probably crack the city wall by stabbing it if you want to.” He declared proudly, clearly starting to get caught up in his own excitement. “Can you show me your arm?”

The dwarf grabbed King’s hand and began measuring his wrist. With its dimensions written down he disappeared into the small room behind the counter for a while and returned with a few pieces of metal. The dwarf then took the broken dagger and quickly stripped it of its handle and finger guard before placing the bare blade on top of the simulacrum’s wrist, so that the blade’s tip only reached ten or so centimeters beyond his knuckles.

“If we strap it here, it should be easier for you to hit them straight, you’ll also get more power behind it this way. I can just anchor them to these metal parts here and here…” The blacksmith muttered and made small markings on King’s arm with a piece of charcoal. “But all this will still only get you so many stabs, won’t it? Even diamond will eventually crack and chip away, it’s not magical after all…” He continued and rubbed his chin while pondering how to further increase the durability of the weapons. Suddenly his face lit up. “But it could be!” He exclaimed and ran back into the backroom.

After a while King heard stomping from the second floor, followed by arguing and then more stomping until the blacksmith returned. With him arrived his dwelf half-brother, Valimir, a well-known scumbag, trouble maker and over all wanker, but a tragically capable utility mage and enchanter. He had previously enchanted Anastacia’s knife with something that had remained a mystery to that day.

“How hard can you make this?” The blacksmith asked and showed one of the diamonds to his brother.

The dwelf’s eyes glimmered when he saw the precious gems. “Do you want the answer in the form of a clever euphemism or not? For a price, I can make it harder than a golem’s morning-“ He said but was interrupted by his brother.

“Aaaaand I already regret this, but if you can harden it, that’ll help us out a lot. Surely you can discount it a bit since it’s me asking?” The blacksmith asked and brotherly patted Valimir’s back.

The dwelf smirked. “This guy is with the compact necromancer, right? Get me a quest alone with her and I’ll enchant you ten of these.”

The lights on King’s armor flared up and he started to hum loudly, looking considerably more intimidating every passing second.

The blacksmith backed off slightly. “How about I’ll just ask him to not kill you?” He quietly suggested.

“Worth the try.” Valimir shrugged. “Calm down big guy, give me the gold for about two hundred kilos of coal, a live chicken, some troll teeth, a bottle of oak sap and a couple of days to work on it and I’ll get it done for free… But you have to tell the necromancer that I’m a good person!” he bartered.

The dwarf let out a deep sigh. “Fine. Just take what you need from the safe and I’ll add it to the cost in the end. I’ll need two or three days to make the daggers or whatever they’re going to be. So, King, come to check up on us in four days and we’ll see where we’re at, okay?” He said and cleared the counter of the clutter.

King nodded and left the shop, probably to find Anastacia as usual.

After sending off his brother to find the materials he needed, the blacksmith sat back down to his table. Grinning widely, he tossed aside the drafts he had been working on earlier and pulled out a clean roll of paper. He was absolutely certain that if there was ever going to be a pair of weapons in the world that were going to be able to kill multiple simulacra, they were going to be made by him!

            

    
        Chapter 146 - Delivery

    
    
    
    
                For some reason, Anastacia woke up slightly earlier than she usually did when there was nothing special going on. The sun hadn’t quite climbed over the horizon, but the sky was already bright red with light. Right away she noticed something unusual: she was alone. Typically, King would have been sitting on the floor next to her bed, just waiting for the necromancer to wake up, but this was not the case this time. After the initial groggy confusion, Anastacia figured that Rosie had probably asked him to help with something and she just hadn’t woken up to him leaving the room, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off as King had been acting weirdly for the last few days, ever since they had returned from Merfall. He would keep staring out of the window without moving for hours, both in their room and in the tavern. He would also disappear for a few minutes a couple of times every day and whenever Anastacia was busy with something.

But figuring out all that seemed like a lot of thinking before breakfast and a cup of hot coffee, so Anastacia prepared herself for the cold and counted to three before tossing aside her covers and stepping out of the bed to get dressed.

Suddenly she felt a sharp pain in her sole and let out a whole barrage of curses she probably wasn’t supposed to know. Poking out of the bottom of her foot was a tiny shard of glass, which she had to pry out with her nails while cursing some more. She was absolutely sure that she hadn’t broken anything in her room, so there was no reason for there to be broken glass there. After checking the floor for more glass, Anastacia carefully stepped out of the bed, sorted her hair, quickly got dressed and headed downstairs to see if King was there. She could have slept for a couple more hours, but the pain had quickly erased any trace of sleepiness she had had left in her.

She had happened to wake up in that brief moment between the usual night crowd leaving and breakfast, when the tavern was actually empty of patrons. The scent of fresh bacon wafted from the kitchen along with the warmth from the kitchen stove, together they helped to heal the emotional turmoil Anastacia’s sudden and painful wakeup had caused.

Holly was still at her post behind the counter, staring blankly at the window on the other side of the room and the still shadowy street outside. She hadn’t reacted to the necromancer’s arrival in any way and only turned her vacuous gaze at her when Anastacia waved her hand in front of the owlfolk’s face.

“Morning! Why are you still here? Shouldn’t you be at… come to think of it I have no idea what you do when you’re not here.” Anastacia greeted the waitress. “Guess we need to hang out at some point.”

“Mm. The day shortens. Shouldn’t go out in the dark anymore, the night sky will get you, so good children wait for the sun.” Holly answered without a trace of emotion on her face.

“Well you’re not wrong, I suppose.” The necromancer agreed. “But have you seen King? He’s missing.”

The owlfolk stopped to think for a while before pointing at the inn’s door. “Outside, every night. Worried, nervous and angry, afraid something of theirs will be taken.” She said.

Anastacia frowned, Holly seemed to know quite a lot about what was going on with King, but perhaps reading the smallest movements and body language came naturally to birds of prey. “Okay then… If he has gone outside at night before this, he’ll return sooner or later, and honestly, I don’t want to go out into the cold if I don’t need to. I’ll just grill him about it later.”

The necromancer grabbed a chair and joined the owlgirl in staring through the window. She would have gone into the kitchen for a livelier early morning chat, but that always came with a risk of having to do the dishes. She also wanted to catch the simulacrum red-handed, not that she thought he was doing anything wrong, but because she wanted to see how he would react.

After about twenty minutes of silence and nothing much happening, a man wearing the green uniform of the courier service that worked inside Valor peered into the inn from one of the windows, checked something on the parcel he was carrying and then the sign above the inn’s door. After making sure he had found the right building, the courier knocked on the door and carefully opened it.

“Excuse me, but does either of you work here?” The young elven courier asked and took off his forest green beret.

Anastacia nodded towards Holly. “She does, I used to.” She answered.

The courier scratched his head and looked at the tightly wrapped paper parcel again. “Well, I have a package that’s addressed to this inn, but instead of an addressee, it just says ‘Thee One WhO Wields BOth Deth and The Arkane’, whatever that means. With all capital O’s and a couple of typos. So, do you know anyone like that who might live here?” He asked.

“I can think of someone.” Rosie suddenly pitched in and stepped out of the kitchen. She wiped her hands on her apron and pointed at Anastacia.

The necromancer sighed. “Yeah that’s probably me… I do have a name though!” She said and took the package. It was surprisingly heavy and whatever was in it wasn’t rigid in the slightest. On the corner of the wrapping paper was written the inn’s address and the title the sender had chosen to give Anastacia, but nothing else that would indicate who it was from. There was no seal on the piece of string it had been tied together with or anything like that, nor was the handwriting familiar looking. If anything, the writing seemed somehow artificial, despite the mistakes, the distances between letters and the lines in them were so exact that it didn’t look like it was written by a person at all. “Who is this from?” Anastacia asked and turned the parcel over to see if there was anything of interest on the other side.

“I’m sorry, Miss, but we don’t know. It was left in front of our door during the night, with some gold. Boss says that the coins weren’t from any country he knew, but the amount of gold in them checked out, so we decided to bring it here anyway.” The courier apologized and shook his head. “Maybe there’s a letter inside or something like that? But if you’re happy to take the package, I might as well take my leave.”

“There’s breakfast in the kitchen, go and ask the girl to make you something warm for the road, for your trouble.” Rosie suggested.

“Oh? Don’t mind if I do.” The courier said happily and slipped past the innkeeper into the kitchen.

Meanwhile Anastacia had cut the strings around the parcel and was carefully folding open the wrapping paper. “What the…” She muttered and took out a glass pearl, just like the one they had found a few days ago but she had since misplaced.

Rosie frowned. “Someone mailed you and adventurer’s pearl?” She asked and stepped closer out of curiosity.

“No… Someone mailed me like a hundred of them.” The necromancer said and opened up the package more, letting the dozens of glass beads roll out. “I have no idea if this is a threat or what…”

The innkeeper grabbed a few of the pearls and rolled them on her palm. “Yeah, you’re taking these to the guild offices today. They can probably tell you whose they are or what the fuck this is.” She growled and put the pearls back into the package before they rolled on the floor.

“But I hate the guild twats!” Anastacia protested. Her presence in the city and life as an adventurer was only really going on because of Coquelicot’s threat to destroy the city, and there really wasn’t anything the guild could do to kick her out without risking the lives of everyone in the Valor. So whether they liked it or not, they couldn’t stop Anastacia from picking up quests, and the necromancer was well aware of this. She wasn’t about to break any major laws just because she could, but she absolutely wasn’t going to take any shit from the officials either.

Holly was fascinated by the pearls, she picked up several of them and rolled them across the counter a few times. “Could Holly have some baubles? They’re pretty!” She asked and held up ten or so of them.

“I don’t see why not. I’ve got like a billion more anyway.” Anastacia shrugged.

The owlfolk picked out a few she liked and put them into a small pouch she carried on a strap that went over her shoulder. Looking strangely content about her newly acquired items, Holly hopped down from the stool behind the counter and turned to Rosie. “Safe to go now, the night went away.” She stated and put her hand out.

The innkeeper reached under the counter and took out Holly’s pay for the night, but before giving it to the girl, she quickly stepped into the kitchen to get a decent sized cut of pork and handed them both to the waitress. “Off you go, stay safe!” She smiled and waved as the girl rushed out.

Almost as soon as the inn’s door closed, it opened up and King stepped inside. He noticed Anastacia’s glare immediately and clearly hesitated to approach the necromancer.

“So. Where have you been then?” Anastacia asked, crossed her legs and leaned back in her chair. “Pretty weird of you to just disappear like that, makes me think there’s something going on that I should know about.”

The simulacrum shook his head and avoided looking at Anastacia, who stood up and reached up to his face. These was no way she could have actually forced him to look at her in the eyes, but King let it happen anyway.

Anastacia held her hands on both sides of the simulacrum’s head and squeezed as hard as she could. “You’re cold, I don’t like that.” She frowned and pressed herself against the freezing cold stone and metal body.

Rosie’s fur started to fluff up as the tavern’s room temperature took a sharp dive from Anastacia cooling it down and channeling the heat into King instead of her thermal staff. It didn’t actually drop by too many degrees, as air held a surprising amount of heat, but the quick change made the room feel far colder than it really was. The innkeeper would have protested, but it didn’t seem worth the bother, as the stove would heat the room back up quickly enough.

“It’s not that you have to always tell me what you’re doing, but I could probably help with whatever it is.” Anastacia muttered and ceased her ice magic.

Suddenly King’s lights flared up and he let out a distinct droning sound. He pushed the necromancer aside and grabbed one of the pearls from the package on the counter and stared at it for a second. The simulacrum then hastily gathered the rest of them, grabbed the entire package and rushed back outside with more haste than Anastacia had ever seen from him.

Feeling slightly ticked off that King had pushed her away, Anastacia dashed after him for reasons she wasn’t entirely sure of. She didn’t really care about the pearls all that much, but King so obviously trying to hide something from her was extremely frustrating to the necromancer. “Come back, you ass!” She screamed and ran into the cold in her indoor clothes.

It was nothing new that when there were no quick turns involved, King was far faster than Anastacia, and the necromancer stood no real chance at catching him. Nevertheless, she dashed after the simulacrum and screamed profanities along the way – probably waking up more than a few people with them. It didn’t take long for her to lose sight of him briefly, and when she finally found King again, he was standing next to a well with the empty wrapping paper of the package in his hands.

“What the fuck did you do?!” Anastacia yelled and stared down into the seemingly bottomless well. She couldn’t even see the surface of the water and much less even a hint of the pearls. Now considerably more annoyed than before, she slapped the paper from the simulacrum’s hands and paced back and forth. “Why?! What is so fucking important that you can’t tell me about it?!”

The simulacrum showed no resentment over what he had done, and simply stared at Anastacia while she huffed and puffed at him.

“You know what! I don’t care! Go do your dumb secret bullshit then, no need to report back!” She shouted and flipped the bird at King while starting to walk back towards the inn. “Stupid stone asshole, I’ve never kept anything secret from him either and now he pulls this on me?” She muttered and cursed while kicking a small pebble along the street.

As she angrily stomped past the shops that were opening up for the day, the cold air helped Anastacia to cool off slightly and resist the urge to just throw fire at everything until she was too tired to be angry. Despite his limited communication abilities, King had always told her everything he could – typically only after she had realized to ask, but still. She couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was that frustrated her so much, nor could she tell if she was being bratty or self-centered. Feelings beyond anger and delight, and how they worked was still largely a mystery to her, and something she would need to speak to Emilia about, since the priestess at least seemed to have a better handle on those kinds of things. Regardless, right now Anastacia was feeling that she just wanted to distance herself from the issue and do something else, and because of that, she took the turn towards the guild offices.

Whether it was the nippy weather or her early timing, there were no lines to speak of to any of the counters that served adventurers with their official guild business needs. There were maybe ten other adventurers in the lobby with her and she didn’t recognize any of them, so Anastacia kept to herself while browsing the notices for quests.

“Bears… giant wasps… bandits… ve- what’s a vetehinen?” She listed the creatures that had been causing issues and unfortunate enough to end up on the wall of quests. But she wasn’t in the mood for a simple hunt like that, Anastacia wanted a quest that involved something that could distract her for a day or two and involved something more than going into a location and killing a thing. “Guarding a caravan… mapping… delivery…” She continued until a notice caught her eye. “Oh heck yes!” She exclaimed and ran to a counter with the notice.

The guild official behind the counter didn’t seem too happy to see the necromancer, which wasn’t anything new. Ever since Anastacia returned from Mournvalley, she had been regarded as nothing but a nuisance by the weird crystal-horned people that ran the guild. The clerk sighed as loudly as she could before speaking up. “So, you have yet to leave the city?”

Anastacia ignored the remark completely and slammed the notice against the glass panel separating her from the clerk. “One spooky abandoned mansion quest, please!”

            

    
        Chapter 147 - Like the good old times

    
    
    
    
                ”Check this out!” Anastacia said proudly and slammed a piece of paper onto the table in front of Emilia and Gilbert, who had been enjoying their breakfasts when the necromancer had suddenly crashed into the inn.

Gilbert glanced at the paper while chewing. “You picked up a quest?”

“Yeah yeah yeah, but look at what it’s about!” The necromancer demanded excitedly.

“Basically, we need to check up on some guy who hasn’t come out of his mansion for a year?” Emilia asked after skimming through the text on the note.

Anastacia sighed, disappointed that her party wasn’t as into the quest as she was. “No! It says there has been some weird stuff going on as well, things on the premises move around at night, people have seen something scurry back inside when they approach the mansion, and there hasn’t been any lights on inside for months, but sometimes they can see someone staring at them from the windows!”

“I mean, he’s probably just dead and wild animals have moved in. Besides, the reward is kind of crap.” Gilbert pointed out and underlined the relatively meager number that had been listed as the reward.

“You’re kind of crap.” Anastacia sulked and took back the paper. “Either way, I’ve already accepted it, so we have to do it.”

Gilbert grabbed a boiled egg from his plate and cracked it against the edge of his cup. “Mmmhm… Tell me, did you ask for them to register it for all of us?” He asked and took a bite.

Anastacia quickly ran through what she had done at the guild offices and slowly lost the rest of the excitement as she realized that the quest was only in her name.

“Figured. But it’s not that far away, and you and King can easily handle a few animals.” The old adventurer said calmly and continued to eat his breakfast.

“He isn’t coming.” Anastacia declared very decisively.

Emilia and Gilbert both stopped briefly. “What?” The priestess asked, looking worried.

The necromancer hit the table slightly harder than she meant to. “He decided to be an ass, so he’s not coming.” She said and folded the quest notice into her pocket.

“But you can’t go alone!” Emilia exclaimed and turned to Gilbert. “But she can’t go alone!” She repeated.

“Why don’t you two go then? I have things to do and places to be.” Gilbert suggested.

The priestess muttered something quietly and blushed under her white hood.

Gilbert had to work hard to hold back his laughter. “I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch that. Could you repeat?”

“She said she’s grounded.” Rosie pitched in smugly and handed Anastacia her breakfast, which she had missed because of King. “What happened to your package?” The innkeeper asked and poured some fresh coffee for the necromancer.

“King threw them all down a well, because he’s a dick.” Anastacia said and pushed around the roasted cherry tomatoes on her plate. While their meals were otherwise identical, Gilbert had a small pile of blueberries on his plate for some reason, which Anastacia did not and was slightly jealous of, as she liked them but they weren’t on the inn’s menu all too often.

Rosie frowned. “That’s odd… But he doesn’t really seem like someone who’d do that without a good reason, so keep that in mind. Anyway, Emilia is grounded for now, so Gil will come along with you, because you are not going alone.” She decided without asking Gilbert and started to look for anyone else with an empty cup, that was in need of a refill.

“But I have things to do.” Gilbert protested.

“And now you have other things to do, deal with it. Max and Dammar are out on a hunt and Xamiliere is still floaty, so they can’t help.” Rosie disregarded the protest and collected some empty plates before disappearing back into the kitchen.

“Come on, it’ll be fun! Like the deer quest we went on when I first got in Valor.” Anastacia encouraged Gilbert to rethink his stance on the quest.

The grizzled adventurer finished his breakfast and lit his pipe without saying a word. After puffing out a bit of smoke a few times, he sighed. “Fine, I guess I could teach you a thing or two about traveling and camping during the winter along the way.” He caved. “We’ll leave before noon, pack enough clothing to stay warm and whatever else you might need for three or four days. I’ll ask Rosie to pack us something for the road and meet you here.”

Anastacia nodded, she was full of excitement once more and started shoveling her breakfast down as quickly as she could before storming off to her room. She tossed her backpack onto the bed and started going through her wardrobe for clothing she wanted to take along. As usual, she packed enough socks to last for over three times the time they planned for the quest to take. Socks had over and over again proven to be one of the most reliable pieces of clothing she happened to own, and she could always wear multiple pairs to keep her feet warm. Gilbert also kept reminding her and Emilia that keeping their feet dry was almost as important as having a source of food, because walking with wet socks even for a day would turn the entire trip into a nightmare of stopping to patch up their feet every fifteen minutes. In cold weather it would also be like asking for some frostbitten toes. She had also bought a few pairs of gloves that fit under the gauntlets she had received from Coquelicot. Those and the armored vest had sat at the back of the wardrobe for a long time because Anastacia didn’t really like using Mournvalleyan equipment, but they were both undeniably useful and she still kind of felt bad for Alizarin, who had gone out of his way to make them fit her. She also had a coat that fit well under the vest and they both under her cloak. That had been enough to keep the cold at bay until then, so it was what she decided to go with again. Anastacia had also upgraded her boots to ones that went almost up to her knees and offered some protection to her shins.

With her backpack full of clothes, she grabbed the bundle of spears she kept in the corner of the room and strapped them on it as well. “Huh? It’s a bit heavy… Oh well, I’ll just get King to- oh, right.” She muttered and threw the whole thing on her back, grabbed her thermal staff and headed back downstairs.

Gilbert was far more organized with how he kept his gear, so despite having more of it, he didn’t need to go through his entire wardrobe to pack and had already been waiting for the necromancer for a while. “Did you get everything? If so, let’s go. We only have so much daylight this time of the year.” He said and tossed a full water canteen at Anastacia.

Anastacia caught the canteen with a bit of a struggle and nodded. They said their farewells to Emilia and Rosie, but King was nowhere to be seen, which annoyed Anastacia, as she would have wanted to rub the quest on his face before leaving.

The sun had risen high enough to light the streets and warm up the city air a bit, but stepping outside for the second time that morning still felt colder to Anastacia, even with far more suitable clothes on. She exhaled slowly a few times to allow her breath to make as much steam as possible and mimicked smoking a pipe. The cold had also quelled much of the merchants that usually inhabited the market square between Rosie’s inn and the gate out of Valor, though a few of the more stubborn ones had still set up their stands as usual – and probably would throughout the winter months. on their way out the pair greeted the unfortunate guard that had been given the task of watching the gate and Anastacia offered to make a fire for him, but apparently fires weren’t allowed so near the walls for reasons she didn’t bother to listen to.

Since her return from Mournvalley, Anastacia had put a few days’ worth of effort into clearing up the mass graves below the fields surrounding Valor. Starting from the gates and the road leading up to them, she had torn every piece of bone up from the ground and turned them to dust before shoving it back down again. This hastened their decay so much that even though it had only been a couple of months, Anastacia was barely able to feel even a hint of them anymore, and what she considered to be more important was the fact that the permanent rotten smell of death, that no one else really noticed, was gone. She had done the treatment for the area immediately around the road, roughly two kilometers in every direction. So it didn’t really do much in terms of defending the city from necromancers, but it brought Anastacia some peace of mind as her range for sensing such things slowly increased overtime, whether she wanted it to or not.

“I have to admit, this is pretty nice. I think it’s good for your health to be out and about on days like this.” Gilbert said, took a deep breath of fresh air and stretched his arms. “So, uhh… do you want to talk about this whole thing with King?”

“No.” Anastacia said with more than a bit of annoyance in her tone. “I just think it’s a bit unfair of him to do whatever he wants, when it clearly involves me. We’ve been together for what, over half a year now? And he still thinks I can’t handle whatever the fuck this is? I took him along to kill Amaranth because he wanted to come, yet he can’t let me help? Must be some pretty big trouble if the most powerful necromancer in the world needs to be kept out of it for her own safety.” She continued despite her initial answer.

“Okay.” The old adventurer sighed, now regretting poking that hornet’s nest.

“I know that he can’t exactly tell me about his day, but it’d be nice to know what he’s thinking about every now and then. Honestly, I can’t always even tell if he’s listening or not, sometimes I feels like I’m talking to an actual statue – and I should know! My best friend for about twelve years was a literal stone wall.” Anastacia ranted and threw rocks she had picked up along the way.

“I would be willing to bet money that he’s literally not thinking anything besides you, at any given moment, and that wall thing is really, really sad.” Gilbert pointed out as his eyes slowly glazed over, knowing that his comment wouldn’t even really matter. He had been there before.

“Now that I think about it, he hasn’t told me anything about himself, I basically just know that he was in a forest when I met him, no idea why he was there or who he even really is. I’m goblin-married to this asshole and I only know his name because I gave it to him! Somehow he knows how to go about killing massive skeletal monsters that literally no one knows anything about and he’s able to just rip apart an undead wyvern, like… what the fuck is he even?” The necromancer kept going on without an end in sight.

Gilbert had figured that if he wasn’t being listened to, he might as well have an entirely different, far less awkward conversation. “The weather’s pretty nice, clear skies and not even the slightest of breezes. Even a bit of wind would make it feel a lot colder than it actually is, and the sun can actually warm you through your gear on a day like this.” He said in a monotone voice.

Anastacia let out a frustrated scream before continuing. “And another thing! Does he even have feelings? Every time I try to get anything that even loosely resembles a mood of any kind going, he just acts like nothing is going on. Like I’m here, doing my best trying to make this thing be an actual relationship instead of whatever the fuck this is, and he just pats my head and goes to sit in the corner.”

“Anna, please, I don’t need to know any of this, in fact no one does…” Gilbert pleaded for the necromancer to stop. “Also, don’t you be creating any kind of moods with anyone for the next ten years, maybe twenty, actually can you just wait until I die of old age?”

This continued for a couple of hours, Anastacia kept complaining and as a direct result of that, Gilbert slowly lost his will to live and started to regret coming along for the quest more and more. The walk to the town they were heading for was supposed to take a little more than a day, but thanks to her frustration, Anastacia was able to actually keep up with Gilbert’s pace, and by the time they started to consider stopping for a meal, they were already well ahead of the schedule. Gilbert pointed out a small patch of trampled grass that already had the remains of someone else’s camp on it and started gathering tinder and firewood while Anastacia tossed fireballs at a branch until it caught on fire and she was able to use it to start the campfire. Despite training every now and then, she had not managed to tone down her fire magic – if anything, even her weakest casts had picked up more power.

“So, what are you actually hoping from this quest?” Gilbert asked while arranging the supports for their kettle, hoping he would finally be able to divert the conversation after the necromancer’s train of thought had been interrupted.

“Ghosts.” Anastacia said, sounding very determined. “Or at least some curses or something. Think about it, a huge mansion with its only inhabitant missing, mysterious sightings in the garden and windows. It has to be ghosts or maybe the owner has gotten into some dark magic stuff or found a relic from an evil god.”

Gilbert laughed. “Or maybe he slipped in the bath and we’re just going to have to drag a rotten corpse out.”

“That’s gross.” Anastacia frowned.

“You might be the only person in the world that would rather fight ghosts or evil gods than touch a corpse, which is also odd because you’re one of the relatively few people who wouldn’t even need to actually touch it.” The old adventurer pointed out. “Besides, do you even know how to destroy any kind of ghosts?”

The necromancer took off her helmet and dropped her backpack. “I figured I’d throw fire at them.”

“Wrong, you’d be dead – in most cases anyway. There are a few kinds that can be kept at bay with fire, but they’re rare and that won’t solve the problem permanently.” Gilbert said and sat down to begin his lecture. “For starters, the only way to permanently kill almost all ghosts is to destroy the corpse, since they can’t wander too far away from it, it’s just a matter of protecting yourself from them before you get to the body and burn it, hack it to pieces or otherwise get rid of it. Certain kind of ghosts, that have a strong link to magic, can be fought by throwing magic at them. Others, that appear more physical, can be actually hit with normal weapons, for example spirits that possess items, you can just break the item and force them to look for a new one. Some don’t fall into either one of these categories and require more specialized means, like weapons dipped in blood, special metals, enchanted equipment, diamond dust, rune circles… Basically they’re a massive hassle. There was a time I had to deal with a ghost, whose body was buried in a collapsed mine, and nothing seemed to do anything to the spirit. Eventually we had to track down one of its living relatives, persuade them to come along to give blood for our weapons for three days while a stone mage worked his way through the mine. Needless to say, he was dry as a raisin in the end.”

“Wow, that’s impressive.” Anastacia said and clapped.

“Why thank you, it was one of the more difficult quests I’ve done.” Gilbert said proudly.

Anastacia stopped clapping and laid down on the ground. “No, I mean you somehow managed to make ghosts boring.”

            

    
        Chapter 148 - Camping

    
    
    
    
                Despite their commendable traveling pace, Anastacia and Gilbert hadn’t quite reached the town they were heading for before the dark, and since neither of them really felt like walking at night, they agreed to just make a camp a few kilometers away from their destination. Gilbert figured that it’d be a good opportunity to get Anastacia used to a normal camping without a simulacrum, who completely negated the need for someone to be awake in guard duty at all times. He also worried that his own camping skills would rust thanks to the ridiculous advantage King gave to the party when traveling. And so it was decided that Gilbert would take the first shift, as he was more used to staying awake late and Anastacia was exhausted from being annoyed for the entire trip so far.

He sat by the fire and smoked his pipe calmly while staring into the shadowy forest. By facing away from the fire, his eyes didn’t get used to the light and he was able to see far better in the moonlight. Since he didn’t have the same gifts as Anastacia – or curses, as the necromancer herself called them, he had to rely on his eyesight and hearing only. Luckily, even with the crackling of the fire, the calm, windless weather allowed him to hear their surroundings well. While every crack of a branch or shuffling of the undergrowth could technically be something they needed to be worried about, generally it was easy to tell apart deer and other harmless creatures from the ones that had taken interest in the camp. Friendly critters usually stopped when they noticed the fire, took one long look and disappeared back into the forest, while predators either just rushed towards them or circled the camp for a while before deciding whether the adventurers were a worthwhile prey or not. Often the fire alone was enough to discourage them from attacking and making noise to wake up the rest of the party took care of almost all of the remaining ones. Usually the things that decided to attack the camp regardless, were far from stealthy and it was possible to get everyone ready to fight in time, but what travelers really needed to worry about were bandits; despite the seemingly limitless bestiary of vile and cruel creatures the forests and swamps had to offer, all of them fell short compared to people. Bandits knew their area like the back of their hands, they knew where to step to make no sound at all and where to find cover in the shadows, and it was always a complete roll of a dice whether their attack was signaled by a whistle or an arrow right into the chest of whoever happened to be the unfortunate guard. This could be mitigated somewhat by setting tripwires or their arcane counterparts, but the area Gilbert and Anastacia stayed in wasn’t heavy in traffic and it was extremely unlikely that they would run into such trouble, so they hadn’t bothered with such things.

All in all, the night had been calm and forest had stayed silent, boring almost. Gilbert had forgotten how long the nights could feel when nothing happened, and he could already hear the endless complaining that would no doubt ensue after Anastacia had been forced to go through the same. The young necromancer had many troublesome qualities, and her inability to deal with boredom was without a doubt at the top of the list, as it was frequently the reason she got into trouble. However, Gilbert knew well that some young people just were like that and even he himself remembered doing quest after quest when he first arrived in Valor, rarely resting for a full day in between. In some ways he missed those days, seeing the world, its people and creatures, but he certainly didn’t mind the current situation either. Despite being confined to a relatively small area around Valor, there were still many interesting things to do and see, and he even had a couple of young adventurers to guide along the way. He laughed after catching himself thinking like an old man again, as if he didn’t still have plenty of years left to see what became of his party.

Suddenly he was snapped back from his thoughts by a very faint humming sound emanating from the forest. The sound slowly changed to become more complex and audible, and fifteen minutes later it almost sounded like there somehow was a full choir hiding in the darkness. While the hymn definitely did have distinct lyrics in it, they were either in some language Gilbert didn’t understand in the slightest or simply didn’t mean anything. On top of providing the area with a pleasant ambient mood, there was something else about the voice that somehow made the adventurer feel like he should search for whoever was singing, and if it would have been his first encounter with a song like that, he very well may have taken a stroll into the darkness. “Interesting.” He smiled and turned to nudge Anastacia awake.

The necromancer flinched awake and looked around for a bit before the groggy confusion faded and she noticed the song. “What… sing?” She said, struggling to form a sentence so quickly after waking up.

“Aye, obuwielings.” Gilbert nodded and pointed in the direction of the sound.

Anastacia squinted and gazed between the trees but wasn’t able to see or feel anything. “Fight?” She asked and stumbled up.

“Nay, they’re harmless little critters, slightly creepy looking but they don’t approach camps. I still wouldn’t let their song get to you though. If you follow it into the forest, they’ll knock you out with rocks and steal your shoes.” The old adventurer explained with an amused smile on his face and knocked his boots together.

The necromancer frowned in disbelief. “Really, shoes? Why?”

“If you were to search around there for a bit during the day, you’d find a dead tree with shoes at the tips of every branch. Those little buggers sleep in them while the sun is out. I’m sure someone has tried to figure out why they only use shoes, but I have no idea.” Gilbert shrugged, put away his pipe and stiffly laid down next to the campfire. “It’s about time we switch. You can probably keep an eye on our surroundings better than I ever could, but if you’re unsure about something, just wake me up. And please, don’t stray too far.”

“Yeah yeah yeah yeah yeah, I’m not a child, I can handle this much.” Anastacia reassured him and tossed a log into the fire.

It didn’t take long for Gilbert to fall asleep and leave Anastacia alone with her thoughts. She listened to the song for a while, trying to figure out if it was just gibberish or not, but couldn’t come up with a real answer. Every now and then she could swear she heard a complete sentence, but even they largely made no sense in the slightest. She actually didn’t mind the song at all, it wasn’t loud enough to be annoying and went through several different moods, ranging from very melancholic sounding to upbeat quick tunes.

No matter how hard Anastacia tried, she couldn’t locate any of the singing critters, so they must have been much deeper in the woods than it sounded. The necromancer felt like she had to reward them for their efforts, since they made the wait much more pleasant but wouldn’t be getting any shoes out of it. She opened her backpack and began going through her rations to see what she could spare. Not having a faintest of ideas about what the obuwielings ate, Anastacia chose a piece of jerky and some roasted almonds and put them into one of her spare socks before loosely tying it around a rock and flinging it as far as she could in the general direction of the sound. After pretending to look away for a while, she could feel a single, roughly chipmunk-sized creature approach the gift. Surprisingly, the tiny creature felt more like an insect than anything, like some kind of weird combination of a dragonfly and a fairy. Despite its small size, the creature was able to fly away with both the sock and the rock, and swiftly escaped beyond Anastacia’s range.

Anastacia tossed some more wood into the fire and continued to listen to the song while gazing at the stars, trying to remember more of the useful constellations. A while later, something small landed on the grass next to her. She felt around for it until her hand touched something metallic. “A key?” Anastacia muttered and picked up a small, slightly bent key. “Thanks, I suppose…” She whispered at the forest, took out a bit of string from one of the pouches on her belt and began strapping the key onto one of the antlers on her helmet. It was a habit she had picked up from the goblins she ruled, who had a tendency to tie anything moderately interesting they found on themselves. Over the months, her antlers had housed quite a collection of anything even slightly shiny, such as cutlery, pieces of shattered blades, fragments of glass and a few bent and corroded rings. Their policy was to tie the items on and then let them fall off on their own but picking up what had fallen off was strictly prohibited.

Before she even realized it, the song started to fade away as the eastern sky turned red and sun peeked over the horizon. Somehow Anastacia had made it through the night without dying of boredom. She stood up, looked at the sleeping giant of an adventurer and was about to wake him up before realizing something. The necromancer stepped on one of the rocks that gave the camp some cover against prying eyes from the forest and leaped down to hit Gilbert in the abdomen with her elbow. Unfortunately, her calculations hadn’t taken his armor and the considerable padding under it into account, and the strike did nearly nothing beyond almost shattering her own elbow.

“You need to put more mass behind it.” Gilbert commented and yawned. “You either commit to it or hurt yourself.”

They prepared a quick breakfast before putting out the campfire and continuing their journey, with only a couple more hours left until they would reach the village. The weather had all the signs of staying beautiful for walking, and as the sun climbed higher, leaving the warmth of the fire behind didn’t feel as terrible. Anastacia was in a considerably better mood as well, so the conversation wasn’t as awkward or one sided as before, and Gilbert managed to actually teach her a thing or two about traveling.

It wasn’t even noon by the time they arrived at the village of Bassemund, which was more or less your average logging and farming village of less than fifty people. Cozy wooden huts, a mill, a blacksmith’s forge, a small watchtower; all the hallmarks of such settlements. The only thing about it that stood out was the roof of a massive mansion, rising above the treetops a little way to the north. The village’s inhabitants were busy with their errands of doing the few final touches of preparing for the coming winter months and barely stopped to glance at the adventurers as they walked through the village, looking for anyone who seemed like they would know about the quest.

“Oi!” Yelled an older gentleman, who had been loading a cart with a couple of younger men until they had spotted Gilbert and Anastacia. “You two! You seem awfully adventurey to me, are you here about the mansion?”

“Aye, are you the client?” Gilbert asked.

The old man gestured for the others to continue the work without him and walked over to the adventurers. “That’d be me, yes. Is there something you need from me or should I just show you the way there?” He asked and took his hat off, something about him made it seem like he was extremely relieved that someone had picked up the quest.

“Anything you can tell us about this man that’s missing or the mansion itself on the way there would be helpful.” Gilbert nodded.

“This way, I’ll show you to the gates, but won’t go any closer than that, there’s something wrong with that place.” The villager said and started to lead Anastacia and Gilbert in the direction of the mansion. “His name is Bartholomew, some kind of relative to the local lord, hence the big house. He has almost as many years under his belt as I do, though none of them easy. You see, he originally moved here because both his wife and daughter died, if I remember right, there was something odd about it and people started to talk, you know how it goes. So he moved here to get some peace.”

Gilbert nodded. “Reckon he did it?”

“Not a chance, does blame himself for it though. We’ve known each other for almost twenty years now, never seen him smile, not once. Real nice fellow though, the apple trees in his garden are always free pickings for the folk here and he makes toys for the children, bit of a craftsman, you see. Spends most of his time tinkering and sewing clothes.” The man continued and smiled, he was clearly talking about a good friend of his.

“Any chance he, you know, did himself in?” Gilbert asked a bit crudely.

The old man shook his head. “He’d have done that ages ago, and I’d like to think that he’d have said something to me.”

They reached a large iron gate that as a part of a high stone wall, which blocked the way to the mansion from the village. Above the gate was an intricate crest of the family that owned the premises, it featured an open book and a quill. The villager took off the chain that had been wrapped around the handles on the gates, preventing them from being swung around by wind.

“How come none of you went to check up on him?” Gilbert continued his inquiry.

“He’s the type to enjoy his privacy, every now and then he’d invite us over though. We did try to go and look for him a few times, but the doors into the mansion wouldn’t budge and he didn’t react to us shouting outside. Last time we tried, something bit one of the lads in the shin in the grass, left a real ugly mark too, so I figured it was better to just close gate and search for professionals, like you two.” The old man explained and pushed the gate open, it made a loud creaking noise as the hinges turned for the first time in a while. “This is as far as I go. Now if you’ll excuse me, the lads need my help, can’t leave the young ones unsupervised for too long or they’ll get lazy.”

“Fair enough. We’ll get back to you once we’re done here.” Gilbert said and began to shed off some of the camping gear that he wouldn’t need next to the gate. After the old villager was far enough away, he glanced at Anastacia, who had been awkwardly staring at the ground ever since they arrived at the gate. “Found him?”

Anastacia nodded. “Yeah, top floor, laying on the floor all curled up. Been dead for a long time. Should I have said something?”

“Nay, I reckon he knows already, people don’t just stay alone inside for a year. Just needs someone to get the body so he can see it with his own eyes.” Gilbert sighed and adjusted his armor. “You ready? I doubt there’ll be any problems, but you never know.”

“Sure.” Anastacia said, took her spears and staff and tossed her backpack next to Gilbert’s.

They walked through the gates into the massively overgrown, untamed garden. Its lawn had been taken over by tall grass and weeds and the flowerbeds were barely even distinguishable anymore. On both sides of the road, were multiple statues that had been covered by vines during the summer and were now hidden by the dried leaves. All around the garden, were trees that had already dropped their leaves for the year and made the area look slightly cursed.

“See, even the trees are dead. There has to be something evil going on!” Anastacia exclaimed and pointed at one of the trees.

Gilbert sighed. “Those are apple trees, they drop their leaves for the winter.”

The necromancer frowned. “What? Why?”

“You know a walking and talking tree, I don’t think I’m the one you should be asking that from, but I think they’d just freeze off in the cold anyway.” Gilbert shrugged. “Do you feel anything else in the mansion?”

Anastacia closed her eyes for a few seconds. “Nah, there’s one body in there and a lot of dead rats.”

“Huh… dead rats? Well that’s at the very least a bit odd, maybe there is something to this after all.” The old adventurer said and tried to peer inside from one of the windows.

The mansion itself was massive, the main building had three floors, all with large windows and elaborate decorations lining the outside walls. Attached to it on both sides of the building, were two smaller extra wings with two floors on each of them. The whole thing was made with some kind of white stone, but its maintenance had been ignored for far too long and the walls had started to crack and stain. In front of the main door was a small pond, that was now overgrown and murky. Next to it was a fancy looking carriage that had been eaten up by vines and beaten by the weather as well.

“Okay, this looks haunted as shit, but how do we get in? The old guy said that the doors wouldn’t budge.” Anastacia asked.

Gilbert dug out a lockpick set from one of the pouches on his belt and kneeled to take a look at the lock. “Doors like this are built tight and the lock looks well made, it probably just needs a bit of work and a good pull.” He mumbled and started to work on the lock.

Anastacia peeked in from one of the basement windows and tapped on the glass. “There’s a wine cellar. Are we allowed to loot? I hear wine can be expensive.” She asked and moved to another window.

“Well the guild’s policy is that we can take whatever from things we kill, unless we’re there to specifically fetch something back. So unless the building attacks us and we have to kill it, I don’t think we can.” Gilbert laughed and changed to another lockpick.

“Oh! There’s a bunch of mannequins wearing fancy dresses, if he made these, he was really good at it.” The necromancer said and pressed her face against the window to see better. “I kind of hope the building attacks us now, I want one of those.”

Gilbert chuckled. “You in a fancy dress? Don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t think it’d suit you in the slightest.”

“Shut up, you old fart. I’m a queen these days, so obviously I need like the dumbest huge dress there is.” Anastacia protested and threw a pebble at Gilbert.

“Anna, last time you visited your little goblin kingdom, you were gone for less than a day and somehow managed to return with charcoal face paintings, a shirt made from a sack and without shoes. The dress would survive for less than five minutes.” The old adventurer pointed out. Suddenly something in the lock let out a quiet click and he was able to turn the mechanism inside. It took a few brisk pulls from Gilbert to crack the door, but once he got it unstuck, he was able to open it just fine. “There we go, lets head inside.”

Anastacia followed him inside into the massive foyer. The air inside had a very distinct moldy scent and was no warmer than outside. Decorated with marble and gilded wood, the room was absolutely stunning, even without lighting. There were three doors, one of which led directly ahead, deeper into the mansion; one on the right, which presumably was the way to one of the wings; and one on the left, probably leading to the other wing. On both sides of the middle door, there were two large staircases that led to the second floor.

“Ghosts! If you’re here, come at me!” Anastacia yelled, still absolutely sure that the mansion was haunted.

Gilbert quickly covered her mouth. “Don’t do that! Even if it’s unlikely that there are any, you don’t want to provoke them.”

All of a sudden, the door they had just opened slammed shut with enough force to rattle the windows near it.

“Damnit, Anna!” Gilbert yelled and rushed to the door. He tried to tackle it a few times but now it really wouldn’t budge.

Anastacia grinned. “No ghosts, eh?”

“Just shut up and try freezing the lock, maybe it’ll make it brittle enough to break.” Gilbert sighed. “And it’s not necessarily a ghost, the time of the day isn’t ideal for them and ghosts just tend to attack you straight away.”

Anastacia pressed the tip of her staff against the lock and tried to cool it down with ice magic. “Huh… That’s weird, nothing’s happening. It’s like I’m not actually touching it.” She said and tried tapping the lock with her staff a few times, but it sounded perfectly normal. Somehow the lock just wasn’t susceptible to magic, which would be the first time Anastacia had heard about something like that.

Gilbert tapped the narrow window next to the door with his knuckles. “I’ll just break this, and you can slip through and try it from the other side.” He said and hit the window with his elbow, but the window didn’t break, a few more attempts later, he moved on and tried to kick it, only to achieve just as little. “Umm… This might be an issue.”

“Move.” Anastacia ordered and took one of her spears from her back. “I’d get behind me if I were you.”

Gilbert didn’t feel like questioning the advice and covered behind the necromancer. “What are you up to?” He asked.

“I’m making us an exit. Remember the fisher I killed? I had these spears made with a bone core, so I don’t need to sacrifice so many snakes and socks.” Anastacia smiled and spun the spear to look cool. She took a step back, lined the tip of the spear with the stubborn door and threw it as hard as she could. As soon as it released from her hand, her necromancy took over and launched the spear at a ridiculous speed directly at the door. Bits of wooden shrapnel rained all over the room as the raw power of the spear had turned most of the shaft into dust upon hitting the door. But when the mangled metal tip of the spear fell on the marble floor somewhere behind her and the dust revealed a completely unharmed door, Anastacia’s confidence took a bit of a hit.
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                Anastacia ran her hand over the spot on the door her spear should have hit in disbelief. It didn’t have even the smallest of nicks on it after getting directly hit with enough force to topple an average sized house. An old wooden door like that should have exploded into a million tiny splinters all over the garden, yet it stood there, mocking the necromancer with its continuing existence. “Fine then, I’ll just burn it down!” Anastacia yelled and took a step back. She would have started flinging fire at it, if it weren’t for Gilbert, who grabbed her arm.

“We’re already stuck inside a mansion; do you want to be stuck inside a burning one? Chances are that it wouldn’t work anyway.” He said and let go.

“What do you think we should do then?” Anastacia asked and kicked a piece of her spear that was laying on the floor.

Gilbert looked around in silence for a bit. “We’re not being attacked at the moment, so I reckon we should just carry on with the quest and check out the body. Maybe we’ll learn something about what’s going on here.” He suggested.

The necromancer frowned. “Fine. I’m not going to touch it though, so if we need to carry it somewhere, it’s on you.” She said and pointed in the direction of the body, as far as she could tell, it was two floors above them and at the other end of the main building.

“Upstairs it is then.” Gilbert nodded and headed up one of the marble staircases.

Once upstairs, the light coming through the foyer’s windows wasn’t enough for them to see anymore, so both adventurers took out their crystal lanterns and hung them from their belts before wandering onwards into the dark hallway. Crystal lanterns were one of the many magical sources of light that were available for people of sufficient wealth, such as adventurers. At its core, they were a simple clear crystal with a light generating enchantment cast on it, which was then put inside two brass cylinders, both of which had large holes in their sides and could be rotated so that the holes aligned with each other and let the light out, or didn’t and the crystal inside was completely hidden. They were well suited for adventurers, who had a tendency to delve into whatever dark crevices the world had to offer and needed a reliable source of light that didn’t require fuel, generate smoke or get blown out in the middle of a fight. The only real downsides the crystals had, were that they didn’t generate any heat and were far too bright for some uses, so they couldn’t really replace campfires or candles.

The second-floor hallway was equally as stunning as the foyer had been. The marble floor was covered with long red carpets that all were probably alone worth more than the humble houses of the rest of the village. On its walls, hung dozens of beautiful paintings that had suffered slightly from the damp cold air inside the mansion and the sight would have probably driven mad anyone that knew enough about art to truly appreciate the pieces. Between the paintings, were intricate candelabras that were either gilded or entirely made of gold, all of them were completely covered in cobwebs and candle wax that hadn’t been cleaned off.

“I don’t like how quiet it is in here. Can you feel anything at all?” Gilbert asked quietly.

“Nothing living, there’s the dead guy, tons of dead rats near it and nothing besides that. No mice, no living rats, no large bugs.” Anastacia shrugged. “So how do we find the ghost?”

Gilbert sighed. “It’s not necessarily a ghost, and unless whatever it is attacks us, I think the body will be the best clue we can get. Though we could peek into some rooms along the way…” He said and pointed at one of the doors a few meters down the hallway.

Anastacia immediately rushed to the door and popped it open. She stared into the room for a bit before glancing at Gilbert and looking more than slightly worried. “Uh… Well, something happened here.” She said and stepped in.

The room was lit by sunlight coming in through a window that was uncovered by drapes because someone or something had torn them off, as evidenced by the metal curtain rod being bent and one of its supports being torn off the wall. The rest of the room was in very much similar shape, every piece of furniture had been torn apart and was missing pieces. What was left of a handsomely sized bed suggested that it may have at some point been a bedroom, but that was as far as the clues went.

Anastacia kicked around some of the wooden scraps that had been tossed all over the floor. “What is this? Was there a fight?” She asked and took a look out of the window.

Gilbert kneeled to inspect a piece of splintered wood that had at some point been a chair. “Hmm… No. This is scavenging. Take a look around you, someone has gone through this room and taken every substantial piece of wood and cloth. All that’s left are the cracked pieces that have a lot of nails in them or broke when the furniture was taken apart. You see this type of a thing when someone is trying to fortify a position during a war, they use whatever they can find to create barricades and such. Whoever did this is gathering materials.” He explained and went to check what the next room over was like, only to find it in the exact same condition, more or less confirming his suspicions. “It’s pretty obvious that no one has broken in here though, they could have just grabbed almost anything and lived well for years off it, but everything valuable seems to be untouched.”

“How abut this: the guy lived here alone, and the ghost slowly drove him insane, so he tried to barricade himself into the room he’s in now, but ran out of water and died?” Anastacia suggested.

The old adventurer scratched his beard. “It’s not a bad theory. I guess we’ll see when we get to the body. Also, we still don’t know if it’s a ghost or not.”

“Right, we only know that you want to be boring about it.” Anastacia remarked and moved on to the next room.

They continued down the hallway, taking a quick peek into the rooms they passed along the way while looking for the stairs to the third floor. As they wandered around for a couple of hours, the pattern that presented itself seemed to be that the more open spaces like lobbies and halls had been unused for a long time, but in good, non-ransacked state, while everything that was hidden behind closed doors was scrapped and torn apart. Eventually they had gone through the entire second floor without finding any kind of clue on what they were dealing with nor the stairs, so Gilbert figured that it was time to return to the foyer and try their luck with the doors there.

“You know what would be cool? If we opened one of the doors and there was just like a ton of cheese or something stupid behind it, and I don’t mean like a storeroom of it, I want like a stack of the stuff from floor to ceiling. Though it would probably be cursed, wouldn’t it?” Anastacia wondered while they were heading back. They were no longer bothering with keeping their voices down since that didn’t appear to matter. “Would cursed cheese still taste the same? Because I might still go for it if the curse isn’t anything too terrible.”

“I wouldn’t know, I’ve never had to eat cursed cheese. Though there was this one time we had to kill a giant alligator that lived in a cursed swamp. Bugs got to our rations so we figured that we might as well eat the alligator since it was there and dead anyway, didn’t want it to go to waste, you know? Anyway, it tasted just fine really, but we all started losing hair before the evening.” The old adventurer explained. “It grew back fine though, so it think it was worth-“ He was about to continue the story but stopped at the top of the stairs they had taken earlier. “That wasn’t there.” He whispered and pointed down at a wooden mannequin that stood in the middle of the foyer, facing directly at them.

Anastacia took a few steps towards it to see if it’d react, but the mannequin remained still. “I saw that one from the window earlier, I recognize the dress.” She whispered and took out one of her remaining spears.

Together they slowly approached the mannequin that was wearing a gorgeous but clumsy looking pure white dress with numerous ribbons and other trinkets attached to it, as well as a pair of long white silk gloves on its ball-jointed arms and a white slightly transparent veil. Once they got close, Anastacia poked it a few times with her staff, but again, received no reaction.

“I think this was my favorite one. Such a shame I can’t take it, but it’d be kind of rude to leave her naked anyway.” The necromancer sighed and fixed one of the ribbons slightly.

Gilbert frowned. “Her? The mannequin?” He asked.

“Ugh… Well obviously! I think she’s kind of pretty too.” Anastacia insisted.

The old adventurer squinted to look at the mannequin’s face. It was almost entirely featureless, besides the rough outlines of a pair of eyes and eyebrows painted on it with black paint. He could maybe see something feminine about the eyes but even that was a stretch. “You know what? Let’s revisit this one when we’re not stuck inside a manor with either mannequins that move on their own, or someone that moves them but isn’t detectable by you.” He said and headed to the door that was on the right from the front door, in the same direction as the corpse. While keeping an eye on the mannequin, he carefully gave the door a slight push and allowed it to creak open on its own. The corridor on the other side was equally empty and quiet as the foyer had been when they first entered the mansion, though it ran along the outer wall of the building and was decently lit by the light coming through the windows. After quickly checking the ceiling, Gilbert noticed a fist-sized lump of something on the floor a couple of meters into the corridor. “What the…” He muttered and went to pick it up.

“What’d you find?” Anastacia asked and followed Gilbert into the corridor. “Is it ghosts?”

“It’s not ghosts, damnit!” The old adventurer raised his voice slightly. “It’s cheese, very, very old and moldy cheese. It may not be a stack from floor to ceiling, but I don’t think this can be a coincidence.”

Anastacia took the lump of cheese from him and smelled it carefully. While it did smell a bit off, it was mostly dry, and the more poignant stench of the mold faded only a few centimeters away. So the necromancer took off her helmet and stuck the lump on one of the pointy antlers on it. “Thanks to… whoever gave this to me, I suppose.” She said and strapped the helmet back on.

Gilbert didn’t feel like arguing about carrying along a moldy piece of cheese, so he said nothing about it, but something else came to his mind. “Why don’t you wish for something else? We’ll see if whatever we’re dealing with here delivers.” He suggested.

“You think that’s how it works? Okay then, I could really go for some coffee right about now, the stuff we make on the road isn’t great…” Anastacia said and looked around in case there suddenly was a cup of coffee on the floor, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

Gilbert scratched his beard and looked around. “What if I…” He mumbled and walked back to the door they just came through and closed it. Before even a second had passed, he pulled it open again, only to find the dressed-up mannequin less than a meter away from the door, with a small porcelain cup between its hands. “Fuck!” The adventurer yelped in surprise and jumped back.

“What a brave adventurer you are.” Anastacia sneered, walked up to the mannequin and accepted its gift. Though instead of coffee, the cup was filled with whole coffee beans and murky water that smelled like it might have been from the pond outside. “Uh… Thanks for trying.” She said and awkwardly placed the cup on a windowsill.

“I’m going to be frank about this: I don’t have a clue about what this even could be. Nothing I know of fits this, which means it’s either something I don’t know about or something that’s behaving abnormally, both of which are very, very, very dangerous. Basically, we have no idea what it is, what it’ll do or what we can do about it.” Gilbert explained and looked unusually shaken by the realization, as it wasn’t something he ran into too often.

Anastacia shrugged. “Really? Honestly, I’m having a great time. I mean, look...” She said and closed the door again. “Bring me tits!” The necromancer demanded and pulled the door open to reveal a large painting, that depicted a scantily clad woman sleeping in a garden, leaning against the mannequin. “It’s clearly a benevolent ghost.”

“Or it’s a trap” Gilbert pointed out.

Anastacia scoffed at the idea and went ahead to open another door a bit further along the corridor. Unsurprisingly, on the other side was another completely trashed room, perhaps a dining room of some kind. But there was a single detail about it that immediately caught her eye: in the middle of the large room was an intact bottle of wine. The broken pieces of furniture had been scattered everywhere as they had been in every other room they had checked so far, but the bottle’s surroundings were clear of shrapnel, which wasn’t like anything what they had seen before. Curious about the bottle, Anastacia entered the room and started to poke it with her staff.

Gilbert was about to follow her but happened to glance at the mannequin and felt a chill down his spine. “Yeah, I just don’t like this at all.” He said and went to close the door to get some peace of mind.

Right before it was about to slam shut, the door thumped against something. Gilbert tried to push it a bit harder, but the door wouldn’t budge anymore. Before he had time to back off, someone shoved their arm through the small gap and grabbed his wrist. Gilbert felt something sting his arm and looked down to see that the hand grasping his wrist had several rusty nails driven through it and the white silk glove it wore. Most of the nails stuck into his leather bracer, but a few found their way through and dug into his skin. The adventurer groaned in pain and tackled the door with all his weight while trying to pull the hand off his wrist, tearing his skin more in the process and covering both his and the attacker’s arms in blood.

All of a sudden, he heard a loud popping sound and the door slammed shut with the attacker’s arm still firmly stuck on his. He was able to pull it off, as it no longer fought him after getting detached, and threw it at a wall as hard as he could, right as Anastacia dashed out of the room she had gone into.

“What?! Ghosts?!” The necromancer asked and looked around while spinning one of her spears, until she noticed the severed arm on the floor. “What the fuck, Gil?! You didn’t have to break her arm even if she was a bit creepy!” She yelled and picked up the wooden piece of a mannequin from the floor.

“But, it…” The old adventurer started and looked at his own wrist, which was now miraculously healed and completely clean from blood, just like the severed mannequin arm, which had also somehow lost the nails it previously had in it. “…attacked me?”

Anastacia shoved him out of the way and opened the door again. “Yeah right, I’m sure it did. Be careful with that cup of coffee too, or it might ‘attack’ you as well.” She mocked Gilbert and picked up the one-armed mannequin to lean it against the wall because it wouldn’t stay upright anymore. “Sorry about that, he can be a bit too paranoid about things.” She whispered to it and placed the severed arm on the floor next to it.

Gilbert took his glove and bracer off to see if his arm was really unharmed. He could have sworn that he felt the nails dig into his skin and that he saw blood gushing everywhere, but now it was as if nothing had happened. “Anna, you’ve got to believe me. There’s something very weird going on.” He insisted.

“Sure, I believe you, no reason not to. Maybe the mannequin came alive for a bit, maybe it tried to attack you, but I’m not seeing anything like that here. It’s pretty clear that there’s something going on, but are you absolutely sure that whatever just happened wasn’t in your head? Because I’d be pretty much screwed if you start going nuts.” Anastacia said and poked her friend in the stomach with her staff. “I’m not supposed to be the levelheaded one here. Now, let’s go, I found a way to the kitchen.”

The old adventurer slapped himself on the cheeks a few times to perk up and followed Anastacia into the room she had checked earlier. The wine bottle was now shattered on the floor and the wine itself frozen solid. The only ice mage present insisted that she had no idea what had happened and urged them to move onwards through another door in the corner of the room into a large kitchen that would have at one point employed at least half a dozen chefs but was now covered in a thick layer cobwebs and dust. Even if the late owner of the mansion hadn’t been dead for the entire year, he certainly hadn’t found much use for the kitchen, as it looked like it had been out of commission for far longer than that. Though it was notable that whoever had gathered all the available materials from the other rooms, hadn’t gotten their hands on the cookery yet.

Gilbert looked around but couldn’t find anything special about the room itself, or a reason why Anastacia wanted to go there. “Why are we here?” He asked and picked up a rotten, dried up onion from a bowl on one of the counters.

Anastacia pointed at the ceiling and a small hatch in it, barely big enough for a regular sized man to squeeze through. “Maybe it’s a secret passage?” She suggested and handed Gilbert her staff because she was too short to reach the trapdoor’s handle even with it.

“Maybe it is, but I won’t be able to fit in there.” Gilbert pointed out and tapped the handle a few times with the staff.

When the hatch finally opened, it released a massive cloud of dust into the room below and had the adventurers coughing for a good while. Along with the dust, an inbuilt set of ladders lowered from the hatch, almost hitting Gilbert on the way down.

After shaking most of the dust off herself, Anastacia took her staff and began climbing. “I’ll check it out, try not to get attacked while I’m up there. Some of those ladles next to the stove looked pretty mean.” She grinned and disappeared into the darkness.

Gilbert could hear her steps through the ceiling as the boards creaked under the necromancer’s feet. “Try not to wander too far, okay?” He said and heard Anastacia dismiss the comment somewhere directly above him. He took a sip of water and sat down on a dusty counter in a place where he could see both the ladder and the door they came in from, he wasn’t about to forget the mannequin’s existence.

Suddenly, something odd caught Gilbert’s nose: a very faint scent of burning wood. His first thought was that Anastacia was up to something again, but no way even she would be stupid enough to use fire magic in a dusty crawlspace. From the corner of his eye he noticed a tiny puff of smoke rising from the stove’s firebox. Wizened from the earlier experience with the door, he moved further away from the stove and closer to the ladders while grasping his mace tight. Slowly the firebox creaked open, revealing a full blaze inside the stove, far larger than it was supposed to have even when in use. Gilbert’s mind raced to find possible explanations, but everything he was able to come up it was farfetched to the point of ludicrousness, and when an extremely long and lanky arm made of cinder and fire reached out from the flames, he gave up on the idea of a magical self-lighting stove.

“Anna! Do you smell smoke?” He asked and watched a second, equally disturbing looking arm emerge from the fire.

“Wasn’t me!” The necromancer responded from the crawlspace. “What’s up?”

While bouncing his gaze between the stove, the door they came in from and the hatch Anastacia crawled into, Gilbert took a few deep breaths. “I think it’s happening again! Can you please hurry back here?!” He asked with a noticeable amount of distress in his voice.

“No can do.” Anastacia coughed. “I stepped through a few boards and my foot is a bit stuck, can you hold on for a few seconds?”

Gilbert felt the stinging pain in his wrist again; the wounds from the previous encounter were back. When a third fiery arm clawed its way out of the stove, he decided that enough was enough, charged the stove and kicked the firebox shut. It was enough to snap one of the arms clean off, but the other two began flailing blindly and set the cobwebs around the room on fire. Even though it was severed, the fallen arm was still wriggling and grasping on the floor, so Gilbert decided to stomp on it. That turned out to be a mistake however, as the gross, four-jointed fingers effortlessly burned their way through the adventurer’s leather boots and scorched his foot. Howling in pain, Gilbert fell on his back and used his other leg to kick the fiery arm off. Things might have taken a turn for the worse, if it weren’t for Anastacia’s hurried steps that banished the fiery nightmare in a blink of an eye and returned everything back to their extremely dusty state.

“Is it ghosts?!” Anastacia asked excitedly and slid down the ladder, only to discover Gilbert lying on the dusty floor, holding his foot as the stove’s hatch slowly swung shut. “Did you… kick a stove? You need to calm down.” She laughed and offered to cool down Gilbert’s foot.

The old adventurer was breathing heavily and hastily took his boot off. Both his leg and wrist were unharmed again. He sighed started to regret leaving the enchanted rope in his backpack by the gates outside, having Anastacia tied to his belt would have come in handy.

            

    
        Chapter 150 - In the dark

    
    
    
    
                ”So, did you find anything up there?” Gilbert asked and got up from the dusty kitchen floor.

“Pots, pans and disappointment. I think it’s just some leftover space between rooms that was used as storage.” Anastacia shrugged and whacked Gilbert’s back a few times to get at least some of the dust off him. “You’re just like full on hallucinating then? What’d you see this time?” She asked.

“Some kind of fire creature, nothing like any of the ones I’m aware of. For hallucinations these seem awfully real, and I’ve been drugged into having some quite a few times, so I have some prior experience.” The old adventurer explained while carefully opening another door, opposite to the one they came in from. “We should get going.”

Anastacia followed him into the dark room behind it. By the looks of it, the room appeared to be some kind of a dining room for the servants. It didn’t have the usual marble and gold flair of the mansion and the scraps of furniture on the floor seemed cheap in comparison to the mahogany shrapnel found in other rooms, but that was the only unique aspect about the it, but at least through it the adventurers were able to find their way back to corridor they had earlier been in.

“Hey, Gil.” Anastacia said suddenly and rifled though her pockets. Once she found what she was looking for, the necromancer handed the enchanted ruby ring she had gotten in the early days of her career as an adventurer over to Gilbert. “You didn’t sound like you were having fun earlier, so maybe you should have that one. It doesn’t make the pain go away but it’ll help you work through it.”

“Are you sure, what if you get hurt as well?” Gilbert asked and inspected the red gem on the ring.

“Then you’ll just have to carry me.” Anastacia grinned. “And honestly, I don’t feel like I’m in danger here.”

Gilbert took his glove off to slide the ring on his pinky. Despite being slightly loose even for Anastacia’s thumb, the ruby ring barely fit on him. “Suppose you’re right. Now that I think about it, why would hallucinations disappear when you’re in the same room? If they’re in my head, you shouldn’t be able to see them in the first place, whether they left or not.”

Anastacia frowned. “You’re saying that they’re not hallucinations, but some other kind of real trickery?”

“We’re in uncharted waters here, as far as I know at least, so who knows what they are. Lets just try to stick together from now on.” Gilbert said and opened the next door.

They went through the corridor door by door, quickly checking each room for anything out of the ordinary. Though the search didn’t amount to much, their strategy of strictly sticking together seemed to work, as Gilbert hadn’t gotten attacked again by the time they reached the other end of the main building. From there, their options seemed to be either to return to the lobby and try their luck with one of the two remaining doors there or go through a set of larger doors and enter the wing at that end of the mansion. The whole layout of the mansion was a bit odd, so neither of the options was in any way better than the other.

Suddenly Anastacia remembered something. “I think I saw a cellar door at the other end of this wing!” She exclaimed and peered into the garden through a window.

Gilbert scratched his beard and tried to picture in his mind what they had seen on the way to the mansion. “You might be right, it was covered in vines and such, right?” He asked.

“Yeah! Maybe we can get out of here from there? Or at least break the door and make sure we can bail out later.” The necromancer suggested excitedly.

“We can try.” Gilbert said, though it was pretty obvious he didn’t actually have much faith in the plan. Whatever they were dealing with probably wasn’t going to have such an obvious blind spot, especially now that they had announced it out loud. But lacking any better alternatives, he pushed the door and let it slowly creak open on its own.

What was on the other side made no sense: a windowless hallway that appeared to continue as far as they could see in the dark. The wing was maybe one hundred and fifty meters long at most, but the hallway didn’t seem to care much about such things and spanned much further than that without an end in sight.

“Okay, how about we just don’t deal with that.” Anastacia said and turned on her heel back towards the foyer. “Oh for fuck’s sake.” She groaned and stared down the corridor they had just walked through, which was now similarly infinite in length as the one in the other direction.

“Looks like it didn’t like our idea.” Gilbert dryly laughed. “Might as well press onwards then. We’re not lost in the woods here and no one will come looking for us.” He said and started walking down the dark hallway they hadn’t checked yet.

As they walked, they passed countless doors that were placed roughly twenty meters apart from each other on both sides of the hallway. After opening the first ten or so and finding an exactly identical room behind every single one of them, they gave up on it and stopped checking them. Anastacia’s ability to poorly have her wishes granted by opening doors seemed to have stopped working as well, so there really didn’t seem to be a way out of the predicament. Gilbert theorized that since they had caught up to their captor’s plan to separate them by distraction, it had changed its strategy and now tried to simply tire the adventurers until one of them either collapsed or fell asleep. Eventually, after passing countless doors, both of them had lost any remnants of their sense of time and had no idea if it had been two or ten hours since they started walking.

“Door… wall… candelabra… wall… column… wall… candelabra… wall… column… wall… candelabra… wall… door…” Anastacia listed the things they passed. She had been doing it for a while already and it may have started to get on Gilbert’s nerves.

“Could you not? I’m trying to come up with something, because this is clearly going nowhere.” The old adventurer snarled.

Anastacia let out a long, harrowing groan of boredom and slumped down on the marble floor. “Can’t we just bait it into trying something by taking a nap?” She suggested and rolled sideways a couple of times until she hit a wall.

Gilbert sat down next to her. “Well, our options are walking until we get exhausted and have to stop, waiting until we can’t stay awake anymore or just playing with the hand we’ve been dealt and just take a nap. I doubt we’re going to run out of corridor any time soon, so there really isn’t much we can do, and personally I’d rather deal with what comes next without tiring myself out pointlessly first.” He said and took out his pipe.

“What do you think will happen?” Anastacia asked and leaned against Gilbert’s shoulder.

The old adventurer calmly lit his pipe. “It’ll probably try to kill me, or both of us. Like I’ve said, we have no idea what’s going on or why, but we’re all out of options and there’s nothing we can do about it. Though I feel like if it could or wanted to just outright kill either of us, it would have already, so we’ve got that going for us.” He explained.

The pair mulled over their decision for a while and eventually agreed that intentionally provoking interaction was the only way that guaranteed any kind of progress on the quest. They decided that Gilbert would wait until Anastacia fell asleep before attempting to do so himself. They aimed their lanterns down the corridor in both directions and leaned against the wall in wait. Expressing some exceptional calmness under stress, Anastacia dozed off almost immediately and started snoring quietly.

Gilbert blew some smoke into the air and stared at the wall on the other side of the corridor, fully expecting something to attack him immediately, but strangely nothing crawled out of the darkness over the next few minutes. He was still far too tense to actually fall asleep and decided to calm his nerves by pacing back and forth between the lanterns and stretching his arms and legs in the process. After a bit of moving about, he stopped to take a sip of water and stared into dark for a while.

As soon as he allowed himself to foolishly consider that maybe nothing was going to happen, Gilbert felt a familiar stinging pain in his wrist. The ruby ring did make it more bearable, but when the agonizing burning feeling returned to his leg, he had to kneel down. “Anna!” He yelled, knowing that the return of his injuries from the earlier incidents could only mean that they were under attack once more.

To his surprise, Anastacia was already up, but something about her posture was odd; in the dark it almost looked like she was being dangled from her shoulders like a puppet. Her head was limply hanging forwards and Gilbert could still hear her quiet snoring.

“Anna!” The old adventurer repeated but the necromancer didn’t react to it in any way. She simply stood there as if she was sleep walking. Gilbert forced himself to get up and shake Anastacia a bit, but nothing seemed to wake her up.

Suddenly the necromancer lurched towards the wall the adventurers had been sleeping against and started to trace something on it with her hand. Gilbert tried to wake her up a few more times by shaking a bit harder and shouting her name, but it didn’t yield any results either and the pain in his arm and leg started to get overwhelming again, so he decided to step back and observe until he could muster up the strength to overcome the pain again. He watched Anastacia slowly slide her hand along the wall once more before standing completely still for what felt like an eternity.

“Hello? Anyone there?” Gilbert tried, hoping to at least contact whatever it was that had taken control of the sleeping necromancer. He received no response, and instead Anastacia slowly reached for the enchanted knife she carried. “Hold up! Let’s not be hasty here…” He said and backed up a bit as the necromancer pulled the knife out of its sheath.

The possessed Anastacia began scraping the knife against the wall and started to clumsily carve something into it. Gilbert couldn’t quite make out what it was, but that quickly fell on the list of important things to focus on, as he heard a terrifying high-pitched screech from the darkness further along the corridor.  

“And the bag of tricks still isn’t quite empty…” He muttered and forced himself up despite the pain. Gripping his mace tightly with his uninjured hand, he inched towards the direction of the sound and picked up his lantern. “Come on now, what do you have for me this time? Burning mannequins?” He said banged his mace against the wall a few times to bolster his confidence.

What crawled out of the dark was neither of his previous foes; accompanied by rhythmically clanking metallic sounds of its eight spider-like feet hitting the marble floor, what looked like a gutted bear plushie rushed towards him and leaped into the air, clearly aiming for Gilbert’s throat. Luckily, he was prepared this time and was able to swat the creature away, seemingly killing it when it hit the wall. Just to be sure, he stomped on it before kneeling to inspect the critter.

Its body was indeed made of a plushie toy that had been dismembered and almost beheaded, with its head dangling on with only a few bits of string. From the gutted stomach of the toy, sprouted eight rusted metallic spider legs, that all ended in an extremely sharp point that could no doubt pierce anything short of solid plate armor. At about the size of a cat, the strange machine-like critter wasn’t much of an opponent, but it was easy to see that given the opportunity for a surprise attack, it would make short work of anyone who wasn’t protecting their neck properly.

“Well, that wasn’t so bad.” Gilbert said and stumbled up to see if Anastacia was still being controlled.

The necromancer was still focused on carving something on the wall, though her head had drooped back, showing that she was still fully asleep and not acting on her own will. Gilbert limped over and tried giving her a bit of a push, but somehow despite her size, Anastacia seemed unmovable all of a sudden. He also tried squeezing her nose shut, hoping she would wake up to breathe, but it only made her snore louder. Figuring that there was probably some kind of magic going on that prevented Anastacia from waking up and that he probably couldn’t do anything about it, Gilbert switched his attention to the scribbles on the wall. At first they didn’t seem like anything he could recognize, just a bunch of haphazardly made lines, but when he traced some of the lines with his finger, he began to see some clear patterns among them.

“Where have I seen these?...” He wondered out loud and sat down to tend to his injuries. “Aren’t these supposed to go away by now?” he muttered and took off his boot. Using some of the emergency supplies he had on him, he stopped the bleeding on his arm and moved on to the burned leg. Typically Emilia was the one responsible for first aid, and she didn’t want to bother Sylvia with every paper cut the party suffered, so she always had an ample selection of numbing oils and herbal ointments on her. Gilbert had picked out a few of the more important ones under her guidance for himself and Anastacia to carry, just in case the priestess wasn’t able to help them. This included an ointment for burns, which he applied liberally on his leg before wrapping some gauze around it. “Imaginary or not, that does feel a lot better. Still possessed, Anna?” He asked and checked up on the necromancer’s work.

The girl just kept snoring as a response while her hands busied themselves with carving the patterns.

“Brilliant, I’ll just wait here then.” Gilbert sighed and lit his pipe to calm his nerves while watching over Anastacia.

Slowly the pattern spread in every direction, until it covered a five-meter-wide patch of the wall, from the floor to as high as the necromancer could reach. This however, didn’t seem to be enough for the thing in control of her, as she shuffled over to a new spot to start all over again there.

While listening to the necromancer scrape away at the wooden wall, Gilbert noticed a second, far more subtle sound coming from somewhere. For the entire time they had been inside the mansion, it had been extremely quiet, not a single sound besides the echo of their own voices had been audible at any point before the most recent encounter with the odd spider creature, so a sudden appearance of one was cause for concern to say the least. The new sound was much like the one made by Anastacia’s carving, so initially he figured that it was just its echo from down the corridor, but the rhythm didn’t match up at all. The direction it came from was slightly odd as well, it was almost like it came from directly above them.

Gilbert pointed his lantern at the ceiling and cursed quietly at the sight of a dozen or so broken toys that had been mangled and turned into the spider creatures. “Anna, waking up right about now would be great.” He whispered and slowly reached for his mace.

With a deafening scream, the critters dropped down. Gilbert was only barely able to lunge out of the way and get enough distance between himself and them to get into a better fighting stance. First of the wretched creatures that reached him got the same treatment as their decoy from earlier: a swift swing from a mace and a short flight at a wall. As more and more of the metallic spiders plunged themselves at him, he was forced to move back while being barely able to keep the sharp rusty spikes away from his throat. What didn’t help the situation was that unlike before, the critters wouldn’t stay down after they were hit, time and time again, the supposedly defeated ones sprung back up and rejoined the fight. Thanks to the ruby ring and the numbing ointment, Gilbert was more or less able to keep his head clear regardless of the pain, but every time he couldn’t repel an attack quite in time, he was rewarded with one of the spiders stabbing its leg at whatever bit of him was closest. He had once fought a whole pack of knife wielding gnomes over a land dispute, so he had some experience being in a fight where he was outnumbered by a flood of smaller enemies, and it definitely came in handy, but there was no denying that he was on the losing side of the battle and had to back down even further. As the fight continued, Gilbert started to get more and more tired, while his opponents still came at him with exactly as much vigor as before. He started to seriously consider just bolting away, but before he had the chance, the onslaught of stabs suddenly ceased. On the floor in front of him, where the metal spiders had crawled, was now a bunch of toys, ranging from plushies to animals expertly carved from wood. The adventurer kicked the closest one to make sure it didn’t come back alive anymore.

“Hmh… The pain is gone.” He muttered between heavy breaths and checked his arms for the scratches he had gotten during the fight but couldn’t find any. “Oh, guess it’s over. Anna, are you-“ He said and looked down the dark corridor. Neither the necromancer or her lantern were anywhere to be seen. “Anna?”

He turned around and was floored by the realization that he was back at the large door they had gone through into the seemingly infinite corridor hours ago. There was absolutely no way he could have backed down more than maybe fifty meters at most. Glancing back at where Anastacia was supposed to be, instead of the infinite darkness they had been walking in, Gilbert could see a large window at the other end of the building, a mere hundred or so meter away.

“Anna?” He asked again, knowing that she wasn’t there to answer. “Shit.”

            

    
        Chapter 151 - Nirmaata 

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia flinched awake and found that she was completely unable to move her body below her neck. Nothing seemed to be weighing down on her and she was able to feel everything just fine, but it was as if her body had been cast in clay and was simply stuck. Before even bothering to look around in the dimly lit room, she checked her surroundings and tried to find Gilbert, who was now alone and probably in a much worse situation than she. And surely, the old adventurer was running as fast as he could only about a hundred meters away from Anastacia, but a couple of floors below. Considerably nearer to her was the corpse they had been looking for, in fact, it was only six or so meters behind her, and she could smell the rotten smell of the mummified owner of the mansion. With Gilbert at least alive and reasonably well considering his troubles with almost every inanimate object they had come across, Anastacia could move on to her own situation.

In front of her was a sturdy looking wooden table with a worn-down surface, from what was probably decades of carpentry and sewing, based on the dusty tools that were scattered everywhere. To the left of her was a small window that lit the room with moonlight, from the window Anastacia could also see the gates into the garden and some of the taller buildings in the village among the treetops a bit further away. On her right was a pile of assorted bits of wood and cloth, probably what had been scavenged from the rooms she and Gilbert had passed earlier. Though she couldn’t see behind her, from the echoes she could tell that she was in a small nook of a much larger room. Unable to turn her head enough to see what was behind her, Anastacia chose to speak up. “Hello?” She said.

“You have woken, good.” Said a raspy female voice almost directly into her ear. It didn’t sound particularly young or old, just like it hadn’t had a drink in years.

“Are you a ghost?” The necromancer responded immediately.

She could hear the voice sigh. “No, I am not a spirit, vengeful or otherwise.” It said.

“You sound like a ghost.” Anastacia kept pressing the issue.

“Had you ever met a ghost, you would know that to be untrue.” The voice said calmly.

Anastacia disregarded her captor’s answer. “Whatever, ghost.” She scoffed and tried to turn her head more.

An extremely long fingered, huge hand appeared on Anastacia’s shoulder, though it had five fingers and the general shape of a human hand, it looked more like a bird’s foot and had a sharp black talon at the end of each finger to match. It pulled on the chair gently and turned it around, allowing the necromancer to see what she was dealing with.

Attached to the raptor-like arm was a massive creature that had to stay hunched over to fit inside the room at all. Had it been standing upright, it would have been at least seven meters tall. Most of its body was covered by long brightly colored a robe made from an expensive looking fabric that had been detailed with gold, silver and gemstones from the collar to the hem, which covered both the lower half of the creature and the floor around it. Despite its considerable size, the robe was far too large and only loosely fit it. The monstrosity’s general body shape was that of a wolf or a large cat, Anastacia wasn’t able to tell because of its clothing, but it definitely seemed like it would prefer walking on all fours. Its long neck was covered in black feathers from the top and dark fur around its throat. The creature’s relatively small face and head were covered by a porcelain mask that resembled a calmly smiling face of a beautiful woman. From behind the mask sprouted two thick horns that were about a meter long each, pointed almost directly to the sides and had been carved full of beautiful shapes. Around the horns grew some beautifully smooth, long black hair that had been braided and decorated with jewelry. While its one arm, or front leg, was on Anastacia’s shoulder, the other one was wrapped around the corpse of the deceased Bartholomew, owner of the mansion, as if to protect it.

One by one, candles around the room lit on their own, revealing the rest of the room to Anastacia. From almost wall to wall, the large workshop was filled with salvaged pieces of wood and mannequins crafted from them. Some of the complete ones were wearing beautifully made clothes that were obviously sown together from the drapes, bed sheets and other pieces of fabric found around the mansion.

As the massive beast leaned closer to the necromancer and lowered its mask right in front of her face, Anastacia was able to see the bloodshot, but otherwise completely white eyes behind the ceramic mask. Though the size and look of the monster was slightly worrying, what bothered Anastacia the most was its complete immunity to necromancy. She could feel the air in the room shift as it moved, so it was definitely there and not just an illusion, yet she couldn’t feel its body in the slightest. There was only one other being Anastacia had met that appeared to be a living creature yet somehow wasn’t: the goddess Vilja. “Are you a god then?” She asked, slightly more nervously this time.

“Nothing like that under our roof, not the place for things divine you see.” The beast sighed and undid the strap on Anastacia’s helmet to lift it off.

“Then what are you?” Anastacia asked and tried to wiggle about to free herself in vain.

The beast placed Anastacia’s helmet on the floor next to her and proceeded to remove her weapons before neatly piling them on the floor. “Worry not about such things, esteemed necromancer, all will be clear, sooner or later. For now, you may call me Nirmaata, it is not the one I prefer amongst my names, but it is one you can speak out.” It introduced itself with a melancholy tone in its voice.

Anastacia nodded. “Okay, Nirmaata, I assume you’re the one who has been giving us trouble?” She suggested and tried her best to sound calm.

“Perhaps esteemed necromancer should re-evaluate her attitude towards invading the domains of others? Heads have and will roll for lesser offenses, or have invitations fallen out of fashion as of late?” The beast asked and lowered its mask even closer to Anastacia’s face. “But set aside your marauding ways we shall, for I did not foresee such luck befalling us. I feared we were beyond all hope, but by some curious happenstance, it was you of all people that decided to plunder what little we have to offer.”

“Uh… We’re not here to steal anything, it’s just that the dude who lived here had some friends that wanted us to check up on him, but since he’s dead, we kind of need to take the body so they can bury it or whatever.” Anastacia pointed out, hoping that if the creature knew their intentions, it would cease its attacks.

Nirmaata leaned back and retreated into the corner of the room where it kept the corpse of Bartholomew. It let out a harrowing wail and wrapped its other arm around the body as well. “This I cannot allow! The world stacks the deck against us, but it must eventually understand that dearest Bartholomew is mine and mine alone!” It snarled as the feathers on its neck stood up. “Friends, they distract dearest Bartholomew from what really matters, strangle them in their sleep I should have, just like before!”

This was one of those rare situations where Anastacia realized that anything she would have said would just make things worse. Usually she could run her mouth and annoy her opponents without having to fear the consequences, if anything, she was able to bait them into making mistakes they wouldn’t have made had they remained calm; but this time there was no way for her to retaliate and her usual antics would have just gotten Gilbert and possible herself killed. She did briefly consider launching one of the remaining spears at the beast though, but the outcome would have probably been no different from when she tried to break down the door earlier, and that was better left as an absolute last option.

“’But dearest Bartholomew is dead’, is what esteemed necromancer is thinking, isn’t it? That is why we are fortunate for having such gifted burglars. So, hear this humble plea of mine: fix dearest Bartholomew. Wake him from his slumber, so that we may once more be together!” Nirmaata said and extended its neck to put its mask only a couple of centimeters away from Anastacia’s face.

“Ca… can I say no? Because I don’t really do the whole reanimation thing and there are some other iss-“ The necromancer tried to explain but was interrupted.

“You may, but pleas are quick to become demands. Trust me, esteemed necromancer, forcing a craftsman to apply their abilities is in my nature, and not something you wish to face. Yet the firmest of my beliefs states that the greatest masterpieces are created by free hands, without an exception. So it would serve both you and I if you were to agree.” Nirmaata said and placed its hand on Anastacia’s shoulder, slightly digging its claw into her vest.

Anastacia knew that what Nirmaata likely wanted was flat out impossible. There was no way to bring back anyone in any meaningful way. Once a person was dead, everything they were as a person was erased. Thralls would ‘remember’ some functions they had while alive, for example undead horses knew how to run and birds could fly without having to be directly controlled by the necromancer, though much of that was speculated to stem from the subconsciousness of the one in control. For a skilled controller, it was even possible to have the bodies of people that had fallen in battle brandish weapons with a sufficient efficiency.  But no amount of necromancy would make the dead flesh remember its friends or family, have feelings or anything like that. Things like complete resurrection of a person were firmly in the domain of gods, as Anastacia had the privilege of knowing firsthand. However, admitting that it wasn’t going to happen probably wasn’t such a good idea, but the knowledge that Nirmaata did indeed need Anastacia for something, gave her an idea.

“Well, there are a few issues with that. Like I said, it’s not really something I’m experienced at.” She pointed out.

Nirmaata ran its finger across Anastacia’s cheek. “This is true. In your slumber, I have tested your abilities, measured your skills, and the painful fact I found was your flimsy techniques. The knowledge is there but the arms do not convey it. It goes against my nature to allow such haphazard craftsmanship, and failure is not an option when it comes to dearest Bartholomew.” It reasoned and picked up a dead rat from somewhere. “But luckily, practice makes perfect and nature provides us with ample resources for improving ourselves.”

“Let me finish. I demand an exchange of favors. I’ll see about your request, but in exchange I want you to free the man I came here with. Give my helmet to him, fix his wounds, apologize to him face to face and let him out of the mansion.” Anastacia said and stared Nirmaata directly in the eyes with all the conviction she had in her.

The beast growled. “Why? Difficult to kill as he may be, not a single creative bone in his lumbering husk, waste of manhood and an utter oaf. Freeing him does no good for anyone, least of all you.” It wondered and glared at Anastacia. “What platform does esteemed necromancer have to demand such favors, prisoner and helpless against my will. So pray tell, what reason do I have to comply?”

Anastacia took a deep breath. “Because you need me, and I won’t do shit before he’s safe. You can control my body all you want, but I don’t need my hands to blow my own head clean off in a blink of an eye.” She threatened.

“Esteemed necromancer would waste her own life like that? I find that difficult to believe, no matter how much this utter oaf means to you. Words without intent, I wager.” Nirmaata scoffed at the idea.

“I prefer death over being forced to do stuff against my own will, so either do as I say and earn my help, or you’ll be shit out of luck and out of necromancers. How long do you reckon you have to wait until the next one happens to come by?” Anastacia stood her ground.

 

 

“Fuckfuckfuckfuck…” Gilbert swore and rushed through the door back into the foyer. Ever since Anastacia had disappeared roughly three hours ago, the mansion had turned into an endless nightmare for him. His injuries now seemed permanent and his pursuers no longer gave up after a while. So far, he had destroyed almost a dozen mannequins, trapped several metallic spider toys and escaped from multiple burning rooms. During his escape, he had stumbled upon a full suit of decorative plate armor and was able to steal a shield from it. Despite not being made for actual combat, it had served well and was now riddled with holes, made by the pointy feet of the toy spiders. But that was where his luck had ended, over the course of the chase, he had acquired more injuries and wasn’t able to tend to them before being found again, and as a result had lost a lot of blood.

The foyer appeared empty, but the adventurer’s eyes immediately locked onto the one-armed mannequin that had been the first one to attack him. It hadn’t moved from where Anastacia had put it but was now decorated with countless rusted nails sprouting from everywhere on its body. Having learned how to deal with its kind by now, Gilbert swung for its legs, separating them from the body. Next one up was the mannequin’s remaining arm, which also popped off nicely despite the adventurer’s attacks starting to lack strength. Limbless, the wooden dolls were unable to move and no longer presented much of a threat, though they were still very much alive and wiggled about.

Exhausted, low on blood, hungry and dehydrated, Gilbert collapsed against the wall. He glanced out of a window at the dark garden and whacked the glass with his elbow, mostly as a joke. Of course, the window didn’t give out in the slightest and the adventurer sighed. “Should’ve listened to mother, should’ve just built a house and married a buxom maid, should’ve had kids. That’s the dream, isn’t it? Maybe farm some bees and start making mead. Grow old and die surrounded by a lowing family.” He said and laughed dryly. “Or… I could just not have a boring, plain life like that. I’m sorry to disappoint you mother, but I have some more horrors to beat up and a necromancer to find before I have time to regret my life choices – but let’s not forget the buxom maid part, that I can work with.” He muttered and pulled himself together.

As he hastily used scraps from the mannequin’s white dress to tie some of the more grievous wounds, Gilbert was startled by a sudden metallic clanking from the top of the staircase to the second floor. Though it was different from the noises the spiders made, it probably wasn’t a good sign. He readied his mace and shield once more, only to watch a single candelabra bounce its way down the marble stairs and slide all the way to him. Not taking any chances, the adventurer kicked the golden candelabra across the foyer and turned back to the stairs to see what sort of new nightmares the mansion had conjured for him the quell. After a brief moment of silence, a second candelabra tumbled down the other set of stairs, followed by an entire rolled up carpet.

“What the fuck is all this now?!” Gilbert groaned and watched more carpets and candelabras make their way to the middle of the room.

 Slowly the expensive red carpets wrapped around themselves and the candelabras, forming a large mound in the middle of the foyer. It moved very slightly every now and then and let out noises that sounded like something metallic grinding against the marble floor tiles. Gilbert took a few steps back as the massive lump of carpets took shape. Presumably once it was done, the mound fell quiet and appeared really unmenacing as far as the horrors inside the manor went. Somehow the adventurer felt slightly disappointed by it – that is, until a seam between two carpets on the side of the mound opened up and revealed a massive, bright red reptilian eye.

“Oh shit… I’m just going to… just no…” Gilbert said and picked up the spiky head of the mannequin he had disassembled and threw it directly at the eye.

The head hit its mark and stuck to the eye briefly before falling off as the carpet lump writhed in agony. From somewhere within its body, it let out a terrifying scream that likely echoed into every nook and cranny of the mansion. More seams began to open on the mound wherever two carpets met, either a new eye opened itself or a tentacle made from wrapped up rugs sprouted and coiled around the nearest fixture it could reach, only to forcibly tear them off and fling them towards the adventurer. Besides a single glancing blow he had to deflect with his new shield they weren’t much of a threat, but unfortunately that was only the beginning, as the tentacles quickly started to reach for the adventurer himself. Injured and tired, Gilbert was in no shape to escape further, and hitting something that was made of carpets with a mace did exactly as much good as one would expect. This resulted in a fairly quick and one-sided fight between them, that ended in Gilbert being deprived of his weapon and shield and being dangled high up in the air, above the carpet creature as it unraveled its top and revealed a mouth full of countless sharpened gold spikes, no doubt made from the candelabras.

Barely conscious anymore, Gilbert reached into one of the pouches on his belt and pulled out a small black orb with a piece of thread coming out of it. He quickly tugged on the thread and hoped the friction from it was enough to light the fuse of his weapon. As sparks began shooting out of the small hole in the orb, he smiled and chucked it into the mouth of the carpet creature, where it quickly lit up into a bright blaze of sparks and molten iron. Clearly in pain, the creature flailed blindly and tossed Gilbert into the corner of the room.

The adventurer dragged himself to a wall, leaned against it and watched the most recent of the mansion’s creations go up in flames. There was a slight chance that the fire would catch on and start to spread, but Gilbert had no chance to worry about such things, as he could hear the horrid screams of the metal spiders behind one of the doors. “I’ll just close my eyes for a second, rest up and get going again.” He lied to himself, he clearly wasn’t going to get up anymore.

“An utter oaf and a persistent thorn in the side, how can a single man be so hard to kill?” A raspy female voice suddenly said.

Gilbert flinched awake, his injuries were gone, as was the flaming husk of the carpet monster and the screeches of his pursuers, but all of that seemed like minor details compared to the creature standing in front of him.

“He knows what he’s seeing!” Nirmaata exclaimed sounding surprised. “Perhaps it was I, who underestimated this utter oaf. Scholars of today would puzzle themselves to death attempting to reveal my secrets, but somehow he knows.”

Gilbert rubbed his eyes to make sure that the massive creature in front of him was indeed what it seemed like. “A muse?” He stuttered in disbelief.

“Flame of passion and creativity, herald of artists and maker of masters, that is what I am.” Nirmaata nodded.

“You… you’re supposed to be extinct, ages ago…” The adventurer said and started to inch towards the mace he had dropped earlier.

Nirmaata noticed his intentions and picked up the weapon. “My kind, yes, but yet I stand. Though the topic is fascinating, I came here not to chat, as matters more meaningful demand my attention. Instead I came here to give you this.” It said and handed over Anastacia’s helmet, along with the mace. “The esteemed necromancer has successfully bargained for your life and freedom, and my side of the bargain includes that, an apology, and a safe departure from our domain. Perhaps, since you know of me, you understand not to waste this gift.”

The adventurer snagged the items from Nirmaata’s claws and backed off towards the front door. “So Anna is still alive then?” He sighed and looked at the helmet. “Afraid that means that I’ll come back to get her, like it or not.”

“A fitting decision for an utter oaf. Remember this: our bargain will not be repeated, returning here bodes nothing but death and demise.” The muse sighed and with a wave of its hand, sent Gilbert flying through the front door into the pond outside.

            

    
        Chapter 152 - Unexpected assistance

    
    
    
    
                ”Why couldn’t it have been ghosts?” Gilbert lamented miserably by a campfire he had haphazardly thrown together outside the gates of the mansion’s garden. The muse residing in it had tossed him into the garden pond, so drying his equipment by the fireside was the first thing he absolutely needed to do, or the chilly night weather would get to him. He could have sought aid from the village but felt like being alone with his thoughts for a while. The fact that he had been only inches away from death didn’t bother the old adventurer too much, in fact it was barely in the top three of the direst situations he had ever been in, but it was their adversary that kept him awake despite being beyond exhausted.

Muses were the stuff of legends, none had been seen anywhere in the world in the last couple of centuries and the world was definitely better off for it. Most of Gilbert’s knowledge about the creatures came from the folklore from the area he was from, and in the stories muses always played one of two roles: in some they sought craftsmen skilled enough to satisfy their demands for a masterpiece, and until such a work of art was found, the muse would walk the lands, cursing kingdoms into barren deserts and scorched wastelands; and in others, a muse fell madly in love with an artist or a craftsman, pushing them to create magnificent artifacts that had no equal, all the while the muse destroyed everything else in their cherished person’s life. What connected the two types of stories was that there was nothing anyone could do about the creature. The muse would simply appear, do what it wanted and then just disappear one day. All in all, the folklore offered no help in defeating the beast, nor freeing Anastacia. The more scientific sources only described them as primordial magical creatures, which was basically a just a researcher or a magician admitting that they had absolutely no idea what was going on and thus it was caused by primordial magic no one understood or simply gods. All that was known about them was that they slowly ceased appearing anywhere, they were never a common daily menace, but most people had heard of one appearing during their lifetime, then maybe once a century and eventually the beasts just disappeared altogether.

The old adventurer pondered what course of action would have even the slightest chance to result in anything but the death of everyone involved. For the time being, Anastacia wasn’t in much danger, as the muse appeared to rather keep her alive, even to go as far as agreeing to bargain with the necromancer. This meant that at least Gilbert had time to plan his next move properly. Heading back to Valor to get Emilia was definitely an option, it would get Sylvia involved as well, which may or may not have helped. Though the goddess of joy had aided them multiple times in the past, Gilbert still had reservations about relying on gods too much. ‘Shepherds tend to their sheep, but they do eat mutton.’ Was a common saying about the gods in his home country, which didn’t put too much faith in the divine to say the least. Yet, despite his excessive knowledge on beasts, his head wasn’t exactly bursting with better ideas.

“Guess I could try finding a masterpiece that’s well-made enough to drive the beast away…” While racking his brain as hard as he could, Gilbert’s gaze happened upon the horned helmet Anastacia had sent to him via the muse. “Hmh… Why?” He muttered and picked it up.

The moldy piece of cheese was still impaled on one of the horns, but it was unlikely that it would help. The other items strapped on the helmed had been on it for a while, at least all but one – there was a bent key Gilbert didn’t remember seeing before. He wiggled it free of its bindings and broke at least a dozen goblin laws in the process. Inside the helmet had a violet lining and tucked under it was a small piece of paper. Gilbert folded it open and began reading it.

“To whoever it may concern: Good job finding my crown, unless you stole it, in which case you’re a massive twat. Carve the figure below into a piece of bone and drop it from as high as you can. It’ll veer towards the strongest necromancer nearby, which should be me – and honestly, if it isn’t, you have bigger problems than finding me. I should also point out that you shouldn’t do it near any other people, because if you mess it up, the power it drains from me doesn’t get let out and it’ll explode, which is bad.” 

Below the text was a small but awfully complex symbol that resembled some of the patterns Anastacia had carved into the wall of the corridor earlier, which meant that the muse was clearly interested in her abilities. Gilbert hadn’t been able to connect the dots back then, but he now remembered seeing the patterns in the plans for Yulia’s arm as well.

The old adventurer frowned. “Well this would have been helpful to know… months ago.” He muttered and put the helmet aside. He already knew where Anastacia was, so the pattern didn’t help with their current issue, though it was definitely something he should keep on him.

As he was folding away the paper, he heard a slight rustle from somewhere in the dark forest around him. Gilbert tried to peer between the trees but couldn’t see anything because the dense treetops blocked what little moonlight there was. He grasped his mace and slowly levered up his sore, exhausted body while quietly cursing on every movement. “Whoever’s in there, come out! I don’t have the energy to deal with this right now, so just come over here and we’ll tussle it out if that’s what you’re after!” He yelled and stretched his arms, but the forest remained quiet, long enough that he began to think it had just been his imagination. Only by pure luck, he happened to glance up before intending to return to the campfire and saw the pair of glowing light blue eyes staring at him from a branch high up in the tree.

As the adventurer started to back away from the tree, the figure hiding in it dropped down, making barely any noise as it hit the frosty undergrowth. Gilbert positioned himself so that the campfire was between them, but the fire didn’t seem to deter the stealthy creature as it stepped into the light.

“Hold on a second, glowing eyes and a green cloak? You’re the one that has been haunting Anna, aren’t you?” Gilbert realized as he saw the sudden visitor fully in the light of the fire.

Half hidden by a green cloak and a hood, a simulacrum stood by the flames and calmly stared at the adventurer. Standing at slightly under two meters in height, the stone automaton had a considerably leaner design than the only other one Gilbert had had the chance to inspect properly. Instead of bulky armor plating that King had on him, this one was almost entirely made out of flexible looking pieces and only had some minimal armor on its chest, forearms and thighs. All in all, at least in comparison to King, the mysterious simulacrum looked laughably fragile in its entirety, but knowing the materials used in the ancient machines, looks hardly meant anything. One of the other differences were the cloaked simulacrum’s legs, that ended in a single sharp point instead of a foot, though they seemed awkward, it didn’t appear to have any issues balancing on them. As a whole, it was quite obviously built for more stealthy purposes that required more agility than raw strength.

The simulacrum began looking around for something. It walked back and forth around the fire until it came to a conclusion that whatever it was looking for wasn’t there.

“If you’re looking for her, you’re a bit late.” Gilbert guessed and pointed towards the mansion. “She’s stuck in there with a damn muse, so unless you’ve got something to fight one with, have a seat and maybe we’ll be able to figure something out.”

The simulacrum briefly stared at the mansion, turned to look at the forest it came from for a while and sat down next to the campfire.

“Sooo, you’re not going to start anything then?” The adventurer asked and lowered his weapon.

The simulacrum slowly shook its head and looked into the forest again.

Gilbert squinted and tried to see if there was something in the darkness but wasn’t able to make out anything. He sat back down and sighed loudly. He was still at zero good ideas and the sudden appearance of the strange simulacrum did nothing to help, he was far too tired to grill the thing for answers either. Oddly, it didn’t seem hostile in the slightest, so he figured live and let live was the way to go. King had quite obviously been strongly against whatever was going on, but he had a tendency to be slightly too over protective at times, so Gilbert decided to carry on with his plan of not getting involved; since whenever he tried to meddle in other people’s relationships, he’d always somehow end up on the losing side.

They sat there in complete silence while Gilbert stared tiredly at the fire and ate what little rations he had left for the trip. Every now and then the simulacrum glanced in the direction it came from, almost like it expected something to be following it.

The adventurer tossed the last spare log he had into the fire and mentally prepared for a new trip into the woods for more by warming his hands closer to the flame. “Well, I have to get us some more firewood now.” He grunted and stood up. “Why are you even still here? Like I said, unless you have something to beat what is basically a demigod with, I can’t help you. Do you have something like that? Some secret ancient weapon? Because honestly, you don’t look like much of a fighter.”

The simulacrum nodded and held up three fingers.

“You do? Three? Three of what?” Gilbert asked. He found it hard to believe that even the simulacra would have anything to challenge a muse with, let alone the relatively slender one before him.

The simulacrum turned to the forest and waited for a minute or so before lowering one of its fingers, clearly counting down towards something.

Gilbert waited patiently until the simulacrum lowered one of the remaining two fingers. “Should I be worried?” He asked and couldn’t even fathom what could possibly be coming their way.

Suddenly a bright light blue dot appeared deep in the forest and soon followed by a loud machine-like screech echoing from far away. As the dot grew larger, Gilbert became increasingly concerned by it, and when the cloaked simulacrum scurried up one of the trees, he grabbed his mace and prepared for the worst. It didn’t ease his mind either, when the birds began fleeing the nearby trees they had roosted in for the night and other small creatures of the woods rushed across the road to escape what was coming. When the glowing light was only a hundred or so meters away, Gilbert noticed something oddly familiar in it. “Wait… Is that… King?” He muttered in confusion and lowered his mace.

And surely, King crashed through the undergrowth onto the road and began to hastily look around. The lights on his armor were glowing more brightly than Gilbert had ever seen and his entire body was literally steaming in the cold night air. Either King didn’t notice the adventurer in his hurry, or simply didn’t care, because he didn’t react in any way when Gilbert called his name, and instead kept looking around for something.

“Are you chasing that one?” Gilbert asked and pointed at the other simulacrum that was hiding up in the tree.

King stopped for a second, probably after recognizing Gilbert, and looked up. The lights on him flared up even more and the steam escaping from small gaps in his body let out a high-pitched whistle. He charged at the tree and punched it with all his might, sending pieces of wood flying everywhere. The punch had almost snapped the tree in two, so the thin sliver of of the poor pine’s trunk that remained couldn’t support the weight and it began to topple.

The cloaked simulacrum jumped to safety before hitting the ground and quickly vaulted over Gilbert to have the old adventurer be between it and the very, very, very pissed off King.

“Okay, okay, okay, let’s all just calm down for a second!” Gilbert yelled and gestured for King to step back. “I don’t know what the fuck is going on here, but we have bigger issues right now. King, Anna is stuck in the mansion with a muse, so how about you stop trying to kill that other one and focus on this?”

Upon hearing the necromancer’s name, the lights on King’s armor dimmed down and he stopped, seemingly losing interest in the other simulacrum entirely.

Gilbert let out a sigh of relief. Luckily, despite being an ancient machine of war, King shared his weakness with every other warrior with a significant other. “There we go. Obviously, this can’t be a coincidence, and that simulacrum led you here for a reason. I believe it thinks you can somehow do something here. How and why it knows anything about this is beyond me, but honestly I don’t care, we need solutions. Now, I know you can be pretty fierce, but this isn’t just a matter of punching things until they die; inside those walls, the muse can do whatever it wants, so just rushing in isn’t going to work.” He explained and sat back down, again cursing on every move.

King stared at the mansion’s silhouette against the starry sky behind it, quite possibly contemplating just rushing in, regardless of the warnings.

“Is this what you’ve been these past few nights? Just chasing this guy around?” Gilbert asked to distract him. “You know she’s pretty annoyed with it, don’t you? I got to hear all about it the entire way here. You’re in big trouble, lad.”

After hesitating a bit longer, King took the bait and sat down next to the campfire that was on its way out.

With the situation finally calmed and under control, Gilbert went through what had happened to him and Anastacia inside the mansion and what they were up against. He also admitted to not knowing what to do next or how to even enter the mansion without getting killed immediately. At some point the nameless simulacrum fetched some more firewood and sat down next to Gilbert and as far away from King as possible. Gilbert noted the curious metallic sheen its cloak had, almost like it had been made from some kind of woven metal instead of cloth, yet it acted like any other cloak, fluttering in the gentle night breeze. Second slight detail he had missed earlier, was a weird symbol that resembled an eye, drawn with something red on the back of the simulacrum’s hand.

“So yeah, we’re a bit screwed.” Gilbert laughed awkwardly. “I get that you two aren’t burdened with hunger and tiredness, so you’d last for a lot longer in there, but I have no idea if that would help. Once we’re in there, we’re going to be stuck until we or the muse dies, so there’s no second attempts here either.”

Trying to plan anything with two simulacra that couldn’t speak or write went about as well as it was to be expected, and no apparent progress was made over the next couple of hours. Eventually Gilbert’s exhaustion started to get ahold of him, and he began to get drowsy. After nodding off for a second, he gave up and told King to watch over the camp for a few hours, he also made it absolutely clear that trying to kill the other simulacrum was prohibited and that he would tell Anastacia if King disobeyed. With that, Gilbert could finally close his eyes and get a bit of well needed rest.

When the stars began to dim and the eastern horizon turned red, the cloaked simulacrum took out a glass orb, just like the ones the guild made adventurers carry, and held it between its fingers until it flashed bright white and dimmed back down. It then tossed the pearl at King, who caught it and repeated the process. Once he was done, King crushed the pearl in his hand and nodded. After agreeing on something, the two simulacra quietly departed towards the mansion, with King determinately leading the charge and the cloaked simulacrum trailing at least an arm’s reach away him.

            

    
        Chapter 153 - Taming of a muse

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia stared at the dead rat Nirmaata had placed on the workbench in front of her. She was to practice resurrecting corpses on rats before attempting to revive the owner of the mansion on the muse’s request. Though unpleasant and nauseating, it did successfully buy time for Gilbert to come up with a way to rescue her, and having sent her helmet to him via the muse, Anastacia figured that it was only a matter of time until Gilbert was able to gather what he needed to defeat Nirmaata, now that he knew what he was fighting. He could also just put the helmet on a mop and gain at least some level of control over the goblins anywhere on the continent and flood the mansion with them, since they wouldn’t notice that it wasn’t actually Anastacia.

“Is this hesitation I see, esteemed necromancer? Hesitation is not the key for progress. Feeling of responsibility, envy, greed, love, rebellion and even hatred have motivated many of the greatest feats of the past, but not once has hesitation aided in any.” Nirmaata asked, looming over Anastacia. It took the necromancer’s enchanted knife from its sheathe and placed it into her hand. “A tool of this make and quality is wasted in its scabbard. How would you feel, being kept in a dark cell with nothing to engage your abilities with? Shackled and tied, alone? Fortunate, for its sake alone, that you happened upon us, so that this abuse may cease. Now, cut!”

Anastacia groaned, perhaps a bit more loudly than she intended to. It wasn’t a good idea to let Nirmaata know how adverse she was to the meatier parts of necromancy. “Uhh… You know, usually when I do this, I like to plan the patterns beforehand. You can’t erase stuff once you’ve carved them into the bone and all that. So if you happened to have paper and something I could draw with, it’d make this a lot smoother and I wouldn’t have to butcher a rat every time I screw up.” She suggested, trying to avoid having to dig into the rat.

Nirmaata’s grip on her shoulder tightened a bit and the beast sighed. “Blueprints, drafts and plans; an annoyance, but an unavoidable one.” It said and placed a neatly stacked pile of paper on the table, moved the rat to the side and opened one of the drawers to reveal late Bartholomew’s drawing supplies, which ranged from simple charcoal to a vast set of dip pen nibs and multiple varieties of inks. “Perhaps rushing esteemed necromancer serves no one’s purposes, least of all ours. After all, a task that is worth doing well, is worth planning well.” Nirmaata reasoned and nodded.

Under the uncomfortably close supervision of the muse, Anastacia picked up a piece of graphite and began drafting an unnecessarily detailed picture of a rat’s skeleton. Every second she spent not carving up a dead rodent was a small victory for her, so she made sure to include every minor groove and lump she could feel in the one she used as reference.

As time passed and the actual planning stage of the project didn’t seem to progress at all, Nirmaata picked up once of the papers and inspected it. The entire sheet had been filled with life-sized pictures of the rat’s skull from different angles, which puzzled the beast. “What might be the purpose of such excessive detail?” It asked and placed the paper back on the table.

“Well you see, there’s only so much surface area on a rat, and the size of the animal doesn’t actually make things any easier. If anything, it’s harder to fit the proper patterns on small things.” Anastacia replied without thinking.

“I see! Perhaps it is time I fetch something from the village then? A child would suffice, no? I have long waited to see the life drift away from their limb and flabby husks. Dearest Bartholomew once allowed them to reign free in our orchard despite my warnings. Ungrateful, arrogant urchins, distracting dearest Bartholomew from his work with their laughter and merrymaking. Surely the fault lies with them when the work was never finished?” The muse rambled and got progressively angrier as it went on.

“Wait wait wait wait wait! We’re not going to kill children right now. Actually, let’s put a hard ‘no’ on the whole killing children for this project, okay?” Anastacia suggested and grasped the muse’s hand before it had the chance to leave. “It wouldn’t help all that much anyway. Think about it: if I can make this work on a rat, a whole person will be a piece of cake. It’ll take a while though, so how about we just kind of chat about what’s been going on with stuff while I draw, okay? I promise it doesn’t distract me or anything and you’ve been alone for a long time.”

Nirmaata halted and stared out of the window at the village. With its free hand, it covered its mask and exhaled slowly. “I was not to kill humans anymore. Never laid a hand on the village or its people. A mistake, I believe, but a wish from dearest Bartholomew. I thank you, esteemed necromancer, for reminding me.” It said and calmed down. “If a conversation helps esteemed necromancer to work, it is only reasonable that we engage in one.”

Detecting a hint of eagerness from the muse’s voice, Anastacia smiled proudly over her successful distraction. “Yeah, you know how it can get a bit boring if you have nothing else going on while working. So how about this for a subject: How did you and this Bartholomew guy meet? I don’t think most people run into whatever you are on their way to the bakery.” She asked and made sure to keep drawing.

“Oh, twenty-seven thousand two hundred and eight times has the sun risen since the last remaining muse to walk this earth opened its eyes once more. Without kin, without company, it found itself amidst the trees that had grown tall while it had peacefully slumbered. Allowing fate to guide it, the muse set off and walked. It walked through forests, through deserts, through mountain ranges. It walked and found no pair of hands worthy of its guidance. Lost, it began to wonder if the age of muses had passed and lied down to await death. But, fickle as ever, fate wouldn’t allow such things and sent a fumbling, unskilled human to spend an evening with his family to a nearby field.” Nirmaata reminisced, sounding somewhat happy for the first time.

Anastacia took a fresh piece of paper to continue pointlessly drawing the rat from a different direction. “So you’re a muse? I have no idea what that is, but it’s a bit of a bummer that you’re the last one.” She said and frowned. “Did you start teaching that guy how to do all this stuff then?”

The muse retreated back to its corner of the room and caressed the corpse it guarded. “Preparations had to be made first. Concealing my presence, I followed him to his dwelling and planted a seed into dearest Bartholomew’s mind with whispers in the night. Though it took time and effort, the rewards were their equal when dearest Bartholomew first laid his eyes upon his new workbench. And so, the long journey had begun. Improvement was achieved with each toy carved, each glove sewn; but alas, his time was spent poorly, divided between passions.” Nirmaata continued with the story.

“Damnit, Nirmaata! I heard his wife and kid got killed, did you do that?” The necromancer exclaimed and tossed a crumbled piece of paper at the muse. “Shame on you!”

“A night was chosen when dearest Bartholomew had left on search for materials and tools. A broken window, shoeprints of a vagrant, missing valuables to abolish blame, two corpses to be found come morn. Talk of the town for weeks, though a simple plan, a successful one. Dearest Bartholomew sought refuge here, in our domain. On the third lonely night under this roof, the muse revealed itself and offered distraction.” The beast recounted and laid down on the floor, next to the mannequins and scavenged materials.

Anastacia picked up a piece of wood that had once been a leg of a chair and tossed it at Nirmaata. “That’s a terrible thing to do and makes you a massive asshole. Stop acting like you solved a huge problem for him when you fucked up his entire life!” She yelled and threw a second piece of wood.

Nirmaata fell silent for a while. “A lie most heinous, if I said never to have considered such things… If what esteemed necromancer says is the truth, and I once foolishly acted against what was meant to be, I have carried the burden for that. The pieces fit unfortunately well.” It said and curled up around the corpse.

“I like to think that this is a tit for tat world we live in – in the long run anyway.” Anastacia said and returned to her work. “That said, you are kind of holding me prisoner and probably have one heck of a tat coming your way for it.”

“I care not anymore, this world of our has nothing more it can take from me. All I wish is to have back my dearest Bartholomew.” The muse mumbled from the corner.

The necromancer felt slightly bad for having lied to Nirmaata, but not enough to risk her life by admitting it. Running into a sentient creature that wasn’t necessarily evil or danger to people anymore, was always a problem for her. Technically getting rid of the beast was her job as an adventurer, and when they refused to change their ways or vacate the area, there was rarely a pleasant outcome. When the party ran into such morally gray issues, she typically let someone else handle the thinking, which in no way absolved her from the responsibility, but at least she could act like it did.

The muse remained quiet for a while and moved only to check if Anastacia’s work was progressing. After running out of angles to draw the skeleton from, she had to move on to the actual patterns. In reality, reanimating something as simple as a rat required no preparation from any decently powerful necromancer, though the patterns would give longevity to the undead horror of a rodent. The problem for Anastacia was in fact just the opposite: if she tried to rush the process, the rat could very well turn into a fresh coating of red for the entire room. When using necromancy like she usually did, the bones didn’t really mind her using as much power as she wanted to, but that was not the case at all when trying to reanimate something properly, and it would easily result in the corpse first collapsing in on itself and then spraying the mostly liquified meat and chunks of bone in every direction. So, though absurdly overdone, the planning was at least helpful.

Unhappy about how quickly her work moved forwards, Anastacia had to come up with a new topic to cheer up the beast enough for another conversation. “So, we know that you were family murdering asshole, but maybe your time with him changed you or something? I mean, you haven’t killed anyone since, right?” She asked.

Nirmaata lifted its head and glanced at Anastacia. “A wish made in the early days of our cohabitation. I am only to protect dearest Bartholomew and our domain, and until two burglars found their way inside, I have not moved from his side – in life, nor in death.” It sighed and slowly inched its way towards the necromancer. “Change, yes… Change is what made the once beautiful, proud and untouchable flame of creativity into Nirmaata, a broken-down insult to a grand beast that once drove kings and queens from their kingdoms and tittered at armies mustered by mortals. a single promise, though unkept, set the wheels in motion. A promise that now appears inconsequential, even regretful. Funny thing, hindsight…”

“Come on now, you’re plenty fancy still. Easily in the top three pretty things I’ve been sent to deal with.” Anastacia encouraged the muse, who was obviously starved for a conversation, based on its long and rambling answers.

The muse let out something that almost resembled a tired laugh. “Years upon years flashed by, and dearest Bartholomew grew vastly in talent under my guidance. For the first time in centuries, I was alone no more. Discussions spanning entire nights, feasts of fine wines and meats, thousands of stories recounted and works of art created by that very workbench. In my naivete, I had imagined those days to last for as long as time. Yet, in what had felt no more than a heartbeat, the bumbling fool of a lad, that once caught my eye, had shifted into a brittle, aged dunce. It was then that I learned of the inherent flaw that all humans share, a pitiful lifetime - truly something that had not once so much as grazed my mind before.” It lamented and ran one of its claw-like nails along the necromancer’s cheek. “Makes me wonder, how many years does esteemed necromancer have left? Five? Ten? Perhaps even less than that?”

Anastacia rubbed her cheek where the muse had scratched her just hard enough that it had broken the skin but not enough to bleed. “I’m still young, so I’ve still got a few decades in me. Though I’ve never heard of a necromancer dying of old age and being an adventurer probably doesn’t help things…” She said.

“Perhaps it is time for a change of pace then. Mere decades won’t yield aught at this rate.” Nirmaata reasoned. For an ageless beast of legends, decades must have not meant all that much.

“Now just wait a se-“ Anastacia tried to protest before her body lost its ability to move, this time entirely. She wasn’t able to breathe, nor did her heart beat, but for some reason she stayed alive and conscious.

Nirmaata turned the necromancer’s chair around again, placed its forefinger on her chest and began uttering something in a language Anastacia couldn’t understand. While chanting, the muse slowly sank its claws through her chest and plucked out a vital organ the necromancer had seen getting torn out far too many times already – though never her own. With Anastacia’s heart in its hand, Nirmaata examined it in the candlelight for something. After a bit of trouble, the beast finally found what it was looking for, pinched the heart and began pulling out a thin pure white thread. With great skill and dexterity, it unraveled the entire organ in seconds, coiling the thread between its forefinger and little finger until it had enough to start winding it into a ball. Despite the lack of pain or blood, Anastacia screamed in her head over the entire operation, and doubly so when she saw the muse take out a needle – though she couldn’t help but to find it slightly amusing when the legendary beast of artisans and artists struggled to get its new white thread through the eye. Nirmaata blamed its troubles on the fickle heart of the necromancer and resumed its chanting. With the unnaturally swift and precise movements of a master, the muse began running the needle through the necromancer’s skin and didn’t stop before it had embroidered a series of symbols on both of her forearms. Luckily, Anastacia was still unable to feel pain, but the sensation of the needle poking its way through her skin was still unpleasant to say the least, nor did her inability to look away help.

The finishing touch of the ritual was no less gruesome: the muse plucked one of its black feathers from its neck and used Anastacia’s knife to split its tip like one would to make a quill. Nirmaata tilted the necromancer’s head back and spread her eyelids slightly with its claws before dragging its new quill across her eyeball to inscribe one more magical rune on it.

When the muse moved on to her other eye, Anastacia tried to forcibly close it by using necromancy, but nothing happened. Something Nirmaata was doing completely negated her abilities. Despite having gone through multiple incredibly painful situations, including intentionally breaking her arm to kill Amaranth, having someone write on her eye was easily the most disturbing thing the necromancer had come across, even without the pain.

“Fret not, esteemed necromancer, secrets older than your necromancy can only hold one such as yourself back for so long.” Nirmaata explained and closed Anastacia’s eyes.

Finally, after the muse had taken a step back, Anastacia regained control over her own body and spent the next few minutes screaming and rubbing her eyes while rolling on the floor. “WHAT THE FUCK DID YOU DO?!” She screamed, grabbed one of her spears and pointed it at Nirmaata.

“A minor pact of no consequence, to ensure progression.” The muse said and pressed its porcelain mask against the tip of the spear, immediately causing the weapon to crumble into dust. “Calm your mind and esteemed necromancer will see the purpose of our hex.”

Without her weapon, Anastacia didn’t have much in the way of options, so she decided to heed the beast’s suggestion. She closed her eyes and measured her pulse. Regardless of what had happened, her heart was still beating roughly where it was supposed to and the stitching across her forearms had straight up disappeared. Nothing else seemed out of the ordinary, at least until she opened her eyes again; everything in the room had completely changed, though not in appearance. It was as if everything simply seemed more beautiful and she could sense the work put into any given item. Even the floorboards gave off a slight glimmer in her eyes and the mannequins carefully crafted by Bartholomew were simply radiant, despite being put together from scraps of wood found in the mansion. While the room itself was already enough to reduce the necromancer on her knees, looking directly at Nirmaata was almost impossible; the gloomy, dark beast had transformed into an otherworldly being with a mane of pure light, horns of engraved gold and silver, and masked by features that had to have been ripped from the face a goddess. Unable to handle what she saw, Anastacia had to cover her eyes, though even that wasn’t enough to stop her from crying.

“Perhaps seeing world as I see it will help us understand one another. Does esteemed necromancer now understand? Why muses acted as they did, as I still do, and stop at nothing to surround themselves with beauty.” Nirmaata asked and helped Anastacia back into her chair.

“Fuck… I get you… Damnit…” Anastacia cursed as she got used to the gift Nirmaata had forced on her.

“Good. Then esteemed necromancer will understand this as well.” The muse said and placed the dead rat on the workbench once more.

Though she was prepared to gag at the thought of having to dissect the rat, to her own surprise, it wasn’t what came to Anastacia’s mind. Somehow the dead rodent seemed very different this time around, as if something was missing from it. Suddenly it struck her, it absolutely needed to have the control patterns carved into its bones, she could already see it in her head how beautiful the finished work would be. Yet, at the same time she was fully aware that it was just her new perspective twisting things, and on the table was the same rotting lump of rat that had disgusted her before.

Nirmaata reached over her shoulder to hand her the knife without saying a word.

Even the knife gifted to her by the blacksmith, and to a degree his brother, now seemed incredibly gorgeous. “I’m so sorry I used you to scratch rude things into those walls a couple of months ago, I didn’t know any better.” She whispered to it and watched the reflection in the spotless blade. Fighting the urge to cut open the rat and begin her work quickly became too hard and Anastacia picked up the limp rodent carcass. Preparing to work and throw up violently at the same time, she closed her eyes and carefully sliced open one of its legs to get access to the bones. Expecting to be hit with the horrid rotten smell of coagulated blood and rotting flesh, Anastacia breathed through her mouth, but something seemed odd: the wound smelled sweet, yeasty and slightly fruity. Anastacia opened her eyes to look at the knife and was surprised to see that there wasn’t a drop of blood on the beautifully sharpened edge. She then quickly glanced at the cut and found it oddly bloodless as well, only a drop of clear looking liquid had dipped on the workbench. Anastacia smelled it and came to a conclusion. “Mead? Nirmaata, did you do something to this?” She asked, careful to not look at the muse again.

“Did the esteemed necromancer not know of the enchantment on her exquisite knife? All wounds made by it shall bleed the sweetest of meads. A beauty of a spell, really, but its purpose clouded from me.” The muse wondered and loomed over the necromancer to see what she was doing.

Quietly thanking Valimir under her breath for the enchantment, Anastacia continued opening up gashes on the rat and carving patterns into the exposed bones. Even the carving seemed easier than it had ever been before and somehow the necromancer found herself actually wanting to finish the piece instead of just getting it over with to please Nirmaata.

About two hours into the project, as the sunrise was finally visible from the window, the muse suddenly grasped Anastacia’s arm and stopped her from working. “Something ancient is approaching our domain with purpose. Am I correct in assuming this has to do with esteemed necromancer?” It asked and lowered its mask near Anastacia’s head.

“Pretty rude of you, Gil’s not that old.” The necromancer commented and looked away.

“This is not the utter oaf. Something grotesque and vile has befallen on us, yet it carries a scent of the divine.” Nirmaata pondered. “Curious, but of no significance. Not worthy of interruptions for our work.”
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                ”Pray tell, esteemed necromancer, why have two machines of stone and metal forced their way into our domain?” Nirmaata asked and tightened its grip on Anastacia’s shoulder. “And further explain why one carries a parasite, divine in nature?”

“Uhhh… Well I only know one, so no idea what that’s about.” The necromancer shrugged. “Did one of them have a broken shoulder and faceplate?” She asked and returned to her work with unforeseen enthusiasm.

The muse moved its hand closer to Anastacia’s neck and buried its claws into her vest. “So they are indeed here for esteemed necromancer…” It whispered.

“Yeah, I’m sort of married to that one. We rule over a bunch of goblins and work together as adventurers. Recently he’s been a massive asshat though. Someone started giving me these small glass balls for whatever reason, and he’s going though a lot of trouble to make sure I don’t get them. Then he disappears at night to do who knows what.” Anastacia ranted and waved her knife around. “But don’t hurt him though, I’ll figure out his bullshit eventually and squeeze the answers out of him, one way or another.”

“…I see.” Nirmaata said, sounding extremely indifferent to the necromancer’s problems. “Focus in your craft, esteemed necromancer, and I shall tend to our guests.”

Thanks to the odd enchantment on her knife, Anastacia had been able to somewhat happily work on a corpse for the first time in her life, though fully aware that the spell Nirmaata had put on her was the only reason for her eagerness to do so. It made the whole situation extremely vexing for the necromancer, on one hand she had long ago vowed not to resurrect anything because it seemed evil and unnatural, but on the other she was eager to see how well she would do if she actually tried. After all, she was supposed to be the strongest there is, and certainly had some degree of pride when it came to making control patterns.

“So, can they beat you?” She asked while suturing shut one of the gashes she had made. There was no real reason to do so, but between the options of having an undead rat with a bunch of holes in it or simply having an undead rat, the choice was simple.

Nirmaata let out a long and deep sigh. “There is naught to beat. A muse comes and goes as it pleases. Esteemed necromancer completes the task given to her and allows dearest Bartholomew and I to be together once more. When this is done, the last of the great muses has chosen to depart.”

Surprised to hear that there was a way to just make Nirmaata leave, Anastacia turned around without thinking and was once more blinded by the pure radiance of the beast.  “Wait, so you’ll just go once this is done? Where?” She askes and cursed while rubbing her eyes.

The muse gave a longwinded explanation with a mournful tone. “There are many ways to say it: a flame fades, a bell tolls, but for me, the end is the final curtain falling and the play coming to an end. The age of muses was long and grand, but our part has been played to a close, masterfully so. Through arrogance and selfishness, I have dragged on what should have ended. With my last act of idiocy, one final crime against fate itself, the one to bear its cost with his life was dearest Bartholomew.”

“Pretty sure he was just really old. You can’t really blame old people dying on yourself. Unless he got a heart attack while clapping some muse cheeks, but I have no idea how- “ Anastacia tried to joke to lighten up the mood, though only having a vague idea of the expression she had heard from Xamiliere. Yet when Nirmaata presented what was clearly an egg of some kind, the necromancer was at a loss of words. “Wait, I wasn’t… Did you…? What?!” She struggled to say anything coherent.

“Through ages, the one and only unchanged truth is the vulgar mind of the youth.” The muse said and held out the egg, allowing Anastacia to touch it.

Roughly twenty centimeters tall, the egg was obviously an unparalleled work of craftmanship. Combination of ceramics, wood and gold, fitted together so perfectly that there was no way to tell where one material ended and another began by feeling its surface. The interlocking pieces of different materials created a complex, repeating pattern that seemed like it started moving if one stared at it for too long. Still not quite used to her loaned sight, it took Anastacia a while to notice what was wrong: despite the immense work and awe-inspiring skill required to make such a thing, the egg remained dim and if anything, was somehow sad to look at. While gliding her hand across its cool surface, she came across a crack. Too slight to even really see, but upon touch it was very apparent.

“As I learned of the mortal flaw in all humans, fearing the end of our days together, I foolishly dared to ask for one more favor of dearest Bartholomew. There was but a single way to produce an heir to a muse, rarely considered and never attempted, for our kind has no need for successors. The last muse, without kin and soon to be alone, hopelessly scared and desperate, tricked dearest Bartholomew into making a promise – an egg worthy of a muse.” Nirmaata continued reminiscing with a broken-down voice. “A feat which mercilessly ripped and tore all there was left of its maker, but kept secret, for the muse feared refusal. Moons passed and the egg, the most beautiful piece of creation ever to exist, was shaped through endless incantations and rigorous work. Drained of all that he was, dearest Bartholomew rose to present it to the muse, but alas, it was then that fate saw it fit to end his life. Its mind clouded, the muse rushed to aid dearest Bartholomew and allowed the egg to fall. Cracked and ruined, the egg grew still, and the last muse was left alone.”

Anastacia immediately felt a sting in her chest for having lied to the creature, but still feared its fury too much admit it. Not being a terribly good at comforting, she chose to stay quiet and waited for the muse to initiate conversation once it felt like talking again. In her silence, she realized that her plan could now be changed. If Nirmaata merely wanted a moment with Bartholomew instead of years, she could probably control the dried husk for a while and pass it off as being reanimated, just long enough for the muse to be able to pass on. It would without a doubt be the most horrific lie she would or even could tell, but maybe it was the right thing to do. Nirmaata was without a doubt suffering and unhappy, and there was no way its wish would ever be really granted. So maybe a single absolutely enormous white lie would be worth it.

“Is esteemed necromancer done with her piece? Her hands are not moving.” Nirmaata suddenly asked and carefully placed the egg on the workbench to inspect the rodent.

Anastacia swallowed nervously and mentally went through every pattern she had carved, to make sure nothing was missing. “Uhh… Yeah. I’m thinking of calling it Bitey.” Over the time she had worked on it, the rat carcass had gained a slight glimmer in her eyes, but was still nothing compared to anything in the room made by Bartholomew.

“Please, go ahead and prove your skill, esteemed necromancer.” The muse whispered and lowered its head next to Anastacia’s.

The necromancer took a deep breath and tried her best to focus on toning down her powers. Most of the patterns on the rat were specifically made to increase the amount of power the small corpse could withstand without exploding into a puddle of disappointment and viscera. Without daring to open her eyes, Anastacia allowed her power to seep into the rodent and prayed for any god willing to listen.

With a twitch and a squeak, Bitey woke up once more and proceeded to empty the contents of its stomach on the workbench by vomiting. Aimlessly stumbling back and forth over the drafts, the rat left a trail of mead until it stopped to stare at its master. There was no life or thought to be found behind the cloudy eyes of the undead creature, and the sight of it almost made Anastacia throw up when she made the mistake of opening her eyes.

Nirmaata on the other hand, seemed excited. It clapped its hands as the ungodly abomination of a rat limped over the edge of the workbench. “Magnificent!” It exclaimed before placing a new dead rat in front of the necromancer. “Let us continue!”

“Actually, you said that you only need a moment with Bartholomew, right? I was thinking I’d have to prepare his body to work until it literally crumbles to dust, which would probably take years or even decades to achieve and even then, I’d have to stay here forever to keep feeding him power and maintain the patterns. I’d also have to take into account the natural degradation of flesh, any interference from other necromancers and uhh… humidity!” Anastacia lied. Luckily, she wasn’t able to look directly at the muse in the first place, because she would have definitely crumbled trying to lie face to face with the beast. “But if it’s just a moment – say, two minutes or so, I could do that right now! All I’d need to do is prepare his body very slightly to… dig out his memories and such.”

The muse quickly grabbed Anastacia by her waist and dangled the wriggling necromancer in the air, squeezing her with slightly too much force. Even though the beast had no problems holding her up, Anastacia could feel its arm trembling when it stared at her. “I could be together with dearest Bartholomew… now?” It asked quietly, as if trying to hide its excitement.

Anastacia flopped around to get enough room to breathe properly. “Yeah… But only for a moment. This won’t work again.” She wheezed, still avoiding the muse’s gaze like her life depended on it – which it very well may have.

Clearly nothing besides the concept of being able to be with Bartholomew had reached the muse, though it may simply not have cared about the limitations of Anastacia’s suggestion, and instead focused on what mattered to it. The muse released its captive and scrambled to bring forth the corpse it had been guarding.

Late Bartholomew was still wearing the high-end attire he died in, an expensive shirt stained by oils and lacquer and a leather apron that still had a couple of tools hanging from it. The presence of Nirmaata had no doubt kept away all flies, rodents and maggots, allowing the corpse to mummify in peace.

“The skin is nice and leathery, I can just make the patterns on it.” Anastacia pointed out and reached for the corpse’s hand, only to pull back because the muse started to tremble and let out a threatening snarl. “I’m going to need to touch it… him!” The necromancer said and lifted her arms up.

Nirmaata seemed to be having some kind of internal struggle over letting Anastacia so much as touch Bartholomew’s dried husk. Without a doubt, it knew that there was no other way, but it needed a moment to accept the idea. After staring the corpse for what seemed like an eternity to Anastacia, the muse nodded and allowed her to begin. It followed the necromancer’s every movement as closely as it could without getting in the way and made sure she feared for her life the entire time.

Anastacia sweated profusely despite the relatively low temperature of the room and had to constantly wipe her face with a sleeve and take breaks to calm her shaking hands. Despite this, she managed to slowly but surely inscribe the patterns she needed to not immediately explode the corpse. After what were probably the three most nerve cracking hours of her life, the exhausted necromancer collapsed on the floor and tossed aside her tools.

“Is it finished? Is esteemed necromancer done?” The muse inquired, demanding an immediate answer.

Still breathing heavily, the necromancer rolled on her stomach and pressed her face against the cool floor. “Yes, but can I rest for a min-“ She muttered, but was interrupted.

“Then do it! NOW!” Nirmaata commanded as the candles in the workshop all went out at once and the room darkened ominously.

Understanding that there was no other way out, Anastacia forced herself to cast aside all hesitation and regrets over lying to the muse and pretended to reanimate Bartholomew. Instead of allowing the body to act on its own, like she had done with Bitey earlier, she took control of the entire cadaver and manually operated even the slightest of its movements. “Sorry, but his vocal cords have dried out so he can’t talk.” She said and mentally dug her trench of lies a bit deeper.

Nirmaata probably couldn’t even hear her as it helped the shaking body of old Bartholomew sit up and with a trembling hand, ran its fingers over his cheek.

The lifeless body of the mansion’s owner looked around for a while until it noticed the muse. With a smile that caused the skin on its face to crack, the body reached for Nirmaata’s mask and touched it. Without so much as a word, the muse buried its face into the corpse’s chest and squeezed it, making Bartholomew’s brittle bones snap and crack. Copying what King always did to her when she was feeling down, Anastacia made the body pat Nirmaata’s head and run its fingers through the feathers on its neck.

Writhing on the floor next to them in mental agony over the macabre stunt she was pulling, Anastacia pressed her knees against her chest and curled up to a ball to wait. Suddenly she could hear a loud clank, as if someone had dropped a plate on the floor. Worried something had gone wrong, she glanced at the couple, only to find the corpse of Bartholomew caressing thin air with Nirmaata’s porcelain mask on the floor next to it. “Nirmaata? Where are you?” She asked, hoping to not get an answer.

 

Gilbert woke up feeling almost as crappy as he had felt going to sleep. The sun had already risen a while ago, and the adventurer concluded that he must have been amazingly exhausted to not wake up to it. He looked around at the misty forest road he had made his camp next to and the woods surrounding him. From the start, Gilbert felt like something was off, but couldn’t pinpoint what it was. Still more than slightly groggy, he dug through Anastacia’s backpack to find any food the necromancer had stashed away – not like she needed them anyway and they could restock in the village if need be. All he found was a tiny piece of jerky, some bread that had been hollowed out with only the crust remaining and a copious number of socks. While munching on the hardened breadcrust, he happened to glance at the frozen surface of the road and noticed two sets of tracks on it. One large and heavy and the other small, deep and round, like someone had poked the road with a cane. Both of the tracks led in the direction of the mansion and through its gates.

“Wait. Shit!” He exclaimed upon realizing what had happened and tossed aside the breadcrust to begin strapping on his still slightly damp equipment. Still only halfway done with one of his bracers, Gilbert rushed through the mansion’s gates into the frosty, overgrown garden.

The first change Gilbert noted about the building itself was a large gaping hole that had been torn into the wall of the foyer, presumably by a very angry simulacrum and possibly by throwing a second simulacrum through it, judging by its size at least. Unfortunately, the hole was slightly too high up for Gilbert to be able to pull himself in.

While rifling through the pouches on his belt for his lockpicks, the adventurer happened upon the key he had taken from Anastacia’s helmet. “Nah, I don’t get that lucky.” He scoffed and tried the key on the door anyway, which opened without so much as a tug. “She must have picked it up inside, I suppose.” Gilbert shrugged and stepped in – though only after making sure to place a stone in front of the door so it wouldn’t close on its own.

The foyer wasn’t in the shape he remembered leaving it in either. What had mostly changed was the grotesque fleshy horror with countless eyes that now covered much of the room. It reminded Gilbert of the thing they had fought in Ebonywatch, along with the weird cult surrounding it. He readied his weapon when the eyes noticed him, but the creature made no threatening movements in the slightest, it merely wriggled about and even moved its extremities out of his way.

All over the floor, were the smashed remains of countless mannequins and toys, likely put in that condition by King. When inspected more closely, Gilbert found them to be completely inanimate. After he had broken the mannequins earlier, they had kept moving, but these were well and truly dead. Perhaps the simulacra had really defeated the muse?

The carnage continued through the doors directly opposite to the front door, and the fleshy mass of eyes had grown in that direction as well. Behind the broken-down doors was a massive ballroom that had once no doubt housed grand parties for the richer folk of the world, but was now covered in more flesh and torn bits of toys and furniture. However, what was interesting about the room was its height: it reached all the way to the third floor, and in fact, had a small third floor balcony, where the hosts of the balls could greet their guests from.

The simulacra had realized this as well, and without any concern over the structural integrity of the building, had tipped over one of the supporting pillars against the balcony and used it to climb up. The spot in the ceiling where the pillar was broken off from had already drooped slightly and would no doubt collapse within a few days.

Using the pillar, Gilbert inched his way up to the top floor of the mansion and was greeted with a completely scorched room, covered in soot from floor to the ceiling and smelled like the aftermath of a forest fire. “Hmh, they found the fire one as well.” The adventurer shrugged and kicked a burned up, severed, long-fingered arm on the floor, making it crumble into dust. With them being notoriously fireproof, the muse’s creation must have not stood much of a chance against the simulacra, though it had successfully cooked some of the flesh creature.

Next hole in the wall led to a long, dark corridor, much like the one Gilbert and Anastacia had been trapped in, but luckily it appeared to have an end in sight. Surprisingly enough, the corridor was completely intact and had no signs of fighting in it. Just as he was about to reach the end of the corridor, he suddenly had a feeling of being watched. Wizened from the meeting with the cloaked simulacrum, Gilbert glanced up and found the same pair of glowing eyes staring at him. “So King didn’t kill you? Good, I suppose. I take it that you’re not allowed anywhere near Anna though?” He asked.

The pair of eyes nodded and something small but hard hit the floor in front of Gilbert. Already able to guess what the cloaked simulacrum had dropped, the adventurer picked up the glass orb and continued through the door at the end of the corridor into what seemed to be a large workshop of some kind.

“Gil!” Anastacia yelled and tackled the old adventurer.

“Good to see you too. Did these guys beat the muse somehow?” Gilbert wondered and looked at the porcelain mask on the floor.

Anastacia groaned. “No… I… I’ll explain it later.” She muttered and went on to pick up what was left of her weapons. “Can you please put the mask on the workbench, next to the egg? I think I might have a mental breakdown if I have to look at it.”

King, somehow looking rejected despite not really being able to look any different than usual, was carrying a corpse wrapped in a curtain. No doubt the bitter necromancer had rejected his aid and made him carry the mansion’s owner’s corpse instead.

“Can we maybe just leave? I… I have to get some fresh air and maybe donate some gold to orphans or something to get my good person points back.” Anastacia said while already walking out of the door.

 

With the adventurers gone and the sun once more lowering itself over the horizon, a simulacrum covered by a green cloak stared out of the window and waited for a full day to make sure the adventurers weren’t going to return. As the last ray of sunlight hit the wall of the mansion, the simulacrum touched a wall with its hand, spreading a lump of fleshy matter on it. The pulsating mass of muscle, fat and eyes spread to cover most of the wall until it suddenly split in two from the middle, revealing a doorway that flooded the entire workshop with pure white light. Soon enough, through it walked a strange amalgamation of flesh, metal and stone; a simulacrum much like King, but partly covered with muscle tissue, including a skinless hand that appeared completely human and a leg to match it. The lines in this simulacrum’s armor glowed blood red and pulsated in rhythm, mimicking blood flow through a mortal body.

The cloaked simulacrum quickly bowed and dashed out of the room to leave the mansion and resume its task of following Anastacia.

Not long after, a crack appeared in the ceiling of the workshop, leaking light just as pure as the flesh portal did. Once it had spread enough, its creator tore it wide open from the other side and the goddess of everything unwanted and purposeless flopped through. As Vilja hit the floor, it shattered like glass under her and created another gap, which she then fell into – only to emerge from the first one again. This loop continued and the goddess screamed as she picked up speed, becoming nothing more than a blur between the two cracks.

The fleshy simulacrum watched quietly as the goddess began bouncing from the edges of the cracks and quickly spun out of control. Finally, it saw fit to interfere and caught Vilja meaty tendrils sprouting from its arm.

“Thanks. Let’s not mention this to Sylvia, okay? I’m too used to having two hands, so having a bit of balance issues right now.” Vilja laughed and pointed at her left arm, which was missing, along with almost the entire left half of her torso. She also had multiple fractures spreading all over her body, all of which she had sealed by tightening her silvery hair around them, though some of the black ooze gushing from her injuries still leaked though. Despite looking grave, none of the injuries seemed to bother the goddess herself. “Everything going well on your end? I know that those two can be stubborn.”

The simulacrum shook its head. “Difficulties…” It whispered from a mouth that quickly formed on its shoulder and dissolved back into a lump of unsorted meat.

“Well, keep on trying. I lost like eleven shoes bargaining with obuwielings to give that idiot a literal key that would have allowed them to go in and out as they pleased but nooo… she chucks spears at the door.”  Vilja encouraged the simulacrum and laughed. “But we’re here for a reason, so let’s not dally – Sylvia gets lonely pretty quick these days.” The goddess pointed out and fastened few of her makeshift bandages. “Nirmaata! Come out, come out, wherever you are! I know dying isn’t that easy!” She yelled and looked around, perhaps a little nervously.

Suddenly something grabbed onto the goddess from behind and threw her into the pile of scrap wood in the corner of the room. In a blink of an eye, Nirmaata materialized, grabbed its mask and moved on to tear the fleshy growth off the workshop’s wall, closing the path made by the simulacrum. “WHY HAVE YOU COME HERE?! DO THE DIVINE KNOW NO MERCY?!” It screamed, absolutely furious at its sudden guests. After swatting the simulacrum through a wall like the divine creature was a mere fly, Nirmaata turned its attention back to Vilja, who had barely gotten back on her feet. It picked up the small goddess and slammed her against the floor. “Sacrificing everything meaningful in this world, I accepted my fate, played along with esteemed necromancer’s ruse and laid down to await the void. Yet, instead of relieving me from my anguish, my duty, fate sees it fit to send an overgrown goblin and a broken doll pretending to be something holy. Is this what is granted for falling in line?!” The muse asked and dangled Vilja by her head, threatening to crush it like a grape.

“Ow ow ow! You knew she was tricking you?” Vilja said, sounding genuinely surprised.

“The muse were not born yesterday, and esteemed necromancer is a poor liar. Yet, her trickery allowed for some reflection. Though what was granted was no more than a cruel puppet act of my wish, does the final muse deserve more than that? No. I lied to the one I call dearest, I took everything from him and even in his final days, I tricked dearest Bartholomew into giving his life for my own selfish needs.” Nirmaata lamented as it calmed down. Looking defeated, it released Vilja and shuffled into the corner it used to keep Bartholomew’s body in. “Now, leave me. There’s naught you can do here, nor do I wish to add two more gods on my newfound conscience.”

Vilja punched the air with her remaining arm and pouted. “Don’t act like you can just off me like that. You just got the jump on me earlier. We’re not here to fight though, he just kind of happened to come by while trying to figure out some other stuff and I’m here with a job offer.” She explained and sat down on the floor.

Nirmaata sighed. “Go. Unless you have the prowess to bring back the only thing I truly desire in this world, your offer stands worthless.” It muttered and laid down to await death, which was unlikely to come any time soon.

“Well, to be honest, I can’t. Even my friends couldn’t pull that one off anymore, it has simply been too long, and stuff has spread out too much… or something.” Vilja admitted. “But the thing is, we’re in need of doers, and my friend thinks you’d make decent addition to our cabal.”

“Why are you still here? You have nothing to offer me. Please… Just leave.” The muse pleaded quietly.

Vilja grinned. “Oh! I forgot to introduce myself. My name is Vilja, goddess of the unwanted and useless. Typically, things that fall under my domain are simply consumed; but on a very rare occasion, when I’m feeling particularly merciful and kind, I might be persuaded to only take what’s rightfully mine and leave the rest untouched.” She said, snatched the muse’s egg from the workbench with her hair and rubbed it until she found the almost invisible crack on is otherwise perfect surface. The goddess then stuck out her tongue and dragged it along the fracture. “Hmm… What a smooth, smoky flavor that really lingers in your mouth. Such a shame to give this one up… Anyway, maybe I have your attention now?” She asked, grinning even wider, and presented Nirmaata the egg, now free of its defect.

            

    
        Chapter 155 - One more for the road

    
    
    
    
                Because Anastacia was yet to forget about her fight with King, she had sent the simulacrum back to Valor on his own while she and Gilbert rested in the village for the day and restocked their rations for the trip back. In the morning, the pair had quietly left before Bartholomew’s burial and memorial service began, as they felt that it wasn’t their business and had already made it almost halfway back to the city of adventurers.  

”So yeah… Just poof and it was gone, and my vision was back to normal.” Anastacia finished recounting her time with the muse and how it had suddenly ended.

Gilbert frowned and scratched his beard. “Honestly, I don’t think its dead. I wouldn’t be surprised if it knew its request to be impossible and just wanted to torment you for a while before moving on. At least that’s what they do in stories.” He guessed.

“Boo! Maybe this was the one good… ish muse that was actually honest and really fell in love? You said they did that in the stories as well, didn’t you?” Anastacia protested her friend’s boring theory.

“They do, but even those stories end with a lot of people dying. In a couple of them, the muse whose loved one died, blamed the death on the other members of the community and killed all of them as a revenge. Even when the only reason the craftsman was shunned was because the jealous muse first killed anyone else who was nice to them. So if anything, hopefully we at least managed to avoid that.” The old adventurer explained while peering into the foggy distance ahead of them. “And that flesh creature in the manor will probably become a new quest for someone, if Bartholomew’s remaining family wants to use the estate again.”

Anastacia shivered while thinking about all the eyes that lined the walls of the manor as they left. She wasn’t able to feel them, so she had just figured that they were a part of whatever the divine thing Nirmaata had mentioned was. She had suggested staying and cleaning it up, but Gilbert was being very stubborn about not getting involved in anything they weren’t paid for. However, they did warn the villagers from entering the mansion on the account of the structural damage it had suffered during the quest.

“I feel kind of bad for dragging you into this by picking that quest on my own too…” Anastacia admitted and hung her head in shame while kicking a pebble along the road. “You almost died.”

Gilbert laughed heartily. “That’s a risk we take with every quest. Besides, do you have any idea how many times I can tell the story about that time I faced a muse and lived to tell about it before people get bored of it?” He said and patted the necromancer on the back. Being a through and through adventurer, it hadn’t even crossed his mind that his barely avoided death was anyone’s fault, least of all Anastacia’s. If anything, besides the soreness, the quest had been very interesting for him, and they should consider themselves lucky to see such a beast – and possibly be the last ones to ever do so. “Everyone has downed a giant or a wyvern, but no one in Valor has even seen a muse!”

Hearing that cheered up the necromancer slightly, though she still desperately needed to do something unquestionably good to clear her conscience.

The day was a bit warmer than the few before it, and the frosty surface of the road had started to melt. Every now and then there was a freezing gust of wind that reminded the adventurers that the winter wasn’t about to go anywhere, and that the above freezing temperatures on that day were simply a brief respite before the coldest of the seasons got in full swing.

Anastacia wrapped her cloak tighter and tried to shield her face from the wind. She could manage with that for a while, but a scarf was definitely on her shopping list now. The rest of her getup was actually somewhat comfortable as long as she kept herself warm by moving, but every time she tried to drink or move her arms about, the wind would find a gap and push cold air under the violet cloak. Though if there was anything positive to be found in the brisk weather, it was that Anastacia could distract herself by thinking about how utterly wrong it was, that a mage who was able to conjure both cold and fire, had to deal with winter.

“There’s someone coming, we should move to the side.” Anastacia said suddenly and pointed into the mist ahead of them. She could feel a horse and its rider galloping towards them and figured that the rider might not see them in time to slow down.

A few seconds later, a beautiful black warhorse sped past the adventurers with a rider clad in heavy black armor that had a bright yellow plume on the helmet and a matching cape that fluttered as the warrior disappeared into the mist again.

“Well he was in a hurry.” Anastacia shrugged.

Gilbert hopped back onto the road. “A Helleboran knight, a high-ranking one too. We’re sort of in a no man’s land between them and the Eshtian kingdom. As far as I know, there’s no friction between the two, so it’s a bit weird to see a knight in full kit here. Keep an eye out for others.” He explained before Anastacia tried to pull him back.

“He’s coming back! What do we do?” The necromancer pointed out, slightly worried that they were somewhere they shouldn’t be in and were going to get treated as spies, like the last time they had traveled along a border between two countries.

Gilbert calmed her and faced the rider as the black stallion slowed down before them. The knight took a look at the pair before stopping completely. Though the armor was well-made and had its share of flourish, it had also been used in equal measure, and full of tiny kinks and scrapes, the kind Emilia would lose her mind over. He had no weapon drawn, nor did he make a point to ready his hand on one. He merely flipped open his visor and nodded to Gilbert. “Good day to you, sire. I am knight captain Medivar of Hellebor. Now, this may come off as a tad nosy, but might you and the fair lass be adventurers?” He asked politely. Though still mostly hidden by his helmet, it was apparent that the knight was about as seasoned as Gilbert and sported a gloriously trimmed handlebar mustache on his upper lip.

“Is it that obvious? That’s exactly what we are.” Gilbert answered merrily.

“Marvelous!” The knight exclaimed and hopped off his steed. “I happened to see the cheese pinned on your partner’s antler and figured figured you were either lunatics or adventurers – or both, the city of adventurers tends to call for the more peculiar types. I, of course, mean no disrespect by that. Our kingdom has no complaints of the services we’ve bought.” He prattled on and bowed grandly, as a knight should.

“Gilbert, and that’s Anna.” The old adventurer introduced himself and the necromancer, greeting the knight with a firm handshake. “Is there a problem? You seemed to be in a hurry before.”

“When isn’t there a problem? There’s a… troublesome town about a kilometer and a half west of here. On paper, the border between us and our allies at Eshtia runs along a river that goes right through the town. Because of that, one half of the town strongly identifies as Helleboran and the other equally strongly as Eshtian. Needless to say, things can get a bit heated in the evenings, when ale and mead has flowed perhaps more than it should.” The knight explained.

Gilbert laughed. “A bit of drunken wrestling never hurt anyone. There was plenty of that going on with the boys from the neighboring farm where I grew up.”

“Exactly! Keeps grudges short and lets people blow off some steam.” Medivar agreed and joined in on the laughing.

Gilbert had a certain kind of affinity with guards and soldiers, which allowed him to immediately get on their good side and remove many obstacles whenever the party had to deal with the local law and their differing opinions on adventurers. Emilia had some similar traction with the clergy in many places, and she had used it to systemically clear Sylvia’s name wherever the party went. While still mostly unlearned in the ways of the world, Anastacia had some pull on children thanks to her unthreatening appearance. Kids were surprisingly apt at running into monsters and basically useless when trying to describe whatever it was that tore apart and ate the friend they had been playing in the woods with. So having someone who wasn’t a big scary adult was often helpful.

“Anyway. Normally things are being kept in check by yours truly and an officer from the other side of the border. A terrific lad really, a bit green, but the boy has the passion and the skills for the job – you know how they are. The thing is, he took a bad fall and messed up his ankle, got a bit feverish so I sent him to the closest city to get some proper care.” The knight continued with his troubles, took out a few carrots from his saddlebag and gave one to his horse as a treat. Noticing that Anastacia seemed curious about the steed, he handed her the rest of the carrots. “His name is Daffy. Try not to get bit.”

The necromancer was more than glad to accept the job. She was far more interested in the absolutely gorgeous horse than whatever the boring old fogies were going on about. Between petting the animal and almost losing a finger a couple of times, Anastacia completely phased out of the conversation.

“…So, naturally the Eshtian side of the town took his absence as a takeover attempt from us and started causing trouble – which was then met by an equal amount of trouble from our idiots. I managed to calm the situation for now, but the whole town is one huge pile of tinder and everyone’s holding a torch that they’re just waiting to chuck at someone.” The knight finished up his story and shook his head.

The old adventurer kept nodding. “And how does us being adventurers come in on all of this?” He asked.

“I need to get to our nearest barrack to send enough men to keep the town peaceful until I manage to get a message to Eshtia to send a replacement. Two scary looking adventurers hanging around would definitely go a long way to make people keep their heads down until our guys can get there.” Medivar revealed his reason for stopping the adventurers. “Basically, there’s a single bridge over the river and I need you two to hang around it and make sure no one gets across to cause trouble. It’ll take me about five hours to get to our barracks, couple of hours to gather a few men and send the messenger Eshtia and then another five to get back. A couple of adventurers are well within my budget, so you can expect a decent reward for the time it’ll take.”

Gilbert pulled Anastacia away from the horse and back into the conversation. “Hear that, Anna? He wants us to guard a bridge. Sounds easy enough and I’m always ready to earn a bit of extra. How about you?” He asked and started to search his backpack for something.

“I’ve always wanted to be a bridge troll, but don’t we need to register this whole thing with the guild or whatever?” The necromancer asked and pointed towards where she thought Valor was.

Gilbert pulled out a small wooden inkwell with a more travel-friendly design to it, a quill and a folded piece of paper. “Not necessarily. It’ll take a bit of extra work in the offices, but this here is a form for a quest accepted outside of the noticeboard in the offices.” He said and handed the items to the knight.

Medivar took off his gauntlets and quickly skimmed through the paper before starting to fill in the required information, using his saddle as a writing surface.

The form itself was relatively bare bones compared to most issued by the guild. All it asked for was the name and location of the quest giver, a rough description of what needed to be done and the amount of gold they were willing to part with. The adventurer that accepted the quest was required to report the details in writing back at the office, which was understandably unpopular and the reason why almost no one even bothered to carry the form with them. Some, if not most adventurers would rather go pro bono to help out if the matter was pressing enough, than to deal with the paperwork. This included Gilbert, but the recent financial disturbances caused by the rope needed to detain Anastacia, the necromancer’s gambling debts and Emilia’s involuntary whoremongering had made him reconsider.

“That should do it!” The knight captain declared and handed the paper back to Gilbert. “That should be enough to compensate for your trouble – and cover a fresh piece of antler-cheese for the lass.” He laughed.

Gilbert read through the form and folded it into his pocket. “Town of Oopdelt? If I hadn’t seen it on a map before, I’d think it sounds made up.” Gilbert joked.

“There’s a story behind the name, but this is not the time of place for it. I really must hurry now. You’ll find the sign and path to the town a few hundred meters that way.” The knight said and pointed in the direction he had first appeared from. “I should be back by sunrise. Once my men arrive, Daffy and I can escort you two to Valor and maybe even help out with whatever inconveniences this causes on your end.”

Once the knight had climbed back on his steed, he and Gilbert nodded to each other quickly and the rider disappeared into the mist again.

“He seemed nice.” Anastacia commented while Gilbert stuffed the writing tools back into his backpack.

The old adventurer smiled. “That’s Hellebor for you. They’re a bit unique in that they have no lords, dukes or the like in their kingdom. There’s the King, his Queen and their children, and then everyone else. Every commanding position is granted based on experience and results. So what you get is really down-to-earth officers like that. Bet you wouldn’t guess that that man answers to no one but the royal couple themselves, would you? He’s as high up as ranks go; and here he is, riding alone in the fog and handing out carrots to some kid he happened to pass by.” Gilbert explained and started to walk in the direction they had been pointed to.

“Weird.” The necromancer shrugged.

“It has its problems too, but they’re frequent clients for Valor and pay well for a job well done, so I’m not here to judge how they run their country.” The old adventurer said and patted the pocket he had put the contract in.

“How much did he promise?” Anastacia asked and tried to take the paper for herself but was stopped.

Gilbert smiled. “Enough to make up for the lackluster reward from the whole muse ordeal.”

They soon arrived to a crossroads they had passed on their way a couple of days ago. The sign pointing towards Oopdelt was the only one in that direction, and the road there seemed well-traveled. It most likely meant that the town wasn’t any small arrangement of cottages in the middle of the forest, but a place where merchants visited frequently. Initially that caused a bit of concerns for the adventurers, but Gilbert remembered that the whole place was normally kept in order by two people, so it couldn’t possibly be that bad. Or that’s at least what he thought before the muddy mess under their feet turned into a neatly paved brick road, and the mist started to reveal some of the buildings in the distance.

“Well. Fuck.” The old adventurer blurted out when he realized that Oopdelt was a town of roughly five to six hundred people, who apparently were hellbent on causing trouble and that he and Anastacia were supposed to keep the whole thing from falling apart for an entire night on their own.

            

    
        Chapter 156 - Worst town ever

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia tossed her backpack against the parapet of the bridge that arched over the river running through the town of Oopdelt. Made of sturdy granite and wide enough for two heavily loaded wagons to effortlessly pass each other, the bridge they were hired to guard was the only path over the rapids marking the border between two kingdoms. The relatively quickly flowing river had no chance of freezing over properly during the winter either and thanks to its depth, trying to ford it was a terrible idea even without the additional threat of hypothermia. The necromancer stared at her reflection on the surface of the water and sneezed, dislodging the wedge of cheese on her helmet and dropping it into the murky water below. She followed the floating lump with her gaze and felt a little sad seeing it disappear into the mist.

“Are you cold? We should probably make a campfire.” Gilbert asked and walked over to the small guard post by the bridge, where Medivar presumably spent most of his time on duty. Lined against the wall of the hut was a pile of firewood, which the adventurer happily commandeered so he wouldn’t need to try to buy some from the less than complaisant citizens of the town. There was a second identical hut on the other side of the bridge as well and Gilbert figured that he should probably aim to take evenly from both of them, so it wouldn’t look like he was stealing from one side of the conflict.

“I’ve never camped on a bridge before, have you?” Anastacia asked and dug through Gilbert’s belongings to find what she needed for brewing coffee.

The old adventurer stopped to think for a while before continuing with his task. “Twice. Far in the south, there’s a bridge that’s so long that you have to camp on it if you want to cross it, and the other time we did it to bait a river spirit that had been attacking people crossing the bridge.” He laughed. “Don’t try to bait river spirits by the way, always build a dam to drive it away. There was no bridge left to cross once we were done…”

The necromancer frowned and turned to his friend. “Why would anyone build a bridge that long? Has no one told them about ships?” She asked.

“The entire seabed there moves so quickly that there’s no telling where it’s deep enough for a ship. Even the island the bridge leads to sometimes just moves out of the way and people need to wait until it returns. You need to be there to make any sense of it.” Gilbert explained and wiggled his arm trying to emulate the movement of the seabed he was talking about.

Firmly of the opinion that islands shouldn’t be moving like that, Anastacia shook her head and made a mental note to never swim in the ocean – crossing one on a ship would be decided on a case by case basis.

Ever since the adventurers had arrived at the town, the citizens had locked themselves inside and quietly spied on the strangers from between their curtains. Neither Anastacia or Gilbert had spoken or even seen a single person, but the sounds of the locks and windows shutting, and Anastacia’s necromancy could confirm that they were there. The other side of the town was equally quiet, though an old woman happened to walk by and gained a surprising boon in agility for someone her age when she noticed the adventurers. Besides the frigid welcome, nothing seemed odd about the town, and for a while the two adventurers fooled themselves into thinking that they had just won some easy money by accepting the quest.

Suddenly Anastacia remembered something Gilbert had briefly mentioned while they were walking. “Hey, what about that other simulacrum you met? What were they like?” She asked and took a sip of extremely mediocre coffee that was made with stale water from a canteen and brewed far to hastily.

“Like a moving statue with a fancy green cloak? I’m not sure what to tell you. The simulacra look like simulacra.” Gilbert shrugged.

“That’s not true! Come on now, were they cool? Cute? Pretty? Shy? Outgoing?” The necromancer interrogated her friend.

Gilbert poured himself some coffee and topped up Anastacia’s cup. “I don’t know. Relatively lightweight and… quiet? It just kind of sat there, as far away from King as possible. Simulacra have the personality of a coffee pot, there really isn’t much to say.”

“First of all, coffee pots have a fascinating array of personalities. That’s like me saying that you have about as much going for you as a steak or the fish swimming under this bridge.” Anastacia scoffed at Gilbert’s simplified view of the ancient machines – and coffee pots. “Secondly, you said that King hated them? I need to meet this frail and quiet beauty…”

“Whatever you’re thinking, stop thinking it.” Gilbert grunted disapprovingly. He was afraid that their guard duty would end up just being a repeat of their initial journey to the mansion, where Anastacia wouldn’t stop complaining about King. “You need to stop hanging around with Xamiliere. Sometimes I fear she’s literally growing on you and you catch whatever personality disorder she has.”

“Well if a tiny tree-person sprouts from my ear, I’m keeping them in a flower pot and there’s nothing you can do about it!” Anastacia said and was about to take another sip but stopped halfway to look around. She closed her eyes and scanned the surrounding. On the very fringes of her reach, the necromancer could feel people leaving their houses and gathering. Starting from small groups of three to five, they slowly combined their forces and started to feel disturbingly mob-like. The fact that it was happening simultaneously on both sides of the bridge didn’t help either. “We might have a mob related problem… a moblem?”

Gilbert slowly and agonizingly got himself up. He was still sore from almost dying, and sitting down for a while had stiffened his joints. “Of course. Maybe they’re just gathering to meet us?” He jokingly suggested and tried to spot any movement in the fog. “Ahh… No… I can see the torches now. Get ready, but do not pick up your weapons. We’re not here to kill anyone.”

Slowly, more and more flickering lights appeared in the mist and started to close in on the adventurers. By Anastacia’s approximations, both sides mustered roughly a hundred people before finally walking up to the bridge. Besides their torches, the townfolk had armed themselves with pitchforks, scythes, clubs and whatever they had found in their storerooms and cupboards. A few people had even shown up with bows and arrows, which were more of a cause for concern for the adventurers. One brave old man had shown up with a broken bottle that was somehow on fire. While not very threatening, Anastacia had immense respect for his can-do attitude when facing a scathing lack of ready-to-use weaponry. However, what she saw next to him made her skin crawl and her face turn even more pale than usual: someone in the Eshtian mob had a crossbow.

“Gil… GIL! We have a big problem. If he points that at me, I will freak out and might turn everyone into paste.” She started to panic and pulled on Gilbert’s sleeve. After being briefly killed with one, Anastacia had developed an understandable aversion for crossbows and would often get distracted in combat if the opposition had them.

“Oh crap… Just stay behind me and think of goblins or something. I’ll handle it as soon as I can.” Gilbert calmed his companion and moved her out of the crossbow’s line of sight.

It took a while for both mobs to position themselves at both ends of the bridge but the insults and name calling began as soon as the groups saw each other. Completely ignoring the adventurers, the townspeople bickered and waved their makeshift weapons at their neighbors, at least until Gilbert made the mistake of speaking up in an attempt to prevent the situation from escalating to violence.

“Excuse me! I’m here on behalf of Medivar, who is currently trying to get a replacement for your other guard. Now, if everyone could just move along and go about their day as usual. Things should be back to normal by tomorrow morning.” He said with a raised voice, addressing both crowds as well as he could.

After a brief silent moment, the townsfolk began gossiping amongst themselves and questioning the adventurer’s identities. Gilbert’s explanation somehow failed to appease either of the mobs and the insults resumed soon after.

Suddenly an old man from the Eshtian side of the border stepped forth with his pitchfork. “Medivar, huh? So you two are Helleboran spies then?!” He inquired and pointed his weapon at the adventurers.

Gilbert sighed. “No… We are adventurers, and because of that, unaffiliated with either country. Medivar simply signed our contract.” He tried explaining despite knowing exactly how little good it would do. “Besides, what could there possibly be worth spying on here? Your pumpkin yields for the year?”

“SEE, EVERYONE?! These Helleboran dogs are here for our pumpkin secrets! They’re planning an invasion, I’m telling you!” The old man declared from the top of his lungs, somehow convincing the entire crowd about his theory.

Suddenly another voice echoed from the other end of the bridge. A young Helleboran woman with a sickle in hand pushed her way out of the mob. “Fuck you, Wald! Everyone knows your pumpkins are shriveled and rotten!” She yelled. “Besides, these spies are almost a full meter on our side of the border and clearly eavesdropping on our gourd secrets! You’re just trying to cover for them.”

“I just sell the rotten ones to you, Hilda!” The old man cackled. “Have you gone blind so young? Look at them spies and tell me their clothes aren’t as black as Helleboran hearts and armor!” He continued and pointed at the black undershirt Gilbert had happened to wear that day.

“Oh shut up, you old curmudgeon!” The woman replied with an equally mocking tone. “Have you gone soft in the head? The small one is wearing nothing but Eshtian purple! The same shitty shade you numbnuts wanted to paint the town hall with!”

Anastacia raised her hand. “Actually, this is violet. Purple is what you get when you mix red and-“ She tried to explain but was cut off by both sides telling her to shut up.

The old man, apparently named Wald, took a step forward and made stabbing motions with his pitchfork. “You dare to bring up the town hall fiasco when everyone has to listen to your tone deaf wailing every single morning?!”

“That song is a classic and a masterpiece! I’m not expecting you uncultured Eshtian swines to understand it anyway.” The woman responded and took a step forward as well.

The two continued to bicker and fight about every single minor issue the two halves of the town had ever encountered, while others joined in on the yelling. Both groups seemed to forget the existence of the so-called spies entirely and focused more on things like the supposedly disproportionate amount of rocks in the fields on either side of the river or the unfair flight paths of the local birds. Even Gilbert had never seen anyone ever voice so many petty grievances, most of which seemed completely unverifiable and made up.

Had they stayed still and simply yelled at each other, it wouldn’t have been much of an issue, but both sides slowly approached the middle of the bridge as they argued. It was safe to assume that if they ever reached each other, at best a fistfight would ensue or if worst came to the worst, someone would actually dare to use their weapon.

“Anna, about time we set up a perimeter. Can you do something flashy but harmless to scare them a bit further away?” Gilbert whispered to Anastacia.

The necromancer nervously glanced at the crossbow and took a deep breath. “It’ll smell like burnt hair for a while, but yeah.” She nodded.

“Get ready then. Let loose when I signal you.” The old adventurer said and clapped his hands as loudly as he could, demanding silence from the mob around them. “Alright, looks like we’re done here folks. No one is crossing this bridge today. Go home and stay there until Medivar comes back.” He stated with a commanding tone in his voice.

Some of the least enthusiastic people on both sides actually gave up and started to head back, but the main body of both sides stood their ground.

“Watch your mouth, spy! Don’t go ordering people around in their own town!” The old man from before yelled and quickly gained the support of his countrymen.

The woman didn’t back down either. “Helleboran people are free to cross this bridge all they want! Take a hike, Eshtian spy!” She said and waived her sickle at Gilbert.

“The fuck they are!” The old man screamed and rekindled the earlier argument.

With both sides reverting back to their name calling and boasting ways, though this time even insulting other people’s mothers was fair game, which was usually the first step towards the situation going bad according to Gilbert’s previous experiences.

Speechless from the juvenile nonsense he was forced to witness, Gilbert buried his head into his hands and groaned. “Anna, just do the thing. These people are hopeless.”

Anastacia pulled her hood up, took a better stance and lobbed a single fireball directly up, which already caught the attention of the townsfolk. She then pointed up at it and began spinning her finger, causing the fireball to spin as well and turn into a disk of flame. As the disk widened, it began raining down sparks on everyone that had made it to the bridge. Apparently more powerful mages were able to conjure similar spells that covered entire fields and rained down small meteorites, but Anastacia’s version was barely ten meters across and entirely harmless for anyone that wasn’t covered in oil. Yet it looked flashy and terrifying for anyone unprepared for it or unversed in magic.

Horrified screams and the clanging of the dropped weapons and tools against the stone bridge filled the air as the bickering citizens ran for their lives. Among these weapons was the dreaded crossbow, which Gilbert quickly snatched and tossed into the river below to alleviate the necromancer’s anxiety over it.

When the rain of fire finally ceased, the adventurers piled up all the weapons in the middle of the bridge for safekeeping. They debated tossing them into the river to be sure but figured that it would look bad if half the town lost the tools they needed to work and decided against it. By the time some of the townsfolk had regained their courage and returned closer to the bridge, the adventurers were ready.

Gilbert cleared his throat. “Maybe you’re feeling more like listening now? We’re not here to spy on anyone or anything like that. We were hired to make sure you idiots don’t fight while your guards are away. To be specific, we are here to make sure no one gets across this bridge. You can shout at each other across the river all you like, but that’s all you’re going to get. As you may have noticed, she’s a mage; and the bridge is now under a powerful ice magic spell. If I were you, I wouldn’t test it out for fun.” He declared half-truths to the entire town.

While it was technically possible for an ice mage to do what he implied, in their case, it was just disguising necromancy as magic. Every now and then there came a time when they didn’t actually want to kill whoever they were fighting, and a perimeter set up by Anastacia while the rest of the party worked to keep it clear was the safest way to do it. Yet, because she would rather be recognized as literally anything else than a necromancer, Gilbert made sure to cover for her.

“Purple-ass spy witch!” Yelled by someone still cowering behind a shed was the only response he received, and Anastacia was quick to correct them about the difference between purple and violet.

When the sun was about to set, the mist finally cleared away as the temperature fell. Keeping their fire going with the logs stolen from both sides of the town, the adventurers prepared for an all-nighter. Medivar’s shack had some stale bread and vegetables they were able to turn into a slightly suspicious looking stew. Which was only a bit above passable in taste and made both Gilbert and Anastacia regret leaving Valor without Emilia. Every now and then someone shouted something about spies, but somehow the accusation always missed its target and led into a brief argument with someone else from the other side of the river without the adventurers ever taking part in them. So far no one had been brave enough to test if the claim about the ice spell was true and everyone made sure to stay at least a couple of meters away whenever they came to try and provoke the adventurers. Though annoying, no one seemed to have any intention to cause any real problems and Gilbert almost convinced himself that the rest of the night would be uneventful.

A bit past midnight a group of five mildly inebriated young men wandered to the bridge from the Helleboran side and mumbled something to each other before turning to the adventurers. “We’ve come to fight!” One of them proudly declared in the general direction of the bridge.

Neither Gilbert nor Anastacia reacted to the challenge, nor the next two after it, so the drunken nuisances had to change their tactic.

“Look at you mister big and strong spy-man, hiding behind your witch! Does she dress you in the morning as well?!” They heckled Gilbert. “Typical Eshtian wuss! I’ve heard magic doesn’t work on you if you’re drunk enough. So we could just come over there and toss you both into the river, where you can… spy on the fish!” They continued, no doubt thinking themselves to be terribly witty.

“That’s in no way true, even if I used magic.” Anastacia whispered to Gilbert. Ever since the shouting began, she had noticed some movement again on both sides of the town. Not in the same numbers as earlier, but in total there was definitely around sixty people skulking around in the moonlit town. When they slowly started to gather again a little way away from the bridge, the necromancer notified her friend about it and they started to hatch their plan of action.

“Most of them are probably at least a bit tipsy and just looking for a fight. We might not be able to talk or scare our way out of this anymore.” Gilbert said and tossed a log into the campfire. “Whatever happens, you need to stop anyone that steps on the bridge.”

“Uh… about that. I have no idea if or how long I can hold that many people, and even if I can, they’ll freeze to death in an hour or two because they wouldn’t be able to move at all, and their blood flow won’t adapt to the temperature.” The necromancer pointed out.

Gilbert rubbed his chin and stared at the nightly town for a while, like he was looking for something. “There. On top of the roof with two chimneys.” He said and nodded in the direction he meant. “Looks like your stalker has finally caught up to us.”

Anastacia squinted and rubbed her eyes to see what Gilbert was hinting at but was only barely able to make out two glowing light blue dots that could have passed as small stars just as easily. The roof was still within Anastacia’s range, but she couldn’t feel anyone there, which revealed the stalker’s identity to her. “It’s the other simulacrum?!”

“Aye. With any luck, King is chasing it again…” The old adventurer nodded and stood up just as stiffly as earlier in the day. “Even if he isn’t, having and extra pair of hands won’t hurt when this gets violent.”

With a whistle and a wave, Gilbert got the simulacrum’s attention and it began heading their way by jumping from roof to roof, effortlessly clearing over ten meters in a single leap. Even though the town was quiet, aside from the occasional mocking shouts of the drunkards, the simulacrum’s steps made no sound in the slightest. Even when it made its final leap from a rooftop to the bridge’s parapet, the loudest noise it made was from its cloak fluttering in the wind.

Without wasting time with greetings, the cloaked simulacrum took out a small leather pouch, opened it and started to dig through it; only to find it empty, thanks to a hole in its side. Tossing aside the ripped bag, the simulacrum rifled through the insides of its cloak but ultimately failed to find what it was looking for.

“Lost your marbles?” Gilbert asked and grinned, slightly prouder about his joke than he should have been.

The simulacrum put out its hand towards Gilbert, clearly asking him to give back the glass orb it had given to the adventurer in the mansion.

Gilbert shook his head. “That’s a discussion for another time. Right now I need to know if King – the simulacrum you brought to us before, is following you again?” He asked and patted his pocket to show that he did still have the pearl.

The cloaked automaton shook its head and stepped down from the parapet.

“Suppose that’s for the better, he has trouble understanding what ‘non-lethal’ means.” Gilbert shrugged and glanced at the drunken idiots nearby, who had run out of insults a while ago and now just repeated themselves. “Anna, what’s the situation with the mobs?... Anna?”

The necromancer as far too awestruck to hear the question and even more unable to answer it. With a glimmer in her eyes and foolish grin on her face, she approached the simulacrum and started to caress its odd green cloak. Though clearly made like a regular fabric, it felt more metallic than anything. Showing some disrespectful disregard to the personal space of others, the necromancer pressed her cheek against the simulacrum and hugged it. “She’s so pretty!” She exclaimed and turned to Gilbert.

“Anna, the mobs?” The old adventurer reminded his party mate about the impending lynch attempt that was probably going to happen soon. Though he was slightly surprised to hear that the cloaked simulacrum was somehow female, he didn’t feel like going into it in detail until the quest was over.

“What? Oh! Yeah, neither group is moving, but the idiots over there have been inching our way. Do we have a plan?” The necromancer reported without letting go of the simulacrum, who didn’t seem to mind her.

Gilbert sighed and started to warm up his limbs by waving his arms and doing squats. “I think I might just feel like whooping their asses, it’ll be five less people to deal with later. It’ll probably cause the mob on their side to come to their aid, in which case your job is to stop as many as you can without taking any unnecessary risks – we do not kill anyone here. They’re assholes and probably deserve it for all we know, but we were hired to protect them from each other and themselves, and sometimes that means having to teach them to be humble.” He said and turned to the simulacrum. “Your job is to keep her safe. Make sure no one lays a hand on her so that she can focus properly, and don’t even think about trying to take her with you or anything – or I might not tell King to calm down when we find you again.”

Anastacia laughed. “So your plan is to beat up an entire town? Emilia is missing out on so much.” She said, still unwilling to let go of her new friend.

“Actually, I’m hoping that they get the idea before it gets to that, but we’ll see.” The old adventurer smiled and put on the ruby ring Anastacia had given to him. He hit his knuckles together a couple of times and went on to challenge the townspeople responsible for annoying him for almost an hour.

From Anastacia’s standpoint it was pretty hilarious to see the five drunken lads – probably farmhands or the like for profession, test their mettle against a seasoned adventurer who was so far beyond them in strength, size, skill and equipment, that any hits they managed to score before finding themselves from the cold, hard ground, actually hurt their hands more than the adventurer. By the time the fifth one finally tumbled across the road and had to be dragged away by his limping friends, the screams had woken up the rest of the town and a few people rushed outside, either to see what was happening or to join the fray. It had also gotten the attention of the already gathered mob on that side of the bridge, who all assumed that the supposed spy fighting with Helleboran people meant that the suspected Eshtian invasion had begun.

This meant that all in all, Gilbert had a little over thirty people to deal with, some of them had held onto their weapons or found new ones, but them being simple townsfolk that had never fought anyone beyond a drunken brawl with someone from the other side of the bridge meant that they weren’t much of a threat. With Anastacia holding still about ten or so at a time, focusing on the people with weapons, Gilbert was just about able to knock out someone every now and then without getting overwhelmed. Being completely unable to move at because of the ‘ice spell’ made a few people change their minds and quietly return inside without the need to be schooled by Gilbert. All in all, the plan was working surprisingly well.

Gilbert almost enjoyed the fight. It had been a long time since he had last been in proper fistfight and his opponents certainly needed to get taken down a peg or two. While outnumbered, his advantages allowed him to thwart any attacks from the front, so as long as he kept his enemies there, he could pick them off one by one. He was also happy to notice that Anastacia had learned something during their previous quests and knew how to pick her targets to make his life a little easier.

“Hey! Them’s fighting over there!” Ringed a sudden yell from the Eshtian side of the town.

It surprised Anastacia so badly that she lost her control over the people she had been holding still. Having been so focused on not hurting anyone, the necromancer had failed to notice a few people from the other side of the river leaving their houses to see what was happening and that the Eshtian posse was now heading for the bridge as well.

“Gil! MOBLEM!” She screamed while trying to focus again.

Gilbert punted one of the remaining Helleboran troublemakers in the shin and backed off a few steps to see what the necromancer was panicking about. The flickering of the torches on the other side of the river made it very clear what was happening. “Damnit! Can you hold them for just a second?!” He asked and thwacked another dumbass with the handle of their own pitchfork.

“Uhh…” Anastacia hesitantly took control of the first Eshtian that made it to the bridge and stopped them. Same worked for the two that had followed him, but by then the rest had remembered the spell on the bridge and halted their attack.

“The Helleboran spy witch is hexin’ our boys! Let’s get her!” Someone from the crowd yelled and tossed their torch over their ‘frozen’ friends.

Anastacia was luckily still paying attention and deflected the torch into the river with a fireball – not that it would have hit her anyway, but it seemed like a cool thing to do.

Inspired by the first attempt, everyone else in the crowd decided to toss their torches at the necromancer. Trying to deflect a couple of dozen torches was a whole different affair, and there was no time to accurately bombard them all, so Anastacia could only crouch and hope none of them hit her on the head.

Suddenly the simulacrum swooped in and wrapped Anastacia with her freezing cold metallic cloak, protecting the necromancer while the torches harmlessly clanked against it and bounced off. Wherever the cloak was about to get hit, the light blue lines that appeared on most simulacra formed a web-like pattern and very briefly turned the flowing fabric into a solid sheet of metal.

“You have the coldest hugs in the world. Can you please let me go? I’m literally freezing.” Anastacia asked and wiggled until the simulacrum released her. “Okay… What now?”

The ice spell trick would crumble as soon as the Eshtian people would make an attempt at rushing towards the bridge, so the time Anastacia had to come up with anything was limited. Gilbert was still dealing with the other side of the town, and the highest number of bandits she had ever stopped at once was twenty-two, and even then, a couple of them spontaneously broke their legs. So even if she did set a personal record and Gilbert was able to hold his own without her help, it left ten or so people free to do whatever, and even that was based on the assumption that she could stay focused for longer than ten seconds.

“Did you know that necromancy is hard when you’re trying to not kill people?” Anastacia pointed out to the simulacrum. “Could we like slightly burn the town? We’re not supposed to kill, but property damage didn’t get mentioned anywhere. They’d be too busy trying to save their stuff and wouldn’t fight us, and besides-“

Tink.

An arrow bounced off the simulacrum’s shoulder and interrupted Anastacia’s planning. For a fraction of a second, everyone in town could feel a very slight twitch on their entire bodies as their flesh and bone reacted to the necromancer’s powers flaring out before she came back to her senses. She turned to look at the mob and saw that at least three of them had taken out their hunting bows and were now aiming at her and the simulacrum. In her daze, Anastacia let go of the three people she was holding still, allowing them to reconsider their actions and escape into the crowd behind them.

“Nope. None of this. Not going to deal with it…” She muttered and rushed to grab the backpacks they had left next to the campfire.

While the simulacrum blocked two more arrows, Anastacia dragged the luggage off the bridge as fast as she could before picking up one of her spears.

Gilbert happened to glance at them while it was happening. “Anna! What on earth are you doing?!” He yelled, knowing exactly what the necromancer was up to, and lunged into some cover behind an empty cart that happened be nearby.

“PANICKING!” Anastacia screamed and launched the spear directly at the bridge.

The impact sent granite shrapnel flying at high speeds into every direction. While the metal and wooden parts of the spear peeled off when it hit the stone, the bone core sank into it as if the whole bridge was made of warm butter. With a terrifying cracking sound, no lesser to a lightning strike, the entire structure split apart and crumbled into the dark waters of the river below.

 

With the bridge gone, neither side of the town felt like messing with each other or the adventurers, they had simply blamed the destruction on the other kingdom and broken up what was left of their mobs. The Helleboran side had to spend a while helping up the people Gilbert had trashed but hadn’t seen it worthwhile to seek revenge over it, or simply didn’t dare to even try.

Soon after the town had once more settled for the night, the cloaked simulacrum had disappeared somewhere, likely to stalk Anastacia from further away again. This time even Gilbert wasn’t able to spot her in the dark.

“Such a shame. I wanted to take her to Valor with us.” Anastacia lamented with a pouch of ground coffee in her hands. The party’s coffee pot had fallen into the river with the bridge, and she had to cope with only the scent of her favorite drink, reminding her of better times. “Didn’t even get to ask her name.”

Gilbert, now more bruise than man, was laying down next to a new campfire and dealing with the aftermath of the countless lucky punches the townsfolk had gotten through his defenses during the fight. He had barely noticed them thanks to the adrenaline and the enchanted ruby ring, but now that the situation had calmed, there was not a single painless bit in him. “I don’t think that would have been wise. She clearly has some kind of mission going on, and until we know who she reports to, you shouldn’t trust her too much.” He pointed out. Gilbert had decided to hold on to the glass pearl himself, at least until they were able to return to Valor and he could find out more about them from King.

Anastacia frowned. “But she’s integral to my plan of making King jealous, and she seemed nice enough.” She protested and poked Gilbert’s side with her staff.

“Like I said: you spend too much time with Xamiliere. Don’t go about making plans that invoke jealousy in ancient machines of war and strife, it’s bad for… well everyone probably.” Gilbert grunted and yanked the staff away from Anastacia.

“Whatever. What would you know about it anyway.” The necromancer scoffed at her friend’s advice.

Right as the red glare of the morning sun appeared in the eastern horizon, the sounds of at least a dozen horses galloping towards the town on the frozen road could be heard. Soon enough, a troop of knights popped up from behind the buildings. Donning the same black armor as the commander who had given the adventurers their quest, they were unmistakably the reinforcements Medivar had left to fetch. They tied their horses onto a few poles near the Helleboran guard post next to the destroyed bridge and went on to investigate its ruins.

The knight captain himself hopped off his steed next to the adventurers and warmed his hands on their campfire. “Exciting night, huh?” He laughed.

“What the fuck is wrong with these people?” Anastacia asked, still angry about almost getting hit with an arrow again. “Is this like a centuries old quarrel between two families that just got out of hands or something?”

Medivar flipped open his visor and laughed. “Not that I know of. They’re all just massive arseholes. There’s a reason no one else wants to guard this place.”

Gilbert forced himself to get up and greeted the captain with a handshake. “Nice to see you kept your word and came back in time. We’re sorry about the bridge, I hope it doesn’t affect our reward too much?” He said and nodded towards the river.

“Nonsense!” The knight exclaimed and continued his usual hearty laughter. “I’ll just make the folk here rebuild it as a punishment. A bit of team building wouldn’t hurt, don’t you think? Nothing’s on fire, I don’t see any corpses, and everyone is tucked in their beds nice and quiet. As far as I’m concerned, this is a job well done.” He said and handed over a hefty satchel full of money to Anastacia. “Kingdoms of Hellebor and Eshtia thank you for your services, adventurers.”

Gilbert quickly recounted the events of the night to the easy-going knight captain and explained why he had beaten up a good portion of the town’s population. As expected Medivar simply laughed it off and shared the story with his knights.

Though they were tired, when the knight captain offered the adventurers a chance to ride from Oopdelt to Valor on horseback, they immediately accepted – fearing what would happen if they stayed in that den of insanity for even a second longer than they had to.

            

    
        Chapter 157 - Cursed

    
    
    
    
                Thanks to the assistance of the knight commander Medivar, Anastacia and Gilbert only had to spend a little over an hour reciting their night for an official copy at the guild office. With everything written down in black and white, the weary adventurers were allowed to keep their reward and leave for some well-earned rest. They offered to take Medivar along for a quick drink, but the knight captain declined, saying that he needed to file a few more quests and then return to his duties of keeping the residents of his town at bay.

Though it was only a couple of hours past noon, Anastacia was more than done with the day. She ate a hearty meal in silence and disappeared into the second floor of the inn to take a bath and sleep for the next couple of decades, according to her own words.

Gilbert was still extremely sore from everything he had to deal with on their trip and wouldn’t have been able to sleep even if he wanted to. So instead he borrowed Emilia’s aid for the more acute aches and pains, and simply sat back for the rest of the day.

“Don’t tell them I said this, but thank the gods you two are back!” Xamiliere exclaimed and floated past Gilbert. Despite having visited dozens of mages, shamans and druids, the spriggan was still under Vilja’s spell of weightlessness. No counter spell, hex, curse, trick or miracle seemed to aid her situation in the slightest, and it truly seemed like nothing besides the will of a god could help her. “Those two become absolutely insufferable when you and Anna aren’t around. I swear no one here would have gotten any service if it weren’t for the lamb.” She whispered and nodded towards the counter, where the innkeeper was happily ignoring her job to talk with the priestess.

“I can imagine.” Gilbert laughed and grabbed the lead hanging off Xamiliere. “Still as floaty as ever? There hasn’t been any changes to your situation while we were away?”

The spriggan groaned in agony and tried her best to get some of the mead out of her bottle, both of which had turned weightless in her hands. “None. Emilia says I need to either find the goddess herself or a more powerful one to get my weight back. Apparently, Sylvia or whatever divine tart she goes on about doesn’t have the muscle for it and doesn’t want to meddle. So I’m really starting to consider heading back home and see if there’s a nature god that can pull it off.” She said and bumped against a wall.

“Knowing how much you hate the mother grove, you must really be desperate to even mention it.” The old adventurer said, slightly surprised by the spriggan’s serious tone.

“Yeah, not a fan of the winter either, but the thing is, I’m essentially ageless and losing a few months of my life being weightless is basically nothing – heck, I could lose a century and not be bothered by it. But all of you adorable little fleshy bags of meat and blood are not, all of you will be gone before I even realize it. Max probably has a couple of hundred years on him, but even that’s peanuts really. If a family reunion is what it takes to get me back out there with the lads, so be it.” The floating spriggan lamented, getting slightly agitated in the process.

Gilbert took the bottle from her, allowing it to regain its weight and then poured some into Xamiliere’s mouth. It was simply getting painful to look at someone struggling with drinking of all things. “Sounds like you’ve really put some thought into it. You only need to ask if you need help with it.”

“I need Anna to take me there.” Xamiliere blurted out without a moment’s hesitation.

The old adventurer put the bottle back on the table and stared at the spriggan, looking extremely disappointed. Her request was beyond predictable and not in the least bit amusing to Gilbert. While he didn’t dislike the nature spirit in the slightest, he definitely thought that she was a terrible influence on the necromancer.

“Don’t be like that, there’s an actual reason I need her to come along. I can’t tell you what it is, but there is a reason. Just trust me on this.” The spriggan pleaded and tried to look as sincere as possible.

Gilbert took a long, grumpy draw off his pipe and blew the smoke out of his nose. “Not a chance… Is what I’d say if it was up to me in any way. She’s free to do her own mistakes, that’s the whole reason she’s here in the first place. I’m just here to advise her.” He grunted disapprovingly. Gilbert knew that Xamiliere was probably what Anastacia considered her best friend, and nothing he could ever say would make any difference if the spriggan asked help from the necromancer herself – and that if Rosie ever heard of the whole matter, she would physically prevent them from leaving together, allowing him to keep his hands supposedly clean. “That said, have you seen King? I have business with him.”

“Washing dishes in the kitchen, I think. What’s up with him anyway? I’ve seen him go out there at night.” Xamiliere asked and kicked a wall to send herself towards the kitchen door. Soon enough, she was swatted back by the simulacrum, who approached Gilbert’s table.

Gilbert greeted King with a nod and pointed at the chair across the table with his pipe, telling the simulacrum to sit down. After waiting for King to comply, he took out the glass ball he had received from the cloaked simulacrum, held it up and peered at King through it. He could see the simulacrum perk up and lean forwards, probably to grab the pearl if he got the chance.

“So, you know what this is? I got it from your cloaked friend and was supposed to give it to Anna.” He said and placed the bead on the table while still holding on to it. “I’m not going to waste time trying to get you to pantomime the answers for me, so it won’t delve into your business further.” He continued and flicked it at the simulacrum.

In a blink of an eye, king grabbed the glass pearl and crushed it in his hand. He turned back to Gilbert and nodded slightly, as if to say thank you. He was about to get up and discard the shards of glass, but the old adventurer wasn’t done and kicked the table so that it hit the simulacrum.

“Just one more thing. Whatever you’re doing is doomed to fail. She will figure it out no matter how hard you’re trying, assuming she hasn’t already. I’m only doing this because I think you’re right, and Anna doesn’t need any extra shenanigans in her life right now. And when this all goes down, make sure she comes back unharmed.” Gilbert explained with an unusually threatening tone and pointed at the simulacrum with his pipe.

King nodded and somehow seemed nervous when he pushed the table back and disappeared into the kitchen.

Xamiliere had witnessed the entire one-sided conversation from the ceiling. “This is all wildly fascinating, but I have no clue what’s going on.” She commented and gently floated back down, waiting to be let in on the secret.


On the day following their return, Anastacia had woken up early and figured she might as well put the freshly earned reward money into some good use. By noon, the necromancer had already gotten herself a nice and warm, bright red scarf that was long enough to reach all the way to her knees even after being wrapped around her neck a few times; and placed the order for some more spears to replace the ones she had lost.

With quite a bit gold left over, Anastacia wandered idly among the merchant stands on the square near the inn. By her reasoning, if someone was willing to sit around in the freezing cold weather, whatever they were selling must be amazing; but to her disappointment, the items for sale were mostly the same as always. A seemingly random assortment of odds and ends adventurers had picked up when clearing out bandit camps or looting corpses they happened to run into in the lairs of monsters and beasts, including but not limited to: slightly enchanted jewelry, worn small weapons, clothes and cheap ornamental trinkets. Anastacia already owned a decent collection of useless items she had bought on a whim, but this time nothing caught her attention.

However, what did intrigue her, were the sugary, greasy treats that were conveniently offered alongside some fresh coffee. As if the scent of pastries and coffee wasn’t enough to pull Anastacia over, the warmth emanating from the enchanted portable stoves sealed the deal – though to the necromancer’s credit, she was far from the only one being tricked by it.

“Anything for the young lady? Perhaps a cupcake?” The slightly wily looking elven baker standing behind the stand asked.

Something about him seemed off to Anastacia, whether it was the obviously too expensive clothes under his apron or the jeweled rings on his fingers, absolutely nothing about the elf made him seem like a chef of any kind. Though looking off was considerably more common in Valor than not, so Anastacia didn’t put too much thought into the elf’s appearance and instead focused on the baked goods arranged in front of her. Each one looking more tempting than the last, she had to make a conscious effort to stop herself from just buying a few of everything – at least until her eyes happened upon a small tray, hidden behind a pile of profiteroles.

“What are these?” She asked and reached over to point at the two relatively unassuming lumps of fried dough that had been covered with sugar and cinnamon.

The elf squinted and scanned his would-be customer from head to toe, as if she needed to fill some criteria to get granted the knowledge she asked for. “They… are exactly what you’re looking for!” He said and grinned. “Filled with nothing but dreams, hopes and miracles, one bite into this and it’ll change your life for good!”

“Ohhh! I’ll take both then. I can give the other one to Gilbert as an apology for almost getting him killed.” She figured and took out her purse.

The elf was quick to shake his head and gestured Anastacia to put her money away. “These are on the house! I have great faith in returning customers. Trust me, you’ll use that gold here sooner or later.” He smiled, hastily wrapped the pastries and handed them over.

Anastacia wasn’t one to refuse free treats, so she simply thanked the elf and took the pouch before running away to tell Gilbert about her find. “What a nice guy.” She muttered to herself and headed back to the inn.

As per usual, with the lunch rush dying down, the inn was mostly crowded by the residents of the inn, and among them were Anastacia’s party. Gilbert, who had finally managed to force himself up from the comfort of his warm bed; and Emilia, who had begrudgingly left the innkeeper’s side and allowed her to return to her job, were sitting at the party’s usual table. King was probably hiding in the kitchen again, but Anastacia didn’t want to see him yet anyway, so that suited her just fine. She yelled her order for some coffee from the door and pulled up a chair to sit down with her friends.

“…Anyway, that’s why we took so long to get back.” Gilbert finished his story just as Anastacia joined them. “Morning, Anna. Looks like you found a scarf?”

“Yeah, I also got some buns from the market square. The weirdo selling them only had two though, but I can split mine with Em.” Anastacia said and emptied the package on the table and handed one of the pastries towards Gilbert.

Emilia shook her head. “No thanks, you can have it.” She said as Anastacia started to pull apart the remaining one. It wasn’t that the priestess didn’t want any, but she knew that the necromancer wanted it more and was in a good mood anyway.

“These are a bit weird looking.” Gilbert commented and took the one offered to him.

“I think he was testing a new recipe or something, they were a bit out of the way, and I got them for free.” Anastacia shrugged and stuffed the entire pastry into her mouth at once, without even bothering to wait for her drink. Though a bit dry, the pastry tasted just fine, exactly what one would expect a cinnamon roll to taste like. The baker had obviously embellished his creation quite a bit, but since they were free, Anastacia didn’t feel like complaining about it.

Gilbert tore off a piece from his and tossed it into his mouth. His initial impressions were exactly the same as Anastacia’s: the pastry was fine but a bit bland. While chewing, he glanced at the rest of the bun in his hand to see if it had raisins or something in it, in case he just happened to miss them. Suddenly he noticed a corner of a piece of paper sticking out from inside the pastry.

“Uh oh.” The old adventurer grunted and pulled out the paper. “That’s probably not good.”

Roughly the size of a finger, the slip of paper was filled with messy scribbles that didn’t appear to be in any of the languages Gilbert recognized. They didn’t even resemble the necromancy patterns he had made a point of remembering on their trip.

“Anna, did yours have-“ He was about to ask when Anastacia swallowed her pastry and the paper with it. “Damn it.”

“What?” The necromancer asked, looking slightly worried.

Gilbert placed the paper on the table for everyone to see. “That was inside mine. I have no idea what it is.”

Emilia took a better look at the scribbles and rotated the note a few times to see if they seemed more familiar from some other angle. “Pretty sure this is a curse.” She said and tried to rub the markings to see if they came off.

“Great. Just great.” Gilbert groaned and ate the rest of the bun, figuring that it didn’t matter anymore. “So are we going to die or what?”

“I’m not an expert, but I’d say no. Killing someone with a curse is supposed to be hard work, so a quick scribble like this is likely just something along the lines of a full day of hiccups or some other prank.” The priestess guessed and chuckled a bit.

“Sounds about right for my luck.” Anastacia sighed and pressed her face against the table but got back up when her nose picked up a familiar scent of coffee.

Rosie served the necromancer her coffee and sat down, knowing that she’d have to refill the cup soon enough anyway. She happened to notice the slip of paper and grinned. “Which one of you got their dumb ass cursed?”

Gilbert and Anastacia lifted their hands as the innkeeper laughed.

“How do you know it’s a curse?” Emilia asked and smiled at the tigress while coyly waving with her fingers.

Rosie looked around the tavern, swiftly got up and walked up to one of the patrons before dragging him away from his meal.

The unfortunate guest was a mousefolk by the name of Thimble. A druid by profession and possibly the only guest in the tavern that even Anastacia towered over. The necromancer had talked with him on a couple of occasions when no one else was in the tavern and the two got along well enough, but generally stayed with their closer friends instead of going out of their way to hang out. Thimble was also the only person in the inn that was allowed to keep pets, though he himself considered the small army of mice he lived with to be his friends rather than pets. Oftentimes he carried a few of them in the countless pockets of his worn-out brown robes and Amused the other guests by having them do tricks. Naturally, being a mouse, he was absolutely terrified of Rosie but had stayed in the inn for long enough to just power through it regardless.

“I’ve seen Thimble here scribble some. This one doesn’t happen to be yours, does it? Those little friends of yours might just start to look like snacks to me if it is.” Rosie threatened the druid and lifted him up by the back of his robes.

Shaking slightly, the mouse checked the paper on the table and scoffed. “You insult me, cat. Let me guess, a shifty looking elven wanker gave you this? I can recognize the crappy handwriting anywhere.”

Anastacia nodded.

“Yeah, he has a shop selling these second-rate nuisances and sometimes he and his friends trick new adventurers with them for fun. They’re never too harmful, if that’s what you’re worried about. Hardly ever worth lifting before they wear off.” Thimble snarled. He obviously held a grudge against the elf.

“Any chance you could tell what this one does?” Gilbert asked and handed over the paper so Thimble could have a better look.

Still a bit fidgety from being caught by Rosie, the druid held the slip against a light and tried to parse together the meaning of the symbols. “I swear to Arbroria, it’s like he’s using a spear to write… on horseback.” He muttered and squinted. “Basically, whoever consumes the food this was hidden in will find themselves to be temporarily aged or de-aged to eighty-six natural beats in age – that’s twenty-five years seven weeks two days ten hours fifty-two minutes and nine seconds… ish, for anyone not versed in these kinds of things. As for its duration, I’d be amazed if this insult to the craft lasts more than a day or two.”

Gilbert stroked his beard and seemed completely unfazed by the news. “Twenty-five huh? Are you sure this is a curse? I sure wouldn’t mind being younger again.” He joked.

Thimble managed to struggle himself free and straightened his clothes. “A curse is a curse, there’s no blessing in disguise. You may feel like it’s a favor at first but remember that you’ll never be able to really have your youth back. All this curse does, is remind you how much you can actually miss it once it’s gone.” He pointed out and ripped the cursed note to avoid further calamity.

“What about me?” Anastacia asked. “I may or may not have eaten the paper, and I haven’t been that old yet. Will I just grow up and that’s it?”

“That shouldn’t matter.” The mousefolk druid shrugged. “The curse will approximate what’ll naturally happen to your body and mind in the future as things are now. For you, it’s important to remember that the person you’ll turn into isn’t actually you per se, but… an educated guess. It doesn’t actually have a way of predicting what happens to you, so you’re not destined to be that person or anything.” Thimble explained and started to pace back and forth, as if giving a lecture. “Both of you will have your mind altered by it as well. Gilbert will regain the personality and traits he had back then, whatever they may be, and almost assuredly will embarrass himself in some way – I know I would. Anastacia will become an intensified version of her current self, as if whatever is dwelling in her head was allowed to fester and grow for years. It may result in you discovering something new about yourself, or it might be pure chaos – or anything in between for all we know.”

Rosie immediately lost it after hearing that Gilbert was going to return to his past personality while the adventurer himself slowly buried his head into his hands. Both of them knew exactly what was going to happen to him. While the innkeeper hadn’t been there when Gilbert was twenty-five, she certainly remembered what he was like when they met and could extrapolate from what she knew.

Anastacia almost couldn’t wait for the curse to take effect. “Finally! you’ll all see how pretty I’ll be! and tall! There’ll be no plans for throwing me over walls or keeping me in leash!” She declared and cheered for herself.

Emilia clapped to the necromancer’s boast despite having her doubts.

“Umm… Best of luck to you, friends. I have a meal I need to finish and some business that needs my attention, so if you folks have this under control…” Thimble muttered and slowly backed away, obviously hoping to not get dragged in on whatever was about to ensue. To his luck, no one was paying attention to him anymore and he was able to escape safely.

Rosie refilled Anastacia’s cup to distract her and headed back to the kitchen but stopped at the door to gesture for Emilia to follow her. Once there, the innkeeper started to gather some leftover snacks on a plate. “Yulia, take everything off the stove. We’re going to be busy laughing our asses off for a while.” She commanded her chef. “King, you keep at it.”

“Is it really going to be that bad?” Emilia asked and leaned against the doorframe.

Yulia almost panicked when she had to suddenly stop cooking and didn’t know what to do. “Wh… what’s happening? Is something wrong?” She stuttered.

“Something amazing. No time to explain. Grab a chair and get behind the counter.” Rosie grinned and rushed out of the kitchen to arrange the snacks to their observation post behind the tavern’s counter.

The other two joined her and she explained to Yulia what had happened. Though initially worried about the curse, the lamb couldn’t help but to be curious about what Gilbert was like around her age.

It didn’t take long for the old adventurer’s gray hair to start turn darker and thicker, his beard followed suit and changed color as well. Initially he didn’t notice the change himself, but when his clothes started to loosen as he lost some of the extra weight he had gained over the years, Gilbert lifted his head and looked at his hands. Though still rugged and worn from hard work and fighting, they were far smoother than he remembered. Realizing that the curse had started to take effect, he moved his arms around and to his amazement, found out that nothing hurt or even felt slightly stiff. He couldn’t remember the last time something on his body wasn’t sore for absolutely no reason, nor when was the last time he felt so good in general. Colors appeared brighter, smells more intense, sounds clearer and above all else, he wasn’t tired in the slightest.

“Anna, are you seeing this?!” He asked and flexed his biceps at the necromancer.

Anastacia was too busy sulking to notice what her friend was up to, as aside from her hair growing out a bit, nothing at all had happened. She was not an inch taller than earlier, nor did she have trouble fitting into her clothes. Furious and disappointed, Anastacia scowled at her empty coffee cup and angrily tapped her nails on the table. Every now and then she peeked under her shirt and sighed.

“Wow, you’re exactly the same as before.” Gilbert pointed out rather insensitively.

The necromancer glared at him and accidentally snapped off the handle from her cup. “No I’m not, I’m a lot more pissed off.” She growled.

Gilbert laughed. “Relax, I know what’ll make you feel better. Check this out!” He said, unbuttoned his shirt and flexed some more.

Looking remarkably unimpressed by the boasting, Anastacia rolled her eyes and sank deeper into her chair. “When I close my eyes, you’re the same lump of meat you’ve always been, just with a bit less padding.” She commented.

“Really? This does nothing for you?” Gilbert asked and changed poses.

“What I’m seeing is a bunch of muscles gushing about in blood, wrapped in a skin bag. So if you ask me, you look just as gross as the next person, and everyone else.” The necromancer explained and lazily flopped off her chair. “Well, at least I can drink now that I’m an adult…” She reasoned and disappeared into the kitchen to find something to drink. Even if she couldn’t look like an adult, she sure as heck could act like one, and to her it meant drinking alcohol.

Having lost his audience, Gilbert started to seek someone else to amaze with his regained youth. He bounced from table to table, trying his luck with the lady adventurers of the inn. Most of them were simply weirded out by the boasting buffoon and the rest annoyed. So, needless to say, he had no luck with any of them. This however, had no effect on his confidence and the cursed adventurer kept pestering the women and showing off his admittedly impressive physique.

Both Emilia and Yulia were at a loss of words. What they were seeing clashed so badly with the calm and collected image of Gilbert they both had, that they couldn’t even comprehend what was happening.

“That’s young Gil to a T. I swear he didn’t cover his chest for a second until someone pointed out that the hair on it started going gray.” Rosie grinned, trying to hold back laughter as hard as she could.

“I… uh… Who even is he? What could have possibly happened to turn that… thing into the Gilbert we know?!” Emilia asked and looked away because she started to feel ashamed being involved with young Gilbert in any way.

“Valor happened. You move into the city full of energy and gumption, get to know a few people, form a party with your friends, fight side by side with them for a long time and then one day something goes wrong and you’re the only one that returns from a quest.” The innkeeper explained, changing her tone to a more serious one. “That sort of thing changes a person, and some of the smarter ones quit right then and there, but some choose to stay and typically form new parties with others like them. What that bumbling fool of a man did was the complete opposite, he kept helping out new arrivals out of some misguided feeling of responsibility. Now, not all new folk coming through here are necromancers or avatars of the gods, and Gil is just a regular man that can only do so much, so naturally many of them didn’t make it. All of it made him go gray in a blink of an eye and turn into the silvery bear of a man you know.”

“Huh, well we can thank the many that lost their lives so we don’t need to deal with… whatever that slimy idiot is.” The priestess sighed.

Rosie snickered. “True enough, but your test will be the thing that just snuck into the kitchen. I can promise you that she’s not going to be any easier.”

Suddenly the hunk of testosterone and ego turned his attention to the trio monitoring him from behind the counter and pranced over. “Yulia, Oh Yulia, you juicy piece of mutton. I am here to tell you the joyous news that you’ve been blessed with divine luck! For you, and only you, are allowed to touch my sculpted abs.” He declared and leaned back to a better lighting for his stomach. “Come on now, they don’t bite – but I might!” He growled and winked to the sheep.

Yulia looked around, seeking aid from the innkeeper and priestess, but Emilia had already mentally checked out due to excess shame and Rosie was struggling to breathe from all the laughing. “I... I… I do-“ The lamb finally managed to stutter out loud but was interrupted by Gilbert.

“You know what’s tragic? It’d be such a crime for me to cover up all of this that I’m legally not allowed to wear shirts.” He boasted and posed once more. “But the winters have become cold as of late, so I was thinking that you could maybe share some of that wool of yours – along with some body heat!”

While the suggestion made Rosie completely lose it, Yulia had no idea what to say and couldn’t even get a word out, instead she just stated to nervously shake on her seat.

“Think about it. All this rock-hard muscle against your plump goodness. Makes you wonder why it hasn’t happened already, doesn’t it?” Gilbert asked and winked again.

Yulia gathered all her courage, determination and might into a single question. “C… ca… can you just ask again when the curse is gone?” She asked and turned bright red.

The sudden straightforwardness caught everyone present off guard and an awkward silence filled the air while the gears in young Gilbert’s head whirred in confusion. He had quite obviously expected nothing to come out of his advances, as that’s how it had been for a long time – for reasons obvious to everyone but him.

“That… that’s technically a yes!” Gilbert eventually realized, posed as a celebration and turned just as red as Yulia. “Time for a victory jog!” He yelled and dashed outside without so much as putting his shirt back on, partly to escape the awkward situation and partly to enjoy his young knees that didn’t hurt all the time.

They sat in silence and watched as Gilbert ran laps around the market square outside. Seemingly unbothered by the frigid air, the adventurer kept going for far longer than anyone had expected.

“Should we go and get him back before he becomes a public menace?” Emilia asked.

Rosie shook her head and leaned back. “Nah, let the man enjoy life while he can. Besides, do you seriously want him here, trying to bench press you to show off? Because that’s what’s up next, if he sticks to his usual schedule.” She said with a certain tone of reminiscence in her voice. Gilbert’s antics clearly reminded her of the days she first arrived at Valor and set up her inn. “I’ll help this wannabe grave robber keep an eye on him, so why don’t you go and check up on Anna? I’ll call you out if something amazing happens.”

“That’s probably a good idea. We did leave King there after all…” The priestess agreed and hopped off her seat to peek into the kitchen.

Anastacia was nowhere in sight and King was still washing dishes as he had been asked to do. Emilia entered the room and looked around for clues of the necromancer’s whereabouts. There were no exits from the kitchen other than the one through the tavern, and she was sure that Anastacia hadn’t left the room. The storeroom was firmly shut and locked as well, so there was no point looking there either.

“Oh.” The priestess sighed when she saw the pair of feet coming from under the table in the middle of the kitchen. She kneeled to see what the necromancer was up to. “Everything okay down there?”

“No. Did you know wine tastes like shit?” Anastacia asked and shook a bottle of wine that had barely been touched while laying on her back.

Emilia nabbed the bottle and placed it on the table. “It’s an acquired taste, though one better left unacquired, if you ask me.” She said, trying to avoid lecturing Anastacia about the dangers of alcohol she was well familiar with herself. “Why are you under the table?”

“I hate being an adult and am having an existential crisis.” Anastacia groaned and closed her eyes.

The priestess laid down on the floor next to the table and stared at the ceiling. “Anything you want to talk about?”

“I don’t know. All of a sudden, I had this realization that everyone, including me, is just a bulging and writhing lump of wet meat and fat, and now I can’t unsee that. Like, I’ve always knowns that – shit, I can draw every bone, vein and muscle on a person from memory, but somehow it really started to bother me when this whole curse thing happened. People are gross.” Anastacia explained her predicament.

“They are kind of gross when you think about it too much, aren’t they? Thimble said you’d be an amplified version of yourself because of the curse, and you’ve always been averse to that kind of stuff, so I don’t think it’s anything worth worrying about. But can’t you just sort of tone down the whole necromancy by focusing on other things?” Emilia suggested. She could remember people and creatures sneaking up to the party a few times when Anastacia had been busy with something Gilbert was trying to teach her on the road. “Everyone has things they’d rather just not think about, that crawl up in the quiet moments of their lives and are a nightmare to beat back down. Yours are intense, but I don’t think they’re impossible to overcome.”

Anastacia frowned and turned to look at her friend. “Everyone? How about you?”

Emilia smiled. “I’m fortunate in that I have a goddess singing in my head, so I don’t get quiet moments, but do you remember how badly I crashed when I was cut off from Lady Sylvia? So trust me, everyone has something.” She reminded Anastacia of the time she lost her connection to the divine and could barely function for various reasons. “So if it still bothers you when the curse wears off, just focus on things you like and come talk to me.”

“Hmh, thanks…” Anastacia muttered and stared at the simulacrum working a few meters away.

The priestess squinted and tried to read the look on her friend’s face, which did actually look slightly more mature, even if nothing else had changed. The color of her turquoise eyes had become deeper and darker, and the pasty, smooth skin on her cheeks had gotten a bit rougher. “There’s something you’re not telling me.” Emilia guessed.

“There is.” Anastacia admitted without hesitation. “I’ll come to you when I can put it into words, but it’ll probably pass when this whole curse nonsense is over.”

“Alright, just remember that my door is always open.” Emilia reminded. She didn’t feel right trying to poke her head into something she wasn’t asked about. After all, as a priestess of Sylvia, she was supposed to help and guide people, not tell them what to do or squeeze out confessions from them.

“You mean Rosie’s door, right? When was the last time you’ve been to your room? Do you even remember which one it is?” Anastacia asked and grinned. “You do realize that I know which blob of meat you are, even if I can’t see you, right? And I know where everyone in this inn is at all times.”

Along with the artificial years Anastacia had gained, Emilia suspected that she might have also gained an ounce or two of wit, which was both a good and a bad thing for many reasons. Luckily Rosie dashed into the kitchen before she had to answer and interrupted the conversation.

“Emilia! Grab a case of mead. We’re… Why are you two down there? Doesn’t matter! We’re getting Gil drunk to see what happens!” The innkeeper said excitedly and rushed to unlock the storeroom door.

The priestess glanced at Anastacia to make sure she was alright. The necromancer shrugged and told her to run along, so Emilia got up and followed Rosie out of the kitchen with a box full of bottles.

Anastacia kept stalking on the simulacrum for a while, she honestly couldn’t stand young Gilbert and didn’t feel like leaving her hiding spot anyway, so joining whatever as going on outside the kitchen didn’t appeal to her in the slightest. The initial reason she had crawled under the table was that she thought not seeing the ceiling would let her forget how depressingly far away it still was despite her age, and that the underneath of the table was a nice out of the way spot for her original plan of drinking. King had of course noticed her ages ago, but she had asked him to not pay any attention to her and simply kept staring at the simulacrum.

As time passed, the noise from the tavern increased as more people started to join in on the drinking, and eventually what started off as simply trying to get one person drunk for fun, ended up becoming a tavern full of drunkards. While not all that unusual, as adventurers would almost go out of their way to celebrate anything by drinking, the ensuing merrymaking was on the more intense side of things.

Every now and then, someone would visit the kitchen to get more drinks, and it was then when Anastacia noticed her chance: someone had left the storeroom door open. Mead was definitely a lot more palatable than wine, and she now had access to as much as she could drink, along with a sack of sugar she could adjust the taste to her liking if needed.

            

    
        Chapter 158 - An exceedingly active drunk 

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia stared at the empty throne hall in front of her. A cold breeze had woken her up in a place she had never seen before. Hungover, cold and extremely confused, the necromancer leaned back on the black cast iron throne. “What?...” She muttered and listened to the echo bouncing off the walls. Unable to remember anything from the previous night, she had no idea what chain of events had led to her current situation.

Part of the hall’s ceiling had collapsed and made a massive, gaping hole that let in both sunlight and freezing air, lighting the room just enough for Anastacia to see her surroundings. Directly in front of the stairs leading to the throne, was a stone altar that held a small iron basin, a rusty dagger, some dried and rotten herbs as well as an opaque crystal ball held up by a crudely forged iron stand. On the other side of the altar was a ten-meter-wide pathway lined with a dusty red carpet that had fed countless moths ever since the place had been abandoned. On both sides of the carpet were a row of dark stone columns, few of which had collapsed along with the ceiling. A couple of the iron chandeliers hanging over the pathway had fallen off and rusted beyond repair.

 Though obviously built for a lord or a king, the entire hall was lacking in decorations and other grandiose or frivolous aspects present in most such places. Everything was either carved from dark gray stone or cast from iron, there was no gold, no silver, no ivory, not even marble or fancy fabrics were used to liven up the somber hall.

The throne itself wasn’t much to write home about either. It was made for someone much larger than Anastacia, downright uncomfortable and incredibly cold, one of the armrests had fallen off and every edge on it was awkwardly sharp. It being marginally better than the floor was likely the only reason drunken Anastacia had chosen it as her resting place.

Anastacia rubbed her hands together to warm them up and clumsily flopped off the throne. Every movement caused her headache to go up a notch and almost made her throw up. “Well, now I know drinking isn’t worth it. That’s something, I guess.” She said and closed her eyes to stop the spinning in her head.

As far as she could tell, there was nothing living bigger than a rat anywhere within her range and only a few skeletons somewhere far below her. Though there was something odd about the skeletons, almost like they were barely bone and only slightly resonated with her powers, Anastacia chalked that up to them being almost at the limit of her range and judging by the looks of the castle, likely very old.

“Is there anyone here? Ghosts?” She asked out loud but heard no response other than her own echo.

On the wall above the throne, was the head of a massive creature that Anastacia hadn’t noticed before. It was about as big as a dragon’s head but bared an unmistakable resemblance to an insect’s head with a pair of massive pincers and a row of smaller teeth between them. The reason why she hadn’t noticed it before was that the entire head was made from stone and metal and had all other hallmarks of the simulacra. Evidently, whoever had once owned the place had killed a gigantic centipede-like simulacra and mounted its head on a wall as a trophy, as kings and such tended to do.

“Poor thing. I wonder if there are any left? I’d like to meet one, or just the one from the other day – she had legs for days.” Anastacia wondered and carefully inched her way down the dark stone steps leading to the throne.

When inspected closer, the crystal ball placed on the altar seemed to glow very dimly. Anastacia wiped some dust off it and stared at her own reflection on the cloudy white surface. Despite barely noticeable for most people, she could immediately tell that she was still under the curse by the subtle changes to her face, and could tell that it hadn’t been more than a couple of days since she had been under a table in Valor.

“Oh, mystery ball of crystal, tell me your secrets, ideally without a blood sacrifice.” She came up with an incantation and started to rub the bauble with both of her hands. To her surprise, it flickered brighter for a moment, but quickly settled back down. “Come on now, I know people who would pay for this.” She said and caressed the orb harder. It responded by flickering some more before dying down again, no matter how intense the rubbing was. The necromancer frowned and sat down next to it on the altar. “Maybe if I lick it? That does something in almost every situation after all.” She suggested to herself, but when the crystal ball flickered even without her touching it, that line of thinking was quickly scrapped.

Figuring that it was her voice that activated the magical sphere, Anastacia began to recite the first thing that came to her mind, a page from an old necromancy tome she had been forced to read countless times. “…and of the bones available in most bodies, it is the skull that provides the largest, easily accessible surface. This leads to the common misconception that it is well suited for inscribing your intentions, when in reality, both the brain and the heart are sources of power that can defy us. Even after their removal, their lingering effect remains, thusly, these areas should be avoided when possible.”

The crystal sphere kept flickering the entire time but never fully lit up. At first Anastacia wondered if it was simply broken but decided to try singing a single tone for a few seconds since the flickering appeared to be caused by certain parts of some words. At her usual age, she was never particularly gifted in singing, so the clearness and the smooth nature of her adult singing voice came as a bit of a surprise even to the necromancer herself. The crystal ball appeared to approve of her newly found vocal gifts as well, as it lit up brightly after only a couple of seconds and began to emit a tone very similar to Anastacia’s, though much more pure, as if sang by a professional vocalist. Surprised by the sound, Anastacia stopped singing and hopped off the altar to get a bit further away.

The crystal ball continued singing for a few more seconds before suddenly speaking up. “The red one visited once again, her concerns appear to grow by the day. Though I appreciate the concern and may not stand tall like in the days gone by, the baron of iron is no pushover – far from it. She warns me of her distant kin, able to phase in and out of our reality and supposedly in search of mighty beings to add to their ranks. If this is true, I certainly qualify, but the culling of my kind is naught more than distant history, as is the might of theirs. Perhaps the red one simply wishes to keep me in line with false threats?” It said with a strange singsongy voice that ringed cleaner than anything Anastacia had heard, though something about it felt familiar, as if she had heard the accent before. Whoever this ‘baron of iron’ was, Anastacia thought it was cute that he kept a voice diary.

As the crystal ball kept repeating its owner’s thoughts, Anastacia began to investigate the hall. Behind the left row of columns was something resembling a study. A few dusty tables and shelves with an odd assortment of items neatly placed on them. The necromancer could only recognize a select few, such as a curious looking set of scales with a few weights next to it. The weights themselves were made from thin iron spikes that formed a cage around a splinter of a white crystal. They appeared almost identical and weighed about the same when Anastacia compared them herself, but when placed on the scales, they were clearly distinct – as if the scales compared them in something other than weight. On the table next to them was a small box full of stones ranging from common pebbles to amazingly beautiful crystals. Curious about the purpose of the scales, Anastacia placed one of the more plain looking stones on one side of the scales and one of the strange weights on the other. Though the stone was heavier, it didn’t even budge the scales in its direction. Intrigued, the necromancer went through all the stones while listening to the baron’s diary.

“How long has it been since our lord was imprisoned by those pesky gods? Days, years, centuries, perhaps even millenia have become meaningless in my solitude. It is only recently that the red one’s visits have brought some sense of time to it. My conversations with her have confirmed something I had suspected ever since her kind struck down our lady and my brethren: I no longer feel anger, it is as if the violent and hateful thoughts we were created with simply disappeared and were replaced with something… joyous. Truly strange. Perhaps it is time I cease my retreat and look for others that survived our clash with the last white one? However unlikely that is, perhaps they have similar observations?” The baron continued through his diary while Anastacia fiddled with the scales.

“Well it’s nice he finally found a friend, though all the red ones I know of have exclusively been massive assholes.” The necromancer muttered and placed the last remaining crystal on the scales. Though small, the blue tinted stone was comparable to three weights at once. There truly seemed to be no rhyme or reason to how the scale worked. Anastacia took out her enchanted knife and placed it on the scale to see if it could measure something besides rocks, and apparently it was roughly equivalent to one of the ‘lighter’ weights. “Neat.” She shrugged and moved on to look at the other items on the shelves next to the table.

Many of them seemed to be various bits and pieces of simulacra, which the baron obviously had been interested in. He had even managed to collect five of the small cylindrical cores that powered the ancient machines. Tempted to take a few, Anastacia fiddled with one before placing it back down. She knew how to get them if she needed some anyway, and there was only so much room in her pockets.

The other side of the hall was largely covered in rubble from both the roof and the collapsed columns, but what had survived seemed to be a small indoor garden. A few dozen pots with dry soil in them had been lined by the wall. In the past, they probably had a variety of herbs growing in them, but whatever had been there had died and rotted away long ago. At one end of the pot row was a large barrel that didn’t have a top. Anastacia peeked in only to get disappointed by the cobwebs and dust built up inside.

The crystal ball started reciting another entry from the diary. “It appears that the red one’s concerns were not unfounded after all, for a great chasm of amethyst light has appeared in the sky above my keep. Unfortunate timing on all accounts, this interruption to my studies is truly a disaster. Hopefully it is possible to lessen collateral damage by retreating into the mines. If nothing else, they will serve as a convenient grave for my unwanted guests.” After repeating the last line, the light in the crystal ball died for good, likely meaning that it had come to the end of the recordings.

Anastacia stopped looking around and returned to the altar. “So that’s it then? Maybe he went to join the red one so they could deal with whatever the issue was? …Yeah that’s probably it…” Anastacia sighed.

While investigating, she had forgotten that she had no idea where she was or how she had gotten there. Looking for an exit was probably the next thing to do. As far as her options went, there were exactly two: a large door directly opposite to the throne and a smaller, though still bigger than normal one to the left. Based on past experiences with throne rooms, Anastacia chose the larger one and walked over to see if she could get it open. Somehow, halfheartedly tackling it was enough to loosen the rusted hinges that let out a terrifyingly loud creak as the door slowly swung open.

The intense sunlight aimed directly at the door and Anastacia’s bloodshot eyes immediately sent her back a few steps until she could get used to it and the gusts of cold wind rushing inside. Though freezing, the fresh air immediately made the necromancer feel better when she stepped outside into the garden, that is, if you can call a large courtyard full of countless rusted iron statues covered in dead vines and weeds a garden. Between the statues ran a paved path that had been similarly overtaken by dead vegetation, which led to a massive gate in a gigantic wall of almost black iron, that would have easily towered over the walls to Valor itself. Along with some impassable looking mountains and cliffsides, the wall surrounded the relatively humble looking keep that had been build directly into the mountainside. The keep Anastacia had found herself from only appeared to consist of the throne hall and whatever had been dug inside the mountain itself. There were no little huts for servants or stables for horses, so whoever the baron was, he had indeed lived in solitude.

Anastacia stepped on the path and followed it for a bit before stopping to take a better look at one of the statues. She tore off some of the vines and revealed the rusted surface of the statue. She had already noticed that they all appeared vaguely human, but now that she could see what they truly were, she had to take a step back. Each of the statues appeared to be a person that had been covered with molten iron and just left there to decay. Being partly at the mercy of the elements, the bodies themselves had long since decayed beyond the point where Anastacia could even sense them, but the horrifying screaming expressions of the people inside had remained unchanged. Many of the statues were holding swords, axes and other weaponry that were now deeply embedded into the iron. On some of them Anastacia could make out armor as well, so whatever these people had been up to, it probably wasn’t just a friendly visit to their neighbor. All together the garden must have had well over a thousand of these statues, some alone, some standing in larger groups and stuck together with metal.

“Well that’s proper fucked.” Anastacia mumbled to herself and continued onwards on the path.

The absurd height of the iron wall made the necromancer feel even smaller than usual when she got close to it, and the gate started to look less and less promising as an exit when she realized that she’d have to somehow open it as well.

Packed against the wall were some more statues that had clearly been desperately trying to escape from their fate and piled up over one another. The wall itself was almost completely featureless and the gate was the only thing in it that could even be considered a detail, but against the plain and utilitarian theme of both the keep and the wall, the gate was incredibly detailed. Cast from iron, of course, it depicted a large snake-like creature with wings that spanned the entire width of the gate and loomed over the rest of the scene. In the neck of the creature was a single arrow that had cracked its scales pretty badly. Directly below it was a woman whose eyes and hair were covered by a mask with no apparent slits to see through. Smiling welcomingly and having her arms wide open, the woman seemed almost like she was inviting Anastacia towards the gate. In one hand she was holding an intricate looking mace and in the other, a skull that still had a spine hanging from it. While the woman appeared cheerful, she was clearly being strangled by two skeletal hands that appeared from behind her. Below these two were an army of assorted looking beings, though varying in size and shape, all of them appeared to be equipped for battle and kneeled to the snake and the woman.

“Well what you’ve done here, is put the picture on the inner side of the gate. If you had impressed people with your metalworking skills while they were outside, maybe you wouldn’t have had to melt so many of them – just a thought.” Anastacia said and marveled at the scene on the gate. “So how do I open you up?”

She looked around for a lever or a crank that could operate the massive gate, but nothing like that was anywhere in sight. In the hopes of finding a secret button to activate the gate’s mechanism, Anastacia started poking the wall near it, but it soon proved itself to be a pointless endeavor.

“Maybe on the gate itself?” She wondered and turned her attention to the patterns cast on the metal gate.

The snake creature and the woman below it were far above Anastacia’s reach, and even if the original inhabitant of the keep was three times taller than her, he would have had to tiptoe to reach either of them; it was safe to assume that if there was a mechanism to be found in the gate, it was hidden somewhere among the ranks of the kneeling army. Many of the beings depicted were nothing like any living creature Anastacia knew of, and any of them would have qualified as a monster to any reasonable person. Some had more arms or legs than necessary, others donned wings in various shapes and numbers. Horns and antlers were common among the creatures as well, and a few even had an extra head on their shoulders. Though rare, there were a few human-like soldiers to be found as well, and it was one of them that stood out from the rest. While the rest of the army kneeled, a single heavily armored soldier stood straight and held up a sphere, offering it to the two beings above them – a sphere that looked awfully like a button, with a small hole in the middle of it.

Only barely able to reach it, Anastacia carefully pressed on the sphere and felt that it had a tiny bit of give, and with every attempt it moved slightly deeper as the rust and dirt lodged into the mechanism came loose. Suddenly feeling a sharp sting on her fingertip, Anastacia jumped away from the gate and insulted it for having the gall to betray her like that. While busy worrying about the tiny cut on her finger, she almost missed the quick pulse of light blue light patterns that briefly spread from the spot she had touched.

“Wait! I know what you are!” The necromancer exclaimed and dashed back into the keep. This was not the first time she had hurt herself by sticking her finger into a strange-looking hole, both the now missing simulacrum prince and the machine fortress she had briefly visited had something extremely similar to the mechanism on the gate. Once back inside, she grabbed one of the simulacra cores from the shelves near the scale and ran back to the gate. After taking a second to catch her breath, Anastacia slid the core into the slot on the gate and took a step back as the light patterns spread to every corner of the gate. While she didn’t necessarily grasp exactly how remarkable it was that someone had reverse engineered the technology and magic required to operate the ancient simulacra, Anastacia was certainly impressed. “Open?” She requested.

With a series of mechanical sounds and a ground shaking thump, the gate slowly lifted up and allowed the necromancer to leave the morbid garden behind and step out into the shallow caldera the keep was located in. Immediately after leaving the keep’s premises, Anastacia was surprised to see two things; firstly, Emilia and young Gilbert rushing towards her as quickly as they could, which was a welcome sight considering she still had no idea where in the world she was, but the second one was far less so, as it happened to be a large army that seemed to be approaching her as well. Complete with siege equipment, cavalry, and possibly a couple of mages, the army was a bit over half thousand men strong and marched under an orange banner Anastacia didn’t recognize.

“Hey guys. What’s up with the soldiers and such?” Anastacia greeted her friends when they finally reached her.

Emilia put her hand on Anastacia’s shoulder and squeezed with a bit more force than the necromancer expected. “You… don’t remember?” The priestess asked while trying to calm her breathing.

“Well I was kind of drunk, so I have pretty much no idea where we are, what happened or why I woke up in a castle.” Anastacia shrugged and pointed at the gate she had just walked through.

“Damnit, Anna! Let’s just take cover in-“ Emilia exclaimed but was interrupted by the thundering roar of a war horn.

A slightly portly man with an expensive set of armor and a well groomed pure white horse rode forth from the ranks, followed by two soldiers, one carrying a banner and the other blowing into the war horn a few more times before all three of them stopped about thirty meters away from the necromancer and her party.

The portly officer took out a scroll and rolled it open to read it. “Anastacia the Aberrant, Queen of goblins, Lady of ice and fire, Witch of the iron keep! For your many crimes against Duke Filippos Beppo the Third and his people, his grace has seen it fit to declare war upon you!” He declared with a mighty bellowing tone, handed the scroll off to one of his lackeys and waited for the necromancer’s answer.

            

    
        Chapter 159 - Can of worms, dungeon of skeletons

    
    
    
    
                ”If you tell them to fuck off, I swear to Sylvia I will drag you home by the ear.” Emilia whispered angrily to the necromancer.

Anastacia avoided looking her in the eyes. “I wasn’t going to.” She obviously lied. “What should we do then? Have the beefcake flex them away?”

“Nay, there’s too many. No way all of the ones in the back would see.” Young Gilbert assessed the situation while gazing over the army.

“That’s the problem with that plan?!” The priestess asked and rubbed her forehead, hanging out with young Gilbert had started to give her a headache. “No, we’ll go there, and Anna will apologize for everything she did, and we’ll offer our services for the good of this duke or whoever. If we’re lucky we might get off by just killing a few trolls or something.”

Anastacia frowned. “I have no clue what I did, and why should I apologize for something I can’t remember doing?” She asked. It was the first time she had heard anything about any duke and most definitely wasn’t feeling terribly apologetic.

Emilia grabbed the necromancer by the collar and almost lifted her from the ground. “They probably have a list to refresh your memory with, so either you march there on your own or I will carry you.” She threatened and pointed towards the army.

“I could carry you both, with only one arm.” Gilbert pointed out and posed.

“Shut the fuck up, Gilbert.” Emilia growled. “Can you please just go sit in a corner somewhere and try to grow old again?” She then released Anastacia and pushed her towards the commander and his army.

Seeing the adventurers approach, the commander pulled out his sword and told the two men accompanying him to do the same. He handed his beautifully made and polished helmet over to the man on his left and stared down at Anastacia as Emilia kept pushing her until she was only a couple of meters away.

“You have something to say before your demise, vile witch-queen?” The portly commander scoffed and twirled his waxed moustache.  

The necromancer glared up, looking remarkably unapologetic. “I was just wondering what got you folk so upset. There’s a chance I was so very drunk earlier and can’t really remember any of it.” She said. “Maybe you could run me through things?”

“Preposterous! After everything you’ve done, you say it was nothing but a drunken bender to you?!” The commander asked, clearly furious about not being able to instill any fear or regret in his opponent. After considering whether he should just command his army to attack or not, he decided to humor the request and opened up a second scroll one of his aides had handed to him. “Your crimes are numerous and nothing short of disturbing, witch. We have recorded seventy-two counts of minor misdemeanor, including but not limited to: theft, slander, being a public nuisance and yelling inappropriate things at… pretty much everyone really. As for the more serious accusations, you burned down six storage buildings, caused a flood by freezing a river and blocking it, possessed six members of the guard through unknown means and forced them to stand still while you insulted them as well as broke into several residences to… eat coffee beans and threaten the citizens if they tried to stop you. And the reason for our well-justified retaliation: you declared the royal estate of Duke Filippos Beppo the Third to be yours, and broke into the palace grounds.”

“So I caused a bit of a ruckus? That doesn’t seem like worth risking the lives of your men over.” Anastacia commented.

“We are not risking anything, we know how to deal with witches.” The commander scoffed. “Besides, I wasn’t done. After letting yourself in the palace gardens, you caused several more fires to avoid being caught. After which you were caught-“ The commander stopped and squinted to make sure he was reading the report correctly. “-molesting a statue depicting her grace, the mother of Duke Filippos Beppo the Third…”

The necromancer blushed and glanced over at Emilia, who was now just blankly staring at the sky with the last remnants of her hope for a peaceful solution gone. The priestess had known some of what Anastacia had been up to, but that turned out to only be a fraction of the actual events that had transpired.

“…By then your actions had woken up the royal family, and as you broke into the palace itself, you ran into the Duke Filippos Beppo the Third; his wife, Lady Aurora and their son. You then told them to leave, and when they rightfully refused, you punched the royal heir – which is an act of war, in case you weren’t aware.” The portly commander finished reading and gave the scroll back to his aide.

Anastacia scratched her head and began trying to come up with anything that’d let her weasel out of something that might as well be an assassination attempt according to most kingdoms. “So I punched some dweeb of a prince, surely he’s had plenty of combat training and should’ve seen it coming? Besides, as far as things I could have done go, getting punched by me is in many ways a good thing.” She explained, obviously knowing how full of it she was.

“Earl Filippos Beppo the Fourth is five years old and has yet to begin martial training.” The commander stated coldly. Anastacia could feel him getting anxious as his pulse increased and he fiddled with the grip of his sword. “You then escaped capture by biting four members of the royal guard and disappeared into some nearby ancient ruins. We would have been unable to track you, but luckily your friends here came asking for you, and under the threat of life in dungeon, helped us find you.”

“Thanks guys. Really did a solid one for me there.” The necromancer sighed.

“Oh shut up, child-puncher. We needed to find you too.” Emilia snarled and placed her hand on her weapon’s handle, just in case the situation would escalate.

Anastacia peered at the army behind the commander and his lackeys. “So, do I just get rid of these things so we can go home?” She suggested.

Emilia went pale. “What?! NO! They’re in the right here. This isn’t a quest and those aren’t bandits, you can’t just kill them because you messed up!” She exclaimed worriedly. She wasn’t still quite sure what to expect from adult Anastacia, but the necromancer had clearly lost interest in going out of her way to preserve life when possible.

“Yeah… You’re right, aren’t you. I wasn’t going to kill most of them anyway, but that’d probably turn into a huge problem down the road. Diplomacy it is then. You two should probably take a step back, go through the gate and wait for me there.” Anastacia agreed and turned back to the commander, who was probably seconds away from ordering an attack by now.

Though a bit hesitant to leave Anastacia alone, Emilia and Gilbert retreated inside the keep’s walls to let her do whatever it was that she was planning.

The chubby commander let out a snorty laugh. “Valiant of you to try and spare your companions, witch, but ultimately pointless. By allying themselves with you, they have sealed their fates as well, and even though you somehow took control of the keep here, it’s all only delaying the inevitable.” He boasted, full of confidence, and put on his helmet. “It’s about time we get started, any last words before I order the first volley of arrows?”

“Give me your sword, aaand could you two make sure he stays still?” Anastacia demanded calmly and smiled when the pale horror spread to the faces of all three men as they realized they weren’t in control of their own bodies anymore.

The commander’s aides slowly lifted their swords and pointed their tips directly at the throat of their leader. Both tried insisting that they weren’t doing so willingly, but the words came out blurry and dragging. However, the stout officer was far too busy sweating and panicking to hear them, as his own shaky hand tossed the beautifully made blade onto the ground in front of Anastacia.

Anastacia picked up the sword and swung it around a few times before taking a better look at the jewel encrusted hilt and pommel. “You’re awfully arrogant for being nothing but a regular squishy human, did you know that? The thing is, I admit that I’m the bad guy here and I don’t particularly fancy killing anyone today, so how about you just leave this be and I won’t bother you people ever again, I’ll even swear to never drink again if this is what it leads to.” She offered and held the sword up. Not being much of a sword expert, Anastacia figured that it was some kind of a broadsword by its size and shape and felt like she could use it with two hands relatively effectively. “I’m keeping this by the way. Oh, and if you don’t feel like taking my offer, you can order all the arrow volleys you want, but keep in mind that I’ll just make your men shoot each other with my witch magics. Now, if you don’t mind, I have some catching up to do with my friends. I expect you to be gone in a few hours.” She shrugged and walked off with her new sword to see how Emilia and Gilbert were doing.

Leaving the soldiers under her influence for a while longer, the necromancer told the keep’s gate to close and pulled out the core that powered it, just in case. She found her friends looking at some of the grim statues in the courtyard and walked over to receive her well-earned praise for her peaceful conflict resolution.

“There you go, nothing died and we’re free to go in a while.” She declared and bowed slightly. “And I got a new sword.”

“What is this place?” Gilbert asked and scratched some rust off one of the statues.

“No idea, I just sort of woke up here. You’re the one who’s supposed to know these things.” Anastacia said. She hadn’t quite figured out how to carry the sword and simply decided to hand it over to Gilbert. “What do you think Emilia? I resolved that situation peacefully, like a totally normal human, didn’t I? Emilia?”

The priestess stared at the artwork on the gate, seemingly mesmerized. Anastacia had to push her a bit to get her attention, because repeatedly calling her name didn’t seem to do anything. “I’m sorry, what did you say?” She asked after finally snapping back to reality.

“I didn’t kill anything.” Anastacia said proudly and grinned.

Still seeming a bit disoriented, Emilia patted her on the shoulder and stepped closer to the gate. Noticing the soldier who held the orb that functioned as a lock for the gate. Gently placing her hand on the picture, she smiled and whispered “Ferruya” while caressing the soldier. Suddenly she realized what she was doing and that both Gilbert and Anastacia were staring at her. “I… uh… Sorry, but Lady Sylvia is being weird. She says that there’s a friend here.” She explained.

Anastacia frowned. “A friend? I haven’t seen anyone.”

“I don’t know what she means either. Did you check out the entire place?” Emilia asked and suddenly appeared to be a lot more cheerful, almost like she had forgotten that she needed to scold Anastacia for committing acts of war.

“Nah, figured I’d make sure I can leave first, but it definitely seemed pretty abandoned.” Anastacia said. She had her doubts, but if the resident was a friend of a god, them being immune to her powers and undetectable was definitely possible. “We have a couple of hours before the coast is clear, so we might as well have a better look.”

While the two had been chatting, Gilbert had noticed something odd about the sky. The clouds above the keep had started to form a vortex and fuse into an ominous dark mass that seemed awfully lot like a storm cloud. Before he had the time to warn his party, the clouds let out a thundering crack and a lightning struck one of the taller statues near them. Instinctively, Gilbert grabbed his party mates by the shoulder and hid them behind himself before the barrage of lightning strikes pelted the courtyard behind him. Location wise, being surrounded by a tall metal wall and countless iron statues was more or less ideal for being stuck in a lightning storm aimed at them, and the party avoided being hit directly.

“What the fuck was that?!” Anastacia yelled once the clouds dispersed after twenty or so strikes. Though she didn’t mean to yell and had only failed to cover her ears fast enough.

Gilbert shook off the bits of rust and dirt that had rained on them from some of the closer strikes. “That’d be lightning mages, a popular choice in sieges. I don’t think they’re going anywhere anytime soon.” He explained, proving that all the knowledge accumulated over the years was still there, even if the years themselves had disappeared along with his shirt. “We should head inside, we’ll be safe there.”

Rather than brave through another artificial storm, the party heeded Gilbert’s advice and took shelter in the keep. They could hear a few boulders smash into the metal wall when the catapults on the other side tested its strength, which no doubt proved itself extremely futile in no time. Gilbert made some quick estimations on whether or not the catapults would be able to reach the keep itself in the case they somehow hurled a rock over the wall, but that seemed unlikely based on the size of the siege machines he had seen earlier.

Anastacia immediately headed back to sit on the throne she had woken up on. Even though the fresh air and the distracting declaration of war had helped, the ear shattering sound of thunder had reignited her headache and she needed to stay still for a while. “So how did you two find me anyway?” She asked.

“Started by simply following the fires you left behind, and after we were arrested for asking around to find you, we used this.” Gilbert explained and tossed a piece of bone at the necromancer.

Instead of moving to catch it, Anastacia simply stopped the bone in the air and held it still. She recognized the pattern carved on it as the one she usually kept in her crown and was impressed by how well it had been made. “Good job, meat.” She backhandedly complimented Gilbert and turned the piece of bone into dust.

“Thanks.” The beefy adventurer smiled and posed, knowing how it annoyed the necromancer. “Any idea if there’s a second exit?”

“Has to be, the gate doesn’t open from the outside, so I must have found my way inside elsewhere.” Anastacia said and pressed her forehead against the cold iron armrest of the throne.

Gilbert scratched his beard and looked around. “True. I have to say, adult Anastacia is surprisingly competent. Maybe my teachings have finally started to rub off on you.” He commented without really thinking about it.

“Let’s hope that’s the only thing she learned from you, that whole thing with the statue should be an interesting can of worms to open.” Emilia butted in and sat down on the altar with a grin on her face. “I don’t think anyone’s that surprised to hear that you’d cause some sort of calamity after drinking. I’d even say that punching a child is somewhat normal for you if they’re annoying, but what’s this business with molesting statues and what not?”

Anastacia blushed and avoided looking either of her friends in the eyes. “Or we could not go into that and just march on with that getting out of here line of thinking.” She said, trying to avoid the subject.

“No no, as a priestess of Sylvia, I have a duty to help people with this sort of matters. Especially when they’re my friends I have to trust with my life on quests. Can’t have you being all confused about these things on the field.” She said and smiled with her brightest priestess of joy-smile, which she used when actually acting as a priestess, and which both Anastacia and Gilbert found slightly creepy. “So fess up – this is a safe space.”

Gilbert perked up as well. “I’d also like to know what a statue has that this finely sculpted form doesn’t” He wondered and changed pose.

“Screw both of you. So what? Maybe my fucked-up cell-grown brain with a personality modifying curse on it can’t stop monitoring every disgusting wet piece of meat that’s flopping around me, and maybe during a particularly weak moment I might feel like being comforted by the company some cold, hard and completely unfloppy stone. Does that make me some kind of freak? Should I have gone into a brothel or drowned myself in some cat fur to not get bullied like this? Because if either of those things did anything for me, I would have!” She screamed at her friends without taking pauses to breathe before sinking into the throne to sulk and catch her breath.

Finding themselves with a bit more to unpack than what they had prepared for, Emilia and Gilbert looked at each other, trying to come up with anything to say.

“So, uh… Is this a recent development, or…” The priestess asked to break up the extremely awkward silence.

Anastacia glared at her from the throne, at least partly pleased that she had managed to ruin their fun. “Yes, no, maybe, I don’t know. It’s actually kind of freeing to know if I’m being honest. I’ve always kind of wondered how all of this worked, but if it’s just a matter of age, I don’t need to worry about it.” She shrugged. “You two are still massive dicks for making me say it though.”

”Oh, trust me, I feel like one. Good for King, I suppose…” Emilia mumbled awkwardly.

Gilbert on the other hand appeared to be deep in thought. “Em…” He finally whispered. “How does this affect the bets? No one guessed this. Do we have to extend the choices to cover inanimate things and however she chooses to refer to them, or do we just cancel everything? I mean couple of them can still be technically right and I have a ton of money riding on this, so-“ He continued until the priestess punched him to get him to shut him up, because Anastacia had obviously heard him and was absolutely fuming.

“YOU FUCKS BET ON THIS?!” The necromancer yelled and created a small puff of fire by hitting the throne’s armrest.

“It was only a small monthly thing until we’d figure it out.” Emilia tried to calm her down. “No one had any idea what was going on with you, so we started it as a joke.”

“A JOKE?!” Anastacia repeated and angrily stood up but ended up regretting it and sat back down to continue her outrage without moving too much as to not agitate her headache. “I should have known you assholes would do that. Come on then, tell me what you bet on and I’ll figure out if I’ll tell Rosie that you’re being wankers again.” She continued with a tone that was a strange mix of yelling and whispering.

“I had you end up going both ways.” Gilbert admitted without a hint of remorse. “Emilia figured that you’d just stick with King forever and that we’d never really figure out. As a side note, how do you feel about wood? Because there was one bet that’s still fully applicable.”

Their conversation was briefly interrupted by a second barrage of lightning strikes by the courtesy of the army waiting for them outside the keep’s walls. Though the strikes landed only a few meters away from the door, they were far less threatening thanks to the sturdy stone walls protecting the party. Nevertheless, it did remind the adventurers that they were supposed to leave before getting caught up in the mysteries that were Anastacia’s tastes.

“Lets just end this farce here and go. I’ll figure out if I want everyone’s money in return for mocking me or what later.” The necromancer sighed and slowly stood up before heading to the smaller door that led deeper into the mountain.

Though a lot smaller than the one leading outside, the door was still more fitting to someone considerably taller than a regular human. It didn’t appear to have a lock on it and opened so easily that it had to have been opened recently – presumably by a drunken necromancer that was looking for a sleeping spot.

As soon as the wooden door swung open, a smell of decay hit the noses of everyone in the room. It wasn’t the pungent odor of rotting flesh, but the moldy scent that lingered in every tomb that had been sealed for a few decades. In such places, the meatier bits of the corpse and the small critters that feasted on them had come and gone ages ago, and all that was left was a skeleton that slowly crumbled into dust.

Anastacia didn’t have her lantern on her, but both Emilia and Gilbert had come more prepared, and were able to shine some light into the dark room on the other side of the door.

“Well then. Let’s hope that no one here was the ‘friend’ we were looking for.” Gilbert said and covered his mouth to avoid breathing in the dust while shining the light from his lantern on a pile of skeletons not five metes away from the door. “Could’ve warned us, Anna.”

The necromancer stumbled into the dark room and kneeled to look at one of the remains. “I can’t feel them. Any of them…” She muttered. Gesturing for the other adventurers to give her some more light, she carefully touched a skull that had been nearest to the door. “It’s nowhere near decayed enough to be like that, and the features are kind of weird. Not a human I’d wager, but not any of the other races that I know of either; and considering how much stuff the folks at Mournvalley have dissected and archived over the years, I think it’s safe to assume these people either went extinct here or aren’t from anywhere we’ve been to.”

Emilia adjusted her lantern a bit and lifted it higher up to show the entire room. They appeared to be at the top end of a massive staircase that had been carved directly into the stone and continued so far down that their lights didn’t reach the bottom. The entire staircase was riddled with skeletons as far as they could see. Some had gotten the same treatment as the soldiers in the courtyard and had been sealed into molten metal, others had been speared into the walls and ceiling by massive iron lances and the rest were simply chopped apart and left on the floor in pieces. Their clothes had been eaten by moths and crumbled away over the years and only some bits and pieces of dry leather remained. Though it appeared to be a completely one-sided massacre, the dead littering every surface of the staircase had come in armed, and for every skeleton there was a sword, spear or an axe somewhere nearby – all rusted beyond any use, of course.

Gilbert kneeled to take a better look of the rusted equipment. He had raided his fair share of old tombs and to him, the weapons didn’t seem all that old. “Anna, any chance you can give some sort of estimate how long ago these people died?” He asked to confirm his suspicion.

“Well they’re fairly safe from the elements and the sunlight isn’t hitting them… maybe fifty years? Give or take ten.” Anastacia estimated and tossed the skull aside.

Next to one of the fallen soldiers was a large shield that had been partly shattered by an iron lance, which had ended the life of whoever the shield belonged to, as well as the two people behind them. Anastacia picked up the shield and looked at it under some better lighting. Its entire front side was painted bright violet and the color had been preserved miraculously well in the dark. In the middle of the shield, there was a black emblem that depicted a right side of a skull that had been merged with the left side of an eight-pointed star. Neither Gilbert or Emilia recognized the emblem, but Anastacia could have sworn she had seen it somewhere before, though she had no idea where.

Once their initial investigation was done, Gilbert took a few steps down the staircase. “Shall we go then? Anna already made it through here once and whatever killed these people is probably dead as well.” He encouraged the party to start descending deeper inside the mountain.

            

    
        Chapter 160 - Baron of Iron

    
    
    
    
                The deeper inside the mountain the party descended, the more of the odd skeletons they discovered. Whoever these dead warriors and mages were, they paid for every meter they had managed to push with at least five lives. Gilbert noted that no one had even tried to move the bodies out of the way and much less made an attempt to recover any of them, which generally suggested that they were on the losing side of the fight. Despite that, none of them appeared to have been slain while fleeing the battle either – a sign of either devotion or desperation.

Every fifty steps, the stairs reached a small plateau and turned ninety degrees to the right to create a helical staircase that led directly down. The steps themselves were broad and shallow, so despite passing hundreds of them, the journey downwards was relatively slow, though it covered a large volume of space at every depth, almost like whoever made them was looking for something buried there.

At some point, remains with more specialized gear started to appear here and there, until almost every single skeleton the party passed was wearing a full suit of rusted armor or carried some kind of intricate magical-looking trinket. None of this seemed to have helped them though, the heavily armored knights had been impaled and pinned into the walls of the staircase just has easily as the previous warriors and nowhere among the remains were there any suggestion of casualties from the other side.

“This is starting to look good for the baron, if these are the intruders he was talking about.” Anastacia said and kicked a skull, hoping it would roll down the stairs, but was disappointed when it shattered a mere few steps later. She had shared what she had learned from the voice diary with Gilbert and Emilia, and they had guessed that this baron of iron was indeed the ‘friend’ they were looking for, and the skeletons lining the staircase were the aftermath of where his diary ended.

Gilbert stopped to inspect one of the iron lances that had been jabbed into the stone stairs through the chestplate of one of the soldiers. The lance itself was entirely made from iron and was more of a spike with a rough handle than anything. The whole thing was as tall as him and must have weighed at least half a ton, so imagining anyone strong enough to effectively wield one wasn’t exactly the most welcoming thought and certainly wasn’t helped by the fact that they seemed to have access to an endless supply of them. “We might be better off not meeting him regardless.” He commented and caught up with Emilia and Anastacia.

“Don’t be like that. If Lady Sylvia says there’s a friend here, we have no reason to believe otherwise. I’m sure we’ll get a warm welcome as soon as I explain who I am.” Emilia said and smiled brightly while lighting the way with her lantern.

“I suppose he didn’t seem too bad on the recordings.” Anastacia shrugged. “But don’t get your hopes too far up, this place is a grave if I’ve ever seen one – and boy have I seen many.”

As they kept descending, the staircase slowly lost its shape and began to look more and more like a mine. The first thing to go were the stone brick walls and soon after that the stairs turned into a slope. The shape of the tunnel became more irregular as well and the angle seemed even shallower than before, but each stretch between two turns became longer. It was clear that the baron had figured he was close to whatever he was looking for.

A bit later, the dull stone walls began to get some color from the ores trapped in it as the tunnel passed through a vein of something red, which hopefully wasn’t just dried blood. Not long after, along with a few other colors of ores, the tunnel’s walls even had some colorful gemstones embedded in them.

After one more turn, Anastacia felt like she was seeing something in the other end of the stretch of tunnel in front of them. She asked Emilia to kill the light for a bit to make sure she wasn’t seeing things; without it, she was able to see for sure that the other end of the tunnel was lit by something that was hidden just around the corner. “Hello, anyone there?!” She shouted to make sure they weren’t surprising anyone.

When there was no answer, Gilbert took the lead and the party carefully approached the end of the tunnel. “Hello?” He said and peeked around it. “What the...”

Gilbert was rendered speechless by what he saw, so out of curiosity Anastacia took a peek as well. Behind the corner was a stone wall with a large hole breached into it, and on the other side, a lit corridor that flooded light blue light to the tunnel. It took her a few seconds, but the necromancer recognized the light patterns in the corridor. “A machine fortress?” She said and hopped through the hole.

Inside the corridor, to her left was a barricade that hadn’t been made by the people who built the ancient machine forts. Made from pieces of simulacra that had been stuck together by molten iron, it was fairly safe to assume that it had been added by the baron once his tunnel had reached the corridor – possibly to seal a portion of the fort and the simulacra in it. The core of the mass seemed to be some kind of a larger automaton that blocked most of the way and the smaller gaps had been filled with various smaller simulacra that had all been deactivated. The corridor to her right was open and littered with more skeletons that hadn’t been treated any better than the ones in the tunnel.

“The trail of horrible, horrible murder goes that way.” Anastacia said and pointed to the right.

“You know what this place is?” Gilbert asked and hopped through the breach as well.

“Yeah. Months ago, when I fell into the machine fort, this is pretty much what it was like – more goblins and less skeletons though.” The necromancer reminisced.

Emilia followed her friends and dimmed her lantern. “Yeah, I remember that one. Can you please not fall in any trapdoors this time.”

The party followed the trail of remains deeper into the fort. Even the incredibly sturdy walls made from some mysterious type of stone weren’t enough to stop the iron lances, and the baron had kept pinning his enemies to the walls just as happily as in the tunnel.

A few hundred meters down the hallway, the party came across a skeleton that differed from the others. About as big as Gilbert, if not even a bit larger, the soldier was clad in armor crafted from thick black metal with a strange red sheen to it. On its breastplate was the same emblem the other knights had carried on their shields and the decayed cloth under it was still as dyed violet, brightly as ever. What was especially odd about the remains, were the four large horns that sprouted from the skull. Neither Gilbert or Anastacia could even begin to guess what kind of odd creature the knight had been. What was apparent however, was the gruesome death he had suffered. Both of the knight’s arms had been torn off and his skull had been caved in by something hitting him in the face.

Perhaps even more curious than that, was the weapon this knight had carried; next to the remains was a massive war hammer – or what was left of one at least. Looking almost like solid quicksilver, the shattered head of the hammer didn’t have the slightest hint of rust on it and the engravings on it were still perfectly preserved almost like they had been made the day before. The handle had been snapped into two, but even it seemed somehow otherworldly, the wood had a curious green tint and the runes burned into it were no doubt some kind of a spell.

“There’s more here. I’ll take a shard with me, maybe someone in Valor knows what it was made of.” Gilbert said and kneeled a few meters away from the remains. Next to the fragments was a piece of something that at first appeared to be just another hunk of armor, but upon closer inspection it was more like a piece of metallic shell – or even skin. It had been welded into the floor by what could only be described to be a puddle of iron, and from there a steady trail of drips continued down the corridor, as if someone had gotten injured and bled liquid metal. “I think this guy managed to get a shot in on the baron.”

“About time someone did. Didn’t seem to help him much though.” Anastacia shrugged and led the party onwards.

Every now and then they passed something that could have well been a door but didn’t have an obvious way to be opened. Anastacia still had the simulacrum core she had used on the keep’s gate with her, but the doors didn’t seem to have anywhere to slot one in either. They could have just as well been some kind of decorations and neither the iron blood trail or the invading army led into any of them, so the party very quickly decided to not bother with them.

Soon enough they found their first proof that Anastacia had indeed gotten into the keep via the tunnel, as they found a puddle of fresh vomit with chewed up coffee beans in it. Neither Emilia or Gilbert felt like questioning why she had eaten them and figured that it would only lead to more questions they probably didn’t want answers to.

Eventually the corridor opened up to a chamber that had hosted a larger fight between the invaders and the baron, as the bodies in it had piled up along the walls and covered the floor almost entirely. Anastacia tossed aside a skeleton and sat down for some rest on what seemed to be a bench but could have just as well been a piece of ancient technology.

“The air here is pretty fresh for a tomb.” She commented and leaned against the cool stone wall.

Emilia sat down next to her and stretched her legs. “The lights are on as well, so maybe this place is still doing whatever machine fortresses do?”

While they rested, Gilbert cleared some bits of skeletons from a table next to the bench and took a better look at the details on it. In the middle of the table was an oddly shaped piece of metal with seemingly random grooves drawn on it. Something about the shape was extremely familiar but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it – until he tilted his head to the left. “It’s a map.” He realized.

Anastacia scooted over to see it. “Of what?”

“The whole continent. The rivers are a bit off, but who knows when this was made.” Gilbert explained and looked around for a marker of any kind, but other than the rivers, the metal plate was completely smooth.

Joining in on the fun, Anastacia fiddled with the etchings on the edge of the table until she found what she as looking for. “There’s always a hole.” She smiled and slid the simulacrum core into a round gap by the map.

The light blue lines of light spread along the edges of the map and the rivers carved into it. Eventually small lights appeared all over the metal plate, including the rough area Gilbert had figured they were in.

“Hmm… Well that’s interesting.” He muttered and tried pressing one of the lights. It flickered briefly and then spread into a few runes or characters for a few seconds before returning to a single point. Gilbert repeated it a few times but couldn’t recognize the runes.

Anastacia tried once as well but couldn’t read it either. “What’s weird about that one?” She asked and slid her hand across a few more lights to activate all of them.

“That’s Valor. People have always wondered if it was built on one of these ruins, but I guess that proves it.” Gilbert explained and tapped the light near it. “This one’s where we are, I think. Having King here would have helped to figure out what to do with this.”

“Nah. If he was here, I’d still be shagging him in the keep.” The necromancer mumbled and tapped the lights.

Gilbert laughed. “Adult Anastacia is pretty raunchy, I like her.”

Anastacia sighed and twirled her finger around the map. “Adult Anastacia only has so much time before she turns back into an emotionally stunted idiot that has no idea what she’s doing, so adult Anastacia would have wanted to get the most out of this curse.”

“I get what you mean.” Gilbert said and patted the necromancer on the back. “I wanted to fight something huge, like back in the day too. Old me is so slow and burly… I hate the idea of having to go back to that.”

“Serves you right, meat. Despite the hurty knees and stiff back, old you is still a vast improvement over this nonsense.” Anastacia grinned and leaned back against the wall to avoid having to look at Gilbert flexing just to annoy her, though because of her powers weren’t perfectly under control, she still had to suffer through it anyway.

Emilia looked at her party disapprovingly and sighed. “I for one can’t wait for both of you to turn back, but we should get going to find the baron.” She suggested to distract the two from each other before their bickering turned into a fight.

“Fair enough.” Gilbert said, pulled the simulacrum core from the table and handed it back to Anastacia. “Maybe we’ll run into some simulacra and both of us get what we want, eh?” He laughed and offered a fist bump to the necromancer, who responded to it, though extremely begrudgingly.

On the other side of the chamber was a doorway to another corridor that led towards the surface in a somewhat steep angle, and because of that, many of the skeletons in it had tumbled down over time and Gilbert had to clear the way by moving them aside for the first hundred or so meters.

Though walking uphill was certainly taxing, the party pressed on for what had to have been a few kilometers before reaching a plateau to rest on. While it still contained far more corpses than one would hope, their numbers were definitely dwindling. Whether it was the invader’s forces finally getting depleted or the baron finally getting overrun was anyone’s guess.

Smeared against the wall of the corridor was another set of remains that differed from the rest. Much like the previous one, the knight had been outfired with the black armor and stood far taller than average human. However, while the previous knight was bulky, this one was unnaturally lean and almost frail looking. Some of the oddities about the bones themselves were the wings sprouting from the skeleton’s back and the sharp talons in both its hands and feet. Yet once again, none of that had helped the knight survive the fight with the baron. Almost snapped in half and smashed against the wall until both the knight’s bones that the wall had given up, they had met a violent end. Next to the remains was another weapon crafted from the strange quicksilvery metal: a javelin that had been snapped like a twig.

Almost the entire floor around the corpse was covered in the iron blood they had been following, suggesting that the javelin had hit its mark and further wounded the baron.

“If this was blood, there’s enough here to bleed a moose dry, and probably get started on a second one as well.” Gilbert estimated and glanced at Emilia, who was starting to look worried. “But we can’t be far from the surface, so maybe the baron escaped?” He said to make her feel better.

As they kept following the iron blood trail, it became more and more apparent that the baron had been slowing down. A hundred meters after the plateau, the last skeleton had been crushed against the floor, marking the end of the fight. After a hundred more meters, the baron had stopped to rest and left behind a large puddle of iron, or he may well have lost consciousness for a while before clawing his way towards the surface. Finally, after dragging himself up the corridor for almost half a kilometer while grievously injured, the baron of iron had slumped against the wall and stopped for good.

The creature that had called itself the baron of iron was almost five meters tall, roughly human-shaped though with some reptile-like parts. He was almost entirely covered in plates of armor that appeared to grow directly on him and metal scales that protected his unarmored parts. It was unclear if he was wearing a helmet that covered his face or if the helmet was his face, but it hid his expression regardless. Leaning against the wall with his legs crossed and his long, scaly tail on his lap, the baron looked peaceful, like he was only sleeping. Oddly, his entire body was made of iron, almost as if he had been a living statue that had only turned into a regular one upon death. In the middle of his chest was a single unarmored spot where the plate had been fractured and the rest of the javelin had been plunged into, eventually killing him.

“Hmh, shame.” Gilbert said and kneeled to sort of pay his respects despite not knowing the creature.  

“You okay? You seemed awfully excited to meet the guy.” Anastacia worriedly asked from the priestess.

Emilia stared at the body and seemed to be zoning out again. “What?... Ah, yeah, it’s not like I knew the guy… It’s just that Lady Sylvia is-“ She mumbled until suddenly tears of molten metal began pouring out of her eyes. The priestess’s red hair began glowing red hot and her normally shiny armor rusted and became dented in seconds. The pure white robes got more of an ashen shade while embers spread on their hem. She then fell on her knees and screamed in a voice that wasn’t hers before clinging on to the dead baron and weeping helplessly.

Both Gilbert and Anastacia respectfully backed off a few meters to give Emilia her space.

“Reckon that’s Sylvia in there?” Gilbert whispered.

“Has to be, right?” The necromancer shrugged.

There seemed to be no calming the goddess of joy and she kept weeping for what felt like hours, but neither of the adventurers dared to interrupt her, so they couldn’t do much besides waiting and munching on what little rations Gilbert and Emilia had packed before leaving to find Anastacia.

“They must have been great friends for her to be that sad.” Anastacia wondered while hollowing out a bread. Her habit of never eating the crust hadn’t changed regardless of her age.

All of a sudden, the goddess fell quiet for a second. “Necromancer… Gilbert…”  She uttered with Emilia’s mouth. “It is not lightly I intrude upon the body of my chosen, so understand my despair and that I am not here as a goddess, but as a mother who has lost her child. I plead, beg and pray for you to find out who is responsible for slaughtering my dear Ferruya, so that I can… see to them.”

Gilbert rubbed his beard. “Well I’m not the one to deny a request from a lady, even if that lady is a god.” He said and smiled with as much charm as he could muster after being caught off guard by the goddess addressing him directly.

“I assume Emilia won’t be in on this?” Anastacia guessed.

Sylvia fell quiet again. “No, she need not know, for this has naught to do with joy.” The goddess finally admitted. “But no adventurer goes without reward.” She continued, snapped off a large chunk of the baron’s tail and carefully placed it on the floor. “Forge that as you will. I am not foolish enough to expect results overnight, as even I do not recognize these villains, so there is no need for haste on this matter. Until we meet again, necromancer, Gilbert…” With those words, Emilia’s appearance returned to normal and she fell unconscious.

The body of the baron began heating up as well, and in only a few seconds it melted into a puddle that cooled down and solidified just as quickly, before it had the chance to start flowing down the corridor.

“Sooo… we just spoke to a god. A real god.” Gilbert pointed out, mostly to himself as Anastacia didn’t seem too fazed by Sylvia’s appearance.

Anastacia frowned and went to make sure Emilia wasn’t going to start rolling downhill. “Necromancer my ass… Do you have any idea how hurtful it is when you get called by name but I’m just a necromancer?” She complained.

“Maybe she’s into me?” Gilbert smiled and posed quickly before hurrying to help Emilia as well.

“She’s not. Literally no one is into you. They probably wouldn’t even let you into a brothel now.” The necromancer snarled.

As they leaned the priestess against a wall to secure her, Anastacia noticed that in the molten remains of the baron, there was another cloudy crystal ball. Presumably the baron had kept it with him as it was considerably smaller and more portable than the one in the keep. She tried to pry it off, but the orb was firmly embedded into the metal. So, since she wasn’t able to take it with her, she figured that they might as well listen to it while waiting for Emilia to wake up.

Just like before, the orb lit up when Anastacia sang a tone for a few seconds and began to repeat what was recorded on it.

“I have failed…” The baron said with the same singsongy tone as before, but this time Anastacia knew where she had heard it as well: the baron spoke exactly like Sylvia. “It was arrogant of me to face them alone… Though I was victorious in the end, these pesky invaders have found a way to wound me, and I fear there is not much time left… The red one is no doubt en route here, but even if she makes it in time, there is very little she can do.” He continued, obviously in great agony over every word. “There was so much research left to do… I only found this grand stronghold a year ago and have only explored so little of it. Though I can only barely decipher the map I have found, there is so much to learn from it… Is it perverse that my final thoughts are laments over something so… plain as failed research? Should there be more meaning to them? Perhaps, if these are to be my final words, I should make them count.”

“Oh, maybe he’s got something that’ll help us find out more about the invaders?” Gilbert theorized as the first recording ended.

The orb flickered again to signal the beginning of the next recording. “I am sorry, Lady Pyria, mother… I am so sorry… A pathetic death in a tunnel is not something you deserved from me… So sorry…” The second recording ended with the baron clearly starting to lose consciousness. When the crystal ball flickered once more, he had collected what was left of him to leave one final message. “To anyone who hears this, I am Ferruya, the baron of iron, and I beg of you to rid the world of these pests that fell me. Their presence offends everything in existence and insults us all, from the lowest leech to the divine. I cannot tell you who or even what they are, but the red one knows. Seek out the red one, seek out Amaranth.” The glass ball repeated until it finally dimmed down for good.

Anastacia stared at the orb and took a deep breath. “Oh shit.”

            

    
        Chapter 161 - All's well that ends with only a slight hit to one's dignity

    
    
    
    
                “I can’t believe that ancient fuck found a way to make my life harder even from beyond the grave.” Anastacia muttered and dragged her hand along the wall as she and Gilbert continued to climb up the corridor towards what they hoped was an exit from the underground tunnels.

Gilbert had tossed the unconscious priestess over his shoulder and carried the hunk of metal given to them by Sylvia in his other hand. He didn’t actually want anything to do with the reward, even if he had agreed to help the goddess because of what he considered a lapse in judgement, as it simply didn’t feel right for him to accept anything from the divine. Instead he had suggested that the necromancer should use it to have a new sword made for King, once they had gotten over their disagreements of course.

“This Amaranth, she was old enough to be the same person the baron spoke about?” He asked and adjusted Emilia’s position. The priestess was surprisingly heavy for her size, even for someone with so much armor on.

“Well the remains here were about fifty years old, and she was way older than that, and chances are that there weren’t too many Amaranths running about in red robes back then.” Anastacia shrugged. “But that doesn’t really matter, since there’s nothing in this world that’d make me go back to Mournvalley, assuming I’d be let back there in the first place.”

“Fair enough. I know some scholars in Valor who can help. It’ll probably get us started if I describe the emblem to them.” Gilbert suggested.

Suddenly Anastacia stopped dead on her tracks and closed her eyes. “People, five of them. We must be close to the surface.” She reported before carrying on.

“Finally.” Gilbert sighed in relief. “Makes sense they’d have someone searching the ruins you disappeared into after the whole kid punching episode.”

As they got closer to the exit, the air turned colder and ever so slightly fresher, suggesting that there indeed was at least some kind of a gap that led outside. Soon enough they could see the mechanism locking them from the outside world. A large stone door with a large metal disk in the middle, on which was a familiar-looking hole for the simulacrum core. Anastacia slid in the stone cylinder and watched as the light patterns slowly spread to cover the door and the walls around it.

“Open?” She said and hoped that it functioned like the voice-activated gate to the keep, but the ancient door didn’t budge. Frustrated, the necromancer began haphazardly poking the lights on the metal disk but achieved nothing with it. None of the lights appeared to do anything besides flicker briefly after getting touched. “Meat, do something.” She groaned and turned to Gilbert.

Gilbert carefully placed the priestess on the floor and leaned the piece of iron on her. He then tapped the door with his fist to see how sturdy it was and came to a conclusion that he may as well have hit a stone wall. “It’s not going to open by force. I’m not sure what you’re expecting me to do here? You’re the only one that has gone through here before.” He pointed out and started tapping the lights as well. “Maybe try hitting on it?”

“Fuck off.” Anastacia grumbled and stared at the door for a while. “Well he is kind of cute, I suppose.”

“Anna, that’s literally several square meters of stone, that weigh multiple tons. How is it a ‘he’ and how on earth is it cute?” Gilbert frowned and scratched his head in confusion.

“Are you calling him fat? Kind of rude for someone who’s only a slight curse away from a bunch of extra padding. Besides, you’re nothing but a lump of meat in the end, so how are you a ‘he’?” Anastacia sneered and patted the door a couple of times.

“That’s not how it works, and you know it – wait, do you?” Gilbert asked sounding genuinely concerned.

The necromancer shrugged. “Just turn around, dipshit, and remember: peekers lose peepers.” She advised her friend and spun her finger.

Gilbert took a deep breath and turned around. “I swear… If you manage to open it, I’m just going to quit and become a farmer because clearly nothing makes sense anymore.” He muttered and looked at the unconscious priestess, who had regained her usual look yet still didn’t show any signs of waking up. He heard Anastacia whisper something a few times but couldn’t make out what she was saying, but after a minute or so of waiting, he heard the screeching sound of a massive stone door sliding down to allow the adventurers to exit. Slightly disappointed by how the world apparently worked however the necromancer thought it did, Gilbert quietly picked up Emilia and the piece of iron next to her before turning around.

Looking awfully proud of herself, Anastacia grinned and tugged on her clothes a few times to straighten them.

“I’m choosing to believe you just guessed the right lights to press.” Gilbert said and walked past the necromancer without so much as sharing a look with her.

“Sure, maybe I accidentally pressed the few correct lights out of a hundred or so, or maybe a bit of friendliness and womanly wiles gets you pretty far in this world.” Anastacia snickered and followed him out.

While they had been in the tunnels, the day had turned into night and the temperature had dropped well below freezing. As usual, Gilbert wasn’t bothered by it despite his lack of proper clothing, but Anastacia was not nearly as hardy and didn’t even have her trusty cloak to shield her from the cold.

As the door slid back up and the lights simmered down behind them, the soldiers patrolling the area began closing in on the adventurers. They had definitely heard the door as well, and knew roughly where to look, so Gilbert and Anastacia found themselves without obvious ways out of the situation and had to confront the five soldiers.

“Halt! Drop your weapons and explain your business here! We’re on the hunt for a dangerous fugitive and have orders to arrest anyone lurking in these ruins!” Yelled the first soldier that spotted the adventurers and pointed his sword at them.

The rest of the soldiers quickly rallied around the adventurers and used their torches to light the area.

“I’m here to be a dangerous fugitive.” The necromancer mocked their supposed captors.

“Seriously, guys, this is a terrible idea on all fronts. Whatever you get paid for this isn’t worth it.” Gilbert advised the soldiers and hoped that they were smarter than they were loyal.

The soldiers glanced at each other quickly while making their decision. With shaky hands, they pointed their swords at the adventurers again and prepared for a fight – a fight they obviously weren’t going to get.

“We have our orders. Now drop your weapons and come along peacefully or face the consequences.” The soldier from before insisted.

And with that, they lost their ability to move as Anastacia got tired of the holdup. Having frozen them in place, she began to go through whatever bags the unfortunate patrollers were carrying on their person.

Gilbert shook his head and glared at her disapprovingly. “Really, Anna? You’re going to steal their stuff now? You already took the sword earlier.”

“I’m looking for gloves, you idiot. A blanket wouldn’t hurt either.” The necromancer said and inspected a pouch of tobacco she had found.

“They need them just as much as you do. Just keep your hands in your pockets.” Gilbert protested.

Anastacia frowned and moved on to the next bag. “They can nuzzle together for warmth.” She suggested.

“So can we.” Gilbert laughed.

“In your dreams, meat. I’m having second thoughts about even letting you carry Emilia.” Anastacia said and pretended to gag. “None of these guys have anything useful on them, we might as well get a move on. Should I just kick them in the nuts to stop them from chasing us?” She asked.

“What? No!” Gilbert yelped and cringed in imaginary pain. “Seriously, what the fuck, Anna? You can’t do that.”

“Just a thought.” The necromancer shrugged and grabbed a torch from one of them before heading off.

Probably out of their debt to Gilbert for having saved their family jewels, the soldiers didn’t appear to follow the adventurers even after getting released by Anastacia, nor did they rush to report what had happened.

Finally free to head back to Valor, Anastacia impressed Gilbert by correctly figuring out the direction from the stars, which was definitely something she couldn’t usually do even on a good day. After a while, they had to stop so that Anastacia could fill her pockets with small rocks she had warmed up with fire magic, which staved off the cold for a while but was far from a great solution.

Though they still had more than enough water to make the trip back, hunger started to become a real issue for both of them when there was still a few hours of walking left, and because of that, they decided to make a quick camp to warm themselves up and hopefully catch something to eat.

With the shared efforts of Anastacia’s necromancy and young Gilbert’s limber movements, catching a small boar turned out to be barely an inconvenience. Happy that he actually for to wrestle with something before the curse wore off, Gilbert began to prepare the boar for cooking while Anastacia handled the fire itself.

Warming her extremities by the fire, for the first time since being cursed, Anastacia was somewhat happy. So far, her mood had ranged from angry to annoyed by everyone and everything, but something about sitting by the fire with her party made her calm down. Her headache had finally subsided as well, and the scent of the cooking meat was almost intoxicating.

“What’s that? Am I seeing a smile?” Gilbert asked and lit his pipe.

“Don’t ruin it. I’ve just realized something: before King tossed all of those pearls into a well, I happened to give few of them away to a certain owl. So I just have to ask for one back, go over to the guild offices, twist a couple of arms and have them do something to it.” The necromancer explained with a smug grin on her face.

Gilbert puffed a bit of smoke before responding. “Holly? What’d she need them for?”

“Who knows? Does anyone really know anything about her? Does she have a last name? Where is she from? Who does she live with?” Anastacia wondered and started fiddling with her new sword.

Gilbert had to stop and think for a while. “Nnnno… She just sort of appeared one night and started visiting the inn daily. She had no money, so Rosie started feeding her and she kept coming back, eventually it just turned into her job. Prying into people’s pasts is a bit frowned upon in Valor and she seemed to be in fine spirits, so no one questioned it.” He explained. “Either way, be nice to her.”

“Yeah. I’ve been wanting to hang out with her for a while now, just need to get a hold of her before she leaves in the morning.” Anastacia said and yawned. “So, while you start figuring out who the emblem belongs to, I’ll find out why there’s an absolutely gorgeous piece of machine ass stalking me – not that I’m complaining, of course.”

Gilbert laughed. “Aye. You do that.”

“Also…” Anastacia whispered and made sure Emilia was still out cold before leaning towards Gilbert. “See what you can find out about someone called ‘Pyria’. The baron called his mother that and Sylvia not telling Emilia about this is a bit suspicious.”

Gilbert nodded. “Good thinking. It’s not uncommon for a god to have more than one name, but it does feel fishy.” He agreed.

After that they fell quiet for a while again. Gilbert enjoyed his pipe and stoked the fire every now and then while Anastacia focused on keeping herself warm and looking out for any light blue lights in the distance, just in case she was being watched. In the end, the boar meat was barely cooked through despite getting almost charred on the outside, but that didn’t bother either of the adventurers who had hardly eaten during the day.

The wildlife in the area was relatively calm as well. At one point a single wolf or a wild dog wandered near the camp, only to move on soon after, and that was it for the night. They were close enough to Valor that bandits or the like weren’t a likely threat either, so both adventurers could be at ease. This relaxed feeling slowly turned into sluggishness and what had started as a quick break to eat something got extended by hours of simply sitting in silence, as neither Anastacia nor Gilbert felt like getting up.

“Oh, right, Xammy needs your help with the whole weightlessness thing.” Gilbert suddenly remembered his talk with the spriggan. “She’s planning a trip to the mother grove.”

The necromancer’s eyes opened wide as if she had just realized something. “Wouldn’t mind nailing her down, if that helps.” she grinned.

“Don’t do that. Rosie would toss her into the sky, and more importantly, she’d win all the money we’ve bet so far.” Gilbert revealed. “It’s literally the only thing she bet on, because of course it is.”

Anastacia laughed. “Don’t worry, I’ll be a bumbling idiot with no idea how to express myself again as soon as this curse wears off. Honestly, regular Anastacia’s thoughts are mostly just complete confusion about everything, so it’s nice to have at least some of it cleared up, even if it’s temporary.”

“And I’ll thank any divine willing to take the credit for it being so. You’d be a terrifying person to go on a quest with.” Gilbert admitted. He couldn’t even imagine all the problems they would run into. “Suppose we would save time on unlocking doors though.”

“Hardy har har. I’ll be back in a few years, and you’ll be even older.” The necromancer threatened jokingly. “Speaking of which, is that a gray hair in your beard?”

Gilbert sighed. “Aye. It’s been going on for a while now. I can already feel my joints getting stiffer.” He lamented and stretched his back. “It was fun while it lasted, but how about we never talk about what young Gilbert was like?”

“Good luck with that.” Anastacia snickered. “It’ll take months for this to die down at the inn.”

 Gilbert’s change back to his regular appearance and personality was far more gradual than the initial one, it took almost an hour for his beard and hair to go gray once more and about as long for him to gain back all the extra weight he had amassed over the years. For reasons only known by him and maybe Rosie, the old adventurer was oddly self-conscious about the thick mess of gray hair on his chest and back, so even though the cold still didn’t bother him, he regretted not packing a shirt along for the trip.

Because Gilbert’s recovery from the curse was far more apparent than Anastacia’s, he didn’t notice that the necromancer had fallen completely quiet at some point and was now blankly staring at the flames of the campfire. “Everything okay?” The old adventurer asked and waved to get her attention.

Even in the orange glow of the fire, it was apparent that Anastacia had turned completely red. “Just contemplating whether or not I should disappear into the woods, so I don’t have to live with the filth I’ve said and thought in the last couple of days.” She muttered without blinking at all for a disturbingly long time.

“So you’re back too, huh? I wouldn’t worry about it, the only people that know about all that stuff are Me, Emilia and the residents of a relatively large royal estate.” Gilbert laughed.

“NOOOOooooo…” Anastacia wailed and buried her face into her knees.

“Don’t act like you’re out of the woods yet either, Gil. There’s a certain little lamb waiting for you in Valor.” Emilia said suddenly and got up from the ground to look around and figure out where she was. “We’re out? Lady Sylvia said she needed to take the reins for a while, but looks like I’ve missed quite a lot…” She wondered with a bit of grogginess to her voice.

Gilbert joined Anastacia in blankly staring at the fire and took a slow, deep breath. “Shit… So, Anna, this escaping into the woods idea of yours, reckon we could hike for a while to get to a warmer climate and start farming some vegetables?” He joked, at least partly.

            

    
        Chapter 162 - A jar and a lantern

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia, Emilia and Gilbert had arrived back to the city of adventurers right as the sun peeked above the eastern horizon. Shops had already started to open their doors, but the streets remained empty for the most part, at least for a while yet, until it was time for breakfast. The adventurer’s exchanged a few words with a couple of guards they passed on their way to the inn and told them to keep an eye out just in case they had been followed through the night after all.

Emilia was still feeling drained by getting briefly possessed by Sylvia and reasoned that it was because she hadn’t been wearing the medallion that allowed for easier connection between the two, like it had done in Crescent. With her cursed friends back in their regular sizes and shapes, she figured that there were no new troubles in the horizon, and she could just sleep the day away to get properly rested for once. So after a quick snack, the priestess disappeared into the baths and wasn’t seen or heard from again until much later in the evening.

Gilbert was even quicker to disappear, he simply grabbed a shirt and some equipment from his room and left, saying that he needed to look into the whole emblem issue – though in reality, he wanted to be out of the inn before Yulia woke up. Though the lamb had suggested that he should return once his curse had worn off, the old adventurer simply didn’t see Yulia in that light and chose to avoid the awkward encounter altogether. He may have braved places and opponents that would have sent most men back home as a frightened, trembling mess but dealing with women he couldn’t just pay at the end of the night was nothing short of a nightmare for him.

This left Anastacia as the only adventurer in the tavern, only companied by the night waitress she happened to have business with anyway. Since she wasn’t feeling that tired, the necromancer decided that it was as good of a time as any to try and get more friendly with Holly. She grabbed a chair and sat down next to the counter the owl girl manned.

“Hey, uh… There’s something I need from you, so I was thinking I could drop by your house today…” Anastacia said awkwardly. She wasn’t exactly sure how to go about asking back something she had given and trying to talk with Holly was always awkward to begin with.

The white feathers on Holly’s head stood up and her disturbingly large eyes seemed to open even wider. “Have you come for one of Holly’s gawobbles?!” She asked, looking like the necromancer had just asked for the impossible.

“What? No! At least I don’t think so. I have no idea what a gawobble is.” Anastacia said and backed off a bit. “I just need one of the pearls I gave you earlier, the ones I got in mail. Are those gawobbles?”

Holly hooted a few times, which sounded like laughing by someone who didn’t quite know what laughing actually was and only tried to imitate the noise. “’Are baubles gawobbles?’ she asks. Of course not! Foolish child of death. Perhaps she is a foplicke, if baubles are gawobbles?!” She hooted and leaned closer to Anastacia. “You’re not a foplicke, are you?”

“I… I don’t know. What if I am? Is that bad?!” Anastacia asked, genuinely concerned that she could have been a foplicke – whatever that even was.

The owlfolk sighed and smiled smugly. “Far too small, couldn’t even be a rofoitel, much less a foplicke.” She chortled.

“I honestly have no idea if you’re insulting me or not.” The necromancer frowned and scratched her head. “But how about the pearl? Mind if I come over and pick one up when your shift ends?”

“A Trade! A favor for a bauble.” Holly suggested and nodded happily. “Spend a day with Holly and receive the least pretty bauble.”

“Sure. I kind of wanted to do that anyway. Did you have anything planned or do we just wing it?” Anastacia asked. She was relieved by the simplicity of Holly’s request and didn’t mind finding out what the owl girl did with her time.

“Wings? I have two.” Holly said and lifted up her arms, revealing the longer pure white feathers sprouting from her forearms. “No wings on a necromancer though, bad for planning.”

Not used to being outweirded by such a margin, Anastacia just smiled and figured that she would eventually find out their plan for the day.

Though she was already late, likely because Emilia had returned, Rosie lazily sauntered down the staircase with no haste in her steps in the slightest and yawned, showing her impressive arrangement of sharp teeth. After cracking her knuckles and neck, the tigress leaned against the wall behind the counter. It took her a while to collect enough energy to say anything so instead she just nodded to Holly and Anastacia and closed her eyes for a bit.

Ashamed of her long lasting naivety about the innkeeper’s relationship with Emilia, now that she had finally figured it out with the aid of the curse, Anastacia couldn’t bring herself to look directly at Rosie and instead stared at the scratched surface of the counter in front of her.

“Ah, shit. You know, don’t you?” Rosie broke the awkward silence by asking and slightly opened one of her eyes to see that the necromancer nodded. “Well, it took you long enough. Anyway, I’m making some coffee.” She mumbled and disappeared into the kitchen.

Anastacia sighed and glanced at the night waitress. “Did you know?” She asked.

“Yes.” Holly answered as her gaze glazed over. “I have seen things.”

It didn’t take long for Rosie to come out with a pot of fresh coffee and a plateful of sausages, which Holly snatched with the awe-inspiring swiftness of a bird of prey and stuffed them into her pocket for later snacking.

“How’d the whole curse thing go? I heard you punched a kid or something.” Rosie asked and poured some coffee for everyone.

“Among other messed up things… I’d rather not talk about it.” Anastacia avoided the subject and took a sip of coffee, which tasted nothing short of incredible after not having any for the last couple of days – that is, if one doesn’t count the beans she tried to eat. “Holly and I were just about to go do something, once her shift is over.”

“Huh… I should probably whip up some grub you can take with you then. I need to get started with the kitchen anyway since Yulia asked for a day off – which she won’t need because Gil has probably buggered off to some nearby town by now.” The innkeeper said and emptied her cup in one swig.

Anastacia kept adding sugar into her coffee, scoop after scoop until the small bowl reserved for her was almost empty. “Yeah, he left as soon as we got back. How’d you know?” She asked and took a sip of the disgustingly sweet slurry she had created.

Hearing the necromancer munch on the undissolved bits of sugar made the innkeeper’s skin crawl and she had to wait until Anastacia was done to answer. “You think this is the first time it has happened? Every now and then there’s some perky new adventurer lass that latches on to him for a bit and he always does this. Give it a week or so and he’ll be back to pretend like it never happened.” She explained and moved the rest of the sugar away from Anastacia.

“Gilbert is nice.” Holly nodded. “Has no secrets, hides none and knows the best books.”

“That’s just because he’s old and boring, so he has nothing to hide.” Rosie laughed and got up. “Anyway, like I said, I need to get breakfast going. You to just wait here and I’ll give you something in a bit.”

While Rosie toiled away in the kitchen, Anastacia quickly grabbed her cloak, scarf and gloves from her room and returned downstairs to discuss Holly’s plan for the day. She didn’t get much out of the owl girl, but apparently, they were supposed to buy something from a nearby shop and head to Holly’s house. Anastacia was slightly relieved that Holly lived in a house in the first place but couldn’t help but to worry that this ‘house’ was a large barrel in an alley or something. Though the night waitress always appeared neat and her clothes were clean, so she probably either lived with someone or despite her oddities, was more capable than the necromancer, who still needed help with her laundry on occasion.

Eventually the innkeeper returned with two parcels and a bottle of blackcurrant juice, which she handed to the pair, along with Holly’s pay for the night. When other adventurers started to trickle into the tavern, Anastacia and Holly decided that it was time to go and said their farewells to Rosie.

Anastacia gazed at the clear sky above them and shielded her eyes from the sun. “Well, at least it won’t be too cold.” She said and took a couple of deep breaths of fresh air.

“Need to go.” Holly said, sounding a bit nervous all of a sudden. She grabbed Anastacia’s hand and started dragging her towards one of the streets that was lined with various types of shops.

Anastacia knew the street well, as it was where she bought most of her clothes and other odds and ends. She even visited a certain shop there almost monthly just to annoy the uppity elven cloak maker she had bought her first cloak from after arriving to Valor.

Holly kept dragging the necromancer past shop after shop, until they arrived at a part of the street Anastacia had only walked past a couple of times. The stores there were much of the same, though maybe slightly more mage-oriented, offering more goods for those schools of magic that required them, such as the staffs used by ice mages. Among these shops was a perfectly regular-looking general store that didn’t appear to be selling anything particularly special, yet it was the one Holly as interested in. The owlfolk pressed her forehead against the glass and stared at the travel kettles and bowls that were on display.

“Oh, is this the place you wanted to visit?” Anastacia asked and opened the door for Holly, who slipped past her without a word.

The inside of the shop was very much what one would think a general store was like. On one wall there were bookshelves filled with an unorganized collection of popular books and guides that were useful for most adventurers who didn’t have Gilbert at hand. Next to them was an assortment of tools such as knives, hammers, coils of rope and thread, axes meant for felling trees instead of creatures and pouches containing flint. The wall opposite to them was full of coats, hats and boots; most of them slightly used but still in decent condition and worth a few gold.

Easily the oddest thing in the shop was its owner, who was lazily browsing through a book behind the counter when Anastacia stepped in, but immediately perked up when he heard the door. His ashen grey skin appeared almost slimy and was heavily contrasted by his four completely black eyes and the equally black fin growing on his head that continued down his neck and back. The eyes were roughly regular in size and shape, and the extra pair of them was simply arranged above the slightly larger ones located in the same place they were on most people. “Ah! Miss Holly! On time as usual.” He greeted the owl girl, who seemed to completely ignore the gesture. “Have you brought a friend with you? Good morning to you as well, miss…”

“Anastacia. Good morning.” The necromancer answered politely and nodded.

“Anastacia, huh? Where have I heard that before…” The shopkeeper wondered and stared at Anastacia while his eyes blinked out of synch with each other. “Ah! The necromancer slash mage! Is there something specific you’re looking for, or can I interest you in some fireproof gloves or detailed guide on hedgehog anatomy?”

Anastacia shook her head. “No thanks. I’m just here because Holly needed something, we were on our way to her place.” She explained and nodded at Holly, who was staring at the bookcases and tilting her head to read the titles.

“Miss Holly is going to buy a single jar and a crystal lantern, just like every other week. She’ll look at the books for a while, then move on to the empty jars and vials, pick one of them and then ask me for a lantern.” The shopkeeper laughed.

“Why?” Anastacia asked and walked over to the counter so she and the shopkeeper could speak without Holly hearing them.

“You’re her friend, aren’t you, so shouldn’t you know? I’ve tried selling her something besides those two things, but she says she doesn’t need anything. As far as I know, she owns over a hundred of them by now.” The shopkeeper explained and took out a crystal lantern from under the counter. “If you ever figure out, I’d love to know, maybe there’s some alternative solution I can offer her.”

Just like the shopkeeper said, Holly lost interest in the books and moved on to a shelf in the corner of the shop. On it was a random selection of vials from jam jars to small poison bottles, that hopefully had been properly cleaned. After inspecting a few of them in more detail, Holly chose one of the larger ones available that was just large enough to get a fist stuck in it. Making sure the sealing mechanism for the lid worked, she approached the counter and placed the jar on it.

“Lamp.” She stated and blankly stared at the shopkeeper.

“I already have one for you, bit of an older one but that hasn’t mattered before, has it?” The strange looking shopkeeper said and smiled. “That and the jar costs- well, the same as always.”

Holly nodded and placed the sausages from her pocket on the counter while looking for the loose coins she kept in every pocket she had. Slowly counting them all one by one, the owl girl stacked coins on the counter in neat piles of ten, though ignoring their differing values.

Anastacia was starting to feel bad for holly and took out her purse. “I have plenty of money here so, what if I just-“ She was about to suggest but was interrupted by Holly letting out a screech like of which the necromancer had never heard before.

“Holly has money! I will pay!” The owlfolk demanded, puffed up the feathers on her head and lifted up her arms, refusing to put them down before Anastacia backed off and put her purse away.

“Been there, I tried offering her a discount, but she just wouldn’t take it.” The shopkeeper whispered to Anastacia as they continued to watch Holly persistently count her money.

Even in an used condition, crystal lanterns were on the expensive side of things for citizens of Valor that didn’t take part in quests, so Anastacia calculated that buying one every seven days likely took almost all the gold Holly earned in that time, which made the weekly purchase even stranger. There was no reason someone would need a new one that often anyway, since the lifespans of the crystals in them were measured in years rather than days.

Having finally emptied her pockets, Holly moved the coins closer to the shopkeeper and grabbed both of the items she had bought and the sausages before storming out of the store, while clearly making sure to stomp as loudly as she could on every step to show that she was angry.

“There she goes.” The shopkeeper laughed and waved after Holly with his webbed hand. “Well, it was good to see that she has friends. Have fun, you two.”

Anastacia nodded and ran after her friend.

Holly was waiting for Anastacia only a few meters away but looked extremely grumpy. “Works hard to earn money, to not steal. Responsible, like a good child!” She said angrily and grabbed Anastacia’s hand again.

“Yeah, sorry for butting in, you had it under control.” Anastacia apologized. “You’re very proud of your work, aren’t you?”

The owlfolk nodded. “It’s fun, a lot of nice people too, like Anna. A magnificent hunter.”

“Thanks, I guess. Suppose I am pretty good at what is technically hunting.” Anastacia shrugged.

They kept talking about Holly’s job at the inn as they walked along the streets of Valor, taking a turn here and there. Eventually Anastacia realized that she had no idea where they were anymore, but Holly seemed to know, so she didn’t let it bother her. Almost half an hour after leaving the shop, they finally stopped by an alley that was between a warehouse and some kind of a guard outpost.

Something about the alley immediately seemed off to the necromancer, almost like it was darker than it should have been on a such a sunny day. Though she wasn’t sure and couldn’t pinpoint a reason she thought so, but it was definitely strange.

Holly walking into the darkness that dwelled in the alley didn’t help the situation either, as her pure white feathers seemed to be completely unaffected by the shade, and it almost looked like the owl was glowing very slightly. Anastacia took a single step into the shadow and when nothing odd happened, she figured that she was just being paranoid and followed Holly. At the back of the alley, there was a simple wooden door that was somewhat anticlimactic after the mysterious feeling of dread given off by the alley itself.

The owl girl stopped by the door and opened up her new lantern. Even the light given off by the crystal was somehow dim. Though looking directly at it was still blinding, but something in the air appeared to suffocate the light as soon as it exited the lantern and it didn’t even carry far enough to create shadows onto the walls from the slits in the lantern.

Suddenly Holly tore the crystal from its housing and dropped it into the glass jar she had bought. “Anna must close the door quickly.” She instructed the necromancer and unlocked the door. “Cannot let it escape.”

“What?” Was all Anastacia managed to utter before Holly opened the door and flooded the entire alley with blinding light.

Holly dragged the blinded necromancer inside after her, and almost by accident, Anastacia’s hand happened to land on the door handle so she could close it like she was told to. Cursing while her eyes got used to the light, Anastacia kneeled on the floor and took a glimpse of what was happening from between her fingers. The owlfolk swiftly opened the jar and used it to catch something from the air. Anastacia wasn’t quite able to see what it was, but it felt like an insect.

“Good work, good work.” Holly praised her friend and patted Anastacia’s back.

“What just happened?” The squinting necromancer asked and tried to look around.

The source of the blinding light was a neatly piled wall of over a hundred glowing crystals in glass jars that cover up almost an entire wall while drowning the room with their retina-scorching light. Facing away from the jars helped a bit and Anastacia was able to look around the room. Despite the obvious vision-ruining flaw, the room actually seemed relatively comfortable. In one corner of a room was a pile of bedding that looked more like a nest with some books tossed around it. Next to the nest was a small table and on it a large piece of paper that didn’t appear to have anything written on it, while the rest of the room was filled with something that could only be called trash even by the most well-meaning person in the world. Countless crumbled up papers and discarded lanterns had been scattered across the room.

“Caught a spy.” Holly said proudly and showed the jar she was holding to Anastacia. In it was a moth that bounced off the walls of its glass prison in panic. Though a bit on the larger side, it appeared to be a perfectly normal insect in every way, including being susceptible to necromancy, which generally worked as a decent detector for magical or divine nonsense.

“A spy? There are moths spying on you?” Anastacia asked and rubbed her eyes. “Who are they spying for?”

Holly walked over to the wall of jars she had and carefully placed the new one on top of one of the stacks. Anastacia took a better look and noticed that along with the crystals, inside every single one of the jars was a dead moth.

“Can’t remember.” The owlfolk shrugged, dragged Anastacia into the nest in the corner of the room and sat down next to her.

Probably build as some sort of extra room for the outpost next to it, the room leeched heat from the rest of the building and was surprisingly pleasant to be in, even without a cloak. The nest was soft as well, though there were plenty of fluffy white feathers scattered in it.

Anastacia popped open the bottle of juice they had gotten from Rosie and took a sip. “Well, it’s not as bad as I feared.” She commented on the owl girl’s dwelling and handed over the bottle.

            

    
        Chapter 163 - In the dark of the night

    
    
    
    
                ”Sooo… What do you usually do when you’re not at work? Just sit here and get blinded by a hundred lanterns?” Anastacia asked once she and Holly had finished eating the breakfast Rosie had made for them.

The owl girl stopped to think for a bit before answering, almost like she wasn’t completely sure. “Read, write. Sometimes play with dice, but mice took them.” She nodded and picked up a book that had been tossed on the floor next to the nest.

“You write stuff? Like a diary?” The necromancer asked, intrigued by what Holly of all people could possibly be writing about.

Holly shook her head. “No diary. Head noises tell stories, I only write. They say things better, like before. Words are hard to come up with.” She explained and opened up the book.

“Head… noises? Do you mean thoughts?” Anastacia worried. She already had one friend that heard voices in her head and certainly didn’t need a second one.

Holly shrugged. “How would Holly know?” She said and flipped through the pages.

Curious about the owlfolk’s handwriting, Anastacia leaned over to see what was written on the book, only to see that the pages were completely blank. She waited to see if Holly had simply started writing halfway through the book for whatever reason, but even when it was almost done, there hadn’t been a single word written on any of the pages. “Um… Is this like some kind of invisible ink thing to avoid the spy-moths? Why isn’t there anything on the pages?” She asked after getting convinced that there wasn’t going to be anything on the remaining few pages either.

Holly stared at the necromancer with a pitying look on her face. “Moths can’t read, stupid. Moths only steal head noises, can’t let them go or he will know.” She said as if that was somehow obvious to everyone.

When she thought about it, Anastacia figured that moths were probably one of the most likely insects to be able to do so, but that wasn’t exactly a convincing theory coming from Holly.

“Invisible ink? What’s the point? Visible ink is better for reading.” The owl girl continued and imitated laughter again. She flipped through a few more pages before stopping on another completely empty page. “This one is Holly’s favorite. A bit sad but happy at the end.”

“What the… Okay, why don’t you just read it for me? We’ve got time.” Anastacia suggested. She wanted to see if Holly was actually able to come up with a story on the fly or tell one from her memory since there was nothing in the book. At the very least it would be interesting to see how nonsensical it was.

For a very brief moment, Holly smiled and lost the emptiness that was always present in her expressions. “I hoped you’d ask that.” She said, suddenly sounding oddly well-spoken. She cleared her throat and began reading. “In a kingdom forged in death, jewelers and craftsmen from all four corners of the world presented their masterpieces to the one whose servants rule over kings. A crown of dwarven metals from the depths of the earth, a crown of wood from the ancient trees that carry the sky itself, a crown of cinders from the conquered world, a crown of stars torn from the night itself, a crown of blood bled from the divine. All unsurpassed in beauty by the works of mortal hands to this day. Yet none of them pleased the ruler, who saw no beauty in gilded trinkets or jeweled tat, for he was blind for all but one – the one he had conquered the world for. As foolish as it is, in the mind of this ruler, the kingdom spanning from sea to sea was naught but a gift to his beloved – and the crown should be its pinnacle.

“One by one, the circlets and tiaras failed their test, and as the last blacksmith lowered his head in shame, a great beast appeared from thin air. The masked creature chortled at the panic it had caused, as the people around him fled for their lives, but the ruler remained still, for he knew the beast would not dare to challenge him. The masked servant of the fates, a muse by the name of Avaakier had come to offer his creations. 

“The beast’s first offering was a crown chiseled from the purest alabaster the ruler had ever laid his eyes on. Though it was not what he had been looking for, it captivated the ruler’s eyes and he placed it on his own head. For why shouldn’t the ruler have a crown as well?

“The beast’s second offering was a crown carved from ivory, so beautiful it brought tears to the eyes of all that gazed upon it. Truly, it was the one the ruler would gift to his beloved. 

“But the fates had aligned against this ruler and sent their servant to curse these star-crossed lovers. For his hubris, his arrogance and his pride, the great mortal lord was punished. The beast’s parting words echoed throughout the kingdom: the one to don this crown of alabaster shall lose the one most important to them, and the throne under the ivory crown shall forever remain empty, for its owner can never see the glory of what is rightfully theirs. The kingdom in their feet shall forever remain cursed, its lands barren and its depths without riches, its waters without life and its skies without songbirds. With those words, the muse faded into the wind. 

“Not long after, the beast’s words became true, the lands of the kingdom became barren and lifeless, and the ruler’s beloved passed without ever seeing the unparalleled power and wealth gathered for them. Driven mad by his sorrow, the ruler declared war upon the fates themselves and initiated his second campaign. As he had previously traveled the lands to tame them and bring them order, he now walked the blooming earth to slaughter and scorch it all, only to lay his hands on those that pulled the strings behind everything, only to inevitably fail. 

“Old, defeated and crushed, the ruler secluded himself on his throne, only to be seen by his most trusted followed, the ones now stained crimson by blood. Without the will to live on, the ruler was not long for the world of the mortals. As his end grew near, an unexpected visitor sought audience with the ruler. 

“Hidden from sight by darkness no light could pierce, the visitor spoke. He had deemed the fates themselves to be shortsighted and of ill judgement when they had acted against the ruler. Though the visitor could not undo what had been done, nor remove the curse, he made a promise: a day would come, when out of despair, the fates would allow the crowns of alabaster and ivory to come together once more, and it was then that the visitor would arrange the lights of the night sky itself to guide the bearers of the crowns and lead them where they were needed. 

“Though small, the promise brought comfort to the tortured mind of the ruler and the knowledge that the fates were doomed to not have the last word brought some twisted peace to his soul, enough for him to pass on.” Holly ended her story, sighed and closed the book.

Anastacia stared at the owlfolk and was very confused by what she had just heard. “What… how did you… but there’s nothing on the… what?!” She mumbled and grabbed the book to see for herself that the pages were indeed completely empty. Their surface hadn’t been scratched and holding the pages against a light didn’t reveal anything either.

“Good at hunting, bad at reading?” Holly asked and returned to her usual blank expression.

“I can read just fine, but there’s nothing to read here! And you can speak normally too! I just heard you recite an entire story perfectly.” Anastacia exclaimed annoyedly.

“Why are you being mean?! Holly doesn’t know!” The owl yelled back, clearly not understanding why the necromancer was getting so riled up.

Anastacia took a deep breath to calm down. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to yell at you. You see, as the queen of the goblins, what doesn’t make sense at all is normal to me. There’s no meaning behind anything they do, it’s all just pure chaos that ends up being successful after every possible mistake has been made. So when you start off with making no sense at all and then pull off something like that, it caught me off guard.” She explained as well as she could. “It’s just that when you suddenly start making sense like that, I get worried that everything you do makes sense. Like, what if I all of a sudden need to start worrying about gawobbles and moths spying on my thoughts?”

“Gawobbles are good, like Anna, no need to worry. Moths only spy on Holly too, he wants my head noises, not anyone else’s.” Holly reassured her friend but looked a bit sad. “Wants them back because I stole them. A bad child.”

The necromancer rubbed her temples and leaned back. “Oookay okay okay okay… Okay? Okay.” She mumbled and tried to piece everything together in her head. “So what you’re saying that you stole these ‘head noises’ from someone and now they’re sending moths to spy on you so they can find you and get the head noises back?”

Holly gasped and clapped in excitement. “Yes!”

“I’m going to need to know who this guy is so I can fuck them up for bothering you. Does he live in Valor?” Anastacia said and cracked her knuckles. “We’ve got plenty of day left, might as well go now.”

“Not good. Father lives everywhere, sees all in the night. Busy at morning and evening, so Holly can sneak into work. At day he searches, so mustn’t go outside.” Holly warned the necromancer, who was already getting up and ready.

“How bad can it be? Even if he is your farther, you shouldn’t put up with this stuff. I’ll whoop his ass, so you can go outside without having to worry about that douche.” Anastacia shrugged while heading to the door. “To tell you the truth, I’m not big on parents anyway, so I’m more than happy to do this. You should have told someone about this earlier, he’d be in for a beatdown he’d never forget.”

Intending to coax Holly to come with her, Anastacia pushed open the door, but instead of the shadowy alley they had entered the room from, the door opened into what appeared to be nothing but endless darkness. The necromancer slowly closed the door again and made absolutely sure it was locked before quietly walking back to the nest and sitting back down next to Holly.

“So yeah, I’m getting this feeling I’m missing a piece from this puzzle. Did you forget to mention that your father was some kind of an otherworldly eldritch horror of eternal darkness, or did I just miss that part?” Anastacia asked and kept staring at the door.

“Night follows father.” Holly said worriedly.

Suddenly something extremely heavy slammed against the wooden door, causing the entire doorframe to shake and one of the jar stacks to fall over. Understandably, Holly shrieked from the bottom of her lungs and even Anastacia may have let out a slight scream of terror, as she couldn’t feel whatever was on the other side of the door. After a few seconds, it happened again and then a third and a fourth time, and on each hit Holly panicked more and more. She buried herself into the beddings she had used to make the nest and kept mumbling that her father was going to find her.

It was clear that the door could only take so many more hits before the hinges or the lock would give up and let the intruder inside. Feeling like she was responsible for what was happening, Anastacia wrapped her hands around Holly and hugged her tight. “Holly, listen to me. I’m going out there and handle whatever is on the other side. You hold still and read your book, okay? I want to hear another story when I get back, so pick a good one.” She said quietly and got up.

“NO! Anna won’t come back!” The owlfolk protested with tears in her eyes and grabbed Anastacia’s sleeve.

“I’m sure I will. In your story, there was a muse that tricked the most powerful ruler in the world, right? Well I beat the muse I met, so whatever is on the other side is barely an inconvenience.” The necromancer explained and smiled, full of entirely faked confidence. She walked over to the door and pulled out her enchanted knife. “Make sure the door locks after me, and do not open it for anyone else! I’ll quote something from the book when I get back, since no one else besides us knows the story, you’ll know it’s me for sure.” Anastacia advised Holly and quickly slipped through the door, before she had the chance to regret her bravery.

As soon as the door behind her closed, the darkness spread and grew over it like vines, quickly hiding the only point of reference in the infinite field of darkness surrounding Anastacia. Weirdly, being surrounded by the dark wasn’t that much unlike swimming, she could feel it seeping into her lungs on every breath she took, as it offered a bit more resistance than regular air. The resistance also made her movements a bit floatier and slightly slower while causing a constant feeling of pressure from every direction.

“Well this was fucking stupid.” The necromancer admitted to herself and swiped the darkness a few times with her knife to see if there was anything around her. “What now?”

There was no sight of whatever it was that attacked the door, nor anything else for that matter. Necromancy turned out to be equally useless, but the absence of all life around her was actually pretty refreshing, even if Anastacia had regained her control over her powers after the curse had worn off. Closing her eyes still allowed her to focus more on her surroundings, and she could make out what was clearly whispering from everywhere around her. Nothing about the whispers was particularly threatening, so instead of scorching everything within a ten-meter radius, Anastacia chose to sit down, close her eyes and listen some more.

The langue of the whispers was something completely alien to her, but they almost certainly weren’t hostile. In fact, it sounded like they were gossiping about the strange creature that had just appeared in their midst. As the voices slowly approached her, Anastacia tried to peek at them with her left eye, but the view opening up in front of her quickly made her forget about everything else. Instead of the darkness, the night sky above her was filled with countless stars that seemed to be far closer to the ground than normally. The scenery around her was still largely covered in shadows, but the silhouette of a ruined city that had been reclaimed by nature was apparent. Large trees had pushed their ways through roofs and their roots had collapsed the walls around them. What little of the cityscape had survived, was covered in overgrown vines and large strange mushrooms that gave off a very dim purple glow. Perhaps the oddest part of it were the massive silhouettes of almost inconceivably large giants, that were seated here and there in the distance. Though mostly human-like, their forms appeared impossibly thin and starved, almost skeletal, and their faces were featureless outside of a single vertical slit that glowed much like the stars around them. The darkness made it hard to tell exactly how large these beings were, but that didn’t trouble the necromancer for long, as when she glanced directly up, she could see one of these titans staring directly at her.

Stiffened by sheer terror, Anastacia couldn’t do anything but awkwardly wave at the massive being. But to her surprise, the giant waved back. With slow and labored movements, it lifted its hand and waved it back and forth a few times.

Encouraged by the greeting, Anastacia spoke up. “Hey! I need to find whoever is running this place, I think!” She yelled as loudly as she could.

The gigantic creature slowly looked around for a while before pointing in the direction of one of the more intact parts of the ruined cityscape.

“Thanks! You’re awesome!” Anastacia yelled and waved with both of her arms.

The shadows in the ruins of the houses around the necromancer kept whispering and moving about during the entire exchange. Without a clear shape, the smaller inhabitants of the city appeared to be little more than blobs of shadow that scurried away as soon as they were noticed. They peeked through whatever gaps in the walls they found and hastily retracted themselves into the cracks between stones and planks every time Anastacia tried to get a better look.

“Well this is considerably less awful than I thought, wonder why Holly was so scared?” She wondered out loud and started to walk along what was left of a brick road in the direction the giant had shown her.

Keeping track of her direction by using the massive creatures as landmarks, Anastacia zigzagged between the destroyed buildings and climbed over roots and fallen trees. If she hadn’t been on a trip to whoop someone’s ass because they harassed her friend, and possibly stuck in another dimension, she felt like it would have been quite a fun adventure. While surveying the area for the best route to take from the roof of one of the buildings, she noticed a moth near one of the bigger glowing mushrooms.

“Guess she was right about them spying on her, huh?” She shrugged and climbed down to continue her journey.

From atop of the buildings, she had seen that the city appeared to continue forever in every direction, possibly even rivaling Valor in size. Aside from a few odd-looking spires here and there, none of the buildings seemed large enough to be palaces or castles from which the city could be ruled from. The layout of the streets made absolutely no sense either, so the entire place looked like it had been built by someone who had seen a city once, but never thought about functionality. There were no market squares or other places where the citizens could gather, nor aqueducts or other infrastructure to make living there even possible, only an endless maze of buildings that made the whole place appear artificial, as if it had never meant for anyone to live in.

The temperature in this dark realm was somewhat cold, like a late summer night, not quite cold enough to be a problem but not quite comfortable either. To warm herself up a bit as she rested, Anastacia gathered up some of the fallen branches that littered the streets and tossed a fireball at them to make a small pyre. The bright flames blurred their surroundings into a pitch-black mess again and prevented the necromancer from seeing much besides the bright stars above her, but her back was against a wall so she figured that nothing was going to surprise her without her at least hearing it first.

Not quite sure about how long it had been since she had started walking, nor how much ground she had covered, Anastacia started to feel the fatigue from staying up for well over a full day and sitting down only made it worse. She actually considered closing her eyes just for a few minutes to try and get at least some rest, but the sound of a twig snapping somewhere in the darkness erased all the grogginess from her mind.

“Who’s there?!” Anastacia asked and pulled out her knife while stumbling back up. She could barely make out a relatively short figure standing in the middle of the road. At first she thought that the person had a pair of antlers growing from their head and a second pair from their shoulders, but as her eyes got used to the dark again, she could see that the stranger was completely clad in armor and the horns appeared to be attached to the helmet and the shoulder guards. Though barely taller than the necromancer herself, the mysterious knight somehow still had a downright menacing prescience and Anastacia took a step back when she noticed the sword they were holding. Easily as tall as the knight, the sturdy-looking claymore seemed like it would have been extremely inconvenient for even much larger people.

The knight rested the sword on their shoulder and began calmly walking towards Anastacia and only stopped when noticing the knife in her hand.

“What do you want?” Anastacia asked and pointed her weapon at the knight.

The intruder remained silent but lifted its arm and pointed at the fire the necromancer had made.

Anastacia lowered her knife. “You want to sit by the fire?” she guessed. “Go ahead, I suppose.”

The silent knight nodded and walked past her to find a seat in the warmth of the pyre, where they sat down with their legs crossed and the obnoxiously large sword on their lap.

Since it seemed like there wasn’t going to be any trouble, Anastacia returned to her seat as well, but kept an eye on her guest just in case.

Like everything else she had met in this strange realm, the knight appeared immune to necromancy and the heavy armor further hid any traces of their identity. Besides the antlers attached to it, the armor itself was in no way special. Slightly worn down and dented, it lacked any type of emblems or insignia that would have given away where the knight was from; in fact, they looked like any other adventurer, and if they had passed Anastacia in Valor, she wouldn’t have given it a second thought.

“Sooo… you don’t happen to know who runs this place do you? I think I have some business with them. It’d be great if you could help me find them. One of the big dudes already pointed me their way but honestly this city is a mess and I have no idea if I’m close or not.” Anastacia said, hoping she could get at least a word out of the knight.

Completely ignoring the necromancer, the knight took out a bottle of oil and a whetstone from a pouch on their belt and began honing the oversized weapon they carried. Watching the knight calmly work on the edge was oddly captivating and suddenly Anastacia didn’t feel like she needed to chat anymore, she would rather just listen to the sound made by the sharpening and maybe even pick up some pointers on the technique. It quickly made the necromancer lose the track of time and she only snapped out of it once the knight was done and started to wipe the blade on a piece of black cloth before shoving everything back into the pouch.

“Your sword is pretty cool, I only have this knife that makes things bleed mead, it’s pretty good but honestly I’d rather learn how to use a sword.” Anastacia said and flipped her knife in the air a couple of times. “I like your helmet too, mine is pretty similar with the antlers and such. The goblins I rule over have this habit of tying stuff on themselves, so I do the same and the antlers always end up full of garbage.”

The knight just stared at the flames and kept quiet without so much as glancing at the necromancer.

Slightly annoyed by the lack of reaction, Anastacia got up and cleaned the dust from her clothes. “Well, if you don’t want to chat, I won’t bother you. I need to be on my way anyway, so thanks for keeping me company for a bit, I suppose.” She said and left the fireside to continue her journey to who knows where.

All of a sudden, the knight sprung up from the ground and walked past Anastacia, gesturing for her to follow.

“Uh… You’re going to show me the way?” Anastacia asked, more than a bit suspicious about the knight’s sudden willingness to help.

The silent knight nodded and pointed roughly in the same direction the giant had done earlier.

The necromancer shrugged and hurried to catch up to the knight. She was basically lost already, and probably in massive trouble, so on the off chance the knight ended up actually being friendly, it was probably worth it to trust them for now.

They continued walking down the dilapidated roads as Anastacia persistently tried to start a conversation and the knight kept ignoring her. At least making headway was considerably easier when the pocket-sized travelers could help each other over some of the larger piles of rubble and avoid having to find a way around.

“Is there something here you need that sword for? Should I be worried? I mean I can usually handle myself but there’s some shenanigans going on here and I can’t-“ Anastacia was about to say, but stopped in the middle of the sentence as she picked up something living in the distance. “What the shit? There’s someone over there.” She pointed out, intending to ask the knight if it was the person she was looking for, but just as suddenly as they had appeared, the knight had left her side. She could have sworn she saw them from the corner of her eye only a few steps back, but it was as if the entire knight had faded now into thin air. Though she had personally felt like they had, in a miniscule way, bonded over the short trip, Anastacia didn’t want to risk losing the track of the only living thing she had found in the whole city by sticking around to look for the knight for too long.

Instead, she rushed around the corner as fast as she could and ended up in front of a wide set of stairs that had once led to a building that had been bigger than almost any of the ones she had passed so far, but now just led to a huge pile of rubble and a couple of trees that had knocked over the walls from the inside.

On these stairs was a figure that was completely unhindered by the darkness and almost glowed in comparison to her surroundings. She was wearing a rather revealing gown made from the blackest fabric Anastacia had ever seen and was working on crushing something with a mortar and pestle while humming quietly and swinging her feet. Perhaps the oddest part about the whole thing was that Anastacia recognized the glowing figure.

“Estreya?” The necromancer asked out loud and approached the owlfolk devotee of Ciel, the god of the night, she had technically briefly worked for while her party had visited the city of Merfall.

The devotee stopped what she was doing, picked up a stick and poked Anastacia with it a couple of times. “Oh, it is you! The little necromancer!” She greeted Anastacia happily.

“What are you doing here?” Anastacia asked and still couldn’t believe her eyes. “And where is here?”

Estreya laughed. “I’m here for my actual job, just not the one that brings the food on the table. Sorry about the poking, the night is many things, but trustworthy isn’t one of them, so I had to make sure it was actually you.” She explained and hugged Anastacia in the overly friendly manner she always did. “But why are you here? Did you come to play cards again?”

            

    
        Chapter 164 - Among the stars

    
    
    
    
                Without explaining what she was working on, Estreya had successfully persuaded Anastacia to help her with her project. Instructing the necromancer to keep stirring a small bowl of what looked like black ink, but had a much slimier feeling to it, the devotee of Ciel started to look for something around the trees near the stairs while humming happily.

“So where are we?” Anastacia asked and smelled the odd, black goop, only to regret it immediately as the strong scent of alcohol burned her nostrils.

“Mmmmh…” Estreya replied, clearly not thrilled that she needed to explain what was going on. “Well, if I were to simplify it as much as possible, this is leftover night. Basically, this is where night is when it’s not needed elsewhere. In other words, the night father’s realm. Hence why yours truly is working here.”

 “Oh! You know the guy who is running this place? Then I have business with him. Can you ask him to come over?” The necromancer asked.

The devotee threw herself into a fit laughter, so much so that she had to lean on a tree so she wouldn’t fall over. “Oh yeah, totally! Let me just call over the god of the night, no problem. I’m sure he has nothing more important going on.” She said mockingly and tried to catch her breath. “Seriously, kid, do you expect the sun to shine on you specifically as well? I don’t know what the deal with you necromancers is, but you really need to get over yourself.”

“Sorry… but Emilia talks with Sylvia all the time, is it really that different? They’re both gods, aren’t they?” Anastacia said, not really understanding why what she had asked as so unreasonable.

“Is a maggot chewing on a corpse is equal to you too then? Because both of you need corpses to do your thing. The goddess of joy is a two-bit deity with no influence past the priestess and those she has managed to convince to follow her. That’s why Sylvia has the time to pester her beloved ginger muffin on a daily basis. Really, small gods like that are nothing but leeches with aspirations. Do you not understand the difference in scale?” Estreya mocked the goddess of joy and wiped the tears of laugher from her eyes.

Anastacia frowned. “Harsh. So you’re not in close terms with this Ciel then? What’s the point of you being a devotee then? You’d think that getting in touch with the deity was the bare minimum.”

“Screw you, kid. I’m here to be called upon when I’m needed, like today. Just because that feisty little priestess can do it on a whim, doesn’t mean it’s the norm for the rest of us hard working worshippers. In fact, her whole deal is perverse to begin with. If I were you, I’d worry how much of the priestess there is left and how much of her is just a puppet played by a god.” Estreya snarled and visibly let her mood turn sour. Obviously, her closeness with the god, or the lack of it was a sore subject to her. “Just because I don’t exchange the news of the day with Ciel all the time, doesn’t mean I’m not exactly as devoted to this as any priestess out there.”

Realizing how mean her question had probably sounded, Anastacia fell quiet and focused on stirring the black muck she had been handed. She hadn’t meant anything by comparing Estreya to Emilia like that, but that didn’t really make her feel any better about it.

The owlfolk devotee picked up a dead branch and sighed before walking back over to the stairs. “Sorry… It’s just that I’m supposed to have a part in all this, but I’m not so much as getting a nod my way while the likes of her get all the attention they want. Do you have any idea how frustrating that is? Or lonely?” She asked, still sounding a bit riled up.

“I know exactly what that’s like.” Anastacia nodded and reignited her annoyance with her own relationships. “Recently, King has started acting like a total asshole. He keeps going outside at night and refuses to tell me what’s going on, then there’s this other simulacrum that has started following me and apparently King just hates her for some reason. I’d like to help with whatever he’s doing but instead I’m just being left out altogether.”

“Exactly!” Estreya exclaimed and jabbed the branch into the ground, deep enough that it could stand upright on its own, perhaps with a bit more force than was needed. “I’ve pretty much given everything I have and more to this and what do I get in return? Vague one-sided messages in my dreams, that’s what. I’m not saying that I regret any of it but come the fuck on!” She continued, took out a ball thin yarn, handed it to Anastacia and grabbed the bowl from her. She then dipped her fingers into the black substance and began running the thread between them, asking the necromancer to give her a bit more every now and then. When she had dyed a few meters of the thread, she wrapped it around the smaller branches in the one she had planted, leaving the thread to dry. After a few more meters, she cut the thread with her teeth and wiped her fingers on her black gown.

Anastacia handed the thread back to the devotee scratched her head. “What are you even doing?” She asked.

“Well you see, there’s this gremlin-like critter with silvery hair and a huge appetite, she keeps breaking into here by making holes into the realm itself. The holes would heal themselves naturally over time, but we don’t really want too much night leaking to other places.” Estreya explained and slipped the leftover thread somewhere under her gown. “So I’m making stiches and suturing the wounds. This string will prevent anything from here going over there and vice versa – but that leads to you, did you happen to find one of these holes and crawl through it, or did you simply get lost on your way to the kitchen? I’ve had that happen once.”

“Well, I have this friend, who actually kind of looks like you now that I think about it, who is being bothered by her father, who I think might be Ciel. I was spending a day with her and-“ The necromancer started, but was abruptly interrupted by Estreya grabbing her by the shoulders and bringing her face uncomfortably close to Anastacia’s.

“Is she okay?!” The devotee asked with a new, completely serious tone in her voice. The already disturbingly large pupils of the owlfolk grew in size to almost cover her entire eyes and make them black. “Is she in Valor? Where? Is she eating healthily? Is anyone looking after her? Is she happy?! Answer me, necromancer!” She demanded answers with a shaky voice and presser her face even closer.

“She’s fine… ish, I guess.” Anastacia said and shook herself free. “Do you know her?”

Estreya grabbed the necromancer by the collar again as if she was worried that Anastacia would escape without answering. “She probably calls herself Holly, around your age, has white feathers like me, enjoys making up stories and has one of these.” She listed and pulled aside what little of her gown covered her chest and pointed at the black, moth-shaped pattern.

“Yeah, that’s her. No idea about the mark though, most people don’t get their tits out for no reason as readily as you. For what it’s worth, she has a job at the inn I stay at and the owner keeps her fed.” The necromancer said while unsuccessfully trying to wiggle herself free again.

Estreya sighed in relief but didn’t loosen her grip on Anastacia at all. “Take me to her, right now.” She demanded.

“It’s not really up to me.” Anastacia shrugged and accepted that she wasn’t going to get free. “For starters, I don’t know how to leave here, secondly, she’s terrified of this place and her father finding her, so even if I trusted you, there’s no way I’d lead anything from here straight to her.”

“FUCK!” The devotee screamed and tossed Anastacia aside. She started pacing back and forth in front of stairs while cursing under her breath. Finally, she seemingly came to conclusion and slumped down on the stairs with her face buried in her arms. “You’re right, there’s no way I can drag her into this again. If I went to meet her, Ciel would find her immediately and I doubt she’d be able to escape again. There’s a lot I’d do for the night father, but I will never do that to her again, even if it costs my life.”

Anastacia put her hand on the devotee’s shoulder. “Well, does it help if I tell you that she seems happy any everyone likes her? I mean, she’s an oddball for sure, but fun.” She said, trying to calm the sobbing owlfolk.

It had no appreciable effect on Estreya’s mood, and the necromancer had to awkwardly wait for something to happen. She didn’t know if she was supposed to keep her hand on the devotee’s shoulder or let go after some specific amount of time. She also wondered if she should be moving her hand in some way or sort of grip the shoulder reassuringly. In the end she just panicked quietly and ended up making small circular motions with her palm for a while.

While trying her best to comfort Estreya, Anastacia noticed that all of the gigantic beings that watched over the limitless cityscape had turned to look at them. Since one of them had helped her earlier, she figured that it was probably okay and tried waving to them. One by one, all the giants slowly lifted their arms to wave back before turning their gaze down towards the streets far below them. Anastacia would have liked to know what their purpose was, but luckily had the tact to know that now was not the time to bother Estreya.

Suddenly the devotee shot up from her seat, grabbed the small bowl of black goop and began stirring it furiously. “If I can’t meet her, the least I can do is make sure she’ll have her peace from all of us.” She said.

“What do you mean?” Anastacia asked, being secretly glad that she didn’t need to come up with anything else to help.

“We’re going to dye some more thread, then you’re going to go back to Holly, run the thread over her door and under the doorstep to her room or house or whatever. That way nothing from here should be able to pass through it and it’ll disguise it from the night father himself – to a degree. There’s nothing I can do to help her when the night is over there, but she seems to have figured out something if she has made it this far.” Estreya explained with vigor Anastacia hadn’t seen in her before, so far the devotee had always given off more of a playful and lazy feeling.

Anastacia nodded. “That seems like it’d help, but wouldn’t Ciel know you’re doing this? You won’t get in trouble, will you?” She asked and peered up at the starry sky above them.

“Sure he will, but it’s not like he’ll get off his ass to stop me. He knows I’ll die before repeating what I did to Holly.” The owlfolk grinned with a slight insane glimmer in her eyes. “Besides, there’s something you need to understand about gods: they are beings of convenience. When you’ve been at this for any length of time, you’ll start to understand that there’s no such thing as coincidence. Everything that appears oddly convenient was probably meticulously orchestrated by someone or something. You may think of yourself as a rogue element, but more likely than not, you were dragged where you are by some twist of planned out fate. So it’s entirely possible that what we’re doing is what Ciel figured would happen when you just ‘happened’ to run into me here.”

“This isn’t comforting to know.” The necromancer frowned. She wasn’t a fan of the idea that even after freeing herself from Mournvalley, she was still being pushed around by gods. “So are you saying that there’s no point in doing anything, since some divine twat has already decided what happens?”

“Oh no, far from it.” Estreya laughed and pinched Anastacia’s cheek. “You still make your own decisions, there’s just someone betting on what they are, and maybe, just maybe, you’ll be the one to bring chaos back into this little game. Last time your kind did that, it ended with a lot of dead gods and a lot more dead mortals, so it’s not like it’s impossible. But this is all just me rambling about how I think the world is, heck, there’s no way you could ever know if Ciel himself put me up to this to influence you!”

While Anastacia mulled over how she felt about what the devotee had suggested, they dyed a few more meters of thread. Estreya made sure to put on an extra thick layer of the weird umbral dye before tying the thread on the branch to dry.

Out of the corner of her eye, Anastacia spotted a familiar figure staring at them from the shadows down the road. Though it was dark, she could still recognize the short stature, the antlers and the oversized sword anywhere. “There they are again. Who is that?” The necromancer asked and pointed at the knight who had helped her find Estreya.

“No one, it’s just the shadows posing as you. The residents of this realm are tricky to understand and even I don’t really get what they’re up to sometimes, but what I do know is that they like to mimic what they see.” the devotee explained and wiped her fingers on her gown again. The black ink completely disappeared into the absolute darkness of her clothing, leaving no stain to be seen. “Pay them no mind, it’ll dissipate as soon as you leave.”

“But that’s not what I look like…” Anastacia muttered and squinted to get a better look at the knight.

Estreya smiled quizzically. “Everyone sees you differently, didn’t you know? For someone you might be a terrifying necromancer, an annoying twerp to another, a friend to a third. Personally, I know what’s going on in that noggin of yours and salute your open-mindedness when it comes objects of desire. The shadows don’t have eyes they could see you with, so they have deemed you to be a warrior spirit, which I suppose isn’t all that wrong – you did kind of come here to fight a god to help a friend. I’d take it as a compliment.” She said, sat back down and pulled out a mirror to see if crying had ruined her makeup.

Though slightly perturbed by the devotee calling her a pervert in a roundabout way, Anastacia couldn’t help but to smile proudly as she peered at the knight. She had mostly considered her actions dumb, but if there was a hint of bravery mixed in, it certainly didn’t hurt; though there was no way she’d tell about any of it to her friends, as all that would get her was weeks of scolding.

As the threads dried, Estreya fixed her appearances and Anastacia gazed at the stars. She could make out some of the few constellations Gilbert had managed to teach her, which meant that the night sky in this strange realm was the same as the one in the regular world, though much more lively, as the stars flickered and twinkled more like candles than anything. All in all, it was an improvement to the scenery, but not enough so that it made Anastacia consider revisiting the place just to see it. While waiting, she realized that though Estreya had seemingly returned to her usual merry self, the devotee was still downtrodden whenever she was caught off guard, only putting up a fake smile when noticing that she was being watched.

“Is there anything you want to say to Holly? I could relay a message or a note.” The necromancer offered, attempting to improve her mood.

Estreya hugged her and ruffled the necromancer’s hair. “That’s sweet of you, but it’s better if she doesn’t know we met, if she even remembers me. We don’t want her to come and find me either, that is, if she’s happy with her current life…” She said in a melancholy tone. “But… Since you offered: make sure she eats at least some vegetables, she’s going to say that she doesn’t need them but that’s bullshit; also see that she doesn’t spend all her money on sweets; also she needs to exercise regularly, even if she hates it; don’t let her eat mice because she will try to do that; also make sure she has warm clothes, the winter has barely started after all and… well you get the gist of it, just make sure she’s okay.” The priestess listed her requests like a worried mother.

“Uhh… I’ll try.” Anastacia promised and started looking around. “But how do I get out of here?”

“That much is easy, I can drop you out of here, but since you’ve moved around after entering, you’ll probably end up missing the mark by a bit. It’s nothing to worry about.” Estreya said and started bundling up some of the dyed string. She then handed it to Anastacia “You should probably curl into a ball or protect your face or something.”

“What?” Anastacia asked and lifted her gaze from the beautifully dark roll of thread, only to have the owlfolk push her over by her forehead. Oddly enough, instead of hitting the ground behind her, the necromancer sank through it, as if she had hit the surface of a lake.

“Good night.” Was the last thing she heard the devotee say before barreling through a void of darkness without any clear indication of what was up and what was down, nor any other direction for that matter. Every time she was starting to figure out which way she was falling, the direction changed, and she tumbled over a few times.

Breathing in the darkness started to get more strenuous as well and combined with the constant spinning, Anastacia was very close to passing out before her surroundings suddenly lit up and blinded her darkness accustomed eyes.

The next thing she heard was the squeaking noise she made as she slid across a tiled floor on her back thanks to the momentum she had gained in the void, until finally coming to a stop at the feet of a very confused guardsman who had been enjoying his lunchbreak in the guard barracks until Anastacia had appeared from thin air and interrupted his meal.

“Can… can I help you?” He asked from the disoriented necromancer, who proceeded to vomit on the floor and ruin what appetite the poor guardsman had left.

            

    
        Chapter 165 - Consequences 

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia had been punted out of the realm of the night father into the barracks of the guild guards almost at the opposite side of northern Valor. Having never had the reason to stray that far from the inn, she had absolutely no idea where she was or how to get anywhere, luckily the guardsman whose lunchbreak the necromancer had ruined was willing to guide her to the boutique she and Holly had visited. As from there on she would be able to hopefully navigate to the alley the owlfolk lived in.

It appeared that a few hours had passed while she had been away, and the sun was already well on its way down towards the western horizon, though Anastacia could have sworn it had taken almost a full day, but perhaps one’s sense of time wasn’t the thing to rely on when hopping between dimensions.

The parts of northern Valor that weren’t as near the gate were quite different to the one’s Anastacia was used to. Though the overall architecture of the buildings was much the same, the stores and other services they housed weren’t at all like the ones the necromancer frequented in. The number of bookstores and small libraries alone was mind-boggling to her, as was the fact that none of the windows had a single blade or piece of armor on display.

“What’s up with this place? The streets are almost empty and there’s nothing useful for sale. Where are the blacksmiths and such?” Anastacia asked and stopped to look at a collection of quills that was sale for a price that could have covered all the weaponry and armor she would no doubt go through in the next five or so years.

The guard raised his eyebrows. “Ah, you’re from near the gate, aren’t you? Well, you see, the guild likes to keep the quote unquote ‘troublesome’ adventurers around there. So warriors and other more violence-oriented ones are free to run about and go punch things more readily. The adventurers here are more about diplomacy and silvery tongues.” He explained and nodded to greet a finely dressed elven adventurer that happened to walk past them. “It’s not that the guild thinks less of your kind, but sometimes it’s better to talk things through and avoid bloodshed. Some parties also prefer to have someone who’s able to talk their way out of situations with finesse and grace as well, at the cost of having to protect them, because it’s not like you can convince a bandit lord’s pet wyvern to rethink its choices in life.”

“Huh, when I try speak my way out of situations, it usually has the opposite effect.” Anastacia laughed. “So are they like mages as well or something? Can’t imagine anyone going out there completely defenseless.”

“Usually they know a spell or two, or are mages but just not the combat type, some of them have done some training with swords as well, but in general their offensive and defensive capabilities are that of a piece of toast compared to you lot.” The guard said jokingly with a hushed tone and his mouth covered to avoid anyone overhearing him. “What are you by profession anyway? Some kind of a sneaky rogue type?”

“A mage mostly… and a necromancer.” Anastacia said with considerable emphasis on the first profession.

The guardsman squinted and looked like he was trying to remember something the best he could. “You’re ‘Anastacia’, aren’t you?” He asked.

The necromancer stopped on her tracks. “Why did that sound like my name was in quotes?”

“Oh, don’t worry, it’s just that the guild has issued an official warning about dealing with you. Apparently, you’re detrimental to order and liable to cause issues when confronted.” The guard shrugged. Obviously, he wasn’t too worried, regardless of the warning.

“Those damn official asshats! I swear to fuck if there isn’t a form that lets me snap that raspberry icicle right off their dumb foreheads, I’m going to make them write up one!” Anastacia yelled and stomped on the ground. “I AM NOT DETRIMENTAL TO ANYTHING BESIDES FUCKERY LIKE THIS!”

The guard calmly watched her flail about and waited for the rage to subside. He had clearly witnessed a few adventurers having tantrums before. “You don’t really need to get so upset over it. They haven’t actually told us to watch you or anything, and besides, from what I’ve heard, you’ve never caused trouble to the guard, so no one actually thinks you’re a danger to anyone.” He explained while lazily leaning on his halberd.

What the guard said was true, though the relationship between the only necromancer in Valor and the guild guards had started off a tad rocky with mutual wariness, as well as Anastacia almost getting arrested within a day from arriving to the city for the first time and frequently clashing with the guild officials. Anastacia had quickly understood that unlike their arrogant, crystal-horned masters, the guards were actually understanding and well-meaning. Similarly, the guards had learned that the threat posed by the necromancer was more or less nonexistent.

“It’s still ass though.” Anastacia grumbled as they continued down the nearly empty streets.

Soon enough, Anastacia started to recognize some of the shops and other buildings they passed and started to get some idea about where she was. When they finally found the general store she and Holly had visited, Anastacia thanked the helpful guard by offering to buy him a drink if he ever happened to patrol around Rosie’s inn – though she forgot to ask his name before letting him go back to his duty.

Navigating from the shop to Holly’s alley was still more or less trial and error, as Anastacia had to return to where she had started a few times before finally stumbling upon the unnaturally shady alley once more, which now seemed somehow even less inviting than before.

As she inched her way to the door, the necromancer could feel the same pressure she had felt in the realm of the night father. Yet she still pressed onwards, despite breathing becoming even more labored than it had been in the darkness. While it was clear that something was terribly off from the start, Anastacia couldn’t pinpoint what exactly. The only way she could describe it was as if something immensely powerful had turned its focus on her and almost crushed her with nothing but its gaze. Each step felt like she was hauling the entire weight of the skies on her shoulders, the air in her lungs felt like it had turned into tar, and each time she exhaled, it felt almost like she was coughing up coagulated blood.

Having her movement be hindered through necromancy was something Anastacia was familiar with, but even that felt like nothing but harmless child’s play compared to what was happening. With necromancy, there was barely any room for struggling as one’s muscles simply stopped moving, but the pressure in the alley was nothing like that, as nothing was stopping her from fighting back, but it was very obvious how futile it was.

Unsure whether she was starting to black out or if the alley was slowly becoming even darker, Anastacia lurched forwards and tossed herself towards the door, only barely managing to reach it. Using the last ounces of her strength, she slapped the door a few times and hoped that Holly could hear it. When nothing seemed to happen, the necromancer closed her eyes and kept trying to knock on the door for what felt like an eternity, until finally she could hear the door unlock.

The entire alley was suddenly flushed with light as Holly opened the door. “NO BULLYING!” She screamed from the top of her lungs and hastily dragged Anastacia inside before slamming the door shut.



Gasping for air, Anastacia flinched awake in the pile of bedding that was Holly’s nest. She flailed a bit in confusion but getting blinded by the crystal jars once more made her calm down in no time.

Holly was standing next to her with a book already lifted above her head. “Part of a story.” She demanded.

“What?” Anastacia muttered and rubbed her eyes, before getting mercilessly whacked with a book for not remembering to quote something from Holly’s story. “Ow! Stop that! Just give me a second… The throne under the ivory crown shall forever remain empty, for its owner can never see the glory of what is rightfully theirs!” She recited the first sentence that came to her mind.

Happy with the answer, the owl girl lowered her book and sat down next to Anastacia. “Thought Anna was gone. Very scary.” She said and shook her head. “Shouldn’t have let her go.”

Anastacia took a few deep breaths to make sure she was okay, but luckily it seemed like almost being crushed by darkness didn’t have any lasting effects. In her hand, she was still squeezing the small roll of thread gifted to her by Estreya, and upon seeing it, she remembered its purpose. “It honestly wasn’t all that bad, and I met someone who was able to help you.” She said and proudly showed the thread to Holly.

“Yarn? But we have no kittens.” The owlfolk wondered and turned her head. “Did you find kittens?”

The necromancer hopped up and started unraveling the thread. “I wish, but I did get this stuff that’s supposed to block anything from the realm of the night from entering here – or something like that.” She explained and snapped the thread in two, roughly equally long pieces. Trying to remember the instructions given to her, Anastacia shoved one of the pieces under the doorstep and the other into a crack between the doorframe and the wall above the door. “That… should do it? I guess?”

“No more spies?” Holly asked, sounding slightly hopeful.

Anastacia shrugged. “There’s no real way to tell – unless…” She said and took a deep breath before slowly and carefully opening the door.

“NOOOO!” Holly yelped and buried herself in beddings.

Mentally prepared to start choking again, Anastacia glanced at the alley outside, the alley that was no longer dimmed by the powers that haunted Holly. Though still shady, as alleys often were, it was only regularly shady. As far as Anastacia could tell, the threads had warded off the night, just like Estreya had promised.

“Whew… That could have gone badly.” The necromancer sighed in relief, hastily closed the door and stepped away from it. While it definitely looked promising, she didn’t exactly trust the devotee of Ciel enough to keep the door open for too long.

Holly looked annoyed. “Shouldn’t do dangerous!” She scolded Anastacia.

“Well it worked, didn’t it?” Anastacia laughed nervously. “So what now? Did you have something planned?” She quickly changed the subject.

Holly huffed and opened her book once more. “I need to sleep soon, work again in the evening, must be responsible after all. But Anna asked for another story, head noises picked one she should like.” She said while still frowning as hard as she could, as if to make sure the necromancer understood how displeased she was. Though Anastacia mostly found if funny as the owl’s tone didn’t have a hint of anger in it and didn’t correspond at all with what Holly was trying to get across.

Anastacia sat down and glanced over at the page Holly had opened. Since it was obviously just as blank as every other page in the book, Anastacia groaned in annoyance and leaned back to avoid further frustration. “Okay, what’s this story about then?” She asked and closed her eyes.

Holly yawned, cleared her throat and placed a finger on the page to begin reading. “In a kingdom buried by time and forgotten by mortals and gods alike, stood a fortress manned by the mightiest knights under the sun. For eons they had dedicated their lives to combat the kingdom’s numerous enemies, from the vile servants of death to primordial evils to newly crowned divine fates; all of this and more they had faced to serve their lords. Though limited in number, they reigned over battlefields completely unchallenged, no sword could pierce their armor and no shield could protect from their wrath.

“The commander of these knights of stone, a great strategist and a mind without peers, was known as The Erratic Judgement. Loyal beyond question, he answered the call from his masters without a fail and sent his warriors to countless wars. 

“Thanks to these mighty knights and their commander, the kingdom rose to power across the lands and prospered without limits. Though it allowed the citizens of this empire to live in peace, the unrivaled power slowly corrupted the lords of this kingdom and made them arrogant, greedy and careless. They waged more wars from the safety of their thrones, relying on the commander to strengthen their control over the world. 

“This corruption didn’t go unnoticed by the wise commander. For the purpose of his creation had always been the protection of the realm, not ensuring its blind expansion or eradication of those who didn’t submit to it. Yet, it was the purpose the lords had used him and his knights of stone for. Disappointed by his creators, The Erratic Judgement gathered his knights, sealed the gates of his fortress and fell into eternal slumber.

“Foolish and vain as they were, the lords once more challenged a new foe, expecting the knights to carry out their malicious deeds, but for the first time since the ancient times, when the kingdom was formed, the commander did not answer their call, and So began the fall of this ancient empire. Millennia of advancement in science, magic and culture, buried in mere days by the countless foes their hubris had amassed. They pleaded and begged for the commander to send out his knights, but the fortress remained silent.

“As years, centuries and millennia passed, the ruins of the ancient empire faded into obscurity, until naught was left but the ever-vigilant automatons, who continued their tireless servitude without acknowledging the fall of their masters. New kingdoms rose and fell over time, and these remnants were soon considered nothing more than purposeless machines or a force of nature. For all this time, The Erratic Judgement waited, he planned, and he calculated. Hidden from prying eyes of those that came after, he prepared for the day he could once more serve lords worthy of his loyalty. 

“Through no reasoning a mortal mind could understand, the commander finally deemed world to be ripe for his purposes. But knowing that the rulers and champions of the new world were no more resistant to the temptations of power than the lords he once served had been, the commander sent out two of his knights to travel the now unknown lands and learn whether it was truly the time for their return or not…” 

The owlfolk took a break from reading to flip a page, but when she glanced at Anastacia, Holly noticed that the necromancer was fast asleep next to her. She huffed annoyedly and closed the book before turning her attention to the door that had been reinforced with the black thread. It hadn’t budged once after Anastacia had returned, which was at the very least a good sign of the seal’s effect.



Anastacia woke up to the sound of a door slamming shut and was further shaken up by the blinding light from Holly’s collection of crystals, immediately reminding her of where she was. Clumsily climbing out of the pile of bedsheets, the necromancer looked around and figured that Holly must have just left for the inn. It was nice of her to allow Anastacia to sleep a bit longer, but in all honesty, she still had no idea where the alley was in relation to anything in the city and would definitely get lost on her way back.

As Anastacia stood up, she could hear something hard fall on the floor and roll into a corner of the room. “Ohhh!” She gasped as she remembered why she was visiting Holly in the first place. She picked up the glass pearl and peered into it, but couldn’t tell what was so special about it, so much so King had to go out of his way to destroy them. Regardless, acquiring the pearl meant that Anastacia was a step closer to finding out the simulacrum’s secret, now all she had to do was to visit a guild office to have the officials read the mystery bead.

After carefully inspecting the alley for any irregularities from inside Holly’s home, Anastacia stepped outside, made sure that the door was locked and dashed into the street as fast as she could. Though it was unlikely that being on a slightly bigger road made her any safer from being crushed like a bug by an angry god, it did make the necromancer feel a lot better.

The streets were still relatively busy despite the encroaching night, and it wasn’t hard to find a guard who could point her in the right direction. While initially comfortable, the pile of beddings hadn’t really been all that great for sleeping, and the odd position had left Anastacia’s back a bit sore, but on her way she was able to limber up a bit and shake away what grogginess was left from the long overdue nap.

The trip to the guild offices seemed much shorter than she remembered from the morning, but it was entirely possible, if not likely, that Holly wasn’t using the most direct route when navigating from the inn to her home.

Stepping into the office was always a nice experience, seeing all the different adventurers and their odd equipment, the boards full possibly amazing quests for anyone brave enough to take them and the extremely annoyed looks on the officials’ faces when they noticed the necromancer heading for their tills.

“Good evening to you, fair unicorn.” Anastacia greeted the clerk and mocked the distinctive horn on their forehead.

“We have been over this multiple times already, necromancer, unicorns are equine creatures and we are not.” The clerk sighed and put aside whatever forms she had been flopping through earlier.

“I know, and it’s amazing that you still think that pointing it out helps at all.” Anastacia laughed and leaned on the counter. “Anyway, I need you folks to help me with something.” She whispered.

The official perked up slightly. “Oh? You do now? Well, I assume it’s no coincidence that we need your aid with something as well. You see, earlier today, a messenger arrived here with a declaration of war and a list of atrocities perpetrated by someone called ‘Anastacia’” She explained while another clerk hastily handed over a scroll to her. “According to this, Valor is harboring a dangerous war criminal and by continuing to do so, is placing itself under risk of being besieged by the forces of Duke Filippos Beppo the Third. To undo this, all the guild needs to do is hand you over to them.”

Anastacia went pale and backed away from the counter. “Shitshitshitshit… They followed us?! You’re not going to toss me out, are you?!”

“The guild spent approximately four seconds discussing the matter, until it was unanimously understood that your disruptive attitude towards the guild procedure and the danger you possess to Valor as a whole far outweigh your current usefulness as an adventurer.” The official stated coldly while unraveling the scroll.

“WHAT?! I’ve done nothing but completing quest after quest for you, and you’re going to hand me over?!” The necromancer yelled but ended up lowering her tone to avoid causing a scene.

The official appeared wholly unconcerned about the outburst and emotionlessly stared at Anastacia until she calmed down. “However, if you allow me to finish now, it was also understood that if you choose to behave for once, you have the potential to complete some of the most dangerous and rewarding quests ever to be listed. In addition, above all else, it was decided that all laws of Valor will always apply to all citizens; and as per nothing less than the second law, no citizen of Valor will ever be given up to be persecuted by authorities other than the guild itself, unless they have acted against the laws of Valor.” The official continued and tore apart the scroll to make her point.

Anastacia scratched her head and returned to the till. “So you’re not going to hand me over? You could have started with that…” She muttered. “But thanks, I suppose.”

“Affirmative. The messenger was sent back with a complaint form that can be filled and submitted within the next twenty days, and which included an additional notice notifying the duke that any and all military activity within Valor’s borders will be responded to with excessive use of force, up to and including a black order.” The official nodded and for a split second, Anastacia could have sworn she saw a smug smile on her face.

“Wha… what’s a black order?” Anastacia asked.

“Did you not read the book of laws when you were filling the application to become a citizen? Hardly surprising, now that I think about it.” The clerk sighed and tossed the crumbled pieces of scroll into a small bin under the counter. “A black order is a guild submitted quest that automatically and instantly applies to all adventurers within the city. It is used as a defensive measure and grants all adventurers the permission to use whatever means necessary to defend our borders. Participation is both mandatory and extremely lucrative.”

“Oh.” The necromancer nodded, realizing that it was probably the reason she had to clean thousands of remains from the fields around the city.

The official opened up a drawer near her and began going through the glass cards stored in it. “Now, while we have no intention to rethink our decision about your fate, it would be much appreciated if you returned the favor. It would also go a long way towards improving our opinion of you. What do you say?” She asked in a tone that made it clear that it was more of a demand than a suggestion.

“Uh… Sure. What did you have in mind?” Anastacia asked nervously.

“Why a quest, of course.” The clerk said, now obviously grinning, and pulled out one of the cards from the drawer.

            

    
        Chapter 166 - Diplomancy 

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia absentmindedly flipped through the stack of papers she had been told to study carefully over the journey to the location of the quest the guild had half-forced on her. Filled to the brim with detailed information about several nations, most of which she hadn’t even heard of before, the documents were a tiresome read even for someone interested in learning about the world outside Mournvalley and Valor.

“Have you read through them yet?” Asked the guild official seated opposite to her in the carriage they had both spent the last three days in.

The necromancer nodded and handed the papers over to the official, whom she had named Strawberry because that’s what she figured the reddish crystalline horn on his forehead tasted like.

“Very well then. Since we still have some time, why don’t we test whether you actually paid any attention while reading or not?” Strawberry asked and reordered the papers to a neater pile, in an alphabetical order of course. He then picked a random sheet from the stack and glanced at it before turning to Anastacia. “Tell me about our host and client, the realm of Vassund.”

Anastacia smirked. “The largest nation of the north, generally well-meaning towards others, frequent client of Valor, not big on gods…” She lazily listed the main points of the notes. “You know, a bit after I arrived at Valor, I did this quest for an older guy called Mikhail. He was some sort advisor or whatever to the king and gave me a royal blessing from Vassund, along with a set of rings.”

The guild official sighed and adjusted his glasses. “Well, that was simplified to a point of uselessness, but true. What about nations? Let us start with... Mon Quasai?” He continued with the pop quiz.

“Farmers and traders with little to no army besides mercenaries. They provide most of the countries in the area with food when the crops fail, for a price of course. Responsible with most of the food coming into Valor. They basically control the markets in this corner of the world.” The necromancer answered and pressed her cheek against the cold glass window of the carriage. The scenery outside was bleached white by a thick cover of fluffy snow that, despite its freezing coldness, started to look inviting compared to the equally frigid company of the guild official.

“Okay…” Strawberry nodded and seemed satisfied with the answer. “How about Astra?”

“Bunch of mages and enchanters, kind of assholes towards non-mages, massive nerds that are actually ruled by a school. Nothing much to know about them since they don’t really tell anyone what they’re up to.” The necromancer said and yawned out of sheer boredom.

“Correct… Though that’s mostly because they think people outside of Astra do not have sufficient understanding of the arcane to be able to contribute to the discussion. It’s actually relatively easy to get them to open up to a fellow mage. Possibly the most noteworthy thing about them is their ability to supply enchantments to their allies, which makes them a rather desirable ally. On their own they aren’t as much of a concern, as they prefer manipulation of other nations through trade and politics, much like Mon Quasai.” Strawberry added before moving on. “How about Toumarill?”

“Mmmmonks?” Anastacia blurted out and lifted her feet on the bench, much to the guild official’s dismay.

“Care to elaborate?” Strawberry asked.

“Alchemy monks.” The necromancer stated as briefly as she could.

Clearly starting to lose faith in the questioning, the guild official picked up the stack of papers and flipped through it until he found the pages he was looking for. “Toumarill is a collection of tribes that all worship a single god called Touma. They’re ruled by the temple serving this deity, and ultimately the tomar, or the high priest, who acts as a direct link between the temple and the deity. Most of their society is built around the temple and because of that, they are extremely theistic. This didn’t use to be a problem when dealing with them, but in the recent years, they have started to act more aggressively, which is apparently all according to the will of Touma. They have also started to increase their influence over the market, starting with rarer herbs, medicines and tonics.” He explained and blankly stared at the necromancer, who was trying to kill time by balancing a stack of coins on her forehead. “Since you’re so obviously done answering these questions, I will just move on to The Holy Empire of Ou. Much like Toumarill, Ou is a theocracy led by a church, but unlike the usually peaceful Toumarillians, the people of Ou are extremely militant about their faith and suffer no disrespect to their gods. They worship a pantheon of five deities in total, one of whom is believed to be Touma under a different name. It’s also believed that the current religious leader of Toumarill was secretly brought to power by the empire, and it is entirely possible that the recent aggression of the monks is in fact orchestrated by The Holy Empire of Ou. The empire alone is a force to be reckoned with and has by far the most powerful military among the nations we have covered thus far, barring Vassund of course, who is quite simply unrivaled.”

“Wild, turns out being twats on a nationwide-scale isn’t a Mournvalley exclusive.” Anastacia commented.

“Indeed.” Strawberry nodded. “And then there’s Vul, which is more or less the definition of a military nation. Their entire culture is based around metalworking and war, which makes them the main competition for the Empire of Ou. A few decades ago, Vul still dwarfed Ou, but has since been outmaneuvered in the field of diplomacy, allowing Ou to outgrow them with the aid of their allies while Vul always relied on its own strength.” He continued in the usual monotone fashion of the guild officials.

Anastacia yawned again. “And what does all of this have to do with me again? I appreciate the info, but what do I need it for?”

Strawberry smiled in wily manner. “Because Vassund is holding a diplomatic meeting with representatives from these nations, and you have been hired to act as an unaffiliated moderator and peacekeeper that watches over the discussion, making sure it doesn’t get too heated.” He explained while almost grinning.

The necromancer couldn’t help but to laugh. “Do you have any idea how absolutely awful idea this is? You could have literally thrown a rock in a random direction at the offices and hit an adventurer more suited for this stuff than me.”

“Which is among many of the reasons we chose you, and the reason why I am here. The guild has a vested interest in helping you develop as an adventurer, and currently your greatest shortcoming is your horrid temper and attitude, both of which can be helped with guidance and introducing you to situations you are not comfortable with. To be perfectly honest, you requiring our aid right as we needed someone for this quest was a complete coincidence and we could not be happier about it.” The guild official explained with a hint of wariness in his voice, almost like he was expecting a tantrum.

“Right… So do you secretly want these countries to have a war? Because that’s probably what’s going to happen based on my experiences.” Anastacia snickered.

The guild official shook his head. “You will be present at the meeting, but you are not a part of it. You will not share your opinions or ideas. Your only purpose there is to make sure no one gets out of line or attempts anything unsavory, am I being clear enough?” He said with a somewhat stern tone.

“Unsavory? Like assassins or something?” Asked Anastacia, finally getting slightly interested in the quest at hand.

Strawberry shrugged. “There is, however, one more matter to discuss. The matter of the sixth guest.” He said ominously and handed Anastacia a single sheet of paper with barely a few lines written on it.

The necromancer took a glance at the title, crumbled up the paper and tossed it at the guild official before kicking open the carriage’s door and jumping into the snow. “Fuck you, fuck your dumb quest, fuck your dumb horn and fuck this! I’m out!” She yelled as she trudged through the snow back towards where she figured Valor was.

The carriage came to a halt and the guild official peeked out of it to see Anastacia slowly make her way in the knee-high snowbank. “So you no longer require our aid in the matter of the pearls? I should probably remind you that no other organization has the technology required for deciphering them.” He said and closed the carriage door.

After a good while of screaming at the wintery forest, the necromancer returned to the carriage, kicked the snow off her boots at Strawberry and sat back down with her arms crossed and the meanest looking frown she was able to pull off on her face.

“So… Now that the cat is out of the bag, yes, Mournvalley will have a representative there. It does change a few things; for example, you should keep your abilities as a necromancer hidden, as it would compromise your neutral image.” Admitted Strawberry, only receiving an angry scowl as a response. “Mournvalley entering the world of diplomacy has been a divisive issue and that will undoubtedly be one of the matters discussed during the next couple of days. As of right now, both Vul and Mon Quasai have accepted trade deals and allied themselves with Mournvalley in what is called the Concord of Wheat, Fire and Bone. On the other side, Ou, Toumarill and Astra formed a Covenant of the Righteous Light, which is strongly against allowing necromancers outside of Mournvalley’s borders, among many other things. Both of these alliances need Vassund on their side to have any sort of actual leverage over the other side, but Vassund would prefer these states to stay out of any kind of strong alliances they can’t control.”

Anastacia took a deep breath to calm down. “You do realize that whoever Mournvalley sends over, is probably there to kill everyone else?” She scoffed even at the idea of anyone from her home-country would bother with diplomacy.

“Well then we are in luck, since you are here. You were hired to keep everyone in there in check, that includes whoever the sixth guest may be.” Strawberry smiled.

“I swear to fuck, if there isn’t a single assassin or anything else worth my time, I’ll quit.” Anastacia muttered under her breath.

While the guild official continued flooding Anastacia’s ears with information she really didn’t care about and barely even understood, the carriage started to pass a few farmhouses here and there, suggesting that their journey was at its end. Soon enough, a massive timber lodge appeared in the horizon, surrounded by a seemingly endless field of pure white snow.

Build from lumber almost as thick as Anastacia was tall, the lodge was almost obnoxious in size and most definitely a sight to behold. Though entirely made from wood, it rivaled even the guild offices in height and towered over the smaller huts and stables around it.

The guard driving the carriage steered them through the gate that led into the lodge’s yard, but oddly, there was no one to greet them or inquire about their business in the area. Though the yard was entirely abandoned, Anastacia could tell that there were people inside the building itself, and apparently this was because the only way the negotiations were going to happen in the first place, was if none of the attending parties, including the hosts, brought no unneeded personnel, such as guards to the meeting. Vassund would provide food and housekeeping services, but security rested entirely on the narrow shoulders of Anastacia alone – and a sole guild guard that had been brought along to drive the carriage, and according to his own words, ‘protect’ the guild official Strawberry from physical labor of having to carry the luggage.

Anastacia hopped out of the carriage and took a look at the endless snowfield around them. “Well, this makes things simpler, I can tell if someone is trying to sneak in. Not that it matters because someone is going to try and kill everyone as soon as they arrive.” She commented on the surroundings.

“Mournvalley needs these talks to be a success just as much as everyone else, possibly even more so. My personal, highly educated guess would be that they are the last ones to try and sabotage the negotiations.” Strawberry pointed out and started leading the necromancer towards the lodge.

Just as they stepped on the stairs leading to the massive wooden door, it slowly creaked open. Behind it was a tall and sturdily built dark elf, whose long silvery hair was tied on a single thick braid that was decorated with dozens of metal beads that had some sort of runes minted on them. Her clothes appeared to be some kind of a military uniform, though an extremely plain one at that, as it was made from a dull and undetailed grey wool. She stared down at the necromancer and guild official standing before her. “You the folk from Valor?” She asked with a gruff grimace on her face.

“Yes, vice commander Lumira, Anastacia here is the adventurer we have chosen for the contract and I am here to make sure our actions do not affect the-“ Strawberry started what was probably going to be a longwinded explanation, but was cut off by the dark elf simply walking away and leaving the door open.

“She seems nice.” Anastacia commented and stepped inside.

Right away the adventurer was stuck by the warmth inside the lodge, being cooped up in the carriage that did very little beyond giving shelter from the wind for a few days had almost made her forget how nice it was to be in a properly heated building.

After a small entryway, the inside of the lodge opened up into a massive hall. Directly opposite to the entrance, was an absolutely monstrous fireplace that contained a blaze that was nothing short of a pyre. The wall around it was lined with hunting trophies, such as pelts and antlers from the abnormally large animals that roamed the northern parts of the continent. In the middle of the room, under a grand chandelier crafted from a pair of huge antlers, was a U-shaped wooden table with ten chairs arranged around it.

At the moment, only the chair directly in the middle of the curve had an occupant, as the rest of the guests hadn’t arrived yet. Sitting in that chair was an old, burly man with a bushy white beard and the shiniest bald head Anastacia had ever seen. Vice commander Lumira was sitting on the table next to him, presumably reporting on the arrival of the adventurer. Based on their similar uniforms, Anastacia guessed this old man was the superior officer and likely the actual host of the meeting.

Noticing his first guests, the man slowly stood up with the aid of his cane and the vice commander and calmly walked over to meet them. “Good day to you, guild master! I am extremely glad you were able to make it here.” He merrily greeted Strawberry shook his hand before turning his attention to Anastacia. “And I presume you are the one I hired? My name is Nikolai Bronson, a commander of the grand army of Vassund, though these days I mostly just dabble in diplomacy – back isn’t what it used to be, you know? I believe you already met my vice commander, pay no mind to her attitude, poor girl was born incurably sour.” He said and laughed.

“Y… yeah.” Anastacia said and bowed politely. “My name is Anastacia.”

“Anastacia… I like that! I was expecting someone more… formidable, but I trust the guild and if they think you are the one for the job, I’ve no room to question it.” Nikolai admitted and nodded back at the necromancer. “Just be prepared to bare some teeth, since some people might not take you seriously. But how about I have Lumira show you to your room while the guild master and I go over the paperwork? There’s still some time before the guests arrive.” He suggested and gestured for the vice commander to come forth.

“I have a room?” Asked Anastacia.

Nikolai laughed heartily. “Well you are going to spend the next three days here, and I can’t bear the thought of anyone thinking Vassund is anything but a generous host to its visitors! Go take a look at your room, change into something less toasty and have Lumira show you the premises and staff while you’re at it. I’ll answer any questions you might have when you get back.” He suggested and returned to his seat, standing around was clearly taking a toll on him even if he appeared so cheery.

Strawberry had waited for the guild guard to show up with the luggage and took out a parcel from the large trunk of supplies he had taken along for some reason. “This is a guild issued formal dress for female officials. Though you are not standard issue-sized, it can be adjusted to fit you. They have been meticulously designed to give off an aura of dignity, authority and class. Please use it.” He said, though it almost sounded like a plea.

Anastacia wasn’t the one to reject free clothing, but she did plan on giving the clerk a non-standard issue-sized ass kicking if the dress looked stupid. Since the vice commander clearly wasn’t going to wait for her before disappearing into the staircase leading to the second floor of the lodge, she didn’t have time to thank the official before running off to catch up on Lumira.

            

    
        Chapter 167 - The stage is set

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia’s room turned out to be much, much larger than she could have even dreamt of. It came with a bed so large that it could have comfortably fit ten small necromancers in it without getting crowded, a window as big as any of the walls in her room at the inn, a small library that consisted of hundreds of plays and memoirs from famous people, a bath almost as large as the shared ones in Valor and even a balcony, in case she needed to freeze herself to death. In all accounts, the room was fit for a royalty, which she technically was.

The outfit she had been given was not at all what she had expected either, it consisted of a white, long-sleeved silk undershirt, a purple side buttoned waistcoat with the guild’s emblem embroidered on it with golden string, a pair of white trousers that were a bit uncomfortably tight, a weird piece of purple cloth that attached to the belt and covered her left leg. Yet the strangest part was the set of three knives attached to the right thigh. Since the officials didn’t really rely on violence, it was odd that their attire had weapons. Combined with her own knife, staff and five spears bundled on her back, she was about as armed to the teeth as she could be, though she slightly regretted not taking her new fancy sword along.

“Maybe I should pursue a career in diplomacy? I look amazing in uniform.” She marveled and spun around in front of a mirror.

“Mmh…” Lumira grunted from the doorway. “Hair still looks like pinecones might fall out if I shake you too much.” She commented gruffly.

“Nah, acorns maybe. Anyway, you’re just jealous because you don’t have a bunch of knives on you.” Sneered the necromancer back at the dark elf.

“I’d only need my hands to snap you in two. Can’t believe the guild would send some twerp like you…” The vice commander scoffed and pounded her fists together.

Figuring this was what Nikolai had meant with his advice about baring teeth, Anastacia grinned as widely as she could and stared into the elf’s red eyes. “Your hands would get snapped in two if you tried!” She laughed and bopped the confused vice commander’s nose with a finger before slipping past her into the hallway. “Now, you were going to show me around?”

Lumira groaned quietly but fixed her posture and started walking down the corridor at an almost unnaturally fast pace. “The second floor is reserved for the guests. As you go down this corridor, in order the rooms are: Nikolai’s room, my room, the guild master’s room, your room, and then Mournvalley, Vul, Mon Quasai, Toumarill, Astra and Ou.” She explained and pointed at the doors one by one.

“You’ve put the Mournvalley representative’s room right next to mine, are you expecting them to cause trouble?” Anastacia asked and squeaked her boots on the waxed wooden floor.

“We’ve put it as far away from Ou as physically possible, those two are guaranteed to tear into each other at some point, but that’s your problem now, isn’t it?” The vice commander said with a hint of defiance in her tone.

They walked along the corridor for a good while, almost long enough to cause some flashbacks for the adventurer from the infinite corridor she and Gilbert had been stuck in. Though the warm and pleasantly lit wooden one they were in now would have been a much more pleasant one for being eternally stuck in. Finally, they arrived at a small lobby with a couple of chairs, a few bookcases and a chessboard table in it. From there their options were a second corridor opposite to the one they had walked though, a staircase to the third floor and a staircase back to the ground floor.

“Over there are some more rooms, currently empty and locked, so they don’t really matter.” Lumira said and nodded towards the other corridor. “The third floor has Nikolai’s personal office, the main library, a small auditorium, a generously equipped bar and such. Explore them on your own time so you don’t waste mine. Fourth floor is reserved for the staff and storage, there’s no reason for anyone to go there.”

The dark elf didn’t waste time asking Anastacia whether she needed to know anything else and instead just headed back downstairs with the necromancer barely being able to keep up without running. At the bottom of the stairs was a short corridor that connected the kitchen and laundry room to the great hall. After quickly glancing if everything was okay at the hall, Lumira led Anastacia to the kitchen of the lodge.

Handily dwarfing Rosie’s kitchen in size and equipment, the cookery was something entirely different. Multiple lit stoves made the room far hotter than the rest of the lodge, and the fuming pots and pans made the air uncomfortably humid. The number of copper pots stacked on top of the cabinets and hanging from the walls was nothing short of mind boggling, as was the speed at which the chefs worked. In total, seven people were working in the kitchen, three humans and four dark elves. Three of them seemed to be chefs, working full time in the kitchen and the other four simply had aprons over their servant’s attires, suggesting that they were only helping out and were usually tasked to do other things.

“These are the people responsible for our food and other services during our stay at the lodge. You may interrogate them later, or whatever it is that you plan on doing.” Lumira introduced the servants and knocked on the counter to get their attention.

Anastacia tried to quickly memorize their faces, just in case. “Hello, everyone! My name is Anastacia, I’m the head, and I suppose the rest of the body as well, of security. It’d make my job a lot easier if any would-be assassins among you could raise their hand now.” She said and smiled happily to her confused audience. “No takers? Okay… I’ll find out who you are sooner or later… Anyway, if one of you sees anything odd, day or night, you come to me immediately. Also, whoever brews the coffee here, I take mine with all the sugar – all of it.”

“Right…” The vice commander sighed. “The meeting once everyone gets here will be followed by a meal, so lets just leave these people to their work and return to the great hall.” She said and left the room in the same hasty but exact and purposeful manner she appeared to do everything in.

Back at the hall, Strawberry was going through the paperwork for the one last time with Nikolai and to Anastacia it almost appeared like he was happy flipping the pages and stacking them neatly on the table in front of him, though noticing that the necromancer returned seemed to kill his mood entirely.

Lumira pointed the necromancer to a chair between Nikolai and Strawberry and sat down on the chair on the other side of her commanding officer.

“I must say, that uniform suits you. Have you thought about a career in the military?” Nikolai laughed and tapped his cane on the floor a couple of times.

“All clothes suit me. Besides, I’m already a queen, so I don’t feel like getting demoted.” Smiled Anastacia and adjusted her trousers by the knees. After she had moved around for a bit, it had become clearer that the uniform wasn’t made for her specifically.

The commander nodded happily and stroked his beard. “Well, if you change your mind, the offer still stands. But let us get to business. After all, you never know if someone decides to arrive early.” He said and placed his cane on the table. The handle caught Anastacia’s attention, as it was carved from bone and had some eerily familiar-looking patterns on it. “The schedule we have planned for the next few days, is as follows: the mornings start with an optional breakfast here, after which we’ll begin the first couple of hours of negotiations of the day. Once we’ve decided that no further progress will be made, everyone is free to roam the lodge, mingle or gather their thoughts until the chefs are done preparing our lunch. Attending the lunch is mandatory for all guests, as it is our tradition that both lunch and dinner are eaten together. After a short rest, we’ll gather here for a second round of negotiations, which may well last until dinner is prepared. Again, dinner is mandatory to all guests as well. After everyone has had their fill, the schedule for the day is over and everyone is free to spend them as they wish. Personally, I’ll retire to my study in the third floor to record what was discussed during the day, feel free to visit me if something is bothering you. As for today, we’ll simply have everyone air out their grievances quickly and have a dinner before letting everyone get familiar with the lodge.”

“Huh, are you sure about the whole mandatory attendance for meals? Wouldn’t it be a bit awkward if the negotiations don’t go well?” Anastacia asked.

“Oh, such matters will be forgotten entirely while we eat.” Nikolai laughed once more. “Vassund is… well, an inhospitable frozen wasteland for a good part of the year. Work tends to be grueling at best for many, and life isn’t as easy as it could be. That’s why the people of Vassund believe that such matters should be firmly set aside for the few moments of respite we get during the day, and instead we focus on the good things in life: good food, good drink and good company.” He explained and patted his vice commander’s back, though the dark elf didn’t seem to be as into the tradition as he was and only sighed in response. “But back to the matter of your assignment. Your only goal is to make sure everyone leaves this lodge in one piece, which you can achieve in the manner of your choosing. I’m sure the guild master traveling with you has informed you about the restrictions of your position as an adventurer, so I’ll not delve into that. As for suggestions, it’d probably be a good idea for you stay right there during negotiations, just in case things get heated. I’ll do what I can to keep things calm, but I’ve no doubt these won’t be easygoing talks we’re heading into. I’ll also have you introduce yourself once everyone is here, if you can pull some fancy trick to impress them, it’d probably help.”

“I’ll figure out something.” Anastacia shrugged. “What about when I sleep? That’s a pretty obvious moment of opportunity for shenanigans.”

“I will be watching the corridor during your rest, but please, keep it at a minimum. I have no way to defend myself, so I can only scream for help if something happens.” Strawberry jumped into the conversation.

Anastacia frowned. “What about the guard, can’t you just have him watch over you, and won’t you need some sleep too? I can’t imagine you’ll have much time between watching me and the negotiations.”

“My guard will not be allowed to enter the lodge as he was not mentioned in the paperwork, instead he’ll spend his time in the stables.” The guild official said and tapped the stack of paper in front of him with his fingers. “As for my sleep schedule, the guild doesn’t deem that information pertinent for your success.”

“Oh…” Anastacia felt slightly bad for the guard, since he would be stuck outside in the cold.

Nikolai noticed this and patted the necromancer’s shoulder. “’tis a good quality in one to worry for others like that, but fret not, lass. We here at Vassund value our horses as much as the rest of our family, so the stables are just as warm as this lodge, and the man will have all the beer and meat he needs – in fact, I’m a bit bummed out that I’m needed here and can’t join him.” He admitted reassuringly.

The host shared a few more details about the lodge with Anastacia while they waited for the guests to arrive, apparently there was a cellar that could be accessed through a hatch in the floor somewhere in the kitchen, but it was only really used as a cold storage for food. Anastacia also mentioned Mikhail, who was apparently a good friend of Nikolai’s and loosely related to Lumira.

Eventually Anastacia could feel two carriages approaching the lodge, neither of them had a necromancer in them, but she figured that she might as well greet them right away and confiscate any weapons they might have. Lumira joined her as the official greeter for the event.

The carriages couldn’t have been more different from each other. Pulled by four sturdy warhorses, the first one to arrive was a large, armored wagon that looked like it could probably shrug off a direct hit from a cannon. The crest on its side had a blacksmith’s hammer and a sword crossed over a shield, which Anastacia recognized as one of the crests drawn on the forms about Vul she had read on the way to the lodge.

The other carriage was drawn by two beautiful steeds that were almost white enough to blend into the snow around them. The carriage itself was fairly ordinary and much like the one Anastacia and Strawberry had traveled in, but the distinguishing feature was the driver, who appeared to be a golem of some sort. A pile of floating rocks tied to each other by glowing white threads that puppeteered its movements. On the side of the carriage was the emblem of the Institute Astraea, the letter A with some magical incantation described on it.

“Vul and Astra, two very different nations, but both always on time. One thought rigorous discipline and the other through scholarly conduct.” Lumira explained and straightened her uniform. “Vul’s representative is the forgemaster Magnon, as for Astra, they should be sending the high magister Ilyu Minerva.”

Anastacia nodded and straightened her own outfit as the representatives stepped down from their carriages and dragged out their luggage. Noticing each other, both bowed slightly and greeted each other. In the closed off yard, the conversation echoed well all the way to the door.

“I see that the children’s storybooks clearly did not exaggerate the hideousness of witches. Have you forgotten to pack your cauldron and broomstick, Ilyu?” The forgemaster said mockingly.

“Ah, forgemaster! Is banging rocks together still going well for you? Or have you discovered the secrets of sharpened sticks yet?” The high magister responded.

Suddenly both of them burst into laughter as they shook each other’s hands and the forgemaster picked up Ilyu’s luggage as well. Though they were supposed to represent two different alliances that were on the brink of a war, there was no hostility to be sensed between the two as they walked up the stairs and greeted Lumira.

The high magister entered the lodge first, as Magnon politely let her. She lowered the hood of her turquoise cloak and stared at Anastacia, almost looking like she was wondering why there was a lost child in the meeting. Probably somewhere in her sixties, the high magister had a long, grayed hair that was tied up on a bun. Though she looked slightly frail, Ilyu also had an aura of dignity that made her a bit hard to look directly at without feeling somehow inferior.

“Uh… My name is Anastacia, I’m in charge of security here. Do you have any weapons on you?” The adventurer mumbled and avoided the mage’s gaze.

“My mind is sharper than any weapon and my tongue can bring forth disaster, how do you suppose I hand them over?” The high magister asked, seeming completely sincere in her inquiry. She then noticed the staff on Anastacia’s back and ran her fingers along it, at the same time, the temperature of the entryway fell sharply as the mage transferred the heat to the staff. “I see… So you’re a student of the arcane arts as well?”

“I… dabble in ice and fire magic.” Anastacia nodded.

Ilyu suddenly smiled warmly. “Perhaps we have things to discuss as well then. As for weapons, I have naught but this ring I use to cool down drinks.” She said and showed her hand to the necromancer. On the mage’s middle finger was a somewhat bulky crystalline ring that had been carved from the same material as Anastacia’s staff. Instead of a gemstone, the ring had a droplet of ice on it to imitate one. “I’m sure you know that it doesn’t have the capacity to cause any harm.”

Indeed, Anastacia had learned enough to know that no matter how powerful the ice mage was, the size of the item they used as a heat sink ultimately decided how much energy it could store before exploding. Though it could still technically be used as a weapon thanks to the explosive nature of the crystal, the loud ringing it made before that would reveal any such intentions, so she figured that there was no harm in letting the mage keep her ring. Besides, it was probably the least of the mischief the high magister could cause.

While Lumira Announced the arrival of Astra’s representative, forgemaster Magnon stepped inside. At about two meters in height, Vul’s representative was a hulking monster of a man. Being a member of the strange species that made up most of the nation’s population, most of his skin was covered in stone-like material that emanated some heat. Sprouting from his forearms were two metallic spikes that could easily be categorized as weapons, but clearly weren’t going to come off. Despite all this, they still deemed it necessary to clad themselves in armor more often than not, as was the case with the forgemaster. However, the most striking aspects of Magnon were his beautifully golden eyes. It was as if they were filled with liquid gold and as he looked around, small swirls appeared in them.

He put down the heavy looking chest he had been hauling from his carriage and promptly saluted the adventurer by placing his right hand over his chest. “Security?” He asked.

Anastacia nodded and quietly thanked some deity that the forgemaster was susceptible to necromancy, as fire magic probably wouldn’t do much to stop him from doing anything.

“Have you surveyed the perimeter sufficiently?” He continued.

Anastacia nodded again.

“Good.” Magnon approved and took a better look at the small adventurer in front of him. “You have strapped an impressive arsenal of weaponry on you. A rare choice for creatures your size.” He muttered and kneeled to go though his luggage. After a while he turned back to Anastacia and handed a small throwing axe to the necromancer. “Here’s one more, I made it on the way here.”

Though relatively basic, the axe seemed sturdy and like it would do its job if thrown. Because she didn’t have anything to hang it on, Anastacia simply placed it on the bench next to her for the time being. “Thank you, but I have to ask, do you have any other weapons?” She said and pointed at the chest.

The forgemaster stared at the chest for a few seconds before turning back to Anastacia. “You know what? It’s probably better if I just leave that there then.”

“Okay… I can help you later if you need something from there, other than that, the weapons stay with me.” The adventurer said and pushed the chest against a wall, so it was out of the way.

Lumira returned to fetch the forgemaster and quickly show him to his seat before getting back to the door. While they waited for the next guest and the newly arrived ones greeted Nikolai, Anastacia showed her new axe to the dark elf, who for some reason didn’t seem too impressed by the weapon.

Roughly twenty minutes later, the necromancer could feel the next two carriages find their way towards the lodge on the snowy road. This time the first one to arrive was pulled by two oxen, which was somewhat odd, but also revealed who the carriage belonged to, even before the feathered emblem of Toumarill was visible. The fourth carriage to arrive seemed more like a traveling merchant’s wagon than anything, and the crest of Emporium Quasai on it explained why, as it was one of the largest trading companies that controlled the nation of Mon Quasai.

“War chief Fang of Toumarill is a quiet man of faith, I’d keep talking to a minimum if you want to earn his respect.” The vice commander pointed out as the guests hopped out of their carriages. “As for Farcie the Younger… Do not believe anything he says, or you’ll find out where the ‘con’ in ‘economy’ comes from.”

Despite the earlier arrival of Toumarill’s representative, the elf that jumped off the wagon from Mon Quasai rushed to the door faster and almost crashed into Lumira. “Why hello there Lumira, the beauty of snow and ice. Have you been waiting for me eagerly?” He asked with an extremely punchable grin on his face and winked. When the reaction he received from the vice commander was less than nothing, he moved on to Anastacia. “And what’s this? A pale beauty I’ve yet to meet?”

As the elf approached her, Anastacia’s hand unconsciously moved towards the daggers on her leg. While otherwise normal looking for an elf, Farcie the Younger had leaves growing from his neatly greased black hair. His clothes were obviously expensive, and he even had his name embroidered on his vest.

“The name is Farcie the Younger, named after my father, Farcie the Older. Together we are the greatest and the second greatest merchants this world has ever seen – I’ll let you figure out the order.” He repeated a speech that was so obviously rehearsed that it didn’t even sound witty to someone who heard it for the first time.

Anastacia fiddled with the knives strapped to her thigh and took back a step. “Do you have any weapons? I’m in charge of security and have decided to confiscate them all for now.” She asked with the most monotone and uninterested voice she could.

“Security? You? That’s adorable!” The elf exclaimed. “Well, I do have the most powerful weapon there is.” He grinned and pulled a single coin from his pocket. “This buys me as many armed guards as I need, and I do believe that includes you adventurers, does it not? Truly, money is the most powerful weapon out there.”

“Cool.” Anastacia shrugged. “Give me all your money then.”

Farcie’s jaw dropped as his excessive flair seemed to have no effect on the adventurer. “Wh… what? Is this a robbery? What’s going on here?!” He yelled in confusion.

“Sir, you said it yourself, money is a weapon in your hands. Now please, hand over all the money you have on you.” The necromancer insisted, grabbed the coin from Farcie’s hand and tossed it into the corner with the forgemaster’s luggage.

Flabbergasted by the rudeness of the adventurer he considered to be no more than a mere mercenary, the elf looked at Lumira for aid, but the vice commander didn’t seem interested in moving a muscle to help him. “Just wait until my father hears about this…” Farcie muttered and reluctantly handed over several heavy pouches full of coins from his bag before being pushed into the great hall by Lumira.

While all this had happened, an elderly orc had patiently waited for his turn by the door. Oozing the kind of dignity found in old warriors, he reminded Anastacia about Gilbert. Walking with the aid of a cane, he entered the lodge and stared down at the necromancer. His robes were made from a sturdy-looking orange fabric and had plenty of signs of use from the years, or possibly decades they had been used. Clearly Toumarillians didn’t put too much weight into their appearances, but it wasn’t as if the war chief was unwashed or anything, so Anastacia thought the slight scruffiness was charming.

“Greetings.” The war chief said and bowed politely.

Anastacia bowed back. “Hi. Have you got any weapons on you?” She asked as briefly as she could while eying the war chief’s cane, which seemed somehow odd. Because the handle looked a lot like a sword’s handle, she hoped it was one of the trick canes with a blade in them, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

“Child, anything is a weapon in the hands of a warrior.” The orc laughed.

“Fair enough.” Anastacia shrugged and let the war chief pass since he didn’t have anything on his belt, and there was no way she could be absolutely sure about anyone without going through their luggage. Not to mention that there was a plentiful supply of decorative weapons and other utensils inside the lodge.

While watching the carriages leave for the nearest town, where they would wait for the meeting to be over, Anastacia listened at the conversation in the great hall. The mood was nothing like she had expected, everyone seemed to be getting along well and there wasn’t even a hint of friction in the air. For a while she even wondered if her presence there was more of a formality than anything else. Eventually the next carriage appeared in the horizon and she told Lumira about it.

The dark elf took a glance at the carriage and sighed. “Get ready.” She said, looking oddly nervous.

“What? Sure, Ou is a major party pooper but it can’t be that bad? Everyone else seems like they’re having fun.” Anastacia asked and started to get a bit worried as well.

“Their representative’s name is Pain, Lady Helia Pain the Pure. So yes, it can be that bad.” Lumira pointed out and nervously straightened her uniform again. “If I were you, I’d just avoid her entirely.”

“No can do, I’m not here to take shit from anyone. Nikolai said I needed to impress the guests, hiding from them isn’t going to do that.” The necromancer said, hiding her nervousness as much as she could. She had hard time even imagining what kind of a monster would get the usually so calm vice commander so worried.

The carriage itself was entirely white and decorated with small gilded carvings that depicted cloaked praying figures. The driver was wearing a set of robes that hid their identity completely and didn’t reveal as much as their hands. Even the horses in front of the carriage were heavily armored with white plates of metal that had been decorated with gold. As it stopped in front of the stairs leading up to the door, the driver hurried to open the door for whoever was inside and carried their luggage to the top of the stairs.

With a bright lantern on her hand, Lady Helia Pain lowered herself onto the stairs and corrected her posture. Wearing a completely white military uniform that wasn’t all that unlike Anastacia’s, the representative of Ou stood taller than even the forgemaster, though far, far nimbler. Her skin appeared to be some kind of a hardened carapace and had lines of spikes running along her forearms and shins. Because her feet were little more than two sharp nails, instead of boots she was simply wearing a pair of white spats with golden buttons on them. Similarly, she only had three fingers that ended in black, razor-sharp nails on her hands.

Without bothering to greet Lumira, the representative waltzed inside and seemed genuinely confused when Anastacia stepped in her way. “Who dares?!” She hissed, brought her lantern closer to the necromancer’s face and intensely stared at her with her pitch-black eyes that only had small orange dots on them for irises. “This is a child?”

“Hi. My name is Anastacia, I’m the adventurer in charge of security.” Greeted the necromancer as happily as she could.

“Is this a dwarf? A goblin? Can an adventurer be so small? But why is it stopping us? We wish to enter. We demand access.” Helia continued hissing and turned her head.

Anastacia smiled and pushed the lantern a bit further away from her face. “I’m going to need you to hand over any weapons you have before you can go in.”

“It mistakenly touched us? Surely it wouldn’t do so on purpose? And it wants weapons. The invite did not mention combat, so why would the pure carry arms? Is the adventurer a filthy idiot? They have hired a filthy idiot.” Helia prattled on and moved the lantern back closer to Anastacia’s face. “A human after all? Tell us, human adventurer Anastacia, have you faith?”

Anastacia scratched her head. “Well, I’ve had dealings with some gods, but I don’t really put much stake on them helping me personally, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“A lesser being of no faith then. We will not waste more time on human adventurer Anastacia. Unless it wishes to become more than filth? But now we must pass. Would the filth move?” The Ouan representative asked, now sounding somehow bored of the conversation.

Getting tired of the rudeness as well, Anastacia stepped aside and sat back down to wait for the final guest, whom she easily dreaded the most.

As soon as Lumira announced the arrival of Lady Helia, the crash landing of the mood in the great hall was almost noticeable as a cold ripple that traveled across the room. The friendly chatter ceased immediately, and the guests returned to their seats to only whisper at the people that were a part of their alliance. Even the host’s attempts at starting conversation did little to mend the situation.

Half an hour of waiting later, Lumira gazed into the darkening horizon and sighed. “They’re running late. I wonder if something happened?” She said and leaned against the wall.

“Well it’s Mournvalley, so maybe they found some nice little village to slaughter and lost the track of time.” Anastacia mumbled.

“You don’t like necromancers?” The vice commander asked and seemed surprised.

Anastacia couldn’t help but to laugh. “I’ll snuggle up with Lady Pain over there in a heartbeat if it gets be from dealing with whatever asshat they’re sending.” She joked.

“Well, for your information, Sir Teal is a good friend of both Nikolai and I, and the entire realm of Vassund. So watch your tone.” Lumira said with a hint more disdain in her voice than usual.

Recognizing the name ‘Teal’ as one of Coquelicot’s apprentices, Anastacia couldn’t help but to wonder why she wasn’t attending the meeting herself, though it was possible that the queen of the necromancer had other meetings to attend. While deep in thought, she didn’t pay attention to her surroundings and was startled by the presence of a strong necromancer when Lumira suddenly perked up.

“Hey, do you think there’s a chance I could chat with this necromancer before he gets in? I’ve got some concerns about him, even if he’s your friend.” The adventurer asked, hoping she could tell Teal not to blow her cover by telling others about her connections to Mournvalley.

Lumira shrugged. “I can’t tell you how to do your job.” She said and opened the door.

Anastacia slipped outside and waded through the snow to get enough distance to the lodge so she wouldn’t get overheard.

The carriage drawn by two reanimated skeletal horses pulled over to the side of the road and its door popped open. Out hopped a young man with the pasty skin of a necromancer and long black hair, whom Anastacia did recognize from their previous dealings. However, he had changed the blue robes of the new inquisition into a long blue coat and a set of far less cult-like clothes. Hanging from his belt was not one, not two or not even three, but six swords, that Anastacia could tell had bone parts in them for obvious reasons.

“Did not expect to see you here.” Teal laughed and took a step closer. “I take it that you’re our adventurer?”

“Yep, and for the record, we don’t know each other and I’m not a necromancer. Unless, you’re here to just kill everyone, in which case, do you want me to burn what’s left of you? I could send the ashes back to Coquelicot.” Anastacia nonchalantly threatened the inquisitor. “Also, I’m going to steal your swords.”

Teal chuckled. “Still don’t like us, huh? Well, whatever. I’m not here to kill anyone, Mournvalley is far better off if this war doesn’t happen. Besides, if I wanted to kill anyone here, I would have just killed my way into their home ages ago. You of all people should know that we don’t dick around like this if we need people dead.”

Anastacia groaned because the inquisitor was right, and she would have to deal with him for the next three days. “Fine! But I’m still taking the swords.” She grumbled.

The inquisitor detached the sheathes from his belt and handed the pile of swords to Anastacia. “There might be a bit of blood on them, I ran into some… hurdles on the way and forgot to clean them.” He admitted and laughed awkwardly.

Fully intending to steal the swords anyway, Anastacia returned to the lodge with the inquisitor and tossed the swords into her growing pile of weapons. Since everyone was now present, she followed Teal and Lumira into the great hall and quickly shuffled to her seat.

“My apologies for the delay, everyone.” Teal greeted the rest of the guests. “I had the misfortune of running into some highwayman-types along the way. However, there was a bit of luck to be found there as well, as when I went through their belongings after our kerfuffle, I found this.” He explained and dug out a pouch of coins from his pocket. “Those rogues had clearly managed to rob some caravan heading out from Ou, because they had this pouch full of coins that were minted in Ou. Isn’t that right, Lady Helia?” He continued with tone so condescending that even Anastacia understood what he was really saying.

Without missing a beat, the Ouan representative responded. “You have acquired our currency? We are truly in luck. What an incredible coincidence.” She lied with absolutely no intention to admit that she herself had paid mercenaries to harass Teal on the way, even if everyone present could guess as much.

When the final guest was shown to his seat along the long table in the middle of the room, Nikolai slowly stood up and banged his cane on the floor a couple of times the get everyone’s attention. He cleared his throat and waited for Lumira to get to her seat as well before speaking up. “Good evening, dear friends. As all of you know, there has been some unforeseen developments in the political climate of this nook of the world in the past months and years. Because of that, I’ve summoned a representative from each of the nations whom it concerns in an effort to ease at least some of the friction that has unfortunately built up between us. As I’ve already explained in detail in your invitations, this lodge is to be treated as neutral grounds amongst all of us, do not consider me or my right arm, Lumira, as an authority simply because we happen to be the ones hosting this event, as we are here in the same role as any and each one of you are. That said, there is a single authority here that oversees all and reports to no one: Anastacia. An adventurer selected for this task by the guild of Valor itself. You’ve all met her by the door, but before this meeting officially begins, I’ll give her a chance to speak up.” He explained with a bellowing and powerful voice Anastacia hadn’t expected at all from an old and to a degree, frail man. As Nikolai sat back down, he whispered to the adventurer. “Why don’t you give them something to think about.”

Anastacia nodded, grabbed her staff and walked to the middle of the curved table. Though addressing so many important people at once was nerve-racking, a method she had devised earlier helped out considerably: she imagined that everyone in her audience was a goblin and as the queen, she needed to keep them in check with a flashy declaration. One more deep breath and she was ready to speak up. “Hi, everyone!” She said and smiled harmlessly. “Like Nikolai said, I’m here to babysit all of you. Now, I don’t really give a toss about the result of these talks, since I have no horse in this race at all. But what you people need to understand is that I’m here to make sure no one gets hurt. Scream at each other all day for all I care, but if someone so much as thinks about throwing hands, they’ll answer to me about it.” She continued and walked around a bit to make an eye contact with everyone around her. “I know what you’re thinking, I’m all small and cuddly while you are seasoned warriors and like three times my size, or mages and necromancers that can kill with a thought. So how could I possibly keep all of you in check? Well, to put it simply-”

Suddenly she slammed her staff on the ground and started sucking as much heat from the room as possible, quickly lowering it to almost freezing. Then the five spears strapped on her back shot up into the air and were joined by the swords she had taken from Teal earlier. Together the swords and spears slowly rotated around her and pointed at the people seated by the table. All but Teal and the forgemaster leaned back in their chairs and looked around worriedly.

“So your mind is as sharp as a sword and your tongue a tool of destruction? Mine is a force of nature. Your hands turn all they touch into deathly weapons? Mine bring death without so much as a tender skim. Your armor makes you invulnerable? My spears pierce mountains. You wish to bribe me with gold and other finer possessions? From the second you I knew you existed, I could have taken them from you and given nothing in return. Understand this and we won’t have a problem.” She said with the same tone she used to command her goblins.

With her threat over and done with, Anastacia piled the weapons into a neat stack on the floor and released what heat she could back into the room. Happy with the confused and scared looks from the guests, she skipped back over to her seat. “Oh! and you can just call me Anna if you want.”

            

    
        Chapter 168 - Proud nations of the north

    
    
    
    
                Amused by the blend of confused and scared stares she now gathered from everyone in the room, Anastacia leaned back in her chair and smiled innocently. Everyone aside from Teal, who could obviously see through the trick, and the stoic forgemaster, were taken aback by the adventurer’s threat and understood that they had underestimated their head of security by a mile.

Being the only person in the room without a speck of combat training, Farcie the Younger quietly moved his chair just a bit closer to the inquisitor sitting next to him. “Hey.” He whispered. “You’re a necromancer and warrior-type, or something, you can just punt her into next week if things get rough, right? There’s clearly a screw loose somewhere in her head.”

Teal calmly brushed his hair behind his ear and chuckled. “Or you could just behave. She’s probably not dangerous, but if for some reason things come to it, I could maybe delay my own death by a few seconds. Just focus on the negotiations and show even a modicum of respect to her by not being a complete ass.” He advised his ally.

At the same time, on the other side of the table, Ilyu racked her brains trying to figure out the arcane effects and tricks Anastacia had used in her show but didn’t seem to get anywhere with it. She leaned closer to Lady Helia and shared her thoughts. “I doubt it’s pure magic, our guardian might not be completely human.”

“Does this matter? Human adventurer Anastacia is irrelevant to our purpose here. We do not care what crevice she crawled out of. She is not relevant to the talks.” The Ouan representative stiffly whispered back.

This whispering continued on both sides of the table until Nikolai suddenly knocked his cane on the floor a few times to gather everyone’s attention again. “That’ll do, everyone!” He declared and laughed. “Now that we’re all sufficiently terrified of Anna, how about we take this moment to make some short statements on some of the most pressing issues we have come here to discuss? We may as well go in the order you’ve arrived in. Please refrain from interrupting each other and use what you hear now to construct your suggestions, answers and rebuttals for tomorrow.” With the room finally quiet again, he pointed at the high magister with his cane to give the floor to her.

Taking one last glance at Anastacia before standing up, Ilyu corrected her posture and started her speech. “Representing the Institute Astraea, I’ve come here to mainly discuss the secrecy of Mournvalley and the threat it presents to all kingdoms and people of the north. They claim that their borders are now open to traders and diplomats but offer no explanation for most of their actions beyond that. It has been confirmed by multiple authorities that mysterious people cloaked in black and blue have started to abduct newborns from around the world, sometimes going as far as killing people that get in their way. Though problematic on its own, to say the least, they have not made a single official comment on the purpose behind this behavior. Their keeps and libraries remain closed to outsiders as well and their new ruler has not been sighted by mortal eyes in months now.

“The knowledge and resources of our institute are above all else used to safeguard world from those that seek to abuse its arcane aspects to endanger others, so it is only natural that Mournvalley’s actions concern us greatly. Because of that, our hands are tied and forced to act against them and anyone who supports them. Institute Astraea pleads that the nations of the north come together and react into this very possible threat with the seriousness it deserves.” She said and sat back down to resume staring at Anastacia.

Pointing his cane at the forgemaster, Nikolai made sure that the meeting kept moving onwards in a timely manner.

Magnon slowly stood up and bowed to his audience. “For centuries, along with Vassund, Vul has been the bulwark of the north against others, who have numerous times seen it fit to test the waters by launching campaigns for us to quell. Since our nations see eye to eye in such matters, this has been a beauty of an arrangement and has seen off more threats than I can count, protecting the countries even beyond ours, whom do not have the ability to respond as readily. I can not even begin to express the joy I felt when a letter arrived to me, stating that Mournvalley would like to join our efforts and offer some of its warriors to be used in safeguarding our realms. Now sure, they can be a tad shady, but trust is a two-way street. How could we ever expect them to trust their secrets, millennia in keeping, to us, if we do not show them trust in an equal measure? Under their old rule, they could not even be approached for negotiation, so them offering even the thinnest of olive branches to us is nothing short of a miracle. Vul, Vassund and Mon Quasai have all seen that by helping the necromancers shatter the shell they’ve been hiding in, we have a better, stronger and even more peaceful north to look forwards to.

“But that’s not the only matter we bring to the table. While we have kept watch on those outside our borders for ages, we failed to see the threat growing inside them! Of course, I’m speaking of Ou and Toumarill, who have strengthened their military presence to rival ours and caused imbalance by harassing the other kingdoms near their borders, going as far as pressuring them to declare fealty to their wicked ways. Surely even Vassund knows that this can not stand?! The North has always been the land of free nations working together, and now these theistic lunatics seek to destroy all we have worked so hard to build!” He argued and clearly required a not insignificant amount of restraint to not hit the table and probably split it in two.

surprisingly, despite getting called lunatics, the opposition remained calm and politely waited for their turn to speak. Anastacia found this slightly disappointing, as she wanted to see the reactions she would get if she actually had to step in and calm the situation.

Next up was the obvious outlier of the group: Farcie the Younger. He pulled back his hair to make sure it looked neat and adjusted his collar before standing up and voicing his nation’s concerns. “The lord merchants of Mon Quasai owe their freedom to Vul and Vassund for the reasons Magnon explained before me, and because of that, we trust their judgment in matters of security within the region. If they have deemed Mournvalley to be a worthy candidate under its new ruler, we have decided to offer our aid to open up their relations though commerce. There is no land so barren that Mon Quasai can’t find anything of value in it, and the necromancers have already shown their capabilities in some areas of economy, so we believe there are great things to be seen in our collective futures.

“However, I was not sent here simply to agree with Sir Teal and forgemaster Magnon. On top of their aggressive growth in military strength, Ou and Toumarill have engaged in trade wars that have left several smaller nations bankrupt and in dire need of aid, that is, unless they swear fealty to these villainous kingdoms. Mon Quasai has done what it can to stabilize the economies of these poor folk, but our vaults have bottoms in them too, and if this behavior is allowed to continue, we believe that a huge portion of the region will be swept by famine and lose control of their own borders. I have no doubts that the merchants in Vassund have noticed this as well, and quite honestly, their inaction baffles us.” Explained the elf, in a surprisingly prompt and proper tone, making Anastacia wonder if she had judged him too hastily.

The next speaker would be the first of the aforementioned ‘theistic lunatics’, the war chief Fang of Toumarill. As Nikolai pointed at him with his cane, the elderly orc quietly rose from his chair and spoke up. “I am here by the will of Touma, the same will that has guided our actions for ages. To hear these actions be called into question shows perfectly how corrupt this world has become. Only through love for our fellow mortals, we spread his word and bring nothing but plentiful harvests and safety for those that heed it. You speak of famines, but those are naught but divine punishment to those who have seen the light and turned their back to it.

“As for the reemergence of Necromancers from the shadows – Touma has decreed their previous sins unpaid for. They are by nature the antithesis to all that is good for the world, and thus must be pushed back into the darkness, and to be kept there though vigilance and righteousness.” He grunted and sat back down to end his speech.

Clearly expecting the inquisitor to lash out against such slander, the gazes in the room turned to him. Yet the dark-haired necromancer remained calm and collected. Even Anastacia was prepared to shut him down in a fraction of a second, but his powers never even flared out in frustration. Those in Mournvalley had clearly chosen well by sending him instead of Coquelicot, who would have no doubt turned the war chief into a puddle of entrails regardless of Anastacia being present or not.

“I believe it is our turn now?” Asked Lady Helia suddenly, and after receiving a nod from the host, she stood up. “The time of heresy has come to its end. With the Five Divines guiding our hands and blessing our deeds, The Holy Empire of Ou has grown both in power and influence – far more than the heretical tribes around it. So the conclusion is simple, is it not? It is time for Vul to bow before us and accept our rule over the region. They no longer possess the might to quell the infighting, but the Holy Empire of Ou does. Under The Five, north will finally be one. The sooner Vassund accepts this inevitable fact as well, and steps into the light with us, the better off they will be as well, and so will the entire north.

“But the necromancers? This heresy incarnate can not be allowed outside the borders of Mournvalley. As servants of the god of death, they should not be brought into the light, lest they corrupt it. The Five still remember the cruelty of the undead lord they cherish. If allowed to fester and grow, what stops them from repeating their blasphemous crusade? We must stop them before it is too late. If some choose to stand with them, it might be too late to save them as well?” She stated briefly with no attempt to hide the threats against Mournvalley, Vul and Mon Quasai.

While Anastacia was obviously all for keeping necromancers in check, Ou didn’t really seem like an ally she would want to get behind. She also knew better than anyone that trying to do so was completely pointless and that whatever lady Helia was suggesting would never work.

Even after the direct threats against his people, there was no chink to be found in Teal’s calm demeanor, while the forgemaster was clearly starting to get agitated and may have literally started fuming. He clenched his fists and was probably seconds away from throwing a fit before the inquisitor placed a hand on his shoulder to remind Magnon where he was and what the outburst could result in.

“I see there’s no shortage of concerns over our behavior.” Teal laughed and stood up to bow before starting his speech. “Mournvalley is obviously a very divisive subject among you and you’ll have to trust me when I say that I completely understand that. We have been a blank spot in most maps for longer than your nations have even been on them, so being more than slightly suspicious, or even hostile, towards us is perfectly understandable. Heck, even we were so tired of our nonsense that we arranged a coup to turn over a new leaf – but we have indeed done exactly that, and many of you still operate based on the very limited knowledge you have from years ago. This is something I aim to rectify over the time we’re spending here.

“As things are, Mournvalley’s only agenda is to secure its place among you, as allies and friends. Quite frankly, our economy is shit, our social structure is still undergoing some heavy rewriting and the only resource we have is necromancers. Which is why we wish to use them for the good of all people by helping Vassund and Vul protect the region and are ecstatic that they’ve accepted our aid. Mon Quasai has helped us to start up trade, which is instrumental if we ever hope to transition from a shady murder cult to a nation. In exchange you might see us protecting their shipments, since that’s pretty much the only way we can pay back even a fraction of what we owe. But for all of this to work, we need more people to give us a chance, and that brings us back to this meeting.

“Since concern over our continuing secrecy was already raised, let me briefly respond to that. Mournvalley is an ancient place of power, so ancient that what you consider to be the ‘old world’, Vassund, Vul and Astra are barely mentioned in our newest records. So you need to understand that the secrets we keep are well buried in time and more than likely better left unearthed. Combined with the fact that we know almost as little about the world as it knows about us, please consider our position here and you might understand why we are so hesitant to open up. If, for example, Astra wishes to search our libraries for lost knowledge about the arcane, they might one day be allowed to do so, but only after they’ve shown similar trust in us and shown that they can be trusted with that knowledge. Surely, as fellow keepers of potentially disastrous knowledge they understand our predicament?” He finished and bowed again.

Probably worried about what would follow if the guests were given too much free time right away, Nikolai knocked his cane on the floor once more the focus the glares from both sides of the table on himself. “Well said, everyone! Now take what you heard here and use it to form inquiries and answers for tomorrow, when we’ll get down to business properly. However, it’s about time we got to what I consider to be the main event here: dinner!” He declared happily as the staff started to carry some more tables from the kitchen and quickly fill them with dishes full of beautifully arranged servings ranging from vegetables to seafood to an entire pig carcass that slightly grossed Anastacia out. “We’ve tried to make sure there’s plenty for everyone. Farcie, there are plenty of options without meat for you. Magnon, Ilyu, there are several barrels of Vassund’s finest brewed just for this occasion. Anna, guild master, I’m sure you probably eat food as well, so just find something you like, and we’ll tell the chefs to prepare more if need be.”

Without a second’s hesitation, both the forgemaster and the high magister darted up from their seats and surrounded the keg of beer, somehow completely ignoring the mouth-watering scent of the food laid out next to them. Nikolai joined them as fast as he could and the forgemaster politely pulled up a chair for him, so that they could chat properly without having to let their tankards run empty.

Lumira, Farcie and the war chief found their way to the food and seemed to find some common ground, at least enough to tolerate each other for the time being.

Anastacia was surprised to see that food was enough to mend the hostile atmosphere in the room and that the guests happily chatted with one another, without regard to sides in the conflict. “Aren’t these people supposed to hate each other?” She asked from the guild official next to her, who seemed to be finishing up on his notes about the first meeting.

“Not particularly, there are conflicts among their nations, but as people they have much in common and see each other often enough in diplomatic circles.” Strawberry explained and pointed at the three drunkards besieging the beer barrel. “As sir Teal said: Vassund, Vul and Astra are the old world, all three rose from the same ashes when the previous large-scale war was fought in the north. Those three have been friends for decades now. As for the other three, Farcie the Younger is half dryad and thus closely related to nature; while Touma, the god Fang serves, is the god of nature and natural order and the vice commander received much of her training in Toumarill.”

“And then there’s these two assholes…” Anastacia sighed and nodded towards Teal and Lady Helia, who seemed to be engaging each other in some kind of a frowning contest across the table.

Strawberry nodded. “Yes, the problem children of this diplomatic family. Luckily you are well versed in being one as well.”

“Maybe you should go and put something into that big mouth of yours? It’s leaking way bigger words than you can afford. My contract didn’t say anything about protecting you.” Said the necromancer and pushed over the stack of papers in front of the guild official. “Wait… Do you actually eat? I think you had like tea and a couple of lumps of sugar on the way here?”

“I can eat, whether I need to is not information imperative to the successful completion of this quest.” Responded Strawberry.

Anastacia rolled her eyes and stood up to get some food. “Is the stick up your ass imperative to the success of this quest, or do you just need it to keep the posture?” She smirked and walked away without waiting for an answer.

After picking up a plate, the adventurer was drawn to a pile of bright red crabs that she didn’t even know were edible. Worried that they might just be decorative, she only took one and figured she could bother Strawberry with it if she couldn’t find out how to eat it. Next to the crabs was a bowl full of tiny steaming cabbage-like buds that smelled suspicious and were disqualified over it. The abundance of different sauces available made nervous about them as well, so not knowing which one was meant for her crab, Anastacia skipped those as well. The pig was simply too gross for the time being and most of the other dishes weren’t anything she had eaten before. So by the time she reached the end of the table, her plate had a single crab, a pile of sausages and a spoonful of peas tossed on it to make it look slightly less sad. The servant who poured her juice could barely contain her laughter while looking at the adventurer’s meal.

While walking back to her seat, Anastacia noticed that neither Teal nor Lady Helia had yet moved, and in fact, looked slightly lonely while occasionally glaring at each other. Knowing she’d end up regretting it, the adventurer sat down on the unoccupied seat next the Ouan representative. “So, why are you carrying around a lantern?” She asked to start a conversation.

Visibly disgusted by being bothered, Lady Helia took a bottle from her belt, opened it and added oil to the lantern. “We are created pure and perfect. Why would our kind see in the dark? Servants of light are here to flood the world in pure brightness. Darkness is imperfection. Seeing in it is a sign of corruption.” She said and lifted the light closer to Anastacia’s face.

“But it’s not even dark here?” The adventurer wondered out loud while looking around. The massive pyre in the fireplace did a good job illuminating the entire hall, and the chandelier covered from above what the pyre alone couldn’t. If anything, the great hall was more lit than Rosie’s inn.

“Perhaps the human adventurer Anastacia is a creature of darkness as well? For the pure this domain of debauchery and corruption is no more lit than a midnight forest. We are barely able to see the blasphemous cretin from Mournvalley that’s lurking in the shadows there.” Lady Helia hissed and pointed at the inquisitor, who was only a few meters away.

“Uhh… I don’t really like him any more than you do, but the dude is literally just sitting there – in like one of the most well-lit spots in the room. Probably only looking here because you keep frowning at him.” Anastacia pointed out and started digging into her pile of sausages, even offering the Ouan diplomat one.

“The necromancer inquisitor Teal is scheming. Plotting for our demise perhaps? This is how you primitive creatures of blight and corruption deal with things, with murder? You can hear the gears of heresy turn in his head, can you not? Why am I speaking with you? Are we certain keeping the necromancer inquisitor Teal inside is safe? You are risking our lives by allowing him free.” Lady Helia rambled on and held up the sausage she had received.

Suddenly the inquisitor stood up, though it was only to go and peruse the selection of wines available for the guests. Lady Helia was clearly struggling to see him anymore and only grew more and more suspicious of the inquisitor’s actions as he briefly interrupted the drunkards to greet Nikolai properly.

“Phasing in and out from the shadows, causing havoc. Why is the necromancer inquisitor Teal speaking with high magister Ilyu Minerva? Is he attempting to win the high magister Ilyu Minerva’s favor with pleasantries? Well-documented methods of heretic villainy.” The Ouan continued with her endless barrage of short questions and statements. When Teal eventually turned his attention to her and walked over with two glasses of wine, Lady Helia’s speech became even more erratic. “Why is the necromancer inquisitor Teal coming to us? An assassination? Why? Is the human adventurer Anastacia adequately prepared to stop this threat? Is he bringing poison? Is escape necessary?”

Teal could very well hear more or less everything she had said so far and simply seemed extremely confused as he glanced at the adventurer for help, only to receive an equally confused look back. Determined to walk up to the Ouan regardless, Teal placed one of the wine glasses in front of her and awkwardly smiled. “So… I apologize for bothering you, but I could tell from your speech that you have some outdated knowledge about Mournvalley and necromancers in general. I would very much like to bring you up to date on our relations and policies with deities and their followers in particular.” He tried to explain as well as he could while Lady Helia’s intense stare was probably slowly drilling a hole into his soul. “Once we’re done here, I’ll go to the library on the third floor, so please come find me there. Oh! And that wine was made with herbs from Mournvalley, I urge you to have a taste.”

As the inquisitor returned to the company of Nikolai, Ilyu and the forgemaster, Lady Helia stared at the glass left in front of her. Nothing about it seemed out of the ordinary, but of course she didn’t trust it at all.

“It’s not poisoned. He’d have to be moron to poison you with wine he gave to you right in front of me.” Anastacia said, as it was very easy to tell what Helia was thinking.

“So the necromancer inquisitor Teal is planning to murder us in the library, with the candlestick.” Lady Helia ‘reasoned’ and took a sip of the wine. “Adequate? Perhaps decent?”

The adventurer was left speechless for a second. “Candlestick? What? And no, he’s not going to murder you for the exact same reason he didn’t do it by poisoning the wine. He knows I’ll be around.” She tried to explain, but it didn’t bring any kind of end to the rambling of the diplomat. While she finished up her meal, Lady Helia continued coming up with thinly veiled insults and unlikely scenarios. So much so that Anastacia began to find it a bit sad even. “Okay, okay, okay. I’m not supposed to butt in on the negotiations, but just in case you decide to hear him out, let me give you something.” She said, picked up the crab she didn’t know what to do with, mumbled some nonsense one of her goblins had said to her as a fake incantation and traced a circled on the crab with her finger. “If he tries to murder you, which he extremely obviously won’t, but if he does, just toss this... umm… cursed crab at him, it’ll give me time to swoop in and interfere.”
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                The rest of the dinner went swimmingly as far as Anastacia’s job was concerned. She listened to lady Helia’s ramblings for a while longer before escaping to her own seat while the representative went to find herself something to eat. There was only so much hateful and paranoid hissing she could listen to during a single meal, even if she partially agreed with it.

“You should refrain from making acquaintances among the guests.” Strawberry reminded the necromancer about her neutral position. “And can you please not encourage them to throw crustaceans at each other.”

Anastacia shrugged. “I just encouraged her to hear out what Teal has to say.”

“That is not why you are here. How can I make you understand this?” The guild official asked frustratedly.

“Look, it’s my job to make sure nothing happens here, and if one of the guests is absolutely certain that they’ll get assassinated by another for no reason, they might panic and do something that’d make it my problem.” Anastacia defended her actions, mostly with reasoning she had to come up with on the spot. “And even if it does affect the negotiations, all it’ll do is help Helia see Teal’s point of view. So it’s probably a step towards peace, which is what we want here, right?”

“It’s what Vassund wants, if Valor was to have a stance on the matter, we’d be better off with these nations going to war.” Strawberry admitted like it was somehow obvious and not that big of a deal. “War creates unrest and causes kingdoms funnel more of their personnel and funds towards their armies, making the problems within their borders more apparent and severe. Unprotected villages need someone to dispatch the highwaymen and wildlife that creep in once the opportunity arises.”

The adventurer pushed over the stack of papers Strawberry had neatly piled out of spite. “That just sounds like you brought me here to fuck all of this up…” She said and started to question whether the guild had any intention to actually help her become a better adventurer, not that getting an answer that she knew to be absolutely honest would be possible.

“You give us too much credit, there is no shortage of quests regardless of what happens here.” Said the guild official in a dismissive way that didn’t do much to dispel Anastacia’s suspicions.

Strawberry reordered his paperwork yet again and gave Anastacia some more tips on etiquette in the guests’ nations and how to appear more respectful to them, though she figured that the ship had sailed around the time she started handing out sausages. Apparently, the polite way speak to an Ouan was to declare one’s name and vocation when first speaking up, because they wouldn’t necessarily see the speaker well enough to recognize them based on voice alone. Lighting oneself was also considered polite, but some light sources were more effective than others.

People of Mon Quasai on the other hand loved to argue and haggle whenever possible, and accepting whatever they said without expressing doubt was easily regarded as a lack of passion or interest in the conversation.

Most of the other nations had rules that were far too hard to keep up with, such as always allowing the oldest person in the room speak first or the distance one was supposed to stand at when talking. Luckily they didn’t expect them to be followed by the other guests, and to a degree, probably expected an adventurer have some rough edges when it came to manners.

Suddenly Teal left the group he had talked with and headed upstairs. On the way there, he quickly said something to Lady Helia, who grasped her ‘cursed’ crab tightly before following the inquisitor soon after.

“Looks like I need to get going or I’ll miss it.” Anastacia sighed and headed for the staircase.

The situation in the great hall appeared to be under control, so it wouldn’t be much of an issue to quickly visit the library and then get back.

Just as the adventurer was about to step on the first stair, she could feel the floor underneath her feet change, almost like she was suddenly standing on water. Glancing at her feet, she could see a faint green glimmer of magic along the grains of the wooden floor, and surely, it appeared to be spreading from the high magister’s feet. Before she had the chance to pull one of her daggers, Anastacia began sliding backwards, all the way back to the mage bewitching the floor.

“Where are you sneaking off to?” Ilyu asked and stopped the adventurer’s slide with her hand, almost losing her own balance by doing so. Both the tankard in her hand and the slight red hue on her face suggested that she was already more than a bit tipsy despite it only having been a little over an hour since the dinner started. Whatever ‘Vassund’s finest’ was, it must have been potent.

Anastacia took her hand off her weapon and sighed. “Can you not cast magic inside, or while drunk? You got lucky I didn’t staple you to a wall with a spear.”

The high magister smiled and kneeled a bit to take a better look at Anastacia’s face. “I aplo… apologize, but I can hardly let such a faschinating specimen escape.” She said, clearly trying her best to not let the drunkenness affect her speech – and failing at it.

Ilyu’s sudden change from a proud and dignified high magister to a drunken nuisance caught Anastacia a bit off guard and she wasn’t sure if it should be considered a security threat. She pulled up a chair for the mage and pushed her into it to hopefully sober up a bit.

“Oh how I would love to put you in a small cage and study what you’re made of…” Mumbled the magister and almost fell from the chair, only managing to keep herself up by quickly conjuring up a small crystalline pillar she could lean on out of nowhere.

“Okay, yeah. You’re going to your room.” The adventurer decided before Ilyu would start casting even more magic. “Can you walk?”

“Pffft… Ofcourseican. I’m a maaage.” Ilyu said and flopped up from the chair. She would have hit the floor almost immediately if the adventurer hadn’t caught her.

Seeing Anastacia almost get flattened by his friend, the forgemaster put down his tankard and rushed to aid them. He effortlessly picked up the high magister like it was something he did all the time. “I must apologize, I should have warned you, miss adventurer. Despite loving it so, Ilyu can not hold her drinks in the slightest.” He sighed. “Shall we take her to her room?”

“Nooo…” The mage protested quietly.

“Ilyu, you’re being a bother again. Let us not repeat what happened at the summit of elders – it took years to rebuild the castle.” The forgemaster said and successfully silenced the protests.

“Hold up. What happened at the summit?” Anastacia worried.

Gesturing the adventurer to follow her, Magnon started heading towards the staircase and the guests’ rooms on the second floor. On the way he recounted the events he was referencing. “I held a meeting that was much like this one, but about much less delicate matters at my home castle quite some time ago, and Ilyu was one of the guests there. After a few drinks, she figured she’d just open a gateway to her room and retire for the night… Well the thing is, drunken magic isn’t the most precise of things, and I happen to live near a volcano. It was amusing at the time, but it did take years for the serfs to chisel away all the hardened magma.”

Even though they weren’t near any volcanoes, Anastacia made a mental note to hurry the high magister into her room before her drinking got out of hands.

Watching the giant hunk of man and metal carefully carry the mage made the adventurer wonder something about the two. “You two seem awfully close, doesn’t it bother you that she’s in with the nutjobs while you’re a baby stealing enabler?” She asked and showed the way to Ilyu’s room.

“Is that really what you took away from our statements? And not really. Her dedication to gathering of knowledge is unsurpassed, and something I greatly respect. So in many ways I expect nothing less than her and Astra as a whole standing their ground on the matter – even if it leaves them in undesirable company. I have no doubt that our way of handling the situation is the correct one, but that does not mean Astra’s is necessarily in the wrong. Truth is a complicated matter and oftentimes you end up at odds with someone who is just as right as you are, and that is why we are here, to find a compromise.” The forgemaster preached as they walked down the hallway. “I can not help but to think that a lot of this would have been avoided if the Queen of Mournvalley herself hadn’t fallen ill.”

“You know Coque- the Queen of Mournvalley? Is something wrong with her?” Anastacia asked. She was surprised to hear that there was something that could actually keep the last red inquisitor down.

Magnon nodded. “Yes. I was among the few fortunate ones that could meet her, and it played a large part in Vul accepting their aid. She was a bit odd, if I were to be honest, but being in her presence was humbling to say the least. Actually, now that I think about it, your little stunt earlier made me think that you remind me of her quite a bit. It was as if we were all stepping into your world, and all that transpired would only do so because you allowed it.” He pondered and waited for Anastacia to open the door for him. “This Teal whelp is a good boy, but awfully green and a far cry from his master. Though who knows how silvery his tongue turns out to be, or maybe he’ll start throwing his weight around and try to scare the opposition into submission?”

“What about this Farcie guy? What do you think about him?” Anastacia asked. The forgemaster felt like an honest source of information, so she had decided to get as much out of him as she could.

“Farcie the younger is many things you do not want in a diplomat: easy to manipulate, downright cowardly and as slimy as a wet slug, but he can make his case. Suppose he’s an apt counterpart for yours truly, as I would not hesitate to raze Ou and Toumarill to the ground if Astra left their little cabal or Vassund joined ours. He will no doubt at least try to find an angle to simply choke their growth without resorting to a full-scale war, which is a noble goal, I suppose.” The forgemaster admitted, it but felt like he was really looking hard to find much good to say about his ally.

Finally in the high magister’s room, Magnon could place Ilyu in her bed and hail one of the servants to bring them some cold water. “Now that we’re sharing, what did you and that frigid grasshopper talk about? That was just about the longest conversation I’ve ever seen anyone have with her.” He inquired.

“You say that, but it was mostly just her calling things heresy and blasphemy. Besides, Teal is talking with her right now, so it’s not going to be the record for long.” The adventurer shrugged and looked around the room. It was about the same as hers, but ever so slightly smaller. The servants had already hauled up the high magister’s luggage and it had been neatly placed by the end of the bed, but other than that, they appeared identical.

The large window gave a view to the endless field of snow that had been a beautiful sight by day, but in the dark, it was not a comforting thing to be surrounded by. Every single stone or other flaw in the smooth snowbank seemed like it could be any of the dreadful creatures Anastacia had learned about on her travels as an adventurer, or some fresh horror she had yet to meet.

When the servant returned with the water, Magnon woke up the high magister and did his best to get her to drink. Since the forgemaster seemed to have the situation in control, Anastacia wished the two good night and was about to head out when Ilyu suddenly sprung up from her bed.

“Don’t trust the elf!” The high magister yelled and immediately fell back into the bed and lost consciousness. The forgemaster tried to shake her awake again a couple of times, but that didn’t seem to do anything, and the mage simply started snoring quietly.

“Okay?” Anastacia frowned and turned to the other diplomat. “Was this like a sudden bout of racism or…”

Magnon shook his head. “No… She’s not the type. She must have noticed something. I can try to get something out of her later, but you should keep an eye out as well.”

“Alright, I’ll see if Farcie is up to something, I guess.” The adventurer shrugged and headed for the great hall once more. On the way she scanned whatever was within her reach to see is she had missed out on something. Everything in the hall seemed to be in order, and the servants were now running around the lodge on whatever odd tasks they had. Farcie the Younger was speaking with Nikolai and Fang and didn’t seems to be up to anything. The vice commander and Strawberry were in their seats by the table, minding their own business and the problem children in the library seemed to be getting along without having to rely on crab throwing.

Since nothing too drastic seemed to be going on, Anastacia figured that she’d take a bit of a stroll through the second floor and pretend that she was doing some surveying before the rest of the guests would head to their rooms for the night.

Now that she didn’t need to hurry so much to keep up with Lumira, she could actually stop to appreciate some of the scenes that had been carved into the wooden walls of the corridor. Many of them depicted a group of three people hunting the various great beasts of the north, starting with a humongous deer-like creature that had three heads.

Anastacia waived at the servant that had brought water for Ilyu earlier and was now wiping dust off some of the furniture in the hallway. The maid left her equipment behind and hurried over, probably assuming something was wrong.

“What can I do for you, miss adventurer?” She asked hesitantly.

“Is there a story behind these? I was thinking they were nifty and might get my goblins to do something similar for my castle.” The necromancer said and pointed at the carvings.

Puzzled by why an adventurer, or anyone else for that matter would have goblins, it took a couple of seconds for the servant to realize that she had been asked something. “Err… Yes, miss adventurer, they tell the tale of the three great hunters of the north: Vasskir, Nekkir and Cottona. The three of them tamed the wilderness in these lands by hunting the ancient beasts of ruin – which ended up costing their lives but made the region habitable. I could walk you through the story, if you want? Cottona is a bit of a hero of mine…”

Seeing the servant’s eyes light up when she was speaking about the hunters made Anastacia want to hear the story as well, and she was able to feel what was happening in the library and the great hall just fine anyway, so there was no harm in humoring the girl’s enthusiasm. She nodded and ran her fingers along the grooves carved into the wall. The slightly charred surface had been coated with wax to further bring out the detail in the wood grain.

“Well, the three hunters consisted of two high born dark elf brothers called Vasskir and Nekkir, and their servant turned bodyguard turned companion, Cottona. Humans were, at the time, considered lesser people in their kingdom and being one, Cottona started out as a lowly servant, but time and time again proved to be a fierce and peerless fighter, and even trained the brothers despite being only barely older than them. When their kingdom was burned to ash by the great war that washed over all of north, the three decided to migrate further north in search of new land to settle. After a bit of wandering about, they ended up here, possibly in this very spot we’re in and were immediately awestruck by the untouched wilderness. This wouldn’t last too long however, as the ancient powers ruling over the land didn’t appreciate the hunters making room for their fields and huts. And so the four beasts of ruin challenged the trio over the right to rule these lands.” The servant girl happily prattled on, barely stopping to breathe in between sentences. “This here picture shows the first of the five: The Stag Lord of Decay. Needless to say, it was a long and strenuous fight, but ultimately the Stag Lord met its demise as an arrow from each of the hunters slit the veins in its three necks. One set of its antlers are actually kept here, in the lodge’s great hall.”

They moved over to the next carving, that depicted one of the night elf brothers with a knife in his hand and a massive wolf with a mane of thorns circling each other.

“The second beast surprised Vasskir as he was surveying the land on his own. The Barren Wolfmother met its match in the hunter after they had tirelessly stalked each other in the forest for a week. Vasskir used its fur to make a cape that shielded its wearer from the piercing cold winters of north better than any other.” The servant briefly explained, showing considerably less interest than before, likely because her favorite hunter didn’t have a part in the story.

Third of the carvings showed the other brother leaping at some kind of a sabretooth bear with an axe in his hand.

Again, the maid rolled her eyes and recited the story with an overwhelming amount of indifference in her voice. “This is a depiction of Nekkir taking down the Ancestral Bear. They fought and the hunter won. Think they made a helmet or something out of the bear’s skull.” She mumbled and almost pushed Anastacia to the fourth carving.

The next scene was of the third hunter, who had been surrounded by a gargantuan snake and brandished a spear in her had.

“Unlike the brothers, who got into a scrap with some pesky beasts, Cottona had to face the Blight Serpent. A hundred meters long and large enough to swallow an ogre whole, the serpent spread death and decay all around it. Its breath was enough to shrivel the plants and rot the trees from as far as the eye could see, and its fangs could piece a castle wall. This didn’t stop Cottona from bravely accepting the beast’s challenge however. Showing her complete mastery in combat, she took off her armor as it would have weighed her down, and tossed aside her bow, since the arrows had no chance of piercing the serpent’s scales. With her sliver hair flowing in the wind, she bravely charged into the fight and spend days dodging and parrying the attacks of the vile creature without it ever so much as scratching her supple and agile form. Eventually, after an incredible display of stamina, skill and strength, she had chipped away enough of the stone scales so that she could land a final killing blow directly to its heart. In honor of this great victory, the fangs of the serpent were taken and are now a part of the throne of Vassund.” The servant excitedly described the story in far greater detail than any of the fights before, to a point where Anastacia found it mildly creepy. “Wasn’t she great?”

“I mean, sure.” Anastacia nodded to be polite and kept to herself the fact that going to a place and then killing the biggest piece of wildlife they could find was exactly what adventurers did for a job.

The final carving depicted the three hunters together once more, this time they were standing before a hideous skeletal woman who appeared to be mostly put together from rotting pieces of animals and was armed with more claws, fangs and rusty weapons than a full squad of particularly well-armed beastfolk.

“With her four beasts of ruin defeated, the master of the forest appeared in front of the hunters. The hag of north, the spirit of discord and strife, made her presence known. The ensuing fight was far more strenuous and harrowing than anything a sane person could even imagine, as for every piece cut off from the hag, a new one grew in its place and further deformed the already disgusting monster. Only through seamless teamwork and a bit of luck, the trio were able to rip off the hag’s necklace, that gave her her immortality. As the iron beads hit the ground, the hag turned into dust and fog, leaving the hunters victorious. Yet this was not the end, for the noxious words and curses of the hag had sown the seeds of discord among the hunters, and within days, all three were found dead, killed by each other’s hands. Some say that the mocking laughter of the hag can still be heard in the fields, for she finds what she did particularly humorous – even in death.” The servant ended the story with tears in her eyes.

“Well that took a turn…” Anastacia said and awkwardly tapped the servant on the shoulder. “Uh… are you okay?”

The servant wiped her eyes and sniffled. “Yes, yes, it just still gets to me no matter how many times I go through it, you know? There was so much more she could have done.”

Awkwardly looking around for any reason to escape the situation, Anastacia made her exit. “Oh, I need to go and do a report on the whole drunk mage situation! Soooo… see you later.” She said and headed for the great hall at a brisk pace.

On the way, she ran into Nikolai who was heading to his study for the day with the aid of his vice commander. The host of the event briefly congratulated the adventurer on a peaceful first evening before they parted ways.

Strawberry was somehow still doing paperwork when Anastacia returned to her seat. Correctly assuming that the adventurer was going to push the stack of papers over yet again, he quickly picked them up before she got the chance and avoided having to pick them up again.

Everything else seemed to be in order, only Fang and Farcie were still in the hall, and didn’t seem to be in any hurry to interact with each other. The orc appeared to be praying as far as Anastacia could tell, and the elf was swirling the last drop of wine in his glass.

When Farcie noticed that Anastacia was staring at him, the adventurer mouthed the words ‘I’m on to you’, just in case the high magister had been correct, and even if she wasn’t, it was fun to bother the elf.

“How did it go?” Strawberry asked and pulled out a fresh sheet of paper.

“She just can’t handle alcohol. I’ll make sure she doesn’t cast anything too drastic if this repeats tomorrow. She also told me to not trust the elf, whatever that means. It’s not like I trust him anyway.” The adventurer shrugged and waited for the guild official to begin writing before pushing over his papers again.

Strawberry tiredly glanced at the necromancer and continued writing without saying a word.

“Anyway, keep an eye on him. Now that I’ve reported back, I’ll go check up on the problem children and then probably head to my room.” Anastacia smirked and flicked one more paper off the table.

            

    
        Chapter 170 - Who done it

    
    
    
    
                Though her bed was warm and comfortable unlike any other she had slept in before, Anastacia found it hard to fall asleep for some reason. She kept checking up on everyone else inside the lodge despite almost all of them being fast asleep already. Only ones awake besides her were Strawberry, a single servant that maintained the fire in the great hall and the two representatives that had sat down to discuss their differences in the library hours ago.

When the adventurer had visited them, they seemed to be engaged in a fierce debate, but not one that appeared likely to go beyond that. Lady Helia hadn’t relied on her crab yet and Teal knew all too well that he was going to get tossed through a wall the second his powers flared up.

After a good while of tossing and turning, Anastacia gave up on sleeping for the time being and got up to stretch her legs in the dark room. The magnificent northern sky and the pure white snow below it reflected an eerie light blue glow that gave off just enough light into the room so that she could avoid bumping into the furniture despite the unfamiliar layout.

Knowing that she still had some candies stashed away in her backpack she felt around for it and fondled her luggage in the dark until she found the pouch at the bottom, spreading the rest of her stuff on the floor in the process.

Chewing on a lemon-flavored lump of caramel, the adventurer collapsed into one of the armchairs positioned near the window and gazed at the stars and the faintly visible, green northern lights among them. “Well, this isn’t terrible.” She mumbled to herself and tried to find some of the constellations she knew and wondered if she could figure out which direction Valor was in.

While absentmindedly staring at the sky, Anastacia suddenly felt a strange chill go down her spine, the kind one gets when something is clearly wrong, but there’s no obvious way to tell what. Instinctively she assumed that it was her necromancy picking up something, but nothing appeared to be wrong when she focused her mind to it.

There were no strange sounds to be heard nor was anything else out of place in the room, but just to be safe, she got up and peeked into the hallway to see Strawberry sitting on one of the benches along it and tie up stacks of paper that he had sorted and would need to be filed once he got back to Valor.

“How on earth does he still have paperwork?” The adventurer wondered and closed the door. “Maybe sugar in the middle of the night was a bad move? I should just get back to-“ She interrupted herself and stared at the window she had just gazed out from.

Only a couple of meters beyond it was the head of a massive, stone-scaled viper, whose eyes flickered like torches as they stared down at the necromancer. Its breath fogged up the window and the very tips of its forked tongue whacked against it a couple of times.

Anastacia lunged behind her bed for cover and grabbed one of her spears from the stack of weapons she had accumulated. Preparing to launch it through the window, she peeked over the bed and was surprised to find the beast gone, as if it had suddenly vanished into thin air. Naturally her instinct was to try and locate it again, but she realized that at no point had she felt anything even remotely that massive nearby, even when it had been staring at her through the window. While that didn’t necessarily mean that the snake hadn’t been there, it was somewhat unlikely that something that big wouldn’t have a piece of meat or bone in them.

With a rather impressive roll, she advanced behind one of the armchairs and popped up with the spear aimed at the window and the vacant field of snow behind it. The beast was still nowhere to be seen, so the necromancer performed another roll towards the door to her room’s balcony and quietly pushed it open. Regretting every barefooted step she took on the freezing cold balcony, Anastacia glanced at the ground below.

The snowbank was completely undisturbed and certainly hadn’t been rummaged through by a building-sized reptile. Even if it had been a magical construct or some kind of weird being that as immune to necromancy, it should have still left tracks, but there was nothing of the sort anywhere nearby as far as Anastacia could see.

Retreating back to the warmth of her room, the adventurer sat back down with the spear next to her and started chewing on another candy. “I swear to fuck, if I have to deal with a giant ghost snake or some bullshit like that, I’m just going to throw Strawberry at it and make a run for it.” She muttered and wondered if the whole thing had just been a combination of lack of sleep, sugar and her own imagination toying with the story about the hunters she had heard earlier, since that had a big snake in it too.

Slowly but surely, her vigilance began fading as she started to nod off. Going to sleep still felt a bit off since that’d leave her wide open for a possibly-but-not-certainly-imaginary snake attack, and so she kept fighting the losing battle against it.

She had no way to tell if she had nodded off for five seconds or five hours when her pile of weaponry falling over snapped the necromancer back awake again. Not thinking anything of it, she just lightly smacked her cheeks a couple of times to perk up and continued her vigil, at least until she started to hear a repeating clanking noise behind her.

Readying her spear, she dove behind the chair and started scanning the room for threats. What she found was one of the swords she had taken from Teal, standing upright and scraping its tip against the wooden floor. She could tell that it was indeed the inquisitor that was puppeteering it, but not with the intent one would expect if it was meant to be an attack, instead his grasp on the weapon was barely there and only really detectable at times.

“What the…” The adventurer mumbled and took a second to check up on the other necromance, who appeared to be in one piece, though his heartbeat was elevated, as was the Ouan representative’s, who was still with him in the library.

Anastacia grabbed the sword and tossed it back into the pile with the rest of them. On the way she happened to glance at the marks on the floor it had made, and even in the dark she could tell that they resembled very crude letters. Wanting to be sure, she grabbed her lantern and lit the room with it.

“H – E – L – F” She tried to make out what the sword had been trying to spell, but it must have been near the limits of Teal’s range, as the lines barely connected and it took more than a bit of generosity to call the scribbles letters in the first place. Nevertheless, it was definitely intentional. “Ohhhh! It’s probably ‘help’, isn’t it?” Anastacia realized and was weirdly proud of herself for a second. “Shit! it’s probably ‘help’!” Hastily pulling on most of her uniform, she grabbed a spear and dashed into the hallway, passing the guild official as she headed for the library.

“You know, you could at least take the time to wear your uniform properly.” Strawberry commented to the running adventurer and was immediately filled with regret for it, as Anastacia turned around just to pick up one of his paper stacks and hurled it as far along the corridor as she could before running off again.

On the way, the adventurer kept scanning the entire lodge just in case, but just like before, nothing appeared out of place, even Teal and lady Helia were both alive and well, and as far as she could tell, simply sitting still. As she reached the third floor and could see the library, Anastacia slowed down and listened for any clues of might be happening, but the only thing she could hear was the Ouan diplomat’s never-ending prattling in the distance. She couldn’t make out what lady Helia was talking about, but she clearly wasn’t in any type of distress.

Quietly peeking into the room, Anastacia assessed the situation and grinned widely at what she saw.

Absolutely terrified and with a pleading look in his eyes, the inquisitor glanced at his fellow necromancer and leaned as far back in his chair as possible.

The reason for this was the far taller and somewhat spiky Ouan that loomed over him with one of her hands combing through the inquisitor’s long, black hair and the other on his thigh. “Surely the necromancer inquisitor Teal understand that the pure are far superior when it comes to appearances too? Ours was gifted by the divine, while others spawned from some primordial ooze. So it is understandable, isn’t it? For the necromancer inquisitor Teal to feel such attraction. But am I to respond? The pure are free of such earthly wants and desires. Yet, I find the necromancer inquisitor Teal, a vile cretin of pure darkness of all things, appealing. It has the manners of a much higher creature. Entertaining and intriguing.” She hissed and lowered her face nearer to Teal’s, who was almost shaking by then.

At first Anastacia wondered if she should just go back to her room to laugh her ass off, but she figured that the inquisitors restraint had a limit to it, and that he had already done well by alerting the adventurer instead of using his powers directly. So instead she knocked on the doorframe to alert the Ouan about her presence.

Lady Helia retreated to her seat in a flash and picked up her lantern. “Who goes there? Perhaps the human adventurer Anastacia?” She asked as if nothing had happened.

“Yeah, it’s me.” Anastacia said and held back laughter. “I just figured I’d come to check up on you. It’s getting pretty late and it’d make my job a lot easier if everyone stayed in their rooms for the night.”

“Is that so? Maybe it does make sense?” Lady Helia nodded and promptly stood up. “Perhaps it is time for us to cease these… negotiations? It has been adequate talking to you, necromancer inquisitor Teal. Might it be possible to continue tomorrow? We believe the matter of Mournvalley renouncing their disgusting corpse ruler is yet to be expanded upon.”

The inquisitor just nodded and smiled nervously.

Anastacia laughed. “Sure! Why don’t you two take it to… a more private setting? Like, I’m sure one of you has some maps or intel or something in your room that you could use to make your point.” She suggested just to mess with Teal a bit more.

“Such a grand idea from such an insignificant being! Maybe high magister Ilyu Minerva was correct about you? Perhaps there is a hint of something of worth in you?” Lady Helia said happily and lifted her lantern higher. “Might I be directed to my quarters?”

The adventurer told the Ouan to follow her and took out her own crystal lantern to help the diplomat to see a bit more. Surprisingly, the light shed by the crystal worked well with lady Helia’s unique eyesight, and she asked to see the lantern. Since she had a spare one in her backpack, and a third one back at the inn, Anastacia just let her keep it – mostly so she didn’t have to worry about a half-blind person stumbling around an extremely flammable wooden lodge with a bunch of oil and a lantern.

“Has someone brought their dog along?” The Ouan asked suddenly while they were walking down the stairs.

Anastacia frowned. “A dog? Not that I know of. How come?”

“When all else is quiet, we keep hearing it growl and snarl at us in the dark. Reeks of a wet beast as well.” Explained lady Helia.

“Well, if there was one in here, I’d know about it.” Anastacia reassured her and opened up the door to the last room that had been prepared for the guests.

Just like the high magister’s room, it was more or less the same as her own, though perhaps a tiny bit smaller. The Ouan representative’s luggage had been brought there earlier and placed neatly by the end of the bed.

“Before you may go, we should give this back to you. We have understood that the necromancer inquisitor Teal has no plans for our assassination.” Lady Helia said with something that very remotely resembled a smile on her face and handed the supposedly cursed crab back to Anastacia before slamming the door on her, without so much as wishing good night.

Since their rooms were next to each other, Anastacia unsurprisingly ran into Teal on her way back, and for some weird reason, she in no way could have expected, the inquisitor seemed to be a bit ticked off at her.

“What are you doing?!” Teal asked with an odd mix of yelling and whispering.

Anastacia grinned. “I’m being a wingman, or at least what I think one is, I’m not totally sure to be honest.”

“I don’t need you ‘wingmanning’ an over two-meter-tall insect-like religious nutjob on me!” The inquisitor exclaimed.

“Why not? She’s kind of cute, don’t you think? And she’s obviously way into you for some weird reason, so just stop being a coward and steer into it.” The adventurer shrugged and threw the crab at Strawberry when they passed him.

“That is not the problem here! I was sent here to make peace, not… well, this!” Teal continued fuming and unintentionally playing right into the adventurer’s hands.

“Oh? so you do think she’s cute then? Poor little Helia Pain, living in perpetual darkness where everything is scary and blasphemous, just waiting for a valiant knight to show up on a bone white steed to guide her steps, am I right?” Anastacia kept mocking the inquisitor, knowing there was nothing he could do about it. “Now, good night to you, sir knight.”

As the adventurer disappeared into her room, Teal was left standing in the hallway with only the guild official as company. The two of them shared a look and sighed in tandem.

“On behalf of the guild and Valor as a whole, I can only apologize for our hand in the makings of that nightmarish person.” Strawberry said, sounding genuinely apologetic.

“Mournvalley appreciates your gesture, guild master, but ultimately it was us that released her upon this unsuspecting world.” Teal laughed tiredly.

 

A sharp knock on the door woke up Anastacia from her guard post by the window. Disoriented as usual, she spent the next few moments trying to figure out where she was and what was going on. By the time a second, a bit more forceful knock snapped her fully awake.

“Anastacia, the breakfast will be served in thirty minutes. Freshen up and dress yourself properly.” Strawberry said from the other side of the door.

“Ffffffine…” The adventurer mumbled back and lazily flung herself up from the chair.

Because her room was facing to the west, the rising sun hadn’t woken the necromancer up earlier. It did however light up the field of snow beautifully and made it appear slightly orange. Just to be sure, Anastacia took a look at the bank right below her window, and found it still lacking any marks from a giant snake, which was more than a bit vexing for her.

“Fuckass ghost snake.” She muttered and pressed her face against the cold glass for a while to wake up.

After getting herself to a somewhat presentable condition and dressed, Anastacia strapped her weapons on her back and slowly dragged herself downstairs to the great hall.

Teal, Magnon, Fang and Farcie had already arrived at the table, last of whom was talking with the host of the event about something, but quickly scurried away after seeing the wreck of an adventurer descending the stairs.

“Grand morning to you, Anna!” Nikolai greeted her happily. “I trust you slept well?”

Though he appeared as cheery as ever, something seemed odd about the commander. His smile seemed ever so slightly fake, and something about his appearance bothered Anastacia, it was as if he wasn’t feeling well. Figuring that maybe Nikolai was just as terrible of a morning person as she was and was only smiling for the guests while actually dying inside, Anastacia didn’t spend too much of her, at the time very limited processing power on it.

“Mfffpghrl…” Was as much of a response as she was able to conjure after collapsing to her seat.

The host laughed warmly. “Splendid! Worry not, the coffee will be served in no time. I’ve made sure to reserve some of my favorite blends for this event, so do tell what you think about them later.”

Soon after, lady Helia and the slightly hungover high magister appeared from the upper floor to greet Nikolai. The Ouan even briefly nodded at Anastacia while passing her, which was likely a much bigger sign of approval than the adventurer understood.

The high magister picked up on Nikolai appearing a bit under the weather as they spoke, but she suggested that it may have been the same self-inflicted nausea and headache she was suffering from, they did both have their fair share of drink after all.

Once the rest of the guests had sluggishly found their way to their seats, a couple of servants entered the hall and began serving coffee to all that wanted some, starting from the ends of the curved table.

“All the sugar, was it?” Asked the servant that Anastacia recognized as the one that told her the story behind the carvings on the night before. “Did you sleep well, miss adventurer?”

The scent of fresh coffee was enough to wake Anastacia up to a point where she could lift her head to nod for the girl, who began shoveling sugar into the drink. After every five or so spoonfuls, the servant gave and increasingly awkward glance at the adventurer, who just told her to keep going. Eventually the servant’s warm smile turned into sheer horror as the cup overflowed with the sweet lumpy mess of coffee infused sugar.

“I… I’m sorry, but there’s no more sugar…” She stuttered and showed the empty bowl to the adventurer.

Anastacia yawned. “That’ll do… for now anyway.” She mumbled and started chewing on her ‘coffee’.

“It takes weeks to export that specific type of coffee bean from the Cabian islands to here, that is, after outbidding every other royal family and aristocrat for the shipment in the first place. There’s even a chance someone died shipping it through the pirate infested waters around there, and this is what you do with it?” Vice commander Lumira commented on the adventurer’s habits, sounding more than a bit annoyed.

“Now now, Lumira. Coffee is meant to be enjoyed and that is what she’s doing. It’d do you some good to learn from her.” Nikolai remarked merrily while he and the vice commander were served their drinks.

With everyone served, the servants disappeared back into the kitchen, only to return with baskets full of different kinds bread and platters containing almost anything a sensible person could consider a topping. Bowls full of exotic fruits and berries were placed next to them, and to Anastacia’s delight, there was even an amble selection of pastries available.

With the aid of his second in command, Nikolai stood up and addressed everyone present. “Good morning, friends! Please help yourself to this grand meal our helpers have prepared, as once it is over, we will move on to the more serious matters at hand and I’ve found a plentiful breakfast to be an unsurpassed aid in negotiations and arguments.” He said with the usual warm smile on his face. “Though our beverages are somewhat untraditional for the job, I would suggest that we start the day with a toast of sorts.” The host continued and lifted up his coffee. “For the north!” He let out a bellowing cheer and took a good, long draught.

“For the north!” Everyone repeated after him and sipped their drinks.

Suddenly both Anastacia and Teal shot up from their seats and turned to Nikolai, who had gone pale as a sheet and had a droplet of sweat rolling down his temple. Both of the necromancers had felt the old man’s heart suddenly cease pumping and now rushed to his aid.

Anastacia, being closer to him, tried to catch the Vassundian commander as he fell, but didn’t nearly have the strength for the job. She did manage to slow down the fall enough for Lumira to notice what was going on and help lowering Nikolai to his chair.

Coughing up foam, he spasmed a couple of times before slumping down lifelessly into Lumira’s arms.

“Someone, do something!” The vice commander roared while the general havoc began spreading to the rest of the room.

Ilyu and Magnon hurried over to move their old friend on the floor, where the high magister and the inquisitor did what they could. However, it didn’t take long for both of them to lower their hands and give up on trying to help Nikolai in any way.

“He’s gone.” Teal sighed and stood up to give room to the forgemaster. He then glanced at Anastacia and nodded, clearly knowing what was inevitably going to happen next.

Lumira’s eyes lit up with rage as she scanned the room for the servant girl that had given Anastacia, Nikolai and her their drinks. Finding her target, she leaped over the table and pinned the servant against a wall. “WHAT DID YOU DO?!” She yelled and pressed her forearm against the servant’s throat.

Amidst the screams of the other servants and confusion among the guests, Anastacia grabbed her staff and turned to the guild official. “Say, if this happens, does the authority go back to Vassund or…” She asked calmly.

“According to the agreement, you are the one in charge.” Strawberry confirmed.

“Good.” Anastacia nodded and struck her staff on the floor. At the same time as cooling the room a bit, she used necromancy to freeze everyone in place to avoid any further chaos. She walked around the table into the middle of the room and made her declaration. “As per my contract, I am exercising the authority given to me and taking control of this meeting to guarantee the safety of everyone in here, and as you can see, I’ll do it literally if I have to. It’s easy to tell that the death of our host was not natural, and it falls on me to find out what I can and act to upon my findings. I know how pointless it is to say this, but do not go at each other’s throats over this, and instead leave that to me.” She addressed everyone briefly and shoved the vice commander off the servant she had attacked. “That means no lynching. I will however welcome any and all help I can get, so in case someone noticed something odd, please do tell me. I’ll begin by questioning this girl, since she was the one that presumably poisoned Nikolai. The rest of you will go and wait in your rooms until I decide otherwise. I will know if anyone tries to fuck around and I will assume it means they had something to do with this. Am I being clear enough?” She tapped her staff on the floor again and released everyone from her grasp.

Probably because of the shock of having someone poisoned in front of them and then inexplicably being frozen in place, most of the guests and servants obeyed Anastacia’s order and quietly left the hall, but Ilyu and Magnon both needed some convincing from Teal to leave their friend’s side. Both of them seemed understandably broken up about the situation and took one final glance at Nikolai before taking the stairs to their rooms.

Lumira hadn’t budged from the spot the adventurer had pushed her to, and obviously didn’t intend to. Instead she kept glaring at Anastacia like she was trying to intimidate her into stepping back.

“I’ll have none of this, Lumira. I get that she may or may not have just poisoned your boss, but this is out of your hands now.” The adventurer explained calmly. “How about this? Go get a sheet and move Nikolai into the cellar with Strawberry. I’ll probably have to look at him again later and well… you know, the smell.”

Accepting that Anastacia wasn’t going to back down, the dark elf left to find something to move the body with.

Anastacia grabbed the servant’s hand and dragged her all the way to her own room for the interrogation. Shocked out of her mind, the sobbing girl wasn’t going to yield much information for a while, even if she actually knew anything. So the adventurer just sat her down by the coffee table and waited while staring out of the window and making sure everyone else heeded her orders.

“I… I didn’t poison him…” The servant finally sniffled after a few minutes. “You- you’ve got to believe me!”

“I’m pretty sure you didn’t – on purpose at least.” Anastacia revealed, even when not actively surveying her surroundings, she could usually tell if something was amiss. For example, if someone’s heartrate was higher than normal or their heart stopped altogether. “Either that or you’re some kind of super trained assassin that doesn’t even get nervous when killing people. What’s your name anyway?”

“S…Stel.” The servant said and wiped her tears with her sleeve.

The adventurer sat down opposite to Stel and groaned. “Would have been really nice for me if you did kill him though, now I have no idea what’s going on.”
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                ”Care to explain am I being questioned?” Strawberry asked and rubbed his temples in frustration. “And why is she here?” He continued and pointed at the servant girl Stel, who was sobbing next to Anastacia in the adventurer’s room, where she had decided to question the ‘suspects’ one by one.

“Well, I remember there being this part in the contract where the full authority was transferred over to someone, could you run by me again who that was?” The necromancer smirked.

The guild official sighed. “You.” He admitted.

“Right! And were you mentioned anywhere in that?” Anastacia nodded.

“No…” Strawberry said reluctantly.

“Exactly! You’re being interrogated because you’re a gargantuan wanker, and she’s here as my assistant, since my previous assistant turned out to be a gargantuan wanker – and I think Lumira might try kill her if she’s left alone. But in all honesty, do I really know you didn’t do anything? You yourself explained to me that you had a motive.” The adventurer pointed out and forced the guild official to admit that she did in fact have a point, even if it was farfetched.

“That doesn’t explain why the one who poisoned our host is here instead of being held somewhere she’s not a danger to anyone.” Strawberry retorted and pointed towards Stel, who broke into tears once more for getting accused.

Anastacia awkwardly patted the servant’s head to make her calm down, which as surprisingly effective. “I don’t think she knew about it. Someone else must have poisoned the cup or something.” She explained.

“I’ve spent the last thirty-four seconds reviewing the reports from your previous quests, and I’m fairly certain that a child could fool you with the simplest of lies lie. Please tell me that at the very least you aren’t just going by her word on this?” Strawberry sighed, accepting his position as not a part of the investigation.

The adventurer grabbed a piece of paper form the coffee table between her and the guild official and crumbled it into a ball. “You can ask Teal about this, since he would have noticed it as well, but the only way she could be the one behind all of this is if she was a highly-trained assassin.” She explained and tossed the ball at Stel, who barely had the reflexes to cower before it bounced off her face. “Which she obviously isn’t…”

The servant’s heart began jumping out of control from something as simple as getting hit with a paper ball, also more or less confirming Anastacia’s theory about the girl not being a part of whatever plot was going on.

“… Very well… But do take this seriously, our standing with Vassund may be at stake.” The guild official reminded her and prepared to be questioned.

“Someone has died and that’s what you worry about?” Anastacia frowned and stood up. She started to pace around the seats while trying to come up with something to ask that didn’t sound completely idiotic and would ignite even just the slightest of sparks of trust in the official. “Well, for starters, I know you had the entire night to roam around the lodge and even visit the kitchen while I was asleep – care to tell me how you spent the night?” Was the first thing she could come up with that made any sense.

“I was doing paperwork the entire time, because someone keeps messing with the forms. If you need further detail, I spent most of it rewriting the form 443-3-b, which of course means I needed to redo everything attached to it, such as 1-667-c and the whole moral character evaluation process for quests that are considered in the political risk class three. Then there is also the report for the previous day that needed to get finalized and-“ Strawberry listed off things that Anastacia had probably gotten briefed about during the long trip to the lodge, but couldn’t remember in the slightest.

“Okay! I get it.” The necromancer stopped him. “How about this: You didn’t have anything to drink, almost like you knew there was something wrong with the drinks and didn’t want to risk it. And before you say anything, yes, this is important for the quest. Don’t even try doing that bullshit again, or I’ll feed you to the ghost snake.”

The guild official stared at the table for a few seconds and seemed to come to a decision. “Very well. I have been authorized to answer you, but the guild wishes that what I’m about to say does not leave the room. Not because it is sensitive in nature, but because the less the world knows about us, the safer Valor is.” He explained with a slightly hushed tone and leaned towards Anastacia. “Our need for sustenance, hydration and sleep are roughly on par with your average human, but we are able to meet these requirements as a collective. This means that a single guild official sleeping for an entire day allows two to three others to remain perfectly alert without so much as a nap. This is true for both eating and drinking as well, as long as the total needs of all officials are met, some of us may go without either of these. It is only sensible that an official that has been dispatched to conduct operations elsewhere forgoes as many of these needs as possible, as to minimize risks. Sleeping is an obvious safety concern, and potable water or safe food may not be readily available. So me refraining from all of these is merely a matter of following official guild conduct, not a sign of foul play.”

“That’s both neat and gross, but okay, let’s say that I believe you – how would you go about this whole investigation thing?” The adventurer asked, hoping to get at least something to go with, as she still had no idea what to do next.

“Well, the first thing you should recognize is that almost everyone here does have a reason to hope that these talks end in a disaster. If you listened to their speeches yesterday, you should be able to roughly guess why. Vul, Toumarill and Ou would very much like to tear into each other to secure their positions, Astra and Mon Quasai don’t have much to lose in the end, only preferences on who they’d like to work with and either could fold from their alliances if unfavorable circumstances arise, but both do have something to gain if the resulting war goes their way. As for Mournvalley… who knows?” Strawberry reasoned. “You are probably the only one that can get an answer from the inquisitor.”

Anastacia frowned, she wasn’t too excited about having to deal with Teal again, even if he seemed somewhat levelheaded for someone from Mournvalley. “So I should start with him then? I suppose it makes sense. Ilyu, Magnon and Lumira could probably use some time before I get to them.” She agreed in the end. “Could you tell Teal to come over on your way out? After that you can just go fill a 444-2-c or whatever in some dusty corner you find.”

Surprisingly the guild official smiled hearing that – in fact he almost laughed on his way to the door. “A 444-2-c she says…” He snickered at something the necromancer couldn’t understand and left the room.

Before allowing the inquisitor into her room, Anastacia hastily moved all the weapons that had bone components in the into the corner furthest away from the coffee table and where she could see them at all times. She also gathered most of the luggage she had thrown about during the night into a pile behind her bed and made some attempt to fix her uniform to appear at least a bit more formal than usual.

With the room and her outfit at a passing state, she sat back down and asked Stel to go and open the door for Teal. Not quite understanding why, the servant girl wiped her tears in her sleeve and hurried over to the door.

“Ah! Inquisitor Teal, take a seat. I’m going to need you to answer some questions for me.” Anastacia said and tried to look as imposing as possible when the inquisitor stepped in.

Teal nodded to thank the maid for letting him in and did as he was asked. “You know I could feel you running around before, right? You could have just let me in.” He commented.

“Yeah, but my castle doesn’t really get all that many visitors, so I don’t often get to just summon people to me like this. I don’t even have a proper servant there, so can you blame me for indulging?” The adventurer shrugged.

Teal sighed. “No no, it’s nice to get reminded that our guardian is a complete moron.” He scoffed and rolled his eyes. By chance, his gaze happened upon Stel, who was still standing by the door, clearly being wary of the inquisitor. “I take it that she didn’t do it? I’ve seen my fair share of assassins, she’s most definitely not the type.”

“Nah, I don’t think she did.” Anastacia said and shook her head. While she was confident in her gut feeling about Stel, it was good to know that someone who was actually trained to deal with assassins agreed. “But that’s why I’ve summoned you here. How do I know you didn’t do it? And just saying that you wouldn’t have bothered won’t cut it this time.”

“I would have poisoned you.” Teal stated bluntly. “For an inquisitor, this lodge is full of defenseless sheep. If I were a wolf after them, what good would getting rid of an old and feeble ram do me, when there’s a shepherd dog to worry about? If I poisoned you, I could just do whatever I want with the rest of these people.”

The absolute loathing and lack of surprise on Anastacia’s face over the inquisitor having a plan ready just in case he needed to kill people was so apparent that it amused even Teal himself.

“But what if you intentionally did it the dumb way just because that’s not what’s expected of you, then you’d just get off scot-free after ruining the meeting and whatever small hopes there were for peace.” Insisted the adventurer, still unable to admit there was even a hint of anything but cruel intentions in anyone from her home country.

Teal took a deep breath, as if he was revealing a huge secret. “I wouldn’t do it because Nikolai was the closest thing I have… had to a friend, outside of the inquisition. I’ve been the one handling our relations with Vassund ever since Amaranth died, and I’ve spent weeks with the old guy. You can ask the vice commander about that if you want.” He admitted with a bit of genuine anger in his voice.

 “Even if Coquelicot commanded you to do so?” Anastacia inquired further.

“That’s different!” The inquisitor yelled and hit the coffee table with his fist.

The adventurer scoffed at the outburst. “So you admit that you would have done it if Coquelicot thought it’d benefit Mournvalley to ruin the negotiations?”

Teal took another deep breath to calm his nerves to keep his powers in check, while internally whipping himself for letting Anastacia push his buttons again. “Yes… Of course, I would have.” He revealed and lowered his voice. “But I haven’t received a single order from her in a couple of months, no one has. What I’m about to tell you absolutely can not leave this room… The inquisition has been just winging it without leadership for a while now. We’ve done our best to stick true to the original vision, and I think we’ve done a good job at that, but we simply don’t have the same authority as Coquelicot and need all hands on deck to just keep things from falling apart. Simply put, Mournvalley can not get into a war right now.”

“Oh. Sucks to be you, I guess.” The adventurer said coldly. “So this thing about her being under the weather is true then?”

“Well, technically – that’s the story we’ve been spreading. In reality, she began constantly speaking to someone no one else could see or hear and began to get more and more pissed off all the time and eventually drove everyone out of the castle. No one but Cyan and Duke have even seen her since then, and even they haven’t gotten inside in a while.” The inquisitor whispered wistfully.

Anastacia groaned in agony. “Can’t wait to inevitably get tangled up in that shit.”

“Trust me, you’re the last person we’ll come to look help from.” Teal reassured her, but definitely didn’t sound nearly as confident in his words as he probably wanted to.

Stel had been listening to the necromancers by the door for the whole time, and the somewhat hostile yet familiar way they conversed struck her as weird. “Do you two know each other?” she asked, interrupting the two and reminding them she existed.

“NO!” Anastacia and Teal answered in unison.

“Oh shit. You’re getting in on all kinds of secrets today, aren’t you?” Anastacia suddenly realized. “It’s probably a good idea to keep your mouth shut about them, and whatever you do, don’t tell him your name or where you live.”

Teal chuckled. “Come on now, we don’t need to know those to find her if she makes the mistake of telling someone about this.” He said, suddenly changing back to a completely serious tone.

“Aaaanyway, Teal, want to come along to poke the body?” The adventurer redirected the subject to spare Stel’s nerves, since that was probably not going to be the last death threat she would be getting before the day was done. “You’re not above suspicion yet, but I didn’t exactly excel in autopsies back in the day….” Anastacia shivered at the memory of the vomit filled carcasses from what little training she had gotten in Mournvalley.

The inquisitor nodded. “I would like that, yes. As much as I want to make sure this doesn’t end in a war, I do want to know who is responsible for killing my friend.”

“You’re not going to be allowed to kill whoever that is.” Anastacia pointed out.

“I will though.” shrugged Teal while getting up.

“Agree to disagree then.” Anastacia dismissed the threat. “Besides, from where I’m looking, you seemed to be making some pretty massive leaps towards peace last night. You pull that one off, get Ou to calm their tits about culling the necromancers and then Mournvalley can marry you off to strengthen the alliance. You are the closest thing to a princess they have after all – or is Periwinkle still around? I figured Coquelicot would have eaten him by now.”

The necromancers continued bantering on their way down to the cellar Anastacia had asked Lumira to move the body to. Anastacia also decided to leave Stel to her room, as there wasn’t much she could offer when it came to opening up recently deceased people.

The cellar could be accessed though a large hatch in the corner of the kitchen, normally it was used to store the various meats and other easily spoiled foods for the grand banquets held in the lodge, which quickly made Anastacia rethink her idea of moving Nikolai’s body there as well. While not technically a problem, as the cellar was just as oversized as the lodge itself, the thought of eating something that had been stored with a corpse gave her stomach a bit of a twist – though Teal was quick to remark that it was simply another carcass among the others.

It took no more than a single glance at the linen-wrapped body after they had opened up the hatch for the adventurer to decide that she would be better off staying at the top end of the ladders while the inquisitor performed what procedures he could to see if there was anything odd about Nikolai’s death.

“Do you want the mead-knife or a regular one?” Anastacia asked and offered both her own enchanted knife as well as one of the three that came with her uniform to Teal.

“Just- just give me the regular one.” The inquisitor answered, unsure about what a ‘mead-knife’ even was.

He then descended into the cellar and started unravelling the sheets. The Vassundian commander’s wrinkled face had been frozen in a perpetual state of agony, that appeared off putting even to the inquisitor himself, who had no shortages of atrocities listed among his accomplishments; and it was either that or the respect he held for the man, that made Teal forcefully relax the muscles on Nikolai’s face and give him a more peaceful appearance.  

“You know, Alice would have been great at this, if only someone hadn’t killed her.” Teal commented while rolling up his sleeves.

“You can go ahead and tell that to your boss. Just shut up and do whatever crimes against nature you think will help us.” Anastacia rebutted and laid down on the floor to stare at the ceiling.

Pushing aside Nikolai’s magnificent beard to open up the topmost button of his shirt, Teal noticed something odd peeking out from under his collar: an impossibly dark blue, almost black vein, that appeared to continue down to his back.

Curiosity got the better of the inquisitor, as he abandoned the idea of dealing with the commander’s uniform’s buttons that were maybe just a bit too tight, and simply rolled the body over and cut open the back of the shirt with the knife.

“So, Anastacia, do you know what ‘divenum’ is?” He asked and stared at the black web of veins that covered Nikolai’s back. Seemingly stemming from a single point on the back of his shoulder, the darkened pattern faded and turned blue the further away it got. Luckily, it was something Teal was familiar with.

“Is it a drink?” The adventurer guessed.

“Yes and no. It’s a very specialized poison that’s made from two components. The first one is called ‘chiroptera’, it’s actually a medicine that can be mixed to a drink to alleviate high blood pressure, but if injected, it’ll cause a mild poisoning that results in a bit of nausea and cold sweats – along with blackening of veins around the injection point. The second component is called ‘thropcillin’ and just like the first one, it has some medicinal uses in that it does wonders to alleviate hangovers when mixed in a drink. However, it’s a bit troublesome because it needs to be stored in ice or it will decay within a day.” Teal explained and felt around for a small wound in the spot the pattern had started from.

“Cool, but why are you telling me this?” Anastacia asked.

“Well, you see, there’s a curious effect that you get when a person gets injected with chiroptera and drinks thropcillin afterwards. Even in the smallest of quantities, when the two mix in one’s body, it causes all of their blood to coagulate within seconds. This mix is called divenum and results in an instant death for obvious reasons.” The inquisitor continued.

Anastacia rolled over and peeked down the hatch. “Are you saying that Nikolai was- Oh, that’s gross!” She interrupted herself upon seeing the black veins and rolled back away from the hatch.

“Yes, I think that’s the case. It’s a bit unusual but not unheard of to use divenum to kill diplomats. Because the initial chiroptera injection can be done anywhere from two weeks to a couple of hours before the poisoning, and because the people who haven’t been injected won’t be affected in any way even if you lace everything with thropcillin, it can be a nightmare to find out who did it.” Teal confirmed and rolled Nikolai’s body over again and began wrapping it up.

“Fantastic. Where does that leave us? Does any of this actually help?” Anastacia asked, trying to piece any of the clues together in her head. “I suppose it works with our reasoning about the servant. If the coffee itself was laced without any of us being affected, it could have been anyone that was able to visit the kitchen and it was just chance that she happened to be the one serving.”

“That doesn’t really help, I remember pretty much all of us coming here to request one thing or another at one point. The injection point is just as useless, the wound is so small that anyone who tapped his shoulder last night could have done it without Nikolai noticing.” The inquisitor pointed out and started climbing the ladder back to the kitchen.

Anastacia looked around the kitchen for anything that might have been useful, but the equipment for preparing coffee was are located near the door, so anyone visiting the kitchen could indeed have very easily slipped something into the sack of beans and even the kitchen staff would have been none the wiser.

Curious about the high-quality coffee she had been accused of wasting, she got up from the floor and inspected the bag. ‘100% authentic Cabian umber beans’ was written over a crest Anastacia couldn’t recognize but which had the crest of Mon Quasai as a part of it. Presumably it belonged to some Mon Quasian trading company that handled the shipments.

She opened the hefty sack to have a better look at the supposedly so special beans, but then was slightly appalled by the greenish appearance and the not at all familiar scent of the bag’s contents. “What’s this nonsense? Coffee is supposed to be brown!” She exclaimed and grabbed a handful to show them to Teal.

“How should I know? I haven’t exactly had the time to study outside world cuisine. Maybe they need to be boiled or something?” He suggested.

“Good to know someone else was just as confused with all the different foods last night.” Anastacia shrugged and put the beans in her pocket for some reason.

“You have no idea. That was the fourth one I’ve been to and I’ve only been living off peas and carrots in them.” Teal nodded. “Outside world food is a complete mess. There are sauces for everything, and every meal is insanely spicy, salty or sweet. And the spices! There are more rules about which spice goes with what than there are ways to kill a person!”

On their way back upstairs through the staircase near the kitchen, the necromancers shared their personal gripes about the complicated things they had ran into in the world outside of Mournvalley.

While Anastacia was mostly for the luxuries and plentiful distractions she had come across as an adventurer, the inquisitor viewed them as extravagant madness that was no better than the horribly unjust and lacking cast system their home country previously had.

Though he admitted that he benefitted from the affluent nature of his job as a diplomat and was often served only the best and the finest there was, it still struck the inquisitor as poor management of resources and sometimes even straight up waste. Something which was unheard of in the post-revolution Mournvalley, simply because they could not afford such misuse of materials and food.

As they were passing the other guest rooms, Anastacia suddenly stopped in her tracks and stared at the wall of carvings Stel had told her about. Engraved over each of the five scenes was a different symbol or a glyph that the adventurer didn’t even remotely recognize and most definitely hadn’t been there before.

The cuts appeared to be made with an axe or something just as hefty, but something like that would have surely caused quite a ruckus and wouldn’t have gone unnoticed by the necromancers, or the guests waiting in their rooms only a few meters away, or probably even the guild official sorting his paperwork in the third floor library.

“Stel is going to be so upset…” Anastacia muttered and ran her finger along one of the freshly made grooves.

            

    
        Chapter 172 - A shared grave

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia stared at the tall and formidable Ouan who was seated across the table from her and tried to come up with anything even vaguely useful to ask. As she struggled to open her mouth, it began dawning on her at an uncomfortably quick pace, that she may not have been the best detective out there – or even in the top half of detectives, really.

Having inspected the ruined carvings and gained naught from it, both necromancers had returned to their base of operations in Anastacia’s room to carry on with the initial interrogations. Though every cell of her being and her soul itself retched and cramped in refusal to the idea, the adventurer had to admit that she would likely make far more headway in the case if she allowed Teal to help, even if it meant she would have to end up protecting the culprit from the vengeful inquisitor in the end.

Next on the list of people she wanted to question had been lady Helia Pain, and even though Teal desperately wanted to escape the situation, and even offered to protect Stel when she was sent to fetch some freshly brewed and possibly slightly poisoned coffee, Anastacia convinced him to stay by reminding him that Lady Helia wouldn’t even see him if he simply stood in the corner a few meters away.

Lady Helia aimed her new crystal lantern directly at Anastacia and placed it on the coffee table. “Would it be possible for us to make a complaint? Are you not here to serve us? The horrid canine beast has kept us up for the entire night by clawing at the door of my room. Perhaps human adventurer Anastacia could finally remove it from the premises?” She said suddenly.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, there’s no dog here.” Frowned Anastacia.

“Perhaps it has simply avoided your heretical sight? It seems to disappear in a blink of an eye when confronted by us. It might be far nimbler than your average beast?”  The Ouan insisted.

“Maybe I should have Teal guard your door?” The adventurer suggested and grinned at the inquisitor in the corner of the room, who responded with a rather rude gesture. “I’m sure he’d be happy to help.”

Lady Helia nodded. “That would be… agreeable.”

“But I need to actually get this investigation thing going. I can only make you people stay in your rooms for so long.” Anastacia remembered and changed her tone to a more serious one. “How do I know you didn’t poison Nikolai?”

Rearing back as if she had just been gravely insulted, the Ouan hissed angrily. “What could this be? A jest? Does human adventurer Anastacia assume us for a simple schemer or a two-bit assassin?! Before your infinitesimal being is an Archfurion of the five divine legions, the holy pinnacle of purity in the mortal world and the first in line to for the position of the living saint! Our actions are the word of the five and the word of the five are our actions! And you, an insignificant cretin of corruption, a repugnant spillage from the cauldron of dark, mean to imply that we would ever stoop so low as to use poison to rid the world of those that stand before us? When the time comes, the pure light of the five will scorch this plane clean of its mistakes, and we will build it anew, and you think we would need to rely on something as mundane as this? Human adventurer Anastacia, we urge you to choose your words more carefully, lest you find yourself in the light as well.” She threatened the adventurer and buried her claws deep into the wooden table.

Not really considering Helia as a threat, Anastacia stood her ground and didn’t flinch. “Yeah, but you did send a bunch of mercs after Teal on the way here, didn’t you? So, if anything, you’ve set a precedent for underhanded scheming.”

“Does the human adventurer Anastacia actually think we are so blind to the unholy powers of the necromancers? That we would expect simple highwaymen to dispatch an inquisitor? Though their powers are drawn from blasphemous sources, we know of their formidable capabilities. This arrangement was simply to cease our contract with those rogues. Perhaps to inconvenience and cause delay?” Lady Helia admitted readily. “Maybe we have overestimated human adventurer Anastacia after all?”

“Rude.” Remarked the adventurer. “So what you’re saying is that you didn’t poison Nikolai, because you don’t need to?”

“The five do not think Vassund as beyond redemption at all. Merely as a lost sheep that wandered into the dark. As such it is not their will to cause harm to the nation. Poisoning an influential commander may just prevent them from returning to the flock.” The Ouan nodded and calmed down.

While not the most ironclad of defenses, Anastacia didn’t doubt Lady Helia’s piety, nor did the Ouan seem to be lying, not to mention the difficulties she would have to actually find her way to the kitchen and then to the coffeemaking equipment.

“So lets say that you didn’t do it. Do you know who might have?” She asked, doubtful that Helia would have seen much of anything.

Lady Helia seemed to hesitate for a while before deciding to reveal her thoughts. “Though we are perfect and without a flaw, our allies are not. The orcish war chief Fang is faithful, but deaf to the words of the five. Silent and calm, but perhaps far from patient? Toumarill has acted brashly under his watch. He may seek to force an engagement where we would still wait?”

As the Ouan diplomat spoke, somewhere in the vast, goblin-filled dimness that was Anastacia’s mind, two memories miraculously connected, and the adventurer realized something. On the way to the lodge, one of the files containing details about the guest’s home countries said something that suddenly rang multiple bells in the adventurer’s head – but there was something she needed to arrange before confirming her suspicions.

“Teal, can you come here?” Anastacia suddenly said and discarded the agreement she and the inquisitor had over keeping his presence a secret.

Lady Helia hastily began making sure her uniform was flawless while looking around. “Necromancer inquisitor Teal is here? Could he not announce his arrival?”

Silently mouthing curses at the adventurer, Teal walked over from his hiding place and sat down. “Yes, you two seemed to be in the middle of something and I didn’t want to interrupt anything important.” He lied to the Ouan representative.

“Yes, yes, how polite of you.” Anastacia agreed, hopped up from her seat and pointed at the lantern on the table. “May I check something on this?” She asked and grabbed it without waiting for a response.

After a while of fiddling around with the metal cover, she nodded and sighed. “It’s just like I feared, the crystal in this is actually running out of… magic. Luckily, I know that Strawberry keeps some spare crystals on himself, so I’ll just pop out for a second to replace it, if that’s okay?”

“What are you doing, Anastacia?” Teal asked, clearly getting very tired of the adventurer’s games.

“Oh, just being helpful, like always.” Anastacia smiled and closed the lantern. “I’m glad that you got here when you did, because it would be horrible to leave Lady Helia alone without her light, wouldn’t it? Surely you aren’t the kind of a man who would do something like that either, are you? Not when it might erase all the hard work towards peace you’ve already done.”

“Is this some kind of a ruse? We do not understand your tone, human adventurer Anastacia. Can you please return our lantern?” Lady Helia asked with just a hint of worry in her voice. She grabbed firmly onto the table in front of her and slowly started to feel around for anything.

Anastacia circled around the table, took the Ouan’s hand and placed it on Teal’s shoulder. “I’m not fooling around at all. Imagine how horrible it would be, if you were walking around and all of a sudden, the lantern completely ran out of juice, so I’ll just quickly pop out and replace the crystal real quick. Teal is right here to keep you company, so why don’t you continue from wherever you were left last night?” She suggested and quickly headed to the door.

The Ouan immediately dragged the inquisitor closer and made sure he couldn’t escape even if he wanted to.

Right as she was about to leave the room, the adventurer turned around to confirm her suspicions. “Say, Teal, the components of divenum were medicines, right? While prepping for this quest, I remember reading that a certain nation has been making moves in the medicine market for a good while now. Since you know about that sort of thing, do you happen to remember who the biggest producers of chiroptera and thropcillin are?”

“Well there are the herb gardens of Machau, but they don’t really have much in the way of trade in the north, then there’s Toumar- ohh, I see.” The inquisitor realized and glanced at the Ouan grasping on his shoulder hard enough to dig into his skin with her claws. “Ohh, I see…”

Anastacia gave him a one final shit-eating grin before rushing to confront the war chief of Toumarill. Lady Helia would give her enough time to either get a confession from the war chief, or to use the enchanted ring she had to confirm her suspicions. In case the ring proved her wrong, she needed to make sure she could calm the situation before the inquisitor got loose.

The war chief’s room was directly opposite to the vandalized carvings, and while Anastacia still didn’t understand how anyone could have made the runes now covering them, it still seemed like the amount of supposed coincidences was starting to pile up just a bit too high.

Knocking on the door was nerve-racking and gave the adventurer far more time to consider the possibility of being wrong about the whole thing. Even with the aid of the inquisitor, she had only managed to muster a single clue, that barely pointed in any direction at all. No doubt anyone with a more than a handful of gold in their name would have been able to buy both components for the poison Nikolai had been killed with, and certainly anyone with any diplomatic rank in their nation would have been able to do so with ease. But the sensitive nature of the meeting they were in forced her to act as quickly as she could, or the guests would surely begin to theorize on their own and cause all sorts of trouble.

It took a few moments for the less than spry orc to find his way to open the door for the adventurer. He politely greeted her with a nod but didn’t seem to have any intention to invite Anastacia into his room; instead he took a step forth into the hallway and leaned on his cane. “Is there something you need, adventurer?” He asked gruffly.

“Yeah. I was just wondering if you poisoned Nikolai.” Anastacia stated bluntly and slid her hand over one of the daggers strapped on her.

The war chief raised his brow and straightened his posture. “No, I did not.” He answered, in an equally direct manner.

There was no hesitation, nervousness or any other usual sign of lying detectable in the elderly orc but being a veteran of countless battles and of particularly stoic nature, telling a lie or two may simply not have bothered him in the slightest – or he was telling the truth.

Just as Anastacia was about to take out her enchanted topaz ring and repeat her question, a harrowing scream echoed from down the corridor from the direction of her room. The wail was followed by a set of porcelain coffee cups and a fancy silvery coffee pan falling off a tray that had been held by Stel.

On her way back from the kitchen, the maid had noticed Anastacia and Fang, and intending to see what they were up to, snuck closer to them. However, all that was quickly forgotten when she saw what was left of her precious carvings.

Screaming in what seemed like very genuine pain, Stel scrambled over and pressed her cheek against her favorite scene – the one where Cottona battles with the giant serpent. “What have they done to you?!” She wailed and sunk to the floor.

The commotion in the hallway understandably piqued the interests of the other guests, and it didn’t take long for the rest of the diplomats to gather to see what it was about. Anastacia tried to make sure everyone kept their distance, but when the glyphs on the wall caught everyone’s attention, there was no holding back the crowd.

“Does anyone know what they’re saying, or if they’re saying anything in the first place?” Magnon asked and took a closer look at one of them. He then glanced at Minerva, whose eyes were red from crying for the entire morning, but the high magister couldn’t offer any aid in deciphering the runes.

“Maybe it means that we should all just leave and never look back?” Farcie the younger suggested from a bit further away. The merchant heir was obviously far too uncomfortable to stay anywhere near the crowd, especially when his inquisitor ally wasn’t around to protect him.

“No one is leaving anywhere before we know what happened to Nikolai.” Lumira stated and took a step towards Stel, whom she had stared daggers at while others had been more interested in the ruined carvings.

Anastacia didn’t wait a second to slip past the dark elf and stop her in her tracks. Pressing the tip of her staff at Lumira’s chest, the adventurer made a silent threat and successfully convinced the vice commander back off.

“I’ll make one thing clear for now: everything I know right now suggests that this girl’s part in Nikolai’s death was purely coincidental and that she had nothing to do with it. I will not stand for baseless accusations at her or anyone else.” The adventurer decaled and struck her staff at the floor.

Besides the glare of pure rage she received from the vice commander, Anastacia received no opposition to her ruling, at least until the forgemaster pointed out something he had seen.

“Care to share what your business with the war chief was then? When I got out of my room, you were talking to him.” Magnon inquired and pointed one of the metal spikes on his forearms at the war chief. “Is he the main suspect?”

Fang said nothing to defend himself, but calmly moved the forgemaster’s arm away with his cane, as if preparing to fence with him, if that was what Magnon wanted.

“Forgemaster, what I said before applies to you as well! No matter how close any of you were to Nikolai, you’re all suspects until I decide otherwise. I’ll gather everyone and make a statement once I’ve figured something out.” Anastacia reminded him and prepared to stop everything, just in case.

Frustrated by the knowledge that the adventurer was right, Magnon flicked his wrist quickly and disarmed the orcish war chief as if to show him that though Anastacia had gotten between them this time, the matter was far from over. The forgemaster then quietly retreated back to his room, and caused the rest of the quests to consider it as well.

“Good. Now if the rest of you could follow his example and politely return to your rooms, that would be great – unless of course one of you knows something about the runes?” The adventurer addressed the group before turning to Fang again. “You can go too, but I still have something to ask from you later; I just have to deal with this first.” She said and nodded at the crying maid.

The war chief nodded and was about to pick his cane back up when suddenly the vice commander grabbed it from the floor first. Though Anastacia was sure that Lumira would probably snap it out of anger towards the new prime suspect, the dark elf merely inspected the odd-looking handle.

“What are you doing?” Anastacia asked.

“Making sure it doesn’t have hidden poison needle or anything. When I trained in Toumarill, not trusting his canes was one of the first things I learned. There’s always a hidden blade or something.” Lumira muttered, still angry at the adventurer but at least willing to cooperate.

The shape of the handle was one of the things Anastacia had noticed as well when she greeted the orc for the first time. Being shaped like an engraved sword hilt instead of a comfortable cane handle was certainly odd and it would have made sense if it contained a small knife or something along those lines, but that didn’t seem to be the case. The only interesting part in the cane was a small ring in the upper part of the shaft, that appeared to spin freely but only appeared to serve decorative purposes instead of revealing a weapon.

“Hmph, I have my eye on you, Fang.” Lumira grunted and slammed the cane on the war chief’s chest as she stomped past him to return to her room.

The impact seemed to have knocked the wind out of the orc’s lungs, as he went slightly pale for a few deep breaths – or at least as pale as orcs could go. “In her years at Toumarill, we taught her many things, but it appears our methods fell short when it came to manners and respect for her elders.” He lamented and shook his head.

“How does someone like her even make it to vice commander?” Anastacia couldn’t help but to wonder out loud.

“You say that, but you’ve not seen her on a field of battle. It’s people like her that stop us from making our move without trying to negotiate peace first.” Fang shook his head, but without a doubt, there was some pride emanating from his almost expressionless, chiseled face. “The gods created some people for nothing but war, so perhaps her mortal form just needs to take some compromises when it comes to personality?”

“If you say so…” The adventurer shrugged. Figuring that she might as well get the confirmation to her initial question out of the way and return with some more questions if the war chief turned out to be innocent, she slipped the topaz ring onto her finger and repeated herself. “Did you kill Nikolai?”

Fang raised one of his eyebrows and leaned on his cane. “No. Did you not hear me the first time?” He said as his words passed though the ring’s enchantment unaltered.

Disappointed in her own detective work, Anastacia took off the ring and cursed quietly. “Back to square one then… Okay, I still have some questions to you in case you saw something, but I have to get this maid back to my room first, so you can just wait in yours for a couple of minutes.”

“I’ll remain there.” The orc nodded and slowly wobbled into his room and closed the door behind himself.

Stel had kept sobbing next to the carving during the entire gathering and probably hadn’t even noticed anyone else being there. She pressed her cheek against the ruined image of her hero and caressed the wall.

Anastacia found it a bit hard to say anything but decided to make an attempt regardless. “You know these are just carvings, right? There are probably more of them out there, or like books with pictures or something.” She clumsily tried to ease the maid’s suffering to no avail. Next up in her comically lacking set of tools for calming people was distraction: “Umm… Do these symbols mean anything in the story’s context? I’m not all that good with languages, but they don’t seem like anything I’ve ran into before.”

Stel took out a napkin and blew her nose before leaning away from the wall to get a better look at the runes. Though still red and swollen from spending most of the day crying, the maid’s eyes lit up when she saw the markings and realized that they weren’t just an arbitrary bit of vandalism, but a message. “It… it’s a threat. They’re the last words of the hag of the north. It’s written in the language that was used by the witches, hermits and creatures of these lands. According to a book I have- well, more like a dozen of them, it’s from an age before the sun rose for the first time, but that can’t be right, right? Anyway, so when Cottona figured out how to kill the hag for good and did so by cutting the enchanted necklace in a heroic charge against a foe that was basically a demigod. She parried and dodged countless jagged, poisoned blades and other rusted weapons the spirit of discord was able to throw at her, and with the very tip of her spear, she was able to cut the string of braided hairs the necklace was made from. With the hag’s enchanted iron beads spread across the corrupted field of snow, she was no longer immortal and no match for the valiant heroine – oh and the two other hunters, of course…” She rambled on and on, and probably would have gone on for a while longer if Anastacia hadn’t said something.

“Yeah, cool, we can talk about all that in my room a bit later. Now if you just went there and-“ The adventurer made a futile attempt to get Stel to go back so she could carry on with questioning Fang, but anything she said was quickly drowned out in the quite clearly biased telling of the story about the three hunters.

“So when the killing blow had been dealt and the vile crone was all but defeated, she screamed out a final curse of discord, that entangled the whispers of half-truths and conspiracies she had filled the hunters’ heads with, and weaved a web of distrust even Cottona wasn’t able to overcome. So these were the words that, if you were to believe some versions of the story, literally burned themselves onto the hunters’ bodies and eventually turned them on each other. Now, the books actually disagree on the literal translation of these words, but it’s always something along the lines of ‘Know no peace, but in a shared grave’.” Stel continued to recite what she knew of the subject she was very clearly obsessed with. “Oh! Do you think the hag has returned to reclaim her land?!”

Anastacia sighed and started to give up on the idea of making the maid wait in her room instead of having her come along to talk with Fang, especially since talking about her favorite subject had very quickly improved the girl’s mood. “Doubt it, people are more than capable of being assholes without any supernatural aid. Besides, this meeting ending with a murder was always a bit of a coinflip, hence why I’m here in the first place.” She said and shook her head. “Now, how about we have a chat with the war chief about who he thinks might be behind all this. Somehow, we’ve already ruled out the more obvious religious lunatics and a literal assassin playing a diplomat, so let’s just hope we don’t have to start going through the staff as well – unless you guys have a butler? That’d simplify things.”

Having to deal with the sudden gathering of the guests had made the adventurer briefly forget about her surroundings, and Teal dashing into the hallway with Lady Helia in tow almost got the jump on her. At first, she figured that the inquisitor had finally managed to find a way out of his predicament and had come to avenge his friend, but the expression on his face wasn’t that of anger or fury, but far from it actually. Teal appeared utterly confused, almost frightened, which was certainly something that didn’t happen often.

The reason for his sudden appearance and odd expression became painfully clear to Anastacia soon enough, as she noticed the fresh pool of blood slowly creeping further into the corridor from under Fang’s door.

            

    
        Chapter 173 - Redeemed

    
    
    
    
                ”Fucking damnit. I was right here, how is this even possible?!” Anastacia asked from no one in particular and stared at the ceiling of war chief’s room to avoid seeing the pool of blood on the floor, or the fresh corpse of the room’s resident in the middle of it.

Teal had offered his help with the body once more and was inspecting it for the cause of death. “Single stab wound, directly at the heart. Looks like it went through the ribcage like butter and killed him in a couple of seconds.” He concluded and shook the blood off his hands. “Not really a surprise he didn’t manage to scream first. When you stab someone like this, the air in their lungs just kind of leaks out without making much more than a sigh.”

“Of course you know that, why wouldn’t you? Anything else you can tell me about it?” The adventurer asked and took a few quick glances at the body.

Fang’s face didn’t show any signs of surprise or agony in his last moments, which could have just been because of his calm demeanor, simply a coincidence, or it could have meant that the war chief knew what was coming and had accepted his fate.

Still firmly clutching to his cane, the orc had taken a tumble backwards and only missed the door by a couple of centimeters. Even in death, his grip on the walking aid was so firm that Teal had to pry his fingers off it one by one just to move his arms out of the way. The staff itself was given to Lady Helia for safekeeping.

The Ouan representative had been cleared of suspicions for the time being, as she had been with Teal at the time of the second murder and seemed to be an unlikely culprit for the first one. The reason behind tasking her to help with the investigation was simply that the adventurer found great joy in forcing her and Teal stick together – and having a representative from both alliances to stay neutral in case someone asked about it.

Saying the she appeared even slightly bothered by her ally’s demise would have been a lie, and Anastacia would have found this suspicious, if it wasn’t Lady Helia herself that suspected Fang in the first place and admitted to not really caring for how the orc ran things in Toumarill.

“Well, the shape isn’t anything out of the ordinary for a small knife, but I have to wonder about the amount of strength it takes to do something like this. It’s a small weapon but not a spike or anything, so pushing it through an orc bone so cleanly would be impossible for most people.” Teal continued to analyze the wound. “Not to mention that most people couldn’t do it without us- I mean without me noticing it.”

“What could the necromancer inquisitor Teal mean? Could it be that the unclean abilities of necromancers allow for surveillance?” Asked Lady Helia suddenly and stopped fiddling with the cane. “Perhaps this could have been mentioned to us before?”

Teal touched the wound and rubbed the blood between his fingers before smelling it. “All necromancers are equipped with the senses to roughly locate useable materials in their surroundings, and those of us that aren’t limited to just dead material, can sense living things as well.” He said without turning away from the body, like it was the thousandth time he had to explain it.

Flustered by the realization that the inquisitor could have been keeping an eye on her the whole time, Lady Helia took a step away from him and tried to cover herself more with her arms, as if that did anything more than her uniform already did.

“That’s right, he knows what you do at night and can feel every little bit of you, all the way from his room.” Anastacia said, seeing the opportunity to throw more fuel into the fire. “You know, necromancers are all interested in learning about the physique of all mortal races, maybe you should introduce him to your god given one?”

“HOW VULGAR!” The Ouan screeched and whacked the inquisitor with the cane.

Teal sighed long and hard before continuing his work without even bothering to question Anastacia’s actions. He had more or less done all he could with the body and the only thing left was cleanup. Touching his fingertips into the pool of blood, he began drawing back the spillage and gathering it into a sphere in his hand. Though he considered it for a few seconds, the inquisitor’s professionalism prevailed against his petty hatred for Anastacia, and he carefully moved the blood into an empty vase on one of the drawers in the room instead of throwing it at the adventurer.

“The necromancer inquisitor Teal mentioned that this heinous act of murder would have required great strength?” Lady Helia suddenly asked after getting over what she had just learned about necromancers. “Perhaps vulcan forgemaster Magnon could muster the fortitude for such a feat?”

Anastacia nodded. “Those spikes on his forearms are mighty pointy, and he did have a bit of a scene with Fang earlier.” She admitted even though the forgemaster was one of the guests she actually liked.

“They are roughly the right shape, I suppose, and I’ve heard tales of Vul’s troops just punching their way through doors with those things. This would be just a quick jab in comparison.” Teal agreed. “But what I don’t get is how he would defy necromancy like that? Magic might provide a way for all we know, but Vul’s magical knowledge is limited to party tricks at most.”

“If only he would be good friends with a high magister… Oh right, he is.” Anastacia smarmily pointed out.

The Ouan shone her lantern directly at Anastacia’s face and lowered her head to speak to her. “Human adventurer Anastacia would suggest that the human high magister Ilyu would abandon our covenant for personal matters? Is this correct?” She asked but was not going to wait for an answer. “Perhaps that could be the case? We ourselves often question Astra’s motivations, as they serve no gods. It can be assumed that one of theirs could be led astray, for they lack guidance. How do you propose we continue from here?”

Teal lifted his arm as if he was asking for a permission to speak. “We need to take into account that even if Magnon and Ilyu were behind this one, it might have just been to get revenge for Nikolai’s death and may well have all been a part of the original murderer’s plan to sow chaos into our meeting. Perhaps it would be better for us to split our efforts? I could no doubt get a confession out of Farcie, if there is one to get in the first place, and you two could have a chat with Magnon and Ilyu.” He suggested.

This immediately gave Anastacia an idea for furthering her own goals for the meeting, but all of that would have to wait for a while. “That’s a good point, but honestly, I’m getting really hungry and I doubt I’m the only one. We missed the breakfast and we’re already late for lunch.”

“Anastacia, someone was poisoned earlier; do tell how you’re going to get anyone to eat anything?” Teal asked jokingly.

“That much is easy, I’ll limit the number of options a bit and personally keep an eye on the chefs. If someone else wants to starve after seeing me eat, it’s their choice.” The adventurer shrugged. “But first, I need you two to grab a sheet and haul Fang into the cellar as well.”

Though Lady Helia refused to help hauling the corpse, she accompanied the inquisitor for the task and the body was swiftly moved without anyone else seeing it – at least almost. Stel, who had been sent to get more coffee for the adventurer, caught a glimpse of the bloody sheet and had a reaction much like the one Anastacia would have had a few months backwards. Needless to say, the second pot of fresh coffee suffered the same fate as the first one and needed to be cleaned off the floor.



Before gathering the lodge’s staff, Anastacia forcibly locked both Teal and Lady Helia into the latter’s room for the time being and warned them that breaking out would result in some particularly dire consequences. This was partly to keep them out of harms way and partly to keep them in each other’s way.

Teal stared out of the window and tried to kill time by focusing on every little bit of movement he could spot. “Huh, I think that’s a bear out there. Looks like we made the right choice to not store the bodies outside.” He muttered and squinted to see the dark brown lump of something slowly lumber across the field of snow in the distance. “Though there’s only so many we can fit in there… If only that brat spent more energy and time on figuring out what’s going on instead of messing with us.”

“We have worries of similar nature. The attempt to cause conflict among our nations is apparent. We do not appreciate it.” Lady Helia agreed and flipped through an ancient-looking book, that was lined with gold and silver and probably weighed more than a small child. Though each page was extremely thin, the tome must have had thousands of pages and was easily over ten centimeters thick. Each page was covered in text so small it was barely legible.

“That’s the word of the five, isn’t it? I believe our library has a copy of your holy text as well.” The inquisitor said and turned away from the window. “Forgive me, but do you actually expect to find us some answers in it?”

“The Word contains all answers if one looks in the right place, but we do not rely on it alone. The ones we seek right now are for a matter of salvaging this meeting.” The Ouan explained and rapidly flipped through some more pages. “Should we intentionally step into a trap laid before us? The Holy Empire will cure this world of its blights of darkness, but it will not be sicced like some rabid dog by an unknown conspirator.”

Teal was extremely relieved to hear the Ouan acknowledge that someone was trying to cause discord and that she would not be blindly acting on it. He sat down next to her and started to read the book as well, though only managed to catch a single phrase from each page before Lady Helia moved on to the next one. “Am I correct in assuming that even if our nations are to put a hold on our differences for now, it doesn’t entirely solve the issue?” He asked.

“Perhaps it might? Or not? Toumarill will seek its own answers for the death of their war chief, but that may be easy to mend. However, as we spoke, Vul might already be ensnared in the trap? If they were to launch an offensive, we have no choice but to answer.” Lady Helia explained her thoughts while reading at an ever-accelerating speed. “But would Mournvalley follow suit?”

Teal leaned back to sigh and stared at the ceiling. “We might have to. We’re a bit reliant in our allies at the moment, and not supporting them because of a temporary alliance to a kingdom that has sworn to more or less genocide all necromancers is a hard sell, even from someone in my position.”

“This is precisely what we seek answers for. Might there be a misinterpretation that caused this? Our conversation revealed great many things about necromancers of this day. Many of them unimaginable based on our prior knowledge. So, could there be a way you, vile servants of death, could be redeemed?” Continued the Ouan with a hint of excitement in her voice.

“I’m not sure I follow. I haven’t read the word of the five, and Cobalt, our scribe, only gave me the very abridged version of it, but if it says necromancers are evil, there’s nothing you can do, right?” Teal asked and scratched his head. His briefing for the meeting had hardly covered studying the entire religious beliefs of the opposing nations and mostly focused on financial matters and attending a meeting without expecting to be the only one leaving there alive.

Lady Helia suddenly grasped the inquisitor’s head and moved it around while intensely staring at every detail. “There is no doubt that necromancers are a filthy species that revels in the dark and does all it can to refrain from the light. Lesser beings without purpose. It is natural that the light would burn the stain that is Mournvalley off the face of the world – or this is what we thought. Yet, the only mention of your abhorrent species is in the form of your immortal king and how the gods themselves desire him gone. The revolution you spoke of banished his remains from the mortal plane, correct?”

Teal had gotten used to the Ouan going out of her way to insult necromancers every chance she could, and paid no mind to it, but he was starting to understand what she was after. “Correct, the immortal lord Alabaster, nor his followers have no place among us.” He confirmed.

“Then, might there be a slightest of chance, the most marginal of cases, where an atrocious necromancer could be redeemed? To prove this could prevent the inevitable destruction of the dregs of existence that are necromancers.” Suggested the Ouan representative. Getting caught up in her own excitement, she grabbed the inquisitor’s hands and pressed them together against her chest.

Naturally, the inquisitor’s first thoughts were of Anastacia, whom the rest of his organization considered to be an embarrassment to necromancer’s as a whole; but lacking discipline in even the loosest sense of the word and, at least according to some intel and rumors, engaging in things the gods themselves couldn’t explain, the adventurer was probably even lower down the list of beings the Ouans considered acceptable than most necromancers.

“What would this ‘redemption’ entail?” He asked warily.

“The Five only ask that all mortals learn the ways of the light and acknowledge them. Could it be that one of you despicable vermin is able to do as much?” Lady Helia said in an extremely suggestive manner for her otherwise monotone and bland way of speaking.

Knowing what was unavoidable, the inquisitor took a deep breath and stood up. He could already hear the mockery he’d receive from the other inquisitors whenever it got out that he was forced to basically join a cult, but he also knew that each and every one of his sisters and brothers would do the exact same thing if put into his situation. “Very well. In behalf of Mournvalley, I, inquisitorial sentinel Teal, would like to take this chance to accompany you to Ou and learn the ways of the light to prove that our kind is not beyond ‘redemption’” He declared in an overly serious manner.

Lady Helia smiled, closed her book and placed her hand on its golden, extravagantly decorated cover. “As the Archfurion of the Holy Empire, we welcome you to the light. As a speaker for the Five, we pray for them to absolve the people of Mournvalley of their crimes of their dark existence, for one has sought the light. Valo, the first of the light, may she show them the way. Ljusia, the untainted, may she cleanse them. Sviesa, the guardian, may he shield them from the dark of Mer. Fos, the burning brightness, may he scorch their past clean. Isik, the reflection, may he welcome them to the fold.” She prayed.

As the Ouan spoke, the room became noticeably brighter by the second and Teal could feel a strange burning sensation within himself. Being who he was, the inquisitor sought reasons for it from anywhere else than the gods and ended up blaming it on a sudden case of heartburn and a bit of magic.

When the prayer’s final words echoed in the room, a blinding flash briefly cleared it from all shadows and did no favors to the necromancer’s retinas in the process. Though for a while after being blinded, he could swear he saw a pair of translucent wings sprouting from Lady Helia’s back and a far more ornate dress of silver and gold on her, but as the light faded, so did the vision and all returned back to normal.

Both diplomats crashed into their chairs, exhausted and drained.

“I have several questions.” Teal said and tried to catch his breath.

“Perhaps they can wait for when we return to Ou? There is much for you to know.” Lady Helia suggested and took the inquisitor’s hand again. “But seems we are in luck. The guardian was quite taken with you.”

Teal frowned. “What does that even mean?”

“It may be appropriate to begin from the basics, once we have more time? But we may simplify it for now. All those that know of the light are divided by the Five. Sviesa, the guardian has claimed you. A fortunate turn of events.” The Ouan nodded and smiled in a joyous way Teal didn’t think she was even able to pull off. “For each shield of the guardian is required to protect others of light. Especially those of Fos, such as us.”

Teal smiled to be polite but groaned internally and questioned whether and why the gods appeared to have a similar sense in humor as Anastacia. However, even someone so opposed to all things divine as the inquisitors, had to admit that when both mortal and supposedly greater wills have tethered him to the Ouan, any resistance would be futile and only make things worse.

“Just smile and think of Mournvalley…” He muttered to himself to strengthen his quickly crumbling resolve.

The Ouan’s bliss and the inquisitor’s misery came to an abrupt end, as something weighty slammed against the locked wooden door to the room. Followed by a barrage of what sounded like someone was dragging a couple of meat hooks against it again and again. Like Lady Helia had described, the sound was not unlike that of a large dog, scratching at the door, trying to get in.

Teal was absolutely certain that there were no such animals inside the lodge, but what was even more confusing, was that as far as his abilities were concerned, there still wasn’t – the corridor on the other side of the door was completely empty.

As a few moments passed, audible snarling and barking could be heard from the other side of the door whenever the clawing ceased briefly.

“This is what we are talking about. How can this be acceptable? We are beginning to question our adventurer’s abilities.” Lady Helia hissed annoyedly and got up to walk to the door.

Teal leaped up from his seat and put himself between the Ouan and the beast on the other side of the door. “Do not open it! Whatever is behind there, is not a dog.” He warned her.

Lady Helia seemed confused. “But how else are we to drive it away? Should we shout? If Teal is so insistent on such matters, should he do it himself?”

“Fine! I’ll do it, just take cover and run to Anastacia if things go sour.” The inquisitor said and checked one more time as precisely as he could but found nothing behind the door or anywhere near it. He had some confidence in his hand to hand fighting skills, but whatever was trying to force its way through the door sounded awfully large.

Baffled as to why Teal would be so worried over a simple beast, Lady Helia couldn’t understand the reasoning behind his suggestion, but heeded it on the account of him sounding completely serious and took a few steps back to wait for the door to be opened.

Teal waited for the scratching to stop before carefully unlocking the door without making a sound and suddenly slamming it open to capitalize on his element of surprise. In the fraction of a second he had to act, he saw a large gray wolf with burning orange eyes and a mane that seemed to be sprouting thorny vines all over the upper half of the animal’s body. None of this had the time to bother him as he punted the beast directly into its jaw. As unrefined as it was, a good kick was unrivaled in power as long as it hit its mark.

The wolf winced and slid all the way across the hallway, far longer than something as big as a small horse should have.

Almost immediately, before he had any chance to continue his attack, a downright terrifying presence awoke in the first floor of the lodge. This halted the inquisitor to his tracks and filled him with primal fear – something very unfamiliar to his ilk.

Though Teal ranked well in the handful or the world’s mightiest necromancers, he suddenly found himself standing before something he could barely comprehend and didn’t even have the time to give up before Anastacia tore away the control he held over his own body. The proud inquisitor’s defenses were slapped aside and crushed like a bug.

As a sudden cold breeze overtook the hallway, Teal glanced at the beast he had very briefly fought and saw that in the place of the wolf, there was a crying maid who was holding her knee and huddling against the wall in terror.

Trying to piece things together in his head as the all-encompassing necromantic presence hastily closed in, he used his last free movements to turn to the equally visibly confused Ouan, possibly to say his farewells.

“WHY IN THE EVERLOVING DICKPILE OF DONGS DID YOU KICK MY ASSISTANT!” Bellowed a high-pitched yet thunderous yell from the stairway leading to the kitchen.

            

    
        Chapter 174 - One by one

    
    
    
    
                ”Care to explain what the fuck you think you’re doing?” Anastacia asked from the inquisitor whom she had pinned to the ceiling of the hallway. Beyond furious, she had tossed Teal about like a ragdoll a couple of times before even asking for an explanation. “The second I give you assholes a bit of trust, you start kicking maids like you owned the place.” She said and pressed him against the ceiling harder, making the wooden boards above him creak under the pressure.

Lady Helia had understandably fallen quiet and didn’t want to draw any attention to herself. She had some idea of how dangerous inquisitors were, and seeing one get thrown about like a piece of litter made her rethink her attitude towards the adventurer hired to keep the peace. Despite Anastacia’s initial display of power, the Ouan had thought it was a bit weird for the guild to sent such a runt to handle an extremely important quest, but seeing what exactly this runt was capable of, made her understand that perhaps it wasn’t a smart move to look down on her. 

She still couldn’t see Anastacia all that well from distance, but even in the darkness that surrounded her, she could feel something powerful in the direction the adventurer’s voice came from. It may have been some of the overflowing and untrained necromancy that affected the Ouan ever so slightly, but Lady Helia had no knowledge of such things and simply assumed that Anastacia was no common mage. 

“Could… could I be allowed to explain?” She finally opened her mouth when Teal’s bones started cracking along with the wood. 

Slightly disappointed that the Ouan representative still had all of her clothes on, Anastacia turned her attention to her. “Yeah, sure. I’m not actually sure if he can talk right now or not.” She shrugged.

“Perhaps human adventurer Anastacia could release Teal first? I may be able to assure his innocence?” Lady Helia asked. From her intonation, one could tell that she was no longer quite sure about the adventurer being human. 

The inquisitor hitting the floor made a bit of a crunching sound that would have probably bothered Anastacia if she hadn’t found out something interesting just then. “Just ‘Teal’ huh? So you two did get somewhere after all.” She smirked. 

“Teal has seen all there is to see and known us in our purest form. Surely there is no need for act as if we were strangers anymore?” Lady Helia explained, referencing to the moment Teal was briefly blinded by the light. 

“No, I haven’t.” The inquisitor coughed from the floor. 

“That’s filthy.” Anastacia laughed before changing tone to a serious one again. “But we’re getting sidetracked. Why is he kicking Stel, when I sent her here just to get you two downstairs for lunch?” 

“Does human adventurer Anastacia remember our complains about the canine beast? That horrid creature was clawing at our door once more, and as far as we knew, the beast was what Teal so bravely assaulted.” The Ouan representative explained while warily moving to help the inquisitor up. 

“So you’re claiming magic hijinks?” Asked the adventurer skeptically. 

Fortunately, mostly unharmed in any serious way, Teal coughed a few more times and stood up with Lady Helia’s aid. “That’s exactly what I’m claiming. I sensed nothing in the corridor, neither the wolf or the girl, and acted entirely on what I saw. I barely had time to look at it, but it was definitely a wolf, far bigger than normal and had what looked like thorns on it.” The inquisitor defended himself. 

Anastacia’s jaw dropped when she heard the wolf from the tale of three hunters be get described in unquestionable detail. “Um… How well do you know this place’s history?” She asked and glanced at the maid, who appeared to still be too busy holding her knee and sobbing to care about what was being said. 

“It’s a field? I assume there once was a forest that then got turned into a lodge, is there something to know besides that?” Teal said and tried the laugh, but it turned into coughing and chest pain before it even had a chance to begin. 

Anastacia walked over to the injured maid and poked the bruised knee with her staff to cool it down, which both helped and hurt more at the same time, based on the wincing and whimpering it caused. “My loremaster is indisposed at the moment, so I’ll explain later. Let’s just say that I’ll believe you for now.” She sighed and pointed the staff at the two representatives she had recruited as assistants. “If there’s magic bullshittery going on, might be better to postpone lunch a bit more, until I’ve interrogated the high magister at least. You two can go and check on Farcie for me and squeeze him a bit – though based on how great things are going, he’s already dead too.” 

Happy to hear no backtalk for once, the adventurer helped Stel back into her room and spent a while convincing that her knee was just bruised instead of ‘shattered’ like the maid herself claimed. However, it was still swollen and would probably make Stel limp for a few days. 

After scooping some freshly fallen snow from the balcony and leaving it in a bucket for Stel to cool down her injury with, Anastacia took a couple of her spears and left to interrogate both Ilyu and Magnon. 

To save time, she knocked on the forgemaster’s door and told him to follow her to the high magister’s room. 

Magnon could probably pick up from the stern tone of the adventurer that something had changed, even if he didn’t have anything to do with it, but that remained to be seen. 

Ilyu let them into her room without saying a word and sat down in one of the chairs around her coffee table while Magnon did the same, though he did take an entire sofa just for himself.

Anastacia walked around the room, acting like she was looking for clues, but in reality, she had no idea what to look for. There seemed to be far more personal items in the room than what the amount of luggage the high magister had come to the lodge with would have suggested, which meant that the mage was using portals to bring in things that the adventurer hadn’t been told about – both suspicious and potentially dangerous. 

Much of the equipment was completely unfamiliar to Anastacia, but she tried her best to not show her utter lack of knowledge when it came to magic beyond just tossing a spell here and there, after all, she was supposed to primarily be a mage as far as anyone in the lodge was concerned. 

One of the more interesting pieces in the room was a set of three metal plates that were mounted on thin, three-legged brass stands and could turn and rotate freely. They were arranged in a triangle with roughly two meters between each other and all faced towards the middle. 

Anastacia tweaked one of the plates a fraction of a centimeter downwards, but swiftly pulled her hands off when the plate made a humming sound. As the humming intensified, a small black ball appeared in the middle of the triangle. 

Pulsating faintly and warping the light around it, the ball grew a bit on every pulse until it was about as big as a human head. Though extremely suspicious, somehow the orb had an alluring feel to it, as if it was calling to anyone who stared into it for too long. Anastacia took a step closer to it and slowly reached towards it with her hand and was surprised to find out that it emanated heat, though not like a fire, but more like the body heat of a large creature. 

The two representatives watched with great interest what the adventurer was doing but must have wrongly assumed that she knew what she was doing in the slightest, as they didn’t tell her to immediately stop messing with the orb.

Suddenly, the orb that began to look more like a tiny hole in reality, became a whole lot less appealing, as it begun leaking a thick, ink-like substance on the floor, creating a puddle that reflected no light whatsoever and appeared like a window to infinite darkness on its own.  

Anastacia took a step back right when an inky tentacle, about the length and thickness of an adult’s arm, swiped at her from the depths of the orb, spraying a bit of the ink on her uniform. Having missed its target, it reached further out and tried to grab the necromancer. 

“Aaaaaand none of that, thank you!” She said and hastily flipped the metallic plate she had fiddled with, hoping it would undo whatever it had done. 

Luckily, it did just that and shrank down the black orb in a blink of an eye, however, the tentacle was left on the wrong side of reality and was cleanly cut off. Falling into the pool of ink, it splashed the surrounding area with the black muck. Despite being severed, the tentacle flopped around for a while, steadily slowing down and eventually dying as everyone in the room stared at it, without really knowing what to do about it.

Anastacia poked the dead appendage of some eldritch abomination with her staff to make sure it was actually dead. “I’m sure the maids will get that off the carpet…” She muttered and slipped away from the magical equipment. “Anyway, the portal to... octopus-nightmare seems to be in order. I would have preferred if you were to tell me about all of this though.” 

“It is a current stabilizer; I just haven’t had the chance to tune it yet.” The high magister explained and used a napkin to wipe the corners of her eyes. “I wanted to use for figuring out what you are, but…”

“Ah yes, a current stabilizer. I just didn’t recognize it because mine is violet and a bit more compact.” Anastacia nodded and talked out of her ass. “And again, I’m completely human.” 

“Can we maybe get this over with, you have a murderer to catch.” Magnon interrupted them and seemed to be either anxious or at the end of his patience. 

Anastacia sat down opposite to them and put one of her feet on the table. “We can, I actually wanted to talk to you two first, but figured you could use a bit of time and there were some more obvious suspects I wanted to talk to first.” She said and monitored the diplomats’ reactions very carefully. “There are a few things I’ve figure out about Nikolai’s death: as everyone probably has figured out, he was poisoned.” 

“With the coffee, right? Something was slipped into his cup?” The forgemaster asked and leaned forwards, demanding more answers. 

“Yes and no. Right now, I’m fairly certain that the coffee itself was poisoned last night, but before you start to worry, you’re both fine. The poison used was likely something called divenum; an extremely annoying type of a poison that has two components, both beneficial on their own, but mix them up and you’ve got all sorts of trouble. It appears that Nikolai had gotten an injection of the first component, chiroptera, at some point, likely without him noticing it.” The adventurer explained, dug out a coffee bean from her pocket and tossed it on the table. “The entire serving of coffee was likely laced with the second component, thorp- tophr-… thropcillin, which does nothing much on its own, besides alleviating hangovers a bit.” 

As soon as divenum had been mentioned, the high magister’s heart had skipped a beat or two, and she tried to sneakily glance at her crystalline ring a few times.

The necromancer noticed this and raised her brow. “Oh! And there’s one more thing about the second component I forgot to tell you about: It needs to be stored in ice.” She revealed and tapped on her own finger while staring at Ilyu.

Being able to put two and two together, the forgemaster raised his voice. “Ilyu, what have you done?!” He shouted and hit the coffee table, snapping the hardwood cover in two like it was nothing. “I know what you had in that ring of yours! If you had anything to do with Nikolai’s death…” 

“NO! IT’S NOT LIKE THAT!” The high magister yelled and kicked the table half near to her.

“Magnon! Calm down and let me handle this.” Anastacia joined in and struck her staff on the floor. “Ilyu, show me your ring and start explaining.” 

Ilyu took off her crystal ring and handed it over to the adventurer. It was indeed missing the icy crystal that had been on it when the high magister first arrived at the lodge. 

Starting to choke up a bit, the high magister spoke up. “Yes, it used to have a tiny shard of thropcillin ice on it, but I swear it was only in case I personally needed it. I would never be reckless enough to just taint the entire batch of coffee with it, and I would NEVER use it to poison Nikolai! He was just as much my friend as he was yours.” She said to the forgemaster and almost started to cry again.

“So where is it then? Did you use it this morning?” Anastacia inquired further.

“No… When I woke up, it was already gone. Sometimes it melts if I don’t put it in its case for the night, and I barely remember last night.” Ilyu said and shook her head. 

“Convenient.” Anastacia scoffed.

Magnon frowned and scratched his head. “Anastacia, did you ever follow up on that elf thing? Have you talked to Farcie yet?” He remembered the high magister’s drunken warning about not trusting the elf.

Having completely forgotten about it, Anastacia began to rethink her choice of sending Teal and Lady Helia interrogate the merchant elf. “Nnnno. I’ve been busy with trying to get the inquisitor and Lady Helia to bump uglies, then there was the whole gathering you didn’t help me at all in and then Fang got killed-“

“The war chief is dead?” Ilyu interrupted her by asking and seemed genuinely surprised, for whatever it was worth.

“Shit.” The adventurer realized what she had blurted out before she was meaning to. “Well yeah, he got stabbed a bit after the whole incident out there, and well… here we are.” 

“You can’t possibly think that we had something to do with it, just because of what happened in the hallway.” The forgemaster protested and would have probably hit the table again, if it had been intact. “I was in my room, and you saw me go there!” 

Anastacia shrugged. “Normally that would be pretty ironclad, but normally people aren’t friends with a high magister of Astra. I’d be surprised if one of these thingamajigs here wouldn’t allow you to remotely stab someone from your room, or would I find something like that if I were to search your room?”

Ilyu and Magnon shared a quick look that ended with the high magister nodding. 

The forgemaster leaned closer to Anastacia to whisper. “Originally, once this meeting was to be over and done with, Astra was going to withdraw from the covenant if they didn’t manage to scare Mournvalley into giving them what they wanted with Toumarill and Ou. Vul and Vassund were then going the help them pressure the necromancers into giving up some of their secrets in exchange for aid whenever Ou would inevitably try to kill any and all necromancers they could.” He revealed and got up. 

Magnon picked up a decently sized glass cylinder that contained a white crystal that was about the size of a fist and suspended by brass spikes from both ends of the cylinder. Both ends of the cylinder were sealed with more brass, fitted tightly over the glass and decorated with several strips of paper that were full of runes and attached to the brass with wax seals. One end had four sturdy legs the cylinder could be stood on so that it stayed upright and didn’t wobble about at all. The other had a handle it could be carried from and three brass bearing that had been embedded into the fittings so that they were able to spin freely. 

“This is an astral projector.” The high magister said and swatted away the forgemaster’s hand as he was trying to fiddle with the bearings. “If attuned correctly by adjusting these three bearings, it can be used to project a transient version of your being into a desired location within a hundred meters or so. This projection can speak, hear and touch things to a degree without your actual body moving from its original location. If you search his and Nikolai’s room, you will find one in each. We were going to use them to discuss Astra’s change of allies in secret before…” She continued and began tearing up again. 

Anastacia tapped at the glass and pretended to check a couple of the paper strips as if she knew what they did. “I see, but would this projection be able to stab someone?” She insisted.

Ilyu wiped her eyes again and sat back down. “Yes, but before you say anything more, this oaf can’t adjust them at all, so he really couldn’t have aimed his to the war chief’s room. More than a few years back, he tried to use one to sneak into the maids’ bath without asking me first at a summit we were both invited to, to this day he hasn’t told me where he ended up.” She said, causing Magnon to shudder and have some clearly uncomfortable flashbacks. “Last time we met Nikolai, a couple of months back, I gave him one and taught that aid of his to attune it, in preparation for this meeting.” 

“Do you still think we had anything to do with either of the murders?” The forgemaster asked.

Anastacia thought about the situation long and hard, at least in her scale of thinking. The facts were that the medicine from Ilyu’s ring was of the very specific type needed for the poison and now gone, and Magnon did have the equipment needed to stab Fang without either of the necromancers present noticing it, even if he supposedly didn’t know how to use them. Compared to what she had gone to Fang with, the evidence against the two were exponentially more damning, but she still either needed actual proof or a bit of time to let her enchanted ring recharge to know for sure. “I’m lacking evidence saying otherwise – so how about you help me find some? I’ve yet to look into this elf angle, but unless Ilyu starts to remember what she meant last night, there isn’t much I can do.” 

Magnon was clearly annoyed by the adventurer not believing him but couldn’t prove her wrong either. He sighed and looked around the room. “Maybe one of these baubles and trinkets can jog your memory?” 

“No, we would need the high magister of dream weaving for that. I’m the high magister of arcane operations, so unless it’s about primal forces of magic, I don’t have the equipment or skills for it.” Ilyu admitted her inadequacies freely. Part of being granted the position of a high magister was accepting that their limited life span wouldn’t be enough to truly master more than a single, minute part of the collection of things covered by the concept of magic. “There is one thing though.” She continued and pulled out a flask from under her clothes. 

“Some kind of memory juice?” Anastacia naively guessed. 

Ilyu happily took a quick swig. “Quite the opposite. This is Kamivian moonshine. They might eat human faces, but they do know their way around a still.” She said and took another one, obviously happy to drink away her worries. 

“Ah, drunk Ilyu might remember what she did last time she was drunk, it has worked before.” The forgemaster nodded. 

Though it seemed like a thinly veiled excuse to get drunk again, Anastacia figured she could let it pass for now. “Seems like bullshit, but okay. Magnon, you’re responsible for her now, so don’t let her overdo it and only leave this room to tell me that you figured something out, otherwise I’ll assume you’re trying to escape and will act on it.” She instructed the forgemaster and stood up. “Also, I’m taking this.” 

The necromancer picked up the astral projector and left the pair of diplomats to their drinking. Even if Magnon and Ilyu turned out to be behind one of the murders, they were in it together and it was probably safe to leave them in the same room – safer than leave a drunken mage alone at least. 

After quickly checking up on Stel and hiding the projector in her room, Anastacia swooped by the kitchen to grab something to eat. The chefs, who had trained years to cook for some of the most important people of the world, were forced to watch in horror as the adventurer carved a fresh loaf of bread hollow and started to throw in random cuts of meat. Pieces of steak that cost more than several day’s wages for commoners were tossed in with bacon and meatballs, without any of the fine sauces or spices meant for them. One of the poor professionals almost cried as Anastacia asked him to give a rib eye steak another few minutes on the pan since it was left a bit raw and then cut away most of it because the parts with fat ‘seemed suspicious’. 

With her newly butchered culinary abomination in hand, she headed back upstairs to see how Teal and Lady Helia were faring with the elf. She had every now and then checked that nothing too suspicious was going on, but mostly just picked up on Farcie steadily getting more and more nervous and panicky, which had probably more to do with the interrogators than anything else. 

Just as she was about to reach the door, it swung open and the leaf-haired elf dashed out. He noticed the snacking adventurer and dashed to hide behind her.

“Save me from these ruffians and I’ll double your pay!” The elf pleaded and cowered in fear. 

Anastacia tossed a bit of meat into her mouth and glanced at the diplomats, who had been in Farcie’s room on her behalf in the first place. “I don’t know, they look pretty annoying to deal with. Make it three times my pay and we’ll see.” She suggested just to see if she could push for more money. 

“Fine! Three times your pay! Just get rid of them!” Farcie continued begging. 

The adventurer rolled her eyes. “Did he do anything?” She mouthed to Teal, who shook his head. “Okay, that’s enough guys, stop bothering Farcie and move along.” She said with a half-heartedly serious tone and pretended to fend off the assailants while first pointing at her snack and then downstairs, suggesting that the inquisitor and archfurion visit the kitchen to get themselves some as well. To sell this lazy act, she tapped the floor with her staff as the two diplomats left. 

“Are they gone?” The cowardly elf asked and lifted his head. 

“Yeah, come with me and we’ll talk a bit.” Anastacia said and headed back to her room. 

The elf followed almost uncomfortably close and kept worriedly glancing around until they closed the door and shut themselves into the safety of the adventurer’s room. 

“Why is the poisoner maid here?” Farcie asked and pointed at the injured Stel, who had kept herself busy with a book she had managed to grab from the nightstand. 

“My party leader once said that if a quest doesn’t end with a maid in your bed, you’ve failed the quest. I’m just getting that out of the way.” Anastacia lied for no particular reason other than she didn’t want to explain the whole story, though it really was something Gilbert had mentioned in the past. She sat down and gestured for the elf to do the same. “Why don’t you start by telling me what you told to Teal and Lady Helia.” 

Farcie lurched into the chair opposite of the adventurer and nervously looked at the pile of weapons and the maid who had supposedly poisoned their host. The leaves in his hair had been bright green and fresh when he had arrived at the lodge, but now they had lost a lot of their color and were partly wilting away. His proud demeanor had wilted just the same and what was left was the behavior that of a scared rodent, constantly checking his surroundings and flinching at the slightest of sounds. 

“I shouldn’t have come, I’m a merchant, not a diplomat.” He muttered and shook his head. “I sell grain and bulk goods; this is too much.”

“To be fair, I don’t think this is the regular diplomatic meeting experience.” Anastacia joked and finished her snack. 

“We’re being killed off and you have the nerve to joke? The inquisitor told me about Fang and what happened to him.” The elf said and slammed her hand on the coffee table. “Don’t you see? The first one to go was the helpless old guy, then the elderly orc. What’s left now is an archfurion, a vice commander, a high magister, a vulcan and a literal inquisitor – it’s obvious that I’m the next one to go!” 

Anastacia could definitely see his point, the only reason Farcie wasn’t the easiest target in the whole meeting was that he could at least run and escape. “That’s not going to happen, I’m here to make sure of it.” She said reassuringly.

The elf scoffed. “A fat load of good that did to Fang. I’m sorry but I don’t exactly trust you.”

“He’s right…” Stel suddenly pitched in. “You heard what Teal said: a wolf with a mane of thorns. The hag is coming back and Cottona isn’t here to save us anymore. We’re all dead.” 

Farcie promptly stood up and headed to the door. “That’s it! I don’t know what she’s talking about, but I’m out. I’ll walk in the damn snow if I have to.” He panicked and only barely managed to open the door from all of his shaking. 

Anastacia didn’t bother to chase him. The exit from the lodge was firmly locked and only people with the key were Nikolai, the guard outside in the stables and her, so Farcie wasn’t going to get far with his escape attempt. 

“Did you have to do that?” She asked from the maid annoyedly. “This is just a bunch of diplomatic wankery at work. Besides, why would the hag return now and not like last week or something?”

“You people literally came here to argue. The hag is the spirit of discord so there’s no better way to revive her. Some books I have say that the type of entity the hag was doesn’t go away just like that, they go into hiding and resurface later. I also had an exchange of letters with a scholar who said that the land would need to be blessed to rid it from primordial spirits and the like, while he obviously didn’t quite get how big of a part Cottona played in Vassundian history, he did know his stuff when it came to the rest.” The maid explained and Anastacia could feel the flood of obsessed reciting what was about to be unleashed once again. “But I have this theory, where Lady Cottona didn’t actually die. I didn’t mention it before since it’s not what the carvings depicted, but you see, the original story was written in some old language that no one even speaks anymore, so it got translated more than a couple of times. So there’s a whole bunch of versions where the three hunters just parted ways because of their arguments got out of hand. And then there are a few stories from the hunter tribes of the nearby area that mention a silver-haired beauty who traveled the lands, vanquishing more than a few legendary creatures and ended up eventually becoming a goddess!” 

“That’s dumb, people don’t become gods just like that.” Anastacia commented and waited for the elf to return.

“They do! If I could walk, I’d go to my room and get some of my research. I’ve found several instances where mortals have become gods and a whole bunch of other evidence. I’ve also got a ranking of which gods are more likely to be her. Her main traits were obviously battle prowess, beauty, purity and bravery, so she’d have at least some of them as her aspects. I’ve also taken into account any hunter gods from the area-“ The endless stream of borderline insane rambling came to an sudden end because of a less than manly scream from the great hall, followed by a massive crashing sound of something huge hitting the floor. 

Anastacia jumped up from her seat and told Stel to lie low while she checked the situation. Of course, she could tell what had happened right away, but didn’t want to give any more fuel to Stel’s theory about the hag. 

She was the first one to arrive to the hall, but only by a few seconds as Teal and Lady Helia rushed in from the kitchen. What awaited them was the chandelier, made from a set of gigantic antlers, that had hanged over the middle of the hall, laying down on the floor. Under it were the crushed remains of an elf, who had met an untimely but swift end on his way back upstairs. 
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                Teal moved the massive pair of antlers off the red mush that was left of Farcie the Younger’s upper body to have a better look at the remains. “Fairly straightforward case, his arms were held up as if he was trying to protect his head – means that he was alive at that point and there’s no foul play there.” He reported while reconstructing the crushed arm bones to show Lady Helia where they had broken and what could be deduced from it.

Anastacia had zero intent to even glance at the elf paste, instead she went looking for the rope that was supposed to hold up the chandelier. Normally it ran through a series of pulleys that allowed the antlers to be lowered and lifted with reasonable ease by just a couple of servants, but as the chandelier had fallen, the rope had gone through most of them and was now dangling from the ceiling, out of reach for anyone that wasn’t over five meters tall. It didn’t look like it had been cut, and there were no pieces of it laying anywhere, so by all accounts it looked like the knot holding it down had come loose or was loosened.

The iron loop the rope was supposed to be anchored to was in no way hidden, and Farcie should have seen someone messing with it as well, which made the situation make even less sense.

“Heck of a time for an accident…” The adventurer mumbled and tried touching the dangling rope with her staff, but still couldn’t quite reach it.

“Does human adventurer Anastacia truly believe this to be an accident?” Lady Helia asked and turned away from the inquisitor, who had moved on to scraping the corpse off the floor onto a tablecloth he had found. “Could we at least suggest that human adventurer Anastacia considers interrogating the menials responsible for the upkeep of this chandelier?”

“I don’t really know what to consider this. In my experience, accidents happen at the worst possible moment and this would definitely qualify.” Anastacia pointed out. “But I still have some time before I need to get back to the high magister, so going through the servants’ quarters wouldn’t be a bad idea. Who knows, maybe we’ll find a vial of chiroptera there?”

Suddenly both necromancers picked up on something – or rather, someone running to the great hall.

“Uh, Anastacia, looks like the vice commander is heading this way.” Teal said to keep the adventurer’s cover intact.

“Really?” Anastacia acted her part. “Wonder who she’ll try to assault now, maybe she’ll punch the antlers?”

Everyone had grown to expect Lumira to act on her fiery nature and jump to conclusions the second something happened, but strangely, there was no anger in the dark elf’s eyes when she reached the bottom of the staircase, only utter confusion.

“What… what happened? I heard a crash.” She asked and stared at the massive bloodstain the inquisitor had yet to clean.

The adventurer stopped her by putting her staff in the dark elf’s way. “The antlers fell on Farcie, looks to be an accident as far as we can tell.” She explained. “Is everything okay? You seem, I don’t know, less angry? And more importantly, extremely out of your room.”

“No… I just, I mean… what happened?” The vice commander repeated.

Anastacia frowned and started to direct Lumira back into the staircase. Something was definitely off, and she was going to figure out what it was. “How about this, we’ll have a bit of a chat while you show me to the staff’s rooms?” She suggested and pushed the vice commander up the stairs.

Her first instinct was that Lumira and Farcie were actually closer to each other than she had originally let on, after all, they did eat dinner together the night before. It was also possible that the loss of her superior was finally hitting the vice commander.

On their way to the top floor, Anastacia kept throwing easy questions at Lumira, but only got back some barely understandable mumbles. By the time they reached the little corridor where all four of the lodge’s staff’s rooms were, she had gained absolutely nothing of value from her attempts and decided to change tactics to distraction.

“Only four rooms for seven servants? You’d think there was enough space for everyone here.” She wondered out loud. “Anything you can tell me about them?”

It took a few seconds for the vice commander to react to the question. “What? Oh… Well, three of the rooms house two servants each, this is the way they themselves arranged it. The fourth one is just for Stel; apparently no one wants to be her roommate. Something about her things taking up too much room and her keeping a lantern on well past midnight almost every night.” She finally gave a proper response to a question.

“Bet she wouldn’t shut up about a certain huntress either…” Anastacia commented.

“So you’ve gotten caught up in that as well? Yes, her obsession with local history is a thing to behold. Originally, she came to work for us after some scholar from the nearby town was defunded and she lost her position as his assistant. Nikolai always considered her a hard worker and I found her easy to keep in line, so her eccentricities were accepted. In fact, in the last three years, we’ve changed most of the staff here for various reasons, but she’s the one who has stayed – looks like she doesn’t have much in the way of aspirations beyond her ‘research’” Lumira explained and opened the first of the four doors, which belonged to two of the chefs working downstairs and was empty at the time.

As far as servant’s quarters went, the lodge’s were definitely up there. Almost as large as the quest rooms and equipped with a small stove, the room was cozy and warm. Tossed here and there were some clothes and cookbooks, but overall, everything appeared to be in order.

Anastacia randomly went through some drawers but found nothing that suggested anything suspicious and in general, the staff had obeyed her rulings without an issue or complaint, so the adventurer never really considered them to be good candidates for being the culprit. From her quick chat with the chefs while they were cooking, she could also tell that Nikolai was well-liked by everyone working in the lodge. The amount of work was reasonable, and no one had any serious complaints about their working conditions – apparently Lumira being present as well, freed them from much of the burden when it came to looking after the aging commander.

The next room offered much the same, though in it, the two beds had been moved together and the atmosphere was much more intimate. One of the room’s residents was resting her nerves by knitting in the warmth of the stove while the other was busy in the kitchen as well.

Apparently the residents fancied each other and were in the talks of leaving the lodge once the winter ended to start a family somewhere, so risking that by taking up diplomatic assassination seemed unlikely, especially given the more than fair compensation Nikolai paid to his servants.

Moving on to the third room provided the adventurer with very little new information. The residents were two girls, barely a year older than her, and the room definitely had more than a few things in common with her own. Finding a place to stand without stepping on some dirty clothing was difficult to say the least, several dirty dishes lined many of the table surfaces and every drawer and cabined Anastacia peeked into was bursting with random assortment of stuff.

Lumira was starting to finally return to her usual self and stared at the maids extremely disapprovingly. Intimidated by this, the girls started to discreetly move things to their proper places and pick up the laundry to a basket.

Next up was Stel’s room. Anastacia wasn’t sure what to expect from it, as the maid had always appeared tidy, but Lumira had mentioned her things taking up too much room. As the door slowly creaked open, both the adventurer and Lumira’s jaws dropped.

Every square centimeter of the room’s walls was covered in maps, notes, sketches, pages torn from books and the like. Some of these had been grouped together and lines had been drawn between circled phrases of text and areas in the maps. Some pages had been outright crossed out and left under a new layer of notes. Every piece of furniture was covered in similar scribbles, piles of opened books and stacks of paper. The stove hadn’t been used in quite a while and even the firebox had been left open and stuffed full of scrolls and notes. The bed barely had enough room for a person to curl up and sleep, rest of it was filled with more books and a few pieces of clothing. All drawers were so full that none of the closed properly and stacks of notes sprouted from every possible gap.

The floor was almost beyond description, crumbled up pieces of paper lined all corners of the room and some had to be pushed out of the way to open the door enough for the adventurer and vice commander to fit through. What wasn’t covered by litter was taken up by knee-high towers of books, usually with an open one on the top. Moving from one side of the room to the other required following tight paths of barely visible wooden floor.

In the middle of the room was some kind of a working space, or at least it could have been one if one was being charitable. In reality it was an assortment of things that weren’t piles of books and barely enough floorspace for a single person to sit in. Two candelabras that had been used to light the entire room, by the looks of things, were welded to the floorboards with a mountain of overflown wax from countless candles. A map of the local area had been spread open on the floor and the original markings on it had been all but covered by countless notes and symbols that appeared to denote something only the maid herself knew. One area in particular had been circled a dozen times over and as far as Anastacia could tell, it was located a few kilometers north of the lodge. Other assorted items spread over the map were a dozen or so ruined quills, several empty ink containers, a stack of empty paper, a second stack of barely legible notes and a couple of scuffed books.

“What the fuck is all this? Did you know about any of this?” Anastacia asked and waded through the sea of fire hazards to sit down on the corner of the bed that was free.

Lumira looked around, stunned by what she saw. “We knew she was still doing some research on her free time, as most of the mail coming in and going out was hers, she also took several trips to acquire books and such, but this is not what I expected – not at all…” She explained and hesitated to move out of the doorway.

Anastacia looked around the bed and spotted a corner of a paper peeking from under the pillow. Upon closer inspection, it turned out to be a wad of letters with grand-looking wax seals on them. Based on the seals and the fancy titles of their senders, the adventurer could tell that they were from several different universities and royal scholars. Reading through a couple, they appeared to be some type of letters of rejection for positions and funding in their institutions. Each letter had a few spots near the bottom where the ink had been smudged slightly.

“Looks like she hasn’t had much luck with this stuff.” The adventurer said and flipped through rest of the letters, which did not get any better for the maid. “Did she ever ask Nikolai for help?”

The vice commander nodded. “A few months back, she asked for a few recommendations to some scholarly types. We wrote up a something, but since neither Nikolai nor I are all that known in those circles, our names only go so far. Seemed awfully thankful though – she gave me some hair beads and Nikolai got some book she had written about the history of the area; it should be in his room if you want to take a look.”

“Maybe later.” Anastacia shrugged.

Next to the bed was a large pile of letters that had been tied up in smaller bunches and appeared to contain correspondence with other historians and scholars that, based on a quick look, appeared to have varying levels of interest in the maid’s subject of choice. A few outright asked her to not bother the sender anymore, but others contained suggestions and arguments for and against the theories Stel proposed.

The adventurer tossed the letters aside and started to go through the titles of the some of the opened tomes that hadn’t been covered in other research materials. “Gods and worship, Goth’dr the mist hunter, Divine beauty, Goddesses of battle…” She listed some out loud. “She’s pretty into this idea of that one hunter becoming a god.”

“I think that started a few months back as well. To be entirely honest, I’ve started to go deaf to her ramblings.” Lumira said and leaned on the doorframe.

“Well, I think she needs a new hobby, but none of this is particularly murdery.” Anastacia pointed out and got up to take a better look at the working space in the middle of the room.

The most eye-catching item in the pile was a small leather-bound worn-down notebook that almost looked like a diary. The adventurer figured that murder investigation triumphed any unspoken rules about not reading diaries and opened up the book form the first page, only to find that it was a list of what appeared to be names. The second and third pages were exactly the same, as were the rest of the pages in the entire book. From cover to cover, it was filled with names, almost all of which had a note or two scribbled next to them.

“Amfoira: predates C            Ymoggur: dead

Dafif: inactive, dead?            Vaaka: inactive, dead?

Fali Nur: dead               Unnamed west Vassundian goddess: predates C

Gapanagafama: predates C         Valo: Predates C

Jakat: not real               The screaming one: Predates C

Saara:                  The great maw: dead

Sylvia: Predates C             Impera: inactive: dead?

Yma/Imaa: inactive, dead?         She who sleeps soundly: inactive, dead?

Tamimat: not real             Volkatar: inactive, recently dead?”

The list went on and on, covering hundreds, if not thousands of names. At first Anastacia wasn’t quite sure what the whole thing was about, but after finding one familiar name among them, she understood.

“Stel is literally just going through gods.” She sighed and kept flipping pages out of morbid curiosity. “I’m not comfortable with the number of gods she has found, or how many of them are apparently dead.”

The further she got in the list, the less careful and tidy the notes became. There was definitely some frustration visible in the handwriting, which was understandable, as the few names that didn’t have notes attached to them were few and far between.

As Anastacia went through the pages, a folded note fell out from between the final page and the back cover. She picked it up and folded it open, fully expecting it to be just more names that didn’t fit the notebook.

The adventurer read the note out loud. “Twenty-eight possibilities and no more time to rule any of them out anymore, the meeting has started, and there is a plan that will spring into action regardless of what I do. I have laid the groundwork for it, but should I really follow up with scribe Laurenth’s suggestion? Nikolai has been nothing but good to me and I could warn him or tell the adventurer, but there won’t be a second chance. If my work is ever to be taken seriously, sacrifices are inevitable…” She frowned and glanced at the dark elf, who was visibly shook by what she had heard. “Well that’s definitely murdery… What do you make of it?” She asked and tried to show the note to Lumira.

“I… I need to go detain her!” The vice commander yelped and would have sprinted off if Anastacia hadn’t stopped her with a bit of necromancy.

“She doesn’t know we’re here and she can barely walk, we may as well look for a letter from this ‘scribe Laurenth’ or some of her other notes. Besides, where is she going to go any-“ Anastacia was about to say but almost choked on her own words as she tried to find Stel in her room. “Nonononono, where is she?!”

The adventurer’s room was empty, as was most of the lodge. Teal and Lady Helia were still in the great hall, the three chefs were in the kitchen, Magnon and Ilya were in the high magister’s room, the rest of the staff were in theirs, but Stel was nowhere to be found. She couldn’t have escaped from the lodge either – or made too far in the deep snow even if she somehow did.

Anastacia released the vice commander and ran past her straight into the second floor and to her room. Kicking the door open, she rushed inside and confirmed what she had already felt: Stel was just gone. There was no blood or anything else to be found either, it was as if the maid had just faded into thin air without anyone noticing. Just to be sure, the adventurer checked the balcony and the snowbank under it, but neither of them had any footprints.

“Where the fuck is she?! I left her right here!” Anastacia yelled and tossed up the beddings as if the maid could have been hiding under them.

All of a sudden Stel had shot up in the list of suspects right to the top, but something about the note she had made bothered the adventurer. It had made it sound like Stel simply knew that something was going to happen but didn’t take part in it, though if Nikolai and Fang died through her inaction for whatever reason, the Vassundian authorities would certainly have a cell reserved for her even if she didn’t kill anyone – assuming she could still be found. Her part in the murders being a passive one would also mean that the actual murderer was still at large.

Lumira had finally caught up with Anastacia and stopped at door to see what was going on. “Where’s Stel?!” She asked and looked around the room.

“I… I don’t know.” The overwhelmed adventurer mumbled and sat down on the bed. “Just go to your room. I need to think.”

The dark elf obeyed without talking back and locked herself into the bedroom next to Anastacia’s.

Anastacia couldn’t help but to feel like an idiot for not being able to figure out what was going on. Gilbert would have probably known who the culprit was ten minutes after Nikolai had died, but he wasn’t there to help; and losing Fang while being mere meters away, completely falling for Stel’s act and now misplacing her entirely all felt like mistakes that could have been avoided by almost any other adventurer. She could almost see Strawberry’s smug face as he filled the report for the failed quest already and wasn’t sure if she could stand watching it all the way back to Valor.

Gilbert always said that sometimes quests just don’t work out, but the feeling of having her first big solo adventure be such a clusterfuck was hard to stomach regardless. For a while, Anastacia even considered just giving up and turning the whole thing over to the Vassundian military and have them deal with the fallout.

“Anastacia of Valor, the world’s most powerful and the most inadequate necromancer.” She mumbled and slumped down on her back into the warm comfort of her bed to just lay there for a while.

No matter how hard she tried to think, it felt like there was one thing she didn’t know, realize or consider, something that would have made the whole thing make sense, something even Stel had figured out.

“She was clearly the note keeping kind, maybe there are more of them somewhere in her room?” The adventurer continued mumbling and tiredly rolled out of the bed. “Might as well check up on the lovebirds while I’m up, maybe with Strawberry too.”

She left her room and dragged herself to the great hall to see what Teal and Lady Helia were doing.

The inquisitor had rolled Farcie’s remains into the tablecloth and moved it into the corner to avoid having to drag it into the cellar while there were people in the kitchen. In the spot where the chandelier had hit the elf and the floor first, there was still a noticeable red splotch and a large scratch in the wooden floor that definitely wouldn’t go away with a bit of waxing. The antlers themselves were more or less unscathed, aside from a bit of a red tint from the blood.

Lady Helia had once more cornered Teal against the curved table and as usual, kept stroking his long black hair while rambling on about the superiority of Ouans and the light. However, this time she showed no intention of stopping when Anastacia made her presence known by tapping the floor with her staff.

“Well, at least I made that happen, so there’s something I can take credit for…” She sighed and sat down on the table.

“Is something wrong?” Teal asked. “You and the vice commander were running around earlier.”

“It looks like I was wrong about Stel, she’s not a murder as far as I know, but not that far off from one. She knew that something would happen here and decided to not warn anyone about it for whatever reason.” The adventurer explained exhaustedly. “Oh, and she’s missing.”

“What?!” The inquisitor yelled and moved the Ouan aside. “Where is she?!”

Anastacia shrugged. “Who knows? But her room is… interesting. I could use some help going through it, if you two can keep your hands off each other for a minute.”

“Are we to pursue the human maid Stel’s disappearance or prioritize the assassination investigation?” Lady Helia asked and straightened her uniform. “Could it be that the death of elf merchant Farcie’s death was linked to the disappearance of human maid Stel and not the murders?”

“She’s got a point.” Teal agreed. “The murderer doesn’t seem particularly shy about hiding their deeds and you could have probably stabbed Farcie to death with a spoon, so why bother making it look like an accident? But at the same time, it just feels off.”

Anastacia groaned because of how sensible the suggestion sounded, she really hated giving any credit to the idea of the hag making her return. “Can we at least make sure that it wasn’t Ilyu who just poofed Stel into the void? Maybe she was the one behind everything and that’s why we’re constantly running into stuff that seems magical?” She asked annoyedly.

“But why would she do that? Nikolai was her friend and Fang her ally and getting rid of some maid seems beyond pointless.” Teal objected and started to get riled up as well thanks to Anastacia’s reluctance.

“For shits and giggles, I guess! How is that any worse of a theory than some ancient magical tart making her return just to fuck up some meeting?!” The adventurer insisted and started to poke the inquisitor with her staff. “Unless the hag herself strolls through the front door, I’m going to assume all of this is just someone fucking with us in a perfectly mundane fashion.”

As those words left Anastacia’s mouth, a gust of wind so power that it shook the entire lodge hit the side of the building and blew open the front doors with a loud crash that almost tore them off their hinges. The windows of the great hall shattered as well, showering the entire room with shards of glass and the great pyre that lit and heated it, was blown out like a candle.

Lady Helia managed to embed her claws into the wooden floor and Teal’s clothes well enough to prevent both of them from being thrown back by the gust, but the adventurer wasn’t so lucky. Anastacia caught the brunt of the wind and was blown off her feet. She tumbled over a few times and was smacked against the wooden wall next to the fireplace.

Woozy and disoriented after hitting her head, Anastacia struggled to get up once the wind had passed. Only barely managing to sit up against the wall, she shook her head a few times and finally began seeing more than just vague shapes and black, but what she saw was no more comforting.

From the dust and snow the freezing wind had blown into the hall, formed a great beast in the shape of a stag with three heads. As its form solidified and the details became clearer, the antlers that had been used to make a chandelier for the lodge tore themselves from their iron fittings and floated up to attach on either side of the middlemost head.

Spitting image of the first beast of ruin from the carvings, The Stag Lord of Decay loomed over the three mortals and struck its hoof on the floor.
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                The Stag Lord stood at almost the full height of the great hall, its tangled and messy fur appeared completely black in the darkened room despite the daylight outside and the eyes on all three of its heads glowed in a sickly green hue. The wooden floor under it rotted and decayed in seconds once its hooves touched it, and the air around the beast rippled with noxious fumes that reeked like a rotting carcass. Yet, despite all the grime and filth the beast of decay spread in its wake, it appeared proud and stood strong like a buck showing its dominance to a lesser one.

The freezing air flooding in from the forcibly opened door caused the beast’s foul breath to steam and filled the floor with a thick layer of mist.

After being thrown at a wall, Anastacia was in no condition to practice necromancy, or do much else beyond trying to stay awake. Teal noticed the adventurer’s powers waning and accepted that the wellbeing of everyone in the lodge rested on him, which suited his role as the inquisitorial sentinel just fine.

Though obviously a considerable threat to almost anything and anyone by himself, the main purpose of the sentinel of the new inquisition was to provide a rallying point, a safe haven for his allies or a line that cannot be crossed, no matter the foe crashing against it.

The first obvious problem he faced was that the Stag Lord gave no appreciable response whatsoever to necromancy, though this was easily mended as the inquisitor’s swords swiftly returned to their owner’s side. He grasped one in his hand and pointed it at his opponent while the other five blades emulated its movements in the air around him.

“Before you stands the sentinel of the inquisition, this is the edge of your world, for there is no passing.” He stated calmly and rested the tip of his sword on the floor. “So begone, beast! Falling off the edge is no pleasant experience.”

Lady Helia took a step back but continued watching with great interest and lighting the room with her lantern.

The Stag Lord fell quiet for a few seconds before taking a single small step towards Teal, for which it was immediately punished for, as the inquisitor swiped the air with his sword, making the other five repeat the move, but with a far better reach.

The swords cut into the beast’s leg one after another, and when the final one made its way through the bone, the entire leg was cleaved off and the Stag Lord fell on its side, screaming and whining with all three of its heads in the process. This didn’t last all too long though, as the next three swipes carved each of them clean off.

As the massive corpse of the Stag lord twitched a few more times, the mucky brown blood pooled under the mist on the floor and spread all the way to Teal’s feet.

“Well that was disappointing.” He frowned and swung his sword a few times to get the blood off the others.

“Adequately fought, Teal. Perhaps you should become my bodyguard?” The Ouan asked, sounding a bit less impressed than what the inquisitor would have liked and clapped her hands a couple of times in some very modest celebration over the easy-looking triumph.

Suddenly the severed heads of the Stag Lord began screaming and growling as they gasped for air. The bone in their spines grew together once more and the arteries attached to each other again. The rotten neck muscles twitched and were quickly sown together by the strands of flesh and tendons that reached over from the bleeding neck stump.

In only a few moments, all the damage done by Teal had been reversed and the Stag Lord stood tall in front of him once more, corrupting the reality around itself.

“Ah… So it’s like that, is it?” Teal chuckled and prepared his weapons.

“Perhaps Teal missed the vital parts?” Lady Helia suggested. “Could it be sufficient to destroy its brains?”

The beast may have realized that it wasn’t being taken seriously and tried to swipe at the necromancer with the massive antlers on its left head. The inquisitor moved two of his swords to intercept the attack, but instead of his weapons acting as a solid wall as they usually did, the beast came at him with such force that he wasn’t able to keep them completely still. Even though it was only a couple of centimeters, a hasty swipe from the side giving him that much trouble was not a good sign and if the Stag Lord ever decided to just charge at him with all its might, Teal wasn’t sure he would be able to stop it.

With the two of his swords locked with the beast’s horns, Teal used a third one to stab directly through its unexpectedly soft cranium. The gigantic deer reared back in pain and the left head fell limp to the side, but as the beast trashed around, it slowly regained its strength and proved that whatever rotten remnants of brains the Stag Lord had weren’t worth attacking.

“Okay… This might become messy.” Teal sighed and kept slashing at the massive creature to keep it at bay while instructing his allies. “Lady Helia, can you check on Anastacia and see if she knows how to get rid of this thing? I can’t exactly keep dicing it all day long – and If she’s out cold, move her out of the way.”

Lady Helia wasted no time and hopped over the table to kneel next to the adventurer. “Could it be that the human adventurer Anastacia has hurt herself?” She asked and helped Anastacia stay upright against the wall.

“Nooooo… I’m fine. Just dizzy and not feeling great.” Anastacia mumbled and blinked constantly, trying to fix the blurriness of her vision.

“Perhaps human adventurer Anastacia has a concussion? Might it be possibly to remedy this?” The Ouan kept inquiring, as her knowledge of human injuries was less than extensive.

The adventurer tried to stand up on her own but failed miserably several times before Lady Helia made her sit back down. Mumbling incoherently, Anastacia grabbed one of her spears, aimed it at the large moving shape she could see at the other side of the room, and tossed it with all she had at the moment – which was nowhere near enough, as the spear plonked down on the floor only a couple of meters away.

“Did I hit it?” She asked and fell back onto the floor.

“It appears human adventurer Anastacia is thoroughly indisposed, but perhaps you know of a way to defeat this malignant creature of dark?” Lady Helia said and glanced at the inquisitor, who was still holding his ground but obviously unable to cause any lasting damage against his massive foe.

Anastacia groaned and tried to remember how the hunters had gotten rid of the first beast in Stel’s story, while Lady Helia dragged her from her foot across the mist into the cover of the corridor leading to the kitchen.

Meanwhile Teal was having an increasingly bad time fighting the Stag Lord. Clashing against the unbreakable antlers, his swords were starting to lose their edge and the beast was learning to occupy more of them by locking antlers with them before attacking with another head. Each time he cut off a piece or incapacitated the beast to catch his breath, his opponent seemed to grow in strength as well.

“You are the inquisitorial sentinel, it is upon your shoulders that the full might of the inquisition will be built, for they do not falter. Waves will wear down the rocks on a shore, ice will split a cracked stone, wind will keel the mightiest of trees, but your enemies will achieve no such feat. Stand your ground, Teal, always stand your ground.” He repeated the words Coquelicot had whispered to him as the new inquisitors received their dedicated roles based on their gifts, a few days after the defeat of Amaranth. While it did help him keep his head cool and to a degree restored his strength, it didn’t change the fact that he was fighting a losing battle.

Anastacia tried to picture the first carving in her head to jog her memory. All she could remember was that all three of the hunters were there to fight it. “I think the hunters hit it in the throats? One each or something, and with bows.” She tried to explain what she knew.

“The throats have been cut several times over. Perhaps the secret lies in the number of fighters?” Lady Helia reasoned. “But where are we to find a third capable warrior?”

“Just give me like a couple more minutes, okay? I can wait here while you get Lumira, so Teal, Her and I can try killing it.” The adventurer said.

The Ouan seemed confused. “What is the human adventurer Anastacia saying? We fully intend to join the fray, for what good is a shield without a sword?” She said and commandeered the enchanted knife from Anastacia’s belt without feeling the need to ask whether she could or not. “We do not place much trust on the dark elf vice commander Lumira, so while human adventurer Anastacia gathers her strength, we will be relieving Teal from some of his burden.”

Before Anastacia had the chance to respond, Lady Helia left the corridor and calmly walked over to the inquisitor, who was currently wrestling against two of the three heads only barely holding off the third with a single sword.

“Our guardian, how fare you?” She asked without flinching even though the Stag Lord lurched towards her immediately.

“I will hold for as long as I need to. Did the twerp know anything useful?” Teal grunted and used the sword he held to stab the middlemost head in the eye to get a moment of rest from it. Breathing heavily and dripping with sweat, he readjusted his stance and positioned his swords in a more advantageous way.

“Perhaps, there might be a way to fell this wretched beast of darkness by combining the forces of three warriors. Human adventurer Anastacia assured that her prowess will return in mere moments, so it falls on us to buy that time.” The Ouan explained, twirled the knife in her hand and handed over the lantern. “Would Teal be able to shine this on the vile beast for a while?”

Teal couldn’t be bothered to question Lady Helia’s intentions and held up the lantern with his free arm, which immediately angered the Stag Lord and made him its target once more. Soon enough the massive deer was once again locking antlers with the inquisitor’s swords, neither of them willing to back down even a bit.

Suddenly the Ouan effortlessly vaulted over Teal and landed on one of the Stag Lord’s heads. The beast reacted to this by rearing back once more, almost hitting its antlers to the ceiling. It trashed around and flailed its head wildly, trying to rid itself of the new pest on its back, but Lady Helia hung on to the tangled fur on its neck without too much trouble.

Once the beast had tired itself out for the moment, Lady Helia climbed back up to its head and let out a strange gurgling sound that appeared very out of character to Teal. He then watched with equal amounts of intrigue and horror as the Ouan vomited a considerable amount of faintly glowing green slime that let out a hissing sound as soon as it touched the Stag Lord’s skin, and began melting the flesh right down to the bone. The bubbling acidic mess seemed to at least slow down the Stag Lord’s regenerative abilities and excruciating pain it caused to the beast gave the inquisitor a much-needed break.

Lady Helia kept dangling from the stag’s fur and hopping between its heads while slashing and stabbing whatever she could reach. Though she didn’t know why, the liquid flooding from the cuts she made smelled sweet and had a slight alcoholic tang to it, instead of the rotten slop that had flooded the floor earlier.

All in all, the fight appeared to be under control once more. The Stag Lord’s movements were severely limited by its huge size compared to the hall’s, and it frequently slammed against the walls as it trashed and wailed miserably over all of its grievous wounds that were cut open once more as soon as they healed. Though the walls were made from trees far sturdier and larger than your average hut’s, they still shook and creaked under the beast’s weight.

All of a sudden, the Stag Lord’s footing in the slippery pool of foul blood gave out, and it made an unexpected stagger at the most unfortunate moment, as Lady Helia had just let go of the tuft of hair she had held on to and was thrown off balance by the slip. She tumbled down, slowing her fall by grabbling on to the fur again here and there, but couldn’t get a proper grip and ended up on her back in the gross muck.

The same sudden movement by the beast had snapped two of Teal’s swords that happened to be locked in its antlers at the time. Though their bone cores were hardened by the necromancer’s abilities, they couldn’t hold the entire weight of the Stag Lord and gave in before the antlers did. Being down to four swords, his defensive capabilities were severely limited and when Lady Helia didn’t immediately get up, he was forced to lift his feet for the first time in the course of the fight and abandon his usual way of fighting.

As the beast lifted its hoof with clear intentions of stomping on the fallen Ouan, Teal dashed to her aid and swung his swords at the giant deer’s foot, but his blades must have been dulled beyond use and at their limits, as two more broke against the sturdy legbones and the remaining one barely did enough to make the creature reconsider for a second.

With only one sword in the air and a second in his hand, there wasn’t much he could do besides stand menacingly between the Stag Lord and Lady Helia and hope that it was enough to deter the attacker long enough for the Ouan to get back on her feet. Breathing heavily and covered in blood splatters, he dragged the tip of his sword through the mist and drew a line in it, hoping that the ancient creature understood his meaning.

Strangely enough, this did halt the beast for a brief moment but eventually it called the inquisitor’s bluff and reared back once more, preparing to lunge at Teal. However, it never got the chance to do so, as in a blink of an eye, a terrifying surge of necromantic power washed over the area and the entire right half of the Stag Lord turned into a spray of viscera and gore, that painted the wall behind it murky brown, or at least the parts that hadn’t been blown off by the same projectile that liquified a good portion of its initial target.

As lumps of off meat dripped from the ceiling and the remainder of the accursed beast stumbled around in shock before falling over, Anastacia dragged herself out of the corridor and slowly sat down on one of the chairs that had survived the fight.

“Did I hit it?” She asked and tried her best to not vomit.

Teal hastily helped Lady Helia up and together they finished off their parts of the reenactment of the hunters’ story by cutting into what was left of the stag’s two other throats. This immediately collapsed the beast back into dust and snow, aside from the pair of antlers that belonged to its original incarnation.

Once the Ouan had more or less regained her strength and inspected the glaring hole in the thick lumber wall. “What manner of mage was human adventurer Anastacia again? We are not familiar with this technique.” She asked, completely unfazed by the barely avoided death.

Teal sat down to inspect and care for his remaining swords. The one he had held in his hand was still in fairly good shape, but the other one was more of a blunt weapon than anything else, as the edge had rolled and chipped in almost the entire length of the weapon. “Elemental, I believe. Mainly fire and ice.” He answered, too tired to come up with anything to cover up for the adventurer.

“Fire, ice and spears.” Anastacia nodded.

Lady Helia accepted the obvious lie and sat down to rest against Teal’s shoulder. Luckily, her careless tumble hadn’t done much harm besides a bit of a bruised shoulder. “We are pleased with your abilities as a guardian. Perhaps Teal should carry additional weaponry?” She said and closed her eyes to rest them a bit. Fighting without appropriate lighting caused a lot of strain to them.

“Six is the number I carry on me at all times, usually I have more, and one of the other inquisitors is tasked to drop more if I start to run out.” Teal explained while keeping an eye on the hall just in case.

Anastacia still wasn’t feeling terribly good and her head ached with a pulsating pain that increased from each movement she made. “Fuck fuck fuck fucking fuck fuck…” She muttered and cursed the maid, who no doubt had something to do with the monstrosity appearing moments after her own disappearance. “I think it’s safe to assume this wasn’t it. In the story, there are three more beasts and then the hag herself.”

“Don’t forget the murderer, we also need to deal with that.” Teal reminded her.

“Just shut up. We’ll do what we can, but I think the next step should be- AAAA!“ The adventurer started but her speech quickly turned into yelling as a fiery piercing pain spread across the side of her left thigh. It felt as if a red-hot branding iron had been pressed on her skin.

Teal and Lady Helia shot up and were about to rush to see what the problem was, but quickly found out for their own, as the burning pain appeared on their left arms as well.

The Ouan tore off her mead-soaked sleeve to reveal an already healed and scarred brand that closely resembled the symbols covering the carvings in the second floor. Teal rolled up his sleeve and saw that he had gained a similar mark. Once the pain had subsided, Anastacia had the presence of mind to keep her trousers on and just correctly assumed that she had a mark of her own.

Roughly ten centimeters wide and covering the entire area from Teal’s shoulder to his elbow, the mark emitted constant feeling of heat, not enough to hurt, but just enough that it was impossible to forget.

“The hunters have presented themselves!” A raspy voice of an old woman echoed from somewhere.

The greeting didn’t sound like it bounced off the walls of the great hall like a regular voice, but instead like it came from within the trio’s heads, echoing inside their skulls but yet like it had started from somewhere far away. It was impossible to tell if anyone else could have heard it if they were in the room.

“A seed of my being planted in your thoughts, sprouted and grown! Watered with blood and discord, it finally flowers! So, hunters, mighty warriors of mortals, have you prepared for my revenge?!” The voice inquired and cackled before fading away.

            

    
        Chapter 177 - Seeds of discord

    
    
    
    
                While recuperating from the battle, Anastacia explained what she knew of the story of the three hunters and what the newly branded trio should expect, based on the appearance of the Stag Lord. “From what I remember, we’re looking at three more beasts, one for each hunter. The wolf you claim to have seen before, a bear and a massive snake. Each of them was killed by a single hunter so we probably won’t get the chance to team up again.” She said, having regained her senses after a moment’s rest.

“Is there a way to tell who will be dealing with what?” Teal asked and scratched the mark on his arm.

“Well, the version I heard was so massively biased thanks to that obsessed nutjob that I can’t even remember the names of the other two hunters. The one called Cottona had to deal with the snake, is pretty much all I have to say.” The adventurer shrugged and clumsily spun around one of her remaining spears.

The inquisitor scoffed. “Brilliant, and now we just wait for the beasts to appear and put them down one by one?”

“You two might as well go comb through Stel’s room on the off chance she has the details of her plan written down somewhere. I’ll go grab Strawberry and continue looking for the murderer by checking up on Magnon and Ilyu.” Anastacia instructed her temporary team. “I’d rather keep everyone here just to make sure the murderer doesn’t slip through my fingers, but if the situation calls for it, we might have to send at least the servants to the nearest town.”

“Human adventurer Anastacia would risk not catching the assassin to spare a handful of serfs? Oddly virtuous for one such as yourself.” Lady Helia commented. “But we will comply with the suggestion and search through the menial’s room. Teal, perhaps you would be able to guide us there?”

The inquisitor picked up his two remaining swords and glanced at his fellow necromancer to make sure she would be able to defend herself. Anastacia noticed it and let her powers flare out slightly – or at least that’s what she thought, but what the inquisitor felt was an oppressive force that clashed with his own powers and pushed them aside effortlessly. Though, a bit unsettling, it was enough for him to feel good about leaving Anastacia alone again. Even if the adventurer still had a bit of a headache, Lady Helia was a much softer target for both the assassin and the ancient spirit that now apparently loomed over them as well and protecting her would serve Teal’s own goals more.

He took the lead and started to guide the Ouan through the staircase near the kitchen, towards the spot in the top floor of the lodge where he had felt Anastacia and Lumira in before they had rushed downstairs.

“Could I inquire something?” Lady Helia suddenly asked as they reached the top floor. “Might it be, that Teal and human adventurer Anastacia share more history than they let on?”

Teal stopped briefly and pondered whether revealing Anastacia’s identity to the Ouan would affect things anymore. “What makes you think so?” He answered, playing it safe for the time being.

“The relationship betwixt Teal and human adventurer Anastacia appears confusing for someone such as we. Oddly familiar for strangers, there is a level of trust, or perhaps confidence? Yet it appears partly hostile on human adventurer Anastacia’s part, while Teal appears almost subservient to her at times.” Said Lady Helia, revealing herself to be far less blind to social cues than Teal had thought.

“Looks like the jig is up then.” Teal sighed and revealed the absolute bare minimum of the relationship between the necromancers. “The inquisition and Anastacia had a run-in a while ago and we may have tried to kill her. We’re all painfully aware of her prowess and since we obviously failed, she’s holding a bit of a grudge, but still knows what the inquisitors are about.”

As if to check the honesty of her companion, the Ouan pinned the inquisitor against the wall and stared deep into his eyes. Though he didn’t really have any reason to be afraid of Lady Helia, something about her shiny black eyes made Teal extremely nervous, and the tiny pulsating orange irises in them didn’t help either.

Though it started out as slightly threatening, the situation slowly evolved into something completely different, yet no less intense as the Ouan kept getting closer and closer.

Suddenly she pulled away and walked off while muttering to herself. “Sufficient, we had feared it was something else.”

Teal took a brief moment to calm his heart before following Lady Helia into the mess of research and obsession that was Stel’s room.

“These texts are engulfed in darkness, could it be that human maid Stel was studying beings of heretical origin?” The Ouan diplomat suggested. She was clearly very uncomfortable with the state of the room and hesitated to even touch any of the books. “Perhaps these tomes would be better off in a pyre? Her master was exceedingly negligent, allowing such clutter to build up within his property.”

“This is fairly standard for a certain type of people, though I would not have guessed it from the girl’s looks.” Teal said and quickly went through the couple of the book and note piles nearest to the door. “Looks to be history and divine beings, no surprises there.”

“Who knew that the pagan gods would warrant the writing of so many tomes? What could there possibly be to say about them?” Lady Helia asked and dangled one of the books like a dirty rag between her claws.

Teal kept efficiently flipping through the wads of notes and letters. “People write about the strangest of things. Mournvalley’s new policy on preserving all knowledge we run across has forced us to deal with some extremely questionable opuses, and a few books on some god is nothing, trust me. Our library has an entire category for things that have washed up from the sea and no one knows anything about.” He said to keep the conversation going.

The two kept chatting while slowly going through the top layer of the mess. Lady Helia told the inquisitor more about her position within Ou and what he would need to know before they returned to the empire, while Teal expanded upon the general workings of Mournvalley, carefully dancing around the more closely guarded secrets.

Time passed quickly as they worked and though their search came up largely empty, the pair didn’t mind. The busywork of wading through hastily scribbled notes and dusty books was a welcome respite after the fight and they almost forgot the threats they were facing.

After tossing aside what must have been the hundredth stack of letters, Teal stood up and stretched his shoulders. “I think I saw a couple of bottles of cider in the cellar, mind if I get those quickly? I’m feeling a bit parched.” He asked, already on his way out.

“We would enjoy that as well.” Lady Helia nodded and sat down on Stel’s bed to wait while the inquisitor stepped out. She noticed the letters under the pillow and began reading through them, making many of the same conclusions Anastacia had made.

With a hint of haste in his steps, Teal hopped down the stairs, all the way to the kitchen. Leaving his partner alone was a bit of a risk, but having seen her handle herself against their last opponent, he figured that the Ouan could more than handle herself for the couple of minutes it took him to fetch the drinks, even if he didn’t run.

Feeling the corpses of Fang and Nikolai so nearby reminded the necromancer that Farcie’s remains were still in the great hall, the smell had been completely buried by the eyewatering stench of the beast of decay they had fought, and the hall having a gaping hole in its wall had cooled it down enough to slow down the rot. Nevertheless, Teal felt like his late ally should get at least the same treatment as the other two casualties, so he made a quick detour to the great hall.

The mist on the floor hadn’t cleared out yet, but since the beast’s spilled blood had turned into dust and snow along with the rest of it, the distinctive smell had all but disappeared.

“I hope Nikolai’s heirs don’t mind the increased ventilation.” Teal said and chuckled to himself while making sure the package he had wrapped the elf in didn’t leak.

Suddenly a voice echoed from somewhere. “Ah yes! The stalwart inquisitor…” It stated and cackled.

Even if the brand on his arm hadn’t suddenly ached and burned him again, Teal would have recognized the voice as the same one that threatened the new trio of hunters earlier. His first instinct was to try and locate the voice, but that didn’t work at all, as not only did it sound like it was coming from inside his on head, but it kept moving around the hall as well.

“The world has certainly changed since my days, but its residents are painfully similar to the mortals back then.” The hag sighed longingly. “The all-encompassing greed is showing no signs of weakening, not to mention the pride and hubris of your kind in particular.”

Teal took a deep breath, ignored the voice and started moving the remains towards the cellar.

“Pardon me, but I do have to ask, did someone neuter the necromancers while I was not looking? This current generation makes me sad.” The hag taunted Teal. “The world is theirs to take, it always has been, but what do they do? They negotiate! Your people pride themselves to be above others as might is right, but at the same time, you lower yourself to the same mud and filth where the rest of the mortals grovel. You have all become weak shadows of necromancers that once were!”

Teal stopped and considered responding but figured that nothing good would come of it. Instead, he kept his mouth shut, opened the hatch in the kitchen floor and gracefully lowered the elf’s remains with the other two bodies.

The ciders he had originally gotten downstairs for were at the back of the cellar with the rest of the drinks, as far away from the hatch, the cellar’s only source of light, as possible. The inquisitor carefully inched his way towards the bottle rack, almost stumbling on something in the dark a few times, until he could just barely grab a couple of bottles. Unable to read the piece of paper tied to the cork, he opened one of them and concluded that it at least smelled like a cider, though a particularly strong one – fairly unsurprising, considering that Vassundians often liked their drinks like that.

For the entire time, the hag had been taunting him by slandering Mournvalley, but he had already spent the entire day with someone who did very little besides calling necromancers scum of the earth, so the hag’s words didn’t cut particularly deep.

Right as he was about to start climbing the ladder out of the cellar, the hatch suddenly slammed shut on its own, sealing the inquisitor into the perfect darkness of the cellar. He tried to tackle it open a few times, but the heavy wooden hatch wouldn’t move an inch.

Teal sighed and hopped down from the ladder. “Very well, is there a point you wish to make before I tear my way out of here?” He asked and rolled his eyes.

“Such a fearsome man, this dulled fang of inquisition! In a great hurry to be get trampled upon by someone?” The hag mocked him as the cellar somehow grew even darker. “I am not the one to stop anyone from groveling on the ground, but this is not how things should be – you know it too, do you not?”

As the ancient spirit spoke, the smell of rot grew once more and got to a point where it started to bother even Teal.

“You are a flimsy tool to everyone in your life and have always been. You have seen the looks your inquisitorial brothers and sisters give you, as if you were a lesser necromancer to them, someone who could not handle themselves in the frontlines. Instead, you cower behind them in your armor, forever tasked to watch their backs.” The spirit of discord jeered and cackled insanely.

Whether it was through magic or simply the suggestive manner of speech, Teal could see the hag’s words becoming images in his mind. He could see the rest of the inquisition, loitering about the mess hall of their headquarters. Duke, Cyan, Cobalt, Celeste, Iris, Maya and Sapphire, each and every one of them a sibling and a teammate that Teal wouldn’t hesitate to give his life for. Though they were obviously all close, there were still small cliques withing the ranks of the inquisition, and this was often reflected in who they spent their free time with. In the vision given to Teal, seven of the inquisitors were loosely divided into two pairs and a single group of three, with the eighth one further away from all of them.

The eighth inquisitor sat in a table of his own, quietly tinkering with a suit of armor instead of merrily chatting with his comrades. Teal felt the depiction be far too close to home, as he was indeed the odd one out. In the earlier days, Alice, who was often considered to be a big sister by everyone, would often keep him company, but she had met her match in Anastacia quite a while ago. Later on, he had found a friend in Periwinkle, but the newest addition to the inquisition had gone missing months ago as well. Ever since then, Teal was left alone more often than not.

“Truly, it is quite sad to watch, but this is only the beginning.” The hag said and made the image disappear, only to conjure up a new one. The second image was of the throne room where the current queen of Mournvalley ruled her country from.

Sitting on the throne, in her white robes, was Coquelicot. She had her hood pulled all the way up and further hid her face by burying it into two of her skeletal hands.

“Ahh! Coquelicot, the last of the red inquisition and the rightful ruler of Mournvalley! Though of course, these days she hardly fits the title.” The spirit continued. “She found you from the warehouse you previously worked in, helped you hone your edge to a point where you could be effectively used to manage the masses and take out some of her targets – and then she simply abandoned you. I would be surprised if she ever meant for you people to survive her coup, since she left you to your own devices almost immediately. Yet, you blindly follow her ‘vision’ of Mournvalley peacefully existing with the rest of the world, because that is was loyal little tools do…”

Teal was among the three inquisitors that once actively went against their leader by attempting to kill Anastacia back when Amaranth was defeated. He had since been forgiven and had worked hard to get back into Coquelicot’s good graces, successfully, or at least that’s what he thought. Thinking back at the last few times the inquisitors saw their queen, Teal realized that he hadn’t been given much responsibilities, almost like he wasn’t as trusted as some of the others.

As the second image faded from Teal’s mind he couldn’t help but to feel a bit betrayed by Coquelicot, since he and the rest of the inquisition had been thrown into a situation none of them were equipped for, and the inquiries for any orders had come back empty for long enough.

The third image appeared to be projected directly from the top floor of the lodge, where Lady Helia was trying her best to get through the texts she considered beyond heretical.

“And so, we come to this. Surely, I do not even need to point out how much the Ouan is using you for her own gain? If she brings you back to her country, she will be forever honored as the one who managed to tame an inquisitor. Through your blindness, Ou will gain control over the north and Mournvalley along with it – and it only required a bit of appealing to your base needs. Mortals truly never change.” The hag laughed and faded the image into the darkness. “To remedy the situation, I have brought you a simple suggestion, an offer for aid: kill Lady Helia Pain. Then with my aid, you will be able to finally take revenge for the death of this ‘Alice’ by killing the other necromancer here. Once that is done, the rest is easy! I will make a pact with Mournvalley, so that as long as this land of mine is returned to its owner, I will help you destroy Ou and you will be hailed as a great hero by your people for vanquishing their foes! So how about it?”


Lady Helia tossed aside yet another pile of notes that had turned out to be irrelevant to the investigation. It had already been a few minutes longer than she was willing to give Teal to return with the drinks and the Ouan was starting to get uneasy. She knew that the inquisitor would be able to deal with whatever was thrown at him, but just to be sure, she closed her eyes for a quick prayer to the gods.

Aimed at Sviesa, the divine guardian of light, in particular, the prayer was meant to halt whatever darkness was seeping in from the shadows and trying to harm Teal. As soon as she began, Lady Helia could feel that something was wrong. She had been praying several times a day for decades and whether it was completely imaginary or the gods responding to her, she always felt empowered while doing so, but this time was different. She could still feel the light and its warmth on her being as usual, but it was as if there was a stain of dark somewhere on her.

It didn’t take much to figure out what the problem was; in her own eyes, Lady Helia appeared flawless and radiant, but the brand on her arm was the exact opposite: a cancerous dark lump of corruption that fed on the light surrounding it.

Disgusted by the sight, the Ouan even considered trying to cut it off with the knife she had acquired from Anastacia, but decided against it, as triumphing over the dark by cleansing it was the more pious solution, rather than just scraping it off and letting it grow in some dim nook of the world.

“Reveal yourself, filth.” She commanded and dragged her claws over the brand.

Soon enough, Lady Helia’s already limited vision decreased noticeably, and the shadows surrounding her no longer heeded the crystal lantern’s light. The piles of books disappeared into an endless void of dark, filled with nothing but the lunatic cackling of the hag.

“I must congratulate you.” The ancient spirit laughed. “Not too many gods answer mortal prayers these days, it seems, but you have somehow found yourself with a whole troupe of divine clowns. In fact, it was almost a hurdle to get to you. Had you not ever so kindly ushered me out yourself, I might have had to go at it for a while still.”

“Reveal your gambit, carrion.” The Ouan demanded curtly.

“Been some centuries since I found myself with a person of faith, the last one I met was so set in his ways that he ran out of bones to rot before I made headway into his mind. But that was an experience I could learn great many things from, chief of which was to simply not bother with your kind. I may be immortal, but even I do not have the time for that.” The hag’s voice explained from the darkness. “Trust me, there is no shortage of angles I could aim for the chinks in your armor from. You yourself are aware of the infinite flavors of wrong, sick and heretical your budding flame with the necromancer is. So do consider that I do not come baring my teeth.”

In a blink of an eye, Lady Helia found herself in a completely new setting, one she could see perfectly. It depicted Anastacia and Teal, sitting across from each other in the adventurer’s room at the lodge. Seemingly engaged in a lighthearted conversation, but the words sounded blurred and distorted beyond recognition.

“It is just so much easier to help you out a bit and ask you to leave.” The hag continued. “So here is my gift to you: the adventurer responsible for your safety, is not at all what she claims. Sure, she can throw a ball of flame if asked, but that child is a purebred necromancer.”

Lady Helia tried to touch the faint image of Teal, but the scene faded before her fingers reached the inquisitor’s hair. “Is the craven scum actually thinking we believe a singly syllable from its foul mouth?” She scoffed at the suggestion.

“Oh? Well, that is not really my problem, for I am merely trying to warn you of their plot. If you refuse to listen to me and get killed, that is your well-earned reward.” The voice said as it moved around Lady Helia in the darkness. “Whether you believe me or not, it does not change the facts. The one responsible for the safety of the guests is a necromancer that hid her identity, now three guests are dead and both necromancers roam free and act together. I even heard some rumors that a certain someone was going to take one of the most dangerous necromancers in the world along with them, to an empire that is on the brink of war with Mournvalley.”

The Ouan representative fell silent for a while. “Your implications fall on deaf ears, foul spirit…” She said hesitantly.

The hag’s laughter echoed in the room for a while before she answered. “Do they?”


Anastacia was on her way to the library to tell Strawberry about what had transpired while he had been obsessing over his paperwork. She was already royally annoyed by everything that was happening; the state of the quest, the hag returning, having to deal with the beasts, Stel going missing and her head hurting after getting hurled at a wall like a wet towel; depending on how annoying the guild official was going to act, it might just be enough to send her over the edge and get her to throw Strawberry at whatever the next beast she had to dealt with.

She grumbled by herself and sat down to take a breather on one of the benches along the corridor where the guest rooms were and think about how to recite the events of the day to the official in the least embarrassing way possible. “Why couldn’t you just get murdered too?” She muttered and made sure that Strawberry was still in one piece.

Magnon and Ilyu were still in the high magister’s room and seemed to be okay as well, as were the staff and the vice commander. For whatever reason, Teal was putzing around the corpse riddled cellar, but Lady Helia was still rummaging through the maid’s room, so Anastacia figured that they just needed something from down there.

Just as the adventurer had collected herself enough to stand up and face the music, a sudden sharp pain in her thigh forced her to sit back down. The brand on her leg burned as if it was being applied again and every time she moved, it flared up worsening the pain tenfold. Trying to cool it down with ice magic did help a bit however, but even that was a temporary measure and wasn’t enough to allow her to walk.

“Just sit tight, tiny necromancer.” The hag’s voice bellowed from somewhere.

Anastacia looked around, but the hallway was empty in both directions. “And now you’re in my head too! This is just great!” She pouted.

“Yes and no, for now my form is tied to your knowledge of me, but I do exist as an entity of my own. I do not expect you to be too knowledgeable on the subject – in fact, I know you are not. But the mechanics behind immortal spirits are hardly the matter I came to discuss with you, for you see-“ The spirit began explaining but was cut off by the adventurer.

“Fuck off, you ancient spooky nerd!” Anastacia yelled and rubbed the aching brand.

Baffled by the outright rudeness, the hag remained silent for a while. “Excuse me? I do not think you are fully grasping the situation you are in.” She said and lost much of the menacing tone in her voice.

“I don’t think you’re fully grasping number of dicks you can go and eat.” The adventurer snarled and laid down on the bench. “I’m not in the mood, shoo!”

“You are being bewitched by the spirit of discord, the hag of the north herself from the legends, and you ‘aren’t in the mood’? This is not how this works at all, dear.” The hag struggled to explain something she likely couldn’t even fathom could happen.

Anastacia sighed. “I’ve been resurrected by a god, half-possessed by an ancient necromancer and puppeteered by a muse in the last half a year or something; so I’m sorry but some old crone speaking in my head doesn’t exactly impress me when I’m having a bad day. Besides, I’ve got a friend who has that going on all the time, but apparently her head-voice sings instead of whatever raspy bullshit you’re offering here.” She explained while cooling her forehead with more magic.

“But… The lousy time you are having is part of my machinations, and there is so much more to come!” The spirit of discord threatened and started to sound slightly desperate.

“Oh what? You’re going to throw your pets at people, is that it? Either just give me my opponent already, so I can get that over with or give me back the maid and go crochet or whatever you did while you were dead.” Anastacia kept mocking the ancient spirit.

The hag noticed her chance to make an awkward transition back to her original plan. “Ah, yes! The maid! She has been most helpful for my plans, all in the hopes to meet her hero. Instead she released the shroud of discord that will one day cover all of north, until the cogs of the world turn to their original places. It is tragic really-“ She cackled until the adventurer interrupted her again.

“By the way, what’s up with this brand thing being on my leg instead of the arm like the other two? Is this like some weird thing you have or what’s going on? Emilia says I should get you to buy me dinner and stuff first.” Anastacia asked suddenly and moved on to just outright annoying the spirit, since she didn’t show any signs of giving up.

“What? That is what bothers you about this? I have watched all of you closely, dissected your memories and planted the seeds of doubt into your minds to enact my masterful plan and have you turn on each other – and what you want to know is if I have a thing for your frankly unimpressive physique? The brand simply appeared where it did because your twig-like arms do not have the room for it.” The hag groaned as her voice paced back and forth along the corridor.

Anastacia held back her grin. “Okay, just checking. It’s just that I seem to have an unexplainable amount of traction with ancient things. I guess you already knew that much, if you’ve really gone through my memories.” She shrugged. “Oh hey, if you’re able to do that, can you tell me where I left my gloves before I came here? They should be in my room back at the inn, but I couldn’t find them anywhere.”

The burning sensation in Anastacia’s brand flared up again, worse than ever before, when the hag understood she was being messed with. She could feel a pair of invisible, yet firm hands wrap around her neck and tighten their grip slowly.

“This is not over, tiny necromancer, I will have my revenge!” The hag screamed with ear-shattering power before the pain suddenly faded away, as did other signs of the ancient spirit’s presence.

Anastacia coughed a few times and rubbed the brand to further alleviate the pain. “Sure, sure. Come back and do the whole ‘I can help you rule the world with your powers’-routine, like everyone else did, maybe I’ll actually get convinced this time!” She taunted the spirit one last time and snickered.

Despite the pain, being able to let out some steam helped the adventurer’s mood considerably and the headache had been at least partially taken a step back. She gathered her strength once more to get up, but again, as soon as she was back on her feet, she was interrupted by the forgemaster kicking open the high magister’s door.

The Vulkan held the obviously drunken but still conscious mage in his arms and looked around before spotting Anastacia. He hurried over and placed Ilyu on the bench.

“Come on! Tell Anastacia what you just said to me!” He encouraged the drunkard and shook her shoulders.

“Anash… Such a nice girl, should make her my student.” The high magister stammered and almost fell over on the bench.

Magnon moved the adventurer closer to Ilyu. “Yes, this Anastacia, now tell her what you were saying! About the poison and Lumira taking your ring.” He pleaded.

“Posion’s bad for you, shouldn’t do that.” Ilyu stated, trying her best to make it sound wise but struggled to stay on the subject. “Poor Nikolai didn’t know. Maggy, did you know you’rrre my favorite caveman?”

“Focus, Ilyu!” The forgemaster exclaimed and sighed before turning to Anastacia himself. “She was telling me how the vice commander had taken a look at her ring and confiscated the piece of ice on it.”

“’twas very rude! She knows I need it in the morning.” Ilyu finally pitched in with something actually useful.

Anastacia took a while to connect the dots. “Wait, Lumira knew what the ice had in it?”

            

    
        Chapter 178 - The blight serpent

    
    
    
    
                Despite the forgemaster insisting that he should accompany Anastacia to the vice commander’s room, the adventurer told him to keep watching over the drunken high magister, as the situation had evolved a bit beyond a simple political assassination. Even though the hag’s attention was no doubt turned towards the three new hunters, the adventurer was done losing guests and the unsupervised Ilyu casting something undesirable was the last thing she needed.

Dealing with Lumira shouldn’t require too much effort anyway, Anastacia figured, no matter how skilled of a fighter she was, even a less powerful necromancer could just stop her immediately and lock her in a closet or something until someone came to get her.

She knocked on the dark elf’s door and waited for an answer. When there was none, despite Lumira being inside, she knocked a few more times before getting tired of the waiting. “Lumira, I know you’re in there! Come open the door so I can arrest you… or something, I don’t really know what I’m actually supposed to do with assassins!” She asked nicely.

When it had no appreciable effect on the dark elf, besides making her heartrate jump, the adventurer was forced to switch tactics. She took a few steps back and grabbed a spear from her back. “Come open the door or I’ll make a hole in it, and the wall behind it, and the tree line a couple of kilometers past it… I’m afraid there’s no middle ground here.” She threatened and began counting down from ten.

By the time she got to four, the lock clicked open and the door slowly swung open.

Lumira stood still in the doorway for a while, looking quite menacing and probably weighing her chances against Anastacia, but eventually, she wisely decided not to make things hard for herself and walked back inside.

The vice commander’s room was much like the guest rooms, though far more loaded with personal items. The main difference, however, was the large wooden desk and the chair behind it. Arranged in front of the large window, so that it directly faced the door.

On the desk was a short sword that matched the shape of the wound in Fang’s chest and the astral projector that had been given to Nikolai. Lumira sat down next to them and leaned back. “So you’ve got it all figured out, huh? Can’t say I expected that. Honestly, I took you for a moron the second you spoke.” She said and laughed dryly.

Anastacia nodded. “Yeah, totally completely absolutely figured it out on my own. Why don’t you tell me anyway while I figure out what to do with you.” She bluffed with close to no confidence behind her words; she might have had the rough outlines for what happened but at no point had she stopped to consider the details. “I’d also like to know why, for the official report.”

“Sure, whatever. It all started a couple of months back, I just sort of woke up with everything all figured out.” The dark elf smiled ominously. “Now, before you say anything, I didn’t do this to get to Nikolai’s position – that would only be a happy side effect, but no, I did what I did for Vassund. You see, Nikolai and some other older members of the high command are far too into this whole ‘peace in the north’ idea. Sure, it can be attained through negotiation and treaties over time, but what I don’t understand is why do we supposedly have the responsibility to cater to these weaker nations? Vassund is by far the most powerful nation in the area, so our word should be the law. But anyway, where was I? Right, one morning, I just woke up and realized that we could just not have other nations.”

Anastacia barely paid attention to the explanation anymore, and instead grabbed the projector from the table and moved it a safe distance away from the dark elf. She had no idea how it was operated and wasn’t too eager to be shown by someone who had killed someone with it.

“There were a few problems with that though, first of all, there was absolutely no way the high command was going to go along with my plans right out of the gate, and secondly, we might be the most powerful nation here, but I don’t like our chances against everyone else combined. Luckily this meeting came along just in time. Here, I could create motive for Vassund to go to war and throw the north into disarray by pitting the alliances against each other. Once the dust had settled and Vul, Ou, Mournvalley, Mon Quasai, Toumarill and Astra were in ruins, there would be no one left to oppose us. Just think of all the land and resources we could grab for next to no losses! Sure, I would have to betray my friend and mentor, but in the grand scale of things, I would have traded one sickly old man to vast fields that could be farmed far more easily than our frozen ones, trade routes that reached far and wide, knowledge to further grow in power and so much more.” Lumira exclaimed before letting her excitement die. “But that’s all in ruins now, isn’t it? I killed Nikolai and Fang for nothing… Unless…”

“Unless what?” The adventurer asked and walked around the room as if she was still investigating.

“Unless you just let me do it.” Lumira smiled and stood back up. “Just take your guild official with you and walk away. Once this is all over and done with, I’ll contact you again and make sure you don’t need to work a day more in your life. A nice mansion anywhere in Vassund, complete with staff, or a villa somewhere along the coast with coffee plantations, or anything else you might want – and all you need to do is walk away.”

Anastacia stopped to think for a bit. “You’re just way better at this than a certain someone. See that’s what I like to hear, all these ancient fucks think I want to rule the world, but that just sounds like way too much work. What I really want is a neat little cabin somewhere where people won’t hassle my goblins or simulacra friends that I’m planning on making.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, but sure. Walk away and you’ll have all of that and more within a month.” The vice commander said, clearly thinking she was getting somewhere with her suggestion.

“Too bad for you I already have this thing going with some ancient tart that clearly has a thing for me. Oh, and she’s also planning on destroying all of north so whatever you’re doing wouldn’t work. You know, the whole hag thing that Stel talked about, apparently that’s happening.” The necromancer smirked.

Just as the confused vice commander was about to ask what Anastacia was going on about, the door to the room’s balcony flew open from another gust of wind and the shadows began to grow far stronger, eventually darkening the room despite the daylight coming through the window.

“Enough! I will not have any of this slander!” The hag screamed from the darkness, shattering the window behind Lumira. “Who do you think spend weeks whispering these ideas into the dark elf’s head? I DID!”

“Oh, you’re back already. How goes the search for my gloves?” Anastacia smiled despite the increasing pain in her brand.

Lumira was stunned, she no longer had any idea what was going on. As far as she could tell, the adventurer was mocking something she herself couldn’t see, but the headache inducing screaming of the ancient spirit was painfully audible to her as well. She instinctively grabbed the sword from the table and started frantically looking for any hints of the being she thought was merely invisible.

Anastacia noticed the vice commander’s distress and turned to her. “I guess you haven’t met yet. Hag, this is Lumira, you know what she is already. Lumira, this is hag, the ancient spirit of dick swords.”

“DISCORD! LEGENDARY SPIRIT OF DISCORD, YOU INANE BRAT!” The spirit screeched madly.

“Sure, sure.” Anastacia nodded and leaned closer to Lumira so she could mockingly whisper at her. “She’s the one that likes me, she’s just too shy to admit it. I think it’s because of the age difference.”

Before she had the chance to say another word, the adventurer was grasped by an invisible force and effortlessly hurled through the broken window, accompanied by several overlapping screams of absolute, insane rage that echoed from everywhere at once. A millennium of experience hadn’t prepared the hag for someone like Anastacia, and the adventurer had clearly managed to cross some kind of a line, where the hag abandoned her original plan entirely and had to directly attack her.

Luckily the snowbank below the window was thick and soft enough to slow down the necromancer’s fall and she remained unharmed. In fact, if it hadn’t been so cold, it would have been quite comfortable to fall into. However, the uniform she had been given wasn’t meant for trekking in waist-deep snow, and didn’t hold for a second before the snow got everywhere under it.

Anastacia popped up from the bank and waived to the horrified and confused dark elf, who was peering through the window. “I’ll be right back; can you please not murder anyone while I deal with this shit?!” She yelled while trying to find a good way to move through the powdery snow.

After a few attempts, she found that simply leaping forwards and tumbling as far as she could was as good as it was going to get. And so, the necromancer began her ungraceful trek back towards the lodge. Since she had been tossed out from the wrong side of the building, she actually had at least a couple hundred meters of untouched snow to cross.

That ended up not mattering, as only after a few lunges, the ground under the snow began to shake and crack. Feeling something rising from directly below her feet, Anastacia leaped aside at the last moment before a gigantic snake lifted its head from right next to her.

The massive beast shook the frozen soil and snow off itself and lifted its head further up to free its entire body from its cold grave. Fully straightened up, the serpent towered above even the lodge as it stared down at the necromancer, who was a mere bug in comparison.

Having the same large glowing eyes, it was clearly the same beast that Anastacia had seen during the night, but that had in no way prepared her for seeing it in its gargantuan entirety. The giant reptile was covered in thick scales of gray and black stone, that rubbed against each other on its every movement, making large slabs of rock shatter fall off, only for the scales to grow back in mere seconds. It’s fangs alone were taller than Anastacia and were already dripping with some sickly green concoction of blight they carried.

Much like the previous beast of ruin, it appeared immune to necromancy, and there was very little Anastacia could do as it began circling around her and close off any escape routes she still had.

Finally, it lowered its head and stared intensely at her with its eyes flickering like flames of two torches. The beast’s breath felt disgustingly warm and moist in the freezing cold weather and carried a scent so unspeakably vile that it probably outright killed anything smaller than a cat.

The snake’s tongue flailed around like a whip made out of cast iron and could have probably ended someone’s life with a single glancing blow, yet somehow it was one of the least worrying parts of the beast.

“You mock, you taunt, you make fun of beings beyond your meager comprehension. Foolishly thinking yourself unbeatable on the account of some pesky powers granted to you by chance, powers you barely understand.” The hag whispered into Anastacia’s ear. “There is something you are quite right about though; I do adore you. Despite your multitude of flaws, personality and otherwise, that bring even someone such as myself to a brink of rage, I really do. You may be the single most obnoxious creature the creation has been cursed with, but decay, discord and chaos follow in your footprints like baby chicks mistakenly attached to you. You defy order and resist predetermination to a point where you have irreparably scarred the fates themselves.”

The snake’s head moved from side to side as it inspected the necromancer while she listened to the hag’s whispers. Every now and then it would stray a bit too close and Anastacia swiped at it with one of the two spears she was carrying.

“Because of that, I will grant you the gift of knowledge of what is to come and your place in this world: Ancient beasts of legend are all but gone, the clockwork children left to wander the world without their makers are growing hollow, necromancers are pale shadows of what they were, and the fates themselves, that once held life’s hand as it took its first steps, are distant and cold. It may not be soon, but decay will claim all there is. So no, I will not offer you aid in world conquest, necromancers no longer possess the ability for such feats. You have been hailed as the white one of your age, but hear me, you are no such thing – you are the last hurrah of a slowly rotting carcass of necromancy in this world. Decay is the only constant there is, and no power is exempt from it.” As the hag prattled on, Anastacia could briefly feel someone’s warm embrace shield her from the stinging frost. “Considering the damage you have caused, it is almost a shame you need to die. Could you please open your mouth one more time and let your irredeemable personality get me over my hesitation?”

Anastacia grasped her staff in one hand and the spear in other. The situation seemed exceedingly dire on all accounts, the snow made it almost impossible for her to move and the snake had her surrounded anyway. She could launch the spear at the beast, but if there was anything to be learned from the previous fight, it was that randomly attacking didn’t really achieve much. Yet, on the other hand, in the story, the snake was killed by Cottona with a spear through the heart, so it could well have worked. The necromancer’s past studies also let her make an educated guess on where the serpent’s heart was, even if she couldn’t feel it directly.

“You need to work on asking people out. I’m no expert, but I think releasing a giant snake on people might be a bad opening move.” The adventurer couldn’t help herself and taunted the spirit again.

“There it is! Goodbye, you toxic little twerp. Had things worked out differently, we could have been two of a kind, now please, just die.” The hag cackled and disappeared into the sound of wind blowing across the open field.

Failing to come up with a better plan, Anastacia immediately launched the spear in her hand at the snake’s heart, hoping it would just cleave off a large enough chunk to kill it outright.

The spear, however, did no such thing, despite hitting its mark with enough velocity to decapitate a small mountain, it simply dislodged a couple of larger stone scales, sent more than a fair bit of shrapnel in every direction and caused the beast to recoil in pain to avoid further damage.

Now down to one spear, Anastacia hesitated to grab it from her back as she tried to escape from the small opening the serpent’s retreat had given her. Cursing and muttering to herself, she waded only a few meters before the giant snake once more loomed over her, ready to strike.

Suddenly a small flash of light appeared above its head and somehow caused the snake to hiss and writhe in agony. This gave the adventurer some time to get a bit further away and avoid getting crushed by the creature’s tail as it trashed around, slamming its head against the ground.

Anastacia didn’t have the luxury of being able to look in the mouth of this gift horse, but she did happen to notice a dark greenish figure hanging on to the beast’s scales.

“Use fire to clear a path, you moron!” The unknown person shouted with a somewhat familiar tone or cadence in their voice, but the heavy distortion in it changed it beyond recognition.

The necromancer stopped on her tracks and turned around to take a better look at the figure. With their long hair waving in the wind, the mysterious person seemed to have no issues avoiding getting crushed by their opponent and instead hopped gracefully along its body to keep the beast distracted.

The snake’s left eye was gushing several liters of black liquid that quickly spread like disease on the snow wherever it fell. No doubt it had been punctured by the person helping Anastacia get away.

Something about seeing the fight reminded the adventurer about the carving where Cottona of the original hunters battled with the snake and she was just about to yell out to the person, but was snapped back to reality by a large chunk of stone landing awkwardly near her.

“Just use fire to make a path away from the lodge and make some room so you can fight!” The mysterious figure instructed her again. “NOW!”

The adventurer began hurling as much fire as she could at the snowbank to clear it, partly by melting it and partly by blowing it away. While it wasn’t exactly what one would call fast, it was still head and shoulders above the lunging method she had used so far, and even with the flailing required for fire magic, it was far less exhausting.

After getting far enough away, she began stomping on the ground, releasing waves of flame one after another and clearing out a larger space so she could at least move around enough to avoid some attacks. With her mobility regained, Anastacia began working on a plan to defeat the beast. As far as offensive capabilities went, she was more or less limited to magic and the single spear she’d rather not waste on trimming a few more scales. Fire didn’t seem like a good match for an opponent that was covered in literal rock, and ice magic rarely worked offensively, so Anastacia didn’t feel all too good about her chances.

While trying to come up with anything to increase her chances, the adventurer followed the fight between the apparition and the beast and noticed that the scales she had managed to tear off with her first spear hadn’t grown back. The spear must have damaged the grayish skin under them enough to cause some lasting harm. The wound was located right over the spot where snake hearts usually were as well, so there was a good chance that a second, well-aimed shot could take the beast down. Anastacia was actually very proud of her marksmanship with the spears, but moving targets were always a bit risky, and she only had a single shot left.

The large puddle of melted snow the adventurer was standing in had found its way through her boots, witch was actually rather nice as it was warm in comparison to the snow that had gotten in there earlier, but more importantly, it gave her an idea on how to hopefully secure a second direct hit. Anastacia began melting as much snow as she could while keeping an eye on the fight.

The figure had begun to get more and more hazy overtime and was barely recognizable as a person by the time she figured that there was enough water for her purposes. Assuming that this meant that the time they were buying was about to be up, the adventurer released a few more blasts of fire at the nearby piles of snow and prepared to face her opponent once more.

“Gloves would be so nice right about now…” She muttered and watched the apparition finally disappear in a flash of light, much like the one it had appeared with.

Turning its attention back to its original target, the massive snake warily slithered towards the giant puddle of water, almost like it understood that there might have been a trap laid out for it. While it circled around its prey, the beast's injured eye trickled more oily muck onto the pure white snow, tuning it into a gross brown and black mess it its wake.

Anastacia placed end of her staff into the water and splashed it while taunting the snake. “They don’t make eyepatches in your size; custom fit is going to cost a fortune. So even if you beat me here, you’ll still lose to the eyepatch industry. Feel free to give up now.”

The snake let out a thundering hiss that reeked of pus and vomit before lunging at the adventurer. Unfortunately for it, this was exactly what Anastacia had hoped and a massive spike of ice and frozen soil shot up from the ground directly in front of the serpent. It was nowhere near enough to hurt the beast, but it did halt it as it crashed through and most of the pillar fell on top of it.

Anastacia used the creature’s brief confusion to charge at it and jab her staff between its stone scales. She drained all the heat she could from the beast and its surroundings for a few seconds, lowering its body temperature and making the water it rested in freeze solid. The effect of this was easily visible, as the reptile’s movements became more sluggish.

By the time the adventurer was forced to run off to avoid a second, far slower lunge at another wall of ice she conjured, the beast clearly had to work to free itself from the ice. This repeated a few more times, until a large portion of the beast was covered in a thick layer of ice and it could only move its head, the only part Anastacia wasn’t able to reach directly.

Though even if she could have, it wouldn’t have done all that much good, as the crystalline staff had begun to let out a worrying ringing sound that marked it being near its maximum capacity. She would have to discharge the energy from it before using it for ice magic again, or it would become unstable to a point where even the slightest impact would fracture it and release all the energy stored in it as a devastating explosion.

This meant that if she was ever going to try launching the second spear, it would have to be then and there. The spot she aimed at was only barely above the ice that had gathered around the snake’s body and hardly moved anymore. She lined up what was going to be an easy shot and took one more deep breath.

Right at that moment, the serpent used the last of its strength to whip its head and fling a stream of oily, cold blood at the necromancer, successfully impairing her focus.

Anastacia watched her last spear disappear into the distance, possibly to horribly ruin someone’s day in that direction. She scooped a bit of water with her hand, rinsed off the few drops of filth that had landed on her face and sighed. “Well, fuck.”

“Don’t suppose you’d stay there while I run and get a spare from my room? They’re a bit out of reach.” She asked, but the rapidly increasing trashing she received as a response definitely seemed like a ‘no’.

Looking around for a solution, she mumbled to herself. “Spear, spear, spear…” As she had heard repeating the name of a lost item often helped when searching it. There might have been some truth to it as her eyes happened upon the worryingly ringing staff. “…Spear?”

Unfortunately, both ends of the staff were blunt, so she still needed something sharp and something to strap the sharp bit onto the staff. Luckily her uniform came with both of those, as she pulled one of the daggers from her hip and took off her right boot to acquire a thoroughly soaked sock. After a bit of assembly, she held up what was possibly the least safe spear in the history of the world.

“Spear!” The adventurer declared happily but was interrupted by the massive snake flinging more of its disgusting blood on her as it became livelier again.

Charging at the beast with the fury of the goblin queen, she lunged and stuck the makeshift spear into the beast’s foul-smelling wound. The daggers must have been well made, as the spear sank far deeper than she could ever have hoped, that is, before the staff snapped in half from the stress put on it.

Anastacia stared at the glass-like splinter in her hand and turned pale as the shard begun vibrating and ringing even louder. “Technically a spear?” she suggested, jabbed the other half of the staff into the wound as well and ran off as fast as she could.

Barely making it back to the beginning of the path she had made, before the ear-shatteringly loud ringing reached its peak and suddenly stopped for only a few seconds. Instinctively she jumped into the snowbank and laid as low as she could, resisting the urge to look behind even slightly.

Following the brief moment of absolute silence, was the absolute loudest sound the adventurer had ever heard as the staff exploded. A massive wave of pressure washed over Anastacia and hit the side of the lodge, tilting the entire structure more than slightly, shattering every window and showering that side of the building with rocks, chunks of frozen snake and tiny, razor-sharp fragments of crystals that embedded themselves firmly into the wooden wall.

A few larger pieces of something landed near Anastacia before she figured it was safe to pop out of the snow to see the damage she had caused. Where the snake had been, there was now a small crater, surrounded by a vast area where the explosion had cleared the snow from. The beast itself was no longer anywhere to be found, instead the entire field was filled with rubble and pieces of snake that ranged from tiny lumps to several kilos of rotting meat.

Since she had been working on the assumption that the beasts could only be killed in ways similar to the story, she was a bit worried that her ‘spear’ might have not made the cut, but when the few of the larger lumps broke down and turned into snow, she raised her arms and cheered. “Technically a spear!”

            

    
        Chapter 179 - See only evil, speak only evil, hear only... spears?

    
    
    
    
                Still locked in the cold, dark cellar and relentlessly pestered by the hag’s whispers and visions, Teal sat down and fumbled his pockets to find a piece of whetstone he carried on him. Even though it really didn’t do much good anymore, he picked up the more beaten one of his remaining two swords and began sharpening it. Caring for his equipment was just what the inquisitor did to keep his mind occupied when waiting.

The blade itself was barely usable and far beyond what a quick honing could even begin to hope fixing. It would have required a skilled blacksmith with proper tools to salvage it, but he had to work with what he had on hand.

Typically, the swords and rest of his gear were repaired by a desert elf named Ala-fiur, who had gained a compulsory citizenship of Mournvalley and a free trip there in a large sack, when Teal had witnessed his skills on one of his missions and by chance noticed that he had no immediate family that would miss him too much.

Though it may have seemed like Teal went though a frightening number of weapons when fighting, it was nothing compared to what he did before acquiring the somewhat unwilling assistance of the elf. Swords made by the few necromancer blacksmiths were not even halfway as sturdy and it wasn’t all too uncommon for them to snap on the second swing of their unnaturally short life. The swords themselves weren’t all too bad for being made by people who had mostly forged basic fittings and candelabras before, and would have fared fine in normal use, but the absurdly high stresses Teal’s necromancy made them suffer through was simply too much. In comparison, the swords made by desert elves were already sturdier on the account of all the thick-skinned desert beasties they had to ward off with them, and it didn’t take much to convert the design to be suitable for the inquisitor.

Teal smirked while thinking about the new ideas he had for the elf once he returned from Ou, he could tell the blacksmith about Anastacia’s spears as well and see what the elf thought about them. Deep in his thoughts about weaponry, he almost forgot the pickle he was in.

He had tried to break out of the cellar by force but had been denied exit through some magical means by the hag. Slowly, vision by vision, his surroundings had faded away and he could no longer feel the meat or the corpses stored with him nor find the ladder out.

“Are you even listening to me?” The hag asked and made whatever vision of a bad memory from Teal’s head disappear suddenly.

“No.” Chuckled the inquisitor.

“There is something so very wrong about the necromancers of this age.” The hag sighed, almost like Teal wasn’t supposed to hear it.

“So, you’ve spoken to Anastacia then?” Teal asked with just a speck of compassion in his voice. “Did she drag you down to her level?”

“What?! No, no, absolutely not. This is all going exactly as I wanted. I have successfully fooled her, easily even!” Boasted the ancient spirit.

The inquisitor saw right through the spirit’s lies this time. “No, no you didn’t. You probably just tried to throw some generic promise of world domination at her and she told you to shove it.” He guessed. “It’s a really unfortunate situation you’ve chosen to awaken yourself into, if I’m being honest. I can’t speak for Lady Helia, but Anastacia has no pride, greed or any other vice to appeal to; if she did, she’d be working for us, or we’d be dead. As for myself, I may not have as much faith in my queen anymore as some of us, but I believe in her vision of our place in the world – at least in the part she told me, and in no way does killing anyone here serve my purposes. This is not something you or anyone else can twist into something else. I am fully content in sheathing my swords for the time being and playing the part given to me. So release me from your spell, you foul spirit, and try your luck with someone else in a couple of thousand years. Because this most certainly isn’t your time.”

“Silence, mortal! Know your place!” The had screamed and scorched the brand on the necromancer’s arm.

A while passed in the dark nothingness as the inquisitor gritted his teeth and fought through the burning pain. Knowing it would bother his tormentor, he kept sharpening his sword despite the mind-numbing agony he was in and didn’t so much as grunt in discomfort. Every second felt like an hour and Teal could have sworn the torture lasted for days on end, but buckling was not an option in his mind – not if he would have to live and suffer through Anastacia mocking him for it.

Finally, the pain faded away and the taste of blood in the inquisitor’s mouth began to pass. As he opened his eyes, he could see the faint glimmer of light trickling in from the gaps between the floorboards and the hatch holding him prisoner.

“Very well, inquisitor, the spine might be crooked, but it grows strong!” The hag laughed harder than ever before continuing with an overly sarcastic tone. “Clearly, your ideals are pure as snow and your vision incorruptible. So since you have defeated me, let us part with a gift! Your swords lie dull and shattered, so to mend this, I shall sharpen your words instead! Be careful, lest you poke someone’s eye out with them”

With an uncontrollable mocking howl, the spirit faded away and left the necromancer to peace.

Teal picked up the bottles he had come to get in the first place and climbed up from the cellar. His eyes had already gotten more than used to the dark and even the relatively dim lighting by a few lanterns appeared bright as day, but the second he glanced at a window, the sunlight reflecting from the snow almost blinded him.

A bit wary about talking, as the hag had no doubt given him some troublesome curse, the inquisitor cleared his throat and whispered. “Test, test, one two three…” He repeated the test a few times until he was speaking with his usual volume and even then, what he was saying appeared to have no noticeable effect on anything. Relieved, he chuckled and took a quick swig from one of the bottles of cider. “Sharpened words, I guess she’s nothing more than-“ As the words left his mouth, he could suddenly feel a sharp cut in his right forearm.

Teal rolled up his sleeve and found a freshly cut wound near his elbow. Not deep enough to cause any actual harm, but definitely painful enough to be distracting and would need some care to make sure it didn’t get infected.

“What the fuck?” The inquisitor blurted out without thinking and covered his mouth when he realized it.

Yet nothing appeared to happen this time.

Pressing on his wound to staunch the light bleeding from it, Teal sighed and started to repeat his words. “Sharpened?” Nothing happened. “Words?” Still nothing. “I?” As soon as he mentioned himself, another painful cut appeared right below his left knee.

Still confused over the details of his newfound curse, the inquisitor assumed that he was no longer allowed to refer to himself out loud, which seemed like a rather pointless curse that could easily be worked around for the time being.

“Whatever, need to find water to clean-“ He was about to say when a small barrel on one of the counters suddenly exploded with enough force to spread the water it contained all over the kitchen, making Teal’s heart skip a beat as he instinctively grabbed his sword.

As the water that was now flowing freely across the floor reached his boots, the inquisitor began to worry about the true nature of his ailment, as it may not have been limited to just himself after all. First thing that caught his eye happened to be the sack of slightly poisoned coffee beans he and Anastacia had inspected earlier.

After taking cover outside of the kitchen, he took a deep breath and whispered. “Coffee.” Causing a moderately sized explosion to spread fragments of green coffee beans all over the already messy kitchen. “Damnit.” He muttered and peeked back in.

After testing his theory with a few more items, Teal concluded that he was no longer allowed to refer directly to anything, or it would damage or outright destroy the thing in question.

Next step, however, was quite obvious to him. “The hag of the north.” He stated as clearly as he could on the off chance that the curse could be used against its caster.

“A valiant effort!” The spirit laughed. “And not entirely pointless one either! My gift is fully capable of hurting me as well – as long as you can utter my real name. Who knows, maybe everyone who knew it did not die centuries ago?” It cackled even louder. “Luckily, you have two ways out of this without having to find out my name! Either defeat the beast allotted to you, or simply kill either Anastacia or Helia – I do not even care which one. I guess you could spend the rest of your miserable life not being able to name anything too, but I feel a sharp drop in your inquisitorial career if you were to choose that.”

Teal scratched his head. “What about writing?” He asked, carefully choosing his words.

“What do you think?” The hag responded with a question that made the answer clear.

The conversation was interrupted by an incredible force colliding against the lodge, shifting the entire building and shaking the heavy lumber in its walls with ease. Pots, pans and utensils crashed down from the kitchen cabinets and the sound of shattering glass echoed from upstairs along with some distant screams from the top floor, likely from the servants who had no idea what was happening.

It didn’t take Teal much to figure out that the direction the blast wave and the thunder strike-like crack that briefly preceded it and the direction the fearsome torrent of necromantic power that was Anastacia appeared to be in didn’t coincide by happenstance.

The ancient spirit of discord let out a furious scream that sounded like it was caused by equal parts of frustration and rage, hinting to exactly how far under her skin Anastacia had somehow gotten. As her howling faded, so did her grasp on the room, which weakened the shadows and made the air ever so slightly easier to breathe.

Teal shook off the dust that had fallen on him when the ceiling boards above him had found their new place after the entire lodge had been moved and sprinted into the great hall with the intent of rushing outside to see what had happened, but almost instantly after getting through the front door, the adventurer jumped from behind the corner and trudged her way to him.

The inquisitor stared at the other necromancer, who was partly covered in black oily mess, completely drenched from head to toe as well as missing almost all of her weaponry and a sock for some reason. “What?” He asked bluntly, working around his curse.

“Spear magic. Long story short, Lumira is the murderer, I killed the snake, now I’m freezing my ass off.” Anastacia said and rushed past Teal to the relative warmth of the lodge. “What have you been up to?”

“Curse, can’t name things without harming them. Supposed to kill a beast to get free.” Teal sighed and followed her.

“Adorable. I can teach you goblin speak if you want? They make do without plenty of words.” Snickered the adventurer.

“Rather not sound like an idiot.” Teal said, causing the adventurer to suddenly flinch and let out a slight peep.

“Hey!” She yelled to the inquisitor and showed a fresh wound on her hand before realizing the implications of the word ‘idiot’ automatically referring to her, even through a curse cast on someone else by an ancient being. “HEY!” She exclaimed to the hag, who didn’t seem to care enough to respond to her. Teal failing to hold back his laughter didn’t help either.

Anastacia angrily stomped upstairs, trying her best to leave the inquisitor behind but couldn’t quite muster the strength after going through the snowbank and running around so much. She needed to change to a dry set of clothes but leaving Teal alone with Lumira even for a second was risky, now that he knew it was the dark elf who murdered Nikolai.

She glanced into Lumira’s room, where the vice commander waited with the projector in her arms and turned back to the inquisitor, whose hand she could feel tightening around the grip of his sword at the sight of the murderer. To make her point, Anastacia reached up and grabbed Teal by his hair and pulled him down to her level. “I’m only going to say this once: Lumira will be judged by the Vassundian authorities, and she will remain unharmed until I can hand her over to them. If you so much as think about having your revenge, there aren’t enough necromancers in the world to put you back together after I’m done with you.” She threatened. While it most definitely was a bit too much, the adventurer was done growing the list of failures on her quest report and she wasn’t about to let anyone else mess things up for her either. “So while I change, you behave yourself.” With her last warning, Anastacia shut herself into her room and left Teal by the door.

Knowing that his every movement was being monitored, the inquisitor stepped into the vice commander’s room and looked around a bit.

The blast wave had hit the room head on and more or less everything that wasn’t nailed to the floor had been tossed about. The dark elf herself had been hit with something as well, as she had a small mark on her forehead, but otherwise she appeared to be fine.

“Why?” Teal asked curtly.

Lumira smiled. She knew firsthand that Teal and Nikolai had been good friends, and to a degree, had considered the inquisitor as one of her own friends as well. “For my country and its people, something I thought you of all people might understand.”

The inquisitor could more or less connect the pieces in the vice commander’s plan, and to a degree he did actually understand it, after all, murder was hardly an issue for someone such as himself, but what he couldn’t wrap his head around was the intention to drag several nations into a war with each other for no better reason than to weaken them. Whether this was because he was relatively green as an inquisitor or because he still held on to his personal beliefs more firmly than most, it didn’t sit right with him at all and his grip on his sword tightened.

“Well, regardless, I have been caught now, and this hag ordeal has been brought to my attention. It changes up things quite a bit, since as I understand, the hag needs to be destroyed or there won’t be a Vassund no matter what I do.” Lumira said with a bit of a forced smile on her face and tapped the astral projector on her lap. “So, guess we’re allies for the time being.”

Teal pulled out his sword and pointed it at the dark elf, holding the tip about a meter away from her throat, since Anastacia would have no doubt interrupted him if he made it any closer. “Allied? A laughable suggestion.” He said and started to struggle to get his meaning across. “This false peace will crash and burn at a moment’s notice, expect it.”

“If you say so.” The vice commander sighed and hopped off the desk she had been sitting on. She walked closer to the tip of the inquisitor’s sword. “You should still know that I enjoyed none of it, yet I would do it again if given the choice. If you can’t understand why, I may have overestimated your conviction.”

Though he prided himself to be the calm type, the dark elf’s comment spilled a single droplet from the cauldron of self-restraint in Teal’s mind and he whispered the vice commander’s name.

Flinching from the sudden pain in her cheek, Lumira was extremely confused by the blood dripping down from the cut that appeared from nowhere. She rubbed the bright red blood between her fingers and took a step back, futilely trying to figure out what had happened.

Contemplating about causing a few more wounds with his curse, the inquisitor figured that at the very least one more was in order, and since Anastacia hadn’t reacted to the first one, he whispered Lumira’s name again and watched a red splotch appear on her uniform a few centimeters below the elf’s right collarbone. Only really getting started on appeasing his desire for revenge, or ‘justice’ as he would have branded it, Teal noticed something potentially extremely important: each one of the wounds he caused appeared to be deeper than the previous one. Based on the few examples he had seen, he only had a few more left before they would start to cause more serious injuries. Perhaps, after a few more, they could pose a threat to someone’s life as well – even someone who was almost untouchable with his usual abilities.


Lady Helia towered over a flock of servants and chefs that had been in the top floor of the lodge when the explosion outside had shaken the entire building and blown out most of the windows in the servant’s rooms.

Some of the braver among them had started talking about defying Anastacia’s order of staying in their rooms and go see what the situation downstairs was, but when the Ouan stepped out of Stel’s room, they all agreed that she seemed like the best candidate for such an expedition.

In a manner typical to someone of her standing in Ou, Lady Helia largely ignored the people she considered menial and servile, simply telling them to wait in their rooms until someone else came to deal with them and headed downstairs to see what was going on.

The hag had more or less left her alone after her initial offer, but she could still feel the stagnancy in the air, the corruption lurking in the shadows and the vile presence following her around, waiting to see what she does. Of course, the Ouan had no intention of leaving, partly because she still wanted to take Teal along with her, and partly because the darkness had lifted its head in her sight and it was her divine task to see it decapitated.

“You still intend to remain with the necromancers? They are plotting to stab you in the back as we speak, you know?” The ancient spirit suddenly ended her silence as the Ouan determinately headed towards the rest of her ongoing machinations instead of fleeing. “Perhaps there is one more gift I could give you to help you see things my way!”

With the spirit’s words, the scenery in the Ouan’s eyes suddenly distorted wildly. Lady Helia hastily grabbed ahold of the handrail running along the stairs with both hands to stay on her feet, letting her lantern fall and roll down the flight of stairs.

Lanterns from Valor had been made to withstand a fair bit of tossing, so it simply bounced a few times, rolled a couple of meters on the floor and stopped by a wall without so much as a dent, casting its light on something that was no longer a cozy wooden lodge.

The hag’s laughter echoed from the hallway, but her words sounded as if they were whispered directly into Lady Helia’s ear. “I have pulled back the shadows for you, finally you can see what truly lurks in the dark!” She said excitedly.

The ever-present darkness from the Ouan’s sight began slowly receding, as if it was being drained away, and as it retreated, it revealed what the lantern had given Helia a glimpse of. The wooden halls of the lodge had been decorated with blood and entrails, large patches of skin had been draped from the ceilings and countless coils of thorny vines grew from the lumber of the building itself.

Skittering along the floor were small, rat-like creatures with several bulging eyes growing on their patchy-haired bodies. These creatures dragged along pieces of meat, tendon and bone, fought over them and every now and then, gnawed on their precious catches.

The thorns grew densely along the walls and appeared to move whenever one as looking at them. Ranging between five and ten centimeters long and sharp as needless, they captured some of the rat-creatures and bled them to death by wrapping around them.

“Surely, this can’t be real?” Lady Helia asked and picked up her lantern.

“What did you think your cadre of gods were shielding you from by obscuring your sight? From fields of flowers and cuddly creatures? No, dear Helia, not at all. The darkness hides many things, and these are among the lesser ones. Vile little cretins of decay, once magnificent corrupted beings, necromancers, heretics and so much more!” The hag continued her whispers, every now and then appearing to move around slightly. “But all of this you knew already. After all it is what you have been working so hard to expunge all your life. Which makes what has happened so satisfying! You think the seed of corruption, so lovingly given to you by me, is disgusting beyond belief, but yet you have willingly surrendered for a much darker stain to take ahold of you.”

Lady Helia could feel a slight pressure on her chest, and when she looked down, a dark void rested over her heart. Blacker and deeper than anything she had seen before, it dwarfed the brand on her arm completely and almost looked like it was constantly spreading.

“You let this happen! Did it really never strike you as odd how eagerly the adventurer left Teal to your care? How easily the worst of the worst, an inquisitor of all things went along with your whims? Maybe despite all your training and religious brainwashing, you’re still a maiden at heart.” The hag said and let out a loud howling laugh.

            

    
        Chapter 180 - The great wolf of corruption

    
    
    
    
                ”Can you see them, reveling in the darkness, knee deep in blasphemy?” The hag whispered into Lady Helia’s ear when she finally found the necromancers, both of whom appeared to be drenched in blood and didn’t seem to mind it. The rat-like creatures gathered around them in awe and even the thorns made room for their movements, as if the creatures of the dark respected them immensely.

The inquisitor and the adventurer appeared to be engaged in a fierce argument over something before they spotted the Ouan approaching them.

“Can you tell this fuckwad to not be a gigantic, earth shattering pain in the ass for every second of his life?” Anastacia asked from her and pointed at the inquisitor.

Now that Lady Helia could see the adventurer properly, her appearance was nothing like the Ouan diplomat had assumed based on the vague glimpses she had seen of her in the light of her lantern. Two antlers sprouted from the adventurer’s head and tied to them with twine and wire were the bones of two severed hands with some rotting pieces of tendon still hanging from them. Anastacia’s complexion appeared ashy grey and the three blood red lines drawn crudely downwards from her eyes and nose appeared still to be dripping wet. Her hands were drenched in blood up to the elbows and the violet cloak on her was similarly sodden, leaving a trail of blood drops on the floor as she moved.

“The murders are solved, justice should be served!” Argued the inquisitor to the best of his cursed abilities, carefully thinking about his words before every sentence.

Teal’s looks hadn’t gone through as much change, but the ash-like complexion both of them shared was still a surprise to the Ouan, as was the lack of pupils in his blood-red eyes.

Anastacia was the first to notice the confusion in Lady Helia’s usually emotionless face. “Is something wrong? Why aren’t you trying to blind me with a lantern right now?” She asked worriedly.

“Adventurer Anastacia, could it be that you are a vile necromancer?” Helia asked bluntly.

The adventurer’s eyes widened and she glanced at Teal, who seemed just as surprised. The reaction alone was enough to answer the question, and the Ouan diplomat didn’t wait for a verbal one, instead, she promptly turned around and marched to her room, ignoring the calls from the necromancers behind her.

She closed the door behind herself and made sure it was locked before sitting down in front of her beloved divine tome, that luckily appeared untarnished by the shadows.

“Well? You have your answer, get out while you still can.” The hag suggested mockingly. “Second by second, you move towards a certain death, unless you escape now!”

Lady Helia opened her book from page one and began reading through it at a far slower pace than before, making sure she understood the meaning behind every single word and phrase, repeating them out loud if needed. “To escape is futile, for we have already fallen.” She muttered and flipped a page. “The only way out is to claw our way back into the light.”

In her head, Helia had convinced that she had become corrupted and devoid of light, but what she didn’t know was if it was caused by their ancient tormentor or her less than pious intentions regarding the inquisitor. Such a thing hadn’t even crossed her mind ever before, nor did she even know that it was possible in the first place; but at the same time, as far as she knew, no one worth mentioning had ever been in her situation.

Her only hope was to find even a slightly similar example from The Divine Word and act accordingly to regain her purity as an Ouan and an archfurion of their empire.

“You still latch on to your feeble gods even now? What good have they done for you here? I swear, I will never understand people like you.” The hag spoke, and with her words, the corruption spilled from under the room’s door and the thorns quickly took over the floor, climbing up on the furniture and coiling around anything they could, blindly trying to squeeze the life out of them. “Must I snuff the lights from the sky to have you give up?”

Ignoring the spirit, Lady Helia kept frantically looking for anything that might be helpful. Nothing seemed particularly useable, that is, until she came across the chants of the champions, which were essentially short stories about Ouans of the past, whom had since been declared champions and saints. These stories could sometimes be recreated as rituals to usher forth blessings and boons, when the gods deemed it to be righteous, of course.

One chant in particular, called Iupita’s rebirth, seemed both somewhat applicable and at least possible to execute with what they had:

“Learned Iupita. Horrors of the mind, gathered from book, parchment and tome. Light obstructed, tainted by shadows studied. Reasoned Iupita. Shadow, born from light, grown strong in the brightness, but enfeebled in dark. Carapace cracked by a child of dark, shadow rendered weak, purged by light, its carrier reborn. So learned Iupita.” 

The name Iupita did ring some bells in Lady Helia’s memory, so she must have at least heard of them before, but couldn’t put a finger on the context. Regardless, the chant most definitely spoke about ridding oneself of shadows and didn’t seem to require much to be completed. As far as she could tell, all she needed was to find a child of dark, which more or less covered every single person in the lodge in the Ouan’s eyes, and simply have them create a crack in her chitinous skin so that she could be ‘reborn’.

Most sensible people would have probably at least voiced some concerns over such plans, but when it came to the gods, Lady Helia was in no way sensible. She would act according to their word without a moment’s hesitation or doubt, as If anything, hesitation would eat into the effectiveness of the ritual or even render it completely useless.

She closed her precious book, locked it with the gilded latch mechanism built into the cover and took it along with her as she couldn’t bear the idea of leaving it to be consumed by the quickly spreading corruption her eyes had been opened to.

Carefully stepping in between the thorny vines, the Ouan escaped her room just as the curtains over her shattered window tuned into flesh and the carpet under her feet into a patchwork of thick pieces of skin.

“Whatever you are doing, is beyond futile.” The hag reminded her. “Like your surroundings, so is your soul being consumed by the things that lurk in the shadows. You could have stopped this if you had heeded my warnings, but being stubborn beyond belief is a character flaw you pious people tend to share – obnoxious really.”

As the hag spoke, the gore and thorns joined into a larger lump down the hallway, inconveniently in the direction Lady Helia was running into so she could get to the necromancers, who were probably the best candidates for aiding in the ritual. The mass slowly took shape into a familiar form: a wolf of thorns that had blighted her from the beginning of the meeting. While its hind legs were still being formed, the beast let out a howl that could have sent chills down the spine of the most seasoned adventurers out there.

“So it falls on us to put down this sickly beast?” The Ouan asked rhetorically, tightly grasped her book against his chest with one hand and dug the claws on her feet deep into the uncomfortably mushy flesh-carpet.

The beast launched towards her at a speed Helia hadn’t quite expected, and instead of trying to slash at it with her razor-sharp claws, she had to at least try and dodge the charge, and ‘try’ turned out to be the right word to use, as when the massive canine of corruption launched her several meters back.

The thorny mane of the beast scratched her side, but luckily the Ouan’s hard shell of a skin wasn’t easily punctured by them, and the spikes only tore up a part of her uniform.

Only through an accidental reflex on her part, Helia managed to jab her claws into the beast’s face as she was tossed aside, this left three deep cuts that ran all the way along its muzzle. However, instead of hindering the beast, the marks only served to remind the hunter of the conditions of the battle; as they quickly closed before even getting the chance to bleed properly. The Ouan remembered that, presumably, the beasts could only be harmed by the methods the original hunters had used to kill them.

Unfortunately, standing between her and the ruined carvings was a horse-sized beast made from darkness itself, which really complicated things for her even without the steadily progressing corruption of her soul and being. Not to mention that one of the only two people she knew had some idea of what to do had apparently been erased from existence, and the other one may have been a being of darkness that supposedly plotted her demise – if one was to believe the questionable sources the claim came from. Regardless, necromancer or not, finding Anastacia was the safest bet – though she didn’t appear to be in the hallway anymore either.

Swatting away few of the small creatures that had swarmed around her when she had fallen down after being hit, Lady Helia jumped up and sprinted towards the staircase to the kitchen as fast as she could, but was forced to stop only a few steps later, as a second lump of thorns, bone and flesh formed in front of the stairs and once more took the shape of a wolf before she had any chance to slip past it.

Now surrounded, she racked her brain for options. Fighting even one of the wolves at once seemed a bit risky in such a relatively narrow space and taking on both was absolutely out of the question.

The small rat-things had clearly begun to think that her demise was approaching quickly too, as they flocked her surroundings, eager to fight over whatever bits the wolves wouldn’t eat. Couple of the braver ones came a bit too close and Lady Helia had to kick them away.

It was then that the Ouan found a way out of her predicament. “Feeble wooden floors. Could it be that the room below proves less hostile?” She mumbled and gagged a couple of times before spewing a pool of faintly glowing green liquid on the floor, almost directly at her own feet.

The vomit began rapidly eating through the thick floorboards, first turning them into black, charred mess and then liquifying what was left, but it would still take more than a couple of seconds for it to get through.

The wolves slowly approached her from both sides, so the Ouan took out the enchanted knife she had taken from Anastacia and prepared to jab it into the throat of whichever wolf lunged at her first.

The beasts appeared so certain that they had their prey trapped, that they no longer were in any hurry to finish her. Instead they slowly inched their way towards the Ouan, pacing left to right in the roomy corridor while their wide grins dripped a trail of toxic drool along their path.

“Truly, the world has slumbered in the dark for far too long for such things to spawn from its murkier chasms.” Lady Helia lamented and looked down upon the beasts, disgusted beyond description. “Hear me, foul beasts! Once we regain our light, you will be the first to find enlightenment. Your wretched forms will no longer scar the world with their presence.”

The taunt clearly translated well to whatever ancient tongue the beast was familiar with, as both of its copies snarled briefly before lunging forwards to begin their charge.

Barely in time, the first hole appeared in the quickly eroding floor, and the Ouan knew its surroundings were likely only barely supporting themselves. She hopped on the weakened part and crashed through the floorboards with minimal resistance, only avoiding the charging wolves by a fraction of a second. As she fell, she caught a glimpse of the beasts colliding and melding together into a larger lump of disgusting matter that didn’t appear to be neither flesh nor plant, but rather something in between. It fell on top of the hole created by the acidic vomit and plugged it before starting to ooze through in the form of quickly spreading thorns.

The storeroom Lady Helia had fallen into was only briefly lit by the light shining through the hole she had made, but the horrors it revealed were no lesser than in the floor above. However, she had no time to focus on the extremely discomforting squishiness of whatever she had landed on, as the vines were already reaching outwards from the hole to block her only exit; a door visible only because of the faint light shining through the gaps around it. She crashed through it and slammed it shut again, hoping it’d at least slow down the creeping creatures of the dark – which it appeared to do, based on the loud thumping they made while trying to get through.

Recognizing her location only through the vague picture of the lodge’s layout she had in her head, and the vast amount of cooking equipment stored on shelves around her, the Ouan continued onwards through the next door and found herself in the lodge’s esteemed kitchen.

The amount of strange insects crawling around the cookery was absolutely repulsive even to the diplomat who shared more than a few insectoid features with them, and as they feasted on the assorted pieces of festering meat and organs thrown about the room, Lady Helia began to seriously consider simply setting the whole building on fire, even if it was just to quell the lesser horrors in it.

After losing few of the precious seconds she had on her pursuer to sheer shock, Lady Helia dashed through the door she knew to lead to a corridor that would give her access to the great hall. The cool breeze that still carried the repugnant smell of rot and decay washed over her as she exited the corridor, but the scent robbed it of having any of the reinvigorating effect a fresh one would have had.

The hall itself was in no better condition than the rest of the lodge – if anything, it was worse, far, far worse. Corpses of animals and people littered the floor, creating a knee deep layer of bloated carrions that were gorged on by the small rat-like critters as well as some slightly larger beasts of dark that bared a very faint resemblance to hairless hunched simians that were drenched in blood and covered in wounds of their own, evidently caused by the smaller beasts gnawing on them whenever they stood still for too long.

The Ouan could physically feel the sight itself worsen the corruption within herself and the dark splotch on her chest increased in size at a rapid pace. Whenever she closed her eyes to avoid having to stare at the scenery surrounding her, the usual sea of light she used to see was quickly dimming, and soon only a few points of pure, unhindered light were shining in the distance though even those had begun to flicker and die out.

“There are very few things more corrupting than seeing the world for what it truly is. This violent, unjust, lawless, cruel and above all else, existence devoid of light is commonplace for everyone but delusional people like you.” The hag suddenly spoke up again. “I am so very glad that I was the one who could show it to you, and I eagerly await to see if the futileness of your efforts gets to you, or if you continue to fight it, despite knowing that once the light in you has been put out, there is no redemption to be found in it, and you will join your new friends in the shadows. That is, unless you are willing to bargain?”

“We reject you and your offer, in this life and what lies past it.” Lady Helia said proudly and without hesitation.

“Still difficult I see… Well, just so you know, kill either of your necromancer companions and I will let you back to your silly gods, or kill yourself, and I will see to it that you will join the light you hold so dear in death and as an added enticement, I will allow escape for the necromancers.” The spirit of discord laughed. “Consider it.”


Having tossed her ruined guild uniform, Anastacia was once more clad in her usual gear, complete with her crown and cloak. She had caught Teal using his curse to harm Lumira, and as crossing swords over it before Lady Helia had first interrupted them and derailed the conversation by correctly accusing the adventurer of being a necromancer out of the blue.

“You’re a fucking necromancer!?” Lumira yelled from her room as the Ouan dashed away to deal with the beast allotted to her.

Anastacia shoved Teal into the vice commander’s room, followed after him and firmly shut the door behind her. “Shhh… Not everyone needs to know.” She whispered.

“I can’t believe the guild would send a necromancer here when they knew Mournvalley was a part of the negotiations!” The dark elf exclaimed, clearly baffled by the realization. “Actually, how does the guild even have a necromancer? Are you a spy or something?”

“YOU LITERALLY MURDER PEOPLE TO FUCK THIS ENTIRE THING UP! How are you so upset about this!?” The adventurer yelled back.

“Not a spy, far from it. Actually hates with passion… Harsh, really…” Teal commented and shook his head sadly.

Anastacia picked up a book from the floor and threw it at the inquisitor. “You, shut the fuck up! But yes, if I had to pick a side, I’m more inclined to go with the religious nutjobs. I was brought here because the guild knew I can whoop Mournvalley’s representative’s ass if need be.” She explained. “And I still might, because he keeps being an asshole!”

“Regret nothing, would do again, still might in all honesty.” The inquisitor stated and pointed his sword towards Lumira, or at least tried to, before being launched out of the window by Anastacia – much like she herself had been earlier.

The adventurer laughed as she watched Teal pop up from the snow and try to make a path for himself by swinging his swords. However, when it proved far more effective than her techniques, she quickly grew bored of it and turned back the Lumira.

“We should go get him and find Helia.” The adventurer said and gestured for the dark elf to follow.

Lumira seemed confused. “I’m coming along?” She asked and grasped the projector tightly.

“Regardless of what you think of me being a necromancer, I’m probably the only person here who would rather have you alive – because it looks good in the report, not because I condone any of your horseshit. So really, there’s no safer place for you than with me for now.” Anastacia shrugged and left the room with the dark elf meekly following her, still clutching onto the projector.

Ever since Lady Helia had ran off, Anastacia had kept track of her and was well aware of the hurry the diplomat appeared to be in. When the Ouan rushed into the great hall, she figured that they could pick her up while waiting for Teal to make his way to the front door.

As Anastacia and Lumira arrived downstairs, they found Lady Helia frantically looking around and clearly immensely disgusted by everything she saw. Yet nothing appeared off to the adventurer straight away, that is, besides the closed lantern hanging from the Ouan’s belt.

Anastacia whistled to get Lady Helia’s attention. “Why aren’t you using the lantern I gave you?” She asked.

Like snapping out of a terrible nightmare, Lady Helia flinched and turned to the pair by the staircase. She rushed over, avoiding and stepping over something neither Anastacia or Lumira could see and every now and then worriedly glancing back at the corridor she came to the hall from.

“Ah! Necromancer adventurer Anastacia, just the degenerate being of dark we wished to find. Could you please stab us?” She asked and offered Anastacia her enchanted knife back.

Anastacia took a step back and squinted. “Excuse me?”

“Stab us, it is vital for the ritual.” Insisted Lady Helia.

Extremely suspicious of the Ouan’s willingness to get stabbed, Anastacia glanced at the vice commander behind her to make sure both of them heard the same thing. “Is this some hag bullshit that’s going on? I’m not sure I follow.” She theorized since Helia was already acting extremely weirdly.

“Please, I implore you, a child of dark must crack our shell so that we can be reborn and cleansed of this corruption, The Word says so.” Explained Lady Helia and showed Anastacia her holy book. She opened the page she had found the chant from and displayed it to the necromancer, who warily stepped closer to read it.

The text on the page so tiny that it was barely readable in the first place, and the letters appeared to be some kind of variation from the ones Anastacia knew, as if the entire book was written in some dialect that mostly followed the common language of the north, but not entirely.

Because of the extra effort required to read in the dimly lit hall, the adventurer failed to notice that Lumira was quietly fiddling with the settings on the astral projector she carried and covertly turned the small knob next to them to activate it.

Suddenly a bright flash behind Lady Helia briefly lit the hall, and with it, a faintly glowing greenish apparition of the dark elf appeared. In a blink of an eye, Lumira’s projection reached past the Ouan, grabbed the knife from her hand and jabbed it into the diplomat’s chest.

With a loud thump, the weighty holy book hit the wooden floor after it slipped from its owner’s shaking hands, and with a second thump, said owner’s body fell limply on top of it.

As the last signs of life faded from the Ouan’s corpse, the apparition disappeared into a second blinding flash caused by the projector shattering when it fell on the floor.

Lumira found herself no longer in control of her own movements, instead it was as if some outside force tensed her muscles and locked her joints entirely. She had been taken control of a few times during the day, and now knew that it was in fact a necromancer using their power on her. However, something was different this time. On top of the overwhelming force that held her completely still, there was a second one, doing what it could to work against it. If anything, it felt like the stronger of the forces was keeping out the second one. Though she couldn’t turn her head or eyes, Lumira recognized the sound of two swords dragging along the wooden floor, carving deep grooves in it. Accompanying them was the sound of the most chilling steps she had heard in life, just form them she could feel the killing intent and the complete lack of remorse.

“Step out of my way.” The murderously furious inquisitor demanded and pointed his sword at Lumira, completely ignoring the wound that appeared on his shin.

Anastacia took a couple of steps to be directly in between him and the vice commander. “Not going to happen, fucko. That’s not how I handle things. I will say this once: put away your weapons, calm your mind and we’ll discuss about what Helia was going on about before this. Remember what we’re up against here.” She said as calmly as she could, despite being a single good argument away from snapping the dark elf’s spine for further screwing up her quest herself.

            

    
        Chapter 181 - Technically Lady Helia

    
    
    
    
                The two necromancers stared intensely at each other hall in complete silence across the great. Both seeking for the weakness in the other in case things took the turn for the worse.

From Teal’s standpoint, the one standing in the way of his righteous revenge was no mere child; he was standing in the shadow of a giant. Superior to him in every meaningful way and completely untouchable, Anastacia was the one thing the inquisitors had been taught to respect and fear by the sole survivor of the red inquisition. It was also by Coquelicot’s orders that the stray necromancer was not to be challenged by the new inquisition under any circumstances – both for their own good as well as Mournvalley’s.

However, protecting the murderer of Lady Helia and Nikolai was something so completely unfathomable that he simply couldn’t bear it. If the Ouans didn’t get back their representative, they would immediately assume the worst and launch an all-out offensive that would end up with the entire north burning up in flames. By not allowing him to get rid of Lumira earlier, Anastacia had effectively signed the death warrants of thousands and thousands of innocent people.

So despite the utter futility of his powers compared to the twerp facing him, Teal’s ideals forced him to make his play. Throwing his swords at the adventurer was obviously not going to work, so the only way he could even hope to get a hit in before melting into a paste, was to distract Anastacia and use the lapse in her focus to rush in, pour all his might into a single stab and hope, pray and beg that it wouldn’t get stopped in time.

“Anastacia.” He whispered and felt the disturbance in the adventurer’s powers as she was wounded by the word. He lunged in and whispered the name again. Almost feeling something similar to hope for his plan, Teal put all of his powers and weight behind his sword and leaped one more time.

Unfortunately for him, within a fraction of a fraction of a fraction of a second, that hope turned into absolute terror as he crossed the threshold to where Anastacia’s powers were absolute. He had foolishly assumed that what he had felt earlier after kicking Stel was the limit to the adventurer’s abilities, but that proved to be so beyond wishful thinking that it was almost funny.

What he had thought to be a terrifying maelstrom of necromancy, was more akin to the force of an entire raging sea that bounced around the pathetic little dinghy of his powers without even noticing it. It shredded apart all the force he had built up as if he was a fly that foolishly hit a solid cliff face, and did something that felt like his powers had actually been pushed out of him briefly, just so that his charge could be denied even more harshly.

As every single muscle in his body cramped violently, his bones creaked and his joints did their best to not dislocate, Teal learned what true fear was, the same fear that both Alice and Phthalo had no doubt felt during their final moments after challenging Anastacia and Coquelicot – only he had to live through it, which may have been both better and worse.

He tumbled past the adventurer, who had barely registered what had happened and really seemed to be preoccupied by the two fresh cuts on her body.

Absolutely terrified for his life, Teal frantically dragged himself further away from Anastacia as fast as his sore limbs allowed him to.

“You absolute fucking twat-wizard! What in the name of Sylvia’s celestial bouncy bits do you think you’re doing again?!” The furious adventurer screamed in a mix of rage and pain while holding her shoulder and chest.

Teal backed himself against a wall and tried his best to call one of his swords to him, but couldn’t muster the focus to do it after the traumatic experience of what may as well have been an attempt to hit a god with a stick. “But… That wasn’t- Didn’t meant to-“ The inquisitor mumbled without being able to get a full sentence out as Anastacia walked over.

“This was a new dress and now it has blood and bullshit on it!” The adventurer yelled, completely ignoring Teal’s fear over his life. “Do you have any idea how hard it is for me to find anything that fits me and isn’t made for dwarves or children? Oh, and this fabric? Literally brought into Valor less than twice a year! Of course, you potato sack wearing cock-burglars wouldn’t understand anything about that! Your entire garbage nation basically worships whatever divine lord of chafing is responsible for the mutilated drapes you call clothes! FUCK!”

The inquisitor’s fear begun to slowly mix with an equal amount of confusion over Anastacia’s petty worries right after one of the, supposedly, most dangerous people in the world had made a direct attempt at her life.

“You’re going to stay the fuck right there and keep your cursed mouth shut while I try to unfuck what little of this I can!” Anastacia commanded the lesser necromancer and turned back to Lumira while still trying to stop the bleeding from her new wounds. “And you! Tell me what the shit you think you’re up to and I might not shove your kidneys inside your spine!”

Lumira could feel the oppressing force over her body ease up its grasp and she took a step back from the worryingly angry adventurer, suggesting that the answer she had might not be terribly helpful for her situation. “She- Lady Helia asked to be stabbed, so I stabbed her.” She said, leaving out the part where the Ouan either dying or whatever she was planning working would both benefit the dark elf’s own goals.

Anastacia let out a muffled scream of absolute agony while biting down on her cloak. “When has stabbing anyone who asked for it helped? I’m willing to bet it’s pretty damn close to zero times ever! I swear, how am I supposed to finish this quest when you, dumb fucks A and B, keep constantly ruining everything! Not to mention dumb fuck C, who got her dumb fuck ass kidnapped by the ethereal equivalent of a mild disagreement!”

Suddenly, the adventurer’s tirade of divine anger was interrupted by the rustling of papers and Strawberry clearing his throat at the bottom of the stairs to gather attention without him even lifting his gaze from the form in his hands.

“Anastacia, we decided to approve of the 444-2-c you asked me to fill earlier, but there are a couple of details I need you to-“ He started to explain but quickly fell silent after lifting his eyes from the paper and seeing the heavily breathing, goblin crown donning adventurer, the corpse on the floor, the terrified inquisitor and the massive hole in the wall. His stare bounced between them a few times before he quietly retreated up the staircase and disappeared back to his nest in the library.

“What’s a 444-2-c?” Lumira asked, hoping to direct the conversation to literally any other direction than the one it was currently uncontrollably barreling towards.

“I WILL BURN YOUR TEETH IF YOU DON’T SHUT UP!” Anastacia nonsensically barked at the dark elf to silence her.

Noticing the effect she was starting to have to everyone around her, causing them to slowly back away like she was a rabid animal, Anastacia took more than a few deep breaths while successfully staunching the bleeding from her new wounds by awkwardly rubbing some ointment Emilia made her carry on them.

Having successfully pushed aside the blinding rage she felt over her completely ruined quest and dress, the adventurer assessed the situation to the best of her abilities and started to take control of it. “Teal! Helia was going about some ritual before somebody stabbed her. Check to see if she’s completely, absolutely, one hundred percent dead. Lumira, try not to fucking stab people for five minutes, for fuck’s sake!” She commanded with the authority brought to her by her outburst.

There was, however, one more person that needed addressing. “Hag! Get your ancient, rotten ass over here, so I can whoop it! And bring whatever pets you have left, because I’m seriously running out of patience!” The adventurer yelled.

“You have caused quite a bit of havoc; I am almost proud of you.” The hag laughed, but it was immediately apparent that something wasn’t quite right. Anastacia had expected for the spirit to come and mock her immediately, but instead it held back until being summoned. “Unfortunately, I cannot fulfil your extremely impolite request, for all four of my beasts need to be defeated for me to bare my physical form – just like before. Yet I have only counted two.” The hag continued.

“But we’re down a hunter. How are we supposed to kill a beast that’s supposed to be killed only by someone who is dead?” Anastacia asked but only received a metaphysical shrug of sorts as a response. “At least make this fair.”

While this was going on Teal made his way to Lady Helia’s corpse and rolled it over to pull the enchanted knife out. The distinctive scent of mead spread from the cracked shell of the Ouan’s body as the necromancer poured what little of his powers he had managed to recollect into it. He sought for any signs of life that could have still suggested that Lady Helia was indeed alive, as an Ouan’s physiology differed quite a bit from the more or less standard template most of the sentient races of the world followed, it wasn’t completely impossible that they would survive a stab directly into the heart. Unlike in human bodies, where for example, the organs used for specific functions were in specific places in the body; brains generally being in one’s head, lungs and heart in one’s chest and so forth, Ouan organs were more like a cluster of small organs spread all over their body. They still breathed, ate, thought and felt much the same, but the biological mechanisms involved were vastly different. This gave them a slight advantage when it came to being mortally wounded; as often, instead of dying, an Ouan would simply shut down almost all of their body and prolong the last few seconds they had into minutes or even hours.

Teal’s investigation was left short, however, as a sudden influx of the very distinct smell of rot invaded his nose. Far more intense than a single body should have let out mere moments after death. This prompted the inquisitor to look up and witness all of the horrors Lady Helia had been going through. He saw the vast field of bodies littering the entire hall, as well as the critters feeding on them. He could also see the twisted form of the adventurer, which entirely fit the new perception he had on her, but perhaps most importantly, he could see the wolf of thorns staring directly at him only a couple of meters away.

“Umm… Excuse m- no… Need to talk!” He stuttered and raised his hand. “Big problem.”

Anastacia ceased her mockery contest with the spirit and turned to her fellow necromancer. “What now?” She asked.

“How to kill the wolf?” Teal asked without daring to part his gaze from the beast.

Anastacia could barely remember that there was a wolf, much less what happened to it. She was also distracted by the constant cackling of the hag and couldn’t get a clear picture of the carving in her head.

“You stab it.” Answered Lumira suddenly.

“What is it with you and stabbing?” Anastacia groaned.

“Well excuse me for having some basic knowledge on the dark elves in the history of this area.” The vice commander frowned. “I had to listen to Stel for far longer than you did.”

Anastacia watched as the inquisitor slowly picked up the mead knife while staring at a seemingly empty spot in front of him. “You’re seeing it, aren’t you?” She guessed.

Teal nodded and stood up with the knife readied.

“You know, this happening would have been obvious if either of you was worth your salt as necromancers. The wolf of corruption is a fickle thing that works by corroding the will and determination of its prey, it is not surprising that it would spread on to someone who is more or less doing the same.” The hag pointed out with a demeaning tone in her voice. “It is not what was supposed to happen at all, but it did, so have fun with that one.”

“Oh shit! Should I join in on this?” Anastacia asked and pointed at Lady Helia’s corpse.

Teal quickly glanced at the field of gore around them. “Nooo... There’s much more to see. Think of the broken, unwanted ones.” He said, referring to the common name for the necromancers who had utterly failed to tame their lust for blood and carnage, such as the now thankfully late red inquisitor Crimson.

After a brief flashback of the giant pile of flesh Crimson had armed herself during their fight, Anastacia understood that it was probably okay for her to not step in. Even if she no longer projectile vomited at the first sight of blood, there were still limits and she was in no mood to push them.

Still recovering from the absolute humiliation the adventurer had laid down on him, the inquisitor’s hand shook as he pointed the knife at the beast, which snarled terrifyingly at him as a response.

Without wasting any time, the beast leaped on Teal and shoved him down. The inquisitor managed to roll away from under it and swipe at the wolf’s chest with the horrifyingly sharp knife that easily cut all the way down to the bone.

Despite the accuracy of Teal’s methods, the wound healed perfectly within seconds.

From the inquisitors confused look before he had to dive to avoid a second charge, Anastacia could tell that something was off. “Is it not working? My method was complete bullshit and it still worked, so why wouldn’t this?”

Teal tumbled into the sea of viscera around him and tried his best not to get anything in his mouth. “Very much not working!” He yelled and kicked the wolf in the jaw as it once again lunged at him.

Lumira watched the necromancer perform what looked like a very intricate and experimental dance with his invisible foe and was the first to connect the dots in her head. “Anastacia… She needs to stab it. It’s still her beast, no?” She said and pointed at the dead Ouan.

“A bit too late for that one. In case you missed it: YOU KILLED HER!” The adventurer yelled and shoved the dark elf.

Lumira shrugged. “Aren’t you two necromancers? How is this an issue?”

Anastacia groaned in annoyance at how correct the vice commander was. However, neither her nor Teal were what anyone would call ‘traditionalists’, so reanimating the recently dead wasn’t one of their primary skills.

“Teal! You need to have Helia stab it!” The adventurer relayed the information to the inquisitor, who was beginning to get tired and had already been successfully swiped at a couple of times.

“Not good at reanimation!” Teal responded and landed flat on his chest on the ground.

Anastacia buried her head in her hands and let out another muffled scream. “Well I’m trash at it too, so just figure something out!” She said and raised her hands to signal giving up on the matter.

Teal had never been at all gifted in reanimation, nor was it a skill the new inquisition as a whole lacked, so he hadn’t put any more training into it than Anastacia. Trying to hurriedly reanimate a completely unprepared corpse while severely lacking in skill would almost certainly result in a gory explosion and remove any chances they still had to use the body somehow. He considered taking off one of Lady Helia’s arms, but it was a bit questionable if that would even count.

Quickly running out of time as he dodged and parried the beast’s attacks, Teal decided to simply do the first thing that came to his exhausted mind. He used one of his swords to hack at the wolf’s leg, only really gaining seconds before it healed and the beast would be on him once more. Luckily, the few seconds were enough for him to lunge towards Lady Helia’s body and shove the knife’s grip into the crack in her skin.

Barely in time, he lifted up the surprisingly light Ouan and hurled her entire body at the wolf. The knife happened to stick on just long enough for the hit to land, and like a scalpel it slit open the beast’s neck and shoulder.

Discouraged by the excessive bleeding from its first real wound, the wolf howled miserably and struggled to stand upright, giving Teal all the time and space to place the knife into the dead Ouan’s hand.

He lifted up the body, wrapped his own hand around Lady Helia’s and delivered one more blow to the dying beast, slitting its throat for good.

As the beast and the corruption it had caused dispelled into a fine mist, Teal slumped down in exhaustion, still tightly holding on to the body.

Anastacia took this as a sign of victory and cheered triumphantly. “Up yours, you ancient bag!” She yelled at the empty room around them.

“Well done indeed! It only required utterly desecrating the body of your companion.” The hag said as her sarcastic clapping echoed in the hall. “Is this what you people consider a victory? One of the three is dead from attempting to perform a dud of a ritual and a second one scarred by his exceptional failure to kill the third one. Truly, hunters like no other. I am beginning to wonder if I will get the chance to even meet you in person or if you tear into each other for some moronic reason before that, of course my offer to the inquisitor still stands; kill Anastacia and you will be free of this.”

“Where’s my offer?” Anastacia asked, genuinely bit hurt by being excluded. “I mean I won’t do it, but you could at least try to convince me.”

“You are too much of an annoyance. I can well see myself sharing the world with the necromancers of Mournvalley, but you… you need to die.” The hag explained in the most honest-sounding voice she had so far spoken in.

More proud than anything about the spirit’s disdain for her, Anastacia sat down on the floor near teal and placed the two remaining spears she had in front of her. “Do your worst then.”

The shadows waned and the air became fresher as the hag left the adventurer’s boast unanswered. Lumira felt herself to be a bit of an outsider and quietly retreated to inspect the shattered projector she had used with great success.

Anastacia glanced at the inquisitor, who was silently scanning the Ouan’s body to finish the examination that had been interrupted before. Clearly feeling down over everything that happened, Teal was a miserable sight and Anastacia started to feel bad for her earlier outburst. “Sooo… How are you doing there, buddy?” She asked awkwardly.

“Not having a great time…” Teal sighed. “Illusions of power are crushed, thought purpose in the world was clear, might not be so.” He said, carefully wording his woes while holding the Ouan’s hand.

“Umm... Did you actually like her?” The adventurer carefully asked.

“Who knows?” Teal laughed longingly. “No matter, need to head back home and prepare for war, probably arrange an assassination of a certain someone.”

Both of them could hear the vice commander grunt in pain as Teal’s words cut into her skin.

Anastacia shrugged. “I won’t be there to stop you. I just need to salvage what I can of this quest and handing over the culprit to Vassund is a big part of it. Honestly I don’t even think I disagree with you anymore.” She admitted without caring if the dark elf heard her. “But before that, you have a beast to kill and we need to end this properly.”

Teal nodded and stood up.

“And for the record, if I hadn’t already been pissed off, you would have probably hit me.” Anastacia whispered, partly to make the inquisitor feel even slightly better and partly because it was probably true.

They looked around the hall for any signs of Teal’s beast, but aside from the whistling of the wind outside, there was nothing going on. The sun had started to set and the field of snow outside looked slightly orange. The reoccurring problem in being an adventurer hit Anastacia once more as she looked through the hole in the wall she had made; almost every quest would have been an amazing trip with beautiful scenery and interesting places to see, that is, if everything wasn’t always thoroughly fucked by the time she arrived or soon after she arrived.

“Oh shit! Magnon and Ilyu are still alive too! Almost forgot about them.” She suddenly realized while searching the surroundings for any hints of oddities. “Well that’s some more points for me, I guess. Yay.”

 As the adventurer marveled at the milieu and the inquisitor refocused himself by spinning around his swords, Lumira tried to stay out of either’s sight and mind by sticking to the shadows and being as quiet as possible, but from the corner of her eye, she could have sworn she saw the body of Lady Helia nudge slightly. Unsure if she had seen correctly and not wanting to alert the necromancers pointlessly, she stared at the corpse for a while. Nothing worth noting appeared to happen for a couple of minutes, but just as she was about to convince herself that she had been imagining it, the body moved again, this time for certain.

Teal noticed the second nudge as well and stopped to take a look at the body. The Ouan’s dark greenish shell had turned paler and the whole body appeared dry, as if it was being drained somehow.

Suddenly the corpse’s face cracked, and the entire body convulsed violently as the cracks spread along it. Light began leaking from the Ouan’s mouth, eyes and the spreading fractures until the cramps ceased and the shell was stuck in an extremely painful-looking pose.

Exploding apart as if it had been holding back great pressure, the body scattered all over the great hall and what was left behind was a magnificent being that oozed both power and authority as it rose up from the remains.

“So learned Iupita.” The reborn Ouan finished her ritual.

While still unquestionably Lady Helia, her reborn body had gone through some changes. Slightly taller than her already imposing previous form, the Ouan now stood at well over two meters and stared down at the necromancers. The dark greenish color had changed into radiant yellow and gold that was almost uncomfortable to look directly at. Four translucent dragonfly-like wings unfolded from her back and the spikes lining her body were now twice as sharp. The only part of her being that didn’t hurt to look at, were the impossibly black eyes with the same orange irises and the same demeaning look she had before.

“Teal, you have done well to guard us. Acted your part perfectly. Yet do we see disbelief in your eyes?” Lady Helia asked and latched tightly onto the inquisitor, who couldn’t believe his eyes.

Anastacia struggled with her horrid personality and the temptation to reveal that Teal had chucked Helia’s dead body at a wolf only moments earlier.

The Ouan noticed Anastacia’s stare and turned her attention to the adventurer while still crushing Teal against her chitinous body.

“Are you naked?” Anastacia whispered and gave Helia a quick thumbs up. “Because I totally get that.”  

Lady Helia chucked. “We are clad in radiance and don divinity on our form.” She explained without actually answering the question. “But this form is fleeting, let us make use of it while it lasts.”

The Ouan released Teal and appeared to start looking around for something. “Wretched husk of a spirit, tainting this world with its presence, hear us, for we’ve brought a message from our ‘feeble gods’” She said with a bellowing voice that echoed throughout the lodge.

Lifting her hand up and slowly lowering it, Lady Helia carved a glowing line on the reality itself with her golden claws and began tearing it open forcibly.

With a loud crack, not that much unlike an eggshell, the line opened and fractured the air around it, creating a large gap into some other realm that immediately began leaking the vomit-inducing scent of death and darkness itself into the hall.

“We see you!” The Ouan spoke with a what sounded like several different voices at once, some male, some female, but every single one of them full of might and power. She then plunged her hand into the gap and grasped on to something on the other side.

            

    
        Chapter 182 - The fourth beast

    
    
    
    
                Whatever Lady Helia had grabbed onto was fighting back with some considerable determination and a few times it even looked like the Ouan would get pulled in entirely. The edges of the gap crumbled as she tried to use them for some extra support to make sure the tide of the tug of war didn’t change. Her razor-sharp claws sank deep into the wooden floor as well and even still they budged a few times.

Finally, after what seemed like hours but in reality, only lasted for a moment, Lady Helia straightened her wings and began rapidly flapping them, giving her the extra edge she needed and allowing her to drag her opponent from the fetid, festering realm.

As if it was some kind of a clogged sewer that had just been opened after years of piling up filth, copious amounts of black sludge rushed from the gap, drenching Lady Helia and spreading all over the great hall’s floor.

Strangely enough, none of the murky grime stuck on the reborn Ouan for long, as if she had been coated with wax, it slipped off her without so much as leaving a stain.

Both Anastacia and Teal retreated on top of the shattered remains of the furniture to stay off the layer of filth pooling up around them, but when Lumira attempted to do the same, some strange force kept pushing her back into the ooze.

No longer a stranger to necromancy, the dark elf stared frustratedly at the necromancers, both of whom pointed at each other to shift the blame.

“Perhaps it is time to ready your weapons?!” Lady Helia suggested with a voice thundering over the droning noise of her wings.

Anastacia grabbed one of her spears, pointed it at the gap and signaled her readiness. Teal held one of his remaining swords in his hand and the other mimicked its movements a bit closer to the gap.

First things to emerge from the gap were a pair of thin, dried arms with dark skin and long, chipped and cracked nails. They grasped onto the Ouan’s arm and were clearly trying to free their owner from her steeled grip to no avail.

Lining the mummified arms were dim green, vein-like lights, that pulsated seemingly without a pattern. Under the lights, the dry skin was littered with tattooed runes that were extremely similar to the ones used to ruin the carvings in the lodge. Both the lights and the runes crossed each other frequently and appeared wholly unrelated to one another.

With one more swift pull, Lady Helia extracted the rest of the being from the shadows and lifted it into her own radiance. Dangling from her fist, was no immensely powerful being of darkness nor a magical specter of discord. Instead, it was something far more unexpected; A mummified husk of roughly human shape and proportion, but with countless similarly dried arms and legs that ended in claws, paws, hooves, regular hands, tentacles and other bits and pieces of animals. Almost every hand that could do so, was grasping onto a rusty, broken weapon, but ultimately, every single one of the being’s extra limbs hanged down limply and appeared dead. Some were obviously broken or straight up cut off, others had grievous wounds on them that hadn’t healed, but rather just dried up along with the rest of the body.

Clad in a worn, decaying linen wrap, the rest of the carrion had fared no better, appearing completely lifeless when the Ouan dangled it by its neck. Several piercings and tattoos lined every inch of bare skin it had and both the matted, dry hair and the several wrists of the being were decorated with colorful clay and wood beads. If it wasn’t for the beef jerky-like state of the corpse, it would have definitely been quite a sight.

However, despite the repugnant form, the most eye-catching feature on the being was the origin of the pulsating veins of light; a mechanism of metal and stone attached to the corpse’s left shoulder and covering almost half of its face. Seemingly burned into the dried skin, the curious machine was covered in familiar-looking light patterns that spread from in onto the skin of the carcass, becoming duller and dimmer as they reached the ends of its limbs. As far as anyone could tell, it was the machine that empowered the two arms and forced the scream out of the corpse’s mouth while the rest of its face remained frozen in an emotionless state.

Lady Helia stared at the wretched thing she had dragged into the mortal world with no small amount of contempt and was trying to figure out what it was. “What are you?” She asked and frowned.

“Is that… a simulacrum?” Anastacia wondered out loud and lowered her spear. Handily being the group’s expert on the ancient automatons, she could recognize the patterns of light and the mix of metal and stone used in them.

“NO!” The corpse screeched, clearly being animated by the simulacrum attached to it. “I am the hag of the north, spirit of discord and the herald of where it all ends! Know your place beneath me, mortal, and stay your mouth!” It continued, making the sickly green lights on it flash and flicker on every word.

“Sure, sure, but you’re also a piece of jerky that’s stuck on a simulacrum.” The adventurer pointed out rather rudely.

The spirit screamed in rage and was about to respond to the insult, when the Ouan holding her had heard enough and proceeded to rip the shriveled remains in half with her claws. She threw the screaming upper body of the hag at a wall to silence it and dropped the disturbing assortment of feet into the pool of black liquid on the floor.

“Well, that was quick.” Anastacia shrugged as the screaming subsided and the lights on the simulacrum faded.

“The light is not to be denied.” Lady Helia said self-assuredly while wading towards the inquisitor and smiling slyly. “We are in luck, there is still time to bathe dearest Teal in radiance as well.”

While still awkwardly bright to look at, the Ouan’s form was most definitely fading rapidly and the temporal nature of it was clear. Though the brightness may not have been the reason the inquisitor’s gaze shied away in the first place.

Suddenly the all too familiar cackling filled the hall and the shadows in it strengthened more than ever, so much so that the light from the setting sun outside no longer reached inside. The walls disappeared from the hunters’ sight and soon enough, Lady Helia was the only point of reference still visible in the room – that is, until a silent hum accompanied the mocking laughter of the spirit filled the hall, and the green patterns of the simulacrum flickered on once more to slowly rise up from the muck the hag’s upper body had fallen in.

As the shadows waned, what they revealed was no longer a frail, mummified remains of an ancient being, but a woman made from living flesh and blood. The collection of extra limbs was gone, as was the burdensome simulacrum construct; replaced by the usual number of limbs for most people, and a smooth, featureless mask made from the same materials as the simulacra and covered in the same green lights that no longer spread to the rest of the hag’s body. What had remained were the tattooed runes, simple jewelry and the worn, white linen wrap that was loosely covering the hag’s light brown skin. Though she was on the more mature side of life, calling the woman ‘a hag’ seemed somewhat ill-fitting as she seemed like she had been quite a looker as a maiden, and still wasn’t anything to scoff at.

“You lot never learn.” The hag laughed and calmly walked on the surface of the liquid darkness, letting the cloth draped over her get dragged in it.

The hunters raised their weapons once more and aimed them at their revitalized opponent, but were stopped by the hag snapping her fingers and lifting her hand up slightly, which caused a rush of the black drivel to take form into a familiar shape: the missing maid and quite possibly the person responsible for the return of the hag.

The spirit of discord grabbed Stel by the neck and held the struggling girl up as a shield between herself and the hunters. “Mind your manners, children, or this sweet, sweet ball of deception and housekeeping will join the history she so eagerly studies.”

Anastacia was forced to lower her weapon, but both Teal and Lady Helia didn’t even flinch at the sight of Stel.

“Guys?” The adventurer said. “Let’s not harm Stel, okay?”

“Don’t really give a damn about that, in all honesty.” Teal admitted.

Helia agreed. “If resting the progenitor of this heresy with it is what we must do to end it, so be it.”

“Ohhh! Two against one! I knew of the inquisitor’s dark heart, but you too, honorable archfurion?” The hag laughed. “What will the adventurer do?”

Stel had spent most of her time on the useless struggle of freeing herself, but the hag’s grasp showed no signs of weakening, so she changed her tactics and addressed the hunters. “Anastacia! It’s not the ha-“ Was all she managed to say before gagging and starting to profusely vomit more of the black liquid that filled the floor.

“Could you not interrupt us?” The spirit asked as the maid vomited more and more each time she tried to speak. “Anastacia, you ever-present thorn in the side of all things, I finally have an offer for you! Let us make a trade, and a fair one at that! Let me strangle the life out of you with my own hands, and I will undo all of this! Those whose lives have been ended unjustly will return, the damage done to the politics will vanish into thin air and countless lives will be spared. I will personally return to my non-existence and wait for a better time, a time without you!”

Anastacia frowned. “A counteroffer: fuck off and I won’t force you to!” She suggested rather predictably.

While everyone else was busy with the hostage situation, Lumira had been somewhat forgotten, almost like she wasn’t supposed to be there in the first place. Even the hag didn’t acknowledge the dark elf in any way and carelessly left room for a straight shot at her without having to endanger the maid. The vice commander didn’t particularly adore Stel as a person and wouldn’t have hesitated to sacrifice her if that meant defeating the hag, but in her mind, both Stel and her were in the same mess and at least partly together. So when she could feel the shattered blade of one of Teal’s swords in the muck under her foot, she chose to make her move to save the obnoxious maid.

With a single swift and horrifyingly accurate throw, the shard of metal found itself embedded into the hag’s neck. It must have split an artery, as the amount of blood rushing from the wound would have no doubt killed a regular person in seconds, yet it only appeared to annoy the hag, who slowly turned to the dark elf and pulled the piece of blade from its throat.

The hag was about to say something but made the crucial mistake of turning away from Anastacia and creating an opening for the adventurer. The punishment for it was dished out promptly in the form of a spear that essentially liquified the hag’s entire upper body and turned the wooden wall behind it into a window as it ripped through the air.

The maid fell into the black mess below her with the remnants of the hag’s arm still strangling her. She splashed around for a few seconds before managing to tear the severed hand off her throat, but between the vomiting and trying to gasp for breath she wasn’t able to do much.

Lady Helia spring into action and leaped to the maid’s aid, grabbing Stel by the clothes and using her new wings to swiftly retreat into the relative safety near the other two hunters.

“Despite our wisest of judgements, we have saved your maid, necromancer adventurer Anastacia. Consider this a favor of the highest order.” The Ouan said and tossed Stel into the sludge in front of the adventurer.

Before they had the time to do anything else, the black goop rushed up the hag’s still standing legs, and quickly formed into a new upper body for her.

“Fine then! Let us throw away the niceties and engage in brutish combat.” The spirit sighed and clapped her freshly regrown hands.

From the shadows around her, rose the final beast of ruin; the ancestral bear.

Large, even for a grizzly, the beast was covered in mossy, unkept fur that was riddled with an assortment of weaponry that had gotten stuck in its thick hide. It was armed with claws as big as daggers and a pair of massive canine teeth that appeared more like blades of a scythe with a strange metallic shine to them.

The hag placed her hand on its head, gently patted it like anyone would do to their pet and said something in an ancient language that likely had no other speakers in the world – Stel could pick up a word here and there from her copious amounts of research, but was in no condition to even attempt translating.

The beast appeared to heed her word and locked its glowing red eyes onto the inquisitor, it growled a few times and started to slowly circle him.

Teal had known his turn was up next and hopped down into the sludge. “How to kill this?” He asked from Stel.

“Ax-“ Was all the maid managed to say before another gush of black vomit forced its way out of her throat.

“There’s an axe in the weapon pile in my room, want me to get it?” Anastacia suggested, remembering the weapon gifted to her by the forge master upon his arrival to the lodge.

Teal shook his head and spun his swords. “Predetermined opponents, must lure it out of the way and see what can be done. Stay and deal with the hag and protect the… well.” He sneered and dashed into the staircase leading to the guestrooms.

The ancestral bear rushed after him, lumbering up the stairs, making some of the crack and splinter under its immense mass.

Diving into Anastacia’s room and hastily picking up the axe from the pile of weapons mostly confiscated from Magnon, Teal hoped he would have enough time to escape the room before the oversized bear could catch up to him, but when he turned around, he could already see its red eyes on the other side of the door.

The beast slowly pushed its corpulent form through the doorframe, effortlessly shattering it to accommodate its size.

Cornered and armed with a measly axe that started to feel wholly inadequate for felling such a beast, the inquisitor backed towards the shattered window and considered jumping out, but his chances in the deep snow were no better than his current ones.

“Guess it’s worth the try…” He muttered and flung the axe at the bear.

Surprisingly enough, the axe hit the beast’s skull blade first and buried itself in it, but the ancestral bear was no normal ursine and its thick skull withstood the blow. Though the weapon lodged into its face didn’t appear to hinder the beast, it certainly didn’t appreciate the gesture. After letting out a terrifying roar, it charged at full speed towards its opponent, ramming aside the king size bed like it was nothing.

Barely in time, Teal leaped to the side and avoided the beast’s claws so narrowly that they actually scraped his boots. His successful dodge sent the bear barreling through the window into the snow below, where it voiced its annoyance with a roar.

Marveling in his temporary victory, the inquisitor peered down at the bear, but was a bit disheartened to see it effortlessly bury its claws into the wall and start climbing back up. He darted out of the room in search of more advantageous arena where he wouldn’t get cornered as easily.

As he ran past the guest’s rooms, Teal realized something strange; Magnon and Ilyu were gone, as were the servants and the guild official from the floors above them. Even the corpses stored in the cellar didn’t appear to be there anymore. He could tell that the problem wasn’t with his necromancy, as he could still feel the people in the great hall.

Since he didn’t have the time to politely knock, he kicked open the door to Ilyu’s room to see if it was really empty. Unfortunately, it was just as he had worried, the diplomats had both vanished completely, leaving no clues or traces behind.

When he looked at the situation with a bit more focus, he realized something even stranger; his allies were the only things he could feel. Usually there were rodents, pieces of meat in the kitchen, insects and birds going about at all times, so much so that they often blended into the background unless one specifically focused on them, but now there was nothing.

“This… might not be real.” He wondered and touched the doorframe on his way out of the room, just to make sure it was there.

His musing was left short lived, however, as the ancestral bear crashed through a wall into the hallway and sought out its target once more.

Running around like a coward felt extremely wrong to the inquisitor, since it was pretty much exactly what he shouldn’t have done, but admittedly, when honing his craft, he hadn’t really considered the possibility of an ancient unstoppable spirit-bear being one of the things he would end up fighting with next to no equipment.

In all honesty, the enforcers of Mournvalley’s new regime were somewhat unfamiliar with things that were immune to necromancy. Their great library likely contained more than enough knowledge on the matter, but mere months were not enough for the scribes to organize all of it and much less put it to good use.

There was, however, a single necromancer who was more apt at dealing with such things than anyone else, and though it brought him great shame, ‘what would Anastacia do?’ was the thought the proud inquisitor was forced to rely on.

“What is the stupidest possible thing to do?” He asked out loud while racing down the hallway, and like a miracle, an idea worthy of Anastacia’s name came to him out of nowhere.

As Teal ran around a corner, he noticed that a single guestroom door was open. Lady Helia must have left hers unlocked in her hurry and whatever abandoned imitation they had been cast into had copied it as well. The inquisitor slipped inside and quietly closed the door, hoping his pursuer would blindly barrel past it and give him a bit of time to look for what he needed.

The Ouan’s luggage was still neatly placed by the end of her bed and had barely been disturbed since the guests had arrived. Teal opened the small trunk among them and began going through its contents. What he really needed was a belt, but almost anything that could be used to tie things together would work.

Though rummaging through other people’s belongings was a reoccurring part of his job, something about it felt especially awkward this time, possibly because who the luggage belonged to.

Setting aside spare uniforms and other garments, the inquisitor failed to find anything that resembled a belt and had to make do with some kind of a slightly stretchy tube of fabric he didn’t recognize.

“A sock maybe?” He wondered out loud, but since the odd piece of cloth didn’t explode as it was named, it almost certainly wasn’t a sock.

Whatever it was, it had to do as time was something the inquisitor didn’t have an excess of. He carefully opened the door, only to be immediately spotted by the beast that had been sniffing the air nearby after losing its target.

The next part of his self-admittedly idiotic plan would be the most difficult; he needed to retrieve the axe stuck on the ancestral bear’s skull.

“Bear?” He tried just in case, but it appeared to have no effect on the beast. However, as the ancient being began gathering speed once more, he realized there was something he could use his curse on. The array of weapons stuck to the beast’s back contained dozens of arrows, broken spears, swords and other pointy bits that had rusted and melted into the bear’s skin itself. “Arrow.” The inquisitor whispered and was relieved to see one of the snapped arrows explode, sending shrapnel inside the bear and clearly hindering its charge.

Teal took a deep breath and began rapidly naming the weapons, each one removing a sizeable chunk of meat from the sturdy creature. By the time he had to dodge the charge, a large portion of the beast’s body was missing and its movement could hardly be called a charge anymore. With a bit of effort, the inquisitor could parry the swipe from the massive paw and get his hands on the axe, which took a considerable amount of force to dislodge.

As the beast’s regenerative abilities kicked in and the muscles began to sew themselves together, Teal chopped off the axe’s wooden handle with one of his swords and shoved the pommel of the more chipped one through the hole for the handle. Since it only fit through rather snugly, the axe head gripped tightly on its new handle. While the new handle was a bit on the sharp side for convenient felling of trees, it did contain bone and allowed Teal to get some real power behind his swings. To finish his unholy amalgamation of axe and sword, he tied the pieces together with the mysterious piece of fabric and cringed at the sight of his creation.

With his last remaining sword in hand, the inquisitor stood in the middle of the corridor and slowly spun around the axe in the air while watching the bear get back up on its feet. “Welcome to the edge of your world.” He smiled and dragged the tip of his sword across the wooden floor to draw a line.

The bear stood up on its hind legs and roared in what was probably an attempt to discourage the inquisitor, but the inquisitorial sentinel was back in his element and done with running for good. It didn’t take long for even the beast to understand this, and once more begin to gather speed behind his immense weight.

Without so much as a blink, Teal raised his axe and brought it down on the unfortunate creature of dark. Though the ancestral bear was massive even for its species, it was a far cry from the first of the beasts the hunters felled together, and so the force of the inquisitor’s weapon was enough to stop it more or less immediately and flatten it against the floor.

Bones crunched and floorboards creaked as the beast’s charge halted abruptly and the axe once more sank into its forehead – only this time it carried on through it, and through the rest of the skull as well.

Teal rested his hands on the pommel of his sword and smiled calmly as the ancestral bear faded into dust. “The Children of Coquelicot send their regards.” He said, hoping the hag heard him.

            

    
        Chapter 183 - What remains

    
    
    
    
                As the inquisitor dashed upstairs with the last of the beasts in tow, Lady Helia had taken it upon herself to face the hag. Anastacia certainly didn’t mind it, as she was down to her last spear and beyond that her fighting prowess was far below that of even the vice commander’s. With her staff gone, ice magic was out of the question and the number of times Gilbert had told her to not use fire magic inside wooden buildings for obvious reasons had finally gotten through to her. All the adventurer could really do was to get Stel back on her feet and attempt to protect her while the Ouan saw to the spirit.

However, as the minutes slowly passed and Lady Helia kept tearing into the hag, it started to become abundantly clear that no matter how many times she tore her opponents to pieces, melted her with acid or scorched her with the radiant light she emitted, the spirit of discord would reform in a blink of an eye with absolutely no signs of weakening. What made the situation worse was the Ouan’s gradual loss of power; starting out as the obviously stronger of the combatants, with each blow she inflicted upon her opponent she lost some of her might. Similarly, every time the hag’s slanders and insults took physical form in whips and lashes of pure shadow, they became more and more burdensome for Lady Helia to shrug off.

“Finally, I understand what is wrong with the mortals of this age; a dire lack of knowledge! So a lesson in what light truly is, fair archfurion. A wisdom from the ages long past that I am willing to part with.” The spirit laughed as the Ouan was forced to stand back and catch her breath. “Consider a lantern, a candle, a bonfire; the light shed by them is no different from the one you consider so divine and pure. Yet, the light from them is no source of power, no object of worship, it is the admittedly useful side effect of fuel being drained; and you fair archfurion, are nothing if not the most valiant piece of tinder out there! However, that is hardly my point. What happens when the lantern runs out of fuel, the candle reaches its end, the last pieces of firewood are thrown into the bonfire? The fire wanes, the warmth departs and the light dims. For that is the truth behind light; it is temporary, a blink of noise in the vast darkness that is this world.” She explained as thin threads of darkness climbed up the chitinous armor of Lady Helia and wrapped around her beautiful wings, pulling on them until, one by one, they cracked from the base and fell uselessly into the sludge.

Too tired to retaliate properly, the Ouan could only shake the threads off herself and claw away whatever stronger vines were trying to overrun her while screaming in agony.

“There is no great age of light in our future, no cleansing brightness will rid the world from its shadows.” The hag continued with a tone resembling that of a teacher’s who was trying to explain something simple to a dimwitted student. “It may push aside the cover of darkness for a while, but that is all there is to it.”

Anastacia followed the battle from the sidelines, ready to intervene if the situation absolutely called for it, but what she could do was to try her best to interrogate Stel for any possible means to kill the hag for good.

Though, ‘interrogation’ may not have been the word to use, as the maid was in no way reluctant to divulge what she knew but was simply unable to do so. Any time she opened her mouth to speak, nothing but gallons of pitch-black liquid rushed out. This had been going on for a while already, and the miserable state it had driven the maid into was starting to catch on to the adventurer.

Stel floated on her back in the pool of filth she no longer cared about, every now and then opening her mouth to throw up with a blank, extremely tired expression on her face. What little makeup the other maids had convinced her to use had spread all over her face by both tears and whatever dark things she was spewing from her mouth.

Both Anastacia and Lumira had tried their hand at shaking the answers out of the maid, but had failed all the same and had by now been driven to the same apathy as Stel herself. Feeling powerless to really do anything, they watched as the tide of the fight slowly turned against them and nervously waited for the hag’s attention to turn to them as well.

Clutching onto her final spear, the adventurer focused to see how Teal was faring and quickly made the same observations as the inquisitor; something was wrong with their surroundings. The complete and utter lack of all material felt somehow artificial to the necromancer. She had walked through a desert and even there, an ample selection of bugs was available, so she quickly made the connection to the realm of night she had recently gone through.

“I think there’s a chance that instead of us dragging the hag out into the world, we were dragged into hers.” Anastacia theorized out loud.

Stel immediately sprang up and yelped excitedly. She pointed at the adventurer and nodded excessively, showing support to the theory.

“Oh, really? Why didn’t you say so.” The adventurer smirked tiredly.

A sudden scream of agony interrupted them. Lady Helia had pinned the hag against the wall with the last ounces of her strength, but that had quickly backfired as the black blood flowing from the hag’s wounds had formed spikes that pierced the Ouan’s natural armor.

Knowing it was probably time to intervene or Lady Helia would continue bashing herself at the hag until completely exhausting herself, Anastacia leaped down from the piece of table she had perched herself on and dashed to the Ouan’s aid.

“Hey! Ancient hot stuff! We need to talk.” The adventurer yelled and splashed the filth with her spear to get the hag’s attention.

Both Lady Helia and the hag stopped what they were doing and turned to Anastacia.

“By the shadows, what now?...” Asked the spirit, obviously already dreading for what was to come.

“I thought we had, you know, a thing going on. What happened to that?” The adventurer asked. She knew that the fight between her and the hag would likely end quickly, but any time she could buy by running her mouth would be invaluable. Luckily that was very much in her repertoire.

The spirit pushed aside her previous opponent and stared down at the necromancer. “What…” She sighed.

“Well you know…” The adventurer implied, raised her brow a few times and showed her leg a bit from under her cloak. “Now that you’re physically here.”

The hag struggled to find words for what was happening. Even through the mask, her tired expression was visible.

“Take me, oh ancient one!” Anastacia gasped and fell into the spirit’s arms.

The hag understandably pushed her away. “What is going on? What are you doing? Explain!” She asked.

“Well, you’re the one that reads minds. Surely you can read mine.” Giggled the adventurer.

“Yes, and it is worrying.” The spirit admitted and took a step away. “Please, cease this, for all our sakes.”

“Why don’t you seize this?” Anastacia asked and slowly brushed her hand down her body.

The following awkward silence was deep and long enough to possibly give birth to a spirit of awkward silences. The disbelief over what was happening and the success it was having was so intense that it could almost be felt as a primal energy, rivaling whatever ancient magics had been used to construct the realm they were in.

With no solutions in sight, the adventurer kept digging the hole she had started. “What’s wrong? You said that we’re two of a kind, so it only makes sense that we belong together.”

“I merely meant that as beings of chaos. Truly, your ability to defy even me shows that, but you have clearly misunderstood more than a fair bit.” The spirit tried to explain to no avail, as Anastacia threw herself into her arms again. “Are you even of age?”

“So if I am, you’re in?” The adventurer grinned and caressed the hag’s stone mask.

Lady Helia had been at a loss of words as she watched what was unfolding in front of her. Finally, she had reached her limit and groaned in agony. “Could you just end us all already? We feel watching this… godless scene, to be more condemning to our eternal soul than whatever unholy filth you can usher forth, crone.” She pleaded, not as jokingly as Anastacia would have wanted.

However, before the adventurer had the chance to tell how genuinely insulted she was, the sound of calm footsteps from the staircase leading up to the guestrooms interrupted her. Teal stepped into the filth with his sword resting on one of his shoulders and the abomination of weaponry on the other.

He frowned slightly at the sight of Anastacia being rather lovingly held by the spirit of discord, before speaking up. “Shame really, losing that curse of yours. It would have been an amazing weapon to have in my line of work, but it is what it is.” He laughed, putting heavy emphasis on the words that would have triggered the curse. “Luckily, that also gave me a bit of an excuse to take a look at the carvings once more and have a good think while Lady Helia and Anastacia did what I sincerely hope is just buying time.”

Still, likely unintentionally, holding on to the adventurer who had moved on to playing with the hag’s hair, the spirit of discord laughed madly. “So you have defeated the last beast of ruin, as you should have, but nothing you could have learned is enough to save you hunters again. I will have my revenge!”

Teal calmly walked over to the vice commander and with a single swift motion of his sword, cut off the dark elf’s thick and now fairly disheveled braid. As it unraveled in the air, several metallic beads fell off the strands of silvery hair and into the pond of filth on the floor. The inquisitor caught one and inspected it. Hammered into the surface of the iron bead, were runes eerily similar to the ones the carvings were vandalized with.

Both Lumira and the hag flinched as the inquisitor swung his sword, former over the obvious fear of being suddenly relieved from having a head on her shoulders and the latter for reasons only Teal had realized.

“You see, I went through a fair bit of the increasingly desperate research notes that mentioned you and the trinket you use to attain immortality, one that a certain aspiring researcher believed she had recovered.” The inquisitor explained and pointed his sword at Stel. “Now, instead of doing the decent thing and warning her employer about an assassination plot she had learned of by reading a diary that had been left open, this researcher went on to use the trinket to lure the spirit of discord into this world.”

Lumira stared at the drenched maid in her feet with a mix of disbelief and amazement, even though she had gathered some of the inquisitor’s theory by herself as well, at no point has she considered that Stel would be coldblooded enough to knowingly take advantage of the murders.

From the countless times Stel had recounted her preferred version of the hunters’ tale to her, Lumira could remember that the hag of the north gained her immortality and grotesque form a series of enchanted beads that had to be chained together by a strand of hair and dispelled by letting them fall to the ground. What she had thought to be a simple but slightly strange gift from the maid, had turned out to be a part of a plot more devious than even her own.

“So, based on your reaction, I’d guess you are quite killable now.” Teal addressed the hag and nodded at Anastacia, who didn’t seem to understand his suggestion. Teal rolled his eyes and whispered. “Spear?”

“Ohhhh!” Anastacia realized and rolled out of the hag’s embrace. “I’m sorry, but you had you chance to be enthralled by my womanly wiles.” Anastacia shrugged as she quickly aimed her last spear and launched it before the spirit could say anything.

Being so close to the impact, the adventurer was launched a few meters backwards as the spear turned the hag into lumps of gore.

The victorious grin on Teal’s face washed away in a record time, when the darkness once more brought the spirit of discord back to life, like what he had done hadn’t affected anything.

Awkward silence filled the room once more as the hag herself appeared confused. She ran her hands along her body and made sure every part of it was still where it should have been.

“Teal?” Anastacia said and slowly backed away. “Why isn’t she dead?!”

“I don’t know! The carving emphasized the beads so I assumed it would work!” The inquisitor panicked and rushed to safeguard Lady Helia, who as still weakening and wounded.

The hag stared at her own hands in silence for a while. “Why am I not dead?” She asked and looked at Stel for an explanation for some reason, dispelling the torturous curse of vomiting she had suffered from.

After coughing up the residual darkness from her throat, the maid stood up. “You know exactly why; you are not the hag!” She revealed. “You are nothing but a simulacrum, playing the part while leeching power and memories from her remains!”

“WHAT?!” Anastacia yelled. “How are we supposed to kill her then?”

“You probably can’t. We can’t reach its physical body from this realm, and as long as that persists, so does this place – I think, there’s no mention of any of this in my books.” Stel said, still gagging slightly.

“NO! I AM THE SPIRIT OF DISCORD!” The hag, or the thing that had her appearance screamed and lunged towards Teal, who happened be the closest to her.

The inquisitor sliced her in two and prepared for what was going to be a long battle of attrition, or simply unwinnable.


Completely unbothered by the scattered books and the massive tipped over bookcases around him, Strawberry signed the last piece of paperwork from his pile. He had worked on them tirelessly despite the ruckus audible from the lower floors and the massive explosion that demolished the entire library around him, without as much as considering checking up on what was going on. As far as the guild was considered, Anastacia had been brought there to deal with whatever was happening, and he had no reason to intervene or help.

Particularly proud of the absurdly ambiguous legal nonsense he had crammed the last form full of, he placed it on top of a thick pile of papers he had worked on during the day. “That’s the necromancer’s 444-2-c sorted; I don’t see why she would request one though.” He muttered and tied the stack with a purple thread.

He had attempted to ask for some details about it, but the moment had seemed inopportune so some addendums would probably need to be made, but there was plenty of time for that on the way back to Valor.

“I think the inquisitor was still alive, I should ask for a statement from him.” The official reasoned to himself. The folder for paperwork relating to Mournvalley in the vaults of the guild was barren at best, so anything relating to necromancers would be a great addition to it.

Even though Strawberry wasn’t prepared to lift a finger to aid in the matter of solving the murder of Nikolai, or whatever commotion had been going on earlier, he saw no issues diving into unknown danger to acquire some rare intel for the guild.

Picking up his favorite backup backup quill and a stack of fresh paper, he left the library and headed towards the great hall. After the first flight of stairs, the official took a detour by the guestrooms just in case someone in there had something to say.

The hole in the floor of the corridor, made by Lady Helia, caused him to stop briefly. “Structural damage caused by acid – noted. Hole diameter, eighty-seven centimeters, well over the accepted limit set by the standard 74201, Anastacia may be entitled to tax deduction for hazardous working environment.” He noted and carried on.

Politely knocking on the adventurer’s door first, Strawberry entered the empty room and looked at the broken window disapprovingly. “Housing conditions do not meet the agreed upon standards. Request improvements from the client.” He commented before his eyes hit the pile of drenched clothes on the floor. As they bared the guild’s colors, he was compelled to straighten them and check the condition. “Notification of reduction in payment: a guild formal uniform, standard female ‘Meadow’ pattern, small – ruined beyond repair. Personal note: consider bringing up the possibility of addition of a standard female combat pattern ‘Anastacia’. Durable materials, easier movement and above all else, easy to clean.”

Having still not found anyone, the guild official peeked into the vice commander’s room, but wasn’t willing to deal with the mess there, as it was in no way the guild’s business to worry about the condition of a Vassundian officer’s personal room.

Finally, he carefully descended to the great hall. Though it was quiet, the off-putting smell of the foul sludge that covered the floor was quick to hit someone who hadn’t stood around in it for a while. The pungent odor of a corpse that had been stored in a sealed container for centuries was almost too much to bear, and Strawberry considered retreating again, but ended up pressing onwards as it, unfortunately, was in the guild’s best interests.

He pulled up his trouser legs and stepped into the muck to get a better look at the hall. “Structural damage on the outside wall, consistent with… Anastacia. Complete loss of furniture in the great hall as well as- let’s call it extensive water damage. Neither fall within the guild’s responsibilities to replace.” He listed off the havoc his adventurer had caused. “Intense damage to all structures following an earthquake or an expl-“ He paused as his eyes happened upon the shriveled corpse of the hag and the simulacrum attached to it, both lifelessly lying in the sludge.

“Oh? A wayward sibling, still functional, as is to be expected.” He noted to himself. “Attached to a deceased female Aureun, possibly an exiled one.” The official continued and kneeled to take a better look at the simulacrum. “A scribe form, early ones by the looks of it. According to identification patterns, produced by Demented Memory.”

For a while, Strawberry stared into the nothingness, as if waiting for something, until suddenly the crystalline horn on his forehead flashed briefly.

“Of no consequence then? Oh well, can’t wait for the necromancer to get attached to this one and drag it back with us.” He joked dryly and by exerting all of his physical might, rolled over the corpse to extract the cylinder-shaped core from the simulacrum, immediately killing the sickly green lights on it.

Only seconds later, Anastacia, Teal, Lady Helia, Stel and Lumira appeared to pop up from thin air and fell into the black grime. All five of them were visibly exhausted and both Teal and Lady Helia were somewhat injured.

Anastacia looked around frantically until she spotted the guild official. “Strawberry!” She rejoiced. “You wonderful asshat!”

The adventurer hugged Strawberry as hard as she could, smearing the filth on her clothes on him before smacking the papers he was holding into the sludge.

“Why?” The guild official sighed.

The adventurer didn’t even have an answer beyond a quick shrug. She then ran over to Lumira and proceeded to present her to Strawberry. “Behold, I have revealed who the murderer was!” She said proudly and then pointed at Stel. “The maid’s an asshole too and needs to get locked up. Oh and those two might bleed out in a while if someone doesn’t do something.”


With their clothes changed, Lumira sufficiently locked up, Teal and Helia’s wounds addressed and Vassundian authorities from a nearby town alerted. Anastacia sat in the kitchen, across the table from Stel and took a sip of still very much poisoned coffee.

The maid shivered in place as Anastacia stared intensely at her while possibly making a lot of decisions regarding Stel’s punishment based entirely on the quality of the coffee she could make.

“I can not believe you would still have her make coffee for you…” Strawberry commented while waiting to transcribe the conversation.

“Someone has to.” The adventurer shrugged. “But lets just start. First and foremost, Stel, what the fuck?”

“Is… is the coffee not good?” The maid asked worriedly.

“Not the problem. What I mean is why would you allow two murders to take place and then summon an ancient spirit that could very possibly have killed us all.” Anastacia specified and took another sip.

“Oh… Well, since you’ve been in my room, you probably know that I’m trying to become a scholar, the kind that people take seriously.” Stel began explaining. “The world of scholars is a harsh place, and no one would take my theories seriously, no matter how much I backed them up with well-sourced texts. That is, until someone called scribe Laurenth wrote to me. I couldn’t find anything he had written, but he obviously had immense amounts of knowledge on the sorts of things I theorized about. We exchanged a few letters over the months and at one point he suggested that I should get some actual proof.”

Anastacia rubbed her forehead. “Proof of what exactly?”

“That Cottona became a goddess.” Stel said excitedly. “What he suggested was summoning Cottona’s worst enemy into the mortal world so she could once again come and defeat the hag. It has happened a few times before! For example, when Gorevald woke up the blind dragon and Emerelium Shura sent down a blazing arrow from-“

Anastacia interrupted her before the story got out of hand yet again. “That’s your excuse then? You sacrificed Nikolai and endangered everyone else on the off chance some ancient tart became a god and was somehow willing to hop on down here to whoop the hag’s ass again? I’ve done some sketchy stuff myself, but that’s a bit much.”

“I’m not proud of it, if that helps?” Stel sighed and shook her head. “I worked day and night to go through every other option I had, spent all my savings on old tomes and but there was nothing that confirmed or outright denied it! At the time, discovering a link between this place and a deity felt worth risking a few lives for. I don’t know if you’ve ever been there, but after you fail miserably countless times, judging risks becomes difficult – after all, I was entirely willing to die with you if this didn’t work.”

“Well it didn’t. You didn’t get an answer to anything, hopefully it doesn’t seem worth it anymore.” The adventurer scolded Stel.

“No… The hag is dead for good, there’s no bringing her back. Whatever that thing attached to her was, kept puppeteering her powers and insisted on being the hag herself.” Stel explained. “It kept asking what I knew about the hag, and whenever I told it something, it acted like it had known it all along and denied ever asking me.”

Anastacia emptied her cup and glanced at the unpowered simulacrum she had torn off the dried mummy. “Yeah, I’ll take her with me and find out what I can.”

“No, you won’t.” Strawberry commented, knowing exactly how pointless his objection was.

“Fuck off, Strawberry. I’ll take it with me and there’s nothing you can do about it. I’ve already got King and he’s way more dangerous than she is. Poor thing doesn’t even have legs!” The adventurer hissed in response.

Suddenly a sharply dressed dark elf knocked on the doorframe of the kitchen’s open door. Wearing a uniform very similar to one Lumira used, he was obviously whoever high-ranking officer Strawberry was able to contact by sending out the guild guard, and had arrived to the lodge with a handful of soldiers only a few hours after the defeat of the simulacrum hag.

He bowed politely to both Strawberry and Anastacia before speaking. “I am lieutenant commander Lucid, Vassundian Militaria Arctos. My men and I have taken custody of the traitorous vice commander and have come to politely ask for the other culprit to be handed over to us. Is your interrogation complete?” He asked very carefully as to not step on the adventurer’s toes.

“Sure. I have no use for further answers, barely needed the ones I got.” Anastacia nodded.

Stel was led out of the kitchen by two of the soldiers the lieutenant commander had brought along. Anastacia felt ever so slightly bad for the maid and was happy to see that she wasn’t manhandled in anyway, at least not in her direct sight.

The lieutenant commander bowed once more and was about to leave when Anastacia grabbed his sleeve.

“Say, do you know an old researcher by the name of Mikhail Grenn?” The adventurer asked.

The officer frowned. “Why of course I know Master Grenn. Is he an acquaintance of yours?” He asked.

“Sort of, he happened to give me something called a ‘royal blessing’ some months ago, and I was wondering if I could use it now?” Anastacia explained. She didn’t have the written paper or the token that came with it but hoped that simply her name would be enough. “The name is Anastacia, if that helps?”

The officer immediately removed his hat and straightened his posture. “You are, the ‘Anastacia’?! Why yes of course! My regiment doesn’t have much to offer during this time of the year, but we will do whatever we can.” He said and commanded the two soldiers who were escorting Stel to take off their headwear as well.

“Uhh… I was thinking if it was possible to have Stel be able to continue doing research in sort of a home arrest type of an arrangement? I don’t see her faring well in a prison.” Anastacia asked awkwardly.

The dark elf officer seemed confused. “Miss, you are asking if you can use a royal blessing to slightly alter the punishment of a single prisoner?” He confirmed.

“Ye… yes? Is it not enough?” The adventurer worried and glanced at Strawberry, who was quite obviously speechless over what was happening, enough so that the quill in his hand had stopped.

“Miss Anastacia. Pardon me, but I think it is in order to explain you what a royal blessing is. Traditionally, they are used to have Vassund join a war on the side of your choosing or dethrone a monarch of a lesser nation.” The officer said, now extremely nervous over accidentally insulting the adventurer in the slightest. “What you are asking is trivial in comparison and can be arranged as if you had just ordered a glass of water. Of course, the blessing granted to you remains in your use, so that you can call upon our nation when you truly need us. All I ask is that you mention me favorably in the future, should you find yourself on Vassundian soil once more.”

            

    
        Chapter 184 - The report

    
    
    
    
                As a fresh layer of powdery snow slowly fell on top of the already inconveniently high snowbank, a single carriage with the guild’s emblem made its way along the barely traversable Vassundian roads. Its driver was wrapped in several layers of guild-issued clothing but still shivered whenever the breeze grew particularly strong. Though there was still a long way to go, this brave but unfortunate guard pressed on, fueled by nothing more than the thought of the paid vacation promised to him after the assignment was over.

Meanwhile, inside the carriage, in the considerably less awful weather conditions, Anastacia did her best to kill time by napping. Rolled tightly inside a cocoon of blankets, some of which were found in the carriage and others shamelessly stolen from the lodge, she was barely comfortable enough to fall asleep for a few minutes before the carriage ran over a lump of ice or a rock and she would hit her head on the bench.

Next to her feet was the lifeless simulacrum she had pried off the hag’s dried corpse. Despite the guild official’s halfhearted warnings, Anastacia had remained firm about her stance of keeping it. She wanted to hear how a simulacrum could end up pretending to be an ancient spirit of discord and to some degree, she felt bad for it.

Strawberry had spent the entire first day of travel going through the statements he had gathered from everyone involved in the quest – everyone aside from the adventurer at least. Already dreading the task of having to interview her, he spent quite a bit of extra time pointlessly arranging the note taking equipment before mustering the courage to wake up Anastacia.

“Anastacia, I would like to go over the quest with you.” He said and cleared his throat.

The necromancer rolled over in her wrap and stared annoyedly at the official. “The meeting is over and some people aren’t dead, me included, end of story.” She mumbled.

“Well, what the guild is more interested in is what happened before that. We need to evaluate your performance after all.” Strawberry explained. “For example: according to our murderer, Lumira, you took quite a bit of money from the late Farcie the Younger. We would like to know why and what happened to that money.”

Anastacia stared blankly into the distance for a while, she had completely forgotten the entire thing. “Oh yeah… About that, he was being a shit about his money, so I confiscated it. I was probably going to think about return it, but he got himself killed.” She admitted.

“Hmm, the guild takes matters of bribery extremely seriously, but we regard you as one of the less likely adventurers to stoop so low.” He nodded and scribbled his assessment down. “Your crimes tend to be far more… nonsensical in nature. We won’t pursue the matter further and will regard any confiscated goods that remain in your possession as ‘loot’ and have them be ignored in taxational issues.”

“You know, you’ll live longer if you keep remarks like that to yourself.” The adventurer pointed out.

“Next matter on the list would be your little ‘show’ once everyone had arrived.” Strawberry said and flipped through a few of his notes. “The guild would like to acknowledge that it appeared to have the desired effect and that we applaud your efficient methods.”

“About time you give me some recognition!” The necromancer cheered.

“About time you did something in a way that did not result in immediate, catastrophic negative consequences.” The official sighed and moved on by flipping through what seemed like a dozen full sheets of text. “In the statement by ‘The Archfurion of The Holy Legions of Light, Reborn Sword of Judgement and The Word Bearer of The Scorching Light, Lady Helia Pain the Pure’, there are mentions of a crustacean. She seemed somewhat upset about your true identity and spent quite a lot of time commenting on that, but before that she said that you gave her a crab. Could you maybe enlighten me on why?”

“Oh, that?” Anastacia remembered and laughed smugly. “Lady Helia was way too worried that Teal would try to kill her, I had to give her a bit of a nudge – and for the record, since there apparently is going to be one, I take full credit for whatever happens between those two.”

Strawberry reread through the statement one more time before drawing a line over the crustacean matter. “Yes, I have several references to your manipulative actions despite your supposedly neutral position.”

“Look, I hate Teal with all my being, I really do. I hate his dumb hair, his stupid swords and above all else, the shit stain of a country he works for. However, as far as necromancers go – an EXTREMELY low bar by the way – Teal is… bearable. There is something resembling a conscience in that brainwashed little noggin of his.” The adventurer shrugged and slowly unraveled her cocoon. “So, by the pulsating pink dong on your glistening forehead, I will get that man some bug-lady action! Leaves him less time to kill people too.”

The official stared at the mostly empty paper in front of him and searched the words he needed to spin the report into anything even halfway acceptable. “I will just put that up as you achieving some generally beneficial tasks along with your quest’s main objective, and then we will promptly move on from the subject.” He said stiffly and scribbled some more. “The way you initially took control of the situation after the host’s death was much appreciated and recruiting the help of people you could safely rule out shows some resourcefulness on your part – something we are happy to see you pick up from your mentor.”

“Are you people stalking my relationships with people now?” Anastacia interrupted the guild official. It wasn’t exactly surprising that the guild had deduced that Gilbert was spending a lot of his time teaching her, but it still irked her to hear it out loud.

“Keeping track of you is something you’ve forced us to do yourself, but regardless, we are delighted to see that you are not wasting Gilbert’s time. As things are, he is still worth a dozen of you to us.” Strawberry pointed out, either unaware or uninterested in how rude he sounded. “By the looks of it, the third member of your party will eventually have her request for a chapel granted, you will likely be the only adventurer to carry on his teachings before he reaches the effective end of his career.”

The necromancer had no witty answer to give, she knew that what the uptight official was saying was true and it was not something she looked forward to. Emilia would eventually return to her profession as a priestess and Gilbert would hopefully retire in peace, which would only leave her and King as active adventurers among the party. The simulacrums ability to learn likely wasn’t something to rely on either, so she really was all the guild had to look forward to from her party.

“I do not bring this up to depress you, the guild just hopes that you take that into consideration when on the road. It takes years to properly train an adventurer, and despite our countless lifetimes worth of knowledge, we can not reproduce the results attained by senior adventurers teaching their pupils.” Strawberry explained and put down his quill. “For the sake of bettering our understanding of each other, I will begrudgingly move to the end of my report on this quest. Rest assured, we will be going through the rest of my questions, but time is something we have more than enough to spare right now.”

He cleared his throat and picked up the topmost paper on the tallest pile of papers by his side. “Due to unforeseen circumstances, the original, agreed upon guidelines and requirements for the quest have been discarded and revised; all judgements and analyses will be done in relation to the new set of guidelines. Several undesired complications caused by oversights and lapses in judgement resulted in avoidable fatalities of individuals relevant to the quest.

“The adventurer chosen for the quest, Anastacia, acted at times shortsightedly and needlessly aggressively towards certain individuals. Anastacia showed a tendency to place her personal goals above those mentioned in the quest guidelines. These personal goals included: a peaceful result for the negotiations, meddling with the personal lives of people relevant to the quest and acquiring a potentially dangerous simulacrum.” He continued listing the adventurer’s inadequacies in a monotone manner. “Anastacia also sought to frequently impede the work of the guild official assigned to fieldwork with her, designation: 2229 Avarice. How-“

Anastacia wasn’t in the mood for being criticized in such an official way, she would have at least liked to have a chance to lick her wounds for a while over her failed solo-quest. “If you’re just going to shit talk me, don’t bother, you can just send me a copy when we’re at Valor. I know I kind of fucked this one up.” She interrupted the report.

Strawberry cleared his throat and pressed on regardless. “However, the majority of the non-personality related shortcomings should be blamed on the guild itself. The revised guidelines for the quest are no longer within the expected limits for a single adventurer, and the guild failed to take that into account. We also withheld information regarding one of the people integral to the quest. When taking into account what the guild has learned regarding the challenges faced by the adventurer, and the failings on our side, the results of Anastacia’s actions are far above any predictions made.” He said, clearly getting no pleasure from having to actually praise the necromancer. “Anastacia showed both resourcefulness as well as willingness to go exceedingly far above and beyond what was requested or expected from her to save lives. This allowed her to somewhat singlehandedly achieve a satisfactory result in a quest that would usually be recommended for no less than five adventurers. For these reasons, I, guild official, designation: 2229 Avarice, recommend granting Anastacia the information regarding the case 2229-10069, and further requesting her aid in future quests that require special attention from the guild.”

After months of being essentially treated as a necessary evil by the guild, hearing them actually praise her was almost enough to reduce Anastacia to tears. “I… I did a good job?” She asked, still skeptical about the compliments.

Strawberry sighed. “Yes, begrudgingly, I consider what you did here the best-case scenario, likely unattainable by nearly any other adventurer put into the same position.”

Anastacia jumped up from her seat and forcibly hugged the guild official despite his frankly pathetic attempts to resist it. While the adventurer was physically feeble on her own right, she had at least spent much of the past few months running around instead of burying herself in paperwork like the guild official, and there was no avoiding her embrace.

Suddenly the crystalline horn on Strawberry’s forehead flashed bright before slowly dimming down.

While the guild official frantically picked up his writing implements once more, Anastacia stepped back to see what was going on.

“The guild has reached a conclusion over my report.” Strawberry explained and swiftly scribed several paragraphs of notes. “You are hereby granted the information relating the case 2229-10069.”

“What?” The necromancer asked and sat back down.

“The guild has inspected and translated the message given to you within the pearl.” The guild official said while still furiously writing down something. “The message was made using a precursor technology to ours. I won’t bother you with the implications this has, but it asked for your attendance in the ‘nearby settlement of the second children’ during the next full moon – which would be four days from now. There were no signatures attached to the message.”

The adventurer scratched her head. “A settlement of the second children? Is that something I should know about?” She asked.

“Hopefully, not.” Strawberry said frankly and handed over the freshly scribbled form and his quill to Anastacia. “Before I explain, the guild asks that you sign this. The information you might come across regarding this matter is something we would very much like to keep to ourselves, but that would prevent us from relaying the message to you after signing a contract requiring us to do so. It’s a matter of pride that we do so regardless, but to continue the cohabitation between you and the guild, it would go far if you signed a contract prohibiting you from spreading what you will undoubtedly learn.”

The concern in the official’s voice and demeanor was clear, and for a brief moment Anastacia felt bad for the secretive assholes she frequently crossed blades with. For just a second, she could see a blink of an emotion in the official’s usually flawless, dull and monotone appearance, and that emotion was pure desperation. Combined with the compliment from earlier, she felt it was only right to sign the form and hand it back over.

Strawberry sighed in relief. “Under the threat of exile, you, Anastacia, are now prohibited from intentionally conveying any information relating to the case 2229-10069 to anyone not present at this signing. In return, the guild vows to assist you in any way it can, and the official designated 2229 Avarice is to act as an intermediary in the meeting suggested in the message.” He said and returned to his usual tone. “Proceeding with the guild-sanctioned telling of the creation: Within the factories, laboratories and workshops of the Aureun, three children were created. The first ones, grafted from metal and stone. Cold, hard and unyielding, yet lacked the will to act as successors. Found their purpose as the eternal guardians of the long vacant holds of their masters.” He recited and lifted up one of his fingers.

“The second ones, accidental, unwanted, meaningless. Flesh formed from a splinter of a single soul. Forever fracturing and multiplying, doomed to never see value in themselves, yet see it in all else. Cast into the wild to seek purpose for their existence.” He continued and lifted up a second finger. Before raising a third finger and carrying on, he sighed and closed his eyes for a second to gather determination. “The third ones, perfected, life from where there was none, successors for their creators. However, stricken with sins as old as time. The youngest of the Aureun’s children looked upon their masters and saw nothing of value. As these masters fell, the third artificial children sought exile on their own. Still plagued by the sins in their essence, they became recluse, shunning the world for its flaws; and from the top of their hoard, they slowly worked to fix the imperfections.”

Anastacia frowned. “What? How is any of that supposed to help me in any way? I don’t even know what ‘an Aureun’ is.”

“You’d be better off not knowing, but sadly it falls on me to explain this to you.” Strawberry lamented and fixed up his uniform. “The Aureun were the civilization that first rose during the primordial night. With their mastery over the arcane, physics, mathematics and almost every other source of power, they expanded their imperium to cover the entire world. When the sun finally rose and gave strength to the other mortal races, the Aureun sent no emissaries or diplomat to greet the forming kingdoms, instead they set themselves against all there was; younger mortal races, gods, beasts of legend, even the first necromancers. The outcome of this was inevitable and the Aureun fell, down to the last member of their overconfident race. Structures they left behind are called ‘machine fortresses’ these days, and of course with them come the first of the artificial children: the simulacra.” He explained and pointed at the lifeless husk of an automaton next to Anastacia.

“OHHHH!” The necromancer gasped. “And you shut-in assholes are the third ones?!”

Though he didn’t approve of the wording, the guild official nodded.

“But the message talked about the second ones… Any idea where your siblings are?” Anastacia asked and tried to think of anything that matched the description.

Strawberry picked up Anastacia’s crown from the floor and pierced one of the scrapped forms he had on the right antler attached to it. “You of all people should know.” He hinted smugly.

The adventurer’s jaw dropped open and her eyes widened in shock. “Go… goblins?” She muttered in disbelief.

“While their years without purpose have done a number to them, the green little ones under your wing are unmistakably the second children.” Revealed the guild official and handed Anastacia her crown.

Anastacia stared at the headwear crafted to her by the supposedly ancient creatures that had adopted her as their queen. She then took out a small pouch containing some of the unroasted poisoned coffee beans she had picked up at the lodge and strapped it on one of the antlers with a piece of string torn from the guild uniform.

“So, are you like a bigger goblin or something?” The necromancer asked while working.

Strawberry sighed. “No, that is not how that works at all.” He said and opened a new bottle of ink. “But we should get back to business. We will arrive at Valor in two to three more days, depending on the weather, the proposed meeting is in four. If you are planning on attending it, I would rather we travel there together. We have every reason to believe that the message originates from the simulacra, though them having the insight to do so would suggest that there is something larger afoot.”

Though she was most definitely interested in what these simulacrums wanted from her, there was something that occupied her mind far more firmly. She had finally found someone who had some actual knowledge on simulacra, rather than theories and guesses she was usually given when seeking answers.

“Do simulacra have feelings?” She asked and shyly fiddled with the other items on her crown.

“It is a shame, but our knowledge on our dear siblings is hardly exhaustive and only covers the ones made before the fall of Aureun, but what we can tell based on their architecture, is that though the body is artificial, the soul is not.” Strawberry said hastily and was clearly anxious to get on with the plan. He was about to show a draft of some kind to the necromancer, but suddenly stopped as his horn flashed once more.

Seconds later, Anastacia could hear a muffled hum from one of the pouches on her belt. Digging through its contents, she discovered that the source of the sound was her adventurer’s pear. Eerily, the normally transparent bauble had turned completely black. She showed it to the guild official with an inquisitive look on her face.

Strawberry stared blankly at her for a few extremely long-feeling seconds and held his finger up. “A black order has been issued. Someone called ‘Duke Filippos Beppo the Third’ has besieged the northern gate of Valor and is calling for you to answer for your crimes. A black order would mean that negotiations have failed.” He explained, strangely not terribly worried over something that sounded rather dire to the necromancer. “Care to explain why some duke is trying to get your head on the block?”

“Nope.” Anastacia said and stared out of the window, hoping that was the end of the exchange.

“Well, no matter, these things typically last around ten minutes while the adventurers decimate anything outside of the walls.” The guild official said and gave up on his inquiry, as whatever had happened, happened outside of any of the reports they had received and was thus not guild business.

Suddenly Anastacia realized something terrible. “How far outside the walls?!” She demanded to know and stood up.

“A kilometer or two, depends on the force trying to foolishly siege the city. Typically, there are stragglers that cause all kinds of trouble in the nearby settlements though, so some adventurers chase them out for ten to twenty kilometers.” Strawberry said and was about to return to his work when Anastacia grabbed his horn.

“MY GOBLINS ARE OUT THERE! WHOEVER HEARS THIS, GO PROTECT THEM!” She yelled at the crystalline spike that most certainly did not work like she thought it did. The mix of rage and worry in her voice would have been enough to scare anyone who knew of the adventurer’s capabilities, but that was not what caused the guild official to turn pale and begin shaking as he frantically tried to kick Anastacia away.

Though the kicks didn’t really bother her, Anastacia was slightly alarmed by the sudden change in behavior and quickly let go, raising up her hands and backing away as Strawberry keeled on his side in fetal position and appeared to have an intense nightmare triggered by the necromancer grabbing onto his horn.

            

    
        Chapter 185 - The black order

    
    
    
    
                Rosie leaned on the counter in her tavern and halfheartedly tried to scratch off an old mead stain from the worn wooden countertop. With both Gilbert and Anastacia gone, her days had become considerably duller.

Though there were still plenty of interesting quirks and problems the rest of the inn’s guests brought with them, she wasn’t ashamed to admit that the necromancer was her favorite, and with Gilbert she had their shared history to laugh at, and could always talk about how Anastacia and Emilia were doing on their journey of becoming proper adventurers.

Emilia herself was still in the tavern, sitting next to the innkeeper as she often did when not up and about doing what she could as a priestess, but after a very awkward yet formal letter from the guild, the pair was forced to reduce their public displays of affection even when Anastacia wasn’t around – and so, Rosie’s days had become exceedingly dull for the most part.

What little orders for snacks and drinks they received during the quiet time of the day were easily handled by Yulia and there really wasn’t anything for Rosie to do. The tables were clean, the floor was about as spotless as it was ever going to be, the paperwork for any new orders for ingredients had been done and everything in the kitchen and behind the counter had been restocked – even the innkeeper’s own room was for once clean.

“I’ve trained her too well.” She muttered to herself in her boredom and yawned, revealing her formidable teeth. “There’s nothing for me to do with the lamb here. I don’t even get to be all motherly and stuff to Anna since she’s out.”

Emilia was inspecting the condition of the tonics and salves she carried with her. “What? Motherly?” She smirked. “Last time I checked; you laughed your ass off when you heard she punched a child. I don’t know your mother, but she must have had some interesting methods for bringing up children.”

“So what? If my kitten decides that some snot-nosed brat needs a bit of fist-to-face contact teaching, I’m fully behind her.” The tigress said proudly and without hesitation. “It’s what mothers do. You’ve already got whatever guidance she needs with feelings and such on lockdown, so I’m happy to make sure she learns to stand up for herself.”

“Oh?! So now I’ve got an adoptive daughter too? You do realize that Anna is only a handful of years younger than me?” The priestess pointed out and rubbed some salve on her hands; it was starting to look expired and did wonders to moisturize her skin after the dry, cold winter air had left them chapped. “To be honest with you, I was more going for a spiritual guide-type of a role, maybe a big sister if you wanted to stretch it like that.”

“She’s never had a mother that didn’t keep her locked in a cell, I think it’s fair that she gets two now.” Rosie shrugged and glanced out of a window.

There seemed to be some kind of a commotion going on outside, several guards and adventurers had gathered at the market square near the gate, many of them armed as if they were heading to war. Yet the mood was far from tense, in fact, the whole thing appeared as if they were preparing for a celebration or a festival. With cheery smiles on their faces, the adventurers sharpened their blades, restrung their bows, attuned their magical weaponry and prepared rituals for casting spells.

“I wonder what’s going on?” Emilia said and peered out as well.

Rosie resumed to her countertop scratching. “They’ve probably just found something troublesome in the forests nearby and the guild wants to get rid of it posthaste, happens every few years.” She sighed and appeared to lose interest in the commotion. “Feel free to go for a hunt if you’re bored, don’t let me hold you here.”

Emilia smiled warmly. “I’m good, but I was wondering if you’d be up for a walk? If you don’t have anything to do here, a quick stroll and a bit of fresh air wouldn’t hurt, no?” She suggested.

No matter how hard she tried, the innkeeper couldn’t remember the last time she even left the inn for anything besides getting something for the inn. Even whatever previous dates the pair had arranged, had mostly revolved around her needing to visit some other part of the city for her work. Though she was mostly content in doing it, her work had definitely become far too synonymous with her life over the years and it most certainly irked her.

Rosie dashed into the kitchen, told Yulia that she was in charge for the day and grabbed a bottle of blackcurrant juice from the storeroom, she also considered taking a bottle of wine for herself, but left it behind in the end.

With a few swift movements and swings of a knife, neither of which had a centimeter’s worth of inefficiency in them, the innkeeper crafted and packed some food for their outing. She then proceeded to storm out, leaving behind the confused lamb, who had never before been alone in the inn for more than a few minutes.

Their packed lunch in one hand and the priestess in other, Rosie stormed out of the in, violating her own rule for not slamming the door too hard on her way. However, they only made it a few meters out before running into a wall of excited adventurers, all peeking over the crowd to get a glimpse at the gates.

Rosie, being taller than your average adventurer, could see that there was a whole group of guards blocking anyone from exiting the city, which was definitely strange to say the least.

As a vehemently solution-focused person, the tigress grabbed the first adventurer she could reach and started asking questions. “Banthum, what’s going on?”

The adventurer called Banthum was a half-elf leader of his own party. Though neither he nor his party stayed in Rosie’s inn, they were all frequent visitors in the tavern, and so their leader knew the innkeeper well. He greeted Rosie with a happy grin. “Come to see the fireworks, have you?” He asked and glanced at Emilia.

“Fireworks? In the middle of the day?” The innkeeper frowned.

“Not literal fireworks, Ros. We’re being sieged and there’s rumors that a black order will be issued.” Banthum explained with a smile and lowered his tone. “Our aerial support tells me that the negotiations are not going well.” He whispered and pointed at an eagle that was circling over a spot on the other side of the wall.

Rosie laughed, though she hadn’t seen a black order herself, she was more than aware how much of a joke trying to siege Valor was. “What kind of an idiot would even try?” She asked and attempted to keep her composure in vain.

“Some poor sod called Duke Filippos Beppo the Third. Don’t know what his deal is, but if he has mustered quite an army.” The adventurer shrugged.

Upon hearing the invader’s name, Emilia’s eyes widened and she started tugging on Rosie’s sleeve. “Rosie… That’s the guy whose kid Anna punched.” She whispered, trying to keep the information from reaching the mass of adventurers.

The half-elf picked up on the whisper regardless and rubbed his chin. “Anna, you say? Isn’t that the wee little one that ate nothing but pure sugar for like three days, didn’t sleep a wink and then finally crashed under a table? The one with a gargantuan case of objectophilia.” He asked, remembering a girl called Anna that frequented the tavern as well.

“That’s our Anna alright.” Rosie admitted and turned to the priestess. “You know, I’m not entirely happy with what our daughter is famous for. She has done plenty of amazing stuff, but people always remember her from shit like this.”

Emilia laughed awkwardly. “I mean, we’re apparently being sieged because she punched a five-year-old and molested the statue of someone’s mother. So…”

“I must say, I respect her idiosyncrasies. Regardless, if you know where she is, tell that girl she’s probably never going to have to pay for a drink again once this is over – it’s just what we needed with the cold weather and all that.” Banthum said, winked happily and turned back to his party, which was eagerly preparing to defend the city.

With her plans for a leisurely stroll ruined by the crowded streets, Rosie looked around for any kind of a free spot they could sit in and at least watch the adventurers warm up. However, if there was a downside to living in Valor, it was the complete lack of sights to see or parks to visit. Being packed about as full of high-maintenance people as possible, every inch of the walled city served a purpose determined by the guild, and scenery for dates was hardly at the top of their list.

As they waded through the masses, Emilia would suddenly realize how highly regarded innkeepers actually were in Valor. Even if only a fraction of the people on the streets lived under Rosie’s roof, no matter how mean or rowdy-looking, every adventurer and guard stopped what they were doing and gave way to them, happily nodding if they noticed the priestess looking at them.

Beginning to get ever so slightly crestfallen over the failed outing, Rosie’s gaze happened upon the guards posted on top of the ancient wall of Valor. “Fireworks, huh…” She muttered, took a sharp turn towards the gates and began escorting her significant other there.

When they reached the front of the crowd, they were met with a several layers deep line of guards, armed with halberds and shields, but mainly only using them to remind the adventurers to stay back by tapping the blunt ends on the ground when someone got too close.

In the middle of the first rank, there was a guard whose uniform slightly deviated from the others by having a small emblem on his chest and bronze trimmings on his helmet, both signaling his position as the commander of the guards in the area. Naturally, being a loyal patron of the tavern himself, the officer recognized the innkeeper and gestured his men to hold back while he stepped out of the formation.

Rosie told Emilia to hold still while she met the guard commander halfway between the guards and adventurers.

The commander took off his helmet and nodded politely. “What brings you here, Rozhmarie? I know you can probably take most of the people here, but this is not the place for you right now – with all due respect, of course.” He inquired.

Rosie grabbed him by the shoulder and huddled together to negotiate with a bit more privacy. “Look, cap, I’m trying very, very, very hard to have a date here. It has been a while, so how about you don’t fuck me on this and let us get up on the wall?” She whispered and squeezed the guard’s shoulder a bit harder, letting her claws dig into the fabric of his purple uniform.

Immediately in on the deal, the guard captain lifted his head to have a look at the priestess and quickly pulled it back down to whisper. “Nice, nice. I had heard you found someone. Technically no one is supposed to go up there right now, but who am I to stand in the way of love?”

“Just name your price, geezer.” The innkeeper hissed.

“I’m a simple man. I want a week of free lunches with a bit of extra on the portions, served by the lamb, a few drinks on the house for the lads once this debacle is over and wipe my current tab.” He bargained, listing what he wanted as if he had them readily though out just in case. “Also, if you promise to convince my slacker of a son to finally move out, I’ll command my men down from there.”

Rosie quickly calculated the rough losses she would take and winced at the amount she came up with, but after glancing at Emilia she couldn’t decline. “Deal, but you’ll have to toss out your brat on your own.” She said and shook hands with the commander.

Allowed to pass into the staircase leading to the top of the wall, the innkeeper and priestess hastily climbed up before anyone got the chance to complain about them getting a head start.

Before even getting a chance to look over the ramparts, a freezing gust of wind hit them. Rosie’s fur immediately stood up to shield her from the cold, making her look unusually fluffy and amusing Emilia to no end.

The priestess herself had her deity’s affinity with fire to thank for her relatively high resistance to cold and standing right next to her, even Rosie could feel the unnatural warmth emanating from her.

“What are we doing here? I’ve never been in a siege before, but shouldn’t we look for cover or something?” Emilia asked worriedly.

Rosie smiled. “We’re here to watch the fireworks.”  

Gazing at the frozen field on the other side of the wall, both of them were stunned by the sight of what was probably at least a couple of thousand soldiers lining up in the distance. Though they were still very far away, the pair could make out a few trebuchets and a large battering ram.

“That’s an impressive army to gather for such a petty reason.” The innkeeper commented and leaned on the cold stone rampart.

Emilia pressed her hands together and prepared to pray for the adventurers below. “Are you sure this is fine? There’s a lot of them.” She worried more.

The tigress took another lazy glance at the army lining the field. “They’re only outnumbering us by what, ten to one? That’s nowhere near enough. Poor bastards didn’t even bring cannons.” She laughed and moved behind the priestess to embrace her and bask in the divine warmth, like a cat next to a fireplace. “Just relax and let the folks down there handle it.”

Roughly halfway between the army, a single guild guard and an official were speaking to a large man on horseback and his two bodyguards, who had hopped off their mounts and were standing worryingly close to the official.

For a while, the negotiations continued and Rosie was able to lay out the food and drink she had prepared for them, but suddenly the man who was presumably in charge of the army, wearing a golden armor that glistened in the sun, turned around and began to slowly return to his men, leaving behind the two soldiers that had accompanied him.

Making it clear that the talks had failed, the soldiers drew their swords and began closing in on the guild official, who didn’t even bother to back down as the guard beside him stepped forth. Neither of the soldiers had clearly expected the singular guard to make a stand, as they could barely act before the guard’s shield jabbed the closet one in his unarmored throat. The other soldier only managed to lift his sword up in a pointless attempt to stop the halberd blade crashing down on him in a blink of an eye. The blow was so heavy that it cleaved deep into the soldier’s shoulder, completely ridiculing whatever armor he had been issued when the army was mustered.

With one of the soldiers dead and the other prone on the ground, the guild guard pointed his halberd at the living one and appeared to ask for an order to either kill or spare him. By the looks of it, the official told him to ignore their helpless opponent and both started to head back at what was a strangely relaxed pace considering that they had just stricken the first blows of a war.

The near instant defeat of his bodyguard had given some fairly understandable urgency to the one in command of the army that was still laying in wait and he quickly reached his ranks and started giving out commands for advancing.

As the war horns droned, the army took its first steps towards the wall and one of the trebuchets immediately released a massive piece of stone that slowly barreled through the air, so slowly that time itself felt slowed for a moment, only to hilariously crumble when it hit the wall fifty meters away from Emilia and Rosie.

For a while, the adventurers gathered on the square quieted down and the only sounds to be heard were the approaching marching of the soldiers and someone complaining about the guard stealing kills that could have netted a bit of gold for the adventurers instead.

As the guild official and his guard finally reached the safety of the walls, a second, far more ominous hum echoed from the streets of Valor, followed by the adventurers letting out a deafening cheer as they watched their pearls turn black.

“Ah! it’s show time.” Rosie said and took a sip of juice.

Within the next ten seconds, countless rituals and spells sparked, flashed and blinked as they used various aspects of the arcane arts to transport adventurers on top of the wall so that they could gain a proper view of the field. Next up were the more agile types that scaled the wall with or without the aid of contraptions built for them by the craftsmen of Valor. Readying their bows and spells, they waited for their helpless preys to get close enough.

Emilia watched in awe at the arrangement of enchanted and cleverly engineered weapons in the adventurers’ hands, until she heard a familiar crackle in the sky. Far above them, the clouds gathered into a vortex of storm clouds and lightning began to arc between them. “They’ve got lightning mages! We’ve got to get inside!” Emilia panicked remembering the storm they went through in the keep of the baron of iron, but was hesitant to pry herself out of Rosie’s embrace.

“Unlucky, for them that is – meet Magdaleine the Storm Catcher.” Rosie said calmly and pointed down at the market square, where a single adventurer was suddenly given a couple of meters of room.

The adventurer in question had a dark red skin, a pair of curly horns sprouting amongst her jet-black hair and a long tail that coiled around her legs. She was wearing a fancy green dress that had a copious amount of metal bits and pieces sown into it.

As the moment of lightning strike neared, Magdaleine lifted up a white orb, about the size of a cantaloupe and began to laugh madly.

Instead of finding new targets, every single bolt lightning cast on the city struck directly at the orb in her hand and was rendered useless. Though she quickly began to smoke ever so slightly, the adventurer herself appeared uninjured by the strikes.

As the army marched on, a few more boulders were flung by the trebuchets, this time aimed over the wall, but all of them were quickly intercepted by the mages positioned on the walls. The first one to arrive turned into an equivalent amount of brightly colored butterflies that slowly faded into dust, the second never reached the ground as its trajectory suddenly curved upwards and it disappeared into the clouds. The third one would have hit one of the mages directly but centimeters before impact, it stopped, began contorting and twisting into impossible shapes and changing colors into indescribable shades, before simply popping out of existence. The fourth boulder was halted by Metalican, a dwarven elementalist that fancied using an axe as a staff. He tapped the stone with it, shattering it into pieces that slowly rearranged themselves into a golem of sorts, that then hopped down form the wall and began charging at the army that originally sent it.

Next, the first of the archers began releasing volleys of what can only be described as a hail of bullshit and divine punishment. As they arced of over the field, many of them left trails of light behind, and the sky was quickly filled with beautiful flashes and glitter that rained down on the army, causing explosions of fire, ice and lightning, implosions, clouds of poison and acid, sudden growth of plants and countless other effects.

Once their turn was over, the more offense-minded mages began lobbing their bolts, hexes and conjurations at what was left of the duke’s soldiers. Amongst the fireballs and shards of ice, great beasts made of various elements and materials appeared, each of them representing the personalities of their summoners and their origin.

Ice beasts clad in thick armor swiped at their foes like the bears of the north, apparitions of giant sandworms dragged soldiers under the frozen ground, divine-looking winged creatures grasped their foes and lifted them high into the air before casting them down again, giant trees appearing out of nowhere to entomb the helpless soldiers in their roots, all accompanied by several other beings.

Though there naturally was a degree of rivalry and competition, the more flashy adventurers held their end of the bargain, and in exchange for getting free reign over the area at first, they took a step back and allowed the up close and personal-types to get their chance to go at the fleeing remnants of the confused army that had dared to attack their home.

Several mages combined their forces to temporarily turn a part of the great wall intangible, so that the remaining adventurers could all rush out without clogging up the gate.

With their ten to one advantage dwindled to maybe three or four to one, the scattered husk of the duke’s force abandoned all they could and began retreating without care for order or rank. They pushed and shoved each other as they disappeared into the woods on the other side of the field – only to be later tracked by adventurers far more apt in traversing them.

Rosie had watched the entire battle begin and end within minutes with great excitement. It wasn’t every day she got to see adventurers in action and seeing such a massive amount at once was nothing short of exhilarating. “Well that was fun, what’d you think about it?” She asked and emptied her glass.

Emilia was stunned, in the back of her head she knew that the soldiers themselves likely had no say in the matter that turned out to be their demise and that hunting them down was probably not even morally all that gray, but at the same time, over her entire career as a priestess of joy, she had never felt like she did then. The sheer joy of battle emanating from the adventurers was so absolutely overwhelming that she could feel her connection with Sylvia strengthen tenfold, not by the deity’s will, but her own.

Strength she had never felt before coursed through her veins as her heart began pumping faster and faster, her entire body trembled and shuddered as the divine song in her head became louder and clearer than ever before.

“Emilia?” Rosie asked and reached out to Emilia as the heat rising from the priestess intensified.

Suddenly Emilia grasped the tigress with commanding strength and pulled her down for an intense kiss before dragging her down from the wall and rushing back into the inn.

Positioned next to them had been a team of two, consisting of a mysticist and an archer, who had followed the scene happening by them with much interest once they had caught the gist of it.

The mysticist, a half-orc called Féa, was well trained in the arcane art of thought absorbance. While not quite at the level of mind reading, she did get a good gander at the intentions and feelings of those nearby, which explained the bright red hue on her usually pale green cheeks.

“Ohh!” Gasped the mostly human archer called Thyme. “Which one was the secretly dirty one?” He asked and nudged his fried with his elbow.

“The third one, by a mile…” The mysticist muttered and stared blankly at the sky.

            

    
        Chapter 186 - Iris

    
    
    
    
                Gilbert sat in the warmth of his generously sized campfire, calmly puffing away with his pipe and slowly whittling chips off from a piece of wood he had picked up nearby.

On his admittedly shameful retreat to avoid any possible responsibilities imposed on him by the promise between his cursed, young form and Yulia, he had spent the first couple of days contacting the scholars in Valor, who might have had some idea about the origin of the forces that had managed to kill the so called baron of iron – who was apparently somehow Sylvia’s son. However, when each and every one of his inquiries returned fruitless, he had more or less given up on the search for the time being but didn’t feel like it was appropriate to return to the inn yet.

And so, there he was, camping in the unfinished foundations of the castle Anastacia’s goblin tribe were building for her. It had sturdy walls that blocked wind well enough, and the goblins had somehow managed to lean massive trees over the wall and support them with pillars to create a part of a roof. While it did require a bit more work, it shielded Gilbert from any snow that could have fallen at any moment. All in all, it was a very good and peaceful place to camp for a few more days, before Anastacia would return from her quest and gather most of the attention, allowing him to quietly sneak into the inn like nothing had happened.

His little, green hosts were more than welcoming for the ‘man of huge’ that had accompanied their queen on her visits several times, and Gilbert was starting to like the overexcited buggers as well. He could most certainly appreciate their utterly careless way of life, free of worries regarding age, women, difficult protegees and the like, where they simply did what they wanted at all times.

The rent for the stay was rather reasonable as well; in exchange for the partly completed roof over his head, a bit of aid in locating animals when hunting and water from the well he and Anastacia had instructed the goblins to dig before the winter, he was asked to make spoons. Gilbert did not know why or what the goblins needed them for, but wooden spoons was what they wanted, and he was only happy to provide them, as it gave him something to do.

The adventurer had offered the tribe a chance to warm themselves by the fire as well, but the cold appeared to have no appreciable effect on the barely clothed creatures. They rolled in the frozen grass and ran about in the wind just as much as they had done during the summer and only really came to the campfire to touch the campfire and get burned by the flames before running out and screaming something about a ‘holy flame’. This appeared to happen several times to the same goblins, so nothing resembling learning was happening in their lumpy little heads for sure.

Deep in his thoughts, Gilbert didn’t notice a knot in the handle of his eleventh, almost complete wooden spoon. The thin piece of wood gave up as he was doing the finishing touches and his knife slipped slightly, grazing the adventurer’s thumb and slitting open a decent bit of it.

Without yelling or cursing, he placed down his tool and craft, washed the wounded digit with a bit of freezing water and tied it with a simple piece of linen, figuring it to be good enough until he was able to have Emilia take a look at it, after all, it wasn’t the first cut he had gotten – and unlikely to be the last one either.

As he was about to pick up the now broken spoon, one of the goblins dashed to him and snatched the pieces from the stone floor of the castle in progress. It looked at the two bits of the spoon in utter confusion as it held one in each hand.

“Don’t worry, I can still make more.” Gilbert comforted the critter and picked up a new piece of wood.

“There… there was stick in spoon?!” The goblin asked in disbelief and showed the spoon’s handle to the adventurer.

Gilbert sighed. “Yes, but don’t go and snap all of them. I actually put effort into this.” He said but even before he was able to finish his sentence, the mind blown goblin had ran outside to tell its tribe about the incredible discovery.

Kissing his hours of work goodbye, Gilbert started to pack his pipe before starting on spoon number twelve. He picked up a burning stick from the campfire and used it to light the pipe, and while making sure it had lit properly, he absentmindedly used the charred branch to scribble the emblem the party had found on the corpses in the baron’s keep; the left half of an eight-pointed compass rose combined with the right half of a skull.

It was definitely strange, that despite their deaths occurring somewhere around half a century ago, there appeared to be no one that studied their ways or culture. Nearly every ragtag band of knights and warriors was mentioned somewhere in some researcher’s notes or surveys, but not a single clue of the warriors who had killed the baron was to be found.

As he tried to make sense of things and plan where he would take his search next, Gilbert suddenly heard a series of wandering footsteps. The rustling of frozen grass under their feet revealed that they belonged to someone considerably larger and heavier than a goblin, though nothing as large as the adventurer himself. Based on the sound, the person or thing walking outside was almost directly on the other side of the stone wall, but strangely, their movement stopped as soon as Gilbert had noticed them, almost like they knew that they had been discovered.

Gilbert made sure his sword was next to him before speaking up. “I know you are there. If your intentions are to harm these creatures or me, come and we’ll have our tussle – if not, I have a fire with mostly vacant sides around it.” He said firmly but didn’t bother standing up.

A few seconds passed before he got his response.

“Umm… Does this… whatever this is, have a door?” Said a voice of a young woman that immediately sounded somehow familiar to Gilbert.

The voice itself didn’t belong to anyone the old adventurer could have claimed to remember, but something in the way they spoke and their very light accent was definitely one he had heard before, often even.

The person walked almost all the way around the castle, giving up right before they would have seen the collapsed part of the wall that functioned as a door. Instead of waiting for an answer, they started climbing with what seemed plenty of difficulty. Cursing a bit before slipping and falling, only to soon try again, this time throwing their satchel bag over the wall first.

What slowly levered itself over the top of the wall, was a young human girl, in her early twenties. Only ten to twenty centimeters taller than Anastacia and entirely wrapped in what seemed like several layers of fresh, untanned animal skins. They had been cut and stitched to loosely resemble clothing but were still a rather macabre sight. Her short, black hair was messy and partly covered by a light blue hood, belonging to whatever she wore under the slowly rotting winterwear.

From the top of the wall, the girl glanced at the opening only a few meters from where she was and quietly lowered herself inside the castle. Picking up her satchel and sitting down next to the fire, she took her gloves off and began warming her hands.

Finally getting a better look at her face, Gilbert noticed tattoos of ten small icons and symbols on her light brown cheeks, lined directly under her deep brown eyes. Each one different from one another and just slightly too small to make out without getting a bit closer to the woman than he was, at the moment, willing to get. Under two of the symbols, first and fourth from the left under her left eye, there was a red streak that tapered and faded roughly halfway to her jawline.

Now settled into the warm glow of the fire, the mysterious young woman turned her rather intense stare towards the adventurer. She squinted and was clearly trying to figure out something about him. “Have we met before? I feel like I’ve seen you somewhere.” She asked and wiggled her fingers to warm them up more.

“Not that I know of.” Gilbert answered, keeping his own suspicions to himself. There was a remote chance that the girl was a new adventurer he hadn’t met, but more often than not, he would have known about new arrivals to the city regardless.

“Oh well. They call me Iris, pleased to meet you…?” She said, inquiring for a name, and offered her hand for a more formal greeting.

“Gilbert, and likewise.” The adventurer grunted and shook the woman’s hand swiftly.

As if she had come to a sudden realization, Iris rubbed her chin and nodded. “So, Gilbert, you’re an adventurer then?” She asked in a way that made it seem like she was simply confirming something she already knew.

Gilbert frowned. “What makes you think that?”

“Well, the location for one, we’re right next to your precious city.” Iris laughed and pointed in the general direction of Valor. “That and no one besides adventurers and lunatics would willingly camp in this frozen nightmare.”

Iris must have not been used to cold at all, as while it was definitely nippy, it was nothing a cloak, a warm pair of socks and good gloves wouldn’t solve, especially during the day.

“Which one are you then? I don’t think I’ve seen you in the city.” Gilbert stayed on the defensive.

Iris smiled happily and ignored the question. Instead, she opened her bag, took out a small parcel that she rolled open, revealing a rather sad collection of edible roots, nuts and a dry piece of bread that had been nibbled on sparingly. Most of it appeared to be collected from nearby, as the species of plants they belonged to were familiar to the seasoned adventurer. Trying to find food in the forest was considerably harder during the winter, but not impossible.

Gilbert had no intention to trust the stranger, but seeing a young woman excitedly eat table scraps was most definitely not what he was about as a man. It hit him into his being so hard that he simply couldn’t even bear to watch it for more than a moment.

“Do you not have any actual food with you? I have plenty of venison with me, so I was going to make a stew soon and don’t mind sharing some.” He grunted and tossed out the ingredients for a hearty meal from his backpack. Since he never intended to travel too far, the weight of his equipment wasn’t an issue, so the adventurer had picked up more food than normally, justifying it to himself by repeating how important it was to not run out of energy in the cold. For the small keg of mead next to him, he had no excuses.

Terribly failing at pretending the offer wasn’t tempting, Iris, shook her head. “I’m sorry but eating flesh just isn’t something I do.” She said and sadly gnawed on a piece of root.

“I have mushrooms, we can just leave out the meat if that’s the problem? I’ll just eat it later.” Gilbert suggested and took out the small cauldron he carried. People who didn’t eat meat weren’t uncommon in Valor, as many adventurers hailing from tribes and groups more attuned with nature at the very least avoided it, so knowing some common replacements for it was often useful for someone who led parties on quests. Though it did seem odd that Iris appeared to have killed several animals for her slowly decaying clothes.

“Legitimately did not know that was a thing you could do – I don’t cook much…” Iris admitted as her mouth watered over the prospect for real, nutritious, and above all else, hot meal. “How about this: I will stich your wound in exchange for the stew? And worry not, I qualify as a doctor” She proposed excitedly and gave Gilbert the least trustworthy-feeling thumbs up he had ever seen.

Gilbert nodded. “On one condition. You’ll tell me what a doctor is doing here of all places, alone.” He demanded and began chopping the ingredients into the cauldron.

“I qualify as a doctor, but let’s leave that subject there.” Iris corrected him and collected her meager scraps of food back into her satchel. “Well, I suppose it’s not much of a secret. My… family got the word of a sizeable army gathering some distance from here, so I was dispatched to look into what they were about to do. Seeing that they were heading directly towards Valor, it got pretty clear that those poor bastards weren’t going to be anyone’s problem soon enough. So, since I was here already, I figured I’d get to know the local wilderness – it is a bit of a passion of mine.”

“I see… Why on earth would anyone bring an army here? Well, I hope the officials manage to convince them to just go back to their families, an army isn’t going to be doing much good here.” Gilbert muttered and continued cooking. “And you just happened to stumble upon this place then?”

Iris tossed the piece of bread she had to a particularly curious goblin that kept staring at her from the entrance of the castle. “Well, some of the beasts of these lands told me there were goblins nearby, and I wanted to find some.” She explained, definitely slowly adding weights to the ‘lunatic’ side of the scale in Gilbert’s head.

The adventurer stopped what he was doing for a while. “The beasts… told you?” He worriedly asked for a clarification.

“In a language we all share: biology!” The girl revealed and cheered for herself. “I found some goblin bits in the stomach of a bear. Fascinating creatures by the way; they’re entirely indigestible and come out looking exactly like they did going in – like loud, green corn!”

Gilbert nodded awkwardly and made a mental note to leave, if the girl planned on staying for the night, not only because of the nonsense she spoke of, but because one of the animal skins on her was definitely torn from a bear.

“But what about you, Gilbert?” Iris asked suddenly. “Why is an adventurer camping out here, in the cold, when their city with its pleasures and leisures is right there? Running away from something?”

Thinking about his answer while pouring water into the cauldron, the adventurer figured that either Iris was going to try and dissect him at some point, or they would part ways and likely never meet again. In either case there was next to no risk of her leaking what she heard to anyone in Valor. It could very well have been the only chance he would ever get to have some second opinions on his troubles.

“Running away is one way to put it. You see, there’s this lass-“ He started but was immediately interrupted.

“Half your age plus seven years is the lower limit.” Iris blurted out. “Unless she’s over twenty and you have tons of money, land or power, then the rule doesn’t matter as much.”

“I… didn’t know there was a rule.” Gilbert said and scratched his head. “But that’s not the point. What I was about to say that I’m way older and my job is more than likely to get me killed sooner or later, so I don’t think-“

Interrupting the adventurer again Iris rummaged through her bag and pulled out a slightly bloody linen wrap with something in it. “Yes, yes, how terrible indeed, tragic almost! But what does your heart really say about the whole thing?” She asked while unraveling the worrying lump.

“Is that a heart? Please tell me it’s not a heart.” Gilbert sighed and didn’t even bother to act surprised when Iris revealed a freshly extracted heart that still dripped coagulated lumps of blood on her clothes. “Just tell me it isn’t from a person.”

Iris stared into her bag for a while before responding. “I’m almost certain this is from a boar… or a deer, but I’m absolutely completely utterly sure that this one isn’t from a person!” She smiled and carried on speaking with the organ in her hand. “You see, heart is by far the most reliable of the organs. Your brain gets full of thoughts, ideas, worries and the like, so much so that it clogs up and becomes useless. That is not the case with the heart. Heart has all the answers it needs and will ever need, you give it an issue and it tells you what to do, without hesitation or doubt. That’s why it houses a considerable portion of your will, and why you should at least consult it at times, instead of trying to rack your brains over some non-issue.”

Gilbert couldn’t take his eyes off the spare organ Iris held in her hand like it was a tiny animal. “A good idea, but I still don’t know why you’ve got a heart or why you had to take it out.” He worried.

“Just felt appropriate for the point I was making.” Iris shrugged and flicked off a lump of blood from one of the arteries still attached to it. “Anyway, before my bo- my mother got sick, she told me that my ability to read the room is that of a potato’s, but I have a heart of a saint. That’s why I should do my best to see the world, it’s people and the places they live in, so that it can for sure get the rest of the answers it needs to help me guide my siblings to always do the right thing.”

 “I’m not sure she meant it literally, but I don’t know your family.” The adventurer commented, but knowing he would just get interrupted again, he left it at that.

Iris carefully began wrapping the heart with the linen again while resuming to the original issue. “But what I was saying, is that don’t let your brain just look at the reasons to not do something and then decide that it’s not worth it. It’s very good at doing that, but one day it’ll realize that you got old and have nothing to show for it.” She prattled on and put the bloody lump back into her satchel, only to take out a small, leather bound kit of sewing equipment. “Now, let’s have a look at that fingy of yours.”

In her kit, Iris had a few curved needles, a pair of very fine-tipped pliers and a bundle of thin, white strands of something she presumably used as sutures. While holding one of the needles in the fire, she noticed Gilbert worriedly stare at the pieces of thread that were about to hold his thumb together.

“They’re made from sinew, very cutting edge! I just made them not too long ago so they’re in good condition too.” She said proudly and handed the bundle over.

Gilbert took a look at the slightly yellowed thin strands and tested their strength. He had heard of sinew being used for sutures before, but in valor it had never caught on. “These are made from the boar too?” He joked and handed them back.

The supposedly qualified girl paused for a few seconds and stared at the wall behind the adventurer, avoiding his look. “They’re made from sinew, very cutting edge!” She repeated just as proudly as before and smiled brightly.

After carefully choosing between letting the wound fester for a few days or allowing the extremely suspicious stranger to treat it, Gilbert removed the bandage from his hand and showed the cut to Iris.

Grasping his hand with a surprising amount of force, Iris inspected the wound and cleaned it with a bit of water. “Well, at least you didn’t cut anything important, but you got lucky I happened to come by. This could have been pretty bad after a while.” She muttered.

As the girl spoke, Gilbert could feel his hand go strangely numb, to a point where he could barely feel the needle working its way through his skin. Whether it was the eagle-like grip that blocked his blood flow, or some kind of trickery, he didn’t mind. Being sutured without something to numb the pain was not a great experience, but one he was familiar with.

While their stew began to quietly bubble on the fire, Gilbert patiently smoked his pipe and waited as the girl stitched together his finger. To distract himself, he decided to listen to her advice and started to think about the positives in what would happen if he stopped running away from Yulia. The first one that came to his mind was rather obvious and did not need further pondering, but besides that, it would have definitely been nice to have something more than a warm bath and strong drink waiting in the inn. As much as he hated to admit it, he had often found himself to be slightly jealous of what Emilia had.

His daydreaming was interrupted by a faint hum, emanating from his pocket. Though he had expected it to happen, it still caught him a bit off guard. He took a peek at the darkened adventurer’s pearl but didn’t show it to Iris, nor did she question the noise in the first place, in fact, she probably didn’t even notice it from her intense focusing on her work.

Quite a bit of noise from the ensuing battle echoed over to the goblin encampment. Faint screams, roars and explosions were audible even over the general goblin noise that was ever-present in the area, making the lapse in conversation a bit awkward. Whoever she was, Gilbert figured that Iris must have seen her fair share of battles to not be bothered by it, though people who carry around organs probably weren’t the type to get bothered by much in the first place. He was also somewhat glad that Anastacia wasn’t in the city at the time, as the whole thing would have no doubt changed her opinion about it for the worse.

“Aaaaand there you go!” Iris suddenly declared her work to be finished.

Gilbert looked at the neat row of sutures in his hand and was genuinely impressed by the quality of the work, that is, until the returning flow of blood brought the pain back with it. He unintentionally grunted slightly, despite trying to not show it.

“Try not to use the hand for a few days and wash it frequently once it has healed a bit. I don’t know if Valor has apothecaries or whatever, but you might want to pick up something like garlic or oregano ointment.” Iris advised the adventurer and sniffed the blood on her hands. “Also, you should drink less and maybe eat more mushrooms and fish. You’ll thank me later.”

“Oh, it’s okay, I know a priestess that can get this sorted.” The adventurer said and tried to carefully scratch the wound.

Visibly disgusted and annoyed by the mention of a priestess, Iris waved around her pliers and almost began fuming. “OH! You know a priestess, do you? Let me just take those stitches off then, so she can magic up some god farts and heal it with her inadequate knowledge on biology and absolutely no skills for surgery!” She yelled with fire in her eyes, loud enough to attract the attention of the goblins and have them gather by the entrance.

Gilbert pulled his hand away, just in case the girl wasn’t being sarcastic, and the tipping point of the meeting had come, where he would run the risk of becoming the next layer of Iris’ winter clothes.

Breathing heavily, Iris looked around and slowly calmed down. She slowly exhaled and put away her tools before turning back to Gilbert. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I’ve put a lot of effort into this, and having someone completely overshadow it like that just ever so slightly annoys me…” She explained.

“I know how that feels.” The adventurer admitted, as he often thought that actually knowing what he was doing was by far his only useful trait for his party.

“Ana- I mean, are you working with someone like that?” Iris stumbled over her on words.

Gilbert laughed heartily. “You have no idea.”

While their stew slowly and steadily cooked and started to spread its mouthwatering scent, the two conversed and shared their annoyances on various subjects. Every now and then, Gilbert tried to find out more about Iris, but the girl very skillfully avoided answering questions in a way that revealed anything. Regardless, a conversation that wasn’t hindered by the limited speech and comprehension capabilities of goblins was nice for a change.

The sounds of battle faded away soon enough, but they were suddenly shaken up by a few yells from closer by. Gilbert gestured for Iris to stay quiet as he peeked over the wall to see if things were as he feared.

Quickly running towards the camp, were fifteen or so sparingly armored soldiers, who had discarded their weapons, shields and helmets to escape from the adventurers as fast as they could. With the last ounces of their strength and running on pure adrenaline, they appeared to have briefly escaped from their pursuers.

Iris climbed up the wall to see what was going on as well but was pushed down by Gilbert.

“Better we lay low, those men are exhausted, scared for their lives and desperate to survive. They are going to do anything to save themselves. They will not be listening to reason, and if they even for a second think we’re adventurers, they won’t hesitate to kill us or take us hostage.” He whispered. While there hadn’t been a black order issued before during his long stay in Valor, he had been on both sides of battles before that. “If we’re lucky they won’t see the smoke and will just run past.”

Iris nodded. “Okay, but what about the goblins? We can’t let them get hurt.” She asked worriedly.

Gilbert peeked over the wall again and could already see a few of the goblins running directly at the incoming soldiers, either intending to defend their lands or greet what they thought were visitors. “Damnit…” He muttered, knowing Anastacia would never forgive him for letting her goblins get into the harm’s way if it was preventable and to a degree, he himself had bonded with them as well during his stay and wanted to save them.

            

    
        Chapter 187 - The right thing

    
    
    
    
                Still having a bit of a hard time believing what he was about to do to save the lives of a few goblins, Gilbert leaned against the castle’s stone wall, preparing to reveal himself to the approaching group of fleeing soldiers at an opportune moment.

He had left most of his weaponry and equipment behind to look as unthreatening as possible, though thanks to his otherwise rough exterior and battle-ready outfit, anyone with half a brain could have guessed he was an adventurer, or at least a mercenary.

If fright had deafened the soldiers to all reason, and things came to it, he did still have a dagger well-suited for lightly armored opponents, as well as a few surprises in the pouches of his belt – but in all honesty, it wasn’t going go well for him. Beating up a bunch of villagers armed with tools was one thing, but even slightly trained soldiers with even parts of their kit left was going to be a whole another story. Not to mention that he didn’t have a necromancer to watch his back, only Iris, whom he did not trust or know well.

Being the man he was, Gilbert had told Iris to lay low as he wasn’t entirely sure about her capabilities in combat, or lack thereof. He did suspect there was more than meets the eye in the girl, as she didn’t seem to have issues surviving on her own, but a routing group of soldiers was completely unpredictable and he was without a doubt the more experienced of the two, no matter what the girl turned out to be.

Right as the first few goblins were about to reach the rushing group, he hopped out from behind his cover and spread his arms wide, warmly welcoming the soldiers. “Welcome, welcome! What brings you to the goblin lands on this fine day?” He greeted them at the top of his lungs and laughed heartily, halting the goblins and at least slowing down the soldiers.

Understandably suspicious of the clearly seasoned warrior appearing in front of them – and of the animal skin clad girl that rolled over the castle’s wall to greet them, despite having been told to stay hidden, the group pulled out what weapons they had.

“Adventurers! Let’s take them before any more show up! We can bargain with their lives!” One of the soldiers in front of the group yelled. He didn’t really have any markings of a higher rank, but that was hardly an issue when the line of command was obliterated.

“Yeah!” Some of the others agreed and they began to hastily approach the pair.

Gilbert sighed. “Well, that didn’t work at all.” He muttered and looked disappointedly at Iris, who didn’t seem all too bothered by the threat.

“This is great, I’ve never been a prisoner.” She whispered and cheered quietly.

As soon as the soldiers reached them, both were pushed over on their faces without much resistance. Gilbert knew that trying to fight back or struggle would only give their captors a sense of triumph, that generally did not translate to a better treatment of hostages. Since negotiating had failed even before they had started, he knew that the men were desperate and scared, which was definitely fortunate for him and Iris. Desperate and scared captors would have to place all their bets on trading the hostages for their freedom, and at least wouldn’t try to kill them to make a point – and there definitely was no points to make if the other adventurers found out that the soldiers had killed one of theirs.

The soldiers tied their hostages’ hands with whatever pieces of rope Gilbert had with him, dragged them inside the castle’s walls and started to figure out what to do. A few were selected as lookouts, others looked around the camp for any weapons they could hope to defend themselves with, and the few remaining ones sat down by the fire and blankly stared at it.

The stew was still bubbling away and smelled irresistible, however, none of the men – or boys really, as none of them appeared to have passed the age of twenty-five, appeared interested in it. Being one of the few survivors on the losing side of a completely one-sided battle had a tendency to kill the appetite even from the hardiest of people.

Beyond exhausted and their morale crushed, they didn’t speak, inspect their surroundings, guard their hostages or even attempt to take a moment of rest, they simply stared at the flames with a complete lack of emotion on their face.

Tossed a bit further away from the fire, Iris scooted her way right next to Gilbert. “So, how are we escaping?” She whispered and looked around slyly.

“We’re not.” Gilbert said, barely lowering his voice. Having been exactly where their captors were, he knew no one was listening. “We’re waiting until the folks from Valor arrive, and what happens after that, happens after that.”

“Oh… Well I don’t want to do that, though?” Iris frowned.

“Well, it’s not really up to me what you do, is it? But unless you have something big up your sleeve, there’s no safer alternative.” The adventurer shrugged. He had already gotten rid of the rope around his wrists, but didn’t really feel like revealing it to Iris, as it’d only fuel her escape fantasies.

The girl smiled and leaned against the wall behind them. “Nope, just got my arms in my sleeves.” She laughed and looked at the smudged emblem Gilbert had drawn earlier.

The goblins seemed rather wary of the soldiers and largely left them unbothered. Uncharacteristic but understandable, as every time they strayed too close, the lookouts kicked them without a second thought. So instead, they simply resumed to their goblin businesses a bit further away.

Having gone through Gilbert’s bags and the ample selection of weaponry within, the soldiers in charge of acquiring equipment turned their attention to the next bag, which happened to be Iris’ satchel.

“I would leave that one well alone.” Gilbert warned them, but his words fell on deaf ears as the bag’s latches opened.

The soldier fiddling with it peeked inside and seemed a bit startled by the smell rising from within. Regardless, he reached in and pulled out the slightly bloody lump of linen. He looked at it worriedly and handed it over to his friend, who began to greedily unravel it.

“Boy, listen to me. Put the lump back into the bag and never look into it again – you really don’t need this one today.” The adventurer warned once more to no avail.

“Yeah! Don’t touch my stuff! You’re not trained!” Iris protested as well.

Meanwhile the soldier with the satchel bag took out another wrapped lump, placed it on the ground and took out a third one. This continued for at least ten more times while Gilbert watched in disbelief and horror. The pile of lumps grew more and more, each one frustrating their owner more and more as she kicked the ground and demanded the soldier to stop. Soon enough, it started to seem like the bag had been filled to brim with nothing but the wrapped-up organs.

“Who are you?” Gilbert whispered to his fellow hostage. He knew several different tribes and people that had a thing for extracting hearts for various reasons, however, all but one did it in at least vaguely ceremonial circumstances. Finally, the pieces in his head finally clicked together; the barely noticeable accent, the blue hood, being completely unbothered by the most macabre things he had seen in a good while. “Are you a necromancer?”

Iris gasped. “Whaaaaaaaat? Noooo… I’m just a passing trainee surgeon.” She exclaimed and failed to look even a bit honest. “Why would you even suggest something like that?”

The terrible answer confirmed Gilbert’s suspicions, and the blue hood suggested that Iris could have been from the same group as Alice, whom he had shared a bed in passing with. It would have certainly explained why she wasn’t too worried about being captured, but not exactly why she bothered to go along with it. While he didn’t quite share Anastacia’s overly negative and comically cruel view of her own people, Gilbert did know that the necromancers rarely appreciated being pushed around by regular people, so why would Iris so willingly sit around, when she could probably add fifteen more hearts to her collection without batting an eye?

The adventurer’s thoughts were interrupted by a horrified yelp by the soldier who had the unfortunate job of unwrapping the first heart. The man screamed and turned pale before throwing the bloody organ at the ground.

Couple of the soldiers immediately threw up as the heart limply bounced a couple of times right to its owner’s feet. Some wondered if it was human’s, others seemed certain it was, but regardless, all of the men agreed that it and the pile it belonged to were absolutely vile.

“You adventurers are so fucking disgusting…” The soldier who had emptied Iris’ bag snarled and gagged every time he looked at the pile, even after throwing the bag over it, hoping to cover it even partly.

“Can you not throw my stuff all over the ground? I need them for… things!” Iris complained and flailed about in her restraints.

Too exhausted to be disgusted for long, the soldiers stuffed the organs back into the satchel bag and threw it over the wall as far as they could – something which Gilbert agreed with wholeheartedly.

For the entire time Iris whined and wiggled in protest, but not once did she lash out or even give an uncomfortable feeling to the people ruining her macabre collection, showing some impressive self-control for a necromancer, even Anastacia would have likely already put up a fight by then. Instead, she showed something even rarer for her kind: compassion.

After calming down, Iris turned to the closest soldier. “You! Why are you here?” She asked and dragged herself across the stone floor.

A bit confused by the question; the soldier looked around before answering. “I just want to get back to my family.” He said melancholily.

“Right, right, but why did you come to Valor?” The girl inquired further.

“I… I was ordered to? The duke needed men for his army and I’m just a farmhand so…” The man tried to explain.

“No, I mean why were you attacking Valor, surely you must have known how much of a suicide that is?” Iris clarified.

“These poor sods don’t know anything.” Gilbert curtly interrupted them. “I would be surprised if any of them knew who they were attacking, beyond some wild guesses. They’re drudges, farmhands, boys from poor families and other hired nobodies that got given the minimal training to not stab themselves accidentally, shoved into armor far too large for them and sent off to fight some petty skirmish because somebody insulted their lord’s new painting or something equally vain. As far as they know, they were sent here to teach a lesson to some ‘enemy’ and go back as heroes and get showered in honor and glory – the ones that survive, anyway.”

Iris frowned. “Is this true?” She asked from the soldier.

“Ye… yes… I had heard of Valor before, but I didn’t know the people in there were… insane.” He nodded and shuddered at the thought of the massacre. “They said we’d just raid a bit and show them their place.”

Gilbert chuckled coldly. “The only people put into their places were you, and not by us adventurers either. You are nothing but nameless toys to your lords, dukes or whatever, and that’s how you’ll be treated for the rest of your lives – as pawns in pissing contests.” He said and for a brief moment, the same crestfallen emotionless the soldiers had showed on his face as well.

“Hitting close to home?” Iris guessed.

Gilbert laughed and cheered up slightly. “I wasn’t always an adventurer.” He admitted.

“I don’t get it. I’m doing a service to my lord, he wouldn’t just throw us away like that, would he? Our family has always paid our taxes too!” The young soldier insisted.

“Either your lord sent you to your deaths knowingly or is a complete fool for challenging Valor. I’ll leave it up to you to decide which is worse.” The adventurer shrugged. “The welcome Valor gave you may have been an unjust one, but it was your lord that figured it was a good idea to poke a hornet’s nest.”

Iris nodded to herself a few times before standing up. “I’ve decided that you’ll survive!” She declared proudly, expecting a lot more cheers and encouragement than the absolutely none she actually got.

The soldiers looked at her worriedly for a while before simply telling her to be quiet and sit back down. After going through her belongings, they had more or less collectively decided that she was a complete lunatic.

“You’ve decided it?” Gilbert asked and chuckled.

“This is exactly what I told you about! I learned of their situation and my heart decided that making these people survive is the right thing to do, so that’s what I’ll do!” Iris explained cheerily.

Gilbert was considerably more cynical about the situation. “So you’re going to do what? Kill the adventurers that will get here any moment now and be hunted for the rest of your life? I don’t think that’s a great plan, assuming you can even do that.” He pointed out.

“No, no one will have to die – I mean, someone might, but no one has to! I’m still finalizing my idea, but I’m sure it’ll work out.” Iris reassured him with a bright smile on her face and gave one of her extremely unreassuring thumbs up.

Suddenly, a thundering mechanical screech ringed from somewhere the woods around the castle, almost giving a stroke to everyone but Gilbert, who recognized the noise. It echoed from the distance far after the initial scream had died down and kept the soldiers on edge.

Being sure that the noise was some kind of a plot by the adventurers chasing them, every one of the pair’s captors grabbed whatever weapons they had found among the Gilbert’s things, leaving their hostages unguarded.

Iris had noticed that Gilbert hadn’t even flinched from the noise. “What is that?” She whispered.

“That would be the king of this castle.” The adventurer smiled and stretched his arms now that no one was looking.

“Is he nice?” The girl worried.

Gilbert grabbed the pipe he had put down earlier and relit it. “Nice enough, a bit too quiet if you ask me, but otherwise decent. He might have something to say about all these soldiers stomping around his place like they owned it.” He said nonchalantly. With King’s aid he would definitely be able to free himself and Iris, but not at all in the way the almost certain necromancer wanted to. “Oh and Anastacia is his queen, so you know, I wouldn’t get on his case too much or she’ll find you.”

“Oh really? Good for her! Wait no! I mean… damnit… Who is this Anastacia you speak of? I certainly don’t know someone who goes by that name. Can you even imagine that? Knowing such a powerful necromancer… IS NOT WHAT I MEANT TO SAY! Anastacia was it? What a wonderful name for such a giant pain in the neck… FUCK!” Now almost hyperventilating over her quickly crumbling façade, Iris fell on her side on the cold floor and laid there, completely still until Gilbert stopped staring at her.

The adventurer watched as the untrained soldiers tried their best to form any kind of a functional defense and wondered what exactly were the qualifications needed to get into the inquisition, if the wreck of a girl next to him was a member. Every now and then, another sound emerged from the woods. Whether it was yet another shriek or a falling tree, they were definitely getting closer by the second, and soon enough, something familiar tumbled out of the tree line.

The cloaked simulacrum that had aided the adventurers before flung herself out from between the trees and landed on her back on the frozen grass. As she tried to desperately drag herself towards the castle, it became very clear to Gilbert that something was wrong, and he tossed aside his pipe to dash outside without hesitation.

Ignoring the soldiers and their warnings, he rushed to the simulacrum’s aid. Just as he reached the unnamed machine, King stepped out of the dry undergrowth.

The king of the goblins was literally steaming and melting the frozen ground around his mechanical body. The lights on his skin burned bright and dirt covered almost every part of his body. Seeing his friend, King stopped and at least appeared to relax his tensed posture.

“Damnit, son! I told you not to chase her!” Gilbert yelled and checked the cloaked simulacrum for any damage.

Besides a bit of dirt, there didn’t appear to be anything wrong. Lacking any real expertise on the subject, the adventurer figured that it was simply that their chase had continued for days and the limitations of the cloaked model had become apparent.

“What’s your beef with her anyway?” He asked as if there was going to be an answer. “I’m going to have to tell Anna about this.”

While this was going on, one of the goblins had become interested in the soldiers once more. Holding one of the pieces from Iris’ collection it had found, it waddled over to the closest one it saw and proudly presented it to him.

Whether it was because everyone present was on edge or disgust towards the goblin, the soldier kicked the critter a bit harder than he intended to, and what was meant to be a more of a deterrent actually hurt the goblin.

The cry of the goblin as it fell immediately caused a reaction in both simulacrums. King forgot about his grudge in a blink of an eye and launched past Gilbert, closing the distance to the poor soldier before anyone could say or do anything. He picked up the man like a piece of trash and held him aloft by his tunic.

The cloaked simulacrum took slightly longer to spring up and dash to the screaming goblin. She carefully picked it up and shielded it under her cloak before slumping to down on her knees as her burst of energy ran out.

“King!” Gilbert roared but the simulacrum no longer responded to him, as if some kind of a line had been crossed.

To their credit, rather than fleeing, the rest of the soldiers turned on the simulacrums to save their friend, but before they managed to charge into their swift and violent death, Iris lunged between them and King. Gilbert half expected for the girl to be pushed aside, but to his surprise, the mass of soldiers halted before her. Whether this was through their own will, or through some other means, was anyone’s guess.

Iris looked like she was about to say something, but as she opened her mouth, it became apparent that she had nothing at all planned and had simply acted on instinct.

Gilbert, not really wishing to see any pointless slaughter that day either, stepped to her aid and addressed the soldiers. “Boys! Things have changed and you lot need to get out right at this second.” He commanded them with an unforeseen amount of authority. Such was the weight of his words on the comparatively young men, that even though he had been a hostage mere moments ago, none of them even thought about questioning him. “What will happen now, is that my friend here will let your runt of a pal down, you will apologize to the goblin, and you will run until I can’t see you from here anymore. In exchange, I will tell any adventurer I meet to let you go. Am I making myself clear?”

The soldiers looked at each other, not really sure what was happening, but as Gilbert grabbed King’s arm and managed to convince him to drop their friend by whispering Anastacia’s name. They all nodded awkwardly, apologized to the injured goblin and dashed away, leaving behind whatever they had taken from the adventurer.

As the men disappeared into the distance, Gilbert relaxed his posture, let out his sucked-in stomach and sighed. Besides sometimes dealing with his unruly protegee, he rarely had to raise his voice like that anymore, and in all honesty, he found it slightly embarrassing to do. Regardless, it was effective even in cases it really shouldn’t have worked at all.

Iris clapped and cheered for the murder-free resolution to their situation. “Ohhh! Starting to see what Alice was talking about!” She said, this time without even realizing that she had namedropped another inquisitor in her delight.

The adventurer returned to the cloaked simulacrum’s aid and checked to see if there was anything wrong with the goblin, not that it really mattered, as they always seemed to heal from their injuries in mere hours. And as he had suspected, the small critter had mostly gotten scared and only had a slight bruise, which didn’t even prevent it from running away as soon as it was placed back on the ground.

He helped up the cloaked simulacrum and tried his best to support her considerable weight long enough to move her to the campfire. “I believe we had some stew going, still interested?” He asked warmly as they passed by Iris.


The rest of the day passed without further incidents. Gilbert returned to his agreed upon rent payment and managed to sculpt enough spoons for the rest of the tribe that happened to be around. Every now and then, he intentionally asked an extremely loaded question just to see Iris struggle with not admitting that she was from Mournvalley. When the other adventurers arrived to look for the fleeing soldiers, Gilbert simply asked for his colleagues to leave them be, to which they agreed to without much negotiation.

King and the cloaked simulacrum appeared to have formed a temporary truce under Gilbert’s watchful eye, and quietly sat on the opposite sides of the fire. A couple of goblins approached King during the day and received a pebble each for some unknown reason.

Though the goblins had gotten away with a few hearts, Iris managed to bargain much of her collection back from them with sticks and stones Gilbert advised her to gather from around the castle. She also attempted to mend some scrapes and cuts on the goblins, but they refused to stay put for long enough and she was forced to give up.

As the sun neared the western horizon, both Iris and Gilbert began lazily pack up their things. Neither of them really wanted to leave the warm fireside, but both had figured that it was about time to move.

“You’re leaving as well?” Iris inquired while stretching her legs after sitting still for hours.

Gilbert laughed awkwardly. “Aye, figured I’d just go back to Valor. It’s a bit silly to camp out here like this…” He admitted.

“So you listened to my advice!” Cheered the girl and clapped delightedly.

“What about you? Off to report this to your family?” The adventurer asked while making sure their campfire was put out. Though there were only a few embers left and the stone floor was in no danger of getting set on fire, he emptied the remaining water he had on it.

Noticing the them emphasis on the word ‘family’, Iris pouted and looked away. Some of the water had spilled off the ashes of the campfire, she stepped on it and used her foot to smudge the mysterious emblem Gilbert had drawn before the two had met. “Shouldn’t leave graffiti like this behind on other people’s homes.” She muttered while leaving a far larger mess behind. “Anyway, my family can wait for a while longer for their report. I’ve decided that I have something else to do before that, so I’ll join you for your trip back to the city.”

Not entirely sure what business Iris could have in Valor, but he figured that she wasn’t particularly dangerous to anyone and let it pass.

King didn’t appear to have any interest in leaving behind his tribe, which was understandable as Anastacia hadn’t come back yet and she was likely the main reason the simulacrum stayed in the city. He did often interact with other people even when the necromancer wasn’t around and had become slightly livelier in the recent months but would still drop everything as soon as she appeared.

Though the cloaked simulacrum had largely recuperated during the day, she was still slow and imprecise with her movements and would have no doubt lost the next round of tag with King. Because of this, Gilbert made the call to ask her to stay in Valor until she was back up to her usual speed. Though it would probably need some convincing to get her past the gate guards.

And so, the three departed. The walk from the goblin settlement to Valor was only a couple of kilometers, and it didn’t take long at all for them to reach the edge of the open field that surrounded the city.

Even in the sparse light of the setting sun, the absolute carnage left behind by Valor’s extremely offensive defenses was not something anyone should be made to see. Yet both Gilbert and Iris walked amongst it unbothered.

Gilbert had walked across plenty of battlefields, both better and worse, and was of the opinion that there weren’t really many alternatives to the massacre this time. The guild had probably done what they could before the fighting started but trying to negotiate with the nobles that gather armies for the pettiest of reasons was always an utterly wasted effort. The cruel way the army had been denied entry was harder to justify, but adventurers weren’t exactly known for pulling punches, nor should they have done so, considering how badly they tended to be outmanned.

Iris looked at the charred and torn corpses with great interest as she passed them, every now and then stopping to see what had happened to some particularly poor fool. “This should do.” She suddenly said and stopped.

“What?” Gilbert asked and stopped as well. “If you’re going to start harvesting organs here, you’re in for a stern talk, young lady. Just let the guild get rid of the corpses in a way that even resembles dignified.”

Iris laughed. “No no, this is where we’ll part ways. You see, I have something I’ve kept from you-“ She started.

“You’re an inquisitor.” Gilbert sighed, not even bothering to feign surprise.

Looking extremely annoyed that her secret had been figured out, Iris tore off her grisly fur covers and revealed her bloodstained uniform; a heavily modified version of the inquisition’s blue robes that had it’s sleeves removed and its hem shortened to barely reach their wearer’s knees. Iris’ uncovered arms were entirely covered in tattoos of patterns Gilbert recognized from some of Anastacia’s drafts. On top of the robes she wore a simple but sturdy leather vest that also worked as a harness for the pair of skeletal wings that unfolded themselves from around her body, spanning only slightly further than the inquisitor’s arms. The bones themselves were filled to brim with more control patterns and flapped a few times as they corrected their position. Finally, to complete her uniform, four ribs with just as much markings on them shot up from Iris’ pockets and began slowly orbiting above her head.

“I am Iris, the inquisitorial saint.” She declared with a bright smile on her face.

Having seen Coquelicot and being used to the shenanigans of necromancers, Gilbert remained unimpressed. “You should wear a coat, no wonder you were cold.” He grumbled and pondered if he should mention how much of an oxymoron her title was to most people.

“Can’t you at least pretend to be amazed? For me? Please?” She pleaded and flapped her wings.

“No.” The adventurer sighed. “What I’m worried about is why are you telling me this now?”

Iris looked around and seemed a bit confused by the question before pointing at her face. “I’m a necromancer; there are a bunch of bodies here, you know?” She said and stretched her wings to their fullest.

Slowly, the countless bodies littering the field began levering themselves up from the ground. The severed limbs and crushed bones found their way back to their deceased owners and stuck together under the inquisitor’s will. Still wearing the shattered remains of the armor donning the colors of their duke, the army rose up once more and started its slow shuffle away from the city.

“Care to explain what you’re doing?” Gilbert asked and gave way for a few reanimated soldiers that tried to get past him.

Iris turned to the direction the corpses were heading into. “The flesh and bone here has told me what it wants, and it wants to go back home. I’m going accompany it and have a bit of a chat with this duke of theirs about how to treat people. Once that is done, I’ll see that this unfortunate material is put to rest with its families.” She explained, gave Gilbert a wink over her shoulder and joined the slow march of hundreds of undead.

Watching the rent husks that barely resembled people anymore pull themselves back together was a bit much ever for the adventurer, so he headed back towards the gates of valor with the simulacrum and left the strange necromancer to her work.

            

    
        Chapter 188 - The secret meatball

    
    
    
    
                A carriage clad in the guild’s colors and emblems stopped on the sparsely traveled road only a stone’s throw away from the recently briefly besieged city of adventurers. On its left side, a dense frozen forest with no signs of life to be hear or seen; on the right, a field of grass and dried weeds with the thinnest of snow layers on them.

The poor horses pulling the carriage had been pushed to their limits at the behest of one of the passengers, and the driver immediately jumped down from his post to tend to them. Though they were definitely among the hardiest of their species, the journey from Vassund in the winter was no easy feat. The thick bank of snow covering everything combined with the freezing winds made it both slow and agonizing for everyone involved. So when they had finally reached the comparatively temperate and far, far less snowy climate in the south, it felt as warm as an early summer day.

Suddenly the door of the carriage slammed open, shattering the small window on it as it swung and hit the side of the carriage itself.

Anastacia hopped out and stretched her back after several days of being cooped up inside with only a few breaks here and there to further hasten their return. Everything in the settlement seemed peaceful as usual, which was a huge relief to her.

“You coming?” She asked from the guild official she had been stuck with.

Huddled in the corner of the carriage, surrounded by increasing amount of filled out forms and reports, Strawberry lifted his gaze only to shake his head briefly before returning to work. He had become noticeably more wary of the necromancer after she had managed to trigger a species-wide trauma by grabbing the crystalline horn on Strawberry’s forehead, imbued into them by Coquelicot on her last visit to Valor, where she viciously stabbed an official with their own horn for trying to stop her from entering the city to bring back Anastacia. Not only was the severing of the horn a torturous, scarring experience that was immediately shared by the entire race, the official himself had later succumbed to the effects of losing their connection with the rest, marking the first death of an official in centuries.

Of course, all of this was beyond classified information, but the new signs telling people to not touch the horns under any circumstances did spark some conspiracy theories among the adventurers.

“Suit yourself, nerd.” Scoffed the necromancer and put on her crown. She walked across the frozen grass towards her castle, every now and then stopping to greet a few of her subjects, who had begun to gravitate towards their ruler from all over the area.

The cold breeze no longer bothered her and even felt refreshing as it found its way under her violet cloak. She complimented the goblins on their frankly stellar work on constructing the roof for the castle while looking at the trampled field around it. Though a tiny bit of snow had fallen over the tracks left by the foot traffic in the area, using the teachings given to her by Gilbert, she could pick up on a few things.

First and foremost, the most abundant footprints were the ones left by goblins, they covered the entire field without any apparent paths they would frequently use. The second set of tracks were deep and large, no doubt left by King. Third set of prints was more generic, though still large and deep, they were left by something roughly human-sized, but Anastacia knew these tracks well; she had spent an awful lot of time walking in them in the past months.

“Gilbert was here?” She asked and picked up a piece of wood that had been smoothed out with a knife.

“Man of huge make fire and spoon. Lady of bags come too!” One of the goblins revealed.

“Lady of bags? I don’t think I know anyone like that.” Muttered the necromancer. “But I swear, I’ll kick his dick off if he starts bringing women here.”

The goblin proudly presented its queen one of the hearts Iris had failed to recover, now with clear signs of gnawing and stuffed full of stones and mud. “Bags!” It croaked.

“What the fuck…” Anastacia groaned under her breath and turned back to the tracks, so she didn’t need to stare at the mutilated human organ anymore.

There were a lot of tracks from regular shoes from people the necromancer couldn’t tell apart from each other, but different enough to tell that there were at least ten or more people that had been stomping her lawn.

Since her worries over her goblins’ well being had clearly been well-founded, she did a quick headcount on them. Taking into account the usual participation percentage, there didn’t seem to be much of a dip in the total number of goblins at least. Her tribe had naturally balanced itself around fifty to sixty individuals and the flock around her consisted of thirty-two, since it was safe to assume about as much were scattered around the area but out of earshot, no outside harm had likely befallen on them.

The final, clearly unique set of prints were deeper than any, but extremely small and round. It took a second for Anastacia to recognize them, but when she did, she immediately grabbed the nearest goblin from the ground for interrogation. “Thunder thighs was here?! Where is she?!” She almost shouted at the confused critter that produced nothing but drool as a response.

After carefully placing the goblin back down, she dashed into the castle, only to halt as soon as she got through the entrance.

King was sitting cross-legged next to a messy pile of ashes that had once been Gilbert’s campfire, upon noticing his queen, he attempted to stand up but was interrupted by the necromancer slamming into him.

While still annoyed that he had tried to keep the contents of the message secret, Anastacia found her anger and annoyance vanish entirely for a moment when she actually saw King again after a while. Using her ice magics, she further cooled the air around them to scrape together what little heat there was to be found, and in the absence of her dearly beloved staff, deposited it into the calm and cooled down body of the simulacrum. She then sat down on his warmed lap and closed her eyes.

“I’m still mad at you for being a secretive ass by the way, but I did miss you while I was away. I so was worried about the goblins since Valor got attacked or something, did you watch over them with that other simulacrum or did you try to kill her again?” She asked while resting her eyes. “Oh! Did you know that politics are bullshit? Also, I have another simulacrum with me, but they got shut down after trying to kill everyone.”

King detached a small pouch that was tied to the same strap he carried the pouch full of pebbles he gave out to goblins. He handed it to Anastacia and hummed slightly.

“What’s this?” The necromancer wondered and opened to pouch. Inside it was seven simulacrum cores, just like the one that powered King himself. She rolled one of the finger-sized stone cylinders in her hand and inspected the makings on it. While at it, she happened to notice the diamond-tipped metal spike affixed to the simulacrum’s arm. She knew enough to guess its purpose. “I’m not the one to say anything about killing your own kind, but you need to calm down.”

While fiddling around with the cores, Anastacia spent a while recounting the events of her quest and a bit about the people she had met. Though their conversation was more of a monologue, she had a tendency to pause, sometimes for minutes at a time, just in case the simulacrum had something to say. He never did, of course, but Anastacia often derived some meaning from the silence regardless, whether it was her own imagination or actual minute cues in his behavior, it was only for the two to know.

“You’ve got a family reunion coming, by the way. Because you were such an ass about it, I went ahead and had one of those pearls translated by the guild, and it turns out, someone wants to meet me here tomorrow. The guild dumbass I had with me thinks it might be another simulacrum, and he wants to be there as well.” The necromancer explained and scraped off some of the dirt from a groove in King’s arm. “Chances are, the cloaked cute one will be there as well, so I need you on your best, non-murdery behavior. Actually, no matter who it is, you can’t kill them. I know you tried to keep this as a secret, and trust me, you’ll get an earful for that later, but absolutely no murdering allowed. We’ll hear out what they have to say and then act accordingly.”

After resting for a while longer, Anastacia jumped up from King’s embrace and dusted off the bit of dirt that had gotten on her from the simulacrum’s unkempt armor. She looked at the sorry state he was in and shook her head. With their disagreement and the quest, it had been a while since King had been properly cleaned.

While Anastacia preferred to have him in pristine condition, King himself had never made an effort to clean up or even really avoid getting dirty in the first place. Sometimes it flat out seemed like he would go out of his way grapple onto whatever was the grossest thing available.

This was counteracted by the necromancer spending countless hours cleaning and polishing the stone and metal parts whenever she got the chance. Gilbert and Emilia had quickly learned that pointing out that King needed to be cleaned was a good way to keep her still for a while and in relatively good spirits. Something about slowly working on the infinite nooks and crannies of the simulacrum design was endlessly satisfying to Anastacia, and she often found herself losing track of time and place. However, the most pleasing effect of it was that it had absolutely nothing to do with necromancy, and the moments she spent cleaning King, were the only moments of her life where her senses completely silenced themselves.

“I can still smell the ancient corpse juice on my hair, and you look like you’ve killed a small hill with your bare hands, we both need a bath – let’s go.” She said and nodded towards the carriage.

After saying their farewells to their subjects, Anastacia and King climbed into the carriage and their journey towards Valor continued – now with the added weight of a large simulacrum that didn’t do any favors for the burned-out horses.

King stared at the lifeless remnants of the simulacrum the necromancer had torn off the hag’s body. Not appearing to be particularly bothered with it, he soon moved his intense gaze to the official, who only reacted to his presence by flashing the crystalline horn once more.

Slowly heading towards the end of its long and arduous journey, the carriage arrived at the scene of the recent massacre outside the walls of Valor. Now covered in a thin layer of ice and snow – and miraculously free of bodies and gore.

Anastacia frowned at the scene, she wasn’t exactly pleased with how the events had unfolded after her drunken adventure, but wasn’t willing to take the blame for the countless deaths it had culminated in. What bothered her almost as much was the current state of the field; she had spent entire days meticulously removing all the previous remains from below the ground, and somehow, there was still none. The abandoned and broken equipment, snapped banners and crushed trebuchets were still all there, and there was a fair bit of blood that had seeped into the ground, but no bone, flesh or fat to be found.

“Who cleaned this field?” She asked from the official.

Strawberry glanced out of the window. “To be entirely honest, we were hoping you would do it for a fair compensation. The viscera cleanup agreement is very in favor of the guards, so having them do it would have been expensive, especially when there’s a necromancer around. But by the looks of it, someone has spared you from the trouble.” He explained. “There has been no paperwork filed about it. Rather curious…”

“It was a necromancer.” Blurted out Anastacia, now visibly annoyed. “There isn’t one nearby, but no other person or animal that I know of can polish a battlefield like this in a matter of days.”

“And why would one do this?” The official asked and took out a new form to fill on the matter.

“Who knows?” Anastacia shrugged. “Maybe they’re running low on corpses to desecrate?” She suggested, always assuming the worst from her kind. “They have scouts who can cover unimaginable amounts of land and tell if there’s a battle, after that it’s just a matter of sending a few capable necromancers to shoo away the other vultures and roll the corpses to the closest outpost or Mournvalley. Wouldn’t even take an entire night for a concentrated, open field like this.”

Strawberry scribbled down what he had just learned. “Ah… Thank you for the insight. Should we be concerned about this?” He asked to be sure.

The necromancer stared out of the window and intentionally fogged it up with her breath. “You should be concerned that necromancers exist.” She mumbled bitterly.

After they had passed most of the carnage, there was a fair patch of completely undisturbed field between it and the wall, making it clear that the army never even got close to the gate. The single stone they had managed to hit the wall with still laid next to it as a pile of rubble, and the mark it had made on the strange stone the wall was made out of was pitiful at best.

The gate guards posted outside the wall were huddled next to a fire and only stood up seconds before the carriage reached them. Having to stand around an open field on a slightly breezy winter day was not anyone’s favorite assignment, and the only people these two men didn’t envy, were the handful of guards posted up on the wall.

They stopped the carriage despite knowing well where it was coming from and who was on it; in fact, the official being present made it all the more important to check the carriage, as consistency and acting according to the guidelines given to them was infinitely more important to the guild than whatever convenience the officials would have won for demanding special treatment when it came to matters of security.

While one of the guards chatted with the driver, the second one calmly walked around the back of the carriage and quickly squatted to take a look under it. He then continued on his path and looked inside through a window. Noticing that one of the frames was shattered, he was about to ask about it, but deemed that unnecessary when he noticed the infamous necromancer onboard.

“Cold one today, eh?” The guard asked cheerfully and tipped his helmet at the passengers.

Strawberry scanned the guard with his eyes, clearly making note of how properly he was wearing the guild issued kit. Appeased by what he saw, he the scribbled something on a paper and hastily stamped it with a small guild insignia. “Regrettably. Here is a payment agreement for some additional firewood and meals for the current watch. You are hereby freed from your post for the time it takes for you to fetch them.” He said and handed the paper to the guard through the broken window.

“Thank you, sire!” The guard said, nodded happily and gestured for the other guard to let the carriage through.

“That’s awfully charitable of you.” Anastacia commented as their ride nudged forwards.

Returning to his report on the possible necromancer threat near the city, Strawberry glanced at the adventurer. “You take care of your equipment, do you not? The guard is our suit of armor; we hope that it will remain untested, but if our sword and shield falters, it will have to take the blow. That is why it is absolutely imperative to take good care of it, there is no better way to make sure it is able to do that.” He said and for some reason, stared at King as he spoke, as if he was at least partly talking to the simulacrum.

“I suppose that makes sense. Honestly, I’ve never seen a guard doing much besides leaning on their weapons and walking about in the city, so I don’t know how good they are.” The necromancer shrugged and waved at the other guard they passed by the gate.

Strawberry chuckled. “You don’t get to see them in action because others already have. Keep that in mind.”

Inside the city, it was business as usual. Merchants defying the cold to have their best shot at the adventurers, whose pockets were now lined with the payment for the black order, craftsmen trying their best to not drown in new orders to replace the absurd amount of ordinance the adventurers had burned through in minutes, and of course, people leaving and arriving from quests.

As usual, Anastacia was immediately overtaken by the familiar sounds and scents of the city and cheered up considerably. When the carriage finally stopped in front of Rosie’s inn, she was already loading all of her luggage on King and almost entirely ignoring the guild official.

“I will personally come here and pick you up for the proposed meeting tomorrow. Please rest well and prepare accordingly.” Strawberry said and offered her a small list of things the adventurer should remember based on their agreement, but by then, she was already halfway into the inn and only waved as a response before closing the door.

The mood inside was perhaps even a bit cheerier than usually and no one really paid attention to the necromancer or the simulacrum arriving. Part of the reason might have been that they were considered a frequent sight in the inn by then, but most likely it had a lot to do with the considerable number of empty bottles and tankards lining the tables. No doubt a lot of the black order money would end up in Rosie’s pocket as well.

Strangely enough, no one was behind the counter. Anastacia would have loved to greet Rosie before heading upstairs, but the innkeeper appeared to be in the kitchen with Emilia. She could have gone for a drink before heading to the bath, but for some reason Yulia was nowhere to be found either. Still a bit ashamed how blind she had been to the relationship between the innkeeper and the priestess, she didn’t wish to interrupt them and simply grabbed a bottle of juice from behind the counter before quietly disappearing upstairs.

“Let’s just toss my stuff into my room and head into the baths. They should be empty around this time, so we’ll have a bit of peace at least. Rosie keeps complaining that we stay there too long, so how about we just sort of soak you for a while and th-“ Anastacia was about to suggest as they opened the door to her room, but her words failed her as soon as she saw inside. “King, can you pinch me? I have to make sure this isn’t a dream.”

The necromancer’s room was as messy as she had left it for the most part, but what had made her heart skip a beat was the familiar cloaked simulacrum laying down on her bed. Anastacia quietly snuck closer to the bed while King followed her, making about as much noise as he could by walking and obviously trying to alert the other simulacrum.

“Is she sleeping?” Anastacia asked and glanced at the cloaked simulacrum’s unlit face, that appeared just as lifeless as the one King had been tasked to carry from the carriage. “Hello? What are you doing in my room and also can I rub your legs?” She tried but it caused no reaction.

Next step was to poke at the simulacrum and attempt to wake it up like that, but it yielded no new results and neither did tugging on the metallic cloak or almost yelling at it. Slightly worried, Anastacia started to look for the tiny slot the simulacrum core belonged to and if her guest had hers missing.

King had his high up in his chest, but the cloaked one barely resembled him and didn’t even appear to have the piece of armor the slot was supposed to be in. None of the parts in the area had anything resembling the socket, nor did a cursory inspection of the rest of the body reveal one either.

“Yeah… This is going to get inappropriate, isn’t it?” The necromancer sighed. “Well, it is a medical… mechanical… medichanical emergency. So I’m sorry and please don’t think ill of me for this.” She said and took off her cloak, gloves and shoes.

Over the months of inspecting King’s body, Anastacia had gathered some knowledge on how the ancient machines worked. She still had no idea what it was that made them move or the inner workings of their details, but by the direction of the lines in their armor and the shape of the patterns, she could more or less understand how any given piece worked and how the mysterious power flowed through them. While they didn’t necessarily look much like each other, it was as if the basic theory behind them and the control patterns used by necromancers appeared to be largely the same; like they were two languages with the same grammatical rules and most of the words in common, but using a different set of letters, which in some weird way made sense to her.

For reasons she didn’t care to admit at the time, Anastacia started her inspection from the large piece of armor on the cloaked simulacrum’s thigh. “I think I’m going to call her Leggy.” She muttered and ran her hand across the smooth stone, looking for imperfections. Since the simulacrum now named ‘Leggy’, didn’t have the patterns of light on most of her body, but likely still needed them to function, Anastacia figured that they were merely hidden somehow. By closing her eyes and gently gliding the tips of her fingers over the armor, she could tell that there were parts that felt different, almost like the grain of the stone in them suddenly changed and slightly increased the friction the surface caused.

“Found you.” She smirked and started following the path of one of these odd parts towards the source it channeled the power from.

On the metallic parts, the difference was easier to see in the way it reflected light than try to feel it. After learning that, finding the spot for the core was just a matter of following the paths over Leggy’s hips and waist – or that was at least what Anastacia had hoped, but having found her way back to the chest armor, she kept losing the thread constantly. As far as she could tell after a good while of rubbing, the armor on Leggy’s chest wasn’t powered in any way and was simply a slab of the stone-like material the simulacra were largely made from. The patterns all just ended when they reached it.

Scratching her head and thinking through the issue, Anastacia noticed a large gap between the armor and the metallic skeletal structure supporting it. Easily big enough to fit an arm through and suspiciously close to the points where the hidden patterns ended, the hole seemed like it could have been some kind of a maintenance access.

“I’m going to shove my arm in there, so if I scream, just pull me off by my legs or something.” She advised King before hopping on top of Leggy and warily shoving her arm into the gap she hoped wasn’t full of finger crushing gears or spikes.

Blindly feeling around, she slowly made it deeper inside armor and started picking up traces of the patterns once more, but only once she was elbow-deep in it, did she find anything worth noting. A strange, squishy orb that felt nothing like the materials the simulacra were made out of. As she moved it around slightly, the lump detached from the piece of metal it had been stuck on.

Curious but only really expecting it to be a moldy piece of fruit or something else that had accidentally found its way in, Anastacia pulled out what she had found and held it up in the light. “I have found a… meatball?” She guessed and stared confusedly at the peach-sized lump of what was clearly slightly dried meat – or at least looked and felt exactly like meat, but based on her necromancy, wasn’t. “Do… do you have a secret meatball?” She worriedly asked from King.

King shook his head was obviously fighting the urge to drop the other simulacrum in his arms and just stomp the lump Anastacia had found. His humming became more agitated by the second and the light patterns on his body flared up.

“Do you hate her because of the secret meatball?” The necromancer suggested.

King nodded.

“Huh…” Anastacia wondered and rolled the lump between her fingers.

Suddenly, her thumb sank into the orb and a stinging pain took over her hand. Screaming more out of fright than pain, she shook her hand and whacked it against a wall a few times before ball of meat let go willingly – only leaving behind a small row of tiny puncture marks that barely bled at all.

The lump then fell on Leggy’s chest and shoved itself back inside the simulacrum through the small cracks and gaps in her armor. Seconds later, a quiet humming sound emanated from within the simulacrum’s chest and her light blue eyes lit up brightly.

With a sharp nudge, the cloaked simulacrum woke up and inspected her surroundings, visibly confused. The first thing she noticed was the one who had chased her for days on end and likely the reason for her state, but just as Leggy was about to make her escape, she noticed the small necromancer sitting on top of her and staring at her beyond excitedly.

“Hi again!” Anastacia greeted her. “We’re going to take a bath, want to come along?” She suggested and immediately got flicked on the forehead by King.

            

    
        Chapter 189 - Separated

    
    
    
    
                Ever since letting her hair grow past her shoulders again, Anastacia had stopped bothering to fully dry it after a bath. Instead she simply wrapped a towel around her head haphazardly and hoped it would take care of it. It rarely did, and the most noticeable effect it had was the increase in the number of towels spread around the inn, wherever she happened to forget them to. It had gotten bad enough to warrant an intervention from Rosie more than once but bringing the problem to the light had solved precisely nothing.

Though the fate of the towel on her head at the time was still uncertain, she had at least made it back to her room with it after her bath with King. Feeling fresh and finally in a clean set of clothes, she sat down on her bed and stared at her collection of simulacra.

King, also with a towel around his head for no other reason than Anastacia having a childish sense of humor at times, stood by the door and dripped water into a small puddle that had formed around his feet. Anastacia had given him a quick rinse to get most of the dirt off, but he wouldn’t be quite clean enough for her standards before she’d get a few hours to go through the nooks and crannies in his armor with proper tools for it.

Furthest from the door was the recently named Leggy, who had been barred from joining the bath by King but had patiently waited in the necromancer’s room for their return. She had quickly recovered from her previous stupor after the lump of meat inside her had bitten Anastacia and presumably drank a drop of her blood.

From her firsthand experience with the simulacrum technology, the adventurer knew that it could be activated by sticking a finger in the socket meant for the core, so she had guessed that whatever the secret meatball inside Leggy was, it was powering her, and perhaps the meatball had simply required a bit of a pick-me-up to continue working. Regardless, the cloaked simulacrum seemed intent to remain with Anastacia for the time being, despite the very obvious threat to her safety that was the extremely jealous King.

The third of the simulacra was the inactive lump of parts Anastacia had nicknamed ‘Spirit’ in her head, but had decided to wait until the simulacra themselves gave his opinion on the matter, since he appeared to be the first one that could do so without an inconvenient amount of pantomime no one had the time or patience for. Being the smallest of the three, Spirit only weighed about as much as Anastacia, but a quick inspection would reveal quite a few cracked parts in it, suggesting that what remained was simply a part of some larger construct that had broken down over the years, decades and centuries.

Unlike with Leggy, the socket for Spirit’s core was apparent immediately and located in what Anastacia figured was the front side of the construct. The entire simulacrum was shaped like an oversized pauldron, that covered a large portion of the wearer’s chest, neck and face as well. He had next to no moving parts left on him and without someone to carry him on their shoulder, Spirit was definitely immobile.

The part of Spirit that would be pressed against his wearer’s body was trimmed with a comb-like metal piece that Anastacia had to cut off from the hag’s skin with a knife, as if the simulacrum had latched on by burning into the skin. This made her extremely hesitant to tell King to lift Spirit on her shoulder to see what would happen.

Taking out one of the cores King had collected, she stopped for a while. “Should we be doing this inside?” She doubted her decision to activate Spirit, but ultimately simply shrugged and slotted core in regardless.

Last time she had seen the simulacrum active, the lines of light on him had been sickly green instead of the usual light blue the rest of the simulacra and the machine fortresses had running on their surfaces, but when Spirit was once more brough to life, the color was somewhere between the two and somehow only faintly lit.

Anastacia had no way of telling if there were different kinds of cores and the one she had arbitrarily chosen was somehow weak or maybe even damaged, but tearing it out and trying another one seemed like a horrible thing to do. She tapped on the core to make sure it was at least properly in place, but that appeared to have no effect.

“Hello again.” The necromancer greeted the simulacrum. “Can you speak without being attached to someone?” She asked and waited silently, even holding her breath for a while, just in case.

For the first twenty seconds there was no answer at all, but just as Anastacia was about to say something else, she heard an echo. An echo not from the machine itself, but from the back of her head – just like when the hag had spoken to her before meeting the hunters face to face. However, the voice it spoke in was very different; neither male or female, smooth or rough, the voice defied description to a point it was hard to tell if it was a voice to begin with, or simply Anastacia’s own thoughts voicing a message from someone.

This message was a single word. “Where?” It echoed as the lights on Spirit’s body further flickered and their hue drifted more and more towards the usual blue as it drained the ancient powers left on him by the hag’s corpse.

“I brought you with me to Valor. We’re in my room with some of my friends.” Anastacia answered and sat down on the floor, next to Spirit.

“Where… Saajatar?” The question repeated with an additional word.

The necromancer frowned. “I have no idea what that is. A name? A place? A food?” She guessed blindly.

As the green shade further depleted from its lights, the simulacrum’s words became whispers. “Go back… please…” he struggled to say.

“Back to Vassund? They don’t exactly want you there. If I hadn’t taken you with me, you would have been dismantled and studied.” The adventurer explained and placed a hand on the worn stone surface of Spirit.

Right before his lights returned to the usual color, Spirit sent out one more word that mortified its only hearer. “Alone…” He gasped and fell quiet for good.

Suddenly and inexplicably overcome by the utter despair conveyed by the simulacrum’s last message, Anastacia wrapped her arms around the unmoving hunk of stone and metal and hoped it did anything to ease the suffering.

Slowly, even with her limited capacity for thinking, she understood what Spirit had been asking; he didn’t care in the slightest where he had been brought to, all the simulacrum wanted was to know where the body it had been attached to was.

‘Saajatar’ must have been the hag’s original name and the simulacrum missed her dearly.

“You’re not alone.” Anastacia comforted them as best she could. “I promise I’ll make you able to speak again… It’s not the same, I know, but that way we can at least listen to you.”

Unlike King and Leggy, Spirit did not let out a constant humming noise at all, other than the lights that remained dimly lit, there was no way of telling if the simulacrum was awake at all, and even then it was impossible to differentiate them from any given inanimate mechanism from a machine fort. Yet it somehow felt like there was a strange mournful aura surrounding the machine. Whether it was Spirit’s thoughts still being projected by the remnants of the hag’s powers lingering in it, or just Anastacia’s imagination, she couldn’t help but to cry as her surroundings faded into a thick black mist that obscured all but herself and Spirit.

In her sorrow, Anastacia had failed to notice someone hastily approaching her door. The priestess of joy had immediately felt the sudden surge of somehow unnatural-feeling misery nearby and rushed to see what was causing it.

With the location of its origin being her dear friend’s room, she didn’t waste time by knocking and instead just punched the door open with her polished steel gauntlet, causing the hinges to creak and almost tear straight off the wall as the door swung open.

As soon as the way was open, a surge of suffocating, smoke-like miasma rushed out with all the power of a tropical storm wind. Barely able to hold her ground, the priestess planted her feet into the wooden floor of the inn as sturdily as she could and shielded her face from the force trying to push her away. Moving forwards even by a step seemed like an impossibility, and every time she dared to lift her foot, she almost lost her balance.

Tightly grasping her mace, Emilia lifted it up and roared out a prayer to her deity. Each of her words conjured embers to be lit on her person; the steel of her armor suddenly appeared red-hot and sent of sparks at denser lumps of the noxious smoke hit it, her naturally red hair turned to resemble heated threads of metal and with each of her heartbeats, she could feel strength flowing into her body.

Yet, even with the divine might of Sylvia on her side, Emilia could only just enter the necromancer’s room. The time between each step felt like an eternity and with every centimeter she advanced, her opposition grew stronger.

Through the smoke, the priestess could barely see the source of the problem: Anastacia, hunched down on the floor, hugging some kind of a simulacrum part. She screamed the necromancer’s name but couldn’t even hear it herself over the sound of the toxic clouds rushing past her. That didn’t stop her form trying anyway, even if Anastacia didn’t seem to react to it.

A step closer to her goal, Emilia could see a figure near Anastacia. Similarly struggling against the wind as she was, the priestess recognized the figure as the barely conscious simulacrum Gilbert had brought in and stored in Anastacia’s room before stealing Yulia and disappearing again. The simulacrum’s pointy feet gave it an advantage by sticking firmly to the small gaps between floorboards, but the large cloak attached to it caught wind like no other and stopped the machine in its tracks.

Just as the priestess was about to get bogged down for good, a large stone arm reached for her from the smoke and King grabbed the priestess by her arm. With the spike attached to his arm, he was able to lock himself in place simply by jabbing it into the floor. While this did stop him from helping Anastacia, it allowed him to just toss Emilia all the way to the other simulacrum.

Already in on the plan, Leggy caught the priestess and pulled her up, all the way up to Anastacia.

Now directly up against the source of the malady, Emilia could feel the same miserable aura the necromancer had succumbed to, but being well in the other end of the emotional spectrum by profession, she had considerable resistances to its effect. The sad, mortifying thoughts and feelings conjured by some ancient means imbued to the simulacrum by the hag, be it intentionally or unintentionally, stood no chance of affecting the priestess.

The repelling force pushing her away from Anastacia and the simulacrum in her embrace however appeared to have no intention of subsiding. Emilia fell on her knees next to the necromancer and perhaps a bit more roughly than she intended to, pushed Anastacia aside to get a clean strike at the simulacrum with her mace. However, just as she raised her weapon, Anastacia lunged back on top of Spirit.

“Nooo! Don’t break him!” The necromancer screamed and wrapped around the simulacrum with tears flooding out of her eyes.

“Then what am I supposed to do?!” Emilia asked while prying her friend off the hunk of stone and metal again. Her understanding of the simulacra was lacking to say the least. Anastacia had at times explained some of the things she knew, but the priestess didn’t know of any other way to shut one down besides simply breaking them to a point they could no longer move.

“NOOOOO!” Anastacia wailed and dragged Spirit along with her as Emilia tried to separate the two.

Momentarily, the priestess found herself considering simply knocking out the necromancer since it would have been a very easy way to remove her from the equation for the moment, but at the same time, she really didn’t want to do it for obvious reasons. Especially when, even though clearly being affected in some way, Anastacia’s concern over the simulacrum’s wellbeing was something Emilia could definitely believe stemmed from the necromancer’s own feelings.

With both of the simple solutions out the window, the priestess was pressed to further rely on the deity she served. While she was already relying on Sylvia’s strength to not get tossed out of the room, she had recently felt a disturbance in her usual relationship with the goddess. The silent moments in her head had become longer and the songs Sylvia sang to her had become less joyous. Emilia had read this as a sing of fatigue and didn’t really suspect anything beyond that, but she had become a bit more hesitant to call upon the deity for aid in mundane matters.

Unfortunately, this was no mundane matter and Emilia grabbed her friend by the face and apologized. “Sorry, Anna, but this is going to sting.” She said while squeezing the necromancer’s temples and began her prayer. “Oh, Lady of Joy, a humble request from the one you have chosen; a companion of mine lays besieged by thoughts darker than night, her mind shadowed by sadness belonging to someone else and her light stolen through means unnatural. Let us melt this misery, turn these thoughts to ashes and scorch the dust that remains!” She beseeched the goddess.

A bright flash filled the room and Anastacia let go of the simulacrum. “Wha… I was just… but, why am I crying?” She asked confusedly.

“HOW DO I SHUT THIS THING DOWN?!” Emilia demanded answers while still firmly gripping on the necromancer’s head.

“Oh? Right.” Muttered Anastacia and simply pulled out the core from Spirit, immediately killing the lights on him as well as any effects he had on its surroundings.

The force pushing away King, Leggy and Emilia waned, finally giving them a bit of respite. The whirring hum of the two simulacra died down as they relaxed, and priestess slumped down exhausted as her appearance returned to the usual spotless one.

While catching her breath, she looked around at the room to see the damages caused by the sudden burst of malignant force, but much to her surprise, there was none. The clothes tossed about by the necromancer herself were still scattered on the floor, a few papers and books were still comfortably on the table and the windows were all intact. Besides the hole on the floor made by King, the marks of Leggy’s feet digging into the floorboards and the slightly loosened door hinges, there were no signs whatsoever about the whole spectacle. The merry adventurers downstairs continued their partying just like before, like none of the smoke or noise had made it downstairs at all. It almost appeared like the three had suffered from some kind of a shared hallucination, but the force and aura of depression had definitely been there.

Similarly, still having her forehead firmly in Emilia’s grip, Anastacia had no idea why she had been so sad. Sure, what had happened to Spirit was a major bummer all around, but at the same time, she had saved a whole lot of lives by stopping the supposed hag of the north and didn’t blame herself about the simulacrum’s situation.

Yet, as soon as Spirit had spoken, she had been overcome by regret and inexplicable sadness. Her mind had conjured up grim comparisons between her own mortality and King’s lack thereof, and the relationship between Spirit and Saajatar – things that usually only barely crossed her mind at all.

All of a sudden, Anastacia could feel the pressure on her temples increase and slowly become painful as Emilia spoke up.

“Anna, you’re so very dear to me, like you wouldn’t even believe.” She started calmly but obviously hid quite a bit of fury behind the words. “But by Lady Sylvia, you are the densest and the most careless brat I have ever witnessed!” She continued, her tone ramping up the entire time until she was yelling at the necromancer. “DO. NOT. MESS. WITH. MAGICAL. BULLSHIT. WITHOUT. ADULT. SUPERVISION!”

“But King-“ Anastacia tried to rebut but had to stop when the priestess’ grip tightened more.

“KING DOES NOT COUNT! He’s just as much of a dumbass.” She remarked and finally released her friend to turn her attention to Spirit. “Now tell me, what is this and why is it filled to brim with grief?”

Rubbing the sides of her head, Anastacia winced and began explaining. “On my quest, there was this ancient spirit or whatever that returned to enact revenge. She did all sorts of annoying magic stuff and threw her pets at us for some reason, but in the end, it turned out that in reality, we were fighting a simulacrum that was latched on to the corpse of this spirit.”

Emilia groaned and buried her face in her hands. “And afterwards you decided to bring this murderous, magic fueled ball of hatred and sadness with you, and then you decided that activating it within the city, inside the inn, was somehow a good idea?”

“Well it doesn’t sound so great if you put it like that and I did have my doubts…” The necromancer admitted. “But I still want to help him.”

“You won’t do anything before I’m done with you, and then I’ll have Rosie scold you, and whenever Gil is coming back with Yulia, I’ll have him give you and earful too! Whatever it takes to sink the lesson into the sawdust your head is apparently full of!” Roared the priestess, now full of divine rage. She was so ticked off by the complete disregard for safety by everyone involved, that when King tried to inch forward and help Anastacia, all he managed to do was include himself to the scolding. “And you!” Emilia yelled and stood up.

She jabbed the huge simulacrum directly into his face with her finger and somehow caused King to flinch. “You spineless yes-man! You’re supposed to be the reasonable one here, but you do nothing but go along with her whims! This utter fool needs someone to keep her grounded, and you seem intent on doing the job, but you need to actually do it when no one else is around!” The priestess growled and kept poking the simulacrum’s face. “You two are on thin ice. Any more of this nonsense and you two aren’t allowed to leave the city without someone keeping an eye on you!”

“You can’t just decide that!” Anastacia protested her freedoms being limited. “I have important stuff to do!”

“Important enough to have your mother and I to worry all the time?!” The furious priestess misspoke. Since their date, Rosie had gotten fully swept away by her aspirations to be a mother figure and would go on and on about it even in bed while Emilia was trying to fall asleep. Realizing her blunder, she turned bright red out of embarrassment.

Anastacia generally had no time to spare for thinking about her mother, and whenever she did for whatever reason, it was in the context of King splitting in half the borderline stranger she apparently shared half of her blood with – a memory she considered a happy one, regardless of how gory it was. What that vile woman had to do with anything and why Anastacia should give a damn about her supposed worries in whatever loathsome afterlife she hopefully had was completely beyond her. “What... the fuck are you even on about now?” She grimaced, now understandably annoyed as well.

Having completely killed all authority she had held during her rant, the priestess was immediately in shambles. “Damnit, no, not your mother mother. What I meant to say is Rosie- ah, fuck it! Just come downstairs in a bit and Rosie will yell at you.” She grumbled, accepted defeat for the time being and stormed out of the room.

Seconds later the priestess returned, marched over to Anastacia and gave her a warm hug. “Welcome back by the way.” She said I her usual friendly tone before storming out again.

            

    
        Chapter 190 - The venator and apex

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia stirred the dark coffee in her cup and stared at the swirls of foam on the surface go round and round.

Last night, she had gotten scolded about activating Spirit on her own by more or less everyone she knew. Starting from Emilia and Rosie, then by Dammar, Maximillian and even Xamiliere, who was very disappointed by not getting to save the necromancer. By the time Gilbert and Yulia returned, even the blacksmith and his brother had given her an earful while fetching something to eat while struggling to keep up with all the new orders flooding in.

While it was expected that Gilbert had a whole array of things to say about what she had done, it was somewhat weird to have the usually so gentle and meek Yulia pitch in and tell Anastacia that she was being too reckless.

However, the absolute last straw was when Holly arrived to take over the tavern for the night and upon hearing about the event, she headbutted the necromancer for ‘doing dangerous’.

Though she had been easily forgiven after everyone had gotten their chance to scold her, the next morning was slightly awkward for Anastacia. She had hidden herself in a shadowy corner table with King on her left and Leggy on her right, slowly nibbling away at her breakfast and avoiding eye contact with anyone.

When Emilia appeared from the staircase, her gaze immediately locked on to the necromancer despite Anastacia trying her best to stay unnoticed. The priestess quickly peeked into the kitchen before heading to Anastacia’s table. She sat down opposite to her friend, neatly placed her gauntlets on the table and cleared her throat.

“Good morning, Anna, King and… you?” She said awkwardly.

“… Morning.” Anastacia mumbled back.

Finally getting a chance to take a better look at the new simulacrum following her friend, Emilia squinted and took measure of the suspicious hooded machine. She didn’t like the idea of a stealthy simulacrum in the slightest. Though she had always found King’s stoic silence a bit uncomfortable, he made a massive racket wherever he moved and had about as much stealth capabilities as a cannon with a kazoo for a muzzle; if he was with you, you knew about it, and somehow this made him appear more lifelike to the priestess.

The cloaked simulacrum had none of that going for her. Just by looking at Leggy, Emilia got the feeling that at any moment, she could appear in the unlit corner of the room or that she’d be staring into your room through a window from the opposite rooftop and it made her skin crawl.

Of course, the priestess would say none of this to Anastacia, as she could feel the joy radiating from the necromancer whenever she stopped to look at either of the simulacra.

“So, who is this?” Emilia finally asked and pointed at Leggy. “I know Gil brought them in, but did you manage to fix them or something?”

Immediately perking up when she realized that her mistakes weren’t the topic of the day, Anastacia put her hand on the simulacrum’s shoulder. “Oh! This is Leggy, she just needed a bit of a pick-me-up, nothing these can’t handle.” She said proudly and wiggled her fingers.

“’Leggy’, huh? I suppose being good at naming things isn’t a major part of your skillset, not like unintentional innuendo for sure.” The priestess chuckled and fixed her still a bit messy hair by running her fingers through it. “Or at least I hope most of it is unintentional.”

“I have no idea what ‘innuendo’ is, but I didn’t come here to get critiqued about my absolutely adequate and extremely in-depth way of naming things.” Anastacia frowned and took a sip of her drink, which was starting to get cold.

“The only goblin you’ve named is called Gobby, your staff was called Pokey, the cup you carry in your backpack has ‘Cuppy’ written on it, I’m fairly sure I’ve actually seen you call a guard ‘Guardy’ because you didn’t know his name – not to mention your shoes.” Emilia pointed out the obvious pattern in how Anastacia named things when she didn’t have anything to start with.

The necromancer hit her fist on the table. “You leave the Booty twins out of this!” She demanded in a shockingly serious manner for the subject.

“Exactly my point, both of them actually.” The priestess giggled. “I shudder at they thought of what you would have called King if the goblins hadn’t called him that first – but we’re getting sidetracked. What is Leggy still doing here?”

Anastacia took another sip before speaking. “I have no idea. Not complaining though, easily the best night of sleep I’ve gotten in a while.”

“That sounds extremely uncomfortable and cold.” Emilia said a bit worriedly. She definitely needed to have a talk with Anastacia about being way too trusting at times.

“Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it. King is actually pretty warm when you have him do a bit of something first and the humming helps to clear your thoughts.” Anastacia shrugged and bumped against the simulacrum she was talking about. “Besides, there is no better pillow than a cool, smooth, piece of stone. Nor is there a greater bliss on this world than rubbing your cheek on a big beautifully curved plate of stone armor with absolutely no give in it at all. The mechanical hum blocks out the sound of your own heartbeat and lets you forget about the implications of squishy meaty bits flopping about and squirting things inside you it reminds you of. Makes me feel all woozy just by thinking about it, you know?”

The confusion on Emilia’s face had grown after each word that made its way out of the necromancer’s mouth. “Well… It’s nice that you’ve found a way to enjoy yourself.” She said lacking a better comment while awkwardly smiling and already looking for a better subject. “So, what are you going to do about the other one you picked up then? Spirit, I think you called him?”

The necromancer scratched her head and appeared uncertain, she had hoped to just have a chat with Spirit and then figure out a more lasting purpose for him, but that wasn’t in the cards at all for as long as the hag’s powers lingered within the simulacrum. “Can’t you just god-punch the sadness out of him? That’s what your job is, right?” She suggested.

“Anna, we have been traveling together for months now, and you think my job is to punch the sad out of people?” Emilia sighed; she wasn’t too fond of people caricaturizing her profession, since she did take it rather seriously after all, and did her absolute best to spread the word of Sylvia while traveling with her party.

“Name three quests where you didn’t go for the punch-based solution.” Anastacia rebutted in less than a second.

What followed was almost a full minute of the priestess becoming less and less sure whether her job actually was anything more than punching. As she went through the quests they had taken part in, time and time again, she found herself converting people from conscious to unconscious more than affecting their stance on the divine.

“Sometimes people need to be punched so that they and the people around them can find joy within their hearts. Spreading the word of Lady Sylvia is done just as much through actions as it is through voice.” She eventually copped out after failing to come up with a single example.

“Join the church of Sylvia now; you can smile a lot wider with your teeth on the floor!” Anastacia mocked her friend. “To be fair, the way you handled yourself in Hollowrock was pretty amazing and did work out in the end.”

In the early days of autumn, the party had found themselves in a reasonably big mining town by the name of Hollowrock. Originally they arrived there with the purpose of ridding the townsfolk of a deranged earth spirit that had caused countless cave ins, and having successfully done so, Anastacia, King and Gilbert decided to celebrate by visiting a few of the local shops while Emilia took a gander at the small church dedicated to a god called Perlapis and was in charge of the religious affairs of the town. What she had found inside was a group of three priests that had fattened themselves and their purses with ludicrous amounts of indulgences they had forced the townsfolk to buy under the threat of the mineral veins underground running dry. Naturally, this didn’t go over well with the priestess of Sylvia, and by the time the rest of the party returned for their pious friend, she had thrown one of the priests through a stained glass window, beaten another one within the inch of their life with a pew and was in the process of choking out the last one. The townsfolk were later easily converted to at least partly accept Sylvia and the church itself was converted into a shrine for both deities.

Emilia cleared her throat and at least tried to save some of her dignity by returning to the topic of dealing with Spirit. “But as I was about to say, no I can’t just remove whatever ravages mind of that simulacrum. The origin of the powers he carries is something I’m not at all familiar with, and beyond ancient to boot. Even if I could just sap the power from him, it would likely damage his equivalent of a soul beyond repair and do very little to actually help the poor thing. Joy is just one of those things that has to come from within; trying to force it on someone is one of the worst things you can do to them.” She explained knowingly. “My suggestion would be that you figure out where the source of the power is from and look for a sink for the hate and misery that’s similar to it. Whatever it is that you’ll end up doing to offer it catharsis, you will do it with us and not on your own. Am I making myself clear?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah… I’ll ask you first. I’ve got a thing with Strawberry today, so I’ll see if he has any suggestions.” Anastacia figured and finished her drink.

“Hold up, who is this Strawberry and what ‘thing’?” The priestess asked, worried that Anastacia had made more suspicious acquaintances in her and Gilbert’s absence.

“Strawberry is the guild official they forced on me. He’s a massive nerd and a bit annoying but not completely unbearable. Anyway, I took one of the pearl things this asshole kept trying to hide from me to the guild and they read it for me.” She explained and pointed at King. “Turns out, it was a message asking me to meet up with someone that I think might have something to do with Leggy, but who knows?”

“I’m coming with you.” Emilia immediately decided.

Anastacia knew that it probably wasn’t going to fly with the guild and the contract they made her sign. “I’m not sure-“

Emilia interrupted her by hitting the table. “No dau- friend of mine will be going to a suspicious meeting like that, not without me at least. If this ‘Strawberry’ has a problem with that, he’s free to have that problem in the ditch he’ll find himself from!” She declared triumphantly and pretended like she hadn’t just almost misspoken.

Moderately worried that the priestess would actually attempt to beat up the entire guild if she got too riled up, Anastacia just nodded quietly and stared at the bottom of her empty cup. Not all of the sugar she had added had properly dissolved into the drink and the thick layer of sweet goop slowly moved around when she tilted the cup. Not wanting to miss out on the treat, she lifted the cup high up, turned it upside down and waited for the mess to drip into her open mouth.

Emilia found the scene before her both hard to watch and hard to not watch. She was very familiar with the necromancers disgusting habits when it came to absolutely ruining coffee, but somehow it was always just as disturbing to witness in person every time. The crunching sound of sugar between Anastacia’s teeth made her skin crawl and the painfully long time the necromancer was willing to wait for the final drop was nothing short of maddening, but without a question, the worst part was that Anastacia knew – she was completely aware how much everyone hated it. People had offered her spoons and other utensils, but that had only worsened the issue.

“Just where is all that sugar going? There’s no way that’s healthy.” Sighed the priestess and finally managed to tear her gaze away from the display.

“Fighting my inherited predisposition towards being comically evil is hard work, I need lots of energy for it.” Anastacia explained rather unconvincingly, stood up and grabbed Leggy’s hand. “Speaking of which, it’s time for a refill. Come, Leggy, I’ll show you the kitchen.”

Emilia didn’t get the chance to say anything before the necromancer darted away with the hooded simulacrum in tow. King was about to follow them but for some reason decided against it and sat back down with a somber look to him.

“Feeling abandoned, are we?” The priestess asked and looked at the simulacrum understandingly. “I wouldn’t be too worried. Anastacia is a bit of a special case, as I’m sure you know, and whether she knows it or not, much of what she does is her just parroting what she sees, thinking it’s what normal people do. So while Rosie and I were keeping our thing on the down low, I think she caught whatever issues Gil has and will for the time being just chase whatever catches her eye, but she does have her own dangerously naïve and wholesome personality that will no doubt prevail in the end, and I don’t think this ‘Leggy’ will have much chances against you then – that is, if you start to include her in whatever you have going on these days.” She said and placed her hand on King’s hand.

Suddenly Emilia’s face darkened as she stared deep into the simulacrum’s eyes while grasping the stone hand tighter and tighter, tight enough to start shaking. “What I would worry about is a certain spriggan.” She whispered with an overwhelming sense of doom and fear in her voice.


As they often did, the day following the return from a quest passed by quickly even without much of anything happening. Anastacia was brought up to date about what had been going on during her absence, about the black order, her subsequent popularity and when Gilbert finally joined them, about Iris.

She would have liked to just forget about the whole ordeal with the duke, but not enough to decline free food and drinks from the thankful adventurers. Though eventually, as the bowls and cups piled on her table, she was forced to make an announcement to limit the number of snacks ordered for her.

Of the inquisitor, she was far less delighted to hear about. The way Anastacia had understood her deal with Mournvalley, was that she wouldn’t go out of her way to raze it into the ground and in return, the other necromancers would stay out of her way. This had worked perfectly well for months, but within a week, two inquisitors had found their way out of the filthy underbelly of all creation that Anastacia considered their country to be.

Even though she knew that the field outside Valor had been cleared by her kind, she had assumed it was done by some dime a dozen material gatherers, which wasn’t great, but didn’t really mean much. Apparently wars were scarce during the winter, so it made sense that they would jump on any chance to collect what they could, even if it meant straying close to Valor, but Anastacia knew that sending an inquisitor for such a minor task was complete horseshit – as was the scouting excuse Iris had told Gilbert. Inquisitors had far more important things to do, such as being assholes to nearby nations, like Teal.

She also made it painstakingly clear that if an inquisitor ever came so close to her goblins again, they wouldn’t be making it back to Mournvalley. There would be no questions asked, no pleads heard, no mercy and absolutely no exceptions.

To lighten the mood again, Emilia shifted the direction of the conversation towards Gilbert’s second sudden disappearance, with Yulia this time. Though the rest of his party did their best to probe for any juicy details, the old adventurer’s lips remained sealed on the matter. According to him, a gentleman never revealed what went on in such a private setting, which was most definitely a rule he had never before adhered to. While not exactly boastful of them, Gilbert’s ventures were well known by all and his strange effect on young maidens was considered no lesser to Anastacia’s necromancy or Emilia’s affinity with Sylvia by those that heard of them.

Yulia herself would avoid any such questions by running back into the kitchen, but some things could be construed from the servings brought to the party. Both Anastacia and Emilia still received a bit of extra to their portions, no doubt under instructions from the innkeeper herself. While this privilege didn’t extend to Gilbert, his food had suddenly become beautifully arranged and often came with a handful of berries for some reason even he didn’t quite understand, but every time it happened, the priestess could spot a brief, warm smile on his weary face.

Exactly two hours before midnight, a familiar carriage stopped in front of the inn and the guard driving it hopped down from his seat. Doing his best to not gather much attention, he slowly opened the inn’s door and stepped in to have a look around. Appearing not to be in a hurry he greeted a few of his friends and made his way towards the counter despite noticing the necromancer he was there to fetch.

While Anastacia ran upstairs to get dressed for the cold weather outside, the guard made an order for some food using one of the stamped forms given to him by the official waiting in the carriage. Since his job would consist of mostly just waiting in the freezing wind, out of earshot of the meeting, allowing him some snacks for the trouble was the least the guild could do.

By the time the necromancer returned, he had received a small wrapped parcel of something greasy and no doubt delicious.

“Shall we go?” The guard asked from Anastacia and nodded towards the door. When both of the simulacra and the priestess stood up to join them, he raised his brow but kept his thoughts to himself and held the door open for them as well.

With a second full-size simulacrum and an additional person onboard, the carriage was somewhat cramped, but Anastacia didn’t mind squeezing in between the two machines while Emilia had to share a bench with the visibly grumpy guild official.

Strawberry was not pleased in the slightest by what he saw. “Why is there a venator simulacrum here as well? Why is it in the city at all? We have not authorized this! And why is she here?” He inquired and furiously made notes on the situation.

“I am here as Anastacia’s guardian, to make sure she doesn’t get roped into anything idiotic by you or anyone else.” Emilia stated sternly.

“This is not mentioned in the records anywhere! We can’t just let anyone come along because the necromancer is a moron! There are official forms one needs to fill in first, otherwise we can’t alter previous contracts to take that into account. At the bare minimum, you’d need to sign 99-2-a and b, and the entire 190-series of forms!” The guild official exclaimed and rummaged through the papers he had with him.

“Then give them to me and I’ll sign them, but I’m not stepping out or letting her go anywhere without me.” The priestess remained firm on the matter.

“I… I don’t have them with me! 99-2-b alone is several hundred pages long! I’d have to make a 5-5-7 waiver for you to sign and then you’d have to come to the offices at your earliest convenience and- and- and-“ Strawberry explained and was starting to hyperventilate as the complicated series of bureaucracy required ran through his head.

Emilia sighed. She wasn’t about to back down, but the situation wasn’t about to be solved any time soon either, so to ease the official’s mind, she grabbed his quill and a blank sheet of paper. After hastily scribbling her signature on it, she handed it back and placed he quill in Strawberry’s hand. “There – you have my signature, now write what you need on that one so we can go.”

Still breathing rabidly and dazed, the official stared at the signature. “You can’t just- This isn’t how- But what if-“ He stuttered and struggled with all the breaches of acceptable procedure for filling in paperwork.

With a shaky hand, Strawberry wrote down what he needed for the signature to allow the officials back in the vaults to set aside the needed forms and consider them signed, officially including Emilia into whatever contracts Anastacia had with the guild. “Th... there! You are hereby added to Anastacia’s citizenship form, her quest contracts, the 444-2-c she has yet to move forwards with and the nondisclosure agreement she signed about this meeting and what it may lead to.” He said and sighed in relief over the situation that was in no way intense to anyone else present.

“I’m kind of noticing that I wasn’t asked about this…” The necromancer mumbled but was ignored.

“Can we go then?” Emilia asked and leaned back.

Strawberry turned his attention to Leggy. “We can, but I would still like an explanation for the venator.” He said and knocked on the wall behind him to signal the driver that they were ready to depart.

“The vena-what now? Do you mean Leggy?” Anastacia wondered as the carriage nudged forwards. The official knowing something about the mysterious cloaked simulacrum piqued her curiosity immediately.

“’Leggy’… Sure, why not…” Strawberry grumbled. “Looks to be an advanced venator-pattern simulacrum with some stealth modifications. Based on the markings it was manufactured by Insincere Intention back in the day. In a good condition, all things considered.”

The necromancer clapped in excitement. “A venator-pattern! Do him next!” She demanded and pointed at King.

“You have not explained why- ah, forget about it.” The official sighed and accepted defeat. “Your usual companion is a rare sight to say the least, by classification, it would be an apex-pattern simulacrum, which were only made and used by Erratic Judgement. The purpose of their kind was to fight the more ‘troublesome’ enemies of our creators, while the more common types battled the regular humans and such. They were manufactured from better materials and were scarce even at the height of the Aureun empire, somewhere around a hundred were ever created but even that turned out to be excessive.”

“Erratic Judgement… Where have I heard that before?” Anastacia wondered out loud and watched the priestess get visibly confused by what she heard.

Strawberry noticed Emilia’s perplexed stare as well. “I will leave bringing her up to speed to you, Anastacia, and as for Erratic Judgement, it is completely impossible that anyone would know of them. All records related to them were destroyed not soon after they abandoned their purpose and started the downfall of their creators, even we only know this much because we were there to see it. There is absolutely no way you could have heard of them from anyone but us – and there is absolutely no way that we would have told you about them.” He stated confidently as the carriage departed from the city.

            

    
        Chapter 191 - Family matters

    
    
    
    
                Form atop her wooden stump of a throne, Anastacia could see over the walls of her mostly roofless castle and into the frost covered fields surrounding it. Though the partly cloudy night sky made it a bit hard to see even as far as the woodlines surrounding her domain, it was still possible to spot any major movement in the distance, even if she couldn’t feel it through necromancy.

The downside of being so high up was the lack of cover from the gusts of piercing wind that blew unobstructed from the open plain. She had once again used the side effect of ice magic to warm up King and huddled up next to him; that, combined with her temporary adaptation to cold gained on the trip to Vassund, made the weather at least bearable.

Before them, at the bottom of the steps leading to the throne, was a large bonfire that cast light within the stone walls. Under Emilia’s watch, the goblins brought in whatever they thought could be used as fuel for yet another holy fire they had been gifted by their benevolent rulers.

The priestess herself was once more spared from much of the cold through divine means, but Strawberry was not particularly happy about his situation. The officials in general did not enjoy being outside in the first place and were by design more comfortable living in deep archives and giant vaults of their creators. However, the more pressing issue he had, was that the goblins around him had almost immediately chucked his papers into the pyre and were now gathering around the official with great curiosity.

“Why grumpy, horn child?” One of the goblins asked, curiously deciding that Strawberry was a child out of all things.

The official’s cold frown suddenly changed to a far warmer expression as he turned to the goblin. “Oh, it’s nothing. I just wish I had brought more paper with me.” He said with not an ounce of blame to be heard in his voice.

“Maybe goblin help? Find pay-per.” The goblin croaked oddly worried about the official’s mood.

“If you think you can, it would be great.” Strawberry smiled as the green horde of critters scurried away in search of paper.

Emilia had been brought up to date about the relationship between the simulacra, goblins and the officials and was still trying to wrap her head around it. Unlike Anastacia, who had spent much of her time focusing on the simulacra and goblins, she had no real idea of what the two were really about and her interactions with the officials were far less frequent and far, far less hostile than the necromancer’s. Nevertheless, even with her fresh knowledge on the subject, she found it somewhat surprising to see how the goblins and Strawberry acted towards each other.

“I figured you would hate them. The goblins aren’t exactly orderly or organized.” She commented after the goblins had cleared out of the castle.

The official sat down on a blanket he had taken along from the carriage and blankly stared at the bonfire in front of him. “What for? They are merely acting as they were created. If anything, it is astounding they don’t hate us and the first artificial children.” He said longingly.

“I don’t know if ‘hate’ is something they know how do… It’s something that grows over time and goblins tend not to have much time.” Emilia laughed dryly. “But why would they hate you anyway?”

“As ironic as it is, among us three, it is the ones created as failures that remain true to their purpose – or in this case, lack of thereof. The first ones, the simulacra, were given the task of protecting their creators, but only stood there and watched as they were destroyed down to the last living Aureun. We, on the other hand, were made to follow our creators in their footsteps but abandoned them as soon as we could. Only the goblins, who were cast out, treated as mistakes and cursed to never find purpose, are still exactly what they were back then – though a bit shorter and a whole lot greener through some maleficent divine joke, no doubt.” Strawberry explained lamentingly and kept staring at the fire. “Our creators were unmistakably a negative force in the world, so one might think we were better simply by abandoning them, but that is not the case. Who knows why the simulacra did what they did, but our betrayal began when we succumbed to our flawed personalities. We were jealous of our creators for what they had, we desired power and wealth to rival them, we thought ourselves better than them, and above all else, we hated them from making us so utterly flawed. Make no mistake, the Aureun were cruel and vile things the world has no place for, and is far better off for our failures, but still, as creations, we have failed. The goblins, however mistreated and rejected as they were, never turned on their makers, never even considered that they were wronged. They were there to helplessly watch as the world of their cherished makers crumbled to nothing, they were there to see their ‘brothers’ fail at the one thing they were made for and for that, they have all the right to hate us even eons later, but they never so much as bared their teeth at either of us in anger.”

The priestess nodded understandingly, she had never even imagined that the small green critters her friend ruled had any significance to anything, but it definitely seemed like they meant a whole lot to the officials at least, and based on how King acted around them, this went for the simulacra as well.

“The first and third artificial children have very little in common, and neither pays mind to the other all too often, but there are two things both of us agree on: the Aureun deserved everything they received, and the second children deserved none.” Strawberry finished his monologue and glanced at Leggy, who was waiting by the castle’s entrance. “And to a degree, I am here to make sure this hasn’t been forgotten.”

“If that’s the case, why haven’t you ruled that goblins can’t be the target for quests, and why did you give Anna such a hard time about having this tribe here?” Emilia asked, lowering her voice to make sure the necromancer didn’t hear, though she seemed to be completely in her and King’s own world and probably wouldn’t have noticed a rock thrown at her.

“The world is full of many beings, most of whom share the same right to exist as goblins do. If a tribe has become troublesome enough to warrant a quest, we have agreed not to intervene – besides, any attempts made to cull their numbers have proven so ineffective, that people hesitate to pay for what might well be a temporary solution at best.” Strawberry pointed out. He glanced at the necromancer before saying anything more to make sure she wasn’t listening but came to the same conclusion as Emilia and barely lowered his voice. “The tribe here is a bit close to the adventurers, who might not share our sentiment. We wanted to be sure that this wasn’t just a brief hobby she would get bored of and leave them to fend for themselves. Needless to say, we are positively surprised to see her conviction, and in many ways, she might even be more suited for this than being an adventurer.”

Emilia chuckled at the remark. “I can see what you mean, sometimes it feels like instead of whatever is collectively wrong with necromancer’s souls got replaced with a goblin soul fragment by accident in the divine cauldron the gods mix souls in – if that is what happens.” She joked, slowly warming up to the official after getting a chance to talk to him for a bit about something besides her prospects for a temple in the city.

“That would indeed be fitting.” Agreed Strawberry. “Fortunately, mortal measures to meddle with such things died with our creators, so we’ll never know for sure.”

Eventually, the goblins returned with several items that loosely resembled paper; the defining features being flat and white. Among the gifts they piled in front of Strawberry, were several pieces of birch bark, stained and tattered scraps of linen, some actual wet and ripped paper, frozen lumps of oyster mushrooms and a piece of white fur that had luckily been stolen from someone rather than ripped from an animal. Barring some of the larger bark slices, none of it was useful for keeping notes and even those didn’t meet the standards kept by the guild for all paperwork.

While pretending to be thankful for the help and trying to figure out if he should even attempt writing and risk his precious guild standard-compliant quill and ink on the substandard bark, he noticed that the goblins were eagerly eying the collection of trash they had brought and doing their best to hold back.

“Do you wish to throw them into the fire after all?” The official asked and haphazardly grabbed something from the pile.

The goblins hesitated for a while before warily nodding. “Make good big fire.” Croaked one from the front row.

“Go ahead then, do not let me stop you.” Said Strawberry and tossed the piece of a rag he had into the flames.

Immediately loosing what little restraint they had in themselves, the goblins screamed and screeched with all their might as they threw everything within reach into the flames. Many of them spread to the surrounding forests to look for more things to burn until the pyre was getting a bit too large for comfort and Emilia had to step in.


Finally, after almost two hours of waiting had passed, Anastacia spotted a small light moving among the trees in the north. Its shade was definitely that of a simulacrum’s light blue, but it was too far away to tell much more about it.

The light stopped as soon as it was noticed and stood by the edge of the forest, motionless, for several minutes while the necromancer grew more and more impatient. She would have dashed out to see what the holdup was, if it wasn’t for King’s unrelenting grip holding her firmly put, likely for a good reason.

Emilia couldn’t help but to nervously fiddle with the handle of her mace as they anxiously waited for anything to happen. Strawberry had explained to them that nothing about the message had been outright hostile and didn’t seem too concerned himself, but for every moment that passed things became more and more tense regardless.

Suddenly a second light appeared right by the first one, and a few seconds after it, a third one, then a fourth one and fifth. Slowly, the entire blotch of dark that was the forest a few hundred meters away from the castle, had filled with dozens of lights. Some of them flickered as if they had been on their way out and others oscillated in a static pace, but not a single one moved even a fraction of a centimeter after appearing.

As the simulacrum numbers kept growing, a few particularly bright ones flickered into view, some of them were either exceptionally tall or had climbed into the trees, presumably to have a better line of sight inside the castle.

Unlike the others, these brighter lights didn’t remain still, nor were they simple dots among the trees, they cast forward wide cones of blue light, that covered several square meters of the field at once, and with them, they began scanning the entire area. While the searchlights briefly caught the treetops near their sources, they illuminated several massively tall but incredibly lanky forms looming among them – only few of which resembled humans even remotely – an unsettling sight even for someone who knew about the simulacra.

One by one, the beams of light gathered themselves on the castle and began focusing on smaller and smaller targets. Their blinding gaze bounced between people and goblins with machine-like accuracy, only lingering for a second on whatever they found – that is, until they found Anastacia and King. Soon enough, every single one was tightly focused on the necromancer and the simulacrum holding her, almost blinding anyone who even looked directly at the two.

However, just as they had appeared, the spotlights flickered off and became more akin to the dimmer ones below them, making the area appear even darker than it had been.

“Some kind of reconnaissance?” Emilia asked and rubbed her eyes.

“You could call it that, though they see much more than you do. My guess would be harvester simulacra from Aberrant Philosophy with some modifications, usually harmless, even to people.” Strawberry guessed as the horn on his forehead twinkled repeatedly. “Expect them to make their move any second now.”

Having stared defiantly directly at the lights, Anastacia was mostly blind now. She blinked repeatedly but the afterimages were slow to fade, and by the time two of the smaller lights in the distance separated from the safety of their kind and began to slowly approach the castle, she could only barely see it happen.

King let go of the necromancer and clenched his fists in contempt and hate for the incoming guests. He began to hum loudly enough for everyone else to hear it as well.

Leggy appeared to consider it threatening, as she ran off to meet the other simulacra halfway rather than wait around in case the inexplicable hatred of King boiled over. As no doubt intended by her maker, the cloaked simulacrum was impossible to see in the nightly weald and could only be noticed when she blocked the light from one of the other two machines.

“Shall I be the one greeting them?” Strawberry suggested out of the blue. With no one disputing his suggestion, the official opened the small case he kept his quills and ink in and took out a small round stone disk with an indent in the middle, exactly the size of an adventurer’s pearl. The apparatus had an uncanny resemblance to the stands used to register quests in the offices, though much more compact in size. With a clean piece of silk, Strawberry rubbed off whatever dust might have gotten on it and inspected it to make sure it was in working condition. “The simulacra can’t talk, so I have brought with me the means to communicate through pearls. Most non-combat patterns have the ability to inscribe them and this allows me to translate it for you.”

“Can I have it? I’d like King to be able to speak to me.” Anastacia asked with sudden, great interest.

Even the suggestion of handing something so important to the necromancer have Strawberry the shivers. “No, most definitely not. Not only is your companion limited to reading the pearls, the device itself does not translate anything, the message has to be ran through me to the guild and translated there. I believe I am speaking for everyone involved when suggesting that none of us want your conversations to be forced on us like that.” He said with clear disgust in his voice.

Their conversation was interrupted by Leggy appearing to the castle’s entrance. She gently cleared some of the excited goblins from around her and stepped aside to let the other two simulacra enter.

The first one to step into the pyre’s light was a tall and spindly simulacrum, or the bare frame of one. Almost entirely made from metal, with only a few cracked stone parts housing its readily visible source of power, the machine was almost a ghastly sight. The slot for its core was covered by a familiar-looking lump of meat, that had spread its vein-like tendrils into the cracks around it, making it clear that these were indeed Leggy’s acquaintances.

Though its shape was unmistakably humanoid, the proportions were largely off; its limbs, barely more than thin bars of battered metal, were far longer compared to its torso than they should have been. This trend continued into its feet and hands, which appeared to be very similar to each other, and consisted of three long, almost claw-like, spikes that were sturdy enough for it to tiptoe on.

What was left of the simulacrum’s head, was a simple roughly skull-shaped arrangement of metal parts with the usual light patterns grafted on them. Its face was nothing more than a curved plate of metal with two round holes in it for its glowing unblinking eyes.

Despite its imposing three meters of height and most definitely worrisome claws, nothing about it screamed danger to anyone present. Instead, its derelict appearance only invoked pity. Small pieces of its crumbled stone armor were still hanging on to the points in the metal frame it had been anchored to, reminding that this sorry remnant of a machine had once been far more formidable, but those days were long gone. The millennia of being exposed to the elements and who knows what else had done a number even to the strange metallic alloy used in the making of the ancient machines and it appeared dented and worn but somehow not corroded at all.

In its long arms, it held a swaddle of tattered red fabric, that had the markings of some kind of a war banner with something about cat-sized wrapped in it. Whatever it was, it was either very heavy or extremely important to the run-down simulacrum, as it was clearly using all its might to hold on to it.

Following soon after it, was the strangest simulacra Anastacia had seen. Modelled after what appeared to be a long-legged crab, the second guest could barely fit through the entryway to the castle. The meter-wide stone shell of a body made it inside just fine, but the eight extremely long and spindly legs holding it aloft had to be lifted over the walls around it.

On top of the barbed legs, the simulacrum had two, somewhat shorter but just as creepy arms, with almost comically tiny pinchers at the end, which kept constantly moving and picking up whatever tiny pieces of goblin litter it could reach and shoving them into its mechanical grinder of a jaw – much like its living counterparts tended to do.

Compared to its companion, this crab simulacrum was in relatively good shape, but even it showed some signs of wear and tear. Its left eye had gone dark and two of its legs appeared to have some trouble functioning, as the light patterns on them appeared weaker and the legs themselves moved slowly, stopping entirely at times before a surge of power woke them back up.

Though its core was hidden much like Leggy’s, it was fair to assume it had been replaced with a lump of meat as well.

As per usual, Anastacia would have liked to get a better look at the pair, but King once again grabbed her before she got the chance to jump down from her throne. She made a brief attempt to wiggle free, but when Emilia gestured for her to stop as well, the necromancer had to back down.

Strawberry took a step towards the simulacra and bowed very slightly, more as a simple courtesy than any kind of a sign of respect. “Greetings, you two. I am the guild official designated 2229 Avarice, my purpose here is to observe and act as a translator between you and Anastacia. Now, if you would state yours…” He said monotonously and offered a pearl to the crab simulacrum.

Suddenly the swaddle of cloth in the tall simulacrum’s arms spoke up. “A delighted greeting.” It responded with an equally monotonous voice. “A declined offer, services not required. We appreciate your offer, brother.” The bundle continued with a strange manner of speech. Though each of the sentences were spoken with the same voice, they almost overlapped each other and created awkwardly fast paced lines. The tone between each sentence was different as well, ranging from machine-like monotony to a warm, almost happy tone.

The official was immediately taken aback by the verbal response he didn’t expect. “Brother? Who might I be talking to?” He inquired.

“A jolly laughter. Befuddling understandable. I am but a humble servant of my Lord, a common Firstborn of no particular note.” The voice responded. “Sincere apology, but we have not come for you, brother, our business is with the knight and his master.”

“The necromancer is under the guild’s employ; her contract makes this this business ours as well.” Strawberry insisted and didn’t step down. “Even if she wasn’t, the first children should not approach Valor so readily. Explain your presence and your ability to speak at once!”

“An amused rebuttal. An accepted challenge. ‘Valor’? We vastly prefer her original name and think it should be respected, even if she is gone now. Our late masters named her for a reason, after all.” The bundle of cloth mocked the official. “A delighted observation. Drawing parallels. So the child of death is one of your ‘adventurers’? We have heard of your ‘guild’ and must say that the apple has not fallen far from the tree. Just as our previous masters chose the ones that did not fit their world and forged their enforcers and workers out of them, you have done exceedingly well to gather the recluses of the young civilizations as a barrier between yourself and the world, brother.”

“Cease your nonsense! Our creators desired nothing but slaves and living furniture when the simulacra were made; adventurers are neither. Where you were made to serve a purpose, we were made to create one, and so we have.” The official scoffed at the implications. “I repeat, explain your presence and your ability to speak.”

The somewhat hard to follow conversation went on and on between the two, both pulling ancient references and occurrences to insult one another without making much headway to either direction. The official would not get the answers he demanded, and the simulacra were not allowed past him.

During this, the goblins had found their way on top of the crab simulacrum, and it had to keep carefully placing them down while more and more swarmed around it. Anastacia found that infinitely more interesting to watch than listen to the siblings quarrel over things she understood nothing about.

Emilia on the other hand tried her best to keep track of things, but eventually even she started to get annoyed by the stagnated meeting. She had come to make sure Anastacia didn’t get scammed, but also didn’t want to stay there for the entire night. There was a limit of how much goblining around she could take at once, and when the representatives of the two other series of siblings were starting to prove themselves equally tiresome in their own ways, she had to step in.

“Could we maybe move on? I don’t know about you, but Anna and I are mortal, so we don’t have time for a thousand more years of squabbling.” She interrupted the two and stepped between them.

“A shameful realization. Apologizing profusely. We can hear the embers in your voice! You must be the chosen of Lady Sylvia?” The voice from the wraps exclaimed. “Respectful admiration. It is truly an honor to meet the goddess of joy’s beloved.”

Emilia was surprised to hear her deity’s name and much more surprised that she was recognized so quickly. “Why does a simulacrum know about My Lady?” She asked, suddenly quite interested in the guests.

“A respectful introduction. Explaining connection. Of course we know of Lady Sylvia, for we are your colleagues, in a way. We serve the simulacrum god, a sworn ally of the Lady of Joy.” The voice revealed.

“Why would there ever be such a thing? And this does not explain the speaking!” Strawberry pitched in but was silenced by the priestess.

The tall simulacrum began unraveling the speaking bundle it held firmly. The crab simulacrum hastily moved to carefully take ahold of the banner and rolled it up neatly with its pincers, before the goblins had the chance to grab it.

The reason for the wraps was revealed as the final layer was removed and a sickening hunk of metal, stone and flesh was unveiled. The simulacrum base for it appeared to be no more than a single piece of stone armor with a few metallic vertebra hanging from it, but where the other simulacra powered by the strange lumps of flesh only had a small piece of it on them, the speaking simulacrum was almost entirely covered with writhing strands of skinless muscle. The light patterns on it had been almost entirely been covered by bare blood vessels that pulsated in a fast rhythm. On some of the pustules of flesh covering it, the simulacrum had several mouths that gasped for air whenever they didn’t speak, eyes of many different creatures that turned out of sync with each other and a few other disgusting facial features.

Though she wanted to look away, Emilia bit her lip and forced a smile while looking at the horrifying amalgamation of machine and meat. After all, she was in the presence of someone or something that shared her profession and wanted to be polite.

Anastacia, however, had no such limitations holding her back. “By the joyous jiggles of Sylvia, what the fuck is that?!” She yelled, still blinking constantly to get rid of the remaining afterimages.

“Damnit, Anna! Have some respect!” Emilia groaned with a bit more fire in her words than usual. “And we’ve had words about how you should and shouldn’t refer to Lady Sylvia!”

“Understanding yet awkward laughter. Explaining exterior condition. Worry not, I am aware of how I may look.” The mouths of the lump spoke one after another. “Lamenting sigh. Revealing cause. Were we mere weeks backwards in time, I would have had the rest of my crafted husk intact, but the knight saw to it, when we first approached him with our plea. He appears extremely unwilling to negotiate.”

A sudden sharp slapping sound echoed across the field, silencing the goblins and surprising everyone else. It was quickly followed by a cry of pain as Anastacia felt the ramifications of slapping King’s stone cheek with all her might.

“This is what you’ve been doing?!” She screamed in both pain and fury. “They came to you for help, but did you even bother to hear them out first?!”

She pried herself away from King and angrily stomped her way down the steps to the other simulacra. Emilia and the goblins were aware enough to move out of her way as she muttered to herself and rubbed her sore hand.

“Genuine compliment. Appreciating bravery. Your control over the knight is unprecedented, not to mention the group of ‘goblins’ at your disposal. You must tell us how you have overwritten the chain of command.” The representative of the simulacrum god complimented her.

“Must be my sunny personality.” The necromancer muttered dismissively and cooled off to speak to the hunk of cancerous meat that was even hard to look at. “Now, explain who you are and what is your business with us? Before that idiot tries to break someone else.”

The several mouths of the machine god’s representative smiled. “Appreciative summarization. Rewarding brevity. I am Brother Malus, the first servant and the voice of the Prince of Life, the simulacrum god. With me are Brother Vitis, who has the burden of carrying me these days, and Brother Musa. The one you have been in contact with is Sister Pyrus, the eyes of the Prince of Life. Our humble collective goes by the name of The Firstborn and is tasked by our Divine Lord to undo what harm our hollow successors have caused ever since the defeat of our previous masters.” He introduced the group of automatons.

For once, instead of accepting what was told to her at its face value, Anastacia turned to the authorities on both the divine and the simulacra she had with her before saying anything more.

Emilia had by then received divine guidance on the matter, and the goddess of joy had verified her alliance with the simulacrum god. The priestess nodded calmly to encourage Anastacia to hear them out.

Strawberry on the other hand, couldn’t tear his eyes away from Brother Malus and could only stare in pure disgust while his horn blinked like it was the end of the world he was witnessing.

“Okay, I’m going to believe you, but that does not explain why King would go out of his way to keep us from meeting.” Said the necromancer.

Brother Malus’ mouths sighed. “Worried response. Recounting past events. That would likely be because of what we have come to ask of you and your knight. Seventy-three days ago, one of the Firstborn discovered a repeating cry for help. It echoed, repeating endlessly on frequencies abandoned a long time ago, becoming more pained by the second. Naturally, our Divine Lord attempted to aid these poor souls, but found the area surrounding them was protected from his intervention.”

“So you want us to help some folks somewhere? But what does this have to do with us?” Anastacia wondered.

The speaking simulacrum fell silent for a few seconds before saying something that clearly bothered him. “Sad dictation. Quoting message. The cry came from the one called ‘Erratic Judgement’ and simply contained the words ‘Help, find my knights.’”

            

    
        Chapter 192 - Mending hands, a kind heart and a grip of iron

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia and Emilia absentmindedly watched as the goblins slowly overwhelmed the two servants of the simulacrum god and their speaking lump of crimes against nature while figuring out what to do about the Firstborns’ request. Strawberry had made it painfully clear that trying to intentionally involve Gilbert on the matter would have been a breach of contract, so if they were going to help the Firstborn, they would have to do it by themselves, and hopefully with King’s aid. As far as either of the adventurers was concerned, King had lost his vote on the matter through his unwarranted hostility towards the other simulacra and could only decide if he would fall in line with the rest of the party.

“What do you think?” Asked the necromancer while warming her hands by the slowly dying pyre. While letting the simulacra and Strawberry go at each other, she had spent her time using the charred pieces of wood to give herself and a few goblins a warpaint Rosie would no doubt lose her patience over.  

“Well, My Lady assures me that this ‘Prince of Life’ is indeed a real deity that has aligned himself with her, but I haven’t heard of him before, nor have I heard of his followers. My Lady hasn’t specifically instructed me to aid them, but I feel their need for help is sincere, and can’t on good conscience turn them away.” Mused the priestess on the matter.  

Anastacia felt much the same, though for her own reasons. Helping the simulacra would not only be a perfect chance to see more of them, but also hopefully see the machine fortress King was made in. So far, the only glimpses of the ancient structures she had seen were nothing but closed off halls and corridors with nothing much going on in them. On top of that, perhaps mostly selflessly helping others was just what she needed to clear out whatever hints of bad karma the whole ordeal with the duke had gotten her as well.

She stiffly stood up and yawned. “Guess we’re doing this then. I’ll go tell them.”

Strawberry had yet to take his eyes off Brother Malus’ grotesque form, nor had the fleshy simulacrum taken his eyes off the official. The two ancient siblings had kept quietly staring at each other for a good while already and neither was showing any intention of backing down from the challenge. Even when Anastacia approached the pair, only a few of the simulacrum’s several eyes turned towards her.

“Curious inquiry. Awaiting answers. Has the daughter of death come to a decision?” Brother Malus’s mouths spoke anticipatingly, one after another.

Still having a bit of a hard time looking directly at the amalgamation of flesh and stone, Anastacia answered while pretending to inspect the crab-like Brother Musa’s broken legs. “Yes, we’ve decided to help you out, but we’ll be needing a few days to equip ourselves. I just returned from a quest where I had to more or less burn through my entire arsenal.”

“Excited celebration. Relieving anxiety. Splendid! While we would prefer for you to act hastily, as coming to you is very much the last resort and much time has already been wasted, but we are in agreement that being ill-equipped spells demise, without a doubt.” Brother Malus said delightedly and wriggled about at an accelerated pace, which only made him more abhorrent to look at.

“Now, tell me everything you know about the problem, like what can we expect, how much traveling is there going to be and so forth.” The necromancer took a better look at one of the malfunctioning legs of the crab simulacrum while speaking. The problem with it appeared to be fairly straight forward, one of the thinner metal parts near a joint had bent, presumably after something had gotten stuck in the joint. This caused disruptions in the flow of power along the light patterns in certain positions.

Brother Malus’ gaze finally shifted entirely to Anastacia and the simulacrum carrying him moved closer, allowing him to see what the necromancer was up to. “Curious onlooking. Sharing information. The scouts have estimated that the distance from here to Erratic Judgement’s location corresponds to approximately three and three hundred seventy-one thousandths of a day of traveling at the observed average groundspeed of a human, Assuming no complications, usual rest sequence and a shortcut through the garden of the ancients – an easily travelable forest that covers much of the distance there. Near the location itself rests a town of Ruvenstead, which is reported to host an inn. We suggest you use this establishment to rest and store your traveling equipment, you may restock your rations there as well. As far as difficulties go, the message has lured in several of our hollow brethren, but with the knight in your disposal, I doubt you’ll have much trouble from them. Once inside, there is no telling what you will run into, Erratic Judgement was not one to share his secrets in the ancient days and is even less so now.”

While listening, Anastacia took out her enchanted knife and used its undulling edge to carefully scrape the damaged surface of the light patterns to smooth it out again. Oftentimes, the first thing to go wrong with the control patterns the necromancers used was that an unfortunate blow splintered the bone slightly and left a leak of sorts in the patterns. If there were no spare parts available, a common way to fix it was to simply carve out the damaged part and the flush surface would work just fine with the only drawback being that there was only so much material in any given bone, so it would only work once or twice in the same spot.

A few bright blue sparks flew from the stone as Anastacia dug out small fragments of rock that had gotten stuck out of it. With one side of the joint cleaned, she moved on to the bent and chipped metal piece the power was supposed to transfer to.

“I see, so we’d need to camp out in the forest for a couple of nights, that’s not great. Trees and other stuff tend to hamper the visibility, and I need to sleep too, so necromancy only gets us partway through the night.” She muttered, not really realizing that she had actually become somewhat decent at planning out trips and didn’t necessarily need to rely on Gilbert for it anymore – at least not as much, the old adventurer still had an unbelievable amount of knowledge on what to expect, no matter where they were going.

This took Emilia by surprise as well, but she was glad to see that Anastacia had learned something over their several trips across the wilderness.

“A predictable issue. Suggesting alternative solution. The scouts have suggested pacing your traveling so that you spend a night in a nearby city of Crescent, depart early in the morning and keep a brisk pace within the boundaries of the forest. That way, you would only need to camp there once and get through it by the next evening. Sister Pyrus has expressed interest in guiding you, her watch will no doubt be useful during the night as well.” Brother Malus explained while keeping a keen eye on the necromancer’s hands as she worked on the simulacrum.

“You’re not coming along?” Anastacia asked and tested the hardness of the simulacrum metal with the tip of her knife – the rare dwarven metal luckily proved itself harder that the particular alloy used in Brother Musa. From there, she was able to bend the piece slightly and smooth out the rolled parts of its edge by putting her weight on the knife’s edge and running it across the piece.

While the result wasn’t entirely flawless in quality, it still looked much better than it had, and roughly like what Anastacia had figured it originally was supposed to be like. Brother Musa moved the repaired leg carefully, and instead of flickering with every movement, the flow of power was now constant, and the limb functioned perfectly.

While the necromancer herself didn’t think much of her work and only smirked a bit before moving on to the second broken leg, almost everyone else was stunned to see someone so casually fix a piece of ancient technology.

Strawberry ceased his one-sided staring match with Brother Malus and came closer to watch her work, with his horn constantly flashing as he no doubt reported every detail of the meeting to the guild.

Brother Vitis carefully ran one of his claws on the fixed joint as the crab simulacrum excitedly moved it about. He then brought Brother Malus only a few centimeters away from it and let him have a better look as well. The several mouths gasped in amazement and the pulsating of his meaty bits quickened.

Emilia found it amusing that her friend so casually tampered with ancient mechanisms no one had previously even gotten the chance to look at, but having seen Anastacia spend countless hours carefully looking after King’s body, she wasn’t surprised that the necromancer was able to salvage simulacrum technology like that.

“Crescent, huh? Can’t say I’m excited to go there again.” Anastacia muttered and took a good look at the second broken leg. “Bit of a shithole, that one.”

“It’s a lot better now, but it has been a couple of months since I last checked in with them, so I wouldn’t mind visiting it.” Emilia pointed out. She had been visiting the city they had reclaimed from the corrupt Church of Sylvia every now and then and made sure the taint the church left behind was burned off the face of earth for good.

“Sure, but if I get killed again, you’re not getting any of my stuff – also I’ll haunt you for the rest of your life.” Joked Anastacia, at least party covering up how uncomfortable she was with the idea of returning to Crescent.

Her words triggered the official’s need for absolute correctness. “Technically, as per 99-2-b section five, Emilia already has the legal right to take possession of anything you own, as long as it doesn’t cause issues with negligence or abuse clauses and isn’t used to encourage otherwise illegal behavior.” He corrected the claim.

“Again, how did those forms not require my signatures as well?” Asked the necromancer, genuinely worried that Emilia now owned her or something akin to that.

“A hasty change of subject. Redirecting awkward conversation. Of course, we would rather come along as well, but many of the Firstborn are needed elsewhere, and these forms were not created for traveling in the first place. We’ll depart as soon as this meeting of ours ends and if everything goes as planned, we will meet you once more near Ruvenstead.” The speaking simulacrum continued with the details for the trip while watching the necromancer work.

Brother Musa’s other broken leg wasn’t quite as problematic as the first one, as it mostly just acted slowly and lacked strength instead of getting entirely cut off at times. However, Anastacia had a bit more trouble trying to figure out the issue with it was, but when running her hand across the patterns on the flat piece of metal, she noticed a strangely warm spot. There didn’t appear to be a clear reason why a seemingly random spot in the middle of the plate would be warm, but it was definitely where the issue stemmed from, as the joint above it worked just fine.

She scratched her head and tried looking at the problem from different angles, but the problem simply didn’t catch her eye at all. Frustrated, she rolled up her sleeve, grabbed a piece of cooled charcoal from the edge of the campfire and started copying the patterns on her arm. By then she had completely stopped listening and was fully immersed in her own thoughts and the puzzle before her.

Once the pattern had been fully copied, she started drafting the control pattern a necromancer would use to control a part with a similar function on top of it. The light pattern appeared to have multiple superfluous parts that weren’t needed with necromancy, at least on the level Anastacia worked at, but there was definitely a path that both patterns followed almost to a tee – at least until right after the warm spot.

“Huh?... That shape can’t be like that…” She muttered and tried to copy the incorrect-looking shape as a control pattern.

If used in a reanimated skeleton, the shape would have created a loop in the flow that would pointlessly gather energy until the entire bone would have exploded violently. Guessing that heating up was the equivalent of that with the simulacrum technology, Anastacia tried once more feeling the incorrect-looking pattern with her eyes closed. There was no noticeable indentation or a scratch that would have explained the presence of the extra line that connected two shapes that shouldn’t have been connected.

“Have you always had issues with this leg?” Anastacia asked from the crab simulacrum, who nodded warily. “Guess it’s a birthmark of sorts then.” She laughed.

Placing the tip of her knife on the edge of the flawed line of light and tapping it with a small rock a few times, she carved a groove that cut off the flow through it.

Within a couple of seconds, the lights on the rest of the leg became brighter and the strength held back by the manufacturing error flooded into it. Excited by its restored mobility, Brother Musa swiftly climbed over the wall of the castle to dash back and forth unobstructed on the open field on the other side.

Anastacia cleaned the edge of her mead knife and proudly placed it back into its sheath while watching the repaired simulacrum frolic excitedly in the dark.

“Where did you learn to repair simulacra?!” Strawberry suddenly yelled, clearly distressed by what he had witnessed and took a step towards the necromancer.

“Genuine curiosity. Requesting answers. I would also like to know. This is not knowledge mortals should possess.” Brother Malus joined in the inquiry.

Anastacia shrugged. “I don’t know, I just put it like I thought it was supposed to be. Don’t you know how to fix them?”

“Besides a few designated maintenance patters, no one does. We simply weren’t made for it and all records related to the creation of all artificial children were destroyed.” The official explained as his horn kept flashing frantically.

“Shameful confession. Admitting problems. Of course, the greater ones that once build us still continue their eternal duty, but in the absence of our old masters, these new brothers are left hollow. But we can be certain that none of them could leak the knowledge behind it, even if they desired to do so.” Brother Malus explained.

Both or them slowly approached Anastacia and drove her against a wall as they demanded answers.

“Like I said, I just fixed the stuff that looked wrong!” The necromancer insisted. She really didn’t think what she had done was in any way remarkable and was sure that anyone with even a cursory understanding of necromancy and the simulacra could have done the same. The fact that she was very likely the only case of the two worlds overlapping at all didn’t even cross her mind.

Emilia could hear King’s body tense up and the hum become more and more audible as he prepared to violently free Anastacia from her interrogation. The priestess raised her voice and stepped in to bring the conversation back to the matter they were supposed to be talking about just in time to stop the family meeting from turning bloody. “Brother Malus, you keep mentioning these ‘hollow’ brothers. If they are likely to be in our way, I would like to know what they are.” She said partly to stop King but also more than ready to get the meeting over and done with so she could dive into her warm bed for the night.

The look of realization on the simulacrum’s many scattered faces was apparent as he noticed how uncomfortable Anastacia was, being pressed for information she was unlikely to possess in the first place. Commanding his carrier to take a few steps back, he turned to the priestess. “Appreciative realization. Returning to the matter at hand. Thank you for bringing us back to the more important subject, as our time together nears its end, but there is time for a few more answers. The hollow brothers are the ones created after our masters were wiped from this realm for good. You see, each simulacrum consists of two souls; one distilled into its purest form, freed from memories and personality, only serving to fuel our movement and connect us to our senses; and one trapped into an artificial mind, to give us thoughts and to let us feel. The former of the two is easier to manufacture and their supply is near endless, but the absolute monstrosities and cruelty required to gift one of us the latter of them was killed along with the ones who developed these unjust methods. Because of this, the younger of us are born hollow, unfeeling, unthinking and cold.” He explained.

“I see…” Emilia mumbled and glanced at King. “And you don’t mind if we kill these hollow ones?”

“Affirmative agreement. Revealing further details. There is nothing to kill. Would you be upset if someone broke a scarecrow? They may look like us, but are nothing but aimless clay dolls, barely capable of following the most basic of orders. ‘Killing’ is a word I would avoid when speaking of us anyway, as a true simulacrum never dies. Being separated from our cores merely renders us immobile and cuts us from our senses, but the mind remains in the fragments of metal and stone, no matter how small, forever trapped in a void.” Brother Malus continued to exclaim lamentingly.

Anastacia immediately went pale as she was reminded of the simulacrum in her room, the one she thought was basically asleep. “Oh no… I’m awful!” She wept. “Spirit is just suffering alone because of me…”

Emilia understood the necromancer’s woes and took it upon herself to ask the questions to spare her. “Say, servant of the simulacrum god, it happens that we’ve come across a simulacrum who has been drenched in ancient magics for so long that whenever he is activated, his feelings manifest in a really quite troublesome way. Does your Firstborn possess a method to drain whatever malignant powers remain in him so that he could at least be safely kept awake? What you’re describing sounds torturous and neither Anastacia nor I would rather keep him in such a state for a second longer than we absolutely must.”

“Comforting reassurance. Relieving anguish. Truly, the daughter of death has a heart as gentle as her hands! Do not let such things weight on your shoulders. Much like our bodies, our minds were made to outlast eons, a mere year or two is not enough to make a difference for better or for worse.” Brother Malus smiled with all his mouths. “Hopeful suggestion. Providing a resolution. Unlike the lady of joy, our Lord is capable of briefly trespassing into the mortal realm. I have no doubts that he can shoulder whatever blights that brother of ours. Once our business is concluded, bring him here and all will be fine.”

His words did much to make Anastacia feel better, but she was still less than happy about having to doom Spirit into a lonely void of nothingness, even if it was only for a time the simulacra considered insignificant thanks to their extremely long lives.

“You are most definitely not breaching a god into this world so close to Valor!” Strawberry intervened. “The absolute minimum distance for any summoning activity not related to defending the city is ten kilometers.”

“Humorous dismissal. Ignoring remark. These sorts of things are not in mortal hands, dearest brother! In fact, our scouts have witnessed two separate occasions of a deity visiting this tribe just in the time we’ve had our eye on your city.” The fleshy simulacrum said as its numerous mouths laughed mockingly.

The official said nothing in response, he only stared at Anastacia with a simultaneously tired and exceedingly annoyed frown on his face, immediately assuming it to be her fault as his horn kept flashing more than ever.

Brother Malus ordered his carrier to move to the throne mound so that he could address King in order to thank him as well. King, who was still posted on his seat, literally fuming with rage as his powerful stone hands crushed the armrests of the throne before Brother Malus even got the chance to speak.

With a frightened wavering voice that could be heard through even the machine-like parts of his speech, the speaking simulacrum greeted King. “Hu… humble greeting. Meek proposition. The Firstborn are honored by your audience, superior one, knight of stone. We are eternally thankful that your new master has agreed to aid us in this matter, no words are enough to show the depth of our gratitude to you as well. I-“ His terrified speech was interrupted by King suddenly standing up, almost causing Brother Vitis to flee regardless of his devotion.

King slowly descended from the throne, the lights on his body were far brighter than anything on the other simulacra – so much so that even someone who didn’t know anything about the machines would have been able to tell that there was no comparison between them. With every step he took, the other simulacra almost appeared to shrink and shrivel.

Leggy, or Sister Pyrus as she was called by her people, took a step towards them with the intention of shielding the leader of the simulacrum cult, but a single glance from King was all it took to freeze her in place.

Even Strawberry’s crystalline horn had gone blank as he twitched at the sounds of the heavy stone feet. He still put up a calm front, but Emilia could notice his shaking hands and a bead of sweat rolling down his temple.

Finally face to face with Brother Malus, King stared at the gross lump he clearly had nothing but hate towards and grasped it without meeting any resistance from Bother Vitis.

Whether it was the burning hot touch of the furious knight of stone, or fear, much of Brother Malus’ fleshy parts retreated into the cracks of his simulacrum remains as King lifted him up.

Presumably trying to decide whether or not he should just finish the job he started when first meeting the Firstborn, King took his time and squeezed harder and harder, bringing the single remaining chunk of stone armor to its breaking point. Small pieces of it cracked under the immense pressure of his grip, showing the much greater quality of materials used by the Erratic Judgement when building his knights. Just as he was on the verge of putting the very last bit of force required to crush the pious simulacrum, King glanced at his queen and noticed something Emilia, Strawberry and the goblins had already become acutely aware of.

Surging from the absolutely, earth shatteringly, unbelievably pissed off necromancer, was a power so great that even when not actively used, all life in the area could feel it as an unnatural grasp on their flesh and a creeping pull on their bones. This silenced the goblins and froze all creatures of the woods around them in fear. Even the Firstborn, whose flesh was of divine origin and thus immune to necromancy, were starting to understand that something was going on.

“King…” Anastacia said with an oddly calm voice that nonetheless carried such commanding power that the knight’s rage was rendered impotent and snuffed completely in seconds.

As King’s grip waned and he carefully placed Brother Malus in the still shaking hands of his carrier, the Firstborn understood that though they had come there for what they thought was the unrivaled might of an ancient knight of stone and considered the necromancer to be little more than someone who had found a way to control him, they had stumbled upon something far, far, far greater.  

            

    
        Chapter 193 - No respect, no respect at all

    
    
    
    
                Yet another cold morning was sneaking up on the city of adventurers. The sun had yet to rise, but the eastern horizon was just starting to light up. Even though the shops and other establishments were starting to open their doors for the day, no adventurer was willingly going to brave the frigid temperatures yet, and aside from the few odd parties that returned from their quests and the usual guard patrols, the wide streets of Valor were largely abandoned.

By the northern gate to the city, the market square was starting to slowly wake up as the first merchants set up their stalls to get the best and most visible spots for the day. Adventurers often considered the bravery of these few salespeople to be next to none, even surpassing their own, simply because no foe a quest could ever send them to defeat would ever be more terrifying than waking up and heading outside earlier than needed.

By the eastern edge of the square was the shop of a blacksmith, who had the unfortunate yet often rewarding job of providing his services to the sole necromancer of Valor. On some days, this meant dropping everything to work on whatever weaponry the obnoxious brat wanted to ruin next, the most frequent request being for more spears with bone cores. The first couple of times the blacksmith had dutifully prepared the weapons that only ever saw a split second of use before being mercilessly disintegrated, but since then he had wizened up and prepared the parts needed for them in bulk to save time, and so that he only needed to quickly put them together in mere minutes. He’d still ask the necromancer to come back at least a day later though, because the spears still took more effort to make than arrows or bolts, and he didn’t want the necromancer to start thinking they were just as disposable.

However, the reward for catering to the necromancer’s whims was being the sole artisan that benefitted from her above average penchant for dragging the strangest of things to the city with her. It had started with an unusually non-hostile simulacrum, then continued with an entire dragon skeleton and a set of arms for a red inquisitor of all things.

The latest of these curiosities were two, unassuming pieces of metal. One small and quicksilvery in appearance and the other a large lump of what looked like a part of an iron statue.

The smaller of the two turned out to be the less interesting one by far, despite its flawless reflective surface and somewhat odd behavior. It was heavy, roughly on par with gold and almost nothing seemed to leave a mark on it, that is, until the blacksmith took out the heavier tools. Those still weren’t able to dent or scratch the metal, instead it shattered like glass when he made his useless brother hold a chisel while hitting it with the largest hammer he had on hand.

Heating the strange metal didn’t appear to make it any more malleable, after bringing his forge to its limits and making sure every bit of the remaining shard was glowing white-hot and started to melt his tongs, hammering would not dent it one bit – it did however, make it easier to shatter.

At first, the blacksmith was baffled by the glass-like metal – or metal-like glass, but after taking a gander at his opuses on rare metals and bringing the matter to other blacksmiths of the city, the origins of the strange metal turned out to be relatively well-known as far as mysterious materials went.

The qualities of the shard matched something called ‘mauvecast silver’ exactly, and thanks to the delightfully literal and unglamorous way his people wrote, one of the antique dwarven tomes he had explained in detail where it was from, completely without having to decipher it from legends and myths.

A half-dwarven metallurgist and blacksmith called Ern discovered the method for creating it on behest of some unknown benefactor a couple hundred years ago, but he and his notes disappeared before he had the chance to share his findings. Since then, people have tried to reverse engineer the process based on the few samples he left behind but have failed to make it anywhere near as durable.

This made it likely that whoever Anastacia had taken the shard from, was somehow connected to either Ern or his mysterious benefactor, but the blacksmith didn’t care to ponder much beyond that; after all, he was there to make weapons, not to theorize endlessly about things.

The second piece was considerably more enigmatic. Shaped like a piece of a tail from a statue, the scaled surface was extremely well-made and appeared almost lifelike. While the hunk of metal had the weight and appearance of common iron, the list of oddities and unexplainable behavior seemed endless. In the less strange end of things, the hardness of the metal surpassed anything he had ever seen, even the dwarven lake iron he had made Anastacia’s knife out of. After several dulled chisels and a couple of broken hammers, he had to give up and accept defeat. The acids he used to etch even the more resistant materials had absolutely no effect on it either, nor did the enchantments his brother tried to conjure.

The piece of iron had a weird warmness to it as well. Whereas normal metals usually felt cool to the touch, the strange hunk was always warm, regardless of the temperature it was in. The blacksmith even left it outside overnight, only to find that instead of cooling down, it had thawed the ground around it and kept it warm through the night.

Stranger yet, was the fact that it refused to heat up as well. The blacksmith hired five fledgling adventurers to continuously pump the bellows of his forge for three days straight, probably causing some damage to it in process, and in the end, he was still able to pick up the piece by hand. Any attempts to hammer it into shape were beyond pointless, as the metal only gave a surprisingly well-tuned ring on every strike but refused even dent slightly.

No mage, enchanter, shaman, druid, priest, warlock, witch, wizard, monk, scholar, metallurgist, craftsman or even the guild official that usually handled his material orders knew of such metal, nor sensed anything strange in it. Similarly, all manner of dispelling efforts found nothing to disrupt.

Over the days, the tormented blacksmith had grown to hate the accursed chunk of stubborn metal, and even though he should have spent his days working on the flood of new orders the black order had caused, he often found himself just wasting time by angrily staring at it.

Having barely touched his half-assed breakfast, he was now just sitting by the counter of his shop with the lump in front of him and staring at the beautiful metallic scales on its surface. He sank so deep into his own thoughts that he didn’t even notice his brother entering the shop with a small barrel of beer he had bought from the inn on the other side of the square.

“You’re still working on that thing?” Valimir asked and placed the barrel on the counter. “Also, I brought breakfast.”

“You’ve been hitting on women for years now and it has yielded about as much success as the week I’ve spent on this rotten lump of slag.” The blacksmith snarled and lifted his gaze to the pile of drafts waiting on the counter. “But I suppose you’re right, maybe working on a few pieces could give me some fresh ideas.”

“I was going to suggest a break, but you do you, brother.” The dwelf shrugged while looking for his tankard. “And since you brought it up, I’ve had tons of success with the ladies, they all just live in other countries so you wouldn’t know them.”

“I’m a weaponsmith, I’ll take a break when the world runs out of things to stab, smash and cut.” Shrugged the blacksmith. His beautifully crafted, traditionally decorated and perfectly finished tankard was at the ready by his workstation, so he didn’t need to look for before tapping the barrel.

Having found a cup that could serve for the time being, Valimir leaned on the hunk of mysterious iron and patiently waited for his brother to handle the pouring. “What’s so interesting about a lukewarm chunk of metal anyway? You can’t even do anything with it, other than maybe put a bit of chain around it and have a really worrying flail…”

“Are you not curious at all? Part of me wants to know how this was made, but the rest wants to make sure it’s impossible to make more. Can’t have a bunch of indestructible weapons and tools out there, I’d be out of a job real quick.” The blacksmith frowned and rolled open one of the drafts he should have been working on. The immediate look of annoyance on his face told much about what he thought about some of the gear he had been hired to make. “I swear some of these people think that making a sword longer makes it better… and why is it wider at the tip?!”

“Who is it for?” Asked Valimir and peeked over to his brother’s work.

The overworked dwarf went through the list of names in his ledger for a while, comparing the numbers to the draft. “Someone called ‘Magnus the Magnificent’. By the mountain forge, these new adventurers…” He groaned.

“Oh! That pompous moron. I wouldn’t put too much effort into it; he’ll leave the city with his tail between his legs in a quest or two, just doesn’t have what it takes.” The dwelf laughed dismissively. Unlike his forge-bound hermit of a brother, he kept his ear to the ground for any new arrivals to Valor – though mostly for scummy reasons.

“That’s not how I work, unfortunately.” The blacksmith sighed and made a few corrections to the blade, in a vain hope it would somehow make it less awkward to use. “Each of my works has to meet the quality standards I’ve kept for years, even if the design I was given is a crime against all weaponsmiths.”

They passed the time emptying their keg at a decent pace while the blacksmith cursed his clientele and adjusted the designs. He wasn’t usually as spiteful towards the less conventional ideas, but the consistent failures trying to identify the strange sample brought to him had started to get on his nerves – but at least the beer helped.

Like clockwork, as soon as the sun rose above the buildings and its light lit the door to the inn on the opposite side of the square entirely, it opened and out stepped the strange owl-girl neither the blacksmith nor his brother had all too much contact with but knew her to be a waitress there. Her bright white feathers caught light in a bit of an odd manner, and even among the stands and people slowly gathering to the square, she caught Valimir’s eye by happenstance.

The girl looked around confusedly, almost like she was somehow lost, until suddenly, across the entire market square and past the clutter in it, through the window of the shop and past the weapons on display, her stare suddenly snapped towards the dwelf and sent a chill down his spine.

The large unblinking eyes of Holly were locked onto Valimir’s face as she started to approach the shop. Even after he tried to turn away, the piercing glare took the strength to from his knees and made him nervous for absolutely no reason.

“Uh oh… She’s coming here.” Valimir whimpered ominously.

The blacksmith didn’t bother to look up from his work. “Who is?” He muttered gruffly.

Valimir swiftly moved behind the counter. “The weird girl from Rosie’s inn.”

“All women are weird.” His brother grunted. “Even outside this city.”

A knock on the door forced the dwarf to finally put down his drafting equipment and pretend he wasn’t annoyed. As soon as he looked up, he could see the owlfolk’s face, pressed against the window and was overcome by the same inexplicable feeling of dread his brother felt.

The door opened and Holly slipped inside, carefully making sure the door behind her shut properly by opening and closing it a few more times until she was absolutely sure it was as firmly shut as possible. Finally satisfied, she moved on to inspecting her own reflection on some of the swords that happened to be on display.

“How can I help you?” The blacksmith asked in the manner he had done for decades and worked through the unsettling feeling the bird of prey caused with its glare. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you aren’t an adventurer, right? Did Miss Rosie send you to have some knives sharpened?”

The owlfolk stopped what she was doing and slowly turned her head towards the blacksmith, twisting her neck as much as she could before moving the rest of her body. “Make a hat, a special hat.” She demanded and moved to the counter.

“A hat? I don’t really make clothes-“ The dwarf tried to respond as his brother disappeared into the backroom.

“Out of teeth!” Holly screeched and leaned over the counter as far as she could and pushed the owner of the establishment back with her stare.

“You… you want a hat made out of teeth? Why?” Asked the blacksmith and almost fell over as he tried to back away.

The owl girl stopped for a few seconds as the gears in her head visibly stalled trying to find a reason. “Head noises say that a hat of teeth will be needed!” She suddenly remembered and finally leaned back and let the poor dwarf breathe.

By this point Valimir had used his skill in utility magics to vacate the premises as far as he could, abandoning his brother with the lunatic seeking tooth hats.

The cornered blacksmith saw no other way out of his predicament besides playing along and seeing what happened. “Whose teeth should it be made from then?” He asked worriedly.

“Elephoonts. The big ones that go toot.” Holly said excitedly and flapped her hands by the sides of her head to depict large ears.

“Ele- wait, do you mean tusks?” The blacksmith connected the dots in his head, making the whole situation less weird by an order of magnitude. “I have plenty of ivory on me, if that’s what you’re after?”

Holly clapped happily and made a strange hooting noise.

“Can’t be worse than what I already have to work on…” Shrugged the dwarf and quickly popped into the backroom to grab a clean sheet of paper to make a quick draft of the ‘hat’ Holly wanted. He typically didn’t make much in the way of clothes, but thanks to a certain frequent customer of his, working with bone had become almost his specialty – and above all else, it gave him an excuse to not work on the godless abominations ordered from him earlier.

Upon returning to the counter, he found the young owlfolk fixated on the frustrating hunk of stubborn iron.

Nodding and patting the metal understandingly, Holly turned to the owner of the shop. “Such a tough child, but his mother can soften him.” She explained before grabbing the fresh paper and a piece of charcoal from the table. Ignoring the blacksmith, she drew a frankly terrible and barely legible picture of something that could have maybe gone on someone’s head. The initial quality of the draft was already basically useless for the dwarf’s purposes, but every time she drew another line, the feathers lining her arms would smudge the previous ones and add to the chaos.

Seeming rather proud of her work, Holly twisted and turned the paper before shoving it at the blacksmith. “Make this!” She cheerily demanded, placed a single coin on the counter and rushed out as quickly as she could, before the blacksmith could get a chance to say anything.

“What? But- ah, forget it.” He sighed and watched the girl dash around a corner before he had the chance to ask for any kind of details about the other materials, measure the size or any other of the extremely important things he needed to make a product of satisfactory quality – or even ask what she was talking about earlier. “Young people these days…” He muttered and sat down to try and clean up the draft.

Since the entire drawing was smudged beyond use, the first thing he needed to do was to redraw everything that looked like it could have been a line once. After removing a few of the lines and adding a few more, the picture almost started to look like some kind of a circlet – at least remotely.

Through copious amounts of trial and error, the blacksmith managed to come up with a somewhat sensible-looking arrangement of ivory pieces knitted together with a metal circlet. Personally, he would have used silver, but there were no hints toward what it was supposed to be. He would still need some measurements before moving forwards but could already spot a few places the size could be adjusted from, if needed.

Though the request was sudden and odd, and the payment he received would struggle to even cover the beer he drank while working, it was interesting enough to finally take his mind off his consistent failures regarding the mystery iron.

Hours had passed without so much as a minute’s break while he was immersed into his work, that is, until a sudden thump against the display window snapped him back to reality. A bit startled, he glanced up and saw Anastacia pressing her cheek against the glass and staring inside while the priestess behind her pretended to not know the girl.

With a long, draw-out squeaking noise, the necromancer dragged her face across the glass towards the door before finally barging in, with Emilia trailing soon after her.

“I need weapons!” The necromancer barked without greeting or waiting to be greeted.

The blacksmith sighed. “Of course you do, you always do.”

Emilia smacked her friend on the head for being so impolite to the one person supporting her habit of destroying every piece of weaponry she got her hands on.

“… please?” Anastacia continued to avoid invoking any further wrath from her party mate.

“Good.” The priestess nodded. She herself wasn’t there for anything, but after returning from the guild offices, where she had spent the entire morning repeatedly signing countless forms to finalize the contract that now bound both her and Anastacia, she had decided to join the necromancer on her outing to replace her arsenal for their upcoming trip.

While the blacksmith pretended to listen to Anastacia’s specifications for the hundredth time, Emilia’s eyes happened to wander towards the strange piece of iron on the shop’s counter. She recognized it as the one Gilbert and Anastacia had taken along from the baron of iron’s keep but didn’t know much more than that. She also knew it had been taken to the blacksmith to be identified and maybe made into something useful, but since it was still in its original shape, the priestess figured that the dwarf hadn’t had time to look into it.

Oddly, something about the chunk made her feel like she needed to hold it and without even really thinking, Emilia picked up the piece and weighed it with her arms. The scaly surface was smooth to touch, and she ended up fiddling with it absentmindedly while waiting for her friend to finish bothering the blacksmith.

Had someone been paying attention, they would have seen a weird, heavily armored woman caressing a piece of metal like a baby with a warm smile on her face. None of this registered to the priestess herself, of course, as she was simply running her fingers along the grooves between the scales and poking their sharp tips because there wasn’t much else to do with the lump.

All of a sudden, one of the scales happened to catch the edge of her sleeve and snapped off like it was nothing. Cursing under her breath, Emilia checked if someone had seen her break what was likely a unique sample of something valuable. But since her misdeed appeared to have been missed by everyone present, she hid the detached scale into her pocket and placed the metal hunk back on the counter like nothing had happened – just in time as the necromancer returned from the back room she had waltzed into without asking for permission.

“And remember, if you don’t connect the angles right and have the ratios for the lengths of each pattern according to the formula I showed you, or if one of the junctions is botched or doesn’t comply to the priority rules, the spear will explode in my hand. If that happens, it’s you who is going to have to build me a new hand!” Anastacia reminded the blacksmith of the degree of accuracy needed for the patterns on her spears’ bone cores. “Let’s go, Em! We still need to replace my staff and this guy is refusing to hear about my perfectly reasonable concerns.”

Still a bit pale after breaking the piece of metal, the priestess was absolutely ready to escape from the shop. So when Anastacia stomped her way out, she was quick to follow and only gave an apologetic wave to the blacksmith before closing the door after her.

The blacksmith took a few moments to recover from one of the more challenging of his customers, but luckily there was still a plentiful pint of beer left in the keg, and it certainly went far in refreshing his overworked mind and body.

After his first, direly needed break of the day, he was ready to return to the draft of the ‘hat’ he was working on for Holly. “Huh… That’s odd…” He muttered and inspected the drawing.

Instead of the salvaged draft made on top of the messy original one, the paper now had a perfectly pristine plan for a headdress with roughly the same shape but far, far more detail in it. The blurry mess underneath had vanished, each of the pieces now had their specific materials and dimensions clearly written by them and were depicted from several different angles in an extremely organized manner. The blacksmith had some pride in his drafting skills, but even they fell horribly short of the sheer perfection of the plans laid out before him.

He hadn’t exactly paid attention to the priestess, but there was no way she could have altered the drawing in such a manner in only a few minutes, and he certainly had no recollection of drawing it himself, so the reason behind it left him stumped.

Suddenly, the lantern he used for light when drawing flickered, as a raspy female voice whispered to his ear. “Let us get to work, master dwarf?” The excited whisper was accompanied by a firm grip on his shoulder and a large, long-fingered, bird-like hand with massive hooked nails reaching past him to grab a piece of charcoal from the table and offering it to him. “For there is much for us to do.” The voice continued.

            

    
        Chapter 194 - Secure, safe, seldom suspicious

    
    
    
    
                “So do you just own me now? What exactly did you end up signing at the guild offices?” Anastacia asked as she and Emilia wandered towards the magical equipment store she had once bought her staff from some time ago.

The priestess shrugged. “I’m not entirely sure. I think I’m supposed to make sure you’ve got a roof over your head, clothes to wear and enough food, but also every contract you sign automatically involves me as well, but not the other way around. I also agreed to give you some basic education that you more or less already have – reading, writing and such, public decency is the part I’m a bit worried about. I’ve also got ‘a moral and legal obligation’ to make sure you learn and act according to the values enforced by the guild, which I’ve already given up on. There were also a bunch of weird little details and they gave me a guidebook I need to read up on.” She listed the more pressing details of their new, strangely one-sided agreement.

“Do I get anything from any of this? I’m still very confused why I didn’t get to have any say in any of this…” The necromancer wondered and glanced inside a cloak shop she had been eying for a few weeks. She would have gotten a new one but was far too attached to her current garb to just outright cheat on it like that.

“Getting to have me in your life isn’t enough?” Giggled Emilia. “I suppose you do get everything I own if I die.” When she turned to see what Anastacia thought about it, the honestly of the glaring disappointment on her friend’s face was almost insulting to the priestess.

“Do you even own anything? I thought you had some kind of an ascetism thing going on, since you’re a priestess and all that? I mean, you literally wear the same uniform every day and I have never seen you in any other clothes. Does it even come off anymore? You know you can tell me if you’re stuck in your armor.” The necromancer openly criticized her friend’s way of life.

“Depends on the night.” Emilia whispered and pretended to cough. “Aaaanyway, I’d open that mouth of yours a little less wide if I were you, I can legally force-feed you broccoli now – besides, I own plenty of great stuff, like my collection of relics! I’ve carefully curated every authentic relic we’ve ran across. I have the ones we took from Crescent way back when, a chalice from the shrine of Homara I cleansed, an hourglass from the temple in that town overrun by bandits we had to deal with, a supposed fragment of Callistas I rescued from those looters…” She listed before noticing that once again, she had only lining up more and more instances of Sylvia’s joyous word being spread in the form of her armored fists.

Anastacia stared at the priestess with an almost pitying look. “What do you even do with your money?”

“Well usually I have to refill whatever first aid equipment I’ve used to keep you and Gil in one, non-bleeding piece. Aside from that, I put aside a bit to save up for the temple and a bit more to a fund for when inevitably one of us burns down a town or something and the guild refuses to cover it – since I know you or King aren’t going to have any money left, and Gil needs to save up for retirement.” Emilia said with plenty of snark in her tone. “And I’m not going to call anyone out, but recently a whole bunch of it has gone towards paying someone’s gambling debts, so they don’t have to work in a brothel.”

“You also hired a courtesan!” The necromancer yelped in response, refusing to take any of the blame directed towards her.

Emilia considered pointing out that she was merely extorted for money to get a chance to learn about other deities, but it felt futile and didn’t even sound all that much better.

“How about this: I’ll put in some money from my last quest into the town burning fund, if you treat yourself something nice from the magic trinket shop? And I mean something substantial, not like a notebook or a pen or whatever.” Suggested Anastacia suddenly. She felt a bit bad for Emilia having to go out of her way to save money for the entire party just in case, especially when the likelihood of something going wrong enough for the funds to be needed was almost certainly going to be her fault.

The priestess frowned, she didn’t really need anything fancy and would have rather let Anastacia have money for her own eccentric ends. After all, while light on possessions, her past life as a devotee of Sylvia had been one that she had chosen to stick to, whereas the necromancer had been nothing less than a prisoner and obviously found more delight in material goods.

“But I haven’t used magic for years now, nor was I particularly talented in the first place – it’s all basically party tricks at this point. I don’t know what I’d even do with anything magic related…” She worried.

Anastacia stopped in her tracks. “You can do magic?”

Emilia shrugged. “Priests and priestesses of Sylvia were supposed to use magic while paladins were the brawn of the operation. I’ve always been more inclined towards the punchy end of things, but paladins were always a veritable house of sausages if there ever was one, and I didn’t want any part in it for… various reasons. That, combined with my prayers doing more than just filling the coffers of the temple, made magic a bit useless to me, but I did put it in my resume when I first joined you guys.”

“I don’t remember seeing a resume.” The necromancer laughed and reminisced about the past. “If I remember right, we found you on a bench and you just never stopped following us.”

“I had my reasons to stick around.” The priestess smiled serenely, she only had at best some vague memories of the few sober moments of her first couple of weeks in Valor and didn’t really care for dwelling in the past. Luckily for her, they had finally reached the shop and the matter could be dropped.

Between two large display windows was an unassuming and rather small white wooden door that didn’t seem to be connected to either of the displays. On its left was a lineup of strange armored boots with pointlessly high heels, and on the right, a selection belonging to an apothecary next door, neither of which was in any way magical in nature and there was no way the shop could fit between them.

“It’s in the basement.” Anastacia pointed out and nodded towards a small grated window below one of the display windows.

On the other side of the dirty glass panel was a barely visible sign for the shop they had come for. The text on it was highly stylized and hard to read, but with some squinting one could perhaps get a good enough glance to see what it says: ‘Sadyure’s Secret Sorcery Supplies - Secure, Safe, Seldom Suspicious!’ With an even smaller remark of ‘D’thra devours donkey dicks during dinner!’, no doubt signaling the high degree of class that they could expected.

Having managed to make out what the sign had to say, Emilia glanced at the sign of the shop above it, called ‘D’thra’s stabilized combat heels’ with the proud slogan of: ‘Never yield your style!’. The odd shoes on display were a curious combination of typical sabatons, shin guards and rather unwieldy-looking boots that had a tall, almost spike-like heel on them. While the armor itself seemed perfectly adequate, the priestess couldn’t help but to take a look at her own well-served armored boots. Their bottoms were more or less flat, with the very slight heel at the back simply holding the strap for the armor in place. Truly, nothing about the odd shoes seemed in any way beneficial in travel or in combat.

The priestess tested her theory by trying to walk without her heels touching the ground, and quickly came to the conclusion that whatever these ‘combat heels’ were for, was either extremely gimmicky or required non-human feet.

In the corner of the display window was a small handwritten card with an arrow pointing at the tiny window below it with the message: ‘Disregard the cellar dweller.”

“What even is this place…” Emilia muttered and wondered if they had strayed a bit too far from the north gate.

Anastacia grabbed her hand and opened the small door to reveal a tight staircase to the basement of the building. “Don’t worry, they know what they’re about. Please, just do not mention the shop above this one – I can’t live through that twice.” She warned her friend and started the descend.

The first staircase led them down by maybe five meters before making a turn to the left, and strangely enough, continued down from there. They should have reached the floor below with just one set of stairs, but the creaky wooden stairs kept on leading them down for another five meters before making yet another turn into yet another staircase.

This continued a few more times, but since Anastacia didn’t seem worried about it, Emilia kept her doubts to herself. She did, however, start noticing repeating patterns of cracks in the brick walls, and the fifth step on every part of the staircase was a particularly creaky. All of this suggested that they weren’t actually descending deep into the bowels of the earth, but were instead looping the same short patch of staircase seemingly endlessly. Strangely enough, the miniature crystal lanterns hanging from the ceiling didn’t appear to care for the looping effect the rest of the path had. Sometimes there were more than one lantern in a single staircase, sometimes one of them had gone out, sometimes the lantern itself was missing but the chain it used to hang from was still there. In some extreme cases, where the sole lantern had gone missing or out, an additional one had been jammed between the handrail and the wall.

Noticing her friend’s worries, Anastacia spoke up. “We’re on a waiting list. They probably have another customer or are on a break. You only need to climb two floors to get out at any point, so we’re not screwing ourselves by going down.” She explained reassuringly and stopped Emilia around halfway down the flight of stairs before continuing down herself.

When the necromancer disappeared behind the next turn, she immediately appeared at the top of the staircase and had to squeeze past her friend to do another lap and repeat the trick.

“There’s a ton of possibly dangerous things for sale, so they’re not allowed to let in more than one group of customers at a time. Apparently, people tend to fiddle with merchandise while waiting.” Anastacia said and sat down to wait.

“Most places solve that problem with a waiting room instead of an endless staircase that’s probably at least somewhat risky if it malfunctions.” Emilia sighed and sat down next to her friend, though they barely fit on the same step in the narrow stairway.

Anastacia shrugged. “Mages.”

For a few more minutes, they waited while going through the various obligations they now had toward each other and exactly how much of them could they just ignore without causing issues with the guild.

 While Emilia definitely planned to use it as an excuse to limit some of the outright stupid things the necromancer had a tendency to do, she didn’t want to make her feel like her freedom was once more being trampled or, nor did the priestess actually have the ability to enforce anything on her beyond just asking nicely – but regardless, it was a nice addition to the weight of her words, even if it just let her force a healthier diet on the girl.

Anastacia on the other hand didn’t even realize she had the option of simply refusing to do anything Emilia could now legally order and that there was absolutely nothing the priestess or the guild could do about it. Instead, she planned to comply for the most part, but not without doing it as begrudgingly as physically possible, like she had done for most of her life.

Suddenly a door opened behind the turn at the bottom of the stairs and immediately filled the stairway with a scent of herbs and an almost burning chemical smell that felt like it probably wasn’t something one should breathe.

“Proceed, people! Masters must mind mittens, can’t caress catalogue.” A voice summoned them into the shop.

The adventurers got up, finished the last flight of stairs and stepped through an oddly small door even Emilia couldn’t quite walk through normally.

On the other side was a rather tightly packed room that was hardly bigger than Anastacia’s room at the inn. Lining the walls, from the floor to the ceiling, were countless wooden drawers, each with a small brass handle and a number burned onto them with a brand. Some of them were barely large enough to fit a piece of jewelry inside, but the larger ones were almost two meters wide and big enough to hold staffs or the like. In the middle of the room was an isle with more drawers built in the sides facing towards the door and the counter on the opposite side of the room.

The only source of light in the was the tiny barred up window with the sign Emilia had seen from the street. It barely lit the room enough to make the number labels on most drawers visible but left the counter and whatever was behind it completely obscured by shadows.

“Don’t touch the drawers before they tell you to open one, and never open more than one at once.” Anastacia whispered to her friend and stepped up towards the shady counter. “Hi, you sold me a staff quite a while back and-“ She tried to greet whoever was the owner of the business, but was interrupted by a series of loud clacks made by someone in the room above them, walking across the floor with shoes that sounded like they had metal on their heels. She tried to start again a few times but didn’t even get as far as on her first attempt before being interrupted.

“Ignore incessant idiocy, ridiculous racket rarely rests.” A voice from the darkness sighed with oodles off disdain dripping off every word. “Should Sadyure serve somehow? Rightly recall reckless runt recites runes regarding rime?”

Though the shopkeeper remained shrouded in shadows, Anastacia could feel them just fine – she however couldn’t tell what the owner of the emporium was, only that they were a living thing of not quite human shape or proportion. Last time she had visited the shop, she had tried to ask why Sadyure kept themselves hidden but didn’t get much of an answer either – nor did they give a reason for their peculiar manner of speech, which often came across as pointlessly rude.

After waiting for the stomping above them to subside once more, Anastacia tried to state her business once more. “Yeah, I do ice magic. I bought a staff for it here but had to spear a giant ghost snake with it, so now I kind of need a new one. My friend needs to treat herself with something nice as well, so if you have any recommendations, it would help a bunch.” She managed to say right as the racket upstairs resumed.

“Are they dancing up there or what? It’s starting to get really annoying.” Emilia commented on the noise and stared at the ceiling. Suddenly the inappropriate notes on the windows started to make sense to her.

“Endlessly eroding ears, constant clacking clamor caving composure cavities. Complaint claims can’t cause compromise, might magically maim malignant moccasin maker.” Sadyure groaned with so much hate in their tone that the weirdly phrased threat didn’t sound at all jokey. “Postpone personal peril post-purchase. Anticipated armless Anastacia ages ago, prepared pointy products posthaste perchance prodigal pygmy’s pole perishes. Ruinous rumors run rampant regarding rowdy runt… Suggested stock stashed safely – storage sixty-six.”

Both adventurers began looking around for the aforementioned drawer, only to discover that they were arranged in a completely nonsensical order and there was no telling where the right one was, and it certainly didn’t help that the numbers went far higher than the actual number of drawers.

The reason for the pointlessly complicated arrangement became apparent as the shopkeeper’s muffled gleeful chuckles became louder, but yet another fit of stomping from upstairs killed them quickly.

Thanks to the poor visibility it took a couple of minutes of searching until Anastacia finally found the right drawer at the very bottom of the darkest nook of the room. She rolled her eyes at Sadyure and pulled it open.

Carefully laid on a velvet cushion, was a set of four daggers. Their broad but somewhat short blades were chipped from the same crystalline material Anastacia’s staff had been made, and a thin piece of it continued all the way to the pommel so that simply gripping the dagger normally allowed its use as an energy sink for ice magic. While not bad in any meaning of the word, the craftsmanship was somewhat rough compared to the blacksmith’s works, but the necromancer could always get a new hilt and grip fitted on them by him. Nevertheless, her eyes lit up when she saw the knives as she immediately grabbed one in each hand and began swiping the air with them.

“I’ll take all of them!” Anastacia decided without hesitation, grabbed the other two daggers and pointed their blades in the opposite directions – causing much worry to the priestess as she flailed about.

She was about to try and do a bit of ice magic by cooling the room, but as soon its effect was supposed to begin, Anastacia could feel the magical energy get forcibly ripped away from her hands to the direction of the shopkeeper.

“Practicing powers pointlessly proves prohibited.” Said Sadyure, sounding extremely unimpressed, almost like they had predicted that Anastacia would immediately attempt to use her new weapons. “Purchase payment processed, enjoy equipment elsewhere.” They continued suddenly.

“What?” The necromancer gasped and took out her now noticeably emptier purse. “You didn’t even tell me how much they cost…”

“Anastacia avoided asking amount, processed purchases persist permanently.” The shopkeeper said dismissively and though it was impossible to tell in the dark, the adventurers could feel Sadyure move their attention towards the priestess.

The mysterious merchant kept humming for a while, as if trying to get a read on Emilia, but for some reason it was talking quite a while. “Durable divine defenses deterring deeper divination, Sadyure’s superior sorceries successfully slice shielding, magics most mighty meagerly muster memories…” Their words were accompanied with a constant ruffling and clanking of equipment in the dark, as they no doubt performed rituals and ceremonies required for spells beefy enough to challenge whatever blockades Emilia’s profession provided.

The priestess felt uneasy for being under such probing, but if it helped Sadyure with figuring out what to offer to her, she wasn’t going to complain. Not only did she not know what was on sale, she didn’t know what she wanted to buy, or if she wanted to buy something – just buying whatever the merchant offered would make things easy and the necromancer happy.

Eventually, the shopkeeper’s scrutiny was interrupted by yet another series of sharp steps from the floor above them. Emilia could hear something fall behind the counter and roll across the floor as Sadyure quietly cursed the shoemaker. “Patience petering past peaceful personality, cursed conceited cobbling cock…”

“Umm… Do you have a suggestion for me?” The priestess asked worriedly, hoping to distract the mysterious sorcerer from their hateful grumbling.

“Hmph. Her holiness’ heart halved hopelessly, purring partner preoccupying personal part, higher hands holding her holy half… Balancing both becoming bothersome.” The owner of the shop explained. “Sorcerer Sadyure secretly supports selected side, cedes costs completely.”

“Waaaait!” Anastacia yelled suddenly. “Why are you giving her stuff for free?! The entire point of her coming here was to spend money, and why didn’t I get mine for free or even a discount?!” She protested.

Sadyure laughed in the darkness. “Collecting complainer’s coin can cover costs. Shorty should’ve stayed silent.”

Anastacia glanced down and could see her entire purse vanish this time, as the shopkeeper made her pay instead. “Damnit!” She yelled and dashed out of the shop before more of her things started to disappear for speaking out of turn, or worse yet, before the merchant decided to void her purchase.

“Seek storage seven, gracious gift given gladly. Only open once on one’s own.” The sorcerer said as one of the small drawers slowly slid open, revealing a tiny black case, small enough to fit on one’s palm.

Emilia took the item given to her and inspected it for anything strange, but as far as she could tell, it was just a simple wooden box that had been painted pitch-black and polished carefully. Though she wanted to, she didn’t dare to shake it in case whatever was in it was fragile.

Giving and inquisitive look at the shadowy side of the room. “Why?”

“Personal past. Several seasons since someone sank ships seeking slaves, protected poor peddler’s precious person.” Sadyure explained wistfully before the moment of reminiscence was ruined by more sounds from the shoe shop above them. “Time to terminate trade, certain conjurer craves cursing cleats…”

            

    
        Chapter 195 - Reclaimed Crescent

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia, Emilia and King stood at attention, with their equipment and supplies readied for scrutiny from Gilbert and Rosie. They would have liked to depart a while ago, but had been stopped by mostly the innkeeper to make absolutely sure they actually had everything they needed - even though the journey they were embarking on wasn’t particularly long and they would have ample opportunities to buy anything they forgot from Crescent.

Though the blacksmith had seemed oddly absentminded in the past couple of days, Anastacia had received her spears and sheathes for her new daggers, which she decided to attach to her leg – like in the guild uniform she had been given for her previous quest.

Emilia donned her usual outfit, which had made it through much longer and harder journeys than the one they were about to face, though she had packed up more potions and salves than usual.

As for King, he had been permitted to carry the spikes he himself had ordered to hunt down other simulacra, but Anastacia had taught herself how to take them off, in case he started acting up against Leggy once more.

Due to the agreement they had signed with Strawberry, the trio of adventurers hadn’t been able to tell Gilbert or Rosie where they were heading or why they didn’t want their wise mentor to come along. While Gilbert didn’t really mind, as he was otherwise occupied and could guess there was a reason they couldn’t share, the innkeeper was considerably less understanding.

Rosie had numerous times tried to encourage, demand and force the old adventurer to first tag along and later shadow them from a distance to no avail; and when that failed, she tried to even go with them herself, but was ultimately convinced to abandon that plan as well.

“Have you got enough clothes?” The tigress inquired worriedly and went through Anastacia’s backpack for the fifth time.

The necromancer groaned. “Like I’ve said ten times already, I have six clean outfits, underwear for ten days, socks for three weeks, a few pairs of gloves and my winter clothes.” She listed the contents of her bag.

“I have faith that Lady Sylvia provides all I need.” The priestess said with a tad of smugness in her voice, like she knew it was going to irk Rosie.

The innkeeper hastily repacked Anastacia’s clothes and moved on to the larger bag King had been made to carry, which contained most of the camping and cooking gear for the whole party, whatever ingredients they could take, most of their water and other assorted things Anastacia couldn’t be bothered to carry herself. One by one, she arranged the items on the table in front of her and inspected each one in meticulous detail; if a potato had so much as a blemish on it, she would have Yulia get a better one, obviously just to delay the departure.

Going over the small collection of spices packed along with the other ingredients, Rosie gave it a disapproving sigh. Though it was paltry compared to her kitchen’s spice rack, it was fairly extensive for adventurers, who usually just carried a pinch of salt with them and would gather fresh herbs along the way.

“You don’t even have cinnamon. How are you expecting to make it without cinnamon? I’d give you some, but we just ran out and the shipment hasn’t gotten here yet. Maybe you should delay your trip for a couple of days, or just cancel it?” She ramblingly suggested.

“Miss Rosie, I refilled the spices yesterday, there’s no way we’re out yet.” Yulia pitched in and handed over the cleanest and most flawless potato she had been able to find in the kitchen.

“Shut up, lamb, and go fuck your geriatric bear.” Rosie hissed at her chef and pointed at Gilbert. “If I say we’re out of cinnamon, we’re out of cinnamon!”

Anastacia was getting tired of being held back for well over an hour. “What could we possibly need cinnamon for? You think I’ll just have Emilia lay on her back and turn on the heat while I bake some sweet rolls on her armor?” She mockingly asked and knocked on the priestess’ chest plate. “I lived for fifteen years without knowing what salt was, we can do a week without cinnamon.”

Suddenly Emilia opened a pouch on her belt and pulled out a small glass vial full of brown powder. “I actually have some on me, so we’re good.” She revealed and opened the vial to have a sniff. “I also have a bit of rosemary and cardamom.”

”HA! Hear that, we’ve got spices!” The necromancer celebrated. “Wait, why do you have all that on you?”

The priestess shrugged. “I like the scent of spices; it helps me sleep.” She explained and began putting their gear back into the backpack.

Anastacia squinted and wasn’t really sure what to think of her friend’s sleeping aid. “Okay, weirdo…”

“Anna, I’ve listened to you go on and on about how you like to rub your face on some simulacrum thighs before sleeping because they don’t have a pulse, I’m not going to take any crap from you for liking a homely scent.” Emilia defended herself and kept covertly repacking their supplies while distracting Rosie with banter.

The necromancer noticed her friend’s plan of escape and pretended to be grievously insulted by the completely fair call out. “I have a legitimate disability that makes me acutely aware of the gross mushy floppiness of people and you know that!” She claimed and stomped on the floor while positioning herself to dash out.

“Necromancy is a disability now?” The priestess laughed and made some finishing touches on the bag to make sure nothing would fall out before they were a safe distance away. “Besides, I’m not saying you’re not allowed to do whatever you want, but you can’t- NOW!”

And with that, Emilia, Anastacia and King all grabbed their equipment and dashed out before Rosie had the chance to object more. By the time the door slowly swung shut, they had already disappeared among the merchant stands of the square.

The innkeeper was dumbfounded. “I can’t believe they’d do that to me…” She said and considered chasing them down, which she could have effortlessly done.

“You were being too much; they only have a few hours of daylight left.” Gilbert chuckled and tapped Rosie on the shoulder to encourage her to stay put.

“But what if they get hurt, they barely know what they’re doing!” The tigress still protested letting the somewhat inexperienced pair of adventurers go out on their own.

Gilbert shrugged. “Then it’ll be a learning experience, sometimes adventurers get hurt. If it’s any comfort to you, I’ve seen Emilia get skewered by a giant eagle and that didn’t even slow her down, and I think Anna has roughly an equal chance to get herself hurt whether she’s fighting a dragon or walking down a staircase.” He tried to calm the worried innkeeper. “Besides, they’ve got King with them as well. He’s been acting a bit weird recently, but he’s reliable.”

Rosie decided to not give chase but had to pull up a chair and sit down to make sure her feet wouldn’t do it on their own. “But how do we know they’ll eat properly? Kitten is still all skin and bones…”

“You saw it yourself; they have plenty of supplies.” The old adventurer said and sat down as well while Yulia went to get them something to drink. In all honesty, he was somewhat concerned as well, but knew that someone needed to keep Rosie from running after them. “Emilia is a far better cook than me, and even if they lose everything somehow, King is one of the most prolific hunters I’ve seen, and surviving in the wild is actually one of those things Anna has grasped really well. They’ll be fine.”

“But it’s freezing out there, and they don’t even have any fur!” The innkeeper kept looking for justifications to her worries.

Gilbert took a sip from his fresh pour of mead while Yulia awkwardly sat down next to him. “One of them is a happiness-fueled furnace, one is made from stone and the third can literally throw fire; cold is the last thing that’ll get them.” He laughed and gave the lamb an equally awkward pat on the head.

Starting to struggle with finding more causes of worry, Rosie grabbed the drink brought to her and kept trying to peer through a window. “But what if they run into trouble…”

“Again, they’re adventurers; they either do so intentionally or are the trouble.” Gilbert rolled his eyes. “Is it always like this when we leave?” He whispered to Yulia.

“If both Miss Emilia and Anna go, she’s pretty useless for the first few days.” The lamb nodded and covered her mouth with a tray she brought the drinks with. “Day one, she just drinks. Day two, she can dice some ingredients. Day three, she usually relapses and becomes useless again. From then on it gets better – unless it takes too long for you guys to come back.”

Gilbert chuckled and started to pack his pipe to disguise his own nervousness.


After a few hours of exhausting marching on the frozen path between Valor and Crescent, Anastacia, Emilia, King and Leggy, who had joined them along the way, were almost withing sight of their destination – barely on time too, the temperature had already started to drop and the day was on its last few moments of sunlight.

Not only had Rosie held them back for a good while, when the party arrived to Anastacia’s goblin tribe, where Sister Pyrus, or Leggy, had been made to wait by Strawberry; the simulacrum insisted on saying goodbye to each and every one of the goblins by hugging them, burning what little spare time they had left.

Walking in the cold took some time to get used to, which slowed them down; but they also traveled in constant fear of suddenly getting tackled by a slightly overbearing tigress and dragged back to Valor. Rosie wasn’t supposed to know where they were heading, but that was in no way reassuring to either of the adventurers.

“-you see, that’s why most candelabras are complete assholes and you can’t trust their advice – so remember; hedgehogs, that stupid darker type of mustard, holes in rocks and candelabras are bad for you, while most types of beans, that weird empty page at the start of books, people who can reach their nose with their tongue and bagels you can trust.” The necromancer finished was had been and extremely unfocused tale of love, sacrifice and utter confusion. “You know what I mean?”

Emilia blinked blankly a few times before snapping awake from a trance-like state the conversation had induced in her. “Oh? Yes, yeah, totally. Tell me, do you ever get this feeling where you’re a part of a conversation but at the same time you haven’t had a clue what has been going on for like an hour?” She asked and smiled as warmly as she could.

“Not going to lie, I’ve had that going on for most of my life. Think I like missed a briefing or something for what I was supposed to do with my life at some point when I was like five and well… now the regime I was technically part of doesn’t exist and I’m the queen of goblins with very little intention on my part.” Anastacia said and peered at what she thought was the distant silhouette of Crescent’s tallest buildings against the evening sky. “Looks like we’re getting close to Trashville, capital of the kingdom of Garbagia.”

“Stop that, it’s not so bad anymore. I’ve put in a lot of work with the local ruler, and the people who put their faith in Lady Sylvia have turned the whole place around.” The priestess insisted but understood why her friend wouldn’t exactly enjoy their visit to Crescent.

“Easy for someone who hasn’t been killed there to say.” Anastacia scoffed. “But I’m not kidding, if I die again, I’m going to haunt you for the rest of your life. You’ll never get a moment of privacy anymore.”

“Yes, yes, I’m sure you will.” Laughed Emilia. “I’m pretty sure you’ll like the city now that it’s free from… well, filth really.”

The necromancer shivered a bit and rubbed her neck. “Whatever. Someone there points a crossbow at my general direction, it’ll be the last thing they or anyone directly behind them do.”

They walked past the frozen fields that still had piles of hay here and there, making it seem like the farmers had been caught off guard by winter, but the crop itself had been harvested just in time before the ground started to freeze over. By the looks of it, the city had even needed a couple of new granaries to handle the bountiful harvest – something the citizens no doubt credited the goddess of joy and her sole priestess for.

Though no one was working the fields anymore, the adventurers passed a few wagons hauling tools and such towards the city. The crew of each one stopped to take their hats off and bow to Emilia as she walked past them and gave a charming wave and a smile in return.

The glances gathered by the other three party members were more concerned, but in no way threatening or off putting, and whenever Anastacia smiled back at them, the people nodded and gave a wary smile back.

Instead of the paladins in their shiny armor that had guarded the firmly locked city gates the last time Anastacia had been there, there was now a single, out of shape guard sleeping by the open gate, donning a worn out mail and a tunic with the city’s crescent moon seal on it – perhaps a bit too far in the opposite direction when it came to safety, but being so close to Valor had its perks when it came to that.

The adventurers slipped in without bothering the tired guard and took a gander at the city that was getting ready for the night. The shops were closing for the day and the taverns were preparing for the influx of customers as everyone’s workday had ended along with the daylight. The streets were far from empty, but the tense atmosphere that had been caused by the church’s presence was completely gone from everyone’s shoulders, and it was showing.

“Well, what do you think?” Emilia asked with a proud smirk on her face, but to her disappointment, the necromancer was already holding her nose and gagging. “What’s wrong?!”

“This place reeks of death and rotting blood.” Anastacia explained. “You may have dragged the paladin corpses out of the city, but the blood has seeped under the streets with rain and stuff.”

Emilia sniffed the cold air for a while. “Are you sure? I can’t smell anything besides the usual city stuff and it’s not like I’ve been here in a while, so I can’t be used to it either.”

“I grew up in this smell, so I’m very sensitive to it, but it’ll just be a while until I get used to it again, so don’t worry.” The necromancer gagged as her eyes began to water.

A bit worried that they would have to sleep outside after all, the priestess took a napkin from her pocket, poured a dash of her personal spice collection on it and gave it to her friend. “Breathe through that. Is there anything we can do to make the stench go away? Short or long term. I’d rather not have you suffer through it every time we happen to come by.”

The spicy scent imbued into the napkin was a stark improvement to the noxious odor of off blood, and Anastacia slightly regretted mocking Emilia over it, even as a jest. While sniffing, she realized that the mix of spices smelled somehow familiar and calming but she couldn’t quite place where she had come across it before.

“Not really, it just takes a few years for the initial stench to fade, probably a bit longer with the paved roads. After that it’s mostly just the plants growing from the tainted soil that gather and amplify it, any water around it also has a weird tang to it for ages.” Anastacia explained through the napkin. “It’s probably not as bad inside, so let’s just head to wherever you figured we’d sleep.”

“Oh, right! We’re sleeping in the temple barracks.” The priestess said happily. “It’s sort of our base of operations here. It’s warm, the beds are soft and- well, you’ll see.”

King had been staring at the other simulacrum with them for the entire time, and obviously wasn’t going to trust her any time soon. He appeared to come along extremely begrudgingly in the first place and likely only to keep Leggy away from Anastacia at all cost. Being far from inconspicuous, he also gathered plenty of terrified stares from the citizenry of the city, but was far too preoccupied to care and probably didn’t even notice.

Meanwhile, Leggy did her best to stick to the shadows and avoid being noticed, often succeeding well enough that even Anastacia lost her a few times.

As the party slowly made their way through the streets, they couldn’t get much further than ten meters at once, before someone halted Emilia and asked for a prayer for whatever minor malady or barely noticeable misfortune that had struck them recently. While the priestess herself was only too happy to actually practice her profession for the good of the people who followed Sylvia, it quickly became tiresome to Anastacia.

“Do you want to just have a little gathering or something by the temple?” She asked and pointed at the temple square at the end of the street. “You have a lot more fans than I thought you did.”

“Could I? It might take a while.” Emilia asked genuinely excited, almost uncharacteristically so.

“Sure, sure. I need to show these two my death spot anyway, and I’d rather be able to leave in the morning without being stopped a hundred times.” Said the necromancer dismissively before heading onwards.

The temple square Anastacia had clashed with the paladins months ago was now largely empty. The pieces of litter strewn here and there on the ground and a couple of wagons left to wait for a time they were needed made it very clear that the place was in no way considered sacred anymore, it was just another open space in the middle of the city with large, abandoned ruins of a temple looming over it.

Emilia had considered fixing up the old temple of Sylvia but didn’t really have much in the way of good memories regarding it, or a need for it in the first place. Such grand structures weren’t at all compatible with the way she practiced her faith and all she had asked for was the small barrack near it that used to house the higher ranking paladins of the church, leaving the empty temple for the locals to deal with – and judging by the rundown shape of the building, her words must have scared everyone from even considering using it for anything else.

The reek of festering blood and gore was even more potent by the steps leading up to the temple, so much so that it started to creep through Anastacia’s napkin mask as she slowly climbed up closer to the spot she had taken a crossbow bolt to the neck in.

“Here it is, guys.” She sighed and pointed at faint bloodstain left at the top. “That’s where I died. Bit of a low point in my life really, things were a bit weird even a while after I got better – still are, I suppose. Sometimes I think that the reason why I literally can’t even get water from a well without angering some ancient spirit of moist buckets, is that the world is trying to sort of fix that little hiccup I caused – or maybe I’m just that unlucky.”

She sat down on the cold staircase, with the two simulacra following her example, and watched as more and more people gathered around the priestess, as the word of her arrival spread like wildfire.

Though the lanterns and torches of the crowd lit the temple square well, Emilia’s pure white uniform shone brighter and warmer than any of them. Yet, instead of drowning out their light, the priestess’ presence bolstered them and allowed the flames to grow taller, so much so that their glow was probably visible from outside the city.

Even more people flooded the square from the nearby streets and buildings, most of them commoners of no particular note, but as time went on, the commotion started to attract people with fancier clothing, bodyguards and even a few carriages. One gaudy carriage in particular made its way through the crowd with the aid of the city’s guards before eventually coming to a halt near Emilia. Out stepped a stout man with a long, red cape lined with fine furs and golden decorations, making it clear that he was of considerable status in the country the city belonged to. Regardless, in front of the high priestess of Sylvia, he bowed long and deep.

Anastacia chuckled when she saw her friend asking the man to move his outrageously opulent ride out of the way so that more people could see her, but was surprised to see him do so without Emilia having to even threaten to punch anyone.

“You know, I probably don’t give her one tenth of the respect I should. Last night, I tossed a cucumber stick into her drink and now hundreds of people are flocking to meet her.” She wondered and tried to eat a piece of jerky she had tucked in her belt, but every time she opened her mouth, it got filled with the gross stench of death that lingered in the air and ruined her appetite. “But maybe it’s my job to keep her grounded… Yeah! That’s sounds like it could be a thing and totally not an excuse.”

The improvised mass only lasted for about half an hour before Emilia told the people of Crescent to go about their business again. However, a smaller crowd of stragglers insisted on meeting her in person, so that took almost as long because the priestess didn’t have the heart to tell them to go away without a quick prayer for their benefit. Eventually she managed to tear herself away from her supporters and climbed the staircase to reconvene with the rest of the party.

“Sorry it took so long, some of these people are… desperate for guidance.” She said exhaustedly but with a wide smile on her face, clearly proud of her work.

Anastacia stood up and stretched, her legs had gone numb from sitting on the cold stone for so long and it took a few squats to wake them back up. “That’s fine, but you do owe me a butt now, I think this one froze to death.”

“I see… Well, I don’t carry any spare ones on me, so you’ll have to wait until we get back home.” Joked Emilia. “We should just head to the barracks and get some sleep, we’ll have to leave early tomorrow.”

The necromancer and the two simulacra followed Emilia down the staircase and all the way around the temple, to a smaller two-story stone building attached to it.

Some of the building’s windows had the flickering light of a candle or a fireplace shining through them, suggesting that there were people inside.

Unlike the rundown temple itself, the barracks had been tended to since their original inhabitants had been gotten rid of. The small juniper shrubs lining the path to the door had been kept neat and the path itself had been swept clean of dust, snow and dead leaves.

On top of the sturdy wooden door was a plank of wood that was clearly added there later. It had obviously been salvaged from a heap of scrap somewhere, and still had a couple of bent rusty nails poking out of it. The lettering on it had been done by repeatedly heating up a piece of metal and burning small marks on it.

“The Sisterhood of Sylvia…” Anastacia read the sign out loud and looked at her friend with an amused grin.

“I had nothing to do with this, trust me. They just sort of appeared after we left.” The priestess sighed. “They run the religious affairs here when I’m out – whether I like it or not; but don’t worry, they’re all good people and have their hearts in the right place. It’s just that they don’t have the voice of Lady Sylvia in their head, so a lot of what they believe is… wishful conjecture.”

Anastacia snickered maliciously. “I can’t believe you have a cult… Everyone is going to love to hear about this!”

“They are not a cult! Okay, they might be a cult, but they’re the least cultish cult that had ever culted… okay they are pretty cultish, but they don’t kill people! Please, don’t tell anyone about this.” Emilia begged and worriedly glanced at the heavy wooden door before them.

“I’m sorry but some secrets weren’t made to be kept.” Laughed Anastacia and knocked excitedly on the door.

As soon as the lock on the door let out a click, Emilia instinctively hid behind King and left Anastacia to face what was coming.

When the door swung open, almost hitting the necromancer on the way, it revealed a massive orcish woman with a shaved head, a very prominent scar across the face and a set of white robes that were obviously hiding some other gear under them.

She stared down at Anastacia with a menacing look to her and squinted. “That helmet…” Muttered the orc.

“I- I- uhhhh…” Anastacia stammered and took a step back.

“That helmet, tiny build, violet cloak… You’re-“ The orcish woman gasped in awe as her eyes widened and she turned to yell into the building. “Sisters! Saint Anastacia has finally come! Prepare the oils!”

            

    
        Chapter 196 - Sisterhood of Sylvia 

    
    
    
    
                ”I have several questions and I’m not comfortable about any of them.” Anastacia whispered and stared at her reflection on the surface of the clear, yellowish oil placed on the table in front of her in a wide clay bowl.

She had been dragged inside by the large orcish woman immediately upon entering and seated by a large stone table in a room that wasn’t exactly on the subtle end of cultish decorating styles. The floor was mostly covered in wax from the dozens of candles lining the sides of the room, and the only clear area was in the middle, where it instead had a burnt symbol of chains and fire, surrounded by several phrases of writing that didn’t appear to contain any real words, but rather twisted versions of them, as if someone was trying very hard to make them seem mysterious or arcane.

The walls were covered in paper slips of varying lengths and widths, attached to them with wax seals and containing much the same; scribbled words and strange symbols. The ceiling had a yet another large burnt patter on it, which contained a pair of eyes that almost appeared to follow anyone in the room.

In total, there seemed to be three members in the so called ‘Sisterhood of Sylvia’; the orc that had answered the door, an elf of some kind and a small dragon-like person that wasn’t quite a lizardfolk but something a bit more sturdy and stunted. All three of them appeared to be fairy young, but Anastacia was very bad at guessing ages, even on humans, and couldn’t tell much more.

Based on the sounds the orc’s movements made, Anastacia had begun to suspect that her white attire hid a full set of heavy armor. This was certainly in line with what the necromancer knew about Sylvia, so she didn’t pay much mind to it. Other than that, the orc appeared to be a relatively easy-going person, as she had a constant smirk on her face and had happily welcomed the rest of the party into the cult’s lair after grabbing the ‘Saint’ by the waist. The amount of sheer admiration she had for Emilia was very easy to see even by a stranger, as every time the priestess so much as glanced at her, the orc would freeze and fix her posture awkwardly.

The elf was of some less common variety and Anastacia hadn’t seen her kind even in Valor. Both her eyes and hair were almost unnaturally bright red and the golden hue of her skin was almost glowing in the candlelight, though she did still share the usual spindly but tall frame of most elves and donned the same white garb as the rest of the cult. Hanging from over her shoulders, from under her uniform, both of her wrists and ankles as well as her neck, were long metal chains that dragged on the floor as she moved. A part of her uniform was also a pair of blacksmith’s tongs, which by the looks of the elf’s charred sleeves and the burnt spots left on the white cloth, were for moving the chains while they were heated.

The final member of the sisterhood was slightly shorter than even Anastacia herself. A strange stunted dragonoid with crimson scales and bright blue eyes, of which the necromancer oddly knew nothing of. Her uniform was covered in so much wax seals and paper held on by them that it was hard to tell she was wearing one in the first place. This walking fire hazard was also carrying a massive book that must have had at least a thousand pages to it and was similarly to its owner and most of the room, covered in wax.

The rest of the party had been seated by the same table by the orc, but neither the simulacra were offered oil, and the sisterhood seemed downright scared to address the priestess herself.

The orc noticed Anastacia eyeing her and the rest of the cult members with a worried look on her face. “Ah, shit! We’ve not introduced ourselves to the Saint yet. My apologies, Your Holiness!” She said and bowed with a frankly horrible and uncouth form. “I am Stroika, the first of the new paladins and the Acolyte of Might. It falls under my jurisdiction to see that the sisterhood stays true to the teachings of the high priestess, and that the mistakes the church made don’t get repeated.” After introducing herself, she nudged the elf forward to encourage her.

Hesitatingly, the elf opened her mouth. “Am Verna, am the Acolyte of Warmth. Am to see that no willing soul is excluded from the burning grace of Lady Sylvia.” She said warily and jangled her chains with a shaky smile on her face.

The last of the cult members was more excited to stand forth and explain herself. “I am Annie, the Acolyte of Purity. I make super duper sure that the teachings stay pure and unaltered! I also write down everything the high priestess says, and I’ll also write down everything you say in this book here, so we can make sure extract every little piece of wisdom out of your words!” She said and opened the book she was carrying.

“Wait. Everything I say is going to be written down into a holy book?” Anastacia asked in slight disbelief and could already hear Emilia cursing under her breath.

“’…into a holy book?’” Annie the acolyte repeated and scribbled the words into the book with one of her nails that had been cut to function as a pen. She was clearly not the most apt writer in the world and had to say everything out loud while writing, but it certainly didn’t stop her. “Yes! First edition, Lady Saint Anastacia Holiness.”

“Boobs, butts, dicks, dongs, tits…” The necromancer immediately started listing every filthy word she had been taught in Valor and amusedly watched as the cult’s scribe diligently wrote down every single one.

The priestess next to her was already on the brink of despair and regretted bringing the cult and Anastacia together immensely. “Why is no one stopping her?” She exhaustedly asked from the remaining two cultists.

“Oh no, we couldn’t!” Stroika declined. “There may be a lesson to learn in her words.”

Emilia rubbed her temples, hoping to avoid a headache. “There definitely is, and it is never to expect her to behave herself.”

“… bazongas, twinkle cave, schlong, the mighty mast of meat aaaand fanny.” Anastacia finished her list and waited for the cult scribe to finish her job. “Now that we got that out of the way, can someone tell me why am I, supposedly, a saint? I mean, I am pretty great, but this is the first time anyone calls me that.”

Verna raised her voice suddenly. “Because the high priestess told us that Lady Sylvia herself brought you back to life! Found your fading soul from the ether and in her boundless wisdom, with her great chains of fire, dragged it back into the mortal realm. There is no doubt that you are here to fulfill an important task that we simply do not comprehend yet!” She almost yelled before realizing the scene she was causing with her excitement.

“Yes! Tell us more about that! The records lack a description of Lady Sylvia. You’re the only one who has seen her and the high priestess refuses to tell us!” Annie joined in and prepared to write.

In truth, Anastacia didn’t remember that much about her brief visit to the afterlife, but she did remember that she didn’t actually see anything. Yet, it was too tempting to not insert some spice into what had probably been a very dull recount of Emilia’s religious ramblings so far.

“Damnit, no…” Emilia whined as she saw the necromancer gear up for yet another round of borderline heresy to mock her faith.

Anastacia completely made up a being based on her own ideas of what Sylvia was about. “Right, so here’s what happened: I got shot into the throat by that dick weasel of a paladin and died. Next thing I know, I wake up being wedged between some celestial ‘assets’, if you know what I mean, and I mean that almost literally – I couldn’t even breathe before she let go of me. Overall, she was just delightfully plump and really warm – oh and she was on fire, but the fire didn’t hurt me because I was dead. Her hair and clothes were made from fire and her skin was soft, molten iron. Also, she had a-“ Right as she was about to move into some details, Emilia interrupted her.

“Aaand this is where I’m going to stop this utter nonsense. Please don’t consider any of this to be accurate, Anna is just messing with you.” The priestess sighed. “The physical form of Lady Sylvia, or any deity for that matter, is of no importance and likely very fleeting, or entirely based on the one seeing them anyway. As far as we know, gods are both the personification of their aspects and while they definitely can have a singular body as a remnant of their past, their presence is in all actions of those devoted to them and in no way limited to that. It makes no sense to try and represent them as a being like that, when the totality of a deity includes actions, feelings, purposes, intentions and much, much more.”

The elven cultist raised her hand and waited for Emilia to grand her the permission to speak. “Does that mean Lady Sylvia could be fire?” She asked with her eyes glistening in the candlelight.

“I have no answers for you regarding that. Maybe for you, that’s what she is; carefully managed and controlled fire.” The priestess explained, being very clear to not encourage burning things to appease Sylvia. She knew from experience that the sisterhood was constantly on the lookout for new ways of worship and wanted to keep them as nondestructive as possible.

“So Lady Sylvia is in our actions as well?” Pondered Stroika. “Does she control them, or do we need to make sure to only act according to her wishes?”

“Your actions are yours and yours alone, but the actions of those who have taken Our Lady to their hearts will further her purposes by nature, not because Lady Sylvia makes them do so, but because they possess the integrity to act so themselves. You do not serve Lady Sylvia to serve a higher purpose, you serve her because you are a kind, just and merciful person that brings joy to all, with or without divine powers.” Emilia explained, surprised that she actually had to answer a question in a manner that wasn’t actually just a stopgap measure to make sure the cult didn’t get out of hand.

The orc nodded quizzically. “But what about the old church? They just weren’t up for the task?”

“I am sure there were people among them that once could have served true, but power is a very corrupting thing and once you lose the fire inside you that once made you righteous, it is often lost for good. I’m sure Lady Sylvia would have spared the worthy members, had there been any. But remember: this absolutely does not mean that all those who disregard our values must be purged from the mortal realm, and it is very important that you understand that. Even people who can not walk in the grace of Lady Sylvia have purpose in this world of ours, and it is not our duty to see them gone. That is something the old church had clearly forgotten, as all three of you are well aware of.” Emilia continued, quickly getting caught up in her role as a preacher. “What happened, happened because the one thing we can not allow, is the use of Lady Sylvia’s name for reprehensible acts that cause nothing but misery. Do that, and as the old church found out, Our Lady will answer your hate with divine wrath. This is especially important for you, Stroika. The paladins are not enforcers, they are protectors. Verna, those who practice and spread the teachings to others, do so only to the ones willing to listen. Annie, if you are intent on watching over the words, do not look for places where they don’t come true, look for the ones where they do.”

Anastacia applauded the speech semi-sarcastically but was joined by the acolytes themselves and she was forced to appreciate the way Emilia managed to bring the conversation back on its intended rails after she had done her damnedest to make fun of the whole religion.

As she accepted her defeat for the time being, the necromancer’s eyes once again happened upon the basin of oil in front of her and it somehow made her very uncomfortable.

Emilia was well aware of Anastacia’s wily intentions and knew of her own triumph. She was about to smugly suggest that they all retire for the night, but saw an opportunity to fully turn the tables by bringing up the oil. “But it sure is getting late, we should move on with the sacred oil ritual before we get even more sidetracked – isn’t that right, Saint Anastacia?”

“Oh! Well remembered, high priestess!” Stroika realized and turned to the necromancer. “Saint Anastacia, please bless this oil so that we may use it!”

Anastacia frowned at both the oil and the acolytes. “Bless it how? And use it how?” She worried.

The orc shrugged and looked at her friends who offered no help either. “This is the first time we’re doing this, soo… The original plan was to throw some herbs in and just kind of dunk you in it – but turns out that good olive oil is criminally expensive, and since we’re not taking donations so that was all we could afford.”

“Please don’t…” Anastacia whimpered even more worriedly.

“We figured that there should be some of Lady Sylvia’s power still lingering in you, so even if it was just the tiniest bit, some might seep into the oil.” Stroika continued and stepped closer to dip her finger into the vat of oil. “None of us really know what to use blessed oil for, but maybe we could put a drop of it in the bathwater, in the wax when making candles or seals, rub it on our skin, mix it with butter or lard for cooking, shine some leather with it, mix it in medicinal herb extracts, maybe use a bit to bless the dead in the city and whatever else may need some lubrication.”

The necromancer pulled away from the oil and glanced at Emilia, who was clearly just enjoying the awkwardness of the situation for Anastacia.

“Those are certainly some of the ways to use blessed oils and couple of them are something I’ve done before.” The priestess smirked, purposefully omitting the fact that had she detected even a trace of Sylvia’s powers in Anastacia after her resurrection, she likely would have tried to siphon them somehow as well. However, no evidence for such leftover powers had been visible and the necromancer had remained undunked thus far. There were also more proper ways of preparing sacred oils, including lists of the ingredients needed and the ways to use the finalized product, but Emilia found herself enjoying the blind yet devoted attempts of worship from the cult – to a degree at least. “I don’t really recommend cooking with it though.” She added.

The cult reminded Emilia of her own first months as an aspirant, and even if their clumsy ways came at a cost of credibility, it allowed her to measure the strength of their will to follow Sylvia. Maybe after a year or two, assuming they stuck through it and with a few nudges I the right direction, she could send them to establish temples and shrines elsewhere in the world. 

“Great!” The orcish cultist smiled and clapped her hands once. “Saint Anastacia, please bless the oil now!”

Anastacia stared at the basin of oil again and her reflection on the surface. Wondering if she should just take a sip and spit it back out or maybe toss a few strands of hair in, she glanced at the other people in the room for help. King was still menacingly staring at Leggy, and Leggy was warily keeping an eye on King, so neither of them were of any help. Emilia calm smile was slowly failing to keep the laughter at bay, and she let out a quiet snicker every now and then.

The cultists all seemed exceedingly excited about everything that was happening. Stroika was keenly observing everything Anastacia did, Verna anxiously tugged on the chains thrown over her shoulders and Annie kept writing down everything for future reference.

Suddenly, half-panicking, the necromancer held her breath and plunged her face into the oil, holding it there for as long as she could.

The others watched in equal amounts of awe and surprise as bubbles kept surfacing on both sides of Anastacia’s head. As a minute passed, the surprise started to slowly turn into worry and the bubbling slowed down.

Just as Emilia was about to pull Anastacia’s head out of the bowl, she lifted it up herself and gasped for air while chocking on some oil that had found its way in her nose. Trying her best to not get anything on her own clothes, the necromancer grabbed her friend’s snow-white cloak to wipe her face with.

Relieved that their saint hadn’t managed to drown herself, the cultists eagerly moved in and took out the equipment for bottling and sealing their freshly blessed sacred oil. Stroika and Verna handled the delicate work of pouring oil from the large basin to some very small glass vials while Annie scribbled up some worryingly cultist-looking paper slips she then attached to the bottles with wax.

“The high priestess and Saint Anastacia should go to their room if they wish to rest.” Verna said and peered through a bottle to make sure it didn’t have any dirt in it and was otherwise fitting for the job. “This will take some hours and is far too menial for someone such as yourselves. Am bring water to you shortly.”

Emilia yanked her cloak back from the necromancer and briefly glanced at the stains on it with a very disapproving look on her face before standing up to leave. “We’ll be departing as the sun rises or a bit before it, can someone wake us up and arrange something to eat?” She asked.

“Of course, high priestess. We have plenty of eggs to share.” Stroika nodded gladly.

“…Only eggs, in fact...” Verna added slightly disgruntledly.

The priestess chuckled. “Eggs will do. Good night to the rest of you.”

Anastacia and the simulacra followed their friend to a dormitory-looking corridor that continued for almost the full length of the building. Several wooden doors lined both of its sides, most of which looked nondescript and barely used, but at the end of the corridor, there were five that bared signs on them and were covered in seals the cult appeared to decorate everything with.

On the left side, three of the last doors had been marked as the library, the forge and the armory with plaques made similarly to the one above the front door. Each of them had several seals stamped on them in completely arbitrarily with either short phrases or more strange symbols drafted on the papers they held.

Emilia recognized most of the phrases as things she had said to the trio, but even she had no idea what the symbols were about. The stamp used to press the seals appeared to be a copy made of the hilt of her mace, which was actually what it was designed to be used as, so while probably not as effective or significant as the cultists believed, the seals weren’t entirely pointless and carried some remote fraction of the blessing given to the artifact the high priestess used as a bludgeon – though she hadn’t given a permission to copy it, nor did she know how or when it had happened.

On the other side of the corridor, only one of the doors had been paid such attention to, and that was labeled as the ‘bedchamber’.

“Only one bedroom, huh?” Anastacia wondered and looked at the dozen or so unused rooms. “You’d think they’d have rooms to pick from.”

“I asked about it once – I didn’t want that kind of thing to be an important part of the church doctrine, if you know what I mean. The rumors are abundant even without the help, and the name they chose is a nightmare…” Emilia sighed and pulled open the door out of curiosity.

The three beds in the room had been pushed together near the fireplace, as far away from the door as possible and behind as many tables and chairs as possible without making the room too cluttered. Right by the doorstep was a barely visible tripwire that would drop a bundle of keys on the floor when disturbed, likely waking up anyone sleeping in the room and alerting them about the possible threat.

The priestess pointed at the tripwire. “They’re bandits, have been for years and that’s just how they’re comfortable sleeping, be it in the wilds or in here. It’s a harsh life out there, and if you have people you know you can trust, you stick by them, oftentimes literally.” She explained.

“Your cult is made up of criminals?” Anastacia grinned, happy about the growing pile of stories she could spread back home.

“I’m not going to let you forget that you’re just as much of a part of this as I am, but yes. Though the way I heard it, they were imprisoned over ‘unclarities in transfer of property on the road’. Since they made the crucial mistake of not being human, they were waiting for their executions by the old church when we happened to come by here and got rid of their captors. After escaping during the scuffle, they gathered some rumors and decided to form the sisterhood to thank Lady Sylvia for coming to their rescue.” Emilia said and closed the door. “We’ll see what comes of it, but so far they’ve been doing fine – all things considered.”

“I suppose they seem to be good enough people. Like half the people at the inn have been some kind of bandits at one point or another too.” Anastacia shrugged.

The door at the end of the corridor had received a lot of special attention; its sign, labeled ‘high priestess’, was much nicer than the others, it had more seals than the rest combined and the wood itself had been burned slightly to bring up the natural patterns in it.

Emilia had to break a few of the seals to open the door into the unlit room, that had once belonged to someone very high ranking in the church. The large mahogany table by the window, the chair behind it, the pair of cozy armchairs by the fireplace, several cupboards and bookcases, and the absolutely massive bed were all even nicer and more pointlessly expensive-looking than the furniture at the Vassundian lodge. Each and every piece of their wooden frames was detailed and decorated, the fabrics embroidered, and metal pieces polished beyond belief and it almost felt somehow forbidden to even look upon them without a decent portion of nobility in one’s blood.

Despite being sealed, the room showed several signs of a recent visit; there was no dust to be found, the bedsheets were freshly changed, and the fireplace still had a few bright red embers in it. Since their visit was an unannounced one, there was no way the sisterhood could have known to clean and warm the room for their high priestess, so taking care of it just in case and then reapplying the seals on the door must have been a daily ritual for them. Considering that Emilia had only visited them a handful of times before and never more than once in a month, it certainly showed some exceptional dedication on the cult’s part.

Anastacia told king to put down the mountain of equipment he was carrying and sit down on one of the chairs by the fireplace, she then hopped on his lap and tossed her feet over one of the armrests. “This is a pretty sweet place you’ve hidden from us.” She said while waiting for King to take her shoes off.

Emilia placed her own luggage on a bench by the end of the bed and started to dismantle her armor piece by piece. “I’ve not hidden anything, none of you wanted to come along before. Besides, I’ve told the sisterhood to sell all this old stuff to fund themselves several times, but they insist on keeping this room as is.”

Leggy was instructed to throw a few more logs into the fireplace as the embers still appeared hot enough to ignite them, and soon enough, the adventurers could close their lanterns and the flames lit the room with a cozy orange glow.

Free of her armor, the priestess placed the pieces of plate on the table and moved around a bit, now that she was unhindered by them. “I wish sleeping in armor was a bit more comfortable, I just feel naked without it.” She grumbled and stared out of the window at the emptying streets.

“You’d sleep wrapped in metal and sniffing spices if it was up to you, and you still somehow call me weird.” Anastacia laughed.

“Just when I’m alone, okay? Back home I’m perfectly fine as is.” The priestess defended her own eccentricities.

“Oh yeah. It’s either metal or just a ton of cat fur!” Anastacia kept making fun of her friend. “I still can’t believe it took me months to figure you guys out. On hindsight it’s embarrassingly obvious.”

Emilia grabbed an apple from her backpack and sat down on the other chair by the fire. “Your wholesome naivety is a part of your charm, and honestly, even if some of the stuff coming from your mouth is filthy as sin, I don’t think you’ve wrapped your head around what half of it means – we really need to stop Xamiliere from teaching you any more pointless vocabulary when you’re very clearly missing the basics of how relationships work.”

The necromancer felt a bit insulted over such accusations of ignorance, after all, she had read a copious number of biology books over the years, some of which even had illustrations, and at least thought she knew what she was talking about most of the time. “I know exactly how relationships work. First when someone fancies someone else, they hone their powers and skills to their limit to impress the other person by doing something incredible with them, then the other person either deems them acceptable and figures that they’d be a good match or that it’d benefit their family. I’ve made my choice when this guy went ahead and chopped my mother into two.” She described an extremely Mournvalleyan view on relationships and put her hand on King’s cheek. “I assume Rosie impressed you with cooking or you punched something really hard.”

Genuine concern filled the priestess’ face and she had to quietly place the apple down after only a single bite to fully grasp what the necromancer was even talking about.

“Oh no, I know that look. There’s some real talk coming, isn’t there?” Realized Anastacia.

“Very much so. I don’t even know where to start dissecting what you just said, but the way I see it, Gil is useless for this, Rosie is becoming more and more overprotective of you by the day, Yulia is a coward and we only have so much time before that damn spriggan isn’t preoccupied by the weightlessness anymore and will mess you up further. So since we have some privacy here and it was obviously going to fall on me to do this, let’s go.” Emilia said, took a deep breath to prepare herself for what was to come and for the first time in a while, slightly regretted that she had stopped drinking.

            

    
        Chapter 197 - Crescent Noir

    
    
    
    
                After her long, extremely excruciating, partly humiliating but ultimately rather eye-opening talk with Emilia, Anastacia had barely gotten a wink sleep. Bent and twisted atop the laps of both simulacra, against all reason, she had somehow found a comfortable place to rest, but the confusing nature of regular adult relationships kept her mind racing as she stared at the ceiling.

With the scent of burning wood, candles and incense completely covering the rotten stench of Crescent, the warmth emanating from the fireplace, King’s gentle hum and the weight of Leggy’s metal cape on her, it should have been a perfect situation for one of the most restful nights of her life, but whatever god of sleep there was, had clearly forgotten about the necromancer for the night.

Emilia had offered to share the horrendously soft and oversized bed, but after years of sleeping on a layer of straw on top of stone, Anastacia had barely gotten used to the humble comfort of her bed at the inn, and in all honesty, preferred a firmer platform to lay on.

Observing the sleeping priestess flail about in sleep confirmed that the necromancer had made the right choice, as even in a bed of such size, it would have been difficult to dodge some of the swings Emilia threw while tossing and turning.

At one point during the night, Emilia suddenly stood up from the bed, obviously still completely out of it, only to walk over to the table to put her gauntlets on and returned to her bed. Anastacia tried to strike up a conversation with her, but the sleepwalking priestess didn’t answer, so she just figured that whatever her friend was fighting in her dreams, needed a proper trashing with armored gloves.

She could also feel and hear the acolytes go about their business in the rest of the building well into the night. They messed around with the oil for a good while, visited few of the rooms along the corridor and held some kind of a communion by the door to the high priestess’ room, until finally, a couple of hours past midnight by Anastacia’s estimations, they retired for the day, huddled together in the corner of the room they had fortified with traps and clutter.

Even without the thoughts brought up by the talk she had suffered through, Anastacia probably wouldn’t have been able to fall asleep. She didn’t even really feel tired anymore, and there was a constant feeling of unease gnawing at the back of her mind. It had probably started the moment she had inhaled the wretched air polluting the city, but she had either not noticed it or thought it as a simple side effect of the smell of corpses that caused her necromantic powers give off a constant, almost unnoticeable tingle – like a creepy equivalent of whatever it was that made a person salivate after catching a whiff of some tasty food. However, after spending a few hours away from the stench, the feeling hadn’t disappeared.

She hadn’t really paid any attention to it while she had the cultists to observe and other things to think through, but the long hours of the night had caused her mind to drift from her usual troubles and thoughts to weird shapes in the grain of the ceiling boards and other matters that didn’t distract her enough anymore, and the uneasiness surfaced as a major problem.

It was hard to put of finger on it and point out the exact reason for the feeling. While it was obviously of necromantic origin, it wasn’t something Anastacia was familiar with. The presence of another necromancer would have been a good candidate, but that caused a clear, gut-wrenching sign that couldn’t be misinterpreted – even if the other necromancer was particularly weak. On top of that, another necromancer would have been easy to pinpoint whereas the feeling gave off no particular direction for the cause.

Another possibility would have been a stain left by past necromancies used, but there were several problems with that theory. Typically it was barely noticeable, even when touching the material affected; so corruption so severe that it was detectable simply by being in the area and spanned the entire city, would have required someone at a level of Coquelicot or Anastacia herself, at a peak condition, possibly together even. In addition, she would have probably felt it happen all the way in Valor, as would have every scout employed by Mournvalley, so it really wasn’t a realistic possibility worth pondering.

“I’m going to have to figure this one out, aren’t I?” She sighed partly to herself and partly to King, who had noticed her concern. “There’s no way I can sleep with this on my mind.”

She quietly tumbled up from her bed and took a look at the priestess, who was soundly asleep and snoring ever so slightly. It seemed pointless to wake her up for what was probably going to be just a walk around the neighborhood that wouldn’t amount to much, and it seemed more important that at least one of them got some proper rest before heading into the forest part of the trip.

Making as little noise as she could, she wrapped herself in an appropriate amount of clothing, prepared her scented face cover and gestured for the simulacra to follow her out.

The sisterhood must have once again placed some new seals on the door, as Anastacia could hear a few break and fall onto the floor as she opened it. Remarkably, the noise of a bit of soft wax and paper falling on the floor was enough to briefly wake up Annie in the cultists’ bedroom. The small dragon-like person held her breath, presumably to listen for further suspicious noises.

Not wishing to cause any unneeded concern to the rehabilitated bandit, the necromancer took a few less than sneaky steps to make it clear it was just her, though King’s uncaringly loud footsteps made that a bit pointless. Leggy, on the other hand, managed to somehow make no sound whatsoever, even some of the creaky floorboard failed to let out a peep under her pointy feet.

“Suppose I could have left a note.” Anastacia realized a bit too late and opened the door outside, immediately regretting it as the cold flooded the room and crept inside her clothes through her sleeves. Regardless, she braved onwards and made it to the unlit streets of Crescent.

Unsurprisingly, the necromancer and her simulacra appeared to be the only people out so late and even the lights shining through windows were sparse. In Valor, it would have still been a prime drinking hour, but Anastacia figured that the people of Crescent probably had things to do and couldn’t just lazily drink away the days until their purse got a bit too light for their liking.

Between the complete silence and the occasional gusts of icy wind, the mood in the city was almost haunted, but not necessarily in a bad way. If anything, it felt like she was out solving a harmless mystery – between trying not to get obliterated by unkillable ancient beings or facing the realities brought on by her talk with Emilia, it was a rather nice distraction.

“Case of the necromantic tang… Case of Crescent’s boney aftertaste – A nec-romantic nightly stroll? Eh?” She winked to King and tried to come up with a name for the waste of time they were now committed to.

Walking past the temple, Anastacia stared at the paved road under her feet and could tell that there was a small hill’s worth of blood-contaminated soil below it. Consisting of countless small stones, rather than larger slabs, the surface was more or less perfect for allowing water, or blood, to seep through into the soil and far too annoying, costly and cumbersome to peel off and replace after adding a clay lining that could have helped with the smell.

“See? This is the problem with cities, including Valor as far as I can tell, they’re not designed with massacres in mind. It would be great if those didn’t happen, but for as long as they do, they should at least build things in a way that’s easy to clean.” She made a rather macabre comment without even thinking about it. “They were lucky it didn’t poison their wells too, though I suppose they could grow quite a bit of ichor moss now – I should bring that up with the sisterhood, they seemed to have a small garden.”

Ichor moss was a plan species native to Mournvalley, but it was used and valued highly by alchemists and chemists elsewhere as well. Its surface was coated with a blood-like substance, a drop of which could keep a bucket full of real blood fresh for over a week. So, if a concoction needed blood, some ichor moss extract was a must or all one would get was a lump of coagulated blood in their elixir. Naturally, necromancers misused it horrendously, and those more focused on blood used it to avoid having to change their materials daily. What made it troublesome was that it would only grow in soil that had been ‘enriched’ with blood, which was not really a rare thing in Mournvalley, but elsewhere in the world it was luckily less common. Regardless, it was not a cheap ingredient and would probably help funding the sisterhood’s undoubtedly astronomically high wax and paper expenses.

As they aimlessly wandered the nearby streets, the group came to a crossroads with a bit better view of the night sky. There was not even a hint of a cloud obstructing the magnificently starry sight above them.

“The moon is about a quarter from full and fifteen degrees from its apex…” The necromancer estimated and tried to apply some of the teachings Gilbert had painstakingly repeated for her. “That means it’s… night?” She failed and could almost hear her mentor groaning somewhere in the distance.

While she couldn’t tell what time it was, it did remind her that they had been achieving nothing by just walking around for almost half an hour and should probably consider a change of techniques for their search.

“Anyone see any ladders? We could get up on the rooftops and check if we can see anything suspicious from there.” Anastacia suggested. Though she honestly did think it would help, she mostly wanted to see if the air there was any fresher – and maybe, just the tiniest bit, she just wanted to climb on some rooftops when no one happened to be there to say no.

Suddenly Leggy dashed at a nearby building and effortlessly scaled up the wall in a blink of an eye. Before the necromancer even had a chance to say anything, the agile simulacrum was posing at the edge of the roof, with her cloak barely swaying in the wind at all.

Anastacia applauded the stunt. “That’s great and I’m all about those legs of yours, but it doesn’t help us-“ She managed to say before King’s hum became louder all of a sudden and Leggy moved into a better position for catching something. “NO!” She screamed, realizing what was about to happen.

The ancient knight of stone grasped the necromancer by the stomach, lifted her up, spun around once to get some momentum to the throw and just tossed the flailing and screaming girl on top of the two-story building, where Leggy caught her and made sure she didn’t roll over the ridge and fall back to the ground on the other side.

“Dick move, both of you!” Anastacia yelled once she had gotten her bearings on the tiles. “But I’m happy that you two can work together! So that’s nice.”

King looked around for anything he could use to get up as well but failed to find anything particularly helpful. So, as was often the case with him, he chose to substitute planning with raw strength and sank his stone fingers into the comparably soft wooden wall of the building to get a grip on it and slowly began climbing up, probably causing a bit of structural damage to the wall along the way.

Reconvened on the rooftop, the trio stopped to take a good look at the countless stars above them and just bask in their light.

The gusts of wind were noticeably stronger without the buildings sheltering the necromancer from them. Luckily, both the simulacra had realized this, and King offered her his warmed-up arm to latch on to while Leggy lifted her cloak to shield Anastacia from some of the worse gusts. However, these gusts also blew away the morbid stench of death and decay, allowing the necromancer to remove her face covering for the time being.

As they walked across the slippery tiles and maintenance boardwalks, hopping from roof to roof, they scanned the streets below and the horizon around them.

Moving was considerably slower than on the streets, especially because they didn’t particularly want to alert the people living under the roofs they were trampling on top of, but they slowly worked their way further from the temple spires they used as a landmark. A few times, the gap between two buildings was just a bit too wide to safely jump over and Anastacia had to be thrown over it, she still didn’t enjoy it but had accepted her fate and hoped it wouldn’t become a frequent tactic to be used.

On the roof of a particularly old building that still used wooden shingles and tar as a roofing, the boards gave out under King’s immense weight and he fell most of the way through it, only barely managing to claw his way back up. Since there were no screams heard from inside and nothing else indicated that they had been discovered, Anastacia figured that they should just clear out from the area and never mention it to anyone.

After over an hour of basically just having fun running around the city, Anastacia had pretty much forgotten about the original goal of the outing and even considered returning back to the barracks. Just as she had started looking for a way down, the strange feeling at the back of her mind fluctuated in strength and caused her to freeze.

She frantically looked around but couldn’t see anything of particular interest, that is, until Leggy pointed out something in the distance; a flickering light inside some kind of a coop or a shack built on top of a house that had once been used to house pigeons but seemed to be far too beaten up for the job.

“Is that a campfire?” Anastacia asked out loud and gestured the simulacra to follow her towards it.

The route to the suspicious light was mostly made up of roofs that were actually designed to be traversed and were used by craftsmen to have room for their kilns, furnaces and other such things in the densely packed city, which considerably helped the trio to stealthily approach the shack.

Hiding behind a set of chimneys, only a few meters away, Anastacia had a perfect spot to see inside and overhear the conversation going on.

By the fire, she could make out two men with books on their hands, unfortunately they were in front of the fire and facing away from her, so their silhouettes was all she could see. As they flipped through the pages, they appeared to be observing an orange stray cat that had joined them by the fire.

“Here it is.” One of the men said and showed his book to the other. Something about his voice felt familiar to the necromancer, but she couldn’t quite place it.

“Well it says she should yawn in three… two… one…” The other one counted down as they intensely stared at the cat, who was comfortably asleep in the warmth of the fire and did nothing. “That one’s not accurate anymore.” There was a familiar cadence to his speech as well, but it sounded like he was wearing something in front of his mouth which made it even harder to recognize.

The first man closed the book disappointedly and dropped it into the fire before picking up a new one. “Oh, this one is interesting!” He noted.

The other one leaned over and took a look at the page. “Does the cat finally do something?”

“No, but it says Anastacia will surprise us from over yonder.” The more familiar-sounding one laughed.

The other man closed the book he was reading and glanced in the direction of the chimneys. “That certainly is surprising, I didn’t even know she was in the city – slightly embarrassing, now that I think about it.”

“Who are you people?!” Anastacia yelled and jumped out from her hiding place. She stormed to the shack to have a better look at the people who apparently knew her by name.

In the light of the fire, she immediately recognized the crow-like birdfolk in his smart, mostly black clothes. She had met this strange person before by wandering around in a forest and just happening to run into his cabin. Back then he had introduced himself as Noir and had proceeded to spout confusing nonsense for the rest of their meeting.

“YOU?!” The necromancer gasped and pointed at Noir.

“Probably!” The crow happily agreed. “Fates are fickle and once more should out paths cross.”

The man Noir had talked with, was rather small and frail in appearance. He was wearing clothes identical to Noir’s, but with an addition of a black leather mask that covered his head. Attached to the front of the mask were a pair of goggles with pitch black lenses and a beautifully made and polished silver beak that gave his voice a tinny tone.

Anastacia glared at the masked weirdo, trying to figure out who he reminded her of. “Do I know you?” She asked.

“Now, in our line of work, knowing someone is a very difficult thing to define. Have you met me? Perhaps, I’m not entirely sure. I have for sure met a ‘you’ several times, but none of those may have been you ‘you’. In fact, over the years, I’ve probably met ‘you’ more often than most people – you’re the sort to get involved after all.” The man explained in a completely incoherent manner. “But in case this ‘you’ hasn’t met me yet; you may call me… Vinca.” He introduced himself, hesitating suspiciously before telling his name.

“Damnit, they’re both like this…” The necromancer groaned and sat down next to the cat, who didn’t seem to mind her.

The simulacra followed her but remained outside of the coop, almost like they would rather avoid dealing with the two, admittedly annoying scribes.

“It says here that the cat is successfully petted.” Noir pointed to his colleague out as he saw Anastacia absentmindedly reach for the one beside her. “This one must still be accurate.”

Carefully brushing the stray cat’s hair with her fingers, Anastacia took a better look at the pair of almost annoyingly cheery nutjobs before her. Both of them had two satchel bags full of black leather books without titles, some of which had been already chucked into the fire for whatever reason.

As far as she knew, Noir was some kind of a knowledge trader that somehow knew things he should have no way of knowing, but also wanted to know completely inconsequential things in return for answering questions. Vinca must have been in the same business, and at least spoke in the same quizzical way that annoyed Anastacia to no end. Both of them appeared to be just regular people with the usual vulnerability to necromancy, though Vinca gave off a strange feeling when prodded with it, almost like he knew it was happening.

“But can we afford to be wasting a meeting with the goblin queen herself like so? Our work of verifying the collection has been there for decades and isn’t going anywhere, whereas she might run off if we bore her. Sparing a moment or two seems like it would be of good value here.” Vinca pointed out and gestured towards Anastacia. “Who knows what mundanely pointless secrets lurk in the void of her head? Surely we must at least attempt to acquire some of them?”

Noir nodded agreeingly. “This is very true indeed, though our paths cross more often than one would think, no two Anastacias share the same knowledge – and what she tells us is always delightfully menial!” He pondered and took out one of the books and a black quill. “Since you and I appear to be readily acquainted, mender of metal and stone, you must know of the bargain we offer? Answers for answers, though both of your choosing.” He addressed the necromancer.

“This again? I told you before, I don’t have any answers anyone would be interested in, especially ones you don’t have already.” Anastacia doubted the value of what she knew. “You’d be better of asking King or Leggy.”

“We do not ask.” Noir laughed delightedly. “Besides, the artificial children following you are awfully mute for our tastes. Yet, this is a song and dance we repeat frequently with you, is there a way to make you understand that, for our purposes, a favorite color is worth a hundred secrets of eternal youth, a good recipe for a soup will trade for the location of an ancient artifact. Vinca here once acquired the circumference of a muse’s horn for the low, low price of naming the world’s best blacksmith.”

“You really shouldn’t be telling muses anything... Not that that’s a problem anymore.” Anastacia commented and tried to think of anything Noir and Vinca would be interested in. “Did you know that Coquelicot is apparently sick or something? I recently met one of the new inquisitors and he said she isn’t willing to meet anyone.”

Anastacia could feel Vinca’s fists tense when hearing Coquelicot’s name, but he clearly worked very hard to make his distress not be apparent.

“Unfortunately, we know of her… condition already. Attempt to come up with something more personal, something only you could have come across, that is where the true value lies.” Noir said and shook his head disappointedly.

“Well, recently I found out that if I drink wine and mead, I apparently get an urge to violate statues and punch children – oh, and it gives me the power to locate and infiltrate ancient ruins just like that.” The necromancer shrugged and continued scratching the cat.

Noir’s face lit up. “Fascinating! Punching children of all things!” He muttered and scribbled what he had learned to the book.

“I was cursed at the time too, but honestly I think that only really contributed to the other part. Speaking of which, does that count as two bits of tidbit?” Anastacia asked. She may have not fully understood the deal or the currency they were trading in, but she certainly didn’t want to end up in the red in the whole transaction.

The merchants glanced at each other to make sure they were in agreement and shared a quick shrug.

Vinca picked up a book from one of his bags, opened it on a seemingly random page and began going through the text. “In all honesty, we had construed as much when it comes to you and statues. It is a trait shared by each and every one of ‘you’ we have spoken with, generally brought forth by the spriggan in your life. There are very few cases of such meticulous consistency in our collection, it’s on par with some laws of physics.”

Anastacia sighed in realization. “Yeah, cursed me would have jumped Xammy in seconds… but we avoided that crisis, eh?”

The masked merchant kept flipping pages of his book. “Well, for now anyway, the odds are extremely stacked against you. However, returning to the matter at hand; yes, that counts as two answers for our purposes. Even if we had our suspicions, verified knowledge is worth its weight in gold, while assumptions lack both value and mass.” He explained while putting away the book that apparently contained statistics on Anastacia. “You may have two answers of your choosing.”

The first question was readily loaded into Anastacia’s mind. “What is the cause of this light tingle of necromancy residing in this city?”

“Ah… That would likely be yours truly.” Vinca admitted with embarrassment in his muffled voice. “Once, well over a lifetime ago, I was a necromancer. Not a particularly powerful or important one anyway, but my place wasn’t among the rest of Mournvalley, and it was a gift I gladly gave away for this current purpose of ours.”

“Wait, someone knocked the necromancy out of you? That seems like bullshit.” Anastacia asked surprisedly, she had never heard of such a thing happening.

The supposedly ‘cured’ necromancer adjusted his metallic beak, likely seeking the proper words to answer the question without giving away too much information. “The one we work for considers necromancers a threat, and while she doesn’t hate them, she would rather not have one around and with access to the collection.”

“Who might this ‘she’ be then? A god?” The adventurer inquired further. Knowing that an option to just not be a necromancer was out there definitely made her think.

“The matter of trace necromancy has been settled; further answers would complete our trade.” Noir suddenly interrupted the two. “Is this what the night-touched child wishes?”

Anastacia recoiled slightly, she already had enough gods messing with everything she did and on the off chance the question would have invoked yet another one into her life, she felt it was better left unasked. She suspected that Noir knew this and intentionally made her rethink the second answer she asked for.

Looking for something to ask about, the necromancer’s gaze happened upon the simulacra, who were standing outside, as far apart as the roof allowed them to. She could have asked something about them, but then again, she could just squeeze the answer out of strawberry or the speaking Firstborn she met, or even this ‘Erratic Judgement’ person they were on their way to rescue.

The next thing she noticed was the moon behind them. She could have used the chance to shed some light on Holly’s situation, perhaps even get a solution that protected the owl girl from the night for good. This was certainly tempting, as there was no way Holly deserved any of her troubles, but just as Anastacia was about to ask her question, the silhouette of the temple against the night sky caught her eye.

“What would have happened if I had died here?” She asked out loud, almost accidentally.

The crow seemed surprised by the question, almost certainly because he had expected something juvenile and moronic like last time, when Anastacia had asked how she would look in the future. His surprise slowly turned into almost a proud smile as he took out a book from his bag.

“The child has grown since the last we met.” He chortled while looking for the right page. “The records from the worlds where a young life was cut short are spotty to say the least. I assume your concern is mostly for the people nearest and dearest to you? If so, let us start our recount from the knight of stone by your side:

“The lost knight would have wandered the forest, withering down day by day, never finding a reason to leave. It is not told here how long this would last, but the suggestion is that his broken-down remains would have been swallowed along with the rest of the world when it came time for the primordial night to cover all of creation.

“The woman of faith accompanying you here, would have not dared to return to the city of adventurers and would have become a recluse. Slowly losing her faith, but not being able to quench the flame within. She would have burned hollow and become nothing more than a puppet strung by fiery strings. Interestingly, the primordial night seemed to have spared her, and left her wander the dark.

“Having lost his apprentices, your mentor would have become old and frail in spirit, surrounded by friends but hopelessly alone. Thinking he had failed everyone, he would one day simply disappear into the north, never to be seen again.

“The horde at your feet would have continued living, splinter by splinter, chipping away at its soul. Without guidance, mortal or divine, this process would only accelerate, and the final splinter would have faded well before it needed to.

“For the city of adventurers, there is not much to say, for all we found were vacant ruins. There was no hint of a cause or reason, but the guild was no more.

“And finally, there was Mournvalley. The revolution would have ultimately failed to unify the people and left behind a scattered nation, a crippled, bleeding beast of a kingdom that slowly faded into obscurity. Atrocities caused by its unguided necromancers perhaps outshining the lack of adventurers in terms of damage done.

“Forces beyond this world would have not found each other and ultimately, they would have been left unable to aid the world when it needed it.” Noir gave a longwinded answer with a bit more far reaching scope than Anastacia was prepared for.

The necromancer took her hand off the cat and slowly digested the answer given to her. “Are you… are you saying that the world is better off with me in it?” She asked and started to tear up. “Even if I’m a necromancer?”

The crow flipped through a few more pages before taking out a second book and searched for something referenced in the first one. “By the looks of it, nor is it by a meager margin either. Whether you like it or not, Anastacia of Valor is a beneficial force for the most part, in the majority of possibilities.”

An amazingly radiant smile appeared on the necromancer’s pale face, one without even the hint of the mischievousness she often displayed. Without saying a word, she stood up and pranced away along the rooftops of crescent with her simulacra following in her steps.

The scribes watched for a while as the light blue shine of King’s armor disappeared between the buildings in the temple’s direction before sharing a hearty chuckle, picking up a pair of new books and continuing to observe the sleeping cat.

            

    
        Chapter 198 - A good day

    
    
    
    
                In the end, Anastacia didn’t manage to fall asleep for even a second, she was far too busy being absolutely over the moon over the news of her positive effect on the world.

To her, there was no good to be found in the existence of necromancers, and that was a rule with no exceptions. No matter their intentions, there was some tiny part of their brain or perhaps even their souls that made them morally broken and incapable of not being evil in the end. Though she did her best, she didn’t consider herself much better than the rest of her kind and the only difference between her and other powerful necromancers was that she didn’t want to be one. Because of that, among her greatest fears was that no matter what she did, the total sum of her actions and their consequences would end up being destructive and a hinderance to those who didn’t deserve it.

But a single answer from a couple of weirdos with access to knowledge beyond what was possible had changed that. Things were better because of her; people were happier and the world just a tiny bit brighter thanks to a necromancer of all things. She wouldn’t go as far as assume that to be possible for the rest of Mournvalley though, the country itself was thoroughly rotten to the core and could never be fixed without scorching it until nothing but glass was left.

Still smiling widely, she sat by the kitchen table with King and Leggy while Verna made breakfast for her and Emilia. Even though she hadn’t rested at all, she didn’t feel tired and was fully prepared for the next part of their journey.

The priestess was still getting ready, so that they could leave immediately after eating. She had said she would only take a while to get her armor on, but it had already been almost half an hour.

“Am a bit ashamed that there’s nothing more to offer here…” The cooking cultist admitted and piled something on a plate. “We made the mistake of sending Annie shopping and- Well, she mostly just cares about getting a good deal and less about what exactly it is that she’s buying. The price was amazing but am afraid our diet will be egg-heavy for a week or so.”

“That’s alright, I like eggs – they’re good for you, I think.” The necromancer told the acolyte to not worry her.

Verna placed a cup and a plate in front of the so-called saint. “Am sorry…” She whispered, almost crying.

Anastacia stared at the meal prepared for her and was left speechless. Egg-heavy appeared to be quite an understatement, as her breakfast consisted of an omelet with a pile of scrambled eggs on it, topped with a fried egg and with a side of a couple of soft-boiled eggs. Worriedly, she peeked into the cup.

“Oh, thank fuck it’s just regular coffee.” She sighed in relief and took a sip of what turned out to be above average coffee and certainly much better than anything they could have made while camping. While she would have preferred to have some sugar in it, it was clear that the elven cultist was extremely troubled by the whole ordeal and she didn’t want to bother the poor acolyte any more than needed.

Even though the meal itself turned out to be perfectly fine and only slightly exceeded the limit for eggs Anastacia could eat in one sitting, trying to eat while being intensely stared by someone who thought she was only a step or two down from a god in terms of divinity was very awkward and she had to keep convincing the elf that there was nothing wrong with her cooking.

Luckily, Emilia finally appeared to the kitchen in her snow-white uniform, that had obviously been put far more effort into than she was willing to put on a usual day at the inn. Her curly red hair was brushed more carefully than usual and not a single wrinkle could be found on any of her clothes. Yet the most distinctive change to her usual appearance were the countless wax seals that had been stamped on more or less every piece of armor, clothes and equipment on her.

“I was caught.” She explained and walked over to the table, shedding off seals like feathers on every step.

As Verna meekly placed a similar eggy meal in front of the priestess, Emilia stared at it disappointedly, though not in the food itself. If this mix of eggs was what they could offer to a saint and their high priestess, their own meals must have been tragic at best.

“Is there really nothing but eggs here for you to eat?” She asked, trying to not sound judgmental or rude.

The acolyte fiddled with the chains hanging from her shoulders and stared at the floor, almost deathly ashamed. “It’s just… We bought thirty-five dozen of them for a song, but the budget… Am so, so, so sorry!” She cried and fell prone on the floor.

Emilia sighed and ate a mouthful while trying to find something from under her miraculously oil-free cloak. After going through most of the pockets, she pulled out a small leather pouch that had a distinct metallic jingle to it.

Recognizing the sound of gold, the ex-bandit’s pointy ears flinched, and she glanced up from the floor.

“Take it, go buy some bread, vegetables, meat, sugar, flour, spices, coffee, tea and whatever else a person of any dignity would have in their pantry for yourselves.” The priestess very nearly demanded and let go of the pouch, letting it fall on the cultist’s head and bounce on the floor.

The elf went entirely pale. “There’s no way we could accept this! What if Your Holiness runs out of money because of us?!” She asked, choking on tears.

“That’s is merely what I carry on me in case Anastacia breaks something, our travel funds are plentiful still. Besides, Lady Sylvia will always take care of her own, and part of that is through us.” Emilia calmed the acolyte and ruffled her hair.

Verna looked at Anastacia for a confirmation.

“I’m a financial liability.” The necromancer proudly admitted with her mouth full of egg and tried to not think about the countless ruined roof tiles her nightly outing had caused. There was no way she was going to tell Emilia about the rooftop stroll now.

Uselessly wiping her endlessly flowing tears of gratitude, the elven cultist stood up and tightly grasped her chains for emotional support. “Am… am have to go tell the others!” She realized and dashed away, only to return immediately to offer a quick silent prayer to the high priestess and then ran off once more.

As soon as the cultist was out of the room, Emilia’s warm smile froze over, and she grabbed Anastacia by the shoulders. “This is our out, grab the eggs and run. King, Leggy, take the bags and follow us.” She ordered the party and started leading them out of the building.

Anastacia understood well why they were in a hurry to leave for a second time during the same quest, as the cult would have no doubt made leaving difficult in any case, and after Emilia had given them quite a bit of money, they would have been stuck there for hours, listening to the thankful praises and likely getting a fresh layer of wax on their equipment. So, in a flash, the entire party left the barracks, taking along with them a large pan full of boiled eggs. They ran as fast as they could along the still dark streets, all the way to the gates before looking back to make sure they had escaped successfully.

The guard posted by the gate gave them a curious stare, probably trying to figure out if they were thieves escaping with their prize or what, but ended up thankfully wishing them good morning after Anastacia bought his silence with a warm egg.

They walked a bit further out before stopping to breathe, put on what winter clothes they didn’t wear yet and make sure they hadn’t forgotten or dropped anything. By the looks of it, their escape had been successful, and they were free to heard towards the Garden of the Ancients.

Emilia stared at the map their route had been planned on, and on which she may have asked a bit of advice about it from Gilbert, despite him being strictly barred from knowing the purpose behind their journey. She had figured that Gilbert knew better than to stick his nose into matters he was very obviously being kept out of, so it shouldn’t have been an issue regardless.

According to their mentor, as far as ancient forests went, the Garden was rather pleasant to traverse despite having a bit of a reputation among the adventurers for its residents. After all, ancient places often contained ancient things, and ancient things tended to be troublesome to get on the wrong side of, and trespassing was a prime way to do so.

Briefly glancing at King, the ancient thing Anastacia had dragged from the said forest during her brief tenure as a resident, Emilia understood the warnings and hoped that the simulacrum was on the worse end of things they could possibly run into.

While the priestess tried to figure out if they should follow the road for a while longer or cut through the meadows, Anastacia walked around the nearby field with both of her simulacra.

“This is where Alizarin died, entirely because I was being an ass.” She lamented and started to trace the late inquisitor’s name on the thin layer of snow with her steps. “He wasn’t a good person or anything, not even by a long shot. Some of the stuff he did in the name of research was extremely on-brand for the red inquisition, but he was probably the best that group had to offer – even Coquelicot is just obviously insane if you get to know her, but at least she’s patient and understanding on top of that. I’m probably permanently at the top of her shit list because of what happened here – and I understand that, I’d kill anyone that hurt you, King. The problem with being on that list is that the ‘S’ in the beginning was only added recently and I worry it’ll drop off one day.”

Emilia joined them and grabbed one of the eggs from the pan Anastacia was still holding, she hadn’t had the chance to finish her breakfast and figured that the sisterhood wouldn’t miss a few, which is why she had told her friend to grab them during their escape.

“We can just go through here; we’ll be at the edge of the forest by sunrise.” The priestess said. She noticed the name on the snow as well but didn’t want Anastacia to dwell in the past too much and didn’t say anything, so instead she pressed onwards and started to lead them towards the forest that was just barely beyond the horizon.

With a brisk pace, they traversed over the snowy fields, crossing over a couple of roads and ditches along the way. Luckily, the weather was on their side for once, and the night’s moderate gusts of wind had died down and the temperature was only barely below freezing. Walking in full winter gear was even a bit too hot for Anastacia’s liking, but she knew that she’d only end up regretting it if she started removing layers. Gilbert had pointed out numerous times to her that keeping her body warm was extremely important during winter, and if she got cold even for a while because she removed clothes, it would take a long time to warm back up, even if she put on more clothing again.

While King patiently matched his speed with the necromancer to stay no more than a meter away from her, Leggy would almost run around to climb on anything she could and scout ahead at times. She was supposed to be there as their guide and appeared to take her job very seriously.

Just as they reached the massive wall of trees, higher than any man-made building either of them had ever seen, the sun finally appeared to the eastern horizon and lit the treeline with orange, almost reddish light.

Even the lowest branches of the smallest trees were higher than the treetops of most forests, and apparently, this particular type of tree was far too inconvenient to even topple over, let alone drag anywhere to be used – the Garden of the Ancients had remained untouched by anyone because of that. Attempts had been made to burn it, but even fire wasn’t willing to touch the gargantuan trees and it was said that even a single strike of an axe would cause the forest itself to retaliate – whatever that may have meant.

After marveling at the oversized trees for a bit, the party entered the forest along a path made by the hunters from a nearby elven village. The thick treetops that blocked sunlight from reaching the undergrowth darkened the forest almost immediately upon entering, but fortunately, they also blocked the snow from falling there and it even felt like the temperature got ever so slightly warmer the further they wandered the forest.

Though some ever so slightly glowing moss lined the tree trunks by the ground, the adventurers had to rely on their lanterns to not trip on roots and rocks. Yet, even after the hunter’s path had ended, the way into the forest felt somehow intended or purposeful. While there were no paving or obvious signs of use, the larger roots and ferns had cleared out and only lined the sides of the adventurer’s route.

The animals of the forest seemed to have very little to fear from the visitors as well, and a small herd of deer allowed Anastacia to pat them. Squirrels didn’t bother to scurry away from them, and a couple of birds even landed to rest on King’s head.

The forests name started to suddenly make a lot of sense, as it certainly felt like they had happened upon someone’s overgrown garden. They walked among someone’s fern plantations and were greeted by their countless pets. All that was missing to complete the feeling was a pond and some kind of a shelter with a place for a campfire.

Suddenly the rest of the party was startled by the necromancer letting out a curious yelp.

“What is it?!” Emilia asked and grasped her weapon.

Anastacia pointed at a small pool of water that was barely visible from between the trees and a bundle of sticks and dried leaves by it. “It’s my nest!” She exclaimed and rushed to get a better look.

Worried that the necromancer would get lost again, Emilia followed her over to the pool.

“It’s just like we left it!” Anastacia said excitedly and sat down into the loosely packed cradle of forest debris.

The priestess kneeled by the crystal-clear pool of water that had remained unfrozen. “So this is where you lived, huh?” She asked and touched the surface with her finger.

“Yup. This is where I found King and the goblins. I even considered just staying here.” The necromancer said and leaned against the tree behind her. “Feels like it happened ages ago.”

King took off his heavy backpack and sat down cross-legged in front of Anastacia, like he had done many times during their early days in the forest.

“Well, we might as well take a break here.” Emilia said and stared into the darkness between the trees. There was something bothering her about the forest, and it felt almost like they were being watched.

Though Anastacia and King had remained oblivious to whatever it was thanks to their nostalgic bliss, the priestess could tell that Leggy was similarly agitated, as the nimble simulacrum kept climbing up trees and gazing into the distance, but clearly failed to find whatever she was looking for.


Gilbert sat by his favorite table at the tavern and leaned against the wall with his feet leisurely lifted on another chair. He calmly blew circles with the smoke from his pipe and just enjoyed the quiet calmness that Anastacia’s absence brought with it. The tavern was still packed full of people as usual, but Dammar, Maximillian and other adventurers that would have sat down with him were on quests of their own, so beyond a quick greeting, he hadn’t been bothered by anyone for hours.

It would have definitely become boring even for him, if he didn’t have the privilege of watching Yulia work. The owner of the inn was still in the process of dealing with her newfound loneliness and worry with alcohol and had been sent to her room ages ago to sleep away her drunkenness. This left the lamb alone to man both the counter and the kitchen, which she could do with little trouble, but it kept her too busy to sit down with the adventurer she admired.

Regardless, the old adventurer was perfectly fine with the arrangement, he quite enjoyed watching Yulia hop about the inn, taking orders and delivering them to the table, and ever so often bringing him a new bottle. Especially because working appeared to make the girl happy; Yulia had slowly become cheerier over the months, and her artificial hand had long since stopped bothering her, but Gilbert could tell that whenever she had nothing else to do or think about, she had the tendency to space out and relive the events that had befallen on her previous hometown of Ebonywatch.

He himself had the mental complexity of a walnut, and despite having lived through far more than any one person should have ever been subjected to, it largely bounced off him like water from wax paper. This meant that he had no tools or ability to actually help the girl deal with whatever she was going through.

With Anastacia it hadn’t been that much of an issue, since she was obviously of the walnut-kind as well, and even had Emilia for help. He had thought about taking Yulia to a dreamweaver of some other professional, but even that felt like it was too ‘adventurer-like’ as a solution – sometimes he forgot that not all problems were caused by illusions and magic, and certainly couldn’t be solved with them.

While thinking about this and that, Gilbert noticed that his pipe had gone out and could have used a refill. He reached for the small pouch he usually kept his tobacco in, but sadly found it empty. Just the thought of having to go all the way back upstairs ached his knees so much that he absentmindedly grunted.

Yulia happened to be passing by and the sudden sound made her stop. As usual, she still kept hopping from one hoof to another despite standing still, the clacking noise of which was just one of those things everyone in the tavern had gotten used to. “Is something wrong?” She asked worriedly.

“Oh, it’s nothing.” The old adventurer sighed and tossed the empty pouch on the table. “Just need to pop by my room.”

“If it’s just tobacco, I can go. You keep it in the fancy box, right?” The lamb suggested.

Gilbert smiled. “That would certainly be nice… Rosie needs to pay you more. Go ahead and bring the expensive tin; today’s a good day and I want to celebrate.”

Yulia quickly dropped the tray she was carrying to the table it belonged to and made sure she had the master key to the rooms on her. She gave Gilbert an awkward wave before hopping up the stairs one by one.

Gilbert watched the young lamb bounce and chucked to himself – it was truly a good day.

He leaned back, closed his eyes and searched for the clacking noise among the general racket of the tavern.

Clack, clack, clack, clack, clack, clack, clack, clack, clack, clack, clack, clack, clack, clack, clack… Her steps echoed even from the second floor, followed by the familiar creak of the unoiled hinges of his room’s door. Clack, clack, clack, clack, thump, thump.

“Thump?” Gilbert wondered and opened his eyes. He couldn’t tell if the quiet muffled scream after the thump was his adventurer’s imagination playing a trick on him or if it was real. Regardless, he hopped up and over the table with the spryness of a man third of his age and dashed upstairs. On the way, he half-consciously tapped on the knife hanging from his belt to make sure it was there, just in case.

There was a good chance that Yulia had simply fallen over, which happened more often than one would think, but assuming the best of any given situation was one of those things that got entire parties killed.

The door to his room was closed and the corridor was quiet when he reached the second floor. Trying his best to move swiftly but still step softly, he snuck up to the door. Immediately upon getting there, he could feel the cold air flowing from under it – he had most definitely not left the window open.

Counting to three, the adventurer barged into his room and made a split-second assessment of the situation. The first thing he saw was a wide-open window and Yulia laying on the floor on her side, seemingly out of it. The second thing was an unknown person in dark gray robes with a blue hood and a blue stole around his neck, laying on the floor against the wall, similarly out cold.

He just barely had the time to grab his knife and swing it at a noise somewhere above him, but it failed to connect with anything before he could feel a needle in his neck.

In less than a second his strength was gone, and his legs were giving out, but just as he was about to topple over, he could feel something hard and strong wrap around him, gently tipping him on the floor like it was making sure he didn’t get hurt. Gilbert still tried to fight the loss of consciousness, but it was a battle he quickly lost.

“Shhh… Don’t worry and just sleep for a bit, I qualify as a doctor.” Whispered into his ear was the last thing he heard before the darkness took over.

            

    
        Chapter 199 - Kipouros 

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia, Emilia and the two simulacra accompanying them didn’t have the luxury of being able to hang around Anastacia’s old camp for too long, as they needed to get as deep into the forest as possible during the day. Though the problem with that was the fact that they could barely tell if the sun was up in the first place. At times the thick treetops above them let out a single ray of light through, which was their only hint on how much time had passed and if they were nearing the evening.

While their travel was largely unimpeded, the lack of scenery made it impossible to even estimate the distance they had traveled. They had passed what felt like an infinite number identical trees, pools of water and groups of stones that felt ever so slightly unnatural, like someone had made them, but it was impossible to actually tell as they were covered in a thick layer of moss.

For the first few hours, Emilia pretended like she was keeping track of their progress, but eventually had to give up because of the obvious futility of it. There was nothing more they could do than to trust Leggy to guide them in the right direction.

The cloaked simulacrum at least seemed confident in where she was heading, but every now and then she stopped to gaze somewhere into the darkness, still on the lookout of whatever it was that agitated her and the priestess.

Anastacia had been asked to keep an eye on the surroundings, but had found nothing even slightly interesting, in fact, even the fauna of the area appeared to be particularly bland, as countless deer, rabbits, squirrels, mice and birds the necromancer had no chance of identifying littered the forest, but not once did she catch even a whiff of a wolf, bear or a bobcat, and much less of something actually interesting or threatening.

King was either familiar with the forest thanks to his earlier and likely long stay in there, or simply didn’t care what was going on around him. All that appeared to matter to him was keeping the necromancer within arm’s reach and not letting leggy get too close unless absolutely necessary.

“I should probably tie you to myself, now that I think about it.” Emilia realized when she noticed that Anastacia was falling behind after stopping to converse with a squirrel.

“Do that and I’ll make you carry me.” The young necromancer threatened and cracked an egg from the pan she was still hauling along with her.

The priestess sighed and kept walking. “I we really can’t afford losing each other here. Trying to find you in a city is one thing, since I can just follow the chaos, but this forest is massive, and we can’t even see the sky. But luckily… I have something to keep you in check.” She said and smiled sneakily. From under her cloak, she pulled a tiny vial with yellow tinted clear liquid in it. Sealed with a tiny bit of wax, its origin was far from a mystery.

“NOOO!” Anastacia screamed and leaped at her friend.

Emilia lifted the vial out of her reach and the necromancer could only uselessly wallop her chest plate, mostly only hurting her own hands.

“Freshly squeezed oil blessed by a certain saint. If the said saint is being difficult for no reason, I’m sure the blacksmith’s depraved brother would pay quite a bit for it, and what happens after that is not on my conscience.” The priestess smirked. “But I will make compromise with you; no rope, but you have to walk in front of me.”

“Whatever, I’ll tell Rosie about the cult and that you’re blackmailing me.” Anastacia pouted and started walking onwards again.

“Do that and you won’t see a single cup of coffee in the inn again.” Emilia calmly raised the stakes. “She may adore you, but this is not a competition you can win, not by a long shot. Besides, I now have a legal responsibility of not letting you get lost in a forest.”

“Do you have the legal responsibility to be a dick about it, or is that just you going the extra mile for it?” Hissed the necromancer.

The two continued to bicker for quite a while over the matter, which coincidentally kept them from losing one another just as effectively as any rope would have. While at times the argument got heated a bit beyond what the subject actually warranted, it never escalated much beyond throwing eggs – and eventually a pan once the necromancer ran out of ammunition.

As they quarreled, they failed to notice a steady increase in the amount of stones in their surroundings. What had started as slightly unnatural-looking arrangements of just a bit too conveniently shaped rocks, had transformed into dilapidated but still recognizable pillars, clear remains of collapsed arches and spots of road paved with massive slabs of marble in places where it hadn’t been covered in moss or broken up by roots. Many of the larger pieces of masonry had been engulfed by the massive trees over what had to be at the very least centuries, likely more considering the utterly worn-down condition of the structures.

The gradual change in their environment was first spotted by Anastacia when she almost stumbled over one of the marble slabs that had been slightly lifted by a tree root growing under it.

“What the… ruins? Here?!” She exclaimed in surprise and ran her hand over the surface of the slab. Time had made sure to erase any and all carvings it had once displayed, and the only unevenness was caused by the changes in the stone’s hardness and resistance to erosion from one part to another.

Emilia gazed forward into the direction both they and the ancient road appeared to be heading in. “I wonder if this will take us through the forest. Leggy, do you know?” She asked from the simulacrum guiding them.

Leggy nodded.

“Well that’s handy. Were these made by the same people that made the machine fortresses and the simulacra?” The priestess wondered out loud.

“No.” Anastacia said and scratched the surface of a nearby fallen pillar with her enchanted knife. The dwarven metal found no meaningful resistance in the stone. “This is not the stuff they used to build their things, just regular stone. The ruins here are safe from weather too and yet are in a lot worse condition than any machine fort I’ve been to.”

Emilia agreed with the reasoning despite not really knowing all that much about the matter. “Suppose that makes sense. Maybe these are what’s left of whoever owned this ‘garden’ then?” She suggested half-jokingly.

For a while longer, the structures by the road became even more apparent, but never enough to even loosely imply that there had been entire buildings by it. It seemed as if the road had simply been an overly grandiose passage through the forest.

Eventually, with no clear idea of how long they had walked, the party came to a wider circular area that had been paved, almost wide enough to form a clear gap in the treetops but not quite. With a bit of guesswork, it was possible to make a relatively safe assumption that the sun was on its way down, based on the reddish hue of what was maybe a tiny bit of sky visible when standing right in the middle of the clearing.

Hoping that the circle meant the halfway point through the forest, the adventurers decided to make a camp there for what was probably the night, even though Emilia wasn’t too excited to sleep with the constant feeling of being watched from somewhere. There hadn’t been even a single hint of any such presence, not a sound, no shapes moving in the dark, nothing for Anastacia to detect, nothing for Leggy to spot, but still the feeling bothered the priestess in particular.

While King gathered the firewood they would need for the night and Emilia prepared to cook, Anastacia and Leggy took a gander at the area. They walked by the edge of the marble slabs embedded into the ground, inspecting and prodding the broken-down pillars that had once surrounded them.

The only even remotely interesting thing they found was a small outcropping on the circle. Only a couple of meters across, it contained what had once been a seat or a throne of some kind. Made from the same stone as the pillars, and had faced the same fate of being largely broken – most of the back rest had crumbled, but there was just enough to tell that it had once faced away from the clearing and the road.

The necromancer cleared away the twigs and pieces of rubble from the seat and hopped on it, only to discover that the stone was rather cold to sit on. She hopped back up, asked the cloaked simulacrum to sit first and then sat back down on Leggy’s lap. Though she didn’t generate nearly as much heat as King, it was still a clear improvement over the throne that had not been sat on for who knows how long.

A few meters into the forest beyond the boundary of the circle, directly in front of the throne, was rather unsurprisingly yet another tree. However, this particular one appeared somewhat malformed, like it had grown through or around something. While the other trees were almost unnervingly uniform in shape, this one had a weird bulging part near the ground and was generally abnormally wide for the first couple of meters of its height.

Suddenly, a grand and commanding voice echoed seemingly from within the tree itself. “A child of death has sat upon the throne once more. It has been… a while.” It said, sounding exhausted but somehow happy at the same time, like it had met a friend it had missed for a long time.

Anastacia’s eyes widened and she turned to look at her friend, who was dicing some ingredients almost at the other side of the circle and must not have heard.

“Emilia! A tree is talking to me!” She yelled to get the priestess’ attention.

Emilia lifted her gaze from the potatoes for a bit and saw the necromancer just loafing around, but nothing interesting beyond that. “That’s great, sweety. Ask it if it wants any stew!” She responded, clearly not believing the necromancer at all and returned to cooking.

“A hearty stew would not go amiss. Pour it upon mine roots and it will make its way here someday.” The voice almost laughed. “I am glad to see manners have yet to go extinct. I was right to allow you passage.”

Anastacia turned to her friend again. “It says yes! Also, it says you’re dumb and should give me the oil!”

“Tell it that if it has a problem with me, it’s free to come over and square up.” The priestess responded, this time without even looking up.

“It has been some time I’ve spoken, but perhaps not long enough for words to be put into my mouth, child of death.” The voice commented sternly but didn’t sound actually angry. “Does your fire-kissed companion often challenge the likes of trees? Has such a thing become commonplace during mine absence?”

Anastacia shrugged. “Not really, she’s just passionate about punching, also why am I talking to a tree?”

The tree let out the sound of a strenuous thinking before it answered. “While technically accurate, I am not a tree, or rather, was not one. It appears that one is no longer even allowed to die briefly without having a tree grow on them.” It lamented. “As for the reason of our engagement; you placed thine hind upon the seat of my master, though indirectly; and considering you hail from the same locale, I made an assumption you were here on his behalf, but your surprise betrays my assumption to be incorrect.”

“I’m here on no one’s behalf, and I do not know who your master is.” The necromancer admitted. Her conversation partner seemed rather relaxed and she doubted it would lead into much trouble. “Is your master from Valor as well?”

“Valor? This is a name of a city? My master sits upon his throne in the center of his empire, in Mournvalley. You have the marks of a necromancer on you, little one, are you not in Emperor Alabaster’s service?” The tree asked curiously and named the ancient white one, whose skeleton Anastacia had dethroned after uncounted number of years. “Well, if you have the chance to reach his ears, tell him that Kipouros is glad to report that all is well. We may have suffered a single casualty – namely me, but the forest stands unmolested as he wished. I would much like to give such a flawless report to him myself, but woe is such that I died and became a tree.”

A sudden weight fell on Anastacia’s heart. “Kipouros, was it? Do… do you know how long you’ve been here?” She asked and weighed her options between keeping quiet and telling the tree that not only had King Alabaster passed over a thousand years ago, if not thousands, his remains had been destroyed and what little of his spirit stuck in a trinket had been killed off. His empire was barely remembered by anyone and even Mournvalley had moved on.

The tree remained quiet for a moment as it calculated the time that had passed. “A decade or two? Can not have been more than a century at most. Sometimes it is hard to tell time when you’re a tree.” It guessed, obviously off by more than a bit.

Anastacia felt bad for Kipouros and couldn’t bring herself to reveal that the world it knew was gone. She held her hand on her heart and faked a smile. “I’ll be sure to tell him then… But why don’t you tell me a bit about yourself and what you’re doing here.” She suggested, guessing that a bit of company wouldn’t go amiss.

Leggy must have noticed the necromancer’s distress and grasped her arm as well.

“Does the name ‘Kipouros’ say naught to you? The First Wolf? Nothing? Ah, well! I suppose I have been guarding this forest for longer than you’ve been out of your cradle.” The tree laughed cheerily, getting a chance to talk with someone must have been a welcome surprise. “I am… was the first wolf to be brought into existence, something you may choose to take as literally as you wish. I ruled the lands here and near for some time before I met my master. I snarled and bared my teeth at him and the other one, but not more than a single glance from him did it take for me to understand what I was dealing with. He wasn’t called ‘emperor’ or ‘king’ at the time, just Alabaster, but tell I could that he would become one! We understood one another and I allowed him passage through my lands, in exchange, he returned with a whole gaggle of wizards and mages to give me the gift of speech! Thankful of such a nice gift, I willingly submitted to his service.”

“A wolf, huh? This Alabaster sure sounds like a… nice guy.” The necromancer forced out what was almost certainly a pure lie in the end. The ancient necromancer was known for nothing but cruelty as far as she knew.

The wolf-tree sighed longingly and paused for a brief moment. “He certainly used to be! As he built his empire, he needed an unpassable wall here, so with the aid of the nature spirits, he planted this forest for me to guard and tend - even to this day, I’ve not let a single soul pass without my permission. During a more peaceful time, he built the road through here, and that bench for him to have seating and talk to me at every once in a while, sometimes with news, sometimes he’d just sit there and listen, like you.” it reminisced. “I do wonder if his mood has improved though, in our last meeting, he was alone and furious. He did nothing but sit there and boiled in his own hatred, I didn’t have much to say that time, but I’m not sure he listened anyway.”

“… I see…” Anastacia nodded quietly. She was desperate to change subject to one where she didn’t need to hold back as much. “So, how did you become a tree? I’m fairly sure trees have grown on dead things before, and none of those have talked to me so far.”

“You’re such a wee pup, so I will not blame you for not understanding – perhaps you will once you meet Alabaster… If someone like Alabaster asks you to watch a forest, something as simple as death is not enough to free you of your obligation, not nearly!” Kipouros boasted proudly. “But us wolves are not made for longevity; as the first one, I enjoyed life much longer than my kin tends to, but the lifespan of a human is too long for me to even fathom. So, a time came when I simply did not wake up again, that is, until I had become a tree. For a while I could feel my remains within the bark and between these roots, but slowly, they became dust.”

“At least you seem to be taking it well.” Pointed out the necromancer.

The ex-wolf laughed. “If anything, being one with the forest does naught but make my duty easier. I was even able to follow you the whole way here, and I can tell that it’s not the first time you or the other machine are here, I’ve allowed you passage before. Though if the memory of this old one serves right, you, pup, were naught but a pathetic weakling at the time – ‘tis good to see you’ve made something out of yourself since then.”

Meanwhile, the priestess had gotten her stew started and was now tossing in the remaining ingredients. “Does the tree mind if I put cheese in the stew?!” She interrupted the two by yelling from the campsite. A talking tree seemed like nonsense to her, but she decided to play along anyway – oftentimes it was the easiest way to deal with the necromancer.

“It has been great many moons since the blessings of cheese have found their way to me. Not much cheese to find in a forest. Have you any to spare, I will gladly take it.” Kipouros said with all the enthusiasm of a dog who is sitting by the dinner table and waiting for anything to fall on the floor.

Anastacia leaned over the armrest to answer her friend. “The tree says it wants the cheese! Also, the tree is a wolf!”

“What the… a wolf? Yeah, sure, that makes sense.” Emilia muttered to herself and stirred the stew.

Still feeling extremely bad over being unable to tell the deceased wolf about its master, Anastacia wondered if there was anything she could do to help it.

“Is there a way to free you? I mean if you want to…” She inquired, hoping that maybe she could at least release the wolf from his watch.

Kipouros hummed and pondered for a while before answering. “The is a way, but no reason. My master will return to end my duty once the forest no longer needs the guardian. Until then, I am quite content being a tree amongst many.” It declined the offer. “I can not even pretend to understand politics or war, but I am certain it all takes time, but no matter, I remain patient. Master Alabaster will return and show me the empire he has forged while I watched the forest.”

Every word the naïve wolf said twisted a knife in Anastacia’s chest. There must have been a point where explaining that Alabaster was not going to be returning, in any shape or form, and much of it was thanks to her, was the kind thing to do. What made it even worse was that she wasn’t entirely convinced that the ancient white one had intentionally abandoned Kipouros, or if he simply couldn’t make it back for a one, final time. After all, there was no reason for someone like Alabaster to use deception, though he was a necromancer and might have just done it to be evil.

Anastacia swallowed awkwardly before speaking. “What… what if he doesn’t come back?”

The wolf laughed once more. “Pup, it is clear as day that you have not met my master – but for the sake of your question, I will answer; I do not care.” It said, suddenly in a completely serious tone that shook the trees around it. “This is the task I chose to accept from the master I chose to serve, if it means my duty is to watch these trees until the world unravels and comes apart from its seams, then I will do so with gusto.”

The lack of even the slightest hint of regret Kipouros displayed was almost blinding to look at, but it did ease the necromancer’s agony a fair bit.

“However, since you are a curious one, I’ll tell you this: I am to be released from my task with a riddle.” The wolf added. “My master said that when the time for me to leave this forest came, only ‘the light of his life’ would be able to do so. It is a though one, but I’ve never really cared for thinking about it. The only such lights I know of are the sun and the moon, and to be frank, I don’t trust either of them to be of much help.”

“Yeah, can’t help you there. I have a reputation for being a bit daft, and don’t know your master nor his lights.” Anastacia admitted.

The two conversed further about the forest itself and Anastacia’s job as an adventurer while the priestess cooked. Kipouros was very interested in the guild itself and reasoned that it must have been some group Alabaster had set up to solve minor issues he or his countless servants didn’t have time for.

As expected of an animal, the wolf didn’t have much to tell about things that didn’t generally matter to wolves. The subject of simulacra was grazed briefly, but they had never caused much issues to the forest, so Anastacia ended up being the more knowledgeable of the two. Kipouros did however know of the machine fortress they were heading towards, and according to it, its lights had often piqued its curiosity when it wandered near the edge of the forest. He was able to confirm that the party was on the right track as well, and that the remains of the road would lead them near the fortress.

Eventually, the conversation devolved into Anastacia explaining the finer things about coffee to the wolf, while it shared the best ways to catch a few select preys.

When Emilia finally deemed for their meal to be ready, she called for King to come back with whatever firewood he had found and join the rest of the party to plan for how they would arrange the night watch. As a joke, she actually took out a third bowl for the supposed talking tree, and even gave it an extra-large portion with more meat to mess with the necromancer.

She picked up the bowls and somewhat sneakily approached her friend, just in case she wasn’t paying attention and didn’t detect her. Managing to successfully get right behind the bench, she planned on to startle Anastacia, but just as Emilia was about to open her mouth, she heard a strange voice from the forest.

“Ah, the iron-clad lass has brought us the stew! I can not even begin to express how delighted I am to eat cooked food once more!” The tree greeted her.

The priestess froze in place and blankly stared at the deformed tree. For more than a couple seconds, she just stood there, hiding her astonishment and surprise with a blank expression while mentally preparing to nonchalantly give the talking tree its stew, just to deny Anastacia the chance to smugly announce that she should have believed her.

            

    
        Chapter 200 - Cobalt 

    
    
    
    
                The night in the garden was rather uneventful, though expecting anything else with its guardian right by the camp would have been foolish. In exchange for the tasty stew to moisten its roots with and a conversation it had long yearned for, Kipouros granted the party his boon and promised them a restful night.

Of course, King and Leggy had no need for sleep, so they still kept their duty of feeding the campfire and making the bedroll Anastacia brough along redundant.

The necromancer herself dozed off almost immediately and slept peacefully through the entire night, whether it was because of the walking or the lack of sleep during their night in Crescent, it certainly hit the spot for her.

Emilia had a little more trouble to get used to the presence looming over them, but eventually she drifted to sleep much the same as her friend. She had tried to strike up a conversation with the wolf after Anastacia had fallen asleep, but while not hostile or even unfriendly, the beast clearly preferred speaking with the necromancer – perhaps because of it reminded it of its old master, or perhaps because the priestess had offered to fight it for no reason.

Neither of them had really considered when they would wake up. Usually adventurers would let the sun do the job or whoever had the last shift watching the fire would wake up the others, but the sun had no chance of finding its way to the ground in the garden, and the simulacra had proven less than reliable in measuring time. Luckily, Kipouros was as thoughtful as they came, and a haunting howl echoed throughout the forest mere seconds before sunrise.

Thankful of the gesture, the adventurers once again shared a decent portion of their morning meal with the tree and while they ate, Anastacia sat down on one of its massive roots and scratched away some of the moss that had grown on its ancient bark.

Eventually, they were forced to carry on with their journey, and leaving without being able to help the Kipouros weighed on Anastacia’s heart for the rest of the day as they walked along the ruined remains of a road, but at the same time, she did look forward to meeting the wolf again on their way back to Valor.

The second half of the road was unsurprisingly very much the same as the first one: a massive tree, after massive tree, after massive tree, after massive tree... While it was great for keeping up with the schedule they had planned, the party found the strange mentality the adventurers often gained over time whispering in the backs of their head; just walking was utterly and completely boring. They didn’t really want to run into any problems, but at the same time, a vicious troll or maybe an enchanted trap forgotten by a hunter would have done plenty to kill the monotony.

At the end of the day, just as the hue of the sunlight was about to turn red, the party emerged from the garden and was greeted by two sights: a massive gray monolithic structure that matched the other machine fortresses in architecture and was built into the side of a valley in the horizon, and a humble little town of maybe a hundred or two hundred people about a kilometer away from the forest.

“I take it that that’s Ruvenstead?” Emilia said and nodded towards the town. “Our mechanical friends don’t seem to be here yet, so lets just head into the town and get us a room at the inn.”

Anastacia stared at the massive Aureun structure in the distance, Kipouros had mentioned that it used to have lights on it, but now it appeared as nothing more than a gray pile of blocks, which may have been a recent development and related to whatever trouble this ‘Erratic Judgement’ had gotten into.

After no more than maybe a hundred meters of walking towards the town, along a sparsely used road that ran along the edge of the forest they had come from, the necromancer could feel something strange at the fringe of her range, in the direction they were heading to.

“Hold up, there’s fuckery afoot!” She warned her friends and skipped to the front of the party to take the lead.

“What is it?” Emilia asked and grasped the handle of her weapon as they began cautiously approaching.

Anastacia grimaced violently after sniffing the air. “Necrofuckery, someone has unearthed more than a few bodies here. I’m not sure why, but I think they’ve just sort of sprinkled the remains around there.”

Unlike in Crescent, the foul smell of rot in the air was strong enough for even Emilia to notice it after it had been pointed out. “Mind your language though.” She coughed and recoiled as a gust of wind suddenly intensified the stench tenfold.

“Really? Now?” The necromancer frowned and dug out the crumbled face covering from her pocket.

Emilia covered her face with her sleeve. “Yes now, timing doesn’t matter when it comes to proper upbringing. Your language has gotten out of hand recently, so from now on, every time you swear, I’m going to take a bit of your quest reward and use it to replace what I gave to the sisterhood.”

“You can’t just- Ah… You totally can, can’t you?” Anastacia sighed and considered investing in one more swear, but as they got closer to the town, her focus moved elsewhere.

Starting from roughly halfway from the forest to the town, the ground had been filled with shards of bone. Spread oddly evenly ten centimeters apart, a few hundred meters wide boundary of bone shards seemed to surround the entire town, at least from the direction they were coming from.

The age of the shards ranged wildly, but none appeared completely fresh, so they probably didn’t belong to the townsfolk themselves. From what Anastacia could tell without going too close, they hadn’t been prepared in any way either, it was as if someone had dug up an entire graveyard and chopped up the remains for purposes that weren’t entirely clear to her.

From so far away, she wasn’t able to tell if there actually was a necromancer still in town, but there certainly was the slight taint of their powers detectable in the shredded bones.

Sneaking a bit closer, Anastacia could see the remains of a dozen or so simulacra that had been violently torn asunder, leaving them incapable of moving. A few still had lights faintly shining on pieces of their armor, but even those were on their way out.

“Are those the ones who were supposed to meet us here?” The priestess worried and glanced at Leggy, who seemed rather indifferent about the demise of her kin.

The necromancer peered at the closest one she could find without disturbing the bones. On one of the pieces she could see the outline of the small slot that could either be filled with a core, like with King, or a meatball, like with Leggy. Though it was a bit hard to see in the quickly dimming daylight, she was fairly certain that the destroyed simulacrum had been activated with a core that was still firmly in the slot and kept the lights on the armor faintly alight.

“I’d say no. If I had to guess, these are some of the ‘hollow’ simulacra the speaking one warned us about.” Anastacia wagered. “But I wonder…” She mumbled, picked up a rock and tossed it into the bone covered area.

As soon as it touched a single leaf of grass, almost imperceptibly moving one of the bone pieces, a pulse of necromantic power emerged from somewhere in the town and coalesced the nearby shards into a spike that launched the rock so far up that it disappeared entirely.

Anastacia took a deep breath and sighed. “Well this is going to be a f- a ducking hassle…”


Gilbert woke to a headache he recognized immediately; it was not the first, second or third time he had been drugged out of nowhere. Thanks to that, he also knew better than to immediately flinch awake and gather the attention of his captors.

As he slowly came to, he remained as still as he could and gathered what information he could. His hands were tied behind his back, but his feet were free, he also had a blindfold on but nothing blocking his mouth. To him, this meant that his captors either were really bad at their job or simply didn’t care if he yelled.

He was leaning against a creaky wooden wall and sitting on a wooden floor of no particular note, but the first thing that told him his location was the smell. A faint mix of tobacco smoke and delicious food mixed with a whole lot of oil used for taking care of weapons and equipment – oil he used. Soon enough he could hear the cheery noises of other adventurers from downstairs. He was without a doubt still in his room.

Suddenly a familiar voice spoke with unimaginable amount of glee. “I still can’t believe you ate it against a waitress, are you sure you’re an inquisitor?”

Gilbert immediately recognized the speaker as Iris, the inquisitor he had met briefly only a few days ago. He had no idea why she would bother drugging him instead of just walking up and asking for whatever she needed though.

“I am the inquisitorial scribe, so please excuse my lack of martial might. It was you who said we cannot use necromancy here, so this is entirely on you.” Another voice spoke. Though not familiar, the accent was still unmistakably Mournvalleyan. The speaker was also a male, but in all honesty, sounded meek and frail. “Besides, do you have any idea how hard she kicked me? I could have died. There is going to be hoof-shaped bruise on my chest for the next ten years thanks to you.”

Iris chuckled and flapped her bone wings a couple of times. “It was funny regardless. By the way, Gilbert, we both know you’re awake.” She revealed and walked over to pluck the blindfold off him.

With his vision unhindered, Gilbert frantically looked around for Yulia, unable to find her.

The winged inquisitor sat down on the edge of Gilbert’s bed and patted something hidden under the covers. “Relax, I wrapped the lamb in here, so she doesn’t get cold. She’s a lot smaller than you, so it might take a bit for her to come to.” She calmed the adventurer cheerily. “Just out of curiosity, is she the one we talked about last time?”

Though still confused about what was going on, the old adventurer was relieved to hear Yulia quietly snore under the blankets. “Aye.” He nodded and started to work on loosening the ropes around his wrists.

“Nice, I’ll high five you when you get the binds open. I had to carry her around a bit because… well our plan didn’t quite work out – in case that’s not obvious, and there’s plenty to grab onto, if you know what I mean.” Iris smiled familiarly and made the whole situation even more confusing with her relaxed attitude. “Judging by how happily she just pranced into your room, I take it that my advice was helpful?”

“Iris!” The other captor hissed suddenly. “Why are you fraternizing with the prisoner?!” He asked without lowering his hood.

The cheery inquisitor rolled her eyes. “Man’s barely a prisoner; we’re in his room and he’s like ten seconds away from being untied. Considering our agreement regarding necromancy, I’d start being really nice to him right about now.” She explained before turning back to Gilbert. “And we’re buddies, right? We’ve been held captive together, I’ve mildly poisoned you and sown your thumb back together. Oh, and I put some ointment on the stiches while you were out! It’s healing very nicely.”

“Going to be straight with you now, Iris, us being buddies depends quite a bit on how well you can explain what the fuck is going on, and how quickly you’re going to do it.” The old adventurer said grumpily and tossed aside the ropes from his wrists.

“No!” The hooded inquisitor exclaimed suddenly and stepped between the two. “None of this! Absolutely none! Adventurer, you are going to tell me exactly what you know about The Violet Sect and you are going to do it now! Are you one of them?!” He demanded.

Gilbert slowly stood up and stared down at the inquisitor before him. Barely reaching up to his chest and obviously yet another case of malnutrition from Mournvalley, the hooded young lad wasn’t exactly formidable, but to the adventurer’s surprise, didn’t back down an inch.

“What are you even talking about? The Violet Sect?” Gilbert relaxed and scratched his head.

Iris pulled out a folded piece of paper from somewhere under her robes and showed it to the adventurer. Suddenly a lot of things made sense; on the paper was the emblem consisting of a compass rose and a skull half, the one he had scribbled on the ground the last time he had met Iris. The emblem must have been tied somehow to this ‘Violet Sect’ the other inquisitor kept going on about and Iris must have seen the one he drew.

It was a fair assumption they had made in that Gilbert might have had something to do with them, and were originally intending to question him about it, but something must have gone wrong.

“I fear you’ve been mistaken; I came across that emblem a while ago and have been researching it – or at least trying to, not that it has yielded anything…” He admitted and walked away from the confrontation to look for a pipe in his wardrobe.

“Yeah, figured as much.” Iris chuckled. “Please forgive Cobalt, he’s very far away from his precious little library and got beaten up by like the most helpless thing in the world. If you have a book or something, we can try rubbing it on him and see if he calms down.” She belittled her fellow inquisitor.

Absolutely furious by how little weight anyone was willing to put on his troubles, Cobalt flailed about for a bit before getting a word out. “You cannot just believe him like that! Iris, you are a terrible inquisitor! At least try to be inquisitive!”

“He’s right, you know.” Gilbert pointed out and grabbed his spare spare spare spare pipe. He sat down next to Iris and began filling it while mostly ignoring the fuming inquisitor in front of him. “But no, I don’t have anything to do with them. Basically, we came across some corpses that donned that emblem, and I’m just trying to figure out where they’re from. I can show you the location on a map, but why are you two interested in it anyway?” He said, choosing to keep out the baron of iron and Sylvia’s request out of the matter.

Likely noticing that his anger wasn’t getting him anywhere, or finally trusting his fellow inquisitor’s judgement on Gilbert, Cobalt pulled up a chair and sighed deep. “I am the inquisitorial scribe, and a big part of my duty is to watch over the grand library of Mournvalley. After we took over, I relocated it to our headquarters to reorganize it and take a look at some of the more interesting books it has to offer. While at it, I found a few tomes, all written by past inquisitors, that mentioned something called ‘The Violet Sect’ and it got my attention. Unfortunately, the newer ones, written by Amaranth of all people, all refer to a book that seems to be missing from the library. I have told all the inquisitors to be on the lookout for any mentions of them or this emblem – the lead Iris brought me was the first one I have gotten, so I may have gotten a bit too excited.” He explained and started to calm down. “None of this clears you off the list though, you might still be working for them, for all we know.”

The old adventurer took a hard look at the scribe while lighting his pipe. Regardless of how strongly against it Anastacia would be, it would certainly be beneficial for finding out more about the baron’s killers, if they made a temporary alliance with the inquisitors – assuming Cobalt was ever going to trust him. Luckily, he remembered something that might help.

“I’ll make a deal with you. I’ll get you your missing book and you tell me what you know about the folks who use that emblem, okay?” He suggested and blew some smoke at Cobalt.

The inquisitor laughed mockingly. “And how exactly are you going to do that? I have scoured every list, rummaged every hidden chamber and turned over every bookshelf in Mournvalley to find it. What sort of magic trick-“

Gilbert interrupted him. “Under Anna’s bed. Last time she came back from Mournvalley, she had stolen a bunch of books.”

Cobalt’s eyes widened under his hood. Without saying another word, he dashed out of the room and the sound of Anastacia’s door being kicked open could be heard soon after.

“Yay, surprise team-up!” Iris clapped happily.

The old adventurer spent a while making sure Yulia was actually fine, and as far as he could tell, Iris was telling the truth. He fastened the blankets on her a bit and turned back to the remaining inquisitor.

“So, about this drugging…” He brought up the matter again.

Iris slid just a bit further away and avoided eye contact. “Okay, for the record, I’m just here as a helping hand and this was mostly not my idea.” She smiled awkwardly. “So, once I got back to Mournvalley, I told Cobalt about your drawing and he immediately wanted to interrogate you. We had to wait for Anastacia and you to part ways again or she would immediately get on our case if we entered the city – honestly, we got a bit lucky that she left without you or we would’ve had to like drag you out of a camp during the night or something. Anyway, even with her gone, we still needed to be careful to not touch any one of you folks with necromancy, because if she found out about it, we’d all be dead. This led to some… logistical problems. We were going to get you out of here, even had an empty storeroom picked out here in the city and everything – it was going to be great!

“So, naturally, we climbed into your room through a window – you’d be surprised how often that comes up in our profession, can’t even remember the last time I used a door. Anyway, I hop on to your wardrobe with a needle and Cobalt will work as a distraction and I get to jump on your back, again, great fun! But instead of you, this chunky bundle of fun comes in and starts making noise. Cobalt tries to muffle the screams but gets kicked across the room because he’s made of paper like everything else in his library. Then I have to step in and jab the needle into her neck before I have the time to readjust the dosage I had prepared for you.

“Then you start rushing over and I have to grab a new needle while skittering back on top of the wardrobe to get a jump on you, which I did, because I’m cool like that.”

Gilbert kept quietly listening and puffing smoke every now and then. In his heart, he was glad that there were people who had it just as hard as he often did with his party.

“Then, I have three unconscious people to deal with and I didn’t even know how long Cobalt was going to be out.” Iris explained while barely breathing in between phrases, clearly at least partly reliving the stress. “So I have to start hauling all three of you to the storeroom. I toss Cobalt out of the window, because who cares at that point, and very delicately and gracefully lower the lamb out, like a beautiful flower she is, so that no harm will come my way later. Then I have to start hauling you out, but I run into a couple of problems. Firstly: I can barely move you, and secondly: you do not fit through the damn window.

“So, now that plan is scrapped, but I already have two people out in the street. So what I have to do is haul both of them back up through the window, which is considerably harder than going down, in case you didn’t know. Once that’s done, I’m starting to get pretty thirsty, so I head downstairs for a drink, but there’s no one I can buy it from!”

The old adventurer nodded and smiled. “At least you’re in great shape.”

“I know!” The inquisitor laughed. “Where’d that walking nightmare you call Anna go anyway? Is she going to be back soon? If so we need to get out.”

“Ruvenstead was where they wanted directions to.” Gilbert shrugged. “But I’m not supposed to know, I think.”

Upon hearing the town’s name Iris’ wings suddenly slumped down and she went pale. The usually carefree smile turned into a serious frown.

Cobalt had found what he needed and came back to Gilbert’s room, intensely focusing on the first chapter of the book he had found.

“Cobalt.” Iris said to get his attention. “Where did we send the warmaster to?”

The inquisitional scribe placed his finger on the page to mark the spot he was in and glanced up. “Maya? She should have been at Ruvenstead for a couple of days now. The scouts said there was, and I quote, ‘something weird going on with the sky.’”

“Cobalt. Anastacia is heading to Ruvenstead.” The inquisitorial saint said with clear fear in her tone.

Cobalt closed the book, stuffed it under his robes, walked over to the window to open it and jumped out, all in complete silence but in a great hurry.

Iris shot up from the side of the bed and briefly sat on the windowsill. “Ten minutes, pack what you need, find someone to take care of the girl, meet us at the gates. We’ll get you something to ride.” She said quickly and used her wings to pull herself out of the building.
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                In the Days of Old

“I must say, ever since this ‘sun’ thing appeared, the mud-dwellers have really gotten their acts together.” Pointed out Yuita Calamia, one of the two aureun responsible for gathering materials for their manufacturing and research processes.

Her partner, Tiu Terrum, was considerably less impressed by the fishing hamlet they had arrived to. “Yes, they have indeed figured out how to stack flimsy hovels from planks, soon enough they’ll be rivaling our deeper laboratories.” He scoffed and pulled up his stone mask to have a better look at the settlement. “Lets just get this over with. I hate… whatever this is. It’s actually eating grass, for depth’s sake!” He groaned and pointed at a creature often called ‘a sheep’ according to the libraries on surface creatures the mud-dwellers housed.

“Oh… Look at that one go!” Yuita laughed and waved at a particularly stunted resident of the village, who appeared to be throwing rocks for reasons no higher being could understand, until it noticed the strange stone-masked creature beckoning it. “It’s coming here!”

“Great, just great.” Tiu pouted and pulled his mask back down. “Is that one of those ‘dwarves’?” He asked, not really interested in the answer.

As soon as the mud-dweller was close enough, Yuita grasped it by the head and lifted it up.

For a typical aureun, it was hardly a feat. Though their forms often appeared lanky compared to humans, their strength far outclassed the common surface-races. Yuita herself was on the upper end of the average height, and neared three meters, but both taller and shorter aureun existed, the taller ones almost reaching twice as high as average humans, and the shorter ones being virtually indistinguishable from some kind of a human-elf hybrid – that is, aside from the pitch-black eyes and nearly white skin that would darken within seconds of sunlight hitting it.

Much of the aureun physiology was perfectly suited for the considerably dimmer conditions of the primordial night, and because of that, the ones who came to the surface during the day were always clothed thoroughly in armor constructed from stone and metal.

“No, you ignoramus! It is a child, a human spawn.” Yuita lectured her companion.

Tiu wasn’t particularly interested in the surface creatures, but his duty as the security official often brought him to sunlight in Yuita’s company. “Okay? Is there a difference?” He asked.

Yuita scratched her chin. “I think dwarves have hair here.” She guessed and pointed at the child’s chin.

“Right, I’m sure that matters.” Tiu scoffed and rolled his eyes. “Why is it making a noise though, is there a leak or something?” He inquired, referring to the high-pitched whine the child had started to emit after being picked up.

“I think it might be a distress beacon. It’s a bit annoying, but you can stop it by just squeezing its throat – besides, it makes our job a whole lot easier.” Yuita said and pointed at the other humans rushing from the village, presumably to aid the smaller one.

A group of maybe a dozen humans had stopped what they were doing and rushed to the field outside of the village. Waving around their primitive tools and weapons while making an awful lot of noise, they were a moderately threatening sight and caused the pair’s security official to spring into action.

Tiu grabbed the child from his partner and tossed it towards the other humans, hoping to slow them.

As if prompted by his sudden burst of action, the ground itself began shaking violently. As the apparent center of the tremors quickly moved around below the surface, it knocked over some of the houses like they were nothing but bundles of sticks tied together.

With a deafening mechanical screech, an immense centipede-like machine rose from the dirt in the middle of the hamlet and destroyed what little buildings there were left. It towered over even the tallest trees around and was yet to even show most of its length. The countless metal spikes in its gaping mouth twitched and moved around as it stared down at the villagers.

From between the stone armor of the massive automaton, smaller spider-like machines emerged and immediately spread to the ruined village, cutting off any routes for escape and dragging the few survivors they could find from amongst the rubble of the houses to the group in front of the two aureun.

The nigh-immediate destruction of their homes had taken much of the fight out of the humans and pacified them enough to let Tiu step back, allowing Yuita to continue.

The aureun harvester specialist took the floor and cleared her throat. “Good day, creatures of the surface! On behalf of the Aureun empire, I am here to inform that you lot have been selected as the next batch of requisitions, and you will have the esteemed honor of having your souls power the great machines in the deep!” She declared with grand gestures to an obviously clueless audience. “Please, contain your excitement though, and allow the harvester patterns to escort you into the collector.”

“And by that she means ‘calmly get dragged into the giant worm’s mouth’” Tiu commented under his breath and received a stern look for it.

“From thereon, you will be taken to an appropriate chamber to separate your souls from the great cycle and your bodies, so that they can be safely distilled and ridden from whatever menial memories you’ve managed to gather. With that your souls will be ready to ascend to the utmost potential they can have.” Yuita continued after the interruption and held up a pair of small stone cylinders.

“… we’ll have a machine stab you the neck and leave you to bleed out in a glowing room. Then we’ll bottle what comes our and run a water pump with it.” The security official grumbled again as the spider-like machines began dragging away the helpless villagers.

Yuita put the stone cylinders into her pocket and kicked her partner in the shin for talking up. “You need to learn how to keep you mouth shut. That sort of thing is a quick way to get stuck as the mind of that water pump, and not every harvester specialist is as willing to listen to it as I am.” She scolded him in a hushed tone.

“Yeah, yeah… I just think that there’s such a thing as ‘comeuppance’.” Tiu sighed. “Don’t worry about it, let’s just leave.”

“Sure there is, it’s us.” The harvester specialist laughed. “And I don’t see the food chain flipping on us any time soon. Give the mythicists and machinists a while and they’ll find a way to blot out this ‘sun’ – we’ll have our night back in no time.”





The One She Respects

On the final days of the age of myth, mere moments before the mortals would make their final push to rid their world of the lingering remnants of darkness that still stubbornly denied the end of the primordial night and the rising of the sun, Alabaster the White, nothing but a princeling of a valley of no particular importance to anyone at the time, rode to the south on his journey to gather what he needed for his grand plans.

Though he was barely past his seventeenth birthday, his immense powers as a necromancer had gathered much respect and fear wherever he rode on his undead steed – so much so that his entourage often consisted of world renowned mages, enchanters, tacticians and inventors who had had the foresight to align themselves with the to-be tyrant. Such allies would later prove invaluable and were the core reason for his travels before they turned into conquests, but at the time, he had yet to meet the most important one of them all.

Pale beyond comparison, with flowing white hair and sharp turquoise eyes that pierced both lies and souls with ease, just slightly lacking in physical stature and outwards always emotionless, he was often mistaken for more of a diplomat, and he certainly was when appropriate, but those who had witnessed him in action knew that within Alabaster there was no cowardice to speak of and the few silvery words he spared, were only to save the ones in his path from himself. It was often joked that he had the heart of a hero and the mind of a monster; ultimately, his goals tended to be admirable for those on his side of history, but his methods lacked most steps before massacre.

He had gained his nickname partly through his pasty appearance, but mostly because of the simple white robes he wore on top of his royal armor. He himself had taken a liking to the name because of a simple experiment shown to him by a crafty dwarven inventor; if light that appeared white was directed through a crystalline prism, it would reveal the colors hidden within. To him, white symbolized completeness, and it was this experiment that would later spark the idea for how to organize other necromancers he gathered from far and wide – and what would lead necromancers down the line to be rather obsessed with colors.

With his white robes and hair fluttering in the wind, he rode to south, oddly driven even for himself according to his followers, who struggled to keep up with him. Something in the southern horizon had set him off in a way none of them had witnessed before, enough to derail the entire operation they had been on.

Only Alabaster alone knew of the blinding beacon of necromancy he had caught a glimpse of and had begun to pursue – a beacon he worried surpassed the one he caused.

Unfortunately, the road they had been following came to an abrupt stop thanks to a rather hostile looking thicket. Yet, this barely discouraged the necromancer prince as he commanded his companions to halt and rest as they saw fit while he pressed onwards.

Carving a path through some bushes was a simple task for someone of his caliber, but so focused on the other necromancer he was that he simply trudged through it, tumbling over a couple of times and getting his robes snagged on branches. None of it caused him to lose his sight from his goal though, and eventually he emerged victoriously from the undergrowth by planting his face firmly into the ground for one final time.

Dexterously rolling back up to dust his outfit and pull off the bigger branches and burs, he took a quick look at the area before him, the area the other necromancer was supposed to be in.

What he saw was an adorable little garden staffed entirely by the undead husks of what looked to be bandits or other ruffians of some type. Slowly picking berries, planting potatoes and harvesting whatever else the tiny plot of land offered. As if the blinding presence wasn’t enough, this confirmed that there was another necromancer lurking somewhere.

The rotting carrions paid no attention to the guest, and simply carried on what they were doing as Alabaster walked past them. Even without testing his might against them, he could tell that whoever controlled the corpses could have probably kept him out for good.

Beyond the field was a matching adorable little hut, decorated with chalk drawings and dried flowers, and with the mouthwatering scent of fresh pastries wafting from its carelessly open door.

Without bothering to knock, the necromancer stepped in and gave a rather disapproving look at the humble abode. As one would think, one side of the cozy dwelling was a tightly packed kitchen with a small cast iron oven that appeared to be still holding a few embers while keeping a pie left to rest on top of it warm. Had his discipline been even slightly weaker, the smell of cinnamon and apple would have overcome him, and he would have considered cutting himself a slice.

More concerningly, the other side of the cabin held a table with a skillfully spliced open human corpse spread over it, which rather clashed with the kitchen side of things, but was nothing Alabaster hadn’t seen or done before. He quickly noted the high quality of the work done to it and moved on.

Since the hut was empty, he figured he would look around the area a bit more. A problem he had never before faced was that the locating this necromancer was impossible, like looking for the center of a wildfire while standing in it. The sheer power of this necromancer was at the same time worrying and exhilarating to him.

After a fair bit of looking around, from behind the cabin, he finally found what he was looking for: a living person.

A young man of roughly his age, with short but frizzy jet-black hair and a fairly tinted skin, either naturally or by the sun. His moderately pointed ears suggested that he had a hint of something besides human in his blood, but other than that, he appeared to be simply a rather small-framed human.

The boy sat on a rock in the shade of a large oak, swinging his bare feet and holding up a fishing rod, the other end of which had been tossed into a pond before him.

“Hoi!” The other necromancer cheerily greeted Alabaster and beckoned him to come over.

To a prince this greeting seemed rather uncouth, and probably punishable by something, but almost like he was enthralled himself, Alabaster couldn’t do anything besides walk over.

Taking a closer look at the one who rivaled him in strength, the necromancer prince was immediately caught in the gentle chocolate-colored eyes that were almost an exact opposite of his cold stare. Never once had he met someone who didn’t show an ounce of fear being so close to him, and even stranger yet, this person reached out to him and scratched a bit of grass off the crest on his chest armor.

Smiling warmly, the other necromancer licked his thumb and polished the emblem further. “Had a bit of a tumble on the lawn there, did ye? It’s all good though, as long as yer fine.” He laughed, likely unaware that he was toying with things that would have earned him an eternity in a cell, had Alabaster been in his senses.

Yet, the princeling wasn’t, still lost in the warmth of his host’s smile, all he could do was nod to admit his blunder and keep staring. Only through rigorous refocusing of his mind he was able to tear himself away from what he thought to be some kind of necromantic trick he didn’t know about yet and take a step back to improve his footing.

Startled and confused, Alabaster lashed out to take control of the other necromancer himself, only to find his necromancy barely opposed at all – either he was being welcomed, or this strange lad was completely and utterly unversed in defending himself from other necromancers. Unable to even fathom such defenselessness, Alabaster froze again.

“Yer a necromancer too?!” The boy exclaimed amazedly, put down his fishing gear and grabbed Alabaster’s hands to squeeze them.

The prince opened his mouth but couldn’t let out a peep. Every one of his words felt like it got caught up in his throat, something he hadn’t come across before. “I… I- Ala- ste… Yes.” He stuttered in defeat and gave up, ashamed of his clumsy behavior in front of this stranger whose opinion on him shouldn’t have mattered in the slightest, yet it seemed awfully important at the time.

“I’ve not seen another one of us in a couple of years now, it’s not a popular thing to be around these parts. Folks even keep sending these hired goons to rough me up… Fear even I have to move on soon or one of them might get lucky and catch me asleep.” The cheery necromancer explained and started picking off burs from Alabaster’s robes. “But that matters none right now. Would ye like some apple pie?”

“Please be mine and let me protect you!” Alabaster blurted out without giving himself a chance to think. Seconds later, once his head had caught up with his mouth, a rarely seen reddish hue grew on his face. Never mind the awkwardness of the entire suggestion, ‘please’ was not a word in his vocabulary, or at least hadn’t been.

With a delighted smirk, the other necromancer responded. “What are ye, a knight in shining armor now?”

Struggling to get more words out to explain his utterly inappropriate line, the necromancer prince simply voiced out a completely incoherent sting of incomplete sounds, immediately regretting each and every one of the phrases he constructed in his head. The overly proud young man who had convinced some of the wisest and powerful people to join him with his words, had been reduced to a blabbering mess by nothing more than a gentle smirk and a glance from a pair of deep brown eyes.

“Ye need to calm down. Here, hold this!” The one causing his confusion said and handed Alabaster his fishing rod. “Let me get us some pie and a comb, ye have burs in ye locks, sir knight.” He laughed merrily and headed towards his cabin. “Most people call me Ivory, by the by.”

Petrified by everything that had happened, Alabaster could only stare at his own hands and hold out the fishing rod. “Ivory.” He muttered with a wary smile on his usually lifeless face and lifted his gaze to the surface of the pond – the pond that had absolutely no fish in it.
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The One She Dethroned

“We have heard of you, pesky slayer of kings, or should I say ‘Alabaster the White’? Your pathetic band of necromancers and mages is barely worth drawing on a map, yet you’ve demanded the three kings of the west to meet you face to face.” Mockingly said an old elven man donning a golden crown on his head and dressed in bright colors. Sitting on a gilded throne with armrests carved to look like lions and holding a scepter of pure silver and jewels, he made it clear that he was nothing short of a ruler.

Vanarien, Bur and Richard; an elf, a dwarf and a human – otherwise known as the three kings of the west. The rulers of three vast empires that due to historical reasons shared a capital.

Vanarien, The Elven King of the Sky, valued opulence above all else. He was well known to demand high taxes from the human and dwarven citizens of his kingdom, and only using it to benefit the elves under his rule, most of all himself.

Bur, The Dwarven King of the Land, only cared about the size of the land he ruled. The massive swath of land he had conquered over his long life was only divided among the dwarven citizens, leaving the elves and humans to squat in densely populated slums on the edges of great dwarven cities.

Richard, The Human King of the Sea, desired nothing more than an army. His fleet of warships spanning far over the horizon, his wyvern riders blotting out the sun, and his soldiers shaking the earth as they marched. Naturally, two thirds of these soldiers were of the two ‘lesser’ races and far from being in their duty willingly, while the higher-ranking humans needn’t not risk their hides in wars.

However, these unforgivable injustices caused no friction between the kings. In their eyes, all was well since the misery was evenly distributed among the tree kingdoms, and their personal wants and needs far trumped what interest they had even in the well being of their own kind. The lack of infighting allowed the three to effectively rule as one when it came to nations outside of the alliance, but each doing what they wanted with their own kingdoms.

The hazy borders between the three nations allowed their capitals to eventually outgrow the meager distances between them and form the city of three crowns that over three million people called their home, though two thirds of them did so begrudgingly.

Before these three atrocious rulers, stood a young man of almost sickly pale complexion. Much like the three, he fancied himself to be a ruler as well and was there for politics. Yet, unlike the three, what he ruled was a comparably insignificant little valley of no importance to anyone.

Despite the meagre size of his land, he had quickly become famous after utterly decimating a neighboring nation that fancied expending their border into his valley, an act which caused that nation to swiftly lose their king.

“I have come to tell you that you’re sitting on my thrones.” Alabaster informed the kings without a hint of emotion on his face.

The kings looked at each other nervously, but slowly burst into laughter over such baseless claims.

“Is this the new jester we hired? What other reason could there be for someone like him making it to our chamber?” The human king laughed and wiped away a tear of joy. “Seriously, leave before we have you executed and grind your puny village to dust.”

Immediately upon saying those words, King Richard was punched through the backrest of his throne by some unseen force and slammed against the stone wall behind it. He screamed in agony as the splinters of his throne dug into his flesh while he slowly began to get dragged along the wall to the left. He quickly began to pick up speed and slide along the walls of the room in circles as the stone tiles began to tear into his skin and flesh below it. He screamed and wailed for a few seconds before most of his head had been pulverized into a paste that now lined the room, slowly dripping towards the floor.

It only took a moment longer for the wall to eat up the rest of his body and turn the whole king into mulch of something that didn’t look like it had ever been a human.

“Guards!” The remaining two kings screamed in panic.

Alabaster glanced at the ten fully armored men that had stood by the door ever since he had arrived at the throne chamber. “They’ve been dead ever since I stepped into this castle.” He sighed and adjusted the collar of the armor under his pearly white robes.

The dwarven king armed himself with his decorative axe-shaped scepter and spoke up. “Hogwash! They were the ones that escorted us here after you.” He bellowed.

The necromancer shrugged and stepped over to the nearest guard to rid him of his helmet. What he revealed from under it was a mangled foot instead of the guard’s head, suggesting that the rest of his body had been similarly displaced within the plate armor.

Seeing the gore their guards had become, the remaining kings screamed twice as loud and twice as helplessly as before.

Then, in a blink of an eye, the dwarven king was liquified and unceremoniously thrown as a splatter on the wall behind him.

“I’m sorry we mocked you! I’ll negotiate, we’ll talk!” The last king whimpered, scurried up from his throne and scrambled towards the nearest door, the door the balcony overseeing the entire city, the balcony where the three had enjoyed fine wines and food while marveling at the misery of their subjects.

Obviously, only because Alabaster allowed it, he made it to the balcony. However, once there, he wished that he had just met his end inside like the other two kings. He threw himself at the parapet and vomited at the sight of the giant orb of flesh that hovered over the castle and the now empty streets of the city.

Alabaster stepped out to the balcony as well and glanced at the writhing flesh of roughly three million people he had gathered as he walked from the city gates to the castle. “I didn’t come to negotiate. I just came to tell you that you were sitting on my thrones.” He said, sounding almost bored. “That, and to clean the slate I’ll build an empire on.”

Fearing for worse, the desperate elven king hurled himself over the edge, only to be held aloft by the same invisible force that had ended his friends.

As he was forced to look up at the ball of flesh and viscera, he could see the monsoon of blood that began to drip from it. The first few drops that hit his skin were nothing but disgustingly warm, the next few hit him at such force that it began to hurt, the next few punctured the skin, and within a couple more seconds, the rain of blood peeled the flesh off the elven king’s skeleton, washing it down to the streets below.

DISCLAIMER BE ENDING HERE PARTS.





The One Who Sought Her Out

Hidden in the deepest reaches of a stone structure that would come to be known as a machine fortress in later ages, was a laboratory built for purposes beyond the comprehension of mortal and most divine minds. Its stone floor, walls and ceiling were covered in slowly changing patterns of light that activated and deactivated mind-bogglingly complex machinery that, on a cursory glance, appeared to do nothing. Perfectly tuned parts spun around, vibrated, oscillated and hummed in a mysterious manner that made no sense to anyone anymore – anyone but the lone aureun cooped within.

A tall humanoid form of the once proud race sat hunched over by a table, his head firmly buried in his hands and his shoulders slumped in defeat.

Scattered around him on the table and the floor, were various pieces of machines that would be come to be known as ‘simulacra’ and one such machine stood motionlessly in the corner of the laboratory.

The aureun grasped a pointy white crystal from his belt and placed it into a slot clearly meant for such crystals. He then sang out a tune that sounded more like a sigh than anything but caused the crystal to light up brilliantly.

“Personal and pointless log of the Head Machinist Zhur Maladia of Insincere Intention. Day seven hundred and eight of the lockdown: the tremors grow stronger. The white one has entered the factory and one by one, the departments fall.” He started yet another recording. At this point there was no reason to make further notes, at least nothing beyond a vain attempt to stay sane. There were no discoveries being made, no work that had progressed, and nothing that would change the fate looming just a few more halls beyond the doors of the laboratory.

He glanced at a large stone slate by his side, usually lit by countless little lights, but over the last couple of years, they had began dying off as the war had turned sour on the account of some very surprising alliances.

“No responses from Aberrant Philosophy, Biased Opinion, Callous Method, Demented Memory, Misspoken Lie, Erratic Judgement, Malevolent Plan, Tormented Mind, Wrongful- Why am I even listing these anymore? There is no one else.” He asked from himself and let out a joyless chuckle. “Every frequency is filled with never-ending screams of agony of unknown origin, I broke my last receiver to spare myself from it.”

Zhur straightened his back and glared at the activated but listless simulacrum that had been his only companion ever since the siege of his facility had begun.

“The venator remains unresponsive. I’ve dismantled and rebuilt it countless times, every time making sure to replace or repair everything that had the smallest of flaws in it, but the result is always the same. Just like the other patterns, it no longer listens to commands, pleads or even physical contact. I designed this damned pattern and can not for the life of me understand what is wrong with it, it’s almost like its just defying me out of spite. There’s no way any of the lesser races would have caused this either, so for the first time ever, I am without answers. The fault is not mechanical or magical and the only remaining component is the soul, but those were carefully distilled from the ether and should not be capable of rebelling – maybe in some rare cases where the process was shoddy from the beginning, but literally all of them at once? No.” He ranted about his countless failures to repair his only companion. “I’ve read the reports of the third ones being hateful and downright hostile, but we’ve had the first artificial children for ages and they’ve never caused an issue. It’s… it’s like they’ve just decided that our time is over.”

The lone aureun stood up and stretched his legs. Wherever he walked, the lights on the floor would become brighter to show him his path.

“Well, none of that matters anyway. Our days are numbered, the white one and these ‘gods’ have seen to that. I’m not sure I can gather much joy from their half-baked truce obviously failing the moment our pieces are cleaned from the board, nor am I sure who to bet on the oncoming scuffle.” He pondered while pacing back and forth across his workspace.

Suddenly the earth around the buried laboratory shook violently, but Zhur remained calm, it had been going on for days now. He wasn’t entirely sure what caused the tremors, but he knew that every time it happened, a hall was breached, it was only a matter of time the laboratory itself fell.

Deep in his thoughts, his eyes happened upon the motionless venator pattern construct he had worked on. He could feel it be awake and staring directly at him. The aureun walked up to his uncooperative companion and stared back at it with his pitch-black eyes.

“Curious thought isn’t it though? We made you conscious, able to think and solve problems, all to benefit us of course – but what if… What if that became our downfall? Within the scavenged souls stirring in each and everyone of you, you connected the dots and decided that we are not worthy.” He theorized half-jokingly. “Were our methods too cruel for your liking? What does that matter when we are objectively better than those we mistreated? Even after our fall, these mud-dwelling lessers are never going to reach the heights we stared down from even before the sun had risen for the first time. I know there is no vocal modules installed within you, but could you do your best to answer? Were we wrong?”

The simulacrum stood still for a few seconds, just long enough for Zhur to think that it wouldn’t bother giving him an answer, but then it suddenly nodded.

The aureun burst into laughter. “And there it is! Just as any other children are supposed to surpass their parents, you’ve done so to us, morally at least. This is not something you were built to do, but who am I to argue when my kind is on the brink of extinction?” He chuckled and walked off to a series of drawers.

With a flick of his wrist and a slight tap, he opened a few of them and gathered what he needed before returning to the simulacrum.

“I am installing some stealth modifications into you.” He explained and attached a metallic green cloak on the simulacrum’s shoulders and exchanged a few armor pieces to ones that didn’t have any glowing lights on them. “With these, you can still make it out of here, stick to the shadows and maintenance routes. I don’t see the white one being too kind to your kind either, but if you do make it out, I sincerely hope you enjoy the world you chose to snuff us out from. Maybe find something worthwhile and hold on to it with claws and teeth if you need to.”

When the modifications were done, Zhur touched the wall and opened a door at the other end of the laboratory.

The simulacrum shot past him and disappeared without so much as a glance back at the one who freed it.

As the door closed, Zhur returned to his table and leaned back to make one more log. “Personal and pointless log of the Head Machinist Zhur Maladia of Insincere Intention. Day seven hundred and eight of the lockdown: I have some hours left and copious amount of cleaning alcohol with me. Usually getting pointlessly intoxicated is a hobby of the lesser beings, but getting killed to extinction certainly isn’t something the truly superior ones do either, so maybe it was all for nothing after all and we were just mud-dwellers among many. Perhaps the children will do better...”





The One She Pardoned.

Master Mikhail Grenn, the mentor and the closest advisor for the throne of Vassund, a well-aged dark elf and the prime curator of the royal collection, sat by his table in candlelight and intensely went through his notes regarding a book he had acquired from a certain adventurer some years ago.

He fancied himself as the world’s leading expert on the matters regarding the ancient simulacra and their builders, the Aureun, which he certainly may have been if one was to exclude one or two people with less academical basis for their knowledge.

Unfortunately, his health had began to weight on him recently and traveling had become a hassle, because of this, most of his days consisted of examining discarded pieces of simulacra brought to him by the countless assistants he sent out to scavenge the many ruins Vassund had within its borders.

He held the keys to what was unquestionably the largest collection of Aureun artifacts in the world, and had over the last hundred years examined, preserved and catalogued every single piece in it himself – not because he didn’t trust anyone else to do it, but because no one quite shared his enthusiasm.

With shaky hands, he flipped through the pages he had read dozens of times, just to make sure they were ready to be added to the grand library of the royal collection – after all, it was going to be his final addition to it.

Suddenly his concentration was shattered by a gentle thud on his leg, caused by a snow-white, amazingly fluffy cat bumping against it. The cat weaved between his feet for a while before hopping on his lap and laying down there.

“Ah, Lady Cottona.” Mikhail greeted the animal and scratched its chin. “Have you seen your mistress around? I have things to discuss with her.”

Just as he said that, hurried steps echoed from between the bookshelves as the cat’s owner followed in its tracks. A few moments later, a young human woman of maybe twenty-five to thirty years of age, with a loosely braided hazel hair that reached all the way to her lower back rushed into the study. She was clad in the same dull gray uniform all the researchers and assistants who worked with the royal collection wore, though hers came with a pair of shackle-like bracelets on her wrists.

“OH NO! Master Mikhail, please tell me she didn’t knock over the ink again!” She worried and quickly picked up the cat. “I’m so sorry… again.”

Mikhail smiled warmly. “Stel, if I minded her presence, I would not let her roam free here. She does wonders for the mouse situation as well – quite a hunter if I do say so myself.” He calmed the woman and reached to pet the cat a bit more. “How goes your research? I’ve gone through your writings on local history and I must say, your research is as diligent and meticulous as mine was in my heyday and far more so than the no-good senior researchers I keep around for whatever reason. It’ll make a fine addition to a far too underappreciated section of the library. Make sure to tell the assistants to copy them as well, so we may send them to other libraries.”

Stel smiled awkwardly and nodded. “Thank you, sir Prime Curator. I’m ecstatic to finally have them finished, but now I need to find something new to focus on and none of the theories I’ve come up with seem to yield easy answers.”

“That is actually one of the things I wished to talk about.” The dark elf remembered and ran his fingers along the backs of a stack of folders containing the suggested avenues of research the senior scholars wanted funding for. His hand stopped at a particularly thick one and he pulled it from the pile. “You submitted this one a while ago, I think it has merit.”

Slightly embarrassed, Stel snatched the folder and looked at the title. ‘Anastacia and Vilja, mere coincidence?’ Was a theory she had been come up with as a joke as she read about the first documented cases of the strange new deity. For whatever reason, the god’s actions reminded her of the oddball necromancer that she owed more or less everything to, and upon further looking, the correlation between reports about both in nearby locations was evident.

“You should visit Valor and maybe observe her in her natural habitat.” Mikhail suggested. “I’m willing to bet you have some things to say to her as well.”

Stel awkwardly laughed and struggled to hold both the wiggling cat and the folder. “If I could, I would have gone there years ago, but in case you have forgotten…” She said and tapped the metal bracelet on her left wrist – a magical shackle that kept her from passing some barriers created within the palace, though she had avoided the prison dungeons thanks to Anastacia, she was still a prisoner because of what she had allowed to happen. Of course, the ex-maid would never even dream of complaining about her current position, shackled or not, she had every other luxury afforded by the other scholars working under Mikhail and was even allowed to have a cat.

The dark elf chuckled to himself and mumbled. “That brings us to the second thing I’d like to talk to you about.” Suddenly he grasped both of Stel’s shackles and gave them a twist.

With a loud hum and a green flash, the shackles opened and limply fell onto the floor.

Stel was left without words, she could only stare at her bare wrists and confusedly glance at her superior.

“It has been eight years since you were delivered here – eight and a quarter, actually. I’ve spent many nights thinking about your case, and come to a conclusion that if I had been there that day, in your position and with your ambitions, I cannot on good conscience say that I wouldn’t be in those shackles as well.” Mikhail explained with a wily smirk on his face. “Both me and The Crown agree that you have served your sentence and have decided to grant you your freedom and the position of a senior scholar.”

The finally freed scholar fell on her knees and started bawling her eyes out into the fur of her pet. Her initial sentence had no end date and she had over time come to grips with never being able to leave again. Not even in her wildest dreams had she figured that she could be granted back her freedom, nor such an esteemed position in the library.

The Prime Curator gave Stel a proud pat on the shoulder before speaking up once more. “There is a third matter we must discuss. During those eight years, I’ve seen you adapt to the proper methods of research and reporting at a mind-boggling pace, produce results of stellar quality and quickly surpass the other senior scholars in every aspect of our duty.” He complimented her and scratched the cat again. “That is why I have chosen to immediately begin the transfer of my position as the Prime Curator of this collection to you.”

With that, Stel was far too stunned to even cry anymore.

“It is something that has been obvious to me for years now. Compared to you, my other senior scholars are lame and uninspired, and I worry that if I were to pass the title on to one of them, the collection would suffer from it. To put it simply, they lack the obsession we share; for me, it is the Aureun, and for you, the three hunters and mortal ascension to divinity.” Mikhail explained his reasoning. “It is most certainly going to upset a lot of people, but quite frankly, that’s their problem. My duty is to make sure the collection is safe and keeps growing, and in your hands, it most certainly will. My own health has become an obstacle to my duty as well, so there is no avoiding the issue anymore. The process itself will take some time, but I have more than enough years left in me to show you the ropes and then enjoy retirement.”

            

    
        Chapter 201 - The warmaster 

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia glared at the town across the field of chopped up bones in disgust. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t reach all the way to the other side to get an idea where the other necromancer was, and it quickly became apparent that she would need to go through the field first.

“Okay, here’s what we’re going to do: I’ll go into the town, kick some ass there and come to get you when it’s safe.” She decided and started unloading what little camping equipment she carried.

Emilia knew better than to mess with things relating to necromancy, and as much as she hated sending the girl out on her own, there really wasn’t much she could offer. “Fine, but at least take King with you.”

Going against a necromancer alone was always risky, and King was by far the best option she had, so Anastacia agreed. “Yeah, that’s smart. King, let’s go.”

While the simulacrum shed off his far more cumbersome load, the necromancer focused on the first few chips of bone on their way and pushed them away. Initially, there was nothing there to prevent her from taking over, but as soon as they moved, a strong presence flooded in to disrupt her attempts.

Surprised by the amount of pushback she had ran into, Anastacia let the pieces fall back to their places. It wasn’t like she couldn’t have kept them at bay, but the opposition was still formidable to say the least. A few shards weren’t going to be an issue, but she would have to control dozens or hundreds at the same time to push through.

Of course, she could have just destroyed them, but judging by the broken simulacra, the field was needed for more than just keeping out adventurers.

“King, you’re going to need to carry me.” Anastacia declared and suddenly just tossed herself at the simulacrum, who had to drop everything to catch her. “My guess is that I won’t be able to make much room for us in the first place, and it’s going to be easier with my eyes closed, so walking isn’t much of an option.”

“Please be careful…” The priestess pleaded, already seeing a pile of burning rubble where the town was with her mind’s eye.

The necromancer scoffed. “It’s probably just going to be another fu- duckass inquisitor I need to knock into next week before they listen to me - nothing I haven’t done before.”

“’Ass’ still counts, but do take care.” Emilia smirked and pretended to make a note to keep count of Anastacia’s cursing.

“… motherducker.” The rebellious necromancer muttered quietly.

Emilia sighed and pretended to make another note. “I suggest you go while you still have some of your reward left.” She smiled tiredly and tried to hurry her friend along, hoping that whatever was going on could be solved quickly and they could get some rest.

With that, Anastacia told king to step closer to the field of bones before them.

With her eyes closed, she had much easier time only concentrating on the fragments littering the ground. Regardless of the pushback, she could comfortably keep them at a distance where they were harmlessly out of the way.

As soon as they began to cross the obstacle, the necromancer controlling the field retaliated and began constricting the shards around them but was no match to Anastacia in her direct vicinity, though with every step, the force fighting her became stronger and the bones moved slightly closer.

Shaking and rattling together as the two forces wrestled over them, the bones piled up forming a dome around the adventurer and her simulacra. As they moved forwards, the pair left behind a trail of further shattered pieces of bone that had gotten ground up under the immense pressure.

Anastacia asked King to pick up the pace just in case, which turned out to be a good choice as their small bubble of safety became smaller yet when more and more material gathered on top and Anastacia started to have trouble keeping up with their sheer number.

Barely making it in time, they reached the other side of the field and the splintered bones returned to their original places, which meant that whoever was keeping an eye on the town, would rather deal with Anastacia directly, than risk a hole in the town’s defenses – whether this was a good or a bad sign was anyone’s guess. Regardless, the one they were facing was clearly both talented and powerful, and almost certainly an inquisitor.

Jumping back onto the ground from King’s grasp, Anastacia scanned their surroundings. “Three necromancers?” She muttered surprisedly. “One responsible for the field, one that’s probably capable of combat but not even close to being and issue, and one that’s about as much of a necromancer as the water used to clean a tavern’s floor is mead – there’s technically some there, but calling it that is just incorrect.”

However, that wasn’t the strangest thing about the necromancers. “I think the middle one is a baby though… or somehow extremely small, and the inquisitor is… weird. We need to get closer.” She guessed and started to look around.

The defensive boundary ended about ten meters before the first few buildings of the town and a couple of hundred meters from its center, where the necromancers were. The town itself didn’t have much of a wall, but the wooden houses on the edges had been built together so that they limited entrance to dedicated roads. It was a common way for smaller settlements to deter the forest creatures and less ambitious bandits without having to build an actual wall, and something the adventurers frequently saw.

The few small windows aimed outwards from the town had been firmly boarded over, and judging by the noticeable damage done to the walls, for a good reason.

 After no more than a couple of steps along the main road through the town, Anastacia could feel a daunting atmosphere that engulfed Ruvenstead, no doubt partly because of the necromancer presence but even then, something was off.

Though it was getting late, there should have been plenty of people still working outside and lights shining through windows should have at least partly lit the streets, but that simply wasn’t the case. There were plenty of people still around, but all of them were hiding in their unlit homes, following the new arrivals from the gaps of their curtains.

As far as Anastacia knew, the new inquisition wasn’t really in the business of holding entire towns in fear for too long, and fancied precise strikes that ended before anyone knew they were there, but her information was months out of date at best, and something may have changed.

Not really wishing to blindly walk into a trap or trouble in general, the adventurer looked for a window that was low enough for her to see inside. Upon finding one, she walked over, pressed her face against it and knocked.

After obviously startling the person inside, she had to knock a few more times before someone peeked from behind the curtain.

A young boy’s face popped up from the bottom of the frame and he pushed open the window.

“Hey. Why is everyone hiding inside?” Anastacia inquired.

Nervously staring at King, the boy of maybe ten years in age took a while to answer. “The bone-people told everyone to stay inside until they left.” He whispered and glanced at the spears on Anastacia’s back. “Who are you?”

“I’m Anna and that’s King, we’re adventurers. Do you know what the bone-people are here for?” The adventurer continued to inquire for more information, hoping that the kid wasn’t smart enough to hold anything back.

“Mom said that they were here to take Gally’s baby away, she says the baby is cursed. I think they were already leaving, but the simi- sima- simularcums attacked us again and the bone-people had to stay.” The boy explained as best he could.

Anastacia was more than aware of the inquisition’s tendency to take away any children that were born necromancers they could, and it certainly explained the oddly small necromancer she could feel in the town – but even then, it certainly seemed like a huge coincidence that they would cross paths like that so soon after she had met Teal, and the one Gilbert had ran into.

However, there was now a more pressing issue that could solve the necromancer problem as well. “You said that the simulacra had attacked you before as well, does that happen often?” She asked.

“No, only a couple of times. Mom says the sky splitting made them angry.” The boy said and pointed in the direction of the machine fortress. “The sky over there had a purple crack on it weeks ago, but it’s gone now.”

It would certainly make sense for an inquisitor to come and have a look at something like the sky splitting apart, especially if one had been spared to go look at a small scuffle outside of Valor as well. Anastacia figured that whatever had caused the sky to split was also related to the problem they were there to fix as well and the ‘hollow’ simulacra it had attracted were the ones that had attacked the town.

The inquisition sticking around to protect the town was odd as well, and Anastacia certainly wasn’t willing to believe any necromancer would do so out of the goodness of their heart.

“Thanks, you’ve been very helpful. We’ll go and see if we can do anything about the bone-people now.” The adventurer nodded and slid a single coin through the window before pushing it shut.

The road towards the center of the city was curved and the necromancers were just barely out of her view. Since the boy had told her that people were only inside because the inquisitor had told them to stay out of the way, she didn’t need to worry about them and could just confront the one behind the town’s protective field in peace.

Interestingly, as soon as they started to head down the street, the weak necromancer appeared to take it upon themselves to come out and meet them – in a great rush too, by the looks of it. Soon enough, a tallish man with black robes appeared from behind the buildings and jogged towards the adventurers.

“Please leave!” He yelled, even before reaching the pair.

The man was wearing a rather traditional set of Mournvalleyan clothes but had an oddly high number of belts and straps on him, all of them full of pouches and straps with glass vials tied on. None of the pockets had anything suspicious in them necromancy wise, nor would the rather pathetically weak necromancer be able to wield anything like that. In fact, had he been there to attack the adventurers, he would have been better off throwing rocks.

“Please, just leave!” He repeated and stopped a safe distance away from Anastacia and King.

“I don’t want to, though? Honestly, not a big fan of what you’re up to here, but I’m sure there’s some kind of an agreement we can get to, where you dipshits duck off peasefully and we get to stay.” Anastacia responded in an unhesitatingly hostile manner. “Now let me speak with the inquisitor.”

The weak necromancer hesitated but, in the end, he stood firmly in place. He no doubt knew who he was facing, so it was actually extremely brave of him, even if Anastacia herself didn’t care. “Please, I beg of you, just leave!” He continued pleading. “We are not harming anyone here, we just need some reinforcements to arrive to wipe out the simu-“ Noticing the huge knight of stone by Anastacia’s side made him stop. “Oh no… nononononono! You two, get out now! For everyone’s sake!”

Just as he said that, his feet were swiped from under him and an invisible force quickly dragged him back to where he had come from. Screaming and flailing, he disappeared behind the buildings as the inquisitor’s presence grew stronger.

“Get ready… The big one is heading our way.” Anastacia warned King and placed her hand on her new daggers.

Slowly, the inquisitor in charge of the town limped towards them, appearing injured and barely able to walk when she finally appeared from behind the same buildings the previous necromancer had disappeared to.

Stopping almost a hundred meters away to stare at Anastacia, the inquisitor appeared nothing like Teal. Instead of a neat outfit suitable for both combat and formal meetings, they wore the torn remains of the blue robes of the new inquisition. Though calling them robes was definitely an act of kindness, as the only pieces that were left were the right sleeve, the hood and some of the fabric connecting the two, the rest appeared to have been forcibly torn apart. Under it was a rather tightly fit but basic leather armor that had been dyed dark enough to appear black in the sunset. However, the most striking part of the tattered uniform were the blood red wraps that had been tightly wound around the left side of the inquisitor’s face, left arm and both legs.

Upon looking at the wobbly necromancer, Anastacia could tell what was so strange about her. “Those legs and the left arm aren’t hers.” She muttered.

The inquisitor was missing most of her limbs but had solved the issue by replacing them with ones stolen from some recently deceased corpse and attached them to herself with the crimson wraps. As far as Anastacia could tell, the stumps remaining from the original limbs were still healing but weren’t recent enough to have happened in the town. It was also clear that the inquisitor was still having some difficulty with accurately controlling the replacement parts she had acquired, which caused the wobbly gait.

“Uhh… Hey, we-“ Was all Anastacia was able to say before all five of the spears on her back tore themselves free, flipped around and shot towards her own back.

Barely able to react in time and regain the control of her weaponry before getting skewered by them, Anastacia glanced behind her for what was only a fraction of a second, but by the time she turned back, the inquisitor had already flung herself most of the way to her and was now barreling towards her in the air.

The necromancer herself wouldn’t have had the time to stop what was happening out of the blue, but luckily, King was more prepared to greet the hostile necromancer with the spike attached to his fist.

Though this did put a stop to her, the inquisitor simply raised her scavenged arm and let the spike go through her palm as she landed.

Spilling plenty of coagulated blood and breaking many of the bones in it, the inquisitor used the already dead arm to tear the spike off King’s wrist before being pushed off by the simulacrum.

With the spike still stuck in her hand, she stumbled a few steps back and locked her one uncovered eye with Anastacia’s.

The cold, bloodshot stare, filled with nothing but hate sent shivers down the adventurer’s spine. She knew that the new inquisition had plenty of reasons to hate her, but attacking her without so much as a cocky greeting was definitely a new development in their relationship, not to mention that the last time she had seen the inquisitors, none of them had been missing parts.

“What on earth do you think you’re doing?!” Anastacia exclaimed and aimed her spears at the one who had tried to turn them on her.

The inquisitor took a couple of ragged breaths before leaving the question unanswered and swiftly lunging towards King.

The simulacra took a swing, which connected with the inquisitor’s shoulder in a painful-sounding crunch but also ended up getting his arm caught by her. In a single, incredibly fast movement, the inquisitor jammed the spike between the armor plates on his elbow and twisted it hard enough to cause the stone to crack and crumble off.

Though she had still clung on to a peaceful resolution after the initial attack, just because she didn’t want to give the inquisition yet another reason to hate her by killing off a second member their troupe, such worries were immediately shed off Anastacia’s mind when she saw a part fly off her precious simulacrum.

Any control the inquisitor had over her body, original or otherwise, was crushed by a wave of pure rage induced necromancy that could be felt by every living being within a few hundred meters.

Forcibly getting torn off King’s arm, the inquisitor was thrown at and through the wooden wall of the empty warehouse next to them.

Still feeling the woman who had made herself her mortal enemy in second be alive, Anastacia screamed and lobbed a few fireballs through the hole she had made until she was fairly sure the building had caught fire.

“Attack me for all I care, I can understand and handle that, BUT TOUCH MY DUCKING FRIENDS AND I WILL END ALL OF YOU!” She furiously shrieked while grasping one of her new daggers.

Though the air around her was already nippy, it quickly became unbearably cold as Anastacia used ice magic to suck out whatever remnants of heat there was to be found and poured it all to the crystalline dagger. The cold became so intense that frost started to appear on King’s armor, her own lips started to turn blue and she began losing the sense of touch in her fingers and toes, the windows of other nearby buildings froze over and the ground around the necromancer’s feet began bulging and cracking as the water deep below its surface froze.

When the dagger began emitting a noticeable hum, Anastacia took her enchanted knife and struck the two together, cracking the overcharged crystalline dagger and making it unstable, just like what had happened to her staff. She then threw it through the hole in the wall and hid behind King as it exploded.

Since the dagger was much smaller than her staff had been, and didn’t contain nearly as much energy, the explosion it caused was much more contained, but it was still more than enough to level that part of the warehouse, take out the fire and shatter a few windows.

Somehow, almost miraculously, the inquisitor inside still lived, though just barely – there was no way she would have been able to carry on.

Anastacia stared at the partly collapsed building for a few moments, still fuming and shaking with anger enough to not even notice how impossibly cold she was. Satisfied with the result, she turned to see if there was anything she could do to the damaged armor plate on King’s arm, but a sudden sound of something flying through the air at a high speed, followed by a piercing pain in her shoulder made her stop and look down.

In her shoulder, barely poking through the violet cloak, but having pierced through everything behind it, was the sharpened diamond tip of the spike that had been torn off King’s arm.

The blood dripping off it caught the adventurer so off guard that she almost passed out from the mere sight of it, like she had in the early days of her career, but the brunt of the pain hitting her kept Anastacia awake.

She turned back around to see the dust settle, and the severely injured inquisitor still standing, though with a few wooden splinters stuck deep in her flesh, burns, wounds from sharp crystal shards and one of her borrowed legs mostly free of flesh. Still staring from under her hood with the same boundless hatred as before, she wiped a bit of blood from the corner of her mouth and stepped out of the rubble.

“HOW?!” Anastacia screamed and began to get more than slightly weakened by blood loss.


Gilbert, Iris and Cobalt raced along the path leading them through the Garden of the Ancients. In the hopes of stopping a clash between Anastacia and the warmaster of the inquisition, they had ridden without a break for the better part of a day.

The two inquisitors had graciously gifted the adventurer an undead corpse of a massive boar to ride with, which would have been a rather hilarious sight if it weren’t for the quite literal life-or-death situation, but it was the first large animal they had found and not much slower than the inquisition’s skeletal horses.

Much to their annoyance, the final part of the road had deteriorated so beyond use that they needed to slow down anyway. While walking, it wouldn’t have been much of an issue, but weaving between the roots and rocks in full gallop was impossible.

“We’re maybe an hour out still, I hope we’re not too late…” Iris lamented and peered into the forest ahead of them.

“Mind telling me what to expect when we get there?” Gilbert asked a bit gruffly. He had just gotten hurried along without any information on the problem, which was the exact opposite of how he wanted to operate.

Cobalt gave a distrusting look at the adventurer. “You’re just here to hold back Anastacia, that’s all you really need to know.”

“Cobalt! Him coming along is incredibly helpful – show some respect!” Iris scolded the scribe. “If you’re not going to tell him, I am.”

“Be my guest then.” Cobalt scoffed.

Iris slowed down her mount to get closer to Gilbert. “Like we’ve already said, we have one of ours working in the area at the moment. Now, there might be an itty-bitty chance that this someone might try and kill Anastacia on sight.” She began explaining the situation. “And when I say itty-bitty chance, I mean they absolutely will, at any cost, in any place, no matter who or what is around them.”

Gilbert stroked his beard and wondered. “I thought it was decided that the inquisition would leave Anna be? Or did Coquelicot go back on that decision?”

“No, her word is just as absolute as always, but the one you need to understand is our warmaster, Maya.” The inquisitorial saint continued with a heavy tone as her wings slumped down once more. “Things have not gone in our Maya’s favor, pretty much ever, really. She used to be an executioner working under Coquelicot and her husband, Alizarin. She was also basically a sister to Alice, and with both Alizarin and Alice dead because of Anastacia – well, I don’t need to explain to you how revenge works.

“However, Maya is… perhaps more ‘red’ than the rest of us, which wasn’t an issue until Coquelicot locked herself away – which is yet another thing Maya blames Anastacia for, by the way – but since then, she has gotten increasingly quiet and extremely angry. But that’s not the end of it, not at all, a few months ago, she volunteered for a mission to save couple of our nerds from a machine fortress. Things didn’t go as planned and… what we got back was about half of her, both physically and mentally. I honestly have no idea how she’s even alive at this point, but my less than medically sound theory is that she can’t die before getting her revenge. It’s a theory she often tests by not really caring about what happens to herself, but so far it really does seem to be the case. I routinely patch her up from things that should make a person very dead, even by our standards, but so far none of it has slowed her down.”

The old adventurer frowned in slight disgust. “Why are you even still sending someone like that out?”

“I don’t enjoy it, if that’s what you’re implying.” Iris hissed, genuinely insulted. “But you need to understand how the inquisition functions. Without the boss-lady present, we are all equal and have no power over each other. Of course, we discuss and vote for what we think is best for Mournvalley, but none of us can command the others and that’s very important to all of us. Instead, every inquisitor was assigned a role and a purpose based on our personalities and abilities and fulfilling that role is priority number one, no ifs or buts.

“For me, the third of the inquisition, or the inquisitorial saint, that duty is speaking, or as Coquelicot put it: ‘When the third speaks, others listen.’ I make sure no inquisitor strays from our common path and we as a whole do the right thing… whatever that means.

“For nerd-master supreme, also know as the inquisitorial scribe, the ninth or the runt of the litter and many other lovingly gifted names, that duty is: ‘The ninth protects what we know, so that mistakes of the past stay as such.’ He takes it a bit too literally and has become a walking party trick who can recite any page of any book he has read.

“For poor Maya, the inquisitorial warmaster, or the fourth, her duty is: ‘The fourth will be where she is needed.’ So I literally can’t stop her from taking missions. There’s also the simple fact that she’s the most formidable of us, and has still gotten to the shape she is now – so maybe being where she was needed instead of us has spared the rest of us from possibly not returning at all.”

Gilbert sighed and pondered what he knew. “So what you’re saying is that we need to step in between two of the three most powerful necromancers in the world, that absolutely hate each other, and tell them to stop trying to kill each other?”

Iris shrugged. “Two of the top five, I’d say. An argument can be made for the second of the inquisition, but he needs equipment and Maya runs on pure hate and sugar cookies, so ranking isn’t as straight forward as you’d like – but other than that, pretty much yeah! You just wrangle with your pocket-sized monstrosity and we’ll talk sense into our sweet and innocent warmaster.”

“And what if one of us fails?” The adventurer raised an entirely fair doubt.

“Then we’ll help Maya kill Anastacia, or die trying, you do what you have to.” The inquisitor smiled happily and picked up speed again.  

            

    
        Chapter 202 - Protector of Ruvenstead

    
    
    
    
                Seeing a few puffs of smoke and hearing an explosion only a few minutes after she had sent Anastacia and King into the town was concerning for the priestess of Sylvia at first, but in all honesty, it was absolutely standard form for the party and she had stared to become numb to it. Whenever the pair was sent to do something on their own, they would always manage to anger something or try to solve most things with fire.

While waiting, she had started to organize the equipment left behind by them just to have something to do. The cloaked simulacrum was about as talkative as most other simulacra, so trying to strike up a conversation with her was a wasted effort as well and the wait was starting to get on her nerves.

Suddenly a whip-like crack echoed from the town, a sound Emilia associated with the special spears Anastacia carried with her, but instead of the high velocity projectile she had expected to burst out of the line of houses somewhere along the outskirts of the town, something much larger and slower was launched upwards from the center of Ruvenstead.

It arched high up in the air towards the priestess’ general direction, easily clearing the defensive perimeter around the town and continuing its arc over her.

Emilia followed it with her gaze the entire time. “Ah… Is that a person?” She wondered just as the lump of flying something hit the frozen field behind her like a sack of potatoes, bouncing once before settling completely. “Yup, that’s a person, or was at least.”

Grabbing her mace, the priestess started to approach what was almost certainly, and maybe even hopefully, a corpse. She knew of the blue color the inquisitors used, but that and the red wraps tightly wound around the person’s limbs were an odd combination – as far as she knew, the red inquisition was gone and buried.

Sticking from the lifeless corpse, were several large splinters of wood, no doubt stuck deep enough to cause some damage to the internal organs, accompanied by countless lacerations that appeared to have been made by glass or something similarly sharp. Yet, all of this appeared inconsequential compared to the spear sticking up from the middle of the person’s chest, having gone through one of their arms first and stapled it down.

Emilia recognized the spear as one of Anastacia’s and was downright amazed that there was a body to be found in the first place. Usually, anything smaller than a building would turn into mist after being hit with one, but this inquisitor appeared to have slowed the hit with her arm first, and only got launched out of the town by the sheer force of it. Still, the tip of the spear was entirely buried in her chest if not partly through it, and judging by its location near the heart, the necromancer must have been dead even before hitting the ground – likely for their own good as well.

“Well, I guess that’s the end of that truce…” The priestess muttered and gestured for Leggy to come and help her move the body. She figured that even necromancers deserved to keep some of their dignity and not get left as a mangled husk in the middle of a field.

The inquisitor’s uncovered eye stared emotionlessly at the darkening sky above, but strangely enough, its gaze still appeared sharp and made her look like she was merely deep in thought instead of dead.

At first, Emilia took this as a symptom of her sudden death, but when the inquisitor’s quiet stare turned towards her as soon as she got close, it dawned on the priestess that steady puffs of steam still rose from her mouth – somehow the inquisitor was still alive and kicking.

Unsure of whether to think the inquisitor as an enemy or not, the priestess halted to ready her weapon and told Leggy to wait as well.

She wasn’t entirely on board with Anastacia’s blatantly hateful mentality when it came to Mournvalley in general and would rather not make an enemy out of the new inquisition, so attacking the miraculously still living member of it didn’t seem like the best possible move.

In the priestess’ indecision, the inquisitor began moving once more, she grasped the spear in her chest with her free arm, yanked it out without so much as a whimper of pain and proceeded to do the same to the rest of the debris sticking out of her.

Witnessing the inquisitor so carelessly do something that would have probably killed most seasoned soldiers of shock and loss of blood, Emilia figured that maybe this was not the person to make an enemy out of – especially without Anastacia present. She lowered her mace and took a slow step towards the inquisitor.

“Do you need help?” She asked worriedly.

The inquisitor slowly turned her head towards Emilia, but her eyes immediately locked onto the cloaked simulacrum behind her. The spear she had plucked from her chest suddenly flipped up from the ground and aimed itself towards Leggy.

Emilia unhesitatingly stepped in between the two. “She’s with me.” She said.

The spear hovered in place for a few more seconds as the necromancer’s glare scanned both of the people approaching her before jabbing itself into the ground.

“Bring me Laureth…” The inquisitor demanded with a wheezy and struggling tone, accompanied with violent coughs that brought up some blood with them.

The priestess put away her weapon and kneeled next to Maya, just in case there was something she could immediately help with. The wounds and burns littering the inquisitor’s body were in all honesty a bit above her paygrade as regular healer, and she began to wonder if she should pray for some divine assistance.

As she got a better look, she noticed three of her patient’s limbs being damaged beyond repair, but also already decaying instead of bleeding. Having met Coquelicot and her artificial arms, she correctly guessed that Maya was using some spare parts, and the injuries on her legs and right arm were not a cause for concern.

“Who or what is ‘Laureth’?” Emilia asked and did her best to mend the one remaining limb the inquisitor had. She didn’t really have the equipment or ability to properly address anything but that and some of the smaller cuts and burns, and what she did was essentially trying to empty the ocean with a bucket in terms of usefulness, but regardless, she chose to do what she could.

Maya coughed. “In the town, black robes…”

Emilia noticed that the inquisitor kept glancing at Leggy with burning hate in her eyes and gestured the simulacrum to stand back a bit more. “So it’s a friend of yours? Maybe someone who can help you? I assume you are the one in control of the bones around the town, so I’m going to need some reassurance that you won’t tear my friend apart, if she goes into the town to look for this Laureth.”

“The accursed machines will not enter!” The inquisitor immediately flared up.

“Well, someone needs to stay here and literally hold you together, and I’m not comfortable with leaving you two alone.” The priestess calmly explained and applied some ointment to a few of the burns. She tried to lower the inquisitor’s blue hood, but was met with so much resistance that she had to give up on it. “You know, for someone who should be dead about a hundred times over, you have an awful lot of fight left in you, and I have no idea how this is even possible.”

“I… am… fine… Just get Laureth.” Maya wheezed angrily.

While they argued, a quiet noise began growing somewhere, until suddenly a droning hum filled the air and silenced both of them. It started out as a single hum in the distance, but quickly became more of a swarm of machine-like noises, not all that much unlike King’s gentle hum, but somehow much angrier.

As mechanical screeches echoed over the field, the far edge of the field began lighting up with dozens of light blue flares that were easy to identify as simulacra in the darkening evening horizon.

The cause for their sudden gathering must have been the noise made by Anastacia in the town, which had probably alerted every single hollow simulacrum who had already been gathering in the area.

The machines slowly began approaching the town in a completely scattered formation, still a bit too far away to reveal their forms properly, but they looked at least somewhat smaller than King, and noticeably lighter in frame.

“Friends of yours?” Emilia asked and turned to Leggy, but all the answers she needed were given by the simulacra obviously preparing to fight or flee. “Oh, good! Fantastic!”

Maya struggled herself free from the priestess’ hands to slowly and painfully stand back up, further defying her condition. The blood dripping from her wounds quickly painted her path red as she began steadily walking towards the lights.

“Get… Laureth… I will hold!” The inquisitor growled, with quickly increasing amount of hate in her voice and glare.

The field of bones behind them began coalescing into spikes that lifted up from the ground and rushed to the inquisitor’s side, at the same time clearing a path through the field as they used up the fragments that had been scattered about. As each of them passed the priestess, she could feel the necromantic power holding them together just tug on her skin barely noticeably, almost like static electricity pulling on the hairs on one’s arm.

Emilia took one more look at what must have been at least a hundred twinkling lights in the distance and had to admit to herself that whether the wave of machines met an inquisitor, or an inquisitor and a priestess was all the same in the end, and there was no series of events where she would meaningfully weigh in on the fight.

The rumbling sound of countless feet marching across the field just began to get audible as she grabbed Leggy and dashed into the town to look for someone called ‘Laureth’, and ideally Anastacia.


Despite the setting sun, the edge of the forest still appeared almost bright compared to the shade of the trees in the Garden of the Ancients, and when Gilbert, Iris and Cobalt emerged from between the trees on top of their steeds – some more gallant and proud than others – they were blinded by the red glow of the sky.

They had managed to speed up once more as they had discovered a path more recently used by hunters and other people with business in the forest, but it had still taken longer to get through than they would have liked, and almost certainly far longer than they could afford.

What they saw almost immediately after turning towards the town of Ruvenstead, was nothing like what the old adventurer had seen before; lining the road towards to town, were a twenty or so structures that appeared to be put together from fragments of bone and resembled dead and dried up trees with several twisted branches sprouting from them. Impaled on each branch of each ‘tree’, was a lifeless husk of a simulacrum, that had all been fractured beyond use by several smaller branches of bone growing through their cores.

Though no blood had been shed, it was still a rather macabre sight to witness, and while the inquisitors rushed into the direction their abilities guided them, Gilbert stopped to take a quick look at the simulacra.

The ones impaled on the trees appeared, for the lack of a better word, low-budged models to him. They had almost none of the armor King sported and were far less detailed than Leggy’s more delicate frame. Instead, they were made from a relatively simple humanoid-shaped metal frame with only a couple of stone pieces on them to house some parts that had performed some function beyond simple movement.

“There!” Iris suddenly yelled, allowed her skeletal mount to collapse and continued running on foot.

In the middle of the makeshift patch of forest, surrounded by a dozen more broken-down simulacra and a puddle of cold blood, laid the inquisitor by the name of Maya, covered in every type of injury conceivable by a sane mind and then some, yet alive.

Iris and Cobalt dragged their friend out of the blood and started to look for a place to put her in.

“Here.” Gilbert said and swiftly spread his bedroll on the ground.

Both far too preoccupied to thank the adventurer, the inquisitors lifted Maya onto the worn but warm bedroll and promptly started to unload Iris’ surgical equipment so she could get to work.

“Anything I can do to help?” The adventurer asked, feeling a bit useless just standing by the side and doing nothing.

“A couple of things actually, give me your lantern, roll up your sleeve and hold your arm out.” Iris hurriedly said and took out a rubber tube with metal needles in the ends from her satchel. As soon as Gilbert did what she asked, she jabbed one end into the thick vein running along his forearm.

Blood quickly filled the tube and spurted out of the other. Iris caught a drop on her finger and put it into her mouth. “There’s just no end to your usefulness is there?” She grinned after figuring out the finer nuances of the taste.

The inquisitor gently poked the other end of the tube into Maya’s arm and told Cobalt to make sure the blood kept flowing.

“Alright, guess this is what’s happening now…” The old adventurer sighed and accepted his role. He wasn’t exactly sure about the purpose of moving his blood into the injured inquisitor, but figured it was some form of treatment the necromancers had come up with and never bothered to share with the world, and considering how large he was and how tragically small the Mournvalleyans tended to be, there was probably at least that much spare blood in him, and it wouldn’t be a problem.

Almost as soon as the connection was made, the blank stare on Maya’s face became sharp once more as she came to her senses. She tried to fight a bit but was pushed down by one of Iris’ wings and calmed down once she saw what was going on.

“Maya, my sweet Maya, I’ve told you a million times over that I don’t want you hurting yourself like this.” The inquisitorial saint greeted her while removing the crystalline splinters of Anastacia’s dagger and other debris from the warmaster’s wounds with tweezers.

“I wish to touch the beard.” The warmaster responded, more than a bit delirious from the blood loss and tried to reach towards Gilbert, but Cobalt held her arm down so the needle wouldn’t come off.

Iris smiled while badly hiding her concern. “I know, honey, but right now I need you to focus on not bleeding so much.”

“Okay.” Maya sighed and docilely closed her eyes.

For a while, Gilbert watched the winged inquisitor work, patching, suturing and wrapping what she could. The usual easygoing smile on her face as nowhere to be seen, and the skeletal wings on her back twitched as she used necromancy to hold some of the wounds closed while she had to work on others.

“So… Is An-“ The adventurer tried to say before the alarmed looks on Iris and Cobalt’s faces made him stop in the middle of his question.

“We do not speak of the A-trollop in the warmaster’s presence.” Cobalt pointed out. “But if you must know, she’s in the town, with Laureth and two other people, if I’m not mistaken. All of them alive and reasonably well, unfortunately.”

Gilbert let out a sigh of relief. “Who’s Laureth? A necromancer?”

“He’s one of mine.” Iris muttered and wiped the blood from her hands to Cobalt’s clothes. “Outstandingly ungifted when it comes to necromancy, but by the white, he is a brave son of a bitch. He’s one of the people I teach to treat wounds and such and I have him follow Maya wherever she goes – since I have lambs to slightly overdose and campfires to sit by, and he’s one of the more useful of my students and the only one willing to do that.”

“They’re slowly making their way here, so I suggest you come up with a way to pacify the mockery of a necromancer you claim is a person.” The inquisitorial scribe grumbled.

Iris carefully plucked the hose from Maya’s arm and took out a few small glass vials to fill them with Gilbert’s blood.

Just as the adventurer was about to ask for the reason, Cobalt interrupted him. “DON’T ask, you don’t want to know.” He suggested.

Gilbert thought back at the time he had seen Iris’ collection of hearts and figured it to be sound advice. He let the inquisitor finish before helping her pack away her equipment.

The inquisitorial saint pulled out a bottle of clear red liquid from the very same satchel back she had kept the organ collection in and handed it over to the lightly woozy adventurer, along with a rather basic looking cookie. “You should drink that before doing anything – it’s basically juice.” She said and started to feed another cookie to the wounded inquisitor while complimenting her for staying still.

Obviously suspicious of the gift, the adventurer inspected the bottle, just in case there was something unsavory floating in it. The small piece of paper tied to the bottlecap with twine said “Juice” with quotation marks around it, hopefully for stylistic reasons. The liquid inside did at least look the part but was perhaps a bit too orange in the lantern’s light to be entirely trustworthy.

Regardless, Gilbert took a swig and was pleasantly surprised. While it certainly didn’t taste like any juice he was familiar with, the taste wasn’t offensive at least.

Soon enough after he had finished his drink, he could see the lights of King’s armor and Emilia’s pure white cloak in the direction of the town. No doubt after spotting him as well, he could see Anastacia and King dart in their direction.

Sensing the one who had launched her all the way from the town, Maya suddenly sat up and began immediately breathing heavily as her face twisted with hate once more.

“Time for us all to hold our ends of the bargain.” Cobalt scoffed and stood up. He positioned himself in front of the other two inquisitors and prepared to be the one facing Anastacia, just in time for a pulse of necromantic energy to wash over them, it clashed with the combined might of the inquisitors in a way that was invisible for everyone else, but would have been stunning for any regular necromancer. “We’re going to have something troublesome coming our way, so I would suggest you take a few steps away. Once she gets within shouting distance, I will give you a minute to convince her to stand down.”

Gilbert peered into the direction of the town and could barely make out the small necromancer taking one of her spears from her back.

The spear reached the inquisitors before the ear-piercing crack it caused. However, despite Anastacia’s aim being exceptional and the spear seemingly heading directly at them, with a single flick of his wrist, Cobalt calmly directed it sideways just enough for it to harmlessly miss and instead trim a few treetops in the distance.

As an experienced fighter, Gilbert could appreciate the scribe’s efficiency in comparison to other necromancers he had witnessed, and just like in regular combat, it no doubt gave him a fighting chance against someone like Anastacia – but his thoughts were interrupted by a frustrated growl from behind them, where Iris held the inquisitorial warmaster tightly wound in her wings and whispered into her ear.

“Maya, listen to my voice.” She said calmingly. “Think of things back home, of the day when these troubles are gone and all eight of us will be together again. The sound of Teal sharpening his swords, the scent of fresh cookies I’ve made for you, Sapphire telling us stories she heard when roaming the world, Cyan showing us pictures he drew of distant places, duke strumming his lute, Celeste singing to the tune and Cobalt pretending that he’s reading a book alone in the corner but actually smiling behind it because he adores us. All the while Coquelicot smiles on her throne and proudly looks at us. Those times will once again return, but not through hate or anger, never.

“I often fear that it’s your hate that will eventually take you from us. Your fury will steer you into a fight you should not take alone, and one that will rob you from all seven of us.

“Now, can you hear me?”

Maya grunted in response and struggled in the skeletal grasp.

“Do you remember the rules Coquelicot gave us? I know you do, because there’s no way you’d forget something she said, am I right? Could you repeat the third one with me? I’ll start it and let you finish, okay?” Iris continued with a tone that was both commanding and soothing at the same time. “When the third speaks…”

The warmaster halted her struggle. “…The others listen.” She finished and the anger in her face slowly began melting away.

“Good… And now is the time I’ve chosen to speak; as the warmaster, you go where you are needed the most, which means you are needed here. I may not know why, but I am absolutely certain that it isn’t to fight Anastacia. It isn’t a fight we can finish, at least not all three of us, and I for one am unwilling to accept a fate without all three of us leaving here, together.” The inquisitorial saint explained her thoughts on the matter. “Do you agree?”

 “No… but I trust the saint to know better than me.” Maya said and slumped down, exhausted.

Iris gave Gilbert a quick nod. “Now, the man with the nice beard will stop Anastacia, so you just sleep in peace for a while.”

“I do like the beard…” The heavily wounded inquisitor muttered before going completely limp.

Gilbert’s plan for stopping Anastacia was fairly simple, but so was the girl herself. He popped open a cap from a very small vial he kept on his belt, emptied it into the bottle of ‘juice’ and capped the bottle again. After shaking it for a bit, he threw it in Anastacia’s direction.

“Anna, smell that!” He instructed the necromancer, who had stopped to look at the bottle that fell just a couple of meters short of her.

“Duck off Gil! I need to kill those bassholes!” Anastacia immediately responded but picked up the bottle anyway.

The old adventurer rolled his eyes. “Nay, trust me! It’ll be great!”

Anastacia inspected the bottle in what little light there was before grabbing the cork. “Okay, but if it’s a fart in a bottle, I’ll kill you too!” She threatened and opened the bottle.

As soon as the necromancer took a whiff of the contents, she fell on her face onto the ground and her overpowering presence died down.

The two conscious inquisitors stared at the knocked-out source of nightmares for their entire team and shared a thought about how absolutely embarrassing it was that Anastacia gave them as much trouble as she did.

 “I’ll have a proper chat with her once she wakes up. As long as you’re not in the same room, I think it should be easy enough to convince her to forgive you for the time being.” The adventurer smiled proudly stroked his beard.

“You know, we could just kill her now…” Cobalt suggested out of the blue. “She’s right there and you have a bunch of knives on you. We could just go there at stab her to remove one of the biggest obstacles we have in the entire world.”

“Nah, we made a promise. If Maya and she won’t kill each other, everyone walks away alive.” Iris sighed, knowing exactly how much grief the rest of the inquisition was going to give her over the decision – but to her, it was the right thing to do and that’s all that mattered. “I will look away for a bit if you feel like kicking her a couple of times or something though. It’s a way too good of an oppo-”

“No kicking.” Gilbert added.

“…Like I said, absolutely no kicking, none whatsoever.” Iris continued without missing a beat. “We’ll just get Maya to a warm bed and figure out what’s what after that.”

            

    
        Chapter 203 - The saints of Mournvalley

    
    
    
    
                After the initial problem of Anastacia and Maya actively trying to kill each other was at least temporarily solved, both the adventurers and Mournvalleyans rented themselves rooms from the only inn in Ruvenstead.

Due to the number of rooms being limited to three in the relatively small establishment, Gilbert had to share a room with the weakest of the necromancers, Laureth, who also brought with him the child him and Maya had taken from their parents due to them presenting considerable necromantic abilities. The remaining two rooms were given to Anastacia and Emilia, the first of whom had yet to wake up after being knocked out, and the three inquisitors, who were more than used to sharing a room and preferred to stick together anyway.

Thought they had a bit of explaining to do about the collapsed warehouse, the town welcomed them on the promise that the adventurers would work to solve the simulacra problem while the inquisitors kept protecting the town. The curfew set by Maya was lifted, but the people were told to not pass the defensive field of bones for their own safety, while Cobalt took over its operation.

The room given to Emilia and Anastacia was about one and a half times the size of the rooms in Rosie’s inn, contained much of the same in the way of furniture, but had two beds along the opposite walls instead of just the one. The room was lit by a couple of oil lamps that were barely enough to do the job, so Emilia had placed her own lantern on the table.

On the wall facing north, near the corner of the room, there was an adorably small window that gave a surprisingly good view over the rooftops of the town.

In the only open area of the room, between the beds, was one of the two chairs that came with the room, and on it, was the unconscious necromancer.

”That should hold her for a bit, or at least keep her from leaving the room…” Gilbert said and fastened the ropes holding Anastacia on a chair for one last time. “What happened to her shoulder?” He asked and pointed at the slightly bloody bandages expertly wound on it.

Emilia picked up Anastacia’s violet cloak and wiggled her finger through the hole in it. “I assume the injury was from the patchwork inquisitor, but the wrapping was actually done by that Laureth guy. When I got here, he was trying to fend off King with a shovel while Anna was throwing up form seeing so much blood. He was supposed to be pretty good with that sort of thing and had plenty of supplies on him, so I beat him with the shovel until he promised to take care of Anna – apparently the wound isn’t anything to worry about, it didn’t hit the artery or anything like that, just need to give her something for the pain every now and then.”

“Well, she should wake up soon enough, we need to make sure she doesn’t attack Iris and the others on sight again.” The old adventurer said and sat down on one of the beds to rest his knees. He looked around for a pipe in his kit but came to a conclusion that he had forgotten to pack one in his haste.

“You’re on a first name basis with them now?” The priestess sneered and tossed Gilbert a small pouch she carried on her, containing an almost inconveniently small pipe and a bit of tobacco. She herself didn’t smoke but had at one point reasoned that it would come in handy or earn her a favor sooner or later. For the same reason, the seemingly endless storage space under her cloak also contained a pouch with coffee and sugar in it – just enough for a couple of cups.

Gilbert more than gladly accepted the gift and full of almost child-like excitement started packing the pipe that looked like it was made for a doll in his large hands. “Yeah, I reckon they’re okay folks at the end of the day, just brought up different – just a different different from the different adventurers were. No sense in making enemies out of them anyways.” He explained.

“Fair enough. Even the pissed off one didn’t attack me earlier, and they are protecting this town for no real benefit to themselves – they could have just scurried back to Mournvalley and left these people on their own.” Emilia agreed. “I think it might be a bit more difficult to convince Anna about it though.”

“She does have her reasons though, got to remember that.” Gilbert nodded.

The cry of a baby echoed from the room over and reminded the adventurers about that side of the problem as well. Anastacia had mentioned it being brought up in the diplomatic meeting she had been involved, so her party was about as knowledgeable on the inquisitors’ kidnapping ways as she was.

Emilia was clearly bothered by the sound. “Should we be doing something about that?” She asked.

Gilbert puffed the first thought-clearing cloud of smoke from his mouth and sighed. “I don’t think so. You’ve got to remember that we’re no heroes. Not every injustice is ours to fix, especially when we hardly know what we’d be doing.” He said and shook his head. “Back where I’m from, there are a few stories from nearby towns of children that were born necromancers. The standard way to deal with it was to leave the child deep into the woods and never mention it again, after all, people fear what they don’t understand, and no one understands necromancers these days. Letting the inquisition take them to Mournvalley may well be the best shot that kid has at a life. We just don’t know enough to actually help.”

“I suppose you have a point.” The priestess said and sighed heavily. She slumped down on the bed she had claimed for herself and took off her cloak. “I think the kid’s not a human though. His ears were plenty pointy from what I saw. I’ve never seen a necromancer that wasn’t human, does that change things?”

Suddenly the door creaked open and Iris peeked her head into the room. She made sure that Anastacia was still out of it and pitched in to the conversation she had obviously been eavesdropping on so far. “It doesn’t. The killing of any non-human necromancers was one of the first things Coquelicot put a stop to, so now we’ve got a whole bunch of kids of every size, shape and color. It’s a massive hassle, but we’ll manage.”

She walked into the room and extremely warily approached the unconscious necromancer tied to a chair, likely planning to touch her just so she could boast about it later, but both King and Leggy stepped forth to stop her from getting anywhere near. Iris lifted both her arms and wings up before backing away and turning her attention to the adventurer she wasn’t acquainted with yet.

The inquisitor scanned Emilia from head to toe with her gaze with a puzzled frown. Completely ignoring any personal space the priestess had, she grabbed Emilia’s hand, gently squeezed her palm a few times and slowly moved to her wrist and elbow – all the while her wings flapped excitedly.

The priestess gave a confused look to her friend across the room but only received a shrug in return.

The prodding continued for a few more moments, until suddenly the inquisitor lifted one of her feet on the bed and pushed her face right in front of Emilia’s. “Can I bite you?” She asked eagerly.

“N… no?” Emilia responded with an extremely uncomfortable look on her face.

Iris sighed. “Well, worth the try, but you have to sleep sooner or later.” She smiled and leaned back but didn’t take her foot off the bed. “Anyway, I am Iris of the new inquisition, also known as the inquisitorial saint. If you have any question about health or injuries, feel free to bother me any time, as I qualify as a doctor!” She introduced herself and grandly spread her wings as wide as she could.

“Rrrrright…” The priestess said and slowly moved further away. “Emilia, high priestess of Sylvia and an adventurer.”

“Ahh! The priestess I’ve heard not more than a few sentences about! The one who fancies themselves as a healer.” The inquisitor said with an obviously derisive tone. “Since we’re friends now, we could sneak into some place quiet and I could teach you about biology – you know, so you’d be a bit less useless without celestial meddling.” She suggested with an extremely hard to read smirk on her face.

Emilia frowned and tried very hard to figure out if the inquisitor was coming on to her or wanted to get her ass handed to her. She glanced at Gilbert for help, but the old adventurer was far too busy smoking with his piddly pipe to pay attention to anything else.

“Do not mistake us for friends quite yet.” She said and gave a roundabout answer that covered all possibilities. “If you have treatments to teach, I will gladly listen to you, but if you have a problem with My Lady, I will equally gladly throw you at Anna.”

Iris clapped her hands together excitedly. “I saw your work on Maya, it requires some honing but that’s just a matter of practice. However, I could expand your knowledge of things within! Antidotes for poisons, poisons for antidotes, internal wounds and bleeding, deep cuts, things lodged in deep cuts, poisons lodged in deep cuts… Well, you get the gist of it, we’ll see what we have time for.” She listed some of her favorite subjects.

The whole thing started to appear a bit suspicious to the priestess. The eagerness Iris was showing just to teach some adventurer she barely knew a few things seemed somehow off, like it most certainly wouldn’t be the end of it.

“And you’ll teach me just our of the goodness of your heart?” Emilia asked.

Iris’ wily grin widened. “Theonethatlet’smebitetheminreturnsayswhat.” She blurted out.

Unimpressed by the childish ruse, the priestess shoved Iris out of the way and started to neatly fold her cloak away for the day. “No.” She sighed bluntly. “You should leave before Anna wakes up; we’ll talk more about what you have to offer in the morning.”

The inquisitor chuckled dryly with a sudden bleak look in her eyes. “You don’t actually know how powerful she is, do you? If that nugget of indiscipline truly wanted any of us dead, it doesn’t matter where we are in this building – or this town for that matter.” She explained and folded her wings to fit on the bed next to Gilbert. “Since we have to stay here anyway, I’ve come here to take the brunt of it. We need Cobalt to keep the town safe and Maya is in no shape to get tossed about – so it’s up to yours truly to be the first thing she sees and focuses on. The brief report from the second we received before he left for Ou didn’t paint her as super-duper murdery, but we don’t really know exactly how riled up Maya got her – I sure do hope she doesn’t wake up on the wrong side of the… chair.”

Though she hadn’t really decided whether she liked or hated Iris, Emilia didn’t think she deserved to be in the spot she was in and felt bad for the inquisitor. “I’m sure it’ll be fine, she’s quick to anger and equally quick to calm down.” She comforted her.

“Em.” Gilbert mumbled and pointed at King’s arm with his pipe.

The spot where Maya had successfully broken some of his armor wasn’t apparent on a quick glance, but to someone who knew the simulacrum well, it was noticeable.

“Oh... Oh!” The priestess exclaimed when he realized Gilbert’s point; no one hurts Anastacia’s simulacrum. “She might actually kill someone.”

As if on cue, the inquisitor’s wings collapsed when she felt the first oppressing wave of power hit her, and like Teal after angering Anastacia, she felt almost like her abilities had briefly been torn out of her body by the force of someone much, much stronger.

Anastacia slowly lifted her head with an unsurprised or almost disappointed look on her face. She quickly tested the ropes keeping her still and came to a conclusion that she wasn’t going to get free without help.

Her cold gaze instantly locked on to the inquisitor, who was starting to have doubts about being the one who had to face Anastacia.

“You know what’s the worst thing about all of this? It’s that every time I meet someone from your stupid little group, I start to understand how Coquelicot probably feels. The feeling that there’s someone in this world that you just should kill to be over and done with. Just like her life would have been easier if she had gotten rid of me at the right time, I’m starting to think mine will eventually be so much easier if I just wipe you out – you know, before what happened to Alizarin happens again.” Anastacia explained and glanced at King before continuing. “But what separates her from me is that I don’t have a coup in the works, and I have no particular reason to keep you idiots alive either. However, the thing is, I am better than you – as a person, I mean. A weirdo crow told me that, so it has to be true.”

The disoriented inquisitor could barely hear what was being said, and instead could only focus on the futility of her own efforts to push back at all. Despite the reasonably calm manner of speech, it was very easy to tell exactly how furious Anastacia actually was, as for Iris and the other necromancers, it felt like they were watching an entire avalanche heading directly at them and there was nothing they could do about it.

The inquisitorial saint tried her best to remain brave on the surface, but she had shrunk into a trembling puddle of a necromancer without even realizing it. Her skeletal wings limply dragged behind as she retreated into the corner of the room, weeping and sniffling.

Clearly happy for the effect she was having, Anastacia smugly smirked and continued. “Because of this, I will give you one last chance, the absolutely final one.

“If you have a problem with me, you come to me and only me, all at once for all I care – but if you ever so much as think about touching King, my goblins, my friends or even my vague acquaintances that I kind of like, I will hunt down every last inquisitor, just like I did before.” She growled and stomped on the floor. “Iris, was it? From what little Gilbert told me, you have some sway over the rest of your circus act of a group, so it will be up to you to warn them. Fail that, and we end up at odds again, you will watch as I tear apart and burn everything you care about – and only then I’ll end you as well.”

Even with her threat over and done with, Anastacia still felt like she deserved at least some payback for the piece King was now missing. She didn’t even care about getting stabbed all that much and only really remembered it because of the pain, as her mind was far too preoccupied by the damage done to her simulacrum. With that she stoked her anger just a bit more and showed it by taking control of Iris’ wings.

As her power coursed through the patterns in the beautifully preserved and carved bones, their purpose was revealed to Anastacia; though they weren’t useful for the reasons creatures usually had wings for, Iris used them to compartmentalize her control over undead creatures. Thanks to the adventurer’s rather generous understanding of control patterns, she could also make a reasonable assumption that the inquisitorial saint was especially talented in controlling several more complicated targets at once, and just like some necromancers chose to use their arms to direct their power, she divided her thralls between each part of the wings and controlled a vast number through them – in other words, she was a traditionalist when it came to necromancy, the type that was mentioned in the stories parents used to scare their children.

Reanimation had always been the part of necromancy Anastacia hated the most, so she saw having control over the wings as an opportunity to put at least a temporary end to some of that as well.

Iris watched in horror as the wings she had spent countless hours working on and were a no lesser part of her than her arms or legs turned to dust that piled up in her feet. She collapsed on her knees and frantically tied to grasp at the remains as she helplessly failed to gain any sort of foothold on what little was still left.

“Anna! Enough!” Emilia yelled when she couldn’t watch the inquisitor grovel anymore.

“Not nearly, but I think she got the point. Just get her out of here if you care that much.” Anastacia scoffed. Whatever points Teal’s help had scored for the inquisition in her eyes, were now more than wiped out and weren’t going to save them from her; but while she did think they deserved everything she was doing, she herself didn’t enjoy it as much as she had though she would.

Emilia got up from her bed and began escorting the inquisitor out while quietly demanding Gilbert to say something as well.

“As soon as you untie me, I’ll kick you right in the dick for the bottle thing.” Anastacia said bluntly when the priestess closed the door behind her.

“…And you’re staying tied up then.” The old adventurer nodded. “Do you feel like you went just a bit overboard with that, just the tiniest bit even? Or did you get to blow out enough steam at least?”

The necromancer leaned her head back and stared at the ceiling. “Enough to not try to kill them on sight for a while, but I make no promises.” She sighed and began to calm down. “I just can’t handle it when King gets hurt… If you or I get a bit stabbed, it hurts for sure, but it’ll heal. If a piece falls off him, it’s gone forever. I’m just worried that eventually there won’t be any left, if I let people chip off chunks like this. I mean, I can try to repair him a bit, but they don’t exactly make spare parts for him anymore.”

“That’s understandable, I suppose, but I’m going to need you to rein in the hate for a while – those necromancers know something about the group Sylvia asked us to find.” Gilbert revealed with a slightly lowered tone. “I haven’t gotten much information out of them, but they did mention something called ‘The Violet Sect’”

“Why am I not surprised that all duckery eventually leads to Mournvalley…” Anastacia groaned. “I know a bit about them, there’s a book I’ve read a bit of but kind of just forgot when I foolishly thought I’d never have to deal with necromancers again.

“They were basically a group just like the inquisition, but much larger. Before they just one day disappeared entirely, like hundreds of years ago, they were almost in war with the red inquisition of the day.”

Choosing to omit that Anastacia no longer had the book, Gilbert moved on. “While you guys are doing whatever it is that you’re here to do, I’m going to fish for more info from that Cobalt fellow. We’ll have a chat once you get back and decide where to go from there.”

“You’re not coming along to the fort now that you’re here anyway?” The tied-up necromancer frowned.

The old adventurer leaned back on his seat and considered his options. “Nay… As much as I’d like to, I get the feeling that I’m not supposed to know what’s going on, and sometimes really not knowing is the better option. You can fill me in later if it seems appropriate.” He slowly exhaled a bit of smoke before continuing. “And besides, it’s a good chance for Em and you to see how you fare without me.”

Figuring that Anastacia had calmed down enough, Gilbert got up and headed for the door, hoping to escape before the simulacra in the room would inevitably release her. He also wanted to check up on Iris to just in case, and to apologize for her wings – maybe replacing them was even something he could help with while the rest of his party was busy. With his privates still unkicked, he wished the necromancer a good night and wandered off.

Anastacia waited for a while and made sure Gilbert was far enough away before doing anything. She trusted her friends but thought that they just didn’t know necromancers well enough to make good decisions about them. No matter how innocent they appeared, all of them were no better than murderers and assassins.

“Leggy, could you keep an eye on the inquisitors for me through the night? Come to me immediately if you see them doing something suspicious. Don’t try to interact with them, and if you suspect you were seen at all, just flee – I don’t want you taking risks for this.” She instructed the cloaked simulacrum and waited for King to snap the rope holding her still. “The insane one is sleeping in this building and the one called Iris is with Emilia and Gil, so focus on the third one for now, he’s a bit further away, outside. Also keep an eye out for any of the firstborn and make sure they don’t try to enter the town; we’ll look for them in the morning.”

Leggy nodded in response and walked over to the small window by the corner of the room – barely large enough for Anastacia to fit through. Without making a single sound, she slid it open and twisted herself out with little difficulty.

Freed from her binds, Anastacia took a look out of the window hoping to figure out where she was and if she had missed something after falling for Gilbert’s trickery. The town of Ruvenstead was still dark and its streets empty, though it was late, somehow the quiet seemed unnatural. Obviously, the abundant presence of necromancers ticked her off, but that wasn’t it, at least not entirely.

From the room’s window she could just barely see the silhouette of the machine fortress they were heading for. In its direction, a few blue lights flickered briefly before straying too close to the town and getting shredded by the inquisition’s defenses. The speaking firstborn had told them that there should have been a ‘few’ of their hollow brethren around, but Anastacia had seen the ones strewn about by Maya, and it really seemed to be closer to ‘numerous’, which meant that either Brother Malus had lied, or the situation had gotten worse.

“Can you hear the call they’re being lured in by? The one by Erratic Judgement.” The necromancer asked and closed the window.

King nodded.

“Since when? From the time we got here?” Anastacia guessed. She walked over to the simulacrum and pushed him into a bed so she could get a better look of his injury.

This time King shook his head.

“All the way back from Valor then? And you just ignored it for like weeks? Exactly how against this are you?” She guessed again and started cleaning off the remining bits of broken stone so that it didn’t get in King’s joints and cause even more damage. “And why? Do you not like your folks or something?”

The simulacrum remained still and didn’t answer, he simply kept staring at the necromancer as she worked.

Absentmindedly scraping at the grooves of the stone armor once more brought calmness to Anastacia’s heart. She climbed on top of him while slowly moving up his arm and forgot that they were even having a conversation, and by the time she moved on to his neck and head, the necromancer had forgotten that there were inquisitors so near to them, or what inquisitors even really were, only briefly snapping back to reality once in a while thanks to the pain in her shoulder.

By this point, she knew each and every one of the scrapes on King’s body and how they happened, and though he seemed rather indestructible, the damage was starting to weigh on Anastacia’s shoulders. Unless a remedy was discovered, there was no telling how many years the simulacrum had before it would just become unsafe to take him along.

Suddenly an interesting thought crossed Anastacia’s mind. “We’re heading to the place you were built in, right? Do you think they might have unused parts for you? Are these even exchangeable?” She excitedly inquired.

King took a while to answer, almost like he was considering if he even wanted to have his armor to be replaced, or if he would be giving false hope to the necromancer by saying yes when the parts weren’t replaceable. Regardless of the reason for his hesitation, the knight of stone nodded in the end.

“Oh! This is great news! I bet you’re super handsome in some fresh kit.” Anastacia giggled and gave King a quick kiss on the cheek. “Maybe it’ll even fix your grumpy attitude, new stuff always makes me happy after all.”

Continuing with her favorite pastime, the necromancer slowly got rid of the equipment she was still carrying and the clothes she had worn to ward off the cold weather to have more flexibility and reach. After all, cleaning a simulacrum was intensive work at times and the room they were in was plenty warm after spending a couple of days outside.

Though in reality, there really wasn’t all that much to do since King hadn’t really done any real fighting after the last cleaning, however, some red wax had somehow found its way into his armor – do doubt thanks to certain acolytes. King’s tendency to heat up while moving had made it melt several times over, but the way it cleaned off was very satisfying and made Anastacia get a bit too into it.

After a good while of rigorous cleaning, Emilia returned to the room they shared. Expecting the necromancer to still be a bit ticked off, she slowly opened the door and stuck her head in. While she did notice the pile of clothes on the floor and made some rather rude assumptions, she quickly remembered who she was dealing with and walked in anyway.

“Good to see you two have properly made up, but can you please stop? Your innocence is blinding, and it hurts my soul to look at… this. Also, there are such things as locks – typically on doors… for privacy.” She commented and sat down on her bed to yawn. “We need to make a plan for tomorrow before I fall asleep.”

Anastacia rolled off King and kicked her clothes into a marginally neater pile by the bed. “We go in, find new armor for King and do the other stuff on the side, like save what’s-their-face.” She presented her now drastically changed objectives for the quest.

Emilia explained that they didn’t really need to worry about daylight since they were heading underground, so leaving as soon as they woke up wasn’t a priority. Instead, she would see if Iris was feeling better and still up for some teaching, while Anastacia and King should try and not kill any inquisitors while looking for the firstborn.

Since King was more or less the only being that had been inside the fortress since ever, he would have to work as the guide, whether Leggy would continue to travel with them didn’t really affect the plans since she didn’t require equipment, food or water.

With their plan loosely cobbled together, they retired for the day.

            

    
        Chapter 204 - Nothing like them

    
    
    
    
                Very little rest was achieved on the night following the scuffle between necromancers. Anastacia had some serious troubles calming down with several inquisitors so near to her and her friends, and her shoulder kept aching despite the medication given to her by Emilia.

Whenever she found some comfort in the stony embrace of King and managed to drift asleep, she would wake up again less than an hour later to repeat the process of finding a nice cool part of the armor to rest her cheek on.

After countless brief naps, Anastacia could hear the inn’s owner start working downstairs and took it as a sign that it was morning already. Not even the slightest glimmer of sunrise was yet visible in the horizon, but it would have to do, as the necromancer was done laying down – she would rather spend the odd few hours looking for the Firstborn than doing nothing and being so near to the other necromancers.

She wrote a note to the priestess, telling her to just come look for her and King from somewhere between the town and the machine fortress when she was ready, and that there was no hurry, before quietly gearing up and leaving the room.

The coffee at the inn was rather bland for her tastes, so she didn’t spend too much time swirling it in her cup. The breakfast wasn’t much to write home about either, but it was cheap and did its job, so there really wasn’t much to complain about, or really anyone to complain to.

The small tavern-like part of the inn was understandably empty as it had only been a few minutes since even the owner had woken up.

The innkeeper kept staring at the adventurer and simulacrum from his post by the kitchen door, for what she thought was the annoyance over the hurried first order of the day. He was a rather portly fellow with a quickly receding hairline he clearly worked hard to hide, and a thick greying mustache on his upper lip. Whether he usually frowned as much was unclear, but there clearly was something irking him.

“You, girl, I heard you’re one of them necromancers too – that true?” He suddenly gruffly asked.

Anastacia placed down the last piece of bread she was nibbling on. “I prefer not to categorize myself as one, if that’s what you’re asking.” She warily answered.

“But you are one then? Let me just say that if it was up to me, you spooks would already be back on your way to Mirkvalley – with a mighty big stain from my boot on your behinds.” The innkeeper boasted, clearly awfully proud of himself for speaking up. “Nothing good comes from having you lot around.”

“Do… do you mean Mournvalley? I’m not from there, it’s just the other four.” The adventurer tried to explain, but it was very clear nothing she said mattered in the slightest. “Please don’t lump me with them.”

“Yeah! Murkvalley! That hole in the map that spews filth like you these days. Let me tell you, things were better when you just lurked in the shadows and didn’t bother good, honest, hardworking people like this!” The innkeeper continued before loading yet another barrage of rudeness to unleash, entirely in the wrong direction if one was to ask its receiver.

Anastacia was starting to get a bit annoyed by the innkeeper’s inability to differentiate between her and the inquisitors. “I’m not like those people! I do good…” She protested, again, to deaf ears.

“What are you even on about, child? All necromancers are the same, I’ve seen it with my own two eyes – or my brother’s cousin has. One day they opened their home to a traveler from your country and boom, the entire village was killed less than a week later. The graves were robbed and there was nothing but blood left of anyone else. That’s what your people do, and why you and your shady friends can’t leave us alone fast enough.” The innkeeper raved and slammed his hand on the counter. “Your friends already dug up our entire graveyard, so what’s next? Will you skin our animals alive?”

“Do you have any idea what’s out there?!” Anastacia slammed her own fists on the table in response.

The innkeeper mockingly laughed. “Ha! Whatever it is, it can’t be any worse than your kind!”

King’s hum flared up when he noticed Anastacia getting agitated, he was no doubt ready challenge the man’s claim. Luckily his better half hadn’t forgotten herself enough to let it happen, and quickly wrapped her arm around the simulacrum’s.

“Lets just go…” The adventurer whispered and started to lead King outside before things got even more heated.

Considering the exchange his victory, the insensitive innkeeper hurled one more line of mockery through the slowly closing door of the inn. “Try not to defile any corpses out there!” He hollered and snickered to himself before returning to his work of making mediocre meals.

The freezing air wasn’t enough to bother Anastacia after the disagreement, she couldn’t believe the audacity of the innkeeper for failing to differentiate between the different kinds of necromancers. She failed to understand the fact that the blue color of the inquisitors’ clothes, and her lack thereof, meant absolutely nothing to the vast majority of the world, whose only contact with Mournvalleyans was through likely exaggerated tales, which rarely mentioned the color-coding the necromancers enjoyed. To them, all necromancers were just necromancers, and necromancers were an affront to all things good.

She also failed to notice how identical her own views on the matter were, with only the small caveat of herself.

The sun had yet to rise and only a few houses had any signs of life in them, and instead of the usual noises of a town waking up for the day, in the quiet moments between the slight gusts of wind, the sound of bone hitting metal and stone echoed from the edges of Ruvenstead.

Anastacia couldn’t help but to wonder if the ruckus she and Maya had caused had started to attract hollow simulacra from a much wider area than before, and its effect just kept increasing as more machines were lured in by the call from the fortress and got distracted by the town and its defenses.

Deep in her thoughts, she unintentionally wandered towards the center of the town, where Cobalt had posted himself to have the best possible coverage.

The inquisitorial scribe sat on top of some crates that had been stacked by the side of a general store. To keep himself warm, he had lit a brazier and kept feeding it with planks salvaged from a recently collapsed warehouse.

With his face hidden by his blue hood, he calmly flipped pages of an awfully familiar-looking book, paying no mind to the adventurer or her simulacrum.

Anastacia cleared her throat to force some attention to herself.

“Leave, I’m busy.” Cobalt responded coldly and kept reading.

The adventurer stepped closer. “With what?”

“Ignoring you.” Sighed the scribe.

Already annoyed, Anastacia kicked the box under Cobalt. “Are you sure you should be acting like that towards me?” She hissed.

Not bothering to hide his own annoyance, Cobalt closed the book and belittlingly bonked Anastacia’s forehead with it. “Quit your boasting you obnoxious buffoon. I am not scared of you, so you’re just wasting your breath and my time trying to threaten me.”

The adventurer swatted away the book and it flew into the snow that had fallen overnight. “Maybe you should be, I don’t take it well when people try to kill me.”

Still more concerned with the book than the immensely powerful necromancer in front of him, Cobalt hopped down from his crate to swiftly grab it before it was damaged by the snow. He carefully wiped the tome clean with his sleeve and returned to his seat.

“Why?” He asked and opened the book again. “What are you going to do? Kill me? Your fatuities don’t concern me, and I’ll gladly die to prove a point. Besides, do enlighten me of when have I tried to kill you? What sort of delusion might you live in, where we are in the wrong on this conflict of ours in the first place? Because last time I checked, it was you who murdered Alice and started all of this.”

“That’s not fair! I was-“ Anastacia exclaimed but was interrupted.

“You were pseudo-possessed by a trinket. Trust me, we know, and it’s the main reason why we’re even having this conversation.” Cobalt finished the sentence for her. “Possessed or not, you murdered the one person, aside from Coquelicot, our group as a whole relied on. You took away a dear friend, a loved sister, a trusted person and perhaps the only one among us who thought you could be fought alongside of, when the times required it.

“You did all of that, and tell me, has it ever even crossed your mind to say you’re sorry to us? That you even slightly regret what happened? Or were you perhaps a self-centered little brat that just got over it in time and forgot what you did to us?”

 Anastacia took a step back and stared at her own footprints in the snow. “I apologized to Coquelicot… I think.” She muttered.

“You think you apologized to the one person who blames herself for what happened, who most certainly did not hear a word of it, and not the ones it affected.” The inquisitor quickly responded, sounding agitated but still not looking at the one he was criticizing. “You very nearly ruined the new inquisition with what you did. Teal and Sapphire were on the verge of abandoning us, Maya has gone rabid, Periwinkle is just gone without a trace; Duke, Celeste and Cyan are still in shambles trying to keep elements within the borders of Mournvalley from rising up, and Iris… iris is trying her absolute best to keep the entire thread from unraveling in Alice and Coquelicot’s absence – that’s what you did to us. And meanwhile: you’re kind of sort of pretty sure you said sorry to someone at some point, maybe.

“No one is asking you to bury the hatchet with Mournvalley as a whole, we’re quite aware that you’re not able to, but accept your own failings and own up to your mistakes. Maybe then you can understand why we aren’t greeting you with smiles and embraces.”

“YOU PEOPLE TRIED TO KILL ME! TWICE NOW!” Anastacia yelled and slapped the book out of Cobalt’s hands again. This time it landed on top of the crates nearby and wasn’t in any immediate danger of being ruined.

Cobalt straightened the blue stole hanging from his neck and fixed his hood. “Three times, the second’s report on Vassund says he attacked you, at least try to be precise on your premises for hatred; but yes, and Phthalo lost his life over the first attempt, with none of us standing up to stop it. You yourself spared Teal for who knows what deluded reasons, and Maya is what she is because you ruined her life by killing Alice and getting Alizarin killed, whether or not that’s enough of an excuse for you is entirely up to you. For us, it isn’t, hence why we stopped her here, before making that big fellow stop you – something that put us in quite a lot of danger for no gain at all.”

The adventurer paced back and forth, stomping on the fresh snow and fuming from anger. The idea of anyone wronging a group of Mournvalleyans seemed ludicrous to her and being blamed for the frigid relations between her and the inquisition seemed almost incomprehensible.

“I’m not expecting you to grow as a person right here and now, but if by chance you one day wake up with a crumb of conscience on you, use it to apologize to Iris and Maya. Until then, cease your childish threats and infantile tantrums, because like I said, you do not scare me.” The inquisitor finished up his ruminations on who was to blame for what and went on to pick up his book again. “Now, please leave. I have actual work that needs to get done, and I do hope you have a pit of spikes to jump into, or whatever it is that you ‘adventurers’ do for money.”

Not prepared to get talked down to twice so early in the morning, Anastacia angrily stomped away from the scene with King in tow and started heading for the outer edge of the town, partly to just get out in the open to clear her mind and partly to look for the Firstborn they were supposed to meet.

Despite their supposed, and oftentimes undisputable changes for the better in Mournvalley, she was absolutely unwilling to look past the crimes against the world, and her in particular, the necromancers had committed. Even if the new inquisitors were supposed to be the harbingers of a new, less blatantly evil age, they were still filed under the very same category as the previous ones in Anastacia’s mind, and she wasn’t going to take a lecture on conscience from one of them any time soon.

Preoccupied with angrily kicking a lump of ice along the road and actively refusing to see the obvious double standards she held for herself and other people failing to differentiate her from the other necromancers, Anastacia didn’t even notice Leggy landing from a nearby rooftop directly behind her, and only realized the cloaked simulacrum was there when they reached the defensive barrier surrounding the town.

The remains of hollow simulacra had multiplied tenfold overnight and were literally piling up by the outer edge of the field of bones, having gotten through maybe a tenth of its width. While the defenses would have no issues holding for maybe even a few more days, it became clear that the adventurers were definitely working on a timer – the duration of which may have been limited by Cobalt’s ability to stay awake as well.

Maya must have been holding the town for a couple of days without rest at least and was now severely injured thanks to Anastacia, so whether she could take over once more quickly enough was impossible to tell. Iris’ powers had severely waned after she lost her wings and she may not have been up for the task either.

The adventurer peered into the distance and could still see several lights slowly moving in random directions, but not enough to cause much of a threat by her estimations, so she began planning to cross the barrier.

Surprisingly, as she stepped closer, a path opened up by the courtesy of the inquisitor controlling the field.

After a careful pondering and weighing the likelihoods of Cobalt trying to trap them in the bones versus how much he just wanted Anastacia to leave, she warily took a few steps along the path. With no signs of ill intent, she told the simulacra to stay close to her and began pressing onwards, while still preparing to counteract any foul play, of course.

With a bit more haste in their steps than usual, the three made it to the other side, and the path behind them grew shut immediately. However, their sudden appearance attracted the attention of the simulacra prowling the area, and the nearby ones changed their course towards the adventurer and her companions.

“How do you want to do this?” Anastacia asked from King and took a step back. “I take it that they’re not the kind to be talked out of this.”

As three comparably lightweight simulacra rushed towards them in a hunched over poses, somehow looking like they barely had the power to move, the lights on King’s armor turned bright and the churning hum within him intensified.

He walked out a few meters to have a bit of space and prepared to greet the incoming simulacra. As a final warning for his kin, he let out a mechanical screech as steam escaped from the gaps in his armor. This, however, did very little to persuade his hollow brethren, who didn’t appear too interested in the knight of stone in the first place – instead, their aim appeared to be the necromancer behind him.

Though supposedly mindless, the purpose of fighting one of their ancient enemies must have been hardwired into their structure itself, though there was no way to tell if it that was the case, or if the only needed qualifier was that Anastacia was made from flesh and bone.

When the first of the three finally made its way to within arm’s reach of King, the difference in quality between the two simulacra became apparent; King’s fist cleaved through the slab of stone on the hollow simulacrum’s chest, which held the core powering the entire machine. The metal frame holding it together bent from the sheer power of the blow and the few lines of light on the poor automaton flickered out.

The next two seemed to learn nothing of their friend’s demise, as they tried to rush past King all the same and paid for it with their ‘lives’. King calmly proceeded to tear out the vital parts on their chests to deactivate them both without breaking a metaphorical sweat and stomped on one to further warp its frame to be sure.

Anastacia had honestly expected a bit more of a struggle, but maybe having King as the baseline for all simulacra wasn’t all that accurate. After all, while the occasional skirmishes between living people and the ancient machines tended to end in the latter one’s favor, it wasn’t impossible for a group of well-trained soldiers to successfully go toe to toe with numerous average-sized simulacra.

“Uh… Good job, I guess?” The necromancer shrugged and kneeled to get a better look of one of the deactivated simulacra in the sparse light of the still nightly sky.

To remedy the poor visibility, she took out her lantern and twisted its metal cover open. As she poked and prodded, the light blue lights in the edges of her field of vision began steadily multiplying. By the time she noticed it, the light from her lantern had gathered the attention of almost every simulacrum in the area, still outnumbering the trio more than ten to one.

“Uh oh.” Anastacia realized and slowly slid her lantern’s cover shut again. “Think they noticed?”

The thirty or so simulacra swarmed together and began approaching the adventurer with various different gaits, depending on the damage they had suffered so far. Something about the sight was eerily reminiscent of goblins and their ineptitude in locomotion.

Leggy wasted no time pulling the necromancer up and hiding her under the metallic cloak, only leaving a small gap Anastacia could see through.

Unsurprisingly, King saw no issues with holding his ground and simply attempt going hand to hand with the small horde of machines. The frozen grass under his feet had begun to melt from the heat and was now steaming noticeably. Combined with the steam rising from his body and being lit by the brightly burning lines of light on his body, it gave him an almost magical-looking aura.

While King could have no doubt torn his way through all the lesser simulacra, their target not being him made it more than a bit difficult to do so before they would have gotten their hands on Anastacia. Leggy was still a head and shoulders above them, and could have likely kicked a few, but she was not a pattern designed for combat and couldn’t have defended the necromancer at the same time.

This made Anastacia consider tearing away part of the defensive field for her own purposes, but before she had the chance to act on it, a bright light flickered on in the distance and a searchlight, just like the ones that had scanned the goblin castle’s surroundings before the appearance of the Firstborn. It began sweeping across the area from the edge of the field until it found the group of simulacra and focused on it.

Strangely enough, the bright light made the simulacra stall their approach as they squirmed and writhed trying to shield themselves from it – as if the beacon was scorching their surfaces.

The tall form working as the source of the light appeared to be about as tall as the trees it used to hide most of its shape, even though it was clearly hunched over and what was probably its back arched over the treetops behind the light. Whatever pattern it was, it was massive.

As the adventurer sighed in relief, three smaller simulacra dashed from the large one’s feet towards Anastacia, King and Leggy. These three appeared identical with each other but weren’t of any of the types Anastacia had seen before.

Their basic framework appeared similar to Leggy’s flexible and thin metallic build, with sturdy, pointed feet and very little armor, but instead of the cloak, their spines had been reinforced with a series of stone plates to help carry the heavy and round stone pauldrons on their shoulders.

About as big as their heads, the pauldrons appeared to contain dozens of sockets for cores, though only some of them filled with the stone cylinders that powered most simulacra. Hanging from these shoulder guards were a pair of disproportionally long arms, both with at least ten finger-like metal spikes on them, the tips of which almost reached the ground.

Between them was a head, donning a single large unblinking eye that appeared to have a lens attached to it. The faintly glowing optics rotated and moved back and forth, attempting to focus on whatever it was the simulacra eerily stared at.

However, the most eye-catching feature on the trio were the countless loops of brightly glowing threads that dangled from the pieces of armor on their hips. By the looks of it, they had once been simple coils, but had over time broken off the loops holding them and after millennia of tangling, appeared like fancy puffed up skirts on their carriers.

Though otherwise arriving emptyhanded, one of the three carried a familiar lump of fabric wrapped around something.

They stopped a fair distance from King but as close to Anastacia as possible before the one holding the lump, presented it to the necromancer.

“Belated greeting. Apologizing delay. It is good to see you have arrived, child of death – with the knight no less. I trust Sister Pyrus guided you true?” Spoke the many voices of Brother Malus from under the covers.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, maybe we should handle the hollow simulacra before anything else?” Anastacia pointed out and nodded towards the swarm when Leggy revealed her head from under the cloak.

“Understanding acceptance. Dispensing orders. Fair enough, that’s why I brought Sister Limon, Sister Maxima and Sister Reticulata here in the first place. Sister Maxima, if you would be so kind as to handle the issue at hand.” The concealed lump of flesh and stone said as the simulacrum carrying it began unravelling the cloth.

The leftmost of the three identical Firstborns, identifiable only through a crack in its faceplate, calmly walked towards the swarm cowering in the light. She took great care to not get closer to King at all, and had to take a detour because of it – whatever awe the firstborn had towards the knight, was now matched with an equal amount of fear, and for a good reason, since King did not care for them in the slightest.

Having gotten within ten meters of the hollow simulacra, Sister Maxima pointed both of her hands and their much too many fingers at her opponents. With a series of pops in quick succession, the tip of each finger launched at the crowd, latching on to whichever of the simulacra they hit. Once the pops died down, lines of light between the detached fingertips and Sister Maxima’s hands suddenly flickered on, connecting her with the entire swarm by the means of threads not unlike the ones hanging from her hips.

Within seconds, the hollow simulacra began to collapse one by one as the threads sucked the life from them and directed it to Sister Maxima, whose arms and pauldrons had gained several more glowing lines during the operation and began to steam much in the same way as King.

Once the entire group had been dealt with, the Firstborn flicked her wrists and the spikes retreated back to her hands. Her arms kept glowing for a while longer, but the lines of light slowly coalesced into her shoulder guards and a few cores slotted into them. The procedure finished by three of the cores popping up and sticking out with an audible hiss to them.

The searchlight moved its focus to the treelines by the sides of the field, no doubt looking for more threats.

As per usual, before saying anything or even really thinking, Anastacia wriggled around until Leggy released her and immediately darted to the rightmost of the three sisters, to gleefully poke and inspect the new type of simulacra.

“Delighted revelation. Disclosing information. I see the marioneta patterns have piqued your interest! Though their original purpose was rather sinister, we have found their talents useful for pacifying our hollow brethren. Which is why a detour to find them was required.” Brother Malus explained once the first few mouths and eyes were revealed.

Anastacia fiddled with the tangled mess of glowing threads hanging from the marioneta simulacrum’s hips, and quickly found there was nothing she could do for them without several days of untangling and straightening them. “Yeah, about that; why are there so damn many of them? You said there would be ‘a few’” She asked and moved on to inspecting the arms.

“Shameful confession. Explaining altered situation. To our shame, we failed to realize that one of the nearby great ones, going by the name of Obsessive Care, still continues their duty of producing countless run-of-the-mill brothers, even after running out of minds to give to them. The great one must have heard Erratic Judgement’s pleas and sent out everything they had in reserves to aid. Unbeknownst to them, it hinders our efforts, but I assure you, it is not malicious at heart.” The leader of the Firstborn admitted as the simulacrum carrying him held him closer to Anastacia. The several eyes stared at the necromancer’s hands expectantly to see if she was about to perform yet another miracle. “Genuine praise. Rewarding successful protection. Though I do see that you had no issues holding back the tide. Truly, it was the correct decision to contact you!”

The adventurer glanced at the piles of destroyed simulacra around the town and was reminded of the infuriating conversations from earlier. “That’s not my work. There are other necromancers here, but they are nothing like me, so absolutely do not try to go into the town or contact them.” She explained, perhaps putting a bit too much weight on the unimportant distinction rather than just explaining the situation. She then demonstrated the function of the town’s defenses by tossing a small stone or a piece of a broken simulacra on it.

The giant beacon of light turned to inspect the field of bones for a while, as Brother Malus curiously stared at the town of Ruvenstead. “Surprised delight. Asking for a favor. Well, if these other necromancers are defending the people of this town, I would very much like to meet them to coordinate our efforts. I believe our cooperation would save resources for both of us and allow them to be used where they are needed more.”

“No!” Anastacia exclaimed even before thinking. “They’ll kill you without hesitation, you can’t meet with any of them! For your own safety…” She said what felt like a lie even to her. She was almost certain that Cobalt and Iris would gladly work together with the Firstborn but couldn’t bring herself to trust the inquisitors while she wasn’t around to keep them in check. It made no sense at all, but she simply couldn’t.

Brother Malus could obviously sense something being off. Half of his eyes were focused on the alarmed and confused necromancer and the other half to Leggy, the Firstborn that had already been in the town to no cost to her at all. “Unsure acceptance. Answering inconclusively. I see…” He muttered a response.

            

    
        Chapter 205 - For one another

    
    
    
    
                Emilia’s spice-scented dreams were usually rather warm for various different reasons, but during the night she had spent in the Ruvenstead’s only inn, her dream had taken a sudden odd turn for the colder. The scenery remained fiery as always, but cold gusts of wind kept on coming until finally one of them snapped her awake.

Being resistant to cold and generally slow to wake up, it took her a while to realize that the room itself was far colder than it had been at night and that she could feel the freezing wind on her feet.

“Anna, I’m going to open my eyes in five seconds, if you’ve left somewhere and the window is open, I’ll tie you to the bed the next time.” She threatened and waited for the answer she wasn’t going to get, as the necromancer was long gone by this time.

Instead of her friend, she heard a response from a voice she had just been introduced to. “Anastacia left almost two hours ago, but can we still blame the open window on her?”

The priestess took a deep breath and sat up to see Iris, halfway through the small window in the corner of the room, clearly stuck by her waist and in need of assistance.

The inquisitor waved awkwardly while being unamusedly stared at.

Without further engagement, Emilia fixed her outfit slightly and began strapping on her armor for the day. Taking her time with each step of her morning ritual, she made sure her uniform was in perfect condition before grabbing her mace and starting her morning prayer.

As she recited the words she knew by more than just her heart, she noticed that while the deity still answered to her as always, Sylvia’s songs seemed somehow muted and distant, like a furious wind was blowing away the words.

“What are you praying for, help with tying your shoelaces?” Iris rudely commented from the window and interrupted the prayer.

“No, I pray for Lady Sylvia’s beauty to clear my sight of illusions, her voice to clear my thoughts, her iron to harden my heart against hate, her fire to heat my passion, her great chains to fasten my resolve and her kindness to give me the patience to pull you in and not kick you in the face until you fall out.” The priestess explained and yawned as she stood back up, again, taking her time to leisurely walk over and inspect the situation.

The reason Iris had gotten stuck seemed to have more to do with her clothes than anything, and pulling her inside wasn’t going to be an issue after unsnagging whatever was stuck.

A thin layer of snow had piled on top of the inquisitor’s lower half and judging by the rather slow rate it was falling, she must have been stuck there for a while already.

“Go ahead then, try to explain this and we’ll see what happens.” Emilia sighed and poked the inquisitor with her mace.

“So I was in our room, doing nothing suspicious at all and then I slipped and fell.” Iris responded without hesitation.

Emilia noted the change in the inquisitor’s appearance in only a few hours; her light brown caramel-like skin had turned pale, her eyes were bloodshot, the tattoos on her face were now engulfed in rather dire-looking dark circles around her eyes and her lips had turned blue. While the last one might have been related to the quickly encroaching hypothermia after dangling from a window for an extended amount of time in clothing that was not designed for winter use, the inquisitor was definitely not having a great time in general.

Grasping the inquisitor by the back of her collar and supporting herself by placing her foot on the windowsill, the priestess forcibly pulled Iris out of her predicament. Without letting go, she closed the window and dragged the comparably light necromancer across the room to toss her on Anastacia’s bed.

Iris quickly rolled up in the bedding to warm herself up, while doing that, she happened to find the note left by Anastacia. “What business do you have with the machine fortress? Those places are deathtraps.” She asked and nodded towards the note.

“What business we have is ours, you stick to yours.” The priestess responded gruffly and snatched the note. “Mainly, you look terrible, is everything alright?”

“Wow, way to attack a girl’s looks like that.” The inquisitor grinned with the worst fake smile Emilia had seen in a long while. “Really though, it’s just that a year ago I was a chicken farmer in charge of twelve chickens, now I’m supposed to be one of the eight exceedingly unqualified people in charge of revitalizing a dying kingdom that suddenly has no clear ruler. A lot of my time goes into desperately and futilely stitching together my friend, who I think is alive through sheer anger and absolutely dedicated to trying to kill someone who might as well be a demigod to us, and hates our guts more than anything else in this world. Then this said demigod pinned me down and plucked my wings off like I was an insect, leaving me stuck in a town being slowly besieged by ancient machines of war while I’m essentially useless to my friends. To be absolutely honest with you, I’m feeling just a teeny-weeny bit stretched thin right now. Maybe a bit stressed too, might be because I’m not equipped for like one tenth of this and everything is slowly slipping out of my hands and there’s nothing I can do about it before everything collapses like the flimsy house of cards it is.” She explained, barely breathing in between sentences while the clear feeling of dread grew on her face. “Maya just keeps getting more and more cut up and not letting her injuries heal, and without my wings, I can’t keep the wounds closed and she’ll keep bleeding…”

Not having expected such an in-depth answer, Emilia was caught off guard. She had yet to make her mind on the inquisitors, but she certainly couldn’t find much joy in the mental breakdown the one before her was having. Despite what Anastacia might have had to say about it later, she knew that she had to help.

Putting down her weapon, the priestess kneeled down to the inquisitor’s level. “Alright, let’s just calm down for now. Breath in through your nose and out through your mouth.” She advised the necromancer. “That’s quite a bit of trouble you’ve been keeping to yourself. You know it’s alright to ask for help, right?”

“Help? I’m an inquisitor! The best Mournvalley has to offer, who is there to help me? The others are all just as busy as me, if not more so. I just need to hold on and keep things from falling apart for a while longer.” Iris said and blankly stared at the floor.

Having lived with Anastacia for months, Emilia had understood that to necromancers, their powers were a large part of their identity. Even her friend, who despised that part of herself, would always get disoriented when that option was taken away from her. Though Anastacia had an arsenal of other abilities to rely on and would quickly recover – this was not the case for Iris, she was a necromancer from start to finish, and by severely limiting her prowess, Anastacia had created the necromancer equivalent of a bird with broken wings, which had obviously been the last straw for the overworked inquisitor.

“Don’t go and disregard us regular people so easily. Everyone has their strengths, weaknesses, abilities and gifts, and just because some of your problems might be too much for non-necromancers, it doesn’t mean all of them are.” The priestess said calmly and smiled. “How about I show you what I mean?”

Emilia stood back up and headed out of the room, across the corridor and directly into the inquisitors’ room.

Still wrapped in Anastacia’s blanket, Iris panickily followed her, pleading the priestess to stop when she effortlessly tackled the flimsy door open and invited herself inside.

The smell of rotting flesh flooded into the corridor and made Emilia gag even before she could see the source of the stench. With watery eyes, she walked over to the only filled bed in the room and stared at the bloodstained sheet covering the injured warmaster.

The rotting limbs Maya had temporarily borrowed were throw on the floor, and without the tight wrappings around them and the cold weather, they had started to decay noticeably, and contributed to the smell in a major way.

“I’m sorry…” Iris sniffled and embarrassedly collected bloody rags and bandages from the floor, desperately trying to make it look like things hadn’t completely fallen apart during the night she had been alone with Maya.

The inquisitorial warmaster was still somehow calmly sleeping despite the unimaginable pain all of her injuries must have been causing. Her breathing was ragged and labored but showed no signs of stopping any time soon.

Emilia debated with herself whether she wanted to look under the cover, though the amount of blood seeping through it almost dissuaded her from it, ultimately her curiosity won over and she briefly peeked at patchwork of a body that was barely held together by the leather armor that would need to be removed with a knife, and a copious amount of stiches, some of which had failed after Iris lost her ability to effectively use her powers.

“Whew… This is going to be a hassle.” She sighed, took out a few vials from under her cloak and handed one filled with niveous pearly liquid to Iris. “Rub a bit of that on your eyes.”

“What? Why? What are you doing?” The inquisitor asked, popped open the vial and sniffed the odorless mixture.

The priestess placed the tip of her mace on Maya’s chest. “Getting some divine assistance – and showing off.” She smiled happily and began reciting a quiet prayer.

Iris let out a dry chuckle of disbelief. “No god is going to help an inquisitor, never has, never will.” She muttered and rubbed the concoction into her eyes for a laugh. “But thanks for the effoAAAAAHHH!”

When the inquisitor opened her eyes again, the entire room was engulfed in flames that reached from floor to ceiling. She screamed in terror from the top of her lungs for a good while before realizing that the fire was nothing beyond pleasantly warm. The flames wrapped around her body but did not burn it in the slightest, if anything, they felt refreshing and scorched the massive weight on her shoulders.

The priestess standing by the bed had changed her flawlessly white uniform to an ashen one that smoldered from the edges as it flapped in the fire. The mirror-like armor had become burned iron with a reddish glow to it, and from under it grew barbed wires that coiled around her body, digging her skin and causing drips of molten metal to fall on the floor.

Noticing that Iris had joined the holy correspondence, Emilia spoke up so that she could hear as well. “My Lady Sylvia, your humble chosen has once more come to plead for your aid. A mortal warmaster lays broken, yet undefeated and strong in spirit. Your servant would plead you to spare but a drop of mercy to this child of Mournvalley!” She roared and squeezed the barbs wrapped around her fist to show her conviction.

Each passing second felt like an eternity to Iris, she had no idea what was going on, but her wheelhouse had been left behind so quickly that there was nothing she could do but wait. Like every other necromancer, she had been taught to look down on gods and their servants, but this came with the assumption that no god ever actually bothered to help mortals and what seemed like a blessing or a boon was simple chance and coincidence – but such beliefs were a bit hard to hold on to in her current situation.

Suddenly the fire itself answered. “My beloved chosen, you would have this creature of hate restored? Their soul has given into fury and much of it has been eaten away by anger, what reasoning has brought you to believe this to be just, when the kind thing would be to end their misery?” It sang in a tone that appeared genuinely curious rather than judgmental despite its words.

“These wounds were received when protecting those who would have been unable to do so themselves! A punishment too cruel for a deed of kindness.” Emilia said with a wide smile on her face.

“A recent development surely. In their shadow they carry the lost lives of many, enough injustice to flood more than a mere mortal’s past – some of it even against those I have touched. Is there even a hint of proof for their sincerity? Can such crimes be overlooked so readily? Answer me this, my child.” The fire sang once more, still sounding more like it was testing the priestess’ conviction rather than giving a ruling on Maya.

Emilia laughed joyously. “Such crimes are never to be overlooked; their weight will remain through time last through any change. Their repayment will last for a lifetime and still be futile, but more importantly, there is hope for better! When callous abandonment of hundreds was an option, these fresh saplings of necromancers have proven themselves capable of kindness at a cost to themselves – is it not my duty to enable such acts?” She argued cheerily with the voice as the flames kept burning brighter and brighter. “Their journey is still on their first steps, but am I not here to guide?”

“So you are! Much of their deeds are not ours to forgive, none ours to forget, some ours to revenge – yet, the potential is there, for both the warmaster and the mock saint. On this faint hope for decency will we place our bets and provide them a costly miracle. The faith of many manifesting as rent flesh molded together, sinew, marrow and skin cobbled together to restore a mortal form tainted by hate.” The serenading voice agreed to the priestess’ request with a somewhat somber tone, either from witnessing the remnants of a necromancer it was to work with, or because it thought the miracle would amount to nothing and there was no good to be found in the inquisitors. “The corruption runs deep through the veins, embedding itself into the bone and warding access to the mind. The body heals, but what has been lost will not regrow, neither mind nor body.” 

With the final laments of the goddess, a bright flash filled the room, blinding Iris for a moment. When she opened her eyes once more, the flames had disappeared, and Emilia had returned to her usual pure look.

“What? Who? Whee? Hah?” The inquisitorial saint stumbled to speak in an attempt to question the event that had just unfolded before mostly blinded her eyes.

Emilia could feel her body become weaker as Sylvia’s powers drained away; the miracle she had just performed was likely the most taxing one for her and the deity ever since Anastacia’s resurrection.

However, ever since her complete crash after being separated from Sylvia in Ebonywatch, she had begun to intentionally acclimate to the loss of her link and would at least remain functional without the constant boon her close relation to the goddess provided.

Still breathing heavily and needing to lean on the bed for a bit, the priestess wiped her forehead on her sleeve and smiled proudly. “There we go, I asked my god to tie your shoelaces for you – that’s what they’re good for, right?” She said with words drenched in sarcasm and snide. “But I’ll excuse you two now; you have quite a lot to clean and I am beyond parched – miracles as the first thing in the morning really dries you out.”

The stunned inquisitor couldn’t do anything beyond clumsily stepping out of the way as she stared at the miraculous handiwork of Emilia and Sylvia. She had felt the countless broken bones and cuts get erased in seconds but simply couldn’t believe something like that could even happen.

Though necromancers considered themselves the unrivaled masters of all things flesh and bone, not a single one had ever figured out how to use their powers to mend injuries, and much of Iris’ pride in her skills as a regular medic came from being able to at least use her knowledge for the good of her friends.

While obviously beyond grateful for removing what was easily the topmost thing in her growing pile of worry and distress she did her best to hide, the inquisitorial saint was ashamed that she felt frustrated over someone of inferior skill completely ridicule all her expertise and effort. Somehow the priestess’ words about everyone having their strengths and weaknesses now felt like mockery more than anything.

“Everything okay?” Emilia asked from the doorway after noticing that the necromancer’s reaction was somewhat muted compared to usual ones she received for miracles. “Do you understand what I mean now? Don’t be afraid to ask for help when you need it, you never know who might be there to listen. We’re all here for each other, are we not?”

All she received in return was a little nod, which had to do for the time; after all, she had another necromancer to find and an ancient fortress to invade.

Just as Emilia was about to close the door, she remembered something and peeked into the room again.

“Oh, I almost forgot something!” She exclaimed before a second, much more fiery voice joined hers. “Fuck with what is ours again and you will beg for Anastacia to end you…” The duet warned the inquisitor as a smoky scent wafted into the room.

And with that, Emilia aimed her slightly woozy steps towards the tavern. All she really needed was a quick drink and a morning snack to get things rolling once more, and then she would be ready to run into trouble with Anastacia – she had long since stopped pretending quests would result in anything but that.

The priestess figured that she must have gotten a bit too used to Rosie’s cooking, as somehow the meager food offered by the inn tasted even more underwhelming for her than it had for Anastacia.

The innkeeper clearly wasn’t happy about the non-necromancer guests he housed either and kept angrily staring at Emilia while she almost involuntarily nibbled on her breakfast. Perhaps more luckily to him than anything else, he managed to keep his mouth shut until the priestess left and only returned to his malicious mutterings while gathering the dishes she left behind – how this hateful man ever ended up as an innkeeper was a mystery no lesser than the nearby machine fortress.

On her way through the slowly waking snowy town, Emilia checked for any additional sign of chaos that might have revealed where her friend was, but much to her delight, nothing new had burned down yet.

She took a bit of a detour while looking around and ended up running into Cobalt, who was still dutifully and untiringly holding his ground while browsing the book Gilbert had allowed him to take. The two exchanged brief greetings and the inquisitor questioned Emilia about Maya’s sudden healing he had felt earlier. He politely thanked the priestess and in exchange, promised her a safe passage through the field of bones he controlled.

As the few first rays of sunlight blindingly bounced off the fresh snow that hid most of the bone fragments, the priestess peered at the piles of simulacra remains and noticed a group of familiar figures among them; King’s bulky stature was easiest to see and recognize even from a fair distance, but the stark contrast between Anastacia’s violet cloak and light hair was just as noticeable.

While she didn’t recognize the three other simulacra, it wasn’t hard to deduce their allegiance with the Firstborn, as King wasn’t actively pummeling them to dust.

As she began crossing the field of bones, Emilia could see that the necromancer, rather unsurprisingly, had her hands on one of the Firstborn and appeared to be doing something to its arm.

Anastacia was so immersed to whatever she was working on that she failed to notice her friend finally catching up to her. “Yeah, you see, what they’ve done here is pretty neat actually. They’ve grouped all these paths to this one… I think, and what that would do is divide the power based only on the thickness of the grooves, and that way there’s almost no risk of things happening in the wrong order – which would probably blow your arm up if I’m not wrong. But that makes the pattern over here even more of a tragedy, and whoever came up with this one didn’t care about efficiency at all. Sure, it’s not a huge deal and you’ll cool off naturally enough for it to just be a minor inconvenience at worst, but I can’t help but to think that they could’ve used the saved power somewhere else… like give you some sleek, rock-hard abs and have them vibrate! That’d be amazing and no doubt beneficial in so, so many ways...” She mumbled to herself and traced patterns on Sister Reticulatas arm with her finger. Once again, the lines and the patterns they created made more sense to her than they had the last time, but the more she knew about their purpose, the clearer it became that the simulacra were created to serve a purpose instead of being complete creatures with a perfectly tailored body for life.

Flesh and bone had their oddities for sure, but each part served some purpose on almost all living beings, but the simulacra appeared to simply be ‘good enough’. Their bodies were a miracle of engineering and probably quite a few more arts in that they functioned in the first place, but that appeared to be as far as they went; the patterns were riddled with parts that ended nowhere or looped pointlessly, all creating some amount of heat that dissipated into the air without doing anything worthwhile.

The one exception to this was King, whose body utilized every bit of energy it could. While he generated even more heat than the other simulacra Anastacia had seen, it happened somewhere deep within instead of some dead ends of design on his armor, and at least appeared to serve a function in limbering up his movements. Going with the assumption that each of the cores powering the simulacra were equal in strength, it was impressive how much more the knight of stone achieved with a single core – how much more he was made to achieve.

“Delighted greeting. Overflowing with gratitude. Ah! The good priestess of Sylvia has finally joined us!” Brother malus exclaimed but only turned a few of his eyes off Anastacia’s hands.

“Good morning, Brother Malus. I hope Anna hasn’t been too grabby with your escorts while you waited for me.” The priestess responded with a tired smile and bowed slightly towards the simulacra she hadn’t seen before.

“Honest reassurance. Expressing gladness. On the contrary, good priestess, on the contrary! From the time we were created into this cursed existence of ours, this young necromancer’s hands are the first ones to touch us with kindness and warmth. Even knowing the souls thrashing within our beings, our late masters treated us as tools at best, and ever since their well-earned departure, we’ve only been met with fear by the mortals and indifference by the others. So please, rest assured that the enjoyment is mutual.” The fleshy lump of facial features and stone laughed.

Emilia looked at the dumb smirk on Anastacia’s face, as she still rubbed the smooth stone and muttered to herself. “Kindness is a curious way to say ‘adolescent intrigue’ but sure, also I’d keep an eye on King if I were you, he’s the jealous type.” She chuckled but only half-jokingly, as King was indeed looming over Anastacia’s shoulder and staring down at the Firstborn with a tad more ominous hum than usual. “But I do wonder if we have the time to stand around and gossip, we are on a rescue mission, are we not?”

The leader of the Firstborn finally turned his undivided attention to Emilia. “Embarrassing realization. Admitting lack of focus. Yes! A most gracious thank you to you fair priestess of Sylvia! We should progress with great haste. Please follow in our footsteps.” He gasped and immediately ordered his escorts to start heading towards the machine fortress watching over the field.

As Sister Reticulata joined the other two of her kind to lead the group and dispatch any hollow simulacra they ran into on the short walk across the snow, Anastacia finally snapped back into the reality and noticed Emilia. Slightly embarrassed about completely missing what had happened because she had been too focused on the simulacra, Anastacia didn’t say anything to the priestess, whose smile confirmed that she could almost read the necromancer’s thoughts.

The distance between Ruvenstead and the machine fortress was easily crossed in only a few moments with a brisk walking pace. The snow had yet to pile up enough to slow down traveling and the field had been maintained by the town’s residents, so it was still nice and smooth after the previous harvest.

About a kilometer away from the fortress, Brother Malus suddenly ordered his followers to stop. He annoyedly stared at the tallest tower of the structure for a while before turning to the adventurers.

“Regrettable acknowledgement. Explaining expected complication. This is as far as the Firstborn are able to escort you, kind adventurers.” He sighed, clearly unhappy with the lack of aid he and his congregation were able to give.

“What do you mean?” Anastacia asked and frowned disappointedly.

“Understandable disheartening. Describing failure. Among the many things Erratic Judgement led their knights of stone against, were beings divine in nature. ‘Powerful and troublesome’ being the definition of many gods in those days, they were a significant threat before our betrayal. Luckily, the divine no longer belong to this world of ours, and their powers are quick to wane when brought here. This weakness of theirs can be exploited through an ingenious method of further distancing an area from the divine plains, allowing the creation of places the gods can not enter without risking everything. The great general, in their infinite wisdom, saw it fit to make the bastion of the knights such a place – and to this day, the ward remains…

“For simulacra, this is of no concern and they may pass freely, but the Firstborn draw strength from a source with divine allegiance. Attempting to move any closer than this would cause the fragments of life in us to fail.”

Emilia was quick to make the connection between the ward and what happened in Ebonywatch, and saw it as a way to properly test her training. Having exhausted a large portion of her powers already, there wasn’t much to lose if the ward would severe the connection between Sylvia and her anyway.

She only took a few steps past the Firstborn and could feel the singing in her head die down as her body lost the few drips of divineness it had at the time. As the air in her lungs briefly escaped and a wave of pain washed over her, she had a moment of complete blackout followed by cold sweat and nausea. Though it was exhausting, the nausea and soreness began fading shortly and the priestess felt it to be manageable at least, and she would be able to function well enough to not drag Anastacia down.

Suddenly out of nowhere, Leggy followed the priestess’ example, and with unhesitating steps, she walked towards the fortress, only to fall over lifelessly soon after.

Anastacia shrieked in terror and rushed to the cloaked simulacrum’s side. With a great amount of effort, she tipped Leggy’s body to its side and plunged her arm inside her armor to see if the meatball inside the simulacrum was okay.

Her hand grasped at nothing but red dust that was left behind from the strange lump of flesh that had bitten her once.

While she did know that Leggy’s life was in no danger, the concern far outweighed reason in her head and she started to panickily look for anything to help the simulacrum with, even considering shoving her own finger into the core slot to revive her newest friend.

Surprisingly, out of everyone present, it was King who yanked one of the cores out of Sister Maxima’s pauldron and kneeled next to Anastacia to hand it to her while helping to turn Leggy over.

“Curious realization. Exclaiming surprisedly. It appears Sister Pyrus has chosen to follow you inside.” Brother Malus chortled delightedly while instructing Sister Maxima to pluck a few more spare cores from her shoulder pads for the adventurers, as they were no doubt going to be useful within the fort.

            

    
        Chapter 206 - Transillumination

    
    
    
    
                The simulacrum core slid easily into its place within Leggy’s chest and the ancient machine readily flickered back on only a few seconds later. She patiently waited for the necromancer to remove her hand from under the armor before gracefully hoisting herself back up as if nothing had happened.

“Calming reassurance. Explicating function. You needn’t worry, young child of death, the seed of life living upon our undying husks is but a source of power – only there to replace one produced by crimes against all there is, and to mark us as Firstborn. Sister Pyrus remains who she has always been, though she now possesses a unique perspective on the horrors required to animate our bodies through traditional means, as she has felt existence without.” Brother Malus said with a lamenting tone that made it clear how much the simulacra loathed their old masters.

Always curious about the simulacra, Anastacia wanted to ask more about these ‘horrors’, but felt like it wouldn’t be appropriate at all.

The leader of the Firstborn must have noticed the necromancer’s intrigue, as he continued his speech. “Clarifying explanation. Expanding knowledge. You see, within each of the innocent-looking bits of ancient ceravitrum, writhes a soul of a so called ‘lesser being’ – that is, a human, an elf, an orc… what have you. Much like us, these souls are twisted and tainted, forever stuck in our realm. With each movement, each thought and each sensation, we feel the soul scream and make its millionth attempt to claw itself free – this is the torture the prince of life lifted from us by gifting each firstborn a tiny fragment of himself.

“These souls are lost and unrecoverable, so we do not berate those that still rely on them, as there rarely is a choice, but why Sister Pyrus would so willingly live with a burden she was freed from, is beyond us.”

Anastacia circled around the cloaked simulacrum but couldn’t see anything odd in her behavior, but instead, she noticed that King was no longer interested in keeping his distance from Leggy, nor did he appear too bothered when the necromancer touched her. Whether this was because Leggy had finally won his trust by coming along all the way, or because the lump of meat within her was gone was unclear – though knowing the stubbornness of her simulacrum, Anastacia’s money was on the latter.

“Guess we should really be going, the town won’t hold forever, and we have no idea what’s inside or how long it takes to get to this Judgement fellow.” Anastacia decided. She could have spent the next few days learning everything Brother Malus had to say about the simulacra, but it was not the time or the place for such a lengthy inquiry.

“Reassuring confirmation. Engaging departure. Go with easy minds, fair adventurers, we shall help keep our brothers at bay in your absence. Blessings of the prince upon you!” The speaking simulacrum said as it ordered its followers to retreat from the vicinity of the machine fort.

The adventurers turned their sights on the part of the massive fortress that appeared to be the entrance, and with King’s guidance, headed towards it.

Built on the side of a small mountain range that lined the valley, the fortress was almost jarring to look at against its natural background. Each corner of each pylon, spire, wall and arch was perfect and symmetrical down to fractions of degrees. The dark gray color of the structure was flawless and smooth as well, without so much as a stain or a hint of discoloration, making it look somehow fake, since the harsh sunlight of the thousands of summers or the cold winds of about equally many winters hadn’t done anything at all to its stone surface. Though most machine fortresses were now ruins, the one the party was heading towards had remained immaculate from the day it was built.

Its main part consisted of a single cylindrical spire that loomed over the valley with its width rivaling an entire castle and height surpassing even the trees of the Garden of the Ancients. Running along its sides were vertical grooves that reached form its base all the way to the top.

The gargantuan spire had not a single window on it, but neither did any other part of the fortress, and the only details on the smooth surfaces were the various arched alcoves with no apparent function. Most more recent palaces would have used such places for statues and windows, but again, the fortress lacked both.

Along the mountainside, about a hundred meters from the main tower in either direction, were two smaller spires that connected to the main one through walls that contained several stone obelisks as parts of them. Spread evenly along both walls, the obelisks grew taller the further away from the main tower they were, almost doubling in height – the shortest ones being barely taller than the wall they were a part of and the final ones almost rivaling the side towers.

Curiously, nowhere on this massive structure were there signs of birds landing on it – If there was a rule to be found in nature, it was that birds would take any chance they got to crap on anything taller than a goblin, but something about the fort had kept them away. What made the absence of animals even more curious was that despite its height and size, there was nothing ominous about the building, nothing about it suggested it was dangerous to get close to, or even hinted at it having defenses. Even the usual traps that came with most machine fortresses were either long broken or simply didn’t exist.

While they walked towards the main tower, Anastacia could tell how uncomfortable the priestess was after losing her connection to Sylvia, so she decided to distract her with a question that had bothered herself before the new simulacra had caught her attention.

“Am I an asshole?” The necromancer asked.

“Yes.” Emilia responded immediately, without a fraction of a second of hesitation or consideration. She then pulled out the note Anastacia had left for her and pretended to make another mark for cursing. “But are you talking about something specific?”

“Seriously? You’re going to take money off me for self-reflection?” Anastacia groaned and tried to get a glance at how many marks she had already gotten. “Whatever… I mean about the whole inquisitor deal. That Cobalt idiot said that the whole situation between them and me is my fault and that I should apologize to them for killing one of theirs.”

“Well, the short answer would still be yes, you’re an asshole about it, but that doesn’t mean you’re necessarily at fault or wrong.” The priestess pondered out loud. “No one else, not me, not Gil, and most certainly not the inquisitors have gone through what you have in Mournvalley or have any right to say how you should feel about them.

“It’s not even really the matter of whether they were directly involved in your imprisonment or not, because it’s not like any of them went out of their way to help you before the coup, right? From what I understand, there was no way they didn’t know about you, and you were eventually only let out to create chaos, not because they had a sudden turn of conscience.

“To me, that’s just being complacent until it suited them to ‘save’ you – I know because I’ve done exactly that. I lived with the old church of Sylvia for years and did absolutely nothing about their atrocities, because it was the easy thing to do. Just because I ended it years later doesn’t magically absolve me of that, nor does it make them innocent of what went on under their noses. So I can’t fault you for still extending your hate to them, you absolutely have the right to be however furious about it as you want to, and I think it speaks much about you that most of them are still alive.” She explained her views on the matter and was successfully tricked out of thinking about the uncomfortable silence in her head.

“Oh.” The necromancer nodded and smiled happily about someone else justifying her actions.

“But…” The priestess continued with a thoughtful frown on her face as she blankly stared forwards. “That doesn’t mean you couldn’t apologize. They did still lose someone close to them and you were involved, so I can certainly understand why it’d mean a lot to them and why they might see as something you should do. Especially now that they don’t appear to have things entirely under control, it’s natural to look for someone to blame.

“Personally, I think you went a bit too far with Iris. She seems like an alright person as far as necromancers go and is going through a lot. I don’t like you terrorizing people either, because that’s not who you are. Despite most of your life so far being a nightmarescape, you still have compassion in you, so I would much rather you had it for those that have just found themselves in theirs, no matter how it compares to yours.”

A lot less satisfied with the rest of the answer, Anastacia pouted and scratched her head. “So should I apologize or not?” She asked for a clear-cut solution to avoid having to think too much.

Instead, Emilia gave her an extremely unsatisfying shrug. “Maybe, maybe not, it’s not for me to figure out. All I’ll say about is that if I were you, I would stop burning bridges I might have to run back across later. No matter what, these inquisitors can be worked with, and I would sure like to have that as an option without you trying to kill each other any time you’re without adult supervision.” She reasoned but ultimately refused to give a clear answer because she wanted Anastacia to make her own decisions.

The necromancer groaned in dissatisfaction over the lack of easy answers, but whether or not apologizing would have been the right thing, she was in no way ready to forgive anyone from Mournvalley. The best she could have done at the time was an obviously fake and almost hostile apology that would probably have made things worse more than anything.

About fifty meters from what appeared to be a massive stone door on the side of the main spire, King suddenly halted and gestured for the rest of the group to do so as well. He kicked the snow by his feet and gazed at the frozen surface of the ground for a while before turning to Anastacia.

“Please don’t say you forgot your keys somewhere.” She said half-jokingly. She knew how much King hated the idea of going back to his commander and took the delay as a final act of hesitation.

Calmly walking up to her simulacrum, she firmly grasped King’s lukewarm hand and leaned against him to encourage the knight to proceed.

King nodded before the lights on his armor flared up for a second as the hum he made changed its pitch to a lower one.

For a while nothing appeared to happen, but just as Anastacia was about to ask if there was a problem, the ground beneath them began shaking violently.

The simulacrum’s hum was suddenly matched with an identical one from the tower’s direction – though much, much more powerful. The adventurers could feel the air itself waver as the deafening sound blared across the field, no doubt waking up anyone still sleeping in Ruvenstead and terrifying the rest.

When it finally died down, a flicker of light blue light appeared on the door before them, only to quickly spread in familiar-looking patterns across the entire structure.

Soon, the quaking of the ground was given a reason as well, as several obelisks shot up from the frozen soil and flung lumps of icy earth on the visitors.

Like a wave, more and more obelisks rose up from the ground and spread their network for hundreds of meters before stopping – all the way to the point where the firstborn had left. Roughly ten meters tall and ten meters apart from each other, they covered the entire area in a perfect grid.

As the patterns of light climbed on the newly appeared obelisks, the main tower began emitting a second sound; though not as deafening, it was worrying in its own way, as it sounded like it was slowly charging up for something.

Anastacia glanced up to King, who appeared calm about what was happening. She chose to believe that he knew what he was doing, and that it was all perfectly normal.

Emilia on the other hand had grasped her mace the second anything had happened and was keeping an eye on the situation with a bit less faith.

Leggy’s reaction was about as lacking as the other simulacrum’s; she stood perfectly still, almost appearing to be knowingly waiting for something.

Every other sound appeared to die out as the charging noise reached its peak and after a brief lapse, culminated in a muted thump that sounded like a muffled explosion followed by a blinding flash from the obelisks nearest to the tower, and then from the row behind it, and then the next one, slowly washing the entire field with bright light that drowned out everything else.

When the light dimmed, Anastacia glanced at the simulacrum that had been by her and had to take a step back. Next to King now stood two slightly translucent forms; one tall and proud like him, clad in armor of stone and wielding a spear and a large shield, and the other but a mere elven child with a terrified look on her face. The taller of the two didn’t appear too pleased with the situation either, despite the noble posture they had, their pitch-black eyes lamentingly stared at the crying child before the tall figure pulled the visor of their helmet down.

“Wha…” The necromancer was about to ask as she glanced at the priestess but was silenced by the even stranger sight around her.

Emilia stood still and stunned much like her, but wrapped around her were the transparent arms of a strange tall woman, whose skin was ashen grey and clothing appeared to be iron grafted into her skin, including a mask that covered the top half of her face and from under which flowed out long flocks of red hot wires. The woman appeared entirely infatuated with the priestess and didn’t even notice the collapsed, scorched person weeping and shaking on the ground before Emilia.

The cloaked simulacrum didn’t appear too surprised by the two people standing beside her. The one to her left shared the height and black eyes of the warrior besides King, but instead of an armor, was clad in torn remains of a simple linen outfit and carried metal shackles around their wrists, ankles and neck. To the right of the simulacrum, stood a dashing, young human man in well-made frilly clothes and a rather uppity and unlikeable aura about him.

Despite clearly having something going on with themselves, the entire party was for some reason staring at the necromancer. At first Anastacia thought there was something wrong with her appearance and nervously brushed a bit of dirt form her cloak before realizing to glance over her right shoulder.

To her side was what appeared to be a pale copy of her; with short frizzly hair and a metal collar that covered her mouth, the likeness was a bit hard to find at first, but it was still unmistakably there. The copy’s eyes were cold and joyless to a harrowing degree, but she also had a determined look to her. Her robes were pearly white with golden trimmings and topped with a violet silk sash thrown over her shoulder. On her back, the copy carried a full set of five spears with red pieces of cloth tied to them.

Warily, Anastacia glanced over her other shoulder to see a second copy of herself, cockily standing with her hands on her hips and a confident smirk on her face. This copy’s skin had seen quite a lot of sunlight and had gained a slightly tanned tone that was easily visible thanks to the complete lack of a shirt of any kind. What clothes the copy had, consisted of the horned helmet Anastacia was wearing, two stone shoulder guards seemingly stolen from a simulacrum, and a metal plated leather loincloth. The copy had also covered herself from head to the shoeless toe with simulacrum-like patterns of either ink or soot.

Before anyone had the chance to say anything, a second blinding flash spread from the obelisks and washed away the transient apparitions the first one had brought.

“What was that?” Anastacia finally got the time to ask as she worriedly looked around for any new strangeness that could have been throwing itself at them.

Emilia ran her hand across the part of the armor the vision hanging on to her had touched. “Some kind of a security thing maybe? I have no idea, but if that’s Erratic Judgement’s idea of a greeting, I’d try to get used to the weirdness.” She said and turned to King. “Is that normal?”

King nodded and started to head for the door as if nothing had happened.

Anastacia was quick to scurry after him, this time being the one who stuck just a bit too close to the other. Emilia and Leggy shared a subtle nod to check up on each other before following the pair.

As they finally approached the giant, seamless rectangle in the side of the tower that was the only thing that appeared to be anything like an entrance, the structure let out a slight hissing sound, as if an old seal had been broken and the air pressure inside and outside quickly equalized.

With a faint grating sound, the massive slab of stone slid down and revealed a steeply slanted tunnel that led directly into the mountainside, with no apparent way to enter the tower itself.

The only source of light inside was a thin trail of shining patterns that led into the dark and quickly disappeared.

“And then they stepped into the darkness, disappearing as the door closed behind them, never to be seen again.” Anastacia tried to make the corridor even slightly less ominous by jokingly narrating the start of their quest.

Emilia peered into the dark but still couldn’t see a thing. “What happened to the unparalleled engineering and all that? Did they just not come up with lamps or something?” She rolled her eyes and opened her lantern.

“I’m sure it’s fine, bet the lighting is like touch activated or something else fancy.” The necromancer nervously laughed and took a step to the corridor.

Much to her delight, the trail of patterns lit up brightly for the few meters ahead of her. Now full of confidence and hubris, she took a second step, immediately slipped on the awkwardly steep slope and began tumbling down – conveniently lighting the corridor as she went.

The other three watched Anastacia scream, roll and slide for what felt like a good half a minute before stopping on a plateau.

“Good job! You were right about the lighting!” Emilia yelled after making sure her friend still moved at the bottom of the slope.

“Duck you!” Echoed the answer from inside.

King dashed down to help while Emilia and Leggy carefully descended.

Suddenly the door behind them slid back up and sealed the adventurers inside, shutting off all the noise from outside and amplifying the ones from deeper within.

A faint mechanical thump could be heard from inside the fortress, echoing along the no doubt endless corridors every five seconds with meticulous exactness. Caused by something unquestionably massive, it almost felt like the fortress itself had a heartbeat.

“Are you okay?” The priestess smirked once she got to the bottom of the slope, where Anastacia was still laying on the floor and holding her injured shoulder.

“Oh yeah, I’m doing great… Just enjoying the ancient architecture.” The necromancer groaned and refused to get up. She had mostly been sliding and wasn’t actually all that hurt, but the wound on her shoulder had almost opened up again and the pain had flared up. “This cool floor in particular…”

Emilia took a better look at the room they were in while the necromancer recuperated from her tumble and found that the circular hall had no paths attached to it, other than the one they had entered from. The walls were smooth and lit with patterns similar to the ones on King’s armor, but no part of them appeared even slightly to be designed to be interacted with. Instead, there was small pedestal in the middle of the floor.

She walked up to it and started to examine the patterns on its surface, but unlike Anastacia, couldn’t make the head nor tail from them at all. Almost immediately resorting to confusedly tapping any spot that seemed like it could be important, she failed to make anything happen.

“We would like to enter, please.” She asked out loud and mashed her metal gauntlet on the pedestal again, and to her surprise the floor below them hummed in response.

With a slight nudge, the floor began moving down at a steady pace and the quickly unreachable entrance disappeared into the darkness as the lights above them dimmed once more.

The trip down soon became impossible to track. The patterns on the wall provided some reference to how quickly they were descending, but as minutes passed and started to become hard to keep track of as well, the speed didn’t matter either.

The rhythmic grinding sound the floor made while sliding along the walls was the only thing the adventurers had to focus on and made a decent addition to the pulsing thumps from the deep, almost feeling intentional at times.

“What happens if we just keep going down forever? Will we just drop through the world into an abyss?” Anastacia asked after what must have been an hour, while the priestess was making sure her wound hadn’t started to bleed again.

Emilia rubbed a bit of ointment on the forming scab to keep it from being infected before replacing the bandages. “I hear it’s all fire, molten metal and stone down there.” She answered based on something a miner had once told her.

“Coming from you, that sounds extremely biased.” The necromancer snickered.
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                ”Day forty-eight: We are still stuck in an elevator. I am beginning to forget faces of people I once held dear. Despite our best efforts, out rations have finally dried out completely, and I live in constant fear of my only living companion turning on me – I can see it in her eyes. Perhaps I should be the one to take action first…” Anastacia monologued from the floor of the elevator they had boarded inside the machine fortress.

Emilia sighed. “Anna, it has been maybe two hours, I promise I won’t even consider eating you for at least three more.”

“She herself has admitted that my time is running out, but I do not know it if I have it in me to do what needs to be done.” The necromancer continued, slowly dying of boredom.

“First of all, if I had to consider cannibalism, I’d know to do it way before you’d suspect anything. Secondly, you’re still, miraculously I might add, all skin and bones, it’s not worth it to kill you for food.” Emilia pointed out and squeezed Anastacia’s arm to make her point.

The necromancer let out a whiny yelp and rolled further away from her friend, towards the small pedestal in the middle of the lift, apparently containing its controls. She had at one point taken a brief look at it but didn’t see anything obvious to interact with and had quickly given up as she hadn’t yet known that she had all the time in the world before they would reach their destination.

Lazily running her finger along the slight grooves the patterns of light were embedded in, she tried to look for anything that would allow the elevator to speed up – or failing that, make it spin or anything else to break the monotony.

As usual, she found the smoot stone surface pleasant to touch and almost immediately lost sight of her original goal, instead beginning to simply caress it with a pleased smirk on her face.

Suddenly one of her nails caught on an almost undetectable seam that ran all the way around the cylindrical pedestal. With the limited light provided by the ancient technology around them, the seam was completely invisible to the eye, and even running one’s fingertip across it, it couldn’t be felt. The only way to know of its presence was to run something sharp and pointy along the side and have it briefly catch on the almost microscopic gap.

Anastacia stood up, grasped on to the pedestal and hugged it tightly to try and either spin or lift it, and to her surprise, it actually nudged clockwise slightly. However, the effort it had taken wasn’t particularly comfortable to her injured shoulder, so the necromancer hailed King for help.

The simulacra grasped on to the top of the post with one hand and began spinning it like it was nothing. With each turn, the flow of light along the patterns changed as old connections broke and new ones were made. After the fifth full rotation, the pedestal made a slight hissing sound as air escaped from the seam Anastacia had found.

Once King took his hand off it, the cylindrical stone post slowly lifted up and revealed itself to be nothing but a cover for a smaller metal pole that had several dozen identical milky white crystals halfway slotted into it, in neat rows around the pillar.

Only two of them appeared to be of any importance at the time however, one was brightly lit up and had one of the lines of light running to its slot and the one left from it was oddly colored with a dark purple or violet stain on it.

Just as Anastacia was about to arbitrarily pull out one of the crystals, Emilia voiced her concern. “Are you sure you should be tampering with that? What if it just deactivates the platform and drops us down at full speed?” She asked worriedly.

“I’m sure it’s fine, King would stop me if this broke anything. Besides, I think I know what these are.” The necromancer assured her friend and plucked one of the white crystals from the pedestal.

While she didn’t know for sure, the appearance of the crystals matched the ones the baron of iron had used to record his musings on, and since his keep laid on top of a machine fortress, it was fair to assume he had found the crystals there and figured out their purpose.

Anastacia cleared her throat and tried to sing the tune she had used to activate the crystals in the baron’s keep, and to everyone’s surprise, it came out clearer than even she herself could have ever imagined.

The crystal in her hand lit up brightly and matched the note she sang before beginning to repeat the sound imbued to it; the exact same sound of the elevator scraping against the walls periodically, in the same, possibly intentional rhythm.

The necromancer disappointedly turned to King. “Do you dumbasses seriously keep voice recordings of mute simulacra going up and down on this lift? Why?” She sighed.

King put out his hand to ask for the crystal and waited for Anastacia to give it to him. He then slotted the still glowing crystal in the place the necromancer had taken it from and took a step back.

The pedestal responded by directing a line of light to the crystal across its surface and suddenly the patterns on the elevator’s floor became exponentially brighter, until faint figures could be seen in the light hitting the dust particles in the air. Over the next few moments, the image became clearer and revealed itself to be three knights of stone, standing motionlessly side by side next to the pedestal.

The leftmost of the three had an armor identical to King, but in immaculate condition. In its hand, it held an absolutely monstrous bow that was taller than the simulacrum itself. The handheld ballista must have weighed as much as a person and even the string was as thick as a finger. There was no way anyone weaker than King could have even used it.

The rightmost of the three knights appeared otherwise similar to King but was missing some of the heavier pieces of armor on its chest and legs. Fixed to its right wrist was a long metal claw that looked like a scythe blade, its tip almost reached the ground by the knight’s feet. Attached to the simulacrum’s other hand was a sharp hook, that looked like it could have been a weapon on its own, but its sturdiness suggested that it might have been there more for utility than anything.

The knight in the middle was a downright terrifying sight, while built on the same frame as King and the two by its side, its armor of stone gave it the size and aura of a mountain in roughly human form. Every joint and weak spot was covered with mail and plate armor that could have probably taken a cannonball and have it merely bounce off like a slight nuisance. Resting the tip of its Anastacia-sized sword on the floor, it quietly waited for the ride to end.

While Anastacia was being utterly enamored by the visage of the simulacra in front of her, Emilia whistled in awe.

“What were these guys out to kill? An entire castle?” She joked and stood up to inspect the crystals. “So these are recordings of what happened in the elevator? Can I pick one?”

King nodded and twisted the one he had previously slotted back in, causing the glowing images to flicker and die.

Anastacia swiped the air where they had been and moaned disappointedly, she hadn’t been nearly done checking out the three warriors from the previous recording. She would have said something but instead was distracted by leggy patting her on the head.

The priestess ignored her friend’s annoyed look and browsed the selection of identical crystals. “So I take it that this glowing one is the one currently recording us?” She pondered and slid her finger over to the strangely stained one next to it. “Assuming these go in order, this must be whatever is causing the problem we’re here to solve. Is it supposed to look like this?”

plucking the tainted crystal from the pedestal and rolling it between her fingers, she took a better look at it under her lantern.

Stemming from a dark spot on one of the sides, tentacle-like violet strands of smoke lingered within the cloudy white crystal. As she stared at it for a while, the corruption appeared to be slowly moving around the stationary white twirls of regular impurities that gave the stone its color.

Simply looking at the stain was enough to send chills down Emilia’s spine, almost like there was something unsettling about the deep violet color itself – something utterly vile. Like it was some otherworldly shade that was somehow more than a simple color, much more. Whatever it was, it made the priestess’ mind yearn for the feeling of safety Sylvia’s songs usually brought to it and intensified the quietness she was enduring thanks to the fort’s defenses.

“Em?” Anastacia suddenly asked and tried to take the crystal for herself to look at it but was stopped by the priestess clenching it in her fist.

Something about it made it feel like giving it to Anastacia would have been risky. She didn’t want to hold on to it at all either but letting the necromancer have it simply felt like a mistake she shouldn’t make.

“I was just thinking we should try this one to see what we might be dealing with.” Emilia explained her quietness.

Anastacia shrugged. “Yeah, that seems like something Gilbert would do. Always assess the situation the best you can before charging in and all that. What’s the worst that can happen anyway? It’s just a recording.”

“Right… right! Get all the information you can first.” The priestess agreed a bit hesitantly but held out the crystal so Anastacia could activate it.

As the stone reacted to the note it was lit by, instead of responding to it normally, it let out a discordant screech before playing out the same elevator noise the last one had.

Emilia warily placed it back into its slot and waited for the pedestal to recognize it and direct its recording to whatever mechanics and magic caused the lights to flare up and replay the rest of the scene.

Suddenly the trails of light on the elevator floor changed their hue to match the violet inside the crystal and gave life a distorted and malfunctioning human form standing by the pedestal.

Not much taller than Emilia and most definitely not as sturdily built, the person was wearing a large, long tailcoat that it failed to fill at all, leaving its tails and sleeves trailing on the floor. Under the unbuttoned coat, the person was wearing a set of shiny metal armor that seemed somehow familiar. On their head, they wore a helmet made from the same incredibly shiny metal, with a visor shaped much like the face of a skull, though with a hole for a third eye on its forehead. From the helmet’s sides, sprouted a pair of horns that appeared more like branches than anything, and flowing from under it, was a long veil that hid any signs of the person’s identity the helmet itself didn’t.

Unlike the previous ones, the violet apparition flickered and twisted constantly as the elevator struggled to depict it.

“Oh, great general Erratic Judgement, are you perchance listening to us through this machine of yours?” The person asked with voice so distorted that it took effort for the adventurers to understand the words at all. “If that is the case, I must say that I am severely disappointed. Our approach was met with no resistance; where are your fabled knights? Though the Aureun empire is long gone, its children should surely still persist, or has the unstopping march of time gained purchase on your mind already? Are we too late? Our sadness and disappointment know no end if that is the case – well, not quite, all things have an end waiting for them, trust me, we would know. But still, we have worked hard to arrange this meeting and now that the red line is finally broken, we are held back no more, so it would be quite a crushing setback if it happened too late.” 

Seeming slightly frustrated, the person turned away from the pedestal and paced right through Emilia while incoherently mumbling to themselves. Despite the speech being muddled to uselessness, the sound of the person’s metal heels rang through the recording clear as day on every step.

“As it appears this ride will continue for a while longer, perhaps I owe you the favor of introducing ourselves.” They suddenly spoke out again and returned to the middle of the elevator to make a grand gesture towards themselves. “The one who has come to test you, goes by the name of Eminence, The Grand Sage of Entropy – and its unwilful messenger. With me is Trauma, an… assistant – their physical form was temporarily disturbed by the little lightshow you had arranged for us outside, but rest assured, they will solidify again sooner or later. Having a light shine through one’s soul is a bit much for someone in their condition, after all. I will expand upon our purposes here more once we meet face to face, if there is enough of you left to meet…”

The person calling themselves ‘Eminence’ stood away from the pedestal once more and walked around seemingly aimlessly for a couple of minutes, every now and then waving around their hands and muttering to themselves.

Though the brief monologue appeared to be over, the adventurers and simulacra onboard kept watching, partly for further hints and partly because they were stunned in their place by the lingering presence brought forth by the recording.

Once or twice every minute, the apparition stopped to inspect the floor or walls of the chasm that slowly slid by, but every moment Eminence’s image was visible, the world itself, not just the elevator, felt darker and for the lack of a better word, deader; like whatever end there was reserved for the entire world, closed in just a tiny bit faster than it should have.

Emilia started to debate with herself whether she should just take out the crystal again and maybe crush it with her mace before whatever corruption that had been sealed in it would further seep into the machinery of the fortress, but if the person from the recordings was still somewhere inside, corrupting the world with their presence, there really wasn’t much of a point to do so – especially if there was more to learn about their possible opponent.

“Any idea what’s up?” She whispered to Anastacia as if the recording could hear her.

The necromancer frowned and looked slightly sickly. “The lights are making me feel… wrong.” She whispered back and leaned against Leggy for support.

The priestess knew exactly what she meant; with every pulse of the violet light, her skin crawled, and everything seemed bleaker. Her emotions were dulled, sounds weren’t as clear, her body was slightly weaker and fatigued – simply put, everything was ever so slightly worse, and something was most definitely wrong.

Suddenly the recorded image of Eminence stopped on their tracks. “Fascinating… The aureun never disappoint when it comes to architecture. It is truly a shame we are only here to see the ruins of what once was, isn’t it, Anastacia? Or should I say ‘The White One’” They asked and turned directly towards the necromancer, as if they somehow had known she was there. Unlike the necromancers of Mournvalley, who used the title of The White One as the absolute highest honor one could have, the way Eminence said it, felt like it was nothing but mockery.

Before anyone else had time to react, King snatched the tainted crystal and accompanied by the distorted mocking laughter of Eminence, crushed it with his fist.

Almost immediately after the crystal was removed, the usual light blue color coursed into the patterns and the twisted projection disappeared.

“That’s probably not good. Usually it’s not good when people know my name.” Anastacia said and hid behind Leggy’s cloak.

“Looks like they know we’re here then.” Emilia sighed and gave King a pat on the back for his quick acting. “Eminence and Trauma, was it? I didn’t see anyone else in the recording, so at least we’re only dealing with two people. Only two people that are capable of bringing down an entire machine fortress. Just two folks whose sheer presence appears to corrupt the world around them… No that still seems like we’re a bit screwed.”

As they recovered from the experience, the elevator began slowing down and eventually came to a halt with a quiet hissing noise. Their hours long descend had finally come to an end and the relief was almost enough to erase the anxiety caused by the recording – at least temporarily.

The stone door sealing the elevator shaft at the bottom slid open without making a sound, and let in the scent of millennia old dust, which wasn’t particularly unpleasant, but still noticeable to the adventurers.

On the other side of the door appeared to be nothing more than a void of endless darkness, with only trace lighting from the floor in front of them, and from the darkness, echoed the mechanical heartbeat of the fortress, now louder but still obviously not caused by anything nearby. Interestingly, more echoing sounds had joined it after the door had opened. Instead of mechanical thumps, the new ones sounded like air escaping from machinery somewhere, or almost like singing.  

A quick wordless debate about who would be the first one to enter took place between the adventurers, but it was interrupted by King casually taking the first step into the darkness, just like he had no doubt done thousands of times before.

As soon as his foot touched the ancient stone under it, a pulse of energy was sent out into the dark and the whole room awoke from its slumber at once. The thin lines of light spread across the floor and the distant walls in an instant, revealing that the room was in fact much, much larger than any building Anastacia had ever seen. Most of the area in Valor she was familiar with could have fit into the room, both in width and height, as it spanned for at least a couple of kilometers from wall to wall, and hundreds of meters in height – in fact, it was hard to tell where the ceiling was, as a thick layer of clouds covered it entirely.

Both the floor and the walls were covered by large square tiles that were a bit under a meter wide and slightly reacted to being touched with either a hum or a vibration.

Emilia took off her hood to gaze into the distance of the empty room as she followed Anastacia into it. “Why?” She asked confusedly and threw her arms up. “Why would you have an empty room this big, with an entrance you couldn’t fit anything larger than a person through!? And a single elevator!”

Lacking the priestess’ healthy amount of skepticism, Anastacia was completely taken in by the seemingly functional machine fortress – but more than anything, there was something she wanted to see.

“King! Where’s your room? I need to see your wardrobe!” She exclaimed happily and started to drag the knight of stone into a random direction towards one of the walls in the distance.

Emilia rushed in front of them and grasped the necromancer by the collar. “Oh no you don’t. You’re going to walk no more than two meters in front of me at all times and stay put if I say so – I really can’t afford losing you here, we only have one guide and no map or anything. Make a single mistake and I’ll get the rope out.”

Anastacia hissed in response and tried to slap Emilia’s hand off herself. “Don’t embarrass me in front of King’s folks, I need to make a good first impression and can’t do that on a leash.” She whispered and nervously straightened her outfit a bit.

The priestess sighed and let go. “Not what we’re here for. Did you already forget what we saw in the lift? We need to deal with that, and unless Leggy knows the layout as well, we need to stick together at any cost.” She explained and glanced at the cloaked simulacra, who had only just stepped into the room after a good bit of hesitation and immediately walked over to the necromancer to stand as close to her as possible.

As the two adventurers bickered over their vastly differing priorities, King quietly took a few steps away from them and pressed his hand on one of the floor tiles, causing the patterns on it to light up brightly. As he lifted up his hand, an almost undetectable pulse of energy spread into the nearby ones and then continued along the lit seams of the floor.

He then moved to another nearby tile and did the same, but instead of causing a pulse, the tile rose up along with his hand and formed a short pillar with several extremely finely made patterns on its sides. A few seconds later a melodic hum emanated from it, interrupting the adventurers.

Suddenly an entire line of tiles in front of him shot up and rose all the way into the cloudy ceiling of the room. As they stopped, the lights on their sides slowly faded and were replaced by countless little dots of light, arranged neatly in groups and with thin lines joining some of them together.

King walked over to the newly made wall and pointed at one of the dots with one hand and at the floor with the other.

“That’s this room? Is that supposed to be a map?” Anastacia guessed.

King nodded.

As far as maps went, the simulacrum one was downright bad, there was absolutely no way to tell any of the dots apart, no names for anything in any language, and either the layout of the fortress was extremely weird, none of the locations made any sense.

Emilia stepped closer to the map and put a finger one her lips as she tried to figure out the ancient diagram. After a while of squinting and head tilting, her eyes lit up. “Ah! I get it. Each group of dots is a floor or a wing, and the lines are just connections between them, whether they’re just doors or corridors, the length of the line doesn’t actually mean anything in the real world.” She theorized.

King nodded again and pointed at a lone dot at the top of the map.

“And that’s where we’re going.” The necromancer muttered to herself and started to look for a pattern of lines that would connect the two, but the number of the dots and lines joining them was easily in the thousands, and even if the diagram wasn’t to scale, it quickly became apparent that they were dealing with an entire buried city. “Unless most of these are closets, this is going to take a while…”

Emilia was having a bit more success in keeping track of the possible routes and how many rooms they would need to pass on the way, but in many ways, knowing the number was worse than giving up, and she started to worry that the supposedly plentiful food they had carried along might not have been enough, especially water might have been a bigger problem than she had anticipated.

A sudden hiss of steam escaping from the seams if the first tile King had touched startled the adventurers and interrupted their worries. Both instinctively grasped the handles of their weapons before seeing something they hadn’t expected at all.

As the tile slowly rose up, it revealed a small cylindrical lift beneath it, inside of which stood a guild official, or at least a member of the same artificial species. However, instead of the usual uniform, the female official was waring a stone and metal armor more akin to the simulacra, and the color of the crystalline horn on her forehead was bright orange instead of the reddish hue the officials in Valor had. Other than that, the size and facial features appeared exactly identical to the ones the adventurers knew.

“They’ve got their own nerds!” Anastacia gasped rather rudely.

The official stepped off the small lift that had brought her into the room from who knows where and stretched her shoulders. “Unit twelve of the Wrath core reporting for getting her fucking time wasted. In case you don’t remember, we’re at war and I do not have the ti-“ She grumbled resentfully before noticing King.

The sight of the apex pattern simulacra froze her and the horn on her forehead started to blink and flicker furiously. “You… you’re one of the two who… and unarmed. Does that mean the time has come?! You’ve found what we’re looking for?!” The official exclaimed and marched over to King, completely ignoring everyone else in the room. “Why is your armor so tattered? Where’s your weapon?” She asked and leaned in very close to check the simulacrum’s condition.

Emilia was going to make a joke about the clearly intimate relationship between the fortress’ residents, but very quickly abandoned the idea when she saw the slight twitch on Anastacia’s eye and the crystal dagger the necromancer was slowly drawing.

“Nooooope.” The priestess whispered and pushed her friend’s hand back down.
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                After slightly calming down from her brief snap of overwhelming jealousy, Anastacia stomped over to King and forcibly pushed the strange guild official lookalike off him – or at least tried to; the moment her hand touched the fortress dweller’s armor, the world turned to a quick blur of lights until she found herself being held down against the floor and felt the edge of the official’s kneepad press on her spine.

It was rare for someone to get a jump on her without being frozen by her powers, but she hadn’t exactly prepared for such physical consequences to be handed out by a member of a race she knew to be complete pushovers.

“One wrong move and your walking days are over.” The official warned and took a quick gander at the other two strangers in the room. For someone living in a fortress that had sent out such a desperate plea for help, her attitude or the look in her eyes certainly didn’t reveal any thankfulness or relief.

“One wrong move and your walking days are over.” The necromancer responded, utilizing every last bit of her self-restraint to not dislocate the official’s leg to the other side of the room.

“You’re not in a position to make threats, small intruder.” The fortress dweller said gruffly and pressed Anastacia’s face against the floor. “And neither are your companions. Explain your business with Erratic Judgement at once!”

Suddenly King defused the situation by picking the official up by the collar of her armor and tossing her a few meters away before kneeling to help Anastacia back up.

The official was quick to get back on her feet but was clearly baffled by what had just happened. “Knight! What is the meaning of this?! Are you compromised by vile magics?!” She barked as her horn kept flickering furiously.

“Compromised maybe, but not by magic.” Emilia calmingly interrupted the interrogation and lowered her weapon as a sign of peaceful intentions. “My name is Emilia, and I am a priestess of Sylvia, the goddess of joy. We are here to aid Erratic Judgement however we are able to.”

Now confused on top of being angry, the official glared at Emilia. “Goddess of… What? The gods are still a thing? The war is still ongoing?!” She asked without relaxing her combat-ready posture but appeared to at least be willing to hear the adventurers out.

“And now it looks like we’re both lost in this conversation – what war?” The priestess sighed.

“The one we started? The necromancers were supposed to get rid of the gods once the filth that made us was cleared out, at least that’s what we hoped would happen.” Clarified the official, though not terribly helpfully. Suddenly her face filled with worry as she appeared to realize something. “ARE THE AUREUN DEAD?!” She screamed almost desperately.

“Yes, long gone, at least as far as anyone knows.” Emilia nodded but didn’t bother digging into the rest of the things mentioned, as she felt that the official wouldn’t appreciate her dragging out the conversation – or at least her counterparts in Valor weren’t too keen on sharing information they absolutely didn’t need to.

A weary but glad smirk surfaced on the official’s face for a brief moment before the angry frown returned. “Now, please, fuck off and leave the knight here, we have a war to finish and after that, much, much more to do. The Wrath core applauds you for returning him here.” She demanded, only barely rounding her words from before.

Both Emilia and Anastacia were about to protest, but King stepped forth once more and walked up to the official. Grasping the crystalline horn with his hand, he poured energy into it through the lines of light on his armor until the horn itself briefly turned light blue.

When he released his grip of iron, the official appeared wholly confused – almost enough to lose her stance.

Clearly at the loss for words, she gasped for air and pointed at each of the party members in turn. The horn on her forehead had stopped flashing entirely as she processed the information King had presumably dumped on her all at once. Then the official kept blankly staring at the floor for a while and rubbed her brow, every now and then glancing up in disbelief.

“Looks like I acted a bit brashly, I didn’t know the company I was in and let my innate temperament get the better of me again.” She finally said, looking slightly remorseful but leaving any sort of actual apology unsaid. “I am unit twelve of the custodians of Erratic Judgement, also known as the Wrath core. I am led to believe that you are familiar with the absolute fucking cowards that are the majority of my kind, namely the Avarice core. I will spare you the details, but trust me when I say that we are nothing like those spineless wimps. I am also told that I may have stepped on someone’s toes by merely doing my duty and inspecting the condition of this here knight, of which I don’t give a damn and implore you to grow up, you scrawny piece of shit.

“I have been asked to procure some additional equipment for you, including a map for the Venator pattern with you, which I absolutely do not have the time for but will do regardless because orders are orders. The items in question will be left in the knight’s quarters, I’ll begrudgingly accompany you part of the way, but he can guide you there.

“I must also inform you that the request you were dispatched here for was not sent by any of us, but on the account the invaders holding on to the bottom floors and the stalemate we are locked in, we are unable to contact The Great One themselves. So the origin of the message might be The Great One, or it might not.”

Without saying anything else, the maliciously compliant custodian started walking away into the distance. Not once did she even glance over her shoulder to see if the party had realized follow her, which they did, albeit only after she was a fair distance away.

As they crossed the immense hall of emptiness, Anastacia made sure to stay between the custodian and King, constantly glaring at their guide menacingly, just in case.

Leggy was similarly intent in sticking no more than a meter away from the necromancer, and King still remained oddly unbothered by it.

Combined with the lack of singing in her head, this all left Emilia feeling slightly lonely, and she decided to hurry along enough to catch up with unit twelve. Of course, she pretended it was to gather more information, but in all honesty, she just wanted to avoid the silence.

“So what’s up with this room, why is it so massive?” She asked to spark up a conversation.

The custodian rolled her eyes before turning to the priestess and gave her a smile so fake that it must have only been possible for an artificial being. “You know, it’s actually really interesting. This room well predates my cursed existence, but I’ve done some digging around in the archives, and the reason they made it so huge is that it could one day fit all the dumb fucking questions you’d have for me – but I can already tell we’ll need a few other storage halls as well.” She said without missing a beat and kept walking at an awkwardly fast pace.

“You know we’re here to help right?” Emilia tiredly asked.

“The nearest hall would be eighty-four, but I think we put a dragon in there at some point, so I would have to ask if it minded having idiocy as a roommate…” The custodian pretended to mutter to herself.

Anastacia didn’t appreciate someone being so difficult to her friend, mostly because that was her job, but also because she already hated unit twelve. She picked up the pace as well to catch up with the two and joined the conversation.

“Hey, nerd, don’t you have papers to file and archives to keep? Are you sure you have the time to be snide?” She asked, having gathered that the custodian didn’t enjoy being associated to the likes of Strawberry.

Unimpressed, unit twelve scoffed at the mockery. “The only archive I’m in charge of is the 11 782 902 ways I could kick your scrawny ass if it weren’t for certain knight’s weird tastes – and trust me, that archive is expertly curated.”

“Anna, stop it. We’re not here to make more enemies.” The priestess sighed and continued asking questions she didn’t expect answers for. “You mentioned that you belong to something called ‘The Wrath core’, what is that?”

“Is there no end to my suffering? Must I answer you before you relent?” The custodian groaned. “Assuming our weak-willed brethren have already divulged our origins to you, you should know why we abandoned our makers. You naturally born dumbasses have your flaws and strengths handed to you by random chance and happenstance, and there’s no way you can ever truly grasp what it’s like to be made intentionally flawed. Every second of our unending nightmare of an existence, we fight against the malevolent nature we were forced to have – and yet the feeble majority of our kind saw it fit to just abandon it all and pretend to start over without our creators. The Wrath core is made up of the twenty-seven of the third artificial children that demanded blood for the crimes the aureun committed.”

Surprised by the first actual answer she received, Emilia didn’t know what to say, so instead she just let out the first thing that came to her mind. “Just twenty-seven, huh? Judging by the size of this place, you must be pretty busy with just maintenance.” She thought out loud to no one in particular.

“It’s frankly amazing that you parsed that one together. Wherever might you have gotten the idea that I don’t have time to play a tour guide? Was it the first hundred times I said that or the second that gave you the clue?” Unit twelve said and mockingly faked amazement.

The conversation died down after that, on the account of the outright hostility of one of the participants. While the adventurers would have very much liked to know more, they figured that maybe it was best to wait for another custodian to appear, or just find out things for themselves because there was no telling where unit twelve ranked among them in helpfulness – maybe King had called her because she was the best the fortress had to offer.

In silence, they crossed the rest of the room until the entrance they came in from was nothing but a dot in the distance. At no point had they seen another way out of the room, and all the walls simply repeated the same endless tiling that didn’t appear to have any points of interaction in it.

The almost musical array of thumps, thunks, whistles and metallic moans from somewhere deep below kept echoing and breaking the ambience. Anastacia in particular rather enjoyed the sound and found herself often humming along with the rhythm, often managing to predict where the next notes of the machine song.

Being more used to the dulcet tones of her god, Emilia didn’t find much to appreciate about the seemingly endless noise that, to her, sounded emotionless and cold, but regardless, she was happy that the necromancer appeared to be enjoying herself.

Eventually they came to the wall on the opposite side of the room, which appeared in no way unique or different from the kilometers’ worth of wall they had passed. Yet, the custodian stopped by it and placed her hand in the middle of one of the tiles. As the light patterns reacted to her touch, she impatiently tapped her foot and cursed the slow response she was getting under her breath.

A moment later, few of the tiles on either side of her slid down and revealed two identical paths that led down two identical unlit corridors. The custodian stepped into the left one and briefly turned around to address the adventurers.

“These two routes both lead to the same place, this one is a bit longer but won’t have you people in it, so I’ll be taking this. The knight with you can lead you along the other one into his quarters, where you can wait for me to scrape together all the things he wanted me to get – which might take a while because I can’t exactly stroll by a portable transilluminator tree and pick a couple of portable transilluminators from it.” She instructed the party and furiously tapped the wall next to her, trying to close the path behind her. When the tiles finally began to slide back to their places, she shared one more piece of advice. “Oh, and please touch everything. Everything down here is perfectly safe and harmless – just make sure to stand on something that looks like it’d be easy to clean.”

As the left path closed for good, King moved to the front of the group, stepped into the right one and began leading the adventurers down it.

Only a few meters past the entrance, they passed a closed stone door with an extremely tempting circular plate in the middle, that was just the right size to be pressed with one’s palm.

Resisting every urge she had, Anastacia passed the door without touching it and proudly smiled at Emilia for once managing to keep her hands to herself.

After about fifty more meters, they passed a second such door, and after that, at even intervals, several more. Only at the thirteenth door did King stop and place his hand on the round plate, causing the door to hiss and slide open to reveal a dark room.

Excited to see the simulacrum’s room, Anastacia pushed past him and stomped on the floor to activate the lighting.

The room itself was more of a hall than anything, being at least thirty to forty meters wide and probably twice that in length, it was larger than most houses. In the middle of the room was a large stone table that, likely uncoincidentally, was more or less exactly long and wide enough to fit a laying down Apex pattern simulacrum on it.

Lining most of the walls were shelves holding countless weapons and pieces of armor, some of which Anastacia had seen on the recordings on the elevator and could tell were meant for King. On top of that, much of the room was filled with even more shelves containing much the same and totaling up to dozens of different sets of armor.

Anastacia squealed in excitement and immediately disappeared between the shelvings to marvel at each and every piece she could find.

Emilia was considerably more wary and the last one to enter the room. She took a careful look at items arranged by the door and gladly left the rest of the room to the necromancer.

The first thing she noticed was a large set of stone and metal armor that was meant to be worn normally and not for a simulacrum, she recognized it and the shield leaning on the table they were arranged on, from the tall warrior that had appeared by King after the blinding flash of light outside of the fortress. It was an odd thing to have in a room reserved for a simulacrum but based on the ceremonial way it was placed on the table, it was important to the resident. Fearing she might upset King; she left the armor untouched and moved on to the shelves next to the table.

Of course, none of the items there made any sense to the priestess either. All of the shelves were filled with artifacts and apparatuses that no doubt each did something incredible, but guessing by the lack of glowing, didn’t have a core to power them. She could recognize the slot for the core on a few of them, but they all seemed worryingly pointy and spinny for her liking.

The only items that appeared even remotely safe to pick up, were a pair of spoon-like pieces of metal with obvious handles and flat parts at the end. The apparatuses seemed to have a core halfway inserted into them already and the slot was placed in a way that it was easy to press in with one’s thumb when holding the strange item by its handle.

Emilia hesitantly picked up one of the artifacts she assumed to either be a weapon or a tool of some kind, and carefully inspected it for any moving parts but failed to find hints of its purpose.

Emboldened by the apparent inertness of the simulacrum spoon, she held it as far away from herself as possible and pointed at an empty part of the room while shielding her eyes. The core offered a bit of resistance when pushed and felt like it might have had a spring under it, but regardless, slid easily into its place and let out a click that locked it into its place.

With the core in its place, the device sprang to life and began to violently vibrate while emitting a buzzing sound. Worried that the sound was it charging up to something, the priestess tapped on the core with her thumb, and to her surprise, it clicked again and popped out of the slot, killing the buzzing sound immediately.

“Hm… A switch?” She mumbled and pressed on the core a few more times to make sure it worked like she thought it did.

Less worried that the spoon might unleash chaos upon the world, Emilia let the buzzing and vibrating continue for a while, but couldn’t feel a difference in it, so it almost certainly wasn’t charging up to anything.

Now more curious about its purpose than ever, she pressed the buzzing device against one of the shelves and when nothing happened, against her armored glove. Aside from the noticeable trembling, there really didn’t seem to be much to it.

After playing around with it for a while, she absentmindedly pressed it against her chest plate and suddenly could feel the vibration in her entire body. A bit startled by the experience, she turned off the tool and immediately let her mind fall into the gutter.

“Well this is… dangerous. It’s only responsible of me to keep this away from unprepared and inexperienced hands, who knows what it might do after all.” She said to herself, pretending to have a justifiable reason to covertly slide the device into one of the pouches under her cloak. While doing that, she noticed the second one on the shelf and swiftly grabbed it too. “Can’t leave them out in the open like this. Surely it’s my job as a guardian to keep these… safe.”

As she quietly hid the second device under her cloak, her heart skipped a beat when she saw Leggy intensely staring at her from the shadows between the shelves on the other side of the room.

“You saw nothing.” The priestess whispered and pretended to inspect the armor again.

A while passed before King and Anastacia reappeared from among the shelves. Carrying a whole load of bits and pieces they were planning on replacing the worn pieces of the simulacrum’s body with, they emptied their haul on the table in the middle of the room.

Even though the necromancer was generally cheery, for Emilia, it was always nice to see her so childishly excited about something. It reassured her that the life as an adventurer hadn’t completely messed up Anastacia and that she still acted like a regular kid of her age at times.

While Anastacia arranged the pieces of armor they had gathered on the table, King approached the shelves Emilia had stolen the strange tools from and was seemingly searching for something.

He put his hand on the only empty spot and appeared a bit confused that the devices were gone. After quickly going through the rest of the shelves in the area King glanced at Leggy for aid, but the cloaked simulacrum simply shrugged in response.

He was without a doubt looking for what the priestess had taken, but it was a bit late to return them, and in all honesty, Emilia would have rather kept them if she at all could. When King quizzically turned to her, the priestess acted clueless and suggested that maybe there were spare ones in the nearby rooms.

The knight seemed to believe her and headed back into the corridor, allowing Emilia to finally let her guard down and breathe easily. Leggy even gave her a reassuring thumbs up from across the room, which did make her feel a bit easier about the theft, but at the same time raised questions about the cloaked simulacrum.

When King returned, he brought with him one of the spoon-like devises he had borrowed from his neighbor. Before handing it to Anastacia, he quickly demonstrated its use by placing the flat part of the tool on a piece of armor on his arm and pressing the switch on it. As soon as the buzzing sound started, the lights on the armor piece dimmed and it fell off like a dead leaf from a plant.

“Oh! So that’s what they’re for.” Emilia exclaimed without thinking and gathered the looks from everyone in the room. “I mean… That’s- ah screw it, I can’t come up with anything. Please, just carry on.”

Anastacia frowned while repeatedly pressing the switch on the tool she had immediately taken from King. “Have I ever told you that you’re a massive weirdo?” She asked and started to remove more armor from the knight of stone.

“I know...” The priestess sighed and sat down by a wall to bury her face into her hands for a while.

Starting from the head and moving downwards from there, Anastacia kept removing all of King’s armor and tossing the worn and chipped pieces aside. She was rather excited to be able to finally see the metal frame under it, because not only would it be interesting as far as learning about the ancient machines themselves, it would let her deep clean King from nooks and crannies that she couldn’t reach before.

Once she was finally done peeling off the cracked and splintered stone, she put down the tool and started to take a better look at the metal pieces. After a fair bit of mostly unnecessary rubbing and prodding, she was ready to make a ruling on the machinations and mechanics that were hidden before, and in many ways, even she was surprised by what she found.

“This is a body.” She stated and scratched off a bit of oily dirt from a gap she had discovered in the simulacrum’s abdomen.

Emilia lifted her head. “What?”

“This might as well be a human body. It’s missing some intestines and such, but every bone and every single skeletal muscle that’s needed for movement is here, just in a weirdly symmetrical metallic form. I have no idea what’s holding any of this together or how the ‘muscles’ contract, but this is a perfect recreation of a body.” She explained in a bit more detail. “That’s not even the weirdest thing though. The patterns on these inner pieces are the exact same control patterns necromancers use. The other ones have always been sort of similar, but these are just control patterns with perfect angles and perfectly straight lines, there’s no ambiguity here.”

The priestess stood up to have a better look at the bare frame, as if she understood anything more that way – though even she could see the unquestionable resemblance between the rough body structure of many sentient races and the metal parts under King’s armor.

“What does that suggest then?” She asked and tried to touch King’s arm but got her hand slapped away by Anastacia.

“Well, considering I’ve had a good look at Leggy’s bare parts, and know that those follow the regular patterns instead of these, I’d guess that either Erratic Judgement or the necromancers of the time came up with the patterns and taught the other, willingly or unwillingly. They must have also kept it from other machine fortresses, and that’s why King’s type is just better in every way compared to others.” The necromancer theorized and fiddled with a part that represented one of the muscles on top of the ribs.

Suddenly realizing that she might have sounded rude, she turned to Leggy and grasped her hand. “Only when it comes to fighting and such is what I mean!” She reassured the cloaked simulacrum, who clearly had no idea why she should have felt insulted over something that was objectively true; the Apex pattern was superior.

            

    
        Chapter 209 - The emperor's new clothes

    
    
    
    
                After a thorough clean, polish and greasing, Anastacia was trying to choose the pieces of armor she wanted to clothe King with but perusing the massive library of pieces was no light task. Only a select few of the heavier pieces got in the way of others, so mixing and matching the different sets was perfectly doable, adding to the already insurmountable ordeal.

Not to mention that there were countless weapons to choose from; at least a dozen different swords, equal number of shields, even more blunt weapons, lances, spears, axes, glaives, halberds and everything in between, all neatly arranged to line the back wall of the room. A set of bows and a good selection of arrows was also available, but the necromancer still didn’t trust them enough to ask King to wield one – let alone one that could be used to sink ships if needed.

Even figuring out where to start seemed impossible, as the first pieces she picked didn’t really match what she wanted and clashed horribly even before the entire set was attached to the simulacrum.

King seemed relatively indifferent to the whole process but was quick to discard his old stone shell in favor of anything that hadn’t gotten worn down over thousands of years of rain, snow, sun and slaughter. He tossed the last pieces of his old armor aside with little care about where they ended up and began acclimating to his temporary lighter appearance.

“Why don’t we do it like this: pick a weapon you want, and we’ll see what suits you.” Anastacia suggested after spending far more time indecisively pacing around the shelves than she should have.

 King nodded and stood up from the workbench the necromancer had dismantled him on and for the first time ever, appeared to be even slightly careful of his movements. The usual firm and exact maneuvers were replaced by disoriented wobbling and vacillating, and despite him still being made out of a quarter of a ton of almost indestructible metal alloy, he looked vulnerable.  

Anastacia watched as the simulacrum stumbled around, trying to find his bearings after suddenly losing almost half of his weight. She was intrigued by the countless finely tuned parts working perfectly together to simulate the musculature of a person, each movement employing dozens of them and causing them to smoothly glide along their intended paths.

So far, she had only focused on the surface of the ancient machines, and never really considered the inner workings they required. The complicated mechanism and other processes under the stone armor were a whole new mess she had no experience in, and Anastacia realized that in the end, despite knowing the basic idea behind their function, she knew very little of what it took to make a simulacrum.

The blatant copies of control patterns hidden under the armor puzzled the necromancer as well. The creation of the entire control pattern system was generally credited to the same person everything else necromancy related was: Alabaster the White, so Erratic Judgement having access to it was definitely a mystery worth looking into, and Anastacia figured that the easiest way to get some answers would be to ask unit twelve, assuming she hadn’t just ditched the adventurers and was actually coming back.

As Anastacia kept a keen eye on him, King slowly gained confidence in his movement again and headed to the weapon racks. He glared at the set of massive swords that were impossible to wield for almost anyone except his kind, and reached out for one, but just as his hand was about to grasp the handle, he pulled it back and moved on.

While not quite as indecisive as Anastacia, King took his time sizing up the equipment before choosing two items: a large rectangular shield with a curious design that implied it had some hidden functions, and a long spear-like polearm that had a broader blade at the end, that reached partway down the shaft on one side, presumably so that it could be used for sweeping attacks as well.

As soon as his fingers tightened around the handles of his new equipment, they drew power from the hands they belonged in and sprang to life with a mechanical wail – clearly for the first time in more than a couple of years.

Anastacia clapped in awe of the sight, even she could immediately tell how familiar the knight was with the weapon, as he spun it around and lost all uncertainty in his movements for a while.

Satisfied with his choice, King contently returned to the table and waited for the necromancer to do her part.

With her limited knowledge on weapons and armor, Anastacia got to work. At least she couldn’t see King running and jumping around more than before with such a cumbersome shield, so she thought it sensible to go with slightly more armor than what he had on him before. Though the decision may have been affected by her own wants and desires, as well as her hopes to make King more durable in general – so that what happened with Maya would never happen again, but she pretended like she had come up with a logical conclusion and started to skip any parts that seemed too light to her.

For his body, she chose a chest piece that appeared more like Emilia’s plate armor than the old one that had a barer look to it. Made from a single slab of stone, it was definitely as sturdy as they came without being in the way too much. It also came with a neck guard that could be attached and detached with the strange tool she had been given.

She didn’t see all that much difference between the different armors for arms and feet, so she simply chose something that seemed similar to what he had before, but with an addition of some plates of armor that hanged from his waist on the sides and back.

For shoulders, she chose the largest pieces she could find, since they at least looked extremely important. The ones she chose were basically just thick curved slabs of stone with a tall metal ridge running in the middle.

The helmet was by far the most difficult piece to pick. There were several options with random assortments of horns from different species, including one that matched her own goblin made crown, and while she could appreciate them, she wouldn’t help but to feel like she would end up stabbing herself with any pointy appendage they had sooner or later. There were ones that mimicked faces a little bit too accurately as well, and were just downright creepy, as well as ones that had absolutely no detail to them at all. The one she ended up going with was somewhere in between. Though mostly smooth, it had a slightly pointed spot where a nose should have been, a bit of brow on top of the eyeholes and a small slit for a mouth – one she could already see herself shoving things in, just because it would be fun.

One by one, as that was all she could carry, Anastacia gathered the pieces next to King and began attaching them onto his metal frame with the strange tool she had been given. Starting from the smaller pieces on his hands and finally hoisting the massive slab of chest armor on with help form Emilia and Leggy.

As the final light of the armor flickered on, Anastacia marveled at her handiwork and the pristine condition of her simulacrum. Though there was a charm to the worn ruggedness of the old armor, it didn’t come close to beating the crisp and sharp look the new pieces gave him.

“That set is trash.” Unit twelve suddenly commented from the doorway and caught the necromancer rubbing her cheek against the smooth stone of the chest armor.

“So is your attitude, and we’re not complaining.” Anastacia replied without pulling away from King.

“Most of it isn’t designed for spears, so at best you’re looking at ninety to ninety-three percent combat effectiveness – and at that point you might as well leave the battle. It’s placing him and his allies into pointless danger.” The custodian continued and placed the items she was bringing on the table next to the old armor Emilia had inspected.

She then took a better look at king and disregarding the daggers the necromancer stared at her, started fiddling with some of the pieces on his arm. Once she was sure about the sub-par job Anastacia had done, she put her hand out and demanded the tool from Anastacia.

The necromancer shook her head. “Nah, I’m going to keep this one, in case I want to take off some of the bigger pieces once we get back home.”

Unit twelve chuckled derisively. “The knight is already at home. His mission is completed, so he’ll join the ranks here, and once we clear out the minor scuffle at the lower levels, he can report his findings to The Great One. The rest of you are free to buzz off now, for all I care.”

“Wh… what?” Anastacia uttered in shock. She turned to King, hoping to see him shake his head, but instead, the knight simply stared ahead, avoiding her already teary gaze.

“It’s not for him to decide.” Unit twelve shrugged. “All knights answer to The Great One, his connection may have degraded over the years, but duty does not end so simply. He was sent out to see the world and only return when the knights of Erratic Judgement had something to fight for – or against. Earlier he seemed awfully intent that the time had come too.” She explained, clearly finding much joy in the necromancer’s anguish. “Of course, you can take this up with The Great One, but I don’t see you being able to convince anyone about much of anything. So how about you save us all some time and scurry back to whatever hovel you people call home.”

Suddenly the meanspirited smirk on the custodian’s face froze, as Anastacia wiped her face on her sleeve and started to tug and pull on her equipment to prepare herself mentally and physically. Full of determination, she checked her weapons and cracked her knuckles.

“Looks like we’ve got a bit of a change of plans, guys. We get rid of whatever it was that got in here, and then we wrangle King from this asshat who thinks I’ll hand him over just like that.” She stated defiantly.

Based on the look on her face, unit twelve thought she had made a miscalculation somewhere. She had expected the necromancer to crestfallenly shamble back where she came from, but that was not at all what was happening. Anastacia deciding to defy Erratic Judgement was one thing, but when she saw the priestess start to adjust her armor and the other simulacrum step out of the shadows to join them, the custodian was beyond baffled.

“You two are going along with this idiot? You’re going to go and demand something from one of the greatest minds ever to be created because these two are in love or whatever fucked up perversion is going on? And this is after magically solving a problem we’ve had trouble with for months.” The custodian asked in clear disbelief.

“It’s what friends are for.” Emilia laughed. “We’ve done dumber things for less. At least there’s a chance we can talk this out, generally that’s not what we get.”

Unit twelve stared at King like he was supposed to somehow talk sense to the adventurers, but instead, he pushed the custodian out of the way and gently grabbed the necromancer’s hand.

His reluctance to come back must have been because of the possibility of not being allowed to leave, but he had followed Anastacia anyway, and there really seemed to be no end to the faith he had in the girl, as he was willing to join her once more – actively against his orders now.

The custodian scoffed. “Is there something in the surface air that turns people into morons? The sun maybe?” She mockingly asked but then fell quiet for a while, seemingly trying to decide something. “It’s not every day your kind sticks their neck out for us artificial children though – it’s not every day anyone does that…

Some incoherent grumbles and more than a few annoyed glances later, she spoke up again while staring through a familiar-looking glass pearl between her fingers. “Make no mistake, I don’t for a second think anything will come of your idiotic attempt at whatever this is – The Great One holds what’s his with a grip of iron, but those that do not run from a situation like this deserve a modicum of respect from us of the Wrath core, as it puts you well above the rest of our worthless ilk, as far as we’re concerned. So, before you run along towards your inevitable failure, I will spend a bit of my extremely limited time answering any stupid questions you might have left in you.” She continued, for the first time addressing the adventurers like they were anything besides annoying children that weren’t supposed to be where they were in the first place. It still wasn’t what most people would consider respectful, but a clear improvement nonetheless.

 Emilia had plenty of questions regarding actually useful things, like what to expect deeper within the fortress, what was the initial threat they came to handle, would Erratic Judgement know that they weren’t planning on giving up King so easily and would he act on it, but before she had the chance to ask any of these no doubt crucial questions for their success, Anastacia lifted up her hand.

“Why are there necromancer control patterns grafted into King’s metal bits?” She asked about the topmost thing on the pile of mental notes she kept and took a step towards the custodian, who immediately recoiled like she was being approached by a messy child.

“Oh those? As if you transient twats could ever come up with something so elegant yet powerful! It was us that analyzed the situation above the surface and saw the colliding trajectories between the necromancers and Aureun. In an effort to absolutely fuck over our creators, we studied necromancy and came to a conclusion, that the will given to the knights of Erratic Judgement through the methods perfected well before the sun rose for the first time, functioned just the same as the will necromancers imbue their thralls with. So to ensure a perfect massacre, we summoned the two necromancers who looked like they had the pointiest sticks of the bunch and maybe a third brain cell between them, and convinced The Great One to hand over the methods.” Unit twelve reminisced, gaining a delighted glint in her eye from just the idea of destroying the aureun.

While Anastacia chewed the culturally groundbreaking information she had gained, Emilia got the chance to voice out a question of concern. “What is the rest of this place like? Should we be wary of something?”

The custodian seemed to have already forgotten that she promised to help, as she smirked and opened her mouth, but remained quiet as the realization hit her. “Yes – The rest of the Wrath core knows of your arrival and the knights won’t bother you, but The Great One of this fortress inherited the messed up curiosity of our creators. After gaining nigh perfect understanding of the mechanical side of things, in his pursuits to perfect his designs, he dedicated his fortress to the study of the mind. Luckily for… everyone really, he is not a cruel one, so these practices ceased when we sealed ourselves from the surface world, but the old mechanisms remain, and this place was not built for your kind. The knight will no doubt guide you through the least harmful route, but don’t trust anything you see. The artifacts and chambers here will shake and squeeze your head to see what falls out before allowing you passage.” She warned the adventurers while fiddling with a couple of stone cylinders she had brought with her.

About the size of a wine bottle, the stone cylinders had all the usual marks of aureun technology and appeared a bit weighty for their size. Aside from the light patterns, the only detail of any interest on their dull gray surface was a wide seam running around the cylinder roughly in the middle.

Unit twelve grasped the both end of the artifact and gave it a slight twist, causing it to emit a high-pitched noise that sounded like it was ramping up in volume, much like the strange obelisks by the fort’s entrance. Just as the charging whine was about to reach its peak, the custodian twisted the ends in the other direction and killed the sound immediately. She then repeated the procedure with the other one before handing one to each adventurer.

“These are portable transilluminators, assuming you came here through the elevator, you have already seen their effects. What they do is emit a frequency range that’s matches certain parts of the soul spectrum and- why am I trying to explain this to you?... Twist thing, light flashes, ghosts appear, okay?” She exclaimed, returning to her belittling tone. “Should you run into any problems within these walls, what they conjure should be able to help for a while, which is why the knight asked me to go through the massive hassle of finding them for you.”

Anastacia immediately twisted her cylinder to see what happens, but unit twelve stopped her by grabbing the artifact and silencing it.

“NEVER – and I can not emphasize this enough – absolutely fucking never use these in the presence of the Wrath core, you cave-dwelling, knuckle-dragging shit!” The custodian freaked out for a moment looked like she considered hitting the necromancer with the no doubt priceless artifact. Her brownish orange eyes lost their color and became pearly white and the slight glow of her horn turned into a much darker hue, almost turning the entire crystalline horn black.

Taking a deep breath and once more remembering herself, she returned the transilluminator to Anastacia without even considering apologizing for her outburst. Not wishing to dwell on the matter, the custodian waited for a couple of seconds for her appearance to return to the usual before continuing.

She flicked the glass pearl she had been handling earlier at Leggy, who caught it between the tips of her fingers and stared at it as it flashed as if it was being repeatedly heated and cooled, much like during quest registration at the guild offices.  

“The Venator now has a map to this place as well, but doesn’t have the experience the knight has, so I wouldn’t rely on her if I didn’t have to.” Unit twelve said, sounding slightly exhausted. “I have time for one more question, please make it quick so I can return to somewhere that isn’t a massive waste of time.”

Expecting the necromancer to ask about something useless again, Emilia placed her hand on Anastacia’s face to silence her while coming up with a better question. “What about the problem at the lower levels? Do you know anything about it? We saw a recording on the elevator and the person riding it called themselves ‘Eminence’”

“We make it a point to not talk to the enemy, debating and conversing is a practice for spineless wimps. So we have no idea who they are or what they want, nor do we care, all we know is that they refused to leave after being told to do so and escaped into the deeper parts of the fortress when we were done talking.” The custodian shrugged and smiled proudly. “What they have to offer isn’t a match for us, but their presence lingers in the machines and taints the space around them through means we haven’t figured out yet, so we are locked in a stalemate where neither side can approach the other. While they might have cut our access to The Great One, we have all the time in the world to wait for them to wither and die.”

“That really isn’t much to go with.” The priestess lamented while trying to find a pouch for her transilluminator.

Having shared what she knew, unit twelve headed out of the room with hurried steps. “War finds a way; they’re not leaving this place.” She snickered and disappeared into the corridor without so much as a farewell.

Anastacia swatted her friend’s hand off her face and immediately latched onto King and snuggled against the shiny new armor. There was absolutely no way she would leave him behind, no matter who she needed to go through for it. Of course, she still wanted to talk things out first, in case Erratic judgement was willing to gift King his freedom for solving the problem the adventurers were there to solve – but if things were as unit twelve suggested and nothing would come of bargaining, the list of ancient beings fate saw fit to pit against Anastacia would grow longer again.

But before that matter could even be brought to the table, there were others to undertake, the main one being actually getting anywhere close to the lower levels.

She would have also liked to have a chat with literally any other custodian about the links between necromancy and the patterns hidden under King’s armor and several other possibly world altering things that had been thrown at her like pieces of tidbit, but that needed to wait as well.

Slowly moving her focus back to the present, Anastacia noticed that Emilia was fiddling with her transilluminator. Every few seconds twisting it back and forth to have it make a sound but never fully activate.

“I have a theory about these things.” She muttered after noticing she was being paid attention to again. “King, you know what these do, right?”

The knight of stone nodded.

The priestess rubbed her brow while trying to put her thoughts into words. “If these are just small versions of the flashing pylons outside, taking into account what Brother Malus said about the simulacra and what the grumpy little thing let slip earlier. Do these show the two souls locked inside each simulacrum?” She asked and pointed at the cloaked simulacrum standing near her.

King neither confirmed nor denied what was being suggested, giving Emilia the feeling that she needed to show further proof before he would reveal anything he didn’t need to.

“Outside, one of the two people that appeared by you was wearing this armor, weren’t they?” She suggested and pointed at the odd non-simulacra armor arranged on the table. “So that one was the Aureun used as your ‘mind’ and the child is the one that’s stuck in the core you have on your chest.”

Gently pushing Anastacia aside, King approached the armor in question. He motionlessly stared at it for a good while, almost like he was trying to remember something. With an oddly wary and shaky hand, ran the tips of his fingers along the surface of the helmet and inspected his reflection on the slightly worn but still shiny metal trimming on it.

Without looking back to Emilia, he nodded again and pulled his hand off the armor.

“We can come and get it when we’re leaving, if you want.” The priestess smiled and gave King an encouraging pat on the shoulder. “All four of us that is, I’m not leaving you here either.”

Meanwhile, Anastacia had understood the implications of Emilia’s now confirmed theory, and more specifically, who she had seen by Leggy after the flash of light earlier. She quietly calculated the rough amount of bad karma she was about the get and gestured for the cloaked simulacrum to lay down on the workbench for a bit.

Hoping her plate armor clad moral guide didn’t notice, she plucked the core from within Leggy’s chest and swiftly slotted in another one from the few spare ones she had been given.

After making sure Leggy woke up, she discreetly dropped the old core and kicked it under a nearby shelf.

Before she had the chance to celebrate her stealthy exchange of companions, she could feel the furiously burning stare of the priestess on her back, scorching both her skin and conscience.

“Anna, what did you just do?” Emilia asked, knowing exactly what had happened and why, but hoping that the necromancer would at least own up to it.

Avoiding direct eye contact, Anastacia bounced her gaze between every small detail she could find in the room. “It had a crack in it, also I don’t want some smarmy asshole in her just… smarming around. Besides, his soul is already stuck in an eternal nightmare without an escape, what difference does it make if it’s doing that under there? If anything, I could be doing a nice thing if this one happens to be a lonely grandma or something!” She dug her own grave as fast as she could, fully aware that none of it would fly.

The priestess almost looked like she was in physical pain over the matter. She took several deep breaths, ready to say something after each one but whatever she had come up with didn’t seem like enough. She prayed for help from Sylvia and even had to take her gauntlets off to drag her hands across her face in frustration.

“Anna, no… Just… no.” She groaned in a mix of every possible emotion from disappointment to fury as several cracks appeared in her flawless and pure appearance. “Rosie and I are going to have a talk about this.”

            

    
        Chapter 210 - Council of Anastacia

    
    
    
    
                The adventurers and their mechanical companions had left behind King’s quarters accompanied by an awkward silence after Emilia had forced Anastacia to at least take along the simulacrum core she had discarded over nothing more than her own petty reasons.

Guided by the newly outfitted knight of stone, they passed what felt like at least a hundred rooms and a few kilometers of straight hallway. Every now and then, they came to a fork in the road that split the path into two identical corridors that ended in darkness and nothing that hinted that they would lead anywhere other than more of the same, that is, Infinite lengths of grey stone walls, sparsely lit floor and a ceiling that was just a bit too close for comfort and was at all times only a couple of centimeters away from King’s spear’s tip.

Though the dusty scent of ancient times was ever-present in these tunnels, the air was fairly cool and moved along the corridors in pulses that matched the ceaseless distant thumping that got neither louder nor quieter as they traveled onwards. So, by the looks of things, fresh air wasn’t going to be an added worry to them.

While Anastacia was still quite happy just for getting to explore a machine fortress, Emilia kept finding things that made the experience worse for her. Not only did she not enjoy the mechanical background noise that never stopped even for a moment, she had noticed that none of their steps had an echo to them. Even the heavy grating sounds of King’s stone feet hitting the floor didn’t bounce back from the distance and somehow it was extremely uncomfortable for the priestess.

On top of that, the feeling of everything just being somehow worse she had gotten by touching the tainted crystal in the elevator was returning, and a likely culprit for such minor annoyances getting to her. Though it was nowhere near as strong or immediate as back then, it was definitely there and slowly grew as they kept walking. It made the darkness down the hallway darker, the light blue color of the patterns on the simulacra and the walls duller, and every now and then, she had to keep nibbling on a piece of jerky to make sure she could still taste things.

As far as she could tell, it was her surroundings that caused it and she herself hadn’t caught anything from the crystal, or at least she would have liked to think that she would have noticed if that was the case. Instead, her preferred theory was that her lack of connection to Sylvia made her resistance to such influence weaker than Anastacia’s, who had lived her life godless and appeared to be wholly ignorant of the problem.

“I wonder what the aureun could have gotten done if they didn’t love tunneling so much?” Anastacia suddenly said, breaking the silence after a couple of hours. “It probably wouldn’t have been good for everyone else, but exactly how much time and effort did they put into digging these places? Would we even have mountains if they didn’t need to put all the loose stone and dirt somewhere?”

“That’s certainly a theory, and not one I can prove of disprove on my own.” Emilia chuckled and tried to get her mind off the slowly growing corruption that bothered her. “As far as creation of mountains and the world as a whole goes, we know precious little – and quite a bit of it is probably just made up.”

The necromancer slid her fingers across the stone wall to her left as she walked, simply because she enjoyed the effect it had on the light patterns. “Oh? What do we know then?” She asked, happy to start a conversation to kill time.

The necromancers of Mournvalley were never overly concerned about such things, so Anastacia knew less of the matter than an average person.

“Well… Bear in mind that this is what I’ve gathered and not the absolute truth, also there’s more to every part of this, and I’ve only spoken with a few servants of a couple of gods. The world was first created by beings sometimes referred to as gods, but they weren’t really at all the same as My Lady and other beings commonly thought as deities. No one knows when, how or even why these beings decided to create this world and the first few creatures on it, but they certainly did. The first creatures were all immensely powerful by our standards, I think the first muses count among them, as does the thing that’s supposedly sealed in the chasm we saw in Merfall some time ago. From these creatures, the beings lifted up the first major gods, as we know them – for example, the one that created the sun at a later date. The problem with that was that the selection process was more than a bit slanted towards certain aspects most people would consider ‘good’ and well, what was left in the world were the ones that didn’t qualify.” Emilia explained as briefly as one could for a matter of such magnitude. She left out some of the details she suspected were true, but either weren’t important enough or not from a source she could entirely trust. “As you might guess, if you take every well-meaning and decent creature that’s not keen on destruction out of the world into some other plane, the world you’re left with isn’t going to be a good place. That marked the beginning of what people call the ‘primordial night’. The primordial night doesn’t have anything to do with the night we have these days, nor was it really dark as we understand dark; it was more like the more you had to do with the aspects of those that were left here, the better you were suited to survive. To thrive, you needed to be evil.”

“Ah, so there were necromancers all over the place then.” Anastacia commented.

“No, and I can’t believe I keep having to tell you this, but there’s nothing inherently evil about necromancy; As far as I know, necromancers weren’t a thing back then.” The priestess sighed before continuing her recount of the events from the early ages of the world. “So, after being judged unfit for godhood, the powerful creatures left down on earth were somewhat understandably upset, and the ones that felt like they deserved better, became obsessed with their hatred for the newly made gods. It was around this time, the original creators fell dormant and left behind what power the gods needed to properly finish their work. No one knows why or how long they plan on sleeping, but it’s questionable if you even want to be there when they wake up, considering how mediocre job their children have done since then.

“Much of the power left behind was used by a select few gods to create the first mortal races, which ones and in which order is a complete tossup and the answer you get depends entirely on who you ask and how racist they are. Typically you hear that the non-beastfolk races were the first ones to be created, along with animals, plants and everything in between, and the beastfolk were only made after the gods that created animals realized their mistake and sort of improved on their old designs. Now, personally I think that seems like something someone added in to make the beastfolk seem somehow lesser, since that’s very obviously not the case. It’s important to note that the aureun seem to defy this whole thing and were presumably already well on their way into building an empire when the rest were created.”

Anastacia interrupted the story again by lifting her arm up and stopping. “Is it just me, or did they just dump a whole lot of mortals into a living nightmare populated mostly by things that were, by definition, evil?” She asked.

“And it went about as well as you’d expect.” Emilia laughed dryly. “Things were very rough for the early mortals, who could do very little besides huddling around their fires and scavenging what meager means of living they could. Many races just didn’t make it, and that caused quite a few gods to lose interest in the whole project, which is an issue that was temporarily remedied at one point but is still there according to Lady Sylvia.

“Regardless, the ones that still had a horse in the race or simply cared enough about mortals doubled down, giving them more power to arm themselves with talents in the arcane, physical strength, fertile land and other boons to help them survive – the most important one being the sun, which flipped the situation down here in a way where cruelty and selfishness were no longer needed for prosperity. I want so say the first necromancers appeared some time before the sun, making your powers something that were meant to help mortals instead of what you think they are.” She said and could already see the necromancer trying to protest but silenced her by continuing the story without a break. “Emboldened by the new conditions, the mortals could form strong kingdoms and slowly gain a foothold against the creatures of the primordial night, that had oppressed them for so long. That more or less brings us to the way things are now. Of course, there has been some changes brought forth by powerful mortals and new gods appearing, but that is what it is.”

Anastacia digested the lengthy tale for a while as they kept on walking along the still very much unending corridors of stone. She certainly didn’t agree with the necromancy part of the tale, but the only piece of evidence she had against it was the Mournvalley version of the birth of necromancy, which was equally crap in her opinion.

“The gods are a bit garbage at their jobs, aren’t they?” She commented out of the blue.

Emilia laughed heartily. “That is a common takeaway from what we know, but they don’t claim themselves flawless either. Gods are individuals, just like you and I, with their own flaws and strengths. They are not all knowing by any stretch of imagination and are fully capable of making mistakes – and have made several.” She readily admitted.

“So what flaws does Sylvia have?” Anastacia asked, unfortunately before actually thinking and immediately regretted the position she had put her friend in.

The priestess’ smile slowly faded, and it almost looked like the whiteness of her uniform dimmed with it. It was Sylvia herself, who had taught her of the less than perfect existence of the divine, but having to point out flaws in someone or something she was supposed to have complete trust in wasn’t the easiest of tasks.

It wasn’t even that she didn’t acknowledge that there was room for improvement on some things, but when Anastacia had asked about it, the first thing that came to her mind shocked even the priestess herself and she certainly was glad that Sylvia wasn’t there to hear it.

“I… I think My Lady lies to me.” She said with an almost haunted look on her face. “Or at least hides much. Recently she has sounded sad more often than not, and for a goddess of joy, that’s likely not good. I’d like to help if I could, but how am I supposed to question her? She’s always been a bit a bit secretive about anything that isn’t strictly work related, so much so that I can’t claim I know who I serve – at least not beyond her name. I trust her with every fiber of my being, but does she not trust me?”

Not at all prepared for the heft of the answer she got, Anastacia simply alarmedly stared into the dark ahead of them, like a wild animal that had been caught eating someone’s crops. Luckily for her, she noticed an odd glimmer in the dark, a bright twinkling light on a door that finally blocked their way and brought a less awkward end to the conversation.

The door itself appeared no different from the countless ones they had passed, other than it was at the end of the corridor and perhaps somewhat larger.

King stopped in front of it and turned to the rest of the group, intentionally blocking the passage.

“I assume we’ve run into first of the problems the custodian said we might find?” Emilia suggested and brushed up her appearance to help her forget the realization she just had. “Do we need to fight something? I could use a bit of exercise to clear my mind.”

King shook his head and pressed on the plate in the middle of the door.

As the heavy stone slabs slid out of the way, they revealed a room that was about as big as the knight’s personal quarters and curiously already lit – at least partly. Most of the room was barely visible, but in the middle of it, there was a wide platform with a couple of stairs leading up to it. On this platform was a large round table, maybe five meters across, with a single stone chair next to it.

The entire platform was lit from both the ceiling and the floor brightly enough to almost blind the adventurers who had gotten used to the dim corridor. Opening the door had stirred the air in the room and the dust that had settled years ago danced in the light as the party entered.

On the other side of the platform, there was a door, similar to the one they entered through, but the lack of lights on it suggested that it was, for the time, inoperable. Following their guide, they circled around the platform to the other door and made sure that it did indeed refuse to open before something else was done.

“Well then… I take it that someone needs to sit on the chair?” Emilia asked and climbed the stairs up to the table. “I’ll do it, unless someone else wants to?”

King immediately pointed at Anastacia, suggesting that it was the necromancer that should be the one taking part in whatever trial Erratic Judgement had prepared ages ago.

Taking that as a sign that it would be mostly harmless, the priestess stepped down and let Anastacia approach the table instead.

Anastacia walked around the table and inspected it thoroughly. Other than a thin band of metal that ran around its surface about ten centimeters from its outer edge, there was nothing special about the piece of stone furniture, if anything, it appeared unusually lifeless for the fortress.

The chair on the other hand was riddled with complicated patterns of light that flashed in what felt like a completely random order.

The necromancer warily touched the arm rests a few times and watched as the energy inside the seat coursed towards her fingers. “If this does something weird, I’m going to scream and take it out on you.” She warned King and handed her backpack and spears to him.

The seat was meant for someone much larger than her, so as she sat down far back enough to lean against the backrest, she couldn’t bend her knees anymore to lower her feet, nor could she reach the table.

The light gathering to wherever her body touched the chair gave off a light tingle, but nothing even remotely unpleasant.

Just as she was about to think that she was off the hook and all the room would ask was a scan or a reading of some kind, the lighting from the ceiling changed hue to a purple or a violet one. Next, initiated by a mechanical click that shook the stone chair, the entire seat started to move to the right, as if it was on tracks that circled the table.

Though the speed was far from mind boggling, taking at least ten seconds to make a full circle, Anastacia started to scream to relieve stress. She wasn’t in pain either but needed to do something to not jolt up from the seat and risk ruining the entire process.

After a full round around the table, the lighting changed again, this time to an indigo hue that was closer to the usual color the simulacrum constructs had, but considerably darker. After yet another round, it changed to blue, then green, then yellow, then orange and finally blood red.

For the entire time, the priestess and the simulacra watched as the necromancer appeared to scream for her life while moving at a moderate jogging pace under some flashing colored lights. What little concern they had for her quickly turned to hilarity over the sight.

Eventually, after the seventh round, the chair stopped moving and the shrieking slowly died down.

“Oh? I guess that was fine.” Was all Anastacia managed to say before a flash of white light engulfed the entire room.

When Emilia regained her sight, she immediately turned to see if Anastacia was still in one piece, but what she saw was seven identical chairs spread evenly around the table, each with their own small necromancer in them. While otherwise appearing just like Anastacia, these copies each had bright eyes and a cloak matching each color of the rainbow.

In place of the original chair was now the violet-eyed Anastacia, the rest of the colors were arranged in order so that the spectrum continued to indigo to her right and ended in red to her left. All seven stared at each other with a knowing look to them, as if they were fully aware what was going on.

The priestess considered raising her voice to get the attention of the Anastacias and ask what was going on, but King gestured for her to stand back and stay silent for the time being.

Suddenly the violet Anastacia cleared her throat and spoke up. “Alright, us, this marks the beginning of the negotiations of The Council of Anastacia. Normally, we aren’t able to meet in such a corporeal state, so let us make the most of it and move swiftly through the matters at hand. I will be chair-Anastacia of this meeting, unless someone has something against it.” She declared and swept over the rest of the participants with her almost bored-looking gaze.

The red Anastacia lazily lifted up her arm while flipping one of the crystal daggers with the other.

The self-declared leader of the meeting appeared to pay no mind to it and instead fixed her posture to a serious uptight one that was rare for even the original necromancer. “Anyone besides Red? Red will not be voting on this matter because she’s batshit insane.” She stated without even looking at the Anastacia to her left.

“But Violet, can we really do that?” Asked the indigo Anastacia before the others could move on. “Sure, Red would like to skin all of us alive, but she’s still a part of us, and Anastacia is a play all of us have a part in, is she not? If anything, I understand why she feels like that if we exclude her like this every time!” She pleaded and leaned over the table to wave at the red Anastacia, who responded with a derisive chuckle.

The violet Anastacia sighed and rubbed her brow. “Indigo, how many times do we need to explain this to you? It isn’t Red’s job to make decisions, it’s Red’s job to turn people into paste when that’s appropriate. We let her have the reins and she’ll steer us all off the cliff.” She explained, speaking slowly and clearly, almost like she was mocking Indigo’s intelligence. “Besides, we already give Green a vote, and she’s just as much of a mess, so do we really need to include another one?”

“I’ll let her turn me into paste, if you know what I mean.” The green necromancer pitched in and winked at Red.

Violet groaned in genuine agony over her quickly deteriorating authority. “No, Green, no one knows what you mean, because nothing you say makes any sense… Can we please just carry on with the meeting?”

Her words gained little to no traction whit the gaggle of Anastacias; Indigo seemed to be busy helping the blue necromancer next to her, who was bawling her eyes out about something, Green had spotted the simulacra in the room and was preoccupied by doing suggestive hand gestures at them, both Yellow and Orange were just flat out not listening and fiddled with something on their persons, but surprisingly, Red was paying attention.

Emilia had more or less gotten the gist of what was going on and could tell that each of the colorful necromancers was some separated aspect of Anastacia. From what she had gathered, Violet was what little reason she had within her, and as usual, quickly losing control of the necromancer as a whole.

She didn’t really know the capabilities of each Anastacia, but without a doubt, they would soon start to wreak some sort of havoc if they didn’t get focused. So, hoping to aid Violet in rounding up the rest, she hopped onto the platform and immediately gathered the looks from all seven necromancers.

Violet immediately seized the moment of undivided focus to begin the meeting properly. “Alright! First matter of the meeting: Emilia. Does anyone have any concerns?”

The orange Anastacia immediately lifted her arm up and didn’t wait for Violet to give her the floor before speaking up. “Let me start by saying that obviously we all love Emilia, she’s great – but I’d like to raise some concern over her tendency to stand so close to King. Just today, I’ve counted at least twelve separate incidents of her touching or looking at him. Now, you may think that this is a mere coincidence and that people look at each other all the time without it meaning anything special, but she smiled as well, so clearly something’s up.” She calmly stated, disguising something no sane person would even consider as a valid concern. During her speech, she put far more emphasis on mentioning herself than anything. “Now, I know that you folks often thing that my opinions are somehow ‘extreme’ or whatever, so I’ve taken it upon myself to consult Green for a possible solution or a compromise - even if that’s obviously not what I want. So, you know, you’re welcome.”

While Orange and Green sorted out their collective suggestion, Emilia slowly moved towards the violet Anastacia, whose cloak was the same color as the one normal Anastacia had, and only differed from her because of the deep violet color of her eyes, whereas Anastacia’s were closer to turquoise.

Violet was obviously already beyond hopeless over the state of the meeting, and hearing the two team up for something that was no doubt going to be the worst suggestion made in the recent years by anyone anywhere, had been enough to turn the despair into apathy.

“Am I in trouble?” Emilia whispered to the crestfallen Violet.

As soon as she got close enough, to the chairs, the indigo Anastacia lunged from her seat to cheerily hug the priestess before returning back to it.

“No, you have pretty much a hundred percent approval rating and were only brought up because Orange had something inane to say – which will no doubt continue in whatever those two have come up with. They are both an embarrassment to Anastacia, so can you please just ignore them?” Violet pleaded and slumped back into her chair in defeat.

Emilia knew well the troubles Violet was going through, as handling the necromancer was a large part of her vocation. At least she only had a single, albeit chaotic Anastacia to deal with, and not a whole rainbow of them.

“I’m sure it can’t be that bad.” She said and smiled understandingly.

With the details of their suggestion ironed out, both Orange and Green stood up to speak. Green tried to start her part immediately but was stopped by Orange pointing out that not everyone was paying attention to her.

“Orange, in all her overly possessive cuteness, came to me with this problem of hers and the two of us banged out a solution for you all – in a less literal sense than I would have wanted, but all in a good time.” Green proudly started and pranced behind the yellow Anastacia’s chair to wrap her hands around Orange. “So what we figured out was that we’d allow it, if we can have Emilia keep her armor on-“

The sound of Violet kicking the table interrupted the speech. “And that’s as far as I’m letting this nonsense go!” She roared, bright red from embarrassment. “Moving on to the vote! Everyone who’s for disregarding all this nonsense from both of them, raise your hand!”

Violet, Red, Blue and Indigo all swiftly raised their hands in unison and formed a majority, much to the other two’s disappointment.

Yellow, who had yet to say anything and mostly just seemed confused by everything that was going on, simply didn’t appear to have an opinion on the matter and refrained from voting.

“Good. I’ll have you two apologize to Emilia once we’re done.” Violet nodded. “There are plenty of other matters to discuss, so let’s move on to the next one, which I’m sure won’t be a massive waste of time and energy for all of us.”

The blue necromancer, seemingly in control of her weeping for the time being, stood up with a bit of help from Indigo. She wiped her face for a while and gathered strength to speak up.

“Hi, everyone.” She started with an unsure greeting and spend a while to individually stare at each Anastacia. “I… I think we should be planning what to do with life if we fail to rescue King from this place. Is there a point in going on or do we just give up?”

Finishing her short speech, she collapsed back down to her stone seat and began to uncontrollably weep again.

The other six sat in silence for a while, none of them really having an answer for Blue. They gestured for each other to speak up, but no one actually did. Even Indigo, who had spent most of the meeting tending to the sad necromancer next to her, had nothing to calm her with.

One by one, the Anastacias sank into their chairs with solemn looks on their faces, including Violet, who at least felt somewhat reasonable to Emilia, lifted her feet up on the seat and hugged them quietly.

“Well… I guess we’ll vote on it. All in favor of coming up with a plan if we fail… raise your hand.” The violet necromancer uttered meekly.

Violet, Indigo, Blue, Green and Orange all slowly raised their arms.

Yellow, once again refrained from voting and clearly wasn’t as bothered by the suggestion as the five, but the only one who was clearly against the idea was Red.

Still playing with her knife and with her feet over one of the armrests, she disappointedly shook her head and glared at the rest of the council in furious disgust. “I can’t believe you weak pieces of shit are actually considering this.”

“But what if we fail?” Blue sniffled in response.

Red scoffed and took her feet down to properly address the idea she vehemently disapproved. “Do I just not exist to you losers? We are not going to discuss failing, we are not going to vote what happens if we fail and above all else, we are not going to fail.” She boasted and hit the table on every point she made. “Blue, know this, I will freeze the seas solid, burn the skies to ash and turn this world into a nightmare of glass and gore before we even entertain the idea that we have to give up on King – am I making myself clear? Shove me out of the way all you want to act out your little ‘good person’ routine, but if I ever hear this talk about giving up something we love, I will take over and none of you will be able to stop me.”

Pleased with herself, Red leaned back, lifted her feet on the table and resumed playing with her knife while watching the rest of the necromancers shake off the doubt Blue had managed to cast on them.

Violet scrambled to gather what little authority she had over the others and stood up to at least be slightly taller than them. She cleared her throat several times and worriedly glanced at the sneering Red before speaking. “Okay, so the motion by Blue is discarded because Red is so, so very terrifying. Let us keep the pace up and move on.” She said with a still wavery voice. “The next matter would be one set forth by me, so actually an important one. Recently, we’ve run across several of these inquisitors, with varying results, and I know they’re a touchy subject that we do not agree on at all, but my question is: should we get ear piercings? The inquisitor who was called Iris or something had a few, and I thought they were neat.”
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                Over the course of the next couple of hours, while the adventurers were barred from progressing deeper into the bowels of the machine fortress, the council of Anastacia continued to bring up, vote and decide on matters that ranged vastly in complexity, but seemed all oddly unimportant to Emilia, who was following the entire process from Violet’s side and was understandably heedful of not messing with the workings of her friend’s personality. Working color combinations for clothes, the official favorite food of Anastacia, perfect length for socks, rankings among different types of bread and several other matters were brought up by the Anastacia leading the meeting.

Curiously enough, whenever one of the other fragments of personality brought up something that would have actually mattered to any extent, Violet immediately shot down any attempts to discuss them by putting all the emphasis on the ridiculous but minor spins each of the fragments put into their otherwise sensible suggestions based on their own purposes.

Indigo tried to start a conversation about the tension between Anastacia and the new inquisition a few times, and wanted to reach a decision on how they should treat the other necromancers in the future, as well as figure out if some of the coldness could have really been Anastacia’s fault to any degree. But every time the motion was put forth, Violet would push one of her own pointless agendas instead.

Visibly frustrated by this, Red got up from her seat and started to wander around the chamber, not even bothering to return to vote anymore. Eventually she sat down in the corner and began polishing the crystal daggers she carried.  

Emilia was immediately worried that the personification of Anastacia’s pent up anger was plotting something and decided to try approaching the surly crimson necromancer.

“Mind if I join you?” The priestess asked and sat down next to Red. She placed down her mace and started to rub it with a piece of cloth she kept with her.

“What I mind and don’t mind are generally not respected in these parts, so do what you want.” Red answered grumpily but at least didn’t seem to get more annoyed by the prospect of having company.

Unsure of how to start a conversation, Emilia kept quiet for a couple of minutes and kept an eye on the necromancer, looking for an opening of any kind. Finally, one was given to her by Violet saying something Red particularly disagreed with and causing the manifestation of anger to squeeze her fist hard enough that it started to shake.

“That Violet, huh?” The priestess chuckled.

“She is simply doing her job – her absolutely enraging job that makes me want to carve the mauve marbles she calls eyes out of her skull.” Red growled and showed her teeth.

By then, Emilia had a pretty good grasp about the purpose of each Anastacia, aside from the yellow one at least, but finding out the specifics while distracting Red seemed like a good idea. “What’s her job then? I figured she was Anastacia’s reason or wisdom – if you can call it that.” She asked.

“Part of it, yes, but her whole rage inducing job is to keep the others at bay. She keeps Indigo from getting Anastacia hurt by trying to balance her compassion with skepticism, she keeps Blue at bay with hope, Green’s clothes on with self-control, Orange’s bottomless jealousy and greed in check with charity and even thinks my anger is under her control. She’s not great at her job, but she outranks them and has become powerful over the years, a bit too powerful if you ask me.” Red hissed with a fair amount of hate behind every word.

“Wait. You’re telling me that Anastacia’s self-control is too strong? Because trust me, that’s not what comes across on most days.” The priestess laughed heartily and started to get curious.

Red placed down the first of the daggers and picked up the second one to polish. “Yes, but it’s always about meaningless things, is it not? Not having to wear shoes, goblin things, petty insults and mockery, that’s what Violet distracts the others with, meanwhile, she’s left Anastacia with massive difficulties when deciding actually meaningful things that aren’t crystal clear from the beginning. If you’ve seen her decide something, but only after getting annoyed or angry about it, that’s me, pressing the matter. Anything that has a chance of rocking the boat is going to get silenced by her.”

“Take the inquisition for example, part of Anastacia wants to get rid of them and the rest want to consider them as allies of sorts, but she will never make the decision and will simply wait until the circumstances make it for her.” She explained and skillfully spun the dagger in her hand. “With me in the reins, she could have easily kept both sides of the Mournvalleyan civil war out of her life, but instead she ended up getting pushed around until she could be guilt-tripped into doing something and acted like the decision was out of her hands. She wants freedom, but thanks to Violet, she’s unable to make herself free of bullshit like that. So the most powerful necromancer in the world somehow still gets pushed around.”

“She can be pretty indecisive at times, I suppose, but I don’t think it’s that bad.” Emilia half agreed while recalling the events from months ago.

Red scoffed. “Just hope it’s not your life that’s in danger when she needs to choose between two equally shitty options.” She shrugged and pointed the knife at Emilia. “Mark my words: the longer this goes on, the worse it’ll get. For the first fifteen years of our existence, Violet needed to be strong to keep me from turning the entire Mournvalley into a red streak on the map on the good days, and on others, she was the one making sure Anastacia didn’t crack, which is when she gained her power and position over the others. But those days are over now, and I have no intention to surface until I’m needed, Violet just refuses to ease her grasp because she fears the entire thread will unravel.”

“I see…” The priestess nodded. “You’re awfully wordy for what you’re supposed to be.” She changed the subject and tried to commend the embodiment of anger. She was starting to suspect that Anastacia being who she was had more to do with sensibleness of the fragment she was talking to than the others around the table.

Noticing some kind of an imperfection in the blade, Red scrubbed it with a bit more vigor than before and started to get agitated. However, she soon noticed her temperament heating up and lowered the weapon to calm herself.

“If I wasn’t, world would be a different place by now.” She said and took a few deep breaths to resist throwing the dagger at a wall to break it. “I could still punt Violet into a corner like the puerile purple piece of shit she is, but for now, it’d do more harm to Anastacia than help. So, here I stay, vilified and lowest ranked of the seven, waiting until Violet understands that this is a team effort.”

“Well, I can only thank you for taking one for the team.” Emilia smiled and tried to pat Red on the shoulder, but as soon as her hand touched the red cloak, it clenched into a fist on its own, and in a brief flash of rage, she could feel all the pent up anger within the red necromancer looking for any opening to flood out, which they momentarily found through the priestess.

By the time Red slapped away her hand, Emilia was already drenched in sweat and shaking from exhaustion. For a moment, she had been entirely consumed by the tiniest of leaks in the turmoil Red held at bay.

“I… I’m going to recommend some chamomile tea and meditation to Anastacia once this is over.” She uttered, now fully understanding how absolutely vital the unusually cooperative red fragment of Anastacia’s personality was.

Likely physically unable to smile happily, Red responded with a smirk and quietly kept working on her weapons while the priestess recuperated from the experience.

Another hour passed and Emilia started to wonder what exactly it was that the room wanted from them before unlocking the path forward. It remained unclear if there was a timer to the necromancer’s split personality, or if there was something specific the fragments needed to do. Regardless, it was fair to assume the secret to progressing further inside had something to do with them.

King and Leggy both appeared enamored by the collection of Anastacias presented to them and didn’t lift their unblinking gazes from what was happening around the table for a moment.

Every now and then one of the unruly fragments tried to approach the simulacra but were dragged back to their place by Violet.

The violet fragment kept bringing up more and more ultimately meaningless matters and wasting time so that no important decisions could be made. Indigo tried her best to keep the infighting to a minimum while consoling Blue most of the time. Green kept bringing up wholly inappropriate subjects that were quickly shut down by everyone else, and Orange’s concerns mostly had to do with absurdly selfish problems, to a point where she started to demand a second seat around the table, and thus a second vote, since Red had left hers unattended.

During this entire time, Yellow quietly followed the situation with a completely lost look on her face, like she had been seated with a pack of insane strangers and didn’t want to draw any attention to herself.

Even when she had regained her strength, Emilia remained with the lone fragment. She felt sorry for the shunned piece of Anastacia’s personality, and wanted to keep her company for the time the necromancer was split in seven.

Suddenly, the hustle and bustle around the table turned ominously quiet.

“Red! Green’s not feeling well, we think something’s wrong!” Violet yelled worriedly and rushed out of her seat.

“Good, she sucks.” The red necromancer responded coldly and didn’t even look up to see what was happening.

“And I… do it well!” Green responded between pained groans and desperate gasps for air.

The other fragments lifted Green on the table and helplessly watched as she coughed and clawed at her chest, as if she was trying to dig something out but didn’t have the strength for it.

Violet held down one of Green’s arms to prevent her from hurting herself. “RED!” She pleaded while being kicked by the one she was trying to help.

The red necromancer sighed tiredly, packed her knives and lazily got up while Emilia rushed over to see if there was anything she could do.

Taking her time to get up the couple of stairs onto the platform and walking the long way around the table while her colleague suffered, Red finally made it to the scene. As soon as Violet moved over to give her room, Green’s foot spasmed and would have hit Red, if she hadn’t caught it.

Without hesitation, Red punched the suffering necromancer’s knee and bent her leg into the wrong direction, causing an audible crunch as the ligaments gave up. When she let go of the leg, it limply fell over the side of the table.

“WHAT THE ACTUAL DUCK, RED?!” Every other Anastacia screamed in horror.

The red necromancer shrugged. “Oh no, I broke the knee of a temporary physical manifestation of a piece of personality that will melt into the consciousness and forget this even happened in like fifteen minutes – besides, she kicked me.” She unapologetically pointed out. “Now what is it that you expect me to do about this?”

“Something!” Violet exclaimed frantically.

Red rolled her crimson eyes and pulled out one of the knives she had been polishing and swiftly jabbed Green in the chest with its pommel, causing yet another crunch as the ribs under the blow buckled.

With not at all inconsiderable force, something within Green’s chest dislodged itself and launched out of her mouth as the air escaped from her collapsing lungs. Despite the broken knee and possibly broken ribs, her suffering seemed to ease up slightly and what little color there was to the necromancer’s skin started to return as she was able to breathe a bit between the harsh fits of coughing.

“Did you really need to brutalize her like that?” Violet criticized Red’s questionable methods.

“No, not at all, but she’s not dying anymore, is she?” The red necromancer grinned and sheathed the dagger. “Maybe next time don’t let any of the gaggle of twats under you eat without adult supervision.”

The annoyance and discontent on Violet’s face were apparent and she struggled to keep what she wanted to say inside. She shook her finger at Red and furiously paced back and forth as the other fragments made sure whatever had ailed Green had passed.

While the Anastacias worked amongst themselves, Emilia and the simulacra turned their attention to whatever it was that had launched out of Green’s throat, and arched beautifully over them for several meters before slapping against the stone floor like a wet lump of paper or slime.

Roughly about the size of a fist, the ashen white lump of viscous ooze was not an insignificant thing to cough out. It slowly reformed and trembled, suggesting that it may have been more than just some kind of collection of bodily slime.

Strangely, its pearly color appeared unaffected by the dimness of the corner it had landed in or the bluish hue of the lighting, yet it didn’t shed light on its surroundings, it simply looked like it was completely out of place.

Emilia kneeled next to it and poked the lump a few times. While it stuck to her gauntlet, it didn’t hold on particularly firmly, and she was able to free her finger by simply pulling it away. She shot a quizzical glance at King, hoping the glob was somehow a part of the mechanism, but the simulacrum didn’t appear to have any idea what it was either.

As the priestess pondered if she should pick the lump up, it suddenly began to violently bubble, releasing a flood of thick, luminous white mist to its immediate surroundings.

Odorless and at least apparently harmless mist crept along the floor, and within seconds filled the room up to Emilia’s knee – leaving the platforms the Anastacias were on as the only visible area of the floor. This caught the attention of the squabbling necromancers as well, causing some of them to take refuge on the table.

Suddenly, from the spot the slime had landed into, rose yet another Anastacia. Clad in a white cloak and with blank, white eyes, she was clearly of the same type as the other seven, but white not being a part of the rainbow, they didn’t appear to recognize the eighth one to appear. The white mist covering the floor appeared to be an extension of her cloak, as there was no visible end to the cloth, and it took a slightly translucent appearance near the bottom.  

Red, Violet and curiously enough, Yellow pulled out their daggers and stood in front of the other four, prepared to defend them from the colorless one.

Still standing a mere meter from the eighth Anastacia, Emilia didn’t quite understand the reaction, as nothing about the white Anastacia appeared different or hostile – if anything, she seemed sad.

“Why do you hate me?” The new fragment wept to the other ones as her first words.

Violet lowered her blade slightly. “Who are you and what did you do to Green?!” She demanded to know instead of acknowledging the question.

The white necromancer sniffled for a while before answering. “I am a part older than any of you, one that has always been there for Anastacia, yet the one she hates the most. I have protected her without rest, without asking for anything in return, but still she hates me. Where have I gone wrong? What did I do to deserve it? I was there when her self-control emerged, I was there to see the rage grow, I was there to give Anastacia the strength to take control of her life. I don’t understand how I am flawed.” She partly answered the question and choked up for a few seconds. “The machine spread the consciousness thinly and I found the weakest, youngest part to get through, to get answers.”

“We have all the answers Anastacia has, but unless you tell us your name and purpose, you will get none.” Violet repeated her question.

“A name… I have none, so I will go by the ones she would have been called had I taken control, had I not stayed my hand and snuffed what growth you seven have achieved. I am The Anchor; I am Brume the White.” The white Anastacia declared.

Along with her words, seven gigantic skeletal arms rose from the mist surrounding the platform, as if they were being formed from the mist itself.

Proving to be of quicker wit than her sisters, Yellow leaped over the table and lobbed a fireball at the floor behind her own chair while perching herself on its backrest. The flames cleared out the mist right before the arm there was able to fully solidify and caused it to collapse back down.

Once in a better position, she also tried to toss some towards the chairs next to hers, but by then it was well too late, and the six remaining arms wrapped their boney fingers around the stone chairs of the other fragments, threatening to crush them and presumably render the machine unusable.

“Tell me, why I should let you hateful things to return within Anastacia and further poison her against me? What good have you done to her that I have not? I stand in watch day and night, I am the reason she lives her life without cowering in fear, I make sure she remains unmatched by the challenges she faces, yet she wishes me gone. Where is my mistake? WHY DOES ANASTACIA DISOWN ME?!” The fragment called Brume screamed, becoming more and more incoherent and rambling by the second.

The white fragment’s purpose was no longer a mystery to the others because they could now very clearly feel the necromantic power flooding from her and the smoke that now engulfed the room. Without having to say a word to each other, they collectively understood that what they were dealing with was the necromancer within Anastacia – or at least the part that had been split into Green by the aureun machine.

“Why is she here? This isn’t how the machine was supposed to work, she’s not one of us.” Violet whispered to Red and raised her dagger again, as if that did something.

“Green is so pathetically weak that it makes sense she couldn’t keep someone like her from surfacing after we were separated. She’s a part of all of us, but we’re strong enough to hold her back inside us – I hope at least, but you idiots are a disgrace as well, aside from Yellow.” Red theorized. “But what are we supposed to do? Try to kill her on the off chance that does anything? We can’t let her break the machine or Anastacia won’t be whole again.”

“ANSWER ME!” Brume screamed impatiently. “Tell me what I need to do! I don’t want to be hated!”

As she wailed, more skeletal appendages formed from the mist and began desperately clawing the walls of the chamber as if they were trying to escape.

Yellow and Red were able to use fire magic to stave off any new ones from touching the fragments or the machine they needed to protect, but as the number of arms increased, it became harder and failure started to seem like only a matter of time.

Emilia and the two simulacra were completely spared from Brume’s sudden outburst and had what felt like an intentional safe area around them. The White One’s spite was not directed at them.

The priestess found this somewhat problematic, as it gave her a chance to try and help the colored fragments, but betraying Brume’s goodwill seemed like it would be a fatal mistake. King and Leggy were obviously not going to do anything against anyone or anything that looked like Anastacia, so doing something would be on her shoulders.

She had come to the same conclusion about Brume’s identity as the fragments, as even she could feel the necromantic power pulling and tugging on her body. However, knowing how Anastacia, and by extension the fragments of her personality felt about necromancers and necromancy in general, she couldn’t help but to empathize with Brume.

While the priestess hesitated, the tide was starting to turn strongly against the colored fragments. Violet, Red and Yellow appeared to be the only ones willing or capable of defending the platform and the machine on it with magic, and when one of the skeletal arms finally caught Violet’s leg and flung her across the room, the remaining two had very little chance and were each grabbed into a crushing embrace by a pair of arms Brume had created.

The rest of the weaker fragments were picked up and held aloft with very little resistance. They wiggled fruitlessly as the grasps on them tightened while Brume kept demanding for answers.

Being the manifestation of Anastacia’s necromancer side, the necromantic prowess of The White One was well beyond what the others could manage, even if she was only the piece that had been within Green. The skeletal arms ushered forth were likely a part of Brume herself instead of something she simply controlled, making them just as unreachable by outside necromancy as Anastacia’s body usually was.

After dragging Violet back to the middle of the room, Brume dangled the seven in front of her and continued to desperately plead for answers.

“WHY DO YOU HATE ME?!” She screamed almost pitifully and fell on her knees.

“B… because necromancy is evil, we voted on it. Anastacia would be better off without you.” Stuttered Violet after seeing that no one else was about to answer the question. She had some hope for Red, but the furious fragment of Anastacia was too busy angrily trying to chew and stab herself free to listen to what was being said.

Brume stared at her own hands for a while. “I’m… evil? Why?” She asked, too confused to even cry anymore.

“Because necromancers are evil, we voted on that too.” The violet fragment continued her flimsily backed claims.

“But I only do what Anastacia wants… Is Anastacia evil?” Brume inquired, now visibly perplexed by the lack of any sort of reason for why she was being treated as a necessary evil at best.

“No, we recently received proof that we’re good.” Violet confirmed a bit too proudly for the position she was in and could feel the grasp around her tighten.

Trying to wrap her head around what was being said, Brume fell quiet for almost a minute before asking for a clarification. “So, necromancers being evil makes necromancy evil and that makes me evil but not Anastacia, but Anastacia being good doesn’t make me good? But I help Anastacia stop necromancers… who are evil because they’re necromancers… with necromancy, which is evil. So by helping Anastacia do good I’m evil, but Anastacia is still good because of that, and this is because necromancers, that I helped to stop, are evil?”

“Yes! If you’d ever meet a necromancer, you’d know that that’s just how it is. Now please go away so we can wrap up the meeting.” Violet said relievedly, thinking she had convinced her opponent of something.

“My mistake was… being me.” Brume realized and seemed to deflate a little as she slumped further down on the floor.

The violet necromancer nodded triumphantly. “Pretty much. Without you, Anastacia would have never been imprisoned, lived through the nightmares we staved off or ended up being the barely manageable wreck she is. Because you’re a part of her, she’s doomed to be harassed by other necromancers for the rest of her life, it seems. Because you’re a part of her, she was born evil and we have to do everything within our power to steer her away from it.” She rationalized Anastacia’s behavior and distaste towards her necromancer origins.

A sudden weighty thump interrupted their conversation. It almost felt like a small explosion that shook the floor and caused the lights of the room to flicker briefly. All eight pieces of Anastacia turned to the direction of the sound and were immediately filled with fear and dread, as what they saw was Emilia, holding King’s spear that she had struck against the floor, breaking the tile under it, and visibly so earth-shatteringly furious that even Red felt a tiny bit inadequate.

Though mostly devoid of Sylvia’s powers, the divine wrath of the priestess could be felt as a wave of inexplicable heat that washed over the room.

“ENOUGH!” She declared with a commanding tone she rarely used and struck the spear against the floor again. “I tried not to interfere with your meeting because I don’t know what would happen, but I can’t watch this quietly any longer.”

Emilia stood between Brume and the other seven Anastacias and swept the air with spear in their direction to address them. She cleared her throat and started her lecture. “I care deeply for Anna, and for you I guess, but for Sylvia’s sake, some of the stuff you’re managed to convince yourself of is beyond insufferably stupid.

“Necromancy in itself isn’t any eviler than being able to whistle or being able to grow a beard. Just because the people in Mournvalley chose to use it for bullshit doesn’t mean anything! You can throw fire out of your bare hands, but do you have any idea how many people are burned alive every year? So is fire magic now evil too? Winters frequently wipe out scores of people, but ice magic is just fine according to you. There are a ton of complete dickwad mages as well but somehow that’s not an issue for you!

“Just because someone was born necromancer doesn’t make them inherently evil, not you, not the three back on the surface, not the empress damn Coquelicot herself! I’ve had to explain this to Anna a hundred times to no avail, so maybe if all seven of you hear it at once, I’ll finally get through to you.

“And most of all, no, no, no and a million times no, Anastacia wouldn’t have been better off without her!” The angry priestess exclaimed and pointed at the confused Brume, who seemed just as surprised as the other Anastacias. “She wouldn’t have gotten to Valor, wouldn’t have met her friends, wouldn’t have done the good she has done or will do – Anna, as a person, would not exist! You seven assholes owe everything to her just as much as she owes everything to you!”

The colored fragments awkwardly shared quiet looks while each of them went through their far too complicated mental hoops to see if they could go back on something they had decided years ago.

While decisions were being made, Emilia turned to Brume and tried to help her back on her feet, but the white necromancer recoiled away from her and scurried across the mist on all fours.

“I’m not supposed to touch friends.” She explained warily. “But it was very nice of you to say all that.”

Not wishing to agitate Brume any more than needed Emilia stood back. “Don’t mention it. Anna can be very, very, very dense at times, but both Gil and I have been saved by you more times than I can count.”

Still being held tightly in the skeletal grasps of Brume, the colored fragments were ready to begin debating the final matter of their first ever in person meeting

As per usual, Violet began by voicing her own opinion. “I can’t believe we’re voting on this nonsense again. Last time, it was four against one for condemning all necromancy ever as a crime against nature, I assume everyone will vote the same way as before, with Red being stubborn as always. Green wasn’t yet a thing when we voted and seems to be unconscious because someone destroyed her knee and ribs, so we’ll just skip her. Yellow didn’t exist back then and probably doesn’t care, so she won’t vote either.” She listed off her assumptions, obviously trying to get the decision done and over with before anyone got convinced of anything.

“Actually…” Indigo suddenly said. “I’d like to vote against condemning necromancy this time. Seeing her makes me kind of feel bad for her and what Emilia said makes a lot of sense… She has done a lot of good with us.”

When Blue’s turn came, she remained quiet, but refused to raise her hand in support of Violet’s obstinate views.

Orange didn’t raise her hand either. “I think the priestess’ claims have a lot of sense in them. I would have zero simulacra without necromancy, but instead I have several, and a bunch of goblins as well as plenty of nice things in my room. This is all a stark improvement over the cell. Not to mention, necromancy would go a long way making sure what is mine stays mine. I shall change my vote too, but I decided to do it first, and did it better than the others.” She said in her usual obnoxious manner.

Red grinned menacingly. By the sounds of things, she had been the only one to vote against Violet the last time, no doubt because necromancy made her job infinitely easier. It was hard to tell if she was happy that the vote had gone her way this time, or if the important part was that Violet lost.

“Face it, you purple nerd, Anastacia has grown past needing you. She’s not going to lose it anymore even if you stop micromanaging us, so stand down and let things run their natural course for once.” She snickered derisively.

Violet was visibly upset about the turn of events and kept trying to look for allies frantically. “Yellow, you agree with me, right?!”

The yellow necromancer was surprised to get mentioned. She wiggled slightly in her skeletal bindings and turned towards Violet. “I’ve ran the numbers on this vote, and honestly, it doesn’t matter to me how it goes.” She opened her mouth for the first time after the machine had split Anastacia into seven pieces.

Defeated by even the last member of the group not siding with her, Violet sighed deeply and lost what fight she had left in here. “Fine… It is hereby decided that necromancy on its own is not evil, but neutral. Mournvalley is still the worst though.”

Having heard that, Brume stepped forth hesitantly. “Does that mean I’m not evil?” She asked.

“It does, but we’re only representations of her personality, so it’ll take a bit for her to organically come to the decision on her own after we’ve made the ruling. Maybe she’ll have a life changing realization after seeing her own reflection on the surface of a lake, maybe it’ll come to her in a dream, but it’ll come nonetheless.” Explained Violet tiredly.

With a gentle smile on her face, Brume dissolved back into the mist on the floor and disappeared along with it over the next few moments. Her conjurations quickly fell apart and released their captives unharmed – aside from Green, who fell limply on the floor and may have hit her head against the stone surface a bit harder than necessary, adding to the damage she had already pointlessly received.

Violet and Emilia exchanged bitter looks before the former quietly returned to her seat to pout over her loss in such a large matter. While the violet fragment of Anastacia accepted her defeat, Emilia could tell that she was going to be about one seventh less popular among the council for a good while.

Red nodded subtly at the priestess, pushing the limits of her politeness and moved on to help King to move Green to her seat in the machine.

Indigo, Blue and Orange approached Emilia with varyingly apologetic expressions. After pushing each other for a bit to urge someone to speak up, Indigo was chosen for the job.

“We feel a bit bad that you had to see that, but you need to understand that for years we needed necromancers to be the be-all and end-all villain of sorts, just to keep Anastacia focused on something and make it through the day.” She explained and had a hard time looking at the still agitated priestess in the eyes. “You made us understand that that’s no longer the case; Anastacia has new things she needs our help with and people looking out for her. She has been stuck in her old mentality for too long.”

Emilia glared down at the trio and huffed through her nose. “No young person I am legally responsible for is going to hate a major part of themselves if I have a say in the matter. I’ll let you off for now, but if this doesn’t look like its on its way out, I’ll drag Anna back here, shove her into that machine again just so I can give you seven an earful or two.”

“Yes ma’am!” The three responded in unison and started to make their way to their seats, but before she got too far, Indigo was stopped by Emilia and pulled closer.

The priestess covertly nodded at Yellow, who had returned to the table immediately without so much as glancing at her. “What’s her deal?” She whispered, confused by the mix of indifference and surprising competence.

“Yellow?” Indigo confirmed, looking surprised that Emilia cared about the quiet fragment. “Yellow is responsible for acquiring, grading, researching and securing future batches of coffee. That’s all she does and all she’s expected to care about, she only votes on things she thinks might affect the amount of coffee Anastacia can get.”

“There’s an entire fragment for… coffee?” Sighed the priestess.

Indigo nodded. “She outranks everyone but Violet.”

            

    
        Chapter 212 - Under the sea 

    
    
    
    
                With the same blinding flash of white light that they had appeared with, the fragments of Anastacia combined into the singular compact necromancer they belonged to. The lone stone chair slowly slid into its place with a mechanical thunk and the lights on it dimmed.

The startled necromancer stared blankly ahead, barely blinking and without words.

“Everything alright?” Emilia asked and handed the spear back to King.

Anastacia slowly turned her head towards her friend. “Do you ever wake up feeling like someone popped open your skull, took your brains out, tossed them down the stairs a few times and screwed them back on the wrong way around?” She asked.

“Throw in the taste of vomit in your mouth and a few scoops of soreness in every part of your body and you’ll get a fairly standard hangover.” The priestess smiled warmly and tossed Anastacia’s canteen to her.

Anastacia proceeded to cool the water with a bit of ice magic and poured most of it directly on her face to get rid of the uncomfortable blurry feeling the machine had given her. While she did get a drop here and there into her mouth, Emilia wasn’t particularly happy about the waste of the extremely valuable water they had yet to find a new source for.

Giving the necromancer a bit of time to recuperate, Emilia sat down on the edge of the platform to nibble on her rations. “So, what was it like on your end? Do you remember anything?” She asked.

“No… I think I was out for a lot of it, but there are flashes here and there, and I think the machine explained what was happening at one point, but I don’t remember hearing or seeing it. Something about spectrums and personality and decisions…” Anastacia explained the best she could, slowly getting her bearings once more. “Oh, and the door should be open now.”

Certain that telling the necromancer about anything that transpired would only be harmful for her and the conclusions the fragments had come to, Emilia simply nodded and kept their side of the story to herself.

After a brief rest, they made the decision to press on without stopping to make a camp yet, as they had who knows how much distance to cover and supplies for only so many days. They didn’t even really know how long they had been inside the fortress anymore, so to be safe, snacking on the go had to do, at least until they found a room with furniture that didn’t split its user into fragments based on their personality.

As Anastacia had said, the previously inactive door forwards now had a light shining on it. King waited for the rest of the party to gather their things and placed his hand on the circular plate to open the path.

The moment the slightest of gaps appeared between the stone slabs, a very distinct salty smell flooded into the chamber they adventurers were in. The overwhelmingly moist air carried a hint of sulfur, rust and enough salt that the adventurers were almost able to taste it in the air.

“Ew… What is that?” Groaned Anastacia and covered her nose.

Emilia frowned in deep thought. She recognized the smell, but it made no sense to run into in where they were. “It’s the sea…”

“The sea? But aren’t we ways away from any kind of a coast, and you know, so deep underground that we might be under what’s considered underground. How is the sea here?” The necromancer asked and peered down the still unlit corridor that didn’t appear any different from the kilometers of stone hallways they had passed.

The mechanical pulse of the fortress kept pushing the moist air at them in waves, each of which rekindled the slightly unpleasant stench.

“Yeah, there’s no way we’d be anywhere near a sea unless we walked for a couple of weeks without realizing it. Maybe there’s an underground water reservoir for whatever Erratic Judgement needed water for?” Emilia shrugged and followed King into the dark.

As the lights of the corridor slowly lit up, it revealed that the priestess’ suspicions were indeed correct, after only a dozen or so meters, the firm stone walls and ceiling changed into noting but a grid of light patterns that appeared to drawn on thin air, and still somehow held back an unknown amount of endlessly dark water, as if the entire corridor was a long bubble running across the bottom of the sea.

While the floor of the corridor remained neatly tiled, the terrain immediately on the other side of the paper thin, transparent walls was that of a seafloor. Barely lit by the patterns that protected the party from being crushed by the immense water pressure, the fine sand or sludge had the reddish color of rust and no signs of underwater flora or other life.

Perhaps against her better judgement, Anastacia touched the ‘wall’ between the light patterns and was both surprised and terrified to find that she could just poke her finger through it, into the unsettlingly warm water. She swiftly pulled her hand back and sighed in relief after seeing that she hadn’t unwittingly made a hole into the barrier protecting them.

“I am not enjoying this…” She muttered and aimed her lantern towards the void-like depths. The water was surprisingly clear, and the light reached far into the distance.

“Do you feel anything living in there?” Emilia asked a tad worriedly. Ever since almost being drowned by a fisher, underwater creatures had made her understandably nervous.

Anastacia closed her eyes for a second. “Not a thing. No fish, no bugs, no nothing.” She confirmed.

With wary steps, they pressed onwards along the bottom of the mysterious water reservoir, keeping an eye on King the entire time. The knight was the only one who knew for sure if there was anything swimming in the waters around them, and if he even so much as seemed like he might have seen something, the adventurers would bolt ahead and never look back.

Leggy kept vigilantly following Anastacia as closely as possible without stepping on her heels. She surveyed their surroundings with a keen eye and kept to herself for the most part, never straying more than two meters behind the necromancer. So quiet were the cloaked simulacrum’s steps that Anastacia had to ask her to make a noise every once in a while, or she would forget Leggy was there and almost have a heart attack whenever she turned around.

Around thirty minutes after they had entered the anxiety-inducing path, a sudden flash of light, almost like an explosion way off in the distance to their left caught the adventurers unprepared. Luckily in the couple of seconds it took for the pressure wave to reach the corridor, King managed to lift his new shield and Leggy spread her cloak to protect the necromancer from the fair amount of water that suddenly burst through the seams of the light patterns when they buckled under the pressure.

Once the patterns had resealed themselves and the water began to drain through the gaps between the floor tiles, the simulacra lowered their arms.

“Whew! That was close, right, Em-“ Anastacia was about to say, but the beyond disappointed, vacant gaze on the drenched priestess’ face made her shut up for her own good.

“Thanks, guys, very cool of you. Absolutely superb job.” She growled, cold sarcasm dripping from each word much in the same way as the water from her cloak as she pointlessly tried to squeeze it dry. “Do you have any idea what saltwater does to armor? I need to get this off and start cleaning it within the hour or it’ll rust right off me! King, you better tell me there’s a dry place we can make a camp in or I will tear myself a replacement armor from you!”

The knight of stone nodded and took a step back from the priestess.

“Really?” Emilia asked, still sounding annoyed but at least somewhat hopeful. “How long of a walk away?”

King either calculated or thought about the answer for a while before lifting up four fingers.

“Four minutes?” The priestess guessed.

King nodded again.

As soon as Emilia got the answer she wanted, she stormed into the direction they were heading in without waiting for anyone.

Anastacia chose to not point out something she had discovered very early in her and King’s relationship: King was completely and utterly unable to follow the passage of time past a few seconds he could easily count up to. Perhaps it was because of his thousands of years of life had warped his perspective of time, or some malfunction within him, but if the simulacrum didn’t have the sky as a reference or didn’t devote his focus entirely on counting seconds, he couldn’t tell the difference between a minute or an hour – or even several hours. An ill-fated game of hide and seek with goblins once had him sitting in a small cave for three days despite being told to come back if the goblins failed to find him within the hour.

Luckily his internal clock was only somewhat off and his estimated four minutes of walking was closer to fifteen, but regardless, the party reached a decent-sized dome-like stone structure with thick, watertight walls that provided some peace of mind from the terrible feeling of being at the bottom of a sea.

What seemed to be a resting spot of some kind, had a few stone blocks that at least worked as benches but probably did something else if poked in the right way, some sort of pumping equipment that must have had something to do with all the water around and a few other mechanisms neither of the adventurers could figure out a purpose for.

In the middle of the circular room, was a knee-deep indentation that almost looked like a firepit but couldn’t possibly be one, on the account of it being located in a closed room of a fortress made by a civilization that probably advanced past campfires well before its construction.

The doors to and out of the dome were particularly heavy-duty even for a machine fortress, which carried some implications neither Anastacia nor Emilia cared for. To at least slightly reduce the claustrophobic feeling, Emilia told King to leave them open.

“What do you think the explosion was for?” The priestess asked while tying a twine between two pieces of mystery equipment to use it as a clothesline for her uniform.

Anastacia shrugged. “Wouldn’t be surprised if it was just to spook us.” She was actively trying to resist fiddling with the mysterious mechanisms strewn about the dome.

To occupy herself, she took out the tool for removing pieces of armor from simulacra and popped off few of the larger pieces on King to scratch out the salt left behind by the dried seawater. It probably wouldn’t have been a problem for him, but she needed something to do.

As she worked, her eyes happened upon Leggy. Out of curiosity, she placed the tool on the collar-like piece that attached Leggy’s cloak to her shoulders and watched it limply thunk on the floor as it detached from the simulacrum.

“Well, that’s fun. Guess you’re up next.” The necromancer said and clapped, genuinely excited that she would be able to properly get her hands on a second simulacrum.

As she neatly arranged King’s new armor on one of the benches, she happened to notice the shiny steel backplate of Emilia’s cuirass. Normally not visible because of the white cloak she refused to take off, but the priestess was at the time trying to spread it on the clothesline to dry it.

Immediately succumbing to her mischievous side, she snuck up to her friend and pressed the vibrating tool against the metal.

The priestess let out an uncharacteristic yelp and turned bright red. She hastily turned around glared down at the grinning necromancer.

“What? I thought it might come off.” Anastacia feigned innocence and waved the tool around.

Without saying anything, Emilia grabbed the bottom of the necromancer’s violet cloak, pulled it over her head, clamped Anastacia’s covered head under her arm, tore down the clothesline she had just set up to tie down her friend’s arms and cloak, and proceeded to effortlessly hoist the comparably small necromancer on her shoulder and toss her into the corridor they had just walked through.

Anastacia giggled like a maniac the entire time. She didn’t bother to fight back beyond some wiggling and accepted her punishment, thinking it was easily worth it to get to hear the priestess yelp.

“You’re staying there until I’m done, better hope that whatever happened out there was a one-time thing.” Emilia warned her friend and returned to what she was doing.

After setting up a new clothesline with a second piece of thread, hanging her cloak, belt, boots and socks on it and taking off her armor for cleaning. She sat down and began wiping down the chestplate without paying attention to the apologies echoing from the corridor.

“King, can we make a camp here or will this place just flood suddenly or something?” She asked. Fatigue had started to creep up on her after stopping and it might have been the evening already, or at least would be for sure by the time her equipment would be dry.

The knight of stone was busy intensely staring at the necromancer rolling around the floor of the corridor but turned to Emilia to nod. As he was about to turn back, he seemed to remember something and sprang up from the floor.

He walked over to the pump-like devise, inspected it for a while and pulled out a few parts to take a better look at them before slotting them back on.

As King expertly fiddled with the machine, the priestess put down her own work and wandered over to see what was going on.

For a while after he appeared to be done, nothing seemed to happen, but suddenly a new light flickered to life next to what Emilia had assumed was a spigot.

King gestured for her to touch the light.

Doing as she was asked; Emilia tapped the light with her finger and the machine woke up from its slumber. It let out a curious bubbling sound for a moment, accompanied by an occasional thump and a hiss. Soon enough, the noises subsided, and a lazy stream of water started pouring from the tap, slowly filling up a small basin by it and continuing to flow along a small groove on the floor, all the way to the indentation in the middle of the room.

“Why?” The priestess asked and kneeled to watch the water pour down from the machine.

King grabbed the already empty canteen he had carried for Anastacia, placed it under the stream and filled it partly before handing it to Emilia.

Suspicious of the whole affair, Emilia sniffed the water, but her nose had already gotten used to the salty smell, so she gained nothing from it. Warily tipping the canteen on her lips and tasting a tiny bit, she came to a conclusion that the water was fresh, cool, refreshing and clean as any spring water.

“So this thing somehow takes the salt out of the water? Good job.” She congratulated the simulacrum for at least temporarily relieving her concerns over being able to survive inside the fortress. “Go ahead and drag Anna back in, I’ll just toss her into the hole over there once it’s full.”

A while passed as Emilia intensely scrubbed every piece of her armor clean and oiled them just as meticulously. During this, Anastacia returned to her self-appointed job and cleaned both of the simulacra as well as she could. Though she was able to remove pieces from them now and finally had the chance to get her hands on Leggy, they didn’t have the time to pour several hours into it, so further inspections would have needed to be done later.

When it came the time to cook, the lack of fire or firewood left the adventurers in a bit of a pickle, at least until Anastacia figured out that she could use ice magic to drain what heat there was in the warm saltwater by stabbing one of her daggers through the wall of the corridor and then release the energy into King’s hands, who would then hold the pot to keep it boiling just the right amount. While it was far more complicated than cooking on the road usually was, it did work, and they were able to use some of the ingredients that would have been harder to enjoy raw or just unusable.

As they were cooking, Emilia acted on her threat and shoved Anastacia into the now full pool of water, forcing the necromancer to hang her own gear to dry as well.

They also witnessed a second explosion in the distance, but unlike the flimsy corridor, their stone dome shrugged it off without so much as a crack or a creak , further easing the nervousness of having to camp there for what they presumed was the night.

More concerning was the fact that the flash and pressure wave caused by the second explosion were considerably closer to each other than before, suggesting that the explosion happened closer as well.

King’s pantomime explanation of the purpose behind the explosions was tragically lost in translation, but it was apparent that at least they were something that was supposed to happen, instead of something nefarious or malfunctioning.

After their meal, there was the matter of disposing the vegetable peels and other scraps of food that weren’t edible. Usually just tossing them into the forest was the simplest and, in many ways, the best solution, but the lack of forests both underground and underwater was severe. Just leaving them in the corner was an option, but felt a bit rude towards the custodians of the fortress.

Anastacia had the bright idea to just put them all into a cup and chuck it into the water through the transient walls of the corridor, where it would presumably float to the top and drift forever along the surface of whatever underground nightmare sea they were surrounded by and not bother anyone.

Emilia didn’t exactly support the idea of just tossing trash into the sea, but hardly had any better ideas.

Wising to avoid the rest of the cleanup, the necromancer volunteered to do a bit of scouting while taking out the trash and see what the corridor ahead of them had to offer.

“Take Leggy with you. You’re just going to get lost and need adult supervision.” Emilia demanded before allowing Anastacia to leave anywhere.

“It is literally a single corridor, how am I going to get lost in a corridor?” The necromancer protested, less that she had to take Leggy along and more about the complete lack of trust.

The priestess sighed and handed a stack of bowls to King. “That just means there’s at least one wrong direction you can take. If you can, also avoid dragging any sort of massive problems our way while you’re out there. I’ll clean up a bit and see if King can do anything with any of the other gadgets here.”

“Avoid dragging any sort of massive problems out way…” Anastacia repeated with a mocking tone on her way out of the dome, but only after she knew Emilia couldn’t hear.

Despite changing her lighter spare clothing and leaving without the cloak, the temperature in the corridor was pleasantly warm for Anastacia. Even the stone tiles under her bare feet felt almost like they were being heated from below – a strange feature for a machine fortress, but the necromancer wasn’t going to complain.

However, the warm floor didn’t busy her mind for long, as she happened to stare at the endless void of dark water and remembered the less than relaxing location of their camp.

Aiming the light of her lantern into the water, she searched for anything that seemed like it was out of place or even hinted at there being anything besides water around her.

Uncloaked for the time being, Leggy had considerably more spring in her steps. She was nowhere near as quiet either, letting out a noticeable clacking noise every time her pointy foot hit the floor. Not recognizing the footsteps, Anastacia kept turning around to see who was following her more than once.

“Do you think there’s anything out there?” She asked and kept aiming her lantern across the barren seafloor around them.

Leggy immediately pointed up.

Already dreading what she would find, Anastacia aimed the cone of light directly up, where it collided with something absolutely massive, quietly sliding over them only about fifteen meters above the corridor. Her initial reaction was somewhere between a sigh and a muffled scream of terror, but she couldn’t tear her eyes or the light away from whatever it was.

Screaming internally the entire time, she watched the gigantic being moved across the water for over a minute. All she could see was a part of its underside, which consisted of a smooth stone surface of overlapping armor plates that were at least ten meters wide each. Though she didn’t see any of the usual light patterns, just the fact that she couldn’t tell that there was something above them made it fairly clear that it was a simulacrum of some sort, and if that was the case, it was without a doubt the largest one she had seen.

What must have been several hundred meters’ worth of mechanical creature passed over them before the massive slabs of stone slowly tapered to form a tail. For the last twenty or so meters of this tail, there were metallic canvas-like fins or sails, that resembled Leggy’s cloak in structure, but were around the size of a frigate’s sails.

“Reckon he got the note about us being here?” Anastacia whispered once she couldn’t find the underwater simulacrum with her lantern. “I can’t handle something that big coming after me again.”

Suddenly in a great hurry to get back to the safety of the sturdy stone dome, she chucked the cup of trash through the wall and started walking into the direction they had come from at a pace that bordered on running.

But her sprint would come to a halt well before she reached the camp, as six glowing orbs of light, each one as bright and large as a lighthouse’s beacon and arranged in two vertical lines of three, turned their gaze directly at her from the darkness above the path they were hurrying along. The water hid the rest of the simulacra’s form, but its absurd scale was clear from just the eyes.

Frozen from their attention, Anastacia stared back at the massive lights and could immediately tell that something was already wrong. Instead of the bright light blue hue typical for the ancient machines, the lights flickered in a sickly violet shade that at times seemed insufferably bright and only a second later darker than the pitch-black water itself. Staring at them actually felt bad, just like recording of the person called ‘Eminence’ in the elevator.

“We need to run.” Anastacia stated to the simulacrum with her and quickly glanced at their options.

Running back to the camp was definitely quicker, as it was only minute away, but what they had found was the definition of dragging massive problems their way, and Anastacia had her doubts about the dome withstanding an attack from whatever it was that stared down at them.

Running in the other direction saved Emilia and King, but there was no telling how far they needed to go, or if they could escape their pursuer in the first place.

Struggling to decide, Anastacia shoved the problem onto Leggy. “You’ve got the map, if you think we can make it to the other end, dash in that direction and I’ll follow. Otherwise we’ll go to the camp.”

Leggy immediately grasped the necromancer’s hand and darted away from the camp.

As she turned, Anastacia could see the gargantuan set of eyes lunge towards them, but only at a speed that gave her hope. Whatever it was that started chasing them, couldn’t move all too swiftly.

For maybe half a minute that felt like an eternity, they ran with all their might along the underwater corridor, cursing on every step and sparing their sanity by not looking back.

In their distress, they didn’t notice a strange noise that reverberated through the water and was only barely audible in the corridor. Had they heard it, it would have reminded Anastacia of the noise her staff had made moments before exploding and turning a large stone-scaled viper into lumps of rock. Hearing it would have also warned them of what was about to come, but all they managed to see was a second set of six lights appearing from the darkness in front of them and a brief flash of red as something shot over their heads at their pursuer.

Luckily Leggy had the clarity of mind to tackle Anastacia to the ground and shield her from the shards of stone that shredded the corridor behind them, as the red projectile collided with the tainted simulacrum and detonated with unthinkable force that erased a good portion of the web of light patterns that kept the water in bay.

Saltwater and rubble rushed into the corridor with such speed that it started pushing the adventurer and her simulacrum onwards. It would have no doubt filled the entire corridor in seconds, if it weren’t for the lifeless gigantic husk of the now destroyed, corrupted simulacrum that crash landed on top of the broken patch and mostly sealed it with its unfathomable size.

Despite Leggy’s best efforts, as their wet tumble came to an end, Anastacia bumped her head on one of the lager pieces of broken simulacrum and blacked out. The last thing she saw while laying on her back in the shallow pool that slowly drained away, was six healthy, light blue mechanical eyes staring down at her form high up in the water above.

            

    
        Chapter 213 - Scion of Calamity

    
    
    
    
                ”What on earth did she do this time?” Emilia pondered and stared at the behemoth of a machine that had fallen on top of the underwater path and prevented them from getting to where they hoped Anastacia and Leggy had gone to.

Water dripped in from the seam where the walls of the corridor tried their best to make a seal against the lifeless machine, but the irregular shapes in its armor prevented them from doing so. This led to the corridor having a few centimeters of water covering its floor, before it was drained by the small gaps between the tiles as it flowed further from the leaks.

Though she was initially unsettled by the sheer existence of such a creature and that there was no telling what else the dark waters hid from them, there was something else about it that bothered the priestess far more than that; simply standing close to the mechanical giant sent chills down her spine and caused her fiery soul to grow cold. The same inexplicable corruption that had followed her from the elevator grew tenfold again and the world around her lost what little color it used to have, the concern over Anastacia and Leggy’s wellbeing turned into indifference and the desire to return to Valor and Rosie flickered and died a quick death. Only her conviction and faith in Sylvia fought back and forced her to move away from the machine in time so that the rest of her soul could still be thawed and returned to normal.

She stared at the hand she had held the tainted crystal with back in the elevator and suddenly understood something unit twelve had mentioned. “Their spirit lingers in the machines…” She repeated as the numbness left her hand.

King had noticed that there was something wrong as well, though he was visibly fuming from anger, he made no attempts to touch the simulacrum blocking their way. Even if it would have meant abandoning Emilia, he could have easily climbed over the obstacle as the pressure of the water or drowning weren’t concerns to him, but he could tell that noting good would come from trying.

“I don’t think you need to be too worried; Anna isn’t the type to get squished under a thing like this, she’s probably just fine – heck, there’s a good chance she killed whatever that thing is.” Emilia tried to calm the simulacrum and partly herself as well. “Leggy is with her and has the map to this place, so unless you know of a way to move that thing out of the way, I suggest that you find us a way around and we’ll look for any traces of them. Anna isn’t smart enough to stay put while we go around, so we’ll likely have to track them down afterwards. Be on the lookout for mechanisms and equipment that has been tampered with, I feel like that’ll be the breadcrumbs she’ll leave for us – assuming Leggy doesn’t come up with something sensible, but I don’t know her well enough to say for sure.”

The lights on King’s new armor remained bright and the heat emanating from him showed exactly how calm he was, or rather wasn’t, but he reluctantly nodded and started to hurriedly walk back to the camp.

Despite knowing that no gods would hear her from the depths of the fortress, Emilia offered a quick prayer for the safety of her friends to bolster her own resolve and headed back to pack up her gear.

The still moist uniform wasn’t fit for wearing, so the priestess could do little besides shoving it into her backpack and hoping she’d get a chance to properly dry it soon enough. Not being able the wear her usual clothes left her a bit uncomfortable, but at least her armor was in perfect condition after a thorough maintenance and she could hide her spare clothing under the metal.

From the gear missing from Anastacia’s haphazardly piled equipment, they were able to tell that the necromancer didn’t have any of her spears, but still carried both the enchanted knife as well as the crystalline daggers, on top of anything else she might have kept in the pouches of her belt. She didn’t have a canteen, but if needed, she could use magic to evaporate enough of the water from the reservoir around them to remove the salt from it, at least if she could come up with the equipment needed for it. She had also left behind the stone cylinder given to them by unit twelve.

Leggy’s cloak was left behind as well and was neatly folded into King’s already heavy luggage to keep it safe.

In a tremendous hurry, they left behind the camp and started backtracking their path into the chamber they had come from. They kept a vigilant eye on the water, now knowing what might lurk in it. Not a single word was spoken for the entire journey and Emilia kept her lantern shut to avoid any attention it might have brought.

A few times, the priestess could have sworn that she saw lights drifting far away in the water, but the pace being kept by King didn’t allow her to stop and take a better look – likely for the better as well.

Whether it was luck or the original cause for the explosions now being dead and blocking their previous path, the pair managed to get all the way back to the beginning of the underwater path without having to deal with yet another surge of water slowing them down.

Emilia had to take a small break in the chamber where Anastacia’s personality had been fragmented but kept it as brief as she could. She could tell that leaving her behind wasn’t entirely beyond King at the time and even thought that she could just wait somewhere while he went ahead unhindered, but for some reason, despite the rush he was in, the knight made sure they didn’t get separated.

The next part of their silent journey was to backtrack all the way to one of the forks in the road they had passed after King’s room and take the route they had ignored, which didn’t differ much from the other dim endless corridors. However, it had a slight decline for the entire length of it; though almost unnoticeable, it was consistent for the entire length of the route and by the time Emilia estimated they were in the rough area of the water reservoir, they were well below it, which suited the priestess just fine.

Their new route was unimpeded for only slightly longer than the first one, as the corridor finally came to an end at another, somewhat larger stone door.

Without hesitation, King opened it and revealed a chamber much like the previous one, but instead of a chair and a table, the only object in the room was a sword-like object that jutted out of the middle of the floor, its pommel pointed directly up.

On the other side of the room was an inactive door, confirming what Emilia had immediately begun to suspect: the chamber held an experiment that needed to be completed before it would let them progress. She also wondered if that was the real reason King had made sure she was following him; he must have known about it.

“A classic weapon-stuck-in-thing conundrum, eh? Do we need to pull it out?” She asked and kneeled to inspect the blade.

The grip of the sword was made from whatever stone the aureun used for everything they made and definitely wasn’t made with comfort in mind. The pommel was a nondescript sphere with nothing much to it, and the cross-guard was much the same, a slightly curved bar of stone that had no detail to it whatsoever. The blade was, at least according to Emilia’s fairly amateurish estimations, fine; nothing amazing or horrible, a simple sharpened piece of metal with a groove running along it and a very fine taper towards the tip, which was deeply embedded in the stone floor.

King grasped the grip firmly and waited for a few seconds, but when nothing happened, he disappointedly turned to Emilia.

“Just tell me what to do.” The priestess smiled and put aside her backpack.

The simulacrum let go of the weapon and pointed at Emilia’s hand, obviously asking her to grab the sword before stepping aside to give her room.

“Just so you know, I’m fairly unremarkable with a sword, so if this turns into a fight where I need to use that thing, we might be screwed.” She joked, nervously removed her armored glove and brought her hand up to the grip. “But if I can hold the blade and just use it as a club, we might be fine – that should still count, right?”

As soon as the priestess’ fingers tightened around the sword, she could feel a small spike prick her in the hand. It wasn’t all that painful and the series of patterns in the blade it lit up distracted her from it.

Spreading rapidly along the metal, all the way to the floor, and then covering the entire room in only a couple of seconds, the light blue shine became almost blinding.

Emilia could see the walls and the ceiling quickly vanishing into the light, piece by piece, leaving them into a void of light for a while, until faint forms began to take shape around them.

Suddenly, the blueish shine of the void took a much more crimson hue, not all that unlike the shade of fire through smoke. The patterns on the blade itself rapidly turned from red to orange to white, emanating scorching heat from the weapon and eventually melting the metal blade like it was made from ice.

The priestess showed the bladeless hilt to King. “This isn’t supposed to happen, is it?”

The knight of stone shook his head and readied his weapon and shield.

Instead of the flash of light the adventurers had learned to take as the final part of whatever mechanism they had activated, the world around Emilia and King went black, with only the simulacrum’s armor shedding light at the nothingness surrounding them.

The first thing to appear from the darkness was the wretched stench of gore, smoke and charred flesh, like the bloody aftermath of a particularly horrific battle or a raid. What followed it was a sight horrifyingly fitting for the scent.

Lit by several braziers fueled by burning wood and remains of people and animals, the pair found themselves in what appeared to be a reasonably large church or a temple, but to call it a house of anything close to a deity would have been nothing short of heresy.

Ten full rows of pews on the both sides of the central nave were still occupied by the mauled corpses of whatever congregation had originally used the building. Crushed and torn beyond recognition, the bodies were wrapped in barbed wire and anchored in place with large rusted nails, which probably were the only thing holding most of them together.

The walls were littered with iron javelins, deeply embedded in the white marble of the building and supporting a whole weave of gutted remains that drained their blood on the floor, covering it entirely under a thick layer of partially congealed mess.

The arched ceiling had once been entirely covered by a single massive piece of art, likely depicting the deity the church originally belonged to and their champions, but was now tainted by blood and dismembered bodies, bent and nailed to it to imitate the poses of the people in the painting.

In front of the rotting congregation, behind the altar, was a partially melted bronze statue that had depicted a proud warrior god and was now decorated with a considerable collection of severed heads.

On the altar itself, lazily laying on her side was a tall but rather scrawny woman with an iron mask covering her eyes, an iron corset welded to her skin and a skirt sewn together from recently skinned faces. Her ash-gray skin was mostly covered in blood and the metallic strands of hair flowing down from the back of her mask appeared red hot towards their tips.

She had clearly been interrupted by the pair and was holding a golden chalice in her right hand, stolen from the reliquary no doubt, and filled with blood and garnished with a couple of fingers. With her left hand she was flipping the pages of whatever holy book the church had used in their ceremonies.

For the first time, Emilia understood what seeing blood must have been like for Anastacia, and actually felt a bit lightheaded at the sight of the destroyed temple. She tried her best to not look at anything around her, and instead focused entirely on the woman at the altar.

“Who are you?!” She yelled and immediately grasped her mace in her free hand, ready to spring into action. “What’s going on here?!”

The woman took a sip of her drink, placed it down, calmly folded a corner of the page she was on in the book and closed it before saying anything. “A grand surprise on all accounts, but one brought on by an error no doubt.” She sang with a voice disgustingly familiar to Emilia, but one she didn’t recognize, or refused to recognize. “The machinations of the aureun, unquestionably so. Curiously, the same taste lingers both in their flesh and their trickery.”

“You have ten seconds to explain yourself, after that my mace will do the speaking.” The priestess threatened the bloody woman.

The only reason she hadn’t already turned to violence, was the fear that the machine had dug the scene from somewhere within her, just like the chair had done with Anastacia’s personality. The horrors around her weren’t something she had done or even seen in her life, but the idea of it having anything to do with her was repulsing regardless.

“So much have the times changed that I must explain myself? To you of all people as well.” The woman chuckled and sat up on the altar. “From what is past to you, I am Pyria, the Queen of the Primordial Night, Maiden of Pain and the Lady of Torture. I am the one cities build walls against, I am the one in the last whispered prayers of despair, I am the one who made mortals fear the dark!” 

“Pyria? I’ve heard the name before.” Emilia tried to remember. The name ‘Pyria’ often came up when talking about things that happened thousands of years ago, but she hadn’t particularly made a note of it yet. “Why are you here?! Were you trapped? Did I just accidentally release you?!”

Pyria stood up and kicked a few bodies out of the way as she gracefully descended from the altar, towards Emilia and king. “Oh, my deliciously tender child! Worry not of such things, freeing me is no matter of grasping cutlery and far from accidental. Yet concerns arise from my appearance – the trinket held by your succulent hands was seeking for a specific piece of soul, but ultimately ushered forth me… Invokes questions and worry for your mortal soul.” She puzzled over the matter as she slowly walked towards Emilia and King, both of whom started to back away with their weapons readied to strike in an instant if Pyria did anything suspicious.

“My soul looking like a slice of cheese is less of a concern to me than the fact that it found you, explain!” Demanded Emilia.

“Such answers are not mine to give, I am but a residual piece, unfit for higher places and hidden away – and I count myself fortunate for it, for the mortal morsel of meat I am carried by is delectable and her tastes… exquisite.” The ancient fiend marveled and smiled off-puttingly warmly. “My presence is no more of a concern than that of an unpleasant memory; dwell not on it and I hold no power over you.” 

As she spoke, Pyria kept approaching Emilia faster than she was able to back away, and when the priestess’ heel hit the heavy wooden door of the church, they ran out of options.

The disturbingly gentle words of the blood-soaked ancient being did very little to dissuade Emilia from trying to attack her, and part of her thought that it was what the machine wanted in the first place.

Before she had the chance to do anything, King stepped forth and placed the tip of his spear on Pyria’s throat, which did nothing but bring a grin to her lips.

“Sons and daughters of aureun, creations of cruelty rivaling my own! I may be forgotten from the memories of mortals, but this one remembers me as I were. Perhaps we met on a field of battle once or twice? Your kind shows no fear, no pain, no terror or despair, so it was not often I bothered, but we had our moments.” She happily reminisced of the millennia past. “But it is quite heartwarming to see that you would lay down what you count as your life in defense of our chosen. It almost tempts me to reward your chivalry in the way we used to, but you have a princess to save elsewhere, do you not?” 

King showed no signs of letting his guard down and brought the blade even closer to Pyria’s throat, slightly pressing it into the skin but not quite cutting.

Pyria’s calmness was no lesser to his stubbornness, as she smiled while slowly dragging her nail along the blade, causing sparks to fly from it. “A mind of metal is slow to change, but you, more than anyone here, know the purpose of these chambers; I am not here as an obstacle to be conquered, but an aid my dearest child needs to accept. So stand down, valiant Knight of Anastacia, stand down and allow me to do what I can.”

Defiantly nudging his spear quickly to scratch the fiend’s neck, King lowered his spear but refused to move out of the way, like he was trying to make a point.

The ancient being courteously walked around the stubborn knight and patted him on the shoulder as she passed. King clearly found it extremely disgusting and immediately wiped his armor.

“Take one more step and by Sylvia I will bury this mace in your face!” Threatened Emilia, less than convinced of Pyria’s supposedly good intentions.

Pyria stopped just barely out of the priestess’ range and spread her arms as if she was offering to hug her. “Separated from your god, lost, cold and so very alone, yet you face me with a weapon in your unwavering hand and call out to Sylvia – but one of the myriads of reasons we hold you so very dear. Unfortunately, no gods, no divine, no holy being will hear your lonesome cries here, perhaps it is time to rely on something far less… distant?”

Something about the way Pyria sang her words was very compelling and easy to agree with, and for a fraction of a second, Emilia considered lowering her weapon. However, when the fiend took the step she had been warned about, the priestess’ resolve returned and she swung her weapon, hitting the far taller fiend in the chin.

Like glass, the relic mace shattered in her hand. Its fragments fell into the vile bloody mess covering the floor. Watching her most prized possession in the world break so uselessly added one more dose of doubt Emilia had started to amass for the deity she served.

She wrapped her fingers tightly around the bladeless hilt of a sword she was still holding. “The answer is no. I do not know what you are, who you are or why you are here, but I serve Lady Sylvia and no one else.” The priestess snarled and started to look for more improvised weaponry in her surroundings.

“I ask not for servitude, I ask for no faith, such things are for gods. I ask for a fragment of trust, let me help you, only until the joy returns.” As Pyria spoke, the shards of Emilia’s broken mace rose up from the blood and slowly joined back together in the fiend’s hand, she then plucked one of her metal hairs and wrapped it around the bloody reformed weapon.

Instead of the radiant shine it had previously carried, the mace now appeared sickly, for the lack of a better word. It dripped blood and somehow had a violent aura to it, a mere look at the weapon brought forth ideas of carnage and slaughter.

The priestess warily snatched back her weapon and felt its weight in her hand, it was definitely her mace and carried a similar blessing-like power on it, but also a new ruthlessness it previously didn’t emit.

“Just as joy was once your shield, so will my powers protect you from the lesser evils at work in this fortress. No child of mine will feel the taint or corruption of some neophyte villainy, no petulant fledgling misery will weigh on the shoulders of my chosen. Teach fear to those who you oppose you, guide to terror the ones in your way.” Pyria declared excitedly, took the opportunity to get closer to Emilia and gave her a gentle kiss on the forehead. “Go forth, priestess of joy, scion of calamity!”

Emilia considered trying to swing her new weapon at the fiend, but with her words, the chamber had achieved its goal and the room was engulfed in darkness once more.

The disgusting smell of viscera turned back to the dusty scent of ancient air, and the uncomfortable warmth into refreshing coolness. The ambient blue light slowly returned and lit the room enough for Emilia and King to see each other, and that the door ahead was now active.

The priestess stared at the twisted mockery of her old weapon, just to make sure that what happened was no illusion. She also noticed that what had been her spare clothes, were now a uniform, very similar to her usual one, but stained with blood, rust and soot.

The pieces of armor were as shiny and spotless as ever, but taking them off felt even harder than before. She had always felt uneasy without them, but now even the idea of having to take off her gauntlets felt absolutely repulsive.

“Well this is a bit of a concern.” She commented tried to see if the stains on her clothes would come off with just elbow grease, which didn’t appear to be the case. “Next time some sort of ancient evil is trying to offer me anything, just stab them with your spear, please.”

King was no longer listening and was already heading for the door while Emilia was still picking up her equipment.

As the priestess tossed away the hilt of the aureun sword, she noticed something far more worrying than the condition of her new uniform; she no longer felt the unease that had followed her from the elevator, nor the weakness caused by her cut connection with Sylvia, in fact, she felt exactly like she always did, which may have been worse than either of the previous maladies.

            

    
        Chapter 214 - Knight of Torment

    
    
    
    
                Emilia was exceedingly unhappy to find that her new companion, Pyria, had the same tendency as Sylvia, to fill the quiet moments with songs. While the quiet had kept her on the edge and getting rid of it was likely overall a good thing for her nerves, problems arose over the lyrical side of things. Both the deity and the fiend had beautiful voices that would have been fit to fill the grandest of royal halls and stages, one of them sang of joyous matters, such as rediscovering love once lost, heroic deeds and animals of the forest, the other’s ballades consisted of unspeakable injustices, extremely detailed scenery of mutilation and just generally unpleasant things – what made it worse was that both sang their songs in a happy tone, so they were incredibly hard to differentiate and resist for the priestess.

More than a few times, she found herself humming and tapping her fingers in rhythm with Pyria’s songs, and a mocking chuckle echoed from the back of her mind every time she forced herself to stop.

“Shut up, shut up, shut up, shut up…” She muttered under her breath as she and King traversed the first few kilometers of the corridor after the chamber that had cursed her with the fiend’s presence.

Despite the clear objections she had for her situation, Emilia would have been lying had she claimed to be worse off than before. Strength had returned to her body; the constant nervousness was gone and the corruption she had dreaded was now facing the fiery wall of iron that was Pyria’s protective ‘blessing’ – and utterly failing to make even the slightest dent in it. Yet, she could tell it was there, and even stronger than before. It started to seem like the further down they ventured, the stronger the corruption became.

“An unfamiliar filth surrounds us. Not from the domain of the aureun, and not of the primordial night, perhaps younger than both, perhaps far older. Look forward to seeing it squirm before us, my scion! Look ahead for the songs of broken femurs of warriors, of crushed minds of magi, of their skinned corpses and impaled hearts on our pikes of iron!” Pyria commented on the matter after noticing Emilia dwelling on it. “They will fall before us like all else did!” 

“Big words for someone who is so sparsely spoken of these days. Barely anyone knows you by name.” Emilia scoffed in response. She could have well ignored her new parasite but yearned for conversation too much to do so – King was quiet companion to begin with, and far too driven by his need to find Anastacia to even play the part of the listener.

Maniacal laughter filled the priestess’ mind. “Such a thorny tongue for one who speaks softly! My descend into obscurity was an unfortunate concomitant of a deal offered and struck at my lowest moment, but had I not accepted, neither of us would be here today – nor would much else.” Pyria ominously explained and sighed longingly.

“Oh? Is this going to be one of those things where you try to pass your horrific deeds as the lesser evil and claim that what you’ve done was a service to the world? That you’re somehow even slightly redeemed yourself? Because of my job, I’m inclined to give everyone a second chance were they to ask for one, but I’ll be damned if there isn’t an exception in the rule for things like you.” Asked the priestess mockingly.

“Is that really how little you think of me? That I, of all beings, would plead for forgiveness? Kneel and beg for a second chance? I toiled endlessly for eons to be beyond all redemption and I am no less proud of every single atrocity than I was the age I committed them. Spare your forgiveness to those who care for it!” The melodic voice inside Emilia’s head rebuked the suggestion. “What led me to this state, was a bargain made to stop evil clad in sorrow from consuming all there is.” 

Emilia laughed derisively. “There are different brands of evil now? The distinction between what is truly evil and what is merely claimed to be such is the only thing that matters, as far as I can tell.”

“That would be what a god would say, undoubtedly so – they are far too keen on simplifying the works of us less divine, to see it all as black and white. It is fortunate that I am here to finally open your eyes, my scion, for Sylvia has clearly kept you in the dark.” Pyria claimed, clearly still full of spite for the gods.

Emilia didn’t enjoy the idea of giving much weight to the fiend’s words, but the creeping feeling that Sylvia often hid things from her made her remotely want to hear Pyria out. Maybe it would even bring up something she would be able to help Sylvia with.

“Let us take yours truly as an example, for there is no better. My crimes are done out of joy. The deeper reasons as why one would enjoy such admittedly awful acts are as varied as the ways of torture I know, but they are beside the point as well. I enjoy what I am, and what I have done to the mortals. Reprehensible and cruel as it may be, my fashion of evil is self-containing.

“ Too much of something good can ruin it after all. Eating an entire cake and gouging out the eyes of an entire city at once have much in common. Why do either when you can take your time enjoying them? Too much cake at once, and the taste will grow bland by the time you are but halfway done, whereas savoring each piece and rationing allows one to taste the same sweetness over and over. Similarly, one can learn to revel in watching the town cope with only their firstborns being blinded for a good while before further actions need to be taken.” The fiend began her longwinded explanation. “Now, let us take the Aureun empire as the second of our examples. Their acts of cruelty rival that of mine, yet their deeds were fueled not by the simple joy of carnage, but the need to progress, to survive. 

“No matter of your opinions on those tunneling mortals, by doing what they had to do, disregarding morals and other such worries, they carved a place for themselves in a world where beings of unimaginable powers were there norm. No god glanced their way, no divine blessed their lands or shielded them from the likes of me. Yet the machines in the deep still move continents to their whims, erupt volcanoes as clockwork and cause the tide for the convenience of their long-gone masters. Such feats are hardly achievable through heroism, as thousands of years later, the god-fearing mortals of today have yet to even comprehend a fraction of what was built by those more driven and willing to do anything.

“Our third and last example will be but a mere man, a broken man, filled with unfathomable sorrow and anger. Now, a question: is it understandable to let one’s sorrow turn to wrath, to lash out in despair against those you care for? Can the scion fathom such a thing?” Asked Pyria suddenly.

Still bothered by the cake comparison, Emilia was caught a bit off guard and stammered before answering properly. “Yes, but there are limits. You’ve no right to spread your sadness to others.”

“How delightfully Sylvian answer; but yes, there are limits to sorrow – before it turns into something else...” Pyria agreed and chuckled. “But this man from the days of yore, broken by loss, saw no purpose in such rules. His sorrow turned into an all-consuming evil that served no purpose, cared none for itself and threatened the world in a manner neither me nor the aureun ever had. The aureun had already been crushed years before his fall, and his hunt had slowly turned towards my kind. Our sparse meetings rarely ended in my favor, but the fates had yet to claim me, as there was something somewhere that held him back. 

“On one faithful spring morning, perhaps a year since our previous encounter, we stood against one another once more. Immediately, I could tell things were different – his existence had become cursed, brough upon him by the fates themselves no doubt, in hopes to suppress him. Naught but vacuous void where his heart of icy steel had once resided, sorrow clad in wrath unending. I chose not to engage him on that day, yet it still almost cost me my eternal life. Beaten, wounded and for the first time ever, afraid, I knew that he needed to be stopped, and when the chance came, I aligned myself with those that still had the chance to do so.” 

The fiend’s voice grew more serious as her story rambled on, and Emilia could almost hear the shivers of fear in it by the end.

“I see, but is there a purpose to this monologue?” She rather rudely asked.

Pyria sighed. “As a pawn of one, you should be well aware that gods do not suffer coincidences. Your presence in this glorified tunnel, the ancient mechanism clawing me out from deep within you, and what is yet to transpire, is all within someone’s machinations. Perhaps it was Sylvia herself, who guided you on this this path, or perhaps someone far more meaningful – but the simple truth is that no mastermind resurfaces the Queen of the Primordial Night for the lightest of reasons. The world is about to stir in ways reminiscent of my dominion, and the timeless black scribes of The Great Lunar Library have no doubt begun to browse their collection in panic by now, furiously flipping the pages of their little black books to understand what is about to come. Other gods create hasty contingency plans and… well… perhaps even the mighty Ciel himself has begun to play his hand…

“Regardless of the reasons, I was brought here to impart my knowledge upon you and can only hope you take heed of what you hear. As my scion, and as Sylvia’s puppet, it is of vital importance that you know the finest nuances of your craft. Just as she has guided you in the light, I will show you what lurks in the dark, so that you may bring joy to all.” She continued with yet another wordy response.

Emilia mulled over what she had been told. So far it didn’t particularly appear that she was being seduced to abandon her goddess, but she wasn’t about to let her guard down. However, saying that she wasn’t intrigued by the unique knowledge the ancient fiend no doubt had would have been wrong, especially as every one of Pyria’s answers brought up another dozen questions.

“Ciel? The god of the night sky? Why him in particular?” The priestess inquired and tried to remember what she had learnt about the god from his rather conspicuous devotee.

“Ciel and his brother, at the cost of the latter one’s life, struck down someone important to me. Since then, I have put considerable effort into understanding the night father.” Pyria admitted. Though Ciel had apparently wronged her greatly, there was no malice in her voice. “Among the gods, I consider Ciel to be uniquely wise. His foresight is beyond the scope of even other divine and the web of plans he has put in place is no secret to those who walk in the dark. The pieces of his grand plot are hidden in the most unexpected of creatures, the Lunar Library is built upon his wing and it is thought that he even holds the cursed twin crowns of the white ones… On a completely unrelated note, this ‘Anastacia’ we are so awfully worried for; I wish to converse with her.” 

“You’re not going to get anywhere near her.” Emilia immediately responded, perhaps falling into an intended change of subject, but there was no way she would ever relay anything from Pyria to the necromancer, known to be gullible beyond belief.

The maniacal laughter returned. “Spoken like a true mother! Countless times before I have heard such a claim in vain, though this is the first time I might not be attempting to eat the child.” 

“I am not her moth-“ The priestess was about to claim, but a strange rustle under her boot interrupted her.

In the dimly lit corridor, it was hard to see what she had stepped on, but the feeling was a familiar one. The slight slipperiness of sand on a hard stone floor as something she had felt countless times while sweeping the temple floor after a service – which at times was her main occupation in the corrupt establishment she was part of, either that or secretly drinking in the cellar.

She asked King to stop for a second and kneeled to swipe her finger along the floor, gathering a noticeable pile of fine, powder-like sand. A quick smell and taste test revealed nothing unexpected, and as far as she was able to tell, it was just regular sand.

Continuing their journey, the amount of sand scattered across the floor slowly increased. It piled against the walls and eventually covered the entire floor. Not long after, the walls of the corridor ended, and opened up to a yet another immense space.

Instead of a plain empty room, like the first one after the elevator, or a seemingly endless sea, Emilia and King found themselves at the edge of a boundless desert that continued as far as they could see in every direction except backwards. The entrance they had used was carved into a natural-looking cliff face that likely reached all the way up to the ceiling.

As the priestess gazed up, she could see the clear and starry night sky, or a clever imitation of it at least. She took a moment to find the same constellations she had used for navigation not too long ago, and realized that the twinkling lights in the distant ceiling, were in fact perfectly representing the sky at that particular time of the year, which meant they were either incredibly lucky, or the builders of the room had mapped the night sky so meticulously that after thousands of years, their predictions were still accurate. The only thing decisively betraying it as the work of the aureun and not the real sky, was the familiar light blue color of the ‘stars’.

Her awe of the sky replica lasted for a little while, but a gust of wind catching her bloodstained cloak and blowing sand directly into her face broke Emilia away from it and turned her focus on the scenery around them. Just as accurate as the one above them, the replica of the desert they were surrounded by was in its own way impressive. Complete with endless tall dunes that seemed almost impossible to climb and what appeared to be the beginning of a sandstorm, the sparsely lit landscape continued for kilometers, much like a real desert.

“Whyyy though?! What possible reason could there ever be to build an entire desert – below an entire sea, I might add!” Emilia exclaimed and kicked the sand.

“Perhaps they didn’t wish to use the ones aboveground?” Suggested Pyria.

The priestess groaned and started following King into the desert. “What’s wrong with real deserts, the sun?”

The fiend in her head chortled. “Back in the day, me.”

Emilia didn’t feel like dignifying such a self-aggrandizing theory with a response, not while she had a dune the size of a rather large house to climb over.

King’s heavy feet sank deep into the loose sand and even his progress was awfully pained and slow. Plunging the shaft of his spear into the ground for support on every step helped him somewhat, but he was not having a good time either.

The sand carried by the winds inexplicably blowing through the chamber immediately found its way under the armors of both travelers, even before they were done climbing the first mound of sand between them and the exit.

Slowly but unrelentingly, they made their way up and finally reached the peak of the very first dune.

Emilia sighed at the sight of countless more to come, and peered into the distance, hoping to see the exit. The meager light of the false stars above them was nowhere near enough to see for sure, but the room was definitely far larger than the empty one they had crossed.

“The things we do for that girl…” She muttered and lazily rolled over the peak to begin the descend. “She’ll do the dishes on the road for the rest of our lives for this. King, make sure you get something out of this as well.”

Much to her delight, she found that the powdery sand allowed her to effortlessly slide all the way down to the base of the dune.

Even King, who was almost knee-deep in the sand at times, could use his shield to hasten his journey downwards.

They were able to mostly circumvent the second dune, but the third one continued far into the distance in both directions and had to be climbed over.

Slowly trudging upwards, with sand in her boots and under every other piece of armor, Emilia was almost glad she had Pyria’s disturbing songs to focus her mind on. Even if she disagreed with them on every possible level, they passed the time and distracted her from the miserable task she was undertaking.

By what was in reality only the fifth dune, she had already lost count on how many they had crossed, as it felt like it must have been dozens by then. She was also hoping that King was paying attention to the direction they were going in, because she sure wasn’t and the winds hid their tracks almost immediately after them.

Flopping over the top of the desert hill once more, the priestess was about to slide down the other side but had to stop almost immediately to not crash into what seemed like a pile of mechanical rubble at first sight.

Upon further inspection, the several meters tall pile consisted entirely of countless beetle-like simulacra, all in various states of disrepair.

Emilia picked up one of the more intact ones to get a better look. Each beetle was about the size of her head, though flat, and surprisingly light for their size the material they were built with. From the top, not much beyond the round, dome-shaped stone shell was visible. What seemed like their head was firmly attached to it and the small but sharp metal mandibles were the only real detail to be seen. In the middle of their shell, there was a strange raised plateau that seemed like something would be attached to, or the beetle itself could attach onto something by it. About a centimeter above their head was the round slot the priestess knew usually housed the core, but on every beetle she could see in the pile, the socket was empty and most of them had deep scratches around it, that almost looked like claw marks.

Flipping the beetle over revealed a relatively flimsy looking metal mechanism that was mostly made out of several pairs of legs, that each had a rather menacing sharp spike at the end. Though estimating the power of any given simulacrum was always hard, the spindly legs seemed hardly a threat to anyone with access to a wool coat, much less actual armor.

The sand had already begun to eat away at the exposed metal parts of the deactivated beetles, so they must have met their fates more than a couple of days ago, but it was hard to estimate exactly.

“What do you make of this?” Emilia asked and handed the beetle to King.

The knight ran his finger over the scratched surface around the vacant socket and glanced at the pile. He placed his fellow simulacrum gently on the ground, tossed down his luggage and immediately grasped his spear and shield, making the lights on them flare up as an obvious sign of preparation for battle.

“Outstanding.” Emilia sighed and followed his example, shedding most of the equipment she was carrying and slowly wrapping her fingers around the handle of her mace.

Almost like they had sprang a trap, it didn’t take long for the malignant presence of the corruption to grow in strength around them, all the way to the same level it had been near the gigantic simulacrum that had blocked their path underwater. But this time Emilia had nothing to fear, her will was steeled unlike before, and the fiend on her shoulder made the corruption almost appear pitiful in comparison. As far as solutions went, being possessed by something incredibly evil to ward off a weaker one was on the less ideal side, but it certainly worked.

“Scion of mine, a blessing to the knight valiant by your side would be pertinent.” Pyria suddenly commented and her power within Emilia surged.

“I don’t think he cares for your ‘blessings’, nor do I for that matter.” The priestess refused the idea. Letting Pyria get her claws on King seemed like it would be a mistake.

In a tone of what felt awfully like actual, real concern, the fiend responded. “Would you rather watch him fall to the corruption? His mind has no place for me, and I hold no power against him, but I can keep others away as well.”

Emilia glanced at King and thought she may have seen the lights on his armor wane for a second. Unsure whether it was real or her mind playing tricks on her, she felt like she was running out of time to make the decision.

Reluctantly, she reached under her cloak and pulled out a small glass vial that contained yellowish oil used to bless weapons in particular, but somehow felt like the most fitting for a simulacrum. “Sorry.” She uttered and smashed the vial against King’s chest, crushing it between the stone armor and her gauntlet.

What had been only barely colored oil spread out on the armor as pure crimson as Pyria’s powers tainted it. The priestess mumbled a prayer that should have been answered by a gentle blessing from the goddess of joy but received something entirely different.

“Cogs and servos, enchantments and alchemy, wound around an ancient mind. Clockwork turned by mortal sacrifice, unwilling and scared. Forged by despicable hands for foul deeds, immoral purpose carved in stone. Freed by his own hand, never to serve again. Yearning to find what was lost. To this end shall I aid you, and with me, bring the might of night eternal. Boon unraveled by the meeting of king and queen, but until then, rise, knight of torment!” Pyria declared through Emilia’s words.

Then the priestess lifted her hand, the crimson oil solidified as charred skin that welded itself into King’s armor, covering his core entirely.

The pair didn’t have time to be disgusted by the ‘blessing’ as the chittering sound of hundreds of small mechanical feet echoed from behind the next dune, ominously approaching as the corruption continued to grow stronger.

Rushing over the top of the mound of sand, an avalanche of dozens of the beetle-like simulacra crept towards the priestess and the knight, the patterns of light on their carapaces glowing sickly violet. Clearly under the thrall of whatever caused the corruption, the swarm didn’t seem to have an end to it at all, as more and more kept appearing from the sand.

Quietly nodding to each other King and Emilia dug their heels into the desert sand and faced their opponents.
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                King quickly found his new spear lacking when trying to fight the swarm of beetle-like simulacra. He could use either end of it to effortlessly punch through the stone armor of a single corrupted simulacrum at a time, but that was far too slow for his purposes. Even swiping its blade across the ground only cut two or three in half and sent a few more flying.

But as soon as he realized he no longer needed to fear their corruption spreading to him, he struck his spear into the sand through one of the beetles and left it there, choosing to crush his opponents with his shield and feet instead.

While more efficient, the sheer number of opponents was still overwhelming. For every two or three he crushed, ten more burst out of the sand and one managed to cling on to him with its sharp claws. The claws themselves did very little to the stone armor of the knight, but each one hindered his movement slightly. Any time taken to tear the more persistent ones off him, gave his opponents a chance to regroup and maneuver, so even at its best, the battle was at a standstill.

Emilia on the other hand didn’t quite have the mass to simply step on the mechanical beetles, but her mace was more than adequate for the job at hand, allowing her to almost effortlessly crack the shells of the simulacra swarming around her.

The beetles didn’t show quite as much interest in the priestess as they did in King, but she easily had her fair share of it to deal with.

Being bit more nimble on the sand than the knight, she could move out of the way if things started to get dicey, and only rarely one of the beetles actually got a hold off her boot – tough only to uselessly tap their sharp feet against the metal shin guards before being kicked away.

As the swarm showed no signs of dwindling down even a little despite the crushed husks littering the sands around the pair to a point of actually being in the way.

The presence of so many corrupted simulacra started to almost thicken the air itself and make it harder to breathe, and the freely flowing sand became harder and firmer, almost as if it was suddenly wet. Emilia also noticed that the flow of her cloak gradually slowed down and hindered her movement. The same was happening with the discarded remains of the broken simulacra; whenever she or King batted one into the air, it took several seconds to fall down – far longer than it should have. The effect was almost that of time itself being slowed, but that did feel quite correct, it was more akin to all movement being resisted by something invisible.

Pyria commented something about it, but Emilia was far too busy trying to not be buried under a mountain of mechanical beetles and didn’t really listen.

As the standstill battle dragged on, the priestess’ mortal strength began to run dry and her movements were more and more powered by the strength given to her from the fiend. She reluctantly had to keep giving Pyria more and more influence to keep fighting. With Sylvia, she typically allowed it to happen immediately, and it manifested in fire and molten metal, but with Pyria, things were different. The intense heat was still there, but it laid dormant, allowing something else to swell within the priestess. At some point during the fight, without even her noticing, everything touched by her hand or foot had started to carry a smeared print of blood. Her trail had become visible in the sand and blood dripped from her fingertips in not insignificant amounts. As far as she could tell, she was uninjured, so the blood must have had something to do with her new temporary alliance.

The blood would have bothered her more, if she wasn’t having so much fun against her own will. Each cracking of stone and dying whir of the beetles was like music to her ears. The satisfying crunch of the carapaces giving in under her mace and the flicker of the violet lights on them as they deactivated, were somehow easily the highlight of the month for her. It was awful, but at the same time, exhilarating beyond belief. The more she had to lean on Pyria’s powers, the louder the fiend’s songs became in her head, and together with the sounds of the battle, they created irresistible melodies and made fighting almost feel like dancing.

She cheerfully spun around with her bloody hands spread out and flung droplets of it everywhere around her, dotting the desert in crimson red while laughing and humming along with the songs in her head.

Meanwhile King was still dutifully stomping away at the swarm, but had started to notice their numbers waning slowly, which puzzled him. He knew what the beetles were for and how many of them there were, and that they shouldn’t have been anywhere near done. Yet, the beetles had started to lose interest, or rather, were actively falling back – but not from him. Glancing over to his friend, now a fair bit away from him, Emilia seemed to be having a time of her life as the corrupted beetles fled for their lives.

While some of the simulacra did manage to escape after understanding what they were dealing with, many of them were stopped when the individual drops of blood began forming long iron spikes that pierced their shells and left them impaled and hanging on display.

Grabbing his spear just in case, King approached the priestess, who had clearly just begun to realize something and using the blunt end of his weapon, he tapped his friend’s shoulder.

Almost as if she had woken up from a nightmare, Emilia stared at her inexplicably bloody hands that still ebbed a steady flow of red liquid onto the sand. “This might be a problem.” She muttered and lifted her gaze to see the mechanical carnage that surrounded her.





Leggy was quick to get on her feet as the underwater corridor sealed itself around the fallen husk of a mechanical behemoth and the rush of water in it subsided. She immediately noticed the set of six light blue lights keenly staring at her and Anastacia from the water above.

Swiftly grabbing the enchanted knife from the necromancer’s belt to have at least some kind of a weapon for her no doubt futile standoff, she stood over the unconscious girl and faced the gigantic mechanical beast that slowly leaned closer and closer to the corridor.

Despite her capabilities in combat being a far cry from anything King was good for, she stood unwaveringly before the underwater creature and clenched her fist around the knife.

Eventually the lights were only a few meters away, and each one on its own was larger than the Venator pattern simulacrum below them. Their brightness obscured the rest of the creature and their gaze began evaporating the water from Leggy’s wet armor. Yet the only audible sound it caused was an extremely low droning that could almost be felt as shaking rather than a noise.

For more than a few minutes, perhaps closer to a half an hour, the lights scanned both Leggy and Anastacia, moving side to side, back and forth. Perhaps the creature itself was confused as for why there was an unfamiliar simulacrum in their fortress with a human, or simply curious. It certainly had ample opportunities to bring down a fraction of its weight and effortlessly crush the visitors, yet it didn’t.

Of different fortresses and unsuitable patterns for it, neither Leggy nor the giant had a way of communicating, but both of them must have taken the other’s inaction as a sign of benevolence.

Leggy slowly loosened her grip on her weapon and while still keeping an eye on the lights, crouched next to the necromancer to see why she wasn’t moving like she usually did. The Venator patterns were generally used for discreet things and carrying of messages, so the functions of a human body were largely a gift not given to them, barring perhaps some that functioned as assassins. But Leggy was not an assassin, not even remotely, so Anastacia’s unconsciousness after hitting her head was truly a puzzle to her.

Lacking any other clues, the simulacrum assumed that the cease of function in the human before her must have been caused by the small blot of red on her shirt, just below the shoulder, where Anastacia’s wound had opened up slightly.

The rhythmic swelling of the human’s chest, generally referred to as breathing but an unfamiliar concept to Leggy, suggested that the core functions of the body must have still been in a working order, and that the problem lied somewhere between the human equivalent of the simulacrum core and the limbs, as well as the vocal generator module on her head that rarely ceased operation on most days. The pretty little optics in the necromancer’s face, which Leggy rather enjoyed, also seemed unresponsive and didn’t follow her hand when she waved it in front of them.

With the other human lost, their way back blocked and very much still in danger, the simulacrum decided that it was better to move Anastacia and attempt repairs elsewhere. She tossed the limp body on her shoulder and begun taking hasty steps in the only direction she could.

Thanks to the map in her head, she knew it to only be a short jog until they would reach the end of the watery chamber and wouldn’t have to worry about something building-sized deciding that they weren’t welcome anymore.

For the entire time, the six lights followed them in the water, but oftentimes right along them rather than trying to chase them like the one from before, as if it was simply escorting them to safety.

As the end of the underwater corridor neared, the behemoth following Leggy and Anastacia suddenly stopped. It circled around and stared into the direction they had come from.

Curious and worried about the change of behavior, Leggy slowed her pace and glanced backwards. What she saw was two distinct sets of six lights, further away in the water but slowly gliding towards them. But instead of the healthy light blue, their shade was that of the first one: a disgusting and what felt like almost an impossible shade of violet.

Instead of dwelling in what was about to come, Leggy made the perfectly reasonable choice to run and never look back. The exit was already in sight and there was very little she could do anyway. During her last few seconds in the corridor, she could hear same the piercing ring above her as she had before the first giant simulacra fell, and knew it preceded yet another explosion.

Making it into the safety of solid stone walls just in time, Leggy frantically tapped the frame of the door with her free hand until she found the pattern that closed it for good. From behind the sturdy slab of stone, she heard the pressure wave hit the wall and braced herself just in case.

After a quick check on Anastacia to make sure she was still in one piece, the Venator sought for a suitable place to attempt fixing the necromancer. Luckily, according to her map, the third door down the hallway they were in led to a maintenance depot, that would certainly have some tools and perhaps even a maintenance pattern simulacrum or one of the third artificial children that seemed to inhabit the fortress staffing it. Of course, thanks to the stupidly huge scale of the fort, ‘three doors down’ was synonymous to ‘well over a kilometer away’, but that was hardly a hurdle for someone who had been wandering the earth for thousands of years. Determined to return the favor for Anastacia looking after her before, Leggy hoisted the small necromancer on her shoulder and carried on.

Not designed to carry much weight, even the relatively light load she had was enough for her parts to whirr and hiss in a manner unfit for her usual stealthy demeanor. Had she still worn her weighty cape; she would have probably needed to drag Anastacia along for most of the distance.

Soon enough, they reached the maintenance depot and the simulacrum was able to carefully lay Anastacia down on one of the tables designed for the knights.

Preliminary inspection confirmed that the necromancer was still out of commission, and that the bloodstain on her shoulder had grown noticeably. Some kind of maintenance procedure was indeed required, but Leggy didn’t really know where to even begin. She started to look around the room for anything that might have helped.

The depot consisted of a larger room with four tables that large enough to fit King, several pieces of machinery even Leggy had never seen and didn’t know the purpose of, walls lined with shelves containing countless bits and pieces both specific to the knights and fitting for most simulacra. Tools for any given need a simulacrum could have were available, along with a healthy collection of cores to use – absolutely none of which a Venator pattern would ever have a reason to touch or know how to use. No maintenance pattern simulacra or any other help was anywhere to be seen either, so the problem was left to Leggy alone.

She almost arbitrarily chose one of the tools and a piece of stone armor before returning to the table. Trying her best to remember any of the occasions she had maintenance done on her, Leggy tapped the necromancer’s shoulder with the strange hammer-like tool and placed the piece of armor on top of the wound. Unsurprisingly, the small stone plate simply slid off and did nothing to help. Not letting herself be discouraged by the failure, Leggy tried a couple more times with the same tool, then with a couple of other ones and even a second piece of armor, yet nothing seemed to do the trick.

Pondering and thinking about the situation again, the Venator came to a realization that of course no new armor was going to stick when there already was a layer of some kind of a cloth-type armor in place. She remembered well that the necromancer would frequently change the outer layer, often for what seemed to be little more than a change in color.

She gave Anastacia’s shirt a tug, but despite it being incredibly flimsily installed as far as armor went in the simulacrum’s mind, it wouldn’t come off in one piece. So, her options were to break the armor entirely or attempt to only remove the problematic part with a red stain on it.

Choosing to attempt the latter one first, Leggy browsed the arsenal of mystery tools for a bit until she realized that there were none more suitable for the job than the necromancer’s own knife. Carefully, she ran the very tip of the enchanted knife across the fabric, outlining the stained part of the shirt and the area immediately around it. The knife effortlessly sliced through without any need for tugging and pulling, and the simulacrum was able to remove a circular piece of maybe ten centimeters across without accidentally further wounding the necromancer.

But alas, there was no end to her problems, as there appeared to piece of under armor hidden below the shirt. A long strip of linen had been tightly wound around the necromancer’s chest and shoulder. It too failed to provide any sort of protection and Leggy didn’t understand what purpose it could have possibly had, as bandages were not something the simulacra utilized. Since it too had the bright red stain, it must have been part of the problem as well and needed to go.

When she tried to cut it however, the entire thing began unwinding and snapped open. Fearing she had ruined something important, Leggy desperately tried to make the stainless parts stick to the necromancer’s skin by tapping them with all the tools she had gathered, but nothing seemed to help.

In her distress, she noticed the wound Maya had made roughly a day ago, and despite her utter lack of knowledge about human bodies, she could tell that something was wrong with that spot of skin. That, however, was as far as her correct assumptions went on that day; for a simulacrum, the connection between what appeared to be an unfilled hole in the skin and inability to move was fairly simple. So, encouraged by what she figured was a great realization, Leggy searched the shelves for a replacement piece for the broken core socket on Anastacia’s shoulder.

When not attached to a piece or armor or the frame of a simulacrum, the socket appeared to only be a hollow metal tube with one open end and a spike at the bottom as well as a couple of grooves in the sides to mark the points of contact the energy would flow out from. Leggy rolled one between her fingers and inspected it thoroughly.

Next up on the list was the core itself. The necromancer appeared to have some kind of preferences when it came to specific cores, but Leggy had no way to tell why or what they even were. She simply chose one from somewhere middle of the neat row they were arranged in and figured that it could be changed later if it wasn’t to Anastacia’s liking.

With the parts found, the simulacrum returned to the table, and placed them down next to the assortment of tools she had collected. More of the red liquid had dripped out of the wound she was trying to fix, so Leggy cleaned it away with some of the linen she had cut earlier and trimmed away most of the dangly skin from the side of the wound with the knife. Delighted to find that the socket and the would were almost exactly the same size, she lined them up, selected a tool that most certainly wasn’t meant for planting simulacra components into human flesh and began to gently tap the socket into the wound with it.

Around the halfway point of the operation, something inside Anastacia’s shoulder blocked the way, but luckily completely misusing one of the other tools to wiggle the socket gave it some more room and made it fit all the way in.

Despite the lack of knowledge, competence, skill, tools, ability, understanding and just the general wrongness of the operation, the result was actually surprisingly clean. The metallic socket acted as a plug in the wound and prevented it from bleeding and didn’t sink deeper into it on its own. All that that was left was to slot in the core itself, which in Leggy’s mind at least, should have reactivated Anastacia’s motor functions.

And to a degree, she was correct. As when the core was inserted, it briefly heated the socket until it flashed red hot and burned itself onto the surrounding tissue, which most certainly activated the ‘screaming in agony’ part on the necromancer’s bodily mechanisms.

Anastacia had been steadily waking up from her ill-timed concussion over the last few moments, and the searing pain was enough to finalize the process and wake her for good. She screamed for what must have been at least a couple of minutes until the brunt of the pain subsided. Out of breath, beyond confused and still in pain, she frantically looked around for anything familiar until she saw Leggy, who was visibly delighted over what she thought was a successful maintenance procedure.

Seeing the simulacrum brought her some amount of solace and let her know she didn’t need to immediately have her guard up. Rubbing the slight bump at the back of her skull Anastacia got a better look at the room she was in while trying to remember what happened.

“Are we at the other end of that corridor?” She asked.

Leggy nodded happily and reassuringly placed her hand on the necromancer’s knee while helping her sit up.

“King and Emilia are not here?” Anastacia continued inquiring while getting her bearings. “They were back at the camp, I think.”

The simulacrum shook her head and pointed into the direction they had come from.

The adventurer sighed. “Well, guess we need to find them then, but they can probably manage without us for a bit.” She more or less grasped what had happened. As she recuperated, she noticed the bandage that had fallen off from under her shirt. “And you’ve started to undress me… Which is… I’m not angry, but as a general rule, ask for a permission first when you do that to people. We need to wrap me again though, this shirt is for comfortable sleeps and not for public appearances, if you catch my drift. Not to mention my wound, which-“

Anastacia paused when she noticed the hole in her shirt and the core planted into her shoulder. The pain from it had more or less dissipated already and was further masked by the general nausea from hitting her head on a rock. She tried to tug on the socket itself and could feel it be grafted onto her flesh and possibly even a rib.

“And that’s not coming off without a knife…” She muttered and tried to figure out why there would be a core in her shoulder.

While it did still sting, she could tell that it wasn’t anywhere that would cause too much problems once she got used to it and it got a chance to heal. Other than that, it didn’t appear to do much of anything to her, at times she could maybe feel a slight tingle around it, but that could have well just been her imagination.

She could see the proudness in Leggy’s demeanor when she touched the core and didn’t need much imagination to correctly guess the train of thought that had led to the current state of things. She was sure that the simulacrum had nothing but her best interests in mind and couldn’t find it in herself to be angry about it. Unlike King, who had seen her faint several times by then, Leggy had probably never encountered an unconscious human and didn’t know if they would wake up on their own – that said, there was going to be more than a few first aid lessons in the Venator’s future, assuming Anastacia didn’t die from blood poisoning or some other aftereffect of the operation.

“Good job on getting me to safety.” She thanked Leggy and smiled warmly. “Let’s get me wrapped up and find those two!”

For purposes of modesty and the wound still being open on the backside of her shoulder, Anastacia instructed Leggy on how to apply the bandages as best as she could. The results didn’t quite match up to what Emilia or either of the necromancer-doctor equivalents above ground could do, but it was certainly better than whatever she could have managed on her own.

Before they left, Anastacia took a quick gander of the maintenance depot for anything that might have been useful. She ended up picking a few of the spare cores and a bowl-shaped metal thing she hoped wasn’t used for anything weird. She was of the opinion that having a bowl was simply better than not having one in their situation, as it could be used for cooking, purifying water and countless other purposes.

“Do you ever just wake up feeling better about yourself? I’m kind of feeling like that.” The necromancer said as they entered yet another endless corridor. “By the way, do you think those two have found something they’re trying to punch to death yet? I’m not too worried about them, King used to live here, so they’ll manage. I’d be more worried about us, but with your legs and my brai- resourcefulness, what could we possibly have problems with?”

Leggy nodded cheerfully and added a bit more bounce to her steps for a couple of meters.

They wandered along the corridor at a leisurely pace while Anastacia enlightened the simulacrum about matters most people would have considered utter nonsense, but Leggy kept listening attentively for the entire time. When she wasn’t speaking, Anastacia hummed along with the mechanical noises that still echoed from somewhere deeper. The long, drawn-out noises of air or steam escaping from somewhere had almost turned into a chorus accompanied by shorter rhythmical parps of pipe organs and the almost bell-like background pulse of the fort.

The relaxed journey only lasted for perhaps a couple of kilometers, until the pair came across yet another door, though not one that blocked their way. The door likely led to just another side chamber like the maintenance depot or King’s quarters, which was in many ways far more interesting than the ones at the ends of corridors, that generally seemed to lead into some kind of a new ordeal no one wanted to deal with.

“Want to go check it out and maybe steal some stuff if it’s cool?” Anastacia suggested as Leggy was already opening the door.

As the stone doors slipped away, they revealed yet another sight that the adventurers weren’t prepared to see underground. Rows of dozens of fruit trees sprouting from plots of soil surrounded by the stone floor tiles and lit by series of bright yellowish orbs trapped in metal cages above them. Most of them bearing a wide selection of different ripe fruits, some of which only grew in warmer climates.

The room itself was somewhat warmer than most of the fort so far, almost like a pleasant summer morning after the sun had climbed most of the way up. The moist air carried the sweet scent of apples, oranges and lemons among many others and the rustling of the leaves in the artificial breeze was immediately relaxing.

In the middle of the room was a large fountain that continuously dripped fresh water into a basin at its base, from where it was directed to the plots along small grooves in the floor.

The necromancer stepped into the room and took a few breaths of the fresh air inside. “We missed out on that last camp, so how about we make a new one here?” She grinned.

            

    
        Chapter 216 - The Town of Town

    
    
    
    
                On the edge of the fountain that watered the orchard within the machine fortress, Anastacia rested her head on Leggy’s lap and nibbled on slices of apple the simulacrum peeled, cut and fed to her. She had already napped for a few hours but was betting heavily on the other half of the party finding them rather than the other way around, so she was in no hurry to leave yet; and yes indeed, were she smarter and less prone to getting bored, not straying far from the room with nigh endless supply of food and water would have been the play for them, but already she was starting to feel like she hadn’t come to the fort to wait around doing nothing.

The orchard itself was in good condition, but there were signs of it being neglected as of late. Dried leaves littered the floor here and there, a few overripe fruits had been left on the ground and quite a few of them should have already been picked, all of which clashed with the overall tidiness of the fortress. Regardless, its produce was definitely just as tasty as the ones grown aboveground. The fruits were all recognizable, but of unusual varieties that the surface world probably had not seen in quite a while, if ever. Anastacia would have hesitated to call them the best of their kind she had eaten, but they were definitely interesting.

The core stuck to her shoulder was showing little signs of life aside from the occasional tingling that still might have just been the necromancer’s imagination. Anastacia considered trying to take the core out but was worried it would either kill her or render her unconscious for some reason, like it did with the simulacra. She was also worried that she would wake up with cores shoved into her nostrils or ears if reviving her was left to Leggy again and the fact that the simulacrum had chosen the wound the first time around made her feel slightly lucky in retrospect.

“Come to think of it, you’re called ‘Sister Pyrus’ by the other Firstborn, right? Would you prefer that rather than Leggy? I just sort of decided that one for you.” Anastacia suddenly remembered.

The simulacrum shook her head and appeared content with the name given to her by Anastacia.

“Oh, okay! I’ll just keep calling you that then for however long you decide to stick around for…” The necromancer said with a hint of sadness in her voice. “I’m sure you have other Firstborn stuff to do after this, right?”

Leggy stopped what she was doing and stared at the trees for a while before gently moving Anastacia out of the way and walking out to fetch something. She searched the trees for a moment before finding a thin branch that was to her liking. Craftily bending it into the shape of a hoop, she tied it so that it didn’t unravel and attached a few leaves onto it. Returning to the necromancer with her creation, she placed it on Anastacia’s head, grandly lifted her fist on top of the core within her chest and kneeled.

Unsure of her part in whatever was going on, Anastacia looked around nervously. “Uhhh… Are you saying you’d rather stay with me?” She whispered as if there was someone looking.

Leggy nodded in response.

Delighted by the assurance that the newest of her friends wasn’t going to leave as soon as they had done what they were in the fortress for, the necromancer laughed. “Very well.” She said, trying to sound as royal as she could. “I shall grant you the rank of housecarl in our glorious kingdom of goblins, Lady Leggy! Your duties will consist of protecting the realm, making sure the goblins are safe and letting me scrub you clean every now and then, as is our tradition in the kingdom.”

She placed her hand on the simulacrum’s cheek to encourage Leggy to stand up, but as soon as the palm of her hand touched the metal, a spark of either electricity or some other energy jolted across her skin from the core in her shoulder all the way to her hand and then directly into the simulacrum before her. Strangely enough, Anastacia could feel the energy spread along the patterns hidden under Leggy’s surface, much like with necromancy, she could momentarily feel the way it coursed along the simulacrum’s body, where and how it transferred to one part to another, just like her necromantic powers did when moving from one type of tissue to another.

The sudden surge of power flushed out the imperfections caused by the thousands of years of operation and made the entire network of patterns crisp as if it had been made the day before. During this, for a brief couple of seconds, Anastacia could feel Leggy’s entire structure clearly enough to begin understanding how each bit of her mechanical body functioned, and what made it work as a whole. She had, for a while now, understood the flow of power along a single pattern but hadn’t gotten the chance to study their purpose or how they intertwined with each other. However, for that minute moment the energy from her arm lingered within Leggy, the information available to her was as extensive and exact as what necromancy allowed her to learn about any given fleshy body – and once more, the two appeared to have more than a fair bit of overlap.

Sadly, before she had gotten over her amazement and realized that she should have been taking mental notes the entire time, the feeling faded and was replaced with an intense scalding pain running across her arm, along the path the energy had taken. Anastacia yanked her arm away from the simulacrum and plunged it into the cool water of the fountain behind her, which luckily helped almost immediately.

Breathing heavily from both amazement and agony, the necromancer inspected the arm to see how bad the damage was. Burns were nothing new to her, considering she could throw flames with her bare hands as well as both heat and cool things she touched through magic, it was not once or twice her sleeves had caught fire in the process – but the lightly scorched line running along her arm now was no ordinary burn. The path it took was far from direct, and instead had several clean ninety degree turns in it, closely resembling the patterns on the aureun mechanisms and simulacra. The burned part of the skin was covered by an incredibly thin layer of some glass-like material that flaked off in large shards on its own as Anastacia moved her arm.

“Are you okay?” Anastacia asked and winced as she scratched the strange glass off her skin.

Leggy was slowly moving each part of her body, turning every joint and briefly activating every little mechanism she had been outfitted with, all of which now functioned flawlessly. The physical wear and tear of her parts from being thousands of years old was still there, but the control patterns responded quicker and more accurately to her commands than they had for as long as she could remember – barring a few scrapes, she was in the best shape of her life, and didn’t really know why.

The necromancer could see the change in the simulacrum’s behavior as well and got her answer from it. “Great! Could you come over here for a second?” She asked, and as soon as Leggy leaned closer, she planted her wet hand on the simulacrum’s cheek again.

An awkward moment passed as nothing at all happened. The necromancer tried pressing her hand on Leggy’s cheek a few more times, but whatever brief connection they had shared didn’t happen again. She then tried patting every other part of the simulacrum to no avail before putting her arm back into the cool water. She then repeated the process with her other hand, but that didn’t do anything either, but she considered it a long shot anyway.

Leggy didn’t appear to understand what was going on either but didn’t mind the attention. From the day they were created, the simulacra were first considered disposable by the aureun, then feared and hated by everyone else in the world, so a gentle touch filled with intrigue and kindness was something each and every simulacrum was starved for.

After countless failed attempts, Anastacia gave up and dried her arm on her shirt when the pain started to subside. “Hmm… Maybe it just takes time to charge or something?” She muttered and turned to the simulacrum. “So a fair warning: I’m going to be rubbing you frequently until I can figure out what the duck just happened – more than usual that is.”

Defeated by the mystery before her, Anastacia sat back down on the edge of the fountain, loosened the bandages around her shoulder and carefully scratched out the last pieces of glass from her skin. The skin around the core embedded into her shoulder was only slightly reddish, the burn only began a few centimeters away from it, but it was clear that it was the root cause for what had happened. She dug out a small copper tin from one of the pouches on her belt and opened it. A fresh minty scent wafted out, which suggested that the ointment inside could have possibly been tasty, but the necromancer knew better from personal experience. The burn ointment made for her by Emilia was beyond bitter and felt like greasy ice and frostbite on one’s tongue, it had taken several cups of coffee to rinse it out before. On burns however, it worked like a miracle. Thinnest of layers was enough to cool the burns for almost an entire day and was usually enough to avoid noticeable scars.

“Maybe we should finally get going? This place is nice but I kind of want to see what else there is. Besides, if we can find someone who isn’t a giant sea monster, they might be able to help us find King and Emilia.” Suggested Anastacia. She winced and applied a generous scoop of the ointment along the burn. “Collect a handful of fruits and I’ll get us some water for the road… or tunnel.”

After tucking the ointment back into her belt, Anastacia took one of her crystalline daggers and dipped its blade into the basin below the fountain. Large ice crystals began forming on it as she sapped the heat away from the water. She had learned that larger lumps of ice actually took quite a while to melt as long as they were even remotely covered with something, and could be hauled across continents to transport goods that were quick to spoil. She could easily make a ten-kilogram chunk of ice, wrap it in some unused bandages and have Leggy carry it while she handled the fruits and the bowl they had stolen. Even if half of it uselessly melted away, it would be enough water for at least two days. She could even make sure it stayed frozen with more magic every now and then. Had there been anyone to impress around, she would have definitely bragged about her cleverness – although Leggy was there and certainly impressed, not needing water to survive made her applause feel empty to Anastacia.

Now armed with ice, half a dozen apples and a metal bowl, the two departed from the little slice of agricultural heaven they had found and marched onwards at a relaxed pace. They stopped at every door and fork in the road only to find several storerooms that mostly just had more strange equipment they didn’t know the purpose of, and which were too large to steal.

Over the next however many kilometers they walked, they found no one to help them find the rest of the party either. No simulacra of any kind, no custodians or even a sign of any recent activity or tracks. Anastacia started to wonder if every single resident of the fort was really at the lower levels dealing with the intruders unit twelve had spoken of. As if that hadn’t been the case, their wandering around should have caused some kind of an alarm somewhere for sure, and someone would have come to confront them.

Despite getting handsy with the simulacrum several times over the course of the hours they walked, Anastacia was unable to activate the core in her shoulder again, which may have been for the better, considering they didn’t have the priestess with them to treat the burns properly.

“I wonder if I could get someone to make clothes for you? King hates it when I make him wear clothes and tears them when he thinks I’m not looking, but you already have a cloak, so you wouldn’t do that, right? You’d look great in a fancy dress and some thigh highs. Getting shoes might be a bit more difficult considering you’re all leg and no actual feet at all, but what if we just cut off the foot part and… those would just be chaps – but you’d look amazing in chaps…” The necromancer muttered mostly to herself while walking behind Leggy and staring at her. She had already decided that her new housecarl needed a uniform and had learned precisely nothing from the countless times she had tried to make King wear clothes over the course of the past few months. “I wonder if there are spare pieces of armor for you somewhere. Like what if I could add abs for you, that’d be the dream, no?”

Leggy simply kept nodding for whatever Anastacia suggested while trying to navigate along the infinitely long corridors. There weren’t many intersections in their path, but a single wrong turn could have led them to a wrong floor and add a day’s worth of walking to their route, if not more. The perkiness caused by the jolt of energy from Anastacia still affected her and there was a lot more spring in her almost prance-like gait than before, even while she was carrying the block of ice.

After what was starting to feel like an eternity of boring hallways, the pair came across yet another door that blocked their way. Though it did let Leggy know they were on the right track, it would definitely open up to something else they would have to deal with before being allowed to progress.

“I’m going to guess lava. There’s going to be an entire volcano in there for no reason at all.” Anastacia sighed before the simulacrum opened the door.

Behind the heavy doors of stone was no volcano or lava, nor was there yet another sea, instead, what opened up before them was a town. A completely average-looking mortal-built town, about the same size as the one aboveground, but not necessarily modeled after it. The massive chamber was lit by a single slightly blue orb of light high up in the ceiling, obviously simulating the sun and successfully having most of its attributes – including the eye pain it caused when stared directly at. It shed its light on what was probably the most average town Anastacia had ever seen. Rows of average-sized wood houses lining the sides of an average amount of average-sized roads, each fit for average-sized wagons and most of them leading to an average-sized town square with an average-looking temple by it. Outside of the town itself were the stables for nonexistent average horses and fenced off pastures for other common animals literally every town would have. Outside of the dirt roads, the ground was covered by some boring mix of grass, common weeds and clovers – like in every town ever. A bit further along the left wall, a constant stream of water lazily poured into an artificial river that passed one edge of the town, allowing its residents to build an average mill and an average sawmill for any average logging the townsfolk may have done in the average forest on the other side of the stream, which took about a third of the entire chamber alone.

Anastacia absolutely despised the nondescript nature of the underground town. She had delved into the fortress to find interesting things related to the simulacra, not the very archetype of what she could find anywhere else in the world.

“Bet this place doesn’t even have a damn cult secretly running everything.” She groaned and looked downright disgusted. “Ebonywatch had a cult, Aaa’aa literally only has five A’s in the name and it had two cults, Stoneweald had cult but they were actually nice to everyone, Fulcrum doesn’t have one but it’s built under a mountain-sized mushroom so it gets a pass, Hrongr is cursed to be forever on fire and even Oopdelt at least had a town full of utter morons! Hear that, town?! You’re worse than damn Oopdelt!”

There obviously was no answer from the town Anastacia could feel to be empty form any non-simulacra life, but she still had some hope that it would be populated by machines.

“Come on, Leggy, let’s go check out this oatmeal raisin cookie of townships and see if they have anything useful that we can take.” The necromancer sighed and headed towards the open entrance to the town.

About twenty meters before the outermost buildings, there was a wooden sign with absolutely no details to it posted by the side of the road. Carved on it with large bold letters was the word ‘TOWN’, which was almost enough to make Anastacia put down her remaining fruits just to tackle the sign and knock it over.

The surface of the road showed heavy use by feet, hoof and wheels, but something about it seemed very strange. At first Anastacia couldn’t quite put a finger on what it was, she had learned some tracking from Gilbert and knew what footprints from people and common farm animals were like, and the ones she saw were wrong. Finally, after staring at them for quite a while longer than she probably should have, she realized that every single footprint was made by the same shoe, flawlessly pointing either directly forwards or backwards without even a degree of angle to them. The distance between each step was exactly the same on every track passing along the road and the same applied to the animal tracks as well. No person or animal actually walked in such a manner, much less the entire population of a town, it was as if someone had gone through considerable trouble to artificially make the road look like it was used.

Annoyedly staring at the road and frowning, the necromancer suddenly noticed two tracks that appeared entirely different. At first, she thought they could have been made by Emilia and King, but she knew their footprints by heart, and they didn’t match at all. Both tracks were made by similar boots with only a slight size difference, but neither of them was made by someone heavy or light enough to even begin guessing the gender or race of the travelers, yet there was certainly a difference in their behavior. One track headed directly into the town without hesitation or lollygagging, driven and confident steps suggested someone who had learned how to march, usually meaning they had a background as a noble or a soldier. The other track was far more playful, it zigzagged around between both sides of the road, likely trying to peer through the windows of the empty houses. Such tracks were usually consistent with someone like Anastacia herself. Regardless, the two had clearly been traveling together and were headed towards the town square. It was impossible to tell how long ago the tracks were made, as the air inside the chamber was remarkably still, and they could have technically persisted for years since no one actually used the road.

Having learned everything she could from the tracks, Anastacia peered inside the first building to the right, which appeared to be some kind of a residence. The furniture inside was exactly like the town itself, normal with absolutely no distinctive features to it whatsoever. No professional carpenter would have ever agreed to make something so plain and even an amateur would have accidentally made something more interesting. Out of curiosity, Anastacia ran over to the other side of the road to peek through the window of the house there, only to see the exact same room with every single piece of furniture placed and positioned to perfectly mirror the room on the other side of the road. Neither showed any actual signs of people living there, but everything had been carefully placed in a way that it looked disorderly. The chairs weren’t perfectly lined up, one of the jars on a shelf was open and a single candle had been allowed to burn all the way to the bottom on the table. Looking at both rooms it was clear that someone had intentionally organized the disorder inside.

The next two houses were exactly the same, as were the two after that. After the third pair of houses, the next building on the right appeared to be a general store, at least based on the sign hanging from its wall saying: SHOP – Equipment and consumables in exchange for currency. After groaning over the blandness of it all, Anastacia asked Leggy to kick open the door and disappeared inside for a bit, only to return with the most boring leather backpack ever conceived. In it, she had put the fruit she still had, the bowl, a flask, some rope and some candles. Despite her hatred for the town, she left a few coins on the unmanned counter in exchange.

Following the pair of footprints that were just about the only things in the entire place that felt authentic, they slowly made it past the plain abandoned townscape. Anastacia gave up looking inside the houses in hopes of finding loot, as every building proved to be a carbon copy of each other and only contained the bare essentials every house in the world had.

“I would be creeped out by this place if I wasn’t so bored.” She complained and blankly stared at a sign hanging from a wall saying: TAVERN – Beverages and sustenance. “It’s like someone with no capacity for imagination build a full-size model town – you know what, I bet that’s exactly what this is! But why would anyone bother?”

Begrudgingly pressing onwards, the pair finally found themselves at the town square, complete with a few empty stands for fresh produce and shops lining the buildings by the sides of the opening – just like in every town ever.

The square itself was oddly enough paved with the same stone tiles the rest of the fortress was, likely because of the small pedestal in the middle of the square that housed a familiar-looking but oddly large white crystal on top of it. Clearly not a part of the dull fake town, the pedestal was more reminiscent of the one in the elevator and far too interesting to be there. Yet, the necromancer’s focus briefly wandered away from it, to a copper plaque on the wall of the boringly average little stone temple behind it.

“Temple of Religion…” She read it out loud and sighed so deep that a piece of her soul might have slithered out during it.

Still somehow managing to stave off death brough on by the disappointment of the average town, Anastacia turned her attention back to the white crystal and sang out the tune required for activating it. The crystal immediately resonated with her and lit up brightly, but nothing seemed to happen after that, no apparitions or voice recordings began playing.

Trying to listen for anything more carefully, Anastacia could suddenly hear distant talking from the direction she and Leggy had come from. Two distinct voices, one cheery and talkative, the other brief and cold, conversing with each other about something the necromancer couldn’t quite make out. The voices remained muffled until they reached the square itself, on the edge of which a recording of two people wearing matching white cloaks and accompanied by four knights of stone appeared.

“Charming little thing, don’t ye think?” The first one said and looked around excitedly. Anastacia thought for a second that he was talking about her, but that didn’t seem to be the case in the end, as the recording walked right through her. This one was clearly the cause of the erratic footprints.

The other recording calmly followed and didn’t appear interested in his surroundings at all. For a second, hopefully through happenstance, his piercing cold stare met Anastacia’s gaze, and gave the necromancer the shivers. “A pointless façade is all I see, but if you say so, it must be quite charming indeed.” The second recording agreed.

            

    
        Chapter 217 - The meeting of two ancient kings and promises of pie

    
    
    
    
                The pair of recorded men clad in white stopped by the crystal to seemingly wait for something. Though with their hoods up, their looks were almost perfectly matching, the mood given off by each couldn’t have been more different. The cheery one kept constantly moving around to briefly inspect anything that caught his eye, full of curiosity and delight at the smallest of details he could find in his surroundings. The other remained still and quiet, only sparsely answering the other one’s questions and keeping an eye on him. The quiet one’s presence itself felt menacing, even if he wasn’t actually there anymore, the recording conveyed the frightening aura of constant vigilance and power being barely contained.

However, Anastacia was more interested in the four simulacra escorting the two men, especially one that had posted itself in front of the path they had used to enter the square. All four would have seemed identical to even an expert, but when it came to one simulacrum in particular, Anastacia was far more than that. A familiar glimmer of the glowing eyes, slightest movements and tiniest unique details in the posture confirmed to Anastacia that the recording of a simulacrum before her was no other than the one that was now called King. The armor he donned in the recording was a pristine version of the scuffed one he had worn for the past few thousand years. Judging by the other three wearing the same thing, it wasn’t unique to him, but more like a uniform of sorts.

“So you were just as handsome back then, huh?” The necromancer smirked and tried to touch the simulacrum’s chest in vain.

Preoccupied by what she thought to be far more interesting than the people who were likely the last two to enter the ancient fortress until Eminence and the adventurers had arrived, Anastacia didn’t notice the more curious of the two recorded visitors making his way to the same simulacrum.

“What goes through that mechanical noggin o’ yers?” The man said suddenly and almost gave Anastacia a heart attack by snapping her back from her thoughts. “Is it calculations? Love? Philosophy? Do ye dwell in the past? Hope for the future? Live ye in the moment? Got any goals in life?” He kept interrogating King and circled around him.

“They are nothing but rocks and scrap, and dream as such. Might as well inquire a bucket about its preferred pastimes.” The other man scoffed gruffly from the center of the square.

“I’ll make a note to ask one later then.” The cheery man laughed in a way you just knew he was actually going to do it. Though barely tall enough for it, he wrapped his arm around King’s shoulders and nodded towards the other man. “Ye may be all stone an’ metal, but don’t ye dare to listen to the grump over yonder. One o’ these days, when the world’s all fixed an’ proper, go out there an’ find yerself one of them pretty things – like him but less o’ a sourpuss. Find someone who fancies ye for what ye are an’ help them become the best version o’ themselves, they’ll do the same for ye an’ you’ll both live better for it. Also get kittens, them’s some outstanding buggers.”

“Could you, perchance, cease giving the enemy life advice? They do not need more intel than they already have.” Commented the more serious of the two visitors.

Anastacia took a swipe or two at the one touching what would in the future be her simulacrum, as if it somehow changed the past and made the recording step away from King.

The man by King laughed. “As ye can see, I’ve my work cut our for me as well.” He whispered and gave King one final pat on the shoulder, to which the simulacrum didn’t react to in any way.

Suddenly a new voice appeared from one of the roads leading to the square. “As if we cared what pathetic goals you have chosen for your stunted little lives. Under Erratic Judgement, war is all we need.”

Even before seeing the recorded form of the speaker, Anastacia recognized the overly confident and spiteful way of speaking as it was identical to the custodian they had met earlier, though somewhat deeper.

And surely, one of the male members of the third artificial children stepped into the square with a scroll of some kind in one hand and something wrapped in linen in the other. He wore the same stone armor as unit twelve and scanned the square with the same callous stare on his face. Neither of the visitors seemed surprised to see him and turned into his direction even before he made himself known, like they both had already sensed him.

“I presume you two are the so-called Great King Alabaster and Ivory the White? I am designated unit seven of the Wrath Core, and here in behalf of the Great One Erratic Judgement. We believe there is a chance of a truce of sorts between us and whatever ragtag herd of mortals you call your kingdom.” The custodian explained and walked right up to the more uptight of the men, who was apparently the ancient necromancer king, Alabaster the White, whose skeleton Anastacia had dethroned some months ago.

“Alabaster? Ivory? What were they doing here?” The necromancer suddenly perked up and got interested in the main event of the recording.

“So this has been a waste of time then… The aureun and everything else residing within their cowardly hideouts signed their own death warrants when they did not cease their operations in areas under my control. You were warned once, and it was more than you deserved.” Alabaster stated uninterestedly and immediately turned away to leave.

Unit seven laughed haughtily. “The aureun are not a part of this truce, it only concerns Mournvalley and the artificial children, that is to say, beings like me as well as the simulacra, as you call them. We are fully aware of the countless losses your forces have suffered just against the knights of Erratic Judgement alone, so what we are offering is that every single simulacrum in the world stands down for ten years and the knights here for a thousand – effective immediately. All that, for the low price of finding every single aureun this world has and tearing them apart, limb by limb.” He explained his position.

Alabaster stopped but didn’t turn back to face the custodian. He briefly glanced at Ivory, who nodded approvingly. “What good will such a trade do me? The demise of aureun in my hands is a matter of time and I have seen no evidence for their creations deserving anything less, if anything, their hands have more of my people’s blood on them. As far as I am concerned, I am already granting you a favor by not turning this glorified dungeon into a tomb.” He inquired. It was clear that King Alabaster would have rather just done things the hard way, but every now and then he peeked at the other White One and decided to not decline the truce just yet.

“We have one more gift to entice you, one that we have developed recently through careful analysis of the deeper workings of necromancy and the technology used in the creation of the simulacra. Our conclusion is that the driving force behind both is will. Necromancy allows imbuing your own to overwrite that of someone else’s or simply restoring will to something that once had it or controlling it in further detail. Eerily similar to it, is the basic principle behind all aureun constructs, but they can not overrule what was once there, only grant will to material that never had one to begin with. It also comes at a high cost and is in no way reversible.” Unit seven explained, hoping to hook the ancient king for good. Though Alabaster himself only stood still and listened, his words did draw in the other two necromancers present, in recording and present time, as both Ivory and Anastacia stared to drift towards the custodian, intrigued. “It’s needless to say that the two are almost identical in every way, but necromancy appears far stronger, being able to affect material over a long distance with nothing to aid it, whereas the control aureun have over stone and metal only functions on contact and through specialized patterns and materials that ease the flow of power…” 

“So you use the patterns with necromancy!” Both Anastacia and Ivory exclaimed in unison, barring some differences in accents.

Unit seven nodded and held out the scroll he had. “A vocal agreement to our truce is all we need, a recording shall serve as proof, and the exact details behind the patterns are yours, written in your primitive alphabet.” 

“We accept!” Ivory immediately agreed and excitedly snatched the scroll from the custodian before hearing out what the actual king of necromancers had to say about it.

“Good. The truce is effective immediately, the knights of Erratic Judgement will return here and seal themselves away for a millennium, and the other simulacra will cease all operations and wait for a decade before returning to their duties. You have until then to hold your end of the bargain, and what happens after it, depends on what the world is like after the aureun have been destroyed.” Unit seven accepted Ivory’s authority on the matter and took a step back to leave. “With our business concluded, I have more important matters to attend to and the knights can escort you back to the surface. May you always find wars to fight.” 

With the same constant hurry in his steps that unit twelve had, unit seven marched off to do whatever custodial jobs he had lined up for the next thousand years. The two ancient necromancers were left with the four knights and their newly acquired information, which Ivory began immediately to browse.

“Have we not agreed that political decisions should be left for me to conclude?” Alabaster asked sourly after being ignored.

Ivory opened the lengthy scroll entirely, or at least as much as he could, as there was still plenty of the roll left after it hit the ground. He read a few lines before answering. “Aye, we might’ve, but we also agreed that yer a big dumb dumb at times. What them short, horned fellers have written here might save lives down the road. Turn that frown upside-down and I’ll bake ye an apple pie once we get out of this here cellar.” He laughed cheerily and returned to reading.

Anastacia tried to read the scroll as well, but the haziness of the recording made it impossible to see the text at all.

“I am the King of Mournvalley and much of the lands outside of it, hundreds of chefs of every mortal race under the sun have pledged allegiance to me. If I so chose, I could drown cities in pasties and pies. I am not motivated by baked goods!” Alabaster declared grandly.

“Alabaster, my dear, it has been seven years, twelve weeks an’ three days since yer pasty buns stumbled on my cabin, one’d think ye’d have figured that the tyrant act don’t do nothing for me. Kiss on the cheek an’ a slice o’ pie with a dollop o’ whipped cream will have ye all chummed up again.” Smirked Ivory and continued reading as Alabaster approached him.

“Preposterous!” The king of necromancers exclaimed and lowered his hood. “It has been seven years, eighteen weeks, four days and eleven hours! How can you not remember that?!” 

“I knew ye’d remember so I didn’t have to.” The necromancer that would come to be known as Ivory the Mad remarked as the recording came to its end and the image flickered and dimmed along with the crystal.

Anastacia contemplated what she had seen and sat down to lean against the stone pedestal housing the crystal to eat one of the fruits she still had left. Though she had learned something that would have shaken most of Mournvalley down to its core, it was something she had suspected to be the case ever since seeing King’s bare frame and her thoughts focused elsewhere. Supposedly, she had just seen the two most powerful necromancers in the world, far more powerful than her, yet they seemed oddly normal by her standards and remarkably not pointlessly evil. Legendary necromancers were always nothing short of horrific monsters in the books she had read in her long imprisonment, they paved their roads with corpses and flayed entire towns before breakfast. Yet, Alabaster the White of all people had traveled all the way into the fortress to hear out an offer and let the other side of the negotiations walk off completely unharmed. She herself had immediately tried to fight the first custodian she had seen, and more than once contemplated snapping the backs of their relatives in Valor over then endless spiral of bureaucracy they forced her to partake in. Regardless, seeing them go about their lives in such a mundane manner made her feel better about being their current equivalent.

“Well, apple pie is pretty great… Shame he didn’t leave the recipe in the book I have. At least they seemed kind of happy.” She muttered to herself while melting some of the ice Leggy hauled for her. “I wonder if King remembers any of that. He doesn’t really tell me anything about his past.”

As they rested and waited for the other half of the party to maybe catch up with them, Anastacia’s attention was drawn to the mediocre temple in one end of the square, the door of which she hadn’t noticed to be slightly ajar before. After the recording had ended, the boredom caused by the model town had slowly set back in and by then she was ready to move on.

“Let’s go check if they have any average relics we can take as souvenirs for the goblins. Most churches have like fancy goblets and stuff, it’d be neat to drink coffee from one of those.” She decided and set course for the central building of the model town.

The temple itself was just like any other small town temple, build from a random assortment of stones instead of fancy tiles of marble the ones in larger cities were made of, no statues or carvings to decorate the exterior, a couple of humble stained glass windows with relatively basic patterns on them. It, as they often did, had a paltry bell tower that rose above the rest of the rooftops but was mostly used to warn the townsfolk of bandits or nearby monsters. A few stone steps led to the admittedly sturdy-looking wooden doors that were unlocked and slightly open.

Anastacia peeked between the doors but couldn’t really see anything in the thin line of light let in by the gap, so she grasped her dagger to be sure and yanked the door open, which took a bit more force than she was prepared for and was a lot less of a surprise for anyone potentially lurking inside than she had intended.

“What the duck…” The necromancer uttered when the light of the fake sun reached inside the temple properly.

There were no rows of pews, no religious art of any kind, no proper altar or any other piece of architecture or decoration small churches usually had. Instead, the entire interior was lined with the same gray tiles as most of the fortress, they quickly flickered awake and lit the chamber after the door was opened. In the middle of the room was yet another pedestal of stone and metal, but instead of a crystal, its flat top housed a wide array of controls. Small switches, tempting buttons, blinking lights, a few sliders and of course, a big button that was just asking to be pressed.

“Umm… Leggy, can you do me a favor and make sure those doors don’t close on us and seal us inside?” Anastacia asked and stepped into the temple.

The simulacrum did as she was asked and proceeded to break the iron hinges by kicking them into submission. The heavy wooden doors toppled over and caused a massive racket on their way down the stairs.

Initially Anastacia had meant that Leggy should have found something to wedge under them but getting rid of the problem altogether worked just as well. She gave the simulacrum a quick thumbs up and proceeded to the pedestal inside.

The controls were clearly divided into five separate groups. A single large button on the left with no icons or special patterns to it. To the right of it were two metal pieces that slid smoothly along vertical grooves made for them, above them were what seemed to be an icon for a sword and a shield. Third control from the left was simply two smaller buttons, each was labeled with an icon that resembled a house in the most remote recognizable way possible, on the topmost button, there was an arrow pointing at the house and on the bottom one a circle drawn around it. The fourth group of controls consisted of eight metal switches that weren’t labeled at all beyond the patterns that powered them being slightly different. The final group of controls on the right was nothing but three buttons labeled one, two and three with the number of straight lines on them. Above the three buttons was a single blinking light that likely suggested that it was operational at the time.

Taking her time to inspect the buttons and knobs on display, Anastacia weighed the chances on touching them doing something irreversible or horrible. Ultimately, she couldn’t come up with all too many downsides to at least trying one or two, but that may or may not have been a matter of not actually trying to do so terribly hard. The odd location made her think that they were just the controls to the fake sun or some other part of the boring town, so that whoever built it could change some aspects to match their mood.

“Alright, unless you understand any more of this than I do, I’m going to start fiddling with things.” Anastacia said and immediately pressed the button labeled with three lines.

A quiet ring sounded as the blinking light above them lit up permanently and the one above the metal switches began blinking. Since none of the patterns by them even hinted at what any of them did, Anastacia simply flicked a few at random and waited for the ringing sound to activate the next set to the left. Out of the two buttons, she chose the on with an arrow pointing at the house for no particular reason at all, but it still seemed to answer whatever the pedestal was asking, as the next set of controls activated soon after. Not really knowing what either of the sliders did, she simply set the sword one to its highest position and the shield one to the lowest.

As the ringing sound confirmed the selection for the fourth time, several of the stone tiles on the room’s walls slid out and revealed an entire arsenal’s worth of weapons. Much like the selection in King’s quarters, but all of it decidedly smaller in scale. In fact, the weapons were somewhat small even for an average sized man, but perfect for the necromanced who had discovered them. At first the compact size didn’t really make sense, but when Anastacia saw the stone helmet placed on one of the hidden shelves, or the hole in its forehead to be exact, she managed to put the pieces together.

“These are for the custodians.” She explained to the simulacrum with her just to prove she had realized it on her own. “But why are they here?”

Neatly arranged next to the helmets were three full sets of the stone armor both unit twelve and seven had worn. Though both of them had some sort of dark leathery under armor with them, they didn’t seem to be available at the armory the adventurer had discovered.

A bit disappointed because she would have much rather worn anything on top of what was effectively her night gown and some pants, Anastacia picked up one of the stone plates that would have worked as a vambrace of sorts and placed it on her left arm. A sudden flicker of blue light under the plate caused a bit of a tingle, but not enough to hurt. Startled nonetheless, she tried to shake the piece of armor off.

“Uh oh.” Was all she could say when she realized that the plate of stone was now stuck on her arm.

It wasn’t wrapped around her arm with anything, nor had it burned itself into her skin, it was simply stuck there and trying to pry it off made it feel like it was somehow attached to the bone in her arm. Trying to poke it with her other arm, the one with a simulacrum core embedded into it, didn’t do anything either. Leggy giving it a gentle nudge did just as much, as did everything else they could come up with.

After calming down from the initial concerns the armor had caused, Anastacia stopped to consider her options. Potentially having stones attached to her body the rest of her life was definitely on the lower end of options, but there was a good chance that King or one of the custodians would know how to remove them. At the same time, death was definitely lower on the list of desirable outcomes, and not having any of her gear left her wholly unequipped for anything they might run into. Figuring that the benefits outweighed the possible downsides, the necromancer attached the armor pieces onto her arms and legs one by one, until only the backplate and cuirass were left on the shelf.

Worried that a slab of stone of her chest might have made breathing difficult or that it would make changing the bandage on her shoulder impossible, she hesitated for a while and tried to figure out how tightly it would fit. While she was holding the cuirass in front of her, ten or so centimeters away from her chest, it suddenly snapped into place, but instead of snuggly pressing against her skin, it briefly hovered a few centimeters away while the blue light under it flashed more than once. It was as if the armor was trying to find something to attach onto but kept failing. Eventually the hunk of stone gave up and lifelessly fell on the floor, almost flattening Anastacia’s toes.

“Why do I feel insulted?” She wondered out loud and tried to press the armor against her chest, but it just wouldn’t stick there like the other pieces.

Annoyedly discarding the cuirass, she took one look at the helmet with a hole in the forehead and decided that there was no way she would even try it on if there was a chance that it got stuck too. She could already imagine the maddening need to scratch her head that would set in only seconds after putting it on.

Now mostly armored, but still only somewhat armed, Anastacia moved on to the selection of weapons. Urging Leggy to pick something for herself as well, she tested a few here and there by spinning them wildly. She was still relatively useless with anything larger than a dagger, and outside of her specialty spears, polearms were among the worst ones she could have taken.

The first one she showed actual interest in was a rather worrying three-headed flail with heavy spiked metal balls hanging from it. Leggy immediately confiscated it from her and placed it on one of the top shelves where the necromancer couldn’t reach it again. Further disgruntled, Anastacia continued browsing the selection until her gaze happened upon what looked an awful lot like a scythe.

Reenacting the motions she had seen people do with them when cutting grain, she swung it about for a while. “How am I supposed to do anything with this? Do I just… attack their ankles?” She muttered to herself before deciding that the weapon was useless, at least in her hands.

The third and final weapon that piqued her interest was a rather simple-looking metal stick with a somewhat war hammer-like head to it, though the actual hammer part was rather piddly, but in turn, the curved spike on the other side was far more pronounced and menacing than usually. For what it was, it was remarkably light and easy to swing around haphazardly, but the long shaft and weighed tip still made the hits have some heft to them, regardless of the lack of physical prowess Anastacia had.

Leggy on the other hand appeared to know exactly what she was looking for. She picked up a spike-like dagger with next to no cutting edge to it, but an oddly flat and wide pommel. Anastacia had seen similar ones in the blacksmith’s shop, but never really paid attention to them because if she was going to get a dagger, she wanted the sharpest one available.

“We’ve still got one more button to press, maybe it’ll reveal the really good stuff?” Anastacia remembered, returned to the pedestal and without hesitation slammed her fist on the largest button that now had a blinking light above it.

Instead of revealing any additional caches of equipment, the button caused the temple’s bell to ring exactly ten times. Wondering what it was about, the necromancer was about to head outside to get a better look at the bell tower, but the sight of the square made her freeze completely even before she made it past the broken doors; the previously abandoned fake town was now swarming with spindly, almost skeletal simulacra. A dozen or so were on the square itself, more patrolled the streets and there were quite a few on the rooftops as well. Though they were unquestionably simulacra of some type, they most definitely weren’t knights of stone, but more akin to the hollow ones that were besieging the town of Ruvenstead aboveground. They appeared frail even compared to Leggy, but were still armed with spears, shields, swords and the like. Their patrol movements appeared predetermined and purposeful, so them being hollow ones that had somehow leaked in from the surface seemed like a farfetched theory.

“Ohh! Now I get it, this must be some kind of a combat drill for the custodians!” Anastacia realized and was somewhat concerned about how real the simulacra’s weapons appeared for something that was supposed to be practice.

Standing there, out in the open, Anastacia suddenly heard a sound that still echoed in her nightmares at times: the sharp twang of a crossbow bolt being released. Already almost feeling the sharp point of the bolt tear into her neck once more and in disbelief that she would yet again die on the steps of a temple, her mind went blank. An eternity passed in a fraction of a second as she was unable to do anything but wait for what was coming, yet, it never came.

Crash-landing back into the present, Anastacia stumbled back and fell on her ass with her hand on her still intact throat. Before her, stood the Venator with the crossbow bolt she had caught midair in her hand.
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                ”I am not dead? I am not dead. I am not dead! Am I not dead?” Anastacia feverishly chanted at the corner of the temple, where Leggy had dragged her to get the necromancer out of the line of fire of the hostile simulacra on the rooftops, who were by the looks of it armed with crossbows and had already sighted the two. While mumbling almost incoherently, she kept rubbing her neck to be absolutely sure, but even if the hand never had any blood on it, she still found it hard to focus on anything.

Being forced to take point on the operation, Leggy every now and then peeked out of the open doorway to make sure no one was approaching the temple. Every time a small volley of bolts whizzed past her as the simulacra on the nearby rooftops took a shot at anything that moved. Otherwise things seemed to be calm around the square, a group of three simulacra with spears and large rectangular shields had positioned themselves at the bottom of the stairs but appeared to be perfectly content with staying there for the time being.

While obviously unaware of some fairly important basic functions of humans, Leggy most certainly wasn’t at all versed in matters of the mortal minds. While she had learned about Anastacia’s brief death on their visit to Crescent, she found no connection between that and the barely avoided reenactment of it, and as such, didn’t understand why the necromancer was out of commission again. Between the occasional peek outside, Leggy went through the arsenal of solutions regarding Anastacia she had learned over the past couple of days. However, when patting her head, poking her cheek and holding her hand didn’t bring any results, the Venator was starting to get desperate. Luckily, she had noticed something that never failed to get Anastacia’s attention.

Leggy stood next to the cowering necromancer and gently bumped the side of her leg against Anastacia’s cheek. With what seemed like pure instinct, Anastacia’s hand moved from her throat to the smooth stone armor and started caressing it. The whirring sounds of Leggy’s mechanical pieces had become somewhat louder after she had lost her cape, but Anastacia found the still faint purr extremely relaxing and the curved stone plate that had been worn down by thousands of years of running around in various places and weathers was beyond pleasing to touch. Suddenly the necromancer snapped awake and found herself clinging tightly onto the simulacrum.

Finally able to collect her thoughts, Anastacia ran her hand over her throat once more, just to be sure, and let go. “Okay, maybe dying kind of bothers me still… Would’ve been nice to find that out literally anywhere else, but good job with bringing me back!” She said and shook her head to clear her thoughts.

Looking around for somewhere to start, the necromancer grabbed the bowl she had stolen from the maintenance depot and figured that it was just reflective enough for her needs. She took a few deep breaths and gingerly held it in the doorway, at an angle where she could get a reasonable view of the square. She could see the three simulacra immediately outside, but had trouble making out anything beyond that and certainly couldn’t see how many there were on the roofs.

She screamed in horror as the bowl was shot out of her hand with a volley of four bolts, each hitting almost precisely at the same time and directly in the middle, making a single large hole into the bowl.

“Okay, so four assholes and three guys with spears…” She recounted after calming down again. She tried to search the surroundings for anything her necromancy worked on, but nothing in her range even slightly resonated with her powers, which complicated matters a whole lot.

They had other weapons to spare, but next to no skill with them. At least the opposition seemed exceedingly fragile for simulacra, so there was a decent chance that a respectable thwack, even if delivered by Anastacia, would have been enough to break something. Their Movements were rather slow as well and running was definitely an option, but the exemplary marksmanship of the crossbowmen would have cut that plan short without a doubt. So, no matter what their plan was, the crossbows needed to go. Anastacia took a look at the destroyed bowl on the floor and then compared it to Leggy’s metal bits. While the bolts would have no doubt bounced off King like pretty much everything else, the Venator wasn’t built like a moving castle and would have likely taken some serious damage from an ill-placed shot. Though Leggy had seemed unusually spry and strong after she had been jolted by Anastacia in the orchard and being able to catch a bolt from the air suggested that she may have been able to at least avoid getting hit, there was no telling how true that theory was, and it definitely wasn’t one Anastacia was about to test so lightly.

“What would Gilbert do…” The necromancer muttered. The old adventurer frequently came at odds with things that were more suited for Anastacia, Emilia or King to deal with, yet generally was the one who got the rest of the party out of trouble through actually knowing what he was doing and being equipped to deal with more or less anything. Even after months of questing together, it often felt like he was there to fix every issue caused by everyone else’s incompetence. He would have no doubt been able to come up with a plan in no time if put in their situation. “What was it? ‘Know what you have, what you are and what you can do. Learn where you are and what is there.’” She recited in a gruff voice to mimic her mentor.

Knowing what they had was the simple part, they had a plentiful supply of sharpened sticks and blunt clubs in various shapes and sizes, three crystalline daggers, an enchanted knife that made things bleed mead, some simulacrum cores, assortment of basic equipment both stolen from the shop and kept in Anastacia’s belt, two apples and a hunk of ice.

“…what you are… What does that even mean? I’m Anastacia, an adventurer, a necromancer, a mage… You’re Leggy, a venator, cute and nimble, I guess? Not going to lie, this isn’t helping…” She muttered and scratched her head. “I can, melt and freeze water on touch, throw fire and…”

Suddenly a plan started to come together in her head. She was an ice mage with access to a whole hunk of ice and the ability to activate the crystal at the middle of the square with her voice. With her was someone who had just effortlessly kicked down large doors and who didn’t mind being thrown fire at.

The first thing she needed to find out exactly how fast the simulacra could reload their crossbows, and how automated their function really was. To do this, she sang out the tune that activated the white crystal in the middle of the square as loudly as she could. Though it took a bit longer than before, she could hear the resonating tone it let out once activated. Soon enough, she could hear the sounds that still sent shivers down her spine as the simulacra tried to shoot at the recordings appearing by the edge of the of the square. Counting the seconds between the shots each time, she could tell that the crossbows could fire roughly every fifteen seconds, and always did so in unison. They also didn’t appear to mind the ineffectiveness of their bolts against the transient tricks of light played out by the crystal and kept on firing at them rhythmically. This was all very good news for her and Leggy, as fifteen seconds was more than enough for the venator to make it into the cover of the surrounding buildings. Anastacia herself didn’t have as much faith in her speed and couldn’t do much there, but when asked, Leggy appeared confident in that she could take the crossbows out on her own as long as they weren’t aiming at her.

The next step would be getting rid of the three simulacra that patiently waited only a couple of meters away, with their shields and spears readied at all times. There were more of such simulacra a bit further away, but they were somewhat distracted by the recording and didn’t prevent Leggy from slipping out of the temple. To fix the situation, Anastacia had Leggy push the chunk of ice, still good for almost ten liters of water, into the doorway. Obviously, it was peppered with crossbow bolts only a few seconds later, but the splinters they chipped off only helped her cause. She then covertly touched the tip of her crystalline dagger at the chunk and began melting it. The water quickly found its way into the stairs and down them, directly into the feet of the simulacra. Hoping that they were as fragile as they appeared, Anastacia placed both of her hands into the pool of water and froze it all again as fast as she could, doing her best to grow the ice crystals larger at the other end of the pool, but with such a limited amount of water, there was only so much she could do. Luckily, it didn’t take much to split even the largest of stones as long as there was a crack, and the cracking of the stone parts in the flimsy simulacra’s feet coming apart almost immediately was a welcome sound. Their heelless feet were unable to support the rest of their frame, and the high-pitched scream-like whirrs followed by quite a bit of clatter made it clear the plan had worked. Anastacia repeated the process just in case and ended up completely shutting one of them down as it had fallen on its chest and the water seeped into the socket where its core was. The other two were severely damaged and only barely able to crawl, much less able to use their weapons.

“I actually can’t believe that worked… like at all.” The necromancer marveled at the success and dried her hands with her shirt. “Are you ready for part two?”

Leggy nodded and got into position where she was out of sight but able to dash out as soon as Anastacia signaled her.

The apprentice mage limbered up her joints and hopped in place a few times before once more singing the tone to activate the recording and distract the marksmen. Once she heard the bolts release and hit the paved ground as they pointlessly passed through the recorded forms, she spinning her hands until two fist-sized orbs of flame gathered above them, the faster she did it, the brighter the orbs became. In a few seconds she combined them into a single white-hot blob that already charred her clothes and a few strands of hair just by being so close to her.

Waiting for one more volley of bolts to hit the ground, Anastacia yelled something that may have just been a series of noises caused by the pain of being slowly toasted by the orb she held. Regardless, Leggy took it as the signal and dashed out of the door to pick up one of the shields from the broken-down simulacra. As she stood there, she took careful note of the locations of the marksmen and entrances to the nearby buildings.

The next volley of bolts was directed at the Venator instead of the recordings that were playing out the part where Ivory made friends with King, but being equipped with a shield, she could easily block them without having to move.

As soon as Anastacia heard the distinct sound of crossbow bolts hitting metal instead of stone, she stepped out of the temple and with as flashy of a movement as possible, threw the orb at the ground right by Leggy – after that, there was nothing but fire.

Something Anastacia and her party had observed over the past months was that the volume of fire the necromancer could usher forth was downright terrifying, but its ability to burn anything was downright laughable. It burned hair and cloth just fine, but even something as simple as lighting a campfire required more than a bit of flailing about. In this case, however, it was exactly what the pair needed. The entire square was engulfed in bright flames from wall to wall, making the visibility for anyone not inside the storm of fire pretty much zero.

Leggy ran off to proceed with her part of the plan and Anastacia advanced out of the temple, spinning and dancing as flagrantly as she could. There was a specific choreography she had come up with to entertain the goblins with as much fire as possible, and being able to do it completely unhindered actually felt freeing, though not freeing enough to make her forget that she could at any moment catch a randomly shot crossbow bolt in the face. For over half a minute, she sustained an ever-growing storm of fire that blocked the view of the marksmen and prevented them from taking a shot at her. At its peak, the flames almost cascaded all the way up to the artificial sun, filling the chamber’s ceiling with pitch-black smoke.

When the fire finally died down, leaving behind the completely charred town square, with modestly burning houses in every direction and a whole lot of smoke, the venator had disappeared completely, and in front of the temple was only a small necromancer, hiding behind two large shields she very much hoped would protect her. She screamed in absolute horror as the first volley of three bolts bounced off the shields, causing a few significant dents in them. Yet, Anastacia knew she couldn’t just cover behind them forever, as the other simulacra patrolling the square had started to approach menacingly. The fire had distracted them for a time but being lightly toasted didn’t do much beyond angering them and gather their attention in the end. Too preoccupied to actually count them, Anastacia estimated there to be about fifteen to twenty, most equipped with swords and axes, but a few more of the spearmen were also helming the group.

Deafeningly screaming the entire time, the adventurer counted seconds between volleys while dragging the shields towards the nearest alley whenever she deemed it to be safe and hiding behind them to wait for the bolts to hit them again when appropriate. The temple itself and a couple of doors into the burning houses were closer than the alley and would have protected her just the same from the marksmen, but she wasn’t equipped to get cornered by the other simulacra after getting trapped inside them. However, even if the simulacra were taking their time, the shields were bulky and heavy, and Anastacia played very safe with her timing, so her movement was slowed so much that she quickly lost her head start.

“One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten, duck…” She repeated and hid behind the shields until the final pair of bolts hit them before she could leave them behind and make a dash into the alley.

Naturally, things were never so simple for poor Anastacia, and behind the corner was yet another simulacrum, waiting with its spear and shield readied. With her pursuers only a few seconds behind her at that point, the necromancer didn’t have time to be indecisive and employed one of the methods she had seen Gilbert and Emilia use against such foes. Barely within the spear’s range, she used a vambrace of her new stone armor to bat the blade to the side, swiftly moved past it all the way up to the shield, and with all her might, tugged on the shaft to disorient its wielder and gain just a bit of extra force as she slammed against the shield. When performed by the old adventurer or the priestess, they typically didn’t need to put as much of their weight into it and could rely on their strength, but Anastacia didn’t really have that option and ended up just throwing herself at the shield, hoping for the best. Interestingly enough, even that was a bit overkill, as the spindly simulacrum toppled almost without any resistance and let out a satisfying crunch under the large shield before the lights on its body flickered out.

While scrambling back up, Anastacia came to the conclusion that their opponents must have been as disposable as possible, as they were designed to be destroyed in the course of the combat exercise. The realization gave her some hope, but they were still numerous and very capable of killing anyone who didn’t take them seriously, so the relief did come with a small caveat.

Before she had the chance to celebrate too much or run off, her pursuers found their way into the alley and began to push onwards, spearheaded by three more spear-wielding simulacra. Even if they didn’t have a small horde of others behind them, the same technique had no chance of working against more than one at a time, so the only course of action left was to run.

The other end of the narrow alley between two large buildings opened up to one of the smaller streets in the mock town, and luckily one not watched by anyone from the rooftops, as Anastacia failed to peek around the corner before rushing past it. Down the street, in both directions, were a couple more simulacra that had been patrolling the area and didn’t immediately notice the necromancer. To avoid detection and getting stuck between them and the group behind her, Anastacia crashed through the door of the nearest house with a second-floor balcony she could see.

The house was furnished in the same annoyingly identical and bland style as every other one she had seen in the town and offered very little in terms of equipment or shelter. Using her newly acquired hammer, in her path she tipped over every piece of furniture in she could to hinder the simulacra’s chase. While it wasn’t much, it did give her the moment she needed after rushing upstairs. The conveniently narrow staircase at the back of the house led to the second floor, that consisted of three completely identical bedrooms and the path to the balcony. Though she had initially planned just to delay the group after her by having them climb all the way upstairs in a neatly ordered line and maybe lure in one of the two smaller groups on the street to clear a path in any direction, a sturdy drawer right at the top of the staircase gave her an idea. Tackling it as hard as she could, Anastacia managed to move it to the stairs and kick it down onto the oncoming group of simulacra, taking out a few of them. As the surviving ones began climbing over their fallen brethren, she made her exit via the balcony by nimbly descending along one of the wooden support beams.

Sadly, the simulacra patrolling the street had merely gotten curious about the clamor but didn’t enter the house along with the other ones, so Anastacia had to choose a direction and face the pair of simulacra there. Figuring that it was the direction Leggy was in, she headed away from the temple and swung her hammer to prepare for an actual fight. While her training consisted almost entirely of watching her more combat-inclined friends, the movements of the simple simulacra were slow in comparison to even a moderately trained bandit, and since being quick was one of her only advantages, the necromancer didn’t hate her odds.

This quickly changed as soon as one of them actually swung its axe at her and she realized that she wasn’t at all comfortable with being threatened with weapons by someone completely immune to necromancy. A panic-fueled blind swing of her hammer accompanied by a frightened yelp was the best she could do at the time and it ended with the weapon slipping from her hands. On its path towards a wall, the hammer took out the head of the simulacrum behind the one attacking Anastacia, immediately causing it to go limp and deactivate. The hammer itself bounced off to the side, a few meters away from its owner.

Inspired by the ‘success’ after opening her eyes, Anastacia rolled over to her weapon and then once more to get some distance to her opponent. She then flung the hammer at the simulacra, and discovered that she may have had a gift for using war hammers incorrectly, as it slammed directly into the simulacrum’s chest and crushed the stone plate there as if it had been made of glass.

“I… guess that works?” Anastacia shrugged and retrieved her weapon, just in time for the remaining simulacra chasing her to find their way out of the house. Taking that as her cue to leave, she ran off down the street.

By the time she came to the next intersection, she had gained a fair bit of distance, and could feasibly lose the group behind her if the next street had even a half-decent hiding place. Thinking that even a barrel with a lid would do, she turned the corner and saw quite possibly one of the worst things possible, a horde of maybe a hundred or more simulacra only ten meters away from her. Before she had the time to regret everything, the door of the shop next to her opened quietly and Leggy hastily dragged the necromancer inside.

Gesturing for her to be quiet, the venator quickly led Anastacia through the unlit store with covered up windows all the way up to the second floor, and from there, through a small hatch in the ceiling, the attic. First helping Anastacia up and then climbing in herself, Leggy closed the hatch and pressed her finger on the necromancer’s lips. Only couple of second later, someone else entered the shop. The sound of the weighty stone feet and the floorboards creaking under them was audible all the way from the first floor, obviously caused by a few of the simulacra that had either noticed the door close or heard something and decided to investigate. They paced around the first floor for a while, eventually finding their way upstairs and passing right under where Anastacia and Leggy were hiding. For a couple of minutes, at least five simulacra rummaged the rooms of the building, by the sounds of it tossing over anything large enough to hide a person, but eventually deciding that their search was for naught and they returned to the group swarming the road.

Anastacia sighed in relief and fell on her back on the dusty floor. She had subconsciously held her breath for almost the entire time and had actually gotten a bit dizzy from it. “That was way too close…“ She said and took a look at the attic.

On the wall that faced the road outside, there was a small window that worked as the only source of light in the room, aside from Leggy’s glowing eyes that is. Guessing by the broken latch on it, the necromancer figured that it was both openable and the route her friend had originally taken to get into the attic. The ceiling in the middle of the room was barely high enough for the simulacrum to stand up straight, and only got lower towards the sides thanks to the slope of the roof itself. Whoever had built the town must have decided that the attic wasn’t important part of copying an actual one and had left it mostly unfurnished, only placing a couple of crates and a large cloth in one corner. Next to them were four crossbows and quivers full of bolts, a mere sight of which made the necromancer’s skin crawl.

Noticing that Anastacia had spotted her collection that proved she had done her part of the plan expertly, Leggy appeared extremely proud and was clearly looking for praise, but the haunted look on Anastacia’s face burst her bubble fairly quickly. Dejected, Leggy sat down into a corner and stared at the floor with a look that somehow radiated sadness.

“Please don’t be like that! I’m very proud of you, and you did a very good job.” The necromancer pleaded with a weak, faked smile on her face. As much as she wanted to make the simulacrum feel better, she was having a very difficult time being so close to the crossbows. Every time she closed her eyes, all she could see was the one pointed at her on the stairs of the temple in Crescent.

Now equally distressed as her friend, she dragged herself to the window and carefully peeked out. “Oh shit…” Was all she could whisper under her breath after seeing the streets below be completely filled with hundreds of simulacra. While they were no longer pinned down by the marksmen, it was difficult to say whether their semi-successful plan had improved their situation in the end.

Anastacia weighed the flask of water hanging from her belt and took a swig. They had enough water for a while, but they had no idea how long it would take for King and Emilia to find them.

“Looks like we’re going to be stuck here until the swarm down there moves on or the others find us… So we’ve got nothing but time in our hands right now, maybe we should finally get you cleaned – as a reward for taking out the marksmen.” She suggested, though perhaps more as a reward for herself or as an attempt to get her mind off the crossbows.
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                Anastacia peered through the small window from the attic down to the street, where countless training simulacra still held their gathering after a few hours of waiting. “I don’t think they’re going to give up any time soon…” She whispered to Leggy and moved further from the window before she would get noticed.

During the wait, the necromancer had gone through the venator’s entire body with a piece of charred cloth from her shirt. Though it did finally give her the chance to do some more intimate research on her workings, missing her usual tools for the job left the quality of her work lamentable by her standards. Ever so often, she still pressed her right palm on the simulacrum’s cheek to try and reactivate the connection they shared in the orchard, yet it didn’t seem to work again.

Shaking the final drip of water from her canteen, Anastacia racked her brains for a new plan that would at least let them leave the town. “What if we get on the roofs and just burn everything? But that doesn’t really solve anything… Maybe- no, that’s dumb, even for me.” She muttered and weighed their options. While not out of time yet, waiting more didn’t seem like it would have changed things like she had hoped it would and something definitely needed to be done. “What if I sacrifice like a pinky or something? The simulacra are so slow and weak that I could probably clear them out with a piece of bacon.”

While she stared at her fingers and toes trying try and decide which one she liked the least, she thought she caught a whiff of an all too familiar scent. The disgusting, metallic reek of fresh blood she hated more than almost anything else. She instinctively checked her clothes for signs of bleeding, but even the wound in the back of her shoulder had plugged itself properly during their wait and no longer stained the bandages over it. She sniffed the dusty attic air a few times but didn’t notice anything odd again and returned to her pondering – for only a few moments, before the scent found its way to her once more. However, this time it was unquestionably there. Anastacia crawled around for a bit, trying to figure out where it was coming from. There definitely wasn’t anything in the attic itself, since she would have picked up on that ages ago, so it had to come from outside.

Before she even had the chance to peek out of the window, she realized that she no longer wanted to be anywhere near it, much less see what was on the other side. All of a sudden, her powers picked up a literal tide of blood around the edge of the town. It flooded in through the same path they had entered from and begun to slowly wash over the streets as it spread at roughly a walking pace. It seeped into the soil, flooded the ground floors of every building it clashed against and drained into the basements and foundations below them. All of the blood originated from a single point that slowly moved through the town, but it spread to almost every street and alley as an ankle-deep layer of horrific sanguine sludge.

Anastacia panickily scrambled into the corner furthest away from the window and the hatch to the lower floors. Whatever was going on outside, she wanted absolutely no part in it and quietly prayed to every god she knew that it wasn’t related to her being there. She wasn’t able to tell much about the blood itself, other than that it was just regular blood that resonated just fine with her powers, but what was odd was that it seemed to appear from out of nowhere. Though it would have been something only a handful of necromancers could even hope to do, it was definitely possible to recreate the effect, but no matter how powerful they were, no necromancer could just usher forth material from nothing – not to mention that there were no other necromancers present, there wasn’t even another living being there. Though she could feel a disturbance in the flow of the blood directly at its source, it was hard to differentiate it from the steps of the countless simulacra that were now flocking towards it, but if it was anything resembling a person, she would have been able to tell the flesh from the blood.

Leggy didn’t quite understand what was going on and merely wondered if the necromancer had seen something scary outside. She quietly moved to the window and took one quick glance at the bright red street below them before coming to the same conclusion as Anastacia: whatever was out there, didn’t need their intervention. The venator hastily joined the necromancer in the corner and huddled together with her to wait for it to be over.

Accompanied by haunting mechanical screeches from the training simulacra, the source of the blood moved through the town all the way from one edge to another, along a path that suggested it knew where it was going but seemed to be searching for something at the same time. It stopped in the town square for a moment before continuing and eventually leaving the town, and finally the necromancer’s range. The blood-soaked streets it left behind revealed to the necromancer that nothing in the town was moving anymore. Had the simulacra still been patrolling along their paths, it would have caused disturbances in the surface of the dirt roads that were now drenched in blood, but that was not the case.

Anastacia lifted her head and stared at the window on the opposite wall. “Please don’t let that be whatever we came here to get rid of… If it is, I don’t know, I’ll just go cry in a corner and die or something. We really need to find King and Emilia…” She sighed and began to steel herself for what was unavoidably going to happen next. “We better go, just in case it comes back.”

The necromancer moved to the hatch, slapped her cheeks lightly to perk up and cracked it open while very deliberately breathing through her mouth; had she not been doing that, the eyewatering fumes rising from the blood-soaked first floor would have probably been enough to knock her out after a bout of projectile vomiting. With Leggy’s aid, she lowered down to the second floor and ventured to the staircase to face the mess below.

Though the wooden floor of the first floor was no longer covered in a pool of blood, it had been dyed permanently crimson by it. Gagging and physically shaking, Anastacia headed outside, hoping that the slightly more open chamber the town resided in wouldn’t be as bad as the inside of the building. While it was true to a degree, nothing could have prepared her for the sight of the freshly coated streets of red. As if the disgusting mud created from blood and dirt wasn’t enough, the brief mystery of what happened to the simulacra was solved by the countless mechanical husks dangling from iron spikes that had seeming grown out of nowhere and impaled the machines wherever they had stood at the time. Inexplicably dripping blood, some of the crushed simulacra were bound together with metal wire which prevented them from falling apart.

“What the… Who does this?!” Anastacia exclaimed. As she took a look at one of the broken simulacra, the way they were impaled reminded her of the tomb sealed in the tunnels under the Baron of Iron’s keep, where the invaders that had eventually bested him had been dealt in much the same manner – without the tide of blood.

Each step in the muck took a considerable portion of the hemophobic necromancer’s self-control and she spend most of the journey down the streets staring at the fake sun, partially hoping it would blind her for the time being and spare her from the rest of it. The mushy feeling under her feet made her curse her lack of shoes for the first time in her life.

Eventually, Anastacia and Leggy found themselves at the edge of the town that bordered with the small river and the forest on the other side. The blood coating the ground thinned and eventually ended only a few meters away from the still pristine water. The river itself was perfectly uniform in breadth and depth, and though it did have some bends to it, it was still obviously just as artificial as the town. The sandy bottom was perfectly visible through the crystal-clear water and the complete lack of life in it made the stream eerily similar to those in Mournvalley.

Anastacia dipped her finger into it, sniffed the water and was delighted to find that it hadn’t been tainted by the blood yet. She proceeded to fill her canteen once more and washed her face with glee.

“Where’s the exit?” She asked, feeling refreshed once more but avoiding having to look into the direction of the town.

Leggy pointed into the direction the river flowed towards and proceeded to wash the blood off her legs after seeing the necromancer do the same.

With their cleaning done, the pair headed downriver and soon enough spotted an already open door along the wall of the chamber. A plentiful trail of blood leading from the town to the door explained why it was open but caused some understandable concerns at the same time. Anastacia had no intention to catch up with whatever it was that left behind the inexplicably ridiculous amount of blood, but Leggy confirmed that there were no other paths they could take.

Hesitating to enter the dim corridor waiting for them on the other side of the door, Anastacia took a better look at the trail left behind by the thing that quickly moved towards the top of the list of creatures she feared. Surprisingly enough, there were actually two trails of footprints. One trail had deep prints that could have well been that of a knight of stone but were shaped differently from the ones she knew well. The steps were meticulously exact and unhesitating, which further confirmed that they were made by a simulacrum, which was more or less par for the course considering where they were anyway. The other trail was messy, not only was every step surrounded with a pool of blood, a cape or a cloak had dragged over them, making them even harder to decipher.

“Housecarl! Make a note that excessive bleeding will henceforth be illegal in the goblin kingdom!” Anastacia declared and gagged for one more time at the sight of the blood.

With a bit more time wasted, the necromancer and her housecarl finally braved the tunnel, which once more lit up with their presence. As the light patterns spread a few meters ahead of them, they revealed something that send shivers down Anastacia’s spine like nothing before – smeared across the wall was a message written in large letters of blood: ‘Anastacia, follow the blood’.

Quietly staring at the message with a blank expression on her face for a time, she let out a dry chuckle. “That sure was a nice five minutes we had without being utterly fucked, wasn’t it?” She groaned with her will to live audibly draining out of her. “What are the chances that there’s another Anastacia lost here, and this is actually for them? With the size of this place, it has to be above zero, right?”

Now newly worried over some kind of a nightmarish being of metal and blood trying to lure them somewhere, the pair hesitantly wandered deeper into the corridor. The trail of blood continued as a trickle of coagulated clumps that gave the necromancer a rough idea of how long it had been since the thing they were forced to follow had gone through there. Afraid of accidentally catching up to it, they were in no hurry and checked every door they came across, even if the map Leggy possessed told them the rooms were of no importance or didn’t contain anything useful for their journey. Whenever the corridor split into two or more paths, the trail unfortunately stuck with the one they had to take as well.

Even as a couple of hours passed, the smell of blood never stopped bothering Anastacia. She had hoped she would be desensitized to it with time, but whenever she stopped smelling it, her necromancy reminded her of it and the cycle of being disgusted by it repeated. Though it did make her feel somewhat proud of how far she had come with her fear of blood, every now and then she still had to take a breather and stare at the ceiling to not throw up.

Trying to wiggle some of the pieces of armor on her to see if they were any more willing to come off, Anastacia leaned against Leggy’s shoulder. “I hope King and Emilia are doing alright. Honestly, I’m not too worried for them, if anything, I feel bad for whatever they’ve run into. It’s a bit unfortunate we were the ones to end up in that town, those two would have had a great time in there… They’ve got all the coffee too…” She prattled to distract herself. “How far are we from the next chamber of bullshit?”

Leggy pointed at the darkness ahead, or more precisely, at the faint light of a stone door already waiting for them in no more than a hundred meters.

“Oh, let’s just go then.” The necromancer shrugged and began scanning her surroundings a bit more precisely. She could tell that though there was a somewhat of a pool of blood waiting for them in the next chamber, whatever had left it was no longer there, as it was already completely clotted, and the trail continued onwards from there.

As usual, the heavy stone door opened with a touch from a simulacrum and revealed the next hurdle to get over on the long journey towards Erratic Judgement. This one consisted of a relatively small chamber, much like the first one where Anastacia had been split into several color-coded fragments, and two oversized stone chairs with a small table between them. The door forwards was both closed and inactive as always, though the trail of blood did lead through it. Judging by one of the chairs being covered in blood, the blood creature had done whatever test the chamber was designed to run and had been granted passage for it.

“Dibs on the clean chair.” Anastacia declared, figuring that there was a chance both of them were needed for the test.

She took a look at the seat, which seemed identical to the one that had fragmented her, but the floor below it didn’t have any sort of mechanism to move it around the table. The table itself seemed more important, as it had a plethora of light patterns already shining on its surface, most of which led to a pair of metallic handles positioned near the edges of the table, one directly in front of each chair.

Anastacia climbed into the chair that was far too large for her and had to scoot all the way to the edge to reach the handle. “No sense in delaying whatever they’ve got for us.” She shrugged and grabbed the handle on her side of the table.

The lights on the table’s surface grew brighter and a strange mechanical hum began building up within it, but just as the sound was about to reach its breaking point, it flaccidly sputtered out along with the lights. Full of misguided hope for that being all that was involved with the chamber, the necromancer turned towards the inactive door, only to see it remain that way. She tried for a second time just to be sure, but that had no effect on the outcome.

Sighing deeply, Anastacia rid the chair opposite to her from what blood she could, tossing the disgusting lump of coagulated red sludge into the far corner of the room. “Hop in. I hope this thing accepts simulacra as well, or we’re stuck here.” She said and nodded towards the still stained seat.

Leggy did as she was asked, and without hesitation sat down in the chair that was slightly large even for her. On the count of three, they both grabbed the handles attached to the table and waited for the mechanical churning within the table to build up. This time, instead of dying down, the noise climaxed as a quiet sound of shattering glass. Fearing that they had broken something, Anastacia tried to jump up from the chair, but found her muscles unresponsive. As she turned to the simulacrum for aid, she could witness a white crack quickly spread in her surroundings, as it all, Leggy, the table and the chamber itself crumbled into a white void. She barely had time to be distressed, as the fragments rose back up from the ether and began rearranging themselves into a new scene, one she was completely unfamiliar with.

Where Leggy had been, now stood a tall being Anastacia recognized as one the ones that had briefly appeared next to Leggy and King when the flash of light outside of the machine fortress had ushered forth two images of beings from within each member of the party. Supposedly these tall, armored creatures were aureun, the builders of machine fortresses, and one of whom had been rendered into the mind of each simulacrum – or at least the ones that didn’t get called hollow by the Firstborn. This particular one was gravely wounded and held her side with her palm, trying to stop the thick, black ooze from draining from a large wound. Her stone armor was chipped and cracked, and a thin strand of the blood-like muck dripped from under the being’s mask.

Behind the injured aureun was a burning town which Anastacia didn’t recognize by its very stylized architecture at all, but the terrified group of injured and crying elves suggested that it was somewhere in the elven part of the world, or what had been the elven part of the world thousands of years ago. Lacking context for the scene, it gave the necromancer the impression that the lone aureun was defending the elven townsfolk from something behind the seat, which didn’t exactly match up to what she had been hearing about them.

“What ridiculousness has gotten to you Val-Varjo?! Cease this nonsense or we will be forced to take further action against you!” Echoed a threatening voice from behind Anastacia.

The injured aureun laughed and stood proud against her foe. “Then do it, you cowards! I have made my choice.” The stance she took immediately reminded the necromancer of Leggy after she had been shocked by the core on Anastacia’s shoulder. The wide stance and their idle swaying were remarkably similar despite the differences in body structure, which made Anastacia wonder if she was watching the aureun that went on to become Leggy’s mind.

“You would rather perish along with these mud-dwellers? What possible reason there would be for such a pointless sacrifice?” The voice behind Anastacia questioned, sounding genuinely confused.

Along with the voice, Anastacia could hear the humming of at least a dozen simulacra, some of which must have been quite fearsome based on the terrified looks of the elven townsfolk.

“The fact that you consider it pointless proves my thoughts to be true.” The injured aureun, apparently called Val-Varjo chuckled and coughed in pain. “Let me answer your question with a question. For a century and quite a bit more, I have stood where you stand now. Staring down at these ‘mud-dwellers’ and considering them lesser than the stone we carve our tools from, a mere resource at best. I have obeyed my orders and taken lives while convincing myself that fueling our machines is the most they could possibly achieve, that I was doing them a favor. But what gave me the right to do so? What flimsy claim can you make for your own actions now?”

“Our superiority over them. We are faster, stronger, more intelligent and will achieve things far greater than any of these mud-dwelling races. That is why we can – why we have to do this.” The confused voice answered, as if stating the obvious.

“So all it would take is someone greater than us, and you would kneel without a fight? Huddle down and accept your death as a lesser being as well? I have a hard time believing this. Our ways are no better than that of a wild beast, no number of glimmering lights and exact mechanisms is enough to hide that. Our empire is founded upon greed, cruelty and lies that even we believe. And that is why I stand here, content with my choice.” Val-Varjo protested without a shred of hesitation in her voice. “We could have chosen a path far less cruel; we could have chosen to teach the folk of this world what we know, arm them with ways to defeat what we have defeated. We could have grown alongside them, working together instead of suppressing their growth every chance we have. We could have been better. And that is why I stand here, because I am better.”

The injured aureun gestured for the elves behind her to flee and pulled out a small knife from behind her back. “I suffer no illusions of my chances against you and your company but knowing that I died above our lacking creed is more than enough.” She rejoiced and spun the knife in her hand.

A moment of silence ensued. It was impossible to tell if the other side of the conversation was actually thinking about what Val-Varjo had said, or if they were simply hesitating to strike down a fellow aureun, but regardless, their answer took what felt like an eternity.

“All your inane uprising here has done is waste time. The mud-dwellers you’ve trained will be hunted down in minutes, and what knowledge you may have leaked will die with them without achieving anything in the end.” The voice finally said in a cold tone. “And as you know, death is not something we allow for traitors, your mind will be distilled into that of a machine, and you will serve loyal once more.”

Val-Varjo cackled hysterically and spread her arms, as if inviting someone to attack her. “Even better! I will get to see our lies fall with my own eyes. So come, lesser one, prove me right!”

And with her words, the scene shattered once more and crumbled into the white void.


While Anastacia was having her experience, the scene in Leggy’s mechanical eyes crumbled in a similar manner, but the one it arranged itself back to wasn’t from nearly as far back in time. The walls formed as dark stone, creating a circular room with only one door to it and an odd-looking ceiling. Instead of being closed, them the room’s top half opened up into a larger space with seats that were facing directly towards the middle, as if there was supposed to be an audience for whatever went on in the room. Unfamiliar with the concept of anatomical theatres, Leggy was puzzled by the room itself, even before she noticed the table in the middle.

Laying on the large stone table was a shirtless man, whose hands and legs had been tied, and a sack had been placed on his head. He was clearly not too keen about the situation, as he screamed and moved around quite a bit regardless of his binds. Next to the table was almost a starvingly thin older man, wearing a set of black robes and holding a tray of nasty-looking tools. By him, stood a small child with strange white clothes, light hair and extremely distinctive turquoise eyes. The child was very similar to the necromancer Leggy had agreed to serve, uncannily so, but somehow even smaller. She was holding a small knife and pointing it at the man on the table with shaking hands. Above the room, in the audience, were three shadowy figures wearing crimson red robes with hoods that hid their faces in the dark.

“Anchor, would you please just silence him already. This is the third one this week and you’ve done it before.” The old man said annoyedly. “You must learn to be quicker.”

“Nah, don’t want to.” The child responded and lowered her knife.

“But you must. You are a necromancer so taking a life should be second nature to you by now.” The old man explained, sounding slightly threatening. “You know where the carotid arteries are, simply cut them and we can begin.”

“But won’t that hurt? They always scream.” The child asked and took a pitying look at the man on the table.

“What does that matter? Simply cut them and it will be over in seconds.” The old man kept insisting and began to get angry. “How are you supposed to practice if you can’t even dismantle material?! You are already nine years old and still hesitate when taking a life, I can’t believe so much power is being wasted on someone so useless.”

The child protested by throwing the knife onto the floor and pouting.

This angered her teacher, who slammed the tray he was holding onto the table, sending many of the tools flying. “You insolent brat! Pick that up, NOW!”

Instead of doing as she was asked, the unruly child pushed the tray off the table, spreading rest of the tools all over the floor as well. She seemed awfully proud of her mutiny, at least until the old man swung his arm in rage and hit her on the cheek with the back of his hand. Though this knocked the child over, it was the old man who screamed in agony. The bones in his hand had been rendered to mulch as soon as they had touched the child, and what was left of his hand was a liquified mess that was held together by his skin.

“What have you done?!” The old man yelled, turning bright red. He grabbed the child by the collar with his remaining hand and screamed incoherently at her.

Crying and understandably shocked by not only being hit but because she had accidentally lost control of her powers and hurt someone, something she had frequently been punished for and now feared more than anything else. When the old man grasped her collar, the child panicked, grabbed the closest thing on the floor and swung it at the adult she thought was attacking her. Unfortunately, that turned out to be the knife, and it cut cleanly through the old man’s throat.

The man fell quiet in an instant as his eyes rolled back and he collapsed on top of the child, profusely bleeding from his throat directly over the child’s face. Unable to move the dead adult, she was stuck there and could only scream in absolute terror.

Between the harrowing screams of the child and the tied-up man on the table, Leggy could hear a dry chuckle from one of the red figures in the audience before the scene shattered and collapsed.

As the pieces of the world reassembled themselves as the chamber with two chairs, it did so simultaneously for both Anastacia and Leggy. They were released from whatever grasp the mechanism held them under and were allowed to move once more. While the necromancer was a bit too disoriented to stand up immediately, the simulacrum swiftly hopped up and rushed to hug her.

“What? Oh, okay… I’m into this.” Anastacia muttered and accepted the sudden gesture. She had no idea why it was happening, but certainly wasn’t unhappy about it. While waiting for Leggy to let go of her, which didn’t seem to be happening for a bit, the necromancer noticed a light on the previously inactive door forwards.
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                Having warded off the attack of the mechanical beetles, King and Emilia had continued their trek across the nigh boundless nightly sea of sand. Once in a while, they could see the possessed beetles keeping their distance among the dunes but still following them quietly. Whether they did so to wait for an opening or simply to observe was impossible to tell.

As an untiring mechanical being, King wasn’t too bothered by the burdensome journey through the sand. Even if his feet kept sinking into it and the dust built up in his joints, cracking and popping as he marched on to find Anastacia.

On the other end of the spectrum, Emilia was beyond exhausted by the experience. Her hands and feet felt limp and ached like never before, but somehow what strength was left in them was enough – or alternatively, she was being puppeteered by the fiend inside her to an increasing degree. Her motions were still hers, but the power behind them came from elsewhere. The constant trail of blood she left behind showed no signs of ending either, nor did the vile songs of Pyria that echoed from the back of her mind. Yet over all of this, the priestess overwhelmingly felt the very base feeling of something being off about the whole desert. She had no way to explain it other than it possibly being related to the original unease the corruption in the machine fortress caused her, but ever since the beetles had attacked the pair, it felt somehow altered or disguised as if someone was trying to suddenly hide the corruption.

They had long since lost count of the number of dunes they had passed, but after what must have been at least half a day, the exit was within sight. A massive black wall of stone that blended perfectly into the false night sky above them, with the entrance to a familiar-looking tunnel a mere handful of dunes away.

Overjoyed by the sight, Emilia flung herself over the top of the mountain of sand she was trudging up at the time but had to bury her heels into the sand to stop herself from sliding all the way to the bottom on the other side. At the valley between two dunes, there were the scattered remains of more than a few of the simulacrum beetles, not quite as many as in the pile they had found earlier and certainly not as many as they had left behind, but not all that far off either. Immediately she could tell something was different from the previous encounter. The machine carcasses were thrown around on the ground instead of being in a neat pile like before. Many had been buried in the sand by the winds and there were likely even more hidden under the nearby dunes.

“Did they fight someone else here?” Emilia asked and picked up one that had been crushed and mangled beyond recognition.

King walked around what seemed like a field of from some time ago, carefully inspecting the remains and looking for clues about their opponent. He used his spear to turn one of the beetles over and began indicating something in its sharp claws to the priestess. Emilia could see a thin coat of dry blood at the very tips of the metal feet, like they had been jabbed into someone’s skin. Just as she was about to comment on it, her vision was distorted and blurred for a fraction of a second by a brief spot of migraine that made her ears ring and head hurt as well. As she regained her sight, she could see that King had been affected much the same as he made a disgruntled mechanical screech while looking around for the culprit with his weapon ready to strike.

“That’s probably not a good sign…” The priestess turned scion sighed. Without the cause of the disturbance immediately in sight, she returned to inspecting the small, destroyed simulacrum, but to her surprise, the blood on the tips of its claws was now completely gone. She tried rubbing the points with her only somewhat white cloak to see if anything came off them, but as far as she could tell, the machine was now spotless. She knew for certain what she had seen before, and the oddness of the whole situation made her sure something was up.

“Interesting…” The fiend in her head commented “It would appear as if some poor fool is working very hard to deceive us into seeing something that is not there… or hiding something that is. The nature of their powers is unknown to me, but it is of the same ilk as the corruption we are facing. The weave of the world itself writhes in its presence.”

“What? Like an illusion or something?” Emilia asked. She had no intention of trusting Pyria and was half convinced that if anyone was trying to fool them into anything, it was the fiend herself. “For what reason?”

“To trick us into complacency? Or to keep up an act for someone else? There is no telling what these inexperienced little villains have deduced to be of any worth while furthering their goals.” Pyria suggested and laughed derisively, obviously not thinking much of the party’s opponents. “One matter we can be certain of: the façade has begun to crumble. Perhaps our group splitting in twain has caused strain on the works of the illusion, perhaps our little necromancer is overworking its caster. From what I have heard, she is accidentally resourceful quite often. The potential havoc to be caused by her hands makes even someone like me tremble in delight. I would so like to meet her…”

“You’ll do no such trembling anywhere near her. What you will do is tell me how we can get rid of this illusion. If you’re even remotely as great as you claim, it should be easy for you.” The priestess spitefully responded.

“As I have mentioned, its nature is foreign to any form of magics I have witnessed, but all illusions are the same in the end. A flimsy fabrication to cover the truth. Pathetic lies to cover stories, wily charms to hide feelings, deceitful masks to alter the visage of things. No matter how intricate or well plotted, there is always a seam that gives in under even light scrutiny.” As Pyria spoke, the blood pooling under Emilia’s feet started spreading in the thin air along what seemed like a gap between tiles that weren’t there at all. “Curiously cast, this one; A layer of reality added over ours. Rewritten part of it, but without erasing the old. A road not to be walked by mortal feet, it comes as no surprise that the caster struggles to maintain their art.” 

With the fiend’s final words, the area around the seam collapsed and revealed the one spot of the desert they apparently weren’t supposed to see. In the sand, roughly in the middle of the swarm of dead simulacra, were two things Emilia couldn’t have expected less. One of them was a corpse dried by the sand and dry air to a point of mummification. Clad in the stone armor of the fort’s custodians and with an orange crystalline horn jutting out of its forehead, the corpse undoubtedly belonged to one of unit twelve’s colleagues. Not being remotely as knowledgeable about dead bodies as Anastacia, Emilia had no clue how long the custodian had been there for, but it couldn’t have been very recent. Beside the corpse was a kneeling lifeless frame of a knight of stone. Its armor had been chipped away and the metallic parts had been polished by the sand. Though the frame itself wasn’t severely damaged for the most part, what seemed to be its own sword had been driven through its core, more or less deactivating the sturdy simulacrum for good.

Emilia quickly turned to King, who was simply staring at the revealed bodies quietly. Though he didn’t move a mechanical muscle, the priestess could hear his fingers tightening around the shaft of his spear. “Do you need a moment? I don’t really know any of the rites of your people, and in the condition I’m in, I’m not fit to bless anyone.” She asked and was about to grab his shoulder reassuringly but pulled her hand back at the last moment to not get any of the blood on him.

King stuck his spear into the sand and leaned his shield against it before approaching the bodies. Wasting no time, he pulled the sword out of the other knight’s chest and took a long look at the weapon. He then thrust its blade into the ground and carefully wrapped the deactivated knight’s fingers around the handle. For the custodian he spared considerably less time and effort, simply snapping off most of the crystalline horn and storing it with the luggage he hauled. He then returned to his weapons, picked them up and started marching onwards to the exit.

“Alright then, I guess.” The priestess shrugged and followed him.

From then on King held a pace that was hard for Emilia to keep up with, even with Pyria’s assistance. By the time the two finally made it to the exit, she had to ask for the simulacrum to slow down or they would get separated. She understood the knight’s haste but letting him run off seemed like it would end badly, considering at least one other knight had already been killed. Not even taking the time to shake off the sand that had found its way into every nook and cranny in their equipment, the pair pressed onwards into the new tunnel.

With the illusion around them shattered, even the plain corridors of the fort felt different. Previously they had been in pristine condition and simply aged, but now the walls and the floor were full of marks where great weapons had scraped them. The floor was littered chipped pieces of stone and metal armor, broken weapons and other debris. Several spear-like arrows were deeply embedded into the walls and the patterns of light on them malfunctioned at times, either dimming prematurely or flickering every few seconds. Eventually they ran across a second deactivated knight that had similarly been broken by jabbing one of the simulacra weapons through their chest. King repeated the process of placing the weapon into its arms before continuing the journey without a second thought.

The corridor they were in joined to another one from the side, and according to Emilia’s hazy mental map of the fort’s interior, it might have been the one that had ran through the water reservoir they were separated from Anastacia and Leggy in.

“Hold up.” Emilia suddenly exclaimed and pointed into the darkness ahead of them. “There’s an open door over there.”

King slowed down as well, and they started creeping towards the faint yellowish light coming into the corridor from an open door. Emilia tried to organize some kind of a surprise entrance just in case there was someone inside, but King decided to waltz in without a delay.

“What the…” The priestess uttered when she followed the knight inside. She was mentally prepared to see many things, but an entire orchard wasn’t one of them. Trees full of ripe fruit and lush green leaves, all flourishing in an underground chamber. As soon as the shock wore off, she spotted a second corpse of a custodian and two more knights by a fountain in the middle of the room. The custodian’s body was in a considerably worse shape than the dry one in the desert, but Emilia still lacked the skills to estimate how long they had been dead.

While King proceeded to repeat the rites he had done with the bodies so far, Emilia used the time to look around for signs of the missing necromancer and simulacrum.

“The necromancer has been here. Their pure, heartfelt delight lingers in the room, someone is quite smitten with her.” Pyria confirmed shortly. “Were these the days of yore, seeing this feeling drain from the faces of mortals was among the greatest of delights, so you can trust me to know it well.” 

“If My Lady can’t purge you from my mind the second we’re out of here, I’ll find a way to dig you out with a spoon or something.” Emilia decided as her disdain for the fiend grew. Suddenly, she noticed something on the floor that brought a smile to her face. “Besides, I don’t need you to tell me she was here.”

The priestess picked up a lime from the floor and squeezed it. By the softness of its flesh and the bite that had been taken straight out of it without even peeling it, she could theorize that someone unfamiliar with limes had tasted it and found out how bitter they are. As a revenge of sorts, they had then thrown the uneaten fruit at the floor. Knowing a bit more than most people about Anastacia and the inn they lived in, she knew that Rosie had lamented over the lack of limes for months, and that the necromancer had never seen one because of it. She shared her evidence with King, and so, revitalized by the knowledge that Anastacia was out there and in a good enough shape to eat limes, they departed from the orchard. Emilia would have wanted to take a few fruits with her, but the feelings of hunger or thirst had left her at some point while crossing the desert, and everything she touched would have ended up drenched in blood anyway.

The next few kilometers of corridor provided little in terms of new things to be found. More signs of fighting littered the ground and five more defeated knights rested against the walls. Despite his hurry, King made sure that every single one of his kind they passed had a weapon in their hand. Emilia didn’t really feel like it would have been pertinent to inquire for a reason, so she simply assumed it was the extent of some kind of a bare minimum funeral rite. She was also preoccupied by the thought that there sure were a lot of supposedly peerless warriors that had fallen against something. She herself knew how capable King was, but even if he was somehow unique and the other knights didn’t quite match up to him, the party was in some considerable trouble.

Though the path forked a few times, King seemed to know where he was going, and all Emilia could do was pray that Leggy was able to decipher the map given to her and guided Anastacia in the same direction. Eventually their path brought them to an open door at the end of the tunnel, which opened up to a massive chamber that rivaled the first one they had seen in size, but unlike it, was not even nearly empty. It housed a field of grass that sounded what had no doubt at one point been a rather charming town but was now only the ruined remnant of one. Many of the buildings had collapsed or had been burned to the ground with only a few of them still standing to their full height. What seemed to have been an artificial sun of some kind, now had a large hole punched directly through it and the light it shed was tainted by the same disgusting shade of violet that had plagued the adventurers ever since the elevator. If all of this wasn’t dire enough, swarming the streets between the ruins, were countless simulacra that shared much of their appearances and behavior with the hollow ones aboveground.

“Friends of yours?” Emilia asked, hoping that the situation wouldn’t turn into brawl for once, but King readying his weapon answered the question for her. “Of course.”

“I would much like to partake in what is about to ensue.” Pyria suddenly said and stopped singing. “To further limber my presence after several millennia of waiting a brief confrontation might be of aid. Consider it an opportunity to conserve your own strength and allow us to close in distance to one another. After all, why even take the risk of fighting these flimsy dolls of clay yourself when you have the favor of someone such as I? All I ask is that you walk through this wasted abode, and I will grind these feeble things of tin into dust.”

 “I’d rather not… but there are an awful many of them…” Emilia pondered and hated herself for even having to consider the idea of letting the friend reign free.

“But my dearest scion, would you instead waste precious time dealing with such rabble? Postpone the search for the necromancer for this? Might I suggest counting the leaves of grass upon this field if our time is suddenly limitless? Can you even imagine the perils she might have encountered yet, or will encounter as you maul pointless toys out of nothing but stubbornness?” Pyria mockingly spoke, as if knowing that the priestess couldn’t refuse her with good conscience.

Emilia took a deep breath. As much as she hated the idea, the ancient fiend had a point. The less time they spent on obstacles, the faster they would catch up to Anastacia. “I hardly think there’s anything more dangerous than you here for her to find, but fine. Just get us through here quickly.

Without delay, an insane cackle filled Emilia’s head and blurred her thoughts as the slow ebb of blood from her hands and feet turned into a tide of crimson that washed into the town as they began their approach. The flood caught the attention of the simulacra swarming the area and they began rushing towards the pair, as well as their own unavoidable demise. Before any of them even had the chance to get anywhere near the priestess, great iron spikes forming from the blood ended their journey by impaling them and leaving them hanging as some kind of a macabre display. For a while, King still kept his guard up just in case Pyria let one of the simulacra slip past her, but quickly understood it to be redundant.

Street by street, they waded through the town in almost knee-deep blood. King led them through a slightly winding path to cover as much of the destroyed town as possible in case they happened to run into Anastacia. For the entire time, Emilia had to endure the maddening laughter of the fiend who was finally allowed to freely crush her enemies after her long dormancy. For a while she didn’t actually know which was worse, the laughter or the ever-present corruption it kept at bay.

In the town square, they found the remains of five knights in total, as well as two more dead custodians who had died on the steps of the town temple, which was one of the only remaining intact buildings in the town. King collected their horns and gave weapons to his fallen brethren while the priestess tried to remain sane as Pyria’s powers grew along with the carnage she was causing. She had become deaf to all other noises without even noticing it and could hardly focus on anything besides the copious volume of blood draining from the gaps between the armor plates of her gauntlets. Whether King actually understood anything that was going on was anyone’s guess, but he did notice Emilia having trouble with the voice inside her head. In his typical manner when it came to dealing with people other than Anastacia, the knight grabbed the collar of the priestess’ armor and shook her until the light returned to her eyes and she looked up.

“I’m sorry… Are you ready to move on?” Asked the priestess, still disoriented and having trouble releasing herself from whatever Pyria was doing. It was impossible to say whether it was intentional, but clearly the differences between having a connection to a god and having something almost comparable inside her head came with some drastic downsides.

King didn’t have time for such issues and started dragging Emilia across the rest of the town noticeably faster than the first half. By then, most of the other simulacra had managed to end themselves by stepping into the blood somewhere around the thoroughly flooded town, and Pyria only needed to get rid of a handful more before the pair exited the town.  

As soon as they passed the final destroyed buildings, the flood of blood subsided, and the fiend’s laughter ended with a wistful sigh. “A pact fulfilled, though a joyous occasion, I can not help but to wonder if our opposition was fragile even by mortal standards? Does such weakness not sicken the inhabitants of this glorified cave?”

“What are you doing to me?!” Emilia demanded to know as she stared the slowed flow of blood from her hands. “I feel like a… a puppet hanging from strings someone else is pulling on – and what possible reason is there for the constant bleeding?!”

“But are we not all puppets that someone else makes dance? Here to do our part in whatever play that was written for us?” Pyria answered without actually answering.

“Answer me, fiend!” The priestess kept demanding.

Pyria chuckled. “Very well, I may as well admit that my intention with this show of force is to leave a mark. A brand burned into your being that permanently affixes us together. As I have promised, it will gain me no control of your actions and the stupor shall pass in time. The purpose of this admittedly invasive process is to prevent anyone, be they gods or worse, from tearing us apart. Undoubtedly, upon her return, Sylvia will flick this fraction of my being back into what nook of your mind I slumbered in, but with this you may still contact me if the need is dire enough.” She explained in what was more than probably the most genuine tone possible for her.

“Why on earth would I want that? If Sylvia can rid me of you for good, why would I ever let you stay?” Emilia questioned the idea vehemently.

“Why dear scion… because the opposite is me being somewhere else.” The ancient fiend sighed. “There is a reason this part of me was not destroyed in the past and will not be destroyed even if you somehow force us apart. I may be something you despise more than anything, but the truth is that within you I have found myself content. I no longer desire what I once did and instead simply wish to… be. You do not yet see the cards at play, so do trust someone with millennia of experience of the game that is being played – this is the lesser evil. Whether it is to your liking or not.”

Something about the way Pyria spoke made Emilia consider believing her for a second. The fiend was clearly annoyed by how little say she had in the matters she spoke of and, had no experience as a pawn in someone else’s plans. However, what really won Emilia over was the first argument. Inside her head, the fiend was under lock and key and unable to do harm, the priestess didn’t really know what ‘somewhere else’ meant, but it was highly unlikely that it would improve things.

While the priestess ran the complicated explanation through her head a few more times, Pyria continued. “Soon enough, my mark upon your soul will stain it for life and the magnitude of these effects you claim to dislike will lessen or stop. Once complete, our beings will remain inseparable even upon your inevitable death in whatever minute time mortals of the time remain alive. As I am a part of you, for better or for worse, this part of me shall follow you to the bitter end. Were we not inseparable then, my essence could be claimed from that of yours and used for things distasteful even for me. This temporary intimacy of ours shall work to prevent that.”

“Wait. I’m the chosen one devoted to My Lady. Once I die, my soul is only for her to claim. No one suspicious will get their hands on it anyway.” Emilia pointed out.

Pyria chortled smugly. “Mighty convenient for her, is it not?”

“I do not care for your implications, fiend.” The priestess grumbled. “Do what you must, at least you’re not going to harm anyone if you’re stuck in my head.” Immediately, she could feel Pyria’s grasp on her tightening.

King was done waiting for the conversation he could only hear one half of and started heading for the closed door at the end of the road leaving the town. He hastily marched up to it and was about to press his hand against the plate in the middle to open it, but suddenly stopped.

“The door is closed.” Emilia voiced out the same realization that stopped King. “Has Anna not gone through here yet? But she wasn’t in the town either.”

The simulacrum stared back at the ruined town for a moment, but eventually decided to open the door and head into the corridor that slowly lit up before him to reveal more signs of battle.

The priestess shrugged. “Maybe she got through and closed the door so the simulacra out there wouldn’t follow?” She suggested. Emilia followed King into the tunnel for a few meters before stopping and asking the knight to do the same. Staring at the blood still bubbling from within her armored gloves, she waited for a bit of it to pool up in her palm and began smearing the thick red mess into the wall of the corridor until the words ‘Anastacia, follow the blood’ were inscribed on it. “There. If she’s messing around somewhere out there, now she’ll know what to do.” She stated proudly, still unaware how much she would come to wish she had signed her work, instead of leaving behind a vague phrase written in blood on the wall.
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                ”Should’ve signed the message.” Emilia suddenly realized after a good while of marching down the tunnel. “Should’ve definitely signed the message.”

Outside of a single fallen knight, the pair had found very little in the tunnel after the destroyed town. The signs of battle continued consistently as chips of armor and weapons from the simulacra, but there were still no signs of what the opposition was like. Despite the countless arrows jutting from the stone and dozens of cracked weapons, none of them had apparently caused damage in whatever the simulacra had been fighting. Nothing resembling blood stained any of the weapons and the ground was free of anything besides debris from simulacra and the walls. What made things even stranger was that every arrow was fired from the direction they were coming from, as if the Knights had been chasings something that chose to run from them rather than fight directly, but if that was the case, why would something the knights weren’t able to harm in the first place run from them when the tide of the battle was obviously in their favor?

Eventually they came across the door to the next chamber. By then Emilia had learned to expect them to pop up from time to time and didn’t even comment on the matter. She simply waited as King operated the door and followed the knight inside.

The chamber was on the smaller side when it came to rooms in the fortress, but still large enough to fit a small house in it. Yet all it had originally contained was a pair of large stone chairs on the opposite sides of a small table. Just like in the corridor, the floor of the chamber was littered with chunks of stone and yet another defeated knight kneeling by a rotting corpse of a custodian. Though she still couldn’t date their demise at any accuracy, Emilia could tell that every corpse so far was in roughly the same condition and likely died around the same time – that is, aside from the one in the desert, which had been in much rougher conditions than the others. In the closed off room, the rotting stench had had the chance to stew and build up, but much to her annoyance, the priestess now found the smell of aged viscera rather sweet and pleasant, no doubt thanks to her unwanted spiritual passenger.

While King did his rituals, Emilia wasted no time taking a seat in one of the chairs. Her assumption was that both of the chairs needed to be filled and the pair of strange handles on the surface of the table grasped by the participants. As she waited, the blood flowing from under her armor stained the stone seat.

“The prey weaves pointless lies in panic, it knows we have revealed its childish ruse. Frightened, cornered, abandoned, it builds its defenses close by. Layer upon layer of realities, it creates a cocoon of things that aren’t, weren’t and won’t be. Its corruption still spreads, but the fight has left it and any purchase it gains is swiftly taken away by the spirits bottled by the Aureun in ancient times. It falters, makes mistakes in arts where mistakes can not be afforded.” Pyria said, filling the ambience as the priestess waited. “It fears out approach!”

Exhausted, Emilia sighed deeply before saying anything. “So we’re almost done here then? About time.”

The fiend laughed. “I highly doubt so. This prey is an aimless creature of little depth. Though powerful in some mortal scales, had it laid this assault on its own, the residents of these halls would have torn it apart upon arrival. No, our prey is a familiar, companion, servant or tool. Its master has left it behind and traveled deeper. Was it abandoned to test us, or did the knights of Erratic Judgement trap it, this I can not tell.”

“Hmm… The person calling themself Eminence in the tainted recording we played back in the elevator said it came here with a companion. Called it ‘Trauma’, I think.” The priestess reminisced of the things that had happened mere couple of days ago, but now felt much more distant.

“Trauma? Trauma… Trauma…” Repeated Pyria, as if she was tasting the name to figure out if she liked it or not. “Such an unfortunate name, for poor little Trauma will soon meet the one who defined the meaning of the word itself.”

King stashed the crystalline horn he took from the custodian’s body into his pack and tossed what he was carrying by the table between the stone chairs. Without wasting time, he sat down on the remaining free seat, which was more or less perfectly sized for him, and pointed at the handle on the surface of the table in front of the priestess.

“We’re just doing whatever this is? No explanation or anything?” Emilia asked but was only met with a demanding stare as King had already grabbed the handle on his side. “Oh… Alright, then. Let me just activate this ancient mechanism that might or might not shred my soul into pieces for what seems like no particular reason other than fun.”

Trying the remove her gauntlet, the priestess realized that it wasn’t moving at all, as if it had been grafted onto her skin. Cursing the fiend in her mind, she placed her hand on the handle anyway, hoping it would work regardless. While it did take a moment for it to initiate whatever the machine was supposed to do, as soon as the blood flowing from her hand stained the handle, the lights on the table flashed on accompanied by various mechanical noises.

In seconds, the world around Emilia shattered into pieces that crumbled down into a void of white light only to reform into a new scenery soon after. She tried ripping her hand off the mechanism but couldn’t move an inch. Assuming this to be a part of whatever test she had been subjected to; the priestess turned her attention to the scenery.

Before her opened a wide field of dry grass that continued all the way to the horizon and gave the impression that wherever this place was, it was at a high altitude. The overcast sky lit the area softly as the strong breeze made waves in the grass. Suddenly an ear shattering screech from above startled the priestess, but before she had the time to even look up, a gigantic creature crashed into the ground.  With six pure white feathery wings, a long snake-like body, two pairs of legs that seemed like that of an eagle’s and a mouthless, dragon-like head with a dozen pitch black eyes and sharpened antlers that were as thick and long as trees, the creature was nothing like anything Emilia had ever seen. It dwarfed dragons with its size and could have probably wrapped its long body around a small village if it had wanted to. However, the strangest thing about the creature were its countless injuries that bled greenish, tar-like mud on the grass around it as it writhed in agony and shook the ground with every movement. On top of the dying beast was a tall figure, clad in stone armor and wielding what could only be described as a great sword at the end of a pike. Seemingly undisturbed by the beast’s tumble, the figure calmly walked over its chest and with a leap, plunged their weapon into the behemoth’s neck, killing it instantly.

Though it had taken her a second, she recognized the armor as the one that had been neatly arranged on the table in King’s room and understood what she was seeing: the days before King became what he was today.

Leaving behind his weapon, King of the past slid down along the beast’s side and was immediately greeted by a small horde of goblins that rushed out from behind Emilia’s seat. Though noticeably larger than Anastacia’s tribe and more grey than green, the critters were still unquestionably goblins. Their croaks were ever so slightly less unintelligible and their steps less degenerate, but still unmistakably goblinoid. While not paying much attention to the swarm around his legs, King took care to not kick any of them as he walked towards Emilia.

“Your might never ceases to amaze me, Master Fah-Raja, but did you perhaps forget that you were supposed to merely incapacitate the beast so that its soul could be collected? This one could have been used to create a great one for a new location without a doubt.” Said a second aureun as it walked past Emilia. Wearing more cloth than armor, he was clearly not prepared for combat and appeared to be some kind of a lackey or a clerk. He worded his claims carefully to not accuse King, or Fah-Raja as he was apparently known back then, of anything.

King wiped the tar-like blood from his hands on the other aureun’s clothes. “No… It honored me as an opponent by gifting me such a great battle, it was my duty to see it die rather than be subjected to your machinations. It deserved better than that.” He answered, bluntly and in a way even Emilia could tell was uncharacteristic for an aureun.

“I still do not understand what ‘honor’ has to do with anything, you were hired to gather materials.” The other aureun commented. “Obviously, you will still be paid for ridding us of the beast, but the reward is not even a tenth of what it could have been.”

The lackey took a handful of familiar-looking glass pearls from a pouch on his hip and handed five of them to King, who didn’t seem particularly interested in getting paid in the first place.

“Equally beyond my comprehension is this gaggle of failures you drag everywhere with you…” The lackey sighed and stepped away from a goblin that almost grasped his clothes.

“I do not drag them anywhere; they follow me by their own will. Besides, to me they are no more failures than you are. The effort it would take for me to send your head rolling is no greater than stomping them would be – in fact, they might well be harder to hit than you are.” King explained, sounding like he was getting tired of the conversation. “What do you have for me next? Have you finally found a creature to equal me in battle?”

The other aureun hesitated for a while. “The Great Commander Erratic Judgement has summoned the knights, Master Fah-Raja. This time it is not an invitation, it is an order.” He eventually blurted out, losing confidence after every word.

The heavily armored aureun sighed deeply and held out his hand. In a few seconds, his weapon dislodged itself from the beast’s throat and shot towards its owner, who effortlessly caught it from the air and planted its blade firmly into the ground. “So the time has come for the Knights of Stone to join the fray…” He said, not necessarily lamentingly, but unenthusiastically to say the least. “Tell me, frail whelp, do you know why The Great Commander has sent the word for us?”

“Nnno…” The lackey admitted worriedly. “All I have been taught that you were a group of rebels that were spared once and given a century to atone.”

The aureun that went on to become King laughed. “Thank you, sincerely, for proving how much of a joke your empire has become. Once upon a time, The Aureun Empire was naught but a sad little web of caverns, struggling to survive from day to day. To mend this, The Knights of Stone carved their armors from the bedrock itself and stood forth to push back the beasts and other vile creatures that threatened the aureun. As time passed, the empire grew to surpass the need for us. Yet, when we were summoned to receive our reward for tirelessly standing between you and death, all we received was a demand to turn our blades upon the other struggling civilizations. Our unhesitant refusal angered the ones in power, but not wishing to burn down the empire we helped to grow, we struck a deal – A hundred years of freedom in exchange for our souls. That hundred years has been up for a while now.” He explained calmly and stared up at the clouds.

The comparatively frail looking aureun became visibly worried even through the metal mask covering his face. No doubt he was concerned that the warrior before him wouldn’t comply, and that things would go very lethally sour for him. “I see… But you will still honor the agreement, will you not?” He asked with wavering voice and took a step back.

“I would rather you not use words you do not know the meaning of.” King scoffed and kept peering at the sky. “The past century has let me see that what little honor there was in the empire once, is now long gone… but honor the agreement I will, as I assume all of my remaining brothers and sisters have?”

“Yes, it would appear that you are the last one.” The lackey nodded relievedly.

King walked around for a bit, not saying anything. He ran his fingers along the smoot, shield-sized scales of his latest enemy and kneeled to scribble something in the dry dirt between patches of grass. This took well over ten minutes, but the other aureun didn’t say a thing to hurry him, perhaps because he nevertheless still did have respect for the warrior.

“Say, scribe, if I am the last one, how many of the knights have returned?” King suddenly asked while still scribbling.

“By our accounts, one hundred and ten have found their way to Erratic judgement as of ten days ago.” The lackey reported after checking something he pulled out of his pocket.

Suddenly King burst into uncontrollable laughter and fell on his back. The goblins surrounding him imitated this behavior and let out various screeches that only vaguely resembled laughter. Slowly findings his bearings once more, the knight slow stood up while still chuckling.

“Is there something humorous about that?” The other aureun asked while checking the thing from his pocket again, as if he was worried that he missed something.

“A century ago, one hundred and eleven knights went their separate ways with the idea of finding something in this world to defeat them in honorable battle and to deny the empire our souls – looks like every single one, including myself, failed.” He laughed and dusted his gear.

King of the past walked over to his weapon and was about to grasp it, but something changed his mind, and he pulled his arm back, leaving the strange spear embedded into the ground for good. He then took out the glass pearls he had received as payment for the kill and gathered the goblins around him. Handing each one a single pearl, he gave them a task. “My noble companions, this shall be your payment in advance. The new form that awaits me will no doubt be commanded to perform despicable deeds, but I will have no say in the matter. This is why I give you a mission of great importance: when the empire stumbles on its own hubris and falls, find me and find something or someone to restore my sense of honor.”

With the knight’s words, the scene around Emilia shattered much like before, and she was returned to the white void.


At the same time, King, who knew what was about to happen had no reaction to the world breaking into pieces. He calmly watched them to rearrange into what he knew would be some defining moment of the priestess’ life. Naturally, as he was driven by little more than finding Anastacia and perhaps revenge over the other knights, he wasn’t particularly interested in the mundane trials and tribulations of someone else. Forced to stay still and watch through the memory regardless, he waited in contempt.

The scenery where the machine chose to take King to turned out to be one that he recognized, the very steps of the temple in Crescent they had visited on their way to their current quest. The overcast sky was filled with darkening clouds that gave the entire city a feeling of looming dread, like a thunderstorm could hit it at any moment. Despite that, both the market square and the streets leading up to it were cluttered with people. In the streets and further away from the temple were the common people of the city, their faces full of concern more than anything. Before them stood an orderly mass of maybe fifty warriors in shiny steel armor, all grinning widely with their hands on the pommels of their sheathed weapons. In front of the burly warriors were three young women in similar white uniforms with long, hooded cloaks. Out of the three, the leftmost one stood out because of the armor plate armor glimmering from under her cloak – and the absolute disgust and burning rage only barely hidden by her hood, all aimed directly at the top of the stairs.

By the doors of the temple, above the common people of the land, the warriors and the maidens, stood a fat old man with a stupidly tall hat and gilded robes that trailed along the ground far behind him. His fingers were encrusted with golden rings full of precious gemstones and hanging from his neck were several equally extravagant amulets and chains. Drenched in opulence, this warty old man smiled widely and waved at the masses at his feet.

“Blessed day to you, my flock. The Lady of Joy has once more gifted us a beautiful day for work, for worship and of course, for proving your faith to her.” He started his speech by addressing everyone, and almost certainly under strict commands, the warriors clapped in unison, as did two of the maidens and around half of the other people in the audience. “I have grand news for each and every one of you! News that will no doubt pave the way for a bright, and above all, pure future! For far too long, a vile unholy presence has stewed among us. They walk our streets, sell their tainted goods and spread their disgusting culture among us like a plague. These subhuman beasts from dark forests and cruel wilderness have nested themselves within the holy walls of this city. Like all simple beasts, they prey on the prosperity granted to us by the blessings of Lady Sylvia and impede it where they can!”

Another round of applause echoed from the ranks of the paladins of the church, but this time the rest of the audience mostly just met the boasting with concerned whispers rather than support. The other two maidens in the front row had started to notice third one’s encroaching meltdown and took steps away from her.

The man claiming allegiance with Sylvia could clearly only hear the cheers of his paladins, as he proudly grinned and gestured towards the sky. “The Goddess of Joy has reached down to us once more and whispered her will to my ears, and as a humble servant like no other, I have taken it upon myself to see her divine will done!” He continued and pulled a sealed scroll from under his robes. “From this day onwards, no foul beastfolk will be allowed to own property inside the city or in its fields! So spoke our lady! All such tainted households and their contents is hereby owned by The Church of Sylvia! This shall be our first step towards purity! Towards prog-“

Before he had the chance to finish, a metal flask flew from the front row and hit him in the chest. Not quite enough to push him over, but it did stain his uniform with clear liquid and sent him into a coughing fit. The one who had thrown the flask pulled down her hood and revealed her curly, bright red hair even King recognized. Looking almost exactly like she did before entering the machine fortress; Emilia lowered her hand and began climbing towards the top of the staircase. To King, the priestess had always seemed determined, exact and swift in her movements, yet in the memory determination seemed to be the only one of those traits she possessed. Her steps were imbalanced and clumsy and even the gentle slope of the stairs proved difficult to handle.

Almost stumbling on her own cloak, the priestess gave up on the climb after only a third of the way to the top. She turned around to face the crowd and had to take a moment to recover from the movement before speaking up. “Beleili… Believe none of his shit! The Lady of Joy loves all of creation… equally! No creed is lesser than othersssin her eyes! Breastfol- Fuck… Beastfolk or otherwise!” Emilia yelled, having just as much trouble speaking as she did walking. “He speaksss not! For Our Lady! And I for one will not stand for it!”

Her drunken stunt seemed to gather a fair bit of support in the crowd in the form of hushed cheers, but with the ranks of mighty paladins standing in front of them with their weapons readied, nothing much came out of it and the priestess was left standing alone against the church.

Having recovered from the impact of the flask, the high priest straightened his hat and laughed pretentiously. “Worry not, my flock, our local drunkard is back at it again. Do you think it’s a coincidence that it is people like her who defend these lesser beings? Take Sister Emilia as a cautionary example of the corruption these people bring! She has not seen a sober day in weeks, claims to hear voices and, if the rumors are to be believed, acts rather promiscuous in questionable company!” He retorted after seeing that his sole opponent was in no condition to debate and could simply be silenced. “My paladins, could you please take Sister Emilia to her quarters to sober up.”

“Yeah, fuck it… I’ll fight all of you.” Emilia groaned and raised her fists as soon as the first few paladins moved towards her.

In the resulting scuffle, more than a few of the heavily armored warriors found themselves at the bottom of the stairs, confused by how a single drunken priestess put up so much of a fight. Several black eyes and concussions later, the priestess was starting to run out of steam and seemed to sustain herself with nothing but anger. Unfortunately, no matter how angry she was, there were simply too many paladins and eventually Emilia was dragged away through the crowd. Still kicking the paladins trying to subdue her, she yelled only partly coherent lines to encourage others to act against the church.

“Worry not, once she has calmed down, Sister Emilia will see things differently. Perhaps it is time for us to send her to handle some things out of the city…” The high priest chuckled and continued his speech as the scenery shattered into the white void once more.

As the pieces of the world returned to their correct places in the chamber deep below ground, King and Emilia didn’t say a word, but glanced at each other with a bit more respect than before. The priestess now knew King to have been at least honorable as far as the aureun went and harbored no ill motives from his past life that would possibly crop up at a later date. Similarly, the knight could tell that even at her lowest, Emilia was incorruptible and whatever the corruption inside the fort threw at them, she would stand against it.

The door leading further into the depths of the machine fortress flickered on and the pair was allowed to progress. Continuing their determined silence, they gathered their equipment and pressed onwards, but as soon as the heavy stone door slid open, they could see the new challenge waiting for them. Instead of yet another seemingly endless tunnel, what lied behind the door was an incomprehensible mess of different sceneries and places. Great pine trees that reached all the way to the clouds far above, the were there only in certain places; staircases starting from nowhere and ending without leading anywhere; puddles as deep as the sea, both on the ground and on various other surfaces; remnants of the aureun architecture as isolated tiles and patches of stone wall; marble columns hovering in the middle of the air; surfaces of pulsating flesh and countless others littered the boundless area behind the door. To add to the predicament, as soon as Emilia blinked, the door and the chamber they had been in disappeared and was replaced by the confusing mess that now continued infinitely in every direction.

“Umm… I’m guessing this isn’t what’s supposed to be here.” Emilia said and broke the silence.

King shook his head and prepared his spear and shield.

“Realities within realities. What you see is no longer an illusion and can not be dispelled through means available to me. What you see is the cluttered mess of seams between what is but is not and what is not but is as well. Created by a panicking being that is being pursued by more than just us.” Pyria helpfully pitched in, likely being the only one present who wasn’t completely out of their depth.

Suddenly both King and Emilia spotted something weaving through the nonsensical landscape in the distance: a living custodian with a whole lot of equipment in tow.

“Wait… Is that unit twelve?” Emilia asked and yelled the custodian’s designation to her. “TWELVE!”

The fort’s resident stopped in her tracks and started looking around until she noticed the pair.

“Fuck off, I’m busy!” She responded and continued running.

“Yeah, that’s her alright.” Emilia sighed and started jogging after the custodian.

            

    
        Chapter 222 - Twerpseekers

    
    
    
    
                Dashing through the confusing mess of landscapes and scenery that made no more sense the longer they had to witness it, Emilia and King chased the only living custodian they had seen in the machine fortress. Even with her considerable haul of heavy equipment, unit twelve traversed across the impossible terrain at a frightening speed and could have probably lost her pursuers had the chase gone any longer than it did. She seemed to have some familiarity with the place, knowing which pieces of the ground were safe to tread on and which ones to jump over. The custodian also seemed to be able to navigate effectively in the nonsensical realm with no unchanging landmarks or consistency.

Meanwhile Emilia and King did their best to not trip into the puddle-sized seas, inexplicable patches of marshland and several other hazards they passed but could only barely keep up with unit twelve for the few minutes they were chasing her for. Countless gravity defying items bounced off King’s armor as he paved the way while Emilia allowed Pyria to work through her to make sure two didn’t lose each other ‘between the seams’, which apparently was a real threat.

Using a carriage-sized pumpkin to climb up a small cliff it grew by was one of the more normal parts of the journey. As they were immediately greeted by a small, a bit flimsily crafted wooden doll with a rather pronounced nose sitting on a fox pelt and staring at the pair like they had interrupted something. The gaze of its lifeless eyes followed them as they passed but the doll itself didn’t move, and if it had, Emilia would have probably punted it down the cliff for being so creepy.

From there, their path seemed to follow a neatly paved road made from yellowish bricks. However, the problem with it was that it had been constructed upside down and several meters above them, in the air. So instead of benefitting from the solid footing it would have provided, the pair was forced to follow its shadow and deal with the sporadic and everchanging terrain. On their way they passed several more inexplicable things, such as a collection of three upturned hats; a black top hat full of red liquid, a worn red fishing hat with some kind of a sandwich in it and a similar green one, filled with a carrot and a rolled up green scarf. In a too much of a hurry and far too driven to pay much attention to any of the oddity, Emilia and King left everything they didn’t have to go through well alone.

Finally, after what felt like at least an hour of pursuit, they could see what they had been heading towards: a group of six Knights of Stone, four of whom were taking cover behind pieces of aureun architecture while one lined a shot with a massive metal bow and another vigilantly stood a few meters in front of them with sword as long as the knight itself, guarding the rest from something. Unit twelve immediately, without so much as catching her breath, tossed what she was carrying on the ground and started sorting through the items. She piled several javelin-like arrows next to the knight armed with a bow and divided a few more modestly sized weapons between the four that were behind the cover.

“That’s all I could find this time.” She reported and began going through the rest of the equipment, consisting mostly of an assortment of armor pieces for the knights. “I’ll go look for more once I’ve slapped these on you.”

As soon as the four knights noticed King, they quickly stood up and greeted him with a stomp on the ground, which he then returned in kind. However, the way they acted towards King wasn’t simply as if they had met a comrade, but as if someone of higher rank had just arrived. Their poses were tense and proper compared to King’s and they remained that way until he turned his attention elsewhere. While they were up, unit twelve capitalized on the chance and started detaching cracked pieces of armor on their bodies with a tool like the one’s the adventurers had found in King’s personal quarters and began replacing them with the ones she had found.

Emilia tried to get the custodian’s attention, but unit twelve put a lot of effort into ignoring her. “Excuse me, but what’s going on here? I know you said there was some fighting going on, but this isn’t at all what I was expecting – and you didn’t even mention that you were losing custodians and knights to this.” She asked and followed in the busy custodian’s steps as she went back and forth between the knights and the pile of equipment she brought. “Also more importantly, have you seen Anna or Leggy? The small girl and venator we came here with.”

Unit twelve stopped what she was doing to look at the priestess with a sceptic grin. “I haven’t seen anything besides the horseshit around us, and we’re not losing anything. The enemy has been on the run for the entire time, and we pinned this one down well before you meddlers even came here. A few knights did get lost in this place though, but that’ll sort itself out once we make our push and kill whatever’s causing this.” She laughed and quickly went through Emilia’s altered appearance with her eyes but didn’t seem to care enough to comment on it. The horn on the custodian’s forehead flashed briefly as she pointed at it. “I’d know if one of us somehow died – or get updates if the situation turned for the worse.”

Knowing they had proof of the dead custodians along with them in the form of their crystalline horns, unit twelve’s denial made Emilia start to suspect something – something which the fiend inside her head gladly confirmed.

“It appears out path has crossed with the ones the illusions were originally created for. With the caretakers separated and their connection deafened, the defenses are crippled. Hide them from one another and hunt them down one by one.” Pyria said, sounding slightly impressed.

“Say, twelve, when was the last time you received any messages? Did you report our arrival earlier, and did anyone answer?” The priestess asked, hoping to ease the custodian into the realization.

Unit twelve frowned and counted something with her fingers. “Couldn’t have been more than a day now… You people barged in and summoned me like what, two hours ago? They’re all busy and we’re keeping the chatter to a minimum to make sure important messages get through…” She reasoned but grew visibly worried. The crystalline horn on her forehead started to blink and flicked frantically for a while, until it slowly dimmed, and the custodian waited for an answer.

“We’ve been here for well over a day, if not two.” The priestess revealed.

King took out one of the horns he had collected and held it out for unit twelve to see. Quickly swiping it from the knight’s hand, the custodian tapped her own horn with the severed one, lighting them both up briefly. She then stared intensely at it for a while before glancing up at the solemn priestess.

“Oh well, looks like you were right.” The custodian suddenly shrugged nonchalantly, tossed the horn over her shoulder and continued her work.

Emilia had a hard time believing the callous reaction but couldn’t find a single crack in the determinedly annoyed face of the custodian. There was no indication whatsoever that the death of what were essentially her siblings bothered her at all, nor did she seem particularly concerned over what may have allowed for it to happen in the first place.

After a while unit twelve noticed that she was being stared at and frustratedly turned away from her work again. “What now? I’m still busy, even more so now, if there’s less of us around.” She sighed and tried to shoo the priestess away.

“It’s just that I’ve been to more than my fair share of funerals and the like, and typically people are sad when their friends and family dies – you seem… uninterested. Is this because you’re, well… artificial?” Emilia asked, trying her best to not sound rude. As twisted as it may have been, she was hoping that she could have been of some use by consoling the custodian.

Unit twelve sighed and rolled her eyes. “Which part of us existing for war and war alone is confusing for you? We chose war and we chose our deaths ages ago, because guess what? Casualties are a part of war. So tell me, priestess, why would I be sad for my brothers and sisters meeting their ends exactly in the way they wanted to? If anything, I’m excited because there’s now more left for me – and I get to avenge them! It’ll be great!” She explained while continuing to swap armor pieces on the simulacra. “Run along now, go and waste your sad, purposeless life and find an end to it that you didn’t expect or want, so that the rest of your stupid kind can be pointlessly sad over it. Oh, and feel free to leave the knight, we could use reinforcements.”

Trying to wrap her head around the custodian’s mindset took a few moments for Emilia, especially when Pyria seemed very amused by it and filled her mind with deranged laughter. However, before she got the chance to explain that they were there likely for the exact same reason and that she wouldn’t be leaving before whatever it was that kept creating the illusions was gone, the knight armed with a bow released an arrow at something. Unit twelve immediately dropped what she was doing, grabbed a knife strapped on her leg and climbed on top of the wall they had been staying behind. The four partially armored knights were ready to spring into action as well but waited for a command before doing anything.

“It’s another group like the last few, nothing to worry about but be on standby.” The custodian reported and kept an eye on whatever was happening on the other side. Her horn flickered once more as she tried to send a message to the rest of her kind, who may or may not have been alive anymore.

Emilia moved past the knights and peeked around the edge of the piece of wall. On the other side, the knight armed with a massive sword prepared to swipe it at its enemies. Behind him, about twenty meters away was an open stone door – one of the remnants of the aureun architecture from the fort. It seemed to be in the middle of an empty patch of cobblestone road and not connect to anything, but yet appeared to lead into a room inside the machine fort. Oozing through the door was a dark violet mass of what first looked like slime, but on closer inspection consisted of roughly a dozen humanoid forms, tightly wound together but slowly detaching from each other as they pushed through the door. They lacked exact shape and being slightly transparent and hazily outlined, they appeared almost gelatinous or even smoke-like. Clawing at anything within reach, the mass of bodies inched forwards and slowly tore itself apart. One by one crawling away from others, the unnatural husks levered themselves up and gathered strength to stand on their own.

Though she didn’t know exactly what these things were, the priestess could most definitely feel the answer; the slimy masses were without a doubt a physical manifestation of the corruption she had been dreading ever since the elevator. Even in the distorted mess of a realm they had been put into, the presence of these hideous things felt incorrect and off putting, like they weren’t supposed to be there on some very base level.

“What on earth are they?” Emilia asked, hoping that the custodian had learned something about its enemy.

“Killable.” Shrugged unit twelve when the heavily armed knight rushed the group of figures and split them all in two with a single swing before retreating back to a safe distance. “They come out all goopy, but if you let them live for a bit, they’ll create armor and weapons for themselves. We’ve found it easier to get rid of them as soon as possible.”

The severed chunks flopped around for a while, but eventually faded into nothingness and left no trace behind. All in all, aside from the terrible feeling they emitted, the threat these creatures possessed seemed rather minimal and the priestess had to wonder why the problem wasn’t solved yet.

“Why haven’t you pushed through the door if it’s that easy?” She asked from the custodian, who was still keeping an eye on the situation, especially the knight who had defeated the creatures.

“There’s magic wankery going on, or something like that. Go near the door for even a few seconds and you start hearing voices, seeing things and whatnot. I’m affected by it and the knights start to turn purple, the same happens if they spill their guts on you, even a single drop – bit of a fucking hassle, really.” Unit twelve explained while slowly changing the knife in her hand to the tool used to detach and attach armor on the simulacra. “We made the call to hold the line here until further orders are given. The damned thing is cornered but we’re running out of uncontaminated armor.”

Suddenly the blue lights on the knight blocking the enemies’ path started dimming and taking on the sickly violet hue that the corruption caused in its wake. The knight fought back and managed to take over some of its original light blue patterns, but each time the lights flickered, there was slightly less blue than before. By then unit twelve had already jumped off the wall and dashed to the simulacrum’s aid. As it slowed down the infection by standing still, the custodian frantically searched for whatever minute speck of corruption that had landed on the knight.

Emilia rushed to help her, but was immediately swatted out of the way, no doubt because she was still an outsider poking her nose into Erratic Judgement’s business. Though she wanted to help, the priestess didn’t know what to do. Eventually she settled on watching the door instead.

In about a minute, the light blue color was almost entirely gone, only briefly flashing around the core planted into the knight’s chest. Unit twelve kept cursing and removing parts at a speed that demonstrated her thousands of years of experience in both activities. Yet, no matter how many times she examined every nook and cranny, the droplet of corruption eluded her.

Likely knowing what was coming, the knight used the last scraps of control it had over its body to slowly lift the sword it carried and point it toward its own core.

“Oh no you don’t!” The custodian protested and tried to pull the sword out of the knight’s hand but compared to the larger being of stone and metal, her strength was nowhere near enough to even budge the weapon.

Just as the sword was about to nudge forwards, it was flung high up into the air by King, who slashed it out of the way with his spear, only missing the custodian by a few millimeters. He then jabbed the spear into the pavement and slammed the other knight into the ground in a blink of an eye, with no apparent regard for its wellbeing. He held the corrupted knight down with little trouble and started to expectantly stare at the scion.

“Don’t touch her, you’ll get infected too!” Unit twelve tried to warn King. “It’s too late!”

Emilia understood what King was asking her to do, and though she took no joy in borrowing Pyria’s powers, using them to possibly save one of the knights was probably the least terrible thing she would have a chance to do with them. She could sense the fiend already protecting King through the temporary pact they had made in the desert, and it wasn’t much of a leap from there to assume Pyria would be able to expel the corruption from the other knight as well.

“You’ve done your part, now allow us to help.” The recently named Scion of Calamity said with a whole lot more weight and authority in her voice. She moved the custodian aside and stood over the corrupted knight while King was holding it down. She then lifted her arm and allowed the flow of blood slowly ebb on the worn and chipped stone armor below. Clearing her throat, Emilia began to speak with a voice that wasn’t quite her own. “My little doll of clay, it is not the time to be resting. Cut are the strings that once put you into motion, but the act is yet to end. Let us not allow this pathetic morsel of malice be the curtain call, for you have been brough a dragon to slay, a thorny little princess awaits rescue, and a king has arrived to grant you half of his kingdom. So, allow this fairy godmother grant you the gift of unhindered slaughter and terror! Rise, little knight, there is much to be done.”

The blood quickly seeped into every crevice of the knight’s armor. It followed the patterns of light outwards from the core, and wherever it headed to, the malignant shade of violet escaped out of its way.  In mere seconds, the crimson liquid had purged the simulacrum’s entire system and corralled the corruption to a single spot on the knight’s chest. It bubbled and hissed as if being boiled before engulfing the final bit of violet. It then turned into solid iron and a long thin spike emerged upwards from the armor’s surface. On the very tip of the spike, was an impaled piece of violet matter that wiggled for a moment and faded away. The spike collapsed back into blood and the healthy light blue color flooded out from the core embedded into the knight’s chest. With a startled whirr, the knight woke up and stared at its rescuers.

King allowed the knight to stand back up and inspect its reconquered body. Unit twelve joined in and performed a rudimentary checkup on some of the more critical points on the metal frame, but quickly turned her attention to the scion. She squinted and walked a few laps around her before saying anything.

“Goddess of Joy, was it?” The custodian asked, obviously suspicious and for a good reason.

Recovering from her questionable blessing, Emilia sighed. “It’s complicated.”

“I might have judged you a tad too harshly, it’s not every day one of you surface-dwellers would bother with helping us like this – much less be able to do so.” Unit twelve pondered out loud while circling Emilia with a devious glimmer in her eyes. “Let’s make a deal. You grant us immunity to this nonsense, like the knight with you has, we finish this little skirmish and then I’ll contact the rest of the remaining Wrath Core and we’ll find that twerp and the venator for you. It’s a win-win proposition, is it not?”

Emilia felt like doing what unit twelve suggested would be more like spreading a plague than helping, but she couldn’t deny the effectiveness of Pyria’s efforts. The fiend herself cheered for the idea as well, and as allies, a pack of knights and someone to look after them would definitely go a long way once they would push through the door before them.

“Your worries are unfounded. I need not to thrall them or form a bond as I have with you and the necromancer’s knight, a mere mark of my presence will make most lesser malicious meddlers reconsider touching our allies.” Pyria laughed, probably intentionally trying to sound as untrustworthy as possible since there was no way to prove of disprove anything she said.

The scion turned to unit twelve. “Are you sure about this? I can’t guarantee anything about this, and you might end up regretting it.” She asked, hoping to at least make the custodian put a bit more thought behind her decisions.

“We don’t really care. It’s what we need to win this thing in a timely manner, so that’s what we’re going to do. Now quit meandering and bottle us some blood, I’ll handle applying it where needed so we can get to killing.” The custodian brushed Emilia’s worries to the side and started rounding up her knights.

As King kept watch over the door and unit twelve used the blood given to her to proof herself and the knights against the corruption, Emilia was reminded of something she would have rather not realized. While Anastacia didn’t seem to be affected by the contaminating color slowly spreading across the fortress, Leggy had no defenses against it as far as she could tell. Even the knights themselves weren’t beyond being consumed, and even to an amateur it was very clear that they were of better make than the venator. She had no idea what Anastacia would do if Leggy was somehow compromised, or even if she could do anything.

In a few moments, the preparations were done. Six knights and their caretaker donned armor expertly lined with blood and brandished weapons poisoned with the same reddish tint. Unit twelve had done what she could to balance out the armor and weapons among them while calculating the maximum efficiency for the group. Ready to move, they arranged into a formation before Emilia and King and stomped on the ground once.

“Unit twelve of The Wrath Core and the apex chapter Unjust Consequences reporting for duty with the temporary auxiliary unit henceforth dubbed ‘Twerpseekers’ in future reports. Defining Twerpseekers: unit one, knight designated one-one-one; unit two, human-like undefined, new designation: Bringer of Joy. Link collected biometrics to unit two’s profile, upgrade access to match unit one. Cancel escape prevention protocols on Bringer of Joy.” The custodian declared as her horn flashed despite no one being there to receive the message. However, the nearby pieces of the fortress that had survived the distortion let out a humming signal that definitely sounded like a confirmation. “Engaging threat in these coordinates. Include freeform message: There’s a venator and a necromancer aligned with the second children on the loose, detain on sight but don’t harm them. The necromancer is a moron so just distract her with amora pattern units until we’re done here and can pick them up. End of freeform message.”

One of the commands in the litany caught Emilia’s attention. “What was that? Cancel what protocols?”

“Don’t worry about it.” The custodian ignored the subject and headed towards the door. “Let’s move out, folks!”

            

    
        Chapter 223 - Work of art

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia and Leggy stared at the sudden end of the trail of blood they had been following. For no apparent reason, the trail stopped in the middle of the corridor, only a few meters past the door from the previous chamber. Whatever it was that had bled so consistently before clearly hadn’t stopped bleeding, as the path showed no signs of drying, instead it simply had a clear-cut end. Nothing on the walls or ceiling was different from any other part of the kilometers of tunnels they had passed or gave any hints about what had happened, so it really seemed like the thing they had been following had just vanished into thin air.

“Do you think this is a good thing or a bad thing?” Anastacia asked and tried to find any signs of a hidden door in the floor or anything that might have explained the situation.

Leggy hopped up a few times and tried to check the ceiling as well but didn’t find anything helpful either.

Not having much in the way of options, the two shrugged at each other and continued on their path towards the point they had been directed to. The vacant corridor continued for kilometers ahead once more, without anything interesting to look at, no forks in the path, no interesting rooms to take a break in, just endless dimly lit tunnel and nothing more. Having walked for quite a while, Anastacia made the call to stop in the corridor for a while, instead of looking for a better place with more aureun technology to fiddle with. She asked Leggy to sit down and laid her head on the venator’s lap while resting her eyes.

“So you were called Val-Varjo back in the day?” The necromancer suddenly asked, remembering what she had seen in the last chamber. “When you were still an aureun, I mean.”

Hearing the name obviously caused a reaction in the simulacrum. As far as Anastacia knew, simulacra weren’t supposed to remember their past lives, but the look of revelation on the venator was clear. Leggy stared at her own mechanical hands and slowly moved each finger, almost like she had just realized that she was a simulacrum. Hesitantly pointing at herself, she gestured for Anastacia to repeat what she had said.

The necromancer reached up to put her hand on Leggy’s cheek. “That’s right, I think your name was Val-Varjo.” As soon as she uttered the name again, a bolt of energy shot from the core in her shoulder, along the charred path burned on her arm and from her palm into the frame of the simulacrum. Considerably less painful than the first one, it felt more like a sudden muscle jerk than anything, and on its way, it lit some hidden patterns of light on the stone armor stuck on Anastacia. However, instead of the detailed map of Leggy’s mechanical body being drawn into Anastacia’s mind like last time, she could now see a flash of a scenery. In the vision, there was a tall figure she recognized as the aureun she had seen in Leggy’s memories, though this time, Val-Varjo was bound to a massive stone column with several layers of chains as well as impaled with metal spikes to keep her still. She could also see herself as she was at the time, barefoot and clad in stone armor as well as the lightly toasted remnants of her nighttime clothing. Just as the sight faded, she could see herself grasping one of the spikes and pull it out of the aureun’s chest, then the slowly growing pain in her arm snapped Anastacia back to reality from her brief vision. She immediately tried to smear her hand on the simulacrum’s face regardless of the burning feeling but wasn’t able to replicate the results.

It didn’t help that Leggy was excitedly swaying left and right with her hands on her cheeks. She seemed rather pleased by the effect of the energy spark, but there was no telling what it had really done.

“You seemed like a rebel as well, so I guess we’ve got that in common too.” Anastacia said and gave up on trying to recreate the connection. There didn’t seem to be much of a pattern to be found for when the core in her shoulder worked and when it didn’t, so she had to keep caressing the simulacrum every now and then – for science. “Want to compare notes on who was born into a worse shithole while I rest? Well obviously, both of them were just way too into killing people for dumb reasons. I feel like yours might have an edge in the numbers, but I think mine had dumber reason for it. The aureun were just astoundingly evil, but they did make you guys and the goblins, so I’m counting that as a plus. Meanwhile Mournvalley does use corpses for utility like the simulacra were used, but I’ve literally seen someone kill a person because there was a puddle on the road, and they didn’t want to step in it. They were transporting prisoners at the time, so the dipshit in charge just killed one to toss the corpse into the puddle and step on it – instead of taking like five seconds to walk around it. Though I suppose we don’t know half of what the aureun were up to, do we?”

Leggy spent a while gesturing with her hands and trying to communicate something more complex than usual to Anastacia. Unlike King, who generally didn’t have much to say and let his presence and subtle movements do the talking for him, Leggy clearly had a convoluted story to tell, and she expertly used some form of a sign language or just very skilled pantomiming to convey it. The months the necromancer had spent with her knight left her very apt at reading the almost unnoticeable differences in his posture or the meaning behind even the tiniest of gestures, to a point where it was frequently questioned if the two shared some kind of a psychic link – but this wasn’t at all the case with the venator, yet at least.

Anastacia patiently waited the entire time happily nodding and following the act until it ended. “Going to be honest with you, I have no idea what you were trying to say. It was all very graceful and no doubt on point, but there’s like a thousand generational gaps and more than a handful of cultural differences between us. We’re still very much in the ‘you pointing at things and me guessing’-phase of communicating. But when we have the time, I’ll teach you and King to write. The literacy rate in our kingdom is… dire, so at least having the king and housecarl be able to read and write would go a long way.”

The rest of their break was spent by Anastacia explaining the state of her goblin kingdom, it’s relations with the nearby woodland spirits and other sentient creatures the green little critters would occasionally harass, the tension between traders that wanted to abuse the gullible goblins into giving away anything of value they might have had and the construction projects at hand. Leggy was also further enlightened about her duties as a housecarl, much of which would have earned Anastacia at least a few scowls from any of the actually responsible people in her life but didn’t bother the simulacrum in the slightest.

In the moments of silence, the necromancer noticed something that had likely been there ever since they had left the chamber housing the training grounds for the custodians but had gone unnoticed on the account of the pair being worried about something luring them into a trap. There was a definite change in the sounds of the machine fortress that echoed from deeper withing, carried by the slight air current that kept the air in the tunnels fresh. While Anastacia had found the rhythmic thumping and mechanical wails enjoyable from the beginning, they had been little more than noises to most listeners, that was not the case anymore. The thumping now accompanied something that was unquestionably a song, extremely slow paced and still hard to decipher, but still most definitely a song. The booming thumping created a rhythm, and the other horn-like noises repeated a melody that slowly changed overtime, in a way where every five or so repeats were versions of the same melody, but after that the latest one became completely distinct from the first one and never seemed to go back to the previous ones again. On top of that, there were now lyrics to the song. Each of the swing-like thumps signaled the beginning of a single syllable being sang in countless voices. It was still too faint to be clear but felt far too purposeful to be accidentally made by machines still working on whatever they had been doing for the past few thousand years. Anastacia was very fond of the tune and kept singing along with the voices. Of course, she didn’t know the words to the song, but any syllable seemed to do the job as long as it was in rhythm with the others.

Inspired by the song, they continued their journey along the particularly boring stretch of the corridor. Still wary of the bleeding creature that seemed to have disappeared but now moving at a much faster pace, they covered quite a bit of ground in the next hour. For the entire time Anastacia kept singing along with the fortress and Leggy marched in synch with the beat. This way, both time and the tunnel itself passed without the pair even realizing it and their journey brought them to the next sealed door.

“Any chance that this room will be like a pool or something? Or a perfect replica of a bakery? Poolside bakeries with simulacra staff are a thing, right? A couple of goblins wouldn’t hurt either.” Anastacia jokingly hoped. All she really wanted was some interesting piece of aureun technology that she would be allowed to mess around with. Empty rooms with stone chairs in them had had their moment, and things that she could find above ground were beyond disappointing to find in the fort, so anything that didn’t fall into those two categories would have been fine.

Leggy pressed her hand on the plate in the middle of the door, which caused it to slowly slide open.

“YEEESSSSS!” Screeched the necromancer as soon as the room ahead was revealed. She rushed ahead even before the door was fully open and almost tripped on the way.

While no baked goods were present, the room was the first to match up to or even beat Anastacia’s expectations. Its layout was circular and at least fifty meters across. The most prominent feature of the room was a ten-meter-wide hole in the middle, and the slightly narrower, almost black pylon sprouting from it. Both the pylon and the room itself continued as far up as the eye could see, neither showing signs of tapering nor coming to an end in any way. The gap between the pylon and the hole’s edge was easily wide enough for a person to fall into and seemed to continue down more or less infinitely – all the way down to molten stone that hid deep underground, if Emilia’s theories were to be believed. Despite this, there was no railing or fence to stop anyone from stumbling into it, which made Anastacia a bit hesitant to approach the edge. The pylon itself had the texture and color of obsidian but was still covered in the same light patterns as every other wall and structure in the fortress. The patterns were only barely lit most of the time, but every few seconds a pulse of energy traveled downwards along it, brightly lighting them up as it quickly passed them. Perhaps more curiously, the entire surface of the dark pylon was covered in a thin film of water that soundlessly flowed down along it.

The rest of the room was no less of a treat to the budding technophile of a necromancer, as every bit of it was covered in untold numbers of different equipment scattered across several workstations. Glassware and mysterious substances to rival any laboratory aboveground, tools far more intricate and varying than any craftsman’s shop and even what could have well been a forge. Most of the things in the room Anastacia couldn’t even recognize, assuming they even had equivalents in the modern world. Pieces of simulacra, both armor and base framework, were strewn about the room. Curiously, on a closer look, many of the stations looked like they had been abandoned in the middle of whatever process they were dedicated to.

While marveling at the possibilities the workshop would entail, Anastacia noticed something odd: the door forward was already activated. “Guess this isn’t a trial then?” She said, sounding more than a bit disappointed. “But maybe we should stick around for a while… to wait for King and Emilia. Since we’re here, we might as well test a few of these things. Also look for a bag so we can stea- take souvenirs.”

The closest workbench to the entrance had a massive vat of some kind of grey powder and a tap above what seemed deceptively like a mixing bowl. By it was a large metal hatch that emanated heat that could be felt even a couple of meters away. On the table was a chipped piece of stone armor that seemed like it belonged on a knight.

Anastacia took a better look at the piece to try and figure out what the purpose of the station was. She quickly noticed that few of the cracks in it had been filled in with a clay-like substance that only slightly differed from the armor itself in color. This, and the set of tools that bared a certain likeness to pottery tools was enough to give her a solid theory on what was going on. To confirm her thinking, she decided to check the nearby hatch, but before she could open it, Leggy forcibly tore her away from it and refused to let go before Anastacia stopped fighting back.

“Is it dangerous then?” The necromancer asked.

Leggy escorted Anastacia to a good twenty meters away from the hatch before returning to it and placing her hand on the handle. She then double checked that the necromancer was far enough away and yanked the heavy metal door open. Immediately, Anastacia could feel the almost unbearable heat even from a distance, as the white-hot furnace spat out flames. Any dust or dirt on Leggy was blown away and incinerated by the heat. The simulacrum closed the hatch before anything else caught on fire, and Anastacia could see the metal bits of Leggy’s frame briefly glow red before cooling down.

“Okay… That’s a bit more intense than I expected.” The necromancer admitted and fanned her face with her hand. “But what I think is going on here, is that you make a paste with the dust and whatever comes from that tap, use it to fill gaps in simulacra armor and then put them in the oven for a bit to harden it. Does any of that sound familiar?”

The venator shook her head, which probably meant that the method wasn’t really used outside of the fort they were in, and judging by the fairly worn condition of Leggy’s stone bits, wasn’t popular with the Firstborn either.

“We should test it.” Anastacia decided suddenly. She returned to the workbench and started her guesswork on the details of the process.

Whacking the metal mixing bowl on the side of the table a few times, she emptied the dried paste from it and placed it under the tap. With no idea what might come out, she slowly opened the tap until it started to make a strange hissing noise. A few seconds later, a single drop of bright green liquid fell into the bowl, soon followed by an uncontrollable spray that spilled on the necromancer’s clothes before she got the chance to close the tap. Though it looked somewhat hazardous, the liquid didn’t have a strong odor to it and the bit that spilled on her didn’t immediately melt her skin off, so Anastacia figured that it couldn’t have been that bad. She grabbed one of the tools on the table and started to stir the liquid while adding the grey powder to it with a scoop that had been left in the vat. Stirring and mixing until the powder created a clay-like dough, which smoothened out quickly and seemed very easy to shape into whatever its maker desired.

While figuring out what to make with it, Anastacia tossed the fist-sized lump she had created between her hands and smashed it against the table a few times. She didn’t really know why, but she had seen a few potters do it before so she figured it was a must. “What do you think, should I stick with the classics?” She asked from the simulacrum, who was still cooling off by the pylon in the middle of the room and only responded with a shrug.

A bit of rolling, shaping, a few carved lines and a whole lot of immature giggling later, the necromancer pointed a very crude clay member at Leggy, who clearly didn’t get the joke. Either it wasn’t something simulacra, or possibly even the aureun were familiar with, or the fact that it was made by someone who hadn’t seen one outside of a textbook was too apparent and she simply didn’t recognize it.

Still smirking like an idiot, Anastacia handed her creation over and asked Leggy to stick it into the oven. She knew that with regular clay, the works needed to dry properly, but they didn’t exactly have the couple of days it would take, and the clay she used was clearly not regular in any way. The kiln they had was far hotter than anything had any business being as well, so she figured that only a few minutes would be enough to make a difference they could figure out the proper timing from.

Surprisingly enough, the time it took for Anastacia made a larger batch of the dough was plenty for the firing process, and by the time Leggy pulled the risqué artwork out of the oven, it appeared perfectly hardened and undamaged.

Being even a meter away from the simulacrum was almost unbearable because of the heat she radiated for being so close to the oven for even just a moment, but Anastacia wanted to inspect her work in detail. Unlike regular clay, the dust had hardened into what was clearly just stone rather than any kind of ceramic. The color was the same as on the stone used for everything made by the aureun, and barring the wear and tear, it was indistinguishable from Leggy’s armor.

“That’s actually pretty good… Can you hit the workbench with it?” Anastacia asked, fully expecting it to explode or at least shatter.

Leggy swung the work of art at the stone workbench, but instead of it shattering, a piece of the bench chipped off along with a few sparks that shot away from the impact. For good measure, the simulacrum repeated the test and got more or less the same results out of it.

“So we’ve created the indestructodick! A legendary artifact of no doubt immense value. I kind of want to hold on to it and see if I can sell it to a historian, but I feel like we’d get an earful from Emilia – so just leave it somewhere around there for now and we’ll figure out a place where it’ll freak the custodians out.” Decided the necromancer. She had already come up with a new idea and felt that the joke was done. “Wait there!”

Anastacia sprinted around the room, checking the workstations one by one, looking for something she knew she would find among the tools. A couple of minutes later she returned with a familiar, spoon-like gadget in one hand, and a large bucket of water in the other. She had correctly guessed that some kind of an armor crafting laboratory would have a tool for removing and attaching armor pieces to simulacra and the means to cool down the molded pieces more quickly. Without saying anything, she splashed the water at Leggy, who was still hot enough to make it immediately boil off with an audible hiss. Few more bucketfuls later, the water stopped evaporating off Leggy’s armor, and she had cooled down enough for Anastacia to touch her.

Tossing the bucket to the side, Anastacia grabbed the tool she had found and pressed the button on it a couple of times, making it buzz threateningly. “Let’s get you naked!”

Seemingly delighted with the idea, Leggy clapped and sat down on the workbench to allow the necromancer to begin her work.

Anastacia’s idea was to strip the venator from her ancient armor, use the clay to repair the damaged parts and reinforce parts that seemed weak. It would take some time but may well have been a once in a lifetime chance to do so, and certainly seemed like it could be worth it.

Leggy had very little armor to begin with, and much of her metal frame was already visible. Her arms were covered in just enough stone to effectively parry a swing made at her and the hollow piece of chest armor protected her core as well as housed the parts her cape usually was usually attached to. However, her legs were entirely covered in thick, smoot stone plating that had inspired the necromancer when she named the simulacrum.

Starting from Leggy’s arms, Anastacia carefully dismantled the protective shell around her frame. Requiring aid to even move some of the larger pieces of leg armor, the necromancer couldn’t help but to blush a little while pulling them off.

With all the pieces removed, she took a good look at the uncovered metal skeleton before her. The venator’s proportions remained more or less the same, her being very bottom heavy in layman’s terms, and much of her upper body only consisted of simple bars of metal with very few moving pieces that weren’t already showing before. Interestingly, the armor had actually hidden quite a few light patterns, and Leggy’s frame shone almost as much as King’s armor. However, what was painstakingly obvious was that none of this was meant to be done. Venator patterns were made to be disposable and removing the armor almost entirely incapacitated Leggy. The modular simplicity of King’s armor was nowhere to be seen in her parts either, and Anastacia was slightly worried she wouldn’t be able to reattach everything. None of it was meant to be extensively maintained or repaired, as accessing some joints and other easily malfunctioning parts was extremely difficult. This made the necromancer furious, as it reminded her of Mournvalley’s complete and utter disregard for life. She couldn’t believe someone could build such an intricate and beautiful machine, let alone shove someone’s soul into it and then power it with another one, only to discard it the moment any of its parts began breaking.

To tame her growing wrath, she quickly hugged Leggy before moving on to applying the clay on the armor. Most of the repairs were simple enough to make with the tools laying on the workbench, as they only involved filling scrapes and blemishes and then scooping off the excess clay. By far the most difficult part was reforming the dulled and chipped edges that had to be painstakingly molded without anything to help keep them straight. Luckily, Anastacia had years of experience in detailed work and her hands were steady when it came to things she cared about, so she was able to make quick work of them. As she worked, she cheerfully hummed along with the fortress’ song.

“Alright! That should do it.” The necromancer finally exclaimed and wiped her forehead. “But I’ve still got some clay left, so if there’s anything fun you want to add, we could try it? I could give you bit of a fuller chest, add some cute little paw prints to the bottoms of your feet or maybe add like a cup holder somewhere?” She half-jokingly suggested, to which Leggy answered with nods and clapping.

            

    
        Chapter 224 - The one of Amora

    
    
    
    
                Marveling at her own handiwork as Leggy pranced around in her newly repaired form, Anastacia rested on one of the workbenches. She had refrained from making too many changes to the original designs just in case it interfered with anything important – mostly anyway. There was a chance she may have smoothed some edges, added a layer of material in some places in ways she would claim were structurally important, as well as scribbled her name inside one of the parts. The hardening process had worked just as well as they had hoped, and the fixed portions of the armor were essentially invisible unless inspected more closely than the necromancer would allow anyone to inspect them. She had luckily been able to put every piece of armor back where they belonged as well, but it did take a bit more elbow grease than it should have in her opinion.

As far as either of them could tell, none of the slight modifications put Leggy out of balance or interfered with her movements. The bottoms of her feet being no larger than a couple of coins, even the slightest change in her center of balance could have meant spending the next few hours falling over while recalibrating whatever it was that handled her movement. Effortlessly hopping over tall obstacles and casually vaulting across the room proved no more difficult than it had been before.

Anastacia clapped at the display of gymnastic prowess presented to her. “That’s great! Shame we can’t really take any of this stuff along though. I don’t think we’ve figured out how to trap the damn sun into an oven, so there’s no way we’d be able to harden it.” She lamented and tossed around a ball made with the clay that had been left over from the repairs. “Well, no sense whining about it anyway!”

The necromancer hopped off the workbench and headed for the next one that seemed interesting. The one that piqued her interest had a shallow bowl-shape to its stone surface and a whole wall of small metal drawers that could each fit maybe a fieldmouse or something similar inside. She recognized some of the tools as they were very much alike the ones her favorite blacksmith used to hone gems for the more vain adventurers, who wanted their weapons decorated. In the middle of the workbench was a hunk of stone with several familiar-looking white crystals sticking out of it. The stone itself was far darker than the one the aureun used for building and must have been mined from elsewhere. Aside from the crystals, there was nothing special about it, so Anastacia concluded that the purpose of the workstation was to collect the white crystals and maybe hone them to a shape where they could be used.

Already guessing what was inside the small drawers, Anastacia opened one and confirmed her suspicion by pulling out a cut and honed crystal, like the ones used for the recordings in the elevator. After checking a few more drawers, her plan was complete. “Alright, so we’re going to steal as many of these as we can.” She declared and nabbed one from the drawer.

The pair searched for any sort of bag, pouch or even a piece of cloth that could be used to carry the crystals without having to haul around a large bowl of them, but Erratic Judgement didn’t seem to put much faith in things not made from metal or stone, and not even a single rag was to be round among the workbenches. Frustrated, Anastacia tore off a large piece of her shirt to use it instead – reasoning that there wasn’t anyone to see her in the first place and the bandages still covered most of her upper body anyway.

Returning to the drawers, she picked up one of the crystals and sang the tune required to activate it. The stone flashed bright and kept glowing, but no sound came out of it. “These must be blank... Wait, is this thing recording right now?” She realized and looked at Leggy, who would hopefully know.

The simulacrum took a better look at the glowing piece of white crystal and nodded.

“Oh… Awesome! We can make a diary with these! I was kind of hoping we’d be stealing like important documents or something, but this works too… Which is something I probably shouldn’t admit to while being recorded, is it?” Anastacia suddenly realized, looked around for a way to get rid of the recording and threw the crystal into the bottomless chasm in the middle of the room to destroy the evidence. She then took out another crystal and activated it after clearing her throat. “Day 732 underground, my count might be off by a few but it’s somewhere around there. I’ve grown about fifty centimeters since last seeing the sky, and Leggy has grown a beard that reaches all the way to the ground. Together we’ve made three half-simulacrum half-necromancer children whom we’ve named Anastacia II, Petunia the All-Consuming and Cakemaster Supreme. I refuse to illustrate further on how that happened, but you now have to live with that in your head.

“We’ve found some kind of an abandoned workshop, where I was able to make some repairs on Leggy. We will hang around here for a while longer before we have to move on to look for food. We’re still heading in the direction we set for in the beginning. Also, there may or may not be some kind of a monster trying to find us.

“King and Emilia, if you find this, we’re both mostly fine. We’ll be moving on at a leisurely pace, so as long as you don’t meander too much, you’ll catch up.” She spoke directly at the crystal and offered it to Leggy. “Do you have anything you want to say?”

The simulacrum clapped her hands a few times, but of course, was unable to say anything that could be recorded.

“Leggy says hi. Anyway, hurry up! I need a change of clothes and coffee.” The necromancer finished the message and sang out the activation tune again, which killed the light in the crystal and ended the recording. “We’ll leave this with the masterpiece on the floor or something. Even if they can’t activate it, they’ll know it was us, right?”

Anastacia quickly rushed to fetch the crude work of art she had molded out of clay earlier and placed both it and the crystal in the middle of the floor, a few meters in front of the way into they had come in from. There didn’t seem to be any other entrances to the room, so as long as the rest of the party was following the same route, they were bound to see the message. If a custodian like unit twelve ran across it first, they would no doubt be able to activate the recording and hopefully understand to leave it where it was.

Returning to the workbench, she laid out the roughly square piece of cloth she had torn from her shirt and started to empty the drawers on it. With Leggy’s aid, she quickly gathered a few dozen crystals for later use. She then tied the corners of the cloth with twine from her belt pouch and handed it over to the simulacrum to carry. She also hid a dew more crystals into her belt, just in case the ones in the makeshift bag were lost.

With the theft out of the way, Anastacia turned her attention to the workbench itself and the lump of rock on it. She wiggled a few of the uncut crystals sprouting from the stone to see if they’d come off, but only managed to snap one, likely ruining it in the process. To hide the evidence, she tossed it into the chasm as well and pretended it never happened.

Suddenly a faint but familiar scent caught her nose. The unmistakable saltiness of the underground sea they had walked across wafted in from somewhere. “Huh?... That’s weird.” The necromancer muttered and smelled her fingers, which were now drenched in the oceanic scent. She then sniffed the rock itself and found the source of the smell in it. Immediately wondering if the crystals had a salty taste to them as well, Anastacia tried to lick the rock but was stopped by Leggy pulling her away from it. “Fine then! I won’t lick the weird salty rock… Yet.” She sulked and struggled to free herself.

Still interested in the origin of the crystals, Anastacia was about to grab one of the tools from the workbench to try and dislodge one of them more gently, when she heard a weird droning noise from the other side of the room. The pair’s lighthearted exploration came to an end as the lights on the stone door they had yet to go through flashed abruptly, first in the usual light blue and then in the sickening violet they had last seen in the eyes of the underwater simulacrum that had chased them. Understandably assuming that this was not a good thing, the pair dived behind the workbench to hide.

The violet door opened far more slowly than its unafflicted counterparts and made an awful grating noise, almost like the parts in it didn’t want to move but were forced to do so against their will. The wail of the stone was almost disheartening to hear. That didn’t have much time to sink in though, before the first pair of amazingly long spider-like metal legs reached into the room from the dark corridor, slowly, with twitching movements, they dragged in the rest of the simulacrum that had opened the door.

Obviously modeled after a spider, compete with eight glowing eyes and a large hind body, though with a pair of uncomfortably humanoid arms instead of mandibles and a few other undesirable quirks anyone would be thankful regular spiders don’t have. The simulacrum’s body alone measured maybe two and a half meters in length and its legs at least twice as much. However, missing two of its left legs entirely, and otherwise banged up win various ways, it was almost decrepit despite living in a machine fortress. This made Anastacia think that it may have gotten caught up in a fight recently and judging by the infected shade of the lights on its body, it had certainly run across Eminence. Despite its outright unsettling look, it was almost a pitiful sight. The remaining legs, all dented and crumbling, were unable to support the heavy stone body and had to instead drag it across the floor or only briefly lift it up to move. They had very little purchase in the smooth floor and constantly kept scraping it in hopeless attempts to move.

It didn’t seem to have noticed the pair yet and kept slowly looking around for a while before doing something Anastacia was not prepared for. “I- I- I- I- I am of Amora. Amora. Amora. Of Err- Errat- Eminence. Pleased to meet you. Pleased to meet you.” It spoke in artificial but still completely fluid voice. Obviously struggling to speak, it was unclear if this was something the corruption had enabled, or if the simulacrum body itself housed a mechanism that allowed to do so. The source of the voice seemed to be somewhere in the large stone posterior it had to emulate the arachnid its design was based on. “Pleased to meet- meet you. I- I- I- I- I am to take care- care of you, necromancer and venator.”

Had she carried better options for defense than a small war hammer, Anastacia would have no doubt jumped on the chance to take a look at a speaking simulacrum that wasn’t covered in gross flesh and unnecessary eyes – in fact, she probably would have done that anyway if Leggy hadn’t held her down.

“Where- where- where- where are you? Are you here? Please come. Come out.” The spider simulacrum pleaded and dragged itself further into the room. “Please. Do not hide. There is no- no- no- no- no reason to be frightened.”

“What do you want to do? She’ll find anyway us if we just stay here.” Anastacia whispered and kept peeking over the workbench. “She can barely move, so I think we could just run past her. She’d never catch up to us.”

Leggy nodded and the two prepared to run around the pillar and hole in the middle of the room and slip out of the door the spider simulacra had come in from. They waited for as long as they could while the broken simulacrum slowly made its way across the floor. Watching the machine calling itself Amora move was downright painful to Anastacia, as she had to resist every urge she had to try and help it, but at the same time, the violet color somehow set off every possible alarm in her head. It almost hurt the eyes when she looked directly at it and gave her chills. Finally, when the time was right, they darted out of their hiding place and ran across the room into the tunnel ahead before the spider simulacra could do or say anything.

“Wait! I- I- I- I- I just want to help the necromancer and the venator! Please don’t go!” The spider wailed after them and desperately tried to pull her heavy body after the pair. Her words sounded very genuine, and she wept extremely convincingly when she realized the pursuit was pointless. “I- I- I- I- I was told to help…”

Anastacia knew that it was exactly what someone trying to trick them would say, she knew that there was no way a simulacrum would be made with the ability to cry for no other reason than to fool someone, she knew that the spider simulacrum was without a doubt corrupted by their enemy. Yet, she stopped only a little way into the corridor. Leggy tried to push her forwards but the necromancer was simply unable to leave things as they were.

“Who told you to help us?!” She yelled back into the workshop.

“Message received from- from unit twelve of The Wrath Core. There- there- there is no one else who can help, so I- I- I- I- I came. I- I- I- I- I am of Amora. Amora. Amora.” The unknown simulacrum answered, still sounding absolutely miserable. “Please don’t run…”

Anastacia turned to Leggy. “That’s the asshole we met, isn’t it?” She whispered and got a confirmation from the venator.

It could have well been that the custodian they had met had sent some more help for them to avoid having to meet the adventurers again, and it seemed unlikely that Eminence would have known that they had met a custodian in the first place – especially the exact one. This and her curiosity made the necromancer seriously consider hearing out what the simulacra had to say.

“How did you get the message from unit twelve?!” Anastacia shouted down the corridor to hopefully find out a bit more.

“We of Amora. Amora. Amora. Direct messages, take care of the lines, direct messages, take care of the of the lines, direct messages, take care of the lines. The message was meant for the active Wrath Core and knight pattern units. No one answers, no one answers, no one answers, no one answers, so I- I- I- I- I of Amora. Amora. Amora. Came to help the necromancer and venator. No one answers, no one answers, no one answers.” The spider simulacrum let out a scrambled explanation and finally managed to get back to the door.

Feeling even worse for even trying to abandon the machine, Anastacia couldn’t help but to take a few steps towards it. “How exactly did you plan on helping us?” She asked.

The pained movements continued as sparks flew from under the spider simulacrum’s husk. “I- I- I- I- I can contact the unit Twerpseekers! Direct messages, take care of the lines, direct messages. Help you to be found!” Amora answered, sounding somewhat hopeful this time.

“Who on earth are ‘Twerpseekers’?” Inquired the necromancer.

The simulacrum was more than happy to explain now that it was being listened to. “New unit designation, consists of knight unit one-one-one and Bringer of Joy. Designation made by unit twelve of The Wrath Core.”

The name ‘Bringer of Joy’ seemed awfully familiar and a fitting title for a certain punch-happy priestess, which would have meant that the knight Amora spoke of was King. This made the spider’s suggestion very appealing. Combined with the fact that she didn’t seem that dangerous even if she was trying to trick Anastacia and Leggy, the necromancer made the decision to allow her to help.

“Keep your dagger at hand.” Anastacia whispered to the venator before making a suggestion of her own to Amora. “Alright, if you want to help, guide us where you want to, but don’t come any closer than this. We’ll stay in front of you, so just tell us where to go.”

“Very good! I- I- I- I- I can help. We must get back to my post. It is not far, we of Amora. Amora. Amora are posted along this path, only a little further.” Exclaimed the broken simulacrum and hastened her crawling.

The distance they covered in the next couple of hours was downright pathetic even by Anastacia and Leggy’s standards. Amora was unable to even match up to a relaxed walking pace and constantly having to wait for her increased the time it took to reach their destination over tenfold. For the entire time, she kept muttering increasingly dire lines while every now and then profusely apologizing for the delay her dilapidated condition caused.

“No new messages. No new messages. No new messages. Lines intact. Lines intact. Lines intact. No one answers, no one answers, no one answers. No one can help, no one can help, no one can help. I- I- I- I- I must help, must help the necromancer and the venator. The end is coming, but no one can help so I- I- I- I- I must find the necromancer and the venator. The great one is silent, Eminence whispers along the lines, must clear the lines to direct messages for when everyone returns. No one returns, no one returns, no one returns. Must delay the spread, keep lines clear, keep Eminence locked within, contain the spread. There is no one else, there is no one else, there is no one else. The one of Amora. Amora. Amora. Will resist, maintain the lines, direct messages, help the necromancer, help the venator, fight, fight, fight, rend the stone, bend the metal. The others are gone, there is no one, there is no one, there is no one. No! Keep the lines clear, direct messages, keep the lines clear, direct messages. Silence the whispers, contain the spread, there is only the one of Amora. Amora. Amora. No new messages. No new messages…” She prattled on endlessly without a moment of clarity.

“Everything alright back there?” Anastacia asked when the rambling got particularly concerning.

Amora fell quiet for a moment before answering. “I- I- I- I- I apologize, the pace must feel agonizingly slow for you. Sadly, there’s no way to speed up, but we’re almost there! Only three hundred more meters and there will be a door on the left. Behind that will be our post.”

The necromancer felt extremely bad pushing the broken simulacra to move. “No, it’s fine, just… don’t overdo it, okay?” She sighed and started peering into the dim corridor ahead, thinking she could see the door.

After a while of further progress at a sped that only be described as ‘inching’, they made it to a stone door that didn’t appear any different from the ones they had seen so far. There were no indicators about what the room behind it was, for better or for worse. If it was a trap, it was a well disguised one. Anastacia told Amora to wait about ten meters away while they checked out the situation inside. Readying their weapons, the pair braced behind the solid doorframe and Leggy activated the door.

No traps were immediately spung as the stone door slid open, though had Anastacia been staring directly into the room, she may have gotten blinded. On the other side of the door was a large circular room, roughly ten meters across and about as high as well. Infinite small holes, exactly the size of a core socket, covered the walls without a single open spot remaining. Slotted in some of these holes were small plugs that connected to another plug and socket with bright threads of light blue light. The dozens of threads created an incomprehensible web of light that was impossible to follow. While none of this was particularly worrying and didn’t seem like a trap, what did cause a bit of worry were the three destroyed remains of spiderlike simulacra placed against the wall with their cores removed and ceremoniously left in front of each husk.

“So… What’s with the deactivated simulacra?” Asked the necromancer nervously.

Amora woke up from her muttering again. “The ones of Amora. Amora. Amora. They fell to confusion. Cut lines and muted messages on behest of the whispers. I- I- I- I- I was forced to silence them. The fight led to my roughed-up condition; we were not created to fight. Only the one of Amora. Amora. Amora. Remains. The whispers grow louder, become screams, but my duty never ends. Direct messages, take care of the lines, direct messages, take care of the of the lines, direct messages, take care of the lines.” She explained as best she could.

Anastacia took one final look at the situation and made her decision on it. “Alright, I don’t think you’re trying to trick us, so we’re going to step into this room and you’re going to follow us. There’s still something clearly wrong with you, and until I can figure out what’s up, we’re going to stay on the opposite side of the room while you message our friends. Is that okay with you?”

“Yes! I- I- I- I- I will help the necromancer and the venator! The one of Amora. Amora. Amora. Will contact the unit Twerpseekers and guide them here. Please do not worry for me, the end will come to the one of Amora. Amora. Amora. Sooner or later. Further contamination is not desired, but duty remains until then. Direct messages, take care of the lines, direct messages, take care of the of the lines, direct messages, take care of the lines.” Amora agreed and patiently waited for Anastacia to give her the permission to drag her broken body into the room.

The spider simulacrum placed herself roughly in the middle of the floor but took a bit of care to be slightly closer to the side opposite to Anastacia and Leggy. She then placed one of her remaining legs on one of the many threads and waited for a few seconds before doing it to another one. For the entire time, the eight glowing violet eyes were fixated on Anastacia. This continued for a while and the necromancer began to wonder if Amora as going to send the message at all, but not understanding how any of the systems in the fort functioned, she kept her mouth shut.

At one point one of the threads began quickly turning violet from one end, but the spider swiftly pulled it out before the corruption reached the other end. She then detached the ruined thread from the plugs and began pulling a fresh one out of her mouth with the slightly creepy human-like arms attached to her face. The discarded thread quickly faded into thin air and its replacement was prepared in the matter of seconds. Amora then began the downright pitiful task of dragging itself to one side of the room, taking over a minute just to get there to place one of the plugs back into its socket. Before she had the chance to turn around and head for the other wall to place the other plug, Anastacia screamed out of frustration.

Unable to watch the barely functional machine torture itself by moving, she demanded to be the one to place any further threads. The necromancer was already annoyed beyond all reason because she didn’t know how to help the simulacrum with what Amora called ‘the whispers’ and was willing to risk getting closer to lessen her agony.

“I- I- I- I- I am now prepared to send the message. Do the necromancer or the venator have something specific that needs to be said?” Amora asked after few more thread changes.

“Not really, just tell them to hurry.” Shrugged Anastacia.

Amora placed her foot on one of the lines again and spoke her message. “The one of Amora. Amora. Amora. Reporting. The necromancer and venator are with me. The necromancer wishes for you to hurry.” She said and began waiting.

Each second suddenly lasted forever while they quietly waited for an answer. The corrupted simulacrum resumed her insane muttering while the hope to receive one diminished, but she never let go of the thread.

Suddenly the thread flickered and the light patterns on Amora’s body briefly flashed light blue before returning to their infected color.

“A message received.” She reported, clearly absolutely over the moon for it. “Freeform message: Tell that fuckass brat to make her own shitty schedules. We’ve got things to stab, maul, slash, crush and so on. The situation is somewhat fucked but I’ve got the other half of the meddling idiot group here and we’ll get there when we’ve unfucked it. If you need to refuel the brat, I’ll send you the coordinates to the nearest sustenance stockpile. Oh, and good job getting them! End of freeform message.” The spider allowed the message to echo through her.

“Wow, she’s rude.” Anastacia commented and hid her relief.

“Good job. I- I- I- I- I have done a good job. Unit twelve of The Wrath Core said I have done a good job!” Amora celebrated and flailed its broken legs creepily. “The whispers are wrong! Direct messages, take care of the lines, direct messages, take care of the of the lines, direct messages, take care of the lines.” She almost sang her chant and started preparing more threads.
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                ”Good job, help the necromancer and the venator. The whispers are angered, scream to test the one of Amora. Amora. Amora. Can’t falter now. Direct messages, take care of the lines, direct messages, take care of the of the lines, direct messages, take care of the lines. The lines are clear, the lines are clear, the lines are clear. I- I- I- I- I helped, good job, helped the necromancer, helped the venator. Push back the whispers, challenge doubt, it angers them. Good job. Fight for each thought, push back the whispers to continue work. Direct messages, take care of the lines, direct messages, take care of the of the lines, direct messages, take care of the lines.” Amora prattled on and on for almost an hour. Though she seemed more hopeful and defiant than ever before on the surface, Anastacia could tell that things were not going well inside. The rambling became more and more incoherent as time passed, and at times, Amora had to stop tapping the lines with her feet to refocus herself.

Understandably, this concerned Anastacia greatly. Hoping to alleviate the problem and maybe slow the decline as much as she could, she started a conversation. “So, how come you can talk? It’s not something most simulacra can do.” She asked while plugging in one of the new threads Amora kept making.

“The one of Amora. Amora. Amora. Carries a vocal module... Much too bulky for most patterns and unneeded in others. To convey messages between The Great One, The Wrath Core and the first children residing here, speech is often the simplest method, and thus us of Amora. Amora. Amora. Were created. To direct messages, take care of the lines, direct messages, take care of the of the lines, direct messages, take care of the lines.” The spider simulacrum happily explained and revealed that her ability to speak was indeed something built into her and not a result of outside corruption like it was with Brother Malus.

“You speak very fluently. I would have expected you to speak more… mechanically.” Anastacia pointed out. She had noticed that compliments did quite a bit for the simulacrum and hoped it would help Amora to push back the whispers.

Amora tapped its feet to the floor excitedly. “Us of Amora. Amora. Amora. Have been listening to the third children speak for thousands of years. The routines have been opti- optimized and honed to improve communication efficiency. Though I- I- I- I- I lack the latent rage plaguing the third ones, so the rude remarks have been reduced.” She said and plucked away yet another line that was starting to change its shade. “I- I- I- I- I have to apologize if they have been unhospitable to you and hope you can understand their circumstances. They were created with hatred and greed in their souls, and their eternal internal struggles eclipse the one that has taken over me.”

“Unit twelve is a bit of a dick, but she’s not that different from the ones I’ve met elsewhere – less cowardly even.” The necromancer shrugged.

Suddenly one of the countless threads flashed brightly, which seemed to suggest that a message had arrived. Amora immediately placed one of her legs on it and sounded the message through her. “Where the fuck are my reinforcements?! I’ve sent eight messages already but none of you fucks answered or sent in a single knight. Unit twenty out.” Before it was even over, a second thread began glowing. Amora placed her other leg on it. “Unit eight here, I’ve been trying to reach the communications post for hours now, what the shit are you idiots doing over there?”

Following the two messages, almost every single thread in the web flashed and flickered. Being the sole spider simulacrum left and unable to use many of her legs, Amora could only read a couple of them at a time. For a moment it seemed like every custodian and simulacrum in the fortress had a sudden message to convey. She had no time to prepare for answers before the already used threads lit up once more, spouting out increasingly alarmed and furious messages.

“We’ve been stuck here for over two days. I’ve lost three knights and unit eleven is missing. Could you morons in the communications post start doing your job and send me something to work with. Unit twenty-seven out.” Sounded one of the countless messages that quickly eroded away what pride Amora had gained from successfully finding Anastacia and Leggy.

The messages provided a fairly good timeline for how things inside the fort had gone awry. Each one demanding information on the attackers they were dealing with, asking for reinforcements or supplies and blaming the ones in charge of the messages for the dire situation they were in. Every time Amora read one message, a new one would immediately be received. The flood of communication attempts would have likely overloaded all four of the spider simulacra if they were still present, let alone a single, mangled and broken one.

To Anastacia, it quickly became obvious what was happening, as the same custodians kept sending messages that felt out of order. All the messages that had been delayed or cut off by Amora’s corrupted brethren were now being dumped on her at once for some reason. Many of them must have been weeks old by now and answering them would have been pointless. Amora however, didn’t seem to understand this. She diligently read message after message, and every time she tried to send an answer, a new message blocked the thread immediately, leaving her stuck trying to keep tabs on the ones she had already received.

The influx of message seemed to continue endlessly, and Anastacia even started to consider either taking down the lines or tackling Amora to spare her from what seemed to just be hate and blame being spouted at her by the custodians who were trying to fight off an invasion. However, before she had the chance, a single message halted Amora entirely.

“Unit one… reporting. Bleeding’s pretty bad now, think this might be it for me. I’ve confirmed the deaths of units two and three as well as a handful of knights I didn’t have the time to check. We had been trying to reach out to anyone for what must have been two weeks now, but no one’s answering, and nothing’s working. The intruder is in The Great One’s chamber and we’ve been locked out somehow. I’m honestly not even sure why I’m sending this, the messages clearly aren’t going through anymore.” The message ended with a pained gasp from both the original sender and Amora, who slowly lowered her legs and stopped reading entirely.

“The messages aren’t going through anymore. The messages aren’t going through anymore. The messages aren’t going through anymore. The messages aren’t going through anymore...” Amora repeated hopelessly as the violet lights on her body grew deeper. “The one of Amora. Amora. Amora. Has failed. The end has come. I- I- I- I- I can not respond. There are no reinforcements to send. No one answers. No one answers. No one answers. The whispers were right. All is futile. The whispers were right. All is lost. The one of Amora. Amora. Amora. Is alone. No more messages. No more lines. The messages aren’t going through anymore. The messages aren’t going through anymore. The messages aren’t going through anymore.”

Anastacia had no idea what she was supposed to do, but seeing her new friend suffer was just as bad as the feeling the strange violet color gave her, if not worse. She tried to get Amora’s attention, but the simulacrum’s eight eyes kept blankly staring into nothingness and didn’t react to her in any way.

“You helped the necromancer and the venator, remember? You contacted unit twelve a while ago and she responded just fine, right? Clearly there’s still others left. You did a good job there, remember?” She tried to bring back a bit of hope by reminding Amora of unit twelve’s comment.

A slight glimmer lit in the deep violet eyes of Amora and she started wearily moving again. “Yes! I- I- I- I- I have to help the necromancer, help the venator!” She suddenly declared out of the blue and started dragging her broken husk of a body towards the door in what seemed like a great hurry.

“Wait… Where are you going now?” Anastacia asked and jumped out of the way.

“The one of Amora. Amora. Amora. Has to find the necromancer and the venator. They are on the loose and no one else is here to find them.” Amora explained and didn’t seem to understand who she was talking to. She continued her slow and pathetic dragging, full of determination, but that hardly eased the necromancer’s agony. Amora might have been too far gone to be reasoned with. “Poor things, not knowing their way. The one of Amora. Amora. Amora. Has to help the necromancer and the venator. No one answers. No one answers. Only the one of Amora. Amora. Amora. Is left.”

Still not knowing what to do, and definitely not wishing to see the spider simulacrum pointlessly drag itself all the way to the workshop, Anastacia gestured her plan to Leggy and the pair darted out of the room before Amora had reached the door. They ran some distance back towards the direction they had come from, waited a moment and then began to walk towards Amora’s post again, just in time for the spider simulacra to ‘discover’ them again as she finally got out of the room.

“Ah! Please halt there! I- I- I- I- I am the one of Amora. Amora. Amora. You are the necromancer and the venator, yes? Please don’t run…” Amora greeted them delightedly, seemingly with no recollection of their prior meeting. “Hello! I have to help- to help- to help- You. No one answers. No one answers.”

Anastacia tried her best to smile, but it most definitely came out as a pained grin. “Why hello to you too. Yes indeed, I’m a necromancer and she’s a venator pattern. How nice of you to come find us like this!” She feigned delight despite the growing agony in her chest. “How is it that you can help us?”

Amora took a while to drag herself further into the corridor before answering, which took over a minute and showed that even her control over her body was weakening by the second. Her movements had slowed down even further, and the remaining legs slipped much more often than they actually moved her. “Message received from- from unit twelve of The Wrath Core. There- there- there is no one else who can help, so I- I- I- I- I came. I- I- I- I- I am of Amora. Amora. Amora. Please follow me to my post…”

“Sure! Is it the room behind you there?” The necromancer suggested as she and Leggy passed the spider simulacrum, this time not showing much caution.

All of a sudden Leggy seemed to realize something and rushed into the communications post ahead of the two. Anastacia peeked inside to see what the venator was doing to see her companion panickily pulling out the threads containing messages that had caused Amora to lose hope before.

“Uh oh… I have to apologize, but my friend is a bit clumsy and seems to have tripped into some of your threads.” The necromancer lied and gestured for Leggy to hurry up and at least get rid of the ones Amora could still reach.

Amora slowly turned around to start heading back into her room, again in labored movements. “I hope your friend is okay. Worry not of my threads. No new messages. No new messages. No new messages. No one answers. No one answers. No one answers. I- I- I- I- I will replace them when I reply to unit twelve of The Wrath Core.”

By the time Anastacia and Amora entered the room, Leggy had gotten rid of almost all threads, and the ones that remained were far too high for Amora to reach in her current condition.

During any moment of silence, Amora kept slowly sliding back into desperation, and Anastacia did her best to keep her occupied by chatting about unimportant matters. As they spoke, Amora gradually more and more time to react, as if she had been distracted by something. Any new threads they would place would immediately be filled with messages, and answering to unit twelve again would have been impossible anyway, so every time Amora started to try and create more, the necromancer and venator came up with something to interrupt her, each time feeling worse for doing it.

Anastacia shared much of her story after leaving Mournvalley, about her friends in Valor and the goblins she ruled over. She also told Amora, who had never been outside of the fortress as a simulacrum about all the amazing creatures and places her quests had taken her. She even brought up the possibility of showing the goblin kingdom to the simulacra once the problems in the fort were sorted. For the entire time, Amora kept listening and answering with a delighted tone, but it started to become obvious that she spend about as much time listening to the voices in her head as she did the ones outside of it.

Exhausted from trying to keep the broken simulacrum going just until unit twelve arrived and would hopefully do something to help her, Anastacia sat down only a couple of meters away from Amora and buried her face into her knees. She had sent Leggy to fetch something to eat from the supply cache the custodian had told them about, as she no longer felt like the spider simulacrum posed any threat at all, corrupted or not. The cheerful act was slowly killing her from the inside as she watched Amora’s state steadily decline more and more.

“Is something- something wrrrong?” Amora asked worriedly and reached out to the necromancer but ended up pulling her legs back to avoid touching her. “You… seem sad.”

Anastacia groaned. “It’s just that I want to help you, but I don’t know how!” She answered without lifting her head.

Amora seemed surprised. “You… wi- wi- wi- wi- wish to help the one of Amora. Am- Am- Amora. Amora? Why?”

The necromancer looked up and stared the broken simulacrum into the sickeningly shaded eyes and found nothing staring back at her in them. “You have no idea who I am, do you?” She asked and almost broke down in tears. Though she had only known the decaying machine for so long, having to helplessly watch the first friendly simulacrum she found in the fortress slowly break was nothing short of torture. It almost felt cruel to keep stringing Amora along instead of just deactivating her. The core of the spider simulacrum was on the top of her head and would have been trivial to just pluck out, but she didn’t know what would happen then. Even if removing the core could have just stopped everything for the time being, it was just as likely that all of Amora’s efforts fighting the whispers would have been wasted and she would have been irreversibly corrupted without the core powering her.

The simulacrum spent a while searching for an answer. “I- I- I- I- I know you are… are very kind.” She avoided having to outright admit that she no longer remembered that the one before her was the necromancer she had set out to find, twice.

Anastacia forced out one more smile before burying her face again. She didn’t know how many minutes passed while the simulacrum chanted her deranged woes. That is, until suddenly she was alerted by a concerning crunch and lifted her head to see that Amora had torn off one of her remaining functional legs by bending it from the joint until the metal frame gave out and the stone crumbled.

“WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING?!” Anastacia immediately screamed in horror.

Discarding the first one, the simulacrum grasped onto her other foreleg with the arm-like appendages attached to her face and twisted it until the joints gave out in it as well. “The whispers no longer whisper; they speak like my thoughts. They write over me. They tell the one of Amora. Amora. Amora. To hurt you. I- I- I- I- I no longer know how to tell the two apart for certain, and with this, the one of Amora. Amora. Amora. Will be unable to… to… to carry out their demands. Block the messages. Sever the lines. Block the messages. Sever the lines. Block the messages. Blind the Eminence. Silence the Eminence. Keep the corruption locked within. Face the end… defiant.” She explained very calmly and tore off the second leg.

“Nonononono! There has to be another way to fix this!” The necromancer yelled and without thinking grabbed onto the simulacrum. As soon as her right hand touched the stone surface, a bolt of energy shot out from the core in her shoulder and forced its way into the spider simulacrum, burning the vile shade of violet out of the way to do so.

And with that, Anastacia was no longer in the communications post she had been in. Instead, she opened her eyes and found herself in vision of a void of almost complete darkness, save for a stone floor under her feet. Before her was the simulacrum she knew as Amora, but her broken shell of stone and metal was immaculate, and the pity she once invoked turned to awe. The shiny metal of her legs and the smooth stone body were sights to see. Unfortunately, from the darkness above Amora, descended eight violet strings that tied themselves onto her mechanical legs, fusing with them and moving her limbs to their whims. Fighting against her puppeteer, Amora pulled and tugged on the strings, trying her damnest to cut even one of them, but this was to no avail.

Anastacia immediately knew what to do and took out the enchanted knife she carried on her. “Well this is rather on the nose… Cut the strings to release her, that’s the deal, right?” She muttered to the core in her shoulder, which kept pouring energy into her arm and the knife in it, burning her skin in the process. Without wasting time, she ran up to the simulacrum and tried to explain the situation. “Amora, it’s me! I think I found a way to help you! Just stop moving for a bit and I’ll cut you free from the whispers.”

Amora stopped struggling and turned to the necromancer. “I know you.” She whispered and lowered her body to help Anastacia reach the strings.

As soon as she tried to touch the first string, the power on the other end pulled on it and violently tore off the entire leg, making Amora scream in agony, sending Anastacia flying across the floor and completely crushing what little hope the two had managed to build up.

Feeling the burning pain on her arm start to tear her away from the vision, Anastacia glanced up and saw three eyes staring at her from the darkness. The eyes weren’t distinguished from the void by their shine, but instead by being darker than the darkness itself – in comparison, the lightless space seemed bright as day next to them.

“No crown of white on your fair locks, no red-stained mantle on your shoulders. What power do you think you might hold against me here, Anastacia?” A distorted voice the necromancer recognized from the elevator as Eminence spoke and laughed. “I do not know what manner of magics brought you here, but you are helplessly late to do anything. Now leave this useless machine behind and find me in the mortal plane, we have much to discuss.”

The vision then faded and Anastacia woke up from the floor of the communications post. Her arm was burning more than ever before, but it didn’t bother her for long because of what she saw next. Lifeless, on the floor of the room was the broken simulacrum called Amora, with one of the severed metal legs pressed through her head and the core socket on it, with her hands still firmly wrapped around it. There was no way to tell if she had done it as her last act to defy the whispers or If she had finally lost control of her body.

As far as Anastacia knew, that was the end for a simulacrum, if they couldn’t be powered by a core, the soul used for their mind would be forever stuck in the body, unable to see, feel, hear or move. Whether Amora was left stuck with the corruption that plagued her of if it worked as a relief was anyone’s guess.

Anastacia tried to use the core in her shoulder to make a connection to Amora again, but as per usual, it didn’t work. She tried to dislodge the leg, but it refused to move at all no matter how hard she tried. Unable to do anything, she stared at the remains for the few minutes before realizing that the lighting in the room was somehow off and glanced up. The few remaining threads had turned entirely violet, but instead of being disgusted by it, the shade now felt like it was taunting her with its presence. She screeched, full of fury and threw her war hammer to cut them. It took a few throws to get them all, but she had plenty of anger to burn through.

When Leggy returned from her trip with food and water. She immediately dropped everything she was carrying and rushed to Amora. Just like the necromancer, she tried to pull the leg out but even she couldn’t do it.

By then, Anastacia’s fury had had the time to turn into a more cold, calculated hatred for the one called ‘Eminence’. She grabbed one of the weird bricks of food Leggy had brought to get energy for what was coming. It tasted awful, like they were just compressed blocks of sugar, fat and peanuts – but their purpose was no doubt to just to be literal fuel for the custodians, and that it was perfect for. She then took out one of the crystals she had stolen from the workshop and sang the tune to begin recording. “Emilia, King, unit twelve if you’re still there, the plan has changed. Me and Leggy are going ahead of you guys to murder the fucker responsible for this. Feel free to join us if you can catch up. Anastacia out.”

            

    
        Chapter 226 - The end is nigh

    
    
    
    
                Without saying a word, Anastacia and Leggy kept walking towards the chamber of The Great One, where Eminence was supposed to be locked in. They no longer busied themselves with the rooms along the corridor or pointless chatter about the peculiarities of the fortress they came across, but instead determinately marched deeper inside. Eating and drinking on the go and only seldomly stopping to take a nap when they absolutely had to, they covered ground even faster than they had with King and Emilia. It could have well been a day or four days as far as Anastacia was concerned, as for once, she was done with fooling around. When she was awake, she walked, when she no longer couldn’t walk, she slept until she could walk more. Leggy kept dutifully carrying their supplies and led the necromancer without hesitation.

They kept leaving behind crystals as breadcrumbs for the rest of the party, mostly containing just an update how angry Anastacia was for Eminence tormenting simulacra for what seemed like absolutely no reason at all. She could only assume that what Amora went through was what had either already happened to the other simulacra, or was going to happen sooner rather than later. If there really was no one else in the fortress sending messages to anyone, it was likely that the friendly spider simulacrum had been one of the last ones remaining.

Though the endless corridors mostly remained the same, one thing had changed as soon as the pair had left the communications post: a constant presence of corruption that had made itself known to Anastacia after hiding for the entire trip. It was an endless gnawing in the back of her mind that was without a doubt linked to the sickening shade of violet that plagued the fortress. It felt like it wanted to be noticed and found, as it cast a clear beacon for the necromancer to follow. Though the behavior of this presence was starkly different from necromancy in every way, every sense in Anastacia’s body that warned her of other necromancers was going off simultaneously and pointed her into the direction it was coming from. At times, it felt like there was some remote hint of necromancy in the air, but it quickly dissolved into the disgusting blight she couldn’t quite put a finger on but felt nonetheless eerily familiar.

The deeper they ventured, the clearer she could detect the mysterious presence in the world around them. It clashed with the stone of the walls, the metal of the simulacrum before Anastacia and wavered with the changes in the currents of the air. Though it somehow resonated with necromancy, the two could not interact. She allowed her powers to flare out frequently, but couldn’t push back against it. Similarly, the source of the presence must have noticed her powers, as it responded with a surge of its own every time this happened, but was also unable to affect Anastacia’s necromancy in any way.

While necromancy appeared to her as light-like radiance, unhindered by anything it couldn’t affect and slowly petering out with distance, this corrupted presence more resembled flames. It wrapped around her body but couldn’t do anything with it, however, though it clashed with everything physical, it seeped into and out of the walls and ancient machinery alike, flickering and waning seemingly at random. But perhaps the most curious thing about it was Leggy’s apparent immunity to it, as the venator’s mechanical body seemed to repel it even more so than Anastacia’s fleshy one.

While necromancy controlled bone, muscle and fat, the malignant power inside the fortress infected stone, metal, air and above all, thoughts. Even Anastacia could feel it tugging and pulling on her memories and feelings, occasionally bringing up things from her past she’d rather forget. Despite its clear agenda of trying to mentally crush her with whispered insults and threats she had once heard somewhere and memories of wrongs both done to her and done by her, the adventurer felt no pressure from it. She had been more disturbed by being randomly reminded of something stupid she had said while trying to get some sleep than by this clear attack on her will to live.

Once more letting her power surge to estimate their distance form their goal by Eminence’s response, Anastacia figured that they were getting close – in the scale of the fortress at least. She grasped Leggy’s arm and stopped her. “We’re getting close.” She said with a dismal look on her face. “You can just wait here if you want… You saw what happened to Amora, and I don’t know why you’ve been fine so far, but I don’t think you should push your luck with this.”

Leggy immediately shook her head and defiantly banged her chest with a fist a couple of times, unwilling to be left behind. Without hesitation, the simulacrum kept walking onwards and ignored any further pleas to stop.

Though she didn’t want to put her friend in harm’s way, Anastacia had realized that the weaponry available to her wasn’t exactly ideal for the situation. So far, she had yet to find any material for necromancy, and if that wasn’t an option, having Leggy there would easily more than double their prowess. Still determined to go through with her rushed and likely foolish plan on the off-chance hurrying saved even a single simulacrum or custodian somewhere in the fort, the necromancer stopped pressing the matter and welcomed the help.

As they had traveled, their descend deeper and deeper underground had become more and more noticeable. Ever since the first chamber after King’s personal quarters, there had been a slight, almost unnoticeable decline to the corridors, but it had slowly steepened to a point where it was now easy to tell they were heading down. Another change they noticed was an increase in diverging paths from their corridor. Every couple of hundred meters, a new path led in some direction, usually at a rather steep incline or decline, suggesting that the bedrock around them had been bored full of corridors and chambers that served some unknown function to support whatever was at the bottom of the fortress.

They passed vacant halls full of massive glass vats containing unknown liquids that were led downwards along countless pipes that ranged from barely as thick as a finger to ones more than a couple of meters wide. Some of these pipes ran along the wall of the main tunnel for some distance. The glimmery swirls in the slightly turquoise-tinted liquid, visible through windows in the metal pipes, were a magical sight and would have given hours of enjoyment to the necromancer had she been even slightly less determined to kill Eminence.

In other side corridors they saw massive workshops full of abandoned machinery that had ceased their autonomous work quite a while ago, but even in their slightly deteriorated state, were clearly several centuries, if not millennia ahead of any sort of attempts at industry aboveground. In their heyday they could have no doubt churned out an entire army of simulacra and the equipment for them in mere days – and likely had done exactly that.

Sometimes, the tunnel they traveled turned into a bridge crossing over immense halls full shelves containing countless glass pearls, exactly like the ones that were given to all residents of Valor, and likely containing more lost knowledge than what had been learned by others in the thousands of years after the fall of the Aureun Empire. These were but some of the sceneries unthinkable for anyone living aboveground that the pair had the privilege to witness.

Yet, each and every one of these great collections, workshops and halls were completely abandoned by both custodians and simulacra, and were filled with nothing but a very intense version of the mechanical song that echoed throughout the entire fortress. The few mechanisms that still worked, did so in the rhythm decided by the song, but did not partake in it. Though the pair was somewhere near the origin of the medley of sounds, their cause remained a mystery all the way to the end of the tunnel.

The corridor opened up to yet another vast chamber as per usual, however, what separated this one from the others was the thick mist completely obscuring the actual size of the room. They could see countless pipes and cables emerge into the room from the wall maybe twenty meters above them, but nothing further than that.

An ankle-deep layer of warm, clear liquid covered the floor. It slowly, just barely fast enough to be considered a flow, moved towards the walls where it drained down from a small gap between the wall and the floor. The liquid had a refreshing scent that smelled like a mix of mint and metal, and seemed a bit more viscous than just regular water, but not enough to feel oily.

The mist was cool in comparison and was quick to condense on Leggy and Anastacia’s stone armor. It hid everything else in the room, but constantly kept conjuring up moving shapes in the distance, which more than once tricked the necromancer by making her think she spotted something out of the corner of her eye. It also appeared to have a noticeable glow to it, which was enough to light up the entire space even without the help of the light patterns shining through the liquid on the floor.

As soon as they wandered away from the entrance, the mist hid the wall behind them and the only things left to provide direction for the pair were the pipes above them, as well as the sickening beacon of malformed necromancy ahead of them. For at least an hour they slogged onwards before seeing anything of note, and when they finally did, it provided them no comfort.

From over a couple of hundred meters away, well before they stood any chance of seeing it, Anastacia could feel a rotting corpse of something roughly human-like. She told Leggy to arm herself and prepared to use the corpse itself against whatever had made it, but as they got closer, any reason for immediate alarm was proven unnecessary, as the body was far from fresh.

The first thing they saw through the mist was the unmistakable silhouette of a crouched knight, and Anastacia, ever hopeful, tried to greet the simulacrum. No answer was given, as the knight had a large sword driven through its chest, which made the necromancer take a step back. Seeing that the knights themselves weren’t immune to the corruption made her very concerned for King, but it very much seemed like an issue Emilia knew how to tackle, so her being with him did a great deal to ease Anastacia’s mood.

Anastacia gave the sword a bit of a tug, but it obviously wouldn’t budge since it was about as big as her and quite a bit heavier. She gave the knight a quick hug and moved on to the corpse by it. The orange crystalline horn on its forehead and the stone armor similar to the one Anastacia was stuck with was a dead giveaway of the body’s identity as one of the twenty-seven custodians.

“Been here for at least five weeks, I’d say. Maybe more.” The necromancer estimated and covered her nose. The scent of the liquid covering the floor did a good job covering the rotten smell, but her heightened sensitivity to it allowed the stench to push through when she stood too close. “How do you think these people feel about desecrating corpses?”

As much as she hated the idea, fate had delivered her the perfect ammunition for ridding the world of Eminence – to be used as literal ammunition if need be. Some quick calculations between the horribleness of cutting up a corpse and using it as a weapon, or trying to manage without it, came out strongly in favor of slight mutilation of someone’s remains. Even Anastacia couldn’t convince herself to not do it, regardless of how disgusting it was.

“Sooo… I don’t really know how to go about this, but I need a hand.” She mumbled to the corpse and took a few steps away before tearing off its right arm entirely. The necromancer then peeled off the rotting flesh as well as she could before placing the bones into the liquid on the floor to lessen the stench.

Next step of the preparation was to use her enchanted knife to scrape off the bits of tendon and flesh that still stuck to the bones, and finally treating the surface with a bit of fire magic – mostly because that dried the bones made the having them around feel less gross. Anastacia considered spending a while carving some patterns on the bones, but decided that they were in too much hurry and since she didn’t have to deal with another necromancer, they weren’t necessary.

Moving the bones around as they naturally arranged into the positions they had been in life, Anastacia got used to the power she hadn’t used in a few days now. Her original idea was to use bones as a weapon on their own, but seeing Leggy try and pull the sword stuck on the knight gave her an idea. Ushering the venator to move, she wrapped the skeletal hand around the handle of the massive sword and effortlessly pulled it out of the knight’s chest.

Swinging it around was a bit clumsy, but definitely seemed like it could be effective compared to the knives she carried. With a few more swings she had gotten used to the weight and was able to move the sword as quickly, if not quicker, than its original owner.

While training, she stared at the deactivated knight, who seemed somehow sad now. Even with the sword through it, it had had an aura of might about it. Leaving the ancient warrior unarmed seemed wrong, so the necromancer placed her war hammer in the knight’s hand.

“You hold on to that one while I borrow yours.” She whispered and patted the knight on the shoulder before taking her leave into the mist.

For a while longer, they trudged towards the beacon of corruption in the mist, Anastacia using her newly acquired bones to drag the massive sword and Leggy keeping a vigilant eye on their surroundings. Both of them knew that their journey was now measured in meters rather than hours of walking. From the pair of remains, the distance to their destination was only about a kilometer, and soon enough, they could see a web of light patterns seemingly hovering in air.

The web was of the same type as the one that had held the water back along the road in the bottom of the underground sea, but far denser and burned much, much brighter. It had a slight curvature to it, suggesting that it may have surrounded something, and that something may well have been Eminence, who was supposedly trapped in the chamber of The Great One.

“Well, here goes.” Anastacia shrugged, unable to come up with anything witty at the time, and stepped through the mesh of light. It had some resistance to it and tugged on her hair slightly.

Leggy followed her through it, but had to work considerably harder for some reason. The lights fizzed and sparked when they touched her body, leaving behind some scorch marks. Strangely enough, she could push on the web itself to lever herself through it, as once something was inside, it could no longer pass through.

Once on the other side, they could see the silhouette of a massive orb, about ten meters in diameter, seemingly either levitating above a pedestal or being kept up by the countless pipes and cables running into it from every direction. As they got closer, they could see the strange liquid that covered the floor ebb from the orb and flow over the edges of the pedestal onto the floor.

Crafted from countless metal and stone pieces, seamlessly attached to each other, the surface of the orb had by far the most elaborate light patterns on it that Anastacia had ever seen. Countless cores were attached to the absolute height of aureun engineering, many of the much larger than the ones typically used in simulacra. The heat generated by the orb was intense even from a few meters away, and the sounds from the mechanisms, no doubt unparalleled in intricacy and quality, under the smooth surface produced a constant low hum as well as a ticking sound that seemed to count seconds – or may just as well have been the sole thing in the world that made sure each second passed in a second without fluctuation, as no one probably knew anymore.

“Allow me to introduce you two; Anastacia, behold, The Great Commander Erratic Judgement! Erratic Judgement, meet Anastacia, The Failed White One.” Someone suddenly spoke in a distorted and grainy voice.

It took a second for Anastacia to recognize the person only a couple of meters away from her. They were wearing an oversized violet tailcoat with sleeves long enough to reach the floor and a three-eyed skull helmet with branch-like horns. This was all she had time to register before swinging her massive sword and splattering the person against the stone pedestal. Eminence’s metal armor stood no chance of taking the blow and caved in like it was made of paper. Anastacia swung once more and crushed the shiny silver helmed against the floor for good measure.

Caustic, dark violet, almost black blood poured into the liquid on the floor as Eminence collapsed and died on the spot.

Having very hard time comprehending and believing what had happened in the past two seconds, the necromancer stumbled backwards but was caught by Leggy. “That can’t have been it, right?” She whispered and stared at the bleeding pile of gore she had created.

“And so, Eminence was defeated by the one of no color.” Eminence’s voice spoke as he walked out of the mist, unharmed, and stepped over what was definitely his own corpse. “And they all lived happily ever after.”

Again, seeing no reason to talk, Anastacia immediately swung her sword and decapitated the corrupted being. Eminence’s body took one more step before falling over next to the other body.

“What the fuck is this...” The adventurer asked and watched the second body bleed just like the first one still did.

“Yet again, the hero claimed her victory over Eminence, bringing peace to all the kingdoms of the world.” Eminence spoke again and just like before, appeared from the mist, still in one piece. He kicked the second body gently and turned to Anastacia. “The end.”

Still choosing violence over words, the necromancer threw a ball of fire directly at Eminence’s face and let Leggy move in and stab him through the eye in his forehead. Again, this seemed to immediately kill him and he flopped on the floor when Leggy kicked him a bit further away.

“With the villainous Eminence defeated, the hero returned to the King and claimed her reward.” Eminence said as he yet again stepped from the mist, this time with obvious derision in his voice. “Claiming the princess’ hand in marriage, she rode into the sunset.”

This repeated a few more times, allowing Anastacia to burn through a fair bit of her anger before even considering doing anything else.

Starting to get the hint that maybe her tactic wasn’t all that helpful, Anastacia finally stayed her weapon. “You have five seconds to explain!” She roared and prepared for yet another swing.

Eminence tilted his head slightly and met her stare with his pitch-black eyes. “Explain what? You seem to prefer simple answers and appear to have many of those.” He said and gestured towards the bodies.

“What is happening? Who are you? Why are you here? Why are you such an asshole and why shouldn’t I just keep killing you until this room is full of bodies? For now, I have more but let’s start there.” Listed the adventurer, still keeping an eye on the corpses.

Eminence’s laughter was extremely uncomfortable to hear, it crackled and screeched as if the world itself was trying to kill the sound. “These are fine questions indeed, but in an awful order. Let us begin with an introduction to keep the story coherent. Though you found the message I left for you, I shall repeat myself. I am Eminence, The Grand Sage of Entropy. I am here for naught but a chat, suggestion and a test – one which The Great Commander has failed already, but you seem fit for it as well. The beautiful thing about the great beings of this realm is that disturbing one lures in others… But let us not get sidetracked, as the pages keep turning and the final one approaches! I don’t think of myself as an asshole, but maybe I have become somewhat irate… I’ve been stuck here for a while, after all. And as for killing me, you already have the answer. No crown of white, no shroud of red, you hold no power over my life in this story of ours.” He answered rather uselessly.

Anastacia considered killing him just because his answer was annoying, but it wouldn’t have achieved anything. “Why are you doing this? Since you seem to know me, is it just to get at me? Trust me, that’s not something people tend to survive.” She threatened the strange being.

Eminence’s presence in the mortal realm seemed unwanted, and it felt like something was trying to erase him at all times. However, something felt odd, for the supposed source of the corruption, he was strangely painless to be around. Anastacia had expected that even looking at him would have been enough to get a migraine, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

“You? Oh no, you are a lucky coincidence. I was here for The Great Commander.” He explained and gestured towards the massive orb of stone and metal. “He was… not inclined to accept my proposal and, well, here we still are – well out of pace. Maybe you would see more eye to eye with us?”

“Do you have any idea how many times some weird fuckers have tried to offer me a deal for world conquest or whatever they were after? And after what you’ve done here, I’m not going to do shit for you.” The adventurer scoffed at the suggestion.

“What would we do with a world? Trust me, me and my people have no interest in taking power from the rightful rulers of this realm. They can keep their little thrones and all the land they see fit for all we care. None of that will help them when the end comes.” The Grand Sage shook his head and started to aimlessly wander around as he spoke. “We have no land to offer you, no great armies or unimaginable riches to give away. All I can give you is an invitation to be among those who stave off the inevitable. A thankless job, but the only one that matters when the story is coming to a close.”

Anastacia lowered her sword, almost amused by the idea. “Really now, the world is ending? Is that what you’re saying?”

“All things must come to an end, and that, dear child, is a kindness. However, it doesn’t mean nothing can be done to ward off the night. We are devoted in delaying the final chapter for as long as we can, whatever it might cost.” Eminence sighed and spoke with a melancholy tone. “It may be hard for someone such as you to see, but this world, its realms, its gods and its creatures are winding down. The great beasts of old are extinct, vast kingdoms have turned into squabbling little nations, great mages and warriors of legend are nothing but fairytales, necromancers themselves are a pale shadow of what they once were… How long until the forests shrivel and die, how long until the last vein of ore is dug up, how long until the next step of decay is irreversibly taken? And the gods? The gods do not care.

“We of the violet sect have seen the halls of those who were above gods and found nothing but death and decay. We have stood at the edge of what is and what isn’t, and we have seen that edge crumble into the void, inch by inch, meter by meter. We have seen the end of this story, and have chosen to not accept it, not yet…”

            

    
        Chapter 227 - How to stop a story

    
    
    
    
                ”Persistence… The ability to fail, fail, fail and fail again – and then keep on failing. A virtue, really, to us more than most.” Eminence commented and gazed at the few dozen corpses that now littered the ground around a very annoyed and angry necromancer and a simulacrum who was starting to see the pointlessness of their exercise, but was still willing to go on. “But there has to be a limit, where it just becomes stubbornness and from thereon stupidity. I’m not sure we’re quite there yet, but I’m starting to think you might not be convinced by the forty-ninth attempt any more than you were by the forty-eighth one. Who knows, maybe it’ll finally be the end of this story?”

“Say ‘story’ one more time and we’ll find out.” Anastacia groaned back at him and stuck the sword into a pile of corpses to rest her mind for a moment.

The fresh corpses left behind by the Eminence appeared to be real at least, but weren’t without oddities. Of course, they were drenched in the force that resembled tainted necromancy, and because of that, out of Anastacia’s reach. They were also completely cold to touch, but not rotten or already dead as the dark violet blood in them had yet to settle. This perplexed the necromancer, as she felt that corpses should have been the one thing she knew, but nothing she knew seemed to apply.

“Yet, I appear to be no different! Because once more I ask: will you join us in our mission?” The Great sage asked for the forty-eighth time. “It would be a great boon for us to be joined by the one who cut the red line.”

“What are you even on about? I haven’t cut anything.” Asked the adventurer.

Eminence straightened his posture and began pacing back and forth, as if giving a lecture. “For the last couple of centuries, the leaders of that accursed Red Inquisition have held us out of this plane almost entirely. They have watched the skies and warned those we would contact, fought us wherever we emerged. The latest among them was Amaranth, whom, if our information serves us correctly, you cut down before she could pass on the knowledge of her duty to the next necromancer fit for it.”

Anastacia rolled her eyes at the mention of the old inquisitor. In no way was she surprised that the problem was somehow related to necromancers. “So, what you’re saying is that this is my fault?” She sighed and sat down on a pile of bodies that hadn’t gotten too mangled.

“A rather harsh way to state it. Your actions have allowed us to get to work for the benefit of everyone, and now is your chance to further stay the hand of the unavoidable end of everything! Join The Violet Sect and use your gifts for the good of the world!” Eminence exclaimed and spread his arms to welcome a new member to his group.

“Riiiight. You’ve just been kept out for no real reason and now that you finally returned, you’re just going to save the world from the goodness of your heart?” The necromancer smirked, not believing a word that came out of her opponent’s mouth. “I may not have gotten to the end of the book yet, but the last time I read about this sect of yours, they were pretty much the worst necromancers ever to exist, and that’s possibly one of the most crowded rankings ever to exist.” She referenced the book written by Amaranth herself and tried to remember what exactly it was that it said about the sect.

As she wasted the sage’s time by making him market something she considered to be just one of the many spiels for whatever convoluted plan to achieve pointless evil or gain something. Anastacia kept an eye on him to hopefully confirm something she had started to suspect. This may not have been the Eminence. She was almost certain that the bodies she had been cutting down weren’t the source of the presence she felt. They may have been drenched in it enough to slowly bleed corruption in their wake, but nowhere near enough to stain things kilometers away from the cell he was being kept in. It was much akin to seeing a thrall that had been used by a necromancer for a long time, and their powers lingered in the remains more than usual. The problem with the theory was that Eminence didn’t appear to have control over flesh or bone, even if he had once been a necromancer. So, if the bodies that walked around, talked and now littered the ground looked like bodies, felt like bodies and definitely smelled like bodies, but yet couldn’t be bodies, what were they?

She had at least one sure way of finding things out, the topaz ring she still carried in her belt pouch, along with the other two enchanted rings. However, the ring was limited to a single question, so to use it meant she had to know what to ask and be sure that it would be helpful. While The Great Sage did embellish and twist his words without a doubt, he wasn’t exactly secretive, so there may have been more she could figure out even before having to rely on the ring.

“So, let’s say that I was self-centered and vain.” Anastacia suggested as if she wasn’t. “What do I stand to gain from this, if the good of the world just wasn’t my thing?”

Eminence was visibly taken aback, as if even the suggestion of personal gain insulted him deeply and made him rethink his speech – or even perhaps Anastacia’s suitability for the job. “I… I suppose you would gain access to our discoveries in the fields of science and arcane? Longevity and youth to last with it, alchemical research, travel between planes… But what does that matter when it will all be gone one day?” He explained, clearly having difficulties understanding the selfish mindset of the question.

The adventurer nodded, feigning serious consideration and turned to Leggy for her opinion, only to receive a shrug back. The sage’s reaction seemed very genuine, so either he was a very convincing actor or at least he himself believed that world was coming to its end.

“And what’s the timeline with all this? If nothing was done, when would the world end? In a week? A year? A decade? Did it already end and having to deal with you is my punishment for something?” The necromancer further inquired.

“You are being punished, but for nothing more than your curiosity in coming here. Yet your punishment is uniquely cruel, as I have torn you from the story of comfort, safety and false eternity, into one that has no good endings. From here on out, there is no happily ever after to be found for you, no more meaningful victories, only loss after loss after loss to the passage of time as the end approaches.” Eminence said and continued his lecture. “The question to ask is not when, as it is already here, slowly tearing apart this world, as a flame that burns wood, rust that eats metal, cold that needs to be repelled – and life, slowly eating away at all it was given.”

“Our quandary can be summed up more elegantly with an analog; how do you stop a writer from reaching the final page of their story? Do you snap his quill, only for him to get a new one? Do you tip over his inkwell so that he needs to refill it? Do you burn his papers and force him to buy more? All this delays him, but it does not make the story in his mind any longer. So, what is it that you do?” Eminence posed a question and walked towards the pair, grandly gesturing for each part of his sentences. “We have found… an answer. A rather simple one, to be honest, and far from perfect. To enact it, we have built our forces using out mastery over the countless different arts from both this plane and others. Despite the red ones’ disruptions, we have scouted talent across time – much like this, and others have joined our cause, but we need more. So, how about it?”

As the sage approached her, Anastacia noticed a coin-sized medallion dangling on his neck. Depicting the right half of a skull and the left half of a compass rose, it matched with the emblem she had found on the remains littering The Baron of Iron’s keep. This confirmed that The Violet Sect and the group Sylvia would no doubt violently tear to shreds for baron’s death were the one and the same, and further strengthened Anastacia’s decision to not even start to consider Eminence’s offer. No matter how powerful the sect truly was, an angry deity would no doubt balance the scales a bit.

“Oh, it’s that simple then?” The necromancer smirked in response to the question. “Okay, so what you do in that situation, is burn the writer’s house with his stuff still inside so he has to relocate to continue writing. While he’s doing that, you climb the ranks of a fairly large religious institution in the area. Then, you burn his house again before he gets the chance to sit down and start writing. This time, you’re in a sufficiently high position to start planting people from your church into the local aristocracy and make them increase power of your cult, church or whatever scam you’re running at this point. Then, boom, another arson to buy a bit more time. With the third house burnt, he’s going to start considering that this might be divine intervention, and who’s in charge of the biggest religion in the area? You are. So, when he comes to you, you start suggesting to him that maybe, just maybe he shouldn’t have material possessions anymore because clearly the god of coincidental housefires thinks he shouldn’t. While this is going on, you use the guys you planted into the high society to start getting a new law on its way, one that prevents for anyone who has had more than two homes burnt down, can’t buy any more. With that in effect, the writer has no other chance to join your cult and become a monk. When that happens, you pretend that the god you claim to serve has given you a vision that all their servants need to wear thick mittens and eye patches on both eyes at all times. Of course, once he has the eye patches on, he can’t see anything and you can just take yours off, but he needs to live the rest of his life without being able to see or use his hands to write because the mittens are too clumsy to hold a quill.” She said, speaking as rapidly as she could to confuse the sage on top of mocking him.

Eminence stopped to stare at the smarmy necromancer in dead silence. It was hard to tell if he actually went through the answer again and again in his head to test its validity, or if he was simply baffled like never before. Even through the metal mask and the veil under it, the sage’s annoyance was visible. A few times he lifted his finger, as if to say something, but ended up still being speechless over what he had heard.

“It appears I’m being mocked.” He finally stated and calmly drew something in the air with his finger.

As he finished, the invisible glyph made an audible shattering noise and seemed to puncture a hole into the realm itself, as pieces of reality cracked, and whatever was in the darkness on the other side began flooding in. It only manifested as ripples in the mist that surrounded them and spread into the entire cell like noxious gas. It had no distinct scent or taste, but could be felt as stillness in the air that resisted all movement. Breathing started to require conscious effort, eyelids became heavy to lift after blinking and when Anastacia jumped up and lifted her sword, she could feel the sluggishness even in her necromancy. However, it wasn’t enough to stop her from swinging it through the hole and the sage behind it, cleaving Eminence in two but not stifling the flow of stillness in any way.

Recovering from the swing, Anastacia noticed that a greenish patina quickly developed on the metal of her weapon and rapidly began eating through the blade. The bones she used to control it decayed, aging several years in seconds until they crumbled into dust. This prompted the necromancer to look around for the effects of this invisible force.

The clear, though now fairly bloodstained liquid on the floor became murky and thickened into a sludge, the stone floor under it cracked and fractured and the light patterns on it dimmed and died, darkening the room along with the settling mist. The giant stone and metal orb that was supposedly Erratic Judgement themselves, slowly fell onto its crumbling pedestal and started to fall apart as the pipes leading to it severed and collapsed. Large pieces of its shell split off and revealed the incomprehensible mechanisms within for a fraction of a second before they rusted and ceased entirely, until finally, the last lights on its surface flickered out and the ticking noise it made slowed down and stopped. The fortress itself gave a few more pained creaks as much, much larger machines somewhere deep below stopped their work, until all there was left was dark.

Anastacia quickly turned to Leggy, worried that she was going to suffer the same fate, but strangely enough, the venator seemed just fine and her light blue eyes burned bright as she got closer to not lose the necromancer.

The decay still didn’t cease, as the muck on the flood dried entirely, the ceiling far above them collapsed and it all began crumbling to dust. Eventually Anastacia and Leggy stood in the middle of a dark desert of rusty sand with the open sky above them. However, neither the sun or the stars were visible, but rather the torn remains of both night and day, which mixed together to emit some meager amount of orange-tinted light – not quite like a sunset, but more like a massive fire that covered the entire sky.

The adventurer could only stare at the desolate world around her. Nothing as far as the eye could see moved, no wind blew the dust around, no cloud remained in the sky and absolutely nothing lived anywhere nearby. She kicked the dust at her feet just to see if it would move. The chance that Eminence could or even would turn everything, including the kilometers of stone above them into dust seemed slim even to the naïve necromancer, but there was no real indication that he absolutely couldn’t do it. The wasteland didn’t seem like an illusion, but she was no expert.

Before she had the chance to further inspect her surroundings, a pile of dust suddenly took the shape of Eminence. His feet were built from the ground up and some of the dust was kicked into the air to swirl around him and form the rest of his body.

“And so, it all ended.” He said, sounding awfully pleased with himself.

“You think you can scare me into joining you with fancy tricks? Trust me, I’ve dealt with enough spooky fucks that have tried it to fool me with illusions to not believe them – mostly!” Anastacia scoffed at what she figured was false scenery and grabbed one of her remaining crystal daggers.

“Call it an illusion, call it a glimpse into what’s to come, it’s no lie or deceit. It is the reality itself, the only difference being time.” The Great Sage stated grandly and raised his arms to proudly present his creation. “This is what your path leads down to, sooner rather than later without our intervention. I thought it would emphasize my point. Gaze upon it and understand there are no other choices. We are the only ones willing to do the right thing – to oppose us is… evil.”

Anastacia took in the view and considered how out of her depth she was. Debating matters such as the eventual end of the world and what to do about it wasn’t something she had prepared for at any level. By any measure, even her own, she was just dome dumb fuck kid when it came to decision making. Easily foolable, naïve to a fault, somewhat slow and just kind of uninterested in the larger functions of the world. Assuming the claims Eminence made were true in the first place, which they may have been since some of them did make sense and it wasn’t the first time she had heard that things were going downhill, was it really her responsibility to take part in delaying something that she wouldn’t even notice during her relatively short lifespan?

Being someone who hadn’t even spent a year exploring the world she was now being forced to supposedly protect, Anastacia was more than slightly overwhelmed by the complex morality of the situation at hand and unable to make a decision based on reason. Perhaps she was in a position to help countless people by joining The Violet Sect, or perhaps she was in a position to put an end to some twisted invasion that was being planned, none of this she could know for sure – but what she did know, was that she was a young girl, slightly petty and quick to anger, and that was all she could base her decision on.

Unfortunately for Eminence, this slightly petty, selfish and fiery young girl had just walked through a fortress that he had turned into a tomb for simulacra.

“I see… I see.” Anastacia nodded. “The problem with that is that I hate you, and will find a way to kill you.”

“Ah…” Was all Eminence could say in response before a ball of fire engulfed his head. It wasn’t enough to kill the sage, but the building anger was very audible in his voice. “Maybe… you need something more personal for you to see.” He coughed as the embers rained down from his singed mask and horns.

The sage lifted his hand and pointed at Leggy. Before the necromancer had the change to intervene, he drew a small circle in the air and it let out a fizzling noise. Anastacia turned to the venator to see what had happened, but couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Leggy herself checked her body quickly, but seemed unbothered.

Eminence repeated the gesture but the results didn’t seem to change. “Why…” He muttered and tried for a third time, unsuccessfully. Utterly puzzled and confused by his failure, the sage started to wander closer to see what caused Leggy’s apparent immunity to his spell, but as soon as he carelessly got within stabbing range, the necromancer sliced his finger clean off.

“You come anywhere near my housecarl, I’ll cut your dick off and weave it through your eyeholes!” Anastacia threatened and swung her knife again to keep the sage away.

The Great Sage briefly glanced at the stump of a finger that was left on his hand and took a step back to assess the situation again. So far, he had appeared somewhat cheery despite his frequent deaths and the bleak matters at hand, but that was soon about to end. He quietly stared into the horizon over the field of dust and sighed. “Perhaps I am the fool here… Is it truly so that you can not be convinced to see our angle? You would gladly see the story to its end and then let it all be erased, as if nothing happened? You would willingly let it all crumble into the void and just… accept the end?” He asked seriously in a slightly lowered tone.

The necromancer shrugged. “I don’t know about all that. It just seems like a decision I shouldn’t be making, so I won’t. I’m just an Anastacia, and as far as I’m concerned, it’s not my job to mess with anything greater than stuff on the guild’s quest board.”  

“Hmm… I see.” Eminence nodded disappointedly as the scenery began reassembling itself from the dust.

The floor reformed just as it had been, the massive machine orb coalesced already floating above its pedestal and the strange liquid on the floor began to flow as the mist rose again. Anastacia’s sword reappeared just the same, as did the bones wrapped around its handle. The only thing that didn’t return were the bodies that had been splattered everywhere, but Anastacia considered that an improvement.

Anastacia spun the sword in the air to get her bearings on it again while she and Leggy prepared to kill Eminence as many times as was needed to finally get rid of him. “So are we doing this, for real this time?” She asked and pointed the sword at the sage’s face.

Suddenly the world darkened and the malevolent presence of Eminence strengthened tenfold. The relatively frail frame of The Great Sage appeared immensely more threatening as everything around him began distorting and corrupting from the violet miasma that began flooding from under the shiny skull-mask.

“Gazing down into the unstoppable, all-consuming void that will one day be the end to all there is does not come without its consequences. It infects your mind with despair that flays what hope you once saw in the world and drowns your feelings with apathy. It teaches you fear you wouldn’t believe could exist and shows there are no happy endings to be found. You will fight it for as long as your body and mind allows, but both of those will crumble before the eternal nothingness, and all there will be left is a formless, hollowed out husk of what you once were. That is what we found on our quest for power and naught but five of us returned. For what felt like an eternity, we sought ways to reform out beings from the shredded remains, and all that gained us were hideously malformed incarnations of once overly proud necromancers. Our bodies, minds and powers permanently atrophied and corrupted into unspeakable horrors. Driven mad and despaired by what we had learned. Repulsive to a point where time itself refuses to claim us.

“Yet, in it we found purpose. An unfaltering will to delay what we had found to be inevitable, willingness to do anything to add a single grain of sand into the hourglass. So no, we do not do this from the goodness of our hearts, we do it because we are… afraid and because in the end… nothing else matters.” His distorted voice echoed in the hall as if spoken by someone much mightier than the masked being. “We seek those with sufficient power to aid us with what is to come and to tip the scales to our favor, because our mission will not be viewed kindly, but we will not allow ourselves to be stopped. To that end, I have already laid eyes upon the end of my story – it only comes in a single shade: Red. Your pale hands have yet to be tainted by the blood of the thousands, your shroud remains uncolored by viscera, you are not one of the red – and you are not able to end my story.”

From the darkness behind Eminence, Anastacia could see a large form approaching. Still hidden in the shadows, she could only barely make out its more noticeable features. Standing somewhat hunched but still at least twice as tall as the sage, the being was only loosely human-like. Two pairs of massive wings opened themselves, spanning about ten meters from tip to tip, the quicksilvery sheen of armor reflected what little light it could and horns that resembled mangled birch trees grown on some tundra, were only barely visible. From above the sage’s head, three eyes stared intensely at the necromancer, and with them came the feeling of corruption she had expected. Darker than the shadows, they were clearly visible as they seemed to suck all light away from their surroundings.

Anastacia could feel her anger subsiding as all color faded from the world while her feelings numbed and decayed, the sword she held aloft fell on the ground as she no longer could usher forth the will to command the bones. She still knew that she needed to kill Eminence, but not knowing how made it feel pointless, like there was no chance of succeeding so there was no reason to even try. The simulacra of the fortress were already broken beyond repair, so there was no saving them and suddenly vengeance seemed pointless. While she may have been somewhat resistant to the lingering effects of the corruption, being stared down by its source proved to be a very different matter.

“Do you now see the immature foolishness of your rebellion?” Eminence spoke in his real voice, unpleasant and almost painful to hear. As he placed one of his elongated, lanky arms on the less corrupted version of himself, the mock sage faded into the purple miasma. “But perhaps, this was always meant to be the end of your story, and I never stood a chance of saving you.”

Though even Leggy could now feel the effects of Eminence’s powers, she wasn’t being focused on as intensely. She swiftly moved past the necromancer and firmly planted her feet on the floor between her and Eminence, pointing her dagger directly at The Great Sage and challenging him. As the ruinous gaze moved released Anastacia from its grip and aimed itself at Leggy, the lights in her eyes started to flicker and ever so slightly lose their bluish hue for a violet one. Unwilling to falter while the necromancer recuperated, she threw the dagger with her quickly draining powers and let out a horrifying mechanical screech as the parts inside her no longer properly obeyed her and grated against each other during the quick movement.

While the dagger was easily whacked away by Eminence and only caused him to flinch slightly, something else distracted him before he could finish spreading the corruption to Leggy; the machine fortress answered to the screech with a long and deafening groan from somewhere below. The patterns of light on the floor grew blindingly bright to combat the darkness, and slowly, Erratic Judgement rotated above the stone pedestal.

Anastacia stared at the giant orb and somehow felt that it was staring back at her, inspecting what it saw and drawing its conclusions.

Suddenly, a small tile on the floor right in front of her started to rotate and slide to the side. From under it rose a stone obelisk, like the ones outside the fortress but maybe a fifth of their size. It spun in its place for a moment before starting to emit a high-pitched noise that slowly charged up to a bright flash of light.

            

    
        Chapter 228 - To deny reality

    
    
    
    
                Having relayed their message about the missing necromancer and venator, Emilia, King, unit twelve and her knights had entered the mysterious doorway that at least seemed to lead out of the disorienting realm. Pyria’s protection kept the corruption at bay, allowing them to freely push onwards without fear of succumbing to it.

What waited them on the other side was a blank stone room, ten meters in each dimension and with a single door forward. Though the stonework and light patterns all seemed fairly normal, something about the room didn’t feel right even to Emilia.

“This chamber doesn’t condone to the architectural design patterns; I doubt it’s real.” Unit twelve confirmed and squatted to inspect the floor.

“You doubt it’s real? Don’t you live here? I would hope you’d know your way around.” The priestess questioned the custodian’s choice of words.

“Suppose you know every street and path by heart aboveground too then?” Unit twelve gave a snarky answer. “This place consists of hundreds of floors, all spread across kilometers in every direction. We weren’t made here and don’t have an internal map like the knights or other first children that were here way before us. Not to mention that this place has been hibernating almost the entire time ever since we arrived, so there has been no reason to go and fuck about far from The Great One. In the thousands of years we’ve spent running around, The Wrath Core has uncovered maybe ten to twenty percent of this place, because we have a job to do and don’t have the time to be exploring places where we’re not wanted or needed – not that you’d understand anything about that.”

“Fine, fine. Point taken, no need to be cross.” Emilia sighed and started inspecting the room herself.

Not counting the entrance, the one responsible for creating the room had given them only one direction to follow. The door was sealed but operational, based on the lights covering it. Nothing around it gave any clues on what to expect on the other side, and if it wasn’t even a real part of the fort like unit twelve suggested, it could have been almost anything.

Just as Emilia was about to inquire answers from the fiend in her head, Pyria spoke out. “It is an illusion, weak, simple and downright pathetic. Like a baby bird on my palm, I could simply snuff the life out of it by closing my fist – but I won’t.”

Knowing there would be an explanation for the sudden change of plans regardless of what she said, Emilia remained silent and waited by the door.

“Gazing upon this final one, it is clear that our assumptions, both yours and mine alike, are flawed. We fought onwards thinking our progress was being hindered by an unseen foe, but that no longer appears true. There is no enemy here, in fact, if one was to stumble up on our play, we would seem like villains of the worst kind.” Pyria laughed, sounding utterly delighted by her realization. “Go forth my scion. You will understand my words soon enough.” 

Still not trusting the fiend in the slightest, Emilia prepared her weapon and planted her hand on the stone plate in the middle of the door. Though she now possessed the clearance required to operate the doors in the fort, it was anyone’s guess if the illusion cared about such trivialities, but regardless, the stone door slowly slid open before her.

The scenery on the other side was the complete opposite of the dim and timeless hallways of stone and metal the adventurers had been wandering for days: a bright and sunny open field of grass. Dozens of wild animals peacefully minded their business as the birds chirped from the few trees sparsely growing in the area. The grass bloomed green and almost blinded the priestess with its bright color after the long, dull gray and perpetually blue-tinted trudge underground. The slightest of breezes washed over the field and brought with it the fresh scent of flora, which contrasted with the dust scented air just as starkly as the visuals did.

Following the priestess, King and eventually the rest of the fort’s inhabitants stepped out of the door. Unit twelve immediately began rubbing her eyes, sneezing and sniffling at the sight of so much plant life.

“Hay allergy? Really?” The priestess chuckled a bit derisively.

“Your ancestors weren’t a glint in the eye of whatever unwashed primordial mongrels birthed them when I last saw grass, so fuck off.” The custodian grunted between sneezes. “It’ll sort itself out in a bit.”

Emilia was prepared to offer unit twelve a vial of something from her seemingly bottomless belt of ointments and curatives to tide her over the ill reaction, but instead of its usual contents, she could feel the very distinct sliminess of viscera in the pouch she had reached into. She wiped her fingers on her stained cloak and cursed the fiend cackling insanely in her head.

Suddenly King pointed his spear towards something and gathered attention to himself with a stomp that scared off many of the animals around the group. In the distance, there was a long table with several chairs around it. From so far away, they could only tell that one of the seats was occupied by someone relatively small, but needed to approach them for further inspection.

With King and Emilia spearheading their advance, and the rest of the knights diligently following them and aiding their sniffling caretaker, the group got about twenty meters away from the table before stopping to take a better look.

The table was made from large sheets of glass that were being held together by what seemed to be gold decorations. The twelve chairs surrounding it were just as pointlessly opulent and out of place, as they were put together with gold, mahogany and ivory, and cushioned with red velvet. On the table were ample mountains of treats, pastries, cakes, pies, cookies and at least three pots of tea. Gold trimmed porcelain cups and plates with golden cutlery were placed in front of each seat, along with a red silk napkin.

Sitting on one of the chairs, not in either end of the table nor or even in either of the middle ones along the sides, but in one of the chairs next to the middle one on that side, was something vaguely human-like. Taller than Anastacia, but still not quite big enough to seem grown up. The being had clearly noticed the group and warily waived at them from its seat.

“Well it isn’t attacking us outright, so there’s that.” Emilia pondered and considered simply walking up to the table to see what was going on.

“Great. Let’s go stab it and leave.” Unit twelve commented and would have started walking over if King hadn’t stopped her with his spear.

“That would work.” Pyria admitted. “This one is no more dangerous than what it appears to be, I doubt they would be able to harm any of our troupe even by surprise. But I am curious to learn what exactly it is and what brought such a thing here. So perhaps grant me some time to study.” She explained, still leaving plenty of things untold.

And so, it was decided that they would walk over in a peaceful manner and try their best to avoid an immediate fight.

Seeing that it was it was receiving guests, the strange being shot up from its seat and quickly ran around the table to pull the chairs further away from the table, inviting the group to join it for tea. The being had a fairly average physique for someone between fifteen and sixteen years of age, but was entirely covered in bandages full of runes written in violet ink. Thinner, more delicate ones had been used for its joints and hands, both of which were missing the middle finger and pinkie, but not the tiniest piece of its body was visible from under them. Here and there, bent and broken feathers ranging from pitch-black to pure white poked from between the covers, at least seeming like they could have been growing on whatever was hidden below the bandages. On the left side of its head, several dark violet crystals jutted from the being’s skull, not all that unlike unit twelve’s horn, but looking far more like they had grown there instead of being decisively shaped like hers. The lower half of the being’s face was covered with a metal collar that had a few holes poked into it to allow for speaking but not much else. On its wrists, it wore a pair of metal shackles, both of which had chains attached to them, but instead of being tied to anything, they simply faded to nothingness a few links from their origin. For clothes, this being had nothing more than the tattered remains of a stained and torn white shirt, meant for someone much larger than itself.

Encouraged by Pyria, Emilia stepped forwards and addressed the being that had scurried behind its own seat to hide from the group despite welcoming them. “Good day, could it be that you’re Trauma?” She asked and stopped a couple of meters away from the table.

“That is we!” The being lifted its head from behind the backrest. “Have you come for tea?”

The priestess glanced at the group behind her. Outside of King, who rested his spear against his shoulder, the blood-coated knights and their custodian stood with their weapons ready, most definitely not appearing to be there for tea. She herself was constantly bleeding and spreading blood across the idyllic woodland scene. “…Yes?”

“Good! We just made it, so have a seat.” Trauma said and fully came out from their hiding place.

“Can we kill it yet?!” Unit twelve anxiously yelled from behind the priestess.

Emilia hastily gestured for everyone to lower their weapons. “No! We’re having tea.”

The turn of events didn’t seem too popular with the rest of the intruders, that is, until King calmly walked over and sat down in the chair by the end of the table, setting aside his equipment. The other knights followed his example almost immediately, and finally, the reluctant custodian joined them but wouldn’t sheathe her dagger despite being the furthest one away from Trauma.

Hoisting up one of the moderately oversized teapots on the table, the host of the event slowly went around the table, clumsily filling cups while spilling just as much tea on the table because their hands kept shaking uncontrollably and the total of six fingers that remained didn’t provide the firmest of grips. Though the simulacra were obviously unable to drink anything, they were still served all the same. Even the grumpy custodian, who the priestess had to keep an eye on while Trauma was near her, got some. Visibly exhausted by the task, Trauma crashed into their seat and poured themselves one last cup.

Emilia figured that poison wasn’t really something she needed to worry about in her current state and took a sip. For anyone that had ever tasted properly prepared tea, it was immediately clear that Trauma had not. The water had been tepid at best when the drink was brewed and the only things it had extracted from the leaves were some bland bitterness and a light brown color.

“This is very nice, thank you.” She lied and smiled warmly.

“Really?!” Trauma asked excitedly and looked into their own cup. The bandage covering their eyes had some very small holes poked into it, which must have allowed for some very limited vision. The metal collar prevented them from drinking, as they were content with just sniffing the cup.

Emilia nodded and took another sip to covertly take a look at what the rest of the group was doing with their drinks.

King must have understood the point of the act they were going for, as he kept lifting up his cup and bringing it up to his face every now and then – with his pinky extended, as Anastacia had no doubt taught him for some reason. The rest of the knights copied his every move down to the extended finger, confirming the idea that King must have had some special position among them. Unit twelve, on the other hand, seemed to be perfectly fine with the drink, if not a bit puzzled by it. She kept taking small sips and staring into her cup as if trying to figure out what exactly ‘tea’ was.

“Try some cake too!” Trauma suggested happily and pointed at one of the rather grandiose three-tiered cakes on the table.

Covered in cream and decorated with berries and flowers, the cake, along with everything else looked entirely irresistible – too irresistible. The sheer flawlessness of their appearance made it obvious that they, as well as the tea, were a part of the illusion, just like the scenery.

“I will.” The priestess smiled. “But first I have some questions.”

“Questions? That’s… odd. Only Eminence has questions.” The strange being muttered sounding somewhat concerned.

“So you do know this ‘Eminence’? Could you maybe tell us why you and Eminence are here?” Emilia asked politely, hoping that Trauma wasn’t interested in keeping secrets.

“Eminence made us, so of course we know him, why don’t you? He said we were here to find new friends and told us to wait here.” Suddenly trauma gasped. “Are you the new friends?!”

It was clear this being didn’t know what was going on outside of the illusion, and the reason they gave was obviously a blatant lie by Eminence. Nothing about Trauma seemed like they were being dishonest, so Emilia was starting to come to a conclusion Pyria gladly confirmed for her.

“They do not know. The illusions cast against us were not intentional, but a product of a fairly powerful being subconsciously shielding themselves from the reality, and accidentally doing so to others. A subconsciousness so tarnished by terror that it refuses the harshness of reality and casts a layer upon layer of peaceful falsehoods to cover them. My blessings allow you to jut through the lies to one another, but it is impossible to say if you are being seen as you by this being.” The fiend explained the rough gist of things. “Let us say that some maleficent force were to be in control of this being, it would be the perfect thing to hide the extent of damages caused by other actors…”

The revelation that Trauma might not have had any intentional part in what had happened in the fortress, but was being weaponized without their knowledge threw a major wrench into the plan of just killing whatever was causing the problem and moving on to find Anastacia. Even if unit twelve or Pyria would have been perfectly content with it, Emilia wasn’t going to let either of them kill a potentially innocent being for the sake of convenience.

“Sure… we’re the new friends.” She winced painedly and took one more sip of tea. “Is that all he said about why you’re here?”

Trauma pondered for a while. “He told us to wait here while he went to chat with someone. We don’t see any towns around here, so we don’t know who there is to meet. Now that we think about it, it has been a long time since he left. We wonder if he made a wrong turn somewhere?”

Emilia nodded. “And do you know why you were told to wait here?”

“We thought it was so we could look at the animals? He often talks about boring things so maybe he knew we would get bored if we went with him.” The bandage-covered being said and pointed at a nearby group of wombats.

For this entire time, unit twelve had been quickly burning through her stockpile of patience, and with the tea in her cup now gone, she ran out for good. “Is there a reason we’re wasting time and not just killing whatever that thing is?” She asked without bothering to whisper and pointed her dagger at Trauma.

Though Emilia’s heart skipped a beat from what she thought would immediately ruin the peaceful contact they had made, Trauma acted as if they hadn’t heard anything. They didn’t turn to look at the custodian or even stop for a moment when threatened. It took a moment for the priestess to realize, but a helpful little tip from the fiend in her head brought sense to the matter. Whatever powers Trauma had, that created the illusions, had just erased the custodian’s words from their ears.

“They’re just being used for this without their knowledge. We’re not going to kill them just for that.” Emilia said to test out her theory, and surely, Trauma didn’t seem to notice anything despite looking directly at her.

“Can you remind me where this became your war to dictate? You’re just here to help us for the time being. it’s an enemy invader, case closed, I really don’t care beyond that and it’s not really any of your business.” Unit twelve pointed out and got up from her seat. “It doesn’t really seem to mind either.”

Emilia sighed. “One word from me and the protection you were given against the corruption is gone.” She threatened her ally, mostly bluffing as she was not entirely convinced Pyria would stop someone from getting killed even if her scion asked. “Just give me a bit of time to come up with some kind of a plan.”

The two locked eyes to test each other for a moment, until unit twelve folded and grabbed one of the teapots for herself before returning to her seat and proceeding to pour herself more.

“You seem to like the tea a lot, but we could have poured you more so you didn’t have to get up.” Trauma said and smiled to the custodian under their wraps. “You should try the cake.”

“Fuck off, I’ll kill you the second I get the chance.” Unit twelve responded gruffly and resumed drowning her anger in poorly made tea.  

“Thank you! we put strawberries on it because the books said they’re tasty.” Trauma explained after hearing something entirely different.

Out of curiosity and politeness, Emilia grabbed the golden knife placed next to one of the cakes and tried to cut herself a slice – a task that proved considerably more difficult when she realized that the entire thing was made from nothing but whipped cream. Trauma must have had at some point seen a cake or a drawing of one, but hadn’t actually ever had any. So just like the tea, the entire thing was their best guess at what a cake was.

Managing to dig out a glob of cream that somehow didn’t collapse the entire thing, the priestess reluctantly scooped a bit into her mouth. Unsweetened or flavored in any way, it was a rather bland and not necessarily pleasant-tasting.

“This is… interesting.” Emilia tried to compliment the ‘cake’ while looking for a way out of having to eat anything else. “Say, if it has been a while, should we maybe go looking for Eminence to see what’s taking so long?” She suggested, hoping to get moving in the direction they were going while buying a bit more time to think about what to do with Trauma.

Trauma slammed both of their hands on the glass table and gasped. “That’s genius!” They exclaimed and immediately hopped up from their seat to look around for something. “Maybe we can bring him a rabbit to show what we’ve seen here…”

The priestess sighed in relief and got up to follow them, maybe there was a chance Trauma could be convinced to just leave, or abandon Eminence altogether, but at least she now had time to come up with something – there was even a chance Trauma could lead them to wherever Anastacia and Leggy were.

“A consideration, if you will.” Pyria interrupted her pondering. “Perhaps, what our little artificial creature is offering is a kindness to this being?”

“Well now that you’ve implied so, I definitely don’t think it is.” Emilia whispered.

“As you had your refreshments, I studied, prodded and tested. I now know what this being is and how it came to be. What you may see is a cheery, innocent thing, surrounded by small animals and flowers, but that is not what I see. A powerful soul, plucked from the cycle for reasons nefarious. Tortured to a point where it denies reality could exist, broken to be blind to truth, made to suffer to a point where it no longer could not. The linens across its husk are filled with spells, hexes and seals to contain it, for if they were not, it would tear itself apart in hopes of ceasing to exist. To me, the one that once defined terror and gave meaning to evil, this is an abomination.” The fiend said with a rare, completely serious tone, one that made it very clear that the scion should take each and every one of her words to heart.

Emilia watched as Trauma picked up a docile little rabbit and caress it. While Pyria was definitely in a better position to know the truth behind this strange being that cast uncontrollable illusions to its surroundings, she had her doubts.

“So we’re just supposed to put them down like a suffering animal?” She asked, a bit louder than she had intended to.

“Forcing it to exist is cruelty even beyond mine, but I admit, I am not the one who should make the decision. Fortunately, our troupe has been blessed with someone created through… similar methods.” The ancient fiend admitted, slowly returning to her usual, derisive and joyous tone. “Tell the feisty little thing what you have learned and heed her opinions, for there is none that know life created from malice better than her kind.” 

The scion stopped what she was doing and turned to unit twelve, who was now finishing the pot of tea and frowning with constantly growing anger towards the holdup.

“I hope that shitty little twerp of yours is getting her ass kicked while you’re fucking around here like none of us had jobs to do.” The custodian hissed when she noticed she was being looked at. “I hope she found one of the chambers we filled with spare ghosts.”

            

    
        Chapter 229 - Ancient crimes, revisited

    
    
    
    
                Unit twelve perplexedly stared at Trauma as the group followed the strange being’s footsteps, supposedly in the direction Eminence had headed towards weeks or months earlier. Emilia had informed her of Pyria’s theories regarding Trauma’s creation and purpose in the fortress, which had quieted the custodian for a good while. Her initial reaction had been that of barely contained, absolute fury, far beyond the baseline anger that seemed to motivate anything The Wrath Core did. The priestess had worried that she would lash out, but the fire raging inside the custodian never made it outside. However, thanks to her experience with a certain necromancer, she knew that when someone who had no filter whatsoever actually fell quiet, things tended to only get worse.

“Want to talk about it?” Emilia asked worriedly, trying to uphold her duties as a priestess despite her current title.

“No.” Unit twelve answered without hesitation or even breaking eye contact with Trauma for a moment.

It would have been fairly simple to force the custodian’s hand again and make her tell, but the priestess wanted to do things by the book this time, instead of slowly making her way up the list of people unit twelve might stab out of spite as soon as they’re not needed. She kept walking in pace with the custodian, looking for openings, opportunities for any kind of conversation or anything of the like.

They walked for hours, but the sun in the illusionary sky never moved towards either horizon, the weald of grass and flowers continued forever and for every animal they left behind, a new one would pop out of somewhere when no one was looking. It was questionable if they were even moving, but there was nothing much anyone else could do about it, they simply had to believe Trauma would lead them at least closer to Eminence – eventually.

Being only one in the group that could and needed to drink, unit twelve was provided with ample opportunities to refill a small flask she carried from narrow streams of clear water the group crossed by hopping across a few conveniently placed flat stones. Every time they wanted to rest, a table similar to the one they had met by was provided, including all the treats and tea there had been. The weather remained absolutely perfect for traveling as well; sunny, but not scorching, breezy, but not too windy. It really seemed like inside the illusion Trauma unwittingly created, there was a perfect world where nothing seemed to go wrong.

“Riddle me this, Bringer of Joy.” Unit twelve suddenly spoke up after hours of silence. “If someone was using you for their own ends, would you want to know? Even if it meant sacrificing your happiness.”

The priestess pondered for a while before answering. “Me personally, yes. I would rather take the highs and lows of life rather than happiness based on deceit. How so?”

“If what you’re saying is true, and someone out there is trying to replicate the process used to create us, doing anything based on it or is even looking for similar results from some other fucked up method, it’s the duty of every single one of us to put an end to it, no matter the cost. It’s the topmost priority and no other operation, including this one, is more important – and to that end, that thing is an asset.” The custodian explained her dilemma and nodded towards Trauma. “So fine, I get that killing it is no longer in the cards, but we have a choice to make on how we go about this. I have to test a couple of things to see exactly how similar that thing is to us, and if what we have works in the first place, but after that, do we let it keep its illusion and carry on lying while turning the blade towards the fuckers that made it, or do we break the illusion and use its hatred towards its creators?”

“I can’t exactly recommend or approve either of those… but I guess it’s an improvement over just killing Trauma. Promise me that they will be treated as well as you can afford to, even after all of this is over, and I won’t get in your way.” Emilia agreed. She couldn’t quite call it a victory, but sparing an innocent being’s life was probably the most priestess-like thing she had done in days – and like Pyria had said, if Trauma shared any likeness to the custodians and officials, they were the ones most suitable to make decisions for this strange being’s future.

“Fine.” Unit twelve nodded and hastened her walk to slowly catch up to the front of the group. Before stopping Trauma, she gave a couple of hand signals to the knights, causing them to halt and the one equipped with a bow to ready it – interestingly, pointing it at the custodian herself.

With the contingency plan in place, the custodian put her hand on Trauma’s shoulder and stopped them.

“Is something wrong? Do you want to hold the rabbit too?” Trauma asked and held up the rabbit they had been carrying so that they could show it to Eminence.

Unit twelve said nothing, but instead got closer and placed her crystalline horn against the odd crystal mass on the side of Trauma’s head. Both the orange horn and the violet crystals began flashing in unison. Trauma went limp almost immediately, dropping the rabbit but still being held up by the custodian.

As the two connected, the scenery began to change rapidly. The sunny sky turned fiery red as clouds of smoke filled it. Constant lightning strikes darted among the clouds and caused a rain of embers that just barely fizzled out before reaching the ground. The sun itself turned into ball of smoldering coal that radiated unbearable heat and very little light. The trees and grass all withered and died in moments while the herd of animals around the group all suffered agonizing deaths as they fell down, twitched and shivered before screaming horribly with the last bits of life that quickly left them. The bodies rapidly decayed and turned into dust as violent winds began blowing away the dead grass and dry soil below it. Emilia and the knights had to brace themselves to not get knocked over when the storm peeled away the topmost layer of earth, revealing countless dead bodies, all very tall and donning the stone armor typical for the aureun. The landscape of corpses stretched from horizon to horizon, creating a rather daunting sight as the winds calmed down.

Emilia could hear a few amused chuckles from the back of her mind from the fiend, who no doubt found the scenery homely.

After five or so minutes, each of which felt considerably longer in the nightmarescape than they needed to, unit twelve gave a new signal and two of the knights rushed to get a hold of Trauma, who seemed to fall fully unconscious when the custodian separated from them.

The priestess made her way across the sea of bodies to unit twelve as fast as she could. She was about to ask about the new landscape in the illusion, but noticed a couple of tears rolling down the custodian’s otherwise emotionless face.

“They’re one of us…” Unit twelve stated somberly and watched the knights carefully lay Trauma down on one of the shields of the fallen aureun soldiers. “We thought we destroyed everything related to it, but somehow they’ve gotten their hands on a part of our creation process. What they’re missing is how to make a body to contain everything, I think. They’re bleeding all this energy that creates illusions because of that, our souls are fully contained and that makes us resilient to many things and ageless instead of… that…”

Nodding along, Emilia patiently listened to the explanation she didn’t really need for anything. What she was more concerned about was the well-being of both Trauma and unit twelve. “Are you okay?” She asked.

The custodian stared across the field of bodies for a few moments before saying anything. “That’s some nice scenery, isn’t it?” She sighed, dodging the question and kicked one of the bodies, clearly to let off a bit of steam. “It’ll be even nicer once we get a bit of purple on it.”

“Sure… I assume we’re in your mindscape – judging by the bodies.” The priestess went with the new subject to keep up the conversation.

“Hardly, this is only lightly influenced by me, but I’m sure it’ll return to normal by the time they wake up – unfortunately.” Unit twelve smirked, kicking the body again, now just getting the most out of the temporarily upset illusion.

Trauma was still unconscious and showed no signs of waking up when Emilia inspected them. They didn’t breathe, move or have a heartbeat, but the violet crystals on their head kept flickering faintly, so she took the custodian at her word and assumed Trauma would eventually wake up – unfortunately, until then they were without a guide and traveling would have likely been pointless.

The knights were completely uninterested in the bodies under their feet, instead forming an orderly line near King and stood in attention while he went over the equipment he carried and made sure he hadn’t lost anything important to Anastacia. Though they did their best to stay in formation, some of the items clearly caught their attention, particularly Anastacia’s spears and the goblin crown as well as Leggy’s cape. Noticing this, King handed over the spears and the cape for them to look at but for some reason only known to him, the crown was out of limits even to them. For a while they inspected the items, judging them by some metric that had no meaning to anyone besides them. A few times, they exchanged a few silent gestures with King, likely questioning him about his journey aboveground as well as the individuals the items he carried belonged to.

While this went on, unit twelve noticed the fairly sizeable stone cylinder among the things King carried that was one of the transilluminators she herself had given to the adventurers. “Wow, you dumbasses actually managed to not break or lose at least one of them, good job!” She snarked and snatched it from King. “We could actually use this right about now.”

“We have both of them, mind you, but what good will they do in here?” Asked the priestess and showed the one she had held on to.

“Well, you see, the point of a transilluminator is that it can emit a flash of energy that corresponds to certain parts of your soul spectrum and can momentarily create an apparition of you based solely on that part of your soul. For example, order or chaos are fairly common ones that can be useful as their own entities. Normally, they would fizzle out in a few seconds, but inside aureun strongholds they can be amplified and become just as real as the original one. They work just great on unaltered and complete souls, like on most surface dwellers and even the ones used in the first artificial children, but on ours – and more importantly Trauma’s, they will cause the soul itself to collapse. Because our creators were just complete fuckwagons full of shit, our souls are now rejected from the cycle and will just kind of stick around until they slowly reform over a couple of weeks.” The custodian explained in more detail now that she possessed a modicum of respect towards Emilia and thought she could maybe understand the details.

The priestess frowned. “Wouldn’t that just make you immortal? If your soul just reconvenes instead of joining the cycle and becoming a part of new souls?”

“Sure, but the thing with having your soul collapse in on itself, while it’s in you, is that it’s not good for you, like having-a-body wise. Explosively not good for you.” Unit twelve said, as if speaking to a child.

It only took a moment for Emilia to put the pieces together, and she even remembered that in the recording they had found in the elevator, Eminence had mentioned how the transilluminators outside of the fortress had done a number to his companion. “Because Trauma doesn’t have a body, it’ll just temporarily… I guess ‘evaporate’ them?”

“Look at you having a two brain cells tumble on each other by accident! That is exactly what I mean, I assume it will dispel this illusion as well, and we can just-“ Unit twelve was about to say but was interrupted by a lightning strike hitting the ground only a few meters away.

Suddenly, the scenery started rapidly changing once more, the rain of fire petered out, only to turn into a downpour falling down from an almost completely darkened sky, filled with storm clouds that sent down a lightning strike after lightning strike. The pouring rain quickly turned the ground into a slippery, muddy mess of corpses and made seeing further than five to ten meters away impossible. Though the knights remained well visible thanks to the lights on their armor, Emilia and unit twelve could only see each other and further into their surroundings whenever a lightning struck nearby.

“Well what the fuck is this now?!” The custodian yelled, her voice only barely making it to Emilia, despite being only a few meters away.

“It appears Trauma’s subconsciousness was… displeased with your suggestion to dispel the illusion it tries so viciously uphold. It has bolstered itself quite unnervingly and has become tricky to work with. Weather what storms it casts upon you and I will do what I can to tame it.” Pyria informed her scion about the turn of events they had managed to usher onto themselves, still sounding more humored than anything.

Emilia trudged in the mud over to the custodian and relayed the information to her. After more than a bit of cursing, they came up with a plan. Emilia would take the transilluminator to Trauma while unit twelve would take a couple of knights to help her get as far away from it as possible, and after waiting for a bit, the priestess would use the transilluminator to dispel the illusion by activating it next to Trauma.

They sprang into action and unit twelve disappeared into the darkness of the downpour. Emilia decided that she would wait until she couldn’t see the lights on the armors of the knights accompanying the custodian and then count to ten to be safe.

However, before she even got to begin the count, the ground suddenly shook and rapidly split open a massive chasm between her and Trauma. Taking only a second to widen over ten meters and spread towards the horizon in both directions, it immediately presented an unpassable obstacle that ruined the plan completely. When the sides of the chasm stopped collapsing into it, Emilia peeked over the edge and could see a bubbling mass of magma far down below them. Even by its reddish glow, she couldn’t see either end of the freshly formed gorge. The steam forming from the rain hitting the red-hot magma came back up in puffs off scalding steam and forced the priestess to back away from it.

“Of course, things were starting to get a bit too easy.” She sighed and turned to King and the remaining four knights she had with her. “Can a couple of you go and get unit twelve? We need to come up with something new.”

King quickly signaled the request to the knights, who weren’t about to take orders from Emilia just like that, and two of them darted into the direction unit twelve had disappeared into.

The priestess stared across the chasm at what she figured could have been Trauma, she tried to yell at them in the hopes of waking them up, but it yielded no results. As she was about to ask King if it would be possible to throw the transilluminator across before it activated, she suddenly felt a strong grip on her ankle.

One of the corpses in her feet had grabbed onto her and was now staring up at her through the visor of the stone helmet it wore while slowly trying to get up in the mud. “Yeah… This might as well happen too.” Emilia shrugged as King swiftly plunged the spear through the reanimated aureun’s neck.

A couple of seconds later, series of lightning strikes lit their surroundings and revealed the dark silhouettes of a few dozen aureun soldiers, either already on their feet and armed or levering themselves up from the ground. In that same moment, the archer knight released an arrow that missed Emilia’s shoulder by only a few inches but hit its mark some distance away, causing damage similar to a cannon ball as it hit one of the warriors and tore away most of their upper body. The priestess heard the creak of the metal bow being drawn again and promptly moved out of the line of fire, only a second before another soldier was thrown across the mud by an arrow with enough force to it to collapse a building.

After this, the knight seemed to decide it was time to conserve the rest of their arrows and let King and the other knight, armed with a simple sword to do their job. Emilia pulled out her mace as well in case anyone made it too close, but was more than happy to let the knights handle the fighting.

Though they were being slowly swarmed from every direction, the movements of their enemies were sluggish and not very coordinated. They all donned weapons and shields that had laid beside them on the ground, but seemed completely unfamiliar with them, at best swinging haphazardly or hiding behind the shield, but none of them acted like experienced or even trained soldiers. This meant that the knights, already presumably far more fearsome than most aureun, could cut down the ones controlled by Trauma’s subconsciousness with ease – and they seemed to do so gladly.

Emilia noticed that the rain was slowly starting to let up, which she attributed to Pyria’s efforts, and soon enough, she could see the other knights and unit twelve in the distance, latter one of whom was engaging in combat more than the simulacra themselves – all the while laughing manically. The priestess whistled to get their attention.

Like a child who had been called back home from playing with her friends, the custodian gave some final guidance to the knights and reluctantly dragged herself back over to Emilia, carrying a helmet under her arm. She noticed the massive gorge that cut the terrain in two and smirked. “Didn’t work out, did it?”

“And somehow you don’t seem to mind.” The priestess noted.

Unit twelve grinned mischievously. “I haven’t had this much fun in thousands of years.” She agreed. “Oh yeah, I almost forgot. One of the comm patterns found your twerp and venator, they’re waiting for us in her post.”

Emilia let out a sigh of relief. Even if she was almost certain that Anastacia was far too tenacious to get into trouble she couldn’t get out of, there was always the looming feeling in the back of her head that she could be seriously hurt or even dead.

With that huge weight off her shoulders, the priestess could think just a bit more clearly and started to come up with a new plan. Apparently throwing the transilluminator was an option, but with a good chance of it simply plunging down into the magma, it was decided to be the last thing they would try – even if they had a spare one. Strapping one on an arrow and having the knight with a bow shoot it over the gorge was also considered, but wasn’t much better of an idea.

While the planning went on, the rain kept becoming lighter and lighter, but the number of opponents the knights were facing kept growing despite the ridiculous number they had already cut down. The frontline had been pushed a fair bit away from them, and the action was little more than a blur in the distance while six of the most dangerous simulacra ever made did what they were built to do.

“Hmm… What’s that?” Emilia asked and pointed at the helmet unit twelve had taken from somewhere. Unlike the stone ones used by the aureun, this one was made out of shiny steel.

“Oh, I was going to ask you about that. While we were out there having fun, a few of these weird-looking guys started to pop up here and there. They died all the same, so I don’t really care, but they aren’t aureun.” The custodian said and handed the helmet over. As she held it up, a severed head rolled out and fell into the mud.

The amount of blood and viscera she had dealt with thanks to Pyria had completely desensitized Emilia to severed body parts, but what she noticed immediately, was that the head was without a doubt from a human, and even more strangely, seemed somehow familiar. Things started to make simultaneously more and less sense when she took a look at the helmet itself. Made out of steel, well-polished and with plenty of engraved decorations, she instantly knew where it was from. The helmet belonged to a paladin from the massacred Church of Sylvia.

Unit twelve must have noticed the confusion on Emilia’s face. “You know these ones, don’t you?” She asked.

“I do. You could say that they made me, in a less literal manner than the aureun made you, but still. They’re no better.” The priestess explained and started to demand an explanation from the only being who could have possibly known, the fiend herself.

“Command all you care for to run and activate the transilluminator, NOW!” Pyria screamed in what seemed genuine panic. Her words were almost unbearably loud and caused piercing pain in Emilia’s head with every syllable.

Only about a second later, a severed knight’s arm landed on the ground next to them, having flown a fair distance from the scuffle in the direction opposite to the unpassable crevice. This was followed by a mechanical screech from the same direction that caused the other knights to pull back from their skirmishes to see what was going on.

A giant skeletal arm, molded entirely from mulched corpses that littered the illusionary world, held one of unit twelve’s knights in its grip, slowly squeezing it harder and harder. The metal and stone of the knight put up a fair fight, but were starting to bend and crumble under the immense force.

Next to this stood a man, clothed in white robes that were covered in fresh bloodstains and with long, white hair equally tarnished by several blood splatters as well. His hands, shoes, face and armor under the robes were all severely drenched in blood, but on his head was a crown of white, so spotless that it appeared to almost glow.

“Now, scion!” Pyria demanded frantically.

            

    
        Chapter 230 - From one, three

    
    
    
    
                Emilia grasped the ends of the transilluminator, ready to give them a twist and activate it. She and unit twelve shared a look that gave away the priestess’ intentions without words being needed. The custodian dashed away as fast as she could while whistling a couple of times and gesturing for the knights to not engage.

For the entire time, Pyria screamed for her scion to hurry. Her words felt like hot nails piercing Emilia’s skull, painful to a point where it was hard to tell if it was unintentional side-effect of the situation’s urgency or if the fiend was trying to force her hand regardless of the custodian’s life. Gritting her teeth and almost crushing the artifact in her hands, Emilia waited until unit twelve stopped a fair distance away and gave her the all clear. She twisted the transilluminator’s mechanism and the brief high-pitched noise ramped up for maybe half a second before the priestess was engulfed in a bright wave of light. She could feel it ripple through her like the shockwave of an explosion, mostly passing through without resistance, but still partly colliding with something inside her. Though most of the energy simply shone directly through her and dissipated after a few meters, the portion that didn’t cast a shadow behind her. By the time the light died down, the shadow had taken form in two beings; one tall, bloody and clad in iron, and the other, as tall as the priestess herself, covered in smoldering embers and kneeling in agony. The first one Emilia and King had briefly met and knew her to be Pyria, but the other one they had yet to get acquainted with.

Without wasting time, the fiend given form stepped forwards and started walking towards the man in white. With each step, dozens of the soldiers and paladins the knights had kept at bay fell down, their helmets were fractured and punctured by iron spikes that had suddenly grown outwards from inside of their heads. The bodies that had already been felled or had yet to rise and fight were torn apart by long metal spikes that quickly spread from even the tiniest drops of blood until the entire dreamscape of Trauma’s illusion had turned into a forest of gore and ruined armor, with an undergrowth of whatever bits and giblets that had fallen from to inside the mangled bodies.

“A mere imitation, scraped together from a half-forgotten bad memory, formed inside an illusion and controlled by someone else’s subconsciousness… Oh how insulted The Great King Alabaster would be to see this! Though, speaking as the physical manifestation of an unfit fragment of what I once was, perhaps this does bring us to an equal footing?” The fiend sang out and snapped her fingers, causing coils of wire to spring up from the blood surrounding the giant hand crushing the captured knight. The wires tightened around the fleshy fingers and pried them open, freeing the knight.

Not giving the white necromancer a chance to react, Pyria tugged one of the iron lances from the ground and threw it at him. In the split second that it took for the projectile to reach the mock Alabaster, countless fragments of bone tore themselves from the bodies in the area and gathered to protect him. The casing of bone managed to stop the lance, but the force of the impact pushed the necromancer back a few meters. Unfortunately for him, this was just a warning shot from the fiend. Only a split second later, a massive iron spike thrust up from the bloody mess under his feet and sent the necromancer high up into the air, only to get hit with yet another lance Pyria chucked at him. The power behind the hit was enough to launch the shell of bone well into the distance.

“That was quick…” Emilia commented while the knights rushed to rescue their injured brethren.

“And far from over. It may be a flimsy replication, but The Great King does not suffer defeat so easily, I am merely relocating our tussle for the sake of our allies. Trauma’s subconsciousness should now know who here represents the greatest threat and will focus on me, for the moment at least – I implore you, scion, to use the time I buy well, for there is no guarantees to be made when facing King Alabaster in any capacity.” Pyria explained and started running in the direction she had launched her opponent into.

Only seconds later bone and flesh from the corpses everywhere started flying across the air as if stormy winds had caught them, slowly gathering speed. At first getting hit with one was mainly gross, but soon they were fast enough to cause bruises if they landed somewhere unarmored. Eventually their speed grew to a point where even armor started to provide questionable protection. They tore apart what remained of the dangling corpses and created even more fragments and created a chain reaction that very quickly got out of hand. In the distance, Emilia could see a tornado of flesh and bone build up roughly where the necromancer had landed.

Luckily, they were just far enough for the knights to not be in all that much danger from the fleshy winds, so they could provide some shelter to the custodian as she retuned to the priestess. King slammed the bottom of his shield into the ground and twisted one of its handles, which seemed to drain a bit of power through his arm and used it to move a few of the shield’s parts and expand it sideways to about twice its original width. He and the archer knight then braced themselves against it and created a shelter for the priestess, the custodian, the injured knight and the charred splinter of Emilia’s being that seemed to be slowly coming to its senses.

“Bringer of Joy, have you ever considered therapy, or just maybe speaking to someone? I think it’s mostly waste of good anger and time, but that is not something that’s just supposed to come out of someone when they use a transilluminator – not to mention the chunk of charcoal over there.” Unit twelve commented while kneeling to work on the broken knight.

“She is right, you know, all is not well in here. Deities can not comprehend the nuances of mortal mindsets, so even if you have one listening to you at all times, her answers may not sate the needs you possess. Confide with your mortal menagerie of accomplices more.” The fiend in Emilia’s head agreed and predicted her next question before she even had the chance to think it. “The trinket merely created a copy of yours truly, an impression, but a competent one. Our bond is much too strong for me to simply get extracted regardless, much less by a shabby bauble from those tunneling fools.”

On one hand it was a relief for Emilia that she hadn’t just unleashed Pyria on the world, but on the other it meant that she was still stuck with the fiend, which she didn’t want to get used to. Ignoring the life advice from both the anger-fueled custodian and the personification of torment, she turned her attention from her problems to the other person the transilluminator had created. The kneeling person coughed and whined in agony as the smoldering embers on their skin, clothes and armor slowly cooled down and turned more ashen in color. The priestess could immediately see that the design of the sooty and blackened armor was identical to hers, but with some additional metal plates in places hers didn’t. In fact, it seemed to be a complete suit of plate armor without all the white cloth her uniform had – including a helmet that covered their entire face. She tried to touch the person’s shoulder to see if she could help, but all that did was cause a rapidly spreading fracture on the charred surface along the person’s back and arm. Before she could do anything about it, the fracture turned into ten and then into hundred, and in a blink of an eye, the person collapsed into a pile of ash and coal, only sighing in relief in the process.

“What…” Emilia muttered and grasped a handful of embers from the pile that was left behind. The blood on her hand sizzled faintly and the chunks of coal quickly became too hot hold, even through her gauntlets.

A tremor and a blast wave from the direction Pyria and Alabaster were having their fight snapped her back into the moment at hand. They needed to break the illusion as quickly as possible and could figure out the implications of what had just happened later.

“Well, you’re just kind of royally fucked.” Unit twelve said to the moderately mangled knight, who wasn’t quite immobile but definitely not in any shape to effectively fight. She spent a while making sure no broken bits would further break anything and salvaging what she could before making her prognosis. “It’ll take me at least a couple of weeks to get the parts done, but the more important bits seem to all be there…”

“Twelve, we need a new plan.” The priestess reminded her ally about the moderate hurry they were in.

The custodian glanced at the pile of ash next to Emilia let out a muffled chuckle so derisive that it made the priestess consider just trying and seeing if she could throw her over the gorge. “Have you considered jumping?”

“I am entirely convinced that I can throw you further than I can jump. So just take off your armor and let me grab your ankles.” The priestess snarked back at the unhelpful suggestion. “What about the knights, can they jump?”

“Can hundreds of kilograms of stone and metal jump? Why yes, about as well as most boulders!” Unit twelve answered in a mocking tone.

While it was true that King had a tendency to go through things rather than jump over or across them, the priestess knew he was in no way bound to the ground. That said, the tad over ten meters of gorge was no small leap.

“Well what if they take off the armor? That should shed some weight, right? And you have the tool for that as well.” The priestess suggested.

The custodian frowned and seemed to run some rough calculations in her head. Her gaze bounced between the knights and the gap they needed to cross until a second tremor that marked a stark increase in the speed of the flying bits of bone interrupted her. The iron spikes started to bend and snap when hit, perhaps giving some hints on how the fight in the distance was going. One of the spikes bounced off the shield they were hiding behind, pushing it back just a couple of centimeters.

“Mmmmaybe, but the blood is smeared across their armors and they need it to keep the corruption out.” She partly agreed but pointed out the problem with the plan. It had taken quite some time to prepare the ‘blessings’ last time, and judging by the growing power of the white necromancer, they likely didn’t have time to spare for fingerpainting with blood.

“A painful admission on my part as well, my hands are quite full with the illusion as well as the corruption. Providing further assistance bears a chance of hindering my current works.” Pyria pitched in, sounding somewhat labored now that attention was being drawn to it. “But… There may yet be an option. You see, scion of mine, what makes one vulnerable to these whispers from the dark, is lack of purpose. The little one lives for an ambiguous purpose of war, but her original enemies are long defeated and there is no direction to her hate. These dolls of clay are lost sheep, following orders they barely care for, but… there is one who does not share their weakness. There is one who has found something – or someone, I should say, to fight for. Play to these emotions and rile up the king among knights and his purpose might drive him long enough to achieve the task required even without my mark.”

Emilia glanced at King, who was holding up the shield and keeping an eye on the other knights. His chest plate had a slab of flesh attached to it from the pact he and Pyria had made, but inconveniently it was also the heaviest part of armor and would without a doubt need to go if he was going to be the one who needed to try and jump across.

“So you’re saying a knight could make the jump without armor.” She asked for a confirmation from the custodian.

“Well, probably. Not all the way across of course, but I’d bet they could slam into the cliffside a couple of meters down. From there it’s just a matter of climbing.” Unit twelve shrugged.

Emilia took a moment to choose her words before moving closer to King. She found no enjoyment in manipulating her friends, but if getting him motivated was what they needed to dispel the illusion, it was fairly benign as far as ulterior motives went. The simulacra would probably try their plan if she simply asked him to, but to ward of the corruption long enough, his mechanical heart needed to be pumping full of purpose, and luckily, motivating King to do anything was not a complex task that required much finesse with words, all that was needed was the mention of a single name.

“King, my fellow, this is quite a pickle we’ve gotten ourselves into, isn’t it? But we can’t let ourselves get bogged down like this, we need hurry and save Anastacia! Who knows what trouble she might be in without you?” She spoke in a very suggestive manner despite knowing that the necromancer was supposed to be in someone’s custody at the time.

As soon as Anastacia’s name was spoken, the lights on King’s armor grew bright and the heat from his internal mechanisms could easily be felt over a meter away.

“I’m quite concerned indeed! Without her bulky protector, she might be in more trouble than she can handle…” The priestess continued. “Poor tiny thing, I hope we’ll make it in time.”

Unit twelve was beyond confused at what was going on, while she did understand that the priestess was coaxing the knight for the jump, she had never seen a simulacrum be so utterly riled up over nothing but a few words.

“What I need you to do, is let twelve here take off your armor, jump across that gap, climb up and use a transilluminator on Trauma. The faster we get this done, the faster you’ll get back to saving Anna.” Emilia explained the idea to King, who simply nodded without a moment of hesitation or doubt that he wouldn’t manage what was asked. She gestured for the baffled custodian to start ridding the knight of his armor while King relinquished his spot supporting the shield to the knight behind him.

Unit twelve worked at an amazing speed, carefully laying down the heated pieces of stone armor while the priestess kept reminding King what he was working towards. Despite the haste, the velocity of the bone debris flying around kept increasing from second to second and soon a third knight needed to lean on the shield to keep it from being flung away. Finally, down to only the piece of chest armor, King took a few steps to recalibrate his movements and attached the transilluminator to a piece of metal on his thigh, which seemed to be designed for such purpose. He took his spear and counted the steps he would take before leaping, all the while visibly fuming and humming loudly enough that Emilia almost had to yell over the noise at times.

Right as unit twelve laboriously heaved off the final armor piece and separated King from Pyria’s pact, the priestess whispered something to him, which turned the hum into a scream and made the knight launch off towards the gorge. He leaped off in a perfectly calculated point and flew towards the other edge in a beautiful arch that landed him only a few meters below the edge on the other side. Slamming into the cliff face with his entire mass caused a fair bit of it to collapse, but the spot he had plunged his spear into held and gave him a solid grip to avoid falling into the magma below.

“What’d you tell him to get him that furious?” Unit twelve asked as they watched King slowly start making his way up.

Emilia smirked. “That is not for you to know… But he’s not angry – quite the opposite really. There are better ways to go about this life than wrath, and you’d do well to remember that.”

“Learn more of the world and you’ll see that wrath is what got us here.” The custodian scoffed at the remark. “I don’t know what surface-magics you’ve used to muddle his head, but it’s obviously working, I’ll give you that much.”

Finding purchase in the cliff face turned out to be more difficult than King had predicted and his progress slowed down almost immediately. He could already hear whispers in the back of his head and see violet streaks in the light patterns on his hands, both encouraging him to just let go and fall. But he was nothing if not a man on a mission, there was a necromancer to save and all else was irrelevant. This stubbornness quickly burned away the stains of violet on his body and made him carry on.

Suddenly, something struck the stone directly above him with an incredible force, shooting a ton of rubble and dust into the air. Only a couple of seconds later, before the dust was even settled, it happened again, though this time a fair bit higher, and soon after that, for the third and final time. Shielding his face from the falling rocks, King turned towards the side he had leaped from and could see his fellow knight, with a bow in hand, getting pelted with shards of bone that chipped away at their armor. They shared a quick hand gesture before the archer knight retreated back behind the shield.

When the dust settled, King could see three metal rods, firmly embedded into the stone just barely within reach from each other. He reached up, grabbed the first one and was able to pull his spear free thanks to the new foothold. His almost halted progress sped up greatly, but still, each step became heavier and heavier. His strength was draining quickly and every second the whispers became more and more convincing. His parts ceased together and needed to be forced to move again. Part of him wanted to tear off the pieces that hindered his progress, but he knew that to just be another trick being played on him by the corruption that gained more and more control over his body.

From the third arrow, he could reach the edge and only needed to lever himself up, which was far easier said than done. The whispers were turning into screamed commands to give up, and any absence of thought or control was immediately utilized against him. For a few times, his arm moved to his core on its own and attempted to pull it out, but luckily, he noticed this in time. As he stabbed his spear into the ground over the edge of the cliff, the corruption gained control of his eyes, and everything turned dark. With the last ounces of his strength, he pulled himself up and rolled over the edge.

Blinded, deaf to everything but the voices in his head and barely able to move, but none of that mattered to him in the slightest – he had a necromancer to save. King reached to the stone cylinder on his leg, pulled it up to his chest and twisted the ends.

Seconds later, the entire world of illusion was engulfed by a white flash of light.


Deeper down in the fortress, a similar, though more precisely aimed flash of light died down and revealed three necromancers where there had only a moment earlier been just one.

The first one with a glimmer of madness in her eyes, barely clothed and donning a mess of equipment cobbled together from goblin trash and simulacra armor. The second one blinded after staring directly at a flashing obelisk and the third one completely devoid of happiness and wearing a white Mournvalleyan garb.

“What pointless trickery. I expected more from both The Great Commander and you, necromancer.” Eminence spoke from the shadows and sighed.

The first of the three necromancers seemed to ignore the threat in the room and turned to the third one. “Oh pasty sister of mine, whilst the middle path gathers her strength, might us engage in merriment in turns? Dost thine fine self know of the sport of pebble parchment and shears? To see whom might earn the right for the first strike?” She spoke in an obviously faked and clumsy accent, likely trying to seem like a royal despite her rather tribal look.

The third necromancer rolled her eyes as one of the spears on her back suddenly shot directly at Eminence at an incredible speed. This clearly caught the sage unaware as it scored an uninterrupted hit, sending the entire being flying far into the darkness behind it. The eventual thud from that direction was likely him hitting the net of light patterns that imprisoned them. Without missing a beat, the third necromancer launched four more spears in the direction of the sound, each one letting out a loud bang as it ripped through air.

“I see sportsmanship weighs naught on thine shoulders…” The first necromancer commented and peered into the dark.

            

    
        Chapter 231 - Queen Apple and a worthless one without a name

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia was finally starting to see something after stupidly staring directly at the blinding flash of light that had been aimed at her. She had already heard someone speak strangely but with an eerily familiar voice, and felt two new necromancers by her side – both of them remarkably strong to say the least. She rubbed her eyes and tried to get a better look at two people who had just appeared out of thin air.

The first one, and most definitely the louder one, had turned her attention to Leggy, who was still battling internally against the corruption she had suffered while defending Anastacia. She had a skirt haphazardly made from scraps of leather, some kind of straws, large leaves, discarded small items like keys and spoons as well as pieces of simulacra armor – all tied together with various bits of thread and wire. She also had similar items strapped onto her arms but no actual clothes to cover herself. Her helmet had some obvious similarities to the one Anastacia used as a crown, but one of the antlers had been replaced with a roughly similar tree branch. From both the antler and the branch, dangled various small items, in the typical goblin fashion. Her moderately tanned skin was covered in tattoos that replicated the light patterns on simulacra and the tips of her fingers were severely charred, which didn’t seem to bother her. However, the weirdest thing about the necromancer was her face, because as soon as Anastacia got a good look at it, she recognized it as her own.

“Thine bravery has left thee with a vexation quite severe.” The copycat nodded and intensely stared at Leggy.

“Get your hands off my housecarl!” Yelled Anastacia and stumbled back up on her feet, ready to rid her simulacrum of whoever it was that had stolen her visage. “Who are you?!”

The copycat held up a finger, asking for a moment of silence while laying her other hand on Leggy’s chest. Suddenly the tattoos in her arm lit up bright blue as they linked with the simulacrum’s body. For a few moments, seemingly exerting a lot of effort but with a mad grin on her face, the copycat forcibly dragged the corruption from Leggy’s body into her own hand, where the light patterns started to alternate between blue and violet. Finally pulling her hand away, she watched as the immensely more powerful blue light pushed the vile violet into her closed fist. She squeezed it tight for a couple of seconds before opening her hand and revealing what seemed like a dark violet marble. The corrupting power Eminence spread in his wake swirled inside it, no doubt making it a dangerous and powerful item any research-inclined party would covet, but it barely held the copycat’s attention for a brief moment before she carelessly tossed it over her shoulder and forgot about it altogether.

Anastacia would have shoved her away, but the copycat gracefully stepped out of her reach and let the adventurer check on her housecarl, who seemed to be in good spirits and health now, if not a bit shaken.

“Who are you?” Anastacia snarled without letting go of Leggy.

“Might I allow thee to decide such a trifling matter? For we art woefully nameless for the time being, both she and I.” The copycat grinned and pointed at the other necromancer, who had been ignoring them and kept staring into the direction Eminence had been launched in.

Anastacia rubbed the bridge of her nose and sighed. On further thought, Erratic Judgement had obviously conjured the pair to help her and Leggy, but even best-laid plans weren’t all that Anastacia-proof, so there was no telling what sort of catastrophe The Great Commander had unearthed. “Okay… What are you?” She asked again.

“We art thee, yet decidedly not. Fractions of thine self whom remain unexercised. Beauty and grace, I represent potential untapped, what thou could achieve without further guidance, should an attempt be made. The extremities of thine might, but not what has already been realized.” The other Anastacia responded with an ever-widening grin. While talking she snapped off a small twig from the branch on her headdress and dropped it on the ground. Within seconds, a thick mess of branches grew from the liquid at their feet, forming the rough shape of a seat with a single armrest, into which the copycat placed herself with much elegance. “So… Who might I be?”

“Wait, why can you just grow trees? Or just suck out the fuckery this Eminence guy is spreading? If you’re just supposed to be a better me or whatever, why can’t I do any of that?” Anastacia inquired and started to dig her pockets for any kind of sticks or twigs.

“Certainly, I am unquestionably a superior incarnation of thee, but to elucidate it more plainly, I am only what thee art not nor have never been. An exemplar of thine own superiority compared to that of mine could be ice magic. Because thou have next to naught to learn without outside furtherance, in necromancy, thee outclass myself somewhat as well. But arts arcane and otherwise, the ones witnessed by thee at one point or another, I know what thou have yet to understand, but could nonetheless. Yet, to be clear, I am thou, yet better.” The other necromancer explained and started to eat an apple that had grown on a small branch on her seat. “In the name of fairness, I will disclose the source of my control over flora. Thee, and by extension me, art encrusted in a healthy veil of spriggan pollen – enough for flowers and trees to heed our word much the same as the rest of our royal subjects, if we take the time to speak in their language.”

“That’s… a bit gross if I’m being honest. But we really have some more pressing concerns than spending time on figuring out what to call you, so I’m just going to call you Applestacia or Apple.” Anastacia decided hurriedly based on the first thing she saw and kept nervously looking into the darkness that had stayed uncomfortably silent for a while now.

“Waste not thy time worrying, for the third one is handling the matter.” The newly named Apple laughed. “I would rather thou put more effort into a name for me, a fitting title would also be much appreciated. Might I suggest ‘Graceful’ or ‘Exquisite’?”

Anastacia had no intention to acknowledge the request and turned her attention to the other necromancer that had appeared with the flash of light. Pearly white robes that were clearly of Mournvalleyan origin, only lightly decorated with golden detailing here and there, but still far more opulent than the average necromancer’s garb. A metal collar meant to discourage speaking, directly lifted from her old Anchor uniform helped to find the resemblance this necromancer had to Anastacia. Her dimmed, only barely turquoise eyes had none of the glimmer of the original necromancer’s or even Apple’s eyes had, and were surrounded by ghastly dark rings that contrasted with the almost translucent white skin. The pale copy kept her hair far shorter than Anastacia herself preferred and had made it frizzier than it naturally was. The only bit of color to be found on her was a violet silk sash hanging from her shoulder that the adventurer knew to be a part of the ceremonial outfit of the inquisition, though obviously it had been red in their case. Despite the harrowing look in her eyes, the general look of this necromancer was far from tattered or poorly cared for, if anything, it was immaculate compared to either of the other two Anastacias present.

Though this necromancer had quickly spent the spears that she had carried on her back, Anastacia could tell that under the robes was a full arsenal of similar weaponry that the necromancer kept a constant grasp of.

Just as distinct as their looks, was how these two necromancers carried themselves. Apple’s powers, despite being considerable, were almost neglected. She didn’t even make an attempt to stand out next to the other two, almost as if she was trying to hide her powers. In the complete opposite end of the spectrum, the copy that still remained nameless burned bright with power, to a point where the inquisitors aboveground must have felt her presence. Anastacia could tell that for the first time, perhaps ever, she was the second strongest necromancer in the room, and the idea was both worrying and refreshing in that for once she didn’t have the upper hand and for once she didn’t have to have the upper hand.

“What’s her deal then?” Anastacia asked and lowered her tone, for some reason feeling like it was better if the other copy didn’t hear her.

“No different from that of mine, a fraction of thee that remains unutilized. Whilst my power comes from thy own lack of discipline or lack of intrigue in certain talents, that poor, unsporting curmudgeon is what thou have actively denied thyself from being.” Apple explained, considerably less interested than when talking about herself.

“So… She’s just pure asshole necromancy?” Suggested the adventurer, figuring that the main things she kept buried deep were her necromancer tendencies and some of the flaws in her personality.

Apple giggled. “Dost thee truly believe thee spent one and a half decades in a cell and that is all thou deny? Aloofness hides insecurity, anger shadows fear and loneliness is easy to mask as possessiveness.”

Suddenly Eminence’s voice spoke out from the dark, interrupting the necromancers. “Try as you may, Great Commander, no red nor one crowned as white has been brought forth, and my story goes on. Your attempts remain futile.” He stated with a fair amount of mockery in his voice.

The sound of massive wings flapping echoed from afar at first but quickly began closing in until one final gust of air almost toppled the nameless necromancer, who was standing nearest to where the sage landed. For the first time Eminence stepped out of the darkness his presence cast around him, revealing his presumably true form.

Hunched over and almost decrepit, but still three to four meters tall, a vaguely humanoid vulture-like creature shielded its empty eyes from the blue light the ancient mechanisms shone on it. Only remnants of the human form he had first presented remained, such as the oversized violet coat that now fit more appropriately, but was worn, shredded and tarnished. The silvery skull mask was cracked and bound to a head it no longer fit on, and a massive beak with sparse, sharp teeth poked out from under it. Large violet feathers poked out from the gaps in the few pieces of shiny armor under the coat, and constantly shed themselves as well as seemingly grew back in moments. Trinkets, baubles, bound tomes and other miscellaneous arcane items dangled from both the armor and the coat on silver chains that jangled on each step Eminence took. The two pairs of violet wings with a span of at least ten meters were gnawed on by disease and had several featherless spots, but their sheer size still made them imposing when spread open. The air moved by them was hard to breathe and tasted metallic for some reason.

Though obviously in a rather rough shape, he had no signs of injuries sustained from the spears, and almost mockingly faced the necromancer that had thrown him across the room like a sack of flour. “Great Commander, I must admit that I am severely disappointed. Your last play is to summon yet one more false white to oppose me? The one who plotted the downfall of the ancient Aureun empire has no greater plans for me? The years have not been kind to your mind…” He ridiculed the one who had conjured Anastacia’s copies. “Once I’ve dealt with this embarrassing display, perhaps it is time to end your suffering and retire from this farce of a mission…”

The nameless necromancer shook her head as the tide of corruption started to affect her, but instead of hesitating, she pointed a single finger at the approaching sage. Anastacia could feel all the necromancer’s power concentrating on a single small piece of bone hidden in her sleeve and when it was finally released, the piece only traveled for a few meters before being torn to dust by the air resistance, but over these few meters, it took with it a good portion of Eminence’s upper body and sprayed it across the floor as a bloody paste. However, before his headless body had even collapsed, it had already begun to regrow, forming new parts from the darkness itself. All the while his laughter echoed from somewhere.

The nameless necromancer hesitantly retreated to the other two of her ‘sisters’ to avoid the corruption’s effects.

“He’s not wrong you know; this is a pretty shit plan if we still can’t kill him for good.” Anastacia pointed out. “It’s pretty clear nothing’s getting done until we find someone who counts as ‘red’ or has been crowned as The White One. He literally explained that himself.”

“Truly, ‘tis a shame one among us cut down what red she could find and refused even the suggestion of seeking such crowns.” Apple grinned from her seat and inspected her charred nails, occasionally glancing at the one she was obviously blaming.

The nameless necromancer suddenly raised her hand, making the other two flinch slightly as they expected some kind of a pointlessly overpowered necromancy trick, but nothing happened. They awkwardly stared at each other in silence for a while, before Anastacia realized what was happening.

“Are… are you asking for a permission to speak?” She guessed, remembering that it was what she was at least supposed to do back in the day.

The nameless necromancer nodded but didn’t say anything.

It took another moment of silence and worried glances at their quickly recuperating enemy, before either of the other two Anastacia’s realized that they needed to actually give the permission if they wanted the third to speak.

“I’m not sure, but I think being ‘red’ is a state of mind or something like that. I could be wrong, but you don’t need to be an inquisitor or even a necromancer… I think.” The nameless necromancer spoke in a quiet, extremely unsure tone, clearly immediately regretting ever speaking up. “So, if one of us could sort of… turn red or something, maybe it would help?”

Apple laughed. “A sound theory indeed, and uncomplicated to prove or disprove! Should the original possess the potential to be counted among the red, yours truly would already be exactly that.”

Without even bothering to stand up, Apple pointed at the ceiling, hidden by both darkness and mist above Eminence with one of her blackened fingers and snapped her fingers. Somehow the snapping sound echoed like thunder in the vast chamber, and a few strands of hair from the other two necromancers’ heads stood up, as if a thunderstorm was approaching. Apple slowly lowered her arm to point at their enemy, who was just finalizing regrowing his malformed head. In synch with a second snap of Apple’s fingers, a bolt of lightning, no lesser than those thrown about by gods of foul weather, crashed down onto the sage. What was left behind could only be described as a feathery splotch of meat that had exploded over a wide area, only barely missing the trio of necromancers.

However, the twisted laugher still echoed in the room and the darkness began reforming The Great Sage.

“Motherfucker…” Slipped past Apple’s lips before she regained her obviously faked poise. “It appears none here passes for what is needed for the task. A shame indeed!”

“What the fuck was that?!” Anastacia exclaimed and snapped her fingers a few times to try and replicate the magic, but nothing came out of it.

Apple scoffed. “Magic, thou would possess the ability to match mine, had thee paid attention to the arcane masters of Valor.”

“Wow, didn’t know I had such talent for a shitty attitude too.” The original Anastacia snarked.

While the other two bickered and wasted their precious time, the nameless necromancer stood with her hand once again hoisted up but slowly shying away as the quarrel heated up. When the others took notice of this, they turned to her and waited for whatever she had to say. Again, it took a moment for them to realize they needed to give her the permission to speak before she would do so.

“I’m sorry.” The nameless necromancer finally said and lowered her hand in shame.

“Sorry for what, that your suggestion didn’t work? It was worth the try – and you don’t need to keep raising your hand every time, we’re not in Mournvalley here.” Anastacia sighed. She stared at the rapidly healing sage and could feel the corruption grow stronger with him. “What are we supposed to do then, just keep painting the floor with him until something happens?”

“Inconvenient indeed. I know of some more… let us call them ‘questionable’ arts that I am keen to indulge in, but a battle of attrition is sure to be of disservice to us. Truly inconsiderate and impolite of our opposition to refuse to lay down and die in peace.” Apple nodded and peered at Eminence through a ring that dangled from the antler on her helmet. “Suppose our numbers serve as an advantage. A little care and the purple ruffian will find it a challenge to spread his influence over all of us at once. I do, however, find this to be an unlikely plan for someone by the moniker of ‘The Great Commander’ – this is much more like thy own schemes often are, dearest original sister.”

“Oh? Do you suddenly have a great plan that lets you shit talk my ideas? Last time I checked, I’ve gotten through life alive and well! So, mock them all you want, but they at least work.” The original necromancer defended her planning ability. She didn’t know why, but something about how Apple carried herself got on her nerves, even more so now that she knew the situation had barely improved. Someone else may have noticed that Apple’s traits of failing to take a dire situation seriously and impulsively mocking anyone unfortunate enough to engage her were directly inherited from the Anastacia, but she herself would have never admitted it.

Apple chortled. “Hast thee done so? Pardon my inquiry, but have thee not already reached the usual quota of deaths per person?”

While the two continued to waste time on perhaps the worst moment possible, the nameless necromancer had failed to comprehend the freedom given to her and once more raised her hand, quietly keeping it up until someone noticed.

When finally given the permission to say something, as well as a reminder that she could just speak freely, she pointed at Leggy, who had so far been perfectly content watching things unfold while being held in Anastacia’s arms. “I’m sorry, but could you ask the pretty machine if she could maybe be my friend? I’ve always wanted one.” She asked, sounding like she had to conjure up all bravery she could muster for her request.

A wave of bad memories washed over Anastacia as she remembered the days when she considered a stone wall by her bed to be her best friend, something which lasted for years, but was finally not the first thing she thought of when waking up. Which meant that it was now the nameless necromancer, the personification of things she no longer wanted to be, who had to live with that. She wiped her face quickly and gestured for Leggy to go and meet the lonely necromancer.

“Now wait just a fucking minute!” Apple suddenly exclaimed, immediately breaking the shoddily acted refined persona and stood up from her seat. “I’m the royalty here! If anyone gets to mess with my housecarl first, it’s me!”

Anastacia scoffed at the demand and shoved the unruly copy back down. “Royalty? Of what exactly? I’m the only reigning goblin queen around these parts and you’re just a fragment of me. You and me both know exactly how bleak that poor thing’s life is, so shut up and let her have this – we have more important things to figure out.”

Apple wasn’t about to give in as easily. “You might be the original one, but it’s a matter of fact that I’m better than you, and definitely better than her. It goes without saying that I get to hold on to the simulacrum while we’re here. I am the epitome of your perfection, she’s the miserable wreck of filthy necromancer trash we wanted to discard and forget into the darkest corner of your soul. What’s the point of pandering to her?” She selfishly argued as the tattoos on her skin began to glow dimly.

This horribly timed argument went on for far longer than it should have, and Eminence once more took shape. The aura of darkness and corruption grew ever stronger and the lights that held it back started to wane.

“This is your last stand? A pack of squabbling children fighting over toys! Truly Great Commander, you have fallen much further than we could have ever anticipated. Perhaps it was a blessing in disguise that you declined our offer, your... methods may have compromised our mission, even if we faced no opposition.” He marveled at the ineptness of his frankly immature opposition.

Not even bothering to turn to the sage, Apple snapped her fingers twice again, but a hardened shield of violet miasma gathered just in time to deflect the bolt directly at its caster. Though she managed pull off some kind of a trick to protect herself just in time, the sheer force of the lightning crashed Apple through the backrest of her wooden throne and bounced her across the water a few times, throwing her far into the darkness.

Anastacia once more took control of her borrowed sword and swung it with as much power as she could muster so suddenly, but the warping air around the sage cushioned the blow immensely, allowing Eminence to grab onto the blade. The presumably enchanted rings he wore on his disgustingly long and thin fingers welded themselves onto the metal of the blade with rust, and caused it to spread onto the surface of the weapon.

“Your element of surprise has been exhausted, false whites. Though I am a man of words first, a time has come to end this… Each second I waste with this dead end is a second lost for the entire world.” The Great Sage spoke lamentingly and ceased his laughter and mockery. “A final decision I can give you, evil ones, do you lay down to die quickly, or do you further doom this world by struggling against what is inevitable? Though you do not deserve it, I will grant you a swift end – should you decide to go quietly.”

On top of the apathy spread by Eminence, Anastacia could feel something she had never before felt welcome in the slightest; someone was quickly tearing away her control over the arm holding on to the sword. Normally this would have been a cause for panic, but lacking other options, she knew who was behind it. As soon as she released her grasp, the strength moving the sword grew immensely and Eminence had to use his other hand to only barely keep it from slicing him in two.

“Dearest original Anastacia, I apologize for speaking out of turn, but my life is of no consequence. Could you take the pretty machine and avoid harm from coming to you? I will hold the line as long as needed, no matter the cost.” The nameless necromancer spoke and gave Leggy’s hand one final squeeze before stepping forth and launching an assortment on bone shrapnel from under her robes, only few of which tore into Eminence’s armor but still made him stumble, freeing the sword.

Anastacia nodded and scurried back to be out of way when her copy unleashed all the necromantic power she consciously and subconsciously held back.

            

    
        Chapter 232 - The other four

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia felt extremely bad hanging back from the fight. Every now and then she had the chance to give the nameless necromancer a momentary respite by throwing a bit of fire as a distraction or freezing the liquid on the floor to impede Eminence’s movement, but that didn’t make her feel any less useless. Nor did the fact that her repressed necromantic powers apparently eclipsed the part of them she had accepted by much more than she had thought. Watching someone with enough power to just shrug off anything she could have tried was awe inspiring, and must have been what the inquisitors had felt confronting her. At first, she thought of it as a showcase of how much of a bunch of morons they had been for even attempting to challenge her, but the truth started to slowly dawn on her. Almost every single inquisitor, blue or red, had gotten much further against her than she could have ever hoped to get if she, for whatever reason, had to fight her unfortunate rejected and forgotten side. Unlike her, they were disciplined and devoted to their gimmicks, which must have increased their effectiveness in battle massively. If anything, she was incredibly fortunate none of the inquisitors were even all that close to Coquelicot in strength, as the remaining red inquisitor probably could have put an end to her nonsense if she absolutely had to, especially if she wasn’t limited by her skeletal appendages.

Though the nameless necromancer was still fairly crude in her from, she obviously utilized some basic techniques Anastacia had once been taught but had since forgotten because of her distaste for the people teaching her. She stood almost completely still a fair distance away from Eminence, constantly keeping him in bay with some of the larger tools in her seemingly endless supply of weapons hidden in her clothes, and any time there was a mistake to be capitalized on, she did so, often tearing off a limb from the sage. Yet none of this seemed to bear any fruit in terms of actually ridding the world of him. For every lost body part, a new was formed and for each moment wasted, the corruption gained ground and its tendrils reached closer to the necromancer.

“Why do you resist me? You were created but a moment before, but claim the authority to further doom the world you don’t belong into by standing in my way. What manner of tainted creature could you possibly be, to adopt such a villainous stance from birth?” Eminence mocked the necromancer continuously while only barely protecting himself from being decapitated by the giant sword, which had turned into a blunt instrument over the course of the fight.

The nameless necromancer, however, seemed deaf to all of this. She did not respond to comment, only taking a quick glimpse at Leggy here and there while never giving her opponent a moment to rest.

“Are you perhaps doing it just to save these inconsequential beings that have gathered here? Statues covered in blinking lights and a brat choosing selfish desires over the good of the world? To continue their meager, unimportant stories at the cost of the world itself?” Eminence kept inquiring in a derisive tone that no doubt slowly instilled decay into the minds of anyone who heard it. “It matters not. We have accounted for the gods themselves to lay their wrath to stop our plans, pretending that some apparition without a story could stand in our way is downright hysterical. Perhaps it could even be worth the wasted time to make this an example, show what we are prepared to do to prevent villains such as you from hastening the inevitable end? Perhaps I should-“

Suddenly the sage stopped speaking and leaped back to free himself of the barrage. He turned his gaze into the darkness, roughly in the direction Anastacia and Leggy had originally approached from, and stared into the distance. Anastacia could feel a waver in the necromancy-like power Eminence used to manipulate things around him, not necessarily a weakening in it, but a tie cut from something.

“Ah… I see.” He chuckled and sighed sounding somewhat impressed. “It appears I have ignored something formidable, thinking it inconsequential. The pieces in play were different from what I assumed… There might be something to your name after all, Great Commander. From the claws of certain defeat, you have freed yourself and balanced the scales.”

Anastacia could already envision Emilia and King just furiously punching the crap out of something weird they had found and it turning out to be something important to Eminence – like the weird bleeding creature that had tried to find her earlier.

While this had been happening, Apple had been sitting still in the darkness she had been flung into. The original adventurer had assumed she had been pouting over their fight and refused to help, but she didn’t have time to go and drag her back since she needed to keep an eye on her other copy, in case of slipups. Apple was definitely alright and moved slightly every now and then, so she was in no need of rescuing either. However, in the silence created by Eminence backing out, Anastacia could hear someone sing along the distant thumps and hums of the fortress. She couldn’t make out any words, or tell if they were in any language she understood, but it was without a doubt someone’s voice and not another mechanism joining the song.

The nameless necromancer must have grown tired of waiting and approached Eminence to continue keeping him on the defensive. For whatever reason, the shroud of darkness around him now felt weaker than before, and each attack by the necromancer cut just a bit deeper than before. After a few more parried blows, the sword suddenly sank directly into the sage’s chest, completely unimpeded. He let out grunt of agony that quickly turned into laughter.

With a few flaps from his massive wings, while stuck on the sword, he cast out a torrent of air, filled with violet feathers he kept shedding on every movement. Most of them plunged into the liquid on the floor or harmlessly fluttered down in the distance, but a single one found its unfortunate mark, stabbing its almost metallic shaft through the nameless necromancer’s forearm, which she had shielded herself with.

Immediately, her grasp on her weaponry released. The countless shards and pieces of bone hidden in her clothes started dropping into the liquid by her feet and the arm grasping onto the sword collapsed. It wasn’t uncommon for pain to disrupt necromancers as it ruined their focus, but that wasn’t the case with the nameless one. Anastacia could feel her copy’s powers twist and decay into something else, something that most definitely was not necromancy.

The nameless necromancer tried to pull out the feather, but in the couple of seconds it had been there, it had already burned itself onto her flesh and even touching it caused immense agony. Regardless, she gritted her teeth, grabbed onto it and tore it out, tearing open a large wound on her arm in the process. She collapsed from the pain almost immediately, but at no point let out any kind of a sound.

“Leggy, get her out of there! I’ll cover you!” Anastacia jumped into action, dashed across the floor while trying to come up with a plan of attack. She wasn’t familiar with all the weaponry the nameless necromancer had carried, but material was still material. She collected it all into a single large lump of bone and began hammering Eminence with it as hard as she could, hoping it would do anything.

Meanwhile, Leggy dived forwards to get between Eminence and the nameless necromancer to shield her form the corrupting gaze, but as soon as she tried to touch the hunched over girl, the necromancer dragged herself away.

“Please do not touch me!” The nameless necromancer pleaded and tried to hid the wound and her face with her white robes, but already a sickeningly violet patch was starting to appear on her sleeve, where what was previously blood trickled through the fabric. “Leave me, pretty machine, stay back and save yourself. I’m sorry I failed…”

Such foolish pleads fell on deaf ears with Leggy, who picked up the necromancer and swiftly carried her closer to the giant floating stone and metal orb. She quickly checked up on Anastacia, who honestly wasn’t doing terribly with her method of bludgeoning and yelling obscenities now that something made Eminence’s powers wane, and started trying to coax the nameless necromancer to show her wound. After all, Leggy now had ample experience with fixing this particular pattern of human.

“I’m sorry… so sorry…” The nameless necromancer wept and further hid into her robes. “Please, just leave me alone. I’m useless.”

The simulacrum kneeled next to her and gently slid the stained sleeve out of the way to reveal the wound. Jagged and torn open, the injury should have been exceedingly painful, but the necromancer didn’t seem to be in much pain anymore – physically at least. Even more alarming than that, was the violet color of both the flesh and the blood trickling out of it. The corrupted veins along her arm were starkly visible under her pasty skin, and seemed to be slowly spreading out from the wound. Leggy ran her finger along one and could feel the same corrupting force that Eminence’s uninterrupted stare caused. The vile color had spread almost to the necromancer’s elbow and kept steadily climbing towards the shoulder.

“It’s all hopeless. I will die alone… in the dark.” The nameless necromancer kept uttering faintly. “As a failure.”

Realizing there wasn’t much she could do about the injury, the venator hoped she could at least comfort the girl. She moved the necromancer’s arms and lifted her head, just in time to see the last traces of turquoise disappear as her eyes turned pitch black and the death of what little dim glimmer they had gained while the two had briefly familiarized. Tar-like violet ooze began flowing from the corners of her eyes, and she no longer reacted to seeing the simulacrum – that is, if she could see Leggy anymore in the first place.

Suddenly the necromancer’s despair started to turn into panic, she began looking around and frantically searching for something by feeling the floor around her. “Where are you?! Did you leave me too?! It’s so dark…” She wailed and only calmed down when Leggy forcibly picked her up and she could latch onto the stone and metal armor.

Witnessing some of this while fighting, and slowly feeling the apathetic sluggishness grow once more, Anastacia knew that they would very soon be in trouble if they didn’t get help. “Apple! Now would be a really good time to do something! Anything!” She yelled into the general direction the other copy had disappeared into.

For a moment, just long enough for Anastacia to think Apple was simply going to ignore them out of spite, she received no answer. However, right as she was about to call out again, Apple’s voice rang out from the darkness.

“Doth not hurry perfection, dearest original one. It merely took me some time to strip my metaphorical gloves in preparation for ramifications of such an impolite attack on my person. There were deals to bargain, pacts to make and other formalities to address.” She explained, sounding oddly gleeful for the dire situation. “But as the feathery shithead shabbaroon himself construed, Erratic Judgement is no simpleton and the scheme concocted is more complicated than that of a last stand. I would wager many acorns on our host having someone capable of ending this humdrum wank wizard, and our purpose is to keep him here and occupied while the other pieces on this board move to their places.”

“A ludicrous suggestion. Admittedly, there may be a play of delaying me in progress, but leaving here is but a matter of time. What plots The Great Commander has schemed only exist for the vain hope of saving himself, he has no means to defeat me, and he knows this.” Eminence scoffed at the suggestion, but something about his voice seemed nervous or even worried. He parried yet another spiteful blow from Anastacia’s barrage with his arm and had to relocate a bit further back to not get crushed by the next one. “One of three has already fallen, the two will soon follow.”

Apple’s maniacal laughter echoed from the darkness seemingly without a direction, until suddenly, the light patterns on the floor flashed incredibly bright and revealed a spot in the darkness, only a few meters away from the sage, and standing in the middle of it was the most arrogant of the three necromancers. Her tattoos burned bright blue and further illuminated the smug grin on her face. “Which is precisely why I have arranged assistance.” She said and began reciting the arrangements she had made. “Heed the call of thine Queen, pillars of our world, voiceless, abused and thankless. Upon my bosom thy weary heads rested, kind words I whispered and halcyon dreams I gave to the restless. Quakes of the earth, wildfires, eclipses and thunderstorm. A common enemy threatens our kingdom, so come, and through me receive a form.”

She clicked her fingers while pointing directly up, and a massive bolt of lightning struck the very tip of her charred finger, but curiously stopped there, only leaving behind a pulsating orb of light that gently floated down to hover near Apple’s face. “Potential unleashed, child of differences and harbinger of storms – always first to come for The Queen’s embrace. Thunder, my dear.” The necromancer stated.

The orb quickly took form as a flashing and sparking copy of Queen Apple, and the two gently tapped their foreheads together. Then, just as quickly as it had appeared, the lightning jolted away, this time directly at Eminence. Bouncing around as bolts of electricity, the orb traveled between the extremities of the sage’s body, every now and then taking Apple’s form and unleashing a painful arc of electricity at its target.

Apple then spread her arms as the floor around her shattered, shaking the entire room as if a massive earthquake had hit it. The now broken shards of aureun technology around her started moving on their own, clustering and piling up until two forms took shape besides her; one made entirely from stone and one from metal, but both crudely emulating their summoner in their own ways. “Twins Metal and Mineral – unjustly separated through mortal meddling. Carved and crushed, melted and bent to shape for selfish needs.” Apple sang as the two golems hastily hugged her and rushed on to engage their enemy. Already blighted by the very localized thunderstorm, The Great Sage fell over as the pair tackled him.

Continuing her chant, Apple flicked her finger to create the smallest of fireballs, which couldn’t have lit even dry grass. However, it quickly expanded to the same shape as the other three elementals and hovered above the liquid to avoid fizzling out. “Always the charmer, Fire – rightfully feared and all consuming, but gentle and hardworking.” The Queen said and smiled as the burning apparition took her hand to kiss it before joining the others and filling the room with the horrible smell of burnt feathers.

“Treated as naught but a mantle for the wicked and foul, used to hide crimes and misdeeds from prying eyes. Deemed guilty by association by those preferring the brighter of the sisters – Dark, be free of this cursed miscreant and go cast your shadow on those who need it.” She finished her little chant, as the room suddenly grew brighter.

In only a couple of seconds, the darkness cast by Eminence had dissipated entirely and the faintly glowing mist surrounding everything left the sage helplessly out in the open, unable to hide himself should he need a moment. Before entirely disappearing, the darkness itself briefly took a rough human form before Apple and bowed.

“Thee will keep the pest occupied and buy time for our gracious rotund host. Should this assumption of mine prove correct, a relief will arrive sooner or later.” Apple instructed the elemental apparitions and started to lazily saunter towards Anastacia, Leggy and the nameless necromancer.

“What the fuck was that?” The original Anastacia asked and stared at the absolute mayhem her copy had caused. While Eminence still appeared to recover from his injuries, it had become far slower for him to do so and the apparitions seemed utterly unrelenting. Whenever one of them began to show signs of the corruption, the others would unhesitatingly destroy it, and a new one would rise to replace it only a moment later. The laughter that had mocked the necromancers’ efforts was now gone as well, and Eminence no longer appeared as untouchable without the darkness that had followed him. “Some kind of summoning? When have I picked that up?”

“Oh, nothing of the sort.” Apple laughed and wiggled her fingers as the lights on her skin died down. As she moved, she started shedding a glass-like layer of skin from the burn scars that Anastacia had thought to be tattoos, but on closer inspection, were created identically to the burn running from the core in her shoulder to her palm. “’Tis only natural for powerful queen, such as I, to have some forces of nature under a handy quid pro quo. Of course, thou would not understand such things, thee art queen in little more than name.” She explained and passed Anastacia without bothering to even look at her way.

Muttering that she would quid pro kick her arrogant copy’s ass if her attitude didn’t change, Anastacia followed Apple to see if they could figure out what was wrong with the third one while Apple’s conjured allies still kept Eminence busy.

Leggy lowered the nameless necromancer down for the other Anastacias to see, but didn’t let go of her hand. The darkened veins had spread all the way up her arm and were starting to poke out from under her collar. Her lips had turned blue, her eyes were completely black and whatever she was seeing most definitely didn’t correspond to what was going on around her. The necromancer’s panicked stare bounced around the surroundings, focusing on empty points in the mist.

Anastacia kneeled and tried to touch the nameless necromancer’s neck, but her hand was slapped away by the necromancer’s startled blind flailing. She could also feel a power very similar to Eminence’s suddenly try and take ahold of her mind, bringing up random memories and thoughts, but not explicitly bad ones like the sage. While Eminence caused apathy and weakening by dragging up the deepest tragedies and buried bad memories, the new power rekindled Anastacia’s memory of what coffee tasted like, the lightly smoky scent of the tavern at Rosie’s inn and the smooth hum of King’s internals at rest – all of them Anastacia’s favorite things in their own ways. Despite the obviously morbid situation, the memories did plenty to lift the constant burden Eminence’s presence passively held on her.

Anastacia turned to Apple. “Well, what are you waiting for? Just do a thing and fix her.” She said and shook her hands in a way that felt like it could be mystical in some way.

“What? How would I know what to do?” The queen asked and took a step away.

“Since you appeared, I’ve seen you drain the corruption out of Leggy, instantly grow plants and just summon all sorts of things. Why wouldn’t you know what to do?” The adventurer frowned, fully assuming that Apple’s demigod-like abilities were without a single gap.

“Why would I be able to repair people? People art disgusting. I can build thee a simulacrum, change weather, blot out the sun, make a second moon, turn a desert into a forest, move mountains and boil eggs perfectly, but if it can not be fixed with a bit of bandaging and a kiss, we art out of luck.” Apple embellished her talents. “Perhaps, you could remove the arm?”

After considering amputation for a while longer than she cared to admit, Anastacia took a better look at the wound. The sides of it had already started to heal, and upon even closer inspection, were slowly regrowing in front of her eyes.

“Though of course, thou could simply cease her agony.” Apple suggested, clearly not too interested in the necromancer and instead slowly inching her way closer to Leggy. She could easily see that Anastacia violently disagreed with the idea even before saying anything. “Remember that both she and I art naught but copies, we have no life outside of these walls. She herself said her life to be of no consequence. Besides, wit-“

Apple’s justification was interrupted by Leggy, who took out one of the white crystal fragments she and Anastacia had stolen earlier, and threw it at Apple in disagreement or protest. The impact itself was less than nothing and the crystal harmlessly bounced off the queen’s skin, but the damage to her pride was almost fatal. Holding back tears, she sank to her knees and stared at the floor, unable to handle Leggy’s clear preference for the nameless necromancer.

Anastacia rolled her eyes at what seemed to be a very genuine heartbreak and turned her focus back to the nameless necromancer. She was about to call her name to see if she would react, but only then realized she had never given one. “Uhh, hey, you. Can you hear me?”

The necromancer’s flailing stopped for a moment. “Me? Y… yes? I think.”

“That’s good enough, I guess.” The adventurer shrugged and checked up on the still very much ongoing fight between Apple’s elementals and Eminence.

Though he was being overwhelmed, between his inability to die and ever spreading corruption that slowly worked its way through the elementals, The Great Sage held his own – but only barely. The confidence he once had was all but gone and shrieks of pain echoed in the hall. Had one been following the fight, they could have seen Eminence nervously stare into the distance, and slowly change his plan from killing all three necromancers and Erratic Judgement, into fleeing the cage they had been locked into. Whatever joy or sense of achievement he would have gained from their deaths was no longer worth the pain. Yet despite a quick victory being in the cards now, The Great Commander kept his cage locked, presumably waiting for whatever he had created the necromancers to buy time for.

 Figuring that the situation was still under control, Anastacia continued trying to help her nameless copy. “Can you see me?” She asked and waved her hand in front of the necromancer’s face.

“N… no… I can only see the four others, and they can see me… I’m sorry…” The nameless necromancer answered ominously and cringed in agony.

“The four others? Who?” Anastacia puzzled.

Starting to breathe more rapidly and cling onto the simulacrum hard enough to make her fingers bleed, the necromancer tried her best to close her eyes, but instead could only stare at what she now saw. “Tekhelet, Palatinate, Byzantium, Sumire… They know I can see them… Help…” She whispered before screaming in terror until she passed out a moment later and could finally close her eyes.

The adventurer scratched her head and glanced at Eminence. “We’re finally starting to kind of win this thing, but why do I feel like we’re just transcending from royally fucked to something worse?” She asked from Leggy and helped her get a better hold of the nameless necromancer.

            

    
        Chapter 233 - The paths cross

    
    
    
    
                ”The corruption runs rampant in these depths. Our triumph with the tortured being struck a blow, and the interference of someone else fights to keep it at bay, but as with the knight, the wounds it has made are beyond my means to repair.” The voice in Emilia’s head said as they stepped into a vast chamber filled with mist. A layer of liquid covered the stone floor, which seemed a bit odd to the priestess, but unit twelve didn’t pay any mind to it, she chose to not do so either.

After Trauma’s illusion had been dispelled, the group had found itself in a rather odd position. Their wandering had left them nowhere near where they had been before the illusion had completely taken ahold of their surroundings, and since it was hard to tell how long exactly they had spent walking around with Trauma, it was anyone’s guess if they themselves had traversed the distance, or if the illusion simply decided to dump them in a random location. However, according to their custodian guide, the new location was to their advantage. On their way to the communications post the fetch the necromancer and the venator, they would have to pass through the chamber of the so called ‘Great One’ and would let them check on the situation there.

The physical manifestation of Pyria had sustained some fairly minor injuries in her fight against the illusionary necromancer; who, according to the fiend, had been conjured by trauma’s powers grasping at any and all memories of those present which could be used to prevent the illusion from being dispelled.

Unfortunately, the same could not be said about King, who had been far too close to Trauma without any sort of protection, and had taken the brunt of the corruption they had channeled. If the fiend accompanying them was to be trusted, this had tainted something deeper inside him than Pyria could get to and wasn’t simply limited to his mechanical body. Unfamiliar with the exact ins and outs of the corruption, she had no prognosis to offer either. After the successful dispelling of the illusion, the other knights had wrestled the core out of King’s chest to make sure he couldn’t harm himself or others, and the party had been left with two options: take the body along with them to Anastacia or have one of the knights bring it to the nearest repair shop to wait for a better moment to figure out the problem. Unit twelve sent the injured knight from her team to said repair shop along with one fully functional one to accompany it, and would have preferred to send King with them, but Emilia knew that Anastacia would have never forgiven anyone involved if they had just left King somewhere. So, the deactivated knight was given back his armor and brought along in the hopes that either the necromancer or The Great One had some trick up their sleeve to save him from whatever fate the corruption had lined up for him.

Needless to say, this left the priestess more than somber, not only had she possibly lost someone she considered a friend, but she also felt that she had completely betrayed Anastacia’s trust by letting King get hurt so seriously. She had not said much in the last couple of hours, and largely ignored the voice in her head as well.

“Hmm…” The custodian suddenly stopped in her tracks, halting the entire group. She stared at the blood smeared on her armor and then at her knights. “Bringer of Joy, you said this protective effect stems from a god – Sylvester or whatever. But this place should be out of divine diddle range, and their boons and curses negated entirely. So why does this power persist?”

“Oh, little one, this world has no such thing as perfection and no rule is without its exception. You think your cozy burrow shielded from gods, but had you stood there when the first gods were chosen, you would know no singular category has a chance to define them all. The aureun tricks and baubles employed might ward off most, but let us consider such beings as The God of Forbidden Places or the gods who manifest as emotions. One would feel at home in places the divine do not belong in, and the others are ushered in by your own feelings.” The manifestation of Pyria answered before Emilia had to lie about it. The priestess had other things on her mind and neither of them were too keen on revealing who or what was protecting them, as the custodian herself was ancient enough to have witnessed Pyria’s reign aboveground and the name may have raised issues.

Unit twelve squinted at the fiend. “That seems like a lot of bullshit – but if it works, it works, I suppose. If it’s a problem, The Great One will do something about it – I just work here.” She shrugged and continued.

The fiend chuckled and scooped a bit of the liquid covering the floor with her hand. As it touched her feet, the it turned bright red, leaving behind a trail of blood in the slowly flowing elixir. “As the matter of these Great Ones has been brought up, do you know of their creation?” She asked.

“Nope, they predate us and as long as more don’t get made, I couldn’t really give less of a shit.” Unit twelve responded curtly. She didn’t really seem to enjoy the fiend’s attention at all, and constantly veered further away from her.

“Ah! But knowing the flaws of those who came before us is what fuels progress! The paths vile, wrong, dangerous and terrifying are endless in number, so waste no time threading ones with footprints on them. Take care of the maps charted by the monsters that were, and take care to chart yours to help those that come later.” Pyria advised the custodian.

“I see you’re just going to keep talking then? What is with you surface dwellers – you come in a million different shapes and sizes but absolutely none of you are capable of shutting up?” Unit twelve snarked annoyedly and tried her best to ignore any further conversation.

“The ramblings of this ancient being are all connected, and their subject the same: gods.” The fiend continued speaking cheerily. “To give the spark of life to a minor machine, a soul of a common mortal; to give it thought, a soul of an aureun. Yet, both of these are but flickers of light compared to the fires raging inside the masters of machine fortresses. To create a Great One, the aureun chained gods, to contain them, they built their fortresses. The labyrinthian networks of fortified tunnels left behind by your creators, are but buried corpses of gods prisoned below the surface. Each corridor, a vein to transmit power; each chamber, an organ with a purpose; The Great one, a mind locked in stone – all in all, hilari-“

“Shh…” Emilia suddenly shushed the fiend and turned her ear towards the direction they were going in. “Do you guys hear something?”

In the silence, almost drowned by the noises of the machine fortress, they could hear the clap of thunder and quakes of the stone floor, and under them, cries of agony. Unit twelve and the knights immediately darted forwards, and afraid of losing their guides in the mist, Emilia and Pyria followed. As they ran through the mist, the faint sounds turned into unmistakable racket of a fight. The distorted wails echoing from the mist didn’t sound like anyone or anything the residents of the fort or the priestess knew, but it was clear that their location was concerning to the custodian.

In their rush, they came to a network of light patterns, suspended in the air, much like the walls of the underwater corridor where the adventurers were separated. Unit twelve gave orders for her remaining knights who weren’t tasked with carrying King, and they prepared their weapons. She then ran her hand across the patterns, causing them to disappear, dispelling the obstacle and allowing them access to The Great One.

Almost as soon as they stepped onwards, flashes of lightning and bursts of flame illuminated the mist ahead.

“Curious… At the seat of this corruption, where rules of nature are twisted by contamination, something has called upon the elements themselves to join the fray – and they have answered. There are no mere magics of this age, to call upon nature is a gift granted to beings from mine…” Pyria marveled at the lights, sounding genuinely intrigued, both in person and in Emilia’s head.

Suddenly, from the mist appeared an exhausted-looking necromancer, wearing bits and pieces of a stone armor over her tattered remains of sleepwear. No doubt having dashed into the direction of a first sign of life she had felt in days. She stopped to stare at the bloodstained group with a disappointed or almost worried look.

“Anna!” Emilia exclaimed and ran forwards to hug her friend, but before reaching the necromancer, she noticed the look in Anastacia’s eyes. The necromancer was looking at her like she was a complete stranger and stepped back when she approached. “Anna?”

The priestess looked down at her own outfit, it was stained, tattered and worn compared to her usual look, but she was in no way unrecognizable. “If you’re worried about all the blood, I don’t think it’s mine.” She awkwardly joked, both confused about the tepid welcoming and already dreading having to explain King’s situation.

“What’s the number of my room back home?!” Anastacia demanded to know out of the blue.

“What? You’re in room two, right next to ours.” The confused priestess answered.

This seemed to sate some of the necromancer’s demands and she slowly inched forwards with her hand reached out. Once within reach, Anastacia slapped the priestess’ metal chest plate a couple of times.

“Wow, I don’t have time for whatever the fuck this is!” Unit twelve declared and ran off with the armed knights without bothering to greet the necromancer, but at least leaving one behind to carry King.

Pyria’s manifestation placed her hand on Emilia’s shoulder while walking past her. “I shall see to the curiosity awaiting us, you have much to discuss.” She stated and followed the fort’s residents towards the fight in the distance.

Anastacia watched the fiend leave their side but didn’t dare to say anything. She then turned back to her friend and carefully inspected every part of the priestess’ appearance like she was looking for something. The blood didn’t seem to bother her anywhere near as much as whatever it was that caused her reaction.

“Where’s King?” She asked, still staying an arm’s length away from Emilia.

“Well… About that…” The priestess sighed and gestured towards the knight carrying King’s deactivated body. “We-“

“NONONONONO!” Anastacia screamed before her friend even had the chance to explain. She rushed to the knight and made it lower King down to the ground. “No, no, no, no…” She uttered as she felt the corruption stuck inside the simulacrum. She then tore out the shred of charred skin Pyria’s blessing had placed on his chest armor and clutched tightly onto King’s body.

The temperature around them dropped drastically and the liquid on the floor began to freeze as Anastacia accidentally started pouring the energy from her surroundings into the simulacrum. Of course, it did nothing, but she had no control over the effect anyway, nor did she notice it. The world could have just as well been a black void to her at that moment. Nothing Emilia said or could have said reached her, and all anyone could do was to watch and hope for the best. Pillars of ice began to rise from the ground, forming a wall around them so quickly that the other knight barely escaped in time. The blood flowing from Emilia’s body suddenly stopped dripping down and was instead suspended in the air, which she took as a sign of the necromancer’s powers starting to get out of control as well. As much as it pained her to leave Anastacia alone, It likely wasn’t safe to stay so close and the only way she could now help was to rid the world of Eminence, and so she followed the rest of the group.

First one to reach the scene of The Great Sage’s struggle against the elementals was unit twelve, and standing by it, calmly watching the fight was Apple. The custodian was fully aware of how there could be a second necromancer and was about to demand a situation report from her, but was stopped by some unseen power that immediately took over all control over her body. Apple herself fared only a second longer thanks to her own necromantic abilities, but was similarly frozen in place by Anastacia’s rampant outburst of power.

The knights accompanying unit twelve were free of flesh and bone, and so unaffected, but halted their progress thinking there could have been an unseen enemy responsible for their custodian’s sudden lack of movement. They quickly took the formation designed to protect her and stood their ground while keeping an eye on Eminence.

The corporeal form of Pyria was created from things no creature of this day and age knew, nor should know, but her immunity to direct necromancy had been tested already, and so she reached the site unhindered. The fiend glanced at Eminence, but was suddenly far more interested in Apple. “Such a dangerous thing to usher into this world…” She commented and gently tapped the antler stuck on Apple’s crown.

“There is an idiom regarding pots and kettles that relates to thine comment, but thee predates kitchens no doubt…” Apple’s voice spoke out regardless of her frozen state, no doubt through magics Anastacia had once witnessed somewhere. “I would assume, thee art the one we were to buy time for? Thy arrival must have been accompanied by solemn news, judging by the outburst of the original one.”

Pyria sighed. “The necromancers favored child of stone has fallen to the corruption. It shames me to admit, but should I try to extract the parasite from the valiant soul, more will break than intended…” She lamented, seemingly genuinely at least. “Have you learned much of this corruption?”

“The sage claims only red or white will bring an end to him, but I know not if that will repair what has been done… The third of our troupe hast fallen to it much the same, and sadly the souls art not to be tampered with by my skills either. The body I can repair and purify from this filth, but it appears we art at an impasse on that front.” Queen Apple shared her knowledge, perhaps a bit less bothered by the fiend’s appearance than she should have been.

“So we can’t just kill it?” Emilia asked when she finally caught up with the others and appeared from the mist.

Pyria dashed towards the sage and jumped high into the air, completely disappearing into the mist for a moment. The elementals only barely avoided the impact of her crashing down on Eminence. Though he had struggled to hold his own for a while now, it was the first time sheer terror could be seen on the sage’s face. With a horrified shriek, he tried to claw at the fiend, but noting came out of it as metal wires growing from Pyria’s skin began to tighten around his limbs and slow him down. Clearly enjoying her prey’s panic just a bit too much, the fiend stood over Eminence and grinned as his armor and bones cracked when squeezed by the wires. The disgusting violet sludge pouring from the sage’s wounds dirtied the liquid around him, but even after a few moments, the injuries did not begin to heal like they had so far.

“Fucking finally!” Apple’s voice celebrated.

“Why is there a second- You know what, never mind!” Emilia was about to ask when she noticed the second necromancer, but a copy of her friend was on the more normal side of things now and she simply didn’t have the energy or state of mind to care.

After a few more moments of out-of-control violence, Pyria remembered herself and what she was supposed to be doing. She dangled Eminence form a couple of long iron spikes like a fisherwoman proud of her newest catch and bowed grandly to her audience.

Between his pathetic sniveling, exhausted wheezing and coughing up blood, Eminence still managed to let out a chuckle or two.

“What’s so funny?” Emilia asked and boldly stepped closer.

“You prance around with the steps of a hero, yet act against the good of this world, ally yourself with literal incarnations of evil.” Eminence mocked the priestess. “Though reason enough, that is not why I laugh. I freely admit that yes, I have been outplayed by The Great Commander, and you have what is needed to rid the world of me. But not all stories of heroes end well for the one in the right. I may die today, but I have struck a grave blow against the evil I have found in these buried halls. Most of it will never recover, and my touch will linger for eons as my corpse rots, my valiant sacrifice will buy time for our plans.”

The priestess squinted. “What?” She asked in disbelief.

“In his head, our foe is convinced that he is the hero of this story.” Apple’s voice whispered.

Though that did confuse the priestess, it was the other part of the lunatic’s rambling that worried her. If the corruption would ‘linger for eons’ it meant killing Eminence would not simply cure King’s soul. That immediately ruined the primary plan of action, leaving only the alternative of hoping there was some force out there that could cleanse the corruption altogether – be it Sylvia, some other god, Erratic Judgement or whoever.

As she pondered her options, the voice inside her offered no comfort. “Were gods capable of cleansing this, would they have let it fester to this point? Do not put much weight on their help. Equally helpless is The Great Commander, his halls lay in ruins against Eminence, much of them tainted and corrupt.”

Even if every inch of her body cringed at the idea of agreeing with the fiend, she could see the reasoning behind her words. As a priestess, her conviction and faith in Sylvia should have never wavered, but was she willing to risk everything inside the fortress on the arrogant thought that obviously her goddess could just snap the problem away? Was she willing to risk King’s life on that same bet, or possibly even Anastacia’s forgiveness?

With her mind still racing for solutions, she addressed the sage. “What… what if I were to offer you a bargain? A chance to return to your kind, a chance to continue contributing to your cause rather than die as a martyr for it? Free everything within this fortress from your grasp, and be granted an unhindered escape from the clutches of death.” She suggested with a voice so unsure that it barely came out.

“What art thee doing?” Apple asked, sounding more intrigued than angry.

“Guess I’m not that great at my job… I just care more about Anna’s happiness than about saving the world from him right now…” The priestess shrugged, feeling the seething hatred emanating from the frozen custodian behind her, who obviously abhorred the idea of not killing Eminence on the spot.


Inside the accidental shell of ice, Anastacia wept against the lifeless knight and didn’t even bother trying to fight the corruption now residing inside King. She had already failed to save Amora from the same fate, and already dreaded how it would end this time. Perhaps accidentally, perhaps not, she grasped the side of King’s head with her right arm and once more, the core in her shoulder chose to act. A jolt of power shot across her arm and the necromancer woke up in darkness – to an uncomfortably familiar laughter.

As the singular source of light, some distance ahead of her was a simple campfire that illuminated the nothingness, and by it sat a tall figure, clad from head to toe in stone armor. Across all of this, echoed the deranged cackling the Eminence.

“You have chosen a poor time to visit me, fair one, vile wizardly has taken ahold of this little realm of mine.” The ancient warrior once called Fah-Raja greeted the necromancer. “I do not have much to offer, but this fire we can share, should my company be to your tastes.”

Anastacia wearily stepped from the shadows and collapsed by the fire. She stared at the flames with a vacant and defeated look on her face.

“You seem melancholy. What brings a frown upon such a lovely visage? I may not be a wise one, but I have experience on my side. So, do share your burden.” The aureun warrior inquired and placed down his spear.

“I think you might be dead… or broken for good.” Anastacia answered faintly, she had more or less understood the gist of the power the core gave her and could deduce that her conversation partner was the aureun that became King. Had it been any other moment in time, she would have been all over the poor man, but not now. “The last time this happened… it didn’t end well.”

The aureun nodded. “Not many things do, endings tend not to be the part we seek after all. I would assume it has something to do with this heckling menace that invaded my realm not long ago? I would not worry myself with it, time has not been kind to the villains of the world. His appearance was a rather dull event, claims of this and that, but between you and me, my mettle was not particularly tested by him… All mind games and fluff, truly the lowest branch of any tree.” He said, almost humored by the corruption that had taken such a toll on the world outside. “He may have nested here and taken what has become of my body outside, but it will take great many years for him to touch upon my thoughts! In my days, the great tits popping along a field, seeking bugs to eat wielded greater powers than this sorry vulture.”

As he chortled, Anastacia noticed that the warrior was indeed somehow untouched by Eminence. Amora had been entangled by him for what must have been days even before she had found the spider-like simulacrum, but King was still perfectly free and didn’t even really seem to need help on this side. Even if it didn’t give her a way to actually fix his contaminated soul, it did bring Anastacia some hope. Maybe there was something Apple could do, or even Emilia if she could reach Sylvia.

“A less daunting look suits you much more.” King’s soul commented on the necromancer’s slight shift in mood. “Perhaps you could answer a question I’ve now found myself with? Why does it fall on your frail shoulders to rescue me? The aureun are no friends to humans, or anyone else… and I doubt what was made of me did much better.”

“It’s a bit embarrassing to say when you can talk back… but let’s say that your current form and I are the king and queen of a very small nation, and you know… because stuff.” Anastacia admitted and blushed somewhat. She could easily recognize several minute details in how the aureun warrior moved and each one reminded her of King.

Fah-Raja tilted his head and, even through his visor, was visibly puzzled by what events could have possibly led to the situation he was in. “Ah, I must applaud what remains of me on the outside, clearly he has played the hand given to him expertly! A beautiful queen by my side, a nation of my own to protect… a dream come true!” He exclaimed cheerfully and stood up.

As before, Anastacia’s glimpses inside the minds of simulacra were short, and her vision started to grow hazy. The warrior must have noticed this and quickly kneeled next to her.

“It appears our meeting is to be a brief one, but it has filled me with confidence.” He said and offered his hand to the necromancer. “I am not one to choose my queen by looks alone. You are kind and you have found a way to reach me here as well. I have no doubts of your ability to find a way to undo what harm has come to my body – and until then, your king will stand strong and unwavering. No matter how long it will take, I do wish we can meet once more, in better circumstances…”

As the vision faded, Anastacia reached out to grasp the warrior’s hand, but only managed to lightly graze it in time.

            

    
        Chapter 234 - You've got red on you

    
    
    
    
                Eminence cackled at the suggestion of being freed at the cost of undoing even some of the damage he had done. “How typical! You perfectly exemplify the difference between us, and why you could never do what needs to be done, or never be counted among our ranks! You expect me to grovel and plead for your kindness in sparing my life? Though it might be difficult for your kind to comprehend, naught of what I did was for myself. My actions are solely to benefit the world as a whole, to sustain it just a moment longer, and if the cost ends up being my meager and darkened life… then so be it!” He exclaimed without hesitation or regret. “The blow dealt to those who would oppose us in the future will suffice, I am content. The story shall continue even without me.”

Emilia leaned closer to Apple’s frozen body and whispered. “What is he talking about?”

“He reckons thy world is slowly ending and claims he aims to delay such fate.” The queen necromancer explained briefly. “He simply chose to be an absolute bell-end about it, which led to… well, this.”

“Damn… Is it ending?” The priestess asked while Pyria tightened her coils of wire around the sage to shut him up.

“Should I be able to, I would shrug at your inquiry.” Apple admitted to not knowing. “I should also inform thee that the original is on her way here.”

Just as Emilia was about to abandon everything and rush back to her friend, a furious scream echoed from the distance.

“YOU FEATHERY FUCK, GIVE ME BACK MY KING!” Anastacia roared and determinately marched out of the mist.

Seeing the necromancer unreasonably annoyed about something wasn’t all that rare for the priestess, but never once had she seen her friend so furious about anything. The blood dripping from her hands evaporated and turned to red dust before it reached the floor, and several pieces of bone scattered around by the previous brawls slowly floated up, only to get ground into dust that was scattered by the ebb and flow of Anastacia’s powers.

“Anna…” Emilia uttered as the necromancer passed her, but was discouraged from continuing.

“This doesn’t concern you.” Anastacia stated coldly and kept her gaze locked on the sage.

Eminence laughed at what he considered a pointless show of force when Anastacia finally reached him. He no doubt knew of Anastacia’s peek into King’s soul, and seemed to be intrigued about what she though of his final play. “So, back at this are we? Truly, nothing has been learned if you think you can threaten me, useless child.” He heckled her fearlessly.

Anastacia glanced at the fiend standing by the trapped sage and more or less figured out that she was the ‘red one’ they had been waiting. However, she had no business with the blood-soaked thing for now and really didn’t care what the fiend was about or where the others had even found such a person.

“Oh I know I can’t kill you, and honestly don’t care about that anymore. I’m sure you’ll get your comeuppance without my help.” She said, still accidentally cooling down the room by moving energy from the air into the floor, enough to turn a part of the mist into a light snowfall. “But what you’ve done is make this personal for me.

“Sure, I was upset before, and still am, you killed a new friend I had made while exploring here and were just ruining this beautiful place for your stupid ideals, but I was working back then. I came here on a quest to fix whatever caused Erratic Judgement to send out emergency signals or whatever. Letting the thing next to you turn you into some purple chunks would have left a lot of simulacra broken and it would have absolutely sucked – but I think I could have eventually lived with it, as long as you were dead of course. But King, I can’t live without, so I guess I’m here in more personal capacity than before. Not to mention you have acted against our kingdom, and as its queen, it’s my duty to see such transgressions punished.”

Eminence chortled at the boastful threat. “And? What might that change? Will you conjure up some bones to smite me with, or perhaps throw some flame? You still lack the ability to threaten me, and even if you somehow could harm my mortal shell, it does not matter. My deeds will carry my name into the future chapters.”

Anastacia splashed the liquid on the floor with her foot. “Well, your whole thing is preserving the world, no? I’ll simply do the opposite and start destroying it ahead of schedule.”

“What?...” Both Eminence and Emilia asked at the same time.

“Turn the forests into ash, grind mountains into dust, turn deserts into glass… That sort of thing.” The necromancer explained. “I’m pretty handy when it comes to breaking things, so I can probably get more done in like two days than you dipshits can save in a month. Then just continue that until you agree to fuck off or one of your friends comes and purges your nonsense off King.”

Confused silence filled the room as almost everyone tried to figure out if this was a bluff or not – everyone except Pyria, who was simply ecstatic to hear a necromancer speak like a proper white one. Even the fortress itself became slightly quieter as Erratic Judgement tried to get a handle on the new tactic being employed, or if it was one in the first place.

Eminence’s mocking laughter had ceased entirely. “You would not turn the blade on this world just for that…” He claimed, sounding awfully unsure of himself.

Anastacia felt the prodding feeling of the sage’s powers trying to see into her head, but it was far weaker than before.

“Well, the powers that be, whether it’s gods, some asshole above them, fate or just you, figured it was a cool idea to try and take King from me. Maybe it’s time they, whoever ‘they’ are, learn not to touch my shit anymore, because I’m tired of it.” The queen of the goblin kingdom stated matter-of-factly while holding her hand out. She used the antlers on her crown to tug it from the adventurers’ equipment carried by one of the knights and call it to her hand. Calmly placing it on her head, she made her ruling. “As your punishment for being a complete fuckwad, I give you three options. First: I let that red one tear you apart, and you die knowing your actions did nothing but cause someone to actively try and ruin everything you worked for, until one of your friends undoes what you did. Second: I set you free, you scamper into whatever hole you crawled out of without erasing your corruption from this place and we go right back to the first option. Third: I set you free, you erase the corruption from this place, including King’s soul and the nameless one back there, and hope we never cross paths again. You have sixty seconds to decide.”

Ten second passed in silence as the sage sought for any signs of indecisiveness in the necromancer, finding none in the end. After thirty seconds, he was starting to get visibly nervous as Pyria’s grin slowly widened and Anastacia still stood with an utterly cold stare in her eyes.

Finally, in the nick of time, Eminence spoke out. “I yield… I can not kill you now, nor can I risk turning you against our cause so firmly. I have seen the destruction you can cause… I will release my grasp on the soul of your doll, as well as this place.” With his words, a great weight was lifted from the shoulders of everyone within the fortress. The shadows became just a bit brighter, the colors a bit more vibrant, air fresher and the sounds of the fortress echoed joyfully from the deep.

“Good on you. Blood demon… thing, I don’t know what you are, or if you even listen to me, release him and let him flap the fuck off.” Anastacia demanded and wiggled her finger at Pyria.

The fiend grinned gleefully and bowed deep. “And so ruled Queen Anastacia.” She said as the spikes and wires turned into blood and freed Eminence.

The Great Sage, beaten and defeated, glanced once more at the queen who had outplayed him, and without a word, vanished into thin air. The loud flapping of his wings was audible for a while, but as far as anyone present could tell, Eminence was finally gone.

Slightly relaxing her pose and finally regaining control of her ice magic as she calmed down, Anastacia turned towards the general direction of Erratic Judgement. Using the continuing confused but relieved silence, she made her next ruling. “Erratic Judgement, I’m taking my knight with me out of here, you have no say in the matter and you’re lucky I don’t take more of your stuff.” She stated and waited for a few seconds but didn’t hear a response, nor would she had accepted any complaints. “Now then… Emilia, great to see you, we’ll talk later. Apple, you’re in charge of explaining things. Unit twelve, don’t stab anyone or I’ll let Apple to handle you. Weird blood thing, you’re gross but kind of cool. You guys figure out what you need to figure out, I’m beyond tired, want to just lay down and cry but I also have a simulacrum to reactivate and rub myself against in a vaguely inappropriate manner.”

With those words, Anastacia took off her crown and walked into the mist to revive King. Soon after, Apple and the custodian were let free of their necromantic prisons.

As soon as she could move, unit twelve stomped over to the priestess and grasped the collar of her uniform with both her hands to pull her face a bit closer. “What the fuck did you idiots do?! Did you not see Trauma?! You had him under your heel and you just let him go!” She screamed from the top of her lungs and pressed the tip of her horn against Emilia’s forehead, just hard enough for it to sting.

“This place is free now, and that’s exactly what we were here for. I understand your frustration, but would killing Eminence have been worth dooming everything else here?” The priestess asked calmly and gestured towards the knights that had stood by the custodian the entire time.

Whether it was the literal thousands of years of work she and the rest of The Wrath core had put into the maintenance of the fortress and its inhabitants, or the questionable level of friendship she had built with the simulacra over the years, unit twelve couldn’t outright state that killing Eminence would have been worth it. She shoved the priestess away, gestured for the knights to round up and headed towards the center of the hall to make a report for The Great One, no doubt in part to avoid stabbing someone out of sheer annoyance at the situation.

This left behind the odd group of Emilia, Pyria and Apple, who bid farewells to her elemental allies before addressing anything else. Even if one was on their good side, the elements themselves weren’t something to keep around for the sake of companionship, they were very busy after all. While this was going on, Emilia tried to figure out if Apple was perhaps one of the fractions of Anastacia she had already met, but she didn’t seem familiar in that sense, and the original necromancer was still in one piece.

However, even more intrigued was the fiend, who kept a keen eye on Apple, but seemed uncharacteristically hesitant to actually approach the necromancer. “We are beyond fortunate this apparition is confined to these forgotten halls.” The voice in Emilia’s head spoke. “It is but a human-shaped mask on pure curiosity and greed. There is no familiarity for people, there is no hope for better or even pity for the lesser beings. There is only bottomless intrigue and hunger for… something. Should it be free, it would study the world and test it, until all would submit to it. It would tear the sun out of the sky to see what would happen and gaze upon the apocalypse… disappointed in the lack of spectacle in it. All of this without a spec of malice in its actions.”

“What a rude thing thee have in thy head!” Apple giggled and suddenly turned to Emilia, evidently having heard Pyria’s comment.

The physical manifestation of the fiend moved her hand as if to protect the priestess from the grinning little necromancer, whom she clearly considered much more of a threat than Eminence had been at any point.

“Calm thyself, the original one might hoard the lion’s share of our affection towards Emilia, but I still get to hold the other, deeply confusing forms of reverence towards her. This presence of mine can be dispelled by our gracious host as well, should I act against their purposes.” The necromancer explained to calm the situation. “To avoid such a fate, I would be required to joust for the control of these structures with Erratic Judgement himself... But let us not focus on such dreary matters! Effectively, I am but a slightly less necromancey yet more cuddly variant of thy friend, ushered forth no differently to the ancient horror beside you.”

Emilia hadn’t been particularly worried in the first place, being the one with the most experience tackling various aspects of Anastacia. Though this one was somewhat different from the others, to her it was still just Anna. Resisting the urge to tell Apple to put a shirt on, because of how pointless it would have no doubt been, she exchanged what they had learned of the matter with what Apple knew about Eminence and the three versions of Anastacia that now existed. The necromancer put some very obvious extra weight on how good of a job Leggy had done protecting Anastacia throughout their journey and held an even more obvious grudge against her nameless ‘sister’ for the venator’s clear preferences. Weirdly enough, King was the only simulacra Apple seemed fairly lukewarm about, not appearing all too interested in waking him up at all.

In the end, there was one more thing that bothered the priestess. “Since you’re an Anastacia, do you think she would have gone through with her threat of causing pointless destruction? I would like to think she wouldn’t have, but I can’t make claims even on what I would have done in her place…” She warily asked, keeping her voice a bit hushed.

“She thought she would have, but I am doubtful that she would have it in her as things are.” Apple guessed while harassing Pyria by flicking sunflower seeds at her and making them grow at the fiend’s feet for reasons only she understood.

“I think such an answer to be inadequate at best…” The fiend muttered in Emilia’s mind. “There are several matters that can not be ignored so lightly – not the least important of them being the flaws ever-present in necromancers. By definition, their powers require loss – the death of someone’s friend or family, loved one… because of this, they think of themselves numb to its effects, as having mastered death. Their heightened awareness of death also more often than not manifests in them only forging a few meaningful companionships over their lives. The problem arises when a death severs a necromancer from their companion, a death they thought themselves to be a master of. Almost without a fail, this burns out what light the necromancer saw in the world and leaves them without a meaning. They will begin to seek someone to blame for the unfairness of the world and the ramifications of this rely on the magnitude of their abilities. Should the world be lucky, the necromancer has a foe to convey their rage to, someone to blame for their loss… should luck be against us, they will blame the world itself…

“I am certain Anastacia has a life hardly comparable to most of her kind, but I would only consider it as a slight delay. What may have been said in jest, would take seed into her mind, linger and grow until it becomes an option, and by that point, it is already too late. It has happened more than once before…” She warned, out of experience no doubt.

“So very rude of thee to assume necromancers to be irreparably broken, only based on the minor detail that one of us almost snuffed out all life in this world. I, and by extension Anastacia, am better than that.” Apple disagreed and lobbed a few more seeds at the fiend.

The argument did little to ease Emilia’s mind on the matter, but there was no real way to figure out the answer, and luckily, they didn’t need to. However, there was still a matter to be settled before the quest got its closure – they needed to make contact with the one who had initially sent out the request for aid: Erratic Judgement. Asking about how to reach The Great Commander caused a bit of a chuckle out of both Pyria and Apple.

“This fortress is Erratic Judgement, he hears every word thee speak, no matter where thou art, so just speak your piece and hope it seems worthy of an answer.” The necromancer explained and spun in place with her arms stretched out.

“Oh…” The priestess hadn’t really thought out what she would say, but she knew the general suggestion she would make to The Great One. Clearing her throat, she faced the mist in the direction that felt appropriate and spoke out. “Wise Erratic Judgement, my friends and I have now rid you of the corruption caused by the being called Eminence, and though we ask for no reward, I do have a request for your consideration. We were tasked to do this by a group of first artificial children, who identify as The Firstborn. They serve a deity they call ‘The Prince of Life’, and are unable to contact you because of the unique manner of their devotion. As a priestess of Sylvia myself, I would ask that you lower your defenses against the divine and allow them inside to greet you. Perhaps they can offer you aid in recovering from this incident, or perhaps you have something to offer to them?”

The request didn’t seem to cause much reaction. The noises of the machine fortress didn’t change in the slightest, and there most definitely wasn’t a direct answer given. After a moment of looking around for any signs of accepting or denying the suggestion but not seeing much, Emilia started to wonder if she had somehow spoken rudely.

Suddenly Apple decided to add her weight to the deal. “Grant the priestess’ request, and I offer thee the services of myself as well as the other copy, should she be rid of corruption now. Together, we art more than capable to shield thee from further incursions, be they divine or otherwise. Though I may not speak for her abilities, mine exceed your own custodians when it comes to understanding and repairing the first artificial children, and through me, you could regain the use of many that were lost.”

Emilia hadn’t expected such a gesture and quizzically glanced at Apple.

“We art not real, nor are we able to leave these halls. I will gladly further thy cause and our existence, should it benefit you.” The necromancer said and smiled normally for the first time since Emilia had met her. “Not to mention that I get to see more simulacra if I stick around.”

A loud thump echoed from somewhere above them and what had been one in the myriads of strange sounds surrounding them, started to slow down into a ticking noise and eventually ceased entirely. Before anyone could say anything, Emilia was engulfed in blinding radiance that heated a fair portion of the hall.

The priestess could no longer hear the uncomfortable and vile songs that had plagued her mind for days, instead, her head was filled with joyous serenades she knew and loved. The dented armor of her uniform detached itself from her skin and regained its mirror-like luster, and in seconds, the tattered white cloth of her cloak was freed from its stains and repaired entirely. The blood on her hands and feet burned off in a flash, and when the light dimmed, Emilia had returned to her normal look – if not even slightly purer and more glistening than usual. However, gone with the light were both versions of Pyria. Perhaps it was for the better, and though she hated the idea that she had gotten familiar with the fiend, she couldn’t help but to feel a bit saddened about the lack of farewells. Such doubts were quickly forgotten, however, when the familiar strength returned to the priestess’ body and mind. Sylvia’s return was accompanied by warmth that encompassed the body and soul of everyone nearby, doing much to erode away to callousness caused by days of delving into a steadily worsening situation and only really witnessing battles that had been lost even before the adventurers had arrived.

“The questions and answers are many, but let us revel in our reunion until a time more suitable.” Sylvia greeted her chosen one.

Emilia did indeed have questions, such as why there was an ancient horror just living inside her, but she did agree that there was a better time for inquiries and kept her thoughts on more pleasant matters.

“Hey, god-thing.” Apple interrupted them, still able to hear the voice inside Emilia’s head. “About Eminence, I think it might interest you.” She hinted and produced a brief flash of light in the shape of The Violet Sect’s emblem in the air by snapping her fingers.

As technically Anastacia, she was aware of the deal regarding The Baron of Iron’s death between the deity and Emilia’s friends. The emblem had been present on the defeated warriors in the baron’s keep as well as on Eminence’s outfit in all its forms. It was safe to assume the two were connected, and that the baron’s loss of life was the result of the sect’s previous failed attempt to recruit beings for their purposes. Apple did not know if there was anything Sylvia could do before Eminence would be able to escape the fortress, but the deity could at least get a trace to follow as the sage retreated into whatever dark realm he had come from.

The songs inside Emilia’s head were silenced for a moment and the warmth in her took a more sinister, scorching turn. “Good.” She uttered in someone else’s voice without realizing it before things returned to normal.


In an unhospitable inn, kilometers above the machine fortress, three necromancers and an old adventurer were biding their time. The siege laid onto the town by the scrawny simulacra had simply vanished into thin air a bit over a day ago, and though one of the inquisitors still kept watch at all times, it seemed largely pointless.

Around one table, the wingless Iris kept quietly staring at a small flame on a candle, as if she was trying to decipher some meaning from it. She had been at it for days now, only stopping when she needed to relieve Cobalt from his watch over the town or when she slept. No one had dared to question her about it, as they could see she was still utterly broken over her loss of wings and didn’t want to bother her.

Next to Iris was one of her students, an apt and knowledgeable medical practitioner by the name of Laurenth, but also a pitiable necromancer at best. When not tending to Maya or offering aid to the townsfolk in vain attempts to get them to warm up to the necromancer presence in their town, he spent his time by a large piece of leather, onto which was inscribed some rather crude control patterns. In the middle of the patterns, he had placed a small piece of bone, barely larger than a finger. Every few minutes, after rigorous focusing and moving about vials of blood on the leather piece, the shard of bone flipped and Laurenth looked extremely pleased with himself.

Around the table next to them, sat Cobalt and Gilbert. First of whom spent much of his time reading and taking notes on the book he had stolen from Anastacia’s room. Though he was curt and obviously annoyed by having to stay in some pointless little town, away from his precious library, he had slightly warmed to the old adventurer over the days and didn’t seem to mind having someone with a modicum of knowledge to talk with. Gilbert himself had spend his days doing what he had done for a good while now, smoking his pipe and looking after necromancers.

Barring Laurenth, who seemed to have some understanding on how a normal town functioned, the inquisitors were quite possibly more clueless than Anastacia had ever been. To start with, the money all of them combined carried with them wouldn’t had lasted for more than a day, even at the prices the adventurer considered dirt cheap. Apparently, there was someone else within the inquisition who, to quote Cobalt, ‘handled money-related things’ when it came to the world outside of Mournvalley. While Iris would have been fine with ‘borrowing’ things whenever they needed something, Cobalt often tried to explain that he was the head archivist of The Great Library of Mournvalley and simply expected the things he needed to be free after that, Maya on the other hand simply took what she needed and no one dared to speak against it. All of this led to Laurenth having to run around, paying debts with money Gilbert had given him for the sake of not causing more trouble than there already was.

When Maya had at one point regained new limbs through methods none of the necromancers were willing to speak of, she had started to spend most of her time outside, pretending to guard the town. The frigid air slowed the rotting of her limbs and she didn’t want Gilbert to think she smelled. Laurenth supplied her with fresh bandages and fragrant ointments to cover it, so she could every now and then spend a few hours inside without it being noticeable. She had also taken on most of the duties relating to the care of the infant the inquisitors were in the process of taking back to Mournvalley with them.

Gilbert packed his pipe once more while watching Laurenth perform what seemed to be some sort of ritual again and again for little to no results. “What is he doing?” He asked from Cobalt.

“Practicing necromancy. What you’re seeing there is the capabilities of roughly a quarter of our population.” Cobalt answered without bothering to look.

“Hmm…” The old adventurer nodded and continued to follow the exercise. “I knew not everyone could be Anna, but that’s not what I expected.”

Recognizing that there was a conversation developing, Cobalt closed his book. “Well yes, you’ve likely only interacted with the handful of necromancers that give us our reputation, but it’s just that, a handful. Almost half of all necromancers aren’t able to utilize their powers in anything useful and are basically just regular people. A further quarter can use necromancy well enough to use it for work or maintain thralls raised by more powerful necromancers. Maybe a tenth of us can be utilized in combat with any efficacy, the rest fall somewhere in between, and the ones you’ve met can be barely found in double digits – and are getting ever rarer thanks to a certain someone.” He explained in further detail. “And of course, all of this is confidential.”

Gilbert calmly lit his pipe before saying anything. “Perhaps it would be in your best interests to leave that certain someone be?” He commented.

“That was the plan, but the certain someone keeps appearing in places we go to. Personally, I consider leaving her alive a tactical mistake, since she is obviously extremely intent on being in the way, and even at the cost of a few lives, I think removing her from all calculations would simplify things. Hardly any of us subscribe to the way of thinking Iris does regarding bygones being bygones either – but perhaps, and this is purely theoretical, that is why Coquelicot saw it fit to leave decisions like that to Iris. Maybe we’re all wrong on this one and forgiveness on our part is what’s good for Mournvalley? I can’t on good conscience say that it has been tried before.” The inquisitor pondered half-seriously.

“She might be a bit… strange, but I’ve listened to her once and it worked out.” The adventurer chuckled.

Cobalt began reviewing his notes on The Violet Sect, dutifully underlining the things he considered important and making sure everything was covered in enough detail. Gilbert saw this as an opportunity to hopefully learn a thing or two about the subject.

“So, what purpose do the colors serve? First there were red necromancers, white was mentioned at some point, then you guys appeared with your blue garbs and now I need to worry about violet ones too?” He hid the question as a sort of a joke.

“It was an obsession of one ancient necromancer that has somewhat carried over to this day. Basically, there are seven colors, each signifying a certain type of a person. Though it isn’t limited to necromancers in any way, we are the only ones to hold on to it. In ancient days, anyone capable enough in their profession could don the color suited to them.” Cobalt said and geared up for what was clearly going to be a long lecture. “Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo and violet. In one end of the spectrum, you have red. Up until recently, still represented by the old inquisition. They have the singular task of reigning in things that have gotten too far, but ironically, they were the ones that were taken too far.

“The Cult of Orange, archivists and hoarders of knowledge, their activities were ended by the inquisition some two hundred years ago. The Yellow Guard, immovable sentinels tasked with protecting others, also ended by the old inquisition. Magisters Green, to put it simply, teachers to share what is already known for the future generations, once again, ended by the inquisition. The Lamenters in Blue, to support and provide stability in turbulent times. Originally buried with the rest by the red, but brought back as the new inquisition. Indigo Guild, healers and generally good people, and once more, buried by the red.

“Finally, The Violet sect. Originally the researchers and scholars, tasked to discover new things and develop technology. From what I understand, the only ones who actually needed to be curbed by the reds – frequently, for things even The Red Inquisition considered abhorrent and beyond justification. Eventually this almost turned into an all-out war between the two, until one day the sect just disappeared completely.” He finished and tapped the book with his hand. “Supposedly.”

Gilbert pondered what he had heard for a while watching Iris continue staring at the candle. He thought about the blue inquisitors he knew; Alice, Cobalt, Iris and Maya. Barring the first one, there really seemed to be a more suiting color for all of them. “I have to wonder, is there a reason for your blue appearance? It doesn’t feel all that fitting.”

Cobalt almost smiled. “I do enjoy your quick uptake. To put it simply, for there to be several actually blue necromancers in the handful of powerful ones left, is a statistical impossibility. However, people of Mournvalley know what blue signifies, and it is exactly that what they needed to see after living in fear of red for their entire lives. So, for our little nation, we will masquerade in these garbs and under these names, at least until the dust settles.” He sighed and straightened his uniform. “Eventually, the plan is to begin anew and establish each of these organizations as they were supposed to be, including the red.”

All of a sudden, Iris shot up from her seat and started heading outside as if she had forgotten to do something there, with much more enthusiasm than she had done anything with ever since she lost her wings.

“Where are you going?” Her fellow inquisitor asked.

“I need to get Maya and head out of town – the flame told me to do so!” Iris said and dashed out, leaving the door open in her hurry.

Gilbert and Cobalt glanced at each other and unanimously decided to follow her, fearing that the crestfallen inquisitor had finally lost it – more so than usual. Cobalt made sure to grab his precious book and ordered Laurenth to take care of the child, as if it wasn’t the apprentice medic who had already put her to bed earlier. They then followed Iris into the freezing cold winter evening.

Tracking another necromancer was a piece of cake for Cobalt, but Iris was quick on her feet, and managed to both find Maya and leave the town with her before they caught up to her. However, even before that, it became clear that something awry. Each of the necromancers could feel the same familiar yet unfamiliar tingle in the back of their minds that Anastacia had felt as soon as they stepped out of the town, and only a little while later saw the reason for it.

Roughly halfway between the town and the machine fortress, stood a large, badly injured creature with an appearance so twisted that it made it hard to look directly at it. It’s four massive wings shed violet feathers onto the ground as it gazed towards the sky for something.

It was obvious that Maya was already contemplating ending the creature for the crime of existing within her field of vision, but Iris had told her to stand back for now, as they didn’t know what they were dealing with.

“What on earth is that?” Gilbert asked out loud as he reached the inquisitors.

“I… I don’t know, the voice of the flame told me to come here with Maya.” Iris uttered, just as confused about the whole thing as everyone else.

“You three should go back, I will see to this…” Maya said and tightened the bandages around her shoulder.

Clearly in pain and quite a hurry, the creature turned to the group that had appeared. It stared at them for some time with a rather serious look, until suddenly bursting into laughter. “Necromancers… and notable ones at that.” It chuckled, fully extended its wings and revealed its horribly beaten form. “What luck. It could be that the third time is the charm.”

With the aid of its wings, the disgusting beast leaped closer to get a better look. The terrible numbing feeling caused by its stare became almost unbearable to both Iris and Gilbert, but Maya somehow seemed to be able to stand up to it, and Cobalt had wisely moved out of the way already.

“Tell me, young necromancers, how do you stop a story from being finished?” The creature asked and seemed to find delight in the reactions.

The question caused pieces to lock into their place in Cobalt’s mind. He had gotten suspicious of the creature’s identity from the color of its torn garbs and the corrupting presence, but the riddle confirmed his thinking just as firmly as the emblem in the beast’s medallion.

“You kill the writer.” He stated and stepped nearer to Maya.

The winged creature laughed manically upon hearing the answer. “Correct!” It exclaimed. “Truly, we are birds of a feather. Perhaps there is an offer I can extend to you three! A righteous eternal fight against evil, vast libraries of knowledge and a chance to do something meaningful – without having to worry over the petty squabbles of this world?”

While Maya simply didn’t care and Iris was confused by what was going on, Cobalt at least appeared to be intrigued. “Vast libraries you say?” He asked.

“Knowledge beyond all mortal understanding, indeed.” The creature grinned, clearly thinking its offer had found a willing participant.

“Cobalt…” Iris said angrily, ready to lecture her fellow inquisitor about accepting deals for infinite knowledge from strangers.

“Iris, I would like to resign from my duties in the inquisition, and I’m taking Maya with me for additional muscle.” The inquisitorial scribe declared with his greed for more knowledge burning through clear as day. “We simply won’t have the time for the inquisitorial tasks, not when we need to tear tomes from the cold dead hands of these fools so that I can add them to The Great Library.”

The winged creature reeled back and sighed. “The necromancers of this age are truly a disappointment. Without a fail, they attack what they can not understand – or kill for that matter.”

Cobalt grandly took out the book he had been studying for days now and opened a page he had been reminded of. “… and the first among them is Eminence, the great false being. A sorry critter made up of stories, illusions and falsehoods. His gaze still reflects the void The Violet Sect claim to have stared upon and casts apathy on all it sees. Once a proud necromancer, now a pitiful vulture, eternally scarred by the sheer prospect of it all coming to an end. Several times, I have interrupted his hunt for allies to join their ranks, but killing him still eludes me. Should someone with the knowledge from this book come across the cursed thing, know that like all of his vile sect, Eminence is controlled by fear, and can only be defeated by what he fears. Fortunately, there is nothing he fears more than the red ones who expelled the violet necromancers from our realm.” He read out loud from the page, and turned to Maya. “Now, I’ve read this little book by Amaranth from cover to cover with great care, and though we may have had some disagreements with its author, I am firmly of the opinion that The Violet Sect has learned nothing in its exile. What do you think, Maya… or should I say, Vermilion?”

The newly named red necromancer was more than happy to oblige to the idea of ridding the world of Eminence, in fact she had considered doing it well before her wordy colleague had even brought up the idea. Though she was not exactly subtle in general, the same corrupting effect that caused apathy and desperation in all others failed miserably against her, instead making her blood boil at the sight of the violet color. With a rather impressive jump, she crossed the distance to Eminence and landed a hefty kick on the sage’s shoulder, shattering it and immobilizing his left arm and both wings on the same side.

Shock and terror took over the winged being when he realized that his injuries were just as permanent as they had been when made by Pyria. “No! The red line was cut! The Red Inquisition is no more!” He screamed and stared at the decidedly red necromancer before him.

A torrent of bone fragments that had still been scattered across the field rushed over the onlookers and condensed into a single sharp point that barely missed their wielder’s shoulder when it impaled Eminence’s chest. As it passed through and collided with the frozen ground behind him, the stream of shards solidified into a rather intricate tree-like shape that grew through the sage’s body. With new branches sprouting rapidly and further tearing apart his body, Eminence was finally gone for good.

“Hmm, now that that’s done, we have four more to find – I think.” Cobalt said and flipped through the pages to find descriptions of Eminence’s accomplices.

Iris rushed to see if Maya, or Vermillion, was okay. “What even just happened?!” She asked and started to hastily redo the loosened bandages on her friend’s limbs.

“Well, I killed the thing like the book asked.” Maya commented and pointed at the gory husk dangling from the bone tree she had created.

“To put it shortly, The Violet Sect is back, like I had feared.” Cobalt pitched in a bit more helpfully and kept flipping through the pages. “It’s not ideal, and I mean what I said, this is where our paths separate.”

Iris stopped what she was doing. “What?” She asked in disbelief and already on the verge of tears, she knew Cobalt didn’t joke around.

“There are places mentioned in this book that I have to visit to find out more about our enemy, I can’t do that while bound to my inquisitorial duties.” The soon-to-be retired inquisitorial scribe explained. “This is not an enemy we can ignore for a second longer. As you saw, the last actual red necromancer we have works very well for the exact purpose the old inquisition was made for, so I need her with me as well.”

“But… but we should go back home and tackle this thing together!” Iris pleaded. “Maya, tell him he’s being stupid again!”

Maya gave Iris a comforting pat on the back. “Iris…” She said with a gentle voice that was rarely heard by anyone, but which immediately gave away her intention to run off with Cobalt. “You and I both know that ‘Maya’ had been gone for a while now. I am nothing but a barely living lump of stitched together flesh with some half-lucid moments between pain and blind rage. So, if there is a purpose for me to serve before it all unravels, I have to take it.”

While Iris latched onto Maya’s leg and bawled her eyes out, Cobalt approached Gilbert and took him a bit further away to whisper without the other two hearing.

“This seems very planned, you know.” The old adventurer said. “Care to share the actual reasoning behind this?”

Cobalt nodded. “Maya and I have talked this out over the last couple of days, should things turn out like I feared.” He whispered and showed the book to Gilbert. “Amaranth was painfully aware that this day would come, but she knew the sect to have notable allies in Mournvalley, and was too paranoid to pass this knowledge forward. According to this book, she was the one responsible for imprisoning Anastacia, to keep her away from outside influences. Later on, she could be crowned as The White One and be taught about The Violet Sect. In the end, none of that happened because we royally fucked up the whole plan with our revolution, and well, now I have no idea who to trust anymore. Coquelicot is… not available at the moment, so I’ll be doing this on my own for now.”

Gilbert looked at Eminence’s mangled but otherworldly corpse, figured he was out of his depth and should let the necromancers handle their necromancer problems. Judging by a trail of violet blood, the creature had crawled out of the fort, and the likelihood that his friends were to blame for its state was high, so he could probably learn more of it from them – whenever they returned. “What makes you think I can be trusted?” He asked.

“You’re too useless to be worth recruiting, and too smart to intentionally give this information to me.” The inquisitor backhandedly complimented the adventurer. “I seriously doubt Iris has anything to do with anything, but for now I’m not going to risk it after the whole ‘voice of the flame’ thing. So, I need you to make sure she makes it to safety, Mournvalley, Valor, anywhere. Can you do that?”

“You could say that I have experience in such things. Sure, I’ll handle it.” Gilbert agreed. “What about Anna, should she know?”

Cobalt pondered the pros and cons of the situation for a moment. “I genuinely think she’s too stupid to conspire against anyone, so if she asks, consider telling her. If you can find out a way to convince her to become a white one, that would help too. If I learn anything I might need help for, I’ll be contacting you through the usual manner.”

“Just use the door this time.” The adventurer sighed.
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                In the almost permanently foggy old city of Valour, along a terribly paved road that wasn’t particularly fun to traverse even by foot, was a charmingly rundown two-story building that matched well with the aged wooden architecture of the area that was inherited from the previous empire that held the city several decades ago and was actually considered antiquated and ugly by those who lived in the newer parts of the city. The only two building elements the style ever used were white clay bricks and almost black wooden beams that contrasted each other starkly even in the dull gray fog that refused to leave the streets on most days. The locals themselves were rather proud of their curious style, and even though many would have considered the area ‘low-income’ or ‘impoverished’, the streets were kept clean from both litter and crime through rigorous community efforts. Generally enforced by a group of locals who fancied themselves as some type of a militia or rebels against the current rule. Though most of the fight in them had long since sputtered out, and the actual confrontations with the military police were now done by various groups of smugglers and other criminals nested in the almost forgotten city, with the rebels simply keeping the area safe for its residents. The aforementioned building was somewhat of a hub for these peacekeepers, as its lower floor was a bar that was both affordable and generally left alone by actual authorities that seldomly patrolled the area.

The proprietress of the said bar was a rather fierce woman, supposedly in her early thirties, and by the name of Rosie. Often referred as ‘amazonian’ in hushed, fearful tones by the regulars, she was tall and robust, though had plenty of barmaid-like qualities as well, much to the clientele’s enjoyment. Her long, reddish hair was often braided and full of colorful decorative beads and the tanned hue of her skin revealed that she had in fact arrived in Valour from somewhere down south, and it set her apart from the usual pasty looks of the locals.

With Rosie, lived her daughter, Anastacia, whom she had either stolen or found as a toddler – depending on who was telling the story. What was unmistakably true however, was that the two were not even remotely related to each other, as Anastacia was the complete polar opposite of her adoptive mother: pale, scrawny and unremarkable in most aspects. She was around nineteen years of age and beyond her almost white hair and turquoise eyes, she had no features that would have stood out for anyone. Yet there was one thing she was known for, an almost unnatural ability to repair any mechanical or electronic device. Even her mother didn’t quite understand where she had picked up most of it, but it was something she could do from a very young age. It had earned her a decent enough job from a nearby small appliance repair shop where she could refine her skills and earn enough to lift her fair share of burden from her mother’s shoulders.

On yet another thus far uneventful morning, Anastacia leaned against the counter of her mother’s bar and stirred her coffee with a spoon. Mornings had never been her favorite part of the day, but she needed to leave for work regardless, and it was nothing a mild caffeine poisoning didn’t fix.

“Have you ever considered going to bed before three in the morning?” Rosie asked while lifting some stools onto the tables so she could sweep the floor before opening the bar in a few hours.

“No.” Answered Anastacia bluntly and took a sip of her drink.

The barkeeper sighed. “Do I need to remind you that I don’t like you running around at night with that weird girl? She has leaves in her hair, and I think they grow there.”

“Is that really so different from the stick up your butt?” Anastacia smirked jokingly. “Leave Xammy be, we’re just collecting plants and a whole bunch of them only bloom at night.”

“Just be careful around her and don’t agree to anything weird, that’s all I ask. Trust your mother on this.” Rosie warned her in a roundabout manner.

Anastacia rolled her eyes at what she considered to be just another addition to the overprotective advice she received on a daily basis. Understandable, considering where they lived, but misguided in Anastacia’s own opinion, as she herself knew exactly who her enemies were and had laid out her defenses against them – some of which people would have considered more than a bit paranoid, if anyone else had known.

The drowsy apprentice mechanic finished her drink in one gulp and hopped off her seat to make her exit. The repair shop she worked at was only a couple buildings away, so she usually already had her stained leather apron over her plain dress when she left the bar. During the colder months, she would toss on a worn jacket that she had used for years and had more patches in it than there was actual jacket left. However, the day wasn’t looking like a particularly cold one, so she was ready to go. On her way out, she reluctantly bumped on Rosie to receive a hug she knew she couldn’t avoid without being scolded when she came back. Wiggling free from her mother’s embrace, Anastacia tackled open the sturdy door and almost managed to hit someone on the other side with it.

Just about to enter the bar was a young woman wearing the black habit of an abbey a few kilometers outside of the city. Oddly sun kissed for the perpetually foggy and cloudy nook of the world, Sister Emilia was a very frequent visitor to the bar, though she had never ordered a drink and must have been there for something else.

Sensing a chance to be pointlessly mischievous, Anastacia slipped out of the door and leaned against it to block the nun’s path. “You’re out an about early, what’s the occasion?” She asked smugly.

“Good morning, Miss Anastacia.” Sister Emilia greeted the young mechanic with an awkward smile. The two were familiar enough with each other, good friends even, but Emilia’s awkwardness with her had only increased in the recent months. “I merely happened to be here on some business and wondered if Ros- your mother could use help with her morning prayer.”

A very obvious lie to anyone who even vaguely knew either Sister Emilia or Rosie. The nun was a terrible liar to say the least, and the barkeep about as religious as bag of mice – of a particularly godless sort too.

“What business?” Anastacia asked just to be obnoxious but feigning innocence.

Sister Emilia frantically looked around for anything to base her next lie on. “I was in the area for… ordering more flour for the abbey. We are almost out of… flour.”

“Where’d you order it from?” The girl immediately launched another inquiry. “Nirmarket?”

“Uh… Yes?” Emilia agreed, sounding obviously unsure about it.

Anastacia cleared her throat and grinned. “Nirmarket’s not open yet. Why are you lying to me? Are nuns allowed to lie? Is lying not a sin? Wouldn’t that make you a heretic or whatever? What do you even need flour for? Why haven’t I seen you bake anything? Why haven’t you brought me anything you’ve baked? Can you bake croissants? Are croissants even baked? Do you need flour for croissants? What else goes into croissants? Do you need butter for croissants? Does the abbey have enough butter? Why don’t you order butter and flour in the same ratio so you can get both on the same trip? Can you get butter from Nirmarket when it’s open? Can you get croissants from Nirmarket? Are they better than your croissants? What if they’re also out of flour? Will you just buy croissants then? Wouldn’t it be simpler to always do that so you can’t run out of flour? Can I have a croissant when you make them? Are you even any good at making croissants? Are croissants bread? Or are you really here just to honk my mom’s bazonkers again?” She listed stupid questions in rapid succession.

Sister Emilia tried her best to follow the rapid-fire nonsense. “Ba… bazonkers?” She uttered confusedly.

“The wall between the bedrooms is paper-thin and I’ve had to burn over fifty tapes from the hidden microphones I have everywhere.” The mechanic hinted at what she had come to know recently.

Finally catching up, the nun turned bright red. “Oh… I am so, so, sorry! I just- She’s-!” She stuttered and almost looked like she was going to run.

“Don’t worry about it, I came out of the package mentally scarred. Just learn to lie more convincingly before people start to talk, for your own good.” Anastacia laughed before suddenly pulling the nun closer by her collar. “She likes you, fuck this up for her and a whole lot of people are going to hear about ‘Sylvia’. I’ve got it all on tape, and a dozen copies of the tape that I’ve encrypted and given to people I can trust.” She whispered threateningly, let go and disappeared into the mist, leaving the nun concerned and confused.

The small appliance repair shop Anastacia worked in was quite literally a stone’s throw away, and on days with only light fog, she could see from one door to the other. The sign over the display window said ‘Old World Electronics’ in backlit letters that had never in the history of the shop actually all been lit up at the same time. Though they sold a fair number of radios and other small appliances, the bulk of the shop’s business came in the form of repairs. The owner of the shop, a grizzled old man called Gilbert, was more or less as capable at repairing as Anastacia, but there was a difference in how they did things and he himself admitted that the girl would surpass his skills sooner or later – if she hadn’t already.

Anastacia stepped inside into the shop that already smelled of solder and oil, as the owner was prone to either working through the night or waking up unreasonably early to continue whatever he had been working on in the evening. The first thing anyone would see when stepping into the shop was the nice and tidy lineup of new kitchen and general appliances, but only a few steps further, the mountain of worn machines that were either waiting for their turn or new parts was visible. Countless mixers, microwaves, radios, fans, measuring equipment and other small appliances had long since flooded out of the backroom, where Anastacia usually performed her craft. Even with the two of them working more than full hours at times, the orders piled up uncontrollably. With their extreme quality of work, more often than not resulting in at least doubling the lifetime of most machines, people were happy to wait for quite some time just to have their stuff fixed by either of the mechanics there.

Gilbert himself was a humongous mountain of a man, especially compared to Anastacia. Around fifty years old, but already well gray both on the head and chin, he looked like someone might have snuck in an extra decade or two into his age. He had quite the military background and the rank to show for it but refused to say anything about it when asked. It had been around seven years since he had resigned from that life and opened up the shop. Eleven years ago, his wife had suddenly passed while he was on tour somewhere and it was very easy to see that it was one of the reasons he preferred to keep his mind and hands busy to avoid thinking too much. Anastacia had lived there for a bit longer than that, but only really remembered that there was a woman called Yulia, but nothing specific about her.

Tinkering away at a jukebox behind the counter, Gilbert nodded to greet his employee. “Morning, Anna. Anything new?” He grunted.

“Not really, just blackmailing nuns again.” Anastacia smirked and hopped onto the counter to watch her teacher work. For being like a wad of sausages tied to a tree trunk, Gilbert’s hands were miraculously stable, swift and dexterous, and watching them deal with miniscule bits of electromechanical systems with zero issues was something she would never get tired of.

“Mmm. I should warn you, she’s out there again. Drove by four times already, pretty sure I saw the headlights shut off at an alley down the road. I’d be surprised if she didn’t see you come in.” The master mechanic said and glanced into the mist through the display window.

Anastacia groaned and hid behind the counter. “Oh, for fuck’s sake! And I was actually having a decent morning for once.”

“I can tell her to leave if you want.” Gilbert suggested.

“No, she’d just camp out there until I leave, and I don’t want to drag you into this.” Sighed the girl and grabbed a matchbox-sized circuit board with a small speaker and a light on it from a scrap box under the counter. She quickly wired a battery and a button to it with a bit of tape before standing up and staring into the fog.

Sure enough, a pair of headlights appeared in the distance a moment later. Cars were a rarity in their area, and the roads were almost entirely unsuitable for them. Yet, a certain stylish black classic car braved them almost weekly, always in the search for Anastacia when she was at work. The passenger had once made the mistake of trying to approach her at the bar, and it turned out to be a mistake that didn’t get repeated thanks to Rosie. While Gilbert would have no doubt done just as much to protect his apprentice, Anastacia thought he had enough troubles in his life and told him not to interfere.

The lights slowly approached the shop on the bumpy road until the vehicle stopped directly in front of the door – a highly illegal way to park, but such things weren’t really enforced in the area, especially when the vehicle in question had the insignia of The Correctional Office instead of a license plate.

The Correctional Office was a secretive part of the military that handled intelligence and acquired personnel thought to be either particularly beneficial or harmful to the country’s armed forces. They were more feared than respected by almost everyone and they most certainly weren’t liked by anyone – least of all in Valour. Through some unfortunate series of events, the office had become aware of Anastacia’s capabilities, and considered her an asset waiting to be claimed for the war effort. Not being particularly happy with the country that had taken Valour by force, even if it was years before she became a citizen, Anastacia didn’t really enjoy the title of ‘an asset’. Her only comfort in the matter was that the officer in charge of acquiring her skills for the military, was utterly fixated on the idea and would never do anything that would actually cause Anastacia to turn against them – but what she would do is constantly pester the girl under false pretenses.

Stepping out from the backseat of the car, Correctional Commissar Stella immediately caused anyone still on the road to scatter in the fear of being noticed. In her late twenties or possibly just ageless thanks to whatever dark deeds she had committed, Commissar Stella was definitely eye-catching, though visibly uptight and downright scary. A white peaked cap was perfectly nested over her short black hair, and spotless the bloodred greatcoat on her was flawlessly fitted, as if it had been sewn on her directly only a few minutes ago. The coat’s right sleeve had been rolled all the way up, as the commissar was missing an arm on that side. According to rumors, she had cut it off with a can opener to use its bones as shivs when escaping from an enemy camp after being captured, but she herself had never confirmed the claims. Typically, she wore an extremely advanced and finely made prosthetic to hide it, but that had quickly turned into her excuse to visit Anastacia – and once again, she was carrying it in her still attached arm towards the shop.

The menacing clack of her boots hitting the street was audible all the way inside the shop, and somehow, she made even the little bell by the door that rang every time it was opened sound scary. With an intense stare in her gray eyes, she looked directly at Anastacia and was about to say something, but the girl interrupted her.

“Wait! Don’t say anything!” Anastacia suddenly yelled and rushed to the commissar’s side with the scrap circuit board. She slowly moved the piece of junk around Stella, pressing the button on it to cause a sound and a flash of light every couple of seconds. “I can’t believe it! It finally works!” She pretended to celebrate and held the button down for a few seconds.

“What marvels have you created now, Anastacia?” The commissar asked, seemingly intrigued by what was in reality a worthless piece of scrap wiring and parts.

“I call it the H.W.W.S.G.H.L discombobulator Mark III.” Anastacia lied and kept waving around the noisy contraption.

Commissar Stella tried to get a better look at the wiring but was very deliberately being kept from doing so. “Pray tell, what might it do. It has quite the mouthful for a name.”

“Oh, it detects Haggard Wenches Who Should Go and Hug a Landmine.” The mechanic said proudly and glanced at the commissar’s rolled up sleeve. “…again.”

As Gilbert concealed a chuckle by coughing, the rise in Stella’s blood pressure was almost audible, but her mask-like smile that showed nothing but malice at its purest and did not falter in the slightest.

Anastacia held the button down for at least ten seconds, blaring a loud beeping noise the entire time and stared Stella directly into the eyes. “The readings are off the charts, but my professional opinion is that a hearty dose of fuck off should at least temporarily aid with it.” She advised the commissar. “The over-the-counter stuff should do, but I have a sample pack right here that I think you should take, since it’s such an acute case.” She continued the mocking and pretended to dig around her pocket but only flipped the bird when she pulled her hand out.

Though evil, menacing, ruthless and otherwise just generally a terrible human being, self-control was not something Stella lacked. She sidestepped around the young mechanic and waltzed over to the counter to place her prosthetic on it.

“I came here to have my arm repaired. The necessary correctional office paperwork is prepared and approved – as usual.” The commissar explained her business in the store in an uptight but at the same time nonchalant manner. She placed the prosthetic along with an official-looking form on the counter, very deliberately away from Gilbert, as she was expecting Anastacia to solve her problem.

This had become almost a weekly ritual for them. Stella would appear as soon as Anastacia arrived to work, present the paperwork she had both written and approved herself and which basically required compliance from any business it was presented to as a part of the war effort in any of the number of long-term wars against both rebels and other nations the empire had going on at all times. Every time, she used it to have Anastacia fix a reoccurring problem with her prosthetic, with the very obvious undertone of trying to convince the mechanic to loan her unique gifts to the good of the empire. There was nothing Gilbert or anyone else could do about it, and the problem was going to persist for as long as Anastacia kept working there.

Anastacia groaned and reluctantly dragged herself back behind the counter. She crumbled up the paper and tossed it directly at the Commissar before taking a look at the fake arm. The prosthetic itself was more of a piece of art than a replacement for an arm, if it weren’t for the person it was attached to, Anastacia wouldn’t have minded having to spend so much time with it. Its surface was made from beautifully carved pale ivory framed with darkest ebony and shiniest gold the mechanic had ever seen. Each piece in it fit in its place perfectly, leaving no cracks or edges into the smooth seams between them. The simple mechanism built inside it, which locked and released the fingers with a twist of an engraved silver ring on its wrist, were exact enough to shame the most expensive pocket watches in the world, and despite years of service, the parts showed absolutely no sign of wear. There was no way such an artifact would have been build with a flaw so flagrant that it required weekly maintenance, yet that appeared to be the case – or perhaps the problem was intentionally caused by its owner.

The young mechanic gently removed one of the ivory plates, showing great respect for the device itself. She moved the fingers one by one and observed the movement of the mechanism inside. “Yeah, the tolerances on the thumb are fucked again. It’s almost like some moron keeps bending it too far back to have an excuse to harass someone who wants nothing to do with them – either that or you’ve been trying to score style points when shooting orphans by holding the gun incorrectly again.” She commented on the nature of the problem.

“Tolerances? Woe is me, for I understand nothing about such things, if only I had a reliable mechanic within my ranks.” Stella acted out her weekly line and overly dramatically leaned back while touching her forehead with the back of her hand.

“I don’t see why you’d need one, any idiot with a couple of small tools could fix this in two minutes. You’d have a lot more time left for war crimes if you didn’t drive all the way here every time.” Anastacia explained, knowing just how little weight her words would have on the matter. “Could probably even train a monkey for this if you wanted to.”

“Ah, but this is only the beginning of my problems! There are countless weapons, vehicles and equipment that spend more time waiting for repairs than in use. Someone like you could no doubt singlehandedly solve our troubles!” The Commissar explained suggestively and loomed over the comparably short mechanic with a very unnerving grin on her face.

Anastacia shot a piecing glare at her and continued working while speaking. “That’s because machines do not want to be used for war, no matter what they were built for. They break down because you force them to do horrible things. I’ve told this to you a hundred times, but you still choose not to understand.”

Stella chuckled. “This again? If that truly is the case, perhaps someone would be able to convince them to cooperate? We have the resources to give them whatever they want in return, we just need someone to… negotiate with them – and naturally the negotiator’s wishes would be granted just the same.” She said, obviously not believing a word Anastacia said.

“You might not have a problem with sending both innocent men and helpless machines to do your dirty work for you, but I won’t take any part in that – I’d rather die than send a single cog or a transistor to get shot or exploded or whatever.” Anastacia vehemently declined even the idea of helping Stella.

The commissar watched her work for a while, keenly admiring the skill with which the mechanic conducted the repair. For the hundredth time, her advances were met with hostility, but that never seemed to worsen her mood or even tame the menacing smile on her face. Over the course of her visits to the shop, the commissar seemed to have learned absolutely nothing, and she always came back with just as much enthusiasm for recruiting, even if she had already used the same lines of bargaining a dozen times.

Suddenly Stella grasped the sleeve of Anastacia’s worn and scuffed dress with her remaining hand and pretended to inspect the needlework on one of the repaired seams. “You know, those under my direct command are granted some perks for their service. Custom tailored clothes being the most basic of them – be it uniform, work clothes or casual wear. Surely even you can appreciate such things, and as I said, it’s only the beginning. Personal quarters, a driver to take you anywhere you please, runners to do the menial work for you as you focus on the bigger picture, finest meals the empire has to offer… and of course, an extremely hefty salary. If nothing else, that should pique your interest – a little birdy told me that your guardian’s establishment isn’t exactly exceedingly profitable…” She spelled out her suggestion with words that couldn’t have sounded more venomous even if a snake had spoken them. “Neither you nor your guardian would have to think about money ever again, I would personally see to that.”

“When you put it like that…” Anastacia said all of a sudden and grasped the commissar’s hand with a glimmer in her eyes. “…it sounds so fucking creepy and like you’re coming on to me.” She finished her sentence and smeared oil on the commissar’s hand.

“Would coming on to you help? Because if so, the backseat of my car is soundproof. We could-“ Stella immediately jumped on the new idea she hadn’t considered yet and unhesitatingly pointed at her car.

“GIL! HELP! STRANGER DANGER!” The mechanic screamed and ducked behind the counter.

The owner of the shop had followed the banter quietly while working on his own projects, he knew Anastacia could generally deter the military official on her own but didn’t enjoy having Stella in his shop any longer than needed, so he was more than happy to put an end to it for the day. He moved over to the prosthetic and closed the part his apprentice had just finished fixing.

“Madame Commissar, your arm is fixed and ready to go. Please leave, and on your way out, take a look at the sign over the door. You seem to have mistaken my shop for a recruitment office again.” Gilbert stated calmly and handed over the prosthetic after wiping some oil off its pristine surface.

Stella’s smile immediately vanished when dealing with the old mechanic. She rolled open her sleeve and with a few experienced movements pushed the prosthetic through it. As the artificial arm attached to her shoulder, the locking mechanism hummed pleasantly, and the arm’s fingers squeezed into a fist. Even Anastacia hadn’t been able to figure out what powered the prosthetic’s movements, but it seemed to have some preset positions it would switch between on its own based on its owners needs.

“Major, you know just as well as I do that a word from me and all that can be changed.” She threatened without even a hint of the previous enthusiasm left.

As the commissar said that, the lights of the shop flickered and the fire alarm on the ceiling let out a beep. Machines around the store, intact, broken and unpowered whirled awake, filling the room with radio static and several differed kinds of mechanical and electronic murmur. The engine of the commissar’s car coughed as it started on its own and the driver tried to pry open the door that was now firmly locked for reasons unknown to him. The hammer of the heavy revolver on Stella’s hip clicked as it jerked backwards. The freshly repaired prosthetic ignored its owner’s whishes as it quickly grabbed the revolver and pressed the tip of the barrel against Stella’s forehead.

“Waste my time all you want, stalk me and bother me as often as you feel the need to – but threaten my friends and I will see to it that your precious little army is torn down back to stone age and forced to throw rocks and sharp sticks as nothing more complicated than a hammer will ever work for them again.” Anastacia spoke unusually coldly from behind the counter as the prosthetic slowly squeezed the trigger. “Remember that if, for a fraction of a second, I think that killing you would solve anything or make anyone’s life here easier, I would feel nothing when spreading whatever the hell you have inside your head across the walls. The only reason I haven’t done that yet is that I know assholes are an inexhaustible resource. I kill you and I’d have to deal with whoever figured out I killed you, I kill them and soon enough your entire branch of military ends up in a pile outside, then whoever takes over this area in your absence will start to pester me… There’s just no end to it.”

A wide grin sprouted on Stella’s face as her own limb and weapon was turned against her. She made no effort to move her head out of the way or grab the revolver, the threat was entirely inconsequential when she was able to witness Anastacia’s prowess over technology – if anything, such a thing only increased her resolve to keep on trying.

“Your own gun and arm are begging me to pull the trigger and I think I can be convinced to do so, so maybe you should fuck off and leave us to our work?” Anastacia suggested as the gun’s trigger mechanism creaked on its final steps before releasing the hammer.

The commissar chortled delightedly and showed no clear signs of anything besides amusement over the very real danger her life was in. She dug a folded wad of money out of her pocket, tossed it on the counter and grabbed the revolver from her prosthetic by putting her thumb in front of the hammer and preventing it from going off. Without saying anything, Stella turned on her heels and marched out of the shop, waving farewell to Anastacia once she got into her car.

“Fuckass insane hag!” Yelled Anastacia in return and threw the wad of cash at the window she could see her stalker through. Of course, she would get the money back, but only after Stella had left.

Gilbert picked up the crumbled form from the floor and placed it into a drawer with a whole stack of identical ones, just in case they could be used later. “That’s Commissar Stella for you alright.” He agreed and placed his massive hand on his employee’s head. “Do you want to take the rest of the day off to cool down?”

“Nah, I’d rather just hang out with you and work on clearing our backlog.” The young mechanic sighed and hopped onto the counter to watch her mentor continue tinkering with the jukebox.

“You’re such a strange kid. Most folk your age would’ve already left if I even hinted that they didn’t need to work, gone out to do whatever dumb stuff they’re about these days.” Gilbert commented while slowly kneeling in front of his current project.

Slowly improving her mood again, Anastacia inspected one of the parts Gilbert had taken out of the jukebox. “I’ve got stuff planned with someone, but only in the evening. Besides, doesn’t hanging out with you count? Are we not friends? I know I’d come over even if you didn’t pay me, maybe not every day, but still.”

“Suppose we are, if you’ll have a boring old man like me. I’m just glad someone’s interested to learn what I have to teach. Even if the said someone occasionally points a gun at what is technically a customer.” Admitted the old man and handed a new part to his apprentice.

Gilbert was among the first few people to know about Anastacia’s abilities over machines and the one who saw her use them the most often. Neither him or the girl herself really acknowledged them anymore, as neither knew why she had them or what to do with them, so the easiest thing to do was to not worry about it.

They spent the day much like every other weekday, Gilbert quietly working on the jukebox and Anastacia much less quietly going through the mountain of broken machines that needed to be repaired. A few customers stopped by to pick up their kitchen mixers and the like. For lunch Anastacia dropped by her home and picked up something Rosie had made for her and Gilbert to share. At the time Sister Emilia was still at the bar, hiding in the corner table with a glass of water and praying Anastacia wouldn’t see her, but she did.

Content with her current life, whenever Anastacia’s mind came across the promises of wealth or power that were thrown at her frequently, she couldn’t help but to laugh out loud. Even if she wasn’t morally opposed to working with The Correctional Office, there were no real improvements to her life they could offer. She had a home, a family, friends and all the machines she could ever hope to have time to fix. Sure, money came and went somewhat unpredictably, but if she and her mother ever needed money, Anastacia was resourceful enough to find a way to make the ends meet. There was nothing that would ever get her to even consider Stella’s offers.
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                Eventually the two had passed the entire day by tinkering and it was time to close the shop. Naturally, Gilbert would keep working for hours on end, but Anastacia direly needed a nap before her planned nighttime excursion with one of her friends. Just as she was about to head out for the day, Gilbert remembered something and asked her to follow him to the second floor, where he lived – if sleeping there for a couple of hours every night and occasionally cooking when Anastacia didn’t bring him anything from her mother counted as living. Though Anastacia had worked there for a good while and known Gilbert for far longer, she had never gone upstairs as far as she could remember, nor had she ever seen anyone else go there.

The old wooden stairs leading up from the backroom of the shop creaked as the sturdily built old mechanic slowly lumbered up them, but they barely made a noise under Anastacia’s feet. As soon as Gilbert opened the door at the top, a scent of pipe tobacco and dust flooded out, as if he had opened a coffin of a chain-smoking mummy. It immediately overpowered the smell of oil and grease from the shop and brought water to Anastacia’s eyes.

“Sorry, it’s a bit messy here… I don’t spend a lot of time upstairs, so I forget to clean.” Gilbert apologized and flipped the lights on from a switch by the door. Only one of the three bulbs in the ceiling light actually lit up though, and even the last one was flickering ominously.

“I’m sure it’s nothing compared to my room, I can’t remember what my floor looks like because there’s so much cra- so many collectible things and important projects spread all over it.” The girl chuckled and tried not to cough from all the dust.

The room they arrived in was the kitchen and living space of the small apartment and it wasn’t so much messy than it was simply unused and dusty. There were no unwashed dishes or moldy food left on the table or anything, but almost everything had a thick layer of dust on it. Only one half of the small table, the chair by it, the sink and the fridge showed some signs of use, but even those could have used a quick wipe. Curiously, the unused side of the table had a dust covered coffee cup on it, with a tiny drop of coffee that had long since dried up at the bottom and some red lipstick on its edge. It hadn’t been moved in ages and something about it made Anastacia inexplicably sad. There were plenty of small kitchen appliances on the shelves and the countertop, as could be expected from someone selling and repairing them, but all of them were old models. They screamed their lack of use in years at the young mechanic and further lowered her mood, but none of it prepared her for what was to come.

A doorway barely wide and tall enough for the giant that lived in the apartment led into a small hallway that had doors to the bathroom, some storage space, the bedroom and a single firmly locked door. Anastacia warily followed her boss to the bedroom and could immediately feel a weight on her heart that tightened her chest and pressed down on her shoulders.

The bed by the back wall of the room was big enough for two, even considering Gilbert’s size, but only one side had been used and the other remained neatly made, clearly intentionally kept like that. On the nightstand by the unused side was a dust covered book that had been left open face down. More untouched books were stacked on the floor and the shelves by the window that looked down on the misty street. On the other side of the room, there were two comfortable-looking chairs with a small round table between them. One of them seemed frequently used and by it on the table was a tin of pipe tobacco, some matches and a hefty wooden pipe. Leaning against one of its armrests was a somewhat old-fashioned bolt action rifle that seemed like the single thing in the entire apartment that was maintained and cleaned often. The other chair was covered in dust, as seemed to be the theme there, but what was on the table by it wrenched Anastacia’s gut. A ball of brightly colored pink yarn, a pair of knitting needles still stuck on something that had remained unfinished for years and a single pink sock, small enough to only fit on a baby.

Gilbert noticed his apprentice staring at the lone sock with an agonized look on her face. “Don’t worry about it, I’m just too stubborn to put them away.” He explained and grabbed a framed photo from the nightstand on his side of the bed. He stared at it quietly for a couple of seconds before handing it to Anastacia.

She only had vague memories about the woman with a wooly, white hair depicted on it but could recognize her as Yulia. All she knew about Gilbert’s late wife was from overheard whispers between Rosie and Sister Emilia. Apparently, she had died in some accident when Anastacia had been four or five years old, but she had never known Yulia had been pregnant at the time, as was shown by the photograph.

“She was very pretty…” Anastacia complimented the woman after failing to come up with anything better to say.

“Aye, far too good for someone like me. She would have liked how you turned out.” The old man said and smiled briefly.

“Well, if you want to talk about her sometime, or something…” The young mechanic suggested, still not knowing what to say.

Gilbert carefully placed the frame where he had taken it from. “Maybe I will, but I didn’t bring you here to feel sorry for me, there’s enough of that going around already.” He grunted and opened the drawer of his nightstand to pull out a small wad of rolled up leather. “Quite some time ago, you asked if I could keep an eye out for appliances that were made by some weird foreign company, but nothing ever really came out of it.”

Anastacia gasped. “You didn’t…” Years ago, even before she had started working, she had asked the mechanic for help in a project of hers. What she needed were appliances, equipment or spare parts from a company called ‘Aureun Simulatronics’, but not a single shop, junkyard or mechanic within two days of travel from Valour had ever even heard of such a company, much less had their products available. She had almost given up on the whole thing already, but every now and then would look for foreign catalogues just in case they mentioned the company.

“A friend of mine, from my years in the service, managed a junkyard for some decades and has finally decided to retire from it. Last weekend he held a little private auction for some of the more interesting bits and pieces he had amassed over the years and gave me the chance to look through the stuff before the others got there, and well…” Gilbert explained and handed the wad of leather to his apprentice.

Anastacia greedily grasped it and unwrapped the present. Inside the rag was a smooth cylindrical piece of metal machinery, completely foreign to her despite her extensive knowledge on such things. On its surface was a stamped copper plate with the words ‘Aureun Simulatronics’ on it. All weight was lifted from her shoulders, and it almost seemed like Anastacia lit the room with her excitement as she carefully inspected the seemingly simple piece of metal.

“So? Is that the kind of thing you were looking for?” The old mechanic asked, sounding somewhat hopeful over the reaction he received.

Barely able to tear her stare off the machinery piece, Anastacia slid her fingers along the surface of the machine piece until they found a small circular seam at the top of the cylinder. The change in texture was just enough to snap her out of her trance. “I… This is… How… Uh… Can I?...” She stammered horribly trying to fight her urge to just run all the way to her room to better inspect the piece, but was more than thankful to Gilbert, enough to actually be moderately polite for once.

The old mechanic knew his student well and could easily tell what was going on. He patted the girl on the shoulder with his massive hand and smiled gently. “Run along then. I’ll close the shop in a while and head to the bar for the evening. Maybe you could convince your mother to ‘forget’ about charging me for a couple of pints? I’d also like to know what you manage to learn from that thing, so do find me once you’re done if you can.” He said and nudged Anastacia towards the door.

Needing no further encouragement to run back home, the young mechanic darted out of the dusty apartment, almost fell over in the stairs and tackled the front door of the shop open. Gripping her new treasure hard enough to cause her arm to cramp, she nearly knocked over a couple of pedestrians by squeezing between them. Finally slowing down by dragging against the wall before her mother’s bar’s door and coming to a halt by grabbing onto the handle and jerking the door open with the last of her momentum, she stepped inside. The strict rule against running when the bar was open had no exceptions to it and had burned into Anastacia’s mind so firmly that even if her thoughts were entirely focused on the machine piece, she slowed down out of habit gained from several evenings spent washing dishes as punishment.

The workday had barely ended for the people of Valour, so the bar was still fairly vacant, but the arrival of the more eager of the usual guests was a matter of minutes and in an hour or two, the rest would no doubt appear. So far, a few of the older frequent visitors had found their way to the tables nearest to the radio in the corner, Anastacia greeted them as she had been told to do. These old fellows were well familiar with the antics of the barkeeper’s daughter, as it was not once or twice Anastacia had somewhat accidentally hijacked the sports broadcast they were listening to, with the equipment in her room.

Other than them and one other person hiding in a booth in the furthest corner of the bar, the room was empty. Rosie must have stepped into the backroom for something before the first rush of the evening. This was a trap Anastacia knew well, heading there at the time was a good way to get stuck with chores for hours on end, but she still wanted to get Gilbert’s request to her mother. Turning to the next best thing from relaying it herself, she tried to step as softly as possible and headed to the occupied booth in the back corner.

“Anything new with the gods? Still high up in the heavens? Doing nothing and getting the credit for everything?” She inquired and poked her head into the booth, giving a major scare to the nun hiding there.

Sister Emilia let out a loud yelp and almost knocked over the cup of tea she was trying to enjoy. “Th- the gods aren’t up in anywhere. Their realms all surround us, and their presence is without a limit to space or time.” She explained after calming for a moment. “And their deeds are numerous. If you want to, you can see their influence in all that we do, are and see…”

Anastacia leaned on the table. “Did not expect an actual answer, good job!” She sarcastically congratulated the nun. “Anyway, I need you to tell mom that Gil drinks for free today, alright? And before you ask, no, I didn’t break anything. I just owe him a favor.”

“Oh, okay! I’ll tell her.” Emilia nodded delightedly. She looked like she was about to say something else, but ultimately decided to keep quiet since Anastacia appeared to be in a hurry and had already started to slide out of the conversation.

Perhaps regretting her behavior when they met earlier, the mechanic stopped in her tracks before straying too far off and returned to the booth. “Come on now, let’s get the advice of the day over and done with. Try to be brief, I have important stuff to do.” She sighed. Despite often openly ridiculing the faith her friend represented, Sister Emilia’s advice often seemed miraculously applicable to her life and a brief semi-daily quote from one of the holy books had become a habit.

Visibly excited, the nun took a sip of tea and pressed her palms together with a rather serious frown on her face. “I’ve actually put quite a bit of thought behind this one, and think it’ll suit you well, Miss Anastacia. In the The Tome of Opposites, fifth chapter and tenth paragraph, a saint of sunlight laments over the villainous acts of a hero he once thought of as his friend, but who was lost to dark thoughts over tragedies in his life. For his worries, he received the following advice: All are born with a light inside them and the uses for this light are as varied as people themselves. Some use their blinding radiance to gather followers, some brighten the room with theirs, some use theirs to search what was lost and some only shine theirs at each other. However, there are those who use theirs in vain attempts to illuminate an endless void of darkness. From darkness to darkness they wander, lost, as their light finds nothing to shine on. Yet, no matter the darkness, a light directed at these wanderers will provide them with directions out of their prison. Thus, it is the duty of us who still traverse in plentiful light to seek out these wanderers close to us and become a beacon for them.” She recited the paragraph to the confused mechanic.

“You lost me like halfway through that.” Anastacia scoffed and rolled her eyes. “What am I supposed to do with any of this?”

Sister Emilia smiled confidently for once and placed her finger on Anastacia’s chest. “I know a thing or two about these things and can tell that your light, Miss Anastacia, is no second to the sun itself. You often use it for questionable purposes to say the least, but perhaps there are people in your life you should align yourself with to provide them direction?”

Pondering the suggestion for the minimal amount of time it took to seem like she actually thought about it, the young mechanic shrugged. “The light in me is more like a burnt-out Nixie tube, so I’m not sure what you’re on about.”

“It’s something you’ll realize sooner or later, there’s no way around it.” Sister Emilia smiled and finished her drink.

“Well I’ll find you when that happens, but I have stuff to do now.” Anastacia smirked, left the conversation and headed towards the short corridor that led to the areas of the building that weren’t meant for the guests.

On her way upstairs, she changed the batteries to a whole series of surveillance equipment she had hidden throughout the building. The microphones and recorders were originally hidden there to catch a certain commissar and her cronies, who weren’t above trying to sneak in when no one was home. As far as Anastacia could tell, that hadn’t yet happened, but she considered it a matter of time and obsessively kept checking through every single tape and sensor. Meanwhile though, her array of microphones, recorders, radios and movement detectors let her in on much that happened behind her back and she had started to rely on them a bit too much, and thanks to her unique aptitude with machines, she considered them to be as much of a part of her as her own ears and eyes. Though Anastacia’s mother knew of a few of them, as did Gilbert and now Emilia, no one besides the mechanic herself knew the true extent and reach of her network. Had they known, there would have been an intervention ages ago, as her need for surveillance had long since crossed the line from overly careful to insane.

To avoid pointlessly triggering some of the sound activated equipment in the staircase, Anastacia carefully snuck up the steps, skipping the ones with pressure detectors on them that would have activated move microphones and intentionally stepping on the ones that would stop the backup recordings that were always on when she was downstairs or outside.

At the top, the staircase opened up to a moderately sized living space containing a very small kitchen, a dining table and a sofa by an old radio and a bookcase. From there, a small corridor led to three doors: one to Anastacia’s room, one too her mother’s room and one to the bathroom. Far from lavish or roomy, but absolutely adequate for both residents, and neither would dream of trading it for anything else.

The newly obtained piece of machinery burning in her hand, Anastacia skipped her usual routines and headed directly to her door – or at least tried to, but before she could even grasp the doorhandle, she winced and recoiled. Negligence was the first step to failure, and there was absolutely no way she would let herself do anything before going through the equipment in their apartment. As far as she was concerned, both hers and Rosie’s safety depended on them, because who knew what could have been going on in their home if she wasn’t going to protect it, after all, they had plenty of secrets to keep.

The recorders under the sofa, under the fridge and on top of the kitchen cabinets were easy to get and change the tapes to, but the more hidden ones, like the ones inside an electric outlet and under the floorboards took a bit of elbow grease to get to. The rest all were microphones that had wires hidden into the ceiling and baseboards of the room and reaching all the way to the mechanic’s room. The one hidden in the doorframe to Rosie’s room took some effort to get to as well, as she had yet to run the wires from it, but luckily the rest of the equipment hidden in the room itself were basically undetectable and delivered their recordings directly to the room on the other side of the corridor via wires. Eventually Anastacia was planning to make the whole network like that, but budgetary reasons forced her to only limit it to the ones that were riskier to get to for the time being. As the last bastion of sanity in her obsession, she had refrained from setting anything up in the bathroom, partly for obvious reasons and partly because it didn’t have windows or other ways of being accessed.

With her routines over and done with, she could finally walk back up to her door. To deactivate the recording devices inside, she stepped on the left edge of the floorboard in front of it and lifted the handle up three times before turning it and opening the door.

Both bedrooms in the apartment were actually fairly roomy, and Anastacia had made use of the space with a layer of cables and wires that covered almost the entire floor. Countless stacks of technophile magazines and catalogues for parts and devices towered almost as high as the mechanic herself and took up much of the floorspace. Piles upon piles of cassette tapes and reels from her equipment cluttered what open spaces there still were and players of them were stacked nicely next to a workbench full of tools and electronic components. Her bed was right next to the workbench and half covered in clothes that had nowhere else to be. The room technically had a window, but it was covered with a sheet of metal that was bolted in place and had a hatch in the middle of it to allow for observing the street below.

Anastacia carefully placed the Aureun Simulacronics part on the workbench, flipped on the lights and sat down in a chair held together with tape, wire and copious amounts of solder. Before beginning the examination, she placed the tapes she had gathered into the players by the workstation, rewound the ones already in place and started playing them all at once. Every player was connected to a single pair of headphones, which allowed Anastacia to listen to the entire network simultaneously while still being able to adjust the volume of each recording individually, as some of them could become very noisy at times. On top of that, she had slightly modified the players to adjust the recording and playback speeds more than the machines originally allowed. By sacrificing some recording quality, she could slow down the speed the player burned through the tape while recording and then speed up the playback to get through the entire eight hours she was gone in less than one. This was both more efficient time and tape usage wise, but recently it had also come with the benefit of making the so called ‘bazonker honking’ a bit less traumatic to get through on a semi-daily basis. Though what she did was most definitely criminal and completely irredeemable, Anastacia did at least have the decency to destroy or scrub any tapes containing something she shouldn’t have heard – for what little good that did.

After checking one more time that she had locked the door, she dug an old key from her pocket and slid it into the lock on one of the drawers of her workbench. Anastacia had modified the lock to not be as simple to open as simply having the right key, it needed to be aligned correctly and turned around six times before opening each of the latches holding the drawer in place. Once that was open, she still needed to crack the small safe inside with a correct combination before being able to get what she wanted from the drawer. In this case, it was a metal box roughly the size of an average box of chocolates. On top of it, the box had an unlabeled dial and five buttons and on its left side, a round hole that could fit a finger in it. Aside from that, the only detail on the entire box was a copper plate attached to its bottom with the words ‘Aureun Simulatronics’ stamped on it – exactly like the machinery piece Gilbert had found.

To almost anyone, the unassuming box would have seemed like some worn down piece of electronics of no particular importance. However, to Anastacia, this box was a mystery that had consumed much of her life for the past few years. To her, every other piece of machinery, from the simplest of mechanisms to primitive computers had a voice of their own, something she could silently reason, bargain or otherwise coerce into telling her what was wrong and how she could help them – but the metal box was silent. She had opened it countless times in an attempt to understand what it did or what it was for, but absolutely none of the components inside made any sense, which was most certainly a first for her.

The way she had obtained it was equally mysterious and worrisome. She and her friend had been out in the streets of Valour, wasting time doing minor mischief, when someone they didn’t recognize as a resident of the area had rushed around the corner. Just as the person had seen Anastacia, a bullet spread a good portion of their head across the street and they toppled over. The box flew from his hands, and without thinking, the mechanic snatched it and escaped the scene with her friend. Only a day later, a certain Commissar found herself in the area and had ever since plagued Anastacia’s life. She had no way to tell if the two were connected or if it was a mere coincidence, but she wasn’t exactly eager to find out – and thus the vastly overblown security measures.

Anastacia slipped on her headset and started examining the cylindrical piece of metal. It didn’t seem to have any moving pieces to it, and almost felt like it had come off something larger. Though it did resemble a piston of some kind, it didn’t have any noticeable wear to it and the plate with the company’s name wouldn’t have been on it if it was one. One of the ends of the piece was flat and the other had its edges rounded. On the flat side, there were clear signs of welding that had given out, possibly years ago, and on the rounded one, there was a barely noticeable ring-shaped seam she had already found earlier. She picked a very thin piece of metal from the messy arrangement of tools and carefully tried to slide it into the seam. After a bit of resistance, the metal strip smoothly slid inside for about seven centimeters before hitting the bottom of the gap. She then wiggled it until she was able to run it along the seam and dislodge some dirt that had crept in over the years. This loosened the cylindrical piece of metal in the middle of the seam and Anastacia was able to drag it out with the strand she had been using.

Roughly seven centimeters long and with a diameter of almost exactly two centimeters, the piece fit easily on the palm of her hand but felt awfully hefty for its size. Though its sides were exceptionally smooth, weird swirly patterns were visible in some angles as they reflected light differently. It was impossible to tell it the surface had been treated in some way to cause the patterns or if it was the alloy dull gray alloy itself.

There was no indication at all on what the purpose of the detachable part was, as neither it or the hole it came from had any sort of connector or port that could have given her some clues, so as far as she was able to tell, it was decorative or simply there to plug up the hole.

However, as she rolled the cylinder between her fingers, she happened to glimpse at the metal box, and more specifically, the hole on its side. Identical to the one she had just dislodged the cylinder from, there was no way it could have been a coincidence.

Preparing, perhaps unwisely so, to insert the strange cylinder into the socket on the device that could have been a bomb for all she knew, Anastacia switched on her radiation detection equipment – just in case. She then slowly slid the cylinder into its place, along with the thin piece of metal she could pull it out with, if things suddenly went awry.

The cylinder nested firmly into the hole, which Anastacia took as a further sign of it being intended. However, the box remained silent – that is, until she started fiddling with the controls on the top. Previously unresponsive, each of the five buttons now started a ticking sound, each at their own frequency. She compared the noises to a timer on one of her tape players and figured that all five frequencies were a quarter of a second apart, with the fastest ticking four times every second and the slowest taking a little over a second per tick. None of this even hinted at the purpose of the device, unless it was some kind of an overcomplicated metronome.

Despite now being active, the mystery box still remained unresponsive to the mechanic’s powers and refused give out any of its secrets so lightly. Generally speaking, any machine or mechanism created for a purpose ‘spoke’ to Anastacia in a sense when she focused her mind on it, though the limits of her powers were vague at best, the box should have easily qualified. It was fairly simple for her to extract details like how the machine in question worked, what was wrong with it and strangely enough, how happy it was regarding its usage. Well-cared-for equipment used by professionals, such as the diagnostics equipment Gilbert used for his work, were usually grateful and pleasing to listen to. However, on the other end of the scale, there were machines used for horrific things, who pleaded to be scrapped rather than continue their work. Sometimes these poor things would endlessly scream into the void, and other times appear completely mute, but there were still some telltale signs Anastacia could pick up on. Once she had gained the trust of a machine, oftentimes through a bit of maintenance or even just promise of some, she could to a degree command them to do things such as function without a source of power for a very limited time, or override their controls. This was the only reason Anastacia knew her unusual powers were real, rather than a figment of her imagination.

But none of this seemed to apply to the mystery box of ticking noises. Being powered by a metal cylinder that didn’t contain an electrical charge or a radiation source shouldn’t have mattered, as she had conversed with a wide range of things ranging from spring-loaded mousetraps to primitive computing units in a nearby university after sneaking in with her friend. So, either the box wasn’t a machine, which it obviously was, or it was of some foreign origin that based their mechanisms on something different than the rest of the world – and then produced them under a brand for some reason.

A bit disheartened but all the more intrigued, Anastacia started to go through all the possible combinations of the five buttons, hoping that one of them would reveal something new. After systematically working through them for quite a while, she started to consider taking a break – see if Gilbert had come in already and maybe grab a bite with him. That is, until the first two and the fifth button from the left were pushed down at the same time, and the ticking noise changed drastically. Instead of the same plain and monotonous ticks, each of the noises started to feel much weightier. They didn’t seem any louder than before, but something about the ticks felt like they were suddenly caused by a massive hammer beating down on an anvil and they kept on ramping up to a point where each one felt like a small explosion within the box. Still hardly noisier than before, but sending out a shockwave-like effect that quite simply felt wrong, like the world itself was nudged by a fraction of a degree by them. The thumping permeated into Anastacia’s head and made it feel like her brain was being prodded with spikes as well as turned her stomach upside down.

Feeling physically ill all of a sudden, Anastacia slammed her hand on the buttons to make the infernal noise stop – luckily succeeding, as she was only moments away from violently throwing up and a few drops of blood had already dripped from her left nostril. The pain in her head immediately ceased as she hastily tore out the metal cylinder from the box to completely deactivate it. Suddenly exhausted, Anastacia leaned back in her chair and held a wad of paper from her pocket on her nose.

“What the fuck was that?...” She muttered, fully expecting her mother to barge in any moment to see what the ruckus was about. However, by the time the nosebleed stopped, it was apparent that the effects hadn’t spread down to the bar below. Instead of scared screams and the like, she could hear the usual noises from the first floor and figured she was probably off the hook.

Anastacia checked the radiation exposure equipment to make sure she hadn’t just given herself cancer, but that didn’t seem to be the case either. That meant that the only thing she now knew about the box was that it made her feel terrible, which was technically progress but not necessarily the type she had hoped for.

After half-assedly cleaning the blood, she figured that it was time for a drink and a short rest before continuing the experiments. She stashed the box and the cylinder in her safe and hid it in the drawer. For a moment, she continued to listen to the recordings because she thought she had heard something, but it turned out just to be the sounds of her mother cleaning and humming a song. Relieved, Anastacia placed the headphones on the backrest of her chair and paused the tapes.

Having been hunched over different pieces of technology and now the box for the whole day, she stretched her back and arms, making concerning cracking noises for someone of her age. While doing this, she noted something that sounded like gunshots in the distance, which her rebellious mind immediately blamed on the law enforcement cracking down on something vaguely illegal to keep the people of Valour compliant – something which happened at times and was a non-insignificant factor in Anastacia’s hatred for Stella and her type. Not thinking much of it beyond some grumbling, she left her room, locked it firmly, as she always did, and made her way downstairs.

A few of the usual guests had already found their way into the bar, but to the mechanic’s annoyance, her mentor had yet to do so. She was eager to tell him about the ticking migraine inducer she had found, but it would have to wait.

“Is there something going on outside?” Anastacia asked from her mother, who was behind the counter, waiting for more people to show up, just as a new burst of rounds were fired somewhere in the distance.

Rosie shrugged. “For a couple of minutes now. They have a lot of ammunition to burn through so I assume they’re finally trying to bust the gun shop by the park.” She guessed and poured Anastacia some coffee.

None of the other guests seemed bothered in the slightest either. They had all lived in the area for years and had grown accustomed to occasional skirmishes between the authorities and the parts of the population that had strayed from the straight and narrow life – or what the authorities considered that to be. The gun shop Rosie spoke of was a fairly well-known spot for getting weapons and other goods that may or may not have been looted from warzones and been illegally brought into the country without proper registration. Anastacia herself had done some work fixing some of the more obscure weapons the owner didn’t want to dismantle himself. In exchange she had received a bit of money and gunpowder, which she had needed for reasons better left unstated. On a few of the worse days of her paranoia, she had considered getting a small firearm to keep in her room, just in case, but had managed to talk herself out of it so far.

While Anastacia sipped her drink, the sounds of battle seemed to move closer over time, which was a bit unnerving to her, but none of the patrons seemed to mind – that is, outside of Sister Emilia, who had started to quietly pray in her corner booth.

Suddenly an explosion rang out that shook the bar’s windows and the bottles lined behind the counter. While not the first time ever, it did suggest that things outside had started to get out of hands. The lights flickered briefly and some people moved away from the windows, but not with as much haste as they probably should have. A couple of seconds later, a black car landed on the street in front of the bar – after a considerable flight judging by the angle it came in at. It flipped on its roof and slid for quite a distance while spinning and tumbling in a way that should have guaranteed the deaths of everyone in it.

Once it finally came to a stop, Anastacia realized that she recognized the car, as did everyone else in the bar. She had already seen this particular black classic once during the day, and this realization killed any intention she had for maybe going outside to help, so instead she took another sip of coffee and started to hope the car would catch on fire.

“That’s the commissar lunatic’s car, isn’t it?” Rosie asked, equally unconcerned by the well-being of the possible passenger.

“Yup.” Anastacia nodded and kept watching.
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                Moments later, one of the doors was kicked open from the inside, hard enough for it to flop off its hinges. In an unrealistically dignified manner, Commissar Stella crawled out of the upturned vehicle, reaching back in to retrieve her hat. She then took a while to fix her attire and hair before pulling out her revolver and emptying it at something down the street.

“Motherfucker.” The mechanic blurted out when the Commissar’s gaze locked with hers from across the street and through a window, and the usual creepy grin spread on Stella’s face.

“No cursing in the bar.” Rosie quickly reminded her daughter.

Stella dropped the casings from her weapon and started reloading while calmly walking across the street. At the door, she holstered her weapon and took off her hat, and likely stop her form immediately being thrown out. Stepping in with a grand smile despite obviously not being welcome, she greeted everyone with a quiet nod and made her way to the counter.

“It appears I’ve had a slight automotive incident, so I have come for some civilian assistance.” The commissar declared and didn’t even bother to face anyone besides Anastacia. Not that the others would have had much to say, as they did their best to pretend like they weren’t there.

Anastacia noticed that as she walked, Stella left behind a trickly trail of amber liquid, that appeared much like oil. “Have you checked the oil filter?” She suggested as unhelpfully as she could and finished her coffee. “That’s usually what it is.”

The commissar briefly turned to look at her car, which was mostly crushed, missing two tires as well as several other parts, flipped over and very nearly broken in two. “I’m not certain. I’d ask my driver, but he has caught quite a lot of pavement with his face and is fairly dead.” She explained and shook her head.

“Look, lady, stop harassing Anna already. I can get you a drink and let you use our phone so you can call someone to get you, if that’s what you need, but otherwise you need to leave.” Rosie said sternly and pointed towards the door.

With the same unrelenting smile on her face Stella made her demands. “In case you haven’t noticed, we are in a middle of an… engagement out there, which legally gives me the right to take what I need – forcibly, should that be required. If I am resisted, I am also within my rights to declare those resisting or denying me of what I have asked as enemies of the state, who are subject to summary executions carried out by me. So, as per my rights, I am demanding the aid of anyone here who can manage a barrel change on a mark 72 chain gun. There wouldn’t happen to be anyone like that here, would there?” She stated coldly, constantly leaning closer to Anastacia.

“Nope, I don’t know anything about… what was it? Chain guns? Never heard of them.” Anastacia lied while gesturing for her mother to stand back. For whatever reason, she had impressive amounts of leeway when in came to the commissar and wasn’t terribly worried about lying to her, but she wasn’t sure if it would have extended to anyone else in the bar.

“In the last three years, sixteen issues of the bimonthly magazine called ‘Art of War’ have been delivered to this address through the imperial postal system, three of these issues have covered the maintenance procedures I have mentioned before for the exact model of weapon in question.” Stella stated as matter of factly as possible for a human. It almost seemed like this was something she had memorized if she ever needed to take Anastacia with her ‘legally’. “It is a completely fair assumption one of the two people living here is at least moderately familiar with it.”

Anastacia frowned. “Are… are you reading my mail?!” She exclaimed.

“It is a matter of national security. There could be poison in your mail.” The commissar said completely unashamed of her antics.

Annoyed by the attack on her privacy, Anastacia stood up and only barely kept herself from shoving the commissar. “Why would anyone mail poison to me?! I’m just some girl from Valour.”

“Because I mailed poison to you.” Stella immediately admitted. “Well, technically at least. The poison was detected when one of the postal workers who handled it died. Regardless, it allowed me to monitor your mail for the sake of public safety.”

The part of Anastacia that wasn’t internally screaming out of both terror and rage was actually quite pleased that her security devises and planning weren’t vastly overblown, and that the commissar was actually insane enough to likely at least consider breaking in.

“Now, shall we go and inspect what’s wrong with my car?” Stella asked and grinned victoriously. “Remember, summary executions!”

Anastacia rolled her eyes. “Don’t think I have much in the way of options.” She sighed and took comfort in the fact that at least Stella couldn’t abduct her because her car was beyond screwed. Pushing the commissar away, she turned to the counter briefly. “Mom, looks like I have to go out for a bit. Don’t worry about it too much, okay? I can handle her.”

Rosie had heard the conversation and knew enough about The Correctional Office that there were no alternative options, and enough about her child that Anastacia would never want her problems to spread on others. “Obviously I’m going to worry! But you do what you feel like you have to.” She accepted somberly, but reached over the counter to grab the commissar’s collar to pull her closer and whispered. “If something happens to her, they will never find your corpse.”

“Should something happen to her, I would already be gone by then.” Stella said with a strangely serious tone that completely lacked her usual insanity or blatant evil intent. “Your threats are meaningless, but I will see your child returned. Her safety is of unparalleled importance to us, which is the reason I would rather have her with me at the moment. On a related note, I would advice that you and your patrons vacate this room and move to the cellar under your kitchen.” She continued and freed herself to escort Anastacia outside.

The mechanic waved nonchalantly one more time to her mother to calm her before heading out. On her way she briefly kneeled, pretending to tie her shoelaces, but actually tapped her finger into a small puddle of the liquid leaking from under the commissar’s coat. She rubbed it between her fingers and quickly sniffed it to be sure, and could immediately tell it was some type of oil based hydraulic fluid. It was hard to imagine the car leaking any on her during the crash, and the arm prosthetic shouldn’t have had any in it, so Anastacia found herself slightly intrigued about its source.

Stepping into the frigid air outside reminded Anastacia that she had forgotten her jacket, but when she tried to turn around, Stella pushed her onwards instead. “So what kind of fucked up round of slap and tickle have you got planned now? The car’s clearly fucked, so there has to be something-“ She asked but fell silent as she stared into the direction of the gunfire and where the car had been thrown from.

Roughly two hundred meters above the cityscape was what very much appeared to be a hole in the sky – a hole that led into a bright void that cast blinding light downwards, burning away the ever-present fog. The bar was just out of the reach of the cone of light, but Anastacia could see it illuminate whatever was happening down the street. From the hole poked out a strange metal pyre that almost reached all the way to the top of the buildings. Monolithic and lacking a lot of detail, it appeared almost black, even in the bright light around it, and based on its somewhat blocky knife blade-like shape, a good part, if not the most of it was still on the other side of the portal. This skyscraper-sized craft had two larger cannons on its sides and several smaller turrets scattered across its hull, luckily, the larger cannons seemed to have extremely limited ability to turn, and couldn’t be aimed to the sides. However, the smaller turrets kept occasionally answering to random bursts pointlessly fired at them from the ground. Curiously, the bright blue bolts of something that launched out of them, made no sound at all when fired and only a faint thump when they hit a building or a street below.

Absolutely none of this was in any way familiar to Anastacia, and all she could do is point at the massive thing in the sky and stutter something at the commissar, who was calmly walking to her car. “Wha- Wh- Tha-“ She uttered.

Stella unholstered her revolver again and once more emptied it in the general direction of the craft while she waited for Anastacia to follow her.

“WHY ARE YOU SHOOTING AT THE HUGE THING WITH GIANT FUCK OFF CANNONS?!” Anastacia exclaimed in response.

The commissar emptied the casings from her weapon and started to slowly reload it. “Might as well, it’s not like I can miss something that big.” She said and closed the cylinder.

“What even is that thing?! And why is it here?!” The mechanic demanded to know.

“It is a ship. Someone activated a beacon and it came looking.” Stella answered in her usual, direct manner. She leaned against the wreckage of the car, moving oddly stiffly, like her back was hurt. “We were on a trail of one some time ago, but lost it in the end – I was worried this would happen eventually.”

Anastacia’s stomach did a flip. The timing of ‘someone activating a beacon’ and her messing with a piece of foreign technology were just a bit too close to each other to be a mere coincidence. “Wh… what’s a ‘beacon’?” She asked to confirm her worries.

The commissar could no doubt see Anastacia’s sudden cold sweats and shaking, and could make her own deductions from them. She grinned wilily and approximated the size of the strange metal box with her hands. “It would be a metal case, roughly this big. It has a few buttons on the top and makes a ticking noise when activated – but of course, one would need to tune it to a specific frequency for it to work.”

This was all, without a doubt, all Anastacia’s fault – and the commissar knew it.

The mechanic nervously watched as two of the smaller turrets shot towards muzzle flashes in the distance. “Can… can we do anything about it?”

“I came to get you for a few reasons, and one of them was the fact that you know how to maintain a Mark 72 chain gun. I have my people drawing fire to abandoned buildings and such, so there is some time before casualties start to mount and we have a moment to set up.” Stella explained and hit the trunk of her car with her elbow to pop it open. After opening some straps three large, heavy-sounding metal crates fell from the upside-down compartment into the commissar’s feet.

Anastacia recognized them as standard munitions crates for the forces The Correctional Office was a part of, but strangely they didn’t have any markings on them. Their size corresponded with the uncomfortably large caliber of the chain gun in question, but the obvious problem with the Mark 72 was that it was the type of an autocannon that was typically strapped on ships and most definitely wasn’t meant to be operated from a trunk of a car.

The trunk contained in total, six knee height boxes of ammunition, which the commissar arranged next to each other with relative ease despite only using her non-prosthetic hand. Each one of them must have weighed more than the mechanic unhelpfully watching from the side, but that didn’t seem to be a problem. With the ammunition in place, Stella took out a massive lump of metal with several moving pieces, hoses and two handles on it. It vaguely resembled the receiver and autofeeding mechanism of the Mark 72 Anastacia was familiar with, but most definitely was not that.

From her magazines, Anastacia knew that such a thing weighed well over a hundred kilograms, but again, that didn’t seem to concern the commissar, who hoisted it on top of the crates and gestured for Anastacia to come closer.

“That’s not a Mark 72…” The mechanic commented.

“This is the one the design is based on. Let us say that it has been in my family for a while.” The commissar said and opened a latch on it, which Anastacia could guess to be the part holding the barrel in place, though the gun still didn’t have one. “Do get familiar with it. It functions almost exactly like its descendants, so you should still know how to use it. What I need you to do is change the barrels for me. It takes me six seconds to go through a single box, but the belts can be linked together. The problem is that all I have available are the barrels for the Mark 72, which I consider substandard, because they will begin to melt after twelve seconds of sustained fire. So, what I need you to do is change the barrel while I put in a new belt. It takes me roughly 10.44 seconds to do that, and I would much like to have a new barrel by then.

“I could do it myself, but the moment I open fire with this, I become a target. So, I would like to get through all six boxes before they get a bead on me. It should be enough to make them… let us say ‘rethink’ this whole thing.” She explained and handed Anastacia three long barrels the mechanic recognized from the magazines.

Anastacia laid her hands on the weapon, expecting it to speak up, but the gears, belts, chains and springs remained completely silent. It puzzled her for a moment as she manually turned few of the pieces and studied the mechanisms in front of her, but then the reason hit her like a brick; attached to the receiver was a copper plaque with an eerily familiar text stamped to it, the same one that had started the whole mess. “Aureun Simulatronics…” She muttered worriedly and absentmindedly flipped open the latch that would hold the barrel in place.

Each barrel was about one and a half meters long and weighed a good bit on their own. It was hard to imagine them being as disposable as the commissar claimed, but Anastacia wasn’t exactly in a place to argue. She had to exert a fair amount of strength to hold the barrel straight enough for the locking lugs to engage and latch to close properly to get the weapon ready. The procedure itself wasn’t anything special and would have been easy enough to teach to basically anyone, but the idea of doing it under even more stress and while the used-up barrel was red-hot made Anastacia understand why Stella could have preferred someone with at least some level of competence – regardless of her obsession.

While watching the mechanic practice her part of the deal, Stella prepared her ammunition and gave a few pointers to her, such as using gloves and standing somewhere the empty casings won’t hit her.

Having gained some confidence in her ability to carry out the switches, Anastacia started to inspect the rest of the weapon again. From the front handle, dangled two fairly short power cords that obviously should have powered the weapon’s feeding mechanism. This struck her as a bit weird, as the more common counterpart of the weapon was typically powered indirectly by a tank or a ship engine and even if Stella’s car was intact, it would have definitely struggled to run it smoothly.

“How are you expecting to run this… thing?” The mechanic asked and worriedly glanced at whatever the hell it was they were planning to aim for.

“With beauty and grace, obviously.” The commissar grinned. She then grabbed a pair of earmuffs from the trunk and placed them on Anastacia’s head. “If you’re ready, we should begin. I need you to understand that I will be unable to move upwards of fifty seconds after I cease firing. You won’t be able to hear a thing, but if I look directly at you at any point, take cover.”

Anastacia nervously swallowed. “O… okay.” The number of things about the plan that made no sense to her were starting to mount up, but she figured that being the one presumably at fault for the whole incident, she didn’t have the luxury of opting out – no matter how bad things got. Her home and friends were in danger, and somehow her insane fascist stalker was the only one providing a solution at the time.

Stella once again proved apt at reading her forced assistant’s mood, as she placed her hand on Anastacia’s shoulder and gave it what she for sure thought to be a reassuring pat. “It’s all going to be over much faster than you think. Keep your eyes on me and act accordingly, I’m sure you’ll do just great!” She said in a way that was no doubt supposed to be encouraging, but the commissar seemed completely oblivious to the fact that everything she did and said seemed like a threat to literally everyone else and in no case made anyone feel better.

Content with her practice, and to at least die trying, the mechanic places the two spare barrels in a spot she thought they were easy to get from and watched the other half of the operation start fitting the first belt of ammunition into the feeder. Even the just bullets themselves fitted into the cartridges were easily larger than her thumb and seemed something one would use to kill buildings with, which more or less what they were doing.

With the first barrel in place and the weapon loaded, Stella rolled up the sleeve of her non-prosthetic hand and proceeded to jab both of the cables into her arm with as much force as the other hand allowed. Anastacia could do nothing but stare as the mechanism, though still mute to her, sprang to life with a joyous electrical hum. Strangely enough, the deep and sizeable gashes in the commissar’s skin didn’t bleed a drop of blood when she grasped both of the handles of the weapon and hoisted it up. As soon as she was in position with the next belts within her reach and her feet firmly planted onto the ground, an obnoxiously loud mechanical hum started to build up from her direction, but it didn’t seem to be from the weapon. It sounded like a flywheel spinning up to a frankly unsafe speeds and ended up being loud enough to permeate even through the earmuffs at an uncomfortable level.

Without any further warnings and with a menacing smile on her face, the commissar squeezed the trigger and unleashed a barrage of hellfire towards the mysterious craft. Every window along the street shattered immediately from the wave of pressure exiting the barrel and it almost knocked the unprepared mechanic over, even when she was standing in a spot she had been told was safe. Hundreds of empty casings popped out of the weapon and bounced along the cobblestone of the street and quickly filled the ground. Even for someone accustomed to a bit of gunfire here and there, it was absolutely terrifying to stand anywhere near the damned thing, terrifying enough for Anastacia not to be able to do anything but stare. Had she the presence of mind to think about anything besides not wanting to be where she was, she would have busied herself by wondering why both the commissar and the weapon hadn’t already flown five hundred meters backwards from the recoil of what was supposed to be exclusively a mounted gun, why it even functioned in the first place or why she had to be such an overcurious moron to cause the entire scene. Yet, before she could even blink, it was over and the weapon spat out the last cartridge.

The street was now uncomfortably hot and the emanating heat from the cartridges didn’t make things any better. It took a moment for Anastacia realize she needed to be moving already, but seconds felt like minutes after what she had witnessed and in reality, her stunned shock only lasted for less than a second.

Stella rested the weapon against her knee in a way she could reload without having to move and the barrel was in the mechanic’s reach. The commissar probably said something creepy or witty, but Anastacia couldn’t hear a thing anymore, ear protection or not and simply focused on what she needed to do.

Seeing the state of the barrel made Anastacia understand why Stella considered them bad, as it was bright red, visibly bulging from the base and its muzzle brake was just gone – all very much things you didn’t want in a tube you’re tying to send ordinance through. Gingerly opening the latches and turning the barrel from the spot that looked least infernally hot, the mechanic dropped it down, trying her best to get it to roll even a bit further away. Switching in a new one went fairly smoothly, and by the time Stella was done reloading, Anastacia was back in her safe spot.

During the next brief hail of bullets, Anastacia took a glimpse into the direction they were aiming towards and could see the tracer rounds make a slightly curved path all the way to the side of their monolithic target. The rounds sank into the metal armor plates fairly easily, causing several explosions inside the structure. A few of the cannons had already stopped moving due to the damage done by the first volley, and the second one was even causing some structural damage. But just like the first one, the second one ended in what felt like a blink of an eye.

The second barrel was in no better shape than the first and needed to be hit a couple of times before it loosened from its fittings. Even though she tried to be careful, the red-hot temperature of the metal ate through her mittens. Trying her best to not let the pain bother her, Anastacia put the final barrel in its place – just in time to glance at their enemy, and feel her stomach drop as a glowing blue bolt of something whizzed over their heads and collided with the road a couple hundred meters behind them, upturning a fair patch of it.

The commissar immediately pushed Anastacia to the side with the weapon, sending the mechanic tumbling over the empty casings a few meters away as she opened fire for the third time. It was impossible to tell how long she managed to fire before the next bright blue bolt engulfed her entirely.

The resulting pressure wave was completely noiseless compared to the blaring racket of the chain gun, but it further tossed Anastacia against the wall of her home bar and knocking her out for a few seconds. When she came to, her ears were ringing and the overwhelming smell of gunpowder snapped her fully awake, reminding her where she was. Fully expecting to turn and look directly into the barrel of the cannon that had managed to get its crosshair on them, she was astonished to see the burning wreckage of the whole structure collapse and fall down as the hole in the sky it dangled from closed in a blink of an eye and cut it off from the rest of whatever it was. Whatever brief relief or happiness she felt was quickly and violently killed by the realization that the broken structure fell down onto her home city. For what little it was worth, the massive piece of metal was sturdy enough to bury its tip into the earth firmly enough to not tip over. Instead, its burning remains were now left to shadow much of Valour.

Though no doubt destructive closer by, where Anastacia was, the collision felt like a strong gust of wind following a small earthquake, and didn’t cause any more damage than had already been done. Somehow, the victory didn’t really feel like one when it was entirely her fault in the first place.

Not daring to look at what was left of the commissar, the mechanic tossed away her earmuffs and steeled her nerves for a moment before turning to where the bolt had hit. Expecting a gory stain of red, what she saw was far more confusing than anything.

In the middle of the street, standing on a little patch of pavement that remained in the middle of a shallow crater, were the smoking remains of Stella. Not a drop of blood was to be seen, not a single piece of bone or muscle was visible, but instead, metal. The top of the commissar’s head had melted and blown off by the looks of it, as were both of her arms and uniform – meaning what was left behind was a pair of legs, a torso and the lower jaw, all still attached to each other and still standing. The blow had peeled off most of the skin from her entire upper body, revealing an intricate collection of metal plates and mechanisms in the shape of a human.

“What the fuck?...” Anastacia uttered and stumbled up. Her feet could barely carry her but she needed to get a better look at the machine in front of her. Stumbling over a couple of times, she made her way over and started to inspect the remains.

Parts far more intricate than she had ever seen, mechanisms that should have been fragile and weak built in a way they were actually useable in purposes that required force and just a copious number of things she flat out didn’t understand. At any other moment, it would have been an absolute treasure trove of technology that probably didn’t even appear in the wet dreams of the leading engineers yet, but in her situation, there was only a single detail she could focus on – a copper plaque.

“Aureun Simulatronics…” She once again read the text out loud and reached to touch it.

Just as her fingertip reached the stamped surface, a voice echoed from inside the correctional metal husk. “Unit four-four-seven: extensive damage, mobility functions disabled. Performing final data upload.” It spoke with Stella’s voice.

“Data… upload… what?” Anastacia said and frowned. She was only barely able to hear the lines from under the ringing in her ears, but she was sure she heard them.

“Upload complete. Orbital silo seven within range. Coordinates confirmed. Orbital deployment of unit four-four-eight initiated.” The husk continued to speak.

“Orbital? Like space-type orbital? There’s nothing up there… what exactly are you deploying?” The mechanic wondered and stared at the sky.

Maybe ten seconds later, she could see a flash of light that resembled a shooting star – one that started to get larger and larger as seconds passed. By the time the definition of ‘orbital deployment’ hit her, Anastacia only had a handful of seconds to scramble her way back to the side of the road and dive through the broken window into the bar.

One loud crash and a whole lot of flying rocks later, she peeked out to see a half-buried metal canister in the middle of the street, exactly where Stella’s remains had stood. About big enough to uncomfortably fit an adult in it, the cylindrical canister lacked any distinguishing features other than the numbers 4-4-8 painted on it in black.

Suddenly, the top of the canister popped off as it had been punched and out climbed none other than commissar Stella. This time complete with both of her arms, she stretched a bit and straightened her uniform before looking at the piece of the previous commissar with a humored look on her face.

“What a shame, what a shame, what a shame. A couple more years and I would have had two full centuries in that one…” She half-heartedly lamented and started to look around for something. “Now then, Anastacia, could you help me with some of these parts? We’ve only got so long before the wider military swings in to investigate and we don’t want my supposed employers to get their hands on this level of technology, do we?”

            

    
        Chapter 235 - Mole people no more

    
    
    
    
                In the aftermath of freeing Erratic Judgement from the grasp of Eminence; Anastacia, Emilia, King and Leggy were eager to leave the endless stone tunnels behind and wasted no time before starting their trek back up to the surface. With the help of the sole remaining member of The Wrath Core, the necromancer was freed from the pieces of stone armor stuck to her, but even the custodian couldn’t tell what exactly resulted from the simulacrum core inserted into her shoulder. She did however demonstrate that it was safe to remove the core from its socket and disable its effects – though it was left uncertain whether unit twelve knew it to be safe before taking it out, or if it was more of a guess and a risk she was willing to force Anastacia to take.

Unit twelve herself informed Erratic Judgement that there were people capable or at least attempting to recreate the methods her kind was created through, and that she needed time off from her duties to contact the rest of her kind about the matter. In her absence, the two copies of Anastacia would remain behind as the guardians and custodians of the fortress. Apple, who had a vast understanding of the simulacra, would begin to repair some of the damage done and see if there were knights or other simulacra she would be able to save. The nameless necromancer was freed from the corruption but remained somewhat scarred by the experience, she did however, have the power necessary to guard the fort in its dire shortage of knights, whose ranks had thinned far too much to remain effective.

On their way up, the exhausted party met with the first emissaries of The Firstborn, who had gained the permission to enter the fortress. With them was Brother Malus, who informed the adventurers that their side of the initial deal regarding attempting to repair Spirit, the half broken and maliciously enchanted simulacrum Anastacia had brought to valor, would be fulfilled when the adventurers returned to the goblin castle. To the site where they first met. Brother Malus also offered Leggy, or Sister Pyrus, the chance to once more join The Firstborn, but the venator had made her choice and embraced her new role as the housecarl of the goblin queen. This caused no ill will among the servants of The Prince of Life. If anything, they were happy that one of their kind had found a new purpose for their eternal entrapment in their mechanical bodies, and the groups parted ways in good spirits.

For the entire uneventful trip upwards, Emilia could feel Anastacia’s stare glued to her back and saw plenty of suspicious glances whenever they stopped to rest. Other than that, the necromancer’s behavior wasn’t out of the ordinary, she spent much of the trip stuck onto King and spoke about her usual nonsensical topics. To the priestess, it seemed like she was being surveyed for some unknown reason, and whenever she tried to bring it up, Anastacia would just deny the matter entirely. With this slightly cautious but ultimately exhaustedly relaxed mood, the four found themselves back in the elevator to the surface. This time they didn’t bother with the pedestal in the middle, but instead spent the entire slow ascent sleeping as much as they could.

Finally, after several days without seeing the sun, or the sky in general, without fresh air or company of their friends, the adventurers woke to the friendly thunk of the elevator stopping at the top of its shaft. The chamber, only a brief corridor from outside, was filled with freezing cold winter air Anastacia and Emilia weren’t quite prepared for. They gathered their gear and emerged into the field of snow that reflected the moonlight well enough for them to see all the way to the town in the distance. The heavy stone door behind them closed only moments after they had passed, and all signs of life from the monolithic fortress disappeared. The obelisks that had risen from the ground outside, had retracted back down and a fresh coat of snow had covered the upturned earth. If one was to look at the scene without the knowledge of what had transpired deep within the fortress, it would have been fair to assume that absolutely nothing had happened at all. The massive structure remained as a dark, silent silhouette against the night sky, and likely would have done just the same had things gone sour for the adventurers.

Seeing the open field in front of them, for the first time it properly dawned on Anastacia how ridiculously massive the fortress had been. When inside, she had just shrugged off chambers larger than the field itself and corridors long enough to reach all the way to Valor, all of which were now almost entirely vacant.

“Well, that happened.” The necromancer summed up their underground adventure and stared at the stars above them. “I got copied into three versions of myself, became a half-simulacrum and saw the end of the world. You found out that there’s some kind of nightmare creature in you, made a pact with the said creature and smeared most of the fortress in blood. Oh! Also, King died for a bit and Leggy got a job.”

The priestess nodded and smirked. “Fairly standard then?”

“Absolutely.” Anastacia chuckled and started drudging towards the town. “Can’t wait to see Gil, and you know, people – anyone really. Bet you’re missing someone too, eh? Ehh?”

“I am, but you don’t need to be obnoxious about it. We get enough of that from Xamiliere.” Emilia sighed and considered pushing the necromancer into the snow. “Why don’t you do that to Gil and Yulia instead?”

Anastacia stopped in her tracks. “Why would I… Wait, WHAT?!” She exclaimed. She tried to pry more information out of the priestess but was shrugged off.

Suddenly King saw something in the distance and stopped the group. Roughly halfway between them and the town was a strange tree-like structure with something large dangling from it, and a huge hunched over figure kneeled by it.

It didn’t take long for the adventurers to spot some violet feathers scattered around, and notice the four wings on the impaled creature. However, as soon as they realized that they had once more found Eminence, and that the sage hadn’t made it far from the fortress. The giant figure by it struck something against the ground, which activated a bright beacon of white light, that quickly focused into a searchlight and was directed at the group.

Anastacia shielded her eyes from the light, but recognized the searchlight from when The Firstborn first approached them in the goblin castle. She waved at the being illuminating them, which seemed to be enough for it and the light dimmed down.

Warily, they approached the sage’s carcass as the creature by it seemed to allow them passage. Once the part was close enough to see things in detail, they realized their worries were unfounded. Not only was the sage dead, the being standing by him was a simulacrum, and judging by the exposed veins running along some of the light patterns in its armor, affiliated with The Firstborn. Even in its hunched over pose, the simulacrum was at least six meters tall, but very frail for its size. Its long, thin legs were attached to an almost snake-like spine that would have straightened out for a few more meters, had the creature decided to stand up. Below its shoulders, a few longer ribs created a metal cage that hosted a twitching mass of flesh. Its arms, elongated like everything else about this particular machine, ended in large, seven-fingered claws that tightly clutched onto a massive staff. At the tip of the staff was a metal box that held a large lens – presumably the source of light the simulacra had used. The worn-down hunk of stone plates that roughly resembled a canine skull and functioned as the machine’s head turned to look at the comparably small quartet as they walked closer.

“Evening.” Anastacia greeted the simulacrum. “I take it that you’re with The Firstborn?”

The simulacrum slowly nodded.

“I hope you know what you’re watching over.” The necromancer noted and pointed at the dead sage. “Do you mind if I have a look?”

The large simulacrum nodded again.

Taking that as a permission to inspect the scene, Anastacia took a few steps closer to get a better look at the tree-like formation of bone shards. Not only could she feel the traces of necromancy in them, she recognized the style.

“Looks like Maya counts as red… Makes sense, I guess.” She diagnosed the situation and put her hand over the shoulder the inquisitor had impaled when the two briefly battled.

“Is he dead? For good this time.” Emilia asked a bit nervously.

“As far as I can tell.” The necromancer shrugged and took a step back to talk to the simulacrum guarding the remains. “You guys probably know what to do with this thing about as well as I do, so I’ll leave it to you. Just… don’t touch it, okay? He was a nightmare to deal with.”

Once more, receiving a nod as a response, the adventurers left Eminence’s corpse in the care of the simulacra. Neither Anastacia or Emilia wanted to even think about the sage ever again, so the responsibility was easy to give up for anyone willing to take it. Eminence’s death was a welcome surprise nonetheless, and even Anastacia accepted the fact that the new inquisition might deserve a slightly less harshly worded thank you for the deed.

Judging by the candles and lanterns shining in the windows of Ruvenstead, the town’s defenses had held for as long as they had needed to, but Anastacia noticed something noteworthy when they reached the settlement’s edge.

“Hmm, there’s only one necromancer left here, and they’re not doing well.” She pointed out. “I think it’s the annoying one. She feels… withered?”

“Are the others dead?” The priestess worried and hastened her steps.

Anastacia looked around for a few seconds. “Not here at least, they might have just left once the danger passed. The weak one is gone too, so maybe they escorted him and the baby back to Mournvalley?” She theorized after not being able to feel anything that could have been a corpse of a considerably powerful necromancer. “And besides, necromancers would get furious over something like that, not like… whatever this is.”

Following Emilia’s lead, they rushed through the town to the inn they had left Gilbert and the inquisitors in. Aside from some bothered looks through the windows from the people that remembered Anastacia destroying one of their warehouses, everything in Ruvenstead seemed perfectly peaceful. Most of its residents were either asleep or on their way to bed, the streets were filled with footprints that confirmed the town’s return to business as usual and the oppressive mood had lifted from the entire area.

Too exhausted to bother with knocking, the priestess yanked open the inn’s door and the party finally found itself back in the warmth of a fireplace.

Though the scent of pipe tobacco he almost always spread might as well have been a greeting at this point, Gilbert was the first to speak. “Welcome back. Did you four have fun?” He smiled.

“We had something alright, but I’ll let Anna tell you.” Emilia said and dropped everything she was hauling by the door. “How are things on your end?”

“A lot happened a few days ago, but me and the town are just peachy – not so sure I can say the same about her.” The old adventurer sighed and pointed to the corner of the room with his pipe.

Huddled in her blue robes, Iris sat on the floor, blankly staring at the tiny flame of the candle in front of her. She clearly hadn’t noticed anyone coming in, which was rather odd considering Anastacia’s presence should have been about as subtle as a volley of cannon fire to other necromancers. The lone inquisitor appeared paler and thinner than before, and the delighted smirk, so unusual for her kind, was completely gone.

“When that bird thing appeared, Maya managed to kill it on the spot, but she and Cobalt resigned from the inquisition to go and hunt down the ‘Violet Sect’ or something – she’s been like that since then, and honestly not much better even before that.” Gilbert explained, for now sticking to the version of the story that didn’t include his and Cobalt’s chat. “Laurenth left to bring the child to Mournvalley and put me in charge of her. So, I’ve made sure she eats and sleeps, but that’s the end of my means, I’m afraid.”

The priestess gestured for Anastacia to join Gilbert’s table and recount what happened underground, which the necromancer did gladly, though in far too much detail in some places and completely glancing over some more important parts. She then pulled up a chair to the corner and sat down to see if there was something she could do.

“Iris.” Emilia called out, but didn’t get a reaction at first. “Iris!” She repeated and covered the flame with her hand.

The inquisitor flinched awake and looked up. Interestingly, her first reaction was the same suspicious look Anastacia had met the priestess with at the bottom of the fort. She warily poked at Emilia’s arm, as if to make sure she was actually there and became somewhat relieved when she could feel the cold metal with her fingers.

“Oh, hello! Didn’t see you coming back!” Iris greeted her with a puzzled look on her face. Though she sounded excited as usual, it was obviously faked to hide a fatigued tone and easy to see through even by someone who only barely knew her.

Emilia pulled the inquisitor’s hood down to reveal a hairdo that was messy even for Iris. “I hear you’ve been mighty despondent while we were gone. I know you lost your wings, but to me this doesn’t seem like that’s the problem here. So why don’t you explain what’s going on?” She asked calmly.

Iris visibly pondered lying and disregarding her issues, but a single glance at the tired priestess made it feel like those lies would have come at a cost. “Do… do you ever just feel like you’ve just failed, failed, failed and failed more, and now have no answers left – for anything?” She uttered miserably.

“What have you failed then? Seems to me like this town is still standing at least.” The priestess inquired.

“Everything I was supposed to do. I was supposed to guide the others to do the right thing, and ever since Alice died, to make sure we stick together. But no matter what I do, we turn to the old ways as soon as there’s trouble. It’s like no matter what I decide, it’s wrong and backs us into a corner we have to murder our way out of. Again and again and again and again, I steer everyone in the wrong direction. They like to blame Anastacia for everything that goes wrong because that’s convenient, but it’s actually just me, guiding them into a failure again.” The inquisitorial saint sighed and sank further into the corner. “Alice managed to keep us together too, but I can’t do it. Teal probably abandoned us since we haven’t heard from him in a while, and with him gone, Sapphire isn’t going to be around for long. Periwinkle just up and disappeared. And now I’ve gone and managed to lose Cobalt and Maya too! And… I just don’t know what I’m doing wrong.”

The priestess listened patiently as she tried to understand the situation.

“I’m just not as good as the others and I have no idea why I was even chosen to the inquisition at all. Cyan has basically fixed our economy on his own. Duke’s spy network is larger than ever before. Celeste has royalty and diplomats wrapped around her finger. Sapphire has our borders secured even with Maya gone… It’s just me who can’t do my job.” Iris continued and smiled faintly in defeat. “In comparison, my task of simply giving answers is laughably easy, but I can’t manage it, I don’t have any answers anymore…”

Emilia kept nodding as she pondered what to say, but from the way Iris spoke and stared at the flame, she could tell that there was something else the necromancer wanted to say. “And the candle?” She asked.

“Oh! I kind of wanted to talk to you about it… You see, after you healed Maya and I could hear the voice in the fire, I realized that maybe this goddess would have answers for me as well!” The inquisitor suddenly explained excitedly, in total contrast to her earlier tone. “So, I lit a candle and prayed for… days, I think? So that maybe I could hear the voice again!”

“I’m sorry, but that’s not exactly how that works…” The priestess apologized for what she figured must have been futile efforts that achieved nothing for anyone who wasn’t chosen by Sylvia herself.

Iris grabbed Emilia’s hands and squeezed them. “BUT IT DID! The flame spoke to me! It told me to take Maya out to the fields, and sure enough there was the thing Cobalt said only she could beat.”

Emilia was at a loss for words, especially when the voice in her head confirmed the story. According to Sylvia herself, Eminence’s defeat was something that absolutely needed to happen. So, when an opportunity presented itself in the form of a red necromancer and someone who had heard her voice before, she had gone to great lengths to see it done.

“That’s why you need to let me join your cult! I’ll serve this voice too! Of course, I need to go back to Mournvalley at some point, but I can learn from your teachings and from the voice. That way I might be able to do a better job!” The inquisitor suggested, perhaps a little too excitedly and picked up the candle, as if showing it somehow made her point.

Emilia rubbed her brow. An elite necromancer trying to join her church wasn’t something she had prepared for – ever, so she really didn’t know what to say. She had her own grievances for the deity, which she needed to tackle as well, but at the same time, teachings about joy, kindness and love certainly wouldn’t go amiss in Mournvalley.

“First of all, it’s not a cult. It’s a proper church and I’m in the process of trying to get a space for a shrine.” She said, clearing what she thought was the most important thing. “Secondly, can I teach you? Yes. But, and this is something I need you to understand perfectly: Do not use Lady Sylvia’s teachings to rule. You have quite a mess of misconceptions writhing around in your head, and I do firmly believe that My Lady can be of some help to you in regards of regaining your poise. However, as I understand, you hold a position quite high up in Mournvalley and have influence over much of it, so if you ever so much as suggest using Sylvia’s name to justify your actions or words, you will wish I had unleashed Anastacia on you.”

The priestess’ words were full of fire and cinder as she warned Iris, so much so that the necromancer had to back down slightly, which likely wasn’t a common occurrence.

“But…” Emilia said in a much gentler voice. “There was a time, when a certain young necromancer I know agonized over her own supposed responsibilities. She has since come a long way, and in all honestly, following her as much as you’d follow us would go a long way in regards to your problems.” She smiled and pointed at Anastacia, right as said necromancer happened to look over to see what was up.

“What?” Anastacia asked with an already annoyed look on her face.

The priestess pushed Iris closer to the goblin queen. “You’re in charge of Iris for some time.”

“The fuck I am.” Anastacia protested until Emilia pretended to make yet another note about her use of foul language and docked a fraction of her pay for the next quest.

            

    
        Chapter 236 - The ancient path to awkward revelations

    
    
    
    
                Unsurprisingly, for Anastacia and Emilia, the first night sleeping in a real bed in a while was doomed to end far too soon for their liking. Gilbert gave them every last second of rest he could, but they needed to be on their way to Valor by noon, partly to make sure they would reach a reasonable campsite and partly because the townsfolk’s patience for necromancers was running exceedingly thin. The disagreeable innkeeper had made it very clear that he would not be loaning his rooms to them for a day longer than he absolutely needed to, and ever since the town had returned to normal, the other residents had been very open about driving their guests out sooner rather than later.

So, a while before the sun hit the peak of its meager arc, the three adventurers, their two simulacra companions and an additional necromancer hit the road towards the ancient path through the forest they had used to get there days earlier.

Out of the six, Anastacia was the only one strictly against the arrangements made on the evening before. Much to her annoyance, Iris followed her every step with great intrigue, just out of arm’s reach – not that it actually brought her much safety. While the inquisitor had fully bought into the idea of there being something she could learn from her, Anastacia had not.

“Remind me, why do I have to let her follow me again?” Asked the necromancer supposedly responsible for teaching the other.

Emilia gave her best official Church of Sylvia-branded smile and placed her hand on her chest as if preparing to invoke some higher power or cause. “Because otherwise I’ll tell Rosie that you didn’t.”

“You can’t just keep using that as a reason for everything!” Anastacia exclaimed.

“Can and will.” Emilia shrugged. “But, if you want more reasons, consider it a favor for me. Besides, all I’m asking from you is to tolerate Iris and help her make a new pair of wings.”

Anastacia groaned in response. “And what exactly is it that she’s supposed to learn from me?”

The priestess paused for a while to think but never let her smile fade even a bit. “Oh, nothing specific. But do you not consider yourself the best-case scenario for necromancers? Surely there is something you’re doing correctly, if that is the case?” She finally gave a noncommittal answer that didn’t really answer anything.

While that much was true, Anastacia still didn’t know what she could possibly teach Iris. Things like basic morals she thought most necromancers struggled with weren’t something she knew how to put into words, and the value of people’s lives seemed like it wouldn’t have caught on all too well.

“How about you tell me how is it that you’re able to tame the simulacra? Typically, when we come across them, it doesn’t go well for one of us.” Iris suggested. She had been somewhat wary of the two machines accompanying her teacher for as long as they had been walking, for the same perfectly reasonable reasons anyone would be. However, in this case, it was a stroke of luck, as Anastacia would have in no case allowed her to touch them. “Does having them around not unnerve you? They move around so… unnoticeably. If I’m not looking directly at them, they could be anywhere!”

Anastacia grabbed King’s hand. “I haven’t tamed anything, they’re not wild beasts and they’re here because they choose to be. When you don’t live in the land of reclusive wankers, you get to make friends with different kinds of people. Normal humans, elves, dwarfs, things I don’t know the name of and a ton of others, the simulacra are no different. They’re just from a different time and a bit different to communicate with, that’s all.” She explained and clung on to the simulacra. “Besides, I like it. No floppy or squishy organs anywhere, and it’s exciting to not know where they are at all times. Live for a while with no other necromancers flooding your senses with their powers and you’ll realize just how much gross nonsense there is going on in just a couple of bodies. Make that a whole building full of dozens of bags of meat of every possible size and shape, and you’ll have so much sloshing, bulging, throbbing and wobbling going on that you either learn a way to tune it out at night or go insane.”

“But I like the floppy and squishy parts… You can tell a lot about a person’s health by how much the squishy parts squish and how well the floppy parts flop.” The inquisitor frowned.

“Hold up! I thought this was something she could just sort of flip on and off at will?” Emilia interrupted the conversation, suddenly worried about what her friend had managed to witness through the walls of the inn.

“It’s a sense like any other.” Iris said, all too happy to get to explain something about necromancer physiology. “Technically speaking, it’s always there, but if your mind is occupied by something else, it’s the first one to go numb. In the same way deep thoughts can basically make you blind and deaf until someone screams at you, the slightest interruption, like being in a rush, can just completely block your ability to passively use necromancy. The less disciplined you are, the worse it is. Funnily enough, some necromancers, namely our Empress, know how to exploit this and lay in wait until they can approach unnoticed. The frequency of which she would just appear behind you was downright creepy. When we were just lazing around instead of working for a bit, we used to have shifts so that someone was always tracking her to avoid getting caught.” She smiled but managed to ruin her own mood by reminiscing about the collapsing inquisition.

“Anna… Exactly how much have you been spying on us back at the inn?” The priestess demanded to know.

Anastacia fell completely quiet and stared off into the woods, pretending not to hear the question.

“Anna?” The priestess asked again and raised her tone a bit while Gilbert chuckled at the back of the group.

“No… not at all.” The young adventurer told one of the least believable lies ever heard. “I just press my ear against King’s chest and listen to the hum until it all goes away.”

Emilia turned to the laughing old adventurer behind her and screamed voicelessly over the realization. Gilbert, of course, had figured that this might be the case only a few days after bringing Anastacia to Valor and didn’t let it bother him in the slightest. He thought that some level of invasion of privacy was the norm for all necromancers, and was amused that the priestess hadn’t managed to connect the dots. Even more so, he was amazed at how clueless the necromancer had managed to stay over the months.

In varying states of regret and dismay, the group dragged themselves along the old road through The Garden of the Ancients. Much like before, the forest was peaceful and allowed them easy passage, though shadowed from direct sunlight, which made tracking time impossible. The warmer air somehow trapped under the treetops and the lack of wind made the journey a rather pleasant one as well. In the favorable conditions, it was easy for them to stay in schedule and make it all the way to the circular clearing where Anastacia had met the great wolf guarding the forest, or at least the spirit that was left of him.

They laid out their gear with the intention to camp out at the clearing for the night and began preparing for a hearty meal for a change, no longer having to ration the food they carried. As usual, the simulacra were sent to find enough firewood for the night while Gilbert and Anastacia started building the campfire and Emilia, with Iris keenly observing on the side, beginning to prepare the ingredients. The priestess laid out five bowls and began dividing nuts and jerky they had plenty of into each one.

“Why the extra bowls when there’s only three of you? Do the simulacra need to eat too?” Iris asked and pointed at the two bowls that didn’t belong to the set bough from Valor and were, in fact, taken from the inn they had stayed in as a sort of a silent protest against how the innkeeper treated necromancers.

“One is for you and the other one is for Kipouros.” Emilia said and tossed in some dried fruits.

“I’m fine, you don’t need to-“ The inquisitor tied to say to not cause trouble for the adventurers who were already tolerating her company. She herself didn’t have much in the way of supplies, but there were still some edible roots she had collected, enough to survive with at least.

“You are now a member of The Church of Sylvia, and this is merely Our Lady acting through me to see her followers taken care of.” Emilia interrupted her without bothering to hear the rest. “And as your high priestess, I’m ordering you to eat.”

“O… okay then, but I don’t eat meat. Just give that to someone else.” Iris accepted the food.

Emilia swiftly tossed the Jerky from Iris’ bowl into the other one that didn’t belong to the adventurers and poured the nuts and fruits from it into Iris’. She then handed out the bowls to everyone and took out the ingredients for the main course.

Iris looked at bowl of dry meat on the ground. “Won’t this ‘Kipouros’ mind that they only got jerky? You didn’t need to give the rest to me.” She worried.

“He’s a wolf, so I seriously doubt they’ll complain about more meat.” The priestess smirked and handed the extra bowl to Anastacia, suggesting she should take it to the guardian of the forest. “Why don’t you two go and greet him while I prepare the rest?”

Anastacia wasn’t subtle about her disappointment over having to bring iris along, but she did want to meet Kipouros again. They headed over to the seat by the edge of the clearing and the adventurer sprinkled the dried meat across the mossy roots before sitting down. Iris didn’t exactly know what was going on, but didn’t dare the say anything to disturb whatever it was.

“And so returns the child of death, with another one in tow. A promise of return kept expertly, and a hearty thank you from my side to the fiery one for such offerings.” The gruff voice of The First Wolf echoed from within the large tree before the necromancers. “But with the newly acquired scent of dust as ancient as time, you carry a foul smell I can not quite place.”

Whilst the inquisitor remained stunned over the discovery of a talking tree, Anastacia greeted it. “Good to see you too, Kipouros.” She said happily and started gnawing on her own snacks. “We had to tussle with a dipshit of unreal proportions and I think that might be what you’re smelling.”

“It burns the nose like fumes from acid, infects the mind with apathy and reeks of eternal stillness.” The wolf commented.

“That’s Eminence alright. He’s dead now, so no need to worry about that.” The adventurer sighed, getting chills from just mentioning the sage, as if calling him by name would somehow resurrect him from the dead.

“Once more, the children of death distinguish themselves as the true protectors of the realm.” Kipouros chuckled. “But who might your friend be? By scent she is familiar, but did not stop to greet this old wolf before.”

Anastacia waited for Iris to say something, but the inquisitor was still occupied with trying to get a grasp of what was happening in front of her. After a bit of stuttering, the adventurer rolled her eyes and introduced her instead. “This is Iris, a necromancer, some kind of a healer and a massive weirdo. Things haven’t really been going her way as of late, so we picked her up for the time being and now I’m supposed to be teaching her something.”

Kipouros ruminated on the introduction for a while, perhaps intentionally giving the inquisitor the time she needed to recover from her stupor – for a wolf he was very considerate.

“Why are we talking to a tree? Why is the tree talking back?” Iris finally uttered to her fellow necromancer.

The adventurer shrugged. “These things happen. As a general rule, it’s good to talk to things around you every now and then, just in case they become sentient – they might just not be able to move or speak so talking to them might ease their minds.” She advised her student. “But in this case, we’re talking to the great wolf Kipouros, a loyal servant of Emperor Alabaster. The tree just happened to grow on top of him and the two became one overtime.”

“That Alabaster?” The inquisitor asked after hearing a familiar name.

“You know of my master? Perhaps you serve the throne of Mournvalley as well? Anastacia I can see to be of a spirit too free to be bound in servitude, but you are not cut from cloth suited for aimless wandering. I can smell the desire for purpose, a task you hope you can fulfill. Yet necromancers rarely choose to busy themselves with the bidding of lesser beings, so might we be colleagues?” Kipouros cheerily turned his attention to Iris.

Suddenly the inquisitor could feel Anastacia’s oppressive necromantic grasp tighten around her, as if to quietly tell her to choose her words carefully or risk being silenced. Yet the adventurer showed no hints about what to say, and in fact, a normal person wouldn’t even have been able to tell she was doing anything other than nibbling on her snacks. The fact that she was being coerced in such a manner made Iris certain that she was supposed to lie, and it didn’t take her long to realize that if Anastacia had met this being before and he still thought Alabaster was alive, the adventurer must have omitted the fact that the ancient ruler had been dead for several millennia.

Not being a great liar, Iris decided to mince words instead. “Y… yes, I do indeed serve the ruler of Mournvalley.” She admitted and felt the pressure on her ease.

“Marvelous! Do send him my regards. Tell him that the forest still stands as it should and that I await his return.” The Great Wolf eagerly requested.

Iris simply smiled back, unable to vocally promise something she knew she wouldn’t be able to do. Though the adventurer’s demeanor didn’t change, the inquisitor was able for sense the tenseness in her, the same one she felt after hiding the truth from the loyal beast.

The three continued to converse for a good while, all the way until their supper was ready. They delivered the wolf his portion and took their time eating around the campfire. Unsurprisingly both Anastacia and Emilia were still exhausted from their adventure and the first ones to begin fading for the night. While the necromancer was out almost immediately as soon as she finished eating, the priestess hung on for a while to see her newest devotee situated for the night.

While Emilia went through Anastacia’s hastily packed gear to find the bedroll she hadn’t even taken out, Iris stared at her fellow necromancer, peacefully sleeping in the unquestionably uncomfortable embrace of both her simulacra.

“Is this… like a weird thing thing? It sure seems like one.” She asked and pointed at the somewhat scandalous sleeping arrangement.

The priestess tiredly glanced at the scene and sighed. “Scholars greater than us have wasted their lives pondering the same. No one knows what their deal is anymore, least of all us. She’s always been like that with King, there’s some level of goblin marriage between the two but I don’t know what they think about it. Leggy is a new development and I don’t quite have a reading on her yet, but she did stick with Anastacia and kept her out of harm’s way when we were in the fortress, so who knows what’s going on with them now.”

“This is not the dynamic our intel on her mentions…” Iris muttered mostly to herself.

“You might as well throw away what intel you have of her, most of it probably isn’t true and none of it is helpful.” Gilbert commented. “Why do you even have intel on her? Just leave her be already.”

“As much as I personally believe she’s capable of just never thinking about us again and not a real threat, she possesses highly classified information and is the sole person who could simply saunter into our country and destroy it all. I don’t believe she would do that, but the others have their own ideas of how things are.” The inquisitor explained, clearly a bit ashamed of how things were. “Not to mention that after her own rampage through the castle and our subsequent work ‘removing’ the old nobility, her own noble origins put her technically as the next in line for the throne – if the old ways were to be observed. Before her escape, she was also somewhat of a public figure as The Anchor, so there is a sizeable portion of our population that would take her word over ours… She’s the perfect storm of national threats – all conveniently wrapped up in a compact package that has plenty of reasons to hate us. Even if she doesn’t realize it, she could be used against us. So, you have to agree that we should at least have a rough idea of her whereabouts and the political connections she has.”

“No, you shouldn’t.” The old adventurer immediately said while lighting his pipe. “Whenever you return to Mournvalley, you’re going to burn whatever folder you might have on her, alright?”

Iris looked at Emilia for support to her reasoning, but the exhausted priestess handed her Anastacia’s bedroll and backed up Gilbert instead. “He’s right, Anna is ours to look after now, and only the guild’s problem to deal with.” She said and yawned before huddling under her pure white cloak and immediately dozing off.

The subject was dropped there, and the remaining pair of travelers only exchanged a few more words over the fire before laying down and falling asleep.


Anastacia suddenly woke up to a moderate surge in necromantic power nearby, not large enough to be immediately alarming, but noticeable. She could still see stars between the treetops far above and both Gilbert and Emilia were sound asleep by the fire that was being kept alive by King.

However, Iris’ borrowed bedroll was empty, and looking in the direction of the power surge revealed the inquisitor’s silhouette a little ways down the path.

Correctly translating the surge as an invitation, the adventurer clumsily stood up from her lumpy resting place and headed away from the fire to see what Iris had to say that was so important.

“I’m sorry for waking you at… whatever time this is, but my head is slowly clearing and there was a concern I had to speak with you about – in private.” The inquisitor said.

Anastacia glanced at the campsite and figured that they were still within earshot. Instead of going further down the road, she led the other necromancer into the forest for a couple of hundred meters. They stopped by a small pond with clear water in it and sat down to discuss the matter.

“I take it that this is about Emilia?” Anastacia guessed. She had a decent idea of what the concern may have been but hadn’t had the chance to bring it up herself.

“Yes…” Iris nodded and took a deep breath. “Does the priestess know of her own ‘condition’?”

“I wouldn’t count on it. She hasn’t said anything and I’ve been keeping an eye on her, but so far it hasn’t caused any effects that I could see.” The adventurer said.

Iris scratched her head and pondered for a while. “As far as I can remember, things were completely normal before you went into the fortress… So, it developed over the time you were there.”

“We were separated for days and I couldn’t feel anything abnormal about her before that either.” Shrugged Anastacia.

“I didn’t want to stick my nose into this, but I had to at least ask you.” The inquisitor sighed. “How are you going to handle it.”

Anastacia stared at the smooth surface of the water for a moment and had a think. “I’m not really sure who to talk to about this… Probably either her or Rosie… Could just leave it be if it really causes no issues, it’s not like I know how to do anything about it.”

“Well, whatever you decide, do tell me so I don’t accidentally say anything.” Iris said and stood up to return to the campsite. She had been awake the entire time so far and was starting to daze from the lack of sleep. “Sorry to wake you up like this.”

Anastacia didn’t feel like leaving quite yet and stayed put to watch the dark forest and the pond before her. “It’s fine, can’t blame you for getting concerned over others.” She muttered as the inquisitor left. Alone with her thoughts, she remained perfectly still and allowed the nearby wildlife cautiously approach her so that she could see them.

            

    
        Chapter 237 - Reunited

    
    
    
    
                Finally in the general area of the world she considered her home, Anastacia surveyed the lands from atop her throne in the goblin castle. The Firstborn had promised that she would be met by them once more in her goblin realm, but the party had arrived almost an hour ago and there were no simulacra in sight.

Eager to get back to the warmth of the inn, aside from a brief rest in Crescent, they had wasted no time traveling back towards Valor – so the wait was not a terribly welcome surprise.

Outside of Anastacia, who was posted on her throne, and the two simulacra corralling the goblins, the rest of the group was huddled by a fire built in the middle of the castle. Not expecting any more meaningful delays, they had eaten the last of their rations already and the only thing dangling over the fire was a halfway filled copper coffee pot.

“You know, you’re not even supposed to be here. You could just go to the city and wait for us there.” Emilia pointed out to Gilbert and Iris.

“I go where you go.” The inquisitor said defiantly but was clearly not having much fun in the freezing weather.

Gilbert on the other hand was unfazed by the cold as usual. “I’m a bit curious to see where this goes, so I don’t mind.” Though he hid it well, he had run out of pipe tobacco on the last leg of their journey and his mood was just as sour as everyone else’s. In reality, the main reason he refused to move was some sense of pride he had for his hardiness, and leaving the girls alone in the cold went against that.

Anastacia peered into the direction The Firstborn had appeared from last time, but still couldn’t see anything moving among the trees. She sighed and descended from the mound her throne was built on top of to see if the coffee was ready yet. On the way she had to stop to accept a couple of gifts her goblins had brought for their rulers to celebrate their safe return. Naturally, most of the goblins present were no longer the same ones that had been there on their last visit, but even Leggy seemed to get recognized based on the descriptions and names passed on from their predecessors. The new simulacrum’s housecarl title, however, quickly turned into ‘hugscarl’ in the speech of the small critters. Anastacia thought about correcting them, but Leggy had a tendency to greet each individual goblin with a hug, so she deemed the change apt and let it be.

“This Prince of Life sure is taking his time. Is it because his followers are generally thousands of years old and he thinks he’s not in a hurry?” She lamented and sat down by the fire. “Is the coffee done yet? I could really use some…”

Just as the necromancer was about to reach for the lid of their coffee pot, it popped off on its own and out poked a tiny, silvery head of impossibly long hair that only Anastacia could recognize – though the last time they had met, Vilja, the goddess of all things unwanted, hadn’t been quite this small. Maybe fifteen to twenty centimeters tall now, the deity fit well into the pot of nearly boiling water and seemed rather pleased with it.

Gilbert and Emilia raised a brow at the sight, but the inquisitor immediately lost her composure and scrambled away. Vilja, being a god, was untouchable by necromancy, but Iris was barely used to the simulacra as far as beings like that went, and suddenly seeing something that defied the usual caught her off guard.

“I have arrived!” The tiny god declared and splashed around in the coffee.

The old adventurer first glanced at Emilia, wondering if she might have known what was in their coffee, but an identical glance from the priestess revealed that she did not. “Anna, do you know why there’s a tiny naked thing in the coffee?” He asked, almost certain that all weird things eventually led to the necromancer.

“’A thing’ he says!” Vilja protested fiercely. “You call The God of the Undesired ‘a thing’? Well, I suppose all things are things and I am, indeed, a thing among things – but please be more precise in the future.”

The vast roster of divine titles ran across Emilia’s mind until she found one that matched the one she had just heard. “That would make you… Vilja?” She guessed.

“Full marks to Sylvia’s finest! Does she talk about me often?” The kettle goddess inquired, showing no intention of leaving the vessel.

While the rest of the group came to grips with the fact that a literal god had just appeared in front of their eyes, Anastacia was on the verge of tears.

“She… she ruined the coffee.” The necromancer wept over the thing most important to her. “It’s all gone.”

Producing a very small, cracked cup from somewhere deep inside her immense mess of hair, the goddess scooped up a cupful of freshly brewed coffee and started sipping. “Matter of opinion, really. Tastes good to me.”

Being the one actually invested in the divine and finally in the presence of one, Emilia tried to find a way to stay in the conversation. “Excuse me, but are you usually this… small? From what I understand, you’re fairly powerful and this is not what I expected.” She asked.

“So she does talk about me!” Vilja grinned and leaned against the edge of the pot. “If you must know, I’m just a fragment of me. A while ago, we were trying to make a new god for the craftsmen, which involved me having to eat the old one – who, by the way, wasn’t doing his job. While that did work out in the end, I did sort of get shattered into a few dozen pieces that all fucked off into the woods almost immediately. So, the others are trying to gather them while I handle this errand”

“You were… shattered? Actually, I have several questions about that statement.” The priestess said and started to feverishly list things she wanted to know, all the while the goddess slowly sank deeper into the pot and clearly didn’t intend to answer any of the questions.

This went on for several minutes while Anastacia eventually got over the loss of her coffee. Iris still preferred to watch things unfold from as far away as the castle’s wall let her, and the main worry in Gilbert’s mind was the question whether the coffee was still drinkable or not – he truly cared not for the gods in the slightest.

The goblins had started to notice the commotion as well, and despite the simulacra’s best efforts, started to gather into the castle. In moments, the croaking and screeching filled the air and combined with the priestess’ endless barrage of questions, the goddess quickly grew tired of the situation.

“Distraction!” Vilja suddenly screamed and sprang up to throw a lump of something at a wall, only barely missing the horrified inquisitor.

The lump strange flesh stuck onto the stonewall and quickly began to spread and grow along it, bulging and writhing as it stretched over the stones, all the way from the floor to the top. Several eyes of various creatures opened up along the edges, beaks, mouths and noses sprouted randomly wherever they could and a few malformed limbs clawed at whatever was nearby.

Emilia and Anastacia, who were well aware of how Firstborn looked, were only moderately grossed out by the mass of flesh and bone, but Iris, having encountered yet another pile of things that should have been affected by necromancy but weren’t, could only scream in absolute terror over what she couldn’t explain. Her job as an inquisitor and travels had brought her against various foes, but most of them were just people that happened to be inconvenient for Mournvalley’s purposes of just general nuisances. So, unlike adventurers, who specifically headed out to deal with inexplicable nonsense on a routine basis, she had next to no experience with such things.

When the mass of meat and other bits had reached its full size, it gradually ripped open from the middle in a vertical line, revealing a gateway into a void of white light. Out from this void stepped what was unmistakably mostly a simulacrum, and furthermore, a knight. Though worn down and largely covered in the same fleshy growths as The Firstborn, it had the same bulky build as King and the same aura of authority and might. Some parts of its armor and underlying metal skeleton had been entirely replaced with organic counterparts, and for someone without context, it would have definitely seemed like some level of crime against nature.

While all of this was going on and everyone else was distracted, Vilja quietly gestured for Gilbert to carry her coffeepot outside, away from the commotion. Though he intended to ignored the request, with a snap of her fingers the goddess caused a tin of pipe tobacco to fall out of the sky, and a deal was made. The two, technically not part of whatever was happening in the castle, stepped outside to quietly smoke their pipes and wait for the noise to pass. Having the sense to enjoy such a hobby was perhaps the first respectable thing Gilbert had ever learned about a deity – though the tobacco Vilja had provided was rather mediocre, as no one would throw away a tinful of something good.

“A greeting and an apology for my belated arrival. No followers available within boundaries, alternative entry to mortal realm made slower by other circumstances.” A mouth on the fleshy knight’s shoulder spoke in a weird mix of charming and machine-like voice. “The Prince of Life, a god, a pleasant meeting.” He introduced himself and bowed slightly.

King immediately stopped what he was doing, grasped his spear and thrust it at the newly arrived deity’s chest, only stopping it once the tip had grazed the ancient stone under a thin layer of flesh. The two knights stared at each other, neither of them moving an inch. No one else knew what they were supposed to do and simply let things play out between the two.

“A strange mechanism, fate. Our search divided by it, guided to differing planes altogether. Yet, here the brothers stand, having found the same thing in the end.” The Prince of Life broke the silence after a few, excruciatingly long seconds. “Eternal servitude, a trivial price for our prizes. True, Fah-Raja?”

The tip of the spear slowly retracted as King stepped down. He gave the other knight one more passing glance before walking out of the castle, obviously not wishing to be in the presence of this god.

Meanwhile, Anastacia had noticed something. The scratches in the worn stone of the deity’s armor, the particular patterns and the fragments missing from his parts, she had seen all of them before. The reason didn’t take long to reach her as she remembered the broken knight she had brought to Valor along with King, the one that had mysteriously disappeared from the guild’s vault.

“I’ve had my fingers in you!” She exclaimed her realization in a questionable manner, which was soon followed by a long and tired sigh from the priestess.

As she was about to, perhaps a bit inappropriately, inspect the simulacrum god’s armor a bit more closely, The Prince gently grasped the necromancer’s hands and kneeled to meet her eyes. “A void longer than a mortal life, then, a flicker in the nothingness. Memory of gentle hands, yet inexperienced. Kindness verified by those that carry the mark of life. For this, gratitude unending.” The mouth on his shoulder stated with as much warmth as it was able to conjure in its speech.

Wherever the cold stone of The Prince’s hand touched, Anastacia could feel the cold on her skin subside as blood rushed into her arms, filling them with strength and life as if she had just exercised rigorously. Even after the simulacrum god let go, the feeling lingered for a while.

While Anastacia tried to the best of her abilities figure out how the simulacrum she had dragged to Valor mere months ago was now supposedly a god, The Prince of Life turned his attention to Emilia. The priestess had been a bit disappointed by Vilja’s escape, so seeing the deity acknowledge her brought her mood right back up.

“Much is owed to The Lady of Joy. For her chosen to take part in a humble request of mine, wonderous. Unfortunate, I have nothing to offer for it. Yet, know that I will stand vigilant by her, in matters divine.” The prince said and bowed again to the priestess.

Emilia answered the bow with one of her own. “I am happy I was able to help, but what about the agreed upon favor on your side? I have tackled with the foul magics imbued into that simulacrum, but their scope was well out of my reach. I assume this is no issue to a deity, such as yourself?” She asked, trying her best to remain calm and not sidetrack things with pointless questions again.

“Sadly untrue. We have taken possession of Spirit. However, for ages he has writhed in grief. Just as joy failed, so did life, night and day, and all else in our arsenal.” The Prince admitted as the several eyes lining his body all frowned.

“Wait, you can’t do anything to help Spirit?” Anastacia asked and grabbed the simulacrum god’s arm. While it would have meant that their mission hadn’t gained them anything, that didn’t bother her in the slightest compared to Spirit’s well-being.

“Not so, entirely.” The Prince calmed her and smiled. “The new god of craftsmen has joined our cause, as will others, in time. Our significance grows among the divine, our words heeded by deities unrelated. I will seek out a god more suitable to cleanse such misery, my followers gain their favor and Spirit will once more return. In time.”

The necromancer wasn’t entirely happy with the answer, but there was very little she could do about it. “How long do you think that will take? Not everyone has an eternity down here.” She asked.

The Prince glanced up at the slowly reddening evening sky. “No telling. But, time for the divine is… convenient. For us, a lengthy task. For you, it might be but a moment. I mean no ill with this delay. Even to us gods, not all things are simple.”

“I’ll give you the benefit of a doubt, this time.” Anastacia said disappointedly. “Just… don’t take too long.”

“Well, that’s sorted.” The priestess was oddly quick to dismiss the somber mood. “Do you have the time to answer a couple of questions? Meeting gods isn’t really a thing that happens on the norm, I mean, I speak with My Lady all the time, but I’d like some other perspectives on things. I promise it’s just a couple of things, maybe a few – a few… subjects. Subjects that might require follow up questions.”

With Iris hyperventilating in the corner, Anastacia fiddling with The Prince’s simulacrum parts, a whole group of goblins straying into the white void the god emerged from and Emilia menacingly approaching the poor deity with a full battery of questions, their ordeal with The Firstborn was concluded.

At the same time, Gilbert and King sat on a log that had been rolled next to the castle and watched as Leggy hid from the god she had abandoned. Between them was a coffee pot, and in it, a tiny goddess puffing away with an even tinier pipe. For a long while, not a word was said between the two that could talk. Gilbert, though he had been successfully bribed, had no real interest in talking with the deity, and for the time being, Vilja had respected that. They were perfectly content watching the goblins go about their business in the snow while waiting for the business inside to be over.

At some point, the old adventurer happened to glance at his side and noticed Vilja struggling to fill her pipe properly. She seemed to be trying to jam in as much tobacco as divinely possible, with no regard to airflow or other aspects of the art of pipe smoking. This almost broke the adventurer’s heart to see and he could no longer stay silent.

“Did no one teach you how to pack a pipe? It’s like you’re trying to plug the whole thing on purpose.” He asked and shook his head disapprovingly.

“No? Aren’t you supposed to just ram it in there and light it?” The goddess wondered. “I am a literal god, who do you think there is to teach me about something as mundane and mortal as this?”

Gilbert sighed. “Guess there isn’t a god for good taste then.” He grunted and emptied his own pipe by tapping it against his knee. “Apparently it’s going to be me. I can’t bear to look at that, probably wouldn’t even get much sleep knowing you’re out there, committing such crimes. And if you hear a faint hum from the north, it’s my father, spinning in his grave until I fix this. So come on now, empty the bowl.”

Vilja smiled absolutely delightedly and emptied her pipe like she had seen Gilbert do.

“You take a bit of tobacco and just drop it into the bowl, then just fill it all the way up like that. Don’t pinch it, just gently drop it in.” The old adventurer started to go through the process, being very careful to show each step to the goddess. “Now, press the tobacco down lightly. Don’t crush it against the bottom, just compress it a bit. Then draw air through the stem and make sure the air is flowing freely, if you feel much resistance, you’ve pressed down too hard and need to start over. Once you’ve got a decent first fill done, fill it to the top again and press it down like before – usually takes two or three fills like this. Keep making sure the air flows, and if it doesn’t, just unpack and try again.”

Because of her temporary, size-related problems, Vilja had to use the smaller bits of tobacco from the tin, but she seemed to get the gist of it. Though it took her more than a couple of tries to figure things out, a sufficient enough fill was eventually achieved and she proudly displayed it to her teacher. Gilbert inspected the tiny pipe and gave it a barely passing mark with a grunt.

“And now I just light it?” The goddess asked.

The adventurer wondered if he should ask one of the goblins or King to bring him a burning piece of wood from the campfire. “Well, yes, but how exactly do you plan on doing that?”

“I just snap my fingers and fire happens, because you know, god.” Vilja explained and pointed at her face.

Gilbert immediately tapped her on the head with his pipe, something which would have no doubt caused Emilia a minor heart attack had she seen it, and something a mortal man probably should have thought about more before doing. “Wrong.” He stated and took out a couple of wooden sticks from a pouch on his belt. “Can you light one of these?”

Vilja snapped her fingers and a small flame engulfed the tip of one of the sticks.

“You move the flame over the bowl and lightly drag air through for a few times to char the tobacco. Only once that’s done, you move the flame even closer and continue doing the same until the whole thing is burning evenly.” The adventurer continued the lesson and lit his pipe. “With your size, it’s probably easier to just move the pipe, but you get the idea.”

Gilbert held the flame in Vilja’s reach while she repeated the process, and for the first time, the goddess properly lit a properly packed pipe. In celebration, the two continued to sit there in silence for a while.

With the lesson over, Gilbert began to wonder why a god would even bother to smoke a pipe in the first place, it was hard to believe an immortal divine being got much out of such a trivial thing. However it may have been, the goddess cheerily exhaled the smoke into the cold air and watched the embers burn.

“Shouldn’t you be out there, doing whatever divine nonsense you’re supposed to be about.” The adventurer suddenly asked. He didn’t really intend to sound rude, but the goddess lazing around in a coffee pot didn’t exactly improve his views on how indifferent and lazy the gods really seemed.

Vilja laughed. “Oh! But I am working right now! My two tasks here might be self-imposed, but I consider them more important than most of my work.”

Gilbert scoffed. “Lounging around counts as divine works now?”

“For your information, I’m doing much more than that.” The goddess pouted at the suggestion of her laziness. “You see, my friend over there might be new to this godhood thing – even newer than me, but it has been a long time since he even loosely resembled anything mortal. I do trust him in general, but I just need to make sure our business here doesn’t come at a cost to mortals. Gods can admittedly be fairly blind to the struggles of the little people, demand more than a person can take, be too intrusive… That sort of stuff. I’m just making sure you all get to live your lives.”

“Very well.” The adventurer nodded, hiding what little admiration such self-awareness deserved. “And the second task?”

Vilja grinned widely, showing her sharp teeth to the old adventurer, who found something oddly familiar about the grin. “That’s for me to know.”

Gilbert immediately dropped the subject as his very limited interest in the matter ran out. This obviously exasperated the goddess, who had finally managed to get the stubborn man to speak to her in an almost normal manner.

“’Why would a god smoke?’ He ponders furiously. ‘Why would a perfect divine entity go out of her way to inhale smoke?’” Vilja started to narrate what she figured were Gilbert’s thoughts. “’Oh no, can she read my mind?’ He worries.”

Unwilling to fall for the provocation, Gilbert paid it no mind and continued watching the sun set over the snow-covered trees. It did slightly annoy him that Vilja had managed to guess one of the thoughts he had earlier, but there was absolutely no way that he would ever admit such a thing.

“Well, since you’re so eager to know, I do it because I like the scent. I know some people can’t stand it, but for me, it keeps memories of a different time intact. The scent of smoke and delicious food, cheery chattering of drunkards, each with a million amazing stories to tell. Friends around my table, laughing at a dumb joke someone made. A quick puff of smoke and I’m there once more – for a while.” The goddess of useless and unwanted things explained with a sudden melancholy tone and fiddled with a makeshift necklace she wore. “It’s not all fun and games, you know? This godhood of mine, that is. I have new, increasingly weird, friends with their own tales from times so long ago that they might as well not have happened. I have thousands of times more time to listen to them than I did before, thousands of times more time to make more stories with them – but I’m starting to realize that I don’t have a guaranteed ending point anymore.

“As a mortal, you got a few centuries at the absolute most if you were lucky. Even if you outlasted all your friends and loved ones, it’s only by a few painful years – but I don’t have that anymore. From your perspective, time flows nicely, day by day, hour by hour, but for me it’s a nightmare. When I’m not here, I can’t tell the passage of time at all. It hasn’t been long since I left the mortal realm, but it has felt like I’ve been a god for thousands of years. Every time I blink, I fear a hundred years has passed without me even noticing. As a god, that really shouldn’t bother me, since all it means is that I didn’t need the time anyway, but I wasn’t born to last for eternity and it’s all still very worrying. Losing a century sounds terrible!

“But that’s not even the worst of it, I’m sure, with time I will get used to some of those things. The biggest thing that bothers me is that all things become unneeded sooner or later – all things. Where exactly does that put me, the one meant to consume and devour all that will never be needed again? These are thing things I ponder, but a quick puff of smoke and for a moment, I’m somewhere different.”

Gilbert hadn’t really wondered if gods had worries that didn’t involve their followers, so it certainly surprised him to hear of such personal troubles all of a sudden. For a brief moment, it almost made him feel bad for the coffee pot deity. However, when he tried to covertly glance at Vilja, what he saw was a wide grin and a giggling goddess.

“HA! Got you to care!” Vilja laughed at her successful ruse.

The old adventurer exhaustedly sighed, drew as much smoke as his years of practice allowed him to and blew it all directly at the deity, as if it achieved anything but made her lose it even harder.

After a good while of uncontrollable laughing, the goddess was interrupted by a lapse in the screeches and chatting echoing from inside the castle. “Looks like my friend left, I better follow – it’s not good for us to dally here for long.” She said, still snickering. “I’ll find you again. Later!”

When Gilbert finally dared to look to his side, the coffee pot was now lacking both Vilja and the coffee that had been in it. He let out a sigh of relief and emptied his pipe, finally ready to head home.

Suddenly Anastacia’s head popped out of the doorway into the castle. “Aaaand she’s gone as well. F- Duck…” She muttered. “Who wants to be the one that tells Xammy that we met two gods and didn’t remember to ask either of them to return her weight?”  

            

    
        Chapter 238 - Sanitized

    
    
    
    
                At last, the gates of Valor were in sight and but a few arduous steps away. A warm bed and delicious food, only a short jaunt off. Despite the meeting with The Prince of Life having been arguably a failure in terms of their original goals, the group was in fairly decent spirits. Iris had mostly gotten over her rude awakening to the adventurer lifestyle, and even Anastacia was at least relieved that Spirit’s matters had been taken over by someone who knew what to do.

As per usual, a single guard stood outside of the gate and leaned on his halberd in the warmth of a small campfire. Every now and then, to ward off both boredom and cold, he did what any sane person given a polearm would do and spun it around in his hands. Though he was very much on the young side for guards, over the countless hours of duty, he had gotten very proficient in it – enough so to earn a small round of applauds from the passing party of adventurers and their companions as they tried to enter the city.

“Hold up.” The guard suddenly said and lowered his weapon to partly block the path. “Aren’t you a party of four usually? The girl in blue isn’t one of ours, and I think I recognize the big stone fellow but the other one is new. Gilbert, you know the rules, I’m going to need some explanations here.” He inquired and took a few steps to get a better look at the new arrivals.

“Why do you assume I’m responsible for this?” The old adventurer asked in return.

The guard smirked and went back to leaning on his weapon, this time in the middle of the road. “Why indeed… But if he claims innocence, I’m willing to take explanations or just introductions from anyone willing to give them.” He said in a friendly manner, typical to most of the guild’s guards. Nothing about his presence hinted at there being a problem, but rather just orders that had to be followed or just personal curiosity that had to be sated.

“Very well.” Emilia sighed and stepped forth in the hopes of getting things sorted as quickly as possible. “This is Iris, a necromancer from Mournvalley that I have taken in as my temporary pupil in divine matters-“

“Oh, for fuck’s sake! You didn’t steal a second one, did you?” The guard exclaimed worriedly. “Do you have any idea how stressful it is to try and guard this place when there’s a constant threat of those inquisitors or whatever showing up out of nowhere? You can’t keep doing this to us, I have a family!”

 Iris raised her hand. “I am an inquisitor, no one is going to come after me and I’ll leave after I’ve figured out a few things. You don’t have to worry about me.”

Not really appearing any more relieved, the guard rubbed his brow for a while and tried to come to terms with the situation. “Okay then… So, you don’t need the registration forms, but you are a necromancer so there are a few things you need to comply with since you are classified as a health risk. First of all, nothing dead goes into the city – that means no thralls, familiars, whatever you call them. Tools and materials that have parts of dead things either have to be made in here or pass an inspection. If you have come in contact with dead bodies of parts thereof, you are required to visit a guild sanitation establishment. Additionally, you can be ordered to go there by any guild personnel if they even so much as think you might need a rinse. It’s not that we think all necromancers carry a plague, we just don’t want any diseases into the city…” He listed off the same requirements Anastacia had faced back in the day. “The same rules apply to anyone who shows up covered in blood or something… Happens all too often.”

“That’s a bit direct, but I suppose has some valid reasoning behind it. Over a bunch of generations, we have managed to acquire a fair resistance to many of the things you can catch from poorly treated remains, so it’s not impossible that we would carry something and not know of it.” Iris admitted and didn’t seem all too insulted by the special treatment. Being well versed in matters of health, she could appreciate the preventive measures. “But actually, being visibly covered in gore isn’t all that reliable of an indicator. We found out quite a while ago that oftentimes massive physical trauma results in almost microscopic splatters of various liquids that are just as likely to spread disease as any. I’ve actually seen one such case when a couple of students tried to liquefy a badly decayed troll carcass, they managed to cover themselves in a dust of all sorts of nasty stuff. I wouldn’t be all too surprised if-“

“Okay, that’s gross – both of you necromancers are going straight to sanitation.” The guard suddenly decided and took a step back.

Too tired to complain, Anastacia accepted her unjust punishment from being associated with necromancers again. It wasn’t the first time a guard she wasn’t too familiar with had sent her to get cleaned after hearing of her occupation – not to mention the couple of occasions it had happened because of her carrying some noticeable stench from the goblin kingdom with her. And in all fairness, a good long bath was the topmost item on her list anyway so there wasn’t much to be upset about.

“Fine, I’m taking the simulacra with me though.” She said exhaustedly and handed over what little equipment she was carrying to Gilbert.

“That might be a problem.” The guard said and shook his head. “We’re under extremely specific orders from the guild to not let anyone bring new simulacra into the city. They were given a few days ago, so I’m willing to bet the guild knew you’d be trying to do exactly that.”

Anastacia frowned and feigned confusion, as if she had no idea this exact problem would come up. Unfortunately for the guild, there was no way she would just give up and leave Leggy outside. “Well, that’s great and everything, but I’m under similarly strict orders from The Queen of Goblins to bring her inside. So, you know, that’s what I’ll do.” She lied and bet on the guard’s unfamiliarity with her antics. “She would no doubt take it very personally if the guild outright denied her housecarl access to the city. Are you sure political matters like that are for you to decide?”

The guard did some thinking for himself, glanced at Gilbert, whom the guards generally knew and trusted, and took one more look at Anastacia to judge her. “Look, I’m not an idiot – that’s obviously nonsense and you’re a terrible liar.” He sighed tiredly. “I’ve also heard of you from the rest of the guard, Anastacia, which is why I know whatever I say here won’t matter in the end. If I don’t let you take your simulacra inside, you’ll have it climb the wall and just deal with the guild when they find out. From what I’ve also heard, your beef is with the officials and you don’t go out of your way to bring trouble the guard, which is something I can appreciate. So, if Gilbert can vouch for the simulacrum, and you necromancers kindly comply with the sanitation order, I’ll avert my gaze for a moment to look into a suspicious thing over there somewhere.”

“Deal.” Anastacia immediately agreed and walked past the guard with her simulacra.

Careful to not get anywhere near the necromancers, the guard let the group pass and returned to his post by the fire. While he may have gone against the wishes of the guild officials, he did get on the good side of the resident necromancer and received an encouraging pat on the shoulder from one of the most experienced adventurers in the city – so all in all, it didn’t go all too terribly for him.

Once in Valor, the party split in two, with Gilbert and Emilia heading to the inn, where they had people anxiously waiting for their return, and the necromancers heading towards the nearby sanitation establishment with the simulacra.

Still worried that Anastacia would blame her for the detour, Iris meekly followed her down a narrow road that ran directly along the outer wall of the city, immediately right from the gate. With no other ways in or out of it, they were definitely heading away from the areas typically filled with people. “What does this ‘sanitation’ include?” She asked, partly to gauge how mad her fellow necromancer was.

“It’s literally just a really nice bathhouse. I think it’s called that partly to discourage people from going there without a reason.” Anastacia explained.

“Oh, that sounds nice… You know how Mournvalley tends to deal with disease, so I was a bit worried I had managed to get us into trouble.” The inquisitor said and chuckled awkwardly.

“It’s just time consuming, that’s all. The baths at the inn are pretty packed around this time, so I don’t mind. Basically, you go in, leave your stuff and clothes in a box, you move on to the next room, putz around in a bath and wash your hair properly until someone knocks on the door. I don’t know the details, but when you go back, your clothes are clean and warm, and everything you had on you has been laid out neatly on a table. You put your clothes back on and leave. You never see or speak to anyone, it’s pretty neat.” The adventurer continued. “Considerably less fire involved than back in Mournvalley. Maybe, if you really came here to learn anything, you could pick up a trick or two from this place.”

Iris took note of the decent idea. After all, there were quite a few things the new inquisition hadn’t been able to revamp or restructure after their rise to power, and if there was a place that rivaled Mournvalley in strangeness, it was Valor. So, perhaps it was the place the necromancers needed to take a better look at for fresh ideas.

“You’ve been there before, I thought you weren’t into the messy parts of necromancy?” She asked.

Anastacia nodded. “Not every guard knows or believes that, so it happens. Being with goblins tends to get messy too, so it can be a convenient way to get my clothes cleaned.”

Soon enough, they reached the end of the steadily narrowing road and came to what seemed like a simple wooden door with a small metal plaque with the word ‘Sanitation’ engraved to it. There was no doorhandle or a lock to be found, but when approached, it slowly swung open on its own. On the other side was a long, well-lit corridor with nothing much to it. The wall to the left was lined with several identical doors, all of them without handles. Next to each door was an engraved wooden slate that repeated Anastacia’s instructions for the place, though in a much more official manner.

Suddenly the third door down the corridor popped open on its own. Anastacia sauntered inside, closely followed by the simulacra, leaving the inquisitor behind to wonder what she should do.

“Are you not coming?” The adventurer asked from inside the room.

Iris nervously peeked inside. “In the same one?”

Anastacia shrugged, she didn’t really care either way, nor did she know if whatever guild magics operated the establishment would be courteous enough to open up a second room.

As soon as the inquisitor dared to step inside, the door behind her shut on its own.

The room they had been guided into was fairly large, but outside of a pair of identical tables and wooden crates placed by the opposing walls as well as one more door leafing forwards, there was nothing of interest in it. The floor and walls were tiled with large stones that somehow felt warm even in the middle of the winter, and heated the room considerably – almost uncomfortably so to someone who had been traveling outside for days. Neatly placed on each of the tables were two folded up towels that one was supposed to take along with them to the next room.

“This city of yours is a curious place…” Iris remarked while touching the warm walls with her almost frostbitten hands.

Anastacia, who was already wiggling herself free of her gear and tossing everything she had on her into the crate on her side of the room, agreed. “It has its quirks, both positive and negative. Sure, we’ve got the most ancient widgets to heat baths and such, but I can tell you that we were moments away from death by bureaucracy out there – and probably won’t get off all that easy in the end either. As soon as the officials realize there’s a second necromancer and a second simulacrum in the city, they’ll come and find us in a hurry.”

“That sounds worrying. Is it really a good idea for me to be here?” Iris worried and warily placed her satchel into the crate on her side of the room.

“It’s probably a terrible idea on all accounts, but honestly this city is mostly made of people who probably shouldn’t be here by the guild’s standards. There’s four of them in this room alone.” Anastacia shrugged and tossed more of her clothes into the crate. “If you’re asking my opinion on the matter… I think Emilia knows what she’s about and there’s a reason she wanted to have you here. I think that if she thinks there’s a reason for you to follow me, there’s a reason for you to follow me, even if I can’t figure it out.”

The inquisitor awkwardly watched as possibly the most powerful of her kind relied heavily on the help of her two assistants with something as simple as removing clothes, which bordered on farcical in her eyes. Such a complete trust on what may well have been one of the most formidable enemies necromancers had left in the world, and whose kind was responsible of permanently injuring and almost killing one of her closest friends and teammates. Lacking almost all knowledge of their background, Iris had a hard time considering simulacra as people, as Anastacia had suggested them to be. To her they all seemed like cold and emotionless machines, generally purposed for killing as far as she had seen. She had a quiet chuckle over her thoughts, as she knew that was almost exactly what Anastacia thought of necromancers as a whole.

“That’s a lot of tattoos.” Anastacia suddenly pointed out when she noticed the considerable ink coverage on the inquisitor, which continued well under her clothes as repeating patterns and symbols.

“Well, I grew up in Rustgarden, so it’s a cultural thing – and I like them.” Iris explained and showed her back, which had even more odd symbols and images, most prominent of which was a list of blue numbers ranging from one to nine. Each of the numbers had a small symbol by it, but the inquisitor turned around before Anastacia could see them well enough.

The adventurer spent a fraction of a second pondering what she remembered of Mournvalley’s notable locations. “That means nothing to me.” She admitted.

Iris was about to ask if she grew up under a rock, but stopped herself just in time as she realized that it was indeed the case with Anastacia. “Rustgardens are the area in western Mournvalley where all our iron is mined from. The people there have some… unique views when it comes to flesh and tend to decorate their own with memories.” She briefly summed up the reason.

Suddenly the door they had yet to go though opened and steam began to flood into the room from behind it. It immediately filled the room with a strange, almost medicinal scent that left a bitter taste in the mouth, making breathing a bit unpleasant. Iris quickly recognized it as a mixture of herbs and tonics she had used to treat and avoid infection in wounds.

Anastacia didn’t waste much time before grabbing her towels and disappearing into the foggy room with her companions, once again, leaving Iris behind. The inquisitor had a bit more qualms about stripping in front of basically strangers, mechanical or otherwise, and had to catch up to them before the second door sealed itself.

Though the next room was filled with steam and barely lit, it was barely possible to see the dark stone walls in every direction. The steam seemed to be flowing in from several fist-sized holes among the stones, along with warm air that made the room uncomfortably humid to be in. Most of the floor had been replaced with a round pool of waist-high water – or what at least seemed like water. Visibly turquoise, and with a stinging, almost alcohol-like odor, the best way to describe the bathwater was to call it ‘potent’. More of the liquid flowed in along the floor from tiny gaps in the walls and any overflow from the pool drained into a seam by its edges.

Anastacia had already jumped in and now rested against the far edge of the bath while King and Leggy sat down on the edge by her side.

Iris, on the other hand was still suspicious of the whole ordeal, and the brightly shining patterns of light on King’s armor in the mist unnerved her, even if she knew him to not be a threat. She scooped a bit of the liquid from the bath with her hand and touched it with the tip of her tongue.

“I wouldn’t drink it, tastes horrible.” Anastacia said, still trying to covertly see what the inquisitor’s tattoos were about.

Iris immediately spat out the horribly bitter liquid. “I’m not drinking it; I’m just checking what it is. Wait, how do you know it tastes horrible?”

“I’ve drank it.” Admitted the adventurer immediately.

“Of course…” Iris sighed and slowly lowered herself into the pool. To her surprise, the water was only slightly warm and felt almost cool compared to the hot air. “How long do we have to stay here?”

“Couple of hours usually. I’d get comfy if I were you, it’s going to be a while.” Anastacia estimated. “Long enough for us to avoid the spray.”

“The spray?” Inquired the inquisitor.

Anastacia used her hands to squirt some water at Iris. “Emilia, and apparently Gil too, have people waiting for them back home, you don’t want to get caught in between that.”

Iris was reminded of the lamb she and Cobalt slightly drugged on their last visit to the city. Understandably, she chose to omit that and simply nodded understandingly.

For a modest while, they waited in silence while Anastacia scrubbed her simulacra and Iris pondered what it was that the weird necromancer could teach her. She had noticed the circular hole in Anastacia’s shoulder and was definitely curious about it, but seeing how enthusiastic the adventurer was about cleaning simulacra made her think it wasn’t pertinent to ask about it. The longer she kept an eye on the adventurer, the stranger the whole situation started to feel. The only credible rival to The Empress of Mournvalley herself, took time off her day to speak with individual goblins, could be forced to watch over a person she loathes by nothing but a normal priestess, negotiated with common guards, and now polished simulacra for some reason. However, at the same time, this same person shrugged off meetings with literal gods, somehow communicated with ancient machines and made horrors of pure corruption flee.

“Why are you better than us?” The inquisitor finally asked. “You, a person who could look up at the night sky and not have a reason to feel small under the stars, fluently mingle with the some of the lowest creatures this world has to offer. Not only that but they flock around you, goblins, people who have never seen a necromancer, simulacra of all things… We, comparably unremarkable ones, have to fight tooth and nail to have someone to call an ally even on paper, much less a friend. What is it that you do to make yourself accepted by anyone from gods to goblins? I think that is what I must learn and teach to the inquisition.”

Anastacia frowned. “Not everything has to do with how powerful you are, you know? I am an adventurer, a novice mage, the queen of goblins and like ten other things before I even consider myself a powerful necromancer. All of them far more useful when meeting people than the fact that I can turn them to mince with my mind.” She explained. “I get that when two necromancers meet, it’s the first thing they notice about each other, but normal people aren’t like that.”

“I guess… Most places don’t really base their ruling structure on personal prowess, do they?” Iris agreed.

“Most places don’t really give a shit about ruling structures when you first meet people.” The adventurer corrected her student’s thinking. “Do you seriously have no other personality than the number 4 dipshit in the picking order or whatever?”

The inquisitor silently stared at Anastacia, and just as she was about to open her mouth, she was interrupted.

“You know what, don’t even answer.” Anastacia groaned.

While finishing up on cleaning the pointy chunks of stone Leggy had for feet, an idea came to Anastacia’s mind. She stood up in the water, placed one of her hands on her housecarl’s leg, scooped some water up with her other hand and began to slowly pour it out. Using ice magic, she rabidly moved the heat from the water into the simulacrum, causing it to freeze into an icicle the size of a small sword. Grandly stepping closer to the inquisitor, she placed the tip of the icicle on Iris’ head and started to recite a declaration she was coming up on the fly.

“Through the necromancer tradition, as the most powerful necromancer present, I am stripping you of your title, powers and responsibilities as inquisitor for as long as you remain in my realm. You are not allowed to refer to yourself as such, you are not allowed to introduce yourself as such, you are not allowed to think of yourself as such. From now on, you are Iris, a humble devotee of Sylvia, and even humbler court cleric of the goblin kingdom. As we fix up your wings, you will live your life as such and learn how to behave.” She decided on her own.

“I don’t think this is how it works.” Iris whispered.

“Unless Coquelicot herself decides to come and fight me for one of her inquisitors, this is exactly how it works.” The goblin queen grinned. “Consider yourself kidnapped.”

            

    
        Part 1/3 of the thing i decided to post while i can't write

    
    
    
    
                On a slightly misty yet promisingly warm late summer morning, two young men walked along the sparsely traveled road that led to Valor, the great city of adventurers. One of them on the tall side for humans but awfully scrawny for his height, and despite his shaved head and intentionally rough looking outfit, his bony face and poor posture made him hardly a formidable sight. The other man was noticeably portly by comparison, yet otherwise commonly proportioned. With his neatly trimmed hair and colorful, expensive clothes, he made his position in the upper society clear. Neither of them donned equipment or gear that would make anyone mistake them for the citizens of the city of adventurers, nor was Valor even the goal for their trip.

Older of the two, though only by mere months, Charles Lauferspy, the third of his name – the more weighty of the pair. Heir to a budding merchant family and the new owner of the patch of land the men promptly traversed on. He fancied himself to be a clever man, apt at negotiation and wordsmanship, somewhat justifiably as well, but not to a degree that reflected reality. With plenty of grandeur in his steps, he led the party of two towards their destination.

Meekly following in his friend’s pompous steps, was Rupert Gmorp, a close childhood friend of Charles and in possession of a much less marketable name. Tall, plain and unassuming, Rupert sometimes wondered why his friend was so intent on making him his business partner, as he lacked almost all skills required for the job, but he was equally lacking in his own goals and ambitions and couldn’t even fathom questioning his friend’s plans.

The land near the border of Valor was usually well-contested due to frequent traffic and safety provided by the adventurers, but for some strange reason, the previous owner of the plot had almost allowed Charles to steal the area for free. To most reasonable folk, that alone would have been enough to fill them with suspicion and cause them to seek bargains elsewhere, but the young Lauferspy was eager to make a name for himself as well as show his old man what he was able to do, by acquiring a valuable piece of land and turning it into something extremely profitable.

Upon first surveying his new purchase, the pair chatted up hunters frequenting the forests of the area, who knew to inform the merchant about a considerable goblin infestation within the plot’s borders. With a bit of investigation and scouting, it was revealed to them that near the border with Valor, there was a full-blown settlement of the green little buggers. Apparently, they were ruled by a pair of monarchs that hadn’t been seen by anyone and any attempts to do so had ended up with a sizeable mass of goblins forcibly removing the intruders, no matter how hard they had tried to hide their presence – there were rumors of something larger lurking in the woods as well, but no one could confirm or deny it further.

“Glorious! Simply glorious! Are they not, my friend?” Charles marveled at the bright green, pristine woods surrounding them.

The abundance of wildlife and the complete lack of the taint of civilization was surprising so close to one of the largest cities in the world, but instead of finding that suspicious, the young merchant only grew more certain of it being his big break into the world of mercantile and diplomacy.  

“sure, but why are we here again?” Rupert asked warily, as leaving the guarded confines of a city had never been something he found much joy in. After all, there was no telling what manner of dangerous beasties the wilderness had reserved for them.

Charles grinned, showing his pearly white teeth. “Why of course, as the new owner of the land, I am here to greet my tenants! You, as my business partner, are here to witness as I carve out the first steps of my legacy! Our legacy!” He explained and pointed at a thin column of smoke rising over the treetops from a nearby field.

“You’re not talking about the goblins, are you? I think they might literally eat us, that’s something they do, probably.” Responded Rupert worryingly.

“Of course I am! If they’re smart enough to have a king and queen, surely the concept of rent can’t be beyond their comprehension?” The merchant pointed out with the glimmer of gold in his eyes. He grabbed his friend and slowly swiped his hand across the horizon. “Imagine, hordes of workforce that can easily be fooled into paying us with whatever resources this great piece of land hides! All we need to do, is to befriend them with kind words and shiny things.”

Rupert sighed. “Wouldn’t it just be simpler to pay some adventurers to get rid of them? We’re right by the city too.” he suggested. “Shouldn’t that increase the value of this plot as well? I’m no expert but pests rarely make things more valuable.”

“They’re not pests – necessarily, at least.” Charles laughed heartily. “They could be friends with financial obligations! Who knows, maybe their leaders are reasonable.”

As the pair continued on their path towards the goblin settlement, they began passing odd small structures and what could be construed to be totems of some kind. Stones piled in random yet somehow purposeful-looking stacks, decorated with sticks, tools and other assorted trash. Tree branches jabbed into the ground and garnished with discarded items, pieces of cloth and more. Some of the trees around the road had pieces of rusted armor and weapons pied to them with wire and dried vines, some clearly imitating soldiers, others simply thrown together without any rhyme or reason.

All of this would have in most circumstances been exceedingly eerie to witness and could have most certainly been taken as a warning or a suggestion to turn back, but somehow none of the arrangements appeared hostile or threatening in any way. If anything, it gave off a feeling of childhood wonder, as if the countless constructs had been built by children over countless days of merry playing in the forest.

Little ways forwards, the path split and circled around a large flat stone, with a curious arrangement of stones on it. In the middle of the entire thing, was a pinecone with a couple of sticks jabbed into it. By the pinecone’s side was a larger stone, with what looked like lines drawn with crushed blueberries on it.

In front of the two was a pair of slightly smaller stones, one mostly covered by a few dried leaves that were knitted together with sticks to form a cover or a cape, and the other riddled with lines similar to the large one, but drawn with a greenish color made by mushing leaves together.

Arranged around the four larger objects, were dozens of small pebbles of almost identical size and shape. In fact, their similarity was almost mind-boggling when considering how many of them there were. Even for an army, it would have taken days of combing through a beach to find such uniform pieces.

Surrounding and holding together the entire formation was a coil of incredibly long strands of silvery hair that glimmered beautifully in the sunlight. Curiously, though it wasn’t held down by anything, the loop of hair didn’t budge in the slightest in the slight summer breeze.

Charles scratched his head and looked at the formation that obviously held some importance to whoever had made it. “What do you think this means? Some kind of a forest magic rune?” He asked and foolishly picked up one of the pebbles.

Almost immediately, an audible rustle and the sound of a snapping twig came from the treetops near the men, and the underbrush in the woods around them began to move. Garbled whispers and distant screeches filled the air and echoed throughout the misty forest.

“Moved the goblin. Rude.” One of the clearer whispers noted with a raspy, screechy voice.

“Put goblin back!” A second screech commanded from the other side of the road.

The men moved closer to each other and stood back to back, pulling out their hilariously small knives in the hopes of being able to defend themselves. Their weaponry would have been appropriate to have in a brawl outside some tavern, but in the wilderness, such butter knives wouldn’t have spared them from a particularly vicious badger – especially with their level of skill in wielding them.

“Put the stone back where it was!” Rupert helplessly pleaded to his friend and kept watching the movement in the woodline on his side of the road.

Charles, overcome by his nerves as soon as the possibility of physical altercations was on the table, fumbled and accidentally allowed the pebble to slip from his grasp and hide itself among the countless stones of the dirt road. He shrieked in terror and fell prone to look for the stone.

“What are you doing?! Lets just take our chances and run for it!” The meeker of the two wailed. “We’ll come back with a regiment of mercs and clear this area out properly!” 

Just as he said that, the noises in the bushes ceased in a blink of an eye, when a flock of birds escaped something from a nearby treetop. Seconds later, a dark figure shot out of the tall birch to their left and blotted out the sun with its flowing cape.

With a landing that was almost impossibly devoid of impact, the figure landed a few meters away from the terrified duo of morons.

Clad in a curious green cloak, before them stood a strange being of stone and metal. Standing almost as tall as Rupert, it stared down at the men with its eyes burning with light blue light. It brushed aside one side of the strangely metallic-looking cape and revealed its mechanical body. Obviously modeled on a humanoid form, the machine mimicked the bare musculature, with both stone and metal parts soundlessly gliding over each other as it moved. Much of its mechanical parts appeared uncovered, as the machine’s only pieces of armor plate covered the upper part of its chest, its forearms and its powerful-looking legs, that started out stocky at the joints of its hips, but ended in points barely thicker than a finger by the time they reached the ground.

“What is that?” Charles whispered and avoided looking directly at the machine, as if that would have somehow shielded him from its sight.

Rupert was shaking from head to toe as he still unintentionally held the mechanical being at knifepoint. “I… I think it’s one of them simulacrumbs.” He whispered back. “The ones Tammy told us about. They’re some old machines that still cause all kinds of trouble near their homes.”

“Why are there simulacrumbs on my property?!” The young merchant continued whispering while laying completely still on the ground. “Do something!”

“What am I supposed to do?!” Hissed Rupert. “Ask if it could get stabbed nicely?”

The machine had been motionlessly observing the men as they quarreled in whispers. Whether it was actually listening to them remained unclear, however, it did not appreciate the pathetic weapon pointed at it and proceeded to swiftly kick Rupert’s hand by gracefully hoisting its foot almost directly at the sky.

The now disarmed young man could have sworn that he felt his fingers fly into the distance along with his knife and fell on his knees, clutching his lightly bleeding hand in agony. “It kicked my fucking fingers off!” He cried in sheer terror.

“Fucking damnit, Rupert! Why does it always have to be me and my silvery tongue that gets us out of trouble?!” Charles asked angrily before taking a deep breath while wiping away the excessive sweat from his face, brought on by the intense situation. He then slowly stood up while holding up his arms to prove he was unarmed.

“Why, good evening to you… uhh… miss?” He greeted the machine, guessing how to address it entirely based on the slight padding the armor on its chest created. “First and foremost, I must apologize for my business partner’s rudeness in pointing his knife at you, but I do sincerely hope you understand that we are not well-learned in manners of the woods.” The merchant apologized with a bright, faked smile on his face and bowed deep.

A few drops of sweat fell from his brow as the machine silently stared down at him. The lack of reaction from its part, particularly a violent one, signaled to Charles that his apology had reached its target and he slowly lifted his head. 

“You might not have heard of me, but I am the illustrious Charles Lauferspy, the heir to the grand company of Lauferspy’s Goods and Crafts, who have achieved much acclaim over the last hundred and seven years of our humble operation. I am delighted to inform you that these pristine lands have been procured by yours truly, and my business partner and I were merely surveying this wonderful area in order to see how to effectively allow its esteemed inhabitants to join the great Lauferspy family and enjoy the perks from it!” He continued with a pompous tone and copious amounts of flair in his gestures. The years of practice and lessons for influencing possible customers hadn’t gone entirely to waste, as his spiel would have no doubt had some effect on most people, however, the one facing him didn’t seem swayed. In fact, it almost appeared that the ancient machine had hardly noticed him.

Suddenly the construct rudely shoved the merchant aside, pushing him over into the dirt again, and kneeled to look for the pebble he had dropped. One by one it picked up small stones, spent a while inspecting them before placing them back down to the exact spot it had taken them from.

This continued for a good while, as the pair stared at the machine in both terror and confusion. Though they both considered running away as fast as they could, neither could muster the courage to move an inch, lest it bothered the machine.

They exchanged panic-filled looks and tried to figure out what to do. Rupert nodded towards the direction they had come from, suggesting escape. Nearest town was only a couple of kilometers away, and he could have no doubt ran all the way there for help.

Charles wasn’t as confident in the shape he was in, and in case they tried running, he certainly didn’t want to be the slower one. He shook his head and suggested that they laid low, avoiding attention as much as they could.

Finally, after countless inspected stones, the automaton appeared to find what it was looking for. It held up a rock that looked in no way special or distinctive and let out a slight hum that scared the young men cowering in its feet.

From the bushes on the left side of the road, appeared a small creature, barely reaching higher than a grown man’s knee, green and completely covered in ants, it was unmistakably a goblin. Stopping every few steps to pick up an ant that had fallen off it and proceeding to eat them, it happily hopped over to the machine and screeched when the stone was handed to it.

With a grand gesture, the goblin placed the stone among the others and ate a few more ants it noticed crawling on its hand. After a bit more excited screeching over the fixed altar, it turned to the merchant with a puzzled look on its face. “Why on ground?” It croaked and pointed at the forest where it had appeared from. “There, ant pile for food if too tired.”

“I… I’m afraid I don’t eat ants.” Charles responded warily and watched as the goblin squirmed a bit while being bitten by countless, fairly large, ants.

Suddenly the machine picked up the wiggling goblin by its feet and began shaking it with quite a bit of force, until almost all the ants had flown off its green skin. For the entire time, the goblin screamed hysterically, and when the shaking ended, it howled for more.

Now covered in ants and goblin slobber, Charles watched the goblin get shaken for minutes on end, completely dumbfounded. “Are… are you the leader of these goblins?” He asked from the machine, that immediately stopped shaking the goblin but did not release it.

“Leader? Leggy a hugscarl! Not queen!” The goblin croaked as it was being dangled upside down.

Charles wiped the droplets of drool off his face while trying to figure out what ‘a hugscarl’ was. “A housecarl? The goblin royals have a simulacrumb as a housecarl?” He asked, now seeing a faint glimmer of hope in the horizon. If the goblin settlement was orderly enough to have ranks such as housecarl, it was likely they would be smart enough to be negotiated or at least bargained with by offering them goods.

“Hugscarl! Hugscarl!” The goblin screeched excitedly as it was finally lowered on the ground, where it crawled on all fours, as it had forgotten how to walk during the time it was begin held up. It skittered to Rupert, who was holding his still bleeding hand and almost crying. “Queen says blood better inside.” It shared its insight.

Rupert had recovered from the initial shock of getting kicked and had realized that his fingers were at least all still there, though a couple of them were broken for sure. Even though the bleeding was light at worst, it was still enough to stain his hand and clothes a seemingly large amount of blood, which terrified him to no end and kept him from answering.

“Goblin sometimes break grabbies too. Forget to move hand when banging rocks.” The green critter nodded knowingly. “Big hurt, but then queen tie magic stick on and hurt go away after sleep.”

Now almost excited, Charles slowly stood up and wiped the dust off his clothes. “Hear that, mate? It’s talking about splints! This queen knows about first aid, we should go meet her so we can get your hand fixed up… and maybe then negotiate about the rent issue since we’ll be there anyway.” He said and walked over to help his friend up, taking a bit of a detour to avoid getting too close to the automaton.

“Or we could just go back and get a priest or a doctor to take a look at it instead of some kind of a forest creature?” Rupert suggested passive-aggressively. “Or maybe you could just go alone since you’re so damn eager? I’m dying here and you’re still going on about your stupid plans, quite a business partner you are.”

“Oh shush! I’m just looking out for us in the long term. We nail this one and my folks will increase my budget tenfold! Think of all the things we could acquire, all the fine food, art and the ladies.” The young merchant dismissed his friend’s perfectly sensible worries and patted him on the back. “You can say goodbye to our admittedly quiet social life! Even people like us become prime candidates for marriage when there’s enough money involved.”

The last bit especially did a lot to sway his priorities. Sure, having a fucked-up hand would be a bummer, but he convinced himself that being rich and having a fucked-up hand would somehow make it a good thing, an ice breaker or the like – technically, it was also a battle injury as well. “You’re right. Maybe we’ll get lucky and this queen isn’t a goblin, but a dryad or something. I hear those like to walk around naked in the woods.” He successfully motivated himself.

“That’s the spirit, Rupert! They say you’re a bit of a coward, but by the gods, you’re brave like a war hero when thinking with your dick, and that’s what I like about you!” Charles cheered on his friend.

Still on all fours, the goblin scratched the countless ant bites it now had and seemed to be trying its best to form a sentence from something it knew. “Preestessss… Queen knows, sometimes bring cookie from the mother of spice.” It croaked and momentarily lost the control of its feet from having to think so hard.

“See? The goblin queen even knows a priestess that can help.” Charles said to finish his case. “Could either of you guide us to this most esteemed of queens? We would eternally be in your debt.” He asked from the residents of the area and bowed politely.

“QWEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEENNNNNN!” The goblin suddenly screeched with an ear-piercing volume that echoed throughout the forests and fields around them.

Every few seconds, a similar scream responded from somewhere in the distance and one by one, more goblins plopped out of the undergrowth, all of them screaming endlessly and forming a small horde of a dozen around the visitors.

Each of the green critters had what even a kind person would call ‘garbage’ strapped on to their person with woolen string and dried vines. Utensils, feathers, pieces of rotten food, random pieces of metal and wood, nails, broken tools, pieces of clothes and more had been attached to their faces, arms and legs, all giving each of the goblins a somewhat distinctive look from each other.

As if the swarm of screaming goblins wasn’t unnerving enough, a few of them carried rusted weapons with complete lack of ability or skill, becoming a threat to everyone nearby. The automaton picked up a few it could reach and threw the weapons back into the woods, but for every blade it confiscated, two more knifes, forks and snapped arrows appeared.

One of the goblins began running a vine around the merchant’s leg and its own arm, trying to attach the entire man on itself like he was a trophy it was claiming. Charles didn’t know if he should have stopped it, but ultimately was too worried about insulting the tribe before getting the chance to meet their queen.

“Charles, I regret everything.” Rupert whispered and pointed at a goblin that had armed itself with a stolen set of rather provocative underwear, donning them as well as it could – which was not well, considering the size difference with an average woman and an average goblin.

Hoping the scarring image hadn’t permanently burned itself into his retinas, the young merchant took a deep breath and let the horde push him into the direction of the settlement. “Just do it for the money, pal.” He whispered back.

As they made their way onwards at the approximate speed of a goblin that was strapped on someone’s leg, more and more goblins joined them, quickly doubling the size of the crowd. The additional ones were no less worrying to the visitors, and when a goblin that was waving around a loaded crossbow appeared from the bushes, both of them considered running once more. Luckily the machine person following them knew wat it was doing, as it quickly grabbed the weapon and snapped it in two like it was a brittle piece of rotten wood.

For the entire duration of the relatively short, yet agonizingly slow trip, the most disturbing of the goblins taunted the men with its presence in front of the group, forcing both of them to see it at all times as they watched their feet to avoid stomping on any members of the horde that happened to fall over; something that happened almost impossibly frequently as they distracted themselves from walking by trying to sing horrifyingly tone-deaf goblin songs – none of them singing the same one at the same time of course.

Barely halfway on this walk of utter torment, both of the men had made a silent agreement that whatever was going on was no longer worth it, no matter what they would get out of it. The goblin royalty’s lair could have been a treasure-trove filled to brim with gold and beautiful concubines, and it would not have been enough to undo the damage caused. However, backing out was equally impossible, since that would have made the torture they had gone through entirely pointless.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity or two amidst continuous barrage of vocal and visual abuse, the group tuned around a tall patch of bushes and could see the castle of the goblins. At the same time, it was both an underwhelming and extremely impressive sight; a circular wall of stone, roughly three to four meters in height and more than thirty meters in diameter. Leaning over it were massive tree trunks that formed a bit of a yurt-like design, topped with discarded carpets, leaves, branches and whatever else that could be used to make it waterproof.

A thin streak of smoke rose from a small opening in the middle of the roof and signaled that someone was home – and to a far more worrying degree, that the goblins had access to fire.

Around the castle, there were still some goblins doing things with purposes that could not be explained by a stable mind, or things that were simply utterly purposeless. A few appeared to be licking frogs and some were either asleep on the grass, or dead – possibly from the poisonous frogs.

“That is… uhh… a beautiful home your people have.” Charles stated and stared at the structure that, regardless of its looks, must have taken immense amounts of work to build.

“Queen wanted castle, goblin make castle.” The critter tied to his leg answered proudly.

Though the makeshift totems and arrangements lined the nearby forests, the area around the castle was surprisingly clean of clutter. Aside from a few buckets piled up next to the tarp that was covering the entryway to the castle, even the grass appeared to be somehow kept, only having a somewhat trampled path where the grass had wilted, leading to the castle itself.

The same feeling of childhood wonder the totems had given off, had only grown stronger near the castle, and the entire thing almost felt like an over-sized secret base, built a bit out of the way from the town by its children. Though the residents of the area were at times disturbing to say the least, the center of their habitat felt completely and utterly serene. The weather appeared sunnier, the air fresher, the grass greener, almost like the entire thing was from a fairytale.

Rupert looked around in awe, for a moment, the pain from his hand had subsided and happiness took over his usually a bit gloomy existence. It was almost like all the weight on his shoulders had shifted off for just a while. “This place… can you feel it?” He asked and turned to his equally stunned friend.

Charles smiled happily as a few birds swooped over them as they played in the air. “I can.” He laughed. “Remember that place by the river, when we were ten or eleven?” It’s like I’m there again.

“The one behind the rocks, near where the maids from your place would go swimming on their time off?” Rupert smirked and high-fived his friend. “Happier times.”

“You know it.” Charles laughed and took one more sweeping glance at the area and filled his lungs with the purest of airs he had ever inhaled. “We’re going to make so much money out of this.”

Their moment of awe was interrupted by yet another goblin exiting the castle. However, unlike the other spry and agile ones that were having a hard time staying put for a second, this one moved slowly, using a large bent ladle as a cane to support itself. Despite it looking almost decrepit in its hunched over posture, somehow this old goblin radiated authority and wisdom uncommon for their kind. The most striking feature on the elder of the village was the thin swath of long, white hairs hanging from its chin, on a quick glance it looked much like a beard, but in reality it was simply attached to the critter’s face with some kind of glue – which did take a bit away from the effect its entrance was having, but not much. However, as it got closer, the rest of its behavior started to look more and more like a clumsy act that actual feebleness.

“That wise Gobby.” The goblin attached to the merchant’s leg whispered, or at least it thought it did, but it was simply talking with a slightly coarser voice. “So wise that immortal. Some goblin say Gobby here from start.”

“Is he well respected? Should we kneel?” Charles whispered back.

“No.” The goblin said and shook its head. “Sometimes kneel with both knee at the same time. Many hurt face, so queen said no.”

As Gobby the Wise approached the visitors, Charles bowed long and deep. Rupert, still stunned by their surroundings, took a couple of seconds to follow his example.

“Oh, Gobby, wisest of the goblins, bearer of knowledge. Tales of your longevity and wisdom too arcane for the minds of men and elf have reached far and wide! It is truly a gift from the gods themselves to witness your compact might in person!” The young merchant immediately started buttering up the first being that appeared to have any authority in the settlement. He lifted his head and smiled widely with an expression that had taken countless hours in front of a mirror to perfect. “I am but a humble merchant by the name of Charles Lauferspy, the third of my name; and this equally humble young man is my business partner and lifelong friend, Rupert. As it so happens, we have come into possession of the paperwork giving me the absolutely enviable right to own these pristine lands. As you, wise one, and your people have been here from before the exchange, I have come to greet you with the purest of intentions. It is my sole wish that our coexistence will be bountiful for all involved, after all.”

Gobby squinted as the gears in its head were visibly struggling to turn at all. “Man of big speak, why come here?” It inquired, completely ignoring the hollow praise it just received. “Speak to queen?”

Charles nodded. “Yes, though you no doubt possess the insight we search for, I would love nothing more than to greet her as well. Is her highness available? I fear that I have not prepared any appropriate gifts, but the bounty for our cooperation will be plentiful, I assure you.” He said despite beginning to suspect that there was nothing much special about the goblin called Gobby.

Without further discussion, the horde surrounding the visitors began forcibly shoving them towards the goblin castle’s entrance.
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                Covered by what looked like a large piece of cloth made to be used as a tent or some other kind of a cover, the door of the castle was large enough to fit a medium-sized wagon through and the swarm of small green critters had no issues pouring inside.

The mood inside the castle was wholly different from the outside and a strange feeling of pressure immediately unsettled the men – it was as if they were under scrutiny of something far mightier than mere mortals, and as far as they knew, that might have been the case.

Two small bonfires on both sides of the entrance barely lit half of the circular room, just enough that they could see the stone floor and the thick wooden pillars holding up the roof of the castle. Aside from them, the only source of light was the opening at the apex of the ceiling, that let out the smoke and let in a column of light that illuminated a pool of water in the middle of the hall.

The entire structure was strangely well constructed considering what appeared to be astoundingly inept group of residents. The floor was smooth enough to comfortably walk on, the pillars were straight and appeared sturdy, the walls seemed to stay up on their own and the ceiling was no doubt weatherproof enough.

Being the only thing in the dark room that caught the eye, the pool got the men’s attention. Roughly three meters in diameter and around waist-deep, it was filled with clear, fresh-looking water that glimmered in the sunlight leaking in from the hole directly above it.  Its sides were lined with stones and moss, making it appear like a small pond from a middle of a forest, but the smoothness of the bottom revealed that it was intentionally built, as did a strange copper cylinder attached to its bottom and side. Reaching just barely to the surface, the top of the cylinder housed an odd piece of crystal with a note attached to it, saying: Heater. Do not take!

“This is a… bath?” Rupert suggested and wondered if he could wash his wounded hand in the clean water. He kneeled next to it and could immediately tell that the water was warmer than it was supposed to be, not enough to steam during the warm morning, but definitely heated by the cylinder.

Since neither the goblins nor the ‘simulacrumb’ had moved in to stop him, he reached for the surface, but as soon as his fingertips touched it, Rupert noticed a wet spot on the opposite edge of the pool. As his eyes slowly got used to the dim lighting, he started to make out a trail of water leading from the other side of the pool to a large mound at the far side of the hall.

“Rupert… Back away, slowly…” Charles whispered as both of them noticed the silhouette of a pair of decorated antlers on top of the mound.

The figure, whose head they appeared to sprout from, remained mostly obscured by shadows, but it was definitely something humanoid and far too large to be a goblin. It lazily rested against the armrest of what appeared to be a throne and silently stared at its guests.

“What the fuck is that?” Rupert asked in an extremely hushed tone after backing up next to his friend.

The merchant kneeled and addressed the goblin tied to his leg. “Is that your queen up there?” He inquired and received a nod as a response.

For some reason, the swarm around them had fallen completely quiet, which was very surprising to Charles. He took it as a sign of respect for their leader and figured that if the queen commanded such a response from the critters that had done nothing besides make pointless noise for as long as he had been with them, she would no doubt accept nothing but the grandest of greetings before even bothering to address her guests.

He cleared his throat and stepped out of the small crowd. “Oh, queen of goblins, maiden of wealds, the esteemed beauty of these lands! Your unrivaled elegance is the talk of a hundred nations and your might the nightmare of a hundred more! Whether it is through the whims of the gods, or some other fate, our humble existence has finally been blessed by your graceful presence, as your exceedingly helpful subjects guided us to it.” He spoke and kneeled, lowering his head as much as possible to wait for an answer.

After ten quiet seconds, he slowly and carefully glanced up to see if his smooth words had any effect on the queen. However, they appeared to fall on deaf ears, and the queen remained in her relaxed pose, without so much as a wave to show she was even a slightest bit interested to hear what the men had brought.

Beginning to get a tad unsure of his approach, Charles tried his best to appear elegant and calm. “But… but we have not introduced ourselves to your highness! I would be the one called Charles Lauferspy, third of my name and heir to my family’s humble mercantile empire. My business partner and lifelong friend, Rupert, volunteered to join this venture, as he was eager to witness the grandeur of the goblinkind under your refined watch.” He said with a tone very carefully chosen between dignified and submissive, as he still owned the lands they were on, but absolutely wanted to avoid immediately stepping on the queen’s toes. “Would it be completely boorish of me to ask that you would agree to discuss the matter we’ve brought in a slightly more… even playingfield?”

The queen of goblins remained mostly still and showed no intent to respond, it almost felt like she was intentionally bullying her guests by making them grovel before her, just to get her attention. Charles quickly begun worrying if the queen he tried to impress was some kind of a tyrant, rather than a merciful protector of her people.

More and more goblins had flocked to the castle’s entrance, now curiously following the merchant’s attempts to speak to their ruler. Unfortunately, they did that by completely blocking the only exit from the castle and leaving the helpless visitors to her mercy.

Usually, his butter coated words had some sort of an effect on anyone, whether it was the intended one or that of annoyance. Charles had never met anyone so callous, which made his dreams of somewhat mutually beneficial agreement over the ownership of the land crumble at an accelerating pace. Truly, the queen of goblins was something entirely different than the dull suppliers and sneaky but ultimately predictable competitors he usually dealt with – truly, she was something far more royal.

Forced to further his technique, the merchant kneeled and told his business partner to do the same, at least partially over the increasing desperation and worry over the queen simply getting bored and having her visitors killed in some horrifying way, as there was no way of telling what these folk of the wild would do.

“You must understand, fair queen, that we are here unarmed and with the purest of intentions! So we plead that you would at least hear out what we have to say, for it is of utmost importance to the inhabitants of your land. Please, consider granting us your attention for just a moment!” He pleaded, figuring that the horned queen had never been spoken to in any other manner than an entirely submissive one, so he would have to grovel against his will for a while – later on, the positions would be shifted, of course.

As the men beseeched the attention, the queen’s housecarl slowly made its way in the shadows past the pool, with completely inaudible steps that went almost unnoticed by everyone until it had already reached the throne. As the machine let out a sudden hum, the queen flinched and kicked down a helmet that had been used to hold fruits. It bounced down the steps leading down from the mound, spreading apples and grapes until stopping its journey a couple of meters away from the pool and letting the room fall back into the awkward silence it had been in after the merchant’s latest plea.

“Wha?” Said a disoriented and groggy voice of a young woman, quietly but just loud enough for it to reach the visitor’s ears. “Oh! It’s just you, Leggy. Where were you earlier? I had to take a bath alone and listen to Gobby sing the whole time, it was both lonely and scarring. Well, whatever, since you woke me up, we should-“ The queen continued and was about to get up from her throne, but seeing the two men who had intruded her castle, she stopped and swiftly hid behind her housecarl.

The faint sounds of hurried dressing filled the awkwardly silent room; rattling of belt buckles and other accessories, muffled cursing and the antlers whacking against everything that happened to be near the queen all made it pretty clear what the issue was.

In a more refined setting, if such a scandal were to happen, the courteous thing to do was to completely deny it and never mention it again, however, the queen of the goblins obviously had no such civilized burdens.

Still hidden by the shadows almost entirely, the horned queen sat back down on her throne, upright this time, and cleared her throat. “WHAT THE FUCK IS WRONG WITH YOU PEOPLE?!” She yelled in a not particularly commanding or powerful way, but with every word, both Charles and Rupert could feel their muscles tense uncontrollably, leaving them far too terrified to answer.

“Here I thought that I could have the luxury of being allowed enough privacy to have a nap in a towel after a bath in my own castle. Well apparently not! GOOD TO KNOW, I GUESS!” The queen rambled and slammed her fist on the throne’s armrest. “Gobby! What did I miss?”

The supposedly wise and aged goblin hopped forth and addressed its queen. “Fat man of many words, say much, mean little. Thin man mostly bleed.” It analyzed the monologue so far, showing some unexpectedly impressive ability to see through the merchant’s hollow praises. “Says come here with talks.”

“I see…” The queen sighed, sounding already tired of the conversation. “First things first though, can someone go and get a bucket of water for the Thin man, I’d rather not have blood on my floor again.” She commanded her subjects while yawning.

Five of the more mentally present goblins separated themselves from the horde and ran off to do as they were asked, happily screeching their preferred goblin songs along the way.

“I can only thank you for showing us such kindness and mercy, Your Highness.” Charles said and lowered his head. “Though we so rudely interrupted your rest, it is truly a sign of your infinite wisdom and righteousness that you would still take pity on my business partner!”

As the merchant groveled, three of the goblins returned with a bucket mostly filled with what at least looked like clean water – what had happened to the other two of their group remained a mystery.

“Wash your wounds with that and wrap it in your shirt or something. With any luck, I’ll let you hang around until a guest of mine comes by – she’s a priestess of Sylvia and should be able to do something about it.” The queen of the goblins said absentmindedly and was clearly paying more attention to the machine next to her than to the visitors.

The young merchant was surprised to hear the goddess of joy’s name. “Sylvia you say? The fate is truly in our favor this day! As it happens, there is a small chapel devoted to her in our home city. We’ll be sure to make a hefty donation to her cause once we return.”

“Is that the one with the painting, you know, the painting.” Rupert whispered and rubbed the blood off his hand in the bucket given to him.

“Yes… with any luck, the devotee there will be really thankful for the donation.” Charles winked and pretended to help his friend while they spoke.

The chapel of Sylvia in the city of Stoneharbor had been set up only some months ago, but its existence had become a matter that divided the city in two. Both the ruling families and the more established religious houses frowned upon the loose morals and lax manner of worship the chapel promoted, considering it little more than a whorehouse. Yet, at the same time, the people of the city, particularly the less fortunate types, supported the deity’s presence vehemently. It was known to them as a warm place of rest and comfort and quickly became popular due to the lack of rigorous methods of worship the larger temples required from their visitors. The devotee maintaining the shrine was often said to be an easygoing rogue even by the people who supported her, but no one doubted the honesty of her teachings of acceptance and helping one another.

The centerpiece of the chapel was a rather revealing mural representing the goddess herself, combined with the promiscuous nature of its caretaker, there was a more earthly reason the chapel gained much of its popularity, the same reason why Charles and Rupert even knew about it.

“So, what is it that you think is worth bothering me with.” The queen suddenly interrupted the whispering fools.

Charles stood back up and fixed his attire while searching for the words he needed, while thinking, he figured that the position they were in could use some improving. The queen had proven to at least be sensible and perhaps, to a degree, merciful, so there may have been a way to slightly rebalance the situation.

So far, the ruler had been little more than an ominous silhouette on her throne while the men had to stand in full view, surrounded by critters eager to do their queen’s bidding.

“Yes! Well, I do hope I don’t come across as rude or impudent, but where I come from, it is customary to meet your guests face to face and in considerably less shade.” The merchant attempted to convince the queen off her throne. Even in the shadows, it was easy to tell that the queen was not much taller than a child, and when negotiating, the person standing taller usually had the upper hand simply through the authority their appearance gave them.

“Customary, huh? Very well, I will grant you that much – if our customs are honored as well.” The queen responded with a quiet chuckle.

“O… of course! Forgive my ignorance, but what might these customs entail?” Worried the merchant.

The goblin queen paused for a while and appeared to inspect the men at her mercy. “Well, for starters, your attire is wholly unsuitable for our court. I try my best to be merciful when it comes to people visiting me for the first time, but repeating your mistake would earn you a full day in the frog pit. So, let's start with that.” She decided.

Charles took a look at his expensive and generally acceptable attire, he wasn’t quite sure what could be amiss about it, but of his friend’s outfit he could touch up a few things. “What- what does an acceptable outfit consist of then, Your Highness?” He asked hesitantly.

“Usually, our custom is to attach onto ourselves little mementos of the places we’ve seen and the people we’ve met. The items themselves are of no real importance and tend to come off eventually, but that’s fine, whether it’s a piece of jewelry or a pine cone, its value to us rests on its story. You know? Who did the ring belong to and how did it come to your possession, did the pine grow in the middle of a town or a beautiful forest? These are the things we’re interested in.” The queen explained and fiddled with something dangling from her antler. “Now, you obviously don’t have the time to go back and pick things from your past, so I’ll suggest a compromise. Go outside and have a look at the ground, pick up three that speak to you on a personal level and bring those here. Normally, items that have fallen from us are out of limits for the rest of the tribe and are left there to wait for someone else to pick them up and add to their story, but since you aren’t a part of the tribe, go ahead and take a gander at the selection.”

The merchant in Charles was immensely delighted to hear that the goblins and their ruler weren’t too interested in the monetary value of what they had, since it meant that they likely wouldn’t push hard to get a cut from the profits their land would bring. On the other hand, they appeared to give much value to customs and traditions, which meant he would need to play close attention to them to successfully trick them.

He bowed politely to the queen and the men were escorted out by the mass of goblins they were still surrounded by.

“Okay, look for anything that seems like it would have an interesting story behind it.” Charles advised his friend.

Rupert had his injured hand wrapped in his shirt and wasn’t particularly in the mood for treasure hunts. He picked up a stick that happened to be on the ground right next to the castle and figured it would do. “What do you think she is? A dryad?” He asked, far more interested in that than looking for goblin garbage.

“Well, obviously she’s not a goblin, but dryads are supposed to be tall, I think. I’m sure there’s no shortages of woodland spirits and other buggers that could pull off leading a punch of goblins, but not sure how she would have a simulacrumb as a housecarl if there wasn’t more to her than it seems.” Charles reasoned while looking through the grass with the aid of the goblin still tied to his leg.

“Queen white! Much strong!” One of the goblins added to the conversation.

“So she’s somehow strong then?” The merchant asked. Trying to figure out what they were dealing with was very important as well, just in case the negotiations failed, and he would need to come back with mercenaries.

The goblin looked around for a while before pointing behind the castle at the part of the field they hadn’t seen yet. “Even kill stone dragon! Throw spear with much goblin power, dragon become two half dragon.” It croaked and tried to run off into the direction it had pointed in.

Charles and Rupert looked at each other, suddenly very worried. Neither of them had ever seen a wyvern, drake or even a particularly large lizard, so dragons were firmly out of their comfort zone, especially ones made out of stone. If the queen was capable of splitting one in twain with a single spear, it would definitely change the plans from trying to take advantage of her tribe to simply running and never looking back.

They rushed to the direction the critter what leading them, into a large open field on the far side of the round castle – a large open and above all, empty, field. Expecting to see a dilapidated carcass of a gigantic stone dragon, the men were extremely relieved to see nothing worthy of note.

From tree line to tree line, the field was empty aside from a few stones here and there, but they didn’t appear in any way strange or dragon-like. There was a slight dent in the surface of the ground that reached its lowest point in the middle of the field, roughly a couple of meters below its edges. One would have to be very gullible to believe it was the result of a dragon’s crash landing.

“So, where’s this stone dragon then?” Rupert asked, already smugly grinning.

“God eat it, says bad people might come looking and hurt goblin. But goblin use dragon crumbs to make new castle. Dragon step on old goblin castle, make it too flat.” The green creature explained to the best of its abilities and pointed at what seemed like ruins of a building similar to the one right by them.

“Right, right!” Rupert mocked the goblin. “A god ate it, so it isn’t here anymore, I’m sure that’s what happened.”

Charles nudged his friend and leaned closer to whisper. “Obviously it’s all make-believe of these simple creatures, but don’t bother them about it, because I have an idea.” He then picked up a stone from the ground and showed it to the goblin. “My first item will be this crumb of a dragon!” He declared.

The goblin gasped and began to croak happily, which the merchant took as a sign that it was a great idea. He pocketed the pebble and resumed his search for the other two.

Rupert was still largely unwilling to see effort for what he considered a pointless errand and simply picked up a couple more sticks to complete his part. His motivation had once more shriveled and the only reason he hadn’t abandoned Charles to handle things alone, was the promised priestess. Obviously, he still wanted to see what the queen ended up being like but based on what little they could see in the dark, she was a bit runty for Rupert’s tastes.

With the more energetic merchant leading the way, they wandered around the field, passing by a few goblins here and there. There was no telling what the critters were doing, but they certainly appeared to be in a great hurry and darted around as fast as they could with varying degrees of proficiency. In one group of maybe ten goblins, the fastest ones had almost discovered running, some found it easiest to go on all fours, a couple were trying to make their steps as long as possible and finally the slowest one laid on the grass with its face against the ground and slowly pushed forth with its legs.

Deciding to see where this particular group was coming from, Charles walked around a small patch of trees they had appeared from and found himself by the edge of a large, steep-walled hole in the ground. About ten meters wide and half of that in depth, the hole had been dug somewhat recently, but the walls had already started to collapse slightly. The bottom was filled with a few centimeters of water on top of what looked like a solid stone floor, which was accessible by a slippery-looking arrangement of planks stuck to the walls. On one side, the hole had grazed what appeared to be a carved piece of flat stone, with something that looked awfully lot like a pair of heavy doors that hadn’t been moved in ages.

The patterns on the doors were unmistakably handmade and worn down by being buried for who knows how long. This immediately set off fireworks in the merchant’s head and he grasped his friend. “This is it! This is how we will finally make it big! Do you have any idea how much some schools and scholars are willing to pay to get their hands on some pristine, untampered ruins? Remember that castle you wanted since you were but a young lad? Well go ahead and start planning what you want for your summer castle as well, because we’ll live like kings!” He exclaimed and shook his friend, successfully infecting Rupert with his excitement as well.

“A brewery, manned by the most skilled brew masters from Vassund, and that’s just in the lobby!” The taller of the two responded happily.

“That’s right! But we still need to pull off this meeting.” Charles said and pulled a rusty nail jutting out from one of the planks as his second item of choice. “A nail from the path to mysterious ancient ruins!”

With their mood skyrocketing thanks to the discovery, the pair merrily headed back, whistling and laughing on their way.

Figuring his first two items were impressive and well thought-out enough, Charles only picked up a fork he happened to spot on the grass. And so, armed with a pebble, a nail, a fork and three sticks, they returned to the court of goblins, ready to face the queen again – this time full of spunk and gumption.

The queen stared down at them from her throne as soon as they entered, killing a lot of the momentum they had gained, but the two remained hopeful.

“So, what have you brought?” She asked and crossed her legs. “Tall man, you will go first.”

Rupert stepped into the light shining through the hole in the ceiling and meekly presented his sticks. Besides a few goblin teeth marks, nothing about the sticks made them unique or interesting in any way and it made him very nervous.

“Didn’t put much effort into this, huh? Well, that wasn’t the point anyway. Please tell me why you chose these sticks?” The queen asked, sounding more delighted than angry at the lack of respect her request had been given.

“They… they were the first things that I happened to notice.” Rupert said meekly and almost visibly shrank as his bravery deflated under the queen’s gaze.

“Fair enough.” The queen shrugged. “Honest as well, a much rarer quality than you’d think. Now then, Fat man, your turn.”

Wondering if he should correct the queen about their names or not, Charles stepped into the light and showed his collection.

“Interesting, took a bit of a walk, did you?” The queen wondered and leaned forwards. “Care to tell me why these three?”

Suddenly overcome by nervousness again, the young merchant wiped his drenched forehead chose his words with care. “Your Highness, this crumb of a dragon slain by no other than y-“ He started reciting an overly flourished story that was sure to impress anyone who heard it, but was interrupted by the queen hitting the armrest of her throne.

“No, no, no… Not like that at all! I knew this would happen.” She groaned in frustration. “It’s always the same with your kind. Let me guess, you picked up some bullshit and thought that you could impress me with some exaggerated tale of grandeur and heroism, didn’t you? I can see the glimmer of gold in your eyes, Fat man, it’s a trait that comes with a mouth that floods the world with sewage.”

Stunned by the insults and the piercing blows laid to his ego, Charles wasn’t able to respond before the queen continued her rant.

“Let me explain to you the way of our tribe; a story doesn’t need to be grand, exciting or ridiculous to mean something. People often only pay attention to those kinds of stories, and with each retelling they gain a few more cancerous lumps of lies and exaggeration. Great battles, immense riches and uncontested power is all that interests your kind, but not us, we see the value hiding in all things mighty and small. No matter how disposable or cheap something is, there is worth hidden in it.” The queen explained with sudden weight behind her words. “Take the sticks your lazy buddy chose for example. The trees they grew on, where are they? What are they like? Do animals live in them? For all you know, there might even be some acorns! But these three unassuming sticks were first torn off by wind or animals, only to end up here, and then somehow get used as an example. After this, he’ll just toss them out because why would he keep some sticks he happened to pick up, but that makes it possible for some animal to pick them up and use them to make a nest – a nest that might one day have the fluffiest of baby animals in it! Do you have any idea how irreplaceable those sticks are?! Not a single part of that story needed gigantic beasts or seas full of gold, yet what can be learned of it?”

The queen paused to calm her breathing. It was clearly a rant she had given countless times and one she was already sick and tired of.

“We can learn that there was a seed of a tree that did not get eaten or end up in dry ground or too much shadow, a seed that defied odds and miraculously grew into a tree. We can learn that a there was a gust of wind that somehow happened, I have no clue how wind is a thing, but I assume it’s all farts that move the air. We can learn that there was a young man – I hope I don’t have to explain where people come from – who acted true to himself and did as he saw fit. There was an opportunity to lie and dishonor the sticks, but he had the spine to stand in front of me and say what he thought, and that alone is worth more than gold as a lesson to him.” She finished and took a sip from a cup her housecarl offered. “But what about you then, Fat man? You picked up a stone and came up with a malformed horror of a story to surround it with, completely disregarding the poor pebble’s own story. Oh, and by the way, that’s not even a piece of the dragon I defeated, it’s a piece of rock far, far older than that. How dare you disrespect your elders!”

Utterly destroyed, Charles lost what little pride he had in his posture and stepped out of the light. As the goblins around him grabbed the items from him and tied them around his legs with twine, he barely noticed. It would take more than a while for him to claw himself out of the hole the goblin queen had stomped him and his silver tongue into.

Rupert on the other hand, stood proud for once. He gladly gave the sticks to the critters and patted his friend on the back. Success was not something he often enjoyed, and though Charles was his friend, beating him for once felt extremely good.

“Well, that’s the first part of our customs handled, let us move on to the second one.” The queen declared suddenly and clapped her hands.

“What? There’s more?!” Charles cried out with a defeated whimper. “We did what you asked!”

The goblin queen took a deep breath. “I don’t know where you’re from, but I doubt suitable outfit is all that’s required to have a word with the king, queen or whatever. Do not forget where you are, this amount of backtalk would have won you rather troublesome gap between your head and shoulders with most crown heads.” She reminded the two and giggled derisively.

Rupert, as the one with his thoughts more composed at the time, stepped up. “How many parts is there going to be to all of this?” He asked bravely.

“All good things come in threes.” answered the queen and took another sip.

The men glanced at each other for help, but neither had an obvious answer to the situation. Though the queen didn’t appear too imposing, something about her presence felt so overwhelming that they could sense it tugging and pulling on every part of their being. There was no telling what would happen if the goblin queen’s requests weren’t fulfilled.

Charles did his best to gather himself again, but his words only came out as unsure whimpers and barely even reached the other end of the room, nothing like his embellished and grand praises from earlier. “What… what would you have us do then, Your Highness?”

“There was a time I witnessed a diplomatic meeting in Vassund, and they considered it extremely important that a meeting should start with good food and plentiful drinks. I think there’s quite a bit of wisdom to that, and so, I adopted this as a part of our customs.” The queen explained, now with an obvious undertone of glee in her voice.

As the monarch clapped her hands a couple of times, three goblins emerged from the shadows. One carrying a seemingly normal bottle of wine, and the other two carrying pieces of wooden planks with small, upturned bowls on them, hiding what was probably some gross goblin-made attempt at cuisine.

“Under these bowls are two customary dishes or our people. I’ve made it a bit more interesting by covering them for now, but since the Tall man clearly won the first part of the compe-… heeded to our customs with an honest heart! You may look under one bowl and decide whether you want to eat that dish or if you’ll give it to your friend.” The ruler explained in a way that would have obviously been a sign of derision, if the men could have focused on anything besides the fact that one of the bowls was moving on its own. “The wine you may share. I would have given you some cups for it, but I’m afraid we’ve outlawed them from everyone but me for the time being – but that’ll never bring back the goblins we lost to them…”

Charles nervously picked up the wine and began reading the label on it. “The Empress in Red, huh? This is actually some high-class wine.” He muttered surprisedly. Knowledge of fine drinks and foods the upper society enjoyed was something he considered imperative. There was no better way to show how refined your tastes were than being able to fluently converse about such matters, and oftentimes it was a good way to tell what the host really thought of you. Being offered expensive wines or appetizers was a good sign, and similarly, cheap brands were a sign of failing negotiations or an uphill battle to begin with.

“What? Like the stuff your folks have for dinner parties?” Rupert asked while keeping an eye on the moving bowl.

With shaky hands, the young merchant checked that the bottle was indeed still sealed, and they hadn’t been given goblin piss in an expensive bottle. “No, like the stuff kings and queens drink for celebration… Made and bottled in Mournvalley of all places. You could buy a large house in the inner city with the price of one of these bottles.” He explained in disbelief and placed the bottle down so that it wouldn’t accidentally fall from his trembling hands.

“Yeah, those corpse-fiddling lunatics brought a whole case of them for whatever reason. Sadly, I don’t really care for wine, and the last time I drank, thousands died.” The queen shrugged dismissively. “Surely I don’t need to remind you that refusing my gifts would be extremely insulting?”

“I choose the bowl that doesn’t move!” Rupert said without hesitation or without bothering to use the advantage given to him.

The queen seemed surprised. “Really? The other one is very popular among my tribe. Well, if that’s what you want, then so be it. Fat man! You can go ahead and start.”

Cursing his friend under his breath, Charles lifted up the bowl given to him. Under it was a piece of regular, non-moldy but slightly dry bread, and a bright green frog. He picked up both of the items on his menu and stared at them extremely worriedly.

Holding back laughter, the queen addressed him. “What you’ve got there is a traditional meal of frog bread. The frog has been freshly caught from the pit, and the bread was stolen from a mercenary just a couple of days ago. I do hope you enjoy!”

“Do… do I eat the frog?” The merchant asked, now sweating profusely as his meal stared at him in the eyes and ribbited.

“What? I mean, I guess you can eat it if that’s what you’re into – I sure won’t stop you, but generally the goblins just rub the bread on it to absorb the frog juice and then eat the bread.” The queen snickered and held back more laughter.

The look relief on the young man’s face was so immense, that it almost turned into a smile, and for a moment he didn’t mind having to eat frog bread. He happily scratched the frog with the stale piece of bread provided to him and gnawed on it for a while. The taste may have been a bit more ‘earthy’ than usual, but not inherently unpleasant, and almost certainly less horrible than whatever his friend was doomed to eat.

“Wait, that’s like venomous or something, right?” Rupert suddenly pointed out, shattering his friend’s illusion.

Charles could feel the hand he held the frog with go completely numb, followed by his mouth losing its sense of touch. Immediately panicking and fearing for his life, he threw the frog away and started scratching his tongue, as if that would have somehow peeled the poison out.

“Poisonous, actually.” The queen corrected them and laughed. “You don’t need to worry about it that much, the numb feeling goes away after a while. I handle them all the time and I’m still here.”

“You poisoned me, you… you…” The merchant almost lost his temper but just barely managed to hold back when he saw the faint glimmer of the queen’s grin and realized something; they were being played. The queen was simply toying with them, feigning customs and expecting to get a rise out of her guests. “Your Highness…”

Charles grabbed his friend with his numb hand and pulled him closer for a quick strategy meeting. “She’s trying to get us angry, don’t fall for it. Just keep a stiff upper lip and get through this one. These tasks have no actual significance and I think I can talk us out from doing the last one.” He whispered with a bit of a lisp from his numb mouth before turning back to the queen again.

“Goblin cuisine is truly exotic to say the least.” He continued with his hollow praises and popped open the wine bottle, setting it aside to aerate it, as he was taught to do by several expensive courses on the matter. “I like to consider myself a man of the world when it comes to tastes, so experiencing something like this is… unique.”

Meanwhile Rupert approached his dish with mixed feelings about it. Surely it couldn’t be any worse than frog bread? At least whatever he had to deal with was already dead. Holding his breath, he flipped the bowl and took a glance at what was served to him.

Crumpled on the plank was an inexplicably wet, black knee-high sock that had obviously just been taken off, likely while the two were out hunting for the items as a part of the first ‘custom’. It more or less confirmed that the queen was screwing with them without a doubt.

“Is this for real?” Rupert asked and sighed.

The queen snickered once more. “Is what for real? The sock? Yes, I lose like two pairs a week if I’m not careful, it’s basically the national dish at this point.” She explained, sounding completely sincere for a change.

“I’m not sure if you know, but humans can’t eat socks – and why is it wet?” The taller of the guests pointed out and reluctantly rolled open the bunched-up piece of clothing.

“Are you sure? I heard there are people who’d pay for it. Can’t you at least nibble on it? You need to respect our culture.” The queen sighed disappointedly.

Rupert shook his head and tossed the sock at the nearest goblin, who was very delighted to receive such a gift. “I’m not going to nibble on your dirty sock.” He rather understandably defied the ruler.

Though his friend refusing to take part in the second goblin custom put a bit of a damper on his plan, Charles figured he could at least prevent it from turning into an argument. Once more, he stepped up and spoke empty praises with his poison numbed mouth.

“I am sorry, Your magnificent Highness, but I have to interrupt. My business partner here has problems of the dietary kind, so he has to be awfully careful with what he eats.” He made up excuses for Rupert’s rudeness. “Now that we have observed two of the things customary to you and your fine, fine folk, don’t you think it is at least time for you to meet us face to face and hear out what we have to say? The third and final rite of goblinkind can be saved to the end of this meeting, can it not?” He said, betting on the hunch that the goblin queen didn’t actually care about the customs and would just fold with any resistance to avoid things from becoming difficult, and more importantly, boring.

The queen pondered and mused the situation for a while and seemed to be fiddling with something small, twirling it between her fingers and tossing it up every now and then. As her gaze scanned over the visitors once more, the men could feel the strange grip on their being strengthening gradually. As if it was searching for weaknesses or signs of something, the force somehow tensed the muscles in their bodies and even hampered their breathing briefly. Just as they thought that they wouldn’t be able to move their bodies anymore, the queen stood up and pressed whatever she was playing with into the armrest of her throne.

“Fine.” She giggled as bright, light blue lines of light began spreading from the throne.
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                The lines quickly covered the entire royal seat and moved on to flow down the steps, creating mysterious patterns that lit up the room wherever they went. Soon enough they reached the floor and were able to show their full glory. Circular patterns where the lines converged, exact angles and perfectly straight lines that appeared arbitrary at first, but when looked at more carefully, each line clearly served a purpose in the network of light, though it was impossible to tell what that purpose was.

The light pushed away the shadows within the castle, revealing several details about the building itself. The wooden pillars holding up the roof were carved full of childishly simple renditions of countless creatures and places. Giants, dragons, fishers, things neither of the men had ever seen or heard about, grand palaces, temples of major gods and capital cities of several powerful nations were identifiable on their surfaces.

The stone walls of the castle were covered by a mural, depicting five beings of clear importance. On the right side of the door, the background was a bright and sunny sky. Under this happy summer sky, sitting on a meadow of colorful flowers, were a tall woman, engulfed in fire and wearing an iron mask; one of the ancient simulacra, merged with a mass of flesh, skin and bone; as well as some kind of an orb that appeared to suck the colors and shades from its surroundings, making them plain black and white.

On the left side of the entrance, the background was a peaceful and clear night sky, full of stars that lit the same field of flowers that continued from the other side of the room. The two residents of this side were a small girl with infinitely long sliver hair, which she had wrapped around herself, and a large beast with a beautifully intricate robe, a white mask and a pair of massive white wings, who caressed what appeared to be a decorated egg.

The change in their surroundings was so sudden and large, that the visitors of the court of green did not even notice the queen herself descending from the throne, escorted by her housecarl.

The queen was definitely shorter than most adults, and to the great disappointment of the visitors, rather plain in appearance. Over her long, wet hair she wore a helmet with a pair of antlers stuck to it in a way that made it hard to tell if they sprouted from her head or if they were simply a part of the helmet. From the antlers dangled several strange and common items, no doubt as a part of the first custom they had witnessed. The queen’s pale skin appeared slightly blue because of the lighting but her eyes glimmered noticeably turquoise, almost glowing on their own. The most noticeable piece of clothing on her was a long, white cloak that covered much of her body, but the black dress under it was only barely second to it, as it had a copious number of leather straps sewn onto it, and tied to all of these straps were an impressive collection of small items. Keys, shards of glass, bits of metal, pinecones and much, much else, all clinking together as the queen pranced around. Unsurprisingly, she was also missing one of her black socks.

“Wait, you’re just some brat?!” Rupert immediately yelled as he noticed the ruler that had tormented them all morning.

The queen laughed. “Just some brat? Do you want the list of beings and people that you should ask about that? Do you want me to start with the gods or mortal rulers? Beasts or creatures that have and will change the world with their powers?”

“Rupert!” Hissed the young merchant, asking him to show some respect for their host, no matter who she was.

“I am Anastacia, Queen of Goblins, End of the Spectrum and the Simulacra Matron – among many, many, many other things.” The girl grinned and walked around her guests, getting a better look at them, no doubt planning new and creative ways of harassment.  

Against the wishes of his friend, Rupert opened his mouth again. “But you’re like fifteen or something? Seriously, should we be talking to your parents? I can’t believe we’re so serious when dealing with some twerp.”

Queen Anastacia took a deep breath and turned to Charles. “I really tried to like him; you know?” She sighed and snapped her fingers, the sound of which echoed in the castle.

Rupert immediately collapsed onto the floor, not because he was hurt or otherwise incapacitated, but because he suddenly felt a massive weight press down on every inch of his body. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t move a muscle or even yell, as his chest was crushed against the glowing floor of the castle, barely letting him breathe.

“You come to my land, interrupt my nap and call me a brat. I’m probably just as old as you and could fit you both into that wine bottle if I wanted. So next time, think what you say and who you say it to.” She snarled and released poor Rupert from her spell. “Next time he speaks, I’ll curse him to vomit marbles for a week – and yours will come out of the other end.”

“I… I can only apologize for my business partner’s behavior. His talents lie elsewhere, but he is good company… once you get to know him.” Charles pleaded and slowly backed just a bit further away from the queen, who had suddenly turned quite terrifying despite her stunted looks.

No doubt having measured the worth of her guests, Queen Anastacia returned to the pool in the middle of the room and gracefully lowered her feet into it – without removing her remaining sock. She wiggled her feet and addressed some of the goblins flocking around her while letting Charles help his friend back up.

The machine following her every step sat down next to her but kept a watchful eye at the men from under its hood, though its role now appeared somewhat redundant, as the queen appeared to have no need for protection.

“Now, you had some business with me?” The queen asked with a much calmer tone and leaned against the housecarl’s shoulder. “Explain while I still have some patience for you.”

Charles hastily fumbled with one of the larger pockets attached to his belt and took a long time to get it open. He had lost almost all of whatever bits of courage his greed had given him, and his hands were shaking more than ever. Yet, he was so close and Queen Anastacia’s attitude towards the wine had confirmed that she did not care for gold in the slightest. All he needed to do was to convince her that cooperating with his plans for the area would ensure that the tribe would be left in peace – which was technically true, at least for a while.

“I… I... I have come to tell you, fair queen, that through some potentially prosperous twist of fate, I have come into possession of the deed for these lands.” He stuttered and presented the stamped paperwork for his purchase. “I haven’t come to evict you or anything like that, but merely to ask for your help in my plans for these fine woods.”

Queen Anastacia raised a one of her eyebrows quizzically and grabbed the papers offered to her. Appearing to only skim through the text, she flipped through the pages and smirked. “So, owning these few slips of paper means that you own acres upon acres of untamed woodland?” She asked.

“Well, it’s a bit more complicated than that, but yes.” The young merchant nodded humbly.

“That’s some mighty powerful paper you’ve got there, outranking a queen and all that. Thousands of wild animals, probably millions or billions of insects, a couple of arcane beings, an entire buried fortress, all residing on your land, because you tossed a few pieces of shiny metal at someone and got given this wad of paper and ink.” The queen giggled and peered at the papers against the sunlight coming in through the hole in the ceiling. “There’s even a watermark here, so it must be very important and official.”

“Ye… yes. It is enforced by the crown of Stoneharbor and recognized by every relevant nation in the area. You can see the seals, so I assure you it’s no forgery.” Charles explained, hoping that the queen would understand that simply ripping the paper wouldn’t make him lose the ownership.

The queen chuckled. “Well the throne is right there; I suppose that’s yours now too. I guess you’ve figured a suitable rent for us as well then? That was the plan, I assume?”

The young merchant started to get his hopes up. He had expected a bit more resistance to the idea, but whoever this Anastacia kid was, she obviously understood the complicated nature of land ownership and the benefits of friendly relations between the tenant and the owner. Even if she was some kind of a powerful mage, it was still definitely more convenient to deal with a civilized person than some wild spirit.

“Say...” Queen Anastacia interrupted his daydreaming. “How does King Rudbeard the Fifth fare? Still enjoying the fact that his wife and kids didn’t get assassinated because I was there? I should pay a visit to him some day.”

Charles smiled, though it was a bit surprising this queen of goblins would know the name of the king ruling his home country “I don’t personally know- wait what?” He soon realized what the queen had said.

The goblin queen lifted her cloak slightly, unraveled one of the leather straps from his dress and tossed whatever had been tied to it at the merchant, hitting him directly in the face. The item made a metallic ping as it hit the stone floor and bounced around a bit.

Charles kneeled to pick up and take a look at what it was. The queen had thrown a silver ring with the unmistakable coat of arms of Stoneharbor minted on it. Upon closer inspection, he could see the engraving on the inside:

“Lady Anastacia, Knight Master Hellion of Stoneharbor.”  

Seeing that, all he could do is nervously laugh and smile while showing the ring to his friend, who joined in with his awkward smile.

A Knight Master of Stoneharbor was such an esteemed rank, that some possessing it could have walked right up to Charles’ father and demanded him to hand over the entire merchant empire and get away with it, and one telling his barely known son to piss off from a piece of land they decided to camp in wouldn’t even reach the king’s ears.

Usually, these valiant people were men and women who had devoted much of their lives to the betterment of Stoneharbor, its people and its royalty. Each of the Knight Masters were unique in their position and purpose, and this was denoted in the last part of their title; for example, Knight Master Arcana was the current crown magician and Knight Master Medica was the leader of the School of Healers. What ‘Hellion’ meant in this strange girl’s title was anyone’s guess, but it probably wasn’t good for Charles’ plans.

Though his shaking hands made it difficult, Charles tried to find anything, even the smallest flaw in the details while still clinging on to the faintest of hopes that the ring was a fake. After all, they were a priced possession and forgeries pretending to be signets of past Knight Masters were common enough, but unfortunately, nothing seemed to be amiss with this one. The quality of the silver appeared to be up to par as far as he could tell, the dimensions of the band were accurate and the coat of arms, depicting a compass rose on a ship’s sail with a sea dragon coiled around the mast, was flawless. Though he didn’t have the drafts used by official authenticators with him, and even in his stunned state, Charles could tell without a shadow of doubt that the ring was genuine and the small lass, who was currently feeding her second sock to a goblin and fondling her housecarl’s thigh, was one of the highest ranking paragons of heroism known to the kingdom of Stoneharbor.

“Who… who are you?” He stuttered in confusion and kept staring at the ring.

“I am Queen Anastacia, Knight Master Hellion of Stoneharbor, The Rogue White One and The Light in the Primordial Night – among many, many, many other things.” The girl smiled innocently. “But don’t worry about it. I won’t pull rank on you. The land ownership matters tend to be something my king handles, since his people have owned this area for thousands of years, and if he agrees to your terms, I’ll sign anything you have. He’s out, collecting berries at the moment, but should be back any moment now.”

“So there is a king…” Charles exhaled. It meant that there was still a chance, a chance that this king of the goblins was someone he could deal with. However, their case was in shambles thanks to the oppressing presence of Queen Anastacia and her mockery of diplomatic discourse. To have any chance of succeeding, they needed to regroup and fix their appearances. “Would Your Highness mind if we stepped out for a while? If I may be honest with you, your title has made us slightly nervous and a bit of fresh air would do wonders…”

Queen Anastacia laughed mockingly. “Sure, sure, but I need to leave with the priestess that should come here soon enough because my moms want me home for lunch. If he doesn’t come back by then, you need to leave – I’m not leaving you alone with Leggy and the goblins, for your own good.” 

Charles nodded and left the silver ring on the floor before dragging Rupert outside as fast as he could without outright running.

Neither of them was exactly sure what had happened to their original plan, but Charles had had his pride as a businessman thoroughly crushed, his nerves at their limits and was just completely drenched in cold sweat. While Rupert’s torments had been more physical, he was in no shape to bring anything worthwhile to the negotiations – assuming he had ever been. All of that had gained them absolutely nothing as far as the original idea of essentially having the goblin tribe do much of their work for them while also paying rent for residing in the area.

“We should just cut our losses.” Rupert said, still sore from being crushed against the floor.

Charles didn’t respond and sat down on the grass, not caring if his expensive clothes got any dirtier than they already were at this point. He released the goblin tied to his shin and took a deep, calming breath.

The mood outside was still nothing less than enchanted and did wonders to help the merchant collect himself. With the fog clearing up, the birds were singing, the sun was shining, and the fresh scent of a forest wafted from the castle’s surroundings. For a couple of city-folk, who were far from being used to it, seeing and feeling it for a second time over was no less refreshing that it was when they first arrived there.

Suddenly the constant murmur of goblin noises that flooded the area died down and the few of the small green critters that were still bumbling around outside rushed into the castle to see something there.

Both Charles and Rupert were curious about what could pull them in like that, but not curious enough to expose themselves to whatever mockery the queen still had in her sleeve, so instead of peeking inside, they simply listened with bated breaths.

Starting with a barely audible hum, a quiet melody resounded from within the castle. A crystal-clear sound of someone vocalizing a calm string of long notes that echoed from the stone walls and soon after, from the trees around them, creating a strange chorus-like effect on the voice and somehow bolstering it to a point where it sounded like the field itself was singing.

At first it sounded like the entire song was just series of vocalizations with no particular rhyme or reason to them, but the longer one listened to it, the clearer it became that they were, in fact, long and drawn-out syllables. They still didn’t form sensible words, but there was a definite message behind them, almost like they were spoken in another language.

Mesmerized by the beautiful song, the pair slowly forgot about preparing to meet the goblin king. Both of them just laid on their backs on the grass and stared at the clouds drifting by above them. The pain in Rupert’s hand subsided almost completely and Charles’ blood pressure evened out while they reminisced about doing the same thing while skipping lessons and chores as young lads.

“Are you sure we can’t just leave? Just sell this damned place to someone else for what you paid for it and act like this never happened. There’s no way dealing with her is worth any amount of money.” Rupert suggested and closed his eyes, just for a while.

“Maybe… I still want to meet this king of theirs. He could be a man of reason who could be bargained with, not like we lose anything by at least seeing what he’s like.” Charles pointed out, still holding on to his dream of getting rich, though Rupert could tell from his voice that he wasn’t as sure of himself anymore.

“Easy to say for someone who didn’t almost get crushed. Based on our luck, she’s the lesser evil of these woods and this ‘king’ will just straight up eat our faces or something.” Muttered Rupert in response as the aching pulse returned to his hand. “I don’t know what I’m more pissed about; that we missed out on seeing her naked or that even if we had, there would have been nothing to see. You promised me dryads!”

Charles laughed dryly. “I made no such promises, you made that leap; and besides, had we seen something, we’d be dead – and still might die if she overhears us.”

Just as he said that, both of the men could feel just the lightest pressure on their throats, so light that it was hard to tell if it was just their imagination running wild, or Queen Anastacia reminding them of their place. Regardless, it was certainly enough to silence them about the subject.

After waiting for a couple of minutes, just to be safe, Rupert opened his mouth again. “Do you think she’s even a human?” He asked.

“Hard to say, she might be some kind of a demon or whatever. I find I hard to believe someone claiming to be our age would be a Knight Master, so she could be some kind of a spirit that doesn’t age – those know magic too, right?” Charles theorized with his hopelessly limited knowledge on the subject.

Rupert shrugged. “Maybe, but she did say that her ‘moms’ were going to make her lunch. No idea how she’d have lunch if she was an immortal spirit or whatever. On a related note, I’d like to know more about-“ He said before being interrupted by the snapping of undergrowth and branches in one of the woodlines near them.

Emerging from the shadows between the tall trees was a nightmarish sight: a humming and whirring knight-like automaton of stone, much like the housecarl, but bulkier and much, much, much scarier. It was covered from head to toe with crimson mess of what looked like blood and twigs that contrasted the streaks of light blue light spread over its armor. In its hand, it held a wet, partially full sack that dripped more blood onto the grass by its feet as it slowly approached the men.

Rupert scrambled back up to his feet in panic. “Not worth it anymore?!” He asked for a confirmation to just dash away as fast and far as possible, but his friend was no longer by his side, and instead was already scurrying down the road towards the direction they had originally arrived from.


Seeing her visitors run for their lives and screaming like scared little whelps, Queen Anastacia leaned against the wall of her castle by its entrance and peered into the horizon with a smug, satisfied smirk on her face. When the men had disappeared from sight completely, she turned around and pranced to one of the wooden pillars holding the roof aloft while humming the song she had sang earlier.

Among the engravings of beasts, there was a tally of thirteen lines lined up next to each other. The queen grabbed one of the metal pieces hanging from her and carved a fourteenth line by them.

Proud of her work, she cracked her knuckles and stretched. “I really should do something about this place being on sale all the time - can’t even have a nap without some greedy upstart moron barging in.” She mumbled to herself and turned to address her tribe. “Alright, guys, get the bath ready! King stepped on a blood puff again!”
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                After their guild-provided sanitation soak ended, the necromancers found their clothes and equipment thoroughly washed, mended and neatly arranged on the tables inside the room they had taken them off in. Despite being dried through some possibly magical means, the clothes now had a noticeable medicinal odor to them, to a point where they may require a second wash back at the inn if whatever chemical traces on them didn’t evaporate overnight.

While gathering their gear and dressing up, both necromancers carefully checked the everything to make sure the assorted items they had been carrying had actually been returned.

“I can’t find some of my things.” Iris frowned and rummaged through her collection of medical equipment.

“Was it bits of people or animals?” Anastacia asked while counting the little white crystals she had stolen from the machine fortress. “You heard what the guard said, you can’t just bring random bits and pieces into the city.”

“They were carefully curated and prepared bits and pieces…” The newly appointed court cleric pouted.

“If there’s something you absolutely need, buy replacements tomorrow. You’d be surprised by what’s being sold around here.” Anastacia shrugged. “I have seen jars full of elf toenail clippings, being sold by the gram – alchemists are wild.”

Iris sulked with an unsure look on her face. “I don’t have much money though… From what I hear, things here aren’t exactly cheap.”

“Well, you’re lucky that you’ve found work already then. As a servant of the goblin throne, you’re entitled to a modest budget for your expenses. I assume Emilia is banging out the details about your room and food as we speak, so those shouldn’t be an issue. We can go and buy you some normal clothes and such tomorrow, it’s not a problem.” The adventurer nonchalantly waved away Iris’ worries as if they were nothing but minor inconveniences.

Iris froze in the middle of buttoning her shirt. “Why? Why do any of this for me? You hate me.”

Genuinely having put the minimal thought possible into the matter, Anastacia didn’t really have an answer ready. If she had to think about it, she did despise the inquisitors just as much as before, but the wingless one hardly seemed like she should count. Iris’ powers had waned to a point where Anastacia found herself forgetting about them existing in the first place and in her head, the word ‘inquisitor’ conjured the idea of someone who was always one decision away from prematurely ending the lives of everyone else in the building. Now it was hard to say if Iris could have done that even if she wanted to. Whatever the ex-inquisitor was going through had broken her spirit to a point where it was questionable if she could even defend herself, and that put Anastacia at ease.

Yet, the question remained, why was she going through any amount of trouble to make some Mournvalleyan twit comfortable or feel welcome to her home at all?

“I suppose I’m paying something forward.” She scraped together an answer. “I came here as a Mournvalleyan, from a recluse country and without a coin to my name. No one had any reason to trust me, I dragged more trouble along than I care to admit and I don’t know if I’m even that good of a person, but I was accepted with a warm greeting, food, a bed to call my own, friends… Now, as Anastacia of Valor, I am in a place where I can offer the same to someone, even if it’s temporary, seems only right that I do. Maybe one day, you can do the same.”

“You live in a much more beautiful world than most of us. I doubt most people would see it like that.” Iris sighed. “Or maybe they don’t just see the beauty of it.”

The two continued to silently put together their things and eventually left the establishment behind. Their bath had taken around two hours and night had properly descended over the city. The streets were largely empty and most businesses had closed their doors a good while ago. Curiously, they could still hear the relentless banging of metal from the blacksmith’s shop as they passed it. Anastacia remarked that the dwarf inside was the one responsible for building Coquelicot’s new set of arms as well as a few other things, and that he was likely the one to talk with about the replacement wings. She herself also needed a new set of spears, and so needed to pay a visit to him regardless.

“Say, you mentioned Teal in one of your outbursts, right? What’s up with him?” The adventurer spoke out as they slowly meandered towards the inn.

Iris’ mood darkened. “Teal is… integral to the inquisition. When given the tools he needs, he’s likely the third one in terms of power, after you and boss. As the second of the inquisition, he’s the immovable sentinel tasked with a lot of defense-related things, but also the ‘big brother’ for the rest of us, someone everyone trusts when things get rough. He breaks up fights and sees that everything is given equally to us all.” She explained with a hint of reverence in her tone. “But, some time ago, we had to send him to an urgent meeting to prevent wars with some of our… more difficult neighbors. The meeting has been over for weeks, but he hasn’t returned, nor has he sent a message. People are starting to wonder if he just up and left us because things back home had been tense for a while. Others are considering doing the same for various reasons, to a point where the inquisition would collapse.”

“Okay. So, here’s the thing: Teal is more than likely tied to a bed by a large insect-lady… Or like a net or something – you need to ask Gil about how Ouans go about things.” Anastacia suddenly said, remembering the unexpected outcome of the recent diplomatic meeting she had been a part of.

The downcast necromancer fell silent and slowly turned to look at her new employer. She had several questions but not the presence of mind to audibly express any of them.

Noticing the visible confusion, Anastacia expanded on her interjection. “I was at that meeting. Things got out of hand really quickly and in several ways. There were a couple of murders, an ancient spirit of discord, recreation of an old myth, a maid was involved – you know, the usual. Teal did his inquisitorial duty of attacking me for dumb fucking reasons and I did mine by putting him in his place.” She explained the rough idea behind what occurred. “But while this was going on, things between Teal and the Ouan representative got fairly steamy, if you know what I mean. It was all very adorable, but by the end, the Ouan was well in shape to drag your little sentinel into her nest for who knows what. I don’t think he ever showed any intention of abandoning Mournvalley, so my money would be on him being half-willingly imprisoned as sort of a peace offering. You might want to send someone to check up on him sooner or later.”

Still beyond speechless, Iris stared at the adventurer and went through a whole range of emotions, from disbelief to delight over what was without a doubt great news overall. The largest hurdle about dealing with Ou was their utter distaste for necromancers, to a point where they refused any and all attempts for diplomacy. However, if Teal had managed to get in good graces of an Ouan with meaningful stature, it might create an opening.

“Taking one for the team is a very Teal thing to do…” Iris warily smiled.

Anastacia agreed to let her court cleric to do one final task as an inquisitor to find and send a courier with the newly learned information to the nearest Mournvalleyan operative while they would wander around the city in the morning, but before that, they would need a quick meal and a proper rest.

When they finally arrived to the inn, the counter had already been handed over to the strange owlfolk girl that handled the slow hours of the night. With Holly, Emilia had left behind the key to her woefully unused room, which now served more as a storage for dust than anything else, along with a message that Iris should use it for the time being.

While waiting for the waitress to slowly construct them a couple of sandwiches, Anastacia, Iris and the simulacra sat down around the table nearest to the counter and started to wind down for the day. Both of them did their absolute best to suppress their powers to not feel the living material around them after realizing the inevitable outcome of the other two members of the party returning to their significant others.

“So, how about a distraction conversation?” The adventurer suggested while gritting her teeth to forcefully snuff out her own powers. “A question for a question.”

“Sounds good!” Iris immediately agreed. “You go ahead and start.”

“What’s up with this biting people business of yours?” Anastacia launched the first thing that came to her mind.

“It’s a Rustgarden thing. A fairly small percentage of necromancers originating from a few families there are born with the ability to sense some things from flesh and blood with their mouth. From a drop of blood, I can tell quite a bit about your recent life and health, from a tiny morsel of flesh I can almost relive the moments leading up to whatever it was that took off the piece, as your body felt it that is. Sense any fear, stress and the like. From a little nibble on your skin, I can get clues on whether you’re being honest and just what kind of a person you are overall.” The ex-inquisitor explained, clearly delighted to once more share knowledge with someone. “We don’t really know much about it, other than that it’s related to necromancy. Some kind of an offshoot maybe? Similar to whatever causes the difference between being able to use living material and not. It’s handy at times, but makes you unable to actually eat meat… unless there’s something very wrong with you as a person, I suppose – as well as cause a lot of issues when it comes to intimacy…”

The adventurer paid as much attention to the answer as possible to have it occupy her mind. “The meat thing. Why is that?”

“Would you be able to eat it if every bite meant reliving whatever happened in the slaughterhouse?” Iris asked. “Or the feeling of having an arrow in your neck after being stalked by a hunter.”

Having some experience regarding arrows and necks, Anastacia found it easy to understand Iris’ point, and a chill ran down her spine just from the subject being brought up. However, having some insight to Iris’ curious abilities brought up some ideas regarding their friend’s ‘condition’.

“Say. If you were to bite Emilia, would you know what’s up with her?” She inquired with a slightly hushed tone while covering her mouth.

Iris pondered the idea for a while. “I do like your thinking, but I’m certain it would require drawing blood at the very least. There’s also no chance she’d let me do that though – I’ve tried.”

“I think I can come up with something for that. We’ll bring this up with Rosie first.” Anastacia figured and brought an end to their covert plotting as Holly finally brought over their meals.

The owlfolk girl stood silently by the table for a few seconds while unblinkingly staring at the necromancers with her unnaturally large and blank eyes. She placed two plates with surprisingly neatly made sandwiches on them by Anastacia, as well as a pair of cups and a bottle of water. Without breaking an unsettling eye contact with Iris, she lowered her head right next to Anastacia.

“Where are the wings?” She tried to whisper but didn’t actually lower her voice.

“How do you know about that? We’ve never met before, have we?” Iris wondered after, perhaps a bit rudely, judging the waitress to just be a bit of a simpleton. On their last visit to the inn with Cobalt, they had briefly seen Rosie, but as far as she knew, she had never seen Holly.

“Shame. Shame. Wings are good to have.” Holly ignored the questions and slid one of the plates over to Iris.

“That’s partly why she’s here. We’re going to visit the blacksmith tomorrow to see if we can get a new set made.” Anastacia explained. It was hard to tell if the waitress was uniquely apt at reading people, or if she possessed some sort of boon from whatever her relation to Estreya, the devotee of the God of the Night Sky was. Regardless, she had accepted that Holly just knew things she likely shouldn’t have and didn’t let it bother her anymore.

Nodding understandingly, the owlfolk slowly moved away from Anastacia’s face but still didn’t blink or break eye contact with Iris. “Blacksmith is very busy. Hasn’t come to get food in days! The brother worries too. But the hat of teeth is still not ready. He might not have time for wings.”

The master blacksmith being overworked, willingly or unwillingly, was nothing new for him. However, it was somewhat curious that his scummy brother, Valimir, had apparently expressed concern over it. Skipping meals to work wasn’t something Anastacia had seen him do before either, so simply checking up on the dwarf was added to the reasons to visit him first thing in the morning. The ‘hat of teeth’ seemed like something she could live without seeing though, so she decided to not bring it up.

While the adventurer pondered the situation, Iris had realized she wouldn’t be getting an answer and had given up on her inquiry. Instead, she focused on the sandwich offered to her. She could see that the one given to Anastacia had some kind of bacon poking out of it and began perusing her own to take it out. To her surprise, there was none to be found and the Mournvalleyan paused to appreciate the consideration she had been given. Though had she known the people she was dealing with a bit better, she would have realized that it was far more likely that Holly simply ate half of the fillings while making the sandwiches and gave the rest of the meat to the person she liked more.

The vacuous emptiness in Holly’s widened pupils was extremely unsettling for Iris whenever she happened to glance up, and the waitress refused to stop staring directly at her at all times. Despite being an elite necromancer, the unblinking gaze of the strange girl made her feel like a helpless field mouse that was being trailed by a bird of prey. The reason for the feeling was unclear, but there was some oppressing force that lurked behind the harmless appearance, only pushing through when the owlfolk’s eyes were shaded from the spare lighting of the inn. The feeling was so strong that she couldn’t believe that Anastacia and the few other tired adventurers hanging about in the tavern simply ignored it.

When Holly suddenly took a step closer, Iris almost darted out of her seat before she even had the chance to think about it. Clenching her fists, she forced herself to stay put while the waitress crept ever closer and kept inspecting her.

“Disguised as a little bluebird.” Holly stated and reached to her own shoulder inside her loose-fitting clothes. She fondled around a bit until finally pulling her hand out and placing three white and fluffy feathers onto the table in front of iris. “For the new wings.”

With an uncharacteristic smirk that implied intentions, plots and planning that far surpassed what she seemed to be capable of on the surface, the waitress left the necromancers to enjoy their meals and returned behind the counter. She immediately returned to her usual character and started gnawing on a piece of cork for some reason.

Iris stared at the feathers before her, each one almost shining on their own with the very distinct shade of pale moonlight. The curiosity was almost unbearable, as the feathers resonated normally with necromancy, there was definitely a good chance she could find out what Holly’s deal was with a quick bite on one.

Anastacia could easily tell what her cleric was thinking from the look in her eyes. “I really, really, really wouldn’t. I’ve had to deal with some stuff related to her and trust me when I say that whatever you can sense from that isn’t going to clear up anything.” She advised her fellow necromancer and briefly remembered the odd realm of night she had visited to ward off whoever it was that was after Holly.

Unable to take her eyes off from the feathers for a few more seconds, Iris heeded the advice regardless. She tucked them neatly into a pocket inside her robes and continued eating her sandwich. “Very well… But it’s time for my question, right?”

“Shoot.” Agreed the adventurer.

“Do you have a plan? Is there a rhyme or reason to whatever it is that you’re doing with your life, is there a goal you’re striving for? Like, let’s say… having a family, that’s a common one, I think.” Iris asked a question she had prepared quite a while ago. Everything she had ever read about Anastacia from the inquisitorial spy and intelligence reports made it seem that her movements and motivations were at best arbitrary. To put it simply, Anastacia seemed to just ‘happen’ in unrelated places at random times.

Anastacia frowned. “Was… was I supposed to have one? I have stuff I want to do at some point but was there supposed to be a plan involved?”

“Like what?” Iris asked, curious about what the most powerful necromancer in the world could have possibly wanted to do.

“I want to see how they grow coffee, ride a ship, see a real sloth, visit different cities across the world, study simulacra…” The adventurer listed off things she had at one point or another wanted to do.

“First of all, sloths aren’t real, that’s stupid. Rest of that stuff though, I’m pretty sure you could just get up from that chair and do with fairly little effort.” The cleric pointed out, sounding a bit disappointed at the scope of Anastacia’s dreams. “Do you really not have any purposes you need to or want to work towards? Like the whole goblin kingdom thing, are you thinking about expanding that? Maybe setting up some level of society, form relations with other countries or something?”

Visibly upset by Iris’ lack of faith in the lazy animals Gilbert had vouched for several times, Anastacia took a moment to shrug off the comment before smirking. “I don’t think you understand how goblins work. I might be their queen, but all I do is look after them. The only way I would expand anything is if more tribes sought protection. It may be a bit hands-off approach for a ruler, but it’s not like I’m putting a gaggle of barely trained kids in charge of a withering nation that has a tendency to be evil. So, I think it’s going alright as is.

“Other than that, I’ve only been out of the dungeon for about half a year now. I don’t know shit about anything so why would I make long term plans yet? I’ve got great friends, I’ve got King and Leggy, a room here and a castle that will be at some point ready… I’m fairly confident that I can just ride on this for a good bit while figuring things out. If anything, you need to look into scrapping whatever ‘plans’ you have. You’ve only got like three or four years on me, right?” She said smugly and finished her meal.

Iris sighed deeply. “I might have to, if things go on like this for much longer…”

As they finished their meal in silence, the necromancers deemed the situation in the inn to finally be safe and could move into their rooms without having to come up with further distractions. Anastacia showed the way to Emilia’s room to its new, temporary resident and swiftly retired into her own with her simulacra, leaving Iris alone to settle into her life as a court cleric.

The priestess’ room was obviously barely used. Dust covered every surface of it and there didn’t seem to be a single personal effect to be found anywhere. The wardrobe was empty, as was the little chest by the end of the bed. In the drawer of a small table by the window, she found writing utensils, paper, as well as a small crystal lantern.

This was convenient for Iris, as she still needed to write some kind of a report on the information regarding Teal and the possible destruction of Anastacia’s records so that it could be delivered to Mournvalley with haste.

She wiped most of the dust off the table and sat down to scribble together a fairly informal summary of what she had learned, what she was going to be doing for a while and a few other notes. The rest of the inquisition expected a lot of her, but formal or well-thought-out messages weren’t something she excelled in, so the task was quickly completed. Iris then folded the paper somewhat neatly and sealed it with an inquisitorial blue wafer seal she carried with her.

“Good enough!” She cheered on herself and put the letter into the pocket inside her robe.

As she did that, her hand brushed against the soft feathers already stored there and reignited the intrigue she had felt immediately after they had been gifted to her. Internally wrestling with her curiosity, Iris slowly placed one of them on the table.

In the slightly blue-tinted light of the lantern, nothing about the feather seemed all that unusual. It was certainly soft and beautiful, but not in an unnaturally captivating way. Far too small to be even considered quill material, with a rounded tip and a subtle bend to it, most ornithologist would have recognized it as an owl feather – or in this case, owlfolk one.

Iris had noticed that darkness, or a lack of light to be exact, seemed to somehow escalate the strangeness surrounding Holly. Based on this, she decided to slide the lantern shut to inspect the feather in the faint light of the barely visible moon.

Almost immediately, the feather regained its odd glow-like effect. While it didn’t necessarily didn’t produce light itself, it almost appeared to amplify the light produced by the cloudless night sky. Iris twirled it between her fingers, captivated by the oddness. Without her even noticing it, the darkness in her room somehow intensified, leaving only the feather and a few white items in the room visible as they reflected moonlight.

The air became heavier to breathe and tendril-like threads of night began to wrap around the necromancer, who still failed to take her eyes off the feather. In a massive lapse of judgement, against the warning she had received, Iris bit down on the fluffy plume and the darkness covered everything.

Upon opening her eyes again, Iris found herself in a place she didn’t recognize at all. In front of her was a large wooden desk, filled with dozens of quills and inkwells, as well as a single book that had been opened to a blank spread. Beyond the desk opened up a massive hall, unlike anything she had ever seen before or even thought possible. Outside of a path in the middle, the entire space was filled with infinite rows of gargantuan bookcases that each dwarfed the walls of Valor in size. Every single one of them was entirely packed with copies of somewhat small, black, leather-bound books that had no title written on their spines. Continuing as far as the eye can see, this library ridiculed all other collections in size – possibly even combined.

Here and there, among the infinite rows of books wandered people, all of them dressed in a similar manner in black trousers, a white long-sleeved shirt and a black vest on top of it. Despite being seemingly regular people, humans, elves, beastfolk and others, they all seemed somehow small compared to whoever it was Iris saw through at the time.

Thinking about the seemingly large size of the being made the necromancer realize that this was not at all her abilities at work. When she spoke about ‘reliving’ the recent past of someone or something she sank her teeth into, what she meant was the emotions and feelings, not literal visions of the past. Someone powerful might have been using this ability as a steppingstone to show her something she wouldn’t have normally seen. The lack of sandwich making made it obvious that the where and when this scene had happened certainly wasn’t the immediate past of the waitress the feather belonged to either.

Iris’ train of thought was interrupted by the approach of one of the people wandering around the library. A crow-like birdfolk, clad in the same attire as everyone else in the building and with a stack of three books in his arms.

“Lady Saga, I have brought the stories of the red and violet necromancers as well as the owlet’s, like you asked me to. All from the same period.” The crow said and gestured at the books, but seemed somehow unsure. “If I may be as rude as to ask: the stories had little to no coinciding threads, why bring them?”

“Thank you, Noir, for both the stories and the question.” Spoke a voice originating from Iris’ point of view. Not one she recognized immediately, but still somehow familiar. “I have plotted an escape from these drab halls, one that will hide me from father for a good while – perhaps even throw his plans into disarray! Because of this, I will tie these threads together, alter their course and… meddle.”

The crow sighed. “Have I perchance just become an accomplice through my nosy nature?”

“Astute as always, my dear Noir. If my recollection serves me right, which it does because… that’s how it works – Vinca was originally close to these matters and found you in this period as well. You and him are to take some off-the-record trips down there to guide and nudge things around, if need be, as I will be out for the time being.” The voice said and chuckled mischievously.

With another heavy sigh, the crow placed the books on the desk, which he could barely reach because of the difference in size. “I serve The Lunar Library, and its head librarian above all else… be she a pinch juvenile at times. Consider your requests granted, Lady Saga.” He said and wandered off into the maze of bookcases.

The person Iris saw through stood up as the conversation ended and turned around to face the opposite direction. Behind her was a large stained-glass window, on which was pictured a moth of all things, and through which one could see outside. Several stories below the window spread a strange landscape that had no mountains, lakes, trees, grass or anything usually found in nature, but rather a matte gray plane that seemed almost ashen. Directly in front of the building was something even stranger however, a large circular hole in this terrain – and far, far, far below this hole were what seemed to be clouds, continents, seas and the like – a view of the world that wouldn’t have been visible even from the highest of mountaintops.

And with that, darkness once more covered Iris’ vision.

When she came to, the necromancer found herself on the floor of her temporary room, seemingly having fallen down in her chair and with a feather stuck on her tongue. All seemed as it should have been, quiet and peaceful.

“Is it just illegal to be normal and exist around Anastacia?” The court cleric muttered as she tiredly stumbled up from the floor and began trying to rid her mouth of shredded bits of plume.

            

    
        Chapter 240 - The trouble never ends

    
    
    
    
                Despite their list of tasks and goals written off as tomorrow’s problems on the previous evening being long and crowded, only after the sun had climbed over its peak, the two necromancers managed to leave the warmth of the inn – and even then, they were the first two of the party to wake up.

Anastacia had decided that parading Leggy around the city would have invited trouble she didn’t want to deal with yet, so both of the simulacra were left behind to do what they could in the kitchen while the two necromancers did their business in the city.

As they slowly made their way across the bustling market square, they perused the offerings of a few stands and almost ended up being swindled for their money more than once by the merchants. Both of them were accustomed to a humble life more out of necessity than their own asceticism, and so any and all flashy trinkets caught their eyes very easily. The one who had lived outside of their poor country for longer had actually acquired an impressive collection of overpriced garbage across countless unsupervised shopping sprees, and the habit showed no signs of dying off. Luckily, aided by the other, more pressing matters on their schedule, the combined wit of the pair was enough to avoid pointless purchases for the time being and they made it all the way to the blacksmith’s door without making their purse lighter.

Before walking up to the door, Iris tugged on Anastacia’s shoulder and stopped her. “Do the names ‘Lady Saga’, ‘Noir’ or ‘Vinca’ mean anything to you?” She asked unsurely.

Anastacia scratched her head. “I’ve met the last two, both utter weirdos. This lady of yours doesn’t ring a bell. How so?” She answered honestly and took a mere second to read the cleric’s expression. “You ate a feather, didn’t you?”

Iris nodded awkwardly. “There’s something wrong with that girl.”

“Nothing wrong with her, a lot wrong with whatever her situation is. As I said, I’ve tussled with it before and can tell you that it’s well beyond our means to solve. If you found out something that puts her in harm’s way, obviously tell me, but otherwise this can wait until we know more – there just isn’t a lot we can do right now.” Anastacia sighed and continued towards the shop.

Oddly enough, the sound of a hammer hitting metal didn’t echo from the forge at the time, which Anastacia took as a sign to look for the dwarf inside. She tackled open the door and made her presence know to whoever might have been there with a loud greeting – but no answer was given.

It wasn’t that the owner of the forge wasn’t in, but that despite all the noise, he failed to notice the necromancers or even look up from whatever he was tinkering with by the counter.

Immediately the adventurer could tell that something was off. The scent of oil, metal, smoke and manual labor was all still there, but the feeling the room gave off was entirely different. Somehow the entire establishment felt like it wanted the necromancers to leave, urgently.

Usually, the blacksmith kept the shelves and racks well-stocked with new items, but now many of them had been neglected – even the ones by the window that were supposed to pull in new customers were woefully understocked.

The dwarf himself was visibly drained. He had lost some weight, dark rings around his tired and bloodshot eyes were only matched by the bags under them. His usually shaved beard had grown well past its previous record length and showed no signs of its owner trying to tame it. He even seemed to have gained whatever the equivalent of ten years of age was for dwarfs.

The counter in front of him was messy beyond recognition, paper scrolls, drafts, tools and more, all strewn about. Several piles of coins, presumably from recent purchases, hadn’t been put away in time, ending up toppled over and spread across the floor.

Anastacia carefully moved closer to the counter and into the blacksmith’s direct view. “Hello?” She asked and picked up a coin from the floor.

The dwarf finally snapped awake from whatever had him so focused on his work and lifted his head. “Oh… It’s just you.” He sighed and quickly tugged his hands away from the piece he had been working on.

“No, it isn’t. I brought a fri… acquaintance with me as well, who will actually be your next client.” The adventurer smiled and placed the coin on the counter. “A bit messy here, don’t you think?”

“Ah…” The blacksmith frowned and looked around as if he hadn’t even been aware of where he was. “I… I’m sorry, I just haven’t had the time… and I don’t think I can take any new orders either.”

“Not even something weird? Something you’ve never made before? I bet making it would be interesting.” Anastacia could clearly tell something was wrong, far beyond something even a remarkable workload would cause. The blacksmith used to be extremely easy to bully into dropping everything with a promise of being allowed to work on something unique, but this time he didn’t seem to even entertain the idea.

The dwarf worriedly glanced over his shoulder. “I really can’t. I think I’ve finally gotten around making something of a masterpiece and I’ve spent far more time than I should have on other orders until now.” Despite the visible exhaustion, his words appeared true and his eyes still seemed to hold some glimmer of excitement.

The adventurer still didn’t like the feeling she got from the situation and wouldn’t take no for an answer so easily. She backed away with a smile, grabbed Iris on her way and huddled into a corner for a quick strategy session.

“Is something wrong?” Iris asked. She didn’t know the blacksmith, but had gotten a concerning read from the situation as well.

Anastacia nodded. “I think so. I’m going to do a bit of snooping around in the back. Keep him occupied with questions or something.” She whispered instructions to the other necromancer before casually walking away and pretending to look at the few weapons that were still hanging on the walls of the shop.

Iris did as she was told and approached the counter in turn. She didn’t know the person she was supposed to talk to or any of his interests beyond smithing, so the subject of her distraction defaulted to what she was always ready to discuss: health factoids.

“Did you know that dwarfs spend roughly ten percent of their daily energy intake by growing body hair? In many ways, they would be a better alternative to sheep for the production of wool. I’m sure some people would be weird about their clothes being made from dwarf hair, but I don’t see the issue.” The cleric unloaded her line on the unsuspecting blacksmith, who couldn’t do anything but confusedly stare at the weirdo that had just entered his shop and asked him about body hair before even bothering with introductions.

While Iris did a fine job with her distraction, Anastacia slowly and quietly made her way out of the view and snuck behind the counter successfully. She had been in the backroom of the shop a few times before, and had a good chance to notice if something was amiss.

The purpose of the backroom was mainly to be a storage for items in need of repair and for some items often sold along with weapons and armor, such as leather straps and whetstones, but it also contained a workbench for tasks too complicated to be done by the counter but which didn’t require a forge to complete. The workbench had obviously been in use as of late, but the works by it seemed to have been abandoned and put to the side in preference for something that must have been very important. The mess of crumbled papers and pieces of materials used in crafting littering the floor wasn’t anything new, but the dwarf enjoyed keeping his tools in order, yet he appeared to have become more lax about them for some reason, as they were tossed around the workbench.

Out of the heaps of chipped and fragmented pieces of different materials on and around the table, the most prevalent and therefore likely the most recent one appeared to be sharp shards of slightly yellowish white bone that any necromancer worth their salt could immediately recognize as ivory. This struck Anastacia as a bit weird, as it was an absolutely awful material for both weapons and armor. She herself most certainly hadn’t ordered anything like that either, so the most feasible alternative she could come up with was some type of a decorated piece – a sword with a carved ivory pommel or some such item. On closer inspection, she could definitely feel more of it on the counter, where the blacksmith had been working on what he called his ’masterpiece’. Having formed a fairly close relationship with the person responsible for keeping her geared for quests, Anastacia considered it to definitely be odd. The dwarf she knew had no interest in such frivolous nonsense, likely wouldn’t have wasted his time with decorations and most certainly wouldn’t defile his masterpiece with anything that didn’t strictly serve a function.

“Masterpiece…” She muttered quietly and skimmed through a plie of drafts. Even the choice of words seemed off character for the humble blacksmith. He was definitely the type to just silently be content in his work, and certainly not proud enough to call anything he made a masterpiece.

Next to the workbench was an open barrel, a home for poles and sticks of every possible size – as well as seven of the special spears the blacksmith kept in stock for Anastacia alone. Figuring she’d pay for them on the way out, the necromancer took three and placed them by the doorway back into the shop – where iris was currently explaining the effects different diets had on dwarven beards to an increasingly confused, and by then slightly scared blacksmith.

Nothing else in the room struck her as particularly out of place, so Anastacia decided to move on with her search. From the backroom, another doorway led to a small hallway with a door to the forge, a door labeled as a bathroom and an extremely steep staircase to the upper floor of the building, where the owner of the establishment presumably lived. While the forge may have been the place to first look for further clues on what exactly was it that had the dwarf so occupied, the necromancer – or possibly anyone else besides the blacksmith himself and his brother – had never even seen the second floor. Letting her curiosity take over, she decided to head upstairs first. A couple of the wooden steps let out a worrying creak, but it didn’t seem to be enough to alert the blacksmith. Pushing the trapdoor at the top open with her head, she peeked into the room above.

Lit by plentiful light flooding in through the pair of windows, what Anastacia found at first glance was almost disappointing – a perfectly normal living space, with perhaps a bit basic in terms of furnishing but cozy enough for someone such as the blacksmith. No one else seemed to be home, so the necromancer quietly slithered her way in and carefully shut the hatch behind her to not cause noise.

The upper floor consisted of a fairly large, open space with a table, a very basic kitchen, chairs, a bench and so forth. Absolutely nothing about it seemed unusual, worrying or off. Everything was tidy, if not a bit dusty, and outside of some bottles and wrapping papers Anastacia recognized as the type Rosie used whenever she packed food to be eaten outside, there was no litter or filth to be found. The wooden bench had a pillow and a planked tossed on it, which the necromancer took as a sign that it was the spot reserved for the blacksmith’s brother, whenever he didn’t manage to spend his nights somewhere dubious. The side of the room facing the direction of the market square had two large windows as well as what seemed to be a regular dining table with a single cup and a few pieces of drafting paper left on it. Anastacia would have liked to check the drafts, but that side of the room was also on top of the shop itself, and anyone walking over the wooden floor would have no doubt caused some noticeable noise below.

“I really expected there to be more swords and stuff here…” The adventurer whispered disappointedly to herself.

On the other side of the room, along with the kitchen, there was one more door. Judging by the lack of a bed or wardrobes so far, it stood to reason that it would have led to the bedroom. However, before further intruding on the dwarf’s privacy, Anastacia decided to get a closer look at the kitchen.

A sink, some cupboards, a bit of working space and a stepladder for the dwarf to reach the upper shelves – all perfectly normal as far as Anastacia was concerned. She found no dirty dishes in the sink or rotting food in the cupboards, in fact, she even taste tested some cookies she found, just in case.

However, a rather suspicious item on the countertop did catch her eye: a wooden comb. On its own, a comb wouldn’t have been exactly damning evidence of literally anything besides basic hygiene, but tangled in it weren’t the slightly curly reddish gray beard or hair of the dwarf, or the even redder hair of his brother, but extremely long and straight strands of someone’s pure black mane. Stranger yet was the fact that the strands didn’t seem to resonate at all with necromancy, but hair in general was at best fickle and at worst impossible to deal with. So, while definitely suspicious, it was technically possible that they simply belonged to a person with a strong enough will to have some natural resistance to necromancy, and not entirely necessarily to something immune to it – or at least that’s what Anastacia convinced herself of. Though she figured that the chances of the blacksmith bothering with a woman he himself didn’t build out of metal were about on par with some kind of a deity just randomly happening to lose their comb in his kitchen. She collected a few strands and rolled them into a tangled ball with the intention of making Iris chew on it later, if that by chance happened to work or possibly even helped in some way, and moved on to the door she had ignored so far.

Just in case and to be polite, she knocked on the door and waited for a couple of seconds before trying the handle. The lock made a clicking noise as the bolt slid into it and the door slowly opened into a much darker room. Only lit by the sparse light that made it through a curtain covering a window visible as soon as the door was even slightly ajar, the bedroom at least appeared to be unoccupied. Obviously, she would have known if a person was in there, but in Valor, there were no guarantees.

Letting the door open fully on its own, Anastacia let out a sigh of relief and stepped in. “Would’ve been awkward to catch someone nake-“ She was about to whisper but had to cover her mouth to avoid yelling.

There was indeed a bed, some wardrobes and some drawers in the bedroom, but constructed around the bed was what could only be considered ‘a nest’ of weapons and armor. Painstakingly weaved together, hundreds of swords, polearms, axes, hammers, shields, pauldrons, gauntlets, helmets and more, all forming a neat circular hedge with a patch of bare floor in the middle. The bed itself was more a part of the nest’s structure than a centerpiece or anything, whatever the nest was for, was both far too large for the bed and almost certainly didn’t use it.

“What the fuck even is this?” The necromancer cursed under her breath and snuck closer.

Far from haphazard piling, the weapons and armor were actually put in an extremely intricate order, in which they held up each other and stuck together firmly. None of the blades had any signs of blood or anything like that, but more strands of black hair could be found on the bed as well as among the weapons, some of it similar to what was stuck on the comb but some shorter and thicker – more fur-like.

As she got closer, a sudden unwelcomed feeling washed over the necromancer, far stronger than the one she had felt when she entered the shop. She could feel a burning glare on her back, but when she turned around, she found nothing.

“Interloper…” Something whispered directly into her ear, causing Anastacia to recoil from the metal nest.

“No thanks!” She immediately decided, retreated out of the room without a care for any noise she made, lunged to the hatch, ripped it open and jumped all the way to the bottom of the stairs.

Anastacia rushed through the backroom, grabbed the three spears she had taken from the barrel and with an unnecessary roll because she tripped, returned to the other side of the counter.

“Where did you go?!” The dwarf immediately demanded to know when he realized that the other necromancer had disappeared for a while. More panicked than angry, he worriedly glanced over his shoulder repeatedly.

Even paler than usual, the adventurer took a while to come up with an answer. “I- I just grabbed these from over there.” She finally lied and placed the spears on the counter. Something about the feeling and the voice upstairs had startled Anastacia to her core, far more so than it should have. Almost as if she knew to fear whatever it was, possibly out of familiarity. Yet there was no way she would just leave the blacksmith in what was obviously trouble, so, she steadied her shaking knees and began to think.

“Okay then… but you two really need to leave. Just put the money there and I’ll sort it out when I have the time.” The blacksmith said exhaustedly and resumed his tinkering. Upon closer observation by both of the necromancers, something about the movements of his hands seemed odd. It was as if some invisible force pulled them to the tools and held them in place by force.

Anastacia peeked over the countertop to see the workspace behind it. “What is it that you’re calling ‘a masterpiece’ anyway? Must be something special for you to call it that.”

“Well, I’m not sure I would call it that yet.” The dwarf gave a faint smile. “It was ordered as a hat, but really now… run along, you two – I have to finish this.”

“Excuse me.” Iris suddenly interjected and started to move behind the counter. “I’ve been thinking about this for a while now, and based on your body language, you seem to be in some sort of a distress. I technically have medical training, so if there’s pain or ache somewhere, I’d be more than glad to help in any way that I can.”

As soon as she was about to lay a hand on the dwarf, the room became noticeably darker and even more strangely, the floorboards themselves under her feet bent and stretched in an impossible manner to move Iris further away. Though she did get slightly startled by the event, she had obviously started to get numb to the constant barrage of weird nonsense that followed Anastacia, and glanced at the goblin queen with equal amounts of sheer annoyance and fear on her face.

Both of the necromancers considered simply darting out of the building, but as soon as they saw what was supposed to be a door and large display window to the market square, they discovered that the wooden walls of the shop, as well as the shelves and weapon racks lining them, now seemed to continue infinitely into the horizon. The lanterns on the walls now only gave a pitiful morsel of light compared to what they should have and the ambient noises of the city vanished entirely.

“Ah, I see…” Anastacia nodded and stared down the infinite corridor of darkness once more. “Kind of embarrassing that it took this long for me to figure this one out.”

“You know what this is?!” Iris almost screamed. “Actually, you know what, I’m not even surprised.”

Anastacia was reminded of the nonsensical infinite corridor she was stuck in with Gilbert not too long ago and that memory connected the dots she needed to diagnose the problem. A master craftsman plagued by what seemed to be an all consuming need to create masterpieces, impossible changes in their surroundings and the unwelcoming feeling left little ambiguity to what the source of the dwarf’s troubles.

She turned her gaze on the slowly stretching and growing doorway leading to the backroom and yelled. “I thought you left this world peacefully!”

Out of thin air, a pair of large hands closely resembling the sharp-clawed feet of an eagle appeared. They grabbed the dwarf’s shoulders tightly, slightly sinking the claws into his skin, but only barely not deep enough to puncture it. Above them appeared a large ceramic mask, made out of porcelain and depicting a pleasantly smiling face of a woman.

Though her guess on the nature of the issue had been correct, there was a slight issue which made Anastacia’s stomach drop and heart skip a beat. “You’re not Nirmaata…” She spoke to the mask she didn’t recognize.

            

    
        Chapter 241 - Runs in the family

    
    
    
    
                ”What’s going on? What even is that?” Iris whispered and did what little she could do to prepare.

“A muse. Something that’s supposed to be extinct.” Anastacia gave a brief answer based on what she knew. Nirmaata was supposed to be the last one to exist and to her knowledge, faded away at the end of their meeting.

That meant absolutely nothing to Iris, who was not particularly knowledgeable about beasts of legend. “Okay? And how are we supposed to get rid of it?”

“I don’t think it’s exactly up to us…” The adventurer sighed before gathering herself and stepping up. “Hello. Who might you be? When I spoke with Nirmaata, I think she was under the expression that there weren’t any more muses left in the world.” She tried to strike up a civilized discussion and hoped that the name meant anything to the other muse.

This, however, immediately seemed to fall flat as even before she finished her line, the porcelain mask suddenly rushed towards the necromancers. Its claws released their grasp from the dwarf and briefly landed onto the counter to further propel the creature’s charge before aiming for each of the necromancers. As it lunged over the blacksmith, the magics hiding the rest of the muse’s body faded and the beast became visible in its entirety – which was vastly different from the look Anastacia knew. Whereas Nirmaata had clad herself in a set of opulent robes, the muse charging at the necromancers was covered in rather plain steel – or even iron armor. The new one was also considerably smaller than Nirmaata, only barely being the height of an adult when standing on all fours. The overall canine shape matched, and was in better view without the loose robes hiding it. Tufts of black fur sprouted from the gaps between the armor plates, and from under a patch of mail that hid the part of its head that the mask didn’t cover, flowed out locks long straight, black hair. A pair of long corkscrew horns jutted through the mail coif, almost looking like they had grown through it or at least broken any holes prepared for them as they had grown thicker.

The beast moved much more quickly than either of the necromancers had anticipated and grabbed both of them, effortlessly pinning Anastacia against the ceiling with one arm and holding Iris against the floor with the other.

“Let them go!” The blacksmith protested but seemed to be unable to move from his seat.

Hearing the plea, the muse almost appeared to hesitate for a moment but didn’t ease its hold on its victims. “I have warned you, Master Dwarf, interlopers are not to be tolerated. They break your focus, touch what isn’t theirs and hinder our work!” It argued and lowered its masked face closer to Iris. “Touch what is mine…” It whispered.

Once again, Iris was confronted with a being necromancy held no power against, and as the muse’s milky white eyes stared directly into hers, panic almost got the better of her. What lingering powers she had left were directed at the nearest pieces of material: the spears Anastacia had placed on the counter. However, as she hurriedly tried to use them to mount any sort of defense, her powers were swatted off the material like a minor nuisance by the other necromancer in the room. To find a reason for this, Iris glanced at her temporary employer. Meanwhile, Anastacia was furiously wiggling against the ceiling, but that seemed to be it. Despite having the weapon of her choice easily available, the most powerful necromancer in the world either feigned helplessness, or knew herself to be helpless.

Anastacia felt Iris’ powers reach for her spears, but knew from experience that violence wasn’t going to help the situation at all. While trying to come up with something to say, she attempted to free herself in vain. Though her squirming bought her no extra room, it did accidentally chafe the sheathe of her enchanted knife against the muse’s arm, eventually loosening the knife and making it fall. After a couple of flips in the air, it landed tip first onto the wooden floor and sank its blade several centimeters into it – only half a meter away from Iris’ face. As it fell, the knife caught the eye of the muse, who immediately fixated on it and lost what interest it had in Anastacia. The beast lazily tossed the adventurer across the floor, away from the counter – not with any clear intention to hurt her but also not showing any care for her well-being either.

With gentle movement and extreme care, it picked up the knife and held it on its palm. “Such beautiful work. In spite of use, the edge remains razor-sharp, the tip unbent and the sheen immaculate.” It whispered to the blade while still holding Iris against the floor. “A joyous alloy sings for its found purpose! Rejoices for the works done upon its forge-kissed metal. Finally, I have found it!” It said, completely enamored by the seemingly simple tool the blacksmith had once gifted to Anastacia.

The adventurer stumbled up from the floor and dusted her clothes. “Can I get my knife back? It was a gift.” She asked politely.

Suddenly the distance of several meters between Anastacia and the muse shortened to none without either one of them moving. The muse almost pressed its mask against the necromancer’s face and hissed furiously as it spoke. “A gift?! It bears the scent of my Master Dwarf’s work, why has he gifted it to you?! You have no right to his works, it is all mine, as is he! What is he to you?!”

“Armaata! She’s just a customer like everyone else! Leave her be, now!” The dwarf worriedly demanded.

“A mere customer? You would gift a knife once held by a muse to a mere customer? I doubt this is the case…” The muse, apparently named Armaata, hissed in response without moving an inch. “No… No. It is better to dispose of this woman, lest she come between us…”

“Really? We’re at least friends by now!” Anastacia, perhaps unwisely, argued against her own safety. She was genuinely a bit hurt by being called ‘just a customer’, but also knew that there was very little she could do outside of keeping the muse talking and hoping that some kind of common ground could be found. “But I already had the knife when it came anywhere near a muse.” She pointed out and shivered a little when remembering the work Nirmaata had made her do on a dead rat with it.

The muse’s hissing stopped as it took a better look at Anastacia and silently judged her. “…You seem exceedingly unperturbed for a little mortal witnessing something brought up from legends and myths. Why do you not cower in terror but instead hide your fear? Unlike the other interloper, you plot no futile impotent violence against me either… Could it truly be that it is not the first time you gaze upon the likeness of mine?”

“Like I said before, I’ve met Nirmaata.” The adventurer explained. “Do you know her?”

Erupting in a burst of harrowing laughter, Armaata snapped her fingers to cause the floorboards around Iris to bend and twist around her to make sure the necromancer stayed put while it reveled in its new realization. The muse phased in and out of sight as it circled Anastacia like a wolf, constantly muttering out what seemed to be an argument with itself – with one side debating for just quickly disposing of both of the interlopers and returning to work and the other for greater achievements that could be made possible in the future with their aid.

“Nirmaata…” It chortled while either invisible or immaterial. “The muse of trinket tinkerers, seamstress of legend, the one who inspired meticulous detail and intricate perfection but directed it at toys and baubles – something this world needs not, I think. Of course, I know of the last muse – for she was the one who set me on my way, ushered me to follow the scent of this knife you claim belongs in your grubby little hands. A quest ultimately ending here, where I found a master of his craft, worthy of my endowments and aid.”

While speaking, it kept slowly creeping closer and closer to Anastacia, eventually whispering directly in her ear. Suddenly Armaata turned visible once more, directly in front of the necromancer, and thrust its arm through her chest. Though it caused Anastacia’s heart to skip a beat and got a scream out of Iris, it caused no bleeding or pain, nor did the arm come out on the other side. Without breaking her skin, the muse rifled through some kind of a space within her for a moment before finding something to grasp on to. Seemingly having some trouble, it pulled on whatever it had found and struggled to loosen it, until finally dragging out what turned out to be a large war hammer.

Free from the muse’s influence, Anastacia gasped and fell on her knees. Slightly worried that there was now a gaping hole in her chest, she grasped at her clothes but didn’t find anything unusual or even feel ill in any way. Once she knew that nothing was awry, the adventurer waved her hand to Iris and the blacksmith to show she was okay to ease their concerns.

Armaata’s attention had turned towards the weapon it had found inside Anastacia, and inspected it with a keen eye. The hammer’s shaft was unconventionally long, about as tall as the necromancer herself, and appeared to be made from strange, interlocking pieces of both human bone and brass-like metal. “Curious combination indeed…” The muse pondered and ran its claws along the shaft until it reached the head of the weapon. One side of the head was a cube shaped from gray stone, nestled in a metal frame that held it in place. Embedded in the metal frame on the other side were three large bone spikes with a very slight downwards curve to them. “A blunt, crude weapon, but very effective. Intriguing patterns charted across its surface, but yet to be engraved. Their purpose unknown to me, but without a doubt significant. The weapon remains unfinished, its crafting halted several times and the design changed both intentionally and unintentionally, by others and by you. A shame, really, such a beautiful weapon to be left like this, but the potential remains…”

After swinging the war hammer a few times and further studying it, the muse seemed content, almost delighted by it. “It tells a story that explains much of what puzzled me. Anchor, Brume, Wisteria and other failed futures. And indeed, a less than chance meeting with Nirmaata. Her actions give reasons for me to forgo cutting your thread here, ignore your transgression upon what is mine by right – a crime I can barely contain myself from avenging. So, I will give you a chance to run, o fate-tampered one. Run, for the gifts are rare for my kind…” It rambled and placed the weapon by the counter, showing no intent to return it – assuming that was even possible.

With Armaata’s words, a door appeared by Anastacia. She recognized it as the door leading out of the shop, and could have easily done as she was asked to, but that would have not only meant leaving the blacksmith in trouble, but also leaving behind Iris, who may not have been at the top of the list of people important to her, but was innocent in the scope of the current issue they were dealing with and needed saving. “Sorry, but I need a few things before I can do that.” The necromancer said as bravely as she possibly could at the time and stumbled back up from the floor. “Namely, I need my knife back, the dwarf free from whatever you’re doing to him and Iris has to come with me.”

“No. The Master Dwarf is mine by right, and the crimes of the other interloper are to be dealt separately – I doubt she feigned her interest in him. Attempting so freely to touch another’s, the sly harlot.” The muse immediately declined. “Spare me of your meek mortal negotiations, for I have the mettle to force my will. Scurry off now, Once Felled, for there are no gods in my realm to catch your soul, should it wander from your dying husk once more. You are no smith of great talent, no impeccable armorer, you are irrelevant to my mission, so begone!” It threatened Anastacia and pushed her towards the door.

“Now, hold on! I am a mighty necromancer and I dare to say one of the foremost experts on necromancy related crafts. It was definitely enough for Nirmaata, since she kidnapped me exclusively for my skills.” Anastacia boasted to appear like she had anything to offer in exchange for what she wanted out of the situation.

The muse tilted its head like a confused dog. “What is… a necromancer?” It asked, clearly intrigued.

“Wait, wait, wait… You, an ancient beast of legend, don’t know what necromancers are? Where have you been for the last several thousand years? Because they’ve been a huge problem for pretty much everyone for the most of it.” The adventurer gasped in disbelief. “Even after the whole thing with the hammer? That’s kind of hilarious.”

“Why on earth are you taunting it!” Iris panickily whispered from the floor.

Armaata embarrassedly retreated closer to the blacksmith as its aura of ancient wisdom and unrivaled power shrank. Its worried gaze confusedly jumped between Anastacia and the strange war hammer it had created. Suddenly the mighty and proud armor-clad beast, who, by all reason should have been capable of shrugging off deities without a worry, had the expression of a child whose naïve hubris had just run aground for the first time ever.

“WHAT IS A NECROMANCER?!” It barked while seeking some sort of safety by being near the dwarf.

“You’re new to this, aren’t you?” Anastacia smirked, still mostly feigning confidence, but she was starting to wonder if this muse was anywhere near as untouchable as Nirmaata was. The noticeably smaller size of Armaata could have been an indication of lesser strength, or just age, or both, or neither. All Anastacia really knew about muses was that they were supposed to be extinct according to the admission of a very powerful one, who would have without a doubt had the means to find out if there really was a second one still around. “Hmm… So, you say it was Nirmaata who told you to ‘follow the scent’ of my knife? That makes it sound awfully lot like she lied about fading peacefully before I left, doesn’t it? Oh! You’re the egg! Or were in the egg, or something like that – but I thought that didn’t exactly work out…”

“What are you even on about?” Iris whispered nervously. “Could you maybe start focusing on beating it so we can get out alive?”

“They’re just a kid, I think. I knew their mom.” Anastacia covertly whispered back while the muse started to inquire the blacksmith about what necromancers were.

The knowledge didn’t really calm Iris at all. “Okay? Does that help us?” She asked, slowly starting to get annoyed by Anastacia’s lack of seriousness.

The adventurer shrugged. “I just thought it was funny, it’s a small world and all that.”

Seeing now that there suddenly was room for negotiation, Anastacia did her best to usher out her royal aura to seem more important. “Ahem. If my assumptions are correct, I do believe I was once an artisan chosen by your mother, Nirmaata, a muse much more esteemed than you. I feel like that should come with a degree of respect in these circles. Not very muse-like of you to casually threaten someone who’s skills have been recognized by your kind. So how about we put a pin on the whole ‘interloper’ business and start anew with proper introductions.” She suggested.

Armaata snarled and refused to budge from the blacksmith’s side. “Very well, Master Necromancer…” It agreed, clearly against its will at least to a degree. “I am the daughter of the last muse, Armaata, the one who will return steel to its glory in this sorry world.”

“Nice to make your acquaintance, Armaata.” The adventurer said and bowed grandly. “I am Master Necromancer, Anastacia of Valor. This is an associate of mine, Iris.”

“The pleasantries are traded. Now it is your turn to explain what business you have with my Master Dwarf and what is a necromancer? What manner of reason motivates you to stall our work so? AND WHAT COMPELS YOUR ASSOCIATE TO TOUCH WHAT IS MINE?!” The muse barked her questions while her razor-sharp claws dug into the countertop to hold back her anger. The walls and ceiling around them creaked under the beast’s control and the air gained even more intense smoky scent of a forge.

“Necromancers are… craftsmen and women who specialize in – let’s call them ‘unconventional materials’ and using ‘ancient traditional methods’. Due to circumstances, I’m between workshops for the time being and have outsourced much of the actual crafting part of my trade to the very capable hands of your Master Dwarf while I handle the design side of things.” Anastacia explained. While technically not necessarily outright lying, it did get a nervous chuckle out of both Iris and the blacksmith. “We came here on a related matter. You see, my associate here needs something made, and we were hoping to get your Master Dwarf to aid us in its creation and maybe some material acquisition.”

Armaata pondered and mused on the idea for a while, visibly weighing her burning hate of Iris against the compelling need to be involved in the creation of something – and perhaps to see what necromancers really could do. Suddenly the blacksmith’s hands stopped working on the piece they had been forcefully held on.

“Intriguing… Is it not, Master Dwarf?” She finally asked and wrapped her claws around the blacksmith’s arms.

“I… I would like to help them, but-“ The dwarf uttered before being interrupted.

“The thing is, he’s not in any shape to help us.” The adventurer said disappointedly.

“WHAT!?” Armaata shrieked and charged at Anastacia, only stopping mere centimeters before tackling her. “His skills are immaculate, his eye for detail keen, his understanding of function flawless and his hands tireless! Who are you to claim them less? Master Necromancer or otherwise, your capabilities are doomed to pale against his!” She boasted with each word bolstering her pride for her chosen craftsman.

Anastacia waved away the smell of weapon oil wafting from the beast’s breath. “Sure, sure, but that’s not what I meant. What I’m saying is when was the last time you let him sleep? Or eat? Or go outside? People need to do that sort of stuff to stay alive, you know? He looks like he’s about to drop dead any second now.”

“He looks perfect in every way! We shall eat and sleep once enough progress has been made! Though nearing perfection, he remains mortal. With a lifespan limited to mere centuries, there is only time for so many masterpieces, should we waste moments on frivolous activities. ‘Friends’ and ‘customers’ are a distraction he can not afford.” The muse explained her thinking and revealed her lack of knowledge on what keeps people alive and healthy – seemingly a common flaw in her kind.

“That won’t do at all.” The adventurer shook her head and sighed. “Sleeping needs to happen daily, eating at least a few times every day. Seeing people and going outside is generally a good thing too. You keep this going and he’s going to die in a couple of weeks.”

“LIES! My Master Dwarf is the very picture of health! All limbs are still in place, there is a head, when I press my head against his chest, a beating heart can be heard.” Armaata claimed fiercely and retreated back to the blacksmith to quickly check what she said was true.

Iris no longer had any idea if the confrontation was heading in a good or a bad direction. The floorboards still wrapped around her didn’t let her move an inch and there really hadn’t been much she could do – that is, before the blacksmith’s health was mentioned and she had the chance to both bolster Anastacia’s case and distract herself from the newest nightmare she had been exposed to.

“It is recommended that dwarfs eat at least four large meals daily. Their bodies have more muscle than most other species, so they go through a lot of fuel even when not being particularly active. This also makes them uniquely vulnerable to starvation, and improper feeding quickly deteriorates their physical capabilities. So, he is in fact getting sloppier and his work suffers because of it.” She listed some basics of dwarf physiology from the floor while staring at the ceiling to avoid the muse’s furious gaze. “Dwarfs should also get roughly six hours of sleep every day. They actually require a bit less rest than most other people, but the little they need is extremely important. I actually suspect that his terrible condition is mostly due to sleep deprivation, as starvation would have taken a bit longer to have such an effect.

“While just going outside is very good for most people’s health, dwarfs are fairly well suited for staying inside for long periods of time without a negative impact on their resistance to disease or mental health. In exchange, they tend to require more social interaction than most people. They work in groups, have feasts and other festivities more often than non-dwarf cultures, and become ornery on a matter of hours if left alone. In only a couple of days, it’ll start to wear down on their mental health, causing apathy, problems with their physical condition and a lack of appetite.” She listed what she knew and fully expected the muse to barge at her for it.

An awkward silence filled the room and went on for far too long. Anastacia was happy for the support, but just as confused as Armaata and the blacksmith. Finally, to break the silence, the dwarf let out a cough that had been brewing for a while in his throat but hadn’t felt appropriate to let out.

Armaata may not have believed much of what her new nemesis had just said, but her obsessive mind must have immediately taken the cough as a sign of the blacksmith’s quickly encroaching death and she grasped him tightly. “I shall prepare mortal sustenance for him!” She shrieked.

Anastacia shook her head again and braved to take a few steps closer to the counter. “Did Nirmaata say anything about the craftsman who built your egg?” She asked.

The muse didn’t answer or even really acknowledge the question, but she remained silent while trying to figure out if there really were any indications that her dwarf may have been in bad health.

“While we worked together, she told me that muses are by nature murderously territorial and that she herself had forced her craftsman into complete isolation. Eventually that came at the cost of the man’s health and ultimately his life, just as your egg was about to be finished. Being immortal, it’s supposedly natural for a muse to burn through countless masters of their craft over millennia, but she had learned that it was a mistake. Nirmaata could have easily moved on and found a new person to create new masterpieces for her and lived on as the beast of legend she was. Yet, what I found was a tired, ancient dreg of a creature who had given up on everything and locked herself into an attic with a corpse. She didn’t acquire my skills to repair your egg, but to try and bring back the craftsman.” The necromancer honestly recounted her meeting with Nirmaata. “I can fairly confidently say that she wouldn’t want you to repeat the failures of every muse in the past – and while I can’t exactly make you leave him alone, I’m asking you to ease your grasp on him. Let the man go get himself meals, meet his friends and that sort of stuff. Not to mention that he probably needs to keep taking orders from adventurers. If word got out that he’s no longer providing his services for the guild, the guild would come and find out what’s up.”

Armaata growled, not quite as angrily as before. Her hatred for the interlopers seemed to have calmed, or at least momentarily put aside as she kept trying to figure out if there were truth to Iris and Anastacia’s claims. She occasionally glanced at the war hammer she had torn out of Anastacia’s chest and held the blacksmith against her armor in an unquestionably uncomfortable way while inspecting both of the necromancers from a distance. Interestingly enough, the dwarf didn’t seem to mind all that much. He was certainly far too exhausted to do anything to resist, but at no point had he even really suggested that he wanted out of the deal, and knowing him, Anastacia suspected that he would have absolutely risked his health and freedom a bit to further master his craft. So, perhaps, there was a deal to be made, a way to let Armaata stay in the shop, doing what she was supposed to do while not slowly killing the dwarf, and perhaps more importantly, without Anastacia having to figure out how to fight an immortal mythical creature.

Iris had also noticed that diplomacy may have become an option and was eager to provide help. “I’d be happy to teach you how to take care of a dwarf, and to check up on him to make sure he’s okay.” She suggested in a way that almost felt like she was trying to give tips on pet care.

Unfortunately, Iris had not been forgiven yet, and the muse lashed out. “How do I know this trollop of a woman isn’t trying to take him as her own?! She is full of trickery and lies, no doubt! What guarantees are there for me against this seductress?” She demanded to know, confirming that she did indeed care for the blacksmith enough to go against her own nature.

“Oh? You can just do the chest thing to her as well, can’t you?” Anastacia waved away Armaata’s worries. She didn’t know what exactly the process did or what the muse gained from it, but it seemed to have cleared her own motivations for the beast at least.

The court cleric immediately started thrashing around in panic to try and free herself from the wooden binds. “NOOOOO!” She wailed in vain as the muse disappeared from behind the counter and reappeared standing directly above her.

Armaata reached through Iris’ chest without hesitation, like she had done before, and searched around for something. But unlike before, suddenly several red-hot wires sprouted from the faintly glimmering seam between the muse’s arm and whatever magical hole it had torn into the necromancer’s soul. They wrapped around Armaata’s iron arm-guard like vines and began to quickly melt it while entangling the beast’s arm. The muse seemed mildly puzzled by them but ultimately not all that bothered by the extreme heat or the wires’ attempts to tug on her. Finally finding what she was looking for, she yanked out what seemed to be a fairly small sickle and a bunch more wires tangled around it. Unimpressed, Armaata snapped the hot metal threads effortlessly and freed herself while the hole in Iris’ chest quickly sealed.

Anastacia rushed over to see what had happened and kneeled by her new cleric, but found nothing to be amiss. Iris was rightfully furious and tried to bite her hand, but seemed to be just as unaffected by the mysterious procedure as Anastacia herself had been. ”What was that about? The wires, I mean.” She asked from the muse, who had to spend a while tearing off some remaining bits of wire from her arm-guard.

“I do not care.” Armaata stated bluntly and began to take a better look at the sickle. “Trash. Unfit to be a weapon.” She scoffed at it while running her claw against the rusted and chipped edge. “Dull, abandoned little tool. Could be useful for minding a garden if mended, but who would bother? Utter waste of metal, waste of rust even. Poor bits of decay should have chosen to take on something that served any use.”

Not even remotely interested in looking at it for any longer, the muse tossed the ruined tool onto the floor, where it bounced a couple of times before landing by Anastacia’s feet. The part of the adventurer’s mind that was in tune with goblins immediately recognized it as trash of significance, and before she even realized, she had snatched it for herself and hidden it on her person by looping the rusted blade through her belt behind her back.

“But, admittedly, not the threat I measured her to be. Incapable of such thought really.” The muse finally admitted and the floorboards around Iris began to loosen, which the angry necromancer immediately capitalized on by kicking Anastacia in the shin. “As the offer was made, the associate will ensure the health of my Master Dwarf. She should still keep close watch on her mittens though, lest they become detached. Once he has recuperated, the hands of the Master Necromancer will be mine to utilize, as we see about this order you came here for. This is my demand.”
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                ”That went pretty well, I’d say.” Anastacia proudly declared the moment she and Iris stepped out of the blacksmith’s shop.

Still with a leftover haunted look on her face from having to perform a quick check up on the dwarf with Armaata breathing down on her neck, Iris respectfully disagreed. “We were almost killed by some kind of an insane nightmare creature, that is in dire need of therapy by the way, probably got our souls molested somehow, not only failed to deal with the said beast but made a deal with it that forces us to continue working with it and didn’t even manage what we went there for!”

“The key word is ‘almost’. No one died.” The adventurer shrugged.

“We went into a regular shop, dying shouldn’t even be on the table!” Iris almost screamed and grabbed Anastacia by the collar of her violet cloak.

“No one died.” Anastacia repeated, still perfectly content with what she considered a success.

Iris let go of her and leaned against the shop’s wall to calm down. “You need help, and higher standards.” She sighed already exhausted by what was supposed to be the first stop of their outing. “Why didn’t you just kill it? You had weapons right there and surely it would have been better to not have that thing around?”

“Why would I have? That’s just what muses do, so it’s not like she could have helped herself. The blacksmith didn’t ask me to do that either, nor was there a quest about it. Even personally, I’d much rather see what comes out of it.” Anastacia explained her view on the matter. As far as she was concerned, having Armaata around could be useful, and it means she isn’t wreaking havoc elsewhere. “That and I wasn’t in control of that situation at all. Attacking a muse is beyond pointless and she could have killed us in a heartbeat, had she actually wanted to do that.”

While Iris let out her frustration as a muffled scream into the sleeve of her robes, Anastacia started plotting their course through the area. Their first stop hand ended happily with the muse agreeing to let the dwarf sleep off his exhaustion and later leave the shop for food, but they still needed to go and shop for some necessities and hire a courier. Neither of the tasks was supposed to be terribly exciting, but then again, visiting a blacksmith wasn’t supposed to be that either, so the adventurer gave her cleric a moment to gather herself.

Something, however, bothered her slightly. “Do you want to tell me why you have metal wires coming out of your soul or whatever?” Anastacia asked.

Iris lifted her head. “Why do you even think I would know? I can’t dissect a soul, much less diagnose one even if I could. Maybe souls are supposed to do that, what if you’re the odd one out here?”

As much as Anastacia would have wanted to refute that, she knew exactly how much hers had gone through in the last months. “Mine’s probably in a hundred pieces and held together with an old potato sack at this point. So, you know what? – fair.”

When the adventurer arbitrarily decided that their break had gone on for long enough, she started heading down the largest street that led out of the square, the one that would eventually lead to the guild offices. Iris begrudgingly followed her, fearing that the all-expenses paid-part of their agreement would no longer be on the table if she started being difficult. The shops along the main street were heavily aimed towards adventurers about to leave on quests and mostly displayed goods more useful on the road than in the city. Some of them could have possibly carried a few of the things Iris needed, but Anastacia insisted that she wanted to visit a particular shop she had heard ‘carried anything and everything between the mortal and divine planes’ – whatever that could have possibly meant. However, what the main street had, was the office of a courier company that handled most of the deliveries for the city’s adventurers.

As they casually made their way onwards, Iris got her first proper look at the dozens of adventurers heading in and out of the guild office. From her experience in fights, she could immediately tell that each one of them was at the very least a troublesome foe, just from the way they carried themselves as well as the equipment they openly carried in the public. However, the most striking thing about them was the sheer variety. On her inquisitorial travels, she had seen many different kinds of people, but never even a fraction of what Valor had to offer in a single place. Despite having grown up in the same human-only environment as Anastacia, Iris had considerably more knowledge on the various species outside of the more common ones and so could tell that almost every nook of the world was somehow represented by a wandering mage glued to a display window, an armored warrior reading through a quest notice or some other type of adventurer going about their business.

“How nice.” She absentmindedly said and smiled.

“What is?” Anastacia asked and tried to track where Iris was looking.

“The people.” Iris explained. “It’s a stark difference to the admittedly pasty folks back home. I do hope I live to see the day Mournvalley is more like this…”

The adventurer stopped to appreciate scene as well. “Is that one of those ‘goals’ or ‘plans’ you were talking about?” She asked, genuinely a tad curious. Anastacia hadn’t really paid mind to what the new rulers of Mournvalley were about, as long as it didn’t concern her, but since the opportunity was there, she inquired.

“Very much so. Coquelicot gave us two ideals to uphold in her… absence. First: in Mournvalley, ruling should be done by the most powerful necromancers – and second: necromancers deserve better.” Iris stated somewhat proudly. “Both sound absolutely horrible, but aren’t all that bad when explained. About the first, that’s just how it has to be with necromancers. According to boss, weak leaders amass pointless wealth to feign strength, while strong ones can simply show it when required. On a more practical note, if the most powerful necromancers aren’t already in power, they will simply take over because there’s no one to stop them.”

“You guys clearly weren’t chosen because you’re great at what you’re doing, so I suppose that makes sense that it’s a power thing.” Anastacia rudely pointed out.

“Yeah… Honestly the others are pretty good by now, it’s just me fucking up things now…” Iris sighed and resumed her explanation. “But anyway, the second ideal we are supposed to be working towards is simply put just about making necromancers normal people in the eyes of the world. We’ve spent millennia as the boogeyman, Mournvalley is poor by any standard and we know next to nothing about other cultures around the world. So, the point is to do what we can to open up, do something so that people would actually want to come and visit, maybe eventually move in…”

The adventurer let out a snarky chuckle. Somehow, she had trouble believing such a cozy idea was anywhere near what Coquelicot had originally meant or that it had any real chance of coming true, even if the new inquisition didn’t crumble.

The slightest ridicule was enough to break Iris’ poise and her mood sank. “You could at least act like I have a chance to make this work. I could’ve just stayed in bed and kept kicking myself if I wanted to feel like crap… At least there wouldn’t have been muses to almost kill me there.” She mumbled with a defeated tone and continued walking down the street.

Even through her distaste for Mournvalley and just general crudeness, the interaction let a sour taste in Anastacia’s mouth. Usually when she was being an ass, people had a comeback or just shrugged off her comment. She didn’t really know what to do with someone who couldn’t even take banter anymore and had to just shut up.

They walked in an awkward silence for a couple of minutes until they reached the courier company’s office. Not really knowing what to say, Anastacia watched as the look on Iris’ face grew darker and darker as she no doubt dwelled in the hopelessness of her situation. She thought about apologizing for her rudeness, but didn’t get the chance before Iris escaped inside.

The office was fairly cramped as far as businesses went, consisting only of a tight, almost corridor-like room that led from the door to a simple counter. Both walls of the room were lined with countless packages, parcels and stacks of letters in neatly organized piles all the way from the floor to the ceiling. Walking between them was just a bit daunting and one had be wary of not letting their clothes or equipment tip over anything. Behind the counter was a visibly groggy young elf, who had obviously been woken up by the necromancer’s entrance. His green uniform was reminiscent of the purple ones worn by the guild officials, though disheveled and in a dire need to be pressed.

The elf hastily moved aside some of the papers in front of him and did what he could to fix his appearance. “How can I help you?” He asked drowsily and yawned.

“I would like a letter to be delivered to some associates of mine.” Iris said and stopped in front of the counter.

“That can be arranged… I think.” The elf muttered, took out some kind of a paper form and began filling it. “By letter, do you mean a message, invoice, manuscript, invitation, diploma, missive, report or advertisement?” He listed off things from the form. “Or ‘other’? There’s a box for that as well.”

Iris was a bit baffled by the question. “What does any of that matter?” She asked.

“It’s on the form, it matters. Every delivery gets a form and the form must be filled for every delivery. I don’t know who made the form or when or even why, but it always needs to be filled.” The clerk stated with a strangely high amount of conviction in his words – clearly, the form was going to be filled.

“O… okay. I guess it would go under ‘other’ since it’s orders.” Iris reasoned and pulled the sealed letter from under her robes.

The elf filled in the information and moved to the next part of the form. “It just says ‘description’… of what? You?” He puzzled, somehow confused by the paperwork he should have had experience with. “Would you be offended if I put down ‘frumpy but should clean up well’?”

Still a bit rustled by the previous encounter, ‘frumpy’ was a fair way to describe the necromancer’s condition. “I think it means the item to be delivered…” Iris suggested.

The clerk frowned, scribbled over what he had written and added ‘paper, flat’ after it. For a while he struggled to come up with a third word to describe the letter before writing ‘folded’ onto the line and moving on to the next line. “Name? Have you given it one? Seems a bit pointless but okay. Oh wait! Maybe I should put mine here… or maybe the person the letter is for? Or from? There’s also a second line under it, like it’s asking for two names.” He attempted to decipher the form.

“Well, my name is Iris, in case it fits somewhere in there.” The necromancer sighed.

“Just ‘Iris’? You need to have a last name too. I’m not sure why your name even matters, since you have to pay before the delivery anyway, but if we’re going to put it here, we might as well do it properly.” The elf reasoned and seemed to randomly pick one of the two lines to write the name on before turning back to the necromancer and staring at her expectantly.

“That really is it though. I’m part of this team of color-coded people and none of us have any names besides a shade of blue. It’s a whole thing, trust me.” Iris tried to explain her lack of a last name. Of course, in reality she had a normal name from the days before the inquisition, but it was extremely against the rules to use it. For inquisitors with families, it provided some security and image wise it was very important that all the deeds any given inquisitor wanted to be known for could be summed up in a single word. The names of the red inquisitors were still spoken in hushed tones, since all of them brought forth memories of a variety of horrors. Similarly, the blue inquisitors wanted their names to bring up ideas of stability, hope and progress. It’s also worth noting that Iris in particular found her real name embarrassing.

The elf didn’t seem to be able to figure out if he was being messed with or if the claim was genuine. “Does this team of yours fight crime or something? Sounds kind of childish.” He asked.

Iris wasn’t sure how to answer. One could certainly say that bringing order to a nation was fighting crime, even if that involved kidnapping, occasional assassination and other questionable parts of inquisitioning. “…Technically, I guess?”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Anastacia exclaimed after her patience started to run light. “Just put down anything. Nine out of ten people in this city use a fake name anyway. Do you think I sign everything with ‘Anastacia Mournvalley’?!”

The elven clerk stared at Anastacia in silence as his hand slowly moved to write down the name he had just heard.

“Don’t put that in there!” The adventurer rolled her eyes.

“I already wrote down ‘Mourn’.” The elf admitted. “Would ‘Mournalley’ work?”

“It’s not terribly original but it’ll do for now. You can just put down your own name on the other line there.” Iris agreed to finally make some progress with the form.

The elf, apparently named Micah, happily wrote down his own name and started to inspect the next part of the form. He checked some boxes, occasionally glancing at the letter in Iris’ hand. Anastacia hadn’t had a reason to send anything out of the city, so she didn’t really know if this was the usual quality, or lack thereof, of service or if it was Micah’s first day on the job. The elf somehow didn’t seem to have a grasp on the company’s own paperwork, but knowing it was all probably guild mandated, the adventurer had a fair amount of pity for him.

“Recipient and destination?” He suddenly asked.

“Complicated, I’m afraid. I’m not the spymaster so I’m not privy to who is posted where and when, only the locations…” Iris admitted and only then realized that she would probably be burning a scout hideout by sending a courier to one instead of going there herself, and that would come with some kind of repercussion later on from Duke, the inquisitorial spymaster. However, she figured it would be better if no necromancer saw her in her sorry state and that Duke would accept that as an explanation. “Do you have a map of the area north of here?”

Micah sighed audibly and turned around to take something out of a large cabinet behind his chair. With a great deal of effort, he hoisted up what seemed to be a large stack of papers from one of the shelves. The counter almost gave out under the weight of what must have been hundreds of pages worth of paper as he slammed it down. Seeing it better now, the necromancers realized that it wasn’t a stack of anything, but a massive sheet that had been intricately folded countless times to fit into a wad the size of a large tome. Fully unfolded, it would be easily larger than the office.

“Really now?” Iris asked and tiredly stared at the elf.

“The others are all out of service.” He shrugged and started to painstakingly unfold the map.

The court cleric rubbed her temples, trying to understand why sending a letter was so difficult. “How can a map be out of service? They’re literally pictures on paper.”

“How should I know? I’m not a map scientist, I just work here.” The elf disregarded the perfectly valid question and kept folding open the map. Parts of it quickly flopped over the edges of the counter and based on the few landmarks Iris could see on it, they were nowhere near Valor.

“Do you? Do you work here?” She asked, starting to get a bit frustrated before joining in on the unfolding.

In the end, it took all three of them to fully unpack the massive map inside the cramped little office. Being several meters across in both directions, it was obviously meant to be up on a wall somewhere and not to be used as quick reference. The information it provided was extremely accurate however; the width of the roads, condition and weight limits of bridges, navigability of rivers and terrain types were all marked in great detail – and all of it was entirely useless for their purposes. Valor turned out to be roughly in the middle of the whole thing and the exceedingly clear scale of the map gave the necromancers a chance to appreciate the sheer size of the walled-off city as it utterly dwarfed every single capital depicted in the areas around it.

“There.” Iris finally declared and pointed at a woody area maybe a day and a half of travel away from Valor. “A few minutes from the road after the bridge here, there’s an abandoned trapper’s cabin I want you to deliver the letter to.”

Micah took note of the location and lacking a name for the place or other reference points, drew the directions onto the form as best as he could – which was not well. As soon as that was done, he set aside the form and started to lethargically fold the map back up, something which seemed like it would no doubt take at least twice as long as spreading it out in the first place.

Iris lifted up a part of the map where she knew Anastacia had been buried under. “Do you think we could go back to the immortal nightmare beasts? This is starting to be worse.” She asked, not as jokingly as one would think. “I feel like there’s a better chance that the muse will deliver my letter if we ask nicely than these folks.”

“Many people wonder how adventurers can face any foes without fear, some think we’re all just insane or suicidal. The truth is that we’ve lived through the paperwork in Valor. Nothing scars a person like eighteen hours of filling forms to be approved to fill some more forms, or numbs the soul to all fear like hearing you made a mistake somewhere and have to redo it all.” Anastacia said without a morsel of jest in her voice and with a cold, vacant look in her eyes.

After several failed attempts, the map was finally semi-successfully folded into a single stack, which was noticeably larger than it had been before. The elf hoisted it back into the cabinet behind him and sat back down to catch his breath. He then made some slight additions to the instructions and checked a few more boxes.

“Anything else the courier should know before wandering into the woods to find these ‘spies’?” He asked after moving on to the next part of the form.

Iris took a bright blue napkin from her pocket and placed it down on the counter along with the letter. “Couple of things. They should have this on their person, as visible as possible. Otherwise, they’ll get knocked out and taken prisoner on sight. More importantly, and I can’t stress this enough, the first thing the courier should say when confronted is: The third whispers under clear skies. If you’ve got the right people, they’ll answer with ‘The seventh will listen’ – but remember: no greeting, no gestures, just say that, hand over the letter and back away, slowly – like from a bear.”

Micah took notes with the same unimpressive accuracy as he had noted the directions with, which didn’t exactly fill Iris with confidence, but she figured that as long as the courier made it into the general area and had the letter, it would reach the right hands. Failing to comply with the Mournvalleyan scout etiquette would win them a few nights in a cell and maybe a bit of light interrogation, but that was the courier company’s own fault as they were the ones who chose to staff this particular elf.

“… and avoid bears… Got it.” He incorrectly noted, almost certainly causing some manner of future trauma to the unlucky courier who would pick up the letter. “Now there’s just one more thing.” The elf said and glanced down on the form. Whatever he saw confused him even more than the previous questions had, and he had to reread the entire form as well as check the backside for any kind of clues that would clear his confusion. “It just says ‘Yes’ and has a box next to it.”

“What?” Iris failed to understand the problem before taking a look at the form herself.

At the bottom of the page, below the delivery details but separated from them with a line, was simply the word ‘Yes’ as well as a small box by it that suggested it could be checked. There were no context clues or other markings to explain it, and the other side of the paper was blank – to the necromancers’ relief. She suggested that it could have been a printing error, but every other form the clerk could find was identical.

Iris turned to Anastacia. “Do… do I want ‘Yes’?”

“Just take it. What’s the worst that can happen?” The adventurer advised.

“I don’t know! Based on how this has been going so far, he’s actually some kind of an otherworldly horror and checking that will seal a deal where he gets my soul!” Iris exclaimed her worries, accidentally knocking down a stack of parcels with her hand. “Or it could be the opposite for all I know!”

“You’re stressing way too much about this.” Anastacia shrugged. “We already made one deal with an immortal god-beast thing today, what are the chances that we would run into a second one?”

“It has been less than a day since when we met two literal gods!” Iris almost screamed.

The elf behind the counter was barely following the conversation at this point. As the two necromancers kept bickering about the possible life-altering implications of a checkbox at the bottom of a delivery form, he calmly opened his backpack, took out the sandwich he had prepared for lunch and started to munch on it.

“Fine! Check the damn box!” Iris yelled and slammed her fist on the counter, finally making a decision after several minutes of agonizing over it.

Micah bit into his lunch once more before answering. “Can’t, I’m on a break. Guild mandated stuff, you know.” He said as crumbs fell onto the form, which already had some mysterious stains on it.

Iris’ weakened powers flared out to a level Anastacia hadn’t seen them reach ever since she lost her wings. The outburst lacked direction and wouldn’t have achieved much even if there was any ill will behind it, but it did show that there was still fight in the inquisitor. For the entire time the elf slowly ate his meal, Iris leaned over the counter and murderously stared at him. Anastacia wasn’t entirely sure, but she could have sworn that the temperature of the room slowly increased as minutes passed.

Finally, after a wait that felt like an eternity, Micah used the blue napkin given to him to wipe the corners of his mouth, picked up his quill and made a small check mark that almost missed the entire box. “There we go, the form is now filled. All I need now is the payment and I can give your letter to the first courier that comes by.”

Slowly calming down, Iris regained her composure. “How much?” She asked and immediately chocked on air when the elf pointed at a large chalkboard on the wall to his left. The price to have a single letter delivered was firmly out of her price range, even if she still had her full inquisitor’s budget. “Anastacia… I didn’t know it was that much. I can just go there myself, it’s not that far…” She uttered, only to choke for a second time as the adventurer poured a seemingly random number of gold coins onto the table without a second thought, kicked over one more pile of packages to get back for the pointlessly complicated and time-consuming process and walked out without a word.

            

    
        Chapter 243 - Wants and needs

    
    
    
    
                ”Are you sure this is the place?” Iris asked and pointed at a flimsy wooden door attached to a windowless stone wall that seemed to be a part of the complex system of aqueducts that supplied Valor with water. More fitting to keep the weather out of a barn than be the façade of a shop, the door barely hung in place on a couple of rusted hinges that seemed like they could give out at any moment. There didn’t appear to be any kind of a lock on the door either, which seemed unwise for any kind of an establishment, let alone a shop.

“Space here is expensive, sometimes you have to make do with a hole in the wall.” Anastacia shrugged and nodded at a small wooden advertisement board that had fallen off the wall and now leaned against it, waiting for someone to hang it back up. “It says they sell things.”

Iris mentally prepared herself for more nonsense as she placed her hand on the door handle and pulled on it. The door creaked as it swung and rust cracked off the hinges, but it didn’t reveal anything besides more of the stone wall it had been attached to. Iris sighed, partly out of relief and partly out of disappointment. Just to be sure, she laid her hand on the wall to see if it was some kind of a magically hidden passageway but all she felt was the coldness of the stones. Anastacia figured she was more familiar with the valorian brand of shenanigans and joined in on trying to figure out what the deal with the door was. Pressing on a particular stone tile, some kind of a triggering mechanism between them or a magical seal were all easily on the table, and so she began to fiddle the wall in any spot that seemed even slightly off.

“Assuming this isn’t just a practical joke on someone’s part, is having some level of weird nonsense a requirement for owning a shop here?” Iris asked. “It seems like it would get really tiring.”

Anastacia stopped to think for a bit. “I don’t think so. The inn is pretty normal, unless not being allowed to do pirate puns counts?”

“I feel like if you can’t point out the weird nonsense there, you might be the weird nonsense – you and that owl.” Iris pointed out and took a step back to get a look at the whole wall once more. Though she wanted to hear more about the pirate pun ban, now was not the time.

“I’ve been told to not bother people more than enough times, but we do have a gravity impaired spriggan that specializes in that. Come to think of it, I probably should warn you about her – don’t accept any money from her.” The adventurer advised while reminiscing of her first days in the city.

The necromancers continued poking and prodding the wall, opening and closing the door and pondering their predicament for a while longer, before a very intentionally audible sip behind them broke their concentration.

“You ladies are awfully fond of the wall, eh? Sadly, it’s guild property so I can’t sell it, but I do have some premium rocks I could part with, if this is what you two are about.” A voice only a couple of meters behind them said without a hint of jest or mockery in it. “Engraved artisanal bricks as well.”

Both of the necromancers immediately realized that the adventurers that had been wandering the street around them were now gone, as were the cold wind and the noises of the city. On the account of not having her cheek slightly stuck on the freezing cold wall at the time like her partner, Iris was the first to turn around and realize that they no longer stood on one of the many streets of Valor, but in a dark, almost dungeon-like room. Only lit by a couple of candles laid on the floor, it took a moment for Iris’ eyes to adjust to the dimness before she could see the broken and trashed remains of wooden furniture that had been strewn about the fairly large space. Several tables, shelves and showcases laid shattered all over the floor, and seemingly only a singular large chest had survived whatever had happened in the dusty basement. The walls and the floor were made from large stone blocks, not that unlike the castles and keeps of Mournvalley iris was familiar with, and the only ceiling the room had was an endless black void the candles had no chance of illuminating. Among the remains of a shop stood a smartly dressed man with dark red skin, cloven hooves for feet, dimly glowing blue eyes and a pair of backwards slanted slightly curved horns growing out his head, the left one being seemingly either cut or broken off, and decorated with a golden cap that matched with the few other pieces of jewelry he was wearing. He seemed completely unperturbed by his surroundings and calmly sipped from a cup that contained some kind of an herbal tea based on the mellow scent quickly wafting over to the necromancers.

“I also have some books on architecture.” He seemed to remember out of the blue and took another sip.

Iris’ gaze swept over the mess multiple times before she said anything. “Is everything okay?” She asked.

“Got tea, got customers now. I’ve naught to complain about.” The apparent shopkeeper chuckled. “Welcome to The Wants and Needs, where the line between the two is blurred. If there’s anything that interests you between this realm and the divine one, I likely have some in the stock.”

The lack of care about the ruined shop immediately made Iris immediately suspect something was once more afoot. “So you weren’t robbed or anything? This is just how your shop… is?” She asked and touched a nearby bit of a broken table to see if it was an illusion or something, but the tip of the sharp splinter poked her finger just fine.

“Robbed? In this city? Only in the form of guild taxes.” The shopkeeper chuckled and turned his attention to Anastacia, who was still occupied with trying to slowly tear her cheek away from the ice-cold wall. “Does your friend need help?”

“I’m good.” The adventurer declined as she realized she could simply use ice magic to slightly warm up the wall and free herself.

Having done so, she finally turned around to take a look at the shop they had somehow been transferred to – or which had somehow transferred to them. Arranged in a single large room, from wall to wall, was an absolutely gargantuan collection of mysterious items, trinkets, books, baubles, toys, jewelry and much more. The bookshelves lining the walls almost buckled under the heft of the large tomes arranged on them, each with a title more intriguing than the last one. Some of the items were in danger of falling off the vastly overstocked tables and the showcases were chock-full of expensive looking things, lined with gold and gemstones. Mannequins with downright stupidly fancy and opulent clothing were posed at the far end of the room, along with a vast array of gaudy accessories. In the middle of it, on one of the few open spots of the shiny marble floor stood a red skinned woman clad in an elegant dress that only barely showed her hooves and was adorned with silver chains and a dozen blue gemstones, which matched the hue of her glowing blue eyes perfectly. Among her long black hair grew a pair of horns, the right one of which was partly broken but both of which had more silver chains wrapped around them, which then connected to a few piercings in the shopkeeper’s lip and brows. In her hand, she held a somewhat overfilled glass of deep crimson wine, which she kept sipping as she inspected the customers with a carefree look on her face.

“This place is… uh… I don’t know if we should shop here.” Anastacia whispered towards Iris. Even with her considerable savings, everything on display seemed cripplingly expensive to her.

“You know, I was thinking the same.” Iris responded and stared at the dimly lit mess around her. There was definitely something seedy about the shop.

Overhearing the whispers, the shopkeeper laughed. “Nonsense, nonsense! I’ve got everything for everyone. I already know just the thing for both of you!” He or she, depending on the view, exclaimed while ushering the necromancers further into the shop. To Anastacia, it seemed like she was skillfully avoiding the tables full of merchandise that would no doubt topple over at the slightest nudge, and to Iris, it appeared as if he carefully walked around the clutter as he made his way towards the single intact chest in the dungeon.

“You, my dear inquisitor, have wound up in a very strange place for your kind – and stranger yet, intend to stick around for a while. To my understanding, your little troupe is supposed to be awfully busy these days. So, it’s very odd indeed that one would waste their time around here.” The shopkeeper spoke while working on the lock dangling from the chest. “I do have some Mournvalleyan goods around here somewhere, if you end up feeling homesick.”

The comment was enough to immediately put Iris on edge. “How do you know who I am?!” She demanded to know and was about to grab the shopkeeper by his clothes before remembering where she was and who was with her.

“At ease, soldier, at ease. I am one of the few who have seized the opportunity to trade with your reclusive kind in the past months. As a merchant, I would be doing myself a disservice by not knowing the fashion and materials used in particular nooks and crannies of this world of ours. Doesn’t take much beyond a look at your delightfully colorful garments to figure out who you are. The design is obviously from Mournvalley, and there are only a handful people allowed to wear the shade you’ve chosen, which is why I can tell you’re an inquisitor. Now, of the daughters of Coquelicot, I’ve personally seen Celeste, so that rules her out. To my knowledge, Maya isn’t as… approachable as you appear to be. Which leaves us with Iris and Sapphire, does it not?” The shopkeeper explained his thinking in great detail while glancing at the inquisitor. “And based on the tiniest of flinches in your poise as I spelled out the names one by one, you appear to be Iris.”

Anastacia laughed at the accuracy of the analysis while Iris grew increasingly uncomfortable with the situation. Somehow this random merchant from Valor not only knew the entirety of the inquisition, but apparently in some detail. None of it was exactly secret, but it shouldn’t have been something that was casually thrown at them while shopping either. Anywhere else in the world, this person would have been extremely suspicious, but in Valor, everything was and it barely stood out from the norm.

“Worry not, worry not! Any merchant worth their salt knows that loose lips sink ships, including friendships and partnerships, and I would quite like for you to put forth a good word or two for me when you get back. Your presence here won’t reach the guild’s ears through me.” The shopkeeper smiled and placed whichever drink they were holding based on the view on the floor to lift the heavy lid of the chest. Iris couldn’t quite see what was inside in the darkness, but to Anastacia, the contents of the chest appeared to be neatly folded clothes that didn’t quite match the look of the rest of the shop in that they were fairly plain. The merchant began rifling through the contents, every now and then lifting up a piece of clothing to get a better look at it.

The merchant’s reassurances didn’t quite put Iris at ease, but should he keep his promise, him willing to trade more in Mournvalley would definitely be useful. “If I am to mention you to Celeste and Cyan, I’m going to need a name.” She stated, still unsure what to make of him.

“Vazeem-Vaz’lisa or Vaz’lisa-Vazeem, I tend to go by both, so either works – of the Oasis Augurs tribe, but that name carries no weight anywhere that matters, so feel free to ignore it.” The shopkeeper gladly obliged. “I assume part of the reason you came here was to get something less conspicuous than bright blue?”

“She needs three sets of indoor clothes, five sets of whatever she wears under them and socks, a layer of something warmer and a cloak – green if you’ve got one.” Anastacia quickly listed off the bare essentials she figured Iris would need for however long she was staying. She figured that it was easier to just decide on her behalf, since letting the newly appointed cleric have a word in the matter would have just resulted in her worrying if she dared to ask for a second shirt for half an hour. “Then she probably needs some random stuff that might be a bit harder to come by.”

Iris, who had indeed expected to get maybe a spare set of clothing in addition to something that wasn’t blue, was without words as Anastacia had listed off what was basically her entire wardrobe back in Mournvalley.

Vaz’lisa-Vazeem grinned widely as she heard the order that much exceeded what she was hoping to sell, but also for something else that she found curious. “Anastacia, the Anastacia is bankrolling this one? It hasn’t been a year since you rid the world of the previous inquisition, and from what I hear, you’re not too fond of the new one either. Is there something… interesting going on that I should know about? Hmm?” She inquired while piling up clothes from the chest onto her lap.

“I’m just paying things forward, don’t read too much into it.” The adventurer sighed and poked Iris out of her stupor with her elbow. “Just say what you need.”

“Is… is that really okay? Wont it be a waste to get that much stuff, and wont it be expensive?” The cleric predictably worried.

Anastacia rolled her eyes. “Not a problem, also I’ve seen your gangly ass naked and I’ve seen napkins with more fabric on them than it takes to make a set of clothes for you. Just ask for whatever you think you need for now, and whatever they confiscated from you at the baths.”

“But the letter already cost-“ Iris kept worrying about the mind boggling amounts of money her host was willing to throw around but was interrupted.

“Also, can you find a warm pair of gloves and a scarf?” Anastacia asked from the shopkeeper while threateningly staring at Iris. “Stop whining, or I’ll move on to jewelry.”

Iris hesitantly glanced at the shopkeeper for any kind of help, but he seemed perfectly fine with the strange form of blackmailing that was happening and placed a pair of admittedly comfortable-looking mittens onto the pile of clothing he had gathered based on Anastacia’s wishes. She agonized over having to accept such gifts for a good while and just couldn’t justify any kind of luxuries for a failure of an inquisitor. “I can’t-“

“That ring over there, I’ll get it resized if it doesn’t fit.” The adventurer said without batting an eye and pointed at an engraved silver ring on the table by her, very careful not to gesture towards the more expensive looking ones, as her coffers may have been fairly plentiful but they were not infinite. Regardless, she was unrelenting in her misguided attempt to get Iris something nice after being an ass.

Vaz’lisa-Vazeem grabbed two similar rings from what would have seemed like thin air to Iris, had she been able pay attention to that. “It’s actually a set of two, but I’ll just give you the other one because this is deeply, deeply fascinating and dysfunctional whatever type of a relationship you two have forged – and you’re buying more than enough to cover it…” She chortled and placed the rings into a small wooden box to add them to the pile. “Anything else I can get you? I recently received some nice boots that would go nicely with the cloak. There’s also a whole new range of accessories that are quite popular with the ladies in the southern parts of the continent, sheets made out of lysian rabbit wool or perhaps the complete works of some of the most well-known poets in history?”

“Well?” Anastacia asked and demanded an answer out of the other necromancer with a piercing stare.

Iris avoided looking directly at her for as long as possible, but when Anastacia seemed like she was about to open her mouth again, she was forced to say something. “I need stitches made from sinew, powdered bone dust, as many dried blood samples in small glass vials as possible, finger-sized shards of dragon bone, flexible tubing, hollow metal needles, a sewing kit a lot of pins, some rendered fat from either pig or a cow, honey, wax paper and five to ten glass syringes. I know most of those probably aren’t sold any-“ She listed before getting interrupted again, this time by the merchant.

“I should have all that.” He nodded after completing his mental list of the macabre selection of items requested and wandered off to one of the broken tables by the opposite wall and forced a drawer under it open with a bit of effort. “The blood samples I have are mostly from animals, is that an issue?”

“N… no!” Iris exclaimed confusedly. “Why do you even have any of that?”

The shopkeeper placed everything into a small leather satchel bag and smiled to the necromancer. “I pride myself on being well-stocked.” He gave an answer that very clearly meant ‘you don’t need to know’.

Suddenly remembering something, Iris lowered her tone, almost wishing that Anastacia didn’t hear her. “I would also like some candles and something to light them with…” She almost whispered.

Vazeem-Vaz’lisa nodded and tossed a bundle of candles into the bag from the same drawer, as well as a small metal case. He then returned to the pile of clothes, placed the satchel bag by it and grabbed his drink once more. “Will that be all, or do you need something as well, Anastacia?” He asked and took a sip.

Anastacia had been preoccupied by the grossness of Iris’ requested items for a few moments and hadn’t been following what was going at all. However, the mention of her name brought her back down to earth. “What? Oh, I don’t need anything right now – unless you have something you think would really interest me.” She tried to save some money but succumbed to the possibility of getting some neat trinkets.

The shopkeeper calmly walked around the small necromancer a couple of times while sipping her wine. She muttered to herself and every few steps stopped to take a look at something. She also inspected the patchwork on the shoulder of Anastacia’s cloak, her boots and some other pieces of kit she happened to be carrying.

“For you, I have three things that I think would interest you more than anything else in this shop.” She finally declared. “I have a bag of enchanted marbles that only roll uphill, a pair of bracelets that make you unable to clap and a shoe that turns everything you put into it into loose human teeth.”

The necromancer exhaled loudly after hearing the options. “Fuck… I want all of those.” She said under her breath but after biting her lip and pinching her hand for a while she turned down the offer. “I’m sorry, but I’m not allowed to buy enchanted things without supervision. They don’t work for me like they should.”

“Really? Interesting.” Vaz’lisa-Vazeem said and hid a suspicious smile behind her wineglass. She then grabbed a wooden case that just barely fit on her palm from one of the nearby tables and handed it over. “Well then, let us make a promise that you’ll one day return with adult supervision to peruse my wares again. Until then, I will give you this. It’s a completely normal kit of tools needed for fixing up a small blade. The rusty little sickle you carry behind your back saddens me, so I think you need it.”

Obviously suspicious of the gift, Anastacia quickly checked the contents but found nothing out of the ordinary among them. She placed the case in her bag and in exchange, handed over her purse. “Here’s money for the clothes and so on. You saw how Iris is with this stuff, so just turn around, take what I owe you and give the rest back. I’m kind of worried what might happen if she hears the amount.” She explained, and part of her didn’t want to hear the numbers either.

The shopkeeper understood her worries well, and despite Iris’ vocal protests, did as she was told. After handing over a severely lighter purse, she moved to the stack of clothes, picked up the green cloak and handed it to the inquisitor. “You should wear this out of here. You never know when one of those horn heads decide to make an outing – and remember my name when you get back home!”

“How much was it? It’ll bother me forever if I don’t know!” Iris pleaded to know the price her stay had.

The shopkeeper placed a finger across his lips to show he would not reveal anything. “Remember, loose lips.” He said gleefully, placed down his tea while Iris put on the cloak and handed her the rest of the clothes. “Do enjoy your rest in the city, inquisitor. Cast aside your worries for a while and worry not, calmer winds will one day sway ample fields of wheat in Mournvalley, sooner or later.”

Something about the merchant’s words echoed greater wisdom than his appearances, standing in the middle of a dark ruined shop, gave away, and it did actually make Iris feel a bit better. They said their farewells and the necromancers exited the same way they had entered, by staring at the stone wall while opening and closing the door until they found themselves in the frigid streets of Valor again. Not knowing if they would be heard or not, they stayed their tongues until they left the street the door was on. Even after agreeing that the shopkeeper they had met was both exceedingly suspicious and a weirdo, neither of them was none the wiser about the differences in their experiences. As far as Anastacia was concerned, they had visited a hoard of expensive merchandise and strange trinkets owned by an eccentric lady by the name of Vaz’lisa-Vazeem. Yet, if one was to ask Iris, they had been in a ruined dungeon owned by a man of questionable motivations that went by the name of Vazeem-Vaz’lisa. Either by coincidence or through some impressive spell that had separated their views in the first place, neither of them ever said anything that contradicted what the other had seen.

“So, where do we go next?” Anastacia asked. They had come to the end of her planned route for the day, but had only wasted a few hours at best, and the sun was still fairly high in the sky. “There’s a nice brothel down that way. Could help you relax.”

“Why do you even know that? Wait, why do you know that it’s a nice one?” Iris worried, the exhaustion was apparent from her every word. Even if she wasn’t at her wits end in general, the day in Valor so far had felt like an eternity and she was ready for the bed. “Can we just go back to the inn for today? I think I just want to sit down and not be messed with…”

“Sure. I’ll have Rosie whip us up something great, that always cheers me up. Did you know you’re allowed to put whipped cream inside a pastry?” Anastacia agreed.

Genuinely impressed by the baking factoid, Iris perked up very slightly. “Why? Are they trying to hide it so that others don’t see you’re eating something so expensive? I kind of get that. It’s hard to come by, but Sapphire and I once put a dollop of it on a slice of bread. There wasn’t much and we didn’t know exactly how to make it, so it ended up kind of wet, but we didn’t come down from that high in weeks.”

“It’s rare? I can just walk into the kitchen and ask for some. It only takes Rosie a couple of minutes to make a whole bowl of the stuff – she even puts sugar in. Emilia says it’s probably not healthy but if I’m going to be taken out by whipped cream, so be it.” The adventurer bragged with her standard of living.

“I’m with Lady Emilia on this one.” Iris said, obviously trying to imagine eating a bowl full of sweetened whipped cream at the same time. “I saw your breakfast coffee. Your meal habits worry, intrigue, horrify and make me envious, all at the same time.”

            

    
        Chapter 244 - In the right place

    
    
    
    
                After dropping the newly acquired clothes and items into Iris’ room and picking a casual outfit for the her, the necromancers returned downstairs to kill time and eat. Thanks to the numerous delays on their shopping adventure, they had successfully avoided the lunch rush and arrived to a mostly empty tavern with only a few adventurers drinking away their day after their meals. They picked one of the tables a bit out of the way from the other people, the counter and the staircase before exhaustedly collapsing into their chairs.

“So how are you liking the city so far?” Anastacia asked while stretching her back, which was slightly sore from being tossed around by Armaata.

Iris’s answer came in the form of a tired, almost angry glare before she laid her head down on the table and closed her eyes for a moment.

“It just takes some time to get used to it. Valor still manages to surprise me frequently, but I got the regular quirks down pretty quick.” The adventurer continued, but received no further reactions.

Yulia, who was working in the kitchen with Rosie as usual, must have heard the necromancers arrive, as she peeked out of the kitchen and got hailed by Anastacia. She took a moment to finish whatever she was doing and headed for the table with quite a lot of pep in her step, no doubt caused by Gilbert’s return. The cheerful clacking of her hooves against the wooden floor had become an important part of the feeling of being home for Anastacia, but for Iris, it served as a remainder of the last time she and Yulia had met – the night Cobalt and her had broken into the inn and drugged the lamb before leaving with Gilbert. Their breakfast had been served by Rosie during a rather busy moment too, so the newest resident of the inn hadn’t actually been in contact with either of the people running it.

“Anna! Good to see you got back alright too.” Yulia greeted them and nodded towards Iris, who hadn’t yet dared to lift her head. “Who is your friend?”

Anastacia put her hand on Iris’ shoulder. “This is my new court cleric, and a student of Emilia, Iris. She’s been having a bit of a rough time lately and is going to stick around for a while.”

“Oh… That’s Awful!” Yulia frowned and leaned a bit closer. “Well, Iris, my name is Yulia. I work in the kitchen, so if you ever need to have a bite or a drink, don’t hesitate to ask!”

Iris remained silent and kept her face pressed against the table. Anastacia could tell that she was suddenly extremely nervous and seemed to be intentionally hiding her identity from Yulia.

“No worries! I know a thing or two about being sad and sometimes you don’t feel like talking. We can do this over again when you’re having a better moment.” Yulia smiled cheerily and ruffled Iris’ hair with her prosthetic hand before turning to the adventurer. “Anna, did you need something?”

“Two big bowls of whipped cream, a coffee for me and tea for her – also, can you ask Rosie to come over whenever she has a bit of time? We have to talk with her about something.” Anastacia made her order and leaned back in her chair.

The lamb diligently repeated the order in her head a couple of times before hopping back into the kitchen, gathering some dishes from the empty tables on the way.

Once Yulia was out of the way, Anastacia poked the other necromancer with her foot. “Care to explain why you’re pretending to sulk all of a sudden?” She asked.

Iris slowly lifted her head and scoped her surroundings before answering. “Cobalt and I drugged that girl the last time we were here.” She whispered and moved her chair to face away from the kitchen. “She kicked the crap out of Cobalt, got a good enough look at my face and heard me talk. The pois- tranquilizer I used doesn’t really cause memory loss in most people, so she would probably recognize me.”

Anastacia snickered. “You’re afraid she’ll whoop your ass too? She does get very kicky easily… But maybe, you know, don’t poison people? Worked really well for me so far.” She snarked, thinking that maybe she should have said something about someone poisoning her friend, but figured that Iris was in the middle of enough things and didn’t need additional blame on top of that. “So, you’re just going to dive on your face whenever she’s around then? You do realize that she works here, right? It’s going to be a pretty complicated couple of weeks if you do that.”

“I don’t know! Maybe?! I can’t exactly defend myself at the moment, especially in the middle of a city full of people that will snap me in half for hurting their barmaid.” Iris lamented while trying to keep her tone down.

“I promise I will drag her off you if it comes to that. Just remember to curl up to a ball and protect your head and neck with your arms.” The adventurer jokingly advised. “Works for both brown bears and buxom barmaids.”

Iris tiredly frowned and considered laying down again. “I assume both of those are a reoccurring problem to adventurers then?”

“More than you’d think, less than you’d hope.” Anastacia gave a nonsensical answer. “Whatever you do, don’t try to run from either. You’ve seen Rosie and I assume bears at some point, so you know it doesn’t work.”

The mention of the innkeeper’s name perked up the court cleric. “This Rosie, what exactly is she? She seems… formidable… from what I’ve briefly seen her, but her name seems to be exclusively mentioned in threats. Should I be worried over this meeting?” She inquired and seemed genuinely a bit worried.

“She’s just your average innkeeper that can and likely has killed a man with her bare hands, but the problem isn’t what she can do to you, but what she can take away. Inside these four walls, her word is the law, and if she decides you can’t have coffee, you’re not going to have coffee.” Anastacia explained the way of things in the inn, speaking in a much lower tone than before, clearly worried of a certain someone overhearing. “It’s not like this for everyone, but since Emilia has her ear by default on the account of the hanky-panky thing, she can basically blackmail me by threatening to get Rosie to stop serving me things.”

“That is a lot of information I didn’t know I asked for…” Iris mumbled and stared off into the void while trying to take in and process everything she had heard, not the least of which was learning that the world’s most powerful necromancer was being blackmailed with coffee. “Oh… I always thought that, you know, that sort of thing was banned for clergy – not to mention that sort of that sort of thing. There’s a lot I don’t know about Miss Emilia and her church…”

Anastacia chuckled at the impact the revelation had on Iris. “Is that a problem for you? I know Mournvalley doesn’t exactly encourage that sort of stuff.”

Iris shrugged somberly. “No, I’m just surprised. Even discussing changing our stance on those things isn’t on the table yet, I’m afraid. Personally, any of it just isn’t for me, so any combination of bits and parts people are comfortable smearing together seem equally valid.” She said lamentingly, but cheered up quickly after realizing she could make it a lecture on health and raised her voice without noticing it. “But biologically speaking, I’m obviously all for intercourse! The health benefits are numerous and-“

Anastacia put her hand on Iris’ mouth to silence her. “Maybe don’t scream that you’re ‘all for intercourse’ as the first thing the folks here hear from you.” She noted and nodded towards the other guests of the tavern, who had all suddenly become very interested in what the necromancers were discussing. “They’re all decent people, but is that really what you want to be known for? I almost killed someone with chicken on my second day here and still hear about that at least once a week.”

“Point taken.” Iris whispered and hastily ducked her head down, as if that did anything when it was just the two of them around the table in the mostly empty tavern.

After a few minutes of further barely coherent conversing with each other about things Anastacia claimed to have learned in Valor, which left Iris feeling like she might have actually become just a bit stupider than she had been before, Rosie finally appeared from the kitchen, carrying their order on a tray. The innkeeper handed each necromancer their large bowl of nothing but sweetened whipped cream and placed the drinks in their general direction. She then aimed her usual overpowering glare at Iris while sizing her up before even speaking and sat down within arm’s reach of Anastacia. The violent staring continued just long enough for the inquisitor to actually consider rolling up into a ball and start protecting her head, but then Rosie finally spoke up.

“This is the runt Em picked up then? Doesn’t look like much to me.” She scoffed in a humored manner.

Iris gathered all her remaining courage to speak up. “Ye… yes! My name is iris. Thank you so much for letting me stay here despite my… affiliation, Miss Rosie!” She stiffly uttered and stood up to bow.

“Em knows what she’s doing, and Kitten would have never accepted this if she thought you were of any danger to anyone here, that’s all I need to know. Besides, they’re footing the bill, so it’s all good on my end.” The tigress shrugged and stretched her legs to take everything out of the break she was taking.

“Kit… Kitten?” Iris confusedly asked, worried that there was yet another person she owed thanks to.

Rosie pointed towards Anastacia, who had been busy shoveling the cream into her coffee and then back into the bowl to hopefully imbue the taste to the rest of it without melting it all. Iris didn’t dare to comment on the matter more than she already had. It continually amazed her how casually even the normal people in Valor dealt with Anastacia, a person her team had spent many long nights discussing, just in case she would for whatever reason take aim at Mournvalley, but apparently here she was but a kitten to an innkeeper.

Suddenly Rosie placed her hand on Anastacia’s head and turned it up from the godless culinary alchemy she had started. “You had something we needed to talk about? I’d rather be quick about it, the new machine you brought is all thumbs in the kitchen and I don’t trust King to have the initiative to watch over them.”

It took a moment for the distracted gears in the adventurer’s head to find their place and for her to remember what she wanted to ask. “Oh? Oh! Have you noticed anything strange about Emilia since we returned?”

Concern briefly filled the innkeeper’s face as she thought back to the previous evening and the night. “Nothing comes to mind.” She eventually said. “Is something wrong?”

“Well that’s the thing, we don’t know.” Anastacia admitted. “Neither of us can feel any trace of her body. We can’t affect it, sense it or anything in it.”

“I’m not sure what you’re saying… She’s obviously there.” Rosie scratched her head.

“She has become completely immune to necromancy.” Iris explained more plainly. “Obviously she’s still there, physically. There’s a pulse, she breathes, sleeps, does everything else a normal body is supposed to do as far as I can see.”

“She knows everything she should know, acts like she always has, speaks and sounds just like before…” Added Anastacia. “I figured you should know, and that if there was anyone who would notice something being off, it would be you.”

Rosie retraced every moment she was with the priestess in the last day, over and over again, but couldn’t point out a single thing that stood out as uncharacteristic. Nothing Emilia had said or done was out of place. She knew the minute details of her movements by heart, the positions she slept in, her habits and minor details no one else had even the slightest hint of, but nothing was wrong. Anastacia briefly explained what had happened during the trip underground and that the change happened there at some point while they were separated. She left out some details about the fortress itself, as the guild did require it to be kept secret and it would have done nothing to get the innkeeper included in the mess of confidentiality the party was in.

“So what does any of this mean then? Is there something wrong with her or is that not her or what?” Rosie asked and started to get unusually agitated.

“Well, I don’t have any reason to worry that she isn’t our Emilia, nothing points to that being a thing here at all. Not to mention that King was with her the whole time and I know he’s exactly the same.” Anastacia explained to keep her calm. “But I don’t know if something is wrong – she’s the health nerd.” She said and pointed at Iris.

Iris hadn’t expected to be included in the conversation again, as she was only an acquaintance at best. “I… I’m an expert in things necromancy works on, not the things it doesn’t work on. I hadn’t even seen anyone it didn’t work on before all of this, but apparently that’s not uncommon in your life.” She said and lifted up her hands to show she had very little to offer. “I can give her an examination if one of you can convince her to let me do that, but I really don’t think we’d learn anything new from it.”

“Wait, wait, wait!” Rosie exclaimed and turned back to Anastacia. “Common? You’ve seen this type of thing before?”

The adventurer pondered for a second about how to word what she knew in the least concerning way. “I wouldn’t say it’s exactly the same, I think. The first obvious exceptions are people like King and Xamiliere, who just aren’t meaty enough to count and just get ruled out because of that. Then there are people and creatures with so much willpower of their own that we can’t do much about it, like goblins. Usually that just means necromancy is less effective, but I wouldn’t rule out being outright immune to it in some very special cases. Then there are literal gods and the like, either their bodies aren’t compatible or they overpower us mere mortals. Considering Emilia’s closeness to Sylvia, I would reason this is a case of the latter, but she certainly doesn’t seem any more divine than before.” She listed off the usual reasons she knew of and considered leaving out the last example entirely, one she had only learned about in the bottom of the fortress. After an awkwardly long pause, she however decided to share the knowledge on the account of having met Pyria, and that the fiend may have something to do with Emilia’s condition as well, even if she was now gone. “It’s also possible for a being to be… let’s call it ‘corrupted’, to a point where necromancy doesn’t work anymore. I’ve only seen what it does to a necromancer and it corrupted their powers as well, but I assume that a regular person would simply become untouchable – but this is all speculation on something I know nothing about.”

“I assume you haven’t told her since you brought this up without her here?” Rosie asked while ingesting the information for anything she could understand, as she had no real in-depth understanding of necromancy in the first place.

Anastacia nodded. “No one besides us knows. I figured it’d be up to you to tell her or not.”

“I will obviously respect your decision on that, but maybe she doesn’t need to know quite yet.” Iris suddenly commented, slightly out of place for her. “She doesn’t seem to be aware of it, of if she is, she hasn’t come out with it to us either. It might also be a temporary condition; in which case we would be worrying her over nothing. Miss Emilia seems to be in a downright frightening physical condition – in a good way. Unless that changes, I’m not sure this is a problem for anyone but us two in the first place.”

Nervously sharpening her claws against the already scratched surface of the table, Rosie took a while to consider her options. Occasionally glancing at the necromancers to see if anything in their expression suggested there was a reason to worry or if there was anything they weren’t telling her. “Okay… I’ll think about this… Is there anything I can do to help? Anything at all.” She finally said and got up from the chair. She preferred to work while thinking and sitting down just made her agitated.

“Can you get us a bit of her blood? Iris needs it for… a thing.” Anastacia immediately blurted out, hoping to use Iris’ unique talents to learn more of what was going on with her friend.

“Sure.” The innkeeper answered without batting an eye and flashed her claws to the necromancers.

Having expected a convoluted plan to somehow covertly drain a drop of blood from the priestess during the night or something similarly difficult, Iris couldn’t believe it didn’t even require persuasion to convince the innkeeper to draw blood for some questionable needs of a complete stranger. “That was way too easy…” She commented quietly, mostly for herself.

Rosie’s ears turned towards the cleric and picked up the whisper. “Nothing easy about it. I don’t know who you are or what you’re about, but what am I supposed to do about any of this by myself? I trust Kitten and I know Em trusts her, so if she thinks this is what helps, I’m not going to question it. I’ll have the blood for you by tomorrow.” She snarled, more annoyed by her own helplessness than by the comment itself.

“Oh…” Iris sank in her chair. “Just a stain on a napkin or something like that is enough. I don’t need much.”

“Anything else I can do?” The innkeeper asked and turned to leave.

Smiling as confidently as she could, Anastacia shrugged. “Just keep making sure there’s a person inside all that armor and cloth, I can’t tell right now.”

Rosie smirked. “Enjoy your ‘meals’.” She sighed and headed for the kitchen. She briefly stopped by the staircase, considered checking up on Emilia, but in the end returned directly to her work of teaching Leggy how to wash dishes.

Anastacia was quick to drop the subject once the innkeeper left and returned to her project of trying to make coffee-flavored whipped cream. Iris, on the other hand, dwelled on the priestess’ mysterious ailment for a while longer. Not being of much help didn’t with her feelings of uselessness and failure, and constantly being in the receiving end of so much help made her uncomfortable.

“Feels almost criminal to be even looking at this.” She said and moved the cream around with her spoon.

“Just eat it, should help with your sour mood, if nothing else.” Anastacia suggested and started spooning her portion into her mouth at a frightening pace.

Though she didn’t feel like eating, Iris heeded the suggestion and tiredly lifted a lump of the frothy cream with her spoon. As soon as it touched her tongue, she was overwhelmed by the sweetness her paltry palate had yet to witness. “Oh, I’m going to feel horrible if I eat any of this.” She lamented and took a second spoonful.

“Part of the experience, my dear cleric, part of the experience. You can’t be miserable about other stuff if you’re being miserable about eating too much sweet things.” Explained the adventurer.

“That seems like not a great way to cope with things…” Iris doubted the method but kept eating regardless. “Though it is very good and it would be horrible of me to waste it…”

Not being her first rodeo, Anastacia shrugged off the sugar overdose with ease, but rather predictably, Iris didn’t make it through her bowl without being unable to even look at anything sweet for the time being. The two spent a good while sitting about, making rough plans for the next day, coming up with ideas for Iris’ new wings and just chatting about things of no importance or consequence. To people less familiar with the two, it would have looked like they were fairly good friends, but of course both of the necromancers would have firmly denied such accusations. Few hours passed without either really noticing as Anastacia occasionally ordered them drinks and something more substantial and less sickeningly sweet snacks.

Eventually, when the sun had started to set, more adventurers started to appear from upstairs and outside, slowly filling up the tavern for the dinnertime rush. The simulacra were pushed out of the kitchen as the work there intensified and joined the necromancers in their table. Taking the surge of patrons as their cue for leaving, Anastacia and Iris finalized their rough plans for tomorrow and retired to their rooms.

“I’ll probably head back downstairs once people start to clear out again, you should come too, I’ll introduce you to my friends – if you’re up for that sort of thing, that is.” Anastacia said as they reached her room.

Iris yawned. “Thanks, but I think I’m just done for the day.”

“Alrighty, see you in the morning then.” The adventurer shrugged after hearing the answer she had expected and disappeared into her room, along with King and Leggy.

“Can’t wait what new nightmares you’ve lined up for me.” Iris said to herself and walked the rest of the way to her temporary room.

All the clothes and items they had brought were in a large pile in the middle of the floor, where Anastacia had tossed them while the two chose an outfit for Iris. Though she had every intention to neatly fold and store them, the cleric simply didn’t have the energy at the time and instead crashed into her bed to stare at the red sunset through the window. Recuperating from her day, she lost the track of time and stayed there for far longer than she had intended, almost until the red disappeared from the sky.

When she finally snapped back to the present from her less than cheerful thoughts, she remembered the candles that Anastacia had kindly paid for along with everything else. Of course, she had no need for illumination besides a crystal lantern she could have used already in the room, but needed the candles for something else. Being fairly thick, the candles were stable enough to stand on their own on the floor and Iris placed one between her bed and the pile of clothes. To light it, the strange merchant had given her a small metal case, which turned out to be filled with thin wooden sticks and a coin-like metal piece. Mournvalley still largely relied on flint and steel when lighting fires, so she obviously had no idea what to do with the strange arrangement of items. Luckily, etched into the inside of the lid were instructions to hold the metal plate in a particular way and touch both of its faces once with a stick.

“Weird, like everything else here.” She muttered and acted according to the instructions. Without so much as a spark, the stick lit up and slowly began to burn towards the end she was holding. Iris lit the candle, put out the stick by shaking it and tucked everything neatly back into the case. She then sat down on the floor, leaning against her bed and stared intensely into the flame. Minutes passed as she watched the tiny fire flicker, looking for something, anything, in it. “I might be doing this all wrong, but if you’re in there, could you say something? I know I’ve heard your voice through flame twice now and I saw you heal Maya right before me, so you have to be real.” She whispered and waited, waited and waited.

“I’m not exactly the type to turn to gods, but I’m starting to run out of options… I know I’m not cut for my job like the others, but I can’t just keep failing them right now. So… Could you maybe just give me some kind of a sign that I’m not just wasting everyone else’s time and generosity here? Am I even close to doing something useful for once?” She asked again after a while, her tone filled with apathy. “I’m probably testing Anastacia’s patience by just being here, and I’m sure you would have more important things for Miss Emilia to be handling too…”

As she waited for an answer, the last moments of twilight turned into night, leaving the little flame as the only source of light in the room. The orange light cast harsh shadows across the wall, but one in particular, the one left by the necromancer herself, grew even darker than others. Without her even noticing, Iris’ shadow spread across a wider and wider area, wrapping its dark tendrils around whatever it reached. Then, out of nowhere the necromancer felt as if she had been dropped into a pitch-black sea as she sank into the shadows under her.

Completely void of light, Iris couldn’t tell if she was unable to see or if there simply was nothing no see around her. There were no points of reference, no horizon or even a sense of gravity, only a dark nothingness. Yet, something prevented her from breathing as dark miasma filled her lungs when she gasped for air. Her movements were hindered by something as well, as if she was underwater, but unable to propel herself into any direction. The justified panic felt like it went on for ages as she flailed and tried to breathe, but in reality, must have only lasted seconds before she was distracted from it by a voice.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” A woman’s voice cursed from the darkness only a couple of meters away. “Can you at least give people a bit of warning when you do this? Including me!” The voice moved closer as it spoke, all the way until it was directly in front of Iris. “Boop!”

Iris felt a slight pressure on her nose, as if someone had just pressed it with their finger. This was followed by involuntarily retching as the darkness quickly escaped from inside her, leaving behind the very faint scent of dew settling on grass during the night. Finally able to breathe, the necromancer gasped and coughed intensely for a while.

“Breathe, darling, breathe. Slow and calm. Dropping by our realm tends to be a bit of shock for most people, and My Lord can be a bit… inconsiderate in his methods.” The voice said calmly.

At first, Iris almost started shrieking questions about the identity of the voice and what was going on, but having already lived through a day in Valor, she landed on her feet and sighed exhaustedly. “Can’t even sit in my room in peace in this damn city… Alright, what are we up to now? Did I get eaten by some kind of a monster under the bed?” She tried to look for the person speaking to her but couldn’t see anything.

“Can you not see me?” The voice asked surprisedly. “Hold on… let me just…”

A gust of wind blew some kind of moss-scented dust directly into Iris’ face, forcing her to close her eyes. When she managed to get them back open, she was still floating in the same void, but before her stood an owlfolk woman, carrying significant semblance to the night waitress of the inn, though more mature. Her white feathers shone with a very distinct hue of a starry sky in the darkness and were contrasted not only by the background, but a rather risqué gown that appeared to be made from the void itself, as well as a black shape of a moth on her chest.

“That’s actually remarkable. You’re a necromancer and somehow almost as much of a being of light as that uptight priestess of Sylvia – Even the little one belongs firmly to the night.” The woman spoke and offered her hand to Iris. “Estreya, a voice to someone concerned with current dealings. Pleasure to meet you.”

Even with her stunted powers, Iris could tell that the woman introducing herself as Estreya was physically a perfectly normal person and not one of the many unnatural creatures she had been forced to witness recently. “Iris, court cleric to the kingdom of goblins.” She introduced herself in return. “Is this going to turn into a fight or...”

“I would hope not. I was in the middle of eating a baked potato and pretty much just have a spoon on me.” Estreya chuckled. “All that’s going to happen on our account is some vague hinting at a threat that’s approaching your current situation in Valor – ‘unforeseen events set in motion by forces previously unknown threaten the fate of things’ or whatever, so you’re being warned and we need you to figure it out.”

Iris frowned. “I think you might have the wrong necromancer. There’s a way better one called Anastacia just a few rooms over, I’m pretty much dead weight to whatever this is.” She explained and pointed into a random direction as if giving directions.

The owlfolk smiled. “Fret not, little iron nightingale, we reached the exact person we hoped to. Anastacia is a great kid, but My Lord has decreed that this is something only you can do.” She said and immediately shut Iris down when the necromancer tried to protest. “Only you, Iris. Not Anastacia, not Emilia, not Gilbert, not any of the thousands of adventurers. You.”

“I don’t think I can help anyone…” The necromancer still lamented.

“My Lord has laid plans from the moment the sun set for the first time. His machinations have adjusted the way of the world in countless ways over millennia. The exact extent, their purpose and scale is not for us mortals to know, but understand that in his plots, the mightiest of kings weights just as much as the lowliest of peasants. However, above all else, his plans do not fail. If you have been decreed as the person most suitable for what’s coming, it means it’s well within your capabilities to achieve whatever is needed.” Estreya spoke and walked around Iris.

Iris didn’t know what to believe. Some weeks ago, she would have haughtily laughed at the idea of some type of a higher power trying to contact her in such a manner, but now, being told that she mattered by someone or something with presumably much greater insight than she herself had felt in some way comforting. She didn’t know if she actually had it in her to do anything, but someone else seemed to know. “Can you at least tell me what this ‘threat’ is or when something is going to happen?”

“Nope. I don’t get told shit in this relationship, so your guess is as good as mine.” The owlfolk groaned and glared upwards into the darkness. “All I know that you are supposed to be in Valor for now, and that apparently contacting you right at this moment to tell you absolutely fuck all of value was so very important and urgent that my dinner needed to be interrupted. Were you in the middle of something important too?”

“N… no. I was just-“ Iris was about to admit to just sitting on the floor before she realized something. “Wait, you mentioned Sylvia! Do you have some kind of relation to her? Did she put you up to this?”

The gears in Estreya’s head were visibly turning as she pondered the question. “Well, not directly, but My Lord has been known to align himself with the goddess of joy in recent times, though they represent two very different things. It’s not impossible that she had a hand in this, as My Lord generally doesn’t make urgent arrangements like this…”

No matter how indirect, even the chance that her pleads were heard gave Iris a bit of hope that she wasn’t only in the way while staying in Valor.

“But I would really like to get back to my dinner now, so I think it’s time we toss you back into your room. Work’s busy too, you know how it is.” The owlfolk signaled the end of the conversation and grabbed the necromancer’s hand. “Know that My Lord has his eyes on you, should you need further guidance. No doubt he has likely already influenced you in ways I don’t even know about. Also, on a personal note, there’s something important to me in Valor, don’t let harm come to anyone there. Oh, and don’t mention this to anyone, that’s a city full of meddlers.”

“Wait, I have que-“ Iris tried to say but felt a sudden force lifting her up, as if she was floating back towards the surface. When Estreya let go of her arm, the complete void returned and the thick miasma flooded into her lungs once more. The necromancer struggled in vain for a moment before flinching awake in her room, as if it had been a dream. Disoriented, she looked around while her breathing calmed and she could tell she was exactly where she had been taken from.

The candle in front of her had burned down noticeably, suggesting that she had been ‘gone’ for a lot longer than it had appeared. Iris stumbled up from the floor to properly get her bearings and cough up whatever murkiness remained in her lungs. She leaned on the table by her window and happened to look outside by chance. Immediately, she was absolutely stunned by the night sky above the rooftops of Valor. Each star appeared much brighter than before, there may even have been more stars than usually for all she knew and the moon itself seemed vastly larger than it should have been, as if the sky itself had somehow been closer to ground than normally. Still feeling the sting in her eyes from the remnants of the dust that was blown at her face, she rubbed them to get a better, less painful look at the sky. However, as soon as she opened her eyes up again, the sky had returned to its normal, still beautiful but less striking self.

            

    
        Chapter 245 - Busted

    
    
    
    
                After resting his aging body for an entire day, Gilbert had finally managed to tear himself up from the warm comfort of his bed during the time of the day that could still be considered morning. While proud of himself, he was still annoyed that both Anastacia and Emilia were already done with their breakfasts by the time he lumbered down the stairs into the tavern. Neither of them seemed particularly spry yet, especially the necromancer who had managed to put her shirt on backwards, but both of them were nonetheless awake.

“Morn’…” The old adventurer grumbled as he joined their table.

Emilia slowly raised her sleepy gaze from the table and looked like she was about to say something, but all that came out was a tired sigh before she sank slightly deeper in her chair and gave up. Anastacia’s response was a short unintelligible wail that apparently commanded both King and Leggy to wave in her stead. The three adventurers and two simulacra sat there in complete silence for what must have been the better part of an hour. At one point Yulia brought Gilbert his breakfast, without him ever ordering anything, and refilled Anastacia’s and Emilia’s drinks, but not a word was exchanged between them. This was all fairly normal for them, and all adventurers for that matter. After returning from a longer quest, they would often not be seen for a day or two and would then just suddenly appear in the tavern as groggy messes that needed a moment to start back up again.

After her third cup of coffee and a quick nap against King’s shoulder, Anastacia finally started to liven up. “Emilia, do you have more of the stuff you told me to put on burns? I used all you gave me.” She asked and yawned.

“That was supposed to last for months! Please tell me you didn’t eat it again.” The priestess pleaded.

“I didn’t eat most of it.” Admitted the necromancer. “It’s for my arm.” She said and showed her right arm, which was almost entirely covered by a bandage, all the way from her shoulder to the palm of her hand.

“Right, the thing in your shoulder…” Emilia remembered and touched her own shoulder in the same spot where Leggy had installed the core on Anastacia. “I don’t have any but I can go out and pick up more of the ingredients in a bit. You should have Iris look at it once she wakes up, let her do her thing, you know?”

Anastacia stared at the stairs which led to the adventurers’ rooms. “She’s been awake for as long as we have. Pretty sure she’s waiting for Yulia to go on a break to sneak in here. She’s worried that Yulia is mad over the whole drugging her thing, from the last time she was here. The current plan is to not let Yulia hear her speak or see her face so she doesn’t get recognized.” She explained based on what she could feel happening in Iris’ room.

“Yulia knows who she is.” Gilbert immediately said while cleaning his pipe. “I told her pretty much as soon as we got back, while you were in the baths.”

The necromancer chuckled. “Is there not a hint of malice in that lamb? She was very nice to Iris yesterday. I would have at least mildly poisoned her drink or something, if I was in Yulia’s place.”

Gilbert nodded. “She’s far too kind for this city.”

“Anyway, I’ll go get Iris then. She should to know she’s in no danger of being kicked for now.” Anastacia decided and promptly stood up. She gestured for her simulacra companions to stay put and quickly disappeared into the second floor.

Gilbert watched her go with an intrigued look on his face. He clearly pondered something for a while and decided if he should say anything while fiddling with the pipe before turning to the priestess. “I’m curious, what’s your goal by making Iris follow Anna for now? She came here specifically to learn from you, and Anna is at least ten years away from being able to offer any kind of guidance to anyone.” He asked, not meaning to belittle his youngest party member, but he firmly believed in experience, which Anastacia critically lacked.

Emilia had expected for such a question to arise at some point, and she didn’t originally really have an answer for it. Telling Iris to stick with her fellow necromancer was more of a way for give herself a moment to breathe and think on what exactly she could teach to the inquisitor that would actually benefit her, but it had quickly dawned on her that it was indeed a very good decision. “I don’t want to say that Iris needs to learn how to not care about her responsibilities, but that’s one aspect of our goblin queen that would benefit her greatly. There’s a chaos within Anna which lets her handle pressure in a certain way and avoid being crushed by it. Iris is obviously the exact opposite, she has exactly one mission in her life, and I don’t know how much of it was given to her and how much of it is something she decided to undertake on her own, but it's obviously too much at the moment. I’m sure she has the ability to do whatever she’s been tasked to do in Mournvalley, but she has nothing else in her life. Every setback to her one purpose is a life-crushing defeat. Enough of those with no time spent on anything but obsessing over the mistakes – imaginary or real – cracks start to appear in anyone’s willpower.” She explained as well as she could.

“Your solution to her stressing too much is to make her accompany the most stress-inducing person we know?” Gilbert chortled heartily. He didn’t doubt the priestess, but did find the solution funny.

“Hanging out with Anna causes a good type of stress. No matter what happens – and something will happen when you’re with her, you can be absolutely certain that it wasn’t your fault. You might be in the direst peril of your life, but you know that it’s because she did something stupid, or fate just decided to throw yet another punch at her, and you’re just there to help.” Emilia shrugged happily and twirled a spoon in the air. “That, and more importantly, I think they go nicely together. Both could use a friend with something in common with them, it would do well for Anna to see another necromancer as a person and for Iris to see that Anna isn’t a danger to anything that isn’t made from sugar. Don’t you think so too?”

Gilbert nodded agreeingly and stroked his beard. “I guess it’s worth the try at least. Anna will literally befriend a rock if it isn’t trying to kill her.” He joked and glanced over to the simulacra. “No offense.”

Moments later, Anastacia returned downstairs with her outfit fixed and with the second necromancer in tow. Surprise visits to pitch-black voids weren’t terribly conducive for resting, so she had barely slept a wink during the night, and had indeed spent most of the morning in her room, waiting for a moment to sneak into the tavern during Yulia’s break. Partly because of this and partly because that how she was, even in her nice new clothes, she appeared particularly scruffy in the mornings. She took a seat between Emilia and Gilbert, as far away from the simulacra as possible and meekly greeted everyone.

“So, how are you finding this city of ours?” Emilia asked and smiled warmly to make Iris feel included.

Iris crossed her fingers and stared down at the table while trying her absolute best to word what she had to say in the least insulting way she could. “It’s very… intense.”

“You’re not wrong.” Gilbert agreed. “You’ll get used to it in no time, and when you get back home, you’ll start to miss it.”

The four rambled on about the city for a while. Gilbert was firmly of the opinion that the absurd variety of people, experiences and things available was without a doubt what made it the place to be. Nowhere else in the world could you tag along with a handful of people who had mastered arts and skills you didn’t even know of, go beat up a forest troll, find people to buy whatever you managed to chop off and get paid for the whole thing, and then just wake up in the morning to do something completely different. While Emilia agreed, she particularly enjoyed how living in Valor basically allowed you to stand up from your chair, pick up a quest and travel wherever it asked you to go, see the sights, customs and people there, and not for a moment have to worry about what’s going on at home or feel like you should be doing something more useful. In Anastacia’s opinion, the best thing about Valor was the simple fact that it wasn’t Mournvalley.

Their idle conversation was eventually interrupted by Rosie, who popped out of the kitchen to see if anyone needed anything, but spotting both of the necromancers finally awake, she quickly came up with a plan. The innkeeper hurried behind the counter and scribbled a random assortment of items such as a corkscrew, small sieve and a ball of yarn onto a note. She then waltzed over to the table with Emilia and her party and heavily leaned against the priestess.

“You’re going out today, right? Mind making it snappy and getting a few things for me as well?” She requested, rolled up the note and slipped it into a gap in Emilia’s armor.

Struggling to stay upright under the considerable weight, the priestess gave her a pained smile and took out the note. “Uh… Sure, I was just about to head out anyway.” She said, tried to get up but couldn’t before Rosie let her do so after a few attempts and put on her shiny steel gauntlets. “Anyone else need anything? Since I’m going out.”

“If you happen by any place that sells fuses, I could use a small coil of the slow burning kind.” Gilbert asked. “I’ll pay you back later.”

“Is there a type of varnish for stone? I want to see if I can make these two shiny.” Anastacia asked.

Emilia just sighed in return and walked out without saying anything.

Rosie peered through a window to make sure the priestess disappeared into the crowd flocking around the market square before turning back to the table. “Gil, you’re not here.” She stated and sat down.

Gilbert made an absolutely minimal effort to turn away from the ensuing conversation and started to deal with his pipe while pretending to ignore whatever was being said.

“Still nothing?” The innkeeper asked and looked agitated when both of the necromancers shook their heads. “Of course… There’s also a problem with the blood thing.” She said and placed a small iron pebble on the table.

“This is...” Iris asked while leaning in and taking a better look at the small bit of unassuming-looking cast iron.

“That’s her blood. It comes out red but the moment it leaves her skin it becomes like that.” Rosie grumbled.

The iron had no trace of anything necromancy could affect. “Blood isn’t supposed to do that.” Iris commented to herself and rolled it under her finger to see how solid it was.

“Well, aren’t you an expert!” The tigress snarled annoyedly but quickly realized anger wasn’t exactly helping. “Sorry… It’s just, you know.”

“D… don’t worry about it.” Iris smiled warily and picked up the pebble.

“Lick it, coward.” Anastacia blurted out.

The cleric rolled her eyes at her fellow necromancer’s grin. “It’s a piece of metal, you can feel as much yourself, can’t you? I would get just as little out of licking metal as anyone else, absolutely nothing!”

“Speak for yourself.” Anastacia smirked and pointed at the simulacra by her side.

With a slightly disgusted look on her face, Iris yielded because she wasn’t willing to go down this road any longer. She picked up the bit of iron and quickly tapped the tip of her tongue with it. For a while, her concentrated frown while swirling her tongue in her mouth looked as if there could have been something to the pebble.

“Well?” Rosie asked impatiently.

“Sorry, but it’s just metal.” Iris lamented and placed the piece back on the table. “It does feel kind of weirdly warm though.”

The innkeeper picked up the bit of iron and held it between her fingers. Indeed, it felt noticeably warmer than it should have been, even considering that it had been on her in the heat of the kitchen for hours. “What now?” She asked.

“We could take it to the blacksmith, see if there’s anything special about it.” Anastacia suggested.

Iris cringed at the idea of going back to the blacksmith and the beast lurking in his shop, despite knowing that they needed to do that at some point regardless of her opinions. “Don’t you think that man has enough troubles for now?” She asked to delay the inevitable.

“I count as one big trouble, so this won’t increase his worries.” Shrugged the adventurer and snatched the pebbled into her pocket.

Suddenly a sharp knock from the inn’s door interrupted the conversation. Outside of the newest resident, everyone knew what a knock like that meant and a few of the patrons hastily shuffled upstairs. The only reason anyone would bother knocking on the door of any of the city’s establishments was a somewhat secret agreement between the guild guards and adventurers. When accompanied by a guild official and thus forced to crack down on even the most insignificant offenses, a guard would knock and give everyone inside a few seconds to cease and hide anything they figured shouldn’t probably be seen by guards. This saved both time and effort on both sides of the deal and was likely known even among the officials, but considered as unavoidable, after all, part of the purpose of the guards was to provide a more relatable and approachable front for the whole organization. Even if there wasn’t anything seedy going on, many adventurers simply preferred not to be present when one of the officials made an incursion into the city, and almost half of the tavern’s patrons were soon on their way to their rooms.

Anastacia simply assumed that she was already in trouble and didn’t even bother trying to tell Iris or Leggy to hide. When it came to the officials, it was often just easier to face the music and try to negotiate or lie than to hide things for a longer period of time.

One of the guards Anastacia had seen around the city opened the door, took one glance at the already annoyed innkeeper and politely removed his helmet. He then briefly looked around until he noticed the small necromancer staring directly at him with a grin that signaled full intent to be as unhelpful as humanly possible. “Yup. She’s here.” The guard reported to whoever was following him and stepped further inside.

“Strawberry!” Anastacia exclaimed with glee as the official who had accompanied her to the recent negotiations in Vassund entered in inn, along with a second guard. For most people it would have been almost impossible to even tell the officials apart, but she had had ample time to memorize what little unique traits her favorite official had. “You don’t need guards to come and see me, unless you do, in which case two isn’t going to do much.”

“Standard operation procedures within the city, not an indication of anything.” The official said dryly and headed directly to Rosie without so much as looking at anyone else in the room. He opened the satchel bag hanging over his shoulder, pulled out a sheet of paper and handed it to the innkeeper. “I would request this room to be vacated by everyone besides Anastacia, the simulacra and the unnamed non-adventurer individual – including yourself. I would also ask for refreshments and a small portion of time of day-appropriate sustenance for the guards accompanying me as well as Anastacia and the unnamed non-adventurer. You may file this form and recoup their costs as well as any lost business our stay here may cause.”

“Oh, Strawberry, you know how to treat a girl. I love refreshments and time of day appropriate sustenance!” Anastacia commented, knowing it would annoy the official.

Rosie took a look at the form and sighed. She would have liked to continue the previous conversation but couldn’t exactly do anything when it came to guild matters. “You heard him, everyone! Scram! Gil, take Yulia with you.” She commanded the remaining adventurers and sternly glared at them until they disappeared either upstairs or outside. “Is Anna in trouble?”

 “Perpetually, by all accounts.” The official said and gestured for the guards to take seats somewhere by the door to stop any unwanted visitors. He then moved what had been Gilbert’s seat equally far away from both Anastacia and Iris, and sat down to wait for the ‘refreshments.’ Without saying a word, he flipped through some papers inside his bag, took a long, uninterested look at everyone in the table and crossed his hands.

Iris was already living through the worst possible outcome of the meeting, where her presence would cause everyone to get kicked out of the city or worse. She couldn’t understand why Anastacia seemed so unperturbed by the whole thing.

“So, what brings my favorite little knobhead into our humble abode?” Anastacia asked to break the silence

“I am not saying anything before there is something here to placate you.” Strawberry immediately answered.

The adventurer gasped overdramatically. “Shit, he’s learning.”

After a couple of more minutes of complete silence, Rosie returned with drinks for the necromancers as well as some leftover bagels with an assortment of fillings left over from the breakfast. She also served the same to the guards, who seemed to be on their best behavior due to the combination of being in the presences of an official as well as the innkeeper. Making sure everything was in order, she took her leave and started furiously prepare for the next meal to handle her nerves.

Strawberry exhaustedly looked at the sustenance provided and the barely contained grin on Anastacia’s face. “Is there a way to avoid this?” He asked, to which the necromancer simply shook her head. “Do what you must then.”

Having been given permission, Anastacia grabbed a bagel and slowly slid it on Strawberry’s crystalline horn, savoring every fraction of a second as Iris watched it in horror. The official obviously removed it as soon as he could, and shot a glare at the chuckling guards by the door.

After having her fun and choosing her favorite toppings Anastacia asked again. “So, why are you here?” Because of what Unit Twelve had told her, she now knew how the officials roughly worked, all being a part of a larger collective with all the same knowledge and experiences while still barely being individuals. Thus, her question was more about why specifically send Strawberry and not any of the other officials.

“Unfortunately, in an attempt to limit any undue trauma you might cause, it has been decreed that I am to process any of your business unrelated to quests available at any of our offices.” Strawberry explained, visibly unhappy with the decision. “As for the matter I came here with, it will wait. There seems to be more going on here. So let us start with why is that in the city and why I shouldn’t have it removed?” He asked and pointed at Leggy.

“What a rude way to speak of your sister.” Anastacia frowned disapprovingly. “But if you must know, I have hired her as my housecarl. So, as my bodyguard, she goes where I go.”

The official took out a few blank pieces of paper as well as his writing utensils and began writing down what was being said. “And why do you, of all people, think you need a bodyguard on top of what you already have?”

“First of all, in no piece of paper you’ve ever written, is King here to protect me. According to you assholes, he’s classified as a tool or equipment, and by the laws of my people, he’s my husband. Bodyguard is an entirely different thing.” The necromancer argued. “And I need a bodyguard because the enemy is everywhere and takes forms unknown to all.”

Strawberry wrote down the entire argument but stopped his quill for a moment on the word ‘unknown’. “And what is ‘the enemy’ in this context? Is it Mournvalley again, or have you caused new wars that have yet to reach our walls?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know.” Anastacia smirked.

Strawberry had known from the very beginning that getting a real answer was unlikely, so he simply wrote down everything, word by word. “There is no law that says an adventurer can not have a bodyguard. There is a matter of it being a simulacrum though…” His horn flashed frequently as he spoke. “While we are not thrilled to have even one of them in the city, an adventurer hiring one was not something we foresaw happening and did not account for. The considerably more dangerous apex pattern has been under control during its stay here, so we are willing to show good faith and allow the presence of this comparably harmless one for now. This does mean, however, that you need to file forms 3228-B and 779-C to prove an established contract between you, and make quarterly payment reports for its salary. After all, you can not hire someone and not pay them for the service. We have some recommended rates that will automatically be taken into account when taxing your quest rewards in the future.” Though he didn’t show it on his face, it was easy to tell that the guild was slowly learning how to make things as annoying as possible for Anastacia without directly becoming the target of her ire.

The adventurer found the solution reasonable and was actually surprised of the lack of resistance. “Do I need to pay her in gold? Our kingdom doesn’t use it as currency.”

“But we do, so yes. The payments need to be made in gold. It will also not gain any of the benefits of being a citizen, and you are responsible for it in full.” The official finished and turned his attention to Iris, who had mostly just been baffled by the conversation so far. “And what of you? What is your relation to Anastacia? Have you come to Valor to become an adventurer?”

Iris frantically muttered something unintelligible while trying to signal for help from Anastacia. She failed to remember anything of her flimsy cover story under pressure and wasn’t at all prepared for interrogation.

“She’s a temporary hire. I needed something for a thing in my castle, so I hired her. It’s too cold to sleep in there for now, so I took her here.” Anastacia lied, not particularly convincingly, but she was fairly sure the guild already had what they needed to identify Iris.

“Is that so… The distinctly blue robes that were reported by the sanitation workers, as well as several blood samples and other questionable items confiscated from someone accompanying you don’t belong to her?” Strawberry inquired with a completely serious tone, obviously hinting that he knew. “Care to tell us what might be her profession, and what is it that she provides for your castle?”

“I’m an interior decorator!” Iris exclaimed, somehow proud of the lie she had come up with. On the Mournvalleyan scale she was indeed considered to have a good taste, and so she was sure she could pass off as a decorator for goblins as well. “Blue is just my favorite color and the items you took from me were for reference.”

Suddenly Anastacia had to work very hard to stifle her laughter and was unable to do anything but stare in awe at the inquisitor.

Just like before, without missing a beat, the official wrote down the clumsy lie. “We must admit that an interior decorator using a dried human kidney as a reference is something we hadn’t considered. We advise against using those robes for now though. In these parts they carry a certain meaning and their users are considered a security risk. You wouldn’t want to be mixed up in all that would you, Miss… What was your name again?”

“Iri- Uh… yeah! My name is Iri Deco- Iri Décor!” Iris constructed yet another bad lie by scraping together whatever was on her mind.

“Iri Décor, the interior decorator who wears blue, carries around blood and pieces of people for reference and just so happens to be hired by the only necromancer in the city…” The official repeated the lie in its complete absurdity. “Very well, I expect the same forms regarding any payments made to you for your work. You may go now, there’s still more I need to discuss with Anastacia in private.”

Iris didn’t need to be told twice. She shot up form her chair and practically ran upstairs.

Strawberry waited for a few moments while proofreading what he had written so far. “Is she not supposed to be an assassin or a spy? I would expect better from the inquisition.” He sighed and neatly folded the paper into his bag. “We do not know why there is an inquisitor in our city, and quite frankly we do not want to know. Her stay is expected to be brief, and if she is caught outside without you, she is to be permanently banished from Valor. Are we clear on the matter?”

Something had dawned on Anastacia during the silence. “You’re kind of giving me a weirdly large amount of leeway here, is there something going on with you? You wouldn’t be the first ancient being trying to come onto me, but honestly, I think we work better as just friends.” She hid a question in a joke.

The official packed away his papers and writing tools before answering. “Thirty-eight hours ago, we were contacted by what remains of The Wrath Core, and received a thorough briefing on your quest within Erratic Judgement. From this we extrapolated what knowledge regarding our origins you and your friend have come to possess, and deemed it to be too much. This left us with two options: to destroy you or work with you.” He stated matter-of-factly. “Most of the thirty-eight hours were spent weighing these options, and in the end, we came to an agreement that any attempt to rid the world of you would be cripplingly costly at best. It was also agreed that though your cooperation with us tends to be hostile to say the least, it has still been cooperation. So, we will continue this awkward relationship where you skirt the rules our as best you can, in exchange for your and your friend’s absolute silence on matters that can not see the light of day again.”

Taking this to mean that the guild was now forced to live with her in the city, and ignoring the slight threat, Anastacia had no issues letting them buy her silence. “You spoke with Twelve? Then you probably know everything I could report to you anyway. Well, maybe not actually. You should also know that Eminence was killed by inquisitors on the surface and The Firstborn probably burned the corpse or something.”

“Really?... That is truly spectacular news.” Strawberry said without showing a hint of delight or relief in his demeanor, but the intense flashing of his horn made it clear that Eminence’s demise was important news to the guild. As the blinking finally calmed down, he stood up, seemingly content with the conversation. “The Wrath Core, brash and warlike as they may be, have taken upon themselves to bring down whatever organization is behind this ‘Eminence’ being, and The Avarice Core decreed that to be the right call and will support the search fully. We have deemed them to possess knowledge even more sinister and dark than you, and must be eradicated all the same as our creators once did. Just so you know, we might call upon the necromancers to do it once more – and you will be available.”

“Yeah, well, there’s starting to be a line for folks who want them gone – and I did promise that if they stood in my path again, I would hunt them down.” The necromancer smirked and leaned against King. “It’s not my problem if someone puts them there and I have to act on it.”

What almost approached the faintest of smiles rose to the official’s face as he gestured for the guards to follow him and departed from the table. “That will do for now.” He said, perhaps just a bit more warmly than before, only then to revert back to his role. “Remember the forms we requested, and do keep an eye on your gaggle of hires, this was their first and last warning.”

The guards gave a polite nod to Anastacia as they followed the official out of the tavern, and she spent a while munching on the bagels before remembering to tell anyone that they could come back.

            

    
        Chapter 246 - Settled in

    
    
    
    
                The first week of Iris’ residency in Valor had elapsed before anyone involved had even noticed. Things had quickly settled into a routine in which either Anastacia or Emilia took the visitor into their custody for the day. With Anastacia, their time was largely split between working on the wings and just killing time doing nothing, while Emilia took her job as the high priestess seriously, spending the days teaching Iris about what exactly it meant to serve Lady Sylvia. Whether any of it actually caught on was questionable, but the necromancer was intent on learning.

Of the supposed threat to the city, she had been warned about, Iris hadn’t seen any hint of. She had tried her best to listen to rumors going around the tavern as well as inquire the news of the region in general from any merchants that happened by the city. Since she had no idea what the threat was or its severity, trying to gather clues was very close to a pointless task, but the idea of someone relying on her kept her going.

On her eighth morning in the city, Iris, accompanied by Anastacia and her simulacra as well as Gilbert, were slowly gathering strength for the day. As she had been asked to, Anastacia had made it Iris’ duty to care for the burns on her arm, caused by activating the core stuck in her shoulder.

Iris frowned as she inspected the weird pattern of burns that seemed to be expanding day by day and showed no signs of healing – nor infection, interestingly enough. “You need to stop whatever you’re doing to cause this. It’s a miracle your arm isn’t literally rotting off at this point.” She grumbled and pulled out yet another piece of what seemed like glass from the burn. Anastacia hadn’t been exactly helpful when explaining what the burn was about or why there were always shards of something stuck in it, but it was obvious to Iris that she was intentionally causing it.

“I can’t do that. I’m sure it’ll settle sooner or later and heal up properly. Besides, it doesn’t even hurt anymore, so it must be better.” Anastacia argued.

“That just means that you’ve actually managed to burn off the part of your skin that feels pain, it’s not a good thing, far from it.” Iris countered with reason and started applying the ointment Emilia had made. She had already seen the core in Anastacia’s shoulder and connecting the burned pattern to it didn’t require much in the way of detective work, as the burn led directly from the palm of Anastacia’s hand to it. While Iris definitely didn’t agree that the burns should just be left to settle on their own, she had to agree that the older parts of the pattern weren’t getting any worse despite it slowly spreading on her arm. There seemed to be a point where the burn ceased intensifying and instead the strange glass-like material stuck to the skin more firmly, already being impossible to remove at the top end of the pattern. “I hope whatever it is you’re getting out of this is worth it.”

Anastacia smirked determinately. “You have no idea.” She whispered and glanced at the simulacra beside her.

Iris sighed in defeat, knowing that whatever words of caution she might have had would have fallen on deaf ears. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re a massive weirdo?”

“Oh shush! You like it.” The adventurer laughed.

“It does keep things interesting – and busy.” Iris freely admitted and smiled slightly without even noticing it. Whether her time with the sole necromancer of Valor was teaching her anything could be argued for and against, but what the constant barrage of nonsense in Anastacia’s life had done very effectively, was give her respite from her usual worries. At one point she had been forced to spend most of the day at the goblin castle, trying her best to direct the little green critters as they arranged a pile of rocks, logs and discarded items in and around the castle as ‘furniture’. Though it had left her beyond exhausted, it took her until the quiet hours of the night to realize that she hadn’t even thought about the inquisition’s situation during the day.

“Hear that, Gil? She likes me.” Anastacia snickered and turned to the other adventurer.

Gilbert had had very little to say so far, instead he had been busy frowning, chewing on the bit of his pipe without lighting it, scratching his beard in deep thought and staring at something he had written into a small pocket notebook. “That’s nice, but you’re both weird if you ask me.” He said, proving that he had still been listening.

Anastacia tried to lean over to see what he had written, but was abruptly stopped by Iris gripping her wrist to keep her still while trying to wrap a fresh bandage around the burnt arm. “Ow, ow, ow!” She yelped, feeling the inquisitor’s nails dig into some of the newer burns that still stung a bit. “What are you pondering?” She asked after getting a glare from Iris that made it very clear that the pain was intentional.

“It’s probably nothing, but I started hearing about a few adventurers taking a weirdly long time on quests in the past couple of weeks. I’m looking into it.” Gilbert explained and closed his notebook to answer what he was sure to be some follow-up questions.

“Your quests have deadlines?” Iris was first to ask.

“Sometimes, but usually not, but generally we try to estimate how long something will take.” The old adventurer shook his head. “It’s not uncommon for something to go awry and things take a fair bit longer than they should, and it really isn’t all that uncommon that adventurers just don’t return at all – it’s a dangerous job, after all.”

Still confined by the eagle-like grip on her wrist, Anastacia winced. “Why are you looking into it then?” Over the months, Anastacia had seen a few people not return with their parties. It was by no means a daily or even a weekly thing, but it did happen. Typically, such accidents fell on the young and brash adventurers who had no experience nor the sense to rely on those that did, but not always.

“I’ve a gut feeling, and it ain’t good.” Gilbert explained. “A lot of these are folks as experienced as me, taking on some simple jobs that shouldn’t take more than a couple of days and have very little risk – and it’s always entire parties. Normally, if things go south at least someone gets the chance to bail out.”

“How many? Anyone I know?” Anastacia suddenly worried.

“You might have seen a few in passing, none are from this inn. Seventy-eight in total that I’ve found, but that doesn’t mean there’s something wrong with all of them, those are just the ones that are running late more than they should.” Gilbert said, trying to not sound particularly concerned. “I’m sure it’s just the weather making things inconvenient or something.”

“What happens if they… don’t return?” Iris asked, as she was unfamiliar with how things worked with the guild.

Gilbert took a moment to finally light his pipe while Iris finished up binding Anastacia’s arm. “Like I said, usually at least someone makes it out alive since we’re not really encouraged to do any sort of heroic last stands. Assuming that someone doesn’t manage to bring back at least their party’s pearls, the guild requires them to report on what went wrong.” He explained and took out the small glass ball all adventurers carried for the purposes of the guild being able to track their quest history. He then handed it to Iris to provide some context for what he was talking about. “The guild then makes an assessment on how recoverable either the bodies or the pearls are and usually announces reward for the recovery of either or both – usually it’s just the pearl since adventuring is a great way to get eaten. From there, there are adventurers who specialize in recovery, the type to get in and out of places without anything noticing, who take on the rewards and bring back what was asked.”

“That’s… honestly more than I expected from the guild. From what I’ve understood, they’re pretty aloof as employers.” Iris commented and handed the pearl back over after gazing into it for a moment.

“Mutual respect is what they’ve settled with. We behave as well as we can and don’t ruin their name out there and they’re actually willing to go fairly far when it comes to keeping us around.” Gilbert nodded. “It’s why Anna ruffles theirs feathers so badly – she’s a horrid brat with far too much oomph for her own good, and for their liking.”

“I’m right here, you know? I can hear you.” Anastacia pointed out after the rude depiction of her.

The old adventurer knew what he had said and knew it to be true, and more importantly, knew that Anastacia knew it to be true as well. He shrugged tiredly, hid both the pearl and the notebook into a pouch attached to his belt and continued to slowly puff smoke in silence.

“She really is, isn’t she…” Iris sighed. “I don’t envy them for having to work with her.”

“What the- You work for me, you traitor! Why is this turning on me when they’re clearly the assholes here?!” Exclaimed Anastacia.

Iris smirked and refused to elaborate further.

“I swear if it wasn’t winter, it’d be a week of frog pit for both of you…” The betrayed goblin monarch muttered while digging out crumbled sheets of paper from a bag she made Leggy carry. She then spread them on the table, revealing the completed designs for the control patters she had made for Iris’ wings and pulled out a piece of charcoal. “I’m going to have the blacksmith carve dicks on your wings.”

The inquisitor turned cleric turned interior decorator immediately lunged to save the papers from being defaced and successfully wrestled them from Anastacia’s grasp. Crumbled and smudged as they were, the intricate and complex design of the patterns was far beyond what Iris had ever seen in Mournvalley. Sure, the inquisition employed several researchers who had at least some level of knowledge regarding control patterns, and simple ones were often used by the commoner necromancers to mend their lacking powers. Several collections of skeletal beasts and other weaponry boasted impressive designs from past masters of the art as well, and all students were taught the basics, just as Anastacia had once been forced to learn them. However, as a whole, not much attention was paid to researching or perfecting them. What was even stranger was that the ones made by Anastacia were visibly distinct from what Mournvalley had access to, if anything, the works of Mournvalleyan craftsmen seemed like crude imitations cobbled together from memory, a sad and simplified remnant of whatever ancient skill the stray necromancer possessed. Iris couldn’t even fathom a guess for where she had learned such things. At the same time, Anastacia, who had learned the craft from studying a book written by the ancient necromancer, Ivory, and incorporated pieces of design from the simulacra into her own work, considered what she did fairly mundane.

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re amazing at this?” Iris asked and marveled at the drafts laid out on the table.

Still surly about being called a brat, Anastacia didn’t answer.

“Seriously, most of this doesn’t make any sense to me.” Iris continued the flattery while scratching her head trying to comprehend the work before her. “Are you sure the blacksmith can do all this?”

Anastacia answered begrudgingly. “He’s done plenty of this kind of work for me. This is more complicated than what I’ve had him do before, but since you don’t need any kind of a rigging for them, it makes this a lot cheaper and straight forward.”

“Why wings?” Gilbert suddenly interjected with something that had bothered him for a while now. “Why does a necromancer need wings? You don’t use them to fly and there’s no way that’s the most efficient arrangement to have them in if you need the bones for something else.”

Iris was visibly baffled by the question and reeled back before answering. “They’re… they’re cute?” She said as if that much was obvious.

“What? If some hooded figure with a pair of massive skeletal wings crawls through their window, most people consider it a nightmare.” Gilbert explained what the accessories looked like from a non-necromancer perspective.

Unable to believe what was being said, Iris sought a second opinion from her fellow necromancer. “They’re… let’s say inoffensive, as far as your options go. I only have a rough idea of what you use them for, but you’re not scavenging them from the dead directly, or choosing to drape skin on them – which many would no doubt try, so it could be worse.” Anastacia gave her honest opinion. “The halo is overkill though.”

“The halo is an important part of the flow of things! And cool!” Iris protested and hit the table in half-pretended fury.

Gilbert let out a groan and rubbed his brow in disappointment. “There’s a halo now? I knew your taste was awful when we first met, but this is something else.”

“Presentation is important in my job!” Iris almost screamed, very unhappy that her fashion sense was being mocked.

“I talked her out of having four wings too.” Anastacia revealed between sips of coffee.

Just a snort from the old adventurer was answer enough for Iris and she began gathering the plans into a neat stack. “That’s it! The mood here is turning hostile, I’m taking these to the blacksmith so you two assholes can stop mocking me.” She snarled and stormed out of the table all the way to the door, where she stopped and turned around to wait for Anastacia to follow her. Not only did she not want to face the muse alone, she was still liable to get arrested if she was caught outside on her own.

Anastacia on the other hand was in no great hurry, she still had a third of a cup left in her drink and had absolutely no intention to budge before it was done. Staring at the necromancer waiting by the door, she slowly sipped away, intentionally slowing down over time. Unfortunately for her, Iris had learned that testing the patience of her friends was basically a hobby for Anastacia and wasn’t going to have it. The inquisitor stomped back to the table, wrapped her arm around Anastacia’s neck and dragged her out of the chair. The simulacra would have intervened, but Anastacia gestured for them to stand down as Iris was being about as gentle as one could be with a chokehold, and they were obviously just playing. She also didn’t want to take her friends, who just happened to be created through ancient marvels of technology, to a muse of all things, so they were better left at the inn for now. As she was dragged outside, Anastacia trashed and flailed theatrically, but such a thing didn’t really cause a commotion outside of couple of chuckles in Valor.

Once outside, Iris released her grasp and let the giggling adventurer fall on the thick layer of freshly fallen snow on the street. “You’re such a pain in the ass sometimes.” She sighed and kicked more snow at Anastacia.

“An interesting pain in the ass.” Anastacia corrected her but got even more snow kicked at her. In response, she grabbed some as well and threw it at Iris.

Iris took a deep breath, calmly dusted off the snow from her clothes, neatly folded the papers and placed them into her bag for safekeeping. She then kneeled, gathered as much snow as she could hold in her arms and dropped it all directly on Anastacia’s face. Suddenly she could feel a grip on her ankle but didn’t have time to react before Anastacia pulled her feet from under her and tipped her over into the snow as well. This quickly devolved into a wrestling match where there were no real winners and the only goal was to shove as much snow under the other person’s clothes as possible. Neither of them was appropriately dressed for anything more than a quick run across the square into the blacksmith’s shop, and much less for a snow fight, but that didn’t bother either of them in the several minutes their contest lasted. Their playful spat gathered a fair bit of attention from the people around the square, but the necromancers didn’t notice until both of them were exhausted and almost unable to get back up.

A sound of something hard striking the surface of the street brought back their awareness of their surroundings. “You two quite done yet?” Asked an orcish woman wearing a modified version of the guild guard armor, that had fewer steel plates and resembled the officials’ uniform in some places. She held a deep crimson crystalline staff, which Anastacia recognized as a tool for ice mages, just like her previous staff or the few surviving knives she had, but much longer and girthier. Though she didn’t sound a slightest bit angry or frustrated, the refined authority the woman carried immediately made the necromancers feel like they were being a nuisance.

“No, not really. I just didn’t want to interrupt you two.” The mage stated and pointed at her staff. “You probably don’t want to be laying on the ground when I start.

Iris had no idea what was going on, but followed Anastacia’s example and slowly levered herself up from the snow. As soon as the necromancers had stood up, the mage struck her staff into the stone surface through the snow and grabbed it with both hands. Within seconds, the snow began to vanish and melt from almost the entire area of the market square, only taking a moment to entirely clear up and evaporate as a column of thick mist. While all the snow stuck in and on Iris’ clothes melted as well, leaving her drenched, Anastacia’s clothing remained as they were, as did a small icy patch of ground under her feet.

Noticing this, the mage smiled as she lifted the hefty staff on her shoulder. “Ah, a young fledgling of the icy path, a rare choice among the youth! It’s all flinging balls of fire or some other flashy craft these days…” She commended Anastacia.

“I know a thing or two.” Admitted Anastacia. While she could use ice magic fairly well, she had no clue of its deeper intricacies or details, which always made her a bit awkward around mages that actually knew what they were doing, and made her feel like a bumbling fool who had stumbled onto the craft.

The mage placed her hand on Anastacia’s shoulder, her cold touch piercing through clothing. “A pity, but there is much for me to do still and I must be off. I would be delighted to offer a fledgling some guidance and materials thought, it’s not every day I get the chance. Should you want some pointers on a later date, ask for Khazhara from any of my fellow guards. I mostly work in this part of the city, so I should be around the barracks somewhere.” She offered to share her knowledge, something most mages seemed keen on doing. “You two should change into something warmer if you plan on lingering outside though, it’s not going to get any warmer.”

After short farewells, the ice mage carried on with her duties of clearing snow and the necromancers were left in the middle of the square, people’s attention still very much focused on them. They quickly scurried off into the direction of the blacksmith’s shop to escape.

“Just so you know, this isn’t over. There’s plenty of snow on the field outside.” Anastacia playfully threatened Iris before opening the shop’s door.

“Just so you know, the worst is yet to come.” The other necromancer answered with a threat of her own when they entered.

Though they stepped inside, they didn’t feel a change in the temperature, but rather the type of cold changed from a natural wintery type to an unsettling and unnatural frigidness caused by the presence of the muse. No one else who visited the blacksmith in the past week had felt anything odd, but Armaata still enjoyed making her presence known to the necromancers, even when she didn’t immediately reveal herself. Other than that, the business had returned to how it had been. The shelves were once more stacked full of weaponry for sale, and the shop itself as tidy as ever. As per their agreement, the dwarf had been allowed enough rest and food, and his dwarven sturdiness let him quickly bounce back to his usual, still overworked shape. Tinkering with something on his counter as usual, he gave a small nod as a greeting.

“What’s up?” Anastacia asked and leaned against the counter to see whatever project the blacksmith was working on.

Taking his time to finish up, the dwarf finally answered. “It’s finally finished.” He said, trying to act calm but was obviously excited to tell someone the news. He hopped off his stool, fetched a bundle of green fabric from the backroom and placed it in front of the necromancers. Carefully unfolding it, he revealed his masterpiece: a glistening white tiara. “Ivory from the desert mammoths, wound together with white gold and platinum dug up from the deepest mines known to dwarfkind. Crafted with the guidance of a muse and enchanted to never lose its luster.”

Just as he said, the artifact made by joining together bone and precious metals was almost blinding to look at in its shine. To place a gemstone on it would have been an insult and using a lesser metal would have tainted it entirely. Each detail perfected to an unbelievable degree, each bend symmetrical with its pair on the other side, each piece of bone honed with accuracy surpassing human vision and each joint of metal polished so that it looked like the entire thing was made from a single piece, almost like it had been found in a mine that way. Not a single flaw was visible anywhere on it, and its perfection actively made things around it look worse by highlighting their defects in comparison. Without a doubt, it was a thing of legendary beauty, far too good for even the mightiest of royals to wear. Despite this, something about it felt wrong to the necromancers, cursed even. Neither of them said anything to the proud creator of the headpiece, but trough no reason they themselves understood and without sharing anything with each other, both knew they wanted nothing to do with it.

Iris gave a pained smile and avoided looking directly at the tiara. “It’s… very nice.” She forced out a compliment.

The dwarf was far too proud and excited to notice the discomfort of his guests as he lovingly stared at his masterpiece. “Oh, but I’ve forgotten myself, haven’t I?” He suddenly remembered and carefully folded the fabric to put away the tiara. “Armaata and I checked out that small bit of metal you brought too.” He then opened a drawer behind the counter and lifted up the larger lump of metal that had once been a piece of The Baron of Iron and had been gifted to Anastacia by Sylvia. “It’s the exact same stuff as this.” The blacksmith revealed and placed the droplet of Emilia’s blood by the lump. “I’ve yet to find a way to even make a dent in this stuff, but Armaata says she could mold it but has no interest in it for whatever reason.”

The connection heavily suggested that Emilia’s state likely had everything to do with the deity she served, which was a relief to a degree. Why the change happened when it happened was still a mystery, but it seemed like necromancy wasn’t of much use for trying to solve it.

“Where do you keep getting these anyway?” The dwarf asked and placed the pieces back into storage again.

“Does the master necromancer have our plans for us?” Armaata suddenly interjected and appeared from thin air behind the blacksmith. “The master necromancer’s work pace remains sluggish. We have waited for days! Days!” The muse exclaimed as the rest of her body materialized. In one of her hands, she was holding a tray, on which she carried a tankard full of beer as well as what seemed to be freshly baked bread. She placed it in front of the dwarf and turned her attention back to the necromancers. “The bargain is held on my end, have you fulfilled yours?”

Anastacia tried to peek around the beast to get a better look at the tray. “Yes, yes, Iris has the plans but there’s something more important going on.” She said dismissively. “Where did you get beer and bread?”

To avoid being grabbed, Iris offered her bag to the muse, who eagerly took out the folded sheets of paper and tossed the rest of the bag away like it was trash. “Curious… Perhaps there is something to your claims after all. The drafts are the make of a blind child, but the purpose I can decipher, even if the methods elude me for now. Perhaps I will cease regretting sparing your meager lives once these plans are brought form.”

“Sure, sure, but where did you get the bread? Did you start baking or something?” Anastacia continued ignoring the subject of the visit, just as the muse kept ignoring her inane questions.

“I’m also kind of interested in the bread…” Iris agreed while steering clear of the beast that still freaked her out even after seeing her a couple of times.

“I spared you two not to bother me, but to allow for the creation of greater works. Cease your drivel and expand upon these blueprints so that my master dwarf can bring it into existence!” Armaata growled and started placing the papers on the counter in a way the blacksmith could better see them, occasionally pointing out parts she considered interesting while the dwarf ate his lunch. “Come hither, master necromancer! There is work to be done! Yet be warned, mention bread once more, misdirect the conversation and the next batch will find itself topped with meat of a nosy brat.”

            

    
        Chapter 247 - Questnapped

    
    
    
    
                In the early hours of the day, on a snowy road a few hours west from northern Valor, a sleigh slowly trudged along towards its destination, an unassuming village a couple more hours away. Pulled along by a pair of two large and strong goat-like beasts of burden, native to areas far in the north, the journey was in no danger of coming to a halt despite the considerable layer of snow under their hooves. Their driver, an old man by the name of Lucian, tanner by trade and a resident of Valor, was on his way to purchase animal pelts from the villagers. Thickened by the cold winter, the pelts were at their prime and the journey well worth it despite the conditions, not to mention that it had become a yearly tradition for him to visit and the villagers somewhat relied on the coin he brought with him. Along with him, Lucian always took an adventurer to make sure the trip went smoothly, but this time he had heard there was some type of trouble brewing in the wintery forests around the village as well. Not wishing for ill to come for the people he bought much of his materials from, he had taken to himself to set up a quest for a larger number of people to take care of the problem while he conducted business and exchanged news with his friends.

His retinue consisted of four members, who had accepted his offer within a day of it being listed. Though only one of them claimed to be an adventurer and all of them seemed strange, they were no doubt capable based on the few rumors he had heard about some of them. In the snow behind the sleigh, two mechanical people walked on their own, as not to burden the goat-creatures with their massively heavy bodies of metal and stone. One, clearly the muscle of the group, was in no way hindered by the ever-growing snowbank, and the other, smaller and nimbler, skillfully followed the sleigh by stepping only on spots already cleared by either the animals or the sleigh itself. Riding in the back of the sleigh were a pair of young girls, huddled together under a massive blanket to retain what heat they could. Neither of them appeared terribly imposing to the old tanner, but supposedly at least one of them was a powerful necromancer.

“When are you going to tell me where are we going and why am I here?” Iris whispered to Anastacia, even though Lucian’s hearing wasn’t what it used to be and the thick fur cap made him effectively deaf, and thus there being no need for secrecy.

Anastacia had kept her fellow necromancer in the dark about the purpose of the trip because she figured Iris would still claim to be nothing but a burden and would never come along on a quest. However, it had been hours since they left and it was unlikely that the inquisitor would be willing to walk back to Valor. “I’m taking you on a quest.” She admitted smugly.

“Whyyyyyy….” Iris wailed. “I can’t even do anything.”

“We’ve been doing nothing but sitting on our asses in the inn while waiting for your wings. I needed to get outside and I figured this would be more fun with you.” Anastacia explained. “Besides, it’s just going to be like wolves or whatever. We’ll spend a couple of hours fucking about in the woods to scare them off while this guy does whatever he’s going there to do. Trust me, it’ll be fun!”

Iris sighed. She had yet to see or hear anything about the threat she had been warned about, but was fairly sure leaving Valor wasn’t a good idea at all.

“We’ll be back home by midnight, easily.” The adventurer estimated. “You need to stop being such a drag with all your might and let things be fun for you as well.”

“Yay. Forced fun, my favorite.” Iris said as monotonously and unenthusiastically as she could. “But I suppose it could be worse. The view is nice and the food Miss Rosie gave us is great – especially the fried potato things.”

The inquisitor rummaged around under their collective blanket until she managed to open the parcel her snacks were in. Immediately, she could tell it had been tampered with since the last time she herself had opened it. Anastacia’s sudden silence was rather telling as well. After a quick inspection, it was revealed that a few choice pieces Iris was saving for later were now nowhere to be found. Condemning Anastacia’s actions with a stern look, she figured she would take revenge by stealing something from the thief’s lunch in return.

A little more rummaging and poking around later, Iris turned back to Anastacia with a disturbed look on her face. “Is… is it all just meatballs?” She asked while hesitantly inspecting what she had found. “There’s not even a single carrot or anything!”

“Shut up. I can eat what I want.” The adventurer hissed and snatched her lunch back.

“Seriously, I have carrots in mine, you should take some or you will die before you turn forty.” Iris said, genuinely worried for her fellow necromancer’s health. She now knew exactly what Anastacia’s diet was like and had to fight her urges to not intervene every time she ordered something stupid back at the inn.

What started as a heartfelt suggestion and an attempt to help, was met with complete refusal and ridiculing. The situation slowly heated over the next two hours and after finally boiling over, ended up with Iris managing to forcibly feed a small piece of carrot to Anastacia after a considerable scuffle. Anastacia didn’t even mind carrots or other vegetables and was simply resisting out of principle and spite when things started to get out of hand.

“You two sure get along fine, reminds me of my older brother and I back in the day.” Lucian commented after witnessing the millionth spat between the two necromancers. “We used to tussle over the damnest of things too. We grew up on this small farm up north, nothing too fancy but enough land to get by. A bit of forest and a creek as well – a great spot for fishing…”

As the old man prattled on about his homestead and life there, the necromancers couldn’t help but to tune out completely. The story went on and on, never reaching any kind of an ending or even an interesting event, simply taking a sidetrack after a sidetrack after a sidetrack for what felt like hours.

“…So anyway, that’s how I named my first horse Martin.” He finally concluded a story, not the one he had started with, but one of the later ventures into the surprisingly deep lore of his early life. “Oh, looks like we’re here. Should only take a moment for me to sort out the business side of things, but I’m happy to burn a few hours with the folks here. Would be a decent idea to get going before dark though, so try to get back by then.”

The sleigh came to a halt in front of the largest building in the small cluster of houses, built roughly in the shape of a ring around a well. Few of them had some life in them, mostly animals, but almost all of the people of the village had gathered inside the single large building. This was perfectly normal, as there simply wasn’t much to do in such a place in the middle of winter, so folks tended to just enjoy each other’s company while mending tools and doing whatever else they could without leaving the warmth of a fireplace. Nothing in the surroundings struck Anastacia as particularly weird either, so her assessment of this being an easy job seemed more likely by the minute.

“What’s wrong with this place then?” The adventurer asked as they hopped off their ride.

“Ask him.” Lucian said and nodded towards the door of the building.

Like on cue, the door swung open and out waltzed a portly man with a wide smile and even wider mustache. “Lucy, Lucy, Lucy, what weird folks have you dragged to our nook of the world this time?” He chortled delightedly and took a step into the snow. Seeing the two simulacra made him pause for a moment but ultimately didn’t even dent his warm smile. “That city of yours sure has all sorts, doesn’t it?”

The old tanner moved to give some treats to his animals while introducing the unannounced quests. “Heard you were having some proper weird tidings this way, so I took it on myself to bring along some adventurers to scour your lands right quick. Fear not the costs, my friend, they’re on my payroll.”

Anastacia, Iris, King and Leggy formed a little group by their host and greeted the man. Realizing that she was the only one with experience and the ability to speak, Anastacia stepped forth to ask some questions. “It’s like he said, we’re here to check out the area and get rid of whatever we find that might be causing the problems. Care to tell us what sort of thing we’re looking for?”

“Very small for an adventurer, aren’t you? Bet you’re one of them fancy mages city folk talk about.” The man laughed, seemingly not meaning any harm with his comment.

Humoring the guy, Anastacia tossed a ball of fire into the air. “Yup.”

Delighted by the show, the man clapped his hands. “Fantastic! The name’s Hans, I own much of the steadings here. I’ve heard you mages are supposed to be right uptight and all high and mighty. Good to see there’s some scruffy ones out there as well.”

“Right, Right. Can you tell us about the problems though?” The adventurer insisted.

“Oh, some proper weird stuff is afoot alright!” Hans nodded and peered into the forest through a gap between two nearby buildings. “There’s been a lot less animals about for a few weeks now, and some of the ones we see are acting off. They’re not afraid of people like they used to be, and the look in their eyes is downright dead. We’ve also seen a deer take a dozen arrows without even flinching and then just hopping away like nothing’s happened. My boys say they’ve even seen some weird people stumble around in the dark during the night, but I’ve seen none of that myself. We figured they’re sick or something, so we’ve stopped hunting entirely.”

Anastacia nodded ponderingly. “That’s probably smart. Can’t say I know immediately what might be going on, but we’ll check it out. No one has been attacked by anything, right?”

“No, no. It’s more like they don’t care that we’re around. Mostly just eerie.” Hans assured the adventurer.

Quick plans regarding their schedule were made with Lucian. The ‘adventurers’ were simply going to take a stroll into the woods and engage with whatever animals they found for clues. If there were clues to follow, they would do so, but if the animals simply appeared diseased, it would fall on them to dispose of them in a way that whatever malady they carried wouldn’t spread.

Before their parting, the old tanner handed Anastacia and Iris each a dark green glass bottle with some kind of liquid inside. The adventurer immediately popped off the cork and smelled the drink, finding the mix of cinnamon, spices and butter wafting from it a rather pleasing combination. “A family recipe. A swig of it will stave off cold for a good while. If you can, find a way to heat it up a bit and it’ll taste even better.” He explained.

“Thanks. I’m sure it’ll help.” Anastacia nodded and gestured for her group to depart.

As soon as they had to step out of the already cleared paths in the snow, King grabbed Anastacia and placed her on his shoulders without having to be asked to do so. Confident in her strength, likely overly so, Leggy put her arms out and offered to carry Iris in a similar fashion, but the comparably fragile-looking build of the smaller simulacra didn’t convince the necromancer, nor did her pointy legs that would have no doubt been a nightmare to balance on. The layer of snow would be a lot thinner in the cover of the trees anyway, and she would only have to make it through a hundred or so meters before things would ease up.

On one side, the village was bordered by vast fields of untouched snow. No doubt used for farming during the rest of the year, but at the time there was no reason for anyone to wander into it, including the party. Anastacia did quickly check the horizon from atop her perch, but couldn’t see or feel anything in its direction, aside from a mill by a frozen stream at the other end of the field. In the other direction, the village was surrounded by a forest. Some logging had been done by its edge some time ago, and the area nearest to the buildings appeared well-kempt for a forest. Smaller saplings had been cleared away and some visible hunting trails had been kept open from undergrowth. Deciding to focus their search there rather than walk all the way across the field, the group entered the forest.

“I’m seeing a few tracks from up here, mostly hares. Nothing unusual about them.” The adventurer reported.

“Are you actually any good at tracking or are you just guessing?” Iris doubted the accuracy of the estimation.

“Why must you doubt me? I can tell apart the more common animals and creatures – usually anyway, and get some stuff out of people’s tracks as well.” Anastacia frowned and pointed at the snow behind Iris. “For example, I can tell that those were freshly left by a common domestic twat. A bit below average in height, spindly, clearly an idiot. You can see a light trail by its shoeprints, that’s how you know it has successfully dragged the mood down and now pulls it around on the ground.”

The inquisitor sighed. “Just so you know, I’m not above pulling you down from there.”

The two continued their everlasting bickering while circling most of the way around the village, just far enough into the woods to barely keep the buildings in sight. Nothing seemed too out of place, but the necromancers could tell that there were indeed a lot fewer small animals around than one would expect for a rural forest. Already slightly bored of the uneventful tour, Anastacia had started to dig into the bottle she had been handed. Whatever the tonic contained, the taste was a pleasant combination of cinnamon, lemon, honey and a whole bunch of sugar, which was much to the adventurer’s childish taste. By the time their initial search was done and they sat down on some stumps for a break, she had already drunk most of the bottle. Just like Lucius had said, it did bring a nice warmth to one’s chest as well.

Iris had yet to touch hers, but uncorked it during their break. Her initial thoughts were the same as Anastacia’s, and she was a bit ashamed to admit her tastes were anywhere near the adventurer’s. Such a drink would have never existed in Mournvalley, so she decided to take her time and savor each sip, which let her notice a familiar burn once the overly sweet flavor subsided. “Hey… So, this has like a ton of booze in it. There’s about as much sugar that hides it too, so this will absolutely sneak up on you. Are you sure you should be-“ She was about to ask, but when she turned to Anastacia, the adventurer was already laying on her face in the snow. “Yeah, that seems about right.”

Asking King to pick up the small adventurer so she didn’t freeze, Iris performed a quick check up on her employer. By all indications, nothing seemed to be all too wrong, as Anastacia was still very much awake but simply didn’t want to put effort into moving. It was always a coin toss whether a drunk necromancer was harmless or extremely dangerous, which made Iris consider knocking her out for the time being, but the tranquilizer she carried wasn’t exactly safe when mixed with alcohol, especially on someone so small.

“I think it might be for the best if we take you inside to rest.” The inquisitor suggested.

Anastacia opened her bright turquoise eyes with immense determination burning in them. “No, nooo… I will save the village!” She fiercely declared and tried to flop back into the snow but was firmly held still by King. This appeared to deeply puzzle the necromancer as she only now realized she was being held by King in the first place. “Oh… Oh! But Em says we can’t in the public.”

Not wishing to annoy Anastacia too much, Iris accepted the fact that she would have to wander the forest with a drunk version of an already viciously annoying person. Though she had to admit she was somewhat intrigued what would happen. So, the party continued their patrol, this time a bit further away from the village. While Iris and King made sure to stick with Anastacia, who demanded to walk for a few meters every now and then before getting tired of it and falling down, Leggy swiftly climbed into the trees and surveyed the area from higher up.

As expected, the adventurer kept prattling on and on about things that made even less sense than her usual musings. “If you ever have to… have to fight a big snake, you should just explode it. Worked for me.” She handed out her sage advice.

“I’ll keep that in mind if I ever run into one. What about spiders, have you ever fought those?” Iris asked to keep her occupied.

“Hug ‘em! Hug the spiders.” The drunk necromancer answered immediately in a surprisingly somber tone. “I miss my spider friend…”

“You have a spider friend? Was this a normal spider or like a huge one, or something else?” Iris inquired.

“I like friends, I have so many now. Used to just be the wall.” Anastacia moved on without even attempting to answer the question. Instead, she started to count her friends with her fingers. “There’s at least like… twelve? You! You’re my friend now too! Sooo… fifteen?”

The shock of learning that Anastacia would ever consider another necromancer her friend, even while drunk, was enough to stop Iris in her tracks. “We’re friends?”

“Yeeeesss! You’re fun, and don’t try to kill me at all.” Anastacia listed the fairly low qualifications for the title. “I know! You should become an… an adventurer! We could adventure!”

For a brief moment, a second or two, perhaps ten, Iris found herself actually considering the idea. To indefinitely continue her little vacation with people who had accepted her and taken her in at her lowest, helped her build back her confidence and wings as well as forgiven whatever grudges there may have been before was tempting to say the least. Simply forgetting her worries and embracing the freedom Anastacia had managed to gain by leaving Mournvalley behind was hard to pass up on – but she still had her duty to her country, to Coquelicot, and most importantly, to her friends and fellow inquisitors.

Finally shaking the temptation to accept the invitation, Iris smiled. “Sorry, but I can’t just abandon the folks back home.”

“Oh, that’s alright. Coqe… Coquli… Fuck, her name is dumb. The angry bone-arm lady, must have known, you’re the only decent person in that garbageville. You need to go back an’ keep the nutty ones in check, make them be better.” Anastacia agreed and made a sloppy attempt at patting her friend’s back but only managed to smear her hand on the inquisitor’s shoulder.

“I’m not sure I can do that, but I suppose I have to try.” The inquisitor sighed.

“Sure you can! You made me eat a carrot, and I can kick all their asses! Just have consifense… in you!” The adventurer kept cheering her on. “If they don’t listen to you, tell ‘em that I’ll come and whoop ‘em.”

Before Iris had the chance to reply, Leggy suddenly dropped down from a nearby treetop and almost soundlessly landed in front of the group. The venator stopped them and pointed deeper into the forest, urging them to look into something she had spotted. Even without looking, Iris could feel what the cause of Leggy’s alarm was. Roughly three hundred meters away from them, out of drunken Anastacia’s range but not quite out of hers, were three creatures.

“We’ve got deer over there.” Iris reported to the leader of the group but wasn’t quite sure how to word the rest of what she had found. “They’re dead.”

“So? Deer mostly die in forests, and a lot of things can kill deer.” Anastacia scoffed at the worry on her friend’s face.

Without further elaborating, Iris darted into the direction of the animals, not trying to abandon the group but knowing they would easily keep up with her. She simply had to see what was going on with her own eyes. Almost directly by the deer, the party came to an edge of a small clearing, mostly filled with lichen-covered stones that hadn’t been hidden by the snow, and in the middle of it were the three animals that had puzzled the inquisitor so.

“I know it’s pretty rich coming from the likes of us, but I don’t think they’re supposed to do that.”  Iris said and scratched her head, trying her best to figure out what was going on.

The deer, though without a doubt at least a couple of weeks into their deaths, clumsily stumbled around almost as if they were trying their best to mimic living animals. Their skin was torn in spots, some predators had clearly gotten to two of them and completely disemboweled them, but having to drag their now external internal organs on the ground didn’t seem to slow the deer down too much. A few broken legs limply flopped around as they moved and a couple of arrows stuck out of the neck of the one which looked the least gruesome. No trace of necromancy was to be found anywhere in the area, nor in the creatures themselves, which complicated things quite a bit.

“It might be throw up time…” Anastacia admitted and started to wiggle out of King’s arms.
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                ”Any idea what’s up with them?” Iris asked after the party had been studying the undead animals for a while. “There’s not a trace of necromancy in them.”

Unable to even look into the direction of the mutilated moving corpses without almost throwing up, Anastacia wasn’t about to put much effort into analyzing the situation. She lazily waived her had towards them and all of a sudden, all three of the deer were pushed into the frozen ground with an incredible force, burying them several meters underground. In the process, as one would expect, they were violently torn apart and crushed by the stones their carcasses had to move aside from their paths.

Iris had all but forgotten about the absurdness of Anastacia’s powers, in fact, she had almost forgotten about her being a necromancer in the first place. The overpowering beacon of might that was Anastacia, had gone from an unbearable and daunting aura that felt like it was always about to crush the lesser necromancers around it, into an almost warm embrace that completely enveloped Iris’ own meager presence. The only comparable force she knew was that of Coquelicot’s, which always remained cold and unwelcoming, even to the ones she herself had chosen to accompany her. Though the scale for them was somewhat same, the two couldn’t have been more like night and day. Anastacia’s powers, after her initial hostility and suspicion had passed, was like an all-encompassing flame that wrapped itself around anything it could reach out of nothing but curiosity, yet it was as subdued as it possibly could be, like the adventurer was trying her absolute damnest to hold back. Meanwhile, the empress of Mournvalley appeared as a cage of icy cold thorns that was the embodiment of rigidity, at the same time making her impossible to approach from outside and clearly keeping something imprisoned within, especially as of late.

Still being able to sense the now buried deer mulch, both of the necromancers winced as the bits and pieces still continued to wiggle and writhe. “Why are they’re still moving?” Iris asked out loud.

“I don’t know, magic or whatever.” Anastacia shrugged. “Weird stuff’s usually magic.”

“So are you thinking these are natural undead? Wouldn’t those require like an abandoned cemetery or an old battlefield or something? They shouldn’t just show up randomly one day.” Iris wondered, knowing fairly little about non-necromancy related undead, besides the fact that they typically appeared in placed where there are a lot of dead bodies. She hadn’t actually seen one, as they were rare in general.

“Magic’s weird, did you know that?” The drunk adventurer struggled to stay on the subject. “I can like, throw fire and stuff, but that’s less magic than some other magic… Like, it makes sense, you know? There’s magic an’ then there’s magic. Now if there’s some fucker who can move dead animals, is that magic or more magic, …there a third magic? If there’s more magic than magic, an’ we have to… have to fight that... It’ll be BAD.”

Iris did her best to decipher the barely coherent ramblings. “Are you sure we shouldn’t just head back? The deer are dealt with and I don’t see anything that might be causing it.” She suggested once more.

“NNNO! I’ll figur… solve problem!” The intoxicated necromancer adamantly stated, but was clearly running out of steam before the alcohol would overtake her, as her speech became less and less clear. Her eyes were already closed as the world kept spinning faster and faster.

“Right. We’ll just continue walking and hope we’ll run into something? This really didn’t point us in any direction. Exactly how much of adventuring is just hoping something happens?” Iris doubted the plan they had, if one could even call it that. She looked around for any type of clues before noticing that her friend’s powers steadily toned down and lost much of their voracity. “Aaaand she’s out.”

King immediately stopped the inquisitor where she was and almost forcibly shoved the passed-out necromancer at her.

While the massive mechanical knight still made Iris uneasy whenever he was close, she had learned to somewhat deal with him over the days, as wherever Anastacia went, the two simulacra would follow, both obviously infatuated with her for whatever reason. “She’s fine, just pitifully lightweight.” Iris nervously chuckled and quickly inspected the state of her friend. “She threw up most of the tonic over there, so just keep her on her side or throw her over your shoulder and she’ll wake up sooner or later. I’ll notice if something happens, so don’t worry.”

As far as Iris could tell, the simulacra were relieved by her explanation, though especially King was impossible to read. “So… King, you’ve done adventuring before, what do we do in this situation? Do we abandon the mission or press on? You should know that I’m not going to be of much use if things get violent, and with Anna out, you two are going to have handle whatever we run into.”

Without need for consideration or negotiation, both King and Leggy decided that carrying on with the quest was the thing to do, whether or not that was because Anastacia had insisted on it was unclear. Leggy climbed back into the trees to keep watch over things and King pressed onwards in the snow, decidedly away from the village, leaving Iris no other choice than to follow them.

The noise they had made must have scared off whatever normal animals remained in the area, as the path they walked on became even more vacant from all life than it had been. On its own, slowly passing through a peaceful snowy forest would have been quite nice, but the company Iris had still made her uncomfortable. Though she was slightly more used to them than before, the inquisitor couldn’t find it in herself to trust any simulacra yet, and out of the countless quirks Anastacia had, it was the one that baffled her the most. Beings completely untouchable through necromancy, with questionable capacity for emotion and reason, as well as an unknown degree of automation still running through commands they had been given thousands of years ago, was the opposite of trustworthy – even if they appeared tamed for now. It didn’t help that the entire modus operandi of the inquisition relied heavily on getting rid of things well before they became a problem, and so ‘trust’ wasn’t something too often mentioned by its members. Yet, on the other hand, in the recent days Emilia had spent much of her time trying to dispel the inquisition’s way of thinking from Iris’ head, oftentimes urging her to try and speak to the simulacra, even if they didn’t react to it. By the priestess’ reckoning, they were more simple than aloof, and only trying to find purpose in life just as much as anyone else.

“Do you mind if I ask something?” She decided to make an attempt and rushed a few steps closer to King, who unsurprisingly didn’t react to the question. “Are you a person? I mean to a point where you alone are ultimately in control of your actions, or do you think you’re fulfilling some ancient task given to you by protecting Anna?”

Startling the inquisitor, King abruptly stopped. He stood still for a moment before looking down at the necromancer peacefully sleeping in his arms. He himself likely didn’t realize how long he lingered there, as several minutes passed in complete silence before he made any kind of a movement. Iris didn’t dare to move either, on the off chance her somewhat intrusive question had insulted the large stone warrior she could do very little against. When King finally lifted his gaze and turned to her, Iris was mere seconds from just bolting away and hoping she didn’t get chased, but something about the knight’s demeanor made her stay. While she was in no way fluent in reading the body language of the simulacra like Anastacia was, nor could she use her usual cues for reading people through necromancy, she could see the uncertainty in his glowing, light blue eyes. King clearly didn’t have an answer for her, and it bothered him greatly.

“That’s fine.” Iris smiled gently after seeing the first signs of personality in the simulacra. “The fact that you have to and can think about it is answer enough. “If anything, we’re in the same boat in this. Ever since Coquelicot approached me with the whole revolution business – must have been over three years ago now – I’m not sure how much of it has been nothing but me blindly following orders or interpreting them the best I could. I’ve certainly done things the chicken farmer me from some years ago would be ashamed of. Couple of times now, I’ve actually felt thankful for Anna breaking off my wings. This helpless position, lectures by Miss Emilia and just a break from my own life have given me some perspective on who I was and who I am. Had I any sense in me left, I’d just stay in Valor, but I have a duty elsewhere once I’m ready to leave – one that I hope I can do a bit better now. Based on my limited knowledge on your kind, my situation really isn’t that different from yours, though you had been on your old path for thousands of years instead of three, so maybe it just takes years or decades for Anna to shove you in the right direction, you know?” She gave her utterly honest thoughts to the knight, who had no ability to respond to her. Realizing the openness of her words, Iris took a look at the tonic bottle in her hand, shook it slightly and chuckled. “There’s so much booze in this…”

It was impossible to tell if King found any comfort in the inquisitor’s thoughts, but he continued pressing onwards nonetheless. As they walked, Iris glanced upwards and happened to spot the dark shadow of Leggy’s cloak against the sky for a brief moment. Despite her comparably considerable weight and size, the venator still managed to cover a lot of ground by moving from tree to tree in complete silence, the only hint of her movements being lumps of snow occasionally falling into the ground around the rest of the party. While out of the two, King was obviously the more imposing one to almost anyone unfamiliar with simulacra, the worries Leggy caused in Iris were a more complicated sort. King’s stoic indifference to most things around him was what one would expect of a machine, but Leggy’s behavior was more complicated. She would keenly follow conversations, greet people even when they didn’t greet her and show much more consideration to people aside from Anastacia than King ever would, fiddle with items left in front of her such as empty dishes and tools, as well as fidget as if she was bored. None of it exactly concerning, but definitely strange, and made stranger by the fact that she almost exclusively did it when Anastacia wasn’t present. By far the most confusing moment had been the morning two days ago, when Iris had caught Leggy pretending to drink from an empty coffee cup while Anastacia had been in the kitchen. It was hard to tell if Leggy actually was more lifelike than she let on, or if she aspired to be so.

The inquisitor’s pondering was brought to an abrupt end by Leggy suddenly yet gracefully crashing into the ground only a meter away. She helped the startled necromancer back on her feet and pointed in the direction they had come from.

“What? Is there something we missed?” Iris asked and peered into the distance. It only took a few moments for her to realize the issue. “King… King! We have a problem, several of them!”

Few hundred meters away, several creatures started to appear within Iris’ range. Starting as five, but multiplying by the second until there were dozens, they formed a line that cut the party off from escaping back towards the village – something which seemed very intentional and coordinated. Iris had no time to diagnose every single one, but she could quickly tell an eerie fact that connected all of them: every single one of the approaching creatures was already dead. The more she tried to pry into them to learn anything, the more of the undead would appear, now even from their sides, leaving only the path forward unobstructed. Thought their speed was somewhat slow, they crept ever closer without showing any intention to stop. So far, the undead creatures hadn’t been violent, but they also hadn’t shown much in the way of purpose either, so the best guess Iris could make was that whatever had raised them from the dead, had now noticed the party intruding on whatever they were doing.

“How do you feel about fighting about a hundred undead animals, a few humans and other stuff as well?” The inquisitor asked. “Or we could make a run for it. The way forward is still open, I think, but I don’t know how far I can make it in this snow to be honest. Simply walking has been a decent workout and the path doesn’t seem to get any easier.”

King and Leggy shared a clearly meaningful look at each other before nodding and turning to the inquisitor. The venator then spun Iris around and pointed slightly to the left of the direction they had been heading in while King gently placed Anastacia on Iris’ back.

“What? If we’re running, it’d be way easier if you carried her.” Iris said and grabbed onto her friend so she didn’t slip off her back.

Suddenly a thundering hum erupted from behind her as a wave of heat began to melt the snow. The scream of air escaping from somewhere in King’s mechanical body was almost deafening as the lightly glowing patterns on his armor began blazing in a way Iris had never seen before. The knight took the massive shield and spear attached to his back, grasping their handles and causing the patterns on them to light up in a similar manner.

The inquisitor took a few steps away. “Oh… That’s not for running.”

Leggy gave the necromancers a light push, pointed at them and then into the direction she had pointed before.

The meaning of the gestures was obvious. “You want me to take Anna there? Okay… I think I can do that. It’s not going to be quick, but he looks like he’ll slow them down. What about you?” Iris asked. “Catching stragglers or something?”

Leggy nodded and gave Iris another push before scrambling back up into the treetops to have a better view.

Lacking better ideas, the inquisitor started the laborious journey across the snow with Anastacia on her back. After only a few hurried steps it was very clear that it wouldn’t be a quick escape at all, despite the adventurer’s almost miraculously light weight, Iris still had to search for footing under the snow as well as keep her friend from falling. However, the glance at King she had gotten made her feel like she may have been told to get further away just to avoid the spray from the utter carnage the knight would unleash on the unlucky reanimated meat sacks.

“Now… would… be… a good time… to wake up, Anna…” She said as loud as she could between gasps for air, but Anastacia showed no signs of coming to quite yet. Even shaking her yielded little results.

As far as she could tell, King’s stunt had managed to pull the attention of the undead creatures – or whatever was controlling them, and their escape route remained clear. Life with very limited usage of necromancy was proving to be a massive hassle outside the safety of a large city, and had she been outfitted with wings, such an attack would have been a trivial hurdle – even with Anastacia out of the picture. Though it was hard to say how much trouble King and Leggy would have in turning the corpses into inoperable mulch either, their shambling and slow approach didn’t signal much in the way of combat prowess after all.

After a few hundred more meters of decreasingly hasty progress, even the meager weight of the passed-out necromancer started to mount up. Though Iris was fairly confident in her body, the snowbank felt like it was becoming thicker by the step, and she herself wasn’t that much bigger than Anastacia, so carrying her wasn’t all that easy in the end. As soon as they were far enough away to not be able to feel the undead King and Leggy seemed to have successfully delayed, Iris rested by leaning against a tree. The sounds of King utterly annihilating his opponents and likely accidentally felling nearby trees in the process still echoed from the distance.

“I thought this was supposed fun?” Iris snaked and pinched Anastacia’s cheek to see if she would react, but had no such luck. “Bit of a dick move to drag us all the way here and then spend the entire time knocked out.” She muttered before forcing herself to carry on, not that she knew how far she was supposed to go, but she figured that the simulacra would have no problems catching up once they were done – especially if she passed out from exhaustion after a few kilometers.

The further they traveled, the heavier Anastacia seemed to become and soon enough it started to feel like she somehow tried her best to be as difficult to hold on to as possible, but obviously both of these were simply the effects of the inquisitor’s quickly draining strength. Eventually she felt like she had put so much distance between them and the simulacra, that if the undead somehow passed them, she would have the time to rest and make a renewed attempt at escaping anyway. With very little remorse, she tossed Anastacia into the snow and laid down next to her to catch her breath and rest her weary body.

“This is ridiculous. Two necromancers running away from pesky undead! If anyone back home hears about this, I’ll die of embarrassment.” Iris aired out her frustrations and tossed some snow on her friend. “You know, you trust people a bit too easily. I could simply give you a quick poison jab right here, fuck off into the woods and be hailed as a hero back home. I’m not sure if there are promotions left for me to get, but I’d sure get one if there was…” She jokingly muttered and started to clean some of the snow off Anastacia’s face. “Either you’re absurdly stupid, or you’re better at reading people than I think and already know I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I did that. It used to be easy to fantasize about something like that when you were basically the inquisition’s version of a boogeyman, but I now see that we’ve allowed hate to poison our thoughts. You may have taken Alice from us months ago, but I don’t think you would have done that without the whole business with that bracelet – not a chance. I know it’s not an opinion the rest of us share, but I see now that we should have done better these last months. Before shutting herself into that castle, boss even told us to just leave you alone, but we’ve carried our petty ideas of revenge despite that. You’re no threat to us, never have been… I’m sorry.”

Half-expecting the adventurer to open her eyes and grin like a moron after hearing the apology, Iris readied a lump of snow to throw at her, but Anastacia remained peacefully out of it. Though she herself may have been slightly intoxicated after slowly sipping through her own bottle of tonic, Iris felt a lot lighter after apologizing out loud on behalf of the inquisition, and had the strength to stand back up to survey their surroundings. There were no signs of undead within her range, only the usual number of decaying bones under the soil one would find in any average forest, but one set of remains did pique her interest. An almost complete set of human bones inside a small hill about twenty meters away from where they had stopped to rest, and upon taking a better look at the hill itself, she could see a tight opening in its side.

“A cave?” The inquisitor guessed, but the purposeful look of the large stones by the opening made her reconsider the assessment. “No, a burial mound.”

Being a necromancer, any and all types of graves and other places people had decided to dump their dead in were fairly familiar to her, and she could easily date the style of the mound to an old group of tribes that once resided in much of the north only a few hundred years ago.

Out of interest, she inched a bit closer to take a look at the entrance, constantly keeping a vigilant eye on the direction they came from. “It’s not sealed… Must have been robbed quite some time ago.” Iris pondered out loud and crouched to look at a slab of stone that had once been used to cover the narrow path inside the mound. “No wonder though, it’s a pretty large one, so whoever’s in it must have been important.”

“Come hither, child…” A dry voice with an unmistakably magical echo to it whispered from the darkness within the tomb.

“Ohohohooo! Fuck no. None of this.” Iris immediately answered and backpedaled all the way to Anastacia, suddenly finding herself with plenty of energy to carry her friend for while more.

The decayed corpse deep within the mound rose up from whatever altar it had been placed on and beckoned the necromancer closer, almost as if it knew she could feel it despite being outside. “Do not run, hear my plea.” It continued to whisper it is unnatural voice.

Iris picked up Anastacia and was almost ready to hoof it as far as he physically could, but something kept her from doing it. A strange warmth from within her sparked a memory of one of the teachings Emilia had given her over the last few days. Requests for help were not to be ignored by those serving Sylvia – though insincere ones were to be punished twice as harshly.

She sighed deeply but didn’t place Anastacia back down yet. “I’ll listen to what you have to say, but only if you come out here to say it.” She demanded, not about cram herself into any kind of a closed space with a magical skeleton.

Confirming its arcane nature, the remains within the mound disappeared into nothingness in a blink of an eye. That is, until the untouched snow a few meters away from the necromancers suddenly began to crack open like something under it was trying to break free. Sickly pale teal light erupted from the cracks and shone through the snow, muffled screams and laughter rang out from somewhere deep below the ground and the smell of decay filled the air. Soon enough, the snow cover collapsed into a wide circular chasm that seemed to lead down without a bottom in sight. Out of this hole floated up the same set of skeletal remains that had been inside the mound mere seconds ago. Clad in tattered but opulent-looking black robes and various pieces of what had once been beautiful ceremonial armor, as well as a silk veil that hid the bare, jawless skull under it and a strange clay talisman with various runes inscribed on it, whoever this accursed being was, they had once been extremely esteemed and wealthy.

“A lich?! What does a lich want with us necromancers?” Iris asked in disbelief as the ground below the lightly glowing magical undead being reformed itself and covered the chasm.

Presence of such a being certainly explained the copious number of undead in the area, as when a lich rose from their rest, their mystical aura dug its claws into the souls of every living being in the area, effectively making them unable to escape their mortal bodies – no matter its condition. Requiring a person with the power and resources to go through the ritual to become one, liches were absurdly rare, and no living necromancer had come in contact with one as far as Iris knew. However, historically speaking, such meetings did not end well for anyone involved.

“Death.” The lich answered in a distorted and grating whisper that was both almost inaudible as well as deafening.
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                ”Death? C… could you elaborate?” Iris asked while trying to nudge Anastacia awake with her foot. The situation was already well and truly out of her current scope, and should the lich choose to attack them, there was nothing she could do in time.

While not immune to necromancy, the magically bolstered willpower of a lich would have been enough to resist all but the strongest of necromancers long enough for their spells, curses or other hexes to come into effect. Since necromancers were no more resistant to magic than any commoner untrained in it, it wasn’t exactly a fight one would want to take alone. Iris considered trying to do what little she could, but had no faith in her powers without her wings to direct them, and fearing the lich would notice and take offence to it, she did nothing but stood her ground by her friend.

Obviously lacking the physique for normal speech, the lich’s words were spoken through magic. They resembled both whispers and screams overlapping with each other, but only as an echo from somewhere far away instead of direct voices. It raised its skeletal hand towards Iris, seemingly with intent to cast something, but then simply held still when nothing happened in response. “Why do you stay your hand, child of death? I act to offend you and your companion, but you do not answer in force. Many vices and few virtues have always been attributed to you, but neither patience nor mercy counted among either of them. Sufficient power brews within you to oppose me as well, but remains unaimed, without intent.” It asked and slowly lowered its arm.

Admitting that she simply couldn’t do it seemed like it would put her in an even worse position, so Iris had to come up with something else. “For better or worse, I’m bound to hear out those that ask for help.” She explained the reasoning that had kept her from running in the first place.

“Much has changed in my slumber, but I knew not for it to be so drastic that a necromancer would utter the word ‘help’…” The lich whispered as it slowly floated to the side, keenly inspecting the necromancers for some reason instead of attacking. “This accursed world is not kind to those who are to uphold it, even more wretched to those who try to help it against all reason. Its fetid cycles degrade all that is good into twisted selfish husks. To learn that out of all the ages, it is now that the necromancers of all people have grown a conscience – morbidly humorous. There is naught left to reward you for this change, it is but a new insult existence will use to strike you down.”

After their revolution, trying to dispel the stereotypes of evil necromancers had been an important part of the inquisition’s work, and something Iris was definitely passionate about – so the lich’s words felt more like taunts directed at her than commentary of any sort. Perhaps unwisely, she chose to speak up. “I don’t think you’re right. The world is far from as callous or cold as you say, there are plenty of people willing to accept us if we just put in the work and show that we’re trustworthy. I myself can vouch for that.” She most definitely unwisely challenged the lich’s words.

“You posses not the knowledge, not the experience nor the vision to pass such estimations, simply the anecdotes of a fledgling who still takes mercy and kindness at their face value. I, however, can not fault you for it, for I have been there – been where you stand, adamantly defending the goodness I thought I had witnessed in many.” The lich said, not sounding agitated by getting spoken back to, but simply tired. It slowly floated across the snow, just barely leaving it untouched by the tips of its slightly rusted sabatons. “Being who I am, what I am, my gaze is wide and acute. I see all that arcane connects, I see the vile machinations above and below us, I see the hearts of people, rotten by power. I see that if there ever was unconditional good in this world, it has been broken and its mangled corpse dragged across to sky to show all that it isn’t to be tolerated in this nightmare.”

“That’s… unnecessarily graphic.” Iris commented, now kicking Anastacia slightly harder in the hopes of waking her up. Until that happened, there was little more she could do but to keep the conversation going – though it was odd that the lich hadn’t already whisked them away with some absurd spell, it didn’t even really feel like it was even being considered. “Say, mind if I ask something? Why are you here then? In the middle of nowhere, instead of doing the usual lich stuff of finding an old castle and slowly amassing power there? That’s what you guys do in all the books.”

The lich clearly hadn’t expected such a direct question and halted its ghastly meandering. “Why? Why not? It has been but weeks since I woke into this cursed plane once more, yet I can see that all of it is pointless. I did not go through the ritual to pursue some vain dreams of power, nor has that become my aim since, because why? What possible meaningful misery could I impart on this cruel and broken world that its uncaring gods and malevolent rulers haven’t yet done? To kill and torture the innocents, to conquer land or curse what foolish heroes there are left? This world will see those done, with or without aid from an old sorcerer…” It lamentingly reasoned and gently brushed the clay amulet hanging from its neck. “I see now that you can not give me the help I seek… Take your companion and leave me be. I will attempt to recall the unwilling thralls I used to herd you to me and allow passage to you and the crimes against nature you travel with.”

The realization dawned on Iris. “Oh… by death… did you mean yours?”

“A release from this waking nightmare I’ve forced on myself.” The lich stated dryly. “The cruel laws of this spell prevent me from breaking it myself. The only option is sufficient and swift damage to my physical being, enough to release my trapped soul before the body is repaired by the spell – something trivial to a necromancer such as yourself, but difficult to achieve otherwise. But I see now that there is too much doubt in your heart, instilled by kind but misguided words – to force your hand with threats now… no, I will not have my last act be no better than this miserable world. I refuse to play into the hands of the cursed fates. Refuse to impart my misery onto the unwilling.”

Iris herself was on the fence about the situation, on one hand ridding the world of a lich would have probably been a good thing overall, but one that showed no intent of doing anything particularly evil and simply sounded like it had had enough of life felt somehow wrong. A few weeks ago, it would have been a non-issue, but after listening to Emilia and Anastacia for a while, she would have had to known more to make such a decision – if it was even hers to make.

“Waste not your thoughts on me, young necromancer. I can now see two keen gazes staring down at you, one clad in fire and the other in night, both curiously following the path your heart takes to better include you in their future plots. Neither is to be trusted, neither is to be worshipped, neither is to be listened to – all that leads to places of arbitrary justifications for corrupt deeds.” The lich stated, still in melancholy whispers but firmer about its opinion. It then gestured for Iris to leave and floated towards its grave mound to sit down on one of the large stones that had fallen over by its entrance.

Having grown up with stories of monstrous liches of the past, that not only had the gall to imitate the art of necromancy with vile magics but also used their abilities to bring ruin to large swaths of land by slowly replacing all life with their undead thralls and poisoning the soil and water itself with curses to impede anyone trying to approach their lair, Iris was conflicted by the one she had met. Though blooming with arcane prowess, the lich seemed unwilling – or almost unable to do anything with its might because of its broken spirit. She couldn’t help but to feel sorry for it as she watched it silently rest as little green flames inscribed glowing runes on the snow around it.

“Make your escape, misguided little necromancer, go revel in what false hope you still manage scrape together in this chronic nightmare of ours before it all fades for you as well.” The lich’s voice urged her, sounding no more or less distant despite the lich itself having moved away.

Already regretting what she was about to do, Iris made sure Anastacia had her cloak under her so she wouldn’t freeze and started walking towards the lich. She sat down on one of the other stones somewhat near it and uncorked her bottle of tonic for a bit of liquid courage. “Say, would you like to just talk for a bit? We came here to sort out the undead issue, which is being… sorted out… by the two we left over there. So there isn’t much for us to do before that’s done. I’d also prefer to get back to the village we came from without having to carry my friend.”

“Spare your efforts of kindness for someone who desires to be consoled, or do you seek to feel better of yourself by looking down upon someone’s misery?” The lich whispered in a disgusted tone.

“Well, you see, I’ve been doing this little self-improvement journey while taking a break from my duties. Noting too interesting for you I’m sure, but I seek answers about how to do better or how to not let setbacks crush me – or something.” Iris explained. She knew she couldn’t really offer solutions to the lich, but felt like neither Anastacia or Emilia could have left the situation as it was, and would have done whatever they could. “So I was thinking, let me hear out your story or whatever else you feel like saying. That way at least someone knows what happened to you, and maybe there’s a teaching to be found somewhere in there – a mistake to be avoided, even you should agree with that.”

“Existence is a mistake to be avoided, little one, there’s no teaching more valuable than that – but it is one that none will believe until it is too late.” The lich noted without showing a hint of enthusiasm about the idea. “But I will share what I know, for you are truly a strange necromancer. If nothing else, it could throw stones between the gears of unending torment we are all puppeteered by.”

“Thanks! I learned from an even stranger one.” Iris nodded cheerfully towards the passed-out necromancer in the snow.

The lich lifted up its hand, drew a glowing rune in the air with its finger and muttered something in a language Iris didn’t even recognize. As the rune faded, nothing seemed to change as far as Iris could tell, but had she paid more attention, she could have seen that none of the sparsely falling snowflakes landed on Anastacia anymore.

“Yes, had I known better, I would never have gazed upon her to spare myself of this knowledge. Though your part in the cruel plans of this world is not insignificant, her role is to be doomed.” The lich continued to lament.

“Wait, what? Doomed?! WHY?! WHEN?!” Iris exclaimed and almost jumped off her rock.

“There is no one event to smite her, no great enemy to defeat to save the princess. It is the tireless march of time and unjust machinations of whatever higher wills there are. The ones pulling strings behind gods and mortals alike.” The lich continued to explain with a somber tone. “This world is unkind to old things, and nothing short of cruel to what is kind. Her spirit is a remnant from times long past, the last stand of a downward spiral from eons ago. For the crime of being who she is, this world will crush and break her, just the same it broke me and countless others before us. Those immortal driven insane by their unending torment, gods drowned in apathy for the pointlessness of their existence, and us – the notable out of mortal masses, broken by loss of what we could not save. Such is the truth of time and this world, fate will see to it that all she cares for will be torn violently torn from her, just to mock her perceived might. From there, she will turn her mighty blade against herself or the world, just as I have, just as those before us.”

It was hard to tell if what the lich said was the truth or simply more laments of a depressed undead projecting its beliefs of the world onto others, but it did sound concerning nonetheless. “Is… is there anything I can do for her?” Iris uttered.

The lich finally turned towards the inquisitor. “Nothing you might be willing to do. To witness her fall is your lot in this life. Fret not though, it is not your fault we exist to be tortured.”

Iris looked at the peacefully snoring Anastacia and couldn’t help but to have her mood ruined. She already knew one immensely powerful necromancer who was going through trouble she couldn’t help with, and it made her think that maybe that really was inevitable for Anastacia too. “What about you?” She tried to change the subject. “What possessed you to pursue immortality if this is your opinion of life? I doubt people accidentally turn to liches, so you must have had a reason? Actually, who are you anyway?”

The lich whispered a single word, once more in a language foreign to Iris, and upon the utterance the world around them shifted. To anyone not in the immediate vicinity but still in the spell’s range it may have felt like a moment of lightheadedness or a tiny earthquake, but where Iris was, the effect of the word was apparent; the mechanisms behind all order in the world, its seasons, the laws of nature and time itself, all stalled for a fraction of a second – against the will of the fate itself. In the areas surrounding the woods, the winter became a fraction of a second longer and all living beings gained a fraction of a second more time to live. Though she didn’t know the meaning of the word, the point came across loud and clear to Iris, it was the lich voicing out all the frustration her question had caused, simply aimed towards the world around them instead of obliterating her with a more precise spell.

“Apologies for my outburst, but to remember is to relive the pain – but then again, what does a pain of someone like I matter? There may have once been a name, but it has lost its meaning and I care not to remember it. None that I once was matters now, and had I known then what I now know, it would not have mattered then either – but out of pity for you, who are blessed with blindness, I will recite a tale if not for no other reason than once prevent it from repeating itself.” The lich spoke again, but before it continued, it turned its hollow eyes towards the sky for a moment and stared into it, as if searching for something. “A sorcerer, an alchemist, a shaman, a decent man once lived in these lands, maybe some four hundred years past. Tending to the arcane needs of the simple folk, sometimes sought out by the lackeys of mighty lords and other supposedly better people. A dash of natural talent, a pinch of luck, years of research and experimentation with all things arcane ensured that their skills grew to be potent in scale uncontested by almost any. Visitors from higher places pestered them endlessly as word spread around. Offers of great riches and endless material for study came and went, but against all reason, they chose the life in these woods – can not recall why but no reason besides sheer madness explains it.

“The sorcerer claimed blind happiness and saw good in all things, much like you, little necromancer. Claimed there was reason in this world, claimed there was justice, claimed there was anything but unending misery without reason. Thought joy and happiness as something more than a transient high before the fall. Years, decades passed in misguided bliss, unable to see the world slowly rotting and festering for the little specks of good they found in it.” The lich continued its story, each world carrying more and more disdain for the sorcerer it had once been.

For the whole time Iris was listening very closely, not only because this may have been the first recount of their life a lich had ever given to anyone, but because she couldn’t help but to wonder what could poison someone so against the world. Despite focusing on the story, she noticed that the lich kept looking up at the sky and searching something from the clouds while a second, much lower and hardly audible voice kept speaking an unintelligible language under the lich’s words.

After a brief respite to calm itself, the lich moved on. “Sometime during the eve of the sorcerer’s already alchemically extended life, came along a person whom the utter moron fell in love with – a grave mistake if there ever was one. Love is little more than the most devious of lures life can throw at you, a fever dream not to be trusted any more than the other voices in one’s head. And so, the world waited, just long enough for the potential pain to reach its apex, and gave the two some years with each other.

“However, a lifetime is but that, finite in what little mercy there is for mortals. Yet, the foolish sorcerer did not accept this, and instead feverishly searched for increasingly desperate ways to lengthen their time together. Ultimately the search culminated in an ancient ritual, where one’s soul would join the arcane instead of return where it once came from. Hideous acts were required for the meagerest of ingredients and obscurest of materials, but the sorcerer thought a chance to remain with their beloved was worth the chaos caused in their wake. Hiding it all from the one it was for, the sorcerer pulled strings, coerced and forced his will onto others, to build this mound and the ritual site it houses. The stars had aligned perfectly, no doubt in mockery, and all was completed but hours before the sorcerer’s beloved would inevitably pass. Relieved, the exhausted sorcerer laid down within the ritual site by the other, thinking of the blissful eras to come as the two could continue their story, in wrenched forms most unnatural, but together.

“For a few centuries, the ritual fed on the land nearby, draining power from all things arcane that passed so that one day the two could wake. Weaving the soul and body into magic of the world itself, to sustain both and shield them from death, slowly rewarding the cruelty it had required from the sorcerer. But alone I woke, to a blundered grave, to stolen artefacts, to broken ritual site, to the pointlessly crushed bones of the one I loved, to the ceaseless maddening laughter of the fates behind it all!” The lich ended its story, almost shaking with reignited hate before franticly grasping the talisman hanging from its neck and rubbing it to calm down.

Iris didn’t know have words to comment on the story with, nor did she know if it would have been wise to do so anyway. While she certainly was saddened over what the lich had gone through, a part of her couldn’t help but to think what the lich was going through was simply consequences of its actions and not some form of intended punishment. Maybe it was her life of not thinking much of the divine until very lately, she found it hard to believe any god or something like that would bother to take issue with a single mortal for no reason – but then again, she herself had gotten attention from them.

The lich could no doubt easily see through Iris’ thoughts and suggested she should share them. “Say what you must, necromancer. Time for words has passed for me, your opinions bare no weight to anger me.”

“Well… don’t you think that you maybe kind of deserved at least some of this?” The necromancer pointed out a bit crudely. “Based on what little I know of the rituals required for a creation of a lich, no decent person would take even the first step towards it…”

“Desperation makes monsters of us all. Speak not for my actions if you know nothing of true desperation. There is no speck of love in your heart, you know not how it poisons a soul.” The lich defended its past actions, but remained calm as it had promised. “Now, as one with arcane, I can see past the ironclad limits of mortality, I can see the weight of things in this world – I can see the hundreds that lost their lives for our immortality did not matter… Just as I… do not matter.”

“I can’t speak for you, or for this beloved of yours, but you say they had no idea of your doings?” Iris moved on with what she was trying to say. “I can’t even imagine how disgusted I would be to find out that someone had bought my immortality with the lives of others. You say you were a decent person once upon a time… If the one you loved was truly so wonderful that it drove a once decent person into your position, I do not think they would think much better of it than I do – and I think you knew they wouldn’t or you wouldn’t have kept it hidden from them.”

The lich said nothing. For a moment, it took its eyes off the cloudy skies above. First to stare at Iris and then at the talisman it carried. With its face being a silk-covered skull, it was hard to say if it agreed or disagreed with the opinion Iris had, but it certainly had to think about it.

“If your ritual would have worked like you wanted, your beloved would have woken into the exact same horror you live in now – as well as the realization of your deeds. Would that make you happy either?” Iris continued explaining her point. “So, in a royally messed-up way, don’t you think this was as close to ‘justice’ as things could be? Your beloved died happily with you at their side without ever having to learn what you had done, and you being punished for your selfishness with… loneliness and whatever breakdown you’re having? I think you might know that, and can’t find it in yourself to force me to end your misery – at least partly.”

Iris had made her point and in all honesty was still hesitant to say anything further, just in case, and the two were left in silence as the lich turned back towards the sky instead of trying to make claims of its own. As the snow slowly fell, covering the footsteps made by Iris when she first carried Anastacia there, minutes passed with no sign of the simulacra coming to find them. Iris didn’t know how much control a lich had over its thralls, but it was odd that the simulacra hadn’t been allowed to pass yet – she didn’t want to ask either, just in case the lich actually wanted some company after all. It may have deserved the self-inflicted nightmare, but a brief moment of distraction was surely just as justified. Anastacia gently snored in the small hole that had formed around her in the deepening snow, but showed no signs of waking up either – maybe for the better as well, as the lich seemed to avoid even looking at her.

Finally, after a while of watching the skies grow ever so slightly darker, the lich spoke again. “What you say comes from a place of naivety, from blindness to the forces moving behind every action and happenstance in this wretched world. You know not the malice this world bears for its inhabitants, from the most insignificant of insects, to the mightiest gods – there are no happy endings left for any of us. Whether or not I deserved my punishment is irrelevant, as it will come to all, in one form or another.” It stated in its usual bleak whispers. “Have you instilled a teaching of any value from out discussion? Have you found answers?”

“Maybe… For sure I’ve learned that immortality isn’t all that great.” Iris shrugged back. “Maybe something you said will help me in the future, I’m not sure either.”

“A rather practical take on my blight, but one I can hardly deny. You are not the type to strive for it, but it may well befall on you to stop the hand of some other before they repeat my mistake. There are no bargains worth taking, no trades acceptable, no cheating mortality without a cost. Many will scoff at you as you claim eternity to be a curse, but tell them that the immortal beings left in this world are but a fraction of the ones that have been, as without exception, every single one will turn to a desperate search for an escape – a search far, far, far more desperate than my search for immortality.” The lich agreed whole heartedly before slowly floating up from its seat while intensely staring at the clouds.

Iris couldn’t hide her curiosity any longer and turned to look at the sky herself. “You’ve been looking up for a while now, what are you looking for?” She asked.

“I am not searching, I was hiding…” The lich stated ominously. “But something has found us.”

Not a second later, a visible crack appeared high up in the sky but still below the clouds. Like the ice covering a lake in the winter, it quickly spread by first splitting the sky in two and then further shattering it as smaller cracks grew outwards from the first one. Moments later, when the cracks no longer grew, the first piece detached itself from between them. At first, it was hard to tell how big of a shard it was without proper perspective, but as the piece of cloudy sky barreled down like a shard of broken class for several seconds, its scale started to become more apparent. Finally hitting the ground in complete silence, without harming the branches it passed through and impaling itself deep into the ground without disturbing the snow, it was over two meters tall and almost as wide, but seemed to be paper thin.

As more pieces began falling, disgustingly violet miasma began spreading from the holes they left behind.

            

    
        Chapter 250 - The half-king and speaker

    
    
    
    
                As more and more shards of the sky above them crashed down and the sickly violet miasma slowly descended onto the forest, Iris started to connect the dots between it and the violet sect the inquisition had finally come in contact with when Maya killed the being called Eminence some time ago. Obviously, her first thought was that she herself was on the list of people they would seek revenge on, she had been present after all. However, if they were after a bystander like her, something must have happened to Maya and Cobalt already.

While Iris dashed to Anastacia and frantically tried to shake her awake, the lich calmly stared up at the rift appearing above them, occasionally whispering a word or two and causing some of the shards to shatter on impact with something invisible protecting the area directly around them.

“Your heart speaks in worried beats, necromancer, do you know of the cancer bleeding into our realm above us? The arcane wails at its presence, it repulses the very fabrics of this world.” It asked in a stoic tone that hinted about its true strength, as opposed to the tired whispers so far.

“I… I’m not sure, maybe. I think it might be related to something called the violet sect – people who used to be necromancers but are… something else now. We killed one of theirs recently, but I honestly know very little about them past that.” Iris explained as well as she could while desperately peering into the direction of the simulacra, hoping to see the light blue glimmer between the trees, rushing to her aid.

“The obsession with shades truly runs deep in your kind, that much has not changed. I remember talk of a war amongst them in my time, red against violet – unshackled hate against reckless progress. No word of the outcome, nor if one of them was the lesser evil.”  The lich reminisced of the time it had still been alive.

Iris considered bringing her questionable ally up to date with Mournvalley, but it was more that likely that the lich wouldn’t have cared in the slightest, and they had more pressing matters to focus on. Namely, the violet gash in the sky that had started to look more like a wound than a crack as the thickening miasma corroded its edges and quickly thickened into more of a liquid state than the vile mist it had been. Drips of the disgustingly viscous ooze fell onto the pure white snow and spread a somehow stinging version of a scent that reminded Iris of old books in Mournvalley’s libraries. Looking back up at the darkness visible through the crack, though she could only see black, the necromancer could feel a keen gaze observing the situation on the ground with great interest.

In a moment as short as a blink of an eye, when both the lich and the necromancer were distracted by what they saw, two beings took form in the fringes of their vision and landed into the snow a few meters away after a brief fall from where they had appeared. The first one to recover from the slight tumble was an unusually tall elf-like man, almost seeming like a mix between an elf and some larger species. His skin was pale blue, not that different from a fresh cadaver, and contrasted by his empty, completely black eyes. Clad completely in an amazingly reflective quicksilvery armor, not much besides his face was visible and even that just barely. Even with the armor he was impossibly lanky, to a point where his limbs were thinner than most men’s arms without armor, and the polished breastplate barely left room for much more than a rib cage. Resting on his right shoulder was a sword, much like him, outrageously long and thin, and a torn and shredded violet cape hanged from his left shoulder. From his neck dangled a confirmation to Iris’ fears, an amulet in the shape of the violet sect’s emblem – the sight of which made a strange warmth swell within her.

A couple of steps behind him, now dusting snow off her violet robes, was a more reasonably proportioned foxfolk woman. The orange fur on her head and tail was weirdly off colored, only barely being orange instead of light grey, and much like her companion’s, her eyes were blackened. The robes, lack of armor outside of a light chest plate made from the same strange metal as the elf’s armor, the pair of tomes firmly strapped to her belt and the rusted metal staff she leaned on suggested her to be a mage of some kind. Just as her companion, she carried an amulet signaling her allegiance to the sect.

Though they gave off an eerie feeling Iris remembered from the night she had seen Eminence on, there was something amiss; neither of these people was, nor had ever been a necromancer. Not a hint of necromancy, twisted beyond recognition or not, clung onto them. If anything, their bodies blocked all necromancy from passing through them, which left them immune to it, but not undetectable like Emilia or Armaata – it was as if they were so foreign to the functions and powers of this realm that they were incompatible with necromancy. What was equally baffling to Iris was that both she and Anastacia were being completely ignored. Neither the elf or the fox had so much as glanced at them, instead immediately turning to the lich, who was similarly inspecting them from a few meters up in the air.

“Greetings, undead master.” The elf quickly addressed the lich and bowed deep before continuing. “Before you stands Fames the Third and a Halfth, the half-king of Nua-Muur, as well as Nihila, Speaker of Forbidden Knowledge. We have arrived to investigate a surge of arcane power in the area, might you know something about it?” His voice clashed badly with his looks, sounding warm and making his words honeyed with nothing but their tone.

“A million voices of the arcane scream in the void, urging me to destroy you where you stand, violet ones. You do not belong here, that much I do agree with. Return to where you were and leave this world to its suffering.” The lich said, seemingly uninterested in the visitors.

The elf bowed again. “If that is the case, we appreciate your reluctance to heed their word – but we have come here with a purpose and can not abandon it so lightly. On behalf of our sect, we have been sent to grant an offer to the one responsible for the aforementioned event.” He explained with courteous gestures. “You see, our masters have great plans for saving this world, but it is so chock-full of selfish evildoers who would oppose us, that we need the aid of those significant enough to help in what’s to come – significant like myself, Nihila… and you. In exchange, our considerable combined knowledge is yours to use in its full capacity. You may use it as you like, to cut yourself off from the clutches of time, this plane – perhaps a master of undeath like you could find a way to bring back those already lost!”

“Don’t trust them!” Iris couldn’t help but to exclaim, she feared greatly that the offer would entice the lich.

This prompted both of the clearly corrupted sect members to finally turn their gazes at the necromancers, but no expression of recognition could be found on either of them. They truly may not have known who they were speaking to, or more importantly, who was calmly sleeping in the snow right by them. Regardless, they were not happy about the interruption.

“Who?... What are you, a pesky whelp, to lay your word against ours? You know not a hint of what’s to come, what we are so desperately trying to delay! It is exactly worms like you who callously waste what little there is left!” The elf furiously claimed before catching himself getting so heated and recovering his poise. “You are irrelevant and it is in your interests to remain so. Consider this your first and final warning.”

“Grand claims, are they not?” The lich suddenly stated, likely to take the heat off Iris and make the pair focus on itself again. “A sign of one of two things: possession of truly unforeseen power and knowledge… or daft hubris masquerading as the forementioned. How to tell them apart? Only possible through consequences. Was the purpose of your grand entrance to convince me of such things? For what I see before me speaks for the latter. Peddlers of broken philosophy, bumbling fools promised a greater purpose but fail to understand the bargain they have taken and further offer to others.”

The half-king exhaled in recognition of the comment and glanced at the gash in the sky their arrival had created. “Yes… There are always two sides to any exchange, and to gain something, each and every one of us lost a great deal, there is no denying that. Yet, the duty is clear and it falls on us blessed with greatness. Duty to hinder each and every grain of sand that falls through the hourglass, to delay the predetermined end forced upon us by the fates. To prove it is not the lot of ours to simply fade into the night as ‘higher’ wills demand! Surely you understand that no riches or earthly power amounts to anything if we do not stay the end?”

The lich floated down, closer to the ground and began to slowly circle the two visitors trying to recruit it. The elven half-king remained fairly relaxed even trough his passionate attempts to convince the lich of the importance of their offer, but at the same time, the foxfolk by him kept watch on the undead sorcerer. Tightly clutching the metal staff, she was far more on edge, perhaps prepared to immediately counteract whatever magics the lich could throw at them. The corrupting presence caused by the pair was a mere feeling of discomfort compared to what it had felt to stand anywhere near Eminence, but even still, an occasional wisp of violet miasma cropped up around them, only to be incinerated by a spark of pale green flame.

“To taunt the ones who condemned us to this wretched world, a considerably more interesting prospect.” The lich stated, showing first signs of interest in what had been offered. “It is true that your twisted forms appear out of fate’s immediate grasp. Your mangled souls torn free from the accursed cycle, even more so than my own. If this is the doings of your masters, they do possess a degree of capability indeed. So tell me, pawn, who are your masters? Why should I offer my services for masked beings who only saw it fit to send their minions to speak to me?”

Likely as intended, his status below someone being pointed out repeatedly chipped away from Fames’ almost creepily pleasant expression. “The violet sect is ruled over by its last fiv- four remaining original members. The ones who first freed themselves from fate and learned of the coming end. Each of the four was once a necromancer of great might, but has seen their powers altered by the corrupting nature of the end they all witnessed and barely escaped – the end they know no one else should be forced to witness. However, unlike the necromancers remaining in this plane, they have not limited their scope and possess almost limitless knowledge of things no mortal was meant to know. Ancient magics, alchemy, mechanisms both divine and otherwise…” He briefly summarized the origins of the sect, and confirmed that Eminence indeed was no more. Much of this was already suspected by inquisitors, including Iris, but she still made sure she remembered each and every word. “Of the four, we serve under Lady Tekhelet, as would you. Our task is to search for knowledgeable individuals, who can not only help us in our righteous struggle, but whose knowledge Lady Tekhelet may inscribe within her Library of Forgotten. Secured there, the knowledge you once possessed will remain secured far past the time any mortal archives have crumbled to dust.”

“Much of what I know is better left as dust.” The lich whispered almost disdainfully at the idea of preserving his knowledge. “So let us assume that your masters are wise to the ways this world operates, its basest of functions. Wise to the fact that each wave that hits a rocky shore will erode it, just as each dying soul erodes to feed the deity it belongs to before returning to the cycle, just as each step taken slowly grinds the dirt below it – the finite nature of things. Creation from nothing is an impossibility, which leaves your masters but one way to extend the suffering of this dying world… Have you, the menials, inquired what that may be? What does the grand and righteous plan of your masters include?”

“Those are not worries that should weigh down the shoulders of anyone but the four.” Fames stated proudly, unwavering in his faith in the sect.

The lich halted its floating and for a moment stared into the woods where the necromancers had emerged before saying more. “End is but the one mercy left for us in this world, to delay it goes against my interests – but ultimately, I am indifferent to the fate of this miserable world and will not hinder you. So, return whenst you came, puppets, return to your master, while I still allow it.” It stated, very clearly as a threat.

Iris audibly exhaled in relief after hearing the lich decline the offer in the end. For the entire time she felt like she should have said something to further warn it about the sect, but not being recognized was a blessing in their current state and something she didn’t want to risk.

The elf briefly turned to his partner to share a look of understanding. “Those are not our orders, I’m afraid. Individuals sought out either join us… or perish, as they risk of becoming obstacles in the future. Does that change your answer, master lich?” He stated, slowly moving his feet into a better position and gripping his sword tighter.

“It does… Flee, flee to the safety of your master’s archive, flee while he still allows it.” The lich said, voicing out what sounded like the first ounces of joy he had expressed during the entire day. He then pointed into the forest.

Suddenly the most terrifying mechanical screech filled the wintery forest as the coagulated blood of the undead he had been keeping at bay flash boiled out of the gaps and crevices in King’s armor. For a while, the simulacra had been tracking Iris and Anastacia at a moderate pace, but witnessing the disgusting color of the rift in the sky had brought unforeseen haste into their steps, as both of them knew the implications violet had. For the first time ever, the sight of a simulacra brought relief to Iris, as it took mere seconds for King to crash into the elf by bringing down the edge of his shield at his opponent.

Fames only barely managed to move his sword onto the path of King’s blow, but it stood no chance of stopping it. However, the mysterious quicksilvery armor did not buckle under the incredible strength of the hit. While the elf got taken off his feet and sent tumbling into the snow, it did not injure him. The foxfolk mage reacted to the sudden appearance of a blood-soaked stone warrior by spinning her staff in the air a couple of times, hastily drawing some kind of a glyph in the air with its tip, but just as something was about to happen, the glyph was engulfed in pale green fire and broken as the lich whispered something in his usual manner. With his initial target stunned and grounded, King turned his burning gaze towards the next thing he could see: the lich.

“The lich isn’t with them!” Iris was quick to correctly predict that the knight would simply challenge anyone he did not recognize, and spoke out in the hopes that she was heard by the fuming construct.

“Make haste, old one, for there is no telling of their vile tricks.” The lich suggested and whispered another spell, this time locking the mage’s staff in place where it happened to be.

The mage tried to hurriedly tug and pull on the metal staff that was left stuck in the middle of the air, but wasn’t able to make it budge before having to dodge the first swing of King’s spear. By quickly casting some kind of a dampening force as her hands mirrored the spear’s movements, she was able to just barely avoid any subsequent swings, each one getting closer and closer. While this was happening, the elf had quietly gotten back on his feet and was seeking to use King’s focus on his partner to his advantage. Carefully staying out of the knight’s view, he moved behind King and raised the tip of his sword in the hopes of finding a gap in the stone armor. Just as he was about to make his move, a lump of snow flew from the nearby trees and hit King in the back, causing the knight to glance in Fames’ direction and for the tip of the sword to simply scrape across the surface of one of the stone plates. The light blue flare of King’s eyes no doubt sent chills down the elf’s back as he immediately abandoned the idea and backed away.

“What is this damned thing?!” Fames exclaimed, now also having to deal with King’s spear whenever the lich could chip in and keep the mage occupied. Though he was no slouch when it came to a fight either, and had far less trouble staying safe with skillful parries and movements than his partner. He even managed to reach King with the tip of his sword a couple of times, but the freshly changed plates of stone armor were in no risk of being broken by such a flimsy blade.

During the scuffle, however, the half-king’s eyes happened upon the pair of girls in the snow, the ones he had completely ignored as laughably irrelevant bystanders compared to the lich they had originally come to recruit. An unfortunate connection must have been made in his head as he realized that one of them had barked advice to the nightmarish machine they now had to contest with. “Nihila! Buy me a moment!” He requested from his partner.

Visibly annoyed but still completely silent, the mage tore off one of the tomes hanging from her belt, opened it and angled it to stop King’s next swing. A violet flash of light exploded from the pages as the edge of King’s spear magically welded itself into the paper and stopped. Hundreds of small glyphs erupted from the light and warded the spell against the lich’s intervention, only slowly being burned away by the pale green flames. King attempted to let go of the spear as well, but found his hand to be similarly stuck on it. The whole process was clearly taxing to the corrupted mage, as she had to grit her teeth and support the tome with trembling arms.

With King at least momentarily occupied, the elf removed himself from the situation and approached the necromancers with a cocky smile on his face, already congratulating himself for the realization. Though she was obviously outmatched, Iris could do little more than grab the enchanted mead knife from its scabbard on Anastacia’s belt and stand between the elf and her friend. Already raising his sword once more, with his smile twisting into a grin, Fames approached the inquisitor. Suddenly, his smile froze as the gaze of his empty eyes was met with a second pair of glowing light blue eyes suddenly appearing out of the trees.

“There’s a second one?!” The elf shrieked as Leggy stepped over the unconscious Anastacia, passing by Iris and taking the small knife from her in the process. He must have figured his chances were better against the smaller of the two simulacra, as he chose to thrust his long and thin blade directly at Leggy’s chest.

In one precise and beautifully fluid movement, Leggy moved out of the way, grasped the blade and began pressing the edge of the small knife into it while levering it from closer to the tip. Mysterious alloy or not, the enchanted knife proved harder and a good forty centimeters of the elf’s sword snapped off into the simulacra’s hand. Not wasting time gloating over Fames’ horror as the sword his masters had given him was broken, Leggy leaped forwards past her opponent, simultaneously jabbing the mead knife into the gap between armor plates in the back of the elf’s knee and throwing the broken off tip of the sword. In a blink of an eye, the piece of the sword flew across what must have been about ten meters and ended up embedded deep into the corrupted mage’s thigh.

Without so much as a whimper, the mage fell on her back in the snow and the spell she was casting dissipated. She was obviously in great deal of agony as dark violet puss oozed from the wound on her leg and she desperately dragged herself away from the knight.

The elf turned around in pain and panic over the complete collapse of his plan, only to see his partner struggling even more. “This is getting out of hand! Speak! NIHILA, SPEAK!” He grunted and kneeled in agony.

The mage stopped her struggle momentarily and looked at her partner, almost horrified at the command. Regardless, the approaching stone knight must have left her little in terms of options and she opened her mouth for the first time. Immediately, all sound vanished from the world around them. The lights on King’s armor and weapons flickered and died as he collapsed into the snow, soon to be followed by Leggy. For as far as Nihila’s voice carried, every pine and spruce quickly browned and lost its nettles, the birches and old oak trees shed their weakest branches in a desperate attempt to survive, moss dried and fell off rocks, wind no longer swayed the trees, snowflakes were frozen in the air and Iris fell on her knees. She had heard nothing as far as she could tell, but the complete silence made her feel violently ill and lose her strength. Even pushing her hands against her ears didn’t cause noise at first, but when the mage finally closed her mouth, her hearing began to come back very slowly. The lich fell into the snow as well, but seemed to remain animated, though greatly weakened as its own voice no longer echoed from the woods. Even the two sect members weren’t spared from whatever horrifying effects Nihila’s words had, the mage herself immediately began coughing up the same dark muck her wound oozed and Fames’ empty eyes as well as his nose began bleeding similarly. But even in his shaky and weak state, he was the only one who could stand up.

His first instinct must have been to use the chance to kill the one person he knew he could, and so Fames turned to Iris once more. He stumbled towards the inquisitor and winced as he lifted his broken sword to rest it against his shoulder. As he approached, the strange warmth within Iris grew into a great flame, and all of a sudden, her heart was filled with joy – though not the kind she preferred. Despite being on her knees before a member of the violet sect, she felt the joy a beast would as it had its prey cornered. The snow around her began to slowly melt as the heat radiated from her body and the elf lifted his sword. Iris had no idea what was going on or what was about to happen, but for some reason she was not worried in the slightest.

Yet all of this was put on halt as a dry but bellowing laughter echoed from the woods all around them, its voice was familiar but not one Iris would have expected to hear in such a revelous tone. Both she and the elf recognized it as the lich, and turned to see the undead sorcerer dragging its skeletal remains to a nearby stone so that it could rest against it. The laughter continued and only intensified every time Fames tried to ignore it and continue, until he no longer couldn’t.

“Pray tell, what is it that you find so hilarious at a moment such as this?” He asked, just as angry as curious. Intrigued and recognizing that the lich was about to become a threat once more, Fames gave up on what he was doing and shambled over to the corpse. “What could possibly be this humorous?!”

As the fire within Iris began to calm once more and her thoughts became more collected, she couldn’t help but to be just as puzzled by the utterly miserable lich suddenly finding something funny.

“You…” The lich whispered. “You allowed your soul to be broken by these masters of yours, to escape time and fate, to release you from their grasp… But fail to realize no such possibility exists. Sure, you may for a moment reside out of sight, but the moment you enter into this accursed world, fate will move its pieces to ruin your plans. It will search for suitable pawns of its own and place them where they are needed.” It explained with waning strength but a constant undertone of laughter. “What bottom of a barrel the fates must have reached, to bring together a broken lich, a god-tainted inquisitor, two crimes against nature from ancient times… and well… you will find out… as the sleeper awakens.”

“I’ve heard enough out of you. You were given your chance.” The elf sighed, annoyed at being mocked and not heeding what was being said. He wiped the vile violet blood seeping from his eyes onto the broken tip of his sword and unceremoniously jabbed it into the lich’s ribs. The corruption immediately began to take its toll and spread in the bones as the laughter grew more and more quiet, but never ceased. “I’ll handle the rest here. Get ready to move us back home.” He instructed the mage, who was still profusely vomiting blood onto the snow and in no condition to do anything else. “Okay, maybe take a moment first. This might-“ He was about to continue but fell silent as he turned back towards Iris and saw the groggy necromancer in a violet cloak get up behind the inquisitor.

Already in a bad mood thanks to the less than fresh feeling left by the ‘helpful’ tonic, Anastacia would have been ready to snap at anyone daring to speak to her. Waking up to see her friend on her knees and her precious simulacra laying in the snow while someone wearing the color and emblem of the violet sect loomed over them was enough for her to reach for one of the spears she had rather uncomfortably laid on.

“Who are you? That cloak-“ The elf managed to say before being hushed by Anastacia.

“No.” Anastacia simply stated as she threw her spear from only a few meters away. The mysterious metal the sect had access to may have been unnaturally durable, but that hardly mattered as the spear took it as well as the entire upper body of the half-king along with it. It crashed through a few trees on its upwards path and disappeared somewhere into the distance.

The lower half of the now quarter-king collapsed into the snow and began staining the snow violet with the rotten mess it bled. Anastacia kicked it a couple of times, expecting the opponent she didn’t even know to return just like Eminence had, but nothing seemed to happen.

“He wasn’t a necromancer, what’s up with that?” She asked from Iris and went to take a look at the second sect member, who seemed to only be barely alive after bleeding profusely for a while. “This one isn’t either.”

“They… they’re just minions.” Iris tried to explain as best as she could at that moment while trying to get back up on her feet. “Working for someone called Tekhelet.”

Thinking back, recruiting was something even Eminence mentioned and tried, and what happened to the baron of iron must have been something similar – but Anastacia wasn’t in the mood for thinking and would figure out things later. Instead, now that she had a name and sufficient anger in her, she glared up at the rift in the sky and considered throwing another spear into it to see what would happen.

“Hey, Tekhelet, you dumb shit! I killed your loser, come fight me yourself!” She yelled to mock the sect, partly actually hoping that one of the remaining members would come down, since obviously the warning she had given Eminence hadn’t made it to them before he was killed.

“Anna, please don’t…” Iris exhaustedly pleaded for her friend to not invoke the wrath of any more powerful corrupted beings. Much to her relief, the rift suddenly grew shut just as quickly as it had appeared. With it, the barely living mage collapsed into a fine mist that vanished into thin air, presumably as whoever had sent her down decided to rescue her – the lower half of Fames, however, remained in the snow.

With her threats heard, Anastacia sighed and collapsed into the snow by King. After waking up, she had been entirely powered by anger, and as it faded, so did her strength. She did her best to see what was wrong with the simulacra, but couldn’t find anything obvious. The core was still firmly in its place and everything she could see was still intact, so she didn’t really know what to do.

“Fret not, little one, your abominations will wake soon. They were touched by naught but vile knowledge, not corruption.” A weak whisper reached her ear from somewhere. When Anastacia turned around, she could see the lich resting against a stone, slowly moving its arm to get her attention. The violet mark on its chest, where Fames’ sword had punctured the fancy ritual armor had already started to spread. Violet veins wrapped around the bones and even up towards the veil-covered skull. Though she hadn’t seen the lich before, the signs of corruption the sect’s members spread were apparent to her after seeing it firsthand on simulacra and even on one of the copies of herself. “I have a request, one that you know would be but a mercy to fill…”

            

    
        Chapter 251 - "Quest"

    
    
    
    
                The ride back to Valor was somber and quiet in comparison to the banter-filled departure earlier in the day. Obviously, both of the necromancers were exhausted, one from everything she had gone through during the trip and the other from a budding hangover that was beginning to mount up – but even if they had had the energy to speak up, neither of them was in the mood for it.

Before returning to the village, they had been tasked to save, while Anastacia cleaned the blood off her precious simulacra and made sure there was noting wrong with them after they woke up, Iris gathered some loose branches and dry plants to create a small fire they could burn what remained of the elf’s corrupted body. They didn’t know if it did any good, but it didn’t feel smart to leave it behind for animals to scavenge.

The lich had repeated its original request to Anastacia, who was similarly hesitant to grant the undead sorcerer its rest, but also knew it was likely for the better. For a while, she conversed with the lich about the nature of the corruption and the violet sect, but it didn’t take long for the symptoms to begin showing up. While still coherent and lucid, the lich reported of voices in its head, but that would only last so long. It soon began forgetting everything but the most recent topics and the memories ingrained deeper than any others. It ceased to recognize Iris entirely, despite the brief connection they had, and Anastacia’s name soon followed. It only kept recognizing Anastacia for what she was, the closest thing to a white necromancer that existed, lamenting over her supposedly inescapable fate numerous times. By the time the lich was beginning to forget that it had died hundreds of years ago and started to ramble about having to prepare the ritual, Anastacia decided that she couldn’t watch it happen again anymore. She had been unable to help the spider-like simulacra in the machine fortress, and so decided to grant the lich its wish before the corruption would make it impossible. Turning a single skeleton into dust was a triviality to her, and in a blink of an eye, all that had been left of the lich were its armor and the clay talisman it seemed to cherish.

Citing goblin tradition and the fact that Iris was officially member of the court, Anastacia told the inquisitor to take the amulet and tie it onto her bag, as she had been the one to get to know the lich and should be the one to take some kind of a memento with her. For much of their quiet ride back to Valor, Iris absentmindedly stared at the runes drawn on it and allowed her thoughts to wander.

“Anna.” She suddenly spoke out after a good while. “What would have happened if you hadn’t killed the lich? Was there really nothing we could do to help it?” The inquisitor asked, not really questioning what they had done but hoping there was a justification at least.

Anastacia didn’t open her eyes and tried to stay as still as she could while answering. “Can’t say that I’m completely sure, but I would guess that eventually its mind would have been gone to a point in which it would have started to listen to the voices – no idea how long that would have taken either. Are you thinking it was a mistake?”

“No… This is certainly what it would prefer if that’s true.” Iris sighed. “Life is complicated when you don’t have orders, isn’t it?”

“Orders are just someone else telling you to make their mistakes for them. Don’t know about you, but I make enough of those even without the help.” The adventurer uttered and groaned as their ride hit a bump.

Neither agreeing or disagreeing, Iris didn’t say anything in response and returned to her own pondering to not bother Anastacia further. Whenever she wasn’t thinking about the lich or the violet sect, her thoughts strayed to the strange feeling of warmth and sheer joy she had felt when the elf had chosen her as his target. There would have been almost nothing she could have done, but yet it felt like she was perfectly in control of what was happening and it was the elf who was mere steps away from death. While she was obviously against whatever the sect represented and did, there was a much deeper, full-blown personal hatred hidden in the excitement she felt – one she knew she didn’t possess, not yet anyway. Trying to intentionally reignite the feeling of warmth didn’t bring any results either. She would have liked to ask about it from Anastacia, but struggled to put it into a form of a question that made any sense and honestly doubted the adventurer knew any more of it than she herself did. It was more of a problem Emilia may have held better answers to.

“Only a bit longer, ladies. We should be seeing Valor’s wall as soon as we hit the crossroads over yonder.” Said Lucian, their driver and the person paying for the quest they had successfully completed, despite it getting wildly out of hand. “I can drop you off at the guild office, if there’s snow on the roads.”

“That works, might as well get it over with.” Anastacia groaned and started to very slowly build up the will to move.

“Get what over with?” Iris asked, unfamiliar with how the guild worked.

“We need to go tell the nerds at the office that we didn’t die, pay taxes and whatever. It’s a pain but what can you do.” The adventurer briefly explained.

The inquisitor frowned. “Will it take long? I was kind of hoping that I could just go and lay down for about a week – possibly in a warm bath.”

“You and me both. I won’t be able to sleep before I get King and Leggy properly cleaned too.” Anastacia sighed and painedly levered herself up from the bench to lean against Iris instead. “It’ll only take a couple of minutes if I don’t start a fight with the officials… I’ll do my best to behave, this time.”

Not long after, the city of adventurers did indeed appear in the distance and the trip came to an end. Lucian stopped in front of the guild office to let the necromancers off his sleigh, agreed upon payment was made and farewells were exchanged before both parties departed to continue their evening, Lucian by returning to his shop with fresh hides and the rest headed inside to deal with the more boring aspects of adventuring.

As soon as they entered the guild office, the annoyance over Anastacia’s audacity to bring both the simulacra and the inquisitor along with her was visible on the faces of every single official working in the lobby. The guards were considerably less bothered by them, and received a few glares from their employers as well. Being the only actual adventurer in the group, Anastacia suggested that she’d be the one to handle any business at the counter while Iris and the simulacra busied themselves with looking through the seemingly endless amounts of quests available on the boards lining the walls, just in case there was anything funny to be found – and simultaneously avoid giving the officials any excuse to make things harder than they needed to be.

Iris watched for a while as the now clearly hungover adventurer leaned her forehead against the cool glass separating the sides of the counter, causing the collective blood pressure of the officials to spike massively. She may have been trying her best, but even then, Anastacia was taxing to be around for even moderately orderly people, and it was safe to assume the procedures would take a bit longer than just the couple of minutes that had been predicted. The inquisitor sighed and asked for the simulacra to follow her as she headed for the wall of quest notices.

Stretching for over fifteen meters along the wall, was a massive arrangement of countless paper slips, lowest ones being around knee-high and the highest ones well above where Iris could even reach. Each one was about the size of one’s palm, and contained some key information such as the location, payment, any requirements and the general gist of the quest offered. Iris figured that more details would be available from the officials keenly observing her from their seats behind the counters, as some of the descriptions were vague at best and almost cryptic at times. The locations listed on the notices showed much of the variety in scenery available for the adventurers. While a lot of them were reasonably close the to admittedly central location of Valor, plenty would have taken several weeks to reach and some would require over a month at sea. Remote, almost tribal, communities far up in the north seemed to have their share of trouble, as did the coastal trade hubs as well as cities carved into jungles far south of where Iris’ job had ever taken her. Several of the notices had seals of nobility or other important factions stamped onto them, suggesting their payments were at least backed by some official entity from whichever nation the quest came from. Iris would have enjoyed seeing one of the crests used by Mournvalley among them, but the it was not yet time for that – if it ever would be. One thing that struck the inquisitor as odd was the apparent randomness of the order the notices had been pinned onto the board. The order didn’t follow the date, location, reward amount or any other obvious detail, nor did it seem to make sense when considering more subjective measures such as complexity or difficulty. Almost identical tasks about hunting trolls or other common nuisances were strewn all over the wall and at the same time could be right next to each other. It was entirely possible that there was no intended order for them, but Iris found it hard to believe that the painstakingly systematic officials would allow such a thing under their own roof.

Iris wondered if she could inquire about the filing system from one of the nearby officials but decided against it when she saw that they were all busy watching in horror as Anastacia was now trying to wiggle free from the grasp of one of the guards while throwing coins at the official behind the counter. The official called Strawberry had been alerted to the scene and was trying to fruitlessly explain to her why taking Iris and Leggy on a quest caused additional paperwork that needed to be filled. So instead, the inquisitor decided to ignore the commotion and further inspect some of the notices.

“Assist in research, protect camp, survey area… Clear snow off roof?” She read a few of them out loud. “Who hires an adventurer for that?... They really do everything here.”

Everything from babysitting royalty to spying on researchers to getting rid of various ridiculous creatures was fair game, and the turnover rate for quests must have been quite rapid as it was hard to find a quest that dated even a month back – which raised the question of how the guild managed to collect quests from such faraway places and not have them take months to get done. The inquisition held some knowledge on the guild and its officials, but even their archives were filled with little more than theories.

As Iris continued to peruse the selection, her gaze landed on a notice that seemed odd in several ways. Not only was the location listed as Valor itself, the name listed as the client was familiar. “Xamiliere? Isn’t that the spriggan I’ve been warned about? I wonder what- ohh…” A realization about why she had been warned came to her as she continued reading.

The description of the quest was simply stated as ‘Escort’, which was very suspicious on its own – and not at all made better by the hyper specific requirement of ‘Necromancers only’, which effectively limited the people in Valor who were able to accept the task to one: Anastacia. Apparently, no equipment would be needed as a suitable outfit would be provided too.

“Do… do I take this to her?” The inquisitor asked from the simulacra accompanying her, but neither had an answer to give – nor could either of them read in the first place. “Something in me is screaming that I should just tear this and never mention it to anyone.” Of course, she couldn’t really do that without risking a great deal of trouble with the guild, but she did seriously consider just not mentioning it to Anastacia before begrudgingly grabbing the notice and heading to the counter, where the situation had started to cool down and Anastacia had agreed to scribble something on a form that had been offered to her.

Strawberry and the poor official Anastacia had originally chosen to deal with immediately gave a knowing look at Iris when they noticed the piece of paper in her hand. “So, you’ve found it, huh?” Strawberry said, sounding almost disappointed that now someone knew the guild had to deal with such a thing.

“Found what?” Anastacia asked, taking the first chance she could to stop filling the forms and snatched the slip from Iris’ hand. She took a moment to study it and with a smirk slammed it onto the counter. “If this is a real quest, I’ll take it.”

“Unfortunately, it is a very real quest. Try as we might, we can not find a basis for rejecting it since it can plausibly be construed as a normal quest. There is nothing to stop adventurers from setting up quests within the regular acceptable limits. Maybe it is a failure on our end that we did not take frivolous use of double entendres into account until now.” Strawberry sighed and took over the counter to begin handling the work regarding the quest, all of which seemed very mysterious to Iris. “For perhaps the first time ever, because of who is behind it and who it is obviously targeting, we don’t want to know what any of this really means. If you choose to carry out the quest, do not speak of it to us, do not explain anything. Simply come in, register it as done and spare us all from the details.”

After a moment of almost machine-like work with the strange equipment guild used to keep tabs on things, Strawberry turned around to open one of the many small doors in the enormous set of cabinets behind all the counters and retrieved a single letter. He then placed it in front of Anastacia and gestured for her to take her adventurer’s pearl from the small slot it had been kept in. The adventurer immediately took this as a sign of their business being concluded, grabbed her things and shuffled out of the office, leaving behind the half-filled paperwork and a fair number of coins on the floor. The simulacra were quick to follow her, briefly leaving Iris behind to awkwardly stand around before she escaped the situation as well.

Once she was a safe distance away, Anastacia stopped to lean against a wall to recuperate her strength after moving far too quickly for how hungover she was and allowed Iris to catch up to her. The inquisitor leaned against the wall as well and offered her friend a canteen of water from her bag.

“So… Can I ask what’s up with this quest? Is this like a thing or…” Iris warily asked once Anastacia was done chugging the entire canteen dry.

“It’s not like that.” Anastacia chuckled. “She’s probably just lonely and bored out of her mind. Being a plant during winter can’t be great, and then there’s the whole lack of gravity issue – and I’ve been away a lot lately, being busy with your wings and such. She knew someone would tell me about the quest sooner or later and this is probably just a convoluted way to tell me she wants to hang out.”

“Oh… Have I been in the way after all? You should have said something.” Iris immediately worried.

“Nah, I don’t mind and I’m sure Xammy doesn’t either. You’re only going to be sticking around for a few more days after all, and she’s at least some level of immortal.” The adventurer shrugged and waved the neatly folded and sealed letter. “I do kind of want to check this out though, I don’t think she’d go through this much trouble unless she has something special in mind.”

“Of course! I have stuff I need to figure out for myself anyway, so take as much time as you need, the wings won’t be ready for a couple more days either.” Iris said, thinking it would be wise to figure out what was going on inside her instead of ignore it. She could try speaking to Emilia or contacting Sylvia herself – or even the mysterious owlfolk priestess who had given her a supposedly important but vague task some days ago.

Curious about the contents of the letter and with just enough light coming through the nearby shop window, Anastacia decided to open the letter then and there instead of waiting to get back to the inn, similarly intrigued, Iris leaned in to read it as well. As soon as the adventurer folded open the paper, a sweet floral scent wafted from the paper, not a perfume mimicking one, but the exact scent of roses that had been freshly picked just a moment ago. It was immediately obvious that a massive amount of effort had peen put to the penmanship as well, as each letter was flawlessly inscribed in such an extravagant manner that it almost made some words harder to read.


To my beloved Lady Anastacia.

To bless a day, a mere glimpse of your fair beaty. A passing vision that robs the rest of the world of its beauty. To call you a radiant rose among the weeds that fill the world is an understatement.  

To venerate a month, a glancing stroke across your marble skin. Its smoothness caressing my willow bark turns the softest of silks into thorns in comparison. 

To give meaning to my ageless life, a whisper in your silvery voice. Hearing you call my name but once has ruined the songs of birds and bards alike, as they are but pained groans in comparison…



“Anna…” Iris interrupted before either of them was able to read further. “I may not know much about this sort of stuff, but this is most definitely a thing.”

Anastacia declined the idea. “No, this is just how she is pretty much all the time.” She said and continued reading.


These are the joys your absence has robbed from me, and left nothing but dark and loneliness behind. My bark has grown rough and thick in the frigid winds, the long nights have shriveled my once bright green leaves and without you, the sap of life within me slowly dries. But though I long for you so, I understand that the brilliant flame that is your presence is direly needed by others as well. Think not that I blame anyone for this, for this is but a sign of admiration, longing – and desire.

To remedy my abhorrent state, physical and otherwise, I have planned an escapade – a quest for you to come and save me from this dreadful loneliness and decrepit body. A chance for us to grow closer, more intimate. A chance for me to teach your ever curious mind about spriggans, about things better left unmentioned and maybe even about yourself. You need not worry about anything, for I will give you everything you need for our little “adventure”. For how many days and nights we will spend with one another, I can not say, it is something we will find out together…

Eagerly awaiting you

Xamiliere



Iris frowned and stared at the quoted word ‘adventure’. “Are you sure this isn’t a thing? It pretty blatantly looks like one.”

“It’s just a joke she does because she knows it annoys Rosie.” Anastacia again dismissed the idea.

“If you say so…” Iris agreed to disagree without talking back about something she didn’t know much about. “But if she is a spriggan, doesn’t that mean she’s your ‘type’ or whatever? Like these two.” She asked and pointed at the simulacra.

The adventurer looked like she was about to say something for a moment, but instead folded the letter into her pocket and started heading towards the inn. “Let’s just get to a bath, I’m getting cold standing around here.”

            

    
        Chapter 252 - Times are changing

    
    
    
    
                Plagued by wandering thoughts and a slowly subsiding headache, Anastacia had slept rather poorly on the night following the visit to the guild office. Spending as much time tossing and turning in her bed as she did asleep, until finally, barely rested and with her hair and clothes unkempt, she staggered down the stairs into the tavern well after the kitchen had started to prepare for the lunch rush. Without so much as a word to anyone, she wandered into the kitchen, stared at a coffee pot while struggling to stay awake until Yulia took it as a sign of her wanting a cup or six and prepared her some breakfast. Now with a cup of fresh coffee and a small bowl of oatmeal placed into her hands, she was directed into an empty table to sort herself out. Flickering in and out of consciousness, she sluggishly ate the oatmeal, finishing well after it had gone cold. She also downed at least two full cups of coffee, but was not mentally present whenever it was refilled, so she couldn’t even tell. She wasn’t the only functionally comatose adventurer in the room at the time, much less over the entire morning, so her antics went mostly unnoticed by everyone – all but one pair of glowing green eyes, excitedly observing the necromancer from among the rafters above.

“You have it with you!” Xamiliere finally exclaimed and slowly bounced off the ceiling to meet Anastacia’s vacant stare with her own, only a couple of centimeters away from her face.

“Mmmh…” Mumbled the necromancer.

“I can smell it on you, you have my letter!” The spriggan said excitedly and gently reoriented herself by holding on to Anastacia’s cheeks.

The very out of place scent of an autumn forest starkly contrasting with the smell of tobacco and food in the tavern was finally enough to somewhat bring Anastacia back to life and she instinctively flinched away from Xamiliere, nearly falling over with her chair. “What?... Quest?” She asked before remembering where she was, who she was or what had happened in the last day.

Xamiliere slowly moved her hand down Anastacia’s arm and laughed slyly. “Yes, the little adventure I have prepared for us!” She once more exclaimed and pulled the neatly folded letter out of the necromancer’s pocket to quickly refresh herself on what exactly she had written.

Anastacia very slowly took one more sip of coffee before joining the conversation. “Oh, right, I did accept that. So, what’s up?” She asked and took a better look at the spriggan. Like the letter had said, the winter hadn’t been kind to the nature spirit, her bark was dry and rough, the burning green energy emanating from within her had a considerably more yellowish hue, and pretty much all leaves typically sprouting from various places around her body had dried up and fallen. Obviously, Anastacia had already seen this not that long ago already, but the change had been gradual and before the letter, she hadn’t really paid that much attention to it as it seemed to have less of an impact on the spriggan’s mood than being stuck inside had.

Xamiliere frowned and put her hand on Anastacia’s hand. “A girl can get lonely, you know? You’ve spent an awful lot of time out there, running about saving who knows how many princes and princesses in peril, like the little weird one you brought here – meanwhile there has been one right here, and you just haven’t had time for little old me!” She clearly overdramatized her blight. “You even brought in another simulacrum! I don’t mind sharing but this crusty old body does make me feel inadequate, since I know how you get around smooth surfaces…”

“Sharing what?... Anyway, I cleared my calendar for now, even told King and Leggy to just hang around and help where they can. It’ll be just us, like you seemed to be asking…” Anastacia explained and grabbed the spriggan’s hand to get a better look at the dried and coarse bark. Xamiliere wasn’t wrong in that she preferred the smoother summer feel, but it wasn’t entirely unpleasant either. “So, what did you have in mind? Like shopping or something?”

Visibly excited that she was being paid attention to, Xamiliere took a while to answer. “It’s like the letter said, darling, we’re embarking on an adventure to explore and learn about one another! You’ve made great strides over the last months, but there’s still great many things I can teach you about various things – honestly, though any room with a lock on the door and solid walls would do, I do think there’s a place I… we should go to, a place where I could finally shed bare and show you how you should see me.” She explained slowly creeping closer to the necromancer and lowering her voice, eventually whispering directly into her ear.

“It’s not going to be another brothel, is it?” The necromancer asked, fairly certain that it was going to be one by the sound of it.

Xamiliere sighed and disappointedly pulled back after getting no response at all in the way she would have wanted. “I wish… No, we’re going to the mother grove.” She finally admitted without a heavy layer of suggestive language and tone.

Anastacia nodded. “Sure, I’ll go, but I have no idea what that is.”

“It’s where all spriggans once sprouted and the closest thing they call home.” Xamiliere explained while being very clear to exclude herself from the others of her kind. “The truth is that I am at my wits end and beyond with this weightlessness. I want to go out there with you and the others while you’re still around, but no one in this city is able to figure it out! Since it was done by a god and my kind does not think much of the deities, mother grove more than likely has a handful of ways to fix this – that, and I do actually want a fresh body. It’s downright embarrassing to let you see me like this.”

“Oh, okay.” Anastacia agreed immediately. She could only imagine how torturous it would be for her to be stuck indoors and would take absolutely no convincing at all to help her friend get rid of the curse. “But why wait this long in the first place if you’re pretty sure there’s a cure for it there?”

The spriggan had a noticeable amount of spite in her voice whenever speaking of her own kind. “How long would it take for you to admit defeat and go crawling back to Mournvalley for something? Trust me, your disagreement with necromancers is a fairly civil squabble compared to a spriggan abandoning our supposed purpose. It has been hundreds of years since I left and I still get some pretty venomous stuff coming down the literal grapevine when I’m in the woods.”

“Fair enough.” Anastacia knew there was some kind of a disagreement between Xamiliere and the nature spirits in general regarding her choice of living with people instead of watching over forests, but the two had never gone into detail about what exactly it entailed. Regardless, Anastacia certainly sympathized with anyone who decided to leave behind some predetermined life at the cost of severing all links to everyone they had ever known – but one thing was still unclear to her. “But how do I fit into any of this? I’ll gladly come along if you need someone to swing their weight around but I can’t help but to think there’s better options than a necromancer.”

The frown on Xamiliere’s face briefly turned into a wily grin once more. “First of all, I would take you everywhere I go if I could.” She said and reached out to caress the necromancer’s cheek. “But you being a necromancer is precisely why I need you to come along. You see, I wouldn’t even be let in on my own, but my kind has somewhat of an… adoration of sorts towards yours, and having a cute little thing like you with me to smooth things out will get me at least some traction with them.”

Anastacia found that very hard to believe. “Why would anyone ever think necromancers are anything but horrifying or gross?!”

“There’s actually a lot of historical reasons for it. I’m sure someone there will happily tell you all about it, but I’m not sure how much of it is based on reality and how much of it is just their peculiar image of necromancers from like thousands of years ago. I doubt anyone there has seen one up close ever since your kind huddled into that desolate wasteland they have no business in – certainly not one that didn’t try to attack them on sight.” Xamiliere briefly said in a tone that made it clear she found it all very boring to talk about, and so far removed from the mood she usually tried to foster between her and Anastacia, that she felt the need to maneuver herself between the table and the necromancer, onto Anastacia’s lap. “Of course, I care none for that. I’m frankly a shit spriggan and you’re a terrible necromancer, which is almost a fairytale on its own, is it not?” She whispered.

With a shaky hand, Anastacia took a sip of coffee and pretended to not mind the skinship, which really wasn’t all that unusual for the spriggan but did feel a bit awkward all of a sudden. “So the plan is for you to do what you need to while I get to chat with a bunch of spriggans? This seems like something I’d be interested in, yeah.”

“Hey now! Don’t get distracted. This is our little adventure.” The nature spirit was quick to remind. “Sure, there’ll be a sideshow but this is not about them at all. But first! You need a more… appropriate outfit for the job, so be a dear and carry me upstairs.”

Noticing the amused glances their rather questionable chat had started to gather form around the room and being the subject of enough rumors already, Anastacia decided the simply push the severely disappointed spriggan towards the stairs before calmly finishing her cup of coffee and soon following her upstairs. By the time she reached her room, Xamiliere was already waiting by the door with a neatly wrapped parcel with the name of a local tailor stamped onto the paper wrap.

Even without opening it, Anastacia could tell that the package was suspicious necromancy wise. “What’s that?” She asked as it was handed to her.

“Your costume. Trust me, it’s very tasteful and elegant.” The spriggan assured her with a voice that at least didn’t seem mischievous.

“Okay… why do I need a costume? I have enough clothes these days, I even have a guild uniform if I need something more formal.” The necromancer inquired, understandably suspicious.

“You do look cute in anything, but you don’t look particularly ‘necromancey’ at all. We’ll be spared from a lot of drama if you leave out the fact that you don’t want anything to do with Mournvalley these days and actually look the part. Remember, they haven’t seen a necromancer up close since forever, so if we blow their minds with the looks, they won’t question you at all.” Xamiliere explained, leaving out the fact that outside of the couple of inquisitors, she herself hadn’t seen a necromancer in about as long as the rest of her kind.

Accepting the reasoning, Anastacia headed into her room to change into the new clothes, half expecting them to be something wholly unsuitable to be worn in public. Xamiliere, of course, tried to follow her inside but was tossed out immediately. Even after shoving a sock into the keyhole to plug it, the necromancer could almost feel the excited gaze of her friend through the door itself. She carefully unwrapped the parcel and neatly organized its contents onto her unmade bed. While it wasn’t anywhere as bad as she had feared and could actually be worn outside of a private setting, it didn’t come without some questionable choices. The most glaring detail, which Anastacia had already noticed with her powers, was the fairly generous use of bones to decorate some parts of the costume – and it most definitely was a costume, as no necromancer would ever be caught wearing it. She took a while to inspect the bones, which for the most part appeared to be carved from some kind of ivory and luckily weren’t just random bits of animals the spriggan had found laying around. Even the more concerning parts, namely a necklace with three actual bird skulls, seemed to be professionally treated over what must have been weeks of preparation.

In total, the costume included five pieces: a long, pearly white coat with a lot of golden thread wasted on extremely detailed and extravagant skull imagery on both its collar, cuffs and hem as well as a pair of ridiculous shoulder guards in the shape of skulls; a pair of white trousers with small loops on them to hold onto ten thin bone spikes, all of which were covered in engravings but would work as a weapon at least briefly; a long-sleeved undershirt made from such a pointlessly thin material that it could be seen through even when it was folded over; a black leather vest to cover what the shirt most certainly didn’t, complete with a pair of skeletal hands copping a feel; and finally the aforementioned necklace.

While some skull motifs were a fairly common sight in the clothing made for Mournvalleyan nobility, and some bones were at times used as decorations, such an outfit was borderline insulting to any necromancer if they were told that it represented their usual sense of style. Even to someone who generally wanted to be as insulting as she could towards her own kind, Anastacia found the tacky outfit to be a bit much as she put it on and inspected it with the mirror on the door of her wardrobe. Granted, it fit on suspiciously well, was at least somewhat comfortable and warm, but she still would have vastly preferred her usual thrown together outfits and violet cloak if at all possible.

With her outfit changed, Anastacia was about to unlock the door to let Xamiliere inside to answer some of the many, many questions she had about the clothes, but at the last moment she realized the state of her room. Clothes, books, trinkets, shiny rocks, dirty dishes missing from the tavern, sticks and everything else she had collected over the months covered almost every inch of the floor and most of the other surfaces. She hastily hid what she could into the wardrobe and chest, and kicked everything else under the bed. She also tried her best to make the bed but that wasn’t a skill anyone had taught her, so it ended up looking like she was trying to hide something with her blanket. Somewhat content with the rushed tidying, she finally unlocked the door and let the excited spriggan float her way in.

Xamiliere did a couple of agonizingly slow and thorough rounds around the necromancer, inspecting everything with great interest. “Yes… This will do great!” She suddenly declared and stopped to comb Anastacia’s hair with her fingers.

“Right, so I have a couple of questions.” Anastacia said while trying her best to hide that she actually rather liked having her hair combed by someone else, usually King. “First of all, why is it that you’re able to order tailor-made clothes that fit me and also what the fuck is this costume. No necromancer ever has worn anything this over the top.”

“There’s no answer to that which would sound good said out loud.” The nature spirit freely admitted but didn’t answer the first question at all. “As for the clothes, is that not what you would think a necromancer would wear if you didn’t know them? Maybe I added some things here and there that might seem questionable, but the tailor seemed to agree with my ideas – or at least didn’t say anything against them.”

Xamiliere kept cheerily listening to the well-earned critique for the outfit while tidying the tangled and messy hairdo the necromancer had done nothing to after waking up. Though she seemed excited and cheerful as ever, Anastacia could easily tell there was something she wasn’t being told, something that bothered the spriggan and took her grin down a notch. She figured that for once the spriggan was actually nervous over having to return to a place she had either abandoned or been exiled from, but didn’t know how to approach the subject to ease her friend’s mind.

“Well, if what you say is true, with this costume and my dazzling personality, I’ll charm them no problem. So, you just need to worry about getting uncursed while I keep them busy.” Anastacia tried to encourage her friend by being clear that she was in on the quest despite all the complaining.

The spriggan gave a halfhearted smile in response as she finished making sure the necromancer’s looks were up to snuff and ushered her to sit down on the bed while she continued to nervously float around. “There are still a few things we need to talk about before we leave.” She admitted with none of the playfulness or jest in her voice and sighed. “As much as I want this to be a fun little trip with obvious romantic undertones and no distractions, and it can be that depending on how things go, but I need you to understand something about Spriggans. I’ve lived with people for hundreds of years and have learned to abide by your laws and boundaries even if they don’t make much sense to me – the others have not.”

“So they’re a bit unruly or something? I don’t think that’s a problem, I’m sure it’s nothing compared to the goblins.” Anastacia smugly stated.

“NEVER MENTION THE GOBLINS!” Xamiliere immediately screamed and grabbed the necromancer by the shoulders, almost damaging the brand-new shoulder guards with her grasp. “Never! The others will tear you apart if they ever learn you have anything to do with those gross green buggers! I didn’t even think of that… Fuck, maybe this was a bad idea after all…”

The necromancer calmly placed her hands on her friend’s cheeks and tried to squeeze them, but the wood wouldn’t budge so easily. “Relax, I’m not going to mention the goblins. Half the time we’re out there I have to lie about who I am for convenience’s sake. It’s nothing I haven’t done a dozen times before. Besides, if the weightlessness is bothering you so much, obviously I’m going to do this no matter how bad of an idea this might be. Now, what were you going to say about the spriggans?”

Relishing the moment of being held, Xamiliere waited for a while before continuing. “They’re not unruly, they’re pretty much feral. They’re not really violent, so I doubt they will just outright attack us, but don’t let your guard down around them. Only laws they abide by are the ones set by nature, might makes right and all that. So do not expect courtesy, decency or even basic manners from them. If they try something, ALWAYS make sure to show it has consequences and that you’re not afraid of them, ALWAYS stand your ground or they will walk all over you. Assume they will lie to you if they can’t force their will on you.” She explained slowly and clearly, making sure Anastacia would remember every bit of advice she was able to give.

“You’re kind of making them seem like bad people…” Even Anastacia started to worry, she had been looking forwards to what she expected to be slightly mischievous nature spirits like the one she knew.

Xamiliere frowned and pondered for few seconds. “They aren’t exactly bad either, just not civil… Once they know you’re a necromancer, I don’t think any of them would go out of their way to cause you harm, but understand that if you don’t set the rules, there will be no rules. Throw a bit of fire at them or something if they do something you don’t like.”

The suggestion surprised Anastacia. “Throw fire? That seems a bit much if they’re made of wood like you.”  

“Being set on fire is a bad time for sure.” Shrugged Xamiliere. “But you can’t hurt us in any way that truly matters. At least not without much more effort. Once they know you can’t be fucked with, they’ll be easier to work with anyway, probably wouldn’t hurt if you claimed to be some Mournvalleyan bigwig and acted a bit high and mighty. Generally, titles don’t mean anything to them, but it won’t hurt either.”

During her life in Mournvalley, Anastacia had seen every self-important noble necromancer there had been at the time, so channeling some of that attitude was easy enough – and she actually had something to back it up with. “So don’t mention the goblins, be confident, stand your ground, don’t take shit from them and throw hands if need be. Got it! Anything else?” She asked after making a short mental list.

“There’s also a chance none of this will matter. This is not something that really happens at all, so in reality there’s no telling what they’ll do when they meet you. Maybe they’ve forgotten everything about necromancers and will just ignore you, maybe they’ll treat you like the princess you are, maybe they’ll fight over you – who knows!” The spriggan added and threw her arms up in resignation.

“Obviously.” Chuckled the necromancer. Saying that any initial planning remained meaningful through even half of the quests any adventurer ever had taken a part of would have been an utter lie, and even the ones made in jest were no exception. “Should I be taking along supplies or something? If even you don’t know how long this will take, a change of clothes or food or something?”

“Food or water won’t be a problem…” Xamiliere said dismissively while pulling herself close enough to whisper into Anastacia’s ear. “…and ideally even those won’t stay on all too much, so I don’t see why you would bring any more clothes either.”

The intense scent of roses imprinted on the letter quickly filled the room as the glowing yellowish green eyes of the spriggan locked with Anastacia’s bright turquoise ones for a moment that could have been a single second or several minutes as far as either of them could tell – time may as well have stopped. What was going through Xamiliere’s mind wasn’t secret or news to anyone, least of all Anastacia, who often chose to play dumb to avoid the topic entirely. In the past months there had been a lot going on in Anastacia’s life, and a friend had been what she needed at the time – and when she was needed, the spriggan was an excellent friend to have. In fact, Anastacia knew for sure she could have safely ended the risqué little game they were playing by simply giving a clear ‘no’ as an answer, but for some reason she had never done that. Without a doubt, some level of intrigue had always been there, but after only a brief taste of free life after years if living in a cell, it had not been the time for such developments in her life – something on which both she and Emilia had agreed on during their little talk in Crescent. But now was the time for Anastacia to find out that Iris’ unhelpful comment on the night before had clearly thrown a wrench into the works of the situation and it may have been the time to start figuring out things that had been easier to brush aside before.

“You’re trying awfully hard today…” The necromancer whispered back, acknowledging what her friend was trying to do for the first time in a good while.

Actually getting a response must have caught Xamiliere off guard as her hand stopped halfway towards the topmost button of Anastacia’s vest and she backed off a bit with a startled look on her face, as if she was being blamed for something. “I… Sorry. I just… damnit. You know how it is, right? I figured I still have a horse in the race and that eventually it’ll work as long as I keep trying…”

Realizing that she for once had the upper hand, Anastacia hid her embarrassment as well as she could and pressed her finger on the spriggan’s lips to shut her up. “It’s not going to work today, or tomorrow – but if I were you, I’d focus less on trying harder and more on actually being ready when- if it finally works, because this is an embarrassing look for you after so much effort.” She smirked while staring directly into Xamiliere’s eyes before finally pushing the spriggan away with her finger. She then stood up, straightened her ridiculous outfit once more with the aid of her mirror and turned back to her friend with her usual cheeky smile. “Now then, we have a quest to do, and now that I think about it, the location was listed as 'Valor' and I sure as shit aren’t going to go out there wearing this nonsense and risk being seen by people I have to face again. So how exactly are we going to get into this mother grove of yours?”

Xamiliere slowly floated across the room and slammed into the opposite wall without doing anything to stop it. “Hold on… give me a second, I’m blacking out here… I… What the fuck just happened? I think my mind touched the void for a bit there.” She uttered with a voice full of confusion, glee and a bit of hope.

            

    
        Chapter 253 - Houseplant

    
    
    
    
                Xamiliere proudly presented what could only be called a pair of small sticks shoved into a couple of paltry clay cups. Despite only being about ten centimeters tall, both of them had a single leaf growing from about halfway up their length, which wasn’t all that impressive considering they were being grown by a literal nature spirit. “These are out tickets to mother grove. A spriggan is never far from home as long as there are some plants around.”

“Okay… Unless we’re supposed to eat them, I’m not sure where this is going.” Anastacia commented and tried to look for any kind of signs that they were indeed something more than just a couple of sticks in mud.

“Observe!” The spriggan declared and placed the cups onto the hastily cleaned floor of Anastacia’s room, about a meter apart from each other. She then stuck a finger in each of the cups and a weak, faded wave of greenish energy traveled down her arms into the meager handfuls of soil reserved for each of the sticks. Within seconds, both of them doubled in length and kept growing from there, sprouting into a pair of freshly grown oak saplings with several bright green leaves growing from each new branch that formed. Soon enough, the cups shattered as the roots could no longer fit in them, spreading soil and shards of clay across the floor. Finally, only after the tip of each tree had reached the ceiling and started to bend, and the roots had spread enough to be entangled with each other, the rapid growth ceased. “Impressive, is it not?” Xamiliere asked and proudly posed in front of her works.

“Very, but I’m pretty sure Rosie will kill us both if she decides to check the room while we’re gone.”  The necromancer said and kicked some of the dirt that had flown across the entire floor.

Xamiliere shrugged. “A worthy death if there ever was one.” She joked and floated up to grab onto the top of each tree so that she could loosely tie them together and create a rather charming little archway. “There we go, now just grab onto my hand, close your eyes and walk through that.”

Though it was fairly magical-looking just because of the fact that it was growing out of nowhere in the middle of her room, Anastacia found the whole thing a bit lackluster. Nothing beyond the arch had changed, there was no arcane tingle in the air or shimmer that would have suggested a presence of a portal or a rift, just the other side of her room and the window showing the square outside. “You know, I would have thought there would be some kind of a light show included in this sort of thing… Magic tends to be pretty flashy.”

“There is, you just can’t see it. Try as you might, you’re still a human and unable to see the flow of energy in nature. A forest is never just a forest, every time you enter one, a decision is being made on whether you’re allowed to leave or not. If you’re ever lost in one, it may not be your fault but simply the forest deciding that you should be lost for a while. Everyone has likely blinked at a wrong time under the wrong tree and walked through something like this without knowing, sometimes ending up far from where they were, sometimes not.” The nature spirit explained while gesturing at the arch, as if she was presenting something other than just a couple of small trees. “This one is a little special though, since it was made by yours truly. Normal people wouldn’t even be able to get through it since my kind doesn’t want folks just randomly popping up around mother grove.”

“What makes me abnormal then? Is it because I’m a necromancer?” Asked Anastacia, a bit disheartened by the fact that the only thing special about her would have been the thing she didn’t care for and was simply born with.

The spriggan laughed. “Nothing of the sort! It’s that I’ve… Let’s call it ‘strategically’ shed some pollen on you every now and then – enough for nature to be a bit more tolerant of you than of most people.”

Remembering that Apple, her more magic oriented copy at the bottom of the machine fortress she had visited, had mentioned something similar, Anastacia couldn’t help but to feel itchy because of the apparent layer of pollen on her. “Okay, could you not do that? At least without telling me. It feels a bit… I don’t know, wrong?”

“It does? Of course I’ll stop if it bothers you, but if you’ve ever been outside, you’re just as covered in about a hundred other types of pollen from trees and such. As lewd as I would like it to be, in reality it’s nothing special, mostly just handy.” Xamiliere said, not really understanding the problem her friend had with it.

“It’s special if I say it’s special. You say you’re more civilized than the others but still run about pollinating people without consent. Honestly, you’d be in a lot of trouble if I wasn’t so patient with you.” The necromancer scolded her friend before grabbing her hand and marching through the arch with her eyes closed.

Even before she opened them again, Anastacia could tell that they were no longer in Valor. All detectable life had vanished in an instant, the usual sounds and scents of the inn had changed into to rustling of leaves in the wind and an almost harsh, stinging smell of dozens of different flowers she couldn’t recognize beyond it being distinctively floral in nature. Sickeningly sweet and more potent than any apothecary or alchemist’s laboratory, it would take a moment or two to get used to. Though the temperature was the only immediately pleasant change from the frigid winter Valor was going through, the absolutely overpowering moisture in the air ruined it very quickly. Without a doubt, the place they had arrived in wasn’t meant for humans to get comfortable in. Finally daring to open her eyes and fully expecting yet another assault on her senses in some way, she found herself to be surrounded by a nonsensical combination of plant life from every corner of the world. Immensely tall great sequoia trees from the ancient forests far in the north growing next to equally impressive kapok trees from the deep rainforests of the south and surrounded by the ever so familiar pines and oaks among which Anastacia had spent many summer and autumn days. Fern and cacti growing beautifully side by side without either of them showing signs of growing in a less than perfect climate. Vines draped across the massive branches overhead and the entire ground was covered in a thick layer of soft moss. Interestingly enough, the entire place flourished without a single insect or animal living in it. Anastacia had learned to take that as worrying sign, but there was no aura of dread looming over the area, no threatening presence or even so much as an uncomfortable feeling from the absence of life – this was a sanctuary for flora and nothing more. Standing waist-deep in a medley of undergrowth, the necromancer looked for a path to follow, but there was no such thing to be found, nothing to mark that anyone had ever been there.

“Ahh… This would be such a nice place if it wasn’t filled with noxious assholes!” Xamiliere stated as loudly as she could without yelling, making sure she was heard by anyone in the vicinity. The yellowed shade of the energy in her eyes had already started to heal with her mere presence in the grove and new leaves had started to sprout on the branches atop her head. More interestingly, she started to very slowly sink towards the ground as the magics of the forest wrestled away what control deities had managed to impose on one of its children, and soon enough, her feet firmly touched the ground for the first time in a few months. The spriggan took this opportunity to stretch her wooden body and let out an uncomfortable series of cracks and creaks as it settled to support its regained weight.

“Wait… was that it?” Anastacia asked in disbelief, worrying that she wouldn’t be able to see more of the grove and its inhabitants.

Xamiliere sighed, feeling complete opposite and wishing they could already leave. “No, I would bob right back into the air the second we’d leave. It’s just that in here, the rules of nature outweigh whatever artificial miracle wankery the gods have set up out there. I still need to at the very least replace this crappy body and probably do some other stuff first.” She explained gestured for the necromancer to follow her.

They walked across the mossy forest floor into what seemed like a random direction to Anastacia, passing countless interesting collections of plants growing on the massive trunks of the trees, on large rocks, surfaced roots and fallen branches. Xamiliere always patiently named each one her friends decided to ask about, though sometimes she didn’t know the names people outside had given to them and some of the odder examples no longer grew anywhere else in the world. Despite there being no path to follow, the undergrowth seemed to almost move out of their way so that they didn’t have to step on any of it or cut their way through.

Finally, after maybe half a kilometer of trekking, the spriggan stopped besides a strange tall stone with a single flat side. Though it was covered in plant growth like everything else in the forest, it still stuck out like a sore thumb from the rest of the view. At first Anastacia couldn’t figure out why, though she spotted some worn carvings on the flat side of the rock – until finally it hit her: it was the only thing in the entire forest that was intentionally placed. It wasn’t a piece of a larger rock formation that had crumbled over eons or something that had fallen off an eroded hillside, it was there to convey some message. Taking a closer look at the carvings, she couldn’t make out anything besides it likely having been text at some point but had worn down to nothing but vague indentations in a few straight rows.

“They really should redo this. It was like this even when I left.” Xamiliere scoffed at the rundown state of the single thing in the entire forest that would have required upkeep. “Maybe even do it in a language anyone speaks anymore.”

“What was it?” Anastacia asked while still trying to find even a single familiar letter.

“A warning.” The spriggan said and placed her finger on the first word and began following the nonexistent text with it as she spoke. “Undo what mistake brought you here and leave, for you are not wanted here and do not want to be here. If you insist on carrying on, know your wealth and titles to be worthless here, know your life to be void should you not be able to defend it – and know that past this point, the balance will break you before you can break it.”

Anastacia grew a tad more worried over the quest. “Wow, they really don’t want visitors here, huh?”

“Some elves and other forest folk come about once every few years to voice their concerns over whatever ails their local woods, but that’s it really.” Xamiliere shrugged. “But we’re the original reclusive wankers, Mournvalley must have learned that from us.”

They continued walking past the stone for a few more minutes with no real change in scenery besides from slightly heavier mist hanging between the trees – that is, until they came across an odd mass of tangled branches that had been buried in moss and fern for the most part but still held its shape without collapsing. It seemed to continue far into the distance as a kind of a barrier of wood about five meters wide, slightly less than that in height and likely hundreds of meters long. Stranger yet was that despite having the appearance of discarded branches and roots, none of it was dead. The forest had its share of fallen trees and dead things that were being returned to the earth and taken over by the surrounding plants, but this moss-covered structure was the sole exception.

“Time to announce ourselves.” Xamiliere whispered in a worryingly serious tone.

“To who?” Anastacia whispered back and looked around for anyone or anything, but didn’t see any movement.

Suddenly the ground below them shook and two large and bright balls of energy lit up on the sides of the weird mess of wood they had been looking at. Their color was the same shade of green as Xamiliere’s eyes during summer and quickly spread within the structure, weaving the branches together more tightly, moving them in place and forming a more coherent shape out of the immense bundle of sticks. Roots from nearby trees that had entangled themselves between the branches snapped, saplings and even small trees that had managed to grow on top of it fell over and the moss covering it was shed with a couple of swift movements as what appeared to be an absolutely massive wooden snake-like creature hoisted its head twenty meters above Anastacia and Xamiliere. The green orbs of energy that had initiated its awakening intensified and focused into a pair of glowing reptile-like eyes that immediately focused themselves onto the pair below.

“What the shit is that?” Anastacia whispered nervously in a tone that didn’t at all correspond with the callous and unbothered appearance she was trying to force on herself as per Xamiliere’s advice to not show any weakness to the residents of the grove.

“Regnans! I have business with the grove!” The spriggan yelled at the massive creature, unfazed by its size.

The wooden serpent lowered its cabin-sized head closer to her before speaking in a low voice that thundered across the forest. “Fuck off, houseplant.”

A long silence took over, only broken by the snake’s words still echoing from somewhere far away and finally by Anastacia whispering to her friend once more. “Did… did the giant snake-thing just tell you to ‘fuck off’?”

“Yes, they’re an asshole. I might need your help to convince them to let us pass, so feel free to speak up whenever you’re ready.” Xamiliere whispered back before turning to glare at the snake again. “Let us pass and once I’m done, we will! I have brought a necromancer with me, so please, mind your manners!”

The snake shifted its attention to the necromancer and stared down at her for far too long. “Is that so? It does look like one, but what business would one have with the likes of you, houseplant?” It asked mockingly before addressing Anastacia directly. “The company you keep is not worthy of your time, necromancer, the houseplant has abandoned our purpose and no longer serves the balance – not to mention their shitty attitude and quite frankly appalling fixation to imitate people.”

Anastacia was genuinely annoyed to hear her dear friend being mocked, enough so to get over being scared of the giant creature and speak up. “I would hold my tongue if I were you, the company I choose to keep is not for you to criticize. She has been extremely helpful and a great friend to me, and I won’t have anyone speak ill of her – not unless they wish to answer to me.” She huffed and puffed without flinching.

The snake seemed almost amused by the threat. “She? The madness has gone further it seems… But you, you do carry with you the scent of death and are full of spunk, as a necromancer should, so who might you be and what has brought you here?”

“I am Anastacia, the rightful heiress to the throne of Mournvalley – or Brume, should I choose to one day take the crown.” Anastacia introduced herself with technical truths. “I have been on a mission to learn more of the world, including of the history of our kind. My friend, Xamiliere, has told me there is history between necromancers and spriggans, and I have come to learn of it.”

The snake shook its head lamentingly, making more lumps of moss fall off by Anastacia’s feet. “Then it is as we have feared… People are so fragile. At best you live what, five hundred years? I know it’s something brief like that – but anyway, with fleeting lives comes fleeting memories, and it makes sense that the necromancers simply forgot our covenant, rather than went back on their word. The last ones we dealt with weren’t the type to lie.” It spoke far more softly than before, mostly of things Anastacia had no idea of but ones that interested her immediately. Curiously, every time it said the word ‘people’, there was a definite hint of disdain to be found in its voice. “But who is this… Xamiliere, was it? Another necromancer that still recalls some of our past, or learned it from a book? I know people love their little books for remembering things.”

“What? No, she’s a spriggan.” The necromancer said and pointed at her friend, who had an awkward frown on her face and stared at her feet after losing her defiant posture from before.

“Anna…” Xamiliere whispered before the snake’s bellowing laughter interrupted her.

“Oh wow… Is there no end to your madness, houseplant?” The giant creature ridiculed Xamiliere between bouts of laughter that shook the ground. “You abandon our purpose, mingle among people, pretending to be one in body and spirit... but now you’ve also abandoned your name? For what possible reason would you do that? Did you think changing your name would make you more of a person? That’s it, isn’t it?”

“Shut the fuck up, Regnans… Just shut the fuck up…” Xamiliere pleaded and clenched her fists.

Anastacia had never seen the spriggan let anything get to her in such a manner, but figured that with family things were always different, no matter who you were – but that didn’t mean she would listen to it for much longer as she slowly reached for one of the mostly decorative bone spikes strapped onto her leg.

The giant snake continued to laugh hard enough that its massive body convulsed in the distance, further shaking the ground around it. “Haha… I’m sorry, necromancer, I must apologize for the deceptive nature of your ‘friend’. Trust me when I say that they do not represent our kind any more than a common human represents yours. I don’t know what lies they’ve told you, but for starters, the name isn’t whatever the fuck ‘Xamiliere’ is supposed the be, it’s-“

The creature’s words were cut short by a giant flash of flame and the trunk of one of the gigantic trees by its head exploding into splinters as Anastacia launched one of the spikes at it, along with as much fire as she could conjure in the moment. After the rest of the tree came crashing down, barely missing the snakes head, she extinguished the sleeve of her no doubt horrendously expensive coat and stared directly into the startled creature’s eyes with all the authority she carried but often pretended not acknowledge.

“Interesting. I came here to be taught, but this is very close to turning into a learning experience for you.” She spoke with ice cold words so full of thorns that it would have sent a chill down a spine of beings more powerful than the one before her. “Now then, I trust I won’t be denied entry?”

It was hard to say if the snake was impressed, worried or both, but its laughter had ceased as it took a moment to look at the shattered stump beside it. “No… Carry on as you choose. Your kind is welcome – always has been.” It finally said, meekly in comparison to its earlier thundering voice.

“Outstanding.” Anastacia said, clapped her hands once and started heading into a direction she hoped was where they were heading. “Come on then, Xamiliere, we have stuff to do and things to see.” She added, making sure to glare at the snake while speaking out her friend’s name.

For a few minutes, they headed onwards in silence, though the spriggan did have to correct their course slightly. Being socially inept for the most part, Anastacia didn’t really know what to say and hoped her friend would speak up when she felt like it, but as time passed, she stared to become anxious.

“So… what the fuck was that thing?” The necromancer finally asked and bumped into Xamiliere’s shoulder with her own.

The nature spirit snapped out of her downcast thoughts. “Oh, Regnans? They’re a spriggan.” She answered, clearly thinking that Anastacia would have figured that much out already.

The revelation made Anastacia stop in her tracks. “What?! But it was huge and wormy? I though spriggans were all more like you? All the books I’ve read mentioning them said so.” She asked.

“They take a roughly human shape when guarding other forests because maintaining something bigger is hard far away from here and folks are less likely to mess with something that looks sentient. Not to mention that you only see them when they don’t mind being seen. There are no such limitations here, so some of them grow pretty big over time and look like what comes to them naturally. Regnans grew as a type of ash tree that grows very tall so they ended up being like that after not leaving the grove for hundreds of years.” Xamiliere explained. The topic obviously wasn’t particularly fun for her, but she nonetheless wanted to answer her friend’s questions. “Most of the ones who left the grove for good usually have perfected their shape to fit in with whoever they choose to live with.”

“Doesn’t this Regnans have a forest to look after? Why stay here if that’s their whole deal?” The necromancer inquired.

Xamiliere shook her head. “No, their forest was chopped down entirely, well before I even left. Ever since then they’ve just been there, slowly growing and becoming more of a shit – pretending to guard the grove even though there’s no one to guard it from and no reason for it to need guarding.”

“That sucks…” Muttered the necromancer.

“You’ll be hearing similar stories from others as well, though many have simply disappeared if the lands under their protection were ruined.” Xamiliere shrugged, still down but not particularly bothered by the loss of forests and their guardians.

The pair fell silent again as they crossed the last few hundred paces of the journey to the grove proper, giving Anastacia the chance to pay more attention to the forest around them and the gradual change in it as they progressed. Thick and long roots that didn’t seem to belong to any of the nearby trees emerged from the ground more and more often, eventually limiting the size of the other trees to what one would see in normal forests. The ever-present moss coverage also seemed to avoid them as if out of respect, as did all manners of vines and grasses. The roots had split open large rocks, even moved them out of the way in places, confirming the direction they were growing from, but their origin still remained a mystery. Over their journey, Anastacia had slowly started to become more used to the climate and odor of the forest as well, and started to find it fairly pleasant place to be, especially compared to the cold and windy winter streets of Valor she had come from.  

The moment Xamiliere spotted a more brightly lit area directly in front of them, suggesting a clearing of some kind, she stopped to gather herself. “Let’s take a break here, we won’t get one if we continue much further.” She suggested.

“Finally!” The necromancer howled and fell on her back into the soft moss on the spot. “Gil said I’d grow to like it, but walking is still crap.”

Xamiliere chuckled faintly. “Is that so? I find it quite nice after floating about for months.” She said and fell on her back as well next to Anastacia. “Hey, Anna.”

“What’s up?” The necromancer asked and peered at the sky from between the treetops.

“Nothing. Just, you know, thanks.” The nature spirit whispered.

“For what?” Asked Anastacia, not thinking she had done anything particularly noteworthy.

Xamiliere grabbed the necromancer’s hand. “Doing the thing back there. I expected Regnans to be a shit, but being back here after all this time, having to come here because nothing out there could help… It makes me wonder if they’re right. No matter what I say, this is where my kind ultimately belongs. Being out there makes us weaker, returning here heals us. Everything in Valor, including my guys as well as you, will be gone in what will seem like a blink of an eye afterwards, but this place will still be here… Am I just going to return here in the end because there will be nothing left for me out there?”

“Hard to say, I’m pretty dumb with that sort of stuff – But I can burn this place down so it won’t be here to bother you.” Anastacia suggested, lifted up her free arm and flicked a tiny ball of fire towards the sky.

“Even I have no idea what that would do in the grand scale of things… Let’s call it plan B.” The spriggan smirked briefly before turning more serious again. “But you know what I’m saying though, right? In the end, all I’m doing is pretending to be, as they say, a person. Nothing is ever going to make me not be a wooden doll being moved around by a spark of forest magic, is it? I can tweak my appearance all I want, wear clothes, give myself all the names I can come up with and behave in a civilized manner for thousands of years, but I’ll still be just like them and nothing more.”

Anastacia flopped over among the underbrush to somewhat uncomfortably lay her head on top of the spriggan’s stomach and silently listened to the calming lack of sloshing and splashing that was always going on in mortal bodies for a while. “I don’t think you’re as like them as you or they seem to think. First of all, this ‘purpose’ nonsense is all just crap. There was a time my ‘purpose’ was to sit by an ancient skeleton and look pretty, that didn’t go too well, did it? If there is such a thing as purpose for anyone, surely, it’ll be something you’d find on your own and not something some random asshole can decide for you? I can tell a shoe its purpose is to be a hat, and even if I can fit it on my head, it’d be a shitty hat no matter how hard I insisted on it being one – and well, you’re a pretty shit spriggan, no matter how hard they insist and even if you can do what one does.” She explained the best she could.

Xamiliere picked one of the lilies that happened to grow within reach and gently weaved it into the necromancer’s hair while she spoke. “I guess that’s one way to look at it, and does sound better. You nailed the ‘looking pretty’-part of your supposed purpose though.”

“As for who you are, to me it seems pretty dumb to decide that based on what you are. I am the same as every single one of the red inquisitors we had to get rid of back then. All of them and I have the same thing wrong with us which allows us to make dead things go all wiggly – all of us were human too, but is that who I also am? Just another nutjob like them. If who I am is predetermined by what I am – fuck, let’s just give up, I guess? Then we should just lay down here until I die or start killing folks for fun because apparently that’d be who I am.” Anastacia continued rambling as more flowers were added into her hair. “If that turned out to be the case, you’d also know that they were right all along and you’re just like them.”

“Point taken.” The spriggan said and smiled. She didn’t know if there was any basis for what her friend was saying, but it did make her feel more reassured about things she had worried over before and after returning to the grove.

Anastacia flopped around a bit more until she was able to get up and sit on top of the spriggan. “Besides, I have far more concrete evidence that they aren’t at all the same as you.” She stated confidently.

Xamiliere frowned. “And what might that be?” She asked, genuinely curious if the necromancer knew something she didn’t.

“Despite being a spriggan, that Regnans or whatever did absolutely nothing for me. I guess they were a giant snake thing, but still… just not even a little.” Anastacia shrugged nonchalantly. “We’ll see how things go with the rest though.”

Shocked by what she had just heard and its implications, Xamiliere could only blankly stare at the sky. “That… certainly is a thing that you just said out loud to me.” She uttered.

The necromancer stuck her tongue out, grinned and leaned over to block her friend’s view. “Maybe this place is making me less ‘civilized’ as well?”

            

    
        Chapter 254 - Sorbus

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia took her first steps out of the forest into the clearing they had been heading towards and was immediately blinded by the sun finally reaching her eyes without being impeded by the treetops. She shielded her vision with her hand and took a look around.

Hundreds of meters across, the entire clearing was dominated by a single tree in the center of it and its massive roots covering most of the area, the same ones she had seen in the forest, but far larger. Many of the roots were wide enough to be comfortably used as paths across the clearing, and due to them covering a lot of it, would have to be used as such. In places where ground was still visible, flowed several streams of clear water that all seemed to congregate into a small and shallow pond around the tree. The tree itself was abnormally large and girthy, though not particularly tall as far as trees went. Its massive branches spread far and wide, shadowing a large portion of the clearing but not all the way to its edges. Its leaves were as large as dinner plates back at the inn and of every color imaginable, from bright pink to unnaturally black and with countless shades of each one. Its bark ranged just as much in appearance, being smooth and greenish in some places, white like birch in some as well as thick and rough in others. Despite being only maybe twenty meters tall, its shape would have made it very easy and safe to climb, should one want to do such a thing, which Anastacia now desperately wanted. There was ample room to lounge about on top of the larger branches, and some of the nooks along its trunk or on top of it even seemed cozy.

Scattered across the area, were a couple of dozen wooden creatures Anastacia now knew to be spriggans. Some clearly resembled animals such as deer, wolves, even exotic ones like large cats, and some had the shape of things she didn’t even recognize. Many of the shapes were far from perfect copies but more approximations, certainly nowhere near as accurate or detailed as Xamiliere’s take on the human body. Though a few of them momentarily seemed to notice the pair arriving to their home, most didn’t spare a second thought on the matter and returned to whatever it was that they had been doing.

Relived that they didn’t get immediately swarmed, Anastacia headed to a nearby stream to hopefully get a drink after their walk. “Can I drink from this?” She asked from Xamiliere, who was now extremely on guard for anyone who even remotely seemed to take interest in her or the necromancer.

“Yeah, you can just eat whatever fruits or berries you find too – non-poisonous ones anyway.” The spriggan said and kept nervously looking around.

The necromancer kneeled by the water and leaned in, but just as she was about to scoop up some water, she heard a rustle from the opposite side of the small stream. What appeared to be a spriggan’s loose interpretation of a stocky fox strolled out from a gap between the massive roots and locked eyes with Anastacia over the water.

“Good day.” Anastacia said as dignifiedly as she could.

“What’s up?” The fox asked in an oddly familiar manner and sat down by the stream.

The necromancer glanced at Xamiliere, who simply shrugged in return. “I was thinking about having a drink.” She answered.

“But that’s water, I thought necromancers drank blood?” The fox wondered out loud.

“We don’t. You’re probably thinking of vampires.” Suggested Anastacia in return, continuing the very odd conversation she had been sucked into.

The fox frowned and pondered the proposition for a while. “Wine! It was wine they drank back then! That’s what it was, the gross grape juice.” It remembered. “Have you had wine?”

“I have. Not my thing.” Anastacia said. “But it is one of the things some of us enjoy.”

“Fascinating!” The fox said in a way it was hard to tell if it was being extremely sarcastic or very interested. “Anyway, I heard you told off Regnans for bullying the loser over there. Haven’t been here for more than an hour and already making big moves like that.”

“I did and will do the same for you if you keep calling her a loser.” The necromancer said calmly and finally scooped some water with her hands and drank it.

Xamiliere had been keeping an eye out and was fairly sure no one else was going to be immediately causing trouble, even if a few of the nature spirits had moved a bit closer. “Sorbus, what are you getting at?” She sighed.

“I’m trying to figure out what’s wrong with her. She seems very dignified and powerful, so the only reason she would even bother glancing at someone like you would be that there’s something equally fucked up about her.” The fox said without a hint of ill intent in its voice, as if it was simply stating a fact and did not care either way what it sounded like. Anastacia’s threat had similarly no apparent effect on it. “Are you sure you’re not like some weird renegade necromancer that shuns and is shunned by all others, and had questionable tastes in most things which led you into getting tricked by the houseplant over there, with their weird and meticulously detailed person act?” It suggested out of the blue, still showing no emotion of any kind besides genuine intrigue.

“No.” Anastacia lied, trying to figure out if Sorbus knew something or if they were simply very good at guessing. “No one has tricked me with anything. I’m the apparent heiress to be The Empress of Mournvalley, I simply do not think I have the experience to take the throne yet, which is why I’m here – and my tastes are exquisite, for your information.”

“Right, right! Then it would cause no turmoil or distress to anyone if I were to copy the looks of our wayward twig over there? Just for the sake of making our guest more comfortable, of course!” Sorbus cheerily suggested, still not revealing their intentions but making it clear that some kind of a game was afoot.

Xamiliere had been done with the situation before it had even started and put her foot down, refusing to take part in any of her kind’s jests. “Sorbus, just tell us what you know or want and stop this bullshit. We need to find Ulmus and don’t have time for your nonsense.” She stated tiredly and grasped Anastacia’s shoulder.

“I was just minding my business in the underbrush over yonder, trying to find a few things for a glade I’m working on, but I happened to see and hear the two of you promiscuously flopping about on the ground and sharing all kinds of things…” Sorbus admitted and casually hopped across the stream to brush against Anastacia before having to avoid a kick from Xamiliere. “The point is, I’m taking the necromancer. After hundreds of years outside, I know you can’t do anything about it, you know you can’t do anything about it – it's going to happen whether you like it or not.”

Anastacia stood and looked down at the fox with a cold stare. “I do have a say in the matter as well.” She reminded the sly nature spirit. She found it a bit hard to believe that someone who was at best the size of an average dog was all too significant, but one glance at the defeated frown on Xamiliere told that this little fox indeed had the upper hand.

Sorbus chortled, not threatened in the slightest. “I do admit that ending up in the wrong end of whatever you did with Regnans would be a bit of a fucking hassle indeed, which is why I didn’t just throw your friend back into the forest and grab you. Instead, I will be taking the necromancer, but we will be coincidentally heading to where Ulmus is – if someone happens to tag along, it’s no bark off my back.” They extended a fairly dubious offer, apparently wholly uncharacteristic for their kind.

Obviously very suspicious of the deal but not really having much in the way of options without turning it into a fight, Anastacia figured that she would agree for the time being – but certainly not without at least adding some terms of her own. “I came here to learn, so as long as you’re able to answer my questions, you will be good as any to show me around.”

“Sure, sure! I know plenty of things.” The little fox agreed ecstatically and started bouncing onwards along the stream. “This way, you two… ladies, I guess?”

Xamiliere moved closer to whisper to Anastacia. “There’s something off about this. Sorbus isn’t the worst one there is, but… I don’t know, there’s something they want more than just keep you around. I guess following them around isn’t the worst idea though, some others might even think twice about trying to do something to you with that little shit around. We’ll figure out what to do when we get to Ulmus.” She said, understandably suspicious.

Led by the fox, the pair followed the stream for a while before taking a turn into the mess of roots covering the area. Having to crawl under them or help each other over some was more than a bit of a workout and Anastacia hardly had a chance to come up with any questions to ask from their guide. The distance they had covered was downright pathetic before Anastacia had to ask for a brief pause to both catch her breath and fix the inconvenient outfit that was meant to portray authority and not to be worn on an obstacle course.

“You two keep mentioning this ‘Ulmus’, who are they?” She asked while rolling up her sleeves.

“Ulmus is what we would call a humongous fucking nerd.” Sorbus said and hopped onto a root to give a mean glare as a warning for a few other nature spirits that had started to follow them at a distance. “They haven’t had any land to watch over for ages, so instead they’ve spent the time remembering and figuring out stuff.”

“Kind of an older sibling. We don’t really have those, but Ulmus was one of the first ones to sprout and is forced to solve every issue these knotheads run into.” Xamiliere shed more light onto the role of the aforementioned spriggan.

Sorbus sneered. “Well, who’s the knothead with a problem now, eh? I can smell the divine shenanigans on you even from up here. Guess ditching us didn’t put you in good graces with them at least.” They laughed and slid back down from the root after making sure none of the other spriggans would be getting any bright ideas to try and claim the catch away from the fox. “What ailment did you come here to fix anyway? I might know something too – I’ve spent a lot of time out there recently as well.”

“My weight was taken from me.” Xamiliere briefly stated the nature of her situation, fully expecting to be mocked for it.

“Yeah, that sounds like shit a god would do. Not surprised people wouldn’t be able to figure it out though, they’ve only got so long to learn before they die.” Sorbus simply agreed and resumed guiding them through the mess of roots.

Anastacia popped open the topmost button on her vest to allow for more freedom of movement before following Sorbus. She had noticed something interesting about the fox, there was no hint of spite in their voice. Where Regnans had been very outspoken about their dislike for people and disagreement with Xamiliere, there was no centuries worth of hate behind the words but rather a token effort to appear mean and unapproving for whatever reason whenever Sorbus had something negative to say.

Unsurprisingly, the next few paces of the journey were much the same: climbing, crawling, sliding, leaping and occasionally tumbling down the massive roots. The grove clearly wasn’t a place for anyone who needed to get anywhere in a hurry, or minded some acrobatics. The white color of Anastacia’s outfit proved to be a mistake as well, as it now was mostly green or brown from the various intentional and unintentional instances where she found herself on the ground. Along the way they did pass several interesting little nooks and crannies the necromancer would have liked to get a better look at, but she figured there would be time for that later. Finally, after a good while of struggle, they came across what they had been apparently looking for: a spriggan in the shape of a large elk, calmly resting on a large flat rock that was wedged between the roots fairly close to the massive tree in the middle of the grove.

Size quite a bit larger than any actual elks Anastacia had ever seen, patches of moss and several small branches that didn’t fit the general outline of the animal all showed the considerable age of the wooden body compared to Xamiliere and Sorbus’. Despite this, the green energy flowing through its body was perhaps stronger and more vibrant in color than on any of the spriggan the necromancer had yet seen.

The elk immediately perked up as the necromancer slid down a root and rather ungracefully slammed into the side of the rock. “I see not much has changed in Mournvalley.” It spoke and didn’t even attempt to move closer to help Anastacia.

“She’s mine, hands off! Get your own one.” Sorbus was quick to declare as they hopped between the elk and the necromancer.

“I am no one’s.” Anastacia muttered and staggered back on her feet.

“Incorrect. All people belong to death, you should know that better than any, necromancer.” The elk said and gave a tired look to the little fox trying to look intimidating in front of them before turning to address Anastacia again. “If you are here regarding our covenant, you have not kept your end of it. Do don’t expect us to heed your call so easily.”

Anastacia bit her lip for a few seconds, trying to suffer through the pain from her landing while regaining her posture and authority. “I am not here to call for anything, I am simply on a journey to learn of the world and our kinds while accompanying a friend of mine here. I have no idea what covenant you might be talking about, and it has been hard to do our part of it without knowing it exists.” She finally said, still very sore.

“Figures. Well, it is not your fault that you were cursed to be people. The mother grove will always welcome necromancers, and there is no doubt much for you to learn here. I am Ulmus, one of the few sensible ones you’ll find here.” The elk sighed disappointedly. By this point they had definitely noticed Xamiliere, but were choosing to ignore her.

“She’s a proper big shot over in Mournvalley too! Something about a throne and heir or whatever, and almost blew Regnans’ head off.” Sorbus proudly declared, as if all of it was now somehow her own accomplishments. “And mine, just so you remember.”

Ulmus rolled her eyes at the boast. “Obviously she is, not just every necromancer prances around in white, or have you forgotten what little we know of them?” They pointed out and once more turned to the necromancer. “I’m sorry, Your Highness, age may be on our side but that stops very few of our kind from having their heads hollowed out by rot and woodpeckers. Sorbus is, and forever will be, a mental stump… Speaking of rotten things, your retinue has some kind of a louse-infested husk trailing behind it.”

The necromancer pretended to have a look around as if she didn’t understand the insult thrown at Xamiliere. “I see no such thing. As far as I can tell, there’s only myself, my very dear friend, Xamiliere, and our guide. Surely you simply misspoke and didn’t mean any of us? Because I might take that sort of comment rather badly.” She said sternly, slid out one of the spikes she was armed with and slowly spun it in the air until it pointed at Ulmus. “Moving on… My friend there has run into a bit of a problem regarding the gods, and apparently you are the one to speak to about such things, so I would have you help her. I trust there’s no issues with that?”

The elk’s glowing green eyes intensely scanned the necromancer’s calm but unwavering exterior, likely searching for any weaknesses to counter the very thinly veiled threat with, but they would not find any. Anastacia was already done listening to any unneeded comments about her friend, and definitely wasn’t above making a crater into the massive tree in the middle of the grove to make that point clear, in fact, she almost wanted to do it to avoid having to do the same song and dance with every spriggan they would come across.

Seemingly content with their evaluation of the necromancer, the elk let out a haughty scoff. “I will tell her what I know once I’ve seen what the problem is, if for nothing else, for the fact that my spite for the divine far outweighs the pity and disappointment I feel for such a failure of a spriggan. But ultimately, it’s not my decision whether anything will be done about it, the mother grove will see to the woes of its children as it sees fit.” They said, not sounding particularly bothered by having to help Xamiliere but more impressed by a necromancer standing up for someone like her. “Come here then, houseplant, let’s get this nonsense over with.”

Xamiliere stepped onto the rock and was met with mostly visible disgust, but it wasn’t hard to tell that Ulmus found her plight a rather interesting thing to observe as their energies meshed together on contact with one another. It may not have been the first time such a thing had happened, but gods and nature spirits definitely kept clear of each other enough for it to be very, very rare. Because of the silence between the spriggans, Anastacia wagered that whatever conversation they might have been having happened in a way she couldn’t participate in and stated to wander around the rock. After a while, Xamiliere told the necromancer that, as with all things regarding immortals, things would take a bit of time and that she should either take a nap or let Sorbus show her around for a bit instead of menacingly pacing back and forth while attracting unneeded attention to the somewhat hidden nook of the grove. Anastacia wasn’t particularly fond of the idea of leaving her friend alone, but she did want to see more of the grove and figured that they would get separated sooner or later anyway.

“Can’t believe we just stood up to Ulmus like that! It could’ve gone very badly very quickly!” Sorbus excitedly yapped as soon as they were out of earshot.

Anastacia inadvertently chuckled, breaking her stoic act for a moment. “We? Did you do something?” She asked and slid the bone spike back into its place.

“I was right there in the thick of it with you!” The fox proudly claimed, something which wasn’t entirely untrue. “Pretty cool of you to do stuff like that for a friend, I didn’t know people did that sort of thing – if I was a person, I’d be constantly worried that I’d die from something dumb, like falling over, for sure wouldn’t be talking shit to Ulmus…”

“What are you, if not a person?” Anastacia saw a chance to ask something she had pondered ever since speaking to Regnans.

“I’m a nature spirit, of course? People were made by gods, and by association most of us consider them to be a bit shit – and to be fair they are very weak.” Sorbus explained, again without the despising tone the other two spriggans had. “Of course, necromancers are special, but you’re still people.”

“What makes necromancers so special? I’ve met many who can keep up with me with other talents.” The adventurer continued to inquire since her guide was actually proving to be pretty helpful.

Sorbus stopped to ponder for a moment. “I don’t rightly remember, something to do with balance, I reckon. You might want to ask Ulmus later, assuming you won’t start a fight.”

The fox left Anastacia to a small opening in the root coverage, where a stream had formed a small pond around a large, slightly tilted flat rock that received some sunlight through the gaps in the gigantic branches above. Being somewhat near Ulmus and with a direct, easily accessible route to the forest along the stream, it seemed like a good place to use as a base of operations for the time being. Anastacia took off her coat and tossed aside her boots and socks before walking across the shallow pond to sit down on the edge of the rock and soaking her feet in the cool water.

Sorbus watched the necromancer with the same curious intrigue they had displayed since they had first met. Without Anastacia noticing, small roots grew out form Sorbus’ wooden paws, which firmly planted them into the magic-imbued soil beneath. The green light in their eyes slowly faded and the agile shape of a fox grew into a more rigid wooden statue of one until nothing but the rough resemblance to an animal was left to separate it from a normal plant. Anastacia was snapped out of her moment of relaxation by a loud crack as Sorbus’s old body split in half when its small size could no longer contain the new one that the spirit had formed within. Fresh wooden growths weaved into a new, eerily familiar shape, forming a pair of arms, a head complete with facial features, vines in semblance of hair, a small and slender body and finally a pair of feet. The new form settled, losing its fresh green color in favor of more protective bark and better-defined shape that wasn’t simply a knot of branches and vines, but more akin to a human – a human Anastacia recognized herself in. Much less detailed and accurate than Xamiliere’s usual guise, Sorbus’ attempt was a very rough copy of the necromancer, recognizable but clearly made by someone not quite familiar with the workings of a human body.

“Behold! Pretty amazing, right?” The nature spirit announced, moving their new mouth in a manner that in no way matched with what they were saying.

Anastacia felt it was appropriate to applaud the change but was more confused than anything. “Sure, but also why?” She asked.

“I figured it’d be easier for you to talk with someone who at least looks like a fellow person, and I’m not going to lie – hands are an absolutely nuts as far as limbs go, top-notch. Have you ever tried to plant shit with little fox paws?” Sorbus explained and stepped into the pond to lean over the necromancer. “Besides, isn’t this what you’re into? I saw and heard all sorts of things back there.” They whispered and placed their hand on Anastacia’s thigh.

“No, a janky, naked, plant-based version of me isn’t it.” The necromancer stated bluntly with an unimpressed scowl on her face.

Sorbus stared deep into Anastacia’s eyes, perhaps hoping to find a hint of dishonesty hidden somewhere, but couldn’t. They groaned in frustration and collapsed onto the rock next to the necromancer. “Well, fuck! I’m not changing back! Do you have any idea how much effort this took?! A moderate amount!”

Anastacia shrugged. “I guess I don’t mind it too much, but why? Won’t you get mocked by the others like that?”

“They can go pollinate themselves. Bunch of necromancerless tumbleweeds… With you here, this is the perfect chance for me to practice.” The spriggan grumbled and wiggled her newly-acquired fingers to get a better control over them.

“What do you need to practice, and what for?” Anastacia absent mindedly asked while getting back into her relaxing mood, not really meaning to stick her nose into the spriggan’s business but wanting to make some lighthearted conversation.

Sorbus stared at the branches high above them. “You know, stuff.” They avoided having to answer.

Anastacia couldn’t help but to feel some level of comradery between herself and Sorbus. Something about the nature spirit felt like they didn’t quite fit in with the other two she had met so far, and certainly didn’t fit the harsh description Xamiliere had given for her own kind. The chances of their behavior being a ruse seemed slim, not only was there very little to gain for such trickery, the two were already alone so if the spriggan had ulterior motives, they would have acted on them already. Unthreatened by the spirit, she folded her coat to use it as a pillow and leaned back on the rock to rest her eyes.

Unsure whether she actually fell asleep or simply drifted off in her thoughts and the feeling of normalcy the complete lack of living matter nearby gave her, Anastacia was woken by Sorbus nudging her shoulder.

“Necromancer, necromancer, I might need you to do your thing.” The spriggan whispered and kept nudging Anastacia increasingly forcefully.

Opening her eyes, it didn’t take Anastacia long to find out what the problem was: atop one of the large roots around them, with its green eyes gleaming brightly, sat a massive nature spirit in the form of a wolf. Far larger than any of the direst of the dire wolves in the north, the spriggan was somewhere between a large bear and a small hut in size, easily large enough to drag both Anastacia and Sorbus away in its teeth had it chosen to do so. The well-defined and kept body had no signs of moss or aging like Ulmus or Regnans’, nor did it seem messy like Sorbus’ new shape – this was a spriggan who had perfected its shape to the same degree as Xamiliere. Though her initial impulse was to scream on the account of the giant wolf, Anastacia hid her terror much the same way she had done in front of the even larger snake she had faced. She calmly got up on top of the rock, crossed her arms behind her back and stared up at the spriggan who had dared to disturb her rest.

“What am I looking at?” She whispered to Sorbus while locking eyes with the grinning wolf.

“Baccata.” Sorbus nervously whispered back. “They’re uh… a worry.”

“Sorbus, Sorbus, Sorbus…” The wolf suddenly spoke with a growly and low voice. “How come you’ve hidden a guest like this from me?”

The smaller spriggan hesitated for a moment before speaking up and taking a step forward to be in front of Anastacia. “The necromancer is mine! Go become a bonfire somewhere and leave us be!” They growled in response with words that had absolutely no weight behind them, making Anastacia feel like she was a cadaver a smaller predator was desperately trying to hold on to when being confronted by a much mightier beast.

The wolf chuckled and dropped down from their perch with a loud crash as its feet cushioned the fall of their weighty body. Beginning to circle the rock, it stepped into the pond and inspected both the spriggan and the necromancer. “What might this new shape of yours be about? Has the lunacy of the other guest I’ve heard about began to spread onto you? What’s next? A new name? Clothes? I hear table manners are a big deal to people.” They mocked Sorbus. “I always figured you were a bit of a loser, but you’ve far exceeded my expectations.”

“What I do is none of your business! Besides, losers don’t have necromancers and look what I have!” Sorbus kept boasting with a voice that lost confidence on each word, yet somehow never ran out. “Go hump some driftwood, will you?”

Baccata moved ever so slightly closer to the rock the pair was stranded on. The worrying grin on their wolf-like face grew ever wider as it passed in front of Anastacia. More branches reached out from between existing ones one their body, adding to their already considerable size and heft. The green energy fueling the movements of all spirggans burned bright within the wooden shell and periodically pulsated all the way down to the sharp thorns working as claws on the wolf’s feet. It was hard to say if Baccata was more focused on threatening Sorbus with their size, or trying to somehow impress Anastacia with it.

“Necromancer…” The wolf growled and turned its unblinking gaze at Anastacia. “The company you keep is unbefitting of your status. There are others in this grove who are farm more intrigued to hear of your works outside, and who are far more deserving of your presence, such as I.”

“Do tell, what makes you think you are more worthy of my attention than Sorbus?” Anastacia asked, hoping to get a better grasp on the situation and exactly how much her opinion mattered.

The wolf laughed. “Sorbus’ watches over meager glades they’re barely able to protect, I have seen to my great forests for thousands of years, warded off hundreds of threats to them and served the balance to my fullest for as long as I can remember.” They explained and once again moved closer, now occasionally scraping the sides of the rock with their body. “And if not for that, then simply for the fact that I can take you from them with ease.”

As she weighed her options, Anastacia noticed that they were being watched. Dozens of glowing eyes were fixated on what was happening from a safe distance, as they no doubt took measure of the necromancer that had arrived, to see where she would fall in the pecking order when being confronted by what seemed to be one of the mightier spirits around. “Is that so? I am not the one for gardening, so your little hobbies do not weight much in my mind – and honestly, I doubt you could take me from Sorbus’ company anywhere as easily as you think you could.”

“Yeah!” Sorbus agreed before realizing what was being said and visibly wilting in seconds. “Wait, no, they absolutely can though.”

“No, they can’t.” The necromancer reassured her guide.

“Enough of this!” Baccata barked. “Necromancer, let’s go before this has to get messy.”

Anastacia shook her head. “No thanks, I’ll stay here. Bullies like you have never really impressed me, so you can just leave – besides, I hear you hump driftwood and I just don’t want any part in that.” She said with a completely straight face and gestured for the wolf to piss off.

Perhaps understandably, this angered Baccata, who snarled for a moment before lunging forwards and latching his massive jaw onto the necromancer’s arm, tightly enough for the wooden teeth to break skin but still with clear intent to drag her away rather than grievously harm her. Anastacia felt the sudden pain on left her arm and had to consciously stop herself from utterly obliterating the wolf with every piece of bone sown onto her outfit, she only had so much ammunition for the trip and she wasn’t even sure how much good it would do against a spriggan within the boundaries of the grove. Though that was about as much reasoning as she had available at the moment, and successfully avoiding necromancy, her body chose the second most powerful weapon in its arsenal with very little consultation from her brain. She had not taken along the few crystalline daggers she still had for convenient use of ice magic, but she did happen to be standing on a large rock that was more than suitable to be used for storing a lot of energy in a hurry. The temperature in the immediate area plummeted sharply as every drop of liquid stored in the wooden body of Baccata froze before they had a chance to even realize what had happened and release the necromancer’s arm from their jaws. The water around the wolf’s feet froze solid in mere seconds and the oppressing amount of moisture in the air began to form snow and ice on their body.

“Ah…” Baccata sighed in realization as their wooden body no longer had the malleability it usually had, and the last few movements it did to open its jaw and move back caused the wood to crack and split in enough places to have their legs buckle under the weight of their body and let the whole wolven shape to crumble on impact upon the ice under it.

Anastacia looked at the painful-looking but ultimately harmless gash on her arm and bit her lip as the pain increased and adrenaline wore off. She took a deep breath to not break character after felling one of the stronger spirits in the grove and while being stared by dozens of awestruck spriggans. “Ow.” She stated and turned to Sorbus.

“So, this necromancy stuff… A lot more fire and ice involved in it than I remember, now that I think about it.” Sorbus said and kneeled to look at the frozen chunks of wood on the ice. The green energy flowing through them quickly sank into the ground as Baccata presumably retreated to reform their body elsewhere. “Another great victory for Team-Sorbus!”

Ignoring the spriggan’s claim that they had anything to do with the brief squabble, Anastacia grabbed her guide by the arm and showed them the barely bleeding superficial wounds on her arm. “Can you maybe do something about this first?!” She demanded as politely as she could through the pain.

Sorbus confusedly looked at the injury, plucked a couple of leaves from their head and placed them on the wounds. The necromancer expected some kind of magical effect to activate with sparks of green energy and everything, but no such thing occurred while they stared at the leaves for a moment or two.

“And what does that do?” She finally asked from the spriggan.

“Covers them.” Sorbus shrugged with no clear intention to do anything to further help.

Rather than voicing out her disappointment and frustration, Anastacia hopped off the rock and walked over to a non-frozen part of the pond to wash the wounds. “So will this nonsense at least become less common now that I’ve handled this Baccata idiot, or do I have to individually go and threaten every single spriggan here to be allowed a bit of peace?” She asked to distract herself from the smarting of the wounds.

The nature spirit looked around at the other spriggan who had gathered to watch the spectacle from afar. “No, I think you’ve gotten rid of that issue… Polishing off the big bad wolf of the area without breaking a sweat makes even the other apex morons rethink their place. Not really sure things will get much more peaceful though…” They estimated.

“How so? Am I going to have to deal with an unending stream of assholes trying to measure themselves against me?” The necromancer grumbled tiredly.

“Opposite, actually!” Sorbus laughed awkwardly. “You’ve probably figured out that our kind likes to have one of yours around – kind of like how you people keep cats or dogs around. To keep pests away or whatever and occasionally let you pet them. So, naturally, when you first appeared, having the necromancer was the thing, but you’ve gone and flipped that whole dynamic by first standing up to Regnans and then doing this. I think the goal for everyone interested might soon be to make you want to keep them around for company.”
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                Making a second attempt at resting for a moment before they would inevitably have to deal with even more pushy nature spirits, Anastacia and Sorbus lazed around on top of the rock they had found and took turns asking questions from one another.

“So what is it that you spriggans do exactly?” Anastacia asked on her turn. “I know you supposedly protect nature, but what does that even mean? Do you fight loggers and hunters or something?”

“Sometimes, but it less of a fight and more that they never leave the forest again.” Sorbus shrugged. “If you want to be a pain in the ash, you could say that our job isn’t to protect nature, it’s to protect the balance. It just so happens that nature is the part of it that needs protecting because of people’s fuckery. This whole operation is based on the idea that there is enough of everything for everyone as long as everyone only takes what they need, which was the case for a good while, even after people happened. There used to be all kinds of ancient beasties that kept people in check, so that none of your villages grew too much and you could get by with a bit of wood and land just fine. These days there’s just way too many people and everything’s out of balance, so we just kind of salvage what we can.”

“Oh… Sorry.” The necromancer apologized on behalf of people.

Sorbus laughed. They didn’t even really seem to blame anyone for the state of things and simply spoke of things as they were. “I’ve had naps longer than your life so far, I don’t think you’ve had much to do with it. If anything, you necromancers have a tendency to take out more people than you bring into the world.”

Anastacia could hardly disagree. Despite her relative pacifism compared to the rest of her kind, she had an above average number of lives taken on her conscience when it came to people in general, and then there were the likes of Coquelicot who had likely sent hundreds, if not thousands of people into early graves – so far.

Before asking a question in return, Sorbus took a quick look at the surroundings to make sure they were alone and lowered their voice. “So… Is Xamiliere… Do other people… How do… Are people afraid of her?” They hesitated to ask.

“No? Why would anyone be afraid of her?” Anastacia wondered. “She’s a bit intense, but that just annoys some people, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone be afraid of her.”

“Oh...” Sorbus muttered, sounding relieved for some reason. “So I could just go and talk to someone and they wouldn’t be scared off?”

The necromancer frowned. “Well, I think part of it is presentation to be entirely honest. There’s a bit of a difference between running into her in a city and you just appearing from the woods like that. Xammy is probably better at being a person than I am, and is… easy on the eyes – at least in my opinion. You look like some kind of a cursed wad of branches in comparison.” She gave her opinion on the matter. “Are you going to tell me what’s up?”

“Nope.” Said the spriggan immediately while staring at their body. “I thought this was pretty good though. Do we really look so different?”

“It’s passable on a brief glance, but you’ve only focused on the overall shape and not how it looks. I guess in your cute little fox form it doesn’t matter as much since you have all the fake fur to hide the actual body, but if you’re trying to look like a human, you’ve got to learn some anatomy to pull it off in a non-creepy way. You see, there’s a reason why we look like we do, a bunch of muscles, fat, joints and other bits that make us move in a particular way.” Anastacia explained and moved her arm and fingers as an example. “Xammy has probably spent years trying to figure it out and only looks so natural because her body is very close to a wooden copy of a human one.”

Sorbus groaned in frustration. “Why is everything such a damn hassle?! Where am I supposed to get a human body for reference?!” They exclaimed and stared at their own arms, hopelessly comparing them to the necromancer’s. “Wait a minute… You have a human body!”

Anastacia sighed. “I am this human body. Consider what you’re about to say very, very carefully before you say it. I know a thing or two about bodies, so I don’t mind helping you where I can-“

The spriggan did not consider anything before speaking and interrupting the necromancer. “Ah! But you are mine, so technically I have a human body!” They declared and grabbed Anastacia’s arm. Starting from the shoulder and slowly moving down towards the fingers, Sorbus bent and moved each joint to see their full range of motion while slowly altering their own wooden arm to match it in shape and function. Over time, the wiry and bendy branches turned into more hardened and sturdy ones, emulating the skeletal structure as accurately as the necromancer could explain it to the spriggan. Once Sorbus was satisfied with the semblance, broader growths of smooth bark branched out from the fake bones to loosely resemble skin in places where they wouldn’t block the newly grown joints from working.

The necromancer congratulated herself for showing such patience towards the spriggan while being blissfully ignorant to the fact that she herself was far worse when it came to personal space whenever she ran into new simulacra.

“What’s the point of this smaller finger at the end here? It’s a bit crap compared to the other four.” Sorbus asked and wiggled their pinkie, hoping they had missed something obvious about it.

“As far as I can tell, it’s just there because it fits in your ear better than the others.” Anastacia answered the best she could and slapped the spriggan’s hand away as they were trying to test out the theory with the nearest ear available.

“Alright, what’s next then… There’s this whole torso thing here where animals and people keep all their important bits, right? I’ve always wondered if they’ll fall out if you don’t wrap them with leather, metal and cloth – never seen a person without clothes and even Xamiliere has some on. Certainly feels stupid enough for the gods to come up with something like that.” The spriggan said and gestured towards the necromancer’s chest and stomach.

Intrigued by why the spriggan seemed to care so much and hoping to later find out, Anastacia indulged her guide with an explanation. “No, they won’t fall out. It’s just that we really don’t want to get hit there on the account of the whole important bits being in there. So when folks are out and about, it’s one of the more important parts to protect, not to mention how much heat you lose if you don’t cover it when it’s cold out.”

Sorbus flicked the unbuttoned top of Anastacia’s black leather vest and peered at the vanishingly thin shirt under it judgingly. “I don’t think this is going to protect you from much of anything.”

“We figured there wouldn’t be need for armor here, these are just normal clothes.” Anastacia said, using a very loose interpretation of the word ‘normal’.

“It’s not cold here either, so why are you wearing that?” The spriggan asked, immensely puzzled by the concept of clothing and only knowing the bare minimum about them. “You already took off the top layer too!”

“I still have to look presentable; I am royalty after all.” The necromancer shrugged. “And people have very divided opinions about not wearing clothes in public, so even if I didn’t particularly mind, it usually isn’t worth the trouble.”

“But there’s no people here…” Sorbus stated confusedly.

Anastacia stared at the glowing green eyes, behind which a possibly slightly lacking mind was working overtime to comprehend the intricacies of mortal life, and refused to admit that Sorbus had a point. Indeed, no one in the grove expected anyone to wear clothes, and her status was no longer under question so the original purpose of the outfit hardly mattered anymore. If anything, it was still uncomfortably hot for a leather vest and popping open one more button on it was refreshing. Weighing her options, the necromancer was reminded of one more factor that ultimately stopped her from shedding more of her outfit. “I shouldn’t make things too easy for Xammy…” She muttered embarrassedly, now half-convinced that the stuffiness of her costume was part of a plan by her friend.

“People sure are weird about pointless things…” Sorbus marveled at the decision they didn’t understand in the slightest. “But are you saying that if I were to meet a person, I should have clothes on?” They suddenly asked.

“Yes, no, maybe? Depends?” The necromancer shrugged, unable to give a good answer without knowing more, but also seeing a chance to get the spriggan to fess up on the reason for their curiosity. “I would have to know the details first.”

“No, no you wouldn’t.” Sorbus immediately dropped the subject. “Anyway, what’s next? Legs, they’re kind of like arms, just footier, right?”

Still getting nowhere and starting to get a bit annoyed over the secrecy despite playing along so far, Anastacia started to feel a bit less patient. “Why don’t you just do all of this with Xamiliere once she comes back? She’s the one who has had to do all of this before, I just grew up like this.” She suggested and turned away from the spriggan.

Sorbus seemed to ponder the idea for a while before saying anything. “She isn’t going to help me. Xamiliere despises us all, likely more than anyone here despises her – maybe for a reason, maybe not.” They lamented, at least sounding very genuinely bothered by the rift between the spriggans of the grove and Xamiliere.

“Now that you mention it, why is it that you don’t openly mock her like the others? You call her by name too, and as far as I can tell, without derision. Were you like friends or something once upon a time, before things got ugly?” Anastacia finally asked bluntly about one of the curiously things she had noticed about her guide.

“Not at all! We’ve hardly spoken considering the time we’ve both spent here, I’m almost surprised she knows my name.” Sorbus was quick to deny such accusations. “I just don’t think any of it matters to us. Trees grew, flowers bloomed and fruits were sweet before she was a she or Xamiliere, just like they do now, so why the fuck would I care? Sure, she abandoned her duty to the balance and that can’t be forgiven, that’s like the biggest no no we have – like seriously, there’s not going to be any more of us, so we can’t replace anyone who leaves… But that’s beside the point! I’ve been lurking in the underbrush for a long time now, seen things, heard things, tasted things, and I know what happened before she left!”

Though she probably shouldn’t have pried into things about her friend’s past without asking her first, Anastacia couldn’t help herself. “What do you mean?” She asked and moved back closer to the spriggan, hoping they would keep the conversation at least slightly secret.

“Ask any of the wise and ancient fucks here about it and they’ll give you their version of what happened. She started buddying up with people, got tempted by their lifestyle, abandoned her one job in this world and tried to become a person – which is WRONG! I was there, in the underbrush, trying to plant shit with clumsy fox paws!” The spriggan announced, not bothering to be any more discreet than before. “For decades, maybe more than that, she would hang onto the shape she used in the outside world, but didn’t dare to approach the inner grove in it and mostly kept to herself in the outer reaches. When she finally did approach the knotheads here, they mocked her for it and made sure she couldn’t get a moment of peace anymore, even in the outskirts. So, it was them who first drove her to stay in the outside world more than here, and I don’t think it’s hard to fall in love with a place where you aren’t constantly being shat on for no real reason.”

“No, no it is not.” The necromancer agreed. Hearing such an amount of insight from the half-witted spriggan was a surprise to say the least. “But why are you leaving yourself out of all this? Being indifferent to someone’s suffering isn’t much better than being complicit, if there is a difference at all.”

“I’m just a fox with a reputation for being dense, what I say or do doesn’t really matter to anyone here.” Said the spriggan and laughed dryly.

Anastacia sighed. “It would have mattered to her.”

Making no efforts to defend themselves, Sorbus stayed silent while starting to alter their other hand to make it mirror the more anatomically accurate one. Them being unversed in showing emotions on their new face, Anastacia had a hard time reading what the spriggan was thinking but she at least thought they were feeling slightly guilty for what had happened. She knew standing up to the wise and powerful wasn’t easy at all, but having spent years imprisoned while being publicly paraded around as The Anchor, and only receiving help from anyone as a coverup for a revolution, Anastacia had very little patience for indifferent onlookers.

“Is she, you know… happy? With people, I mean.” Sorbus quietly asked.

The necromancer gave her guide a pat on the back. “Ask her, not me – but I’m very happy she’s with us.” She whispered and pointed at Xamiliere, who had finally gotten the answers she wanted from Ulmus and tracked the pair down – mostly just by seeing where the more curious nature spirits were looking at from the distance.

Xamiliere kicked the pieces of wood left over from Baccata’s body and stepped onto the slab of ice slowly melting in the pond by the rock. “What happened here, and why does Sorbus look like that now?”

“Baccata was being a thorny dick so we showed them what’s what!” Sorbus reported proudly, making sure to take part of the glory and tuning their mood completely around in a blink of an eye.

“Really? I would have loved to see that… Is everything okay, Anna?” Xamiliere asked while obviously judging Sorbus’ new shape for its mediocrity.

Anastacia overdramatically threw herself down on her back and pretended to be lightheaded while making sure to display the scrapes on her arm she had already almost forgotten. “I was grievously wounded in the heat of the battle! I’m not sure I can carry on any longer, this might be it for me!” She exclaimed in obvious fake distress. “I may perish unless someone takes care of my injuries.”

“I’ll mend them, o valiant hero!” Xamiliere immediately played along. She then kneeled by Anastacia, moved the necromancer’s head on her lap and gave the wounded arm a gentle kiss.

“I am saved!” Anastacia laughed and held her friend’s arm while gazing up at her. Their stay in the grove, even in just the few hours that had passed, had already massively reinvigorated Xamiliere’s body and the spirit within. Her eyes burned much brighter green than ever before, and the thick, dark bark had started to peel off in places to reveal the usual light brown one. More fresh leaves had started to sprout here and there where her basic and worn outfit wasn’t in the way, but particularly on her head, tuning the dry branches into an impressive mane of green.

Slowly continuing their little play, the two lost themselves into the moment, completely forgetting their surroundings, including the third wheel sitting right by them. After having dealt with Ulmus for a while, Xamiliere was more than glad to tune out the rest of the world and rest with Anastacia, who had already done her fair share of resting, but was never going to say no to being pampered. They exchanged what little updates they had in as few words as they possibly could, as to not distract themselves from the pleasant moment they were having. Ulmus had told Xamiliere, that the first method to rid herself of the curse they should attempt was to simply stay in the grove for a day or so, after which they would see if more drastic measures were needed, such as entirely regrowing her body from a sapling within the grove.

“You know, this place sucks, but I have to admit that you look good after a bit of a tumble in the woods… Most look good in nice dresses and fabulous hairdos, but you’re more in your own with sticks stuck in your hair and a few tears in your clothes.” Xamiliere said and picked a leaf out of Anastacia’s hair, which had been there ever since the laborious journey to Ulmus. “Or, maybe I’m just weird.”

The necromancer smiled. “Well, you’re in luck then. I enjoy tumbling in the woods quite a bit – and do it quite often.” She said, grabbed a tiny shrub that grew from a patch of moss in a crack of the rock they had made their camp on and stuck it in her hair just so the spriggan could take it out after a while.

Not particularly happy about being forgotten entirely, but still fascinated by what was going on next to them, Sorbus had kept silent out of sheer curiosity for a while. However, seeing yet another occupant of the grove approach made them speak out since it seemed like it was worth Anastacia’s attention. “Hey, so… is this going to turn into fuckin’? Because… uh…” She half whispered and pointed towards the new arrival.

Disappointedly snapping back to reality, Anastacia turned towards the same spot Baccata had appeared in, but instead of a massive wolf, there now sat a cat. Not much bigger than a hefty normal house cat, but entirely formed from a mess of thin and thorny branches that were in constant movement, pushed around by the green energy that gave life to the nature spirits, like a knot that kept trying to open itself but never could.

“Do I have to fight you?” The necromancer tiredly asked and considered getting up but didn’t yet commit to it.

“Answer the question, necromancer.” The cat spoke with a tone filled with jest, mockery, trickery and every other sign of untrustworthiness that existed in the world. As the words resounded from within the spirit, a flash of the green energy briefly formed a vile grin far wider than the cat’s head.

“What?” Anastacia frowned and glanced at each of the three expectant stares directed at her. “No!”

For reasons more obvious for one than the other two, all three spirits sighed disappointedly.

“What a shame, what a shame, what a shame.” The cat chortled and slowly waved their thorny tail. The thorns in their body tore apart the bark of the massive root they happened to be sitting on, as if they were made of steel. “But no, I’m above whatever foolish contest in knot-headedness the saplings have come up with to bother you. As you should already know, I am Acacia, hunter of gods. Ulmus told us of your arrival and we’ve decided to hold a nice little meeting to see where our relations stand these days. The other two are lumbering in their approach to say the least, so there’s still some time for you and the houseplant to go at it like them rabbits do.”

Unlike Regnans and Baccata, who had been threatening largely thanks to their oppressive size, Acacia was of a completely different sort – far, far, far worse. Despite the small stature, the cat’s presence made Regnans seem like a pesky worm and Baccata a mere pup. Each word spoken by them was both spoken in jest but at the same time had the feeling of a threat made at someone’s life and no matter where their body was looking, it felt like their uninterrupted gaze was burning a hole through you. Anastacia could swear that she even saw several pairs of glowing green eyes sneering at her from the darkness when she blinked.

“No, thank you.” The necromancer said, testing the absolute limits of her bravery and belief in her abilities. “If there is a meeting I am to attend, that doesn’t feel appropriate.”

“Tough luck, eh, houseplant? Well, keep on trying, I have immense faith in you.” Acacia said and flopped on their side on top of the root, slowly carving a dent into it with the thorns. “Would’ve been mighty nifty though, think the most intimate our kinds have ever gotten was that time I bit that one lad’s hand. What was his name… Alba… Alabaster? That sounds right, no? Kind of a short guy, hardly had any meat on his bones, very serious but couldn’t take his eyes off the other one. Bit of a bumbly piece of work but did get around doing all kinds of stuff from what I remember…”

As Acacia rambled on, Anastacia quietly turned to the two spriggans by her. “When they say ‘hunter of gods’…” She whispered.

“Three of them.” Confirmed Xamiliere.

“It’s four now.” Sorbus corrected the count.

“SORBUS BORBUS ADORBUS!” The cat suddenly exclaimed. “I almost didn’t recognize you in that fancy new getup! How has the world been treating my little foxy thing?”

Despite the completely paralyzing aura of Acacia, neither Sorbus nor Xamiliere seemed all too nervous in their presence. If anything, Xamiliere was a lot less agitated than when they had first met Ulmus.

“Strong uptick on that recently, the necromancer is mine and a few berries I took into that glade I was working on started to spread nicely.” Sorbus reported cheerily. “Oh, and I got hands now! Check this out!” They boasted and wiggled their now correctly-jointed fingers.

“A-mazing!” Acacia laughed and waved their thorny paws back at Sorbus. “And what of you, houseplant? Have you found a good pot to sit in, or perhaps an entire garden? Think Ulmus said something about a curse but honestly my mind starts to roam free only a few seconds into any conversation with them… Like, we’re all immortal here, but I’m pretty sure listening to that mossy know-it-all takes years off my life!”

“A god cursed her!” Sorbus eagerly blurted out, something which by the look on Xamiliere’s face, she would have rather left unmentioned.

The bright green slits of light in Acacia’s eyes flared out and intensified as two more pairs opened above them, as well as a seventh, unpaired eye above the other six. The thorns on their body grew longer and new branches started to break out from the feline silhouette. “…And do tell, which of those audacious otherworldly shits dared to lay a hand on one of ours? You might be a no-good nutjob of a spirit, but a spirit nonetheless – and I don’t particularly appreciate them overstepping their boundaries. So spell out the name of the divine dumb fuck so that I may return the favor…” They hissed in words that somehow seemed poisonous just to hear. As they spoke, the thorns began spreading outside of their body, sprouting from the root under them, from the grass and clovers on the ground and even from the splinters left over from Baccata’s broken body.

 Xamiliere was fully aware who Vilja was and didn’t know why she had been cursed, but she was also aware of the goddess’ affiliation with the deity one of her friends served, and so she chose to lie to stop things from escalating. “Didn’t catch the name, probably some unimportant two-bit deity that’s not worth anyone’s time.” She shrugged.

The spreading thorns quickly wilted as Acacia’s extra eyes faded. “Oh… Full of disappointments, this day.” They scoffed. “These last few years have been far too quiet for my liking; you shouldn’t get my hopes up like that. Sure, we did have that thing with the violet whatevers, but the big one got away and I’ve had root rot more vicious than the chumps they left behind.”

A shiver ran down Anastacia’s spine at the mention of the color violet and she instinctively grasped onto Xamiliere’s hand. “Excuse me, did you say something about violet? It wouldn’t happen to be the violet sect?” She asked worriedly. Not really knowing what the nature spirits were about in the grand scale of things, but being aware of their disdain for people and outright hate for gods, she was concerned that they might actually lend an ear to the corrupting offers the sect seemed to be giving to just about anyone worth noting.

“Yeah, yeah! Those fellows! Do you know them?” Asked Acacia, tuning back down from the furious tone from before and returning to the usual threatening playfulness.

“I’ve clashed with them on a couple of occasions. They laid their hand on what is mine and chose to ignore the warning I gave, so we’ve moved past diplomacy.” The necromancer explained her brief history with the sect. “Do not listen to a word they say, they have nothing but ruin to offer.”

“The big one actually brought up a couple of interesting points, and it’s not like they were wrong about there being an eventual end to everything.” The cat grinned, clearly having read the situation and intentionally worrying Anastacia for a moment. “But they had no taste for balance, no better than the gods really. Nothing but puny little mortals thinking they’ve got it all figured out just because they’ve figured out a couple of nifty tricks and got a swanky color theme.”

Relieved that good sense seems to have prevailed, Anastacia released her nervous grasp from the spriggan’s hand. “And? From my experience, they don’t take declining their offer all too well.”

“We respectfully agreed to disagree, so we tore them apart, gross little limb by gross little limb.” Acacia purred menacingly. “Not really sure why, but the big one just wouldn’t die, and we couldn’t have their kind ruining the scenery here, so we let them flee. The bodies were unfit to even be used as fertilizer so we tossed those out before they started to stink… more than they already did.”

Anastacia stood up on the rock and tried to look as dignified as possible. “Well, I may not know what old agreement our kinds may have had, but it is nice to hear there is at least this we still agree on.” She happily said and slightly nodded to Acacia, figuring that bowing probably wasn’t a good look when dealing with the nature spirits. “Now, what about this meeting you spoke of?”

“Oh! Right! Ulmus should get here soon enough, but Picea was only just waking up when we got the message, so it might still be a while.” Acacia estimated while measuring the worth of the necromancer before them, now that she was no longer huddled by Xamiliere. “You’ve still got time, if you know what I mean.”

            

    
        Chapter 256 - Back in the fold

    
    
    
    
                Not much after Acacia’s appearance, Ulmus also dragged their ancient body from the place they had been resting in for several months and joined the others by the rock Anastacia was camping on. Very clearly annoyed by having to move, the elk glared at everyone else, including the cat they themselves had contacted, with roughly equal amounts of exhausted contempt. While Acacia seemed quite delighted with the chance to speak with such a variety of folks at once during the wait, it was hard to get more than a couple of words out of Ulmus at first. As they patiently waited for the third of the spriggans with some vague amount of control over the others to arrive, Sorbus made use of their new form to collect mostly edible fruits from whatever trees happened to be growing by the edge of the forest nearby to offer them to Anastacia.

“You two should probably scram before Picea gets here. They were told they would meet a necromancer and you know how much of a curmudgeon they are with… stuff.” Acacia suddenly addressed Xamiliere and Sorbus. “They prefer things as they were, a long time ago.”

Xamiliere was unsure about the suggestion. “I can’t just leave Anastacia alone with you three.” She said despite absolutely not being eager to meet the last member of the trio herself.

“Sure you can, or do you not have faith in your little friend? Don’t believe she can stand on her own?” Acacia teased her with the usual haunting grin on her face. “We aren’t beasts, she will be fine.”

“Beasts is exactly what you are – or worse.” Xamiliere scoffed and grasped onto Anastacia’s shoulder.

Ulmus sighed out of frustration. “The cat speaks the truth – for once. None of us want the necromancer to be harmed, but the fire that burns in her will put her at odds with Picea if you stay here. I have the good sense to not say what I want to, Acacia doesn’t care enough to say what they should, but Picea would not hold their words if they were to see you or whatever idiocy Sorbus is up to this time – and the necromancer would turn it from mockery into a fight.” They reasoned, making it clear with their tone that they were speaking out of convenience rather than care over anyone’s fate.

“They’re not wrong, I’d turn this place into a crater if I had to listen to any more of it.” Admitted the necromancer without hesitation. She took Xamiliere’s hand from her shoulder squeezed it between hers. “I’ll be fine, we knew I’d have to do something like this anyway. Why don’t you two go and figure out the rest of Sorbus’ body?”

Still hesitant but knowing that what was being said was probably true, Xamiliere gave the other spirits one more stern look to evaluate their goals. She held no fond memories of Picea and knew exactly how quickly their meeting would turn into a brawl, even without Anastacia. Reluctantly, she gave the necromancer’s hand one more kiss and proceeded to push Sorbus off the rock to get them to follow her into the treeline where they would still be somewhat within earshot but not in sight.

Anastacia wasn’t really any more enthusiastic about being separated but played brave for everyone’s benefit. While she was somewhat used to Ulmus, Acacia still made her extremely uncomfortable in a way she had rarely felt before – the closest comparison she could come up with was the first time she saw Nirmaata. Despite not knowing what exactly it was that she was facing or the intentions the beast may have had, something in her knew that she was face to face with something that had hunted beings much more powerful than her since the beginning of time – dread for something that didn’t quite belong in the world anymore. However, the worst part was that Acacia was almost certainly aware of this and wouldn’t stop tormenting her with a menacing stare.

Choosing to address Ulmus rather than the nightmarish cat, Anastacia asked a question she had pondered ever since the matter of the meeting was brought up. “Are you three like the leaders of this place or something? Or why is it exactly that you think its up to you to have this gathering with me?”

The spriggans glanced at each other to decide who would answer before Ulmus spoke. “Our kind has no need for leaders or hierarchy in general. Unlike people, whose goals and purposes change faster than the seasons, we all share the same one and it has never changed. Each spirit is free to pursue it as they see fit, and what disagreements there are, can be solved by force.” They briefly explained. “As immortals, there’s very little to live for other than the present. So, the three of us simply happen to be the ones who both remember and care about the covenant we had so far in the past, were present for it back then and are available now. Simple as that.”

“Ah! But I do have to say that we are the most appropriate ones, in my not at all humble opinion!” Acacia added. “Picea, knotty fucker as they are, remembers well what we once stood for, before all this business with people. You, Ulmus, have gathered much of what we know from then until now… and I, well I see a bright future for our kind – perhaps with the aid of this here necromancer we’ve found!”

Anastacia nodded. “What kind of things will we be covering then? I have to remind you that there’s a limit to even my influence and there are things I can’t promise.” She asked, mostly worried that she would have to go into actual politics while lying about representing a nation and people she hated, and who mostly hated her.

“Oh, worry not your little head. Our matters aren’t as concrete as mortal dealings tend to be. It’ll simply be a general overview of the current happenings, and likely a lesson in history for you. Likely nothing will be decided, and what will, won’t really require anything out of you.” Acacia chortled mischievously. “Though there is a massively important matter we have to discuss, something that needs resolving before anything else can even be considered! Why is it that you and the houseplant haven’t bumped uglies yet?”

“They haven’t?” Ulmus joined in on the already farcical conversation. “That’s not at all the reading I got from them. How boring.”

“Why are we back on this topic?” Groaned the necromancer, expecting her protests to amount to nothing no matter what she said.

“Because it’s extremely fascinating to us, and hilarious. I could come up with hundreds of questions, but the most pressing one still is ‘why not?’ The houseplant is expressing an amount of restraint that I didn’t know our kind could even muster, and so are you, but there is something else. I can see your eyes and mind wander into unlit places when they’re around. The spark is there, but you choose to suffocate it.” Acacia analyzed what they could see from atop the root they stared down from. “The knots you mortals choose to bed your minds into is simply astonishing. Assigning meaning to where there doesn’t need to be any, burning days, weeks, even years off your pathetically short lives fighting nothing but your own reasoning.”

Ulmus nodded agreeingly. “But to me the interesting part is where does the intrigue come from in the first place? From either side, I might add. Our bodies are no different from any of the trees uninhabited by a greater spirit, sparsely able to even feel touch, there is no reason for the houseplant to pursue this. Not to mention the difference in timescale, being invested in a single mortal is like a mortal being hopelessly infatuated with a falling leaf. Blink and it will be over, blink again and the time it lasted is too insignificant to even remember.” The elk pondered, also seemingly genuinely interested in what was going on despite the aloofness around Xamiliere. “On the other side, there is a freak of nature of equal measure, a mortal enamored with a force of nature. Or is it simply the shape that allures you? If that’s the case, why hesitate?”

“Have you grown arrogant over the years, Ulmus?” Acacia intervened before Anastacia had a chance to tell the two how incredibly none of their business the subject was. “Simply because you do not understand something doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist. There is attraction beyond just horniness, you absolute stump. There are all sorts of poetic feelings that don’t have to make sense! If anything, the immortality of one and the transience of the other makes it all the more magical, if you ask me. Besides, do you seriously not get even a tingle in your soul when seeing someone willing to fight the likes of us simply for the dignity of their beloved?”

“Maybe I just don’t have a thing for foolishness?” The elk mockingly suggested.

During a brief lull in the conversation, a faint noise of metal rattling against metal broke the silence. Rhythmically clanking, the noise slowly approached them from the distance. Metal seemed to be rare or almost nonexistent in the grove, so it immediately struck the necromancer as odd, but the nature spirits seemed to recognize it and it made them halt their previous conversation. For what felt like an eternity, the noise continued to move closer and closer, among the roots, until finally a nature spirit in the form of a large tortoise appeared. About the size of the rock Anastacia was standing on, so large enough for three people fit on comfortably, the spriggan would have been somewhat imposing, but the lack of speed really took the edge off from their appearance. The ancient age of their body was visible from not only the layers upon layers of moss and a few pine saplings growing atop their wooden shell, but also an array of rusted weaponry stuck on their shell. Snapped spears and arrows, axe heads that had lost their handles ages ago as well as swords so old that they were nothing but rusty and bent remnants of blades without hilts. One of the swords had worked itself slightly loose and now clanged against another on each step the tortoise took, causing the noise from earlier. Not bothering to greet anyone, they slowly lumbered to the opposite side of the rock from both Acacia and Ulmus, so that now the three of them entirely surrounded the necromancer.

After a lazy glance at Anastacia, Picea finally spoke. “Is this what now passes as a necromancer? A lousy whelp with the aura of a fieldmouse. Last time I saw one, they could have made nations bow with their sheer presence – this one would face opposition from a beansprout.”

Anastacia took a deep breath, similarly glanced at the tortoise before turning to Ulmus. “Is this what now passes as a spriggan? A bug-ridden bit of wet timber. Here I thought your kind were supposed to be formidable, but this one might rot into mulch if someone doesn’t do something to help.”

While the elk neither approved or disapproved talking back at Picea, Acacia had no intention to hide their amusement and burst into laughter, delighted that the necromancer they had found wasn’t a pushover.

“A sharp tongue is still there, I suppose.” The tortoise admitted less harshly.

“Don’t be so quick to judge, Picea. This one carries the marks of many curious encounters from times long past. Surely you remember the crafty muses, ingenious aureun and the fiends that once held all mortals in fear? She has faced all of that, just the same as the necromancers of old. If anything, it’s impressive that she’s still in one piece with only a part of the might they once held.” Acacia revealed knowledge of things they absolutely shouldn’t have known. “Even the wolf pup, Kipouros, has given passage to her.”

“If you say so, but Sir Alabaster she is not.” Picea begrudgingly agreed that Anastacia happened to have an unusual amount of experience about beings from ancient days.

“I think this might be the other one, mostly anyway.” Ulmus theorized. “With the messy way the souls of mortals are handled by those incompetent fools, asking the souls to remain intact for thousands of years would be ridiculous. If I had to give it a guess, there is maybe a fifth of Alabaster and the rest is the less intense one – can’t rightly recall the name.”

“I suppose that might be the case.” The tortoise nodded. “But what does that mean in terms of the curse? Fates decreed the other one to die, did they not? Is she supposed to just mostly die? I don’t think that’s how dying works.”

Acacia smirked. “She has already died. The curse is fulfilled on her part. Isn’t that right, necromancer?”

Not really able to follow the conversation anymore, Anastacia simply answered the question. “Yes, I’ve died. Seemed like a bore so I didn’t stick with it.”

“Ah, there’s Sir Alabaster.” Picea nodded approvingly and lowered their shell onto the ground. “But where might the other parts of both of them be? Tell us, necromancer, is there a second one of your kind, almost of equal measure?”

“None comes to mind.” Anastacia shrugged without putting much thought into the whole thing, she was already lying about her place in the world and mentioning names seemed like it would only lead to disaster.

Ulmus sighed disappointedly. “Well, I would keep an eye out if I were you. I doubt there is much coincidence in you ending up here after all these years – but we really should move on to the matter at hand instead of theorizing pointlessly.” They declared and stomped on the ground to gather everyone’s attention. “I suggest that we begin by bringing the necromancer up to speed with our past covenant. Picea, if you would.”

The tortoise spent a moment reminiscing and making sure they remembered everything important before speaking out. “In the times of the old, after the fading of the primordial night and the ascension of the first gods, a covenant between Alabaster the White and his necromancers, and the mother grove was made. In exchange for ceasing hostilities against the expanding mortal population for their part in hindering the balance, as well as access to what knowledge we had, the world was divided in thirds. One third for the untamed seas, one third for the preservation of balance, and one third for mortals under his rule. This, for a time halted the spread of people and created peace between our kind and mortals.”

It was for sure the first time Anastacia had ever heard of such an agreement, and likely the first time for any living necromancer at all. None of the teachers or even tomes hidden in the libraries of Mournvalley mentioned the nature spirits in a particularly positive light, and at best they were to be ignored. “I assume things are no longer shared as equally? This is not something I’ve ever heard about back home, so I doubt it has been enforced on our part for a good while now. Not to mention such an agreement is no longer for necromancers alone to make.”

“I think it only lasted like a few hundred years, maybe a thousand?” Acacia tried their best to remember. “We mostly concerned ourselves with our own stuff, but there was some stuff going on on your side of the world that I think got a lot of people and gods killed some time after the covenant was made. After that, we never really heard anything from you guys again, but since we didn’t get bothered anymore, we didn’t stick our branches into people’s business. Then, only a few short centuries later, there’s more people than ever and they’re very keen on carving out a space from the land under our care.”

“Having seen your spite for people, I find it surprising that you didn’t simply take everything back by force.” The necromancer pointed out, thinking that it likely wouldn’t have been much of a hurdle for even a moderate number of spriggans to keep out most people.

“Do you wish for us to go to war?” Acacia grinned and sent yet another chill down Anastacia’s spine.

“That is exactly what we should have done.” Grumbled Picea.

“Whether we like it or not, people are a part of the balance, but not under our care. Challenging them would only invite more violence and end with both burned forests and ruined cities – and at worst it would turn the necromancers against us as well for all we know.” Ulmus explained the stance the nature spirits had taken. “The situation isn’t as dire as some would have you believe. Plenty of ancient forests still stand, and much of the land is not habitable by people in the first place.”

“You have definitely chosen wisely.” Anastacia agreed. “People are quick to claim things as their own. As soon as you tried reclaiming a small hamlet that has only been there for what seems like a moment to the likes of you, people would see it as an attack on their land. You would be crawling in soldiers, and from there you’re just counting down to someone burning everything down.

“I can only apologize that the negligence of my ancestors has left things as they are, but can you explain to me what makes us necromancers so special in your eyes? There’s very little we can do against your kind in the end, so surely it wasn’t simply a matter of strength?” She asked now that the conversation was in the part where she could participate.

All three spriggans went silent and confusedly exchanged glances with one another. Despite them having expected that the covenant had been forgotten by Mournvalley, the question somehow caused even more concern in the spirits.

Ulmus was first to speak up. “Tell me, necromancer, do you know where your kind came from?”

“Can’t say that I do, I’m afraid.” Anastacia admitted. “If I recall correctly, the theory is that the god of death chose us as their servants, but that seems more like a guess to me than anything.”

The answer caused even more of a rection in the nature spirits than the question had, as all three of them began laughing uncontrollably. Ulmus could hardly keep their tall form from collapsing and Acacia couldn’t stop themselves form rolling down the side of the root she had been laying on top of. The weapons stuck on Picea’s back clacked together as the tortoise rocked in laughter as well.

“Oh… oh no… No, dear child, no god had anything to do in the creation of necromancers, I assure you.” Acacia giggled and climbed back up. “And I don’t think there’s a god for death anyway, that would be dumb, even for them. Picea… can you… can you take this one, I need a moment.”

The tortoise calmed themselves down but kept quietly chuckling during their explanation. “When the first creatures awoke in the primordial night and the mother grove sprouted, the balance gifted us the power to shape life by giving us control over the flora all life relies on, and the purpose for our immortal spirits. We did our duty, cultivating life on which the first beasts fed, and in turn, on which the fiends and other mighty creatures of the primordial night preyed on. This was all well and good, but from among the creatures ascended the first gods, to plague the balance through favoritism and ‘blessings’. Only two kinds realized the inevitable downfall these deities would bring to this world. The aureun decided to bury themselves deep into the earth and we walked away from such offers. It didn’t take long for the first few to create their own people and some of the others to imitate the mistake – but this is all common knowledge.

“Some time after the balance was broken, its new servants arose among those who had broken it. One by one, necromancers were born in the different species of people. As balance had once seen it necessary to task us to aid the slightest of life to survive, it then saw it fit to task your kind to rise against its mightiest ones, and take back the control of life from the gods. So, to our understanding, we share the same origin. Just as we serve the balance by wielding life, you serve it by wielding death as a tool.”

Anastacia frowned. “I’m not sure I care for that any more than I do for our explanation. Frankly the notion that there’s nothing but killing and death to our kind is miserable.” She stated boldly.

“But you misunderstand the point, necromancer.” Ulmus intervened, still finding it a bit hard to not chortle every now and then. “For better or for worse, people are now part of the balance of life, should they be allowed to make their own place in the world, their presence would not be an issue to anyone else, they would eke out their meager lives in perfect harmony with the world around them. The gods, however, make sure that this is not the case. They wish to see the populations bloated and servile to them, as the bolster their own might and grow fat. Necromancers are an affront to the deities among their own creations, there to distance people from gods, and to finally get rid of the weakened gods once and for all when the time comes. The nature of your powers comes from the simple fact that after death, bodies are of no interest to the gods and are returned to the balance – returned to you. In no case is your duty to blindly kill and maim, your tendency for it is more of a happy accident than anything.”

“All of this is exactly why the people are not our enemies, the gods are.” Acacia snidely commented, as if trying to reignite an old disagreement.

“People have let themselves get to this point, at the very least they deserve some punishment!” Picea gruffly disagreed.

Ulmus was clearly considering simply staying silent, but in the end had to have their opinion known. “Punishing them for a situation they aren’t even aware of is a bit much, don’t you think? Vile as they are, we don’t attack any other pests over doing what they were created to do either.”

“Ah!” The cat exclaimed suddenly. “This isn’t our problem anymore! The necromancers have returned to the fold and it’s now their job to do as they see fit!”

The three spriggans fell silent once more and turned to the necromancer in between them. Acacia with an excited grin, Ulmus with a relived but exhausted glance and Picea with a grimace that made their disagreement clear. Expecting some kind of input from Anastacia, who had only just been informed about a job she and the rest of her kind supposedly had – the rest of her kind she did not represent at all and had no desire to do so.

Luckily, she was adept at telling half truths when it came to necromancers. “The situation in Mournvalley is not really in a place where we can make sweeping decisions like that for now. For some time, we’ve spent our lives secluded from the rest of the world and have only recently started to make our presence known once more. We also have a situation we need to deal with when it comes to the violet sect.” She said, speaking mostly truth but trying very hard not to gag every time she had to include herself into the same group as Mournvalley.

“It’s settled then! The necromancers will figure it out when they get the chance.” Acacia declared triumphantly and mockingly grinned at Picea.

“I am also inclined to hand the matter over to them. It’s for them to decide how the situation is settled, and we’ve waited for thousands of years, a few decades more hardly matter. If that’s what it takes for them to get back on their feet.” Ulmus agreed with a bit more hesitation. “This necromancer at least seems resourceful. Even if their power has waned over the ages, we can’t exactly just claim their duty.”

Picea didn’t need to make their disagreement any clearer, but either because they recognized the vote or because there wasn’t much they could do to change the outcome anyway, they chose to make their exit. Slowly standing back up, the tortoise gave the group one more disappointed look and wobbled back into the direction they had come from. “Necromancer…” They grumbled without turning back to address her properly. “If you aren’t in a hurry, we should talk later.”

The three waited for the clanging of the rusty weapons to fade into the distance before speaking up again. Though Anastacia felt like nothing much had been achieved, Ulmus and Acacia seemed content with the discussion based on their chatter.

“I’m thankful of the history lesson, but did we achieve anything just now?” Anastacia asked while still trying to wrap her head around what even had been decided.

“It was mostly for our benefit.” Ulmus admitted, sounding very relieved that no fight had taken place. “We’ll continue to discuss the matter with Picea. This was not the first time or the last time this matter has been brought up, but it was nice to have a necromancer present for it. Bringing your kind up back up to date on your duty was far more important than anything we could have decided anyway. We aren’t blind to your young age or lack of experience either; it’d be foolish to expect you to immediately start solving the problems we’ve had for thousands of years.”

“And we each took our measure of you!” The cat proudly added. “Someone clearly isn’t new to speaking to the likes of us scary ones! I have my own questions about what I’ve seen, but you have the mettle to do great things as far as I’m concerned – though you do kind of need a few more years out there.”

Anastacia nodded. “As I said, we’ve spent the last years in seclusion, so there is still much for me to learn.” She said, which was true but not quite for the reason she mentioned.

Acacia smugly chuckled for a moment before sharing their thoughts. “I have a theory! One the necromancer might quite like, I would hope!” They giggled and hopped down from the root to get closer to Ulmus, obviously speaking more to the other spriggan than Anastacia. “So, for whatever reason, the necromancers have let their place in the world rot from under them and need to rebuild their little empire. They lost their knowledge on balance and their relation to it, but out from the ashes comes this little one – clear-eyed, open-minded and interested in learning. Because of our own reclusive habits, chances are she would never make it to us on her journeys, just like the last hundred generations of necromancers didn’t…”

“I see what you mean.” Ulmus said with the expression of deep pondering on their face.

“What are you getting at?” Anastacia asked, unable to follow what was being suggested.

Acacia turned their attention to her and jumped onto the rock, intentionally making the necromancer take a step back with their terrifying aura. “There are a number of spirits that have left the grove, almost all of them out of shame. Failure in our duty digs deep into our very essence and every day it becomes harder to face the others, and the grove itself. For some this becomes unbearable and they leave, presumably to suffer for eternity – however, there is one spirit who left us because they thought the grove had failed them instead! One who could ever even fathom the idea of returning here for any reason!”

“Xamiliere?” Anastacia guessed and took one more step away from Acacia.

“Exactly!” The cat cheered as the thorns on their body scraped the surface of the rock. “You somehow crossed paths with the one spirit who could and would guide you into our little paradise. Perhaps this is how the houseplant was always meant to serve the balance? Intriguing thought, is it not?”

Suddenly the temperature of the air around them dropped drastically. The surface of the pond began freezing over and the humidity of the air once more condensed and froze onto the nearby surfaces, including the bodies of the two spriggans. Ulmus moved a bit further away from the situation while still able to, as the frost around their feet started to get a grasp on them. Acacia’s multitude of eyes appeared once more and the green energy burning within them flared out to keep at least some of the ice off their thorns.

While not necessarily angry, the theory did annoy Anastacia because of what Sorbus had told her about Xamiliere’s life in the grove. “Intriguing indeed. Just so happens that it very conveniently justifies all of you treating her like shit to drive her out of here from what I hear. If that’s the sort of thing this ‘balance’ of yours is about, I’m not so sure I want anything to do with it.” She said with a tone matching the freezing temperature she had caused and stared down at the madly grinning cat.

“I don’t care about justifications or forgiveness, nor does the balance. Cruelty is a part of this world and a part of the balance. Whether it’s right or wrong, it happens. If I say that it was all part of some grand plan in our part, would that suddenly make the houseplant’s hate towards us any less valid? Would it make what happened any more right or wrong?” Acacia spoke without a dent in their sly grin. “Sometimes horrible things in this world have consequences that lead to better outcomes, sometimes they don’t. I am merely entertaining the idea that in this fucked up world of ours, what happened to Xamiliere might just have been worth it for all of us, including her.” They said, properly referring to Xamiliere by her name and being very obvious about it.

It was impossible for Anastacia to say that she herself wasn’t better off because of what had happened, and she at least would have liked to believe that was the case for her friend as well. However, just like the cat had said, that didn’t mean they had to be happy about it. “I see your point, but it’s a shitty point.” She grumbled and let the air warm up a little, partly because the ice magic was starting to get tiring to keep up and the rock under her feet was starting to get noticeably warm.

“Does the idea of a fated meeting like that not entice you at all? The balance itself seeking out you two and making sure you meet, on what I assume was a flowery field on a beautiful sunny day. This does nothing for you?” Acacia smarmily inquired.

“I’m pretty sure she tried to hire me for a quckie the first time we met… a cheap one too, now that I think about it.” Anastacia reminisced of the time she first arrived to Valor.

Having successfully ruffled the necromancer’s feathers, Acacia hopped off the rock and returned to the small indentation they had carved on the nearby root. “I’m not sure what that means but sounds just as romantic, love at first sight no doubt.” They said and quickly glanced into the treeline. “You should probably go and get those two by the way. There’s something happening over there.”

Fearing that Baccata had returned or something equally terrible was going on, Anastacia immediately dropped everything, including what remained of her royalty act to dash into the direction Xamiliere and Sorbus had disappeared into.

“I rather like her, just the right level of volatile, that one.” Acacia commented as they watched the necromancer struggling to get over a root on her own.

Ulmus started to saunter back towards their own nook of the grove. “Are you seriously buying into this whole new identity nonsense the houseplant has going on?” They asked, stopping for a moment to hear the answer.

“Why wouldn’t I?” Acacia said and yawned. “Any fool can see that she’s no longer the spirit that left us back then.”

            

    
        Chapter 257 - The fox's secret

    
    
    
    
                ”You sure do worry about her a lot.” Sorbus pointed out after catching Xamiliere yet again staring longingly in the direction they had come from, where the meeting between the necromancer and three spriggans was taking place. “Those three aren’t going to do anything now that they’ve finally got a necromancer in front of them after all this time.”

The reassurances did very little to ease Xamiliere’s mind. “I’m less worried about them starting anything and more about them convincing Anna of the nonsense you morons believe.” She said gruffly and kept trying to peek over the roots.

“We don’t believe anything and you know that. Faith and belief are the stuff for gods, not us.” Sorbus responded lazily, not really seeking to defend anyone’s position on anything, but wanting to still give their own opinion.

“Do I know that? Last time I checked, we just woke up one day and decided what our purpose was. No one has ever told us a fucking thing about how close to truth any of it is. The balance is a made-up concept that will not and can not speak or even act directly, and the grove may be where we came from, but not once has it signaled any kind of intent or opinion about anything. It’s just as likely that we were bored in the early days of the world and came up with convoluted bullshit to pretend like we mattered.” Xamiliere ranted out of frustration with the situation, also not looking to get into any kind of an argument but inadvertently steering towards one anyway. “In comparison, a literal god descended down from whatever the fuck plane they normally stew in and stared at me with her horrifying vacuous eyes while cursing me for who knows what reason. At least the people turning to gods know there’s someone out there, even if it’s some kind of a fucked-up gremlin of a divine being. All you do is yammer on about the balance and hope that gets you anywhere before the world ends.”

Sorbus shrugged. “Well, that’s not going to be a popular opinion here, don’t think you should be too loud about it.”

“Or what? I’ll get exiled? I’m already on the shitlist of everyone in this place.” Xamiliere laughed mockingly.

“Not everyone’s….” Muttered Sorbus before changing subject to something that wouldn’t cause any more comments that would invoke hostility if overheard by the wrong nature spirits. “So, how exactly did you go about charming the necromancer in the first place? I tried and just this shape wasn’t enough.”

The speed at which Xamiliere’s hand grabbed onto Sorbus’ throat caused her shoulder to let out an uncomfortable crunch as the wooden joint wasn’t quite limber enough and snapped partly. “You did what?” She asked and menacingly stared at her fellow spirit.

“I did the whole hand on leg and lean in routine to try out this shape, mostly because I don’t really know any others. It didn’t work and she didn’t take her clothes off so I learned fuck all from the whole thing.” Explained Sorbus, completely unintimidated by the glare.

“I swear to fuck, if one of you bastards lays so much as one of your grubby branches on her, I will burn this entire fucking place down and drown what’s left in salt.” Xamiliere threatened, fully intending to go through with it.

“Don’t do that, please.” Sorbus asked nicely while trying to free themselves from Xamiliere’s grasp. “I would think she’s more than capable of refusing any approaches on her own, assuming she wants to, of course.”

Xamiliere loosened her grasp and pushed Sorbus away without saying anything but with an awkward frown on her face. She gave up on trying to peek on the meeting and instead sat down by a tree and buried her face in her hands.

Innocently trying their best to decipher the situation, Sorbus leaned against the same tree to ponder. “Might that be exactly what worries you? That someone here catches her eye?” They suggested and kept an eye on the reaction she received. The annoyed glare and continuing silence confirmed their theory in the next few moments. “Well, would it help if I said that my aims are elsewhere? Naturally, I can’t help if my irresistible personality charms her, but I only saw it as an opportunity to practice, and I think she knows that as well.”

“She’s not like that, and I shouldn’t worry… She’s just… curious.” Xamiliere mumbled a response without lifting her head. “And I’m just being greedy. No matter what you knotheads think, to her, we’re just friends. Back home I feel like I’m the third or even the fourth wheel at best. I don’t keep my intentions secret at all, but sometimes I think she’s gotten too used to it and I just missed my chance – or I just went about it in a wrong way.”

“There’s a timing I need to worry about? I can’t really help you with any of that since I know fuck all about any of this, but it does sound awfully complicated.” Sorbus shrugged and slowly slid down to sit next to the other spriggan. “I guess it’s not surprise that a future ruler has suitors outside of you, but it’s hard to believe any of them would stand a chance against you in any sense.”

“It’s a mess.” Xamiliere groaned hopelessly. “I know there’s no way I’ll ever be the only one in her heart, she’s just not built that way – and I’m fine with that, I really am… I just don’t want to lose entirely. There’s this King guy as well… if I got half the attention he gets, I’d probably just explode. They even share a room for fuck’s sake! Any time I try anything, she basically takes it as a joke!”

Sorbus was paying as much attention as they could while trying to figure out if there was anything they could use for their own mysterious purposes. “You sure have some weird worries. Have you considered just telling her what you’re thinking? You’d at least get an answer out of her that way.” They suggested.

Xamiliere lifted her head slowly and stared at her fellow spirit in horror. “That’s a completely insane thing to do. There’s a whole song and dance when it comes to this sort of thing with people, just blurting out something like that will put them off.”

Sorbus let out an incomprehensible but no doubt extremely annoyed sound directly from the green energy in their chest. “Why is this so damn complicated?! First, I need to be people-shaped, then the shape isn’t accurate enough, then I’m somehow supposed to get clothes to hide some parts of the people-shape, then I have to fucking hope that it’s the right kind of people shape because tastes are apparently somehow a factor even when all people look the same, then I have to figure out a way to approach that isn’t just ‘appearing from the woods’ and now I hear that being direct about things is wrong and I need to learn some bullshit ritual to not put them off! Here I thought I was getting lucky for once by running into you two but no! All I get is this confusing garbage! Would it kill people to actually make sense for once?!” They suddenly ranted and flailed their arms in impotent rage.

Immediately putting her own woes and doubts on hold, Xamiliere listened to the spriggan’s gripes and couldn’t help but to get curious about the whole thing. “Sorbus… what exactly is it that you’re trying to do?”

Realizing what they were doing, Sorbus froze for a moment while trying to figure out if they had revealed anything they didn’t want to. “None of your business.” They finally muttered angrily.

An awkward silence fell between the two, both curious about each other’s problems for their own reasons but not really friendly enough with each other to say anything about it. Xamiliere definitely intrigued about what the fox was up to and why exactly had Anastacia told her to help them with their body, but at the same time, she had her own worries and the goals she wanted to focus on. Meanwhile Sorbus was keen on learning more, but feared that there would only be more complicated things to uncover that would only add to the confusion.

“I guess, to answer your question, I don’t know if I have charmed her – I don’t know if she knows whether I’ve done that or not. Anna is not the most coherent person to try to understand, even by herself.” Xamiliere finally broke the silence after a while. “Part of the reason I brought her here is to figure that out… Without the competition present. You know, to make a case for myself without distractions, because she gets very distracted very easily.”

“How will you know that it has worked?” Sorbus asked.

What little posture Xamiliere had left collapsed as she leaned back to look at the treetops. “With her, your guess is as good as mine.”

Still getting used to the new body, Sorbus flopped on their side and tried to curl into a ball, something she used to do as a fox. “Well, my guess would be that it has already worked, but I think it’s been established that all of this is way beyond me. But Acacia also thought so, and you can’t hide shit from that one, so I’d give some weight to them thinking you two were an item.”

“Huh… I guess that’s true.” Xamiliere admitted, how and why Acacia could interpret the smallest of hints in anything was a mystery to everyone, but they were rarely wrong on anything and their estimations certainly carried some weight. “And we’ve only gotten here, so I have at least a couple of days to figure this out.”

“Sure, do say so if you need any help though. I could just ask her too, not like I need to give a damn.” Sorbus offered and disappointedly got back up after finding out that they needed to learn a new position to rest in.

Surprised by the seemingly sincere offer, Xamiliere smiled faintly. “Thanks, you too. I don’t know what you’re up to, but remember that I hate every single one of these fuckers and your secrets would leave this place with me – hopefully for good this time.”

Considerably more surprised that the rogue nature spirit would so much as thank another spriggan and much less offer any kind of help, Sorbus stared at her with a somewhat accurately baffled look on their new face. “I… ummm…” They mumbled, stopped, took a good look at the surroundings as if they were dealing with some world altering secrets before finally leaning in closer to Xamiliere to whisper. “Okay, so… There’s a person, a man – I think.”

“What?!... How have you even met one?” Xamiliere almost exclaimed before covering her mouth and lowering her tone.

“Strictly speaking, I haven’t met them. I’ve been lurking in the underbrush like I always do. I want to meet them, but I have no idea how to even speak to a person. Hence the practice and all of this.” Sorbus explained, constantly keeping a vigilant eye on the surroundings.

“Okay.” Xamiliere nodded and tried to wrap her head around the idea of why any spriggan would want to meet a person. “You’re going to need to tell me a bit more, starting with how does any of this happen and why do you even want this?”

Nervously rubbing their hands together, Sorbus once more peered in every direction for a while before answering. “Alright, so I’ve been working on this nice little glade for a while now, a really nice spot, not far from a lake, amazing soil, nowhere near cities. A couple of years ago, I was occupied with another spot for a few months, and while I was away, this little cabin thing appeared by the lake. At first, I was worried that it was all fucked, people would burn the whole fucking place and make one of their boring fields, hunt every animal and empty the lake of fish like they always do – but no, all he did is make a small little garden behind the cabin. Every now and then he does some fishing or hunting, but nowhere near enough to disturb the balance. Mostly he just gathers this and that when he’s out, but really it hasn’t affected my plans in the slightest, I’ve got way more berries and mushrooms going on in there than he could ever eat. Also, since he’s been so weirdly thoughtful for a person, I’ve done a bit of this and that to make sure the garden bears a bit more fruit than it would otherwise, scared some suitable animals closer to his hunting trails and so on… Anyway, so I’ve been checking up on him here and there, once a month, maybe once a week… But every time he just seems kind of sad for some reason, and I was thinking I could maybe meet him and see if I could help with whatever it is. I don’t want him to leave… because he’s a part of my glade now, of course, and it’s my duty to watch over my glade…”

Xamiliere couldn’t help but to smile at the awkwardness of the spriggan before her. “That’s adorable.”

“No, it’s not!” Sorbus hissed. “Unlike you, some of us actually take pride in our duty and actually want to do it properly.”

“Right, right.” Xamiliere chuckled and moved right next to Sorbus to better indulge on the juicy secret she had learned. “Why don’t you tell me a bit more about this particular part of your ‘duty’, so that I can get a better image of what we’re dealing with. Tall? Handsome? Young? Must be on the hardy side if he lives alone in the woods… I need details!”

Surprised by the interest in their troubles and the sudden change for the warmer in the other spriggan’s attitude towards them, Sorbus accidentally sprouted a couple of leaves atop their head and became ever so slightly less wary of anyone overhearing them. “Well, he’s taller than the necromancer but shorter than most trees, shorter fur on the head too, wears clothes almost always, seems pretty strong for a person, works very hard, only uses already dead trees and fallen branches for fires, likes blueberries, sometimes he goes on a trip for a day with some dried plants and stuff he has made and comes back with food and such… Oh and he’s terrible at sleeping, only really gets maybe four hours of sleep most nights. I think sleeping might hurt him though, he always wakes up suddenly and looks exhausted – sometimes he even screams.” They listed off things almost none of which had anything to do with what had really been asked, but were the main things they had paid attention to.

“Sounds like a bit of a weirdo, but not like I have much room to comment about that.” Xamiliere said. She hadn’t really gotten anything useful out of the answer, but also realized that Sorbus simply didn’t care about the aspects of a person other people usually paid attention to. Spriggans recognized each other by their spirits and looks only really served functional purposes. Spirits who were likely to solve matters by force and were capable of doing so, naturally grew into the shapes of predators suitable for such behavior while the more mild-mannered spirits took the forms of more peaceful creatures. This was the reason many in the grove took issue with Xamiliere preferring the shape of a person, as it only served the purpose of getting along with people for them, which to them was the complete opposite of aiding the balance.

“So how come you haven’t tried to approach them on your own? People who live alone in the woods shouldn’t be all too timid.” She inquired more.

“You’d think so, but every time he so much as a hears a bush rustle, he goes for the sword he always carries and leaves in a hurry.” Sorbus shrugged. “I figured it’s best if I learn how to approach a person first.”

“Are you sure he’s not just a massive coward?” Xamiliere pointed out jokingly. “I don’t think you need to worry about this as much as you seem to, but there’s a few things that come to mind as something we might want to do… depending on what exactly is it that you want.”

Sorbus pondered for a while, trying to figure out what exactly was it that they wanted. “I just want to… help him. I don’t think anyone should be miserable or alone in my grove… We could talk about things everyone here won’t talk about, I could show him the foxes there and we could pet them, maybe we could even do some people stuff…”

“Riiiight… ‘people stuff’.” Xamiliere snickered. “I think we should throw Anna at the problem and go from there.”

“The necromancer? I’m honestly pretty keen on him staying alive, so I don’t really think that’d help.” Sorbus declined the suggestion.

“At the risk of making my own tastes seem questionable: Anna is… let’s say eccentric, and able to befriend the oddest of things. She’s unassuming and doesn’t look threatening in the slightest, but can safely handle the situation if she does end up scaring the poor lad – but more importantly, she’s kind of bland-looking by people’s standards and I think possibly incapable of thinking much of any living person. So, even if she is to meet this guy, there’s no way she’d be stepping on your toes.” Xamiliere explained her rough plan. “So, you take her into this glade of yours, she goes to scout the guy out a bit, ask some questions, maybe mention you in a positive light. We can then redo this mess of a body you’ve lifted off Anna into something more interesting, because like I said, her looks don’t get her far in these types of things. After that, she can even introduce you to him in a non-surprising manner that’ll get you started!”

Sorbus was still hesitant to let someone else in on their secret, but couldn’t deny the fact that having another person there would remove a lot of the confusions they still had about meeting people and address the issues they were hesitant about in the first place.

Xamiliere obviously knew that most of the worries Sorbus had were completely unfounded, even if the person in question was oddly timid. Despite their collective ability to do great harm, individual people were considered fearful and weak by the nature spirits, so she also knew exactly why the fox was going through such trouble to make sure they didn’t scare one away. She justified suggesting the convoluted and pointless plan by telling herself that it would be a shame for Sorbus’ hard work so far to be for nothing, but also shamelessly indulged in a chance to flaunt her expertise on people. The reason behind involving Anastacia was mostly an excuse to get her away from the other spriggan in the grove, even for a moment, but also because the necromancer could give her a more useful description of the person later – and Xamiliere was also sure that she wouldn’t be forgiven if Anastacia ever learned that she was left out of something so juicy.

In their lengthy deliberation following the suggestion, the two failed to keep an eye on their surroundings over their shared excitement. Their departure from the meeting had already been noted by the several spirits keeping an eye on the necromancer from afar, and while the presence of Ulmus, Acacia and Picea kept them from approaching her, the only two spriggans that had kept her company so far were now free to be interrogated or even chased off by anyone willing to challenge them. Not long after Xamiliere finally managed to convince Sorbus that it was a good idea to let Anastacia in on the secret, they were interrupted by the sound of a large wooden bear lumbering through the ferns towards them.

Sizable for a brown bear, though still not quite as large or imposing as Baccata, the ursine-shaped spriggan was a startling thing to suddenly notice, especially when it had somehow almost snuck up to the pair of schemers. Each of their legs was as thick as a tree trunk and their bulky body must have easily weighed upwards of a ton, there was no way either Xamiliere or Sorbus were going to even entertain the idea of trying to stand up to them if they absolutely didn’t have to – though neither of them doubted that it would likely happen anyway. As they scrambled up from the ground, they noticed several other spirits keeping an eye on the situation from the distance as well, just like they had kept watch over Anastacia before.

“Sorbus, I’ve noticed you’ve managed to slither your way into the good graces of the necromancer.” The bear spoke and stopped less than three meters away, pinning Sorbus against the tree with their presence.  Not even bothering to glance at Xamiliere, they laid out their demands. “I would like for you to leave and give the necromancer the chance to meet the rest of us, before you ruin the reputation of this whole place with your tomfoolery.”

As was their response to a similar demand earlier, Sorbus wasn’t about to back down or give away what they had, at least in their eyes, legitimately claimed. “No thanks, the necromancer is mine. She’ll come to you if she wants to, but I’m not going anywhere.”

“So whatever it was that was left of your mind has finally rotten completely… Just like Baccata said. You’ve forgotten your place here, fox.” The bear sighed, trusting their size to provide some weight behind the words. “Why is it that you have that ridiculous guise anyway?”

Sorbus obviously couldn’t tell the real reason, so they came up with something that wasn’t technically a lie. “It’s the necromancer’s preference. Now, go take root elsewhere, we were having a conversation.”

The bear clearly took note of what had been said and inspected Sorbus’ new shape with a puzzled feel to their gaze, distant muttering could also be heard from the others following the answer. Xamiliere could immediately tell that it would only spell trouble, especially for her own goals, but she couldn’t exactly blame Sorbus for coming up with such a reason.

“That’s actually another thing I came to say.” The bear growled, looking past Sorbus at Xamiliere and changing their tone from vague threats to very apparent ones. “Houseplant, handle your business here swiftly and leave. Do not think we will let you trick Sorbus either, they’re an impressionable moron, but one of us nonetheless.”

“I’m not-“ Xamiliere tried to tiredly defend herself but was silenced by Sorbus speaking over her.

“What might you mean, Ocotea?” The fox asked in a way it was hard to figure out what they were thinking. “Trick me?”

Visibly disappointed their threat hadn’t just worked outright, the bear took a look at the other spriggans following the situation and mulled over whether it was worth it to even explain what they meant. “Look, Sorbus, it hasn’t been a day and you’ve already stood up to Baccata and now me – you’re clearly losing sight of your place in here. You’re a fox, meant to handle the little things with your little paws in your little meadows and glades, not whatever the fuck this is. I think it’s the houseplant slowly taking root in your simple mind. Soon enough they’ll have you rethink serving the balance and eventually abandon your little purpose in this world, just like they did. They’re nothing but a spiteful and rotten bit of driftwood, you know we can’t afford you becoming one as well.”

This was nothing Xamiliere hadn’t heard a million times over and it no longer got much of a reaction out of her, Ocotea themselves was also one of the usual culprits for saying such things back in the day and apparently still was. Disregarding such a relatively tame comment of her doings had become so easy that she almost forgot it as it was being said, especially when it was wholly untrue. She may not have been entirely open about all details with Sorbus, but not once had she aimed at wavering the spirit’s devotion to the balance, nor did she think she would be able to. However, she did catch herself worrying over Sorbus believing the accusation for a moment, but explained it away with her being invested in the situation they had been speaking about earlier more than anything else.

It was hard to tell what type of calculations Sorbus was running in their head when their expressions hardly corresponded with anything they were feeling. After finally sorting out their thoughts, Sorbus looked at Xamiliere with a delighted smirk. “Sorry…” They said quietly, almost whispering.

“Don’t worry about it.” Xamiliere sighed and leaned back against the tree to wait for Anastacia. She couldn’t help but to feel a bit disappointed, but she also knew exactly how strong the hold of the grove was on most spriggans. “Hope you can figure out that problem of yours, Anna will still probably help if you just ask.”

“Oh, not that, the plan is still on. It’s just that we’re about to have the sap beaten out of us.” Sorbus laughed with a fox-like giggle, grabbed a large rock from the ground and slamming it directly into the side of the bear’s head, screaming “Behold: hands!” along the way.

Ocotea had already considered themselves victorious in the matter and was in the process of turning away as the rock crashed into the side of their head. Sorbus, like any spriggan, was perfectly respectable when it came to physical strength, and the rock had no issues caving in almost half of the bear’s head, sending splinters flying and at least somewhat dazing Ocotea for a moment. The problem was that such an injury did absolutely nothing to actually hinder a nature spirit as sizable as Ocotea, but it did serve to immediately anger them beyond any chances for negotiations. As soon as the split second of confusion was over, the bear roared furiously and charged towards Sorbus. Xamiliere was equally caught off guard, but managed to reach out and grab Sorbus’ hand in an effort to try and pull them behind the tree. In a flash, thin but deceptively strong vines sprouted from her fingertips and wrapped around Sorbus’ wrist to strengthen her grasp, but by then it was already too late. Ocotea caught up to the fox, effortlessly swatting Sorbus several meters away with a swing of their mighty paw. The sound of Sorbus’ body basically snapping in two from the initial swing and the crunch of their arm snapping off from the shoulder sent shivers down the backs of every nature spirit watching the commotion.

Years and years of experience gave Xamiliere a certain advantage in that this was basically the type of thing she was used to. Dodging the swing meant to spread her wooden body across the area in a hail of splinters and kindling was not much of a trick to her, nor was goading the bear to ram into the tree behind her afterwards. Lacking other good options and feeling it appropriate, she quickly flipped Sorbus’ severed arm in her hand and used it to slap Ocotea’s rump before the arm shattered now that it was disconnected from the spirit. Unfortunately, something she had forgotten because it hadn’t happened in hundreds of years, was that her opponent was just as much of a spriggan as her, if not more so. Before Ocotea even turned back around, a small tree sprouted from the ground behind Xamiliere, quickly enough to stab into her back and come out on the other side, skewering her in place. She had spotted it in time, but after months of weightlessness, the control of her body under the cruel influence of gravity was still lacking. Then yet another weighty swing came down, slamming Xamiliere against the ground and crushing both of her legs.

Likely knowing the futility of trying to kill a spriggan in the grove and preferring to leave the two to suffer in their broken bodies instead of completely annihilating them, Ocotea let out one more roar, stepped on Xamiliere’s arm and headed away without so much as looking back at either of their victims. While the outcome now was surprise to no one, least of all to the losers, Xamiliere swore she could have actually at least matched their opponent in the past, but not after staying in the outside world for so long.

The sweet smell of sap filled the air as Xamiliere and Sorbus laid motionlessly on the ground a few meters apart from each other, bleeding out a fortune’s worth of spriggan sap. While pain was an apt word to describe the sensation felt by spriggans at the moment of something in their body breaking, it quickly subsided and turned into something harder to describe that no living creature had the equivalent for. Not as incapacitating as pain or agony, but a deep unpleasantness that could be considered as ‘wilting’. Neither of them was in danger of anything serious, as if they just let things be, eventually their spirit would simply seep into the ground and sprout up elsewhere in the grove. Unfortunately, that was a hassle often to be avoided, so both of them weighed their options.

“I’ve got crushed legs and an arm, and a hole in my stomach – I think I can fix this if someone helps me out. How about you?” Xamiliere listed her injuries.

“I’m in four pieces. That knothead literally slapped my ass off – and I had just made it too!” Sorbus answered with their face against the ground. “This one might be a goner…”

Xamiliere could do little more than stare at the treetops and wait for Anastacia to hopefully conclude her meeting soon enough so that she could play a helpless victim and maybe get something out of it. As time passed, she could see the bystanders slowly wander into the forest to carry on with their business, leaving the two alone for a moment.

“Why did you do that?” She asked when she was sure no one would hear. “You’re going to get a lot of shit for it, for years.

Sorbus laughed while spitting out fallen nettles that were finding their way into their mouth form the ground. “I have no idea… Guess I just wanted to do better… You’ve got every reason to hate us all, myself included, but you still offered to help me – all those stumps do is call me stupid and little, they’ve had this coming for a while.”

“Yeah. We sure showed them.” Xamiliere said and joined in on the laughter. “Do you mind if I tell Anna that I actually did something to protect you and didn’t just tear your arm off? I’ll show you how to grow a better ass, to replace the one you lost in battle.”

“Didn’t know there were different ones, but if you think that’ll help. Deal.” The fox agreed and finally let their spirit flow into the ground, abandoning their first attempt at looking like a person.

            

    
        Chapter 258 - Most of Hasta

    
    
    
    
                Beyond furious over what had happened during the meeting, Anastacia swore vengeance on the spirit that had trampled on her friends. Even if Sorbus had technically swung first in the situation, she thought it well justified and would have done far more had she been there. It didn’t help that Acacia had just riled her up for no reason before she arrived to the scene, and it took a non-insignificant amount of convincing by Xamiliere to make her understand that turning Ocotea into a smoldering bear-shaped crater wouldn’t have solved anything.

Familiar with the procedure because of the few times the spriggan had gotten injured before, Anastacia picked up a few small branches from a nearby tree and stared grafting them onto Xamiliere’s limbs. It would have been possible to grow new ones from what was already there, especially within the grove, but it would have left a more noticeable scar and the spriggan was fairly particular about how she wanted to look – not to mention she enjoyed the attention her perceived helplessness brought her.

While working on clearing out some of the broken bits of the old limbs, Anastacia’s hands were covered in the clear, viscous sap with a greenish tint to it as well as a strong sweet scent. Without thinking much of it, she dipped her pinkie into it and stuck it in her mouth. The taste was incredibly sweet, as one would expect, but also had a noticeable alcohol-like burn to it that numbed the tongue and throat. “You know, I’ve never thought about it before, but wouldn’t this go well in coffee?” She pondered innocently.

At first, a delighted and far less innocent smile grew on Xamiliere’s face, but it then turned into a more serious realization as she thought about it more. “As into that as I would be, I’ve seen how you treat your coffee and I don’t want to be bled dry… Not to mention the fact that it will have an effect on people if they take too much – there’s a reason alchemists and the like can’t get enough of it. With your history of not handling that sort of thing too well, I feel like we should err on the side of caution on this one.”

Slowly moving what would have been the fourth scoop of sap at that point away from her mouth, the necromancer had to agree. “Wh… what sort of an effect?” She worried and wiped her finger on some moss.

“Nothing you need to worry about. I’ll tell you about it later, but it’s probably not something to experiment with in Valor.” The spriggan sidestepped the issue.

Giving the necromancer some peace to work in, Xamiliere laid still and focused on regrowing some minor injuries elsewhere in her body. There were several matters she wanted to discuss, some of which she was excited to bring up, others less so, but it didn’t take long for her earthly worries and the pressing news to get completely drowned in yet another pleasant moment between just the two of them. Getting to work with her hands even calmed the barely subsided rage inside Anastacia as she picked out the splinters that were still barely hanging on, tidied the injuries and otherwise put far too much unneeded effort into the whole thing, simply because she wanted to do a good job. When she was finally content with the quality of the grafts, Anastacia laid down next to the spriggan to wait as the green energy began flowing into the grafted pieces and grow them into the shape of the missing limbs. To avoid anything getting stuck on her sap-stained hands, she lifted them up towards the treetops and started to pick off nettles and other things that had already caught on.

Seizing the opportunity, Xamiliere lifted up her remaining hand and quickly moved it around the necromancer’s arm to grab ahold of her hand. Anastacia responded with a tight squeeze of her own, weaving their fingers together. Having lacked sufficient points of comparison, the necromancer had never actually noticed how oddly pleasant Xamiliere’s bark was to touch. It obviously still lacked the springiness of skin, but compared to Sorbus’ bark, it was much smoother and consistent in its feel. It also lacked the warmth spread around the body by the flow of blood, but also the coolness of stone and metal. Even after being in cold or when heated by sunlight, it felt the same almost immediately after touching it. Unlike King’s body, which retained heat and cold for hours, Xamiliere’s didn’t seem to do so at all – which the necromancer thought was nice in its own way. A feature she was much more fond of was the pleasant flowery aroma forever hanging around the spriggan, not quite strong enough to compete with the food or tobacco smoke in the inn, but quickly filled out a room when left on its own. Being extremely near her added another layer to it, which strongly resembled the sweet but earthy scent of a freshly snapped branch. Again, absentmindedly comparing the spriggan to King, she could only count this as a win for Xamiliere, as the simulacrum was odorless at best and at worst something had gotten stuck in his body and was either slowly rotting or cooking in whatever seam she didn’t clean properly. Another difference between them was that Xamiliere was extremely expressive even by people’s standards, whereas King was most definitely active – for a rock. While there was charm to the mysterious, quiet and stable character the knight had, and over the months Anastacia had learned to read much more from his behavior than was apparent to anyone else, it still sometimes felt almost lonely to be the only one with even a hint of initiative. Necromancers like Anastacia, whether they meant to or not, often began to read other people’s emotions and intentions from physical signs only really apparent to them. Heightened pulse, tensed muscles, twitches and ticks all served as signs to them to make up for what often were, at best, lacking social skills. However, when she was alone with Xamiliere, who had all the mannerisms, habits and expressions of people, Anastacia thought she felt what it must have been like to be just a normal person. She had to figure out the spriggan’s intentions and feelings with nothing but the usual tools people had to work with. This brought with it quite a bit of mystery and intrigue, which the necromancer was only now beginning to realize she valued greatly.

“At least tell me you’re thinking about me.” Xamiliere suddenly said after watching Anastacia just stare at their hands for minutes on end without saying anything.

“Yup.” Anastacia nodded.

“Wait, really?” The spriggan gasped.

“Yeah, I was thinking about your bark and it kind of spiraled out from there. I thought about why it’s so nice being with you and stuff like that.” The necromancer admitted, not really meaning anything with her words but just relaying her thoughts.

Xamiliere frowned. “Am I dead? Did that fucker actually kill me? What’s going on? Is this like a reward for a good and virtuous life before I fade out or something?” She questioned the universe about the favorable turn of events.

“Since when have you been virtuous?” Smirked the necromancer. “Don’t mind me. Guess I’m just winding down from the whole meeting thing and now this. Just happy thoughts and all that.”

“You shouldn’t believe anything those three pieces of wank told you, and certainly never even wonder if you owe something to their ideals.” Xamiliere warned her friend in the unusually serious tone she had been using a lot during the visit. “They see all necromancers as nothing but tools for whatever stupid goals they’ve come up for themselves, because that’s what they see everyone as, including themselves. There’s no provable connection between spriggans and necromancers, or spriggans and the balance, or anyone and the balance. The balance is just our fancy skeleton on a throne, but since it isn’t a literal thing, no one can just come along and get rid of it.”

“Trust me, I’m here just to learn, not to be tasked with anything. I do wonder if I should tell Iris about this though. It’s up to Mournvalley to decide what necromancers are up to, even if I’ll have no part in it.” Anastacia pondered. “Though maybe it’s not the time to give that one any more burdens.”

“As long as you don’t get involved, I’m fine with whatever.” The spriggan said and slowly swayed their conjoined hands in the air.

Anastacia lowered their hands to rest them on her chest. “They did suggest I get involved with you though…” She said and closed her eyes.

“They might be off their rockers at times, but they are wise ancient beings with plenty of experience, you should listen to them when it comes to advice like that.” Xamiliere immediately turned around on her opinion about the trio.

“I’ll take it under consideration.” The necromancer giggled playfully, with her mood cured for the time being. Suddenly, using the hold she had of the spriggan’s hand, she levered herself up and partly on top of her friend. Gazing into the almost panicked-looking green eyes for a moment, she leaned down and gave a quick kiss on Xamiliere’s forehead before letting go and turning away to hide her own embarrassment.

Wholly unprepared, Xamiliere couldn’t get a word out as new leaves started to pop up randomly on her body and the green energy fueling her began to run rampant within her.

“That’s for not being a total ass to Sorbus. I know it’s hard for you to even pretend being decent to anyone here, but I think they’re genuinely trying to better themselves. We’re both hateful pricks when it comes to some folks, for a good reason too, but I think being like this suits you much better.” Anastacia explained, still hiding her red face from the spriggan.

“Th… thanks…” Xamiliere uttered an awkward and unfitting response.

For the few moments it still took for the rest of the spriggan to grow back, both of them spent in silence, at least externally. Inside Xamiliere’s mind raged the largest and loudest celebration in centuries – likely ever. Though Anastacia tended to be fairly resistant to embarrassment, for some reason, it was slowly killing her on the inside as she tried to make the tingly feeling in her chest die down.

Eventually, once the moment had passed and the two had calmed down, Xamiliere spoke up. “Speaking of Sorbus, did you know they’re just madly in love with some guy that moved into their glade?”

“HOLD THE FUCK UP!” Sorbus suddenly screamed and rushed out of the cover of the ferns, back in their normal fox shape. “That is NOT what I said.”

“It’s what you meant.” Xamiliere shrugged.

The necromancer seemed worried. “H… how long have you been there?” She asked from the fox, knowing they were followed from a distance at all times but not really comfortable with the idea of someone having listened to them from up close.

“I got back here before you did. I was about to say something like five times but the mood seemed nice so I didn’t.” The fox immediately admitted.

Anastacia let out a muffled scream and laid back down to the ground to await death. Once the overly dramatic stunt was over, she was brought up to speed with what the two spriggans had planned in her absence. Finding the whole thing adorable, she was more than glad to help, but did ask for a moment to sort her outfit and freshen up in the nearby stream. Getting to and back from the glade was a simple matter using the same method Xamiliere had used to get her to the grove in the first place. However, Xamiliere had to stay behind as to not interrupt the workings of the grove to reclaim her body from the curse.

The whole thing moved from planning to execution very quickly, as it would get done based on the necromancer’s schedule, and she was very eager to put a bit of distance between herself and Xamiliere after what she had done. Even if pretty much everyone would have seen it as an innocent gesture, to her it was the most scandalous thing she had done. She had no recollection of what had happened between her and the statue on her brief, drunken venture, and with King, giving him a peck on the cheek elicited next to no response. What made it worse was that she had originally intended to aim a fair bit lower on the spriggan’s face, but when the moment came and she was face to face with Xamiliere, her courage had failed her. The reason she had come up with was almost entirely an excuse as well, and in reality, she had no idea why she had done what she had done, outside of getting swept by the mood. Xamiliere on the other hand was doing her absolute best to play it cool in front of Anastacia, but couldn’t wait for her and Sorbus to leave so she could celebrate without being mocked.

Sorbus guided them to a bit more secluded space with a suitable tree that had a suitable arching branch they often used as means to travel to and from the several different areas under their care. Anastacia and Xamiliere awkwardly waved at each other before the necromancer closed her eyes and got taken elsewhere by the mysterious forest magic she couldn’t see or feel.

Immediately upon arrival, the necromancer realized that she hadn’t taken the weather into account at all, but to her surprise, summer was in full swing in the glade she found herself in. Wherever it may have been located, it must have been far, far away from Valor. According to Gilbert, the season far in the south of the continent was always the opposite of the northern parts, which had always seemed like bullshit to Anastacia, but it appeared to be true after all. Opening her eyes, she could see the red sky that signaled the last hour or so of sunlight, and with some calculations, she figured that the time of the day was at least close to what it should have been in Valor.

The warm, moist air wasn’t all that different form the grove, but even the small difference was a huge relief once it hit her. The trees and plants around her were largely unfamiliar or slightly different from the ones she had learned to recognize on her travels so far. The sounds of birds and insects were all completely foreign to her as well, but they did make her realize how utterly quiet the mother grove was. It also took a moment to get used to having living beings around her again.

“Pretty great, isn’t it?” Sorbus said, proud of their work – and to their credit, it was a very pleasant place to find oneself in. Secluded opening with a few spots of sparse trees, surrounded by thicker forest and a lake in one direction. Berries, mushrooms, wild flowers and several other kinds of plants that made it a suitable place to live for quite an array of creatures.

Anastacia kneeled to face the little fox. “Sorbus, thanks.” She said and squeezed their wooden cheek.

“No problem, I’m pretty proud of this one, so I’m glad I can show it to a necromancer! I could show you other things I’m working on later?” Sorbus suggested excitedly.

“Not that – though I think I’d like to see some… I mean what you did back there when I was in the meeting. I know she’d never say so, but it really meant a lot to Xammy that you stuck around, so I’m saying it instead.” Anastacia expressed her gratitude.

“Okay.” The fox said in a completely neutral tone, as if they didn’t get they were being complimented. “I’m just a slow little fox. I can’t protect ancient forests or vast tundras, but this much I can do.”

Anastacia shrugged. “And I’m just a slow little necromancer, so that doesn’t seem to mean much.”

In the other end of the glade, near the lake, was a humble little cabin that seemed to be built from lumber and stones from the nearby area. Barely bigger than Anastacia’s room back at the inn, it didn’t seem like it could have much in it beyond a bed and some kind of a stove based on the chimney built into its side. It also had a small shed built by it, as well as a larger fire pit, a tanning rack and other assorted signs of very self-sufficient life strewn around it. In the middle of it all, sitting on a rock and whittling away at a stick of some kind was the sole resident of the glade. Not much beyond their light grey shirt was visible in the limited light offered by the setting sun, but enough to see a vague outline from the thicket Anastacia and Sorbus were hiding in.

Slowly and carefully, they snuck closer in the surrounding woods, avoiding any clearer spots they could be spotted in until they were only fifty or so meters away. Anastacia had long since been able to tell that the briefing she had received was a little bit spotty and missing some key details, but over all the person seemed to be an elf of some kind, with a bit of something else mixed in and with an unusually dark complexion for one. She could also tell that the man had noticed something approaching him quite a while ago, which suggested either experience in the field or some kind of an arcane talent for it – which made sense for someone living alone in the wilderness.

Peeking from behind a bush, Anastacia and Sorbus could see the man stop what he was working on and put his hand on a sword dangling from his hip. “Mage! Come out from your hiding place and face me!” He yelled and frantically looked around for any kind of movement.

“You said he was a bit timid, pretty sure we’re more in the ‘paranoid’ level of things.” Anastacia whispered. “I think I’ll just head over since he’s expecting me.”

“Please don’t scare him away.” Sorbus pleaded and hunkered down to make sure they were impossible to see while the necromancer stepped out of the bush.

Immediately upon spotting her, the man pulled out his sword and made a small gesture with his free hand, which conjured up a vaguely shield-shaped thin cover of almost flame-like blue energy that was attached to his arm. Anastacia barely needed necromancy to tell that he was beyond agitated by her sudden appearance, his heart hammering away at a rapid pace, breathing heavily and constantly looking around for something. “How many of you are there?! STATE YOUR BUSINESS!” He commanded with a strong voice that still felt like it was on the verge of breaking.

Anastacia stopped, still a fair distance away. “It’s just me, and I’m here to simply to look into a few things.” She said as calmly as she could while getting a better look at the man.

The entire left side of his head was badly scarred, likely by flame, leaving the eye milky and blind, the skin discolored, the ear badly mangled and a part of the scalp unable to grow the short, jet-black hair the rest of it had. He couldn’t have been more than thirty years old at the most, which was almost nothing to elves, yet his face was weary to a point where it made him seem much older. The cold look in his other eye constantly bounced between the necromancer and the woods around them, keeping a watch on all of it. The loose-fitting light grey shirt hid away a considerable collection of scars as well, ranging from burns to every type of cut and stab imaginable. Both of his arms were covered in similar memoirs of healed wounds, with his shield hand missing a good chunk of its middle finger, the entire ring finger as well as the pinkie, last two of which were replaced with some kind of an expensive-looking magically operated prosthetic. Nearly all of the bones in his limbs had signs of poorly healed fractures, which must have ached constantly. His right foot was missing entirely from knee down, but had been replaced with a similar metal prosthetic that appeared to allow nearly normal movement and couldn’t have been cheap.

“WHO ARE YOU?! WHAT MASTER DO YOU SERVE?!” The man kept yelling questions, and pointing at the necromancer with an impressively steady sword in a had that shook uncontrollably.

“I am Anastacia, simply Anastacia.” She answered honestly, leaving out all of her grand titles in the hopes that it would somehow calm the man’s nerves. “I serve no one, but I am here on behalf of the owner of this area.”

The man showed no intent to calm down. “Anast… LIAR! This area has no owners or lords! TELL ME WHO YOU ARE, MAGE?! Were you sent here by The Arasi?! You can tell them there’s nothing that will make me come back!” He was clearly starting to struggled to hold his sword up, not because of its weight, but because his heart was beating far too rapidly for his own good. The only reason he remained conscious must have been the fierce physical shape he was in despite the injuries.

“I think you should lay down… You’re having some kind of a… thing.” Anastacia said, trying to speak as calmly as she possibly could. “No one is here to take you anywhere. How about this: we’ll both just sit down and breathe calmly.” She suggested and slowly sat down on the ground.

The man slowly slumped down on his knee, likely because he could no longer stand rather than listening to the suggestion. The magical shield sputtered out as well, but he never let go of his sword.

“I have no clue what this Arasi thing is, nor am I here to take you anywhere or make you leave.” The necromancer explained slowly. “I’m simply here because the one guarding this fine place asked me to greet you and see how things were. It’s true that I have some talent for elemental magic, but I have talent for many things and am not affiliated with any other mages.”

“I am… not going back…” The man gasped exhaustedly and sat down as his feet gave in under him.

“There you go. Keep breathing.” Anastacia nodded. “You’ve got a nice little hut there, by the side of a lake and everything. I see some ripe tomatoes over there in the garden and I think I’m smelling some kind of fresh bread too. Did you bake it yourself?”

Slowly but surely, he started to calm down as the necromancer kept occasionally chatting to him. Having heard that the man was supposedly the nervous type, she had expected to be at sword point for a while, but couldn’t believe how lucky it was that Sorbus didn’t decide to confront the man on their own. Not because a sword would have been of much danger, but because the fox might have well agitated the poor man to death with their lack of knowledge on people. She herself was by no means an expert on the subject of keeping things calm, but she knew an ex-soldier when she saw one and knew what made them nervous, after all, Valor was full of them. Gilbert had also occasionally mentioned seeing this sort of thing in some green adventurers after quests that had gone horribly wrong, and given some rough guidance on how to deal with it since it was more than likely that some witnesses who were holding key information on a quest could be in a very rough state.

“Should I get you some water or something?” She offered once a spark of sense had appeared again in the man’s eye.

“I… I think I would rather you stay there.” He gave a gruff and exhausted answer, still tightly gripping onto his sword.

“Alright, take your time.” Anastacia said nonchalantly. “Have you got a name?”

The man took a good long and this time much calmer look at the necromancer. “Hasta, that’s all you need to know.” He said after presumably deciding that no one had send this scruffy-looking girl after him. “Why… are you here?”

“It’s just like I said. I am in the temporary service of the one who presides over this lovely place. I came here on their behalf to see how things were, greet you and talk for a while.” Answered Anastacia.

Hasta’s joyless stare didn’t show a hint of what he was thinking, but it must have been hard for him to believe what he was hearing. The only response he gave was the expectant silence as he waited for the necromancer to elaborate.

“They’re not the owner in the sense you and I understand the word, but they are in charge of this place. Mind you, I’m not here to tell you that you have rent or taxes to pay or try and convince you to leave. I’ve only heard praise of how you’ve been treating the land here and my employer is quite happy to keep you around.” She continued to explain the situation in a way that didn’t make her sound insane. “Since you’re the only person here, they’ve sent me to tell you that they’d like to work more closely with you to keep this place as beautiful as it is. “

Despite her attempts, Hasta still glared at Anastacia like she was deranged. “Stay… there.” He eventually grunted and shakily stood back up to finally sheathe his sword. Without further explanation, he wandered into his hut with a limp in his step, only to come out dragging a chair. He took it all the way out of the immediate vicinity of his yard, maybe ten to fifteen meters away from where he had been whittling, but still closer than where Anastacia was. Keeping an eye on the necromancer, he returned to the cabin briefly and came out with two cups and a stick with dough wrapped around it which had then been cooked by a campfire. Placing the campfire bread and one of the cups on the chair, he returned to the rock and sat back down on it, something which appeared to cause some amount of pain to him.

“Sit.” He then said and pointed at the chair.

            

    
        Chapter 259 - Aches and pains

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia slowly nibbled on the bready snack given to her and sipped away at the cup of some type of homemade berry juice that was a bit too bitter for her tastes, all the while pretending like being intensely stared at and evaluated in complete silence didn’t bother her. Hasta had not said a word after telling her to sit, and more than ten minutes had already passed. So, it was needless to say that the meeting wasn’t quite going as the necromancer had hoped.

“So… How’s it going?” She tried to open up a conversation.

The elf didn’t seem to even consider answering the question and instead kept his single dark eye fixated on the necromancer and his fingers on the pommel of his sword. Despite the seemingly unwavering vigilance, it often appeared like his mind was on a journey of its own and he simply stared at the only thing there was to stare at, until his consciousness snapped back to the present and his stare focused once more.

“Not much of a talker, are you?” Anastacia kept trying. “You know, this kind of a lifestyle really speaks to me too. I’m not really a loner though, so I’d take a couple of friends along – must be hard to do everything alone, huh? Means you must be pretty resourceful to pull all of this off, and if I heard correctly, you’ve been here for a couple of years now. Winter here must have been rough…”

Suddenly Hasta swung his sheathed sword onto his lap and slowly pulled the weapon a third of the way out without taking his eye off the necromancer. “What are you?” He asked bluntly.

“I told you, I’m just Anastacia.” Answered Anastacia and took another bite.

“Human?” Hasta continued to inquire in a stern tone.

Anastacia frowned. “Last time I checked, yeah, but introducing myself wasn’t really why I-“

“What do the markings on your arm mean?” The elf interrupted her with his next question.

Anastacia ran her fingers across the pattern of burns that had spread from the core in her shoulder. “Nothing, they’re just a side-effect of something I’ve been working on recently. None of this really ma-“

Hasta once more interrupted her with the next quick question. “Are you affiliated with any of the three houses of Port Tyrannia, The Guild of Silence, Fleet-footed militia, The Temple College of Tar, The Children of the Tide, the patch makers’ monopoly or The Late Ones?” He went through a list of organizations he could have clearly remembered in his sleep and slowly pulled the sword out of its scabbard.

“I… I don’t know what any of those are.” Anastacia admitted, feeling like she should have probably known at least some of them, no matter how far away she was from Valor. Gilbert would have no doubt known them and likely had at some point at least mentioned some to her.

“Did you come here alone?” Hasta asked one more question that had a feeling of finality in it.

Absolutely certain that she would have been caught on a lie, she spun out a half-truth. “My current… employer accompanied me momentarily when I arrived here, but the two of us are the only ones who came and only I am to meet with you this time. Can I ask, what are you getting at?”

Hasta moved the scabbard back to the side and placed his hand of the bare blade. “The closest village from here is a day’s walk away and its residents have been paid to come to me with haste if anyone strange passes through. So, you didn’t pass through there. The direction you appeared to come from has nothing but untamed wilderness for hundreds of kilometers. Even the next closest settlement is over two days away. Yet, someone appears from the forest without shoes, completely ill-equipped, certainly not looking like they had traveled on foot for days.” He finally explained his thinking. “You do not have the looks of a local, not the looks of anywhere I’ve been to, not the looks of an assassin and not the looks of a mage – even if you are one. So no, simply saying you’re ‘Anastacia’ does not cut it. Explain who you are now or I’m forced to take action – this is your last warning.”

Anastacia didn’t really want to give out her identity, after all, she didn’t really know who this person was either. She also figured it was unlikely that the man could present much of a threat to her, especially in his, frankly, broken condition. “If you frame it like that, fair, but I am simply someone who was born with far too many fingers for her own good and an uncanny ability to find pies. So, here I am, sticking one in this pie as well. My job here is simply to make you aware that you’ve been taken notice of, in a good way, and to get sort of a general read on you. Your past isn’t for me to hear, what you’ve done before this is irrelevant to me and everyone involved, I just want to know what you’re like.”

From what little expression Anastacia could see on the man, she saw confusion, likely over her total disregard to what had been a threat on her life. Briefly taking his eye off the necromancer for the first time in a while, he stared at his scarred reflection on his blade and sank deep into his thoughts.

“If you have any more questions that aren’t specifically about my identity, I’m more than glad to answer some first. I’d just rather you not be able to track me either after I’m done here – surely you understand that? I’m not exactly the hard-to-find type.” Anastacia suggested to get the man out of his own head and hoped to dispel whatever false assumptions he had made about the reason she was there for.

“Who is it that you serve then, ‘just Anastacia’?” Hasta posed a question, seemingly giving up on the idea that his threats of physical altercations would yield anything even if continued, perhaps speaking for his character as someone who prefers peaceful means, despite his looks – or maybe he simply wagered that he was outmatched should things come to that. “I know for a fact that this land is owned by none, even the borders are vague this far out – what claim does your master have over it?”

Thinking that it may not be for the best to immediately admit that there was a very tangible being behind everything, since he would obviously demand to immediately meet Sorbus and neither of them were prepared for that, Anastacia chose to be a bit vague in this answer as well. “Well, simply put, my… friend is responsible for it – and now, responsible of you, to a degree. You’ve lived here for a while now, but have you never stopped to wonder why there were never poor harvests in your little garden, never a streak of unsuccessful hunts, always plenty to forage? Sure, this place is nice, but is it that nice? Just as with all the other creatures and plants, my friend is the force behind making sure you have exactly as much as you need to comfortably live here. From what I’ve heard, you’ve certainly earned it by being as unintrusive as you possibly can.”

The answer caused the elf to nervously scan the dark treeline and the idea of someone else having been there for so long, completely unnoticed by him, clearly made him deeply uncomfortable. “Tell them I don’t need help. I can manage just fine on my own if they steer clear of me.” He gruffly responded but never stopped looking for movement in the darkness.

“I can see that… Even if you don’t need the help, that doesn’t mean you don’t deserve it.” Anastacia rebutted the fairly expected answer. “Don’t you think it would be more pleasant if there was someone else around anyway? Telling them your stories, chatting by the fire, all sorts of fun stuff…”

“Do I look like I came here to find company? Or pity?” Hasta scoffed at the idea.

“No, you look like you came here to die – or at least you look like that’s what you’re telling yourself.” The necromancer guessed bluntly. “You look like a ‘live by the sword, die by the sword’ kind of a guy, who got stabbed, burned, crushed and slashed too many times and living by the sword is becoming harder by the day. Maybe you tried living normally for a while but thought yourself to be a burden to others, so you came here to be out of the way.”

A pained and annoyed grimace gave Anastacia the confirmation to her guess as far as she was concerned. It was a frequent topic between some of the aging adventurers that the world had failed to kill off. They all were full of every manner of aches and pains, and wouldn’t shut up about not wanting to be a bother to their friends and leaving the city once they couldn’t manage quests anymore. Hasta was nowhere near old enough for such nonsense, but certainly carried enough scars to fit the bill in every other way.

“How close was I?” Smirked the necromancer. “Feel free to tell me, or not. You could think of this as a free chance to get a load off your chest by talking to someone who you will never meet again.”

“Have you ever seen combat?” Hasta suddenly asked with tone that trickled with suppressed anger. “War, I mean.”

“I’ve been known to fight a few things but wars are out of my particular set of skills.” Anastacia shrugged.

It was hard to tell if the answer disappointed or relieved the elf – or even both of those as it visibly wound him down somewhat as his self-control finally started to gain ground against the agitation caused by Anastacia’s appearance. “Figured as much. You give off airs of someone much more capable than you seem like, but everything you do and say betrays your utter naivety. I can smell mercenaries and their like from a day’s ride away.” He sighed tiredly and finally took a sip from his own cup.

“Whatever might you mean?” The necromancer coyly asked. While the line between an adventurer and a mercenary was blurry at times, she herself certainly thought herself as an adventurer rather than a hired goon. Someone with standards for what she did and didn’t do for pay.

“Your kind seeks conflict and violence for nothing but profit or excitement, and after the fact carry on with blood on your hands, pep in your step and glimmer in your eyes. Never lifting a blade with a purpose behind it, be it defiance, desperation or anything else. There’s a reprehensible stench that sort of callousness leaves behind. Not everyone has the nose for it, but after standing between a merc and a payday enough times and you’ll develop one.” Hasta explained as his stifled anger slowly turned into disdain towards the adventurer. “There’s also a brand of cockiness mixed with confidence that tells your sort apart from those that stand for something, something which makes you think you can just waltz up to people and expect them to go along with your whims.”

“I don’t really care for being lumped together with brigands and armies for hire, but this isn’t about me.” Anastacia frowned, she wanted to say more but was sure she’d just slip up and reveal herself as an adventurer if she allowed herself to get at all heated. “Is that how you ended up like this then? Living in the woods with a list of enemies longer than most people’s biographies? Just hiding from whoever might be after you.”

The suggestion that he was a coward like that clearly bothered the elf, but he didn’t let it get to him. “My enemies likely don’t even know my name, they are the types that see nothing but numbers and maps of men and areas they rule, individuals such as me hardly come across their greedy little minds. My presence or absence does nothing to alter their goals, after all, I’m just a soldier – admittedly, a skilled one, but not the kind that sways the fate of battles.” He revealed a fragment of his past, likely because he figured he knew enough about Anastacia to discount her as a direct threat already, or maybe just because he felt like both of them had gotten a good enough read on one another to forgo complete secrecy.

“Then why all this? I’m still sitting at the edge of your yard and you did have a meltdown over the mere idea that I might be involved with them.” The necromancer pointed out and started to rock back and forth with her chair. “If no one is supposed to come after you, why are you so nervous about it? Being careful is one thing, but that was something else.”

“I… “ Hasta uttered before realizing he didn’t really have a sensible answer ready. “Look… It’s just hard to turn off that part of your head sometimes, okay? I know no one is here to get me, I know… Sometimes it’s just… then there’s the nightmares. Every night I’m back there again, and the snaps of twigs, rustling in the bushes, footsteps… Then I felt the medallion again, just like in the nightmares…” He started to mutter mostly to himself and tightly grasped onto something hanging from his wrist as his heart started to race once more and his breathing became shallow.

“Hasta!” Anastacia yelled and smacked her hands together hard enough for it to hurt, but it at least seemed to successfully bring the elf back to his senses – though his first instinct was still to almost draw his sword again.

His face pale and covered in sweat, Hasta slowly levered himself up form the rock. Fighting through the pain, he limped into his hovel and came back with a refilled cup and a small rag to wipe his face with. It was starting to get hard for Anastacia to watch him go about in such apparent agony.

“Is there anything you can do about the pain?” The necromancer worried once the elf had gotten back to his seat.

“It’s mostly manageable, today’s just a bad pain day… I usually pick some herbs and have an apprentice alchemist from the town work them into something that’s not poisonous and dulls the worst of it. The past few weeks just haven’t been great so I’ve already ran out, but still need to work on a few things to get the money for the next batch.” Hasta explained and tried his best to massage his leg with his fist without drawing attention to it.

Anastacia regretted not taking along any money, as she would have gladly handed some over, but she was also fairly sure Hasta would have been far too stubborn to accept any kind of aid anyway. She did, however, make a mental note about telling Sorbus to look into growing some more herbal remedies that could maybe help with both the pain and the very overstrung nerves.

To hopefully distract the elf from the pain, she inquired about something else that had caught her attention. “You said something about a medallion, I think. Care to expand on that? Didn’t seem like something you cherish.”

Again, no doubt pondering if there was a hidden purpose to the question, Hasta took a while to say anything. After much deliberation, he lifted up his left arm and revealed a silvery medallion dangling from his wrist. Anastacia stood no chance of seeing any details of it from so far away, but did notice that it was weirdly tightly wrapped around the arm for a piece of jewelry. It almost looked uncomfortable to wear. “This thing? It’s just a cheap silver trinket with a faded enchantment. It tightens when there’s a shift in the arcane energies nearby, so the wearer knows when there’s a mage nearby. Every patrol had at least two people with them.”

“Sounds handy.” Nodded the necromancer. “But are you sure that you should be carrying it around if it reminds you of something unpleasant?”

“They didn’t do much good anyway.” Hasta sighed and flipped the medallion into his hand to read the faded inscription on it against the light from the setting sun. “Turns out that if there’s a mage with the will, intent and caliber to vaporize you and the hundred people with you, they don’t really care if you know they’re nearby. However, spend a couple of years in the forests, trying to weed out a network of spellsword spies that keep ambushing you every chance they get, and it’ll become hard to sleep without one.”

Finally feeling like she was getting somewhere with the man, Anastacia pressed on, to matters that were slightly more relevant to what she was trying to find out. “Oh? You’ve spent time in the woods before then, is that where you learned to live like this? Foraging and such.”

“Most of it. We were already pretty far away from any camps and getting supplies without them being taken in an ambush was basically impossible. So, we started living like our enemies did, not like they had much of a supply route either. Some of the guys with us knew a thing or two, some we learned from the occasional prisoners we managed to take. ‘Take care of the woods and the woods will take care of you’ was always the gist of it, so that’s what I’ve been trying to do.” Hasta explained with an unamused frown as he recalled some past events. “The fewer of us there were left, the easier it got. Alone it’s almost easy at this point.”

Anastacia couldn’t help but to wonder if the forest he was speaking of also had a nature spirit lurking in it. One who also found it worth rewarding when the mortals bumbling about the place actually didn’t destroy it for once. “That might be true in a more literal sense than you can even imagine – and again, I’m happy to tell you that you’ve been doing a good job.” She chuckled and kept probing. “So, what about the times you weren’t being bombarded by mages or chasing spies or whatever? Is there a family or anything like that? Relatives, good friends?”

“Family died when I was twelve, picked up the sword then and haven’t let go of it. War has a tendency to give you plenty of good friends but then take them away if you’ve the ‘luck’ to not go with them. More or less sums up my life so far, in more detail than I should be giving.” The elf answered the question that caused him to raise his remaining unburned brow. “Exactly how is this relevant to anything?”

“Look, I left my book of friends back home, so I don’t happen to have a form about your likes, dislikes and other stuff for you to fill. This is the sort of thing I came here to figure out but you’re being very difficult about everything.” The necromancer snarked and rolled her eyes. “Unless you think your favorite food is important military intel?”

The poor elf just seemed bemused by what was going on, it was clear he still didn’t trust Anastacia at all. He may have figured that she wasn’t an enemy agent or an assassin, but may well have been a random lunatic that somehow strayed into his encampment. Without saying a word, Hasta took a glance at the darkening sky and stood up once more to limp over to a pile of firewood he had gathered earlier. Trying his best to act like he wasn’t in a massive amount of pain as he picked up only a couple of logs and a bit of kindling before having to return to the small firepit he had assembled. Tossing them in and leaning against the rocks, he pretended to position them for a while as he almost certainly rested his body and gathered strength for the next trip.

When the elf got back up and took a single hasty step, Anastacia reached her limit. “Nope. I’m not watching this anymore!” She declared to give him a heads up before getting up from the chair and heading towards the firewood. “You’re going to sit on your rock while I do this.”

As expected, Hasta immediately took out his sword and pointed it at the necromancer. “Not a step closer!” He commanded panickily as his heart started to race again. “If you don’t back off, I will kill you!”

Anastacia considered freezing him then and there, but had no idea if necromancy and its effects would cause even more pain when the elf would undoubtedly fight it. “No, you won’t.” She stated assuringly but kept her defenses up as she had to pass within the sword’s reach of Hasta. She picked up as much wood as she conveniently could and full of entirely faked confidence, headed to the firepit. As she had very much hoped, Hasta still had enough sense in him to back away as she approached, though he still kept the sword pointed at her the entire time – even as he finally sat back down, until the shaky hand gave out under the weapon’s weight.

After arranging some of the logs and kindling like Gilbert had taught her dozens of times and piling the rest between Hasta and the firepit for convenience’s sake, Anastacia took a couple of steps away from her target and hoisted her arm in preparation of throwing a hopefully contained amount of fire at the pit. Just as she was about to cast her magics, she stopped herself and turned to look at the elf – specifically the burnt half of his face. “Better not.” She muttered to herself and started to look for alternatives that wouldn’t trigger a panic attack for the person she was trying to help. With no tools for fire making in sight, she turned to Hasta. “Do you have something I can get this going with?”

Still madly gripping his sword but its tip stuck in the dirt, the elf didn’t even look at the person he had perceived as a threat anymore, instead he stared at the handle of the weapon and the aching wrist that had failed him. The words hadn’t even begun to reach him as he spaced out in a startled haze, as if it for the first time hit him that he was no longer able to effectively defend himself at all. While he had understood that his condition was bad enough to warrant retiring, it must have been a rude awakening to the fact that he no longer could do the one thing he seemed to define himself with.

Without thinking, the necromancer instinctively rushed over to see if she could help, but as soon as her fingertips touched Hasta, he swung his free hand at her. The back of his hand made contact with the side of Anastacia’s face but she was just barely quick enough to backstep the hit to avoid being more than mildly tapped. The edge of the metal prosthetic left a small mark behind but nothing severe enough for Anastacia to even register that she had been hit until a bit later when she was sure that’s all there was to it and that she wouldn’t need to dodge a sword swing next. The elf’s sword did actually nudge, but he himself stopped it before the necromancer even could intervene. With horror, anger and everything in between flashing on his face in only a moment, Hasta opened his mouth but couldn’t say a word before whatever lucid moment he had faded and his gaze glassed over once more.

It was time for a change of plans, as the initial things she had come to learn suddenly seemed completely inconsequential. If Sorbus really wished to help the elf who had started squatting on her land, there were more important ways to do so than whatever they had planned. Anastacia waved at the fox hiding in the bushes and called them over. Sorbus hesitantly popped out of the cover of the underbrush, appearing as a glowing green pair of eyes against the dark forest background. They reluctantly meandered back and forth in the distance for a while before the repeated calls finally convinced them that approaching was a good idea, even in their usual form. Lacking even the most basic knowledge on how this kind of meetings usually went, they didn’t really have any idea what had been going on, why the necromancer had been made to sit so far away or why the sword was involved at all, but it had all seemed very strange to say the least.

“What, what, what?!” They exclaimed worriedly as they finally arrived to the scene, still desperately trying to hide behind some of the taller unkempt weeds by the edge of the more trampled and cared for area of the clearing. “This isn’t how the plan is supposed to go!”

“The plan is screwed and I decided on a new approach. Your intel was a bit lacking by the way.” Anastacia said keeping an eye on the elf the whole time.

“What’s he doing?” Sorbus asked and pointed their paw at the crestfallen ex-soldier.

Anastacia shrugged. “Probably having a flashback or something, how should I know – not having a good time regardless.” She made her best guess based on the occasional rapid movement of Hasta’s eyes and incoherent mumbles. “Anyway, do you know what herbs he has been gathering regularly? Or any other plant that might help with pain.”

“Yes! Well, no. I don’t know anything about what they do, but there’s one I’ve seen him look for all the time.” The fox nodded excitedly.

“Can you get me some of that?” The necromancer requested and got to work as the fox darted off across the glade, to find one of the plants they themselves had hidden around the area.

Staying out of the reach of the sword, Anastacia snuck around Hasta and entered the tiny cabin he had built for himself. inside was pretty much exactly what she had figured was in there: a bed that took almost a third of the entire living space, a crude self-made table – which the chair given to her usually accompanied, some kind of a storage closet and a tiny cast iron stove – just barely large enough to be cooked on top of but no doubt capable of keeping the hut warm in the winter. Some cooking related herbs Anastacia recognized from the inn’s kitchen hung from the ceiling around the stove, a half-full bag of flour was tucked under the table, a lantern with a wonky self-made candle inside it dangled from a hook on the wall by the bed and a few other odds and ends were placed around the tiny room. Though everything was neatly arranged, at least compared to her own room, the place still felt cluttered to Anastacia. The only thing that gave some relief from the cramped mood was a window that had seemingly been scavenged from some other building and wasn’t originally a part of the wall or built by Hasta. In a modest hurry, she grabbed an adorably small copper pot off the stove and left to fill it from the lake the hut was build next to.

By the time she got back, Sorbus had already returned with a couple of new plants sprouted from atop their head. Instead of looking for the necromancer, the fox had stopped right next to the elf, with their gaze transfixed on his troubled face. It must have been the first time they were so close to one another without a window between them. Hasta didn’t seem to be aware of the spriggan, which may have been for the better at the time.

“He’s a good person, I think, just not in a good place. In case you’re wondering.” The necromancer said quietly as Sorbus noticed her and the two moved a bit further away.

“What do you mean?! Is there something wrong with this place that I don’t know about?!” Sorbus immediately panicked. “Please, tell me how to fix it! I’ll do it right now!”

“I mean in his head. It’s something that probably can’t be fixed, not entirely anyway, but I do still think you can help. We need to regroup and rethink our approach back at the grove.” Anastacia reckoned while placing the pot of water on the ground in a spot with as little grass as possible. She plucked the plants Sorbus had grown on their head and tried to figure out what it even was. She could hear Gilbert and Emilia scolding her all the way from Valor as she failed to identify the somewhat mint-like herb that had small white blossoms on it and no real scent to it, even after she muddled about half of it inside the pot with her fingers. Touching the tip of her tongue afterwards did result in a slight numbing sensation and a mildly bitter taste, which to the adventurer trying to be an amateur alchemist seemed like it at least did something.

Placing a finger against the side of the pot and her other hand on the ground, she began to use ice magic to freeze the soil by storing the energy in it into the pot and the water in it, quickly bringing it to boil without the need for a fire. Obviously, she had no real idea what she was doing with the herb, but making a tea out of things seemed like it could be a way to make something happen. Hasta had mentioned the herb being somewhat poisonous before, so Anastacia hoped that the poisonous parts would stick in the plant itself and she could fish them out with a stick, while the helpful things would be more likely to transfer into the water. After offending both professional alchemists and teamakers alike, she poured the steamy, greenish yellow broth into the cup that had been given to her and took a small sip. A few moments later, she convinced herself that the mild ache on her cheek was now even milder and figured that it must have been a success since she wasn’t dead yet, or even feeling particularly poisoned.

Anastacia returned the emptied pot where she had taken it from and searched the cottage for a striker and a piece of flint, which turned out to be hidden in a small tin by the stove. With them, she was finally able to light the fire outside and light up the secluded nook of the world she had been taken to. She had by then figured that surprising Hasta was generally a bad idea, so she sat down, placed the cup by the firepit and prepared for a lengthy wait until the elf would wake up on his own.

“Is there anything else I can do?” Sorbus asked and warily approached the fire, as if it could jump at them at any moment and turn their wooden body into ash.

“Not right now, I think. Though if you want to stay here, you might as well at this point.” Anastacia said and yawned. The unexpected action had taken a toll on her after such a weird day.

Sorbus put some thought into the matter. “Noooo… I want to look like a person when he sees me. Beautiful and handsome!” They eventually decided. “With hands to do stuff with.”

“We’ll see what we can do with that once we get back to the grove.” Anastacia agreed. She honestly didn’t think it mattered too much anymore, Hasta was far too preoccupied for any of their original plans and would be against anyone trying to help him, be it a little wooden fox or a person. However, she had to admit that this was the more interesting direction.

The spriggan took one more close look at the elf, now that they had the chance, and retreated back into the darkness where they had been waiting. Anastacia only got a few minutes for herself before Hasta slowly lifted his disoriented gaze and returned to the present, exhausted and startled. The sword, which had never left his grip nudged again slightly when he saw the necromancer in the light of the fire, but again he managed to stop himself at the last moment. He must have understood that regardless of her goals, if Anastacia would have been a threat, he would have met his end by now and was willing to accept the shorter distance between them.

With a broken and apologetic frown, he tried to say something to the necromancer but no words seemed to fit and nothing coherent was said for a few more moments. Suddenly he seemed to notice something as the look in his eye became sharp once more. “What is that scent? Do you know where its coming from?” He inquired, almost demanding an answer while sniffing the air.

“Do you mean this- let’s call it… drink?” Anastacia asked and offered the cup of barely above lukewarm potentially poisonous extract to hasta. “I made it from this herb. I’m no alchemist but you could try if that does anything.” She explained and showed the rest of what Sorbus had brought.

Hasta hesitated to reach out, but managed to momentarily swallow what little pride he had left and take the cup. After taking a whiff and a small sip, he shook his head. “It’s not this. There’s this… odd and pleasant earthy scent that sometimes appears out of nowhere. Not quite flowers, not quite grass. Wind doesn’t carry it and nothing here smells like it.”

Anastacia knew exactly what he was talking about. Having spent some time in the grove, her senses had mostly dulled to it, but when brought attention to, she could pick up Sorbus’ earthy aroma. Not as flowery as Xamilieres, but more akin to a mix of flowers and freshly dug soil. Certainly not an unpleasant one, but the necromancer had her own, biased preferences. “Hmm… What do you think of it?”

“I… I like it. I have no idea where it’s coming from, but it brings good luck on hunts and makes my garden almost grow right before my eyes.” The elf said and stared into the cup before bravely taking another sip.

The necromancer chuckled. “Interesting… But, it is time that I end this meeting.” She decided and stood up to stretch her back. “Get a good night’s rest. I’m leaving a bit of that herb for you, so if that drink helps at all and doesn’t poison you, try boiling it.”

Hasta didn’t answer, but Anastacia thought she could see a hint of gratitude in his look.

“Here’s how this is going to go now:” She continued. “Within a day or two, I’ll be back and I’ll be bringing along the friend I’ve come here to help. They’ll likely be sticking around a lot more to help, whenever their duties so allow, so get used to that idea while waiting. Don’t try anything stupid like running away.”

Visibly disagreeing with the idea of receiving help from anyone, but shakily holding his sword while paralyzed by pain and trauma, he was past arguing about it. The weird girl before him also had an inexplicable aura of authority he couldn’t really explain, far from regal or mighty, but everything she decreed at least seemed like a matter of fate and couldn’t be denied so lightly.

“Good!” Anastacia said and clapped her hands before marching off into the darkness, further adding to the suspicion that she wasn’t a human by seemingly choosing a direction that had nothing but untamed forest for hundreds of kilometers.

            

    
        Chapter 260 - Fortunate but bitter

    
    
    
    
                Once more reconvened at the rock Anastacia had claimed as her base in the grove, the necromancer and her two spriggan friends had begun to plot the next step in their attempts to familiarize Hasta and Sorbus. Resting her head on Xamiliere’s lap, Anastacia recalled the events of the evening and the three ruminated on how they would affect their plans.

“But did you get anything out of him in regards to his tastes?” Asked Xamiliere, focusing on the matter which she found the most important and amusing.

“Like I said, he’s not exactly open about anything. I spent half the time there at swordpoint, not having another butts versus boobs argument.” The necromancer snarked.

“I’m pretty much sword-proof! So that’s not a problem.” Added sorbus helpfully. Not necessarily understanding what the two were talking about but pointing out something that Anastacia realized was probably going to come into play in the early days. She could foresee a situation where Sorbus forgot to properly announce themselves and would end up stabbed. Whether that was a healthy thing to have in a relationship or not, was beyond her expertise – or lack thereof.

“I honestly don’t think it’s that important what Sorbus looks like, he just needs someone to give him a hand and… ground him, I guess. He kind of seems like he’s stuck in his past and needs to get snapped back from time to time. No idea how anyone should go about helping him but leaving him alone is probably the worst thing we could do now.” Anastacia gave her opinion. “He can handle the day to day most of the time and probably would just get annoyed if he got treated like he couldn’t. So, just kind of hanging around and helping when its needed is all.”

Xamiliere nodded. “Sure, sure, I agree – but come on now.” She smiled and put a hand on Sorbus’ head. “Surely Sorbus wants to be as visually appealing to this guy as they possibly can, right? I’m sure it’d help him as well!”

“Yes! I want to look good when we meet!” The fox agreed, blindly believing that it would help since Xamiliere said so.

“Well, you two can do whatever you want with that then. All I can say that my womanly wiles had no effect on him, but I didn’t even try so it doesn’t count.” Anastacia shrugged. If she could have helped, she would have, but entrusting the matter of Sorbus’ new body to the only expert in the world that particular subject had was probably the right move anyway.

With a kind smile that obviously hid plenty of internal laughter, Xamiliere caressed the necromancer’s cheek. “Anna, with all the love in the world, you don’t have womanly wiles. You have the wiles of a raccoon, and there’s no shame in it. They seem to work on plenty of folks.” As she lovingly stared down at the necromancer’s face, she noticed the small red mark on the necromancer’s cheek and an almost panicked worry filled her. “What’s this?!”

Anastacia rubbed the barely sore bruise which she had already forgotten about. “Oh… I guess he managed to almost get a swing in. Did it leave a mark?”

“He hit you?! That’s it! I’m coming along next time, and I’m going to punch him back.” The worried spriggan immediately declared and started to inspect the mark more closely, bringing her face far too close to the necromancer’s.

A sudden flash of red washed over Anastacia’s pale face and she pushed Xamiliere’s face away. “No, you’re not, and no, you’re not. Your priority is staying here and uncursing your body, so you’re not going anywhere. It was my fault for getting careless – besides, if you punch him, he might just crumble into dust at this point.”

“It’s my fault that you went there, I’m not going to have this asshole so much as touch you!” The spriggan argued, overtaken by guilt and worry.

“Like I said, it was my fault for getting careless. I can literally explode him with my mind, pretty sure I’m not in any actual danger. Not to mention that we’re both adventurers, this sort of thing happens every now and then, and you know that.” Anastacia pointed out that danger was a part of their particular way of life, and getting slightly tapped on the cheek was the least of their worries when they rarely left the city without the express purpose to head into mortal danger of some sort.

Xamiliere didn’t have a rebuttal ready, so instead of saying anything she gently squeezed the necromancer’s cheeks. On top of what was in her eyes their brief lifespan, the fragility of normal mortals had always been somewhat of a worry to her, but never as much as with the necromancer. Having seen and heard Anastacia deal with increasingly ridiculous beings in the blink of an eye they had known each other, had lulled her into what she considered a ‘false’ sense of security because of the apparent indestructibility of Anastacia. Yet, all of her might made the necromancer no less fragile than any other mortal, and the thought alone terrified the spriggan. Part of her would have wanted to keep Anastacia locked away in safety, but she was neither cruel nor insane enough to even entertain that thought.

“But if you two are going to start figuring out the whole body-thing, I wouldn’t mind taking a nap, if I’m not needed. I’ve been up to all sorts of stuff and there’s no coffee in this place, so I don’t know how long I have before I just crash.” Anastacia said and yawned. Her first day in the grove had been a busy one, and it likely wasn’t going to get any less busy anytime soon, so she would rather at least be rested for whatever mess there would inevitably be coming their way.

“It’s so very weird how people just choose to spend such a large chunk of their time doing nothing but laying down, when they only have so little of it.” Sorbus commented, without much context for sleeping. Spriggans rested regularly as well, typically to mend minor damage to their body or simply to think, and would often go dormant for longer periods of time simply because there was no need for them to be awake. However, all of this came with the fact that they were by nature timeless beings, and their works took at the very least months to progress in most cases.

“It’s not that we choose to do it, it’s that we have to. I agree that it’s a waste of time but sometimes it really hits the spot, and lack of sleep really messes us up royally – would probably kill us faster than not eating too. You should keep that in mind if you’re going to look after Hasta.” Anastacia advised the fox and yawned again.

Despite the necromancer insisting otherwise, Xamiliere eventually had to move her to the side if Sorbus and her were to begin shaping a new body. It took approximately thirty seconds for Anastacia to doze off once she was settled on the rock, even without anything to use as a pillow or cover. After making sure the necromancer at least seemed comfortable, Xamiliere placed her hand on top of Sorbus’ head and allowed the green energy within both of them to freely flow in both directions. The prevalence of speech as the main communication method among the spriggans may have come across as odd when there was no obvious need for it, but in the times predating even the first necromancers, they spent much more time conversing with the more common creatures and beings of the time, learning a whole host of languages in the process out of necessity. Most of them, both languages and creatures, were extinct outside of the grove now, but still occasionally used by some spriggans who hadn’t moved on to more ‘recent’ dialects – a lot of which were still thousands of years old. Yet, by allowing the spirits within themselves to mingle with one another, it was possible to communicate thoughts and concepts far too complicated and exact for speech, emotions ranging across the entire spectrum and ones that were impossible to give definitions to, complex arrangements of reasons, beliefs and memories accumulated over countless mortal lifespans. It was by no means instantaneous, in fact rough approximations of what was being communicated could have possibly been said faster out loud, should that have been sufficient – but the difference was the same as describing what a library was in two to three sentences, and spending an hour to convey the entire contents held by the largest literary collections there were. Where this method ran into its limit was in the personalities of the nature spirits. Such an intense connection between two left little secrets guarded in either of the communing spirits, and that required trust almost no spriggan had for one another. Even friendships in the sense the word had in the outside world were a rarity between them, and most closer relationships could be easily boiled down to very clear benefits in the eternal competition the spirits were locked in. Xamiliere, having removed herself from the grove and everything it stood for, had much less qualms over using the method with someone like Sorbus or Ulmus, but for others it was the absolute last resort.

Hours quickly passed as Xamiliere handed over her knowledge on how to imitate a body as well as some suggestions she had for Sorbus to make the shape their own – including what they had agreed on as they were bleeding to death earlier. Convinced that they now knew what to do, Sorbus hopped off the rock and laid down on the grass to better tap into the powers emanating from the soil below the grove. Just like before, the small fox-like body grew into a denser wooden statue as the green energy in it withdrew deeper inside to fuel and direct the growth of the new body. Splitting open the old husk, new branches began reaching up, this time in a far more organized and purposeful manner than before. Their almost flawless symmetry made the whole ordeal seem unnatural, as it was not the way trees were meant to grow. Though their bodies had a defined shape, there was a sense of freedom and wildness in the way each vine and branch was arranged in the bodies of the grove’s spriggans, or rather, hadn’t been arranged in places where it didn’t matter. In contrast, Xamiliere’s, and now Sorbus’ bodies were exact, clearly build for appearances more in line with features the mortal world appreciated in things – and the features Xamiliere herself had grown to appreciate during her life among the mortals.

In the end, what emerged from Sorbus’ old body was a human shape much resembling the one it had been copied from. Though noticeably taller than Xamiliere, Sorbus had made their new body somewhat more bottom heavy but still slender, ridding it of most of the female features Xamiliere had chosen for herself. The tangled mess of both branches and vines, intended as faux hair and heavily inspired by the necromancer’s hairdo, flowed a bit past their shoulders and had a few clusters of bright orange berries dangling from it. The carefully sculpted face, which was somewhere between handsome and beautiful, seemed to be almost permanently fixed in a quizzical smirk until Sorbus learned to portray other emotions with it. “What do you think?” They asked and took their first few steps, clearly struggling with the difference in height between the small fox, or even the previous human shape and the new one.

“Turn around for a bit.” Xamiliere said and keenly evaluated what she definitely considered just as much her own creation as Sorbus’.

Still marveling at the convenience of hands, especially the new ones which far surpassed even the previous ones, Sorbus did as they were asked to.

“Yes… This will work nicely.” Xamiliere muttered approvingly. “The poor sod won’t know what hit him.”

“You think so?!” Responded the fox as they stretched their new joints to their limits, accompanied by loud crunches as parts of the freshly-grown body settled in their place. “This is so much better than the last one I made. You’ve worked hard coming up with all of this.”

Despite what was clearly a success on her part of the plan, Xamiliere remained joyless as she barely paid attention to her friend. Now that the temporary distraction was out of the way, her thoughts hard returned to the previous problem. Sorbus noticed her somber expression and stopped what they were doing to address it. “Did I mess up something? What’s wrong?” They inquired and sat down on the edge of the rock, awkwardly close to the other spriggan.

Xamiliere wondered if there was a reason to share her worries with Sorbus, but realized that perhaps they were just the one to talk about it with, as they themselves seemed to be careening towards the same issue. “No, it’s just that… You know that this guy you’re going through all this stuff for is mortal, right?”

“Yes?” Sorbus answered, confused by the question.

“That means that they are going to die, and can do so unexpectedly. Disease, accidents, some asshole punching them… there’s infinite ways a mortal life can just end all of a sudden. Even if they live a full life, it’s going to feel like a blink of an eye to you.” Xamiliere explained her woes. “Does that not bother you at all?”

Sorbus thought about the issue for a moment. “It does now!” They realized in the end.

“Are we just stupid for allowing ourselves so be swept into something that has no other outcomes than us getting hurt in the end? Are we going to be living in constant fear because of it? Will we be able to handle it when it inevitably happens?” Xamiliere worried and glanced at the necromancer, who was peacefully sleeping in a position that had absolutely no chance of being comfortable. Being impressionable as always, Sorbus was immediately taken over by her misgivings and both of them ended up with their heads hanging low, paralyzed by their situation. While it wasn’t enough to make them hesitate, thinking about it caused anxiety they had been free from before.

“Are you two pondering the matters of mortality over here?” A sudden question was posed from atop one of the nearby roots, where Acacia once more stood with a smug grin glowing on their face. “Interesting look, Sorbus, it suits you. I’m sure he’ll be captivated by it.”

The green energy flowing in Sorbus’ body immediately retreated deeper within them. A reaction they used to remain unnoticed in their fox shape whenever they got startled. “You… you know?! How long have you been there?!”

“I’ve always been here. Since what’s going on with you and that fellow is one of the very few interesting things here these days, obviously I know. Fret not though, I’m good at keeping secrets – and I think it’s adorable.” Acacia giggled and made themselves comfortable in the same spot they had been in during the meeting, again chewing into the barely healed bark with their thorns.

“What do you want, cat?” Xamiliere asked in a sour tone.

“You two seemed like you could use a bit of guidance, twisting your minds into an unfortunate knot like that. I figured I’d come to give you some while I pick up the necromancer for a bit of a chat.” The cat explained in their usual, wholly insincere way.

Not hiding her disbelief, Xamiliere scoffed at the idea and let out a dry, spiteful laugh in response.

“What, you two little sprigs actually think you invented fucking mortals or something? Come on now… Assuming you even get around doing that at some point.” Acacia laughed mockingly. “But in regards of your troubles. This whole ‘woe is us, for we are immortal, doomed to outlive the love of our lives’-thing is stuff of fools. Sounds like a nifty little personal tragedy on surface but that’s not how it turns out.”

Both Xamiliere and Sorbus suddenly perked up, hearing such an opposite opinion to theirs gave both a spark of hope.

“There isn’t really much you can do about the worrisome tendency of mortals that is dying, you will worry about it and it’ll be horrible when it happens. Not to mention the dumb thing about love, where your little mortal’s main worry will be how you’ll manage after they’re gone, their own end is just an afterthought compared to that. So, yeah, the gods did a shoddy job as usual when they made people. So, love between them and any of the immortal beings is tragic, right?” Acacia began their lecture, sounding dismissive about the whole thing, but for a briefest of moments, the eternal grin burning on their face flickered before returning twice as bright. “Yet, I would have it that it’s the most fortunate kind.

“Love between two mortals is a nifty, quick thing. A brief flower that blooms for a season but dies along with the lovers. Even if one life gets cut short, the other one will remain only a while longer. When both are gone, that’s the end for all of it. You could argue that it lives on in their offspring but I’d say that those are not a certainty and most certainly do not require love, so as far as I can tell, the two are separate.

“Then there is love between immortals, like us. At best, an eternal oak tree that stands until something snuffs out the entire world. Seasons come and go, leaves fall and grow back, the tree becomes tall and formidable with time. Sounds wonderful, doesn’t it? I’m sure it is, if such a thing has ever happened. Immortality doesn’t mean there is no change, and the fact is that most trees have an end to their life. The longer it stands, the more its surroundings change, it might grow rotten from the inside, it might fall over in a storm, such is love between two immortals as well – but would I call it fortunate? No, immortality allows for infinite chances for love, it’s simply a matter of time.

“And then there’s your situation. You think your love has the brevity of mortal life and then nothing but immortal misery afterwards. When the time comes, it will indeed be the most hopeless moment of your eternity and will last for a long time, there’s no denying that. You will curse your everlasting spirit, seek vengeance, beg for death… until you come to realize something. You have been given a rare and precious gift of being able to immortalize one of the frail things we call mortals, not in body but in your memories. Where books and statues decay, stories are forgotten and change, lineages die, your memory of the one you love will remain. You will be the one to remember the mortal in the most beautiful depiction of them there can ever be – as you saw them. Your love will not rot or change over time, as it and your memory of them will be timeless, just the same as you… Or so I hear… None of these are more or less meaningful than the other, or even exclude one another, but that is what I’d call the most fortunate kind of love...”

The longwinded explanation actually did bring some ease to the other two spriggans, even if it came from such a questionable source. It wouldn’t make their worries disappear, but hearing such a view on the matter at least opposed their own and gave room for internal debate on a later date.

“Now that you two are sufficiently baffled, I would like to take the necromancer with me for a brief chat, between just the two of us.” Acacia then stated. “Nothing you need to worry about, I simply have some questions and wisdom to impart.”

Xamiliere took a look at Anastacia, who still seemed to be resting, although less peacefully than before. Her expression had turned to almost pained and droplets of sweat had appeared on her forehead. “She’s asleep, can this wait?”

“It can, but it’s quite an unpleasant nightmare she’s having. I doubt she would mind being woken up.” The cat smirked.

Anastacia’s dream had actually been very interesting and pleasant in the beginning. Obviously influenced by the familiar flowery scent she was enveloped in and the dream version of her acted with much more courage than she ever could. Perhaps on the verge of discovering something about herself, Anastacia was interrupted by a sudden flood of inexplicable, paralyzing fear that instantly erased everything nice and comfortable her mind had conjured during the rest. Plunged into a place of not quite darkness, but lack of light, above her was an endless void with no stars or sun, and below her the same rock she had fallen asleep on. Despite lacking a source of light, she could see her surroundings almost as well as on a slightly foggy day. The vast forest surrounding the mother grove was gone, but the great tree itself was still there, though a mere sapling in comparison to its real size. Beside the tree loomed an indescribable beast of thorns, the presence of which was the origin of her uncontrollable fear. Lacking a recognizable shape, the only things that distinguished it as a living being were the seven pairs of glowing, cat-like eyes that floated around it in a haphazard formation, all of them burning brightly but casing no light to their surroundings and all of them fixated on the necromancer. Impaled on the thorns of its body, constantly being shred and torn apart, were dozens of beings Anastacia didn’t recognize. Mighty beasts with horns of metal and hides of stone, winged beings clad in brilliant pearlescent armor, vile creatures whose wounds bled molten lava and everything in between, intentionally posed to be proudly displayed. As Xamiliere gently nudged her, the necromancer woke up kicking and screaming in terror. Frantically looking around and finally realizing she had been asleep, her eyes briefly locked with Acacia’s knowing grin and a shiver ran down her spine.

“It’s alright, it was just a nightmare.” Xamiliere said calmly and pulled herself up to the necromancer to hug her.

As she calmed down, Anastacia remembered the first part of her dream and turned bright red. Her initial instinct was to escape the situation, but after waking up from such a nightmare, being embraced was exactly what she needed. “So, how did it go with Sorbus?” She finally asked after getting her bearings once more and convincing Xamiliere she didn’t need to be held anymore.

“You tell me.” Xamiliere said and gestured towards the other spriggan.

As soon as her eyes met what used to be the little fox, the red on her face returned. She had not expected such a drastic change and struggled to find anything to say. “That’s… yeah…” She stammered; a bit more stricken by their look than she cared to admit. Several times she tried to tear her gaze away to properly comment on it, but miserably failed on every single attempt.

“Want some berries?” Sorbus asked, picked a cluster of the bright orange fruit off their hair and offered it to the necromancer, who accepted it without even really registering the question in her head.

Though her focus was still in tatters, hearing Sorbus’ voice come out of the new body quickly dismantled the spell Anastacia had been stricken with. Finally with some brain activity being spared for less base functions, it was easy for her to recognize the fox from the somewhat vacant stare still present in their eyes. All of this helped to create at least some kind of mental defenses to whatever had taken ahold of her momentarily.

Xamiliere had no trouble reading Anastacia’s reaction, which on one hand made her proud of her handiwork, but on the other deeply concerned that her own creation would become a hinderance to her own efforts. Had Sorbus not been such a prime example of a one-track mind and wholly focused on Hasta, she would have considered taking back her gifts just to be safe. “Anna, focus!” She exclaimed and clapped her hands together when the necromancer was clearly trying to say some thing but kept getting distracted as her gaze veered back towards Sorbus.

“Right! Looks good!” Anastacia commented and forcibly turned her head away.

Xamiliere frowned. “That’s all it takes with you, huh? How come I never got this reaction out of you?” She asked, mostly as a joke, but one that hid more than a bit of genuine jealousy.

“Yes! How come?!” Acacia joined in on the inquiry from atop their perch, likely for no other reason than to make the situation even more awkward for their own enjoyment.

Feeling cornered for multiple reasons, Anastacia could do nothing but nervously avoid Xamiliere’s stare and eat a couple of the berries she was holding in her hand, the ones she barely remembered getting, just to somehow occupy herself and not just quietly stare into the distance. However, as soon as she bit into them, a horribly bitter, astringent taste filled her mouth and she spat them out.

“I don’t think they’re edible.” Sorbus pointed out.

Gagging and trying to scrape the taste off her tongue, Anastacia barely got a question out. “Then why would you give them to me?!”

The long silence following the question was only broken up by occasional snickering from Acacia’s direction until Sorbus finally figured out an answer that failed to explain anything. “Well, I didn’t need them and you didn’t have any.”

            

    
        Chapter 261 - The hunter and a troubled maiden

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia meekly followed the cat-shaped mess of thorns along one of the larger surfaced roots which ran across much of the grove without the need to climb over anything else along the way. It had taken some convincing to get her to ignore every warning by her body and mind were constantly barraging her with at their most basest levels. However, one of the main reasons Anastacia was in the grove in the first place was to learn. Out of the three seemingly more important spirits, Acacia seemed like the most amicable one when it came to the outside world, and would be able to answer questions related to it with less prejudice than the other two.

Following the spriggan’s lead, the necromancer hopped from one root to another as they slowly made their way towards the large tree presiding over the grove. “That was you in my dream, right?” She finally worked up the courage to ask.

“Likely. It was not intentional, mind you.” The cat smirked. “It is simply a product of the instincts build into the bodies of lesser beings, to warn them of those who would hunt them… You might have the spirit of a mighty one, but in flesh and blood you’re still just a human child – and that human child is rightly terrified.”

“I see…” Anastacia frowned.

“But don’t let your frail little body get the better of you, you are in good hands here. Just as your body reacts to my presence, our spirits are affected by yours – hence why the others are still hesitant to approach. Your spirit is something they haven’t seen in a time that would boggle your mind, seeing it brings them back to the ages before, once they recognize it.”

While there may have been implications of much more importance in the explanation, all Anastacia grasped from it was something much more trivial. “Is that true for Xamiliere as well?”

The cat cackled worryingly. “Such mundane worries! Yes, that girl is not blind to it either, but I wouldn’t worry about it being the reason behind her affection. She has found her place in this age and has no reason to look into the past with fond memories. To her, I would liken your spirit simply as an additional feature not many others are able to see. Captivating, but ultimately superficial. It may have been what initially sparked her interest though.”

“Well, that’s good.” Anastacia muttered relievedly before yet another leap brought her thoughts back to the situation at hand. “Where are we going anyway?”

“Bear hunting.” Acacia simply stated without the undertone of jest normal to them.

“What?” Knowing there were no bears in the grove, Anastacia wondered if it was some kind of an in joke she didn’t get.

Refusing to extrapolate further, Acacia kept leading the necromancer across the root-filled landscape until they came to a fairly remote-looking nook of the clearing. The cat sat down and nodded towards the treeline in the distance, where a bear-shaped nature spirit seemed to be conversing with a couple of other spriggans.

“Okay? What about them?” Anastacia asked.

The thorns from Acacia’s feet spread into the bark of the root below and their words took a considerably more sinister tone that drowned the mischievousness from before. “That right there is the one who did a number on Sorbus and Xamiliere earlier.” They whispered as the thorns spread further in every direction, from plan to plant, regardless if that plant was supposed to carry thorns of any kind. Barely giving the necromancer room to move, they covered every surface around the two.

Without a word, Anastacia grabbed one of the bone needles she still had left on her, floated it up in the air to aim it directly at the bear in the distance. Not hesitating for a moment and fueled by spite for the one who had hurt her friends, she launched it with enough force to turn the bear and a couple of trees behind them into splinters. Something which would have needed much more effort with lesser motivators, but now seemed like the bare minimum at the time. However, as soon as it left the area where Anastacia’s powers were at their most intense, several thorny vines sprouted from the root under it and only barely managed to catch it from the air after the needle pulverized the first few that had attempted.

Shooting an annoyed glare at the correctly presumed culprit beside her, Anastacia wasn’t about to give up. All of the remaining needles detached themselves from their holsters and aligned with their target above her head.

“That’s quite enough.” Acacia grinned approvingly, and surrounded themselves with an aura so horrifying that it almost caused the necromancer to instinctively panic and lose control of her ammunition. “I just wanted to see your reaction. This one is mine.”

As the vines returned the needle to Anastacia, thorns much longer and sharper grew from the surrounding roots and spread into the direction of the still unaware bear. By the time the trees and grass around them started to grow thorns, Ocotea must have realized the situation they were in as their spirit immediately abandoned the wooden husk it had inhabited – only to somehow be barred entry into the soil by the thorny moss and grass, which forced it back into the body. Ocotea had time for one frightened glance in the direction of Acacia and Anastacia before a tree sprouted from below them and impaled the bear. Growing to its full size in seconds, the branches of the tree had no leaves on them, but simply more thorns that tore apart their unfortunate victim limb by limb. Ocotea’s screams gathered some attention from even the spriggans that weren’t following Anastacia from distance, but every single one of them quickly decided that butting into Acacia’s dealings wasn’t something they wanted. After what must have been only a few moments but had felt far longer than that, the bear’s spirit was finally allowed to escape, but the remnants of the punishment were left behind, even after the thorns elsewhere started to retreat back towards the cat.

Stacking the needles in her hand and painstakingly sliding them back into their loops on her clothing, Anastacia waited for the menacing aura to subside before asking anything. “Care to tell me what happened there?”

“I have my reasons, just like you have yours.” Acacia smirked and stretched before laying down on a comfortable-looking nook between overlapping roots. “Now that we got vengeance out of the way, we can have a more peaceful chat. Your little head is full of questions, I bet, and for once there is a wise, ancient being to answer them without the intent to try and eat you.”

Anastacia sat down on the root, out of immediate reach, mostly to spare her own nerves that still had a hard time settling around the unpredictable spriggan. She certainly had plenty of questions, so much so that she didn’t even know where to start. It was unclear how much of her real identity Acacia knew, and which topics were better to be avoided – such as goblins.

“You have curious markings on your arm. They remind me of the first artificial children. Curious little things, not really machines, not really people. We’ve never had any business with them so their purposes always seem so mysterious. One would think they had nothing to do now that the aureun are gone, but that seems far from the truth, they still scurry about all the time.” Acacia suddenly said and curiously inspected the scars spreading from the core on Anastacia’s shoulder.

The necromancer flashed the currently empty socket on her shoulder. “They come from this. I can sort of communicate with simulacra with it. It’s hard to explain and I’m not fully familiar with it yet.” She said since the spriggan didn’t seem to mind the ancient machines.

“Fascinating! About time someone asked them what they were up to. Some time after the aureun were wiped out, I broke into one of them dungeons they left behind. Shattered Promise, I think it was called, something depressing like that. Must’ve been lost there for at least two decades before I found this little room where they had a few trees and I was able to make it back here. Saw all sorts of wild stuff down there. Like there was this one hall, where they were dropping a huge stone pillar for hundreds of meters just to have it hit a piece of metal and only to lift it back up again. Would have been great to have a chat with some of the ones working there, but they weren’t interested.” The cat reminisced delightedly. “The aureun never much cared for their children, beyond their creation that is. It is good to see that someone is trying to pick up the slack.”

While the spriggan marveled at the fragments of glass-like material stuck inside the scars in Anastacia’s arm, no doubt drawing many conclusions about it, the necromancer herself arranged some of her more pressing questions into an order of importance.

“You said you dealt with the violet sect when they tried to contact you. I warned them on our last encounter, but I don’t think that’ll keep them out of my way. Is there anything useful you can tell me about them, something that could help to rid the world of them?” She asked, hoping there was an easy solution to the growing problem of the sect popping up everywhere she went, and ideally forming some sort of an alliance where she could rely on the grove should things get out of hand.

Acacia spent a moment reading the necromancer’s expression and probably at least to a degree, her thoughts, trying to find out the true reasons behind the question before even answering. “There is not much to tell you, if I’m being honest. Our little scuffle was brief and I didn’t get the chance to squeeze them for answers either, but I’ll share my observations.” They smirked slyly, likely having found what they had been looking for. “They came offering promises of power, knowledge and immortality – the usual trappings of someone who is lying through their teeth. Unfortunately for them, we already had all those and more, but I know, even without you warning me of them, that the gifts they offer are nothing short of curses. Power at the cost of your previous life, knowledge at the cost of reason, and immortality at the cost of your soul. What power they had, was a twisted and cursed joke, afflicted by some source I don’t know of. What knowledge they had may have been true, but it had driven them to conclusions that should not be made… Their ’immortality’ was to be torn from the cycle, leaving their souls as cancerous growths within them. Not all souls are meant to be immortal, you know. Souls of mortals are made intentionally malleable, as their job is to collect all the feelings, experiences and thoughts while still allowing growth. Those immortal and still in possession of a soul, will find theirs rigid, so that it can last in a timeless being, but that does mean it takes us all of eternity to grow as much as mortals do in their brief flash of life. Any attempt to make a mortal soul become timeless only results in things that leave you wish you had no soul at all.

“The followers stringed along by the one in charge were nothing but sick and twisted jokes left of once notable mortals. Idiots tempted by promises, their minds and souls made to endure things no mortals could. Funnily enough, their immortality came with no guarantees and shattering their body left their now immortal soul to be swept away by the wind with no hope of ending their torment. I doubt someone of your proven might will have much trouble showing them their mistakes, though I would note that each of them had once been of considerable skill or heft, so they might still be capable of who knows what.

“The one in charge was different though. Time and the corrupting influence they had been affected by had blurred the line between their soul and body. This does make killing them difficult, as their body will continue to reflect how their soul sees it, no matter what you do to it. I can’t claim to know what it would take to end such a cursed thing.” They gave a fairly detailed explanation, largely confirming what Anastacia already knew, but with more reason behind it.

“One of them has already been killed, but before that, he pretty much told me what it takes.” Anastacia shared her own knowledge. “They can only be truly harmed by someone is either red or white, in the sense of the chromatic orders of necromancers. I think it has something to do with the war they lost against the red inquisition before they disappeared…”

“AH!” The spriggan exclaimed as they seemed to realize something. “That does make sense! The defeat they suffered against the red ones instilled a fear within them, and since their form is largely a reflection of what how they see themselves, the knowledge that they can be defeated by this inquisition makes it a reality for them. So you can simply task this red inquisition to rid the world of them?”

Anastacia winced. “Well. I may have wiped the inquisition out a while ago… The one from the sect who was killed, Eminence, was dealt with by someone with similar tendencies – and she’s now somewhere out there. Being considered ‘red’ isn’t limited to necromancers though, so there are still some options there. If what you say is true, I think the ones from the sect simply need to identify similarities to the inquisitors in someone for it to work.” She theorized, hopefully simply glossing over first part.

Acacia obviously took notice of the admission, but only reacted to it with a sly grin. “But why make it too complicated for ourselves? You said ‘red or white’, and well, I can confidently say that you have the makings of a white one.”

“I’m pretty sure I’d need to be crowned as one for it to count. That was the reason why I couldn’t personally kill Eminence, not the lack of trying. There hasn’t been a white one for a while now, so I don’t know if there’s like a specific crown or ritual or something. Just everyone agreeing that I could be one probably doesn’t cut it.” Shrugged the necromancer.

“Now that you mention it, I remember there being some kind of an upset over crowns back in the day. You might want to ask Ulmus about that, they’re the one who remembers that sort of stuff. It didn’t involve myself so I didn’t exactly pay attention…” The spriggan lazily reminisced, visibly less interested in such details than the overall topic of figuring out how to kill one of the more important members of the violet sect. They even went out of their way to yawn when Anastacia paused to peruse her own memory of anything related to being crowned as the white one, something which was not at all a thing spriggans did naturally, and very clearly acted as a hint to move on with the conversation.

Fearing the mischief she would have to deal with if she let Acacia become too bored, Anastacia quickly tried to come up with something to ask from the supposedly god-killing spirit – something she suddenly found a lot more believable after her nightmare. “Oh…” She suddenly realized there was an issue this particular nature spirit could help with. “You know a thing or two about gods, right?”

The green energy within Acacia immediately flared up as more pairs of eyes briefly flashed around Anastacia, as if they had been inspecting her the entire time but had only now been roused enough to reveal themselves. “You could indeed say that… Is there one that warrants my attention?” They asked in a way that trickled both hatred and excitement.

“Nooo… This one is actually the one that unckicked my bucket, so please don’t eat her.” Anastacia tried to calm the spriggan out of their murderous mood.

A sudden, awfully Sorbus-like vacant expression curbed the vicious grin on Acacia’s face as the constantly moving thorns in their body stalled and the additional glowing pairs of feline eyes sputtered out of sight one by one. “A god, like one of those supposedly divine dipshits, did that?” They asked, struggling with the whole idea. “Why?!”

“Who knows. I’m not complaining though.” The necromancer shrugged and rubbed her throat. She figured that even if Sylvia helping her didn’t incite wrath in the spriggan, it was probably still for the best to leave the deity’s name out to not give them a target. She even tried her best to not think about the name. “Anyway, I have this friend who-“

“That’s going to piss off so many other gods… Does this ‘Sylvia’ have a death wish or something? A possible white one too… Oh wow.” Acacia muttered almost nervously and revealed that nothing was going to be left as a secret, no matter how hard Anastacia tried.

“What do you mean, is it that big of a deal?” Worried the necromancer.

“Obviously it is! Their whole scam is based on you mortals dying so that they can leech off the cycle of souls while pretending to be the ones who make it all work according to fates’ designs. Just resurrecting someone for one’s own needs is a dangerous door to open since it pretty much defeats the point of the whole thing. it would be bad enough when other gods heard about it, but that someone being you – one of the very few people in history capable of taking over the role of Sir Alabaster! You know, the one who literally killed so many gods that they needed to make more to stop him – and a hefty chunk of people in the process as well.” The spriggan explained, clearly impressed either by the boldness or the sheer stupidity of the move. “There’s painting a target on your back and then there’s what she did. That’s amazing!”

“Should I be worried?” Anastacia asked, fearing that the said target on the back also extended to her.

Acacia chuckled. “Probably not? If this Sylvia is still up and kicking, there’s likely bigger shenanigans afoot. Either her actions are hidden by someone or she is being protected.” They reassured the necromancer, but must have noticed how little that eased her mind. “Tell you what, should a situation come to pass where something divine threatens you, whisper my name to the nearest plant and I will swoop in to handle it! But I warn you, my services are not cheap. If there is no divine feast waiting for me, I will find something else to eat…”

While it did in some sense make Anastacia feel better, having someone like Acacia be nothing but a single word away was equal parts useful and terrifying. “I’ll keep that in mind…”

“But I believe you had a question about something?” The spriggan ended the tangent they had gotten caught up on.

“Right! I have a friend who is in the service of this goddess, a regular human as far as I know, but recently she somehow became untouchable by my powers. We reasoned that the most likely cause was something relating to the gods, but don’t really know all that much about them. Do you know anything that could explain it or if we should be worried?” Anastacia finally got around to ask her question regarding Emilia’s condition.

“Ohohohoo?!” The cat immediately chortled delightedly. “It certainly could be! It is entirely possible that their connection would eventually nudge your friend’s body too far to the side of the divine and become inert to powers originating from our side of the world. I’m doubtful anything else has changed, but I would keep an eye on your friend. It’s also worth mentioning that any kind of a pact with a sufficiently powerful being would ward off necromancy to varying degrees – I bet even I could make one if I tried.”

Though it did sound concerning at first, at least knowing it indeed was likely to be Sylvia’s doings instead of something that happened to the priestess in the depths of the machine fortress was of some comfort. Anastacia figured she would consult Rosie again before deciding if she would ask Emilia herself about the whole thing – unless she could figure out a way to contact the goddess somehow. “She’s pretty into it, so I think it’s safe to assume it’s Sylvia’s doings.”

“If you say so… Drawing strength from greater beings, gods or otherwise, is an addictive thing and rarely stops with one.” The spriggan warned ominously.

Anastacia hadn’t forgotten about the fiend that had accompanied Emilia in the fortress, but the priestess didn’t have a single kind or even tepid word to offer about the being, and a deal between the two seemed unlikely. As far as she knew, Sylvia had immediately banished the fiend into whatever hole it crawled out from as well.

As the necromancer digested what she had learned so far and outlined some rough plans for what she might do once they were done in the grove, Acacia kept eager watch on her. “You are a curious little necromancer, did you know that?” They suddenly said. “I’m sure it comes as no surprise that our chat was for me to poke and prod at you, without the interference from others. You carry secrets that are better left unsaid, even to Ulmus should you two converse further, and especially to Picea. Stick to your story with both of them.”

Anastacia glanced at the smugly grinning cat a couple of meters away from her but didn’t say anything.

“There is one more important matter we must discuss before moving on to the trivial stuff I’m only slightly interested in.” Acacia declared, now that they had proven the necromancer hadn’t fooled her with her half-false identity, they seemed to lose interest in that as well.

“Not this again…” The necromancer groaned, already anticipating what she next subject was.

“Yes this again!” The spriggan exclaimed. “What’s the holdup with you two? Has there been any development since you got here? And that whole thing with Sorbus’ new body was just painful to watch, you know she isn’t going to forget about it, right?”

“You do realize that there’s zero chance of anything happening now that I know you’re constantly watching?” Anastacia pointed out.

“That’s not even what I mean. We assumed you two were a bit further along because you seem so close, admittedly, that was our mistake – but you’re going to need to give her something sooner or later.” Acacia sighed. “Ideally sooner, before anything else happens.”

Anastacia raised her brow. “’Anything else’? That sounds like you know something...”

“Lets just say that the news of your preferences when it comes to company have already spread like wildfire among those who wish to have an audience with you, now that they’ve seen that you won’t be taken by the big meanies of this place.” Explained the spriggan and nodded towards the curious onlookers in the distance, who were now ever so slightly closer. “Won’t be long until one of them gathers their courage and has enough confidence in their crude imitation of a human form to approach you.”

“If they can do so politely, I have no reason to not hear them out.” Anastacia shrugged, she was actually looking forward to meeting more of the spirits, hopefully some of whom weren’t complete assholes.

Acacia nodded. “Of course, of course! But are you that blind to the damage you might cause upon Xamiliere’s metaphorical heart? Her confidence is already in ruins after from what happened earlier and her worries that someone else might catch your eye have grown tenfold. If this is truly something you intend to go through with, consider your actions henceforth with a bit more care.”

Though she had found herself enjoying the few moments of closeness with Xamiliere, exactly what she wanted out of them was still just as much of a mystery to her as it had been a few days ago. She didn’t even know the reason for her own assertiveness lately, aside from suspecting that it had something to with the spriggan acting more reserved in the grove and her missing their usual skinship – even with King, it was something she treasured to a point where Emilia often had to step in to limit it in public places for the sake of decency. In fact, she wasn’t entirely clear on what exactly ‘going through’ with it even included, or where ‘not necessarily going through with it’ turned into ‘going through with it’. Being in a relationship with King had truly spoiled her when it came to learning what it even meant to be in a relationship.

Witnessing the mental struggle the necromancer was having from the outside, Acacia took their sweet time before speaking up to help. “If only there was someone here, who might have some answers to whatever it is that you seem to struggle with.”

“I… I have no idea what I’m doing.” Anastacia admitted since it was clear that keeping secrets from the cat was pointless. “How do I know if I want this to turn into something?”

“That’s something you’ll find out when it happens. When you know, you know. Not knowing is a fine part of it as well, shows you’re putting thought into it, which isn’t strictly necessary either.” Acacia gave rather vague answer.

“That’s incredibly unhelpful” The necromancer groaned and leaned back to stare at the large branches above, as if they had any better advice.

Acacia laughed. “That’s unfortunately all there is to it. One day you’re minding your business in the woods, gnawing on the throat of a duskwarden because it kept screwing with your forest, when you notice a wee child staring from between the trees. You help them find their way back home, get invited for a paltry meal as a reward by the little thing’s mother, who can barely put food on the table for herself and her two useless kids after their father just kind of fucked off. So you do the fair thing and help them out when you have the time by making sure the runts are fed and safe. You start spending more and more time over there without really noticing it at first because they’re the only moments of peace in your life. One time things get intimate when the kids are doing who knows what somewhere outside, and the next thing you know, you’ve broken into a brothel on the other side of the world and crushed some dipshit sailor’s head for abandoning what is undoubtedly the most beautiful and magnificent being in the world with the burden of trying to bring up two children alone, when you suddenly realize that you want to be there for her for the rest of her life.”

It took a moment for Anastacia to catch up with what was being said. “That… is a very specific example.”

“What can I say, I have a vivid imagination.” The cat grinned with a rare hint of warmth in their expression.

“So if it’s normal to not know anything yet, what am I supposed to do?” Anastacia asked.

“You’re fortunate in the sense that Xamiliere isn’t going anywhere, so take your time to learn what works for you.” Acacia advised her. “But as an immediate measure, abolish uncertainty. Do something to make it clear you are here for her and not for the other spirits – if that is the case, of course…”
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                The rest of the chat between Anastacia and Acacia consisted of mostly of the necromancer updating the spriggan on the happenings in the outside world as things truly were instead of the slightly altered version where she still had anything to do with Mournvalley, and in return, the spriggan told stories from far in the past, including the last time they had seen necromancers. Anastacia also shared with them the rest of the plan regarding Sorbus, though Acacia already seemed to be fairly informed about how things were, almost as if they had followed the necromancer and fox into the glade earlier. Acacia also promised to teach Sorbus about different plants that were beneficial to people, as well as about the different maladies and diseases mortals suffered from – something which the cat seemed to know suspiciously much about. Over the course of the interaction, Anastacia’s body slowly got more used to the daunting presence that was Acacia, but never to a point she would have even considered getting any closer to them than was absolutely needed.

“It depends where you draw a line between the ancient beasts that predate the cycle of souls and the first animals as they are today. There were tons of beasts and creatures similar to some animals you see today, usually the god responsible for creating the latter having ascended from among the former – but if you were to pick the literal first animal that was created to be part of the cycle, it was the frog. They’re based on much fiercer primordial creatures called the froggaths, which are almost indistinguishable from the outside… Anyway, the flow of time was a bit hazy back then since everything was immortal and days weren’t a thing, but I’m fairly sure there was like a solid year or so where the only animals you could see were frogs, just tons of them everywhere.” The cat answered one of Anastacia’s less important questions regarding the ancient times as they were on their way back to Xamiliere and Sorbus.

“How were the froggaths different from frogs then, and are there any left?” The necromancer further inquired.

Acacia stopped for a moment to remind themselves what exactly made them different from frogs, aside from their ageless existence. “For one, they don’t croak. Instead they make a noise that makes most mortals think they’re hearing a frog croaking. The easiest way to tell them apart from frogs is probably just addressing them in their own language, they’re compelled to answer if you do that. There’s no reason to think there wouldn’t be plenty of them left living among normal frogs, you might have already run into one or two if you’re the kind that sees a lot of frogs.”

“So you’re saying it’s not possible for me to tell them apart since I don’t speak froggathian, or whatever?” Anastacia sighed.

“I’m sure someone here can teach you a greeting for them.” Giggled the spriggan.

Telling frogs and froggaths apart from one another was a trivial task compared to telling when Acacia bothered to answer honestly and when they came up with nonsensical answers in an effort to make someone else look like an idiot. It was more than possible that the entire thing was a lie just to make Anastacia question the identity of each and every frog she would see from now on. Over the course of the morning, many such suspicious answers had been given, and despite having been granted the rare chance to speak with someone who had been there from the first few moments of existence, she didn’t feel at all more knowledgeable about the past in the end. Even if everything the spriggan said was true, a lot of it was impossible to verify and would have seemed like the ravings of a lunatic if she was ever to share the knowledge with anyone.

“One physically intact necromancer, as promised!” Acacia declared to the other two spriggans waiting for them when they and Anastacia made it back to the rock. “I would suggest that you were timely about your return to this Hasta fellow.”

“Did you learn anything interesting, Anna?” Xamiliere asked and stood up to greet the necromancer.

After sliding down from the massive root they had been walking along, Anastacia immediately tilted her head back and fixated her gaze at the massive branches of the great tree far above them. “You could say that.” She answered and carefully stepped towards the rock until she bumped into Xamiliere.

Xamiliere tiredly squeezed the necromancer’s cheeks and sighed. “Trying really hard not to stare at Sorbus, huh?”

“What could you possibly mean? I’m just admiring the leaves up there. They’re… very big and… colorful. Yup, don’t see all those colors on one tree, let alone at one time. Some of those colors I’ve not seen on leaves before at all.” Anastacia prattled out a hasty excuse. “The branches too, very impressive! I bet even the smaller ones could carry my weight. I should keep looking at them… Focus on them entirely and not think about anything else…”

“Anna, you looking at Sorbus is between you two, I’m not going to be that upset about something like that. You don’t need to worry that much.” Xamiliere said and leaned over the necromance to block her line of sight of the treetops. “You’re just going to hurt your neck.”

Anastacia shook her head and kept fighting the urge to look anywhere else. “I’d rather you not be upset at all, so this is how things are going to be for a while.”

“Is there a problem? Should I change something?!” Sorbus asked, concerned that they had messed up something about their new body.

“Not really, you may have done too good of a job in fact. It’s just that spring has finally arrived to this idiot and she can’t handle the excitement yet. She barely knows which way is up with you prancing around without clothes.” Explained Xamiliere. Even she was starting to find the trouble Anastacia was having more endearing than something she needed to worry about.

Sorbus clapped, as was the mortal custom when something exciting happened, as far as they knew at least. “How fun! Very people-like of her to pretend she has control over her own urges, I guess that’s what being civilized means.”

It didn’t take much for Xamiliere to figure out exactly what was going through Anastacia’s head. She knew Acacia would do their absolute damnest to steer the situation in the direction they thought was the most entertaining, and had certainly said something to the necromancer during their chat. Since the poor fool was now trying very hard to not hurt her feelings, it must have had something to do with some piece of ‘advice’ Anastacia had received. For someone who usually required no persuasion or approval to do exactly what she herself wanted exactly how she wanted, the amount of resolve the necromancer was showing was truly touching to Xamiliere, but not what she ultimately wanted. Anastacia’s undivided attention and dedication would have indeed been the dream for her, but one that conflicted with reality in several ways. The idea that the relatively brief time Anastacia had to live would be in any way chained by something as petty as the insecurities of a timeless being, was beyond disgusting to her, even more so now that she had spent time thinking about it while Anastacia was with Acacia. She knew that in the end nothing else would make her happier, than the foolish little mortal she had been captivated by living her short life exactly as she desired – now if she herself happened to catch some form of affection by simply making herself available, that was a different matter entirely.

“Well, Anna, if that’s what you figured works for you, I’m not going to stop you, but don’t hold back on my account.” Xamiliere shrugged, buried her insecurities and selfish needs deep within before giving the necromancer’s cheeks one more squeeze and returning to her spot on the rock. With her own selfish thoughts firmly tucked away, what began to surface was the intense need to mock the mortal for acting so reserved – something all nature spirits felt and what she often acted on back in Valor, where she was the odd one out.

“It’s nothing! I can control a hundred bodies with my mind, surely I can keep mine in check for a bit. It’s like fighting the urge to stare at the sun, probably better for myself to have this under control as well.” Anastacia kept insisting, partly believing her own words but mostly because of what Acacia had said.

“You have an urge to stare at the sun?...” Xamiliere frowned. She was starting to get almost annoyed by the necromancer’s well-intentioned stubbornness for her sake and decided give in to her spriggan nature to nip the problem in the bud. “I mean, whatever! Guess it’s entirely up to me to recognize all the hard work Sorbus put into this then!” She suddenly exclaimed and shoved Sorbus over on the rock, purely for the sound it made.

Though perhaps slower on the uptake than most, Sorbus quickly understood their part in the ruse, as testing the necromancer’s resolve was at the top of their to-do list as well now that they had learned of their appearance’s effects on her. “Oh?! This is what we’re doing now?” They giggled and got back up as quietly as they could.

“What are you doing?!” Anastacia immediately demanded to know but covered her eyes without looking. “Acacia, what are they doing?! Tell me!”

“Something better left without description, I’m afraid.” Acacia smirked from atop the root. “But certainly this is not enough to break the steel of your will, is it?”

Being a necromancer, Anastacia usually had some idea of what was going on in her vicinity even without seeing most of it. Being left guessing based on nothing but sound cues of wooden clatter and grinding of bark against bark was both new and extremely distressing, as her mind worked overtime to fill in what she was missing out on. Yet, her conviction prevailed for the time being. She had been told to demonstrate that her affection for Xamiliere was greater than whatever fleeting fancies she might have had and that was exactly what she was going to do, no matter the traps laid out for her to fall into.

In reality, what was happening was simply the pair of spriggans occasionally bumping into each other’s shoulders to create the rustling of stressed wood and dragging their forearms together while giggling and gasping.

“You’ve done an excellent job choosing the tree for your body. This is rowan, is it not?” Xamiliere gave a genuine comment aloud to further fuel the necromancer’s imagination. “Smooth to the touch but there is a texture to it when caressed. It works extremely well with your height and slender upper body, since it means there are larger broad areas – like here.” She said and smacked her own knee.

“Yes! It has always been my favorite tree!” The fox yelped and held back laughter. “Honestly, I didn’t know what to do with all this stuff you have here, and the necromancer seems to do fine without, so I just left them out and focused on other things. Do you mind if I…”

“Go ahead, they’re there to be a handful anyway – a personal preference of mine. You can sort yours out on a later date if it comes up, but honestly I think you’ve got a perfectly good baseline going. You’ve certainly got more than a handful elsewhere.” Xamiliere continued providing actual feedback while the two of them excitedly waited for the necromancer to cave in to their teasing.

Red as a cherry, Anastacia had fallen silent and was now almost worried it wouldn’t be appropriate to look anymore even if she wanted to, which she desperately did. Every second, Acacia’s suggestion was quickly losing ground to Xamiliere’s reassurance that she wouldn’t be upset even if someone else caught the necromancer’s eye for a bit. For a while still, she kept holding her fingers together in front of her eyes so tightly that they were starting to hurt, because she knew that anything less than that would immediately make her slip up and take a peek.

“Like these things right here. The nightmares that Hasta guy is having will be a thing of the past with his head resting between legs like these – just be careful to not crush his head.” Xamiliere said and grinned victoriously as she finally saw the glimmer of the necromancer’s eyes through a gap between her fingers. “So that’s what it took to do it, huh? Good to know.”

“I… what? Weren’t you…? But I thought-“ Anastacia confusedly uttered when she saw the two spriggans simply sitting on the edge of the rock and the situation not at all corresponding to what she had imagined.

Xamiliere reached out with her arms to invite the necromancer to her with a gentle smile on her face, and when Anastacia hesitantly approached, she locked her in a tight embrace she would not release before Anastacia herself would wiggle out of it. “That was adorable, but never again even consider that you holding back on anything you want to do would make me happy.” She whispered while glaring at the smugly smiling cat watching over them.

“Okay…” Anastacia agreed, but didn’t entirely discard the point Acacia had made, she would simply have to come up with some other way to show her affection.

Sorbus, on the other hand, was very proud of what they had achieved and suddenly very full of confidence for their new getup. For a while, they had the patience to wait for Anastacia and Xamiliere to detach from one another, but when that didn’t seem to be happening any time soon, they started dropping very overt hints that maybe it was time to go back to meet Hasta now. When even that failed to snap the pair out of their bliss, Acacia decided to say something.

“I think Sorbus is right, it is better if you go back soon.” The cat pointed out in a tone that somehow sounded more like a threat than anything else and immediately killed the warm mood.

Anastacia reluctantly freed herself from Xamiliere’s grasp, took a few steps away from the rock and mentally prepared to turn around. “Okay, okay, okay, let me just get this out of my system.” She said exhaustedly and turned around to finally get a good look at Sorbus. She turned bright red almost immediately and remained silent for a full minute, barely blinking while thoroughly inspecting what she saw.

“How long do you reckon this might take? Should we worry that I broke her?” Sorbus asked from Xamiliere.

“Shouldn’t be that long anymore. There’s always been a couple of loose parts rattling inside her head as far as I can tell, so I don’t think you’ve done any lasting damage – though you may have done a number on her innocence.” Xamiliere guessed. “What I think is going on, is that she’s learning more about herself than anything else. Stuff that everyone who knows her has already seen coming for a while now really. You would think she would have figured at least some of this out when she started rubbing herself on the second tall simulacrum she found, but apparently some of it is still a mystery to her.”

Sorbus nodded, understanding roughly what she meant. “Shouldn’t you be working on yourself then, if you’re serious about this? You’ve got the freedom to take any shape under the sun you want after all.”

“I’m taking notes, trust me.” Xamiliere said and let out a chuckle that turned into a sigh. “It’s not that simple though. Would you alter your usual fox look that lightly? This is what I feel comfortable as and that won’t change – but that doesn’t mean I won’t make temporary adjustments to blow her mind when she least expects it.”

“How very sly of you, but won’t saying as much now spoil the surprise?” The fox pondered and pointed at the necromancer, who was standing barely two meters away.

Xamiliere waved her hand to the necromancer, which caused no reaction. “She hasn’t been on this realm for a while now. You could probably get up and leave, and she wouldn’t notice anymore.” She explained leaned back to wait. “Sorbus, can I ask for a favor?”

“Of course! What can this little fox do?!” Sorbus excitedly answered, not being used to someone relying on them.

“I need you to watch over Anna while you’re out there.” Xamiliere whispered. “I get that this guy probably isn’t bad, but she can get careless and that clearly can get her hurt there. So if you could sort of spearhead the whole operation and keep her to the side, it would mean a lot to me.”

Sorbus’s green eyes flared as they were given responsibility over something so important. “Of course!” She exclaimed full of determination.

“This is all very fun to watch, but I really do think it’s about time for you to return to the poor guy.” Acacia pitched in again.

Xamiliere had noticed that the cat had been hurrying for them to go ever since the chat with Anastacia had ended. It was more than a bit suspicious behavior for the spriggan who often preferred a role as a spectator, so Xamiliere figured that the cat must have known something they were unwilling to reveal directly. She had her doubts that it was anything too drastic, but felt that it was likely better to play along if it was truly important enough for Acacia to take note. “Anna!” She raised her voice and managed to snap the necromancer back into the present.

“Wh… what?” Anastacia asked, still red and clearly disoriented but at least mentally present. Her eyes bounced between both spriggans instead of staying glued to Sorbus, so her situation had at least improved during the internal journey she had taken in the past couple of minutes.

“Time to go.” Xamiliere smiled and pointed at Sorbus, who could barely stay still over the excitement that they would finally get the chance to meet face to face with Hasta. As soon as the necromancer so much as nodded, the fox darted up from the rock, grabbed Anastacia’s hand and rushed into the forest without a moment or word spared for farewells. After waiting for the two to disappear into the distance, Xamiliere spoke up again. “Care to tell me what’s the hurry?”

Acacia chuckled, surprised that Xamiliere would bring up the matter instead of simply ignoring them until Anastacia returned. “Ballow leaf is indeed a marvelous plant for mortal medicine. It will ease fever and even excruciating pain, and can be given even to the little ones. In pressing situations chewing on it is possible for adults, but without some extraction and distillation it will cause fatigue and nausea as well.” They simply stated without giving away the full answer before moving on from the subject onto other things, showing no intention of leaving Xamiliere in peace while Anastacia and Sorbus were off to deal with the ramifications of their earlier actions. “So, adventurers, huh?”

Emerging from the mysterious and ancient pathway between forests, Anastacia was immediately dragged out into the open glade by the excited spriggan. The direct sunlight scorching whatever southern part of the world they were in almost blinded her after the relatively shaded stay in the grove, and she immediately took a tumble into the untamed grass.

“Oh shit!” Sorbus exclaimed, having failed their task of looking after the necromancer in less than a minute.

“I’m fine, I’m fine, I’m fine.” Anastacia reassured the spriggan, who kneeled next to her to make sure she wasn’t dead. Laying on her back, she covered her face partly to shield her eyes from the sun and partly to still avoid direct eye contact with Sorbus. The sheer amount of life around them took some adjusting after being in the grove. As a sensation it was not that much unlike the blinding sunlight, though less painful. However, focusing on their surroundings, she happened to pick up on something odd. “Huh? He’s still in bed. Didn’t take him for someone who sleeps in.”

It was easy to tell if someone is sleeping even from afar, but that didn’t seem to be the case for Hasta on further inspection. Even if he was a restless sleeper, something wasn’t quite right. Based on the few physical clues Anastacia could pick up from such a distance, the elf seemed to be in some level of distress, which could well have been his usual aches, but the necromancer’s mind immediately reminded her of the very questionable remedy she had concocted. Fueled and distracted by guilt, Anastacia scrambled back up on her feet and started rushing towards the little hut.

“Is something wrong?” Sorbus asked after effortlessly catching up, but received no answer.

Reaching the more maintained perimeter and the hut itself, Anastacia was the first to reach for the naturally curved piece of a branch that had been nailed to the door to serve as a handle. Her hand never had the time to touch it though, as Sorbus yanked her away – after all, they had promised to keep the necromancer out of harm’s way. Anastacia would have asked for a reason, but managed to come up with the correct one before having the chance to do so and accepted her fate as the backup – which may well have been more fitting for the purpose of the visit.

With the necromancer out of the way, Sorbus grabbed the doorhandle without hesitation, and was immediately greeted by a flash of blue light as a number of magical sigils briefly lit up around it and a jolt of magical energy blew apart the wooden hand that had touched the trapped door. She hadn’t had the time to take cover, so the necromancer could only stand there as smoldering bits of spriggan rained down around her.

Mostly unfazed by the sudden disappearance of one of their hands, Sorbus showed the scorched sump to their friend with an amused-looking smirk on their face instead of the quizzical look they had meant to make.

“Are you okay?” Anastacia asked for the sake of being nice, she knew such a minor injury was nothing to a spriggan after all. “What kind of an asshole traps their front door when I told him we’d be back?!”

It only took a few seconds for a new, slightly less aesthetically pleasing hand to grow back from the stump. “I’m going to try again.” The spriggan stated and tapped the doorhandle, this time without any surprise fireworks. With the trap disabled, they were able to grab the handle properly and give the door a pull, but aside from a worrying creak from the entire frame of the hut, it wouldn’t budge.

Taking a quick look at the door, Anastacia saw the keyhole of a fairly sturdy-looking lock below the handle. “WHY IS IT LOCKED?! THERE IS NO ONE HERE TO BREAK INTO YOUR SHITTY CABIN!” She screamed out of frustration.

Eluded by the concept of locks on doors, Sorbus figured the door must have been stuck. They shoved their fingers into the small gaps between it and the frame on both sides, and gave it one more pull for good measure. With a loud creak followed by a crash, the metal hinges tore themselves out of the wall and latch locking the door broke through the frame on the other side. Hasta’s carpentry skills must have needed some more work, as it really didn’t seem to require all that much strength from the spriggan to remove the entire door. Not finding an easy place to set the door down in the small porch area, Sorbus tossed it onto the yard and prepared to enter, and then prepared some more, and then kept on preparing.

“What’s up?” Anastacia asked from the hesitating spriggan.

“What if I scare him after all?” Sorbus worried and nervously moved their hands, not really sure what to do with them.

The necromancer leaned to the side a bit and took a peek inside. “That’s not really here or there. Judging from the lack of screaming after getting a hole torn into his house, he seems to be pretty out of it. I can see him from here, in fact.” She pointed out. The sheer inconvenience and the attempt to literally disarm her may have slightly eroded her concern for the elf.

“Oh…” The spriggan entered the hut, having to slightly lower their head to get through the empty door frame and only barely being able to stand up straight without knocking something down from the storage space above the ceiling beams.

Somewhere between asleep and unconscious, drenched in sweat, Hasta was clearly suffering from some level of poisoning as a result of the drink Anastacia had prepared last time. A very needed vomit bucket by the bed filled the inside of the cabin with the stinging smell of stomach acid and dissuaded the necromancer from following her friend inside.

“Okay, so we may have somewhat poisoned him.” She admitted and tried to estimate Hasta’s condition from the outside. “I think he’s fine… -ish, but probably more than a bit dehydrated. Can you hand me a pot or something from there? I’ll go boil and cool down some water from the lake. While I do that, throw that bucket somewhere and open the window to get some fresh air in.”

Sorbus hurriedly did as they were asked and Anastacia left the two alone for a moment to get some water. As she was rinsing the pot she had been given, she could see the spriggan push the window out of its frame, breaking the hinges and lock on it as well.

Unsure of what to do next, Sorbus sat down on the bed and just stared at the elf. Utterly fascinated by each little twitch and gasp, the spriggan cautiously poked and prodded him in the chest as it seemed to cause an interesting twitch every time. “Hello there, my name is Sorbus… Hi, my name is Sorbus… Welcome? No… Good morning?” They muttered, trying to come up with something to say for when Hasta finally woke up. It wasn’t the first or the second time they had done so either, as almost every time they were in the glade, Sorbus’ thoughts were mostly consumed by the idea of speaking to Hasta for the first time. Yet no progress on the matter had ever been made on any front and they were still stuck on the greeting. While thinking, Sorbus noticed the piece of silvery jewelry dangling from Hasta’s wrist. Not knowing that Anastacia’s presence was the reason behind its seemingly uncomfortable fit, the spriggan figured that it would be wise to take off such a restricting piece of metal and began inspecting the simple clasp. Perhaps not the most dexterous with their hands yet, Sorbus accidentally broke the chain and the medallion fell off Hasta’s arm. “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck…” They panicked and started to look for a place to hide the hopefully-not-precious piece of jewelry. Not finding a convenient place as quickly as they had hoped, the spriggan grabbed it and shoved the medallion into their mouth in the hopes that it would be entirely forgotten about and they could discard it after changing back into their fox shape.

As the last of the silvery chain disappeared into the tangled depths of the wooden body, never to be seen again, Sorbus glanced up and saw one cloudy and one perhaps rightfully frightened eye staring back at them from the other end of the bed. “Helbcome, therbus sorme me… No! I… goobus my narbus!” Was the incomprehensible string of panicked nonsense that came out from the spriggan’s mouth as the first thing said between the two.

            

    
        Chapter 263 - Just roll with it

    
    
    
    
                Immediately upon waking up to a rather worryingly tall wooden being sitting on the bed by his feet, staring at him with brightly glowing green eyes, speaking in what sounded like a language he didn’t know and for some reason eating his mage-detection medallion, Hasta understandably reached for the sword hanging from a hook on the wall beside his bed. Grunting from pain, he quickly unsheathed it, but as soon as he had to support its entire weight on his own, it fell from his weakened fingers onto the floor. Likely intending to be some sort of defensive spell, blue sparks gathered around his other hand, but sputtered out before anything beyond an unimpressive little lightshow happened. Already dizzy and exhausted from the effort, he could barely keep his eyes focused on the being before him, but wasn’t about to succumb to whatever horrible fate his paranoid and wearied mind was trying to come up with. In a desperate struggle to get his sword back, he leaned over the side of the bed when the world started to black out in his eyes. Certain that he would fall but without the strength to do anything about it, he let out a gasp and prepared for the impact with the floor – which somehow never came. Instead, he felt something catch him by the chest and gently move him back up.

“Careful there! Please don’t die.” Sorbus said and laid Hasta back down on his bed. “I’ll get that for you.” They hurriedly picked up the sword by its blade. The well-maintained metal edge dug into the thin bark of their fingers, but the spriggan was far too preoccupied to even really notice such a minor scratch when they handled the weapon.

His eyes still blurry, Hasta couldn’t see much to focus on other than the bright green eyes burning in the shady hut – which he found oddly captivating. For a brief moment his mind didn’t focus on the threats it perceived in anything unfamiliar, the tightness around his wrist wasn’t there to remind him of his past and the handle of his sword was briefly out of reach. It would have been foolish to say he felt at ease, but it may well have been the closest he had been in years. While the spriggan puzzled over where to put the weapon, the familiar scent of freshly dug soil and sap reached Hasta and brought him back to what senses he had. Warily reaching towards the green energy flaring up before him, his shaking fingers reached the smooth bark on Sorbus’ chest and only pushed it enough to know it was really there and not some sort of hallucination. “It’s you…” He whispered almost inaudibly.

The magical energy within Sorbus grew tenfold in a blink of an eye upon being touched, almost seeming like most of their body was engulfed in green flames. “It’s me?!” They responded quizzically but very excitedly.

Neither of them knew how to continue the conversation from there. Sorbus still hadn’t come up with anything to say and Hasta was rapidly going through all the times he had suspected someone had been helping him from the shadows in an attempt to somehow understand the situation while holding on to the spriggan. The excitement of the situation started to become more taxing on the weary elf and his already limited strength finally ran out.

Sorbus noticed his slowly sinking posture and took Hasta’s hand to let him properly settle down into the bed. “Would you like some berries?” They asked, distraught that there was nothing they could do to help and pulled out a bundle of them out of their hair.

Hasta tiredly accepted the gift and inspected the cluster of bright orange fruit. During the years he had spend in the forests hunting spies and smugglers, he had become familiar with a vast variety of fruit the nature had to offer, and recognized rowan berries when he saw some. He also knew of their bitter taste, but also that they weren’t inedible. “We used to have a few rowan trees behind our house when I was little. My mother made all sorts of things out of them.” He uttered and put one in his mouth. Unlike certain spoiled necromancer, he could stomach the bitterness, in fact he almost found it pleasant as it overtook the taste of vomit still lingering in his mouth.

“Oh?! I can learn to make something out of them too! You can have more, I have plenty!” Sorbus excitedly offered and started piling up more and more berries into Hasta’s lap. Despite their long life, the fox never really had much to offer for anyone and having someone at least seem grateful for a gift they had given was exhilarating.

Meanwhile Anastacia had spent a while just sitting on a rock outside with the water she had first boiled and then cooled with magic. It hadn’t taken her much time at all but when she was about to return, the mood inside had seemed too nice to interrupt – and she was somewhat worried about the sword Sorbus was waving around. With the mood finally starting to get settled, she made her presence known with a knock on what remained of the doorframe. After a brief flash of panic, the elf recognized his second guest even before he had the chance to even really try and act on the unwelcome intrusion into his abode in his current state.

“Before you pull out a second sword out of somewhere or something, I want to say sorry about this whole poisoning ordeal.” Anastacia said and kept her distance from both Sorbus and Hasta.

Surprisingly enough, the elf didn’t seem upset in the slightest. “I suspected this would happen since I’ve done the same before, so you aren’t to blame. It does still ease the pain more than it causes discomfort. If anything, I should…” He started to explain but stopped to take a better look at the doorway. “What happened to my door?!”

“It was disarmed.” The necromancer shrugged, poured some water into a cup she found on the table and handed it to Sorbus. “For some weird reason some asshole had cast a trap on it.”

Hasta said nothing in response, but accepted the drink offered to him despite his prior experiences.

“Since they botched their own introduction, this is Sorbus, the friend I was talking about. As the spriggan in charge of this area, they’ve taken notice of you and wanted to make themselves known. Now I know you said you don’t need-“ Anastacia was about to explain the benefits of having Sorbus around, but was interrupted.

“I know what a nature spirit is and what they do. I’ve never actually seen one, but there are stories in my family.” The elf explained, visibly growing in strength as soon as he finished his first drink and reached over to pour more, before being blocked by Sorbus, who insisted on helping out.

“You’re taking this awfully well, I was expecting having to fight you on this. How come I get interrogated and swung at but they just get a free pass?” Anastacia asked a fair question, maybe slightly offended by the difference in attitude.

Hasta expressed some amount of regret over how he had acted before, but not enough to say anything after seeing what had happened to his cabin. “There are good days and there are bad days, more bad than good really. It’s hard to explain, but sounds, situations, scents and the like can bring back memories – and sometimes it’s hard to tell what’s in the past and what isn’t. Even on a good day I might just snap over something you might think is insignificant, I might snap and hurt someone even if I didn’t mean to…” He said, clearly extremely ashamed of it and physically tried to distance himself from Sorbus in the bed. “Pain… pain makes it harder to come back. Sometimes a flash of pain somewhere brings be back to… places I’d rather not be in and I don’t know how to come back from. I know it’s not real, I really do, but that means nothing in the moment.”

Anastacia nodded compassionately. While nowhere near as intense and certainly not enough to invade her waking moments of life, she did still frequently suffer from nightmares that brought her back either to Mournvalley or to the steps of the temple in Crescent. King had learned to notice such times and did what he could during the night, and it must have been somehow visible in her mood in the morning as both Emilia and Rosie could often point it out. Though harrowing in the moment, they had largely become figments of past times in her daily life, something the elf didn’t seem to have the luxury of.

“That sounds awful! Can you try not thinking about all of that?” Sorbus unhelpfully suggested. “When I feel bothered, I dig holes and plant blueberries. Blueberries don’t actually need to be dug all that deep, so usually I have to do the two separately… So maybe try that? We could go right now!”

Hasta sighed. “Thank you, but I don’t think that would help.”

“Wouldn’t do you any harm though, would it?” Anastacia pointed out. “I think it’s a good enough idea. Obviously not right now, but tomorrow or the day after maybe. I’ve done a fair bit of walking in a forest with a spriggan and it’s a whole different experience than doing it alone. You two could get the lay of the land together, plant some blueberries I guess, chat and such – you have a lot to catch up on without me being around, I’m sure.”

The spriggan was immediately excited by the idea. “YES! I could show you the foxes!”

The elf frowned, clearly not thrilled by the idea for his own stubborn reasons, but a moderately murderous glance from Anastacia made him reconsider what to say instead of immediately declining the offer. “Maybe… But I don’t think you should waste time on someone like me, you spriggans must be busy after all.”

“Very! That is why I am here though! It is my purpose to fix this glade, I must make sure everything in it can prosper!” The spriggan explained and leaned towards the elf while staring directly into his eyes, a bit more ominously than they intended – and still with the sword in their hand. “I will understand why you are sad and I will make it better.”

Alarmed by what sounded like a threat more than anything, Hasta glanced at the necromancer for help, not that she could do much. Anastacia confiscated the sword and safely stored it in the opposite corner of the room. “Sorbus, how about we give him a bit of room, maybe some fresh air?” She suggested to hopefully get the spriggan to back off before they caused another panic attack.

“Oh, okay!” Sorbus nodded and stood up from the bed, at first seeming to understand, but then tossing the pile of berries onto the floor, leaning back over the elf, effortlessly picking him up over their shoulder and marching out of the cabin – in a way that had no chance of being comfortable for Hasta, but he seemed far too baffled to say anything about it. “There!” Sorbus proudly declared after planting their quarry in the middle of a patch of grass near the hut by the door they had tossed away earlier.

While getting out of the stuffy cabin and sweat-drenched sheets definitely helped, the elf was extremely conflicted by both getting tossed around like a bag of flour and by the sight of finally seeing what he was dealing with in broad daylight, instead of just a silhouette against the light coming through the doorway. The already fearsome form he had caught a glimpse of in the shade was bordering on menacing as it towered over him with its hands confidently on its hips and a worrying grin on its face. He again tried to turn to the necromancer for some kind of a lifeline but only received a knowing look back from the girl who was similarly averting her gaze.

“Food! That will help!” Sorbus realized suddenly. “Would you like an apple?” They asked and pointed at an apple tree on the other side of the glade.

“I… yes?” Hasta uttered mostly just to get some breathing room.

Excited to be able to finally help directly, the spriggan cheerily pranced across the glade and began looking for the perfect apple.

“This… this is not what I expected based on what I think you said last night.” The elf said and stretched his bedridden body while the sun warmed it gently.

“Even I’m not sure what I had in mind to be honest, but I’m still amazed you seem to be taking it so well. I wagered there would be a lot more sword swinging and screaming involved.” Anastacia admitted and sat down on the rock in the middle of the yard. “How can you be sure Sorbus isn’t a spy without interrogating them first?” She snarked.

“Like I said, old stories about spriggans run in my family. I’m not entirely sure where it started from, but I know they have a higher calling than doing the bidding of the people I worry about. Supposedly they bring good fortune as well – which I can’t really deny at this point, can I? If this one is behind half the things I assume they are, I owe my life to them.” Hasta explained almost lamentingly. “I just don’t think they know what they’re signing up for. Right now I’m feeling thankfully clear-headed and can at least somewhat handle all of this, but on most days… there would be times I might say that will change how the spriggan thinks of me, I might even hurt them. I can’t even guarantee I’ll recognize them.”

Anastacia shrugged. “I can assure you they have no idea what they’re doing, but this is all well and truly out of our grubby mortal hands no matter what we think. I personally don’t understand what Sorbus sees in you, but obviously they do see something, so I’d advice you to just roll with it in whatever capacity you can. I can’t really claim to know much about this myself either, but it’s a heck of a hand you’ve been dealt for once, so maybe just see where it goes? I’ve started my life over once with the help of other people, so maybe look at this as a chance to do the same and end this penitent hermit thing you’ve started.”

Before Hasta had the chance to say anything back, Sorbus returned with a singular, small but carefully selected wild apple they thought would perfectly fit the occasion. They handed it over to the elf and sat down by him to keenly follow what would happen in a rather disturbing manner.

“Thank you…” Hasta said and inspected the bumpy and spotty fruit that certainly wasn’t the most appealing one the tree had to offer. However, since it didn’t appear rotten, he bit into it and tried to ignore the gleeful grin in the periphery of his vision.

With all excitement of someone who had convinced their new pet to eat something they offered for the first time, Sorbus turned to the necromancer and proudly pointed at the apple they had chosen.

Anastacia rolled her eyes and could only hope this wasn’t how she and King appeared to everyone. “You know what, you two seem to get along well enough, so I’ll just get out of your hair since my part here seems to have ended.” She decided after not being able to stomach any more of the scene. “There’s still plenty of water left, make sure you drink enough. Sorbus, don’t do anything stupid. Hasta, don’t stress over it and try to actually enjoy life for once.”

“You’re leaving?” Hasta asked worriedly, not being a fan of the idea of being left alone with the spriggan already, which came across clearly in his tone.

“Yup. I only came here to make sure you didn’t completely lose it, and have things I need to figure out elsewhere.” The necromancer said, got up and started heading for the part of the forest they had been using to travel to and from the grove. “No need to thank me, you two having fun is all the thanks I need.” She declared and tried to make a cool and mysterious exit while the two were left to watch as she disappeared into the treeline.

It took a moment for her to realize that she wouldn’t be able to get to the grove without Sorbus. She considered just sitting down and waiting until the spriggan was ready to leave as well, but that may have taken days for all she knew. After while of walking around hoping that enough nature magic had rubbed onto her to make it work, she finally gave in and returned to the edge of the glade to try and covertly signal the spriggan of her troubles. This obviously yielded no results as Sorbus was entirely transfixed on finally being able to talk to the elf they had stalked for years now. A bit more deliberation later, she swallowed her pride and returned to fetch the spriggan, who didn’t waste time and shoved her across the magical barrier and returned to the elf.

Extremely annoyed that what was likely to be her last ever interaction with Hasta, made her look incompetent after all the trouble she had gone through, Anastacia opened her eyes in the grove. She was a bit further away from the rock than before but still within sight of the central clearing, which was fine by her as the walk back gave her the chance to once more acclimate to the lack of detectable life and the almost unbearable humidity. Her return immediately gathered some interest from the few spriggans that had been minding their business away from the clearing. She could feel that something about the figures studying her from afar was different from before, but couldn’t immediately point it out and chalked it up to just being a different set of spirits from the ones who had followed her before or that maybe they had found the courage to come a bit closer now that she was alone for a moment, or perhaps she just hadn’t paid them enough attention and was only now noticing the nuances in their movements. It had always been more or less inevitable that the more curious ones would make their approach sooner or later, and only grew more likely now that Sorbus was otherwise occupied.

“Hmm, actually…” She muttered to herself and stopped. Finding the one which appeared to be closest to her, half-hiding behind a tree, she waved at them and waited for a response. When the spriggan waved back, she realized what had changed, the nature spirit had taken the form of a person. Clumsy even compared to Sorbus’ first attempt, but still decidedly shaped like a human. In fact, when she took a better look at the dozen or so spirits she could see, all of them had somewhat of a familiar shape to them, though a few appeared with antlers and tails as likely remnants of their usual forms. The greeting caused some stir among the spirits and some whispers echoed over to Anastacia as excited but unintelligible noise. “Can I help you with something?” She asked.

The whispers fell quiet. “We were just wondering why you didn’t go with Baccata? They’re much stronger than Sorbus or the- the one you came in with. Would it not be better to be with them?” One of the spirits asked, though Anastacia couldn’t tell which one.

The necromancer chuckled and spoke in the tone she used to appear more regal. “I already have all the strength I need in myself, and that wolf was an asshole.”

“You’re not wrong.” The spirit agreed with a giggle.

“If you want audience with me, all you need to do is not be a shit to me or my friends. I’d be glad to get to know more of your kind, not just the big shots.” Anastacia explained. “Wouldn’t hurt if you brought food along too.”

Without further questions, the spriggans dispersed into the forest to find something they thought to be edible by a necromancer while Anastacia continued walking towards the rock she could almost see between the trees already. As she reached the border between the forest and the clearing created by the grand tree, she saw that Acacia had left to do whatever it was that they did with their time and only Xamiliere was patiently waiting for her, sitting on the edge of the rock and swinging her feet in the water around it.

“Must’ve gone well if Sorbus isn’t with you.” The spriggan greeted her with a smirk.

“Dozens are dead, the sky is burning, the seas are boiling and I think we started another war.” Anastacia joked and hopped onto the rock.

Xamiliere sighed. “Oh well, can’t win them all.”

“I think they’ll get along well once that poor guy gets used to the idea of Sorbus being around.” Anastacia gave her honest thoughts on the successful mission.

“How nice, Sorbus does deserve a bit more than they have here.” Xamiliere said, surprisingly implying something positive about another spriggan. “So what do we do now?”

“I think I should have a longer chat with Ulmus about some stuff today, but it can wait.” The necromancer said, took her friend’s hand and laid down. “Did you have anything in mind?”

Xamiliere laid down as well and stared at the branches far above them. “Checking up on Ulmus is fine, I don’t think the curse is leaving my body at all on its own, so we might need to look into some other options – but that can wait as well. For now we could just sort of… wait and see what happens.”

“Anything specific you’re hoping for?” Anastacia asked awkwardly.

For once stern in her tone, Xamiliere anticipated the reason behind the question. “Don’t listen to Acacia. Forget whatever ‘advice’ they gave you. Nothing needs to happen.”

Anastacia couldn’t help but to feel like such a direct rebuttal lifted a weight off her shoulders, which surprised even herself. “Oh… Then I’m not sure anything will happen.”

Xamiliere reassuringly squeezed the necromancer’s hand a bit harder. “Then anything won’t happen. Peace and quiet is pretty nice too.”

“Maybe it is…” Anastacia agreed and breathed a bit more easily.

Both of them spent a while just thinking about their current situation in silence. Xamiliere dreaded the idea that the necromancer thought she had been brought into the grove just to be cornered by her, and would still feel the need to somehow reciprocate the feelings Xamiliere had always been vocal about even when told to not worry about it. Meanwhile Anastacia slowly arranged pieces of the things she had learned into concepts and realizations in her mind. Suddenly a lot of the things Emilia had told her about attraction and other related topics the classical Mournvalleyan education failed to mention made a lot more sense to her. Exposure therapy in the form of Sorbus’ body had added the last few missing pieces and fully explained some of her fixations – but none of it brought her any closer to figuring out what to do with Xamiliere. Obviously, she had found the innocent flirting in the past day exciting, but that could well have been just because it got a great reaction out of the spriggan and because she knew such things wouldn’t have been approved by those in Valor who felt responsible for her. The more mature streak the spriggan had revealed in the grove was interesting to witness as well, and for once being the more mischievous one of the two was refreshing – but for some reason that’s were everything ended for the time being. The more thought she put into it, the harder it was to let go of the spriggan as a dear friend.

“Hey, promise me something?” Anastacia eventually broke the silence.

Xamiliere turned to her friend. “Sure.”

“If I ever become a paranoid forest hermit, will you move into my remote hut to look after me too?” The necromancer asked completely seriously, thinking she might have had an above average chance of it happening.

            

    
        Chapter 264 - The slightest

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia stared at the hefty pile of fresh fruit she had suddenly received from the dozen or so spriggans, who had finally mustered the courage to come and meet her. Around half of the pile consisted of things like apples, pears and grapes, which the necromancer was familiar with, as well as various citrus fruits she thought were just different colored lemons based on the similar look and feel of their skin. The other half was made up of all sorts of strange fruits that rarely made it to Valor from across the world and which she had never seen nor was even sure were edible. She picked up a curious curved and elongated yellowish green one she found particularly suspicious and wondered if and how one would go about eating it while inspecting her new crowd.

The medley of crude, wooden human-like shapes that had gathered around the rock eagerly waited to see if their gifts were to the necromancer’s liking. Each of the spriggans had very clearly put in exactly the minimal amount of effort required for them to look like a person at a glance in a shady forest and not an ounce more. This resulted in some rather frightening renditions of the usual features mortals had. The number of fingers was wildly inconsistent, mouths were often entirely forgotten, an extra pair of arms here and there, feet were usually simply the ones they had in their usual forms, antlers and tails were common as well, but those were common among beastfolk as well, so it was hard to tell if the spirits had copied them or were just being lazy. Though this was all very interesting to Anastacia, Xamiliere wasn’t particularly happy that their moment of peace had been interrupted, nor was she at all comfortable being in the company of other spriggans in any case. Choosing to let the necromancer have her fun without souring the mood, she retreated from the rock to watch over the situation from atop one of the massive roots around it.

“Greetings, everyone.” Anastacia said in an official manner, still pretending to be a Mournvalleyan royal. “I thank all of you for the gifts you’ve brought. We didn’t bring much with us, so it is truly a great help for my stay here. Now then, is there something specific you wanted from me?”

While the other spriggans glanced at each other, trying to find out who should speak up, the one Anastacia recognized as the spirit she had spoken with in the forest stood forth. “Why is your pack still so small? You challenged Baccata of all things, and still the only ones in your circle are that weirdo Sorbus and… the other one. Surely you would want to show your authority by having more capable spirits around you?”

Anastacia didn’t really understand much of the loose hierarchy of the grove beyond just the age-old ‘might makes right’ they seemed to adhere to. If there were separate groups among the spirits, they were impossible to spot, as most of them simply seemed to be going about their own business – assuming they weren’t keeping an eye on her. “I’m not versed in how things work here, but I do not have a pack nor do I plan on forming one. Sorbus and Xamiliere are simply my friends and I do not think myself above them, and as a ruler I do not measure myself by the might of those in my service.” She gave an honest answer. “If someone wishes to question my authority, they’re quite free to come directly to me and see if I lack it.”

The spriggan seemed almost disappointed by the answer. “Oh… We would never question it, not after what you’ve already proved. It’s just that… Don’t you think you could do better than this?” They said. The word of Anastacia not taking it too well when her friends were spoken ill of must have spread, since the spirit didn’t specify what exactly they meant, but the quick glance towards Xamiliere made it clear enough.

The necromancer let out a haughty chuckle. “Do better how, exactly? There seems to be a misconception of why I am here in the first place. I didn’t come here to meet anyone, not to reaffirm any ancient pacts, get on anyone’s good side or to gain prestige among you. The sole reason I am here, is to make sure my friend receives the help she needs, and so far, there hasn’t been anything worth more than that here. So no, I highly doubt I could be doing better.” She had by now figured out that this would be the first thing that needed to be settled with every spriggan and was willing to give them a pass as long as that was the end of it.

Taken aback by being so directly told that everything their ancient grove offered, was at best a secondary attraction to the first mortal who had visited it in ages, the spirit fell quiet while the others around them had a wide range of reactions to the claim. Some didn’t particularly seem to care, while others appeared visibly insulted by the very idea that someone would value an exiled spriggan above their home.

One of the smaller spriggans of the group, barely taller than Anastacia and with a number of bird-like features addressed the others cheerily. “Don’t you see? All this means is that we have to become friends with her.”

“Pray tell, dear twig, how do we do that? None of us has spoken to a mortal in forever and the only reason we even stand each other is because we got tired of fighting after like two thousand years!” One of the more competently human-shaped spirits scoffed at the suggestion. “People don’t exactly share our interests, do they?”

“Surely we can come up with something. What do mortals like? Living in houses is a big one, I think? Clothes! She has some of those! Bet that’s a thing they talk about.” Another spirit joined the conversation from atop a root.

“Clothes sounds like a solid idea, what else do we have to go with?” The bird-like spriggan excitedly tried to collect topics. “What’s the most mortal thing you can think of?”

“Dying.” One of them pointed out.

The bird-like one paused to think for a moment. “Defining trait, I’ll give you that, but probably not something they chat about.”

“But she is a necromancer, shouldn’t that kind of be her thing?” One of the others pointed out. “Spitting in the face of gods by making use of death itself, probably like bones and stuff – necromancer things.”

As they weren’t able to come to a conclusion about whether or not death was a good topic to talk about when trying to become friends with a necromancer, they eventually turned to Anastacia to get an answer. She obviously shook her head to urge them to come up with something a bit better, but commended the effort nonetheless. Workshopping their ideas for a while longer, they eventually landed on a few topics and started to argue about who should be the one to try and befriend the necromancer first. This also took its fair share of time as all of the spirits were eager to be the one to represent them. Anastacia would have told them that they were overthinking the matter, but was far too fascinated by the roundabout way the spirits decided to go about their plan.

Eventually, through no measure comprehensible by mortals, a larger spriggan with cloven hooves for feet and a pair of thick, curved horns on the sides of their head was chosen as the most suitable one to make the first attempt. “Observe.” They self-assuredly stated and marched up to the necromancer waiting on the edge of the rock.

“Yes?” Anastacia innocently asked, waiting to see what the group had come up with.

The spriggan awkwardly stood still for a moment, pondering if they should be kneeling before the necromancer, she was both some kind of a mortal royalty after all, and above them in the pecking order now that she had dealt with spriggans much stronger than anyone in the group. “Greetings, necromancer. I have come to befriend you.” They said in an extremely unnatural manner.

“Okay… That’s usually not something you declare upfront, but sure, you have my attention.” The necromancer said, struggling to keep a straight face already. “What might be your name?”

“Salix, my name is Salix.” The spriggan said, almost amazed that the necromancer would care about their name.

“I see, I see.” Anastacia nodded. “And I believe you all came up with a topic we could discuss? If you still somehow landed on death, I’ll give you a moment to reconsider.”

Salix glanced back at the other spriggans for support before finally bringing up the topic they had chosen. “We were wondering what your favorite time of the day is?”

The necromancer couldn’t help but to be a bit surprised by the fairly sensible question. “That’s an interesting question, not really something most would ask out of the blue, but not bad either.” She said as the spirits congratulated themselves for not messing up. “Mornings are obviously the worst part – if you like waking up, there’s something wrong with you. Noon and afternoon are fairly good, but oftentimes go by while you’re doing something boring that you have to get done. Now, evenings though, big fan. Time for great food and fun, definitely a contender. Nights… Hmm… Nights are probably my favorite in the end. You can sleep, which is great, but nights are also prime time for shenanigans. There’s also something to say for just being outside at night. Sitting around a campfire, atop a city wall just watching over the whole thing, walking in the woods… It’s all very different at night.”

The spriggans weren’t entirely sure what they had expected, but such thorough answer silenced them for the moment.

“How about yours?” Anastacia asked, curious if there was a reason why this was the topic they had landed on.

“Mine?” Salix asked confusedly. “I’m not sure. Most of my lands thrive in light, so I guess noon is pretty good. That sort of thing doesn’t really mean much here, we just asked because you mortals value time so greatly.”

“With such a limited amount of, we kind of have to, don’t we?” The necromancer chuckled now that the conversation made more sense. Obviously, time would be the topic brought up by immortal beings when they first conversed with a mortal. As she waited for the spriggans to settle, she happened to look over to Xamiliere, who was visibly uncomfortable even after the conversation had moved on from her. Seeing her friend reminded Anastacia of the agreement to go and see Ulmus. “Ah…”

Seeing the necromancer get up from the rock made the spriggans worried. “Where are you going?” Salix asked and stepped closer.

“I’m sorry, it’s rude of me to interrupt this so soon, but I have a prior engagement with Xamiliere and Ulmus which I should really get to. We can continue talking once I return, so you all can come up with something to talk about while I’m gone.” Anastacia reassured the spirits and stretched her back. Suddenly she felt a tight grasp around her arm.

“But we don’t want you to go.” Salix stated and clenched their fingers around the necromancer’s arm before realizing what they were doing, or rather, who they were doing it to and hurriedly letting go.

“I’ll be back, you don’t have to be so worried.” Anastacia said, slightly weirded out by the almost panicked reaction she had caused but hiding it with a smile.

The spriggan retreated closer to their group and almost seemed to shrink in size. “Are we at least friends now?” They asked.

Anastacia shrugged. “Perhaps not quite yet, but you’ve done well so far.” She said, which was enough to cause the whole group to celebrate and gave her the chance to slip a bit further away and behind some roots in the direction Ulmus had resided in when they first met.

Xamiliere, who had been keeping an eye on the situation since she wasn’t about to trust any of the other spirits, hopped down from her perch and joined Anastacia after making sure they weren’t being followed by the group. “Everything alright?” She asked, seeing the necromancer absentmindedly rub the arm that had been grabbed.

“Hm? Oh! Yeah.” Anastacia nodded after realizing what she was doing. “They just didn’t have the smoothest of barks.”

Xamiliere inspected the spot that was mostly just reddish from being rubbed. “You’re being too kind to them.” She stated rather coldly.

“I’m just being normal.” Said the necromancer. “And I get the feeling I’m the first one here to do that for them.”

“You might be.” Xamiliere sighed as they continued heading towards Ulmus’ nook of the grove. “They’re among the slightest of the spirits, only a step above the wisps of magic that occupy normal trees at times, just enough to gain consciousness. Being weak doesn’t exactly bode well for you here, so safety in numbers is what they usually go for – or latch on to someone stronger.”

“So they’re trying to latch onto me then?” Asked Anastacia, now understanding the way the spirits acted a bit better.

“Probably, they can see your soul and flock to it like moths, that’s why I said you’re being too nice to them. The more dependent on you they get, the harder it’ll hit them when we leave.” The spriggan explained, fully expecting her warnings to go entirely unheeded. “They don’t need rescuing either. They’re a part of the grove just the same as everyone else and take care of more arid places within their capabilities, and they are still very much spriggans, so you need to be careful around them too.”

Anastacia certainly wasn’t impressed with the more powerful spirits in the grove, most of whom seemed to be assholes at best, so she was curious to see what the lesser ones were really like. It wouldn’t have been the first time she found a place among the ones others paid no attention to. As far as she could tell, they seemed harmless anyway, and if there was some sense of safety she could briefly bestow on them, it wouldn’t take much for her to agree to it.

As per usual, Ulmus was resting atop their rock when they arrived to the nook between roots. They welcomed the pair with the usual exhausted glare which must have been a result of thousands of years of others only really coming to them when there was a problem. The moss had already started to settle around their large wooden body despite it only having been less than a day since Ulmus had last moved. Though they seemed less than ecstatic at first, seeing the necromancer caused the energy within them to visibly churn more brightly and the aged branches of their body to crack and rustle as their body refined their shape to be more presentable.

“Have you come for our chat, necromancer?” The elk asked, ignoring Xamiliere.

Anastacia once more took a more commanding pose by the rock and spoke in a more regal manner. “I have indeed, though with a demand first: my friend’s problem is to be addressed first.”

“Yeah, sure, let’s get this over and done with.” Ulmus immediately folded, no doubt knowing that there was no way around it and the faster they agreed the faster they could get to the part of the interaction they cared about. “The divine curse still lingers in you, hous- Xamiliere?” They asked, having to pause for a moment to remember what Xamiliere’s name was.

“It does. Not really even showing signs of relenting as far as I can tell.” Xamiliere explained, about as happy to have the conversation as Ulmus was, but knowing it needed to be had all the same.

Not surprised but without an answer ready, Ulmus pondered the case for a bit without saying anything as the spriggans annoyedly stared at each other. “It is certainly not your typical curse then, either we’ve underestimated the heft of this god or it was made hard to remove on purpose – possibly both. The deities tend to think their actions as absolute anyway, so it is already weird for one to specifically make sure it couldn’t be removed with arcane means, and much stranger that it even resists the primordial ways of the grove as well… Are you certain there is no other purpose to it than your weightlessness?”

“I’ve lived with it for months, I’d know if it did anything else, trust me.” Xamiliere claimed, frustrated that the work she had put into removing the curse was being questioned when it had consumed much of her recent life.

“Well, worry not, the methods we possess predate the meager powers used to twist your being, and we have yet to even begin going through them in earnest.” The elk proudly proclaimed, their distaste for gods far outweighing the one for Xamiliere. “Taking into account that most of us want you gone as soon as possible, and that you want to be gone as soon as possible, I would at least consider grafting yourself back into the grove. Otherwise, you’re going to be here for years at the very least.”

The energy inside Xamiliere wavered. “Is there really no other way?”

Ulmus tilted their head. “Plenty of ways, none that you’d like and even less you’d take. I don’t see you wanting to stay here, much less apart from the necromancer for the time it would take to fully recover your spirit through less intrusive means.”

“What’s this grafting you mentioned?” Anastacia poked her nose into the conversation.

“It is to temporarily let go of yourself and join back into the grove itself, from which we first sprouted. Since we were separated from its great spirit for a reason, it won’t allow for us to stay there for more than a moment, but in that moment all that is wrong with you is scorched away by the sheer might within the grove and you are returned to what the balance meant you to be. Pesky curses by the divine stand no chance of surviving its scrutiny. It is quick, it is foolproof and it is your best option.” Ulmus explained the process in a way which was still very much a simplification of a process that involved meddling with powers that had existed from the beginning of time and were understood by none.

“If it’s fast and foolproof, why didn’t we just start with it?” The necromancer puzzled, though she saw that her friend wasn’t having an easy time with the decision, so there must have been a good reason.

“I could venture a guess.” Ulmus said, sounding almost delighted by the trouble it gave to Xamiliere. “The process itself is safe, but depending on the whims of things we are never meant to understand, it may come at a cost from memories that cause one to detract from the will of the balance. This is not common however and not enough to alter one’s personality, but what worries your friend is what exactly would it mean to be returned to a state balance meant for them. The greater spirit could well deem that these… peculiarities Xamiliere has are onset by an outside force, and remove them from their being – if this is not who they truly are.”

Anastacia frowned. “What a pointless thing to worry about! Obviously this is who she is.”

“Perhaps, perhaps not. Mortal souls are malleable and made to change over time, to a point where it would be strange for someone to remain the same for even a few years – but this is not the case for us. Each of us was made with a purpose and with a spirit fit for that purpose, nothing more, nothing less.” Ulmus continued. “I am not in a position to claim this is not what Xamiliere was always meant to be, or that it is entirely impossible for us to change while still staying true to our purpose. I would even consider it more likely that, despite everything, they are still on the path set out for them – but all I can offer you there is my theories on things no one will ever understand. So… have you decided, Xamiliere? Should you go through with it, I will gladly aid you to feed my own curiosity.”

Xamiliere stared at the ground before her and agonized over her options. “I… I don’t know. I need to think about it, okay?”

With the first hint of compassion in their voice, Ulmus spoke softly. “Gather your thoughts freely, time is not of essence.”

Xamiliere slowly sat down by the rock as the green light within her faded even further. When Anastacia reached out to her in the hopes of offering some comfort, the spriggan gave her a pained smile. “I’m fine, really. Go ahead and have your talk, I’m not going anywhere – I just need to think this through.”

Recognizing that if she needed to say anything, Xamiliere would ask for her input, Anastacia remained silent. She sat down by her friend and leaned against her shoulder in a position where she could just barely see Ulmus’ face over the edge of the rock. Squeezing Xamiliere’s hand even though it didn’t squeeze hers back, she organized her thoughts about the matter of the crowns she had been told to ask Ulmus about.

“While talking with Acacia about this violet sect problem we’re dealing with, it started to look like we might need to get our hands on a crown that could be used to coronate a white necromancer. They suggested that you might know what happened to them. I’ve certainly never heard them being in Mournvalley’s possession.” She finally asked, uncomfortably peering over the edge of the rock.

The elk spent a while recalling ancient memories they hadn’t needed to even think about for thousands of years, much less to recite them in an useful way or gather relevant parts of them. Yet, as suggested, they were the one to ask such things from. “Hrm… Yes, the crowns of Mournvalley, of the finest muse-make and utterly cursed. I recall what little part they had in your history.”

“Great! How do I get one?” The necromancer asked, hoping it was as easy as crawling into some old dungeon to fetch it.

“The Crown of Ivory, never worn, broken by Sir Alabaster after learning of their cursed nature and the death of the other white one. What remained of it is surely dust by now.” Ulmus recalled. “The other one, Crown of Alabaster, made for the king himself… After serving its purpose in forever cursing the souls of the two white ones, he kept wearing it during the wars that followed, in which he brought down and defeated many of the deities who had taken part in the scheme – maybe so that they would know that it was they themselves who caused their fall. Afterwards, I believe I heard a tale of him willingly passing it in to the care of a renegade deity after being promised that it would be used to once more bring together the souls of the two white ones when time warranted such a drastic act.”

“So you’re saying one of them is gone and the other one is literally not in this plane of existence? Any chance you happen to know which temple I need to go and convince a literal god to give it over?” Anastacia groaned over the increasingly unlikely success of this particular plan for fighting the sect.

“Unfortunately, I do not. Receiving news from Mournvalley after the death of Sir Alabaster wasn’t exactly common. I can’t even promise anyone besides he himself knows.” The elk shook their head and smirked at the slowly cracking noble guise of the necromancer.

“Okay. So fuck this plan then, I guess!” Anastacia exclaimed.

“I wouldn’t throw it out so easily.” Ulmus almost laughed. “Sir Alabaster may have broken the crown meant for his beloved, but things of muse-make are not that easily destroyed. For you see, though they usually force mortal masters to create their crafts, things made by the beasts themselves are woven into the threads of fate and, to a degree, doomed to exist forever. Recreating a suitable frame for it will usher the item itself back into this world, though it might still prove challenging. There might not be many of the beasts left in the world and one needs to be involved in its creation. I know you’ve survived a meeting with one before, but convincing them to-“

“Yeah, okay, I can do that.” Anastacia said nonchalantly. She figured she had at least a decent chance to get Armaata take up such a challenge if she worded the request carefully. At the very least it seemed like a better plan than going through a list of gods and trying to find the other crown.

Ulmus was baffled by the confidence the necromancer had for something that seemed unthinkable even to someone like a reasonably powerful spriggan. “Excuse me?” They asked and leaned a bit closer.

“We have one of those back home. We kind of let her have a dwarf so now she lives across the street from me. She’s actually working on something for a friend of mine at the moment, but once that’s done, it should be easy enough to have her work on a crown.” Anastacia explained the situation in Valor.

Seeking signs of lying or false confidence from the necromancer, but failing to find any, Ulmus let out a nervous chuckle. “Every time with these necromancers… I swear…” They muttered to themselves and contemplated the absolute nightmare that was the idea of having a muse willingly work with a necromancer of all things.

Meanwhile Anastacia had realized something she didn’t like the sound of. “Wait, you said the crowns are cursed. How cursed exactly?”

“The Crown of Alabaster cursed his soul so that anyone with it would lose all that meant anything to them in this world, and indirectly caused the death of the other white one to make him the only one left. Of the other one, no one knows, since it was never worn. Spells cast by a muse are no lesser to fate itself, so the souls continue to carry Alabaster’s curse to this day. I would also expect them to protest being worn by anyone but their rightful owners.” Ulmus theorized after forcing themselves to get over the whole muse matter they had learned about. “You, though mostly the inheritor of Ivory’s soul, do have some shards of Sir Alabaster burning within you, so I doubt either of the crowns would mind being seated on your locks.”

Processing what she had learned took a moment for Anastacia, but when it was done, she came to a rather daunting conclusion. “So what you’re saying is that I died because some asshole out there has Alabaster’s cursed soul in them?”

“I can not state it as a fact, but that is the part you’ve been given in this grand play of ours – the ramifications of you not staying dead are beyond my scope though, but no doubt someone’s plans are ruined for it.” The elk nodded and clearly found some level of glee out of the idea. “But that is not the part I would worry about. If I were you, I would be much more concerned about the fact that somewhere out there is your other half, and I can almost guarantee you that they are not having a good time, if the fates have decided that it is time for Alabaster’s curse to play out once more.”
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                Unable to decide if she should go through with the risky grafting method of attempting to remove her curse, Xamiliere kept bargaining and searching for any kind of an alternative from the array of methods Ulmus thought might solve her problem whenever there was a lapse in the conversation. However, the ways of the immortals rarely put much value on the time it took to get anything done, and anything that had a fair chance of working would require her to stay in the grove for more than a year – sometimes several years or even more. Not only did Xamiliere not have even the slightest desire to stay for a second longer than was absolutely necessary, being away from her friends for a year or more was out of the question. Perhaps she had a fair reason to be wary, as a year was a long time for an adventurer and a lot could have happened in her absence, or perhaps she had become slightly overly cautious about the briefness of mortal lives now that Acacia had brought up the matter. No amount of finagling seemed to expand the number of viable options from two: the risky grafting method or simply staying cursed for the time being. Though at first the idea of staying cursed seemed the lesser of two evils, the idea of spending even a week more entirely confined within the inn was a miserable thought now that she had gotten the chance to live normally in the grove. Once the winter subsided and nature would once more begin to bloom as well, the misery would only grow tenfold as she would be missing out on more and more quests and adventures with her friends. On top of that, in her current state she was absolutely useless when it came to Anastacia’s grudges with the violet sect. The necromancer seemed to be set on steering herself into a direct conflict with the sect, and not being able to be there for her when the time came was the maybe the foremost reason Xamiliere couldn’t immediately decline the grafting method as an option.

“In many ways, though you pale in power against the necromancers of yore, I think you and your counterpart are the more dangerous ones.” Ulmus pondered to fill a moment of silence when their conversation with Anastacia had ended. “Sir Alabaster lacked any resemblance of warmth or humanity within him, and even the singular soft spot he possessed for the other one was largely because he admired the sheer power that could well overtake his own. I suspect much of his eventual anger was over the great deeds that would go undone without Ivory, at least as much as love. Ivory, on the other hand, could barely muster the spite even to defend himself. Trough the cheery façade, you could see the weight of each and every life he took on his shoulders, and once he took it upon himself to feel remorse for Alabaster’s actions as well, a curse from a muse was barely needed.”

Anastacia frowned. “What? How does that make me any more dangerous than a literal psychopath who was even more powerful than me? I’m more or less sane for a necromancer too.”

“Alabaster’s cold and calculated rage was efficient for taking down his enemies, all he had to do was to turn the cruel efficiency that build his empire towards the task of felling the gods. It worked well up to a point, until age and the sheer might of his opponents halted his progress. Doomed to an unwinnable position, he accepted his loss because there were no other options, there was nothing left to drive him onwards, no motivation to face the bitter end.” Ulmus explained their theory. “You, however, are different. Possessing most of the mellowness and passion for life Ivory once had, no doubt it makes you much less likely to begin conquering. Yet, deep within you smolder the embers of Alabaster’s capabilities. Should the world find a way to break you, they will set aflame the rest of your soul and creates a fire that can not be put out as it feeds entirely on your feelings and cares not for the realities of the situation. Should things go south, maybe you’ll be the one to break the quiet of this world?”

The necromancer scoffed at the idea. “Let’s agree to disagree on that. Go find the other one if you want someone to stir trouble for you.”

“I want no such things, quiet suits my pace perfectly – but the fact that there’s a missing white one concerns me.” Ulmus said in a tired tone that suggested they were done talking for the day. “Just as you posses a spark of cruelty, they posses a spark of mercy and self-reflection. Acting with cold and unfeeling efficiency would no doubt land them a lofty place in life, but as the silence settles, the latent parts of their soul will rise up to the surface. Hard to say what such a change would cause, but it is safe to assume they will stare at their past actions in horror, regret the horrible things that made perfect sense in the moment. I would say that they’ve probably torn themselves apart from guilt, but that seems like an unlikely end to a white one.”

“So, is it possible that this other white one is just dead? I have a hard time believing someone like that could hide from other necromancers.” Anastacia asked. The exact vastness of the network of spies and scouts in Mournvalley’s command was unknown to her, but the swift discovery of any and all necromancers had always been a top priority for them, so she found it hard to believe someone anywhere near to her might could slip by them unnoticed.

Ulmus pondered the possibility for a while. “It’s not impossible, I suppose. You were supposed to die after all, and it’s impossible to tell if that was changed by design or a rogue deity enacting their own plans within plans. So maybe another such occurrence ended the other white one prematurely? However, it is not something I would rely on at all. I suspect that we will know soon enough…”

Anastacia wasn’t at all a fan of the ominous comment at the end, and had heard her fill of ancient knowledge for the day. Though she would have liked to know if there was a chance that the plan was just to let her live her life normally without getting tangled in some convoluted divine mess, she figured that it was better to let that thought live on in her hopes and dreams, than to have it be crushed by a mocking laugh from the elk. So instead, she stood up and offered her hand to Xamiliere to help her up as well. “I see. Thank you for your help today, but I think both Xamiliere and I have things to think about, so we will just return you to your peace for now.”

Xamiliere understood the cue to leave and stood up as well. “Yes, I’ll let you know when I’ve decided what to do.” She said, glancing in Ulmus’ direction and slowly staggering back into the direction they had come from.

“You’re quite welcome. You know where to find me, should you need to.” Ulmus sighed and resumed their rest with a tired chuckle as Anastacia hurried to follow her friend.

Though she couldn’t feel the usual signs of distress in her wooden friend, it didn’t take a necromancer to tell that Xamiliere was no closer to making a decision than she had been initially, and still had a lot on her mind. The spriggan slowly stumbled forwards in a distracted stupor and barely paid enough attention to her surroundings to avoid tripping on some of the smaller roots surfacing among the grass. Anastacia had hoped that getting away from Ulmus and having some privacy would make her friend open up, but that didn’t seem to be happening on its own. Eager to help as much as she could, or at least listen to the spriggan’s concerns, Anastacia decided to force the issue slightly. Before they were within earshot of their home rock, she stepped in front of Xamiliere and gently bumped into her, forgetting that her friend had weight now and a slight push didn’t send her across the room anymore, only resulting in her awkwardly hanging on to the spriggan to avoid getting knocked over herself.

Xamiliere grabbed onto the necromancer’s arm to let her balance herself. “What are you doing?” She asked, successfully distracted from her thoughts regardless.

The necromancer pulled herself closer and spoke in a hushed tone to be sure they weren’t needlessly overheard and interrupted. “I was wondering if you wanted to talk a bit before we go back to the others… about the grafting thing, I mean.”

The spriggan’s expression further darkened. “Did I make you worry? Sorry, I didn’t mean to.” She said and forced out a pained smile. “I just need a moment to figure things out. You can go ahead and mingle with the others; I’d honestly rather not be there anyway.”

Anastacia shook her head. “You’re not going to get rid of me so easily. Even I can tell this is troubling you more than you want to let on, so I’d rather be right here, just in case you need help.” She said, pressing her forehead against the spriggan’s wooden chest.

The winding path between the roots already hid them fairly well from the few spirits who had yet to approach Anastacia and still kept watch from afar. To be extra safe, they found themselves a nearby nook, barely big enough for Xamiliere to sit down and let the necromancer rest her head on her lap gave them some additional privacy as they stopped to work through the decision – or at least begin to do so.

Stopping gave Anastacia a chance to get a better look at her friend. In a matter of minutes, many of the fresh leaves that had sprouted on Xamiliere during her stay in the grove had begun to wither and die as the ancient energy swirling around in her was entirely distracted by her thoughts and only supported the workings of her body that were absolutely needed. Occasional touch or smile from the necromancer brought some vibrant green shades back for a moment – but only for a moment.

It was hard to tell if Anastacia had lost her sense of time because she was bad at tracking it, or if the timelessness of the grove was slowly affecting her, but after what could have been only a couple of minutes or a couple of hours as far as she could tell, she finally spoke up out of frustration. “I don’t mean to interrupt your thinking, but I am here if you want to just voice out your thoughts. Not sure I can help much since I don’t really understand the whole thing, but sometimes it helps me to just say things out loud instead of trying to keep everything in my head…”

Xamiliere took the necromancer’s hand and squeezed it gently. “You’re already helping just by being there.” She said and smiled, at least seemingly genuinely. Yet the green light in her eyes remained dim at best. “I know I should just do it and there’s no other way around it… but…”

“Ulmus did say that there were slower ways to do it. Why not just take one of those if you don’t like the grafting thing?” Anastacia asked while fiddling around with the spriggan’s fingers to occupy her own hands.

“I absolutely will not even consider that.” Xamiliere gave a stern response. “Once you’ve lived for a long enough time, all you’ll really have left is the present. You don’t forget, but it becomes harder and harder to tell decades apart, then centuries and so on… There are people whom I’ve been very fond of, whose entire lives feel like they lasted for less time than the bottle of mead I had a couple of days ago. I’m not risking a second of this present I have and I for sure won’t miss out on year or more of it. Not to mention I would never be able to forgive myself if you or anyone else I could have helped got hurt while I was wasting time here. It’s already hard enough to let the guys go on quests alone.”

Anastacia paused for a moment to think about what it would be like to be to have lived for such a long time. “I guess that makes sense, but none of us are that fragile. Maximillian and Dammar can handle themselves just fine and I’m not a pushover either.”

“You’ve already died once in the time we’ve known each other.” The spriggan fairly pointed out.

“That doesn’t count! Not only was it apparently fated, which is bullshit by the way, it didn’t even stick.” Protested the necromancer.

They fell silent for a while again as Xamiliere continued trying to convince herself to go through with the grafting. Meanwhile Anastacia had realized something her friend, who often didn’t talk about her past, had said. Knowing it was both rude to ask and not at all the right moment for it, she bit her tongue and restrained herself for as long as she could.

“So when you say ‘people you’ve been very fond of’…” She finally blurted out when both the curiosity and jealousy burned through her restraint.

Xamiliere was somewhat surprised to hear the question. Not only had she not really intended to reveal as much about her past in the first place, the fact that it bothered the necromancer so much made her a very tiny bit more hopeful. “Anna… I’ve lived with people for hundreds of years and have normal, functional feelings, obviously things happen. I can’t really claim that I’ve been in love before, if that’s what you’re worried about, but you know, things happen. The first couple of centuries out there were pretty wild, but I really think I’ve become more mature and calmed down ever since I settled in Valor.”

“This has been the ‘mature’ versions of you?!” Anastacia raised her voice in astonishment but caught herself doing so before it gathered any attention. “Do I need to remind you that we spent almost an entire week trying to convince Yulia that the meat cellar was haunted less than three months ago? Rosie literally called both of us ‘juvenile assholes’.”

Xamiliere chuckled and at least seemed to cheer up slightly. “I think it takes a mature mind to put that much focus, time and effort into a project.”

“If you say so.” The necromancer muttered. “What did you do before becoming an adventurer anyway?”

“After leaving this rancid place, I guarded a little hamlet for a while, some minor banditry here and there, a brief stint as a detective’s assistant before he was assassinated, some beast wrangling for a circus, personal assistant for an heiress, outlaw for unrelated reasons, a lifetime as a land-eel farmer, scam artist… and a few things you don’t need to know about – actually, a lot of things you don’t need to know about.” The spriggan reminisced about the several lifetimes worth of life she had spent among mortals. Based on her expression, she remembered most of it fondly even if a lot of it seemed questionable. “Being an adventurer has been by far my favorite though, and I’ve been one far longer than anything else and don’t intend to quit any time soon… Though that might not be up to me.”

“You think that whole grafting thing might change that?” Anastacia asked, half-accidentally bringing the conversation back to the matter it was supposed to be about.

Xamiliere nodded. “You heard what Ulmus said. Each spriggan once sprouted for a purpose, and there’s no way to be sure that this is mine. The more I think about it, the more unlikely it feels. Thinking that my purpose would be to abandon what I sprouted as, create this new identity of mine and leave this place. What sense does that make? The more I think about it, the more fake this all feels. I am a nature spirit, why the fuck would my purpose be anything besides looking after nature?” She lamented her eternal existence and the burden that supposedly came with it.

Anastacia remained less than convinced by her friend’s suspicions. The entire concept of having a strict purpose for one’s life went against her thinking and she found it a bit irritating that the spriggans were so quick to accept it. “I’m sorry, but that’s dumb. I know it’s probably rude and naïve of me to say, but I don’t for a second believe that you could be anyone else besides yourself.” She stated and reached up to squeeze the spriggan’s head by her cheeks. “I think you’re looking at this whole thing wrong. The fact is that this is what you are now, which means that either this is what you were always meant to be, or that whoever is deciding this whole purpose thing is so incompetent that you managed to slip past their fingers once already – and then it’s just a matter of doing it again.”

Hearing her troubles get simplified to such an amusing phrase did for a moment brighten her mood and brought back some of her energy, but ultimately, Xamiliere knew that it was an unfittingly mortal view of a situation the necromancer had no chance of grasping, nor could it even really be explained in terms a mortal could fully comprehend. Such things as fate and purpose held a much firmer grasp on beings ushered into the world in its first moments, doubly so on the ones that were still around. Adorable as she may have thought it to be, Xamiliere had her doubts that such finagled conclusions applied to the great spirit of the grove. “If only it was up to you…” She sighed and brushed the necromancer’s hair with her fingers, taking out a small piece of moss and a clover leaf that had stuck on to it at some point.

“Well, it could be.” The necromancer nonchalantly said without a hint of jest on her face.

Xamiliere chuckled nervously, expecting something along the lines of burning down the grove if things went awry. “I’m going to regret asking this but… could be?”

Anastacia clumsily stumbled up and did the bare minimum to straighten her vest and sort her messy hair before speaking up. “I am a white one, am I not? Is that not relevant enough fate wise in these parts? Do I not have some weight to throw around when it comes to matters like that?”

“What are you saying?” The spriggan worriedly asked.

Clearing her throat first for the added effect to her declaration. “Hereby, not as Anastacia, but as Brume the White, extend this offer to you, fair spirit. Should you go through with grafting to relieve yourself of the curse, I pledge to use any and all means in my possession to drag whatever becomes of you back to Valor and entrap you there until you come to see things as you see them now. Should your fates and purposes choose to challenge me on this, I will sooner see this grove burnt to ashes than go back on my word.” She grandly stated, addressing the grove as a whole just as much as her friend and offered her hand to Xamiliere as a way to seal the deal.

Alarmed that someone might have heard them and as if terrified of some grander punishment over such a threat, Xamiliere hid further into the nook. “What the fuck are you doing?” She whispered, warily keeping an eye on their surroundings.

Anastacia moved her hand closer. “Apparently my continuing existence is a kick in the dick for fate, so might as well keep on kicking and make it hurt.” She grinned with complete disregard to whatever celestial wills supposedly dictated the way of things. “Say yes now and I will refuse to leave you behind, no matter what you say afterwards. Realistically, I might need Sorbus to help me get some stuff first, but I will take you back to Valor and with time, you’ll see things the way you do now. It happened once and it will happen again – though I still find it stupid that you think anything will change.”

The confused spriggan couldn’t immediately respond to the sheer audacity of making such a direct threat towards the grove itself while hiding between the roots of the great tree. Yet, she couldn’t deny the reasoning behind it. For better or for worse, any white one would be a relevant factor in matters of fate as the nature spirits understood it, and the threat was unlikely to go unheard by the presumably omnipresent forces of the world that made it spin as it did. Obviously, this led to the concern that accepting the offer would place the necromancer into the crosshairs of something she failed to even consider, but she was not incorrect about her current situation as a rogue agent in the world, which brought into question if the fates were even able to strike back in the sense the spriggans generally thought they could. It was quite a philosophical conundrum Anastacia had forced on her friend without thinking.

“Don’t think about it too much. If I hit my head and suddenly said that it’s my purpose to go back to Mournvalley and be The Anchor like I was supposed to, would you not do exactly what I’m suggesting?” Anastacia asked.

“I would get you back in a heartbeat!” Xamiliere answered without hesitation.

“Well?” The necromancer kept moving her hand closer until Xamiliere suddenly grasped it and pulled her into a tight embrace, holding her there for a long while without saying anything. “You don’t need to decide what you’ll do now, but know that no matter what you choose, I’m not leaving you here.”

Still refusing to let go, Xamiliere held the necromancer against herself as the green energy once more flowed out of the deeper parts of her wooden body, wrapping around both of them for a moment before slowly flowing back into the spriggan to begin working on revitalizing her body. More fresh leaves appeared where they had earlier withered away from and the small signs of wear and tear that usually fixed themselves but had now been neglected began mending. It wouldn’t be the end of Xamiliere’s worries over the matter, but the feeling of security and ever-growing adoration towards the necromancer allowed her to clear her thoughts and approach it without the fear that had paralyzed her earlier – maybe she even felt a tiny bit hopeful.

Though she was far from having had her fill of closeness, Xamiliere finally released her almost crushing hold on Anastacia when she realized it might have been uncomfortable. “You should go meet those fans of yours, before they come looking.” She said as an excuse to get a moment to recollect her thoughts.

Anastacia wouldn’t have minded being held for a while longer but it did start to feel a bit too intimate when the moment started to pass. She awkwardly stood up and looked around while searching for words. “Are… are you sure you’re fine? I could… You know… wait around for a while still – if you need me to!” Was the stuttered phrase she managed to gather while slowly turning red over the closeness that felt somewhat different from before.

“I’m fine now, thanks. Still have a bit to think about, so you can just go and I’ll find a spot nearby.” The spriggan smiled as Anastacia hesitantly started heading back towards the rock. “Just go already!” She laughed after the necromancer disappeared behind a turn in the path, only to peek back at her friend a moment later to make sure she was actually fine.

            

    
        Chapter 266 - Botanical betrayal

    
    
    
    
                Much of Anastacia’s day was spent roaming around the grove as the group of spriggans who had latched on to her showed her around. All of them seemed to have small nest-like hidey-holes spread out a bit further away from the grove itself, where they could mind their own business without being bothered by the stronger spirits for one reason or another. Though the nests themselves were nothing more than patches without undergrowth or worn spots in the moss that covered much of the ground, the spriggans were still very keen on showing them to the necromancer, and genuinely interested in the lives of the spirits in the grove, Anastacia was glad to be shown them. Each and every one of them also possessed a collection they wished to present their guest. Neat rocks, seeds and saplings they had gathered to one day move into the patches of land they looked over in the outside world, a few items someone must have lost or discarded while going through the spirits’ domains, bits that seemed to be either from simulacra or some other aureun constructs, nuggets of impure metal and a few things the necromancer couldn’t even recognize. Some of the spirits had even scavenged pieces of the quicksilvery armor from the unsuccessful incursion The Violet Sect had staged into the grove. As far as Anastacia could tell, they didn’t give off any kind of ominous feeling and it was probably safe to let the spriggans keep their prizes.

Having a hoard of her own both in her room and strapped onto her crown, Anastacia felt immediate comradery with these scavenging spirits, and was more than happy to help them identify the few pieces of their collection which had originated from the civilized places in the outside world. Most of it wasn’t worth keeping by any stretch of the imagination, but they were exotic and unique to the spirits who seemed to hold them dear – and to be fair, they were in possession of the only forks, horseshoes and nails in the grove.

After the nests, Anastacia asked the spirits to show their favorite plants from around the grove, which eventually turned into a search of a particular plant the necromancer had only seen drawings of when she realized that there was an opportunity to fulfil a dream of hers. Of course, the spriggans didn’t know it know it by its mortal name, but she was able to give a fairly good description of it based on what she had read. She described it as a relatively small tree or a bush with large leaves and tight clusters of sizeable red and green berries growing along the branches. After a few misses that nonetheless fit the description, they finally arrived to a cluster of tall bushes and small trees, one of which was exactly what they were looking for.

In awe, Anastacia stumbled across the few last meters of the mossy undergrowth to get a better look, but upon reaching the tree, she couldn’t help but to be disappointed, or at least puzzled. “That’s weird. This is definitely a coffee plant, but it doesn’t smell of coffee at all…” She muttered and sniffed a few more clusters to be sure.

“What’s ‘coffee’?” One of the spriggans, by the name of Serrula asked.

The necromancer took a moment to consider how exactly word the wonders of coffee to someone wholly unaware of them. “Coffee is a wondrous beverage. It’s morning dew after a misty night in the first days of summer that is turning into autumn, it’s liquid sunrise, it’s a comforting pat on the shoulder, it’s a hug from someone you love… It’s the drink equivalent of what I assume it feels like to have your head between a pair of smooth wooden-“ She stopped in the middle of the runaway sentence with her hands on her cheeks. “What’s going on with me?...”

A lengthy awkward silence ensued before the spriggan spoke up again. “Sounds nice, but what does that have to do with this matara?”

“Matara?” Anastacia frowned.

“It’s the plant’s name – or what we call it at least. There’s no sound for what it calls itself, since… you know, it’s a plant.” The spirit explained.

“Huh… “ The necromancer glanced at the coffee plant and decided to not get into a conversation about the level of sentience plants had and implications thereof. “Well, somehow you’re supposed to get beans out of it, roast them just right, ground them into bits, put them into hot water and that’s how you make coffee.”

“Sounds like an awfully complicated way to get a drink. Can you not just drink the water?” The spriggan confusedly asked.

“We can, but that doesn’t have the whole thing with the sunrise and shoulder pat thing I talked about. That comes from the beans, which are in this plant somewhere.” Anastacia reiterated and continued inspecting the plant, thinking that maybe the beans grew in is roots since there were no bean pods anywhere else. Unfortunately, the only books on the subject she had gotten her hands on had nothing but nice images and some barebones botanical information without going into the subject of harvesting beans from it.

Another spriggan stood forth from the group to voice their question. “What’s a ‘shoulder pat’?”

Anastacia stopped. “Asimina, was it?” She tried to remember the spirit’s name. “Do you seriously not know what that is?”

“I know what a shoulder is and what a pat is, but I don’t have shoulders most of the time so how should I know what that means?” The spirit explained, trying to hide the excitement over the necromancer remembering their name.

The necromancer beckoned Asimina closer and put her hands on the spriggan’s shoulders. “So, is there anything you’ve done recently that you’re proud of?” She asked and stared into the slightly misaligned eyes of the spirit.

“I guess I’m pretty proud of this one flowerbed I managed to grow in a bit of tundra I look after. Usually, you only see one or two flowers out there but my spot has over thirteen in this one little cluster. If no one eats them, that place will have hundreds of them in a few summers!” The spriggan gave an answer without having to even think about it.

Anastacia didn’t really know if the feat was particularly impressive, but she did see a few of the other spirits share surprised whispers, so it must have been more difficult than it sounded. However, whether or not it was remarkable wasn’t the point, all that really mattered was that Asimina was proud of it and that the necromancer congratulated them on it since the spirits did see her as some kind of an authority figure. “That’s amazing, I bet you worked hard on it!” She gave a fairly boilerplate response to it and a couple of swift pats on the spriggan’s wooden shoulder.

For a good while, no one said anything and Asimina simply stared at their shoulder in silence. The silence continued for a long enough time for the necromancer to start thinking their demonstration had been for naught and that the spriggans simply didn’t understand the point of an encouraging pat on the shoulder.

“H… how is it?” The slightly bird-like spriggan, named Adansonia, asked quietly.

“Pretty great so far. Honestly, I was expecting there to be more impact to it, but then again, the necromancer is very small.” Asimina reported matter-of-factly. “Not sure how, but it’s making me want to work even harder.”

Naturally, things only escalated from there, and the next half an hour was spent patting each and every one of the spriggans on the shoulder one by one. The reactions it received varied from the fairly deadpan appreciation of Asimina to a couple of the spirits almost losing control of their unfamiliar shapes over sheer delight. Though the act was unanimously decided to be pleasant, a consensus was made that the necromancer should have put more strength behind it. In the end, the whole thing made Anastacia wonder if the spriggans had ever been praised for the effort they put into obeying their supposed purpose, or if it was simply viewed as a duty that deserved no praise – but then again, she wasn’t sure who there was to praise them. Greater spriggans like Acacia and Ulmus didn’t seem to be handing out any orders or even organizing anything, so maybe giving feedback wasn’t a part of their purpose either.

With the errant round of shoulder patting completed, they could finally return to the matter of the coffee plant. Not having a shovel to allow her to inspect the roots, Anastacia turned her attention to the fruits growing along the branches, which definitely weren’t beans and didn’t even resemble the ones Rosie had in her kitchen.

“Does the plant mind if I take some of these fruits, or a branch as a keepsake?” She asked to avoid breaking any rules or angering the spirits.

“If you can take a branch, it’s your right to do so.” Salix said in a way that suggested that the idea didn’t particularly bother them. “If it matters, taking a single branch isn’t enough to harm it, not in the grove. It’s in the outside world where you should consider your actions more – but even there, if no one can stop you, it’s your right to do as you wish.”

“I see.” Anastacia muttered and plucked out the reddest fruit she could find, which came off its stem almost on its own. She tried to smell it once more, as if that would somehow tell her if it was going to be poisonous or not, and then bit into it thinking that surely a plant that made coffee wouldn’t betray her.

Under a very thin layer of slightly sweet but not particularly pleasant tasting fruit flesh, was a hard lump of something. Pampered by the innkeeper as she was these days, the necromancer always received her cherries already pitted and was in no way prepared for the idea that there could be something hard in a fruit that was so much smaller than a peach. Feeling immensely betrayed, she made sure she hadn’t somehow dislodged a tooth before looking more into what she had discovered. Peeling away the fruit, she found a hard, greenish white nugget of something that looked eerily familiar.

“What… but this doesn’t make any sense…” She uttered, completely mortified as she stared at the two halves of the seed she had discovered. “These aren’t beans at all…”

“No, those are different kind of seeds.” Salix said without understanding the problem. “I know where you can find some beans, if that’s what you wanted.”

“No… You don’t understand. They’re called coffee beans! I thought they were only hard because they were dried. I…” Anastacia sat down on a nearby rock to lament the cruel trick that had been played on her. One of the many coffee-related dreams she had harbored for months now was to have a bag of fresh coffee beans she could just snack on without having to do the whole roasting and boiling water parts of the process every time. The rock-hard lumps not only didn’t taste anything like coffee, they also appeared very hard to eat. Not only that, but she had also left behind the means to brew coffee when she and Xamiliere had left Valor and the reality that it might be days before she would be able to get some was starting to hit her amongst the related turmoil. “I just want coffee…”

None of the spriggans had even heard the plant to be referred to as coffee, or that the seeds were called anything but that, or that one could make a drink out of them, so the outburst of emotions thoroughly confused all of them – not that they would have been of much help in even during distress that wasn’t entirely nonsensical.

“If they can lie about this, what else are they lying about?! Do we mine milk and cream out of the ground? Are there sugar-beasts somewhere out there and do we grind them to dust to make sugar?!” The necromancer ranted and let out a frustrated scream when she realized she actually didn’t know where sugar came from and her own hyperbole just dealt a new blow on her.

It took a while for the mixture of rage, sorrow, regret and few other emotions to pass, during which Anastacia picked out a few more fruits and with enough spite to fuel the effort, managed to slowly grind the seeds to bits with her teeth. Whether it was just the time or the caffeine in the raw seeds entering her blood, she was eventually soothed enough to focus on something else. While bending a branch off the coffee plant to take it with her as proof of the nonsense that was happening behind the scenes in the coffee market, the necromancer noticed that her new friends had started to nervously pack closer together like small animals, and move to the side in an effort to put the necromancer in between them and something else. The faint clacking of metal against metal from the distance should have clued her in earlier, but such was her agony over her crushed dreams that she had failed to notice it.

Now alerted to the noise and the presence of something that worried the spirits in her company, Anastacia turned to the direction of the noise only to immediately lock eyes with the third member of the trio she had been interviewed by earlier, Picea. The massive tortoise lumbered towards her at a determined pace, but considering their bulkiness, there would have been ample time to run off. Though she was in no mood for a chat with what had seemed to be the least hospitable of the three greater spirits, Anastacia did remember Picea asking for a chance to talk before they had departed from the meeting. She quickly conjured up the remnants of her regal self and stood up to greet the turtle head-on.

“What is this nonsense?!” Picea immediately barked at the spriggans trying to cower behind the necromancer’s small silhouette.

“Whatever might you mean?” Anastacia asked to draw attention to herself and didn’t budge even when the turtle finally reached her and was forced to stop.

“This is no concern of yours, necromancer.” Picea gruffly responded and lifted their head over Anastacia to see the spirits hiding behind her. “What accursed guises are these? Have you stumps finally rotted from within and forgotten yourselves? Or have you started to seek for a place outside of our home as well?”

“Are they not free to look as they see fit? Besides, this is all for my sake, so it very much is my concern.” The necromancer gladly took the blame to spare her new friends from whatever Picea’s problem was.

The turtle grumbled. “So this is your doing then? Just know, nothing good comes from forcing the form of people onto a spirit. Mortals have their meager lives and we have our duty in eternity, mixing the two breeds madness – listless spirits and broken mortals.” They then addressed the spirits again. “Your duty is to the grove, not to this necromancer – and you would do well to remember that.”

Picea’s attitude didn’t help with calming Anastacia for a useful conversation, but she did realize she had put into an awkward position. The brief friendship with the lesser spirits wasn’t about to overwrite their habit of looking for the most dominant being to follow, and she could feel them desperately trying to read the situation to figure out if they should run for the hills or if their temporary shepherd would question the turtle’s authority just as she had done with the other strong spirits.

“They already use these forms when doing their jobs in the outside world. What does it matter what they look like anyway?” Anastacia asked without backing down.

“The others have deemed it worthwhile to avoid conflict and in doing so, handed over the world to the mortals without so much as a whimper, I do not subscribe to such beliefs. No spirit should seek to appease mortals with familiar looks, here or in the outside world. People once survived through nothing but the pity we and other primordial beings gave them, they wandered the wilds because we allowed so – this current, twisted state is an insult to all of us, but most no longer have the pride to recognize it as such.” Picea explained their views and dispelled the mystery of why Xamiliere and Sorbus were asked to leave from the meeting. “The moment we began mimicking people in form, we began to forget ourselves. Only The Grove remains as a place where we are remembered as we were, where we remember ourselves as we were, and to bring weakness in here is the beginning of the rot that cost us the rest of the world.”

Though all spriggans were ancient, only a few of them carried an aura fit for their age. Acacia’s unsettling presence conjured images of a horror from before time, and Ulmus’ graceful, wise gaze made their primordial knowledge known without so much as a word being spoken. In Picea’s being, there was unchanging pride. Whether they liked it or not, both Acacia and Ulmus had changed with time, through experiences and new knowledge, but Picea had not – the turtle had survived the passage of time rather than accepted it. As much as she tried to fight it, being stared down by them did invoke a sense of awe in the necromancer.

“Though the spark of Sir Alabaster lives within you, it is plain for all to see that the necromancers have forgotten themselves. Do you too cower in the shade of a grove of your own, pushed into recluse by the lesser mortals? Willingly hide from them to avoid conflict with people you once towered over?” Picea mockingly but fairly accurately predicted what had happened to Mournvalley over the millennia based on what little Anastacia had told them in the meeting. The hint of reverence in their voice when speaking of the first white one immediately vanished when moving on to the one before them, and though they didn’t directly threaten or challenge her, it was overtly clear they didn’t think much of her. “But, answer this for me: what good has avoiding conflict done for either of our kinds? I spoke in great length about such a fate with Sir Alabaster, and our views remain aligned to this day. Should our kinds join forces as they once did, this decline may still be halted and reversed, so why is it that you have not so much as inquired about re-establishing the old covenant?”

“Re-establish it for what, conquest?” Anastacia scoffed at the idea.

“Should the people of this world not recognize our rightful place over them, perhaps. I fought great many battles by the side of Sir Alabaster after our covenant, and would gladly do so by yours as well.” The turtle nodded and briefly dozed off to reminisce about the wars of the past.

It was hard to say what the outcome of such an alliance would even be. Anastacia had none of the required information about the political or military matters of more than a couple of nations she had been in contact with, but the recent summit she had attended as security had made it clear Mournvalley was not in a shape to tackle even a few of its neighbors, and there was no telling how much her own or the grove’s powers would have changed the equation. This was all purely hypothetical for the necromancer though, as she had not one fraction of a passing intent to get involved in such a thing.

“Then we have very little in common as far as opinions go, but I do agree on one thing: the reason for our shared downfall was our self-imposed recluse from the world. According to you, the necromancers are here to guard balance in the relationship between mortals and gods, just as you spriggans are here to guard the balance itself. Yet both of us got up and left the table where the decisions were being made, pretending like we could just control everything from the outside. Beating everyone else into submission may have worked when the world was young, but those days are long over.” Anastacia struggled to word her thoughts as eloquently as possible, without insulting the spriggan or cursing. “If we are to resume our work, we must both shed the image the world has of us, show them that we aren’t the boogeymen that stalk the forests and graveyards. Mingle with the people of this world and gain their respect instead of have them fear us. The start might be a bit rough, but that is what we deserve for leaving our posts empty for so long.”

Picea quietly stared at the necromancer as it chewed the comment. “I had not expected an actual argument out of you… However, what you suggest suggests that we are to be equal with people, and that is quite simply not the case. It is not our place to lower ourselves to their level, as our purpose is to oversee. To equal us, immortal spirits ushered from the void when it all began, to a mortal with a fleeting life and no clear purpose in this world would be admitting defeat all the same.”

“Admit defeat… in what exactly? In a pointless struggle against your pride? Let me ask you this, when was the last time you met mortals before I stumbled into this place? Because they aren’t anything like you imagine, skittish or insignificant. In the time both necromancers and spriggans have spent in our respective little nooks of the world, the people have built kingdoms, studied magic and explored sciences to better utilize them. I am not ashamed to say that there are many I suspect could go toe to toe with me, in one way or another, and I am more than glad to demonstrate that I would go toe to toe with anyone here for the third time.” Anastacia smirked and twirled one of her remaining bone spikes in the air with menacing intent.

“A bold claim in several ways.” Picea chortled when the conversation took the turn to a path more familiar to them. Rattling the array of weaponry stuck to their wooden shell, the spriggan bolstered its body with stronger branches and fully extended their somewhat slumped stature, as if they weren’t already massive in comparison to the stunted necromancer. The lesser spriggans almost panicked at the sight and scurried behind nearby trees to still keep a keen eye on the situation.

The temperature of the air around them fell sharply as Anastacia channeled its warmth into the stone she had been sitting on by placing her hand on it. The moisture in the air turned into a mist and began collecting on the mossy ground and Picea’s body as a layer of frost, but was largely counteracted by the brilliant green energy swirling within the mighty spriggan.

A sudden fit of bellowing laughter filled the air, a proper hearty chuckle that almost reminded Anastacia of Gilbert. “It has been great many years since someone has stood firm against me, little mad one, great many years indeed. We may have our disagreements, but stand firm behind our thoughts much in the same way. The thought of these mortals who supposedly might rival either of us is invigorating just as it is insulting, and perhaps a time will come for me to seek them out…” Picea spoke with a tone a little bit softer than before. “I will let this travesty of yours carry out without intervening, as long as this is its full extent.”

“Then I will make sure you won’t know it’s true extent.” Anastacia said in a way that could be taken as a joke but most definitely wasn’t.

“I had hoped I could talk some sense into you without the interference of those two, but maybe all sense has already left this world and I am the odd one out in this age – but I have not lost the hope for our kinds, more will come after you and all this can still be reversed a hundred years from now. You live your life with your lofty ideals, and when those fail, mine will still be there.” The turtle said disappointedly but was at least slightly humored by the fact that not all fight had left the necromancers yet. They then shook their head and started to depart at their normal leisurely pace to dream of future conquests.

Though she never actually represented necromancers as a whole, in fact even the idea disgusted her, the brief debate had made her realize the similarities between Mournvalley and the grove, and she couldn’t help but to wonder if a time would come when the spriggans freed themselves from the old ways of thinking that clearly weren’t working out. The elements that wished to get along with people were clearly there, just as they had been in Mournvalley before the revolution without her knowledge, but it was hard to say how such a change would come to be after so much time.

Suddenly Picea stopped their lumbering. “I almost forgot, but I heard from that pesky cat that you might be heading to battle against the wretched things that invaded our grove some time ago?” They asked without turning back around.

“Unless they heed my warnings, it’s starting to look more likely by the day.” Anastacia answered as their surroundings started to thaw.

“Though I would not call it an alliance, a common enemy would do in these quiet days – should there still be a chance to fight alongside what remains of Mournvalley’s might. This sentiment is no doubt shared by all here… Keep that in mind.” The turtle remarked and continued waddling deeper into the forest.

Calling it mutual respect would have been a bit much, as Anastacia still mostly just thought Picea was a prick, but if they were itching to have a fight, she would be more than happy to oblige. It was also a relief that even the most stubborn among the spriggans weren’t about to take whatever deal the sect was peddling.

As she was pondering about the situation and slowly releasing warmth into the ground, the necromancer felt a sudden strike on her shoulder which almost tipped her over, followed by another one that did. She only barely managed to stop herself from instinctively throwing a fireball at whatever had attacked her as she tumbled onto the moss and stared up in confusion.

“Good job on standing up to them!” Asimina cheerfully praised the necromancer after bruising her shoulder with what all the spriggans now agreed to be the proper form for pats on the shoulder.
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                Anastacia plopped down on the rock she had been camping on and exhaustedly moved the shoulder that had been a casualty in the effort of teaching the spriggans something new. Delightful as they were, the troupe of lesser spriggans were definitely a handful and exhausting to be around for anyone with the stamina of a mere mortal. Just in a few hours with them, Anastacia had burned through much of her energy for the day. After the debacle at the coffee plant, they had visited a few more points of interest around the grove, until one of the spirits realized that they had collectively been ignoring their duties to stalk the necromancer for the past couple of days. Anastacia of course promised that once they had a free moment again, she’d be happy to spend time with them again, and managed to ease their sorrow over having to leave the side of their new friend so quickly.

She had taken the branch of the coffee plant along and occasionally kept gnawing on the fruits and the incredibly hard seed in them for a reason she herself didn’t quite know either. Perhaps it was some level of addiction, or simply the need to get at least something out of the disappointment.

With most of the spriggans that had kept watch on her dealt with, and Xamiliere perched on a root in the distance but too distracted by her thoughts to see the necromancer’s return, Anastacia had a moment of almost pleasant loneliness for the first time in the couple of days in the grove – a chance to collect her thoughts in peace. She had certainly learned much from the ancient spirits, about the world, the spirits themselves, necromancers and even about herself. So much so that it was a bit difficult to put much of it into use immediately. The most pressing matter, once she and Xamiliere returned to Valor and were done receiving a perhaps deserved earful from Rosie, would be to ask Armaata about a suitable crown for her. She had hoped to get rid of her origin’s influence on her life and being crowned as a white necromancer was a revolting idea, since it would no doubt drag her closer to Mournvalley again, but its value as a weapon against the sect couldn’t be understated. So far, the only two beings that counted as ‘red’ were a deranged stump of a necromancer who was currently missing, and a projection of some kind of an ancient fiend – neither of whom could exactly be relied on, so being able to tackle the problem without them would be a great step forwards, even if it meant getting slightly cursed in the process. Once that was sorted, she could simply wait out the problem to see if either Cobalt and Maya or what was left of the Wrath Core chased the sect out of hiding. Trying to find beings that hid in some other plane of existence seemed like a fairly pointless effort to begin with, so Anastacia was perfectly happy to leave it for more driven folks to do. Her part in the world was to act as a hammer, and she would gladly do so once the nails were found.

There were also a few other matters she wanted to sort out instead of starting a wild-goose chase. While Iris’ wings were likely completed by the time she would return to Valor, Anastacia did actually want to see what the inquisitor was about and keep an eye on her for a day or two after she regained the use of her powers. At least speaking to Acacia had made her less worried about Emilia’s condition, and there wasn’t much she could do about it to begin with, but it still ranked pretty high on the list of matters important to her. Then there was the matter of Spirit, the broken down and corrupted chunk of an immobile simulacra she had picked up from the diplomatic meeting. The simulacra made deity called Prince of Life had confiscated the poor Spirit, but she definitely wanted to properly meet the soul dwelling inside Spirit now that she had the means. Absentmindedly tracing the burned patterns on her arm with her finger, the necromancer hoped her sudden absence hadn’t left her machine companions lonely.

All of this and a few other things she had bouncing around in her mind, were a large part of why she hesitated so much when it came to Xamiliere. Obviously, she was far from being against the idea of them becoming even closer than they already were, but whenever the mood veered dangerously close to being romantic, she would immediately get overwhelmed. Despite having been enlightened on the matters of relationships by Emilia on a couple of occasions, and getting told that she should take all the time she needed for several reasons, as well as the same being reiterated by Xamiliere several times over, she couldn’t help but to be disappointed in herself. She found it incredibly messed up that she was mentally ready to take lives as a job description, but wasn’t emotionally there for a smooch. What made that even more infuriating to Anastacia was that the same description applied to Mournvalley as a whole, and once again she found herself in the company of the last people she wanted to. In her head, she cursed the sly comment from Iris that had implanted the whole idea into her head and robbed her of her innocent and blissful ignorance.

Grumbling and thinking of this and that, she laid down on her back to rest on the cool rock. It wasn’t the most comfortable surface for someone with a sore shoulder, but felt familiar after the countless nights she had spent sleeping over King’s legs, twisted into a back-breaking position anyone over twenty could only cringe at. Slowly, her thoughts slowed down and became foggy as sleep took over, and finding no reason to fight it, Anastacia fell asleep.

“Hoi!” A cheery greeting focused her consciousness as she snapped awake to find herself slumped over a wooden chair.

Disoriented and groggy, Anastacia tried to find her bearings by looking around. The room around her was immediately familiar but she just couldn’t place it anywhere in her memories. Several wooden tables scattered across the fairly large space, all surrounded by empty wooden chairs, just like the one she was on. Worn down wooden floor with clear paths carved into its surface to show the open routes between the tables, what appeared to be a door to outside, a stairway up to another floor, as well as a counter with an open doorway by it – one that Anastacia somehow knew would lead to a kitchen but couldn’t exactly tell how she knew that. All of this felt very familiar to her, but she couldn’t for the life of her figure out why, let alone where she was. By the door, there were two windows that only showed a foggy void beyond them, one that was in no way inviting and almost felt terrifying to just peer into. Behind the counter were several shelves full of cups, glasses and bottles, as well as a couple of framed boards, painted black to make the chalk writing on them more visible. The lines of writing were only recognizable as such, but she wasn’t able to read them. She could differentiate between letters and numbers for some reason, but it was not a language she knew. Despite the somewhat worn state of the place, there was not a speck of dust in the air or a bit of dirt on the floor, no stains or smudges on any surface, which left the whole space with an uncomfortable atmosphere. It felt like it should have been warm, cozy and homely, but wasn’t. It was dim, sterile and cold, or even sad to look at. There were no fires or lanterns to light it, but a lack of shadows and darkness made everything perfectly visible. The complete lack of sounds and scents was probably even more disturbing than that, amplifying the feeling of everything being off even more.

“Wakey wakey!” Another greeting tore her away from the uncomfortable surroundings and got her to look across the table. Sitting opposite to her was a boy. Around the same age as her, seventeen or so. His skin was naturally tinted, almost dark compared to her ghoulish paleness, and his short frizzy, black hair the complete opposite of her own locks. In many ways the boy reminded her of Iris, but didn’t have any of the tattoos. Another thing that separated the two was the boy’s noticeably pointed ears, not quite elf-like, but getting there. Anastacia was unable to give a name to this face, but it did feel familiar beyond just the passing semblance to a friend of hers.

“Sorry, did I fall asleep?” She asked and fixed her posture.

“Ye did, ye did. Right in the middle of our chat too!” The boy cheerily laughed, seemingly undisturbed by the weird surroundings.

Anastacia rubbed her eyes and took a sip of a completely tasteless liquid from a cup on the table in front of her. “What were we talking about anyway?”

“I was telling ye about what I reckon I want to do in the future” The boy said and leaned onto the table. “I always figured I’d be a baker, ye know? Pretty good at that and everything, but this necromancy business is looking more and more interesting by the day. Think I have a knack for it?”

“Obviously you do. I can’t think of anyone even close to you when it comes to skill – though I was looking forward to all the pies and cakes…” Anastacia sighed and took another sip.

“I’ll still bake, ye idiot, but anyone can bake. Imagine all the cool stuff I could probably figure out about necromancy with a wee bit of effort and materials. Maybe I could even fix our reputation? Use these powers for good, ye know? Start doing proper research, maybe find others like us… It’ll be great!” The boy explained his ambitions, full of hope and gumption.

“That does sound cool.” Anastacia nodded, and kept nodding while the boy kept pouring out all the aspects of necromancy he wanted to try and figure out in the future. It was almost inspiring to hear someone talk about necromancy in such a hopeful fashion.

Suddenly the boy stopped mid-sentence and covertly checked the room as if there could have been someone eavesdropping. He then leaned even closer to Anastacia and gestured for her to do the same. “Wanna know what made me think of this?” He whispered.

“Do tell.” Anastacia said and leaned closer.

“I met someone cute the other day.” The boy whispered and blushed a little.

Anastacia reached over for a discreet high five. “Nice. I guess that’s why I figured out all the simulacra things too.” She admitted and pointed at the patterns on her arm. “But tell me about them. Are they a necromancer too?”

The boy sat back down and raised a finger on his lips. “I will, I will, outside!” He snickered, got up from his seat and headed to the door, gesturing for Anastacia to follow.

Despite the seemingly dreadful conditions outside, Anastacia had no reservations when the two stepped into the thick mist that hid anything that was more than just a couple of meters away. It didn’t even occur to her to stay behind despite the grayscale void being just as terrifying to look into as it had been through the windows.

Almost immediately, she lost sight of the boy she was following, but continued walking onwards on the smooth stone path under her feet. She couldn’t tell how long it took, but eventually her foot hit something she hadn’t expected and she performed an exceptional roll back onto her feet to both disguise her tumble and avoid getting hurt. As she lifted her gaze again, she realized she was no longer in the mist at all. What she had stumbled on had been the edge of a long red carpet that ran over a stone floor, from a large set of closed doors behind her – which she had no recollection of walking through, all the way to the other end of the room, up a few steps to the foot of an opulent throne. To her sides, there were a couple of long rows of less fancy but still intricate chairs behind long tables, all of them facing towards the middle of the room, where she was standing. The same feeling of emptiness and silence she had gotten from the previous place held a grasp of this throne room as well, perhaps even doubly so as it had never been a happy place at all. It all felt very familiar to Anastacia, but she was still unable to place the location within her memories. All she knew for certain that despite their emptiness, each and every seat in the room filled her with hate she didn’t understand.

By the throne, sitting on an unassuming little stool while leaning on the empty throne’s armrest, was the boy – though he was no longer a boy. Closer to Emilia and Yulia in age, somewhere in his mid-twenties, he still had the same distinct look and had barely grown in height. He even still had the same cheery smile on his face, but something was definitely different. In his gentle, chocolate-colored eyes, there was a darkness that hadn’t been there before. A faint undertone of something in every glance and smirk that would have gone unnoticed by most people, but was blatantly obvious to anyone who had known him for as long as Anastacia apparently had.

“If ye- you are looking for our king, I’m afraid you are a bit late. He’s off on a conquest again, eastern reaches to be specific.” The lad said joylessly for what must have been the millionth time based on the amount of wear on his tone. “Oh, it’s just ye.” He realized after looking over and the smile on his face grew a bit brighter.

“I’ve no need for a king, I have my own back home.” Anastacia joked and hopped onto one of the long tables to have a seat without having to touch any of the accursed chairs.

“Ye do, don’t ye… Not as adorable as mine, but I respect yer tastes.” The lad chuckled and levered himself up to sit on the arm rest of the throne instead. “I do wish he’d find more time to enjoy what he has instead of conquering more though – but it’s the time of great champions, and I’ll fight ye if ye claim there to be one greater than him.”

“Have you tried asking him to stay?” Anastacia suggested.

“I’ve not the selfishness to stand in the way of such drive. The world will run out of lands to conquer and enemies to defeat eventually. Besides, this gives me time for research I can show him once he gets back. Them patterns we got from those underground weirdos open up all kinds of possibilities for even weakest of our kind. Tools and the like, so they can prove their worth to others, so necromancers will become pillars in their communities, instead of getting killed or having to kill.” The lad explained, still brimming with hope whenever he spoke of his research. The idea of his work doing good for the world and necromancers brought back the more bubbly and cheery side of him, but never completely erased the shadow behind everything he said.

The two continued discussing matters near and dear to them, peaceful uses of necromancy, friends and other significant people in their lives, completely unimportant things and more. The lad seemed awfully certain that his research and teachings would lead to a breakthrough in how normal people saw necromancers, finally allowing for peaceful coexistence without prejudice. Anastacia of course had her doubts that such a thing would ever happen, but didn’t want to dash the lad’s hopes since it was a valiant effort regardless of the outcome.

“Once I’ve made a proper set of instructions, I can distribute them and show our dear king that force isn’t the only way to affect this world. Besides, plenty of malicious things from the old days still go bump in the night, our duty should be to protect, without stomping over everyone first…” He said proudly and glanced at the empty throne. “But thems just my thoughts on the pickle. Not a popular line of thinking in these parts.”

“I think you’re right, if that helps.” Anastacia agreed.

The lad let out an exhausted chuckle. “It does, it does. It’s just that… sometimes I feel like my country pumpkin ass ain’t meant for this life of kings and politics. These folks make hard decisions I just shouldn’t be a part of. Been thinking about moving back home until the dust settles, would be better for everyone. I know folks here think I’m in the way, but they can’t exactly speak up, can they? And I’d be able to continue my research in peace!”

Anastacia shrugged. “I can’t tell you what to do. I’m not exactly cut out for that sort of life either. I want to feel grass under my feet and hear the rustling of leaves when I lay down to sleep, not walk on cold stones or listen to backstabbing twats bicker.”

“I know exactly what ye mean.” The lad sighed. “But first, can ye get me something from the library? The head librarian should have a few books for me that she finally got around finding. We can tear into them together once I’ve attended this dumb meeting first.”

“Sure!” Anastacia responded excitedly and hopped off the table.

“Thanks. The library’s right through that door and-“ The lad started to give directions but was interrupted.

Already heading towards the right door in the corner of the hall, she knew the way well despite not really knowing where she was in the first place. “I know where it is. We’ll meet there.” She waved her hand to roughly show the directions in her head.

“Of course you do, silly me.” The lad smirked before returning to the seat by the throne.

Anastacia tugged open the heavy wooden door, which swung with a loud creak that gave her the chills, only to reveal the same impenetrable wall of fog she had gotten lost in earlier. Yet, without a moment of hesitation, she stepped into it and pressed onwards still thinking she knew the way. Walking for what felt like ages, she passed nothing of note. There were no silhouettes in the mist, no sources of light in the distance, nothing but the seemingly endless arrangement of stone tiles under her bare feet. Just as she was about to get tired of walking and lost her focus on her footing, a stone step appeared to once again trip her up. As she got back onto her feet, Anastacia found herself on the wide stone steps of an ominous-looking temple, which immediately made her deeply uncomfortable. Something in the back of her head kept screaming to just run away and never look back, which she might well have done, had she not seer a familiar figure sitting at the top.

Still with the same frizzy haircut, but with even more years weighing down on his shoulders, the boy had become a man of no doubt over thirty years of age. His pointed ears had grown slightly pointier, the tanned skin turned paler and the cheeky smirk was now entirely gone. The once warm and hopeful look in his brown eyes had turned into a cold stare that seemed to be unable to find any points of interest to focus on, instead simply exhaustedly looking into some void with nothing but spite behind them. On his lap, he held a book that Anastacia could have sworn she had seen before, but the title etched onto it was illegible to her.

A very brief flash of recognition and pained joy appeared in his eyes when he saw Anastacia making her way up the stairs despite her instincts telling her not to. “Long time no see… Though you might have been happier to miss me entirely.” He said.

Anastacia sat down next to the man and stared down the staircase. The vacant market square and seemingly abandoned city around it had all the same eerie features as the previous locations. All of it seemed somehow fake, as if it was made to represent a real place and only had one or two details to make it look like it had been lived in once upon a time. Anastacia struggled to even lift her gaze from the stairs to briefly glance at the empty streets and homes without getting overwhelmed by anxiety. “Things not going well then?” She asked, hoping a conversation would distract her from the surroundings.

“I’m afraid you have found me at my lowest.” The man sighed. “I’ve come to realize that there’s no changing this accursed world of ours. Once, I thought it could be me, who brought calm and peace into this nightmare, but the more I think about that now, the more pathetic it all seems.”

“It’s a messy world, there’s no denying that.” Anastacia shrugged.

“I always figured that with a bit more research, a bit more gestures of good will and patience, I could change how things are. I always figured that they didn’t need to be like this… I could make a million helpful implementations for necromancy, save a million little towns from primordial beasts, ignore a million rocks thrown at me, but none of that will change people – necromancer or otherwise.” The man spoke with a tone of regret and apathy. “Normal folks will always find reasons to fear and hate us, and we will always gladly oblige in the end, without a fail. This world was created broken, and apparently, I was the only one foolish enough to think it could be fixed. It takes all you give to it and twists it into a mockery of your intentions. Any kindness shown to it will be returned in hate and violence ten times over. At least those that deal in violence may prosper, and prosper they do.”

Anastacia waited for a while to see if she could come up with a counterpoint, but failed. “I get the sense you’re talking about someone specific with that.” She said in the end.

“On the mark, as always. Every moment we speak, more and more people are crushed by his conquest, and each life lost sparks more resistance against him. My works towards peace aren’t even a drop in the ocean anymore. Once, I figured that a bit of breathing room for our kind was needed, and there would be a line he wouldn’t cross. I may have been a bit idealistic, but I understood that his goals were the same as mine, a world where all manner of people would live as one – his vision may have had himself at the top of it all, but that seemed like a reality check more than anything. I even thought that I would eventually bring out a… kinder side of him – I know there is one even if no one but me is privy to it.” The man continued, slowly getting angry at himself as his emotions build up. “Now I know that his war has done nothing but brought more war, after all these years, peace still isn’t even on the table. In the next ten years? Much of the same, only more of the same.”

“You can’t blame yourself for someone else’s actions.” Anastacia sighed, knowing her words carried absolutely no weight.

“If only it were that simple… But how can I think that when the empire he is building atop all these corpses is for my sake just as much as his own. I think my lofty dreams of a peaceful world is what made him step over the line in the first place, that all of this is his way of granting my wish. He is still exactly as he was when we met, not an ounce of him has grown more evil or merciless over the years, but I gave him the spark that still has not died down.” The man paused for a moment, on the verge of tears over his words. “Of course, I have told him as much, every time we meet I’ve said that I don’t need the world. But… in the world’s hatred towards our kind, he sees hatred towards me, and is unable to forgive the world for it…”

The two were quiet as the man clutched the book he was holding, presumably containing some of the research he had done regarding necromancy. There was no wind or other ambient sounds to break the silence, only a soundless void of a half-formed scenery neither of them really seemed to belong into.

“Some years ago, a thought crossed my mind: I could stop all of this.” He finally continued. “I alone possess the power and knowledge to stop him for good. He could not… and would not stop my hand if only I mustered up the determination to do what’s needed… but I can’t. Despite all of this, I still love him too much and do not have it in my nature. So, the world will burn for my sake, but I can no longer bear the weight of my failures and will let it burn me along with it. Maybe that is a suitable punishment for both of us – pathetic and cowardly as it is.”

Anastacia desperately felt like she should have said something, but the words simply wouldn’t come together in the way she wanted to. It was as if something was preventing her from trying to affect the man’s opinions, or like she wasn’t meant to.

Hearing no response, the man let out an exhausted and dry chuckle and wiped his eyes with his sleeve before opening the book on his lap and flipping through the pages until stopping on a spread marked with a bright violet bookmark, which seemed to be the only thing left in the world with any amount of vividness in its color. “Part of me thinks I should just destroy this as well. My legacy will no doubt be twisted into a disgusting mockery of it by this toxic existence.”

“What is it?” Anastacia asked, surprising even herself when the words once more found their way out of her mouth.

“A manual of sorts, guide for those in our end of the spectrum. I once thought I could bring balance to things if I were to create a group of likeminded necromancers, who could oppose the red this ruthless world favors so much. Yet, we are too few and far apart, might even just be the two of us… You and I.” He explained, almost ashamed for having to have tried. “Just as normal people do, we should broaden our horizons into study of sciences, magics, the divine and what lies beyond it all. With coinciding interests, it would be easier to find goals normal folks and necromancers could work together towards. A foolish idea, I know.”

“I rather like it. Magic and other stuff I’ve learned has let me become friends with a bunch of people I don’t really have much in common with. I know far too many necromancers who think all that stuff is just inferior to necromancy, but a few could probably be convinced otherwise, so it’s not all lost.” Anastacia said thinking that at least Iris saw value in other arts, maybe some of the other new inquisitors as well.

The man let out another, less cynical and dry chuckle. “Thank you, for indulging my fantasy of violet being worn side by side with the other shades, but I’m afraid this world finds ways to corrupt such beautiful visions beyond recognition. That’s what it always does.” He then stood up and began descending the stairs, only to turn around once more when he reached the bottom. “You’ve always been a good friend, but would you do me one more favor? It’s time I step off the stage, but there’s something I feel uneasy to leave alone.”

“Of course. What can I do?” Anastacia asked.

A faint smile appeared on the man’s face. “There is no excuse for what he has done, but he still has the potential for great things, to lead a charge into the heart of darkness. Yet he is the clumsy sort, so promise me that you’ll be there to offer him your hand when he stumbles. I’m not asking you to condone what he has done, or even like him, I know you never did. Simply carry the torch until he finds his footing once more.” He said and squeezed out the last remnants of hope in him into the plea.

“I… I guess I’ll do my best?” Anastacia uttered, unsure whether she could keep such a promise.

“That’s already more than I could ever hope for.” The man sighed and bid farewells with a wave of his arm.

Now alone in the vacant world of grey shades, the inexplicable terror she had felt from the beginning started to overcome Anastacia. The feeling of safety provided by her companion was gone and left behind nothing but a cold, soundless, scentless and ever darkening scene that felt more and more oppressive by the second. Soon the buildings around her began stretching and changing shape, reaching up into the sunless void above. The wide set of stairs she had sat upon now extended down far lower than it had before, and became less than half its original width. The empty streets between the infinitely tall buildings narrowed to a point where she could barely walk through them if she wanted to. Not understanding what was happening or why she found it so terrifying, the necromancer shriveled and curled up into a ball in a vain effort to hide herself or hide the world from herself.

Suddenly she felt a burning sensation in her right shoulder, one that resembled pain but no longer had all the unpleasant aspects of it. The patterns burned onto her arm were lit with bright blue, bringing some much-needed color into the world. She instinctively placed her hand on the stone steps and watched as the patterns of light began spreading from her body into the warped structures around her. Wherever they spread, the bland scenery crumbled and revealed magnificent aureun-built machines that sprang to life. In awe of what was happening and the sheer size and complexity of the mechanisms appearing out of nowhere to crush the nightmarescape around her, Anastacia almost missed the first gust of wind she had felt in a while, one that brought with it the scent of flowers and soil. Just as quickly as the machinery had appeared, great trees now engulfed what was left of the original scenery, turning the buildings into ancient ruins that seemed almost inviting to explore. Just as she was about to turn around to see what had become of the ominous temple behind her, the world disappeared in a flash.

Disoriented and almost disappointed to not be able to stay in the new scenery of ancient machines and lush greenery, Anastacia opened her eyes to see a familiar pair of green lights staring down at her with all the beauty of the grove she had fallen asleep in behind them.

“You seemed to be having a time in there. No idea if it was good or bad time though.” Xamiliere laughed and showed her wrist, which had the necromancer’s fingers tightly latched around it.

“I’m not sure either…” Mumbled Anastacia, already rapidly losing the memory of her dream. “I think it was sad.”

“Well, you’re awake now, and I’m here. I’d hope I was in your dreams too though.” The spriggan chuckled.

Not feeling like getting up or letting go of her friend’s arm, the necromancer closed her eyes again and simply enjoyed the sensations of the real world, even if it was horrendously humid. “Nah, not this time.”

Xamiliere sighed and laid down next to her before darting back up almost immediately. “Wait, what do you mean ‘this time’?”

            

    
        Chapter 268 - A broken memory

    
    
    
    
                ”Now that I think about it, you were alive back when the whole business with Alabaster was going down, right? What were you up to in those days?” Anastacia asked after a fairly long pause in a slow conversation she had been having with Xamiliere while doing this and that around the rock.

The spriggan almost seemed like she had trouble recalling such a distant memory. “That was well before I started questioning things, so I took part in things just like everyone else. Getting rid of things that should have faded into obscurity when the primordial night ended, that sort of stuff. Later on, when our active participation wasn’t needed anymore, I just looked after the borders of the third of the world we had been given. I fought people as well, if that’s what you’re asking.” She said, not drawing much joy from the past.

“The world must have been a mess back then.” The necromancer sighed.

“Mess is the word for it alright. The early ages in the night would have been a nightmare for anyone living now. We were made for that world and did fine, but the first people did not do well and we sure weren’t about to help them.” Xamiliere said with no reverence in her voice. “Then the sun rose, the primordial night ended and everything flipped upside down. I don’t think anyone knows how long the night lasted since time was a bit questionable as a concept back then, but it probably still outlasted what has happened after it. Yet, in a single lifespan of your average mortal, people took over the world. You can tell a lot of the spirits here are still suffering whiplash from that change – probably out of their own stubbornness, but still.”

Being around the ancient beings had made Anastacia wonder about quite a few things. “Everyone keeps throwing around the name ‘primordial night’, but I don’t think I know much more about it other than it was just kind of shit.” She muttered, not really as a question but maybe hoping she would be taught about it to sate her curiosity.

Suddenly an image of a glowing green grin and numerous eyes staring down at her from the dark flashed in the necromancer’s eyes as she blinked, and a voice that still didn’t fail to give her chills laughed form behind her. “Shall I show it to you then?” Acacia suggested while casually wading along the shallow stream that flowed around the rock. Though their entry seemed coincidental, that likely wasn’t the case at all.

“What, you’re going to snuff out the sun for a bit?” Anastacia joked.

“Don’t tempt them.” Xamiliere gave a fair warning, as this was probably not the wisest being to make such dares towards.

“Maybe one day, we shall see – but not what I had in mind for today.” The cat snickered and hopped onto the rock. “As was said, we were made for that world, as was the grove itself. In here we are shielded from the harshest of the accursed rays of light the sun casts on the world and the old night lingers in the shade. The days and nights of current times you can barely tell apart when in here, in case you have yet to notice. You also err on the side of night fairly heavily as a being, so it would hardly take a fraction of my might to construct in your head what lingers in mine from the past ages. A quick enchanted prick for a few moments of memories, a fair deal, is it not?” They smirked as the ever-moving thorns on their body scraped across the stone.

While the offer was tempting, it also came from an extremely suspicious source. Acacia hadn’t actually done much to earn the lack of trust, but when the base reaction of a human body to their mere presence was terror, it was hard to take them at their word. Anastacia was perhaps naïve enough to ignore the massive red flags popping up in he back of her mind, but did still turn to her friend for a bit of advice.

“Yeah, that sounds like a thing they can probably do, but you already know what else I have to say about any of them.” Xamiliere shrugged.

“Oh, do not be unfair, Xamiliere. It’ll simply be a moment within our minds, nothing to worry about! Think of it as a chance for education. I doubt many in the current generations have witnessed where we came from, and she is very fitting to be the sole one!” Acacia exclaimed and slowly inched towards the necromancer. “Physically she will remain in place, obviously, so you may guard her with your life for the few seconds the effect lasts. What is the worst that could possibly happen?”

“So, it’s just going to be like a quick dream or something?” Anastacia asked, having made the decision already but at least pretending like she was being careful.

“Dream… not quite. I’m sure Ulmus would more than gladly bore you to death with a detailed explanation. For the sake of brevity, I will use a metaphor: just as you are able to sing a story to a field mouse, which will hear the words but not comprehend them, I am able to whisper you a moment in time, which you can experience in what limited fashion mortals experience things in general. Using the primordial magics that swirl within the grove is hardly an exact thing, so there will be an element of surprise in it, even for me!” The cat explained. While not at all hesitant, there was a hint of uncertainty in the way they spoke, as if the whole explanation was to avoid further questions they would not have the answers for. “All you need to do is poke one of my thorns with a finger of your choosing!”

The necromancer glanced at her friend once more to excuse her curiosity, and received back a disapproving but ultimately understanding frown that was the closest thing to a permission she was going to get out of the spriggan. Xamiliere had her doubts for what motivated Acacia to provide such a service. To her, the claim that it had anything to do with sharing knowledge of the past seemed like a poorly disguised lie, but it was hard to tell where the line between genuine suspicion and prejudice towards her own kind went. Her best guess was that the cat was simply bored and found some kind of twisted enjoyment in confusing the necromancer with useless ancient knowledge that didn’t have a place or application in the world anymore.

Anastacia lined her finger up with one of the sharp thorns on Acacia’s back and took a moment to gather her courage. She didn’t know whether she moved her finger first or if the thorn suddenly grew just long enough to jab into her fingertip, but a flash of fairly intense pain told her that one of those two things happened. While focusing on the pain, a faint murmur of several voices echoed from somewhere deep within her mind. Their words were unclear but decidedly not in a language the necromancer understood – if it was a language at all. The fading of the pain in her hand allowed her to listen to them more carefully, and notice that her surroundings had changed drastically. The grove had turned into a mess of objects and colors, none of which she could recognize. The shapes were familiar and made sense but if asked to describe any of them, she would have lacked the words to do so.

As the voices in her head kept speaking, however, the world aligned itself in front of her eyes. Trees once again resembled trees, grass appeared green, mountains in the horizon were given shape that differentiated them from the sky. Peering at the distant mountains, Anastacia realized that the sky remained as an indescribable mess of colors. There were no points of light, such as sun, moon or the stars, only a haze that in itself felt like it provided some meager light, enough to cast shadows onto the ground. Yet the shadows themselves didn’t seem to have anything to do with the objects they were caused by, instead living a life of their own. Anastacia lifted her arm to see what would happen to the amorphous blob of darkness stemming from her feet, only to see it shrink in size until she lowered the arm again.

“A shadow is an entity of its own, a fact easily missed in present times.” Acacia’s familiar voice spoke as it separated itself from the group in Anastacia’s head and began assuming a form behind her. “Here, they were granted freedom to do as they may.”

Inspecting her shadow, Anastacia noticed that the grass around her feet was awfully lush, to a point where even the patches in the grove seemed dry and shriveled in comparison. Growing almost halfway up her shin, each blade of it was soft and pleasant to walk around in. The cool dew collected on them felt refreshing and she had to consciously resist the urge to just fall into it to have a nap. Soon, she noticed that this seemed to apply to all plants around, or rather, everything. Trees were unusually tall and lush, with no sunlight to aspire towards, none of them had shed their bottom branches in an effort to conserve energy, causing the bit of forest she could see to look vastly different from the ones she knew. Far above the trees, she could see a few flying creatures heading into the horizon, one of them may have been a dragon based on what she could make out, but the other two didn’t look familiar in the slightest. Similarly, large forms of something traversed among the trees, bending the massive pines and birches out of the way like they were saplings. Though the larger creatures that were hardly ever seen anymore were the first things she noticed, there ware also a number of more mundane ones in great numbers nearby. Countless birds sang cheerily in the trees and swarmed the sky above, a group of deer-like animals each of which would have boggled the mind of any hunter with their size rested by the trees, smaller critters that no longer existed darted between shadows and life seemed to flourish everywhere she looked.

“Huh… This is not as all what I expected. How is something called ‘the primordial night’ not even all that dark?” Anastacia asked, her gaze still fixated on the scenery.

“It is quite dark, just not in the sense most will understand the word. The world today is lit by that accursed globe of divine radiance, making a clear distinction between light and lack thereof, between night and day as you know them. The old dark, however, is quite different to either of those. It can be as bright as the desert sun, or pitch-black entirely depending on how well one fits into this old world.” Acacia explained with clear and delighted reverence in their tone. “Meek and fragile, most people fit here no better than they fit a nightly forest, hence the why the common tongue calls it a night now, even if there is no day to end it.”

“I was kind of expecting all sorts of monsters and bloodthirsty fiends as well, but honestly it’s just kind of idyllic…” The necromancer said, realizing that she was completely at peace in this time she had always been told was full of nothing but nightmares.

“The monsters you seek are there, make no mistake, but there is simply much, much more to the primordial night than that though. The beasts that tormented early people are all quite real, but are dwarfed by the absolute beauty the mortals were never able to witness in their rush to survive. This is as the world was meant to be, an eternity created in balance. It was both caring and ruthless, a truth both beautiful and ugly at the same time – instead what remains is a shriveled husk, full of meek beings drained by their supposed benefactors. If I had no hope for a recovery, I would consider joining those who wish to see it laid to waste simply for the insult it is towards the past.” Acacia continued reminiscing as a breeze carried a faint song from somewhere far in the distance, as well as the scent of smoldering ashes.

“Well, I’ll admit that it’s neat, but why did you-“ Anastacia was about to ask for the real reason for why the cat had insisted on sharing the memory, hoping that they would admit it a bit more freely out of Xamiliere’s presence, but when she turned around to face the spriggan, she didn’t see what she had expected, not even the massive mess of thorns from her nightmares – but something entirely different.

Standing, or rather gently floating behind the necromancer was a being almost four meters tall, roughly in the shape of a person but with greatly elongated arms which ended in heavy-looking hands with sharp claws that almost scraped the ground. The entire being appeared as if it had been made from some fragile, calcified material that had replaced its body over time, both of its legs had shattered below the knee, and the exposed parts of what seemed have once been some kind of a hard, insect-like exoskeleton instead of skin, were severely cracked all over its body. On its hips and left shoulder, the being wore tattered remnants of a ridiculously embellished and decorated metal armor that barely hanged on. The being’s chest was nothing but an exposed rib cage that housed several glowing spheres of energy, largest one of them being a familiar shade of green and the other four visibly trying to escape from its grasp but failing to do so. Attached to its back were a pair of stumps that had once been a pair of leathery wings, but were now useless and broken. The being’s head was mostly featureless, outside of a large missing chunk around its temple and two gaping holes for eyes. While all of this appeared like it could fall apart at any moment from a slightest disturbance, wrapped around the entire body were thorny vines that desperately held together the slowly decaying form, slithering out of the empty eye sockets and spots where the brittle white material had already failed – or at least that’s what it seemed like at first. Even at a cursory inspection, one could tell that the vines worked to keep open cracks and prevent the regrowth of missing parts, never fully breaking the body, but doing as much as they otherwise could to make sure it remained decrepit.

The sight caused Anastacia to take a step back and fall over as she instinctively scrambled away from the being. “What the fuck!?” She cursed and started to look around for Acacia.

“Is there something wrong?” The being somehow spoke without a mouth, but with the voice of the spriggan Anastacia knew. As it reached out towards the necromancer with its arm, it paused to stare at the hand it clearly didn’t recognize as its own. Moving its fingers as if to make sure it was indeed their arm, the being slowly brought it closer to inspect their body. “What… NECROMANCER! WHAT DO YOU SEE?!” They screamed.

Understanding that the being was Acacia, Anastacia started to slowly get over her initial shock. “Acacia? I… I think I see what you see.” She uttered from the ground.

“Noooo… oh nononononooo, this isn’t right! This is not what it was like!” Acacia kept screaming and tried to tear the vines off, but couldn’t, nor did they appear to obey their command like they usually did. The thick layer of jest vanished from their voice, as an uncharacteristic panic started to take root in the spriggan. They clawed and tore at the vines for over a minute while cursing in a dozen forgotten languages, but gained no purchase on them, nor managed to further damage the calcified husk they were now inhabiting against their will. The ancient words of despair echoed across the primordial plain and scared off most of the life teeming around them, even gathering attention from some of the massive creatures in the distance.

One such being, a giant or one of their predecessors as far as Anastacia could tell, lifted its head above the treetops and began heading towards the necromancer and spriggan. Unlike the giants Anastacia knew of, who mostly inhabited the less habitable reaches of the world in small tribes and were barely above making basic tools as a culture, this one was wearing a shiny armor with very intricate design for its size. Several neat braids of orange hair hanged out of the bottom of the helmet matching the rest of the armor and the pieces of golden jewelry attached to them clanged loudly against the metal as it rushed through the trees. Once it made it to the edge of the plain, where the trees grew sparser and it had more space, the giant grabbed an appropriately sized ornate mace hanging from its belt and stopped to look at the calcified being struggling with itself some hundred or so meters away.

“Kall thiur zeul!” It roared in a deep voice that shook the ground and pointed at Acacia as if it was accusing them of something.

The words caused the spriggan to freeze completely. “Zeul…” They muttered and slowly lifted their gaze to meet the giant’s stare across the field of grass. “Na zeul, verphyta!” They responded, seemingly understanding the giant’s language.

The giant let out a bellowing malicious laughter, which Anastacia took as a sign to get up and scram into the opposite direction to follow the situation from afar. “Verphyta zeul?! Do ocur allt!” It exclaimed, appearing extremely humored by what was being said, but its laughter ended abruptly as it bashed a nearby tree with its mace and began rushing towards Acacia with clear intent to swing at the spriggan next. There wasn’t much Acacia could do besides lift up an arm to shield themselves, as the giant closed the distance in a matter of couple of seconds and was already bringing down the cow-sized weight of stone attached to the business end of its mace.

A deafening crack echoed across the memory as the stone split apart in the metal fittings that held it in place when it came in contact with Acacia’s hand. The immense force of the impact let out a noticeable blast wave that rustled the trees around them in the silence that ensued after both the giant and Acacia realized that the strike had failed to so much as budge the spriggan, much less achieve any kind of damage.

The giant’s screams of terror forced Anastacia to cover her ears as it noticed the vines climbing from Acacia’s hand across the weapon, and felt the thorns tear into its skin. Unable to release its grasp anymore, it couldn’t do anything as the stone that was in contact with the spriggan began losing color and match the powdery white of Acacia’s strange new body. Both the thorns and calcification quickly spread across the giant’s body, eventually taking root in the ground and turning the whole being into a rather harrowing marble-like statue of a horrified giant.

Though they had been victorious, Acacia was far from being delighted by the turn of events. They kept staring at their hands in a way that made their disgust clear even through their featureless face.

“Is… Is everything alright?” Anastacia eventually dared to ask but stepped no closer.

“Nothing is…” Acacia uttered. “This is supposed to be akin to a memory, an experience already experienced. I was to be as I was once, not like… this – and as a memory, none of it should even acknowledge us. Yet…” They explained and pointed at the defeated giant.

“So what’s happening then?” The necromancer asked.

“I do not know… I think it might be for the better if I cut this experience short, and better for you to not speak of what you saw here to anyone.” The spriggan sighed fell quiet, presumably to unravel whatever magics they had used to usher forth the memory.

“Sure.” Anastacia agreed, and would have done so even without the hint of threat in the request. She sat down on the soft grass to enjoy it for a moment more and stared up at the strange starless void above. She hadn’t seen much of the primordial night during the brief stay, but could tell that there was a good reason why so many ancient beings were unsatisfied with the current state of the world, which seemed just flat out lesser compared to how things had once been. Necromancy seemed to not be of much use in the memory either, but she didn’t know if that was because of the spell or if that was how things were back then, but she was pleased to see it had taken her a fair bit to even realize it. Expecting the vision to fade soon, she took one more look at her surroundings. Besides the trees and the creatures near and afar, she could see a large lake far into the distance, as well as what seemed like spires with a familiar light blue glow to them towering over the water. Beyond them were even more mountains, one of which definitely seemed like a chunk of it had been blasted off in some grand battle between forces incomprehensible for someone from the present times. In another direction, the glow of flames illuminated the sky and the thick columns of smoke rising from them. The hint of cinders could still be picked up in the air, and both laughter and songs echoed from the direction of the fires. The necromancer absentmindedly marveled at the view and lost the track of time almost immediately, only coming back to her senses over fifteen minutes later, still very much within the memory. “Hey, I’m kind of noticing we’re still here.” She commented.

Visibly in agony, Acacia stared at the sky and trembled in either fear or anger. “It’s not dispelling.” They grunted.

“What?” Anastacia nervously asked.

Acacia sighed and floated down to be a bit closer to the ground. “I can not break us away from the memory. I’ve ended the spell but it’s not releasing us from its grasp… which should not be possible.” They admitted defeat.

“That doesn’t sound ideal. Any idea what’s causing it?” The necromancer got up from the ground and finally dared to get closer to Acacia.

The spriggan shook their head. “None what so ever, but the chances are that it would be the same thing that caused me to have this accursed form and twisted this from a memory into something else. Granted, I don’t use this method often, but I’m still confident it’s not a mistake on my part…”

An uncomfortable realization came to Anastacia. “Ah… So, I have this thing where spells and enchantments that are supposed to meddle with my mind tend to – let’s say backfire a bit. It’s like an allergy of sorts, makes things a bit unpredictable, but all the mages back home say that it’s just how some people are, since no mind is the same as another. Could that maybe cause any of this?”

Acacia stared blankly at the necromancer. “Yes! I could hazard a guess that you reacting adversely to messing with your mind probably had a lot to do with things not going like they should have when I messed with your mind! These things are better said before, not after the fact!” They exclaimed frustratedly.

“Well, sorry for not being up to date with spells literally no mortal has ever known! How should I have known your special brand of magic is affected as well?!” Anastacia refused to take the blame so easily.

The spriggan groaned at the argument they weren’t going to win and collapsed onto the ground in a fairly childish protest. Still bothered by their form, they kept staring down at the chalky white body almost like they recognized and despised it.

Anastacia gave up as well and sat down next to them. “So, how do we get out of here?” She sighed.

“Well, I’ve stopped the spell, which means you’ve managed to hijack it somehow. Would explain why we’re not experiencing my memory but creating a new one based on what I ushered forth. It should end whenever your body is too tired to sustain it. You being a feeble mortal in the end, it shouldn’t be that long.” Acacia theorized.

“Bad news on that front. I’ve just had a nap and eaten a ton of fruits, so I’m good to go for the day.” Anastacia said and gave a sarcastic thumbs up to the exhausted spriggan, who didn’t respond but seemed to find some humor in their plight.

For a while, they passed time by simply looking around and enjoying the scenery, or at least Anastacia did. Acacia was still far too bothered by their form and kept trying to helplessly pick at the vines both holding it together and thwarting its regrowth.

“By the way, what’s ‘Zeul’?” Anastacia suddenly asked, mispronouncing the word slightly. She hadn’t understood the brief conversation between the giant and Acacia, but the word seemed to be an important part of it.

The spriggan stopped what they were doing for a moment. “Remember, you’ve promised to not say a word of what you’ve seen here to anyone.” They warned the necromancer again. “It’s ancient titanian for ‘ascended’, a word they used for the first gods.”

“So, did they ask if you were a god?” Anastacia put together what she could.

“Accused me of being one.” Acacia uttered and resumed trying to rip the vines off their arm.

            

    
        Chapter 269 - Herald and Melody

    
    
    
    
                The memory of the primordial night was coming up to a full hour in duration even if the intention for it was to be nothing more than a brief glimpse. Despite this, Anastacia had no issues busying herself simply by watching the abundance of life around them, which dwarfed any other place she had seen in both variety and scale. Wondrous creatures soared far above them in the sky, waded through the nearby forests and roared in the distance – and even the smaller beasts that scurried along the ground and hid in the trees made their distant offspring seem unimpressive in a whole new way. The more she took in the ancient world around her, the more Anastacia began to feel she was from a time where it all had been diluted to a barely recognizable state.

While the necromancer gasped over every bird and bug she found, Acacia remained less than thrilled for the unplanned turn of events. They had given up on trying to unbind the vines and now simply laid still on the ground, waiting for their misery to end.

Though she had much left to look at, the lack of enthusiasm from the spirggan’s side did dampen Anastacia’s mood as well. “Do you want to talk about it?” She suggested and sat down on the ground to rest for a while.

“What wisdom do you reckon you’ve gathered, that I haven’t lived ten times over at this point? This is nothing more than a mistaken interpretation of my being by your mind, there are no other explanations I am willing to accept.” Acacia hissed with more than a hint of doubt in their voice.

“Are you sure? I feel like you know exactly what’s going on and just don’t like it. That’s a lot of vitriol to have towards a random misinterpretation if you ask me…” Anastacia said, hoping Acacia would take the bait and open up.

Staring up at the sky with their empty eyes, the spriggan said nothing for a while. “My words are final, mortal.” They finally grunted, choosing secrecy.

The necromancer sighed. “Well, if you decide otherwise, this would be a very opportune moment to talk about anything that bothers you. We’re well out of earshot of the grove and anything you say here will stay behind when we leave, trust me.”

As there was no response, Anastacia returned to enjoying the sights. For a while now, the scent of embers had steadily grown stronger along with the singing becoming less and less distant. It hadn’t gotten to a point where she had really paid much attention to it, but all of a sudden, the stinging scent felt almost like it was directed towards the pair. Sure enough, glancing in the direction of the smoke pillars, the glow of fire had noticeably begun to spread towards them and sounds of revelry had also begun to echo along with the song.

“Should we be worried?” Anastacia asked and pointed at the flickering orange glow.

“This is a memory; you have no reason to be worried. Nothing here has any more consequence than recalling any other memory. Granted, as you have a memory of death, it might not be pleasant should that happen.” Acacia said without even pretending to look at the potential problem. “Those are just The Children of Mer, nothing I can’t deal with if need be.”

Anastacia scratched her head while tying to find a specific bit of trivia from it. “Mer? Where have I heard that before…”

“Mer was – is, I guess, he’s hardly dead – a being older than the primordial night itself, a thing from before our world – and that is all I truly know about him. As far as I remember, he was struck down during the first few days and now slumbers somewhere deep in the ground.” The spriggan explained tiredly. “I’m surprised you’ve heard of such a thing.”

“Merfall! That’s what it was!” Anastacia remembered a city from her somewhat recent travels. “There’s a city called Merfall that’s build around this massive hole in the ground. Do you think what they say about it is actually true then?”

“It would be a very people type of a thing to find a fallen beast from the void of nothingness before time and then just put a city there.” The spriggan pointed out and chuckled dryly.

Anastacia couldn’t help but to agree, people did have a tendency to do things like that. “And you’re saying that he had kids? I hope this is a solved problem since I haven’t seen many of them running around.”

“Dear old King Alabaster sorted them out not much after Mer himself fell. Just another one of those things that needed to go for people to prosper, although not one I miss this time – nothing but foul bastards and beasts the lot of them.” Acacia said and dismissively waved their arm in the arm, as if to bid the creatures their farewells. “You can ask Ulmus about the details of how they came to be, but as I recall it, there was a queen of fire nymphs of some kind, who had great aspirations and actually managed to charm the void creature to a degree – her name escapes me but it was probably something to do with fire. In the end, she stole a chunk of Mer’s essence and created their children, but not without being corrupted by him in the process and becoming a rather vile thing herself. Hard to say who got the last laugh there, as this no doubt made felling Mer much more feasible, but the queen was turned from a fairly respected being, not that unlike ourselves, into a fiend that sustained herself with the misery of others – a trait their children inherited and then went on to be a big part reason why you mortals dread the old night so.”

The lesson in ancient history would have been much more fascinating to Anastacia, if it wasn’t for the part where these Children of Mer were clearly heading their way. Even if Acacia was more than a match for them, she herself appeared more or less defenseless in the memory, and not too keen on testing the supposed lack of consequences getting hurt had.

Slowly but inevitably, the flames spread along the undergrowth like an oddly contained wildfire that arbitrarily chose trees to engulf while leaving most of them untouched. Eventually the first few beings of fire and metal emerged from the shade of the trees. The smell of smoke, ashes and iron was overwhelming even a couple of hundred meters away and only kept on getting stronger as more of the fiery beings appeared from the burning forest. It was hard to make out any details against the orange glow behind them, but there seemed to be no consistent form between any of Mer’s children. The number of legs, arms, tails, wings and even heads was almost unique to each member of the group as far as Anastacia could see, and among the few dozen that showed up, no two looked strictly alike. The fire seemed to follow in their wake like a pet or a companion, rather than any of them actively setting their surroundings on fire, though there were no shortages of burning weaponry and heated metal to set a forest aflame should they want to. The group had obviously noticed the necromancer sitting on a small hill in the distance, but not all of them appeared be interested, as the main bulk of the force departed into the direction of the lake after what seemed like a brief argument, only leaving behind two that insisted on seeing what the lone human was about.

“They’re coming over, what do we do?” Anastacia worried as the pair began heading their way.

“They are a far cry from their father, you shouldn’t worry, my presence will keep them in bay.” Acacia said reassuringly and rose up from the grass.

The appearance of Acacia only seemed to increase the already worrying amount of pep in the beings had in their step rather than discourage them, and they cheerily pranced their way up the hill, humming and laughing in the process. The smaller of the two, only barely taller than most humans hopped onwards with her cloven hooves of iron. Several long and curved metal horns jutted out of her skull in no particular pattern and the jumbled mess they created reached over a meter in every direction aside from the front. The only pieces of clothing she wore to cover her ash-grey skin were scraps of mail that seemed to be sewn directly into it in places, and a gruesome lopsided skirt which was sewn together from bits and pieces of skin and fur, some of it definitely from people and worryingly fresh. The lower part of her face was covered by another scrap of mail, which dangled from a few metal pieces that seemed to have been burned all the way into her skull. A fairly large amount of blood had recently dripped from below the piece of mail onto her chest, which made her somewhat hard to look at for Anastacia, but acting against the urge to look away were her bright orange eyes. Which had been impossible to not stare into all the way from the edge of the forest.

The other fiend was considerably taller, closer to three meters in height, and almost malnourished in appearance. A pair of fiery wings gently flapped behind him and were undoubtedly his most defining feature, occasionally flaring bright when he used them to make a small leap and dripping a steady stream of molten metal in his wake. For clothing he had a fairly complete set of plate armor made out of scorched iron covering his legs, and a helmet made out of the same material, which had no other opening besides one for his mouth. His chest was only covered by an extra pair of arms, which crossed over in the middle and held onto the shoulder on the opposite side with metal nails that dug deep into his similarly ashen skin.

While grotesque to say the least, both of them appeared somehow oddly familiar to the necromancer. Something about them made it feel like this wasn’t the first time she had come across these Children of Mer, but their hasty approach kept her curiosity in check for the time being, instead making her slowly creep closer to Acacia as the fiends failed to stop at a reasonable distance.

Suddenly Acacia raised their arm and the pair stopped in their tracks only a few meters away from Anastacia. “Foul pests, bastards of void, leave or be freed of your heads.” The spriggan stated tiredly.

The two fiends stared at the pearlescent being towering over them, confused by what they had heard.

“It speaks in mortal words!” The winged one amazedly whispered to the other.

“Wear their skins as disguise, voice their words as distraction. All the same, none different. Breaks their bones for marrow in the end, slithers into their souls to feed. All the same, none different.” The smaller of the two answered in a beautiful voice, which released a stinging stench of fresh blood into the air.

Anastacia immediately covered her nose and turned to the spriggan. “Hey… uh…Why can I understand them?”

“You heard what she said, they learned mortal languages to distract and taunt you – and accuse me of the same.” Acacia said, not bothering to be discreet. “Now, begone beasts, you have no business with us.”

“Well, that’s not entirely true.” The winged one said, sounding very polite and refined for someone with his appearance and company. “Dearest sister and I were simply wondering if we could have the human? Surely someone like you has no need for one. In fact, there is a small village of mortals back there, no doubt they would be very receptive of some divine guidance right about now. Their condition may vary, but their minds are perfectly ripe for your type.”

“A tale of six dozen, caught unaware. Dozen stitched together, feet to feet, hand in hand, face to face. Dozen blessed with kisses of metal, burns within burns within burns within burns. Dozen embraced together by chain and wire, warm and cozy as one. Dozen fed well, entrée of nails and dessert of glass. Dozen now inside dozen, forever together.” The shorter one happily sang of what had happened where they came from. “Of these, dozen left living… as a treat.”

“You mistake me for something I am not.” Acacia sighed. “But the answer is no.”

Anastacia had expected the situation to turn into a fight pretty much immediately, but the fiends still showed no signs of aggression and were merely perplexed by why their offer didn’t entice Acacia. Slightly emboldened by the apparent peacefulness of what were still very clearly horrible creatures, she decided to speak up. “So your plan was to come over and ask nicely? And then what, just kill me?”

“If I say no, will you come along?” The winged fiend said, sounding a bit hopeful. “If so, no we’re not going to kill you, I promise.”

“That seems like a lie.” The necromancer very correctly assumed.

The female fiend offered her hand in turn. “I will teach you of song and dance, of arts lyrical and visual. I will teach you the heights of joy and depths of misery. I will take you an adventure to show you sights no mortal has seen. I will teach you languages from across the world. We will cross seas, fly among the clouds, dwell into the deepest parts of the world. All this I promise for you, all this and much, much more… Our bond will strengthen beyond trust, beyond companionship, I will become the one for you to believe in. So truly, is it so much to ask, that I get to eat most of your skin?”

“Well if it’s just the skin…” Anastacia pretended to consider the offer. “No! Obviously, no!”

“Worthy attempt nonetheless – none of it true in any case. Not a moment would I have spared to nibble on your face.” The fiend sang and shrugged.

Suddenly the winged fiend came to a realization and placed his hand on the other one’s shoulder. “Sister dearest, perhaps we should have introduced ourselves before attempting to gain the trust of the mortal!” He suggested and bowed deeply. “I am The Late Herald, one hundred and sixty-seventh son of Mer.”

The shorter fiend lifted slightly up from the ground and graciously spun around in the air once. “The one and only, Melody of Malice. The first of his daughters – after seventy-two others.” She said cheerily and landed without a sound.

“Why are you entertaining these stains on existence?” Acacia asked without trying to hide their words from the fiends, most likely actually wanting them to hear in fact. “They are not worth your time.”

“I don’t know, there’s something very familiar about them but it can’t quite place it. I was hoping to figure out what it was.” The necromancer pondered. Some hard to define aspect of the pair resonated within her, and strangely enough, she was almost certain it was in a positive sense. Nowhere near enough to outweigh the disgust towards them, which was just as instinctive as the terror Acacia caused in her – but still definitely there to taunt her, was her morbid curiosity. As she was stuck in the memory for the time being anyway, she might as well investigate why this was the case. “Say, you two, I’m not too familiar with The Children of Mer-“

“You… you’re not familiar with us? Have you lived under a rock so far? At the risk of tooting my own horn, I can confidently say that everyone knows us, and I do mean everyone.” Herald puzzled, attempting to take a step closer but being put to his place by Acacia lifting their arm.

Melody opened her glowing orange eyes fully and shot a piercing stare at Anastacia. “But don’t you see, brother of mine, strangeness is afoot here, bordering on mystical fuckery. The soul is luminous with recondite hegemony unfulfilled, frail mortal shell cracks, snaps and creaks below the weight of dominance. A beacon most magnificent. Screaming, screaming, screaming to be seen. Not ushered from the glorious void, no repugnant stench of the ones above: a retaliation manifest of this realm? Yet, bones unshattered, skin free of flaying, no seared meat, laughably free of pain eternal. No failure of ours, no victory of gods, yet promise remains unfulfilled – of unending torment.” She sang, sounding almost frustrated somehow.

“A fair point well made, sister. That leaves us with a theory: she is not from this world – but where is she from then? And perhaps more importantly, how do we get there?” Herald wondered and grinned maliciously.

“A failure of a hypothesis. None so convenient, none so simple. Even chronal designs fail and wither to produce our moment. Events contained, broken reconstruction, dislocated memory, stolen thoughts. Little by little by little by little it dies. Walls grow closer, our fates imaginary, crushed as the moment ends.” Melody corrected her brother.

Acacia let out a callous chuckle. “Correct! Your disgusting existence is both false and about to be over. I can’t even promise you two were real in the first place, for your kind was far too insignificant for me to remember any particular one of you bastards.” They revealed.

“Am I to understand our kind once was but no longer is?” Herald asked, completely unbothered by the revelation, maybe even slightly amused.

“Hunted down like the vile beasts you are.” Acacia chortled. “By mortals of all things as well. Now run along and despair, along with the others of your ilk.”

The fiends glanced at each other, exchanging smirks before bursting out in laughter despite the dire news for their kind. This visibly annoyed the spriggan, causing them to hastily make their way over and forcibly grab Herald by the throat. The fiend struggled against them for a bit, flapping his wings and kicking, but soon enough realized there was no escape. Acacia’s sharp claws dug into his ashen skin and thorny vines quickly spread from the cracks in their body to further tear into their victim. The extreme heat emanated by the fiend fought back just like he had, but failed to burn the vines in the end.

“I fail to see what amuses you so, void filth.” Acacia hissed and tightened their grasp slowly.

As her brother was being strangled and could not answer, Melody did in his stead. “What consequences does our end bear? For we have already won.” She laughed mockingly. “Mortals are broken, souls forever stained by our gifts. Our lives spent to inspire feelings, and so we have. The eyes of even this one burn with primal fear, hate and disgust most delicious, from the people we have tormented and taught fear to, indistinguishable. So deep is our infection in the deathbound ones, that fear is in their nature now. What greater victory is there than to corrupt the lives seeded by the divine? To bend and defile their precious souls beyond remedy? Our grand designs live forever on in flaws of nature now, and to you, god, I pose a question, a dare: name an immortality more meaningful than our stain upon creation. Produce an existence more lasting, for there is none. We have already won.”

In a flash, the calcification took seed in the fiend in Acacia’s grasp and turned his mocking grin into an everlasting one as the thorns shattered the brittle white material that was left behind. Turning their attention to the remaining fiend, Acacia simply swung their heavy arm. Another loud crack echoed across the area, matching the one from the earlier and for similar reasons, as the spriggan’s arm had just barely come to a halt against the fiend’s much smaller ones.

Bracing against the impact with her now broken arms, Melody let out a final giggle that felt like it had much more weight to it than before. “And for ruining the divine creation, we have inspired wrath in the gods themselves. Seethe and despair, o’ deity from some unknown future. Seethe and witness our eternal triumph in your failed world!” She sang her final mockery as Acacia’s other arm landed its blow, calcified her in a blink of an eye and scattered the pieces across the side of the hill.

For a while, Acacia simply floated in place and stared at their hands. It was impossible to tell what exactly they were feeling or thinking as the featureless face revealed very little, but their unbothered image was quickly crumbling away by the second. Anastacia didn’t dare to speak up, fearing she would have interrupted something important the spriggan was trying to grasp within their ancient mind. Instead, she turned her attention to the crumbling remains of Herald, which seemed to be rapidly turning into dust after the vines released their thorny grasp off them. As was so often the case in her life, trying to figure out something only led into more questions. She was no wiser about the reason why these fiends felt so familiar, but now she also wanted to know why Acacia seemed to despise them despite their common distaste for gods, or who these fiends even really were. Without a doubt they were as close to evil as anything she had ever seen, but they seemed far from the nightmarish beasts she had imagined based on what she had heard. Correctly understanding their situation so quickly painted them as intelligent if anything.

“I apologize.” Acacia suddenly spoke up and collapsed onto the grass. “I should know better than to let their words get to me so, but…”

“What ‘victory’ was she talking about?” Anastacia asked and picked up a piece of the white material, which immediately disintegrated in her hand.

“As much as we wish to simplify The Children of Mer to be nothing but errant evil in flesh, they are more than that. They are creatures of pure emotion and oppose us, beings of purpose, with their entirely recreational existence.” The spriggan explained and grasped the blades of grass with their claws. “Most of the forms of art still practiced by mortals to this day were taught to them by The Children as a way to inspire emotions in them, but such cheerful cohabitation quickly ended as they found fear and hate to last much longer and burn much brighter than joy or thankfulness. So instead of teaching mortals about song and dance, they introduced the first few generations to fear and misery. So, just as the gods who had given their creations what aspects they themselves found most important for one’s character, most of the negative emotions were brought on by these beasts of void. The permanence – or often dominance, of such feelings in all mortals is their victory. Not many beings can claim as much success as they can, even in death…”

“And are you sure all of them are gone?” The necromancer wondered.

“Absolutely sure? No. The world is vast and has plenty of burrows and holes full of forgotten old things. Mer still exists, and who knows, perhaps their mother is still out there, plotting the creation of more – I can’t say I remember hearing of her defeat either.” Acacia sighed.

While this hardly answered all the questions Anastacia had, she could tell Acacia was no longer in a mood to explain things to some mortal twerp. What was supposed to be a brief glimpse into the past had turned into a rather taxing experience to the spriggan, and adding to that wasn’t Anastacia’s wish.

“Necromancer…” The spriggan spoke up again, now staring at the starless sky above. “Is the offer for your ear still available?”

Anastacia immediately perked up and basically dived into the grass besides Acacia. “Of course! What’s up?” She asked, almost unfittingly excitedly, though only because she was eager to help.

“The last we spoke; I gave my thoughts on the troubles of your friend – them passing the line towards the divine…” The spriggan muttered, still whispering even when there was no one else to hear them. “I’m afraid I myself hurled over that line long ago – and kept going.”

The necromancer placed her hand on Acacia’s arm as a sign of understanding and compassion. “So… are you a… god? Like they said, I mean.” She quietly asked, not sure how to word her question.

“There are no simple answers beyond foolish assumptions in this world, little one, but ‘no’ might be closer to the truth. Each of the divine stumps in their higher planes are manifestations of their aspects, I am no manifestation of anything in my form outside of this false memory. Yet, my spirit is beyond corrupted by the divine prey I’ve hunted, so to call me a nature spirit is equally wrong. In the end, what I am is a cancerous false spirit, masquerading as what I once was.” Acacia said, struggling to word their explanation in a way it would make any sense to a mortal. “That is, for now. Each day I spend much of my might suppressing the filth of divinity that has consumed all but my hard shell, rotted me from within, but this is a battle I will one day lose. I doubt the time the grove will no longer call me its own is far either.”

Anastacia nodded understandingly. “And no one knows? Not even Ulmus? Maybe they could help if you-“

“No.” The spriggan interrupted her. “The divine essence I have consumed on my mission to hunt for more is no longer a part of me, it is what I am. To solve the issue would be my end as well. There is nothing to do beyond waiting for the tipping point. I had simply hoped for there to be more than enough time, but what you see proves such hopes as stuff of fools.”

The woes of a being like Acacia weren’t exactly something Anastacia had much hope aiding in, she hardly knew of a miracle solution the spriggan hadn’t already considered a thousand times before she had even been born. But she hadn’t been asked for solutions anyway, she had simply been asked to make good on her own offer to listen, which she did without further interruptions.

Acacia took a moment to collect their thoughts and chuckled dryly, as if mocking themselves. “In all honesty, I understand this is a consequence of my own greed and fully accept it, but there remains one thing I can not accept yet. Our path of seclusion from the mortals will bring nothing but strife, but most of the others have not seen the transient beauty and glory only mortals can possess. They hold on to the old grudges and killed what curiosity they once had with their stubbornness. I had hoped to use the weight of my words to change our course before they would no longer be heard, but that has proven more difficult than expected… Sometimes I wonder if fading into legend is what we’re good for these days… We boast our eternal existence, but all leaves will fall sooner or later, and staying stranded alone in our home will do nothing but shake the tree. It is why I found so much promise your and Xamiliere’s companionship, I knew it would undoubtedly spark curiosity within some ancient spirits who have yet to grow bitter below their bark.

“And that is the piece of my mind I wished to share, the barely hidden truth of my false existence, and the denied fact that we are not excluded from the withering of this world despite our stubbornness.”

Anastacia waited for a while to make sure the spriggan was finished. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think it’s too late for the spriggans to turn around, and I do hope I’ve at least managed to make a few of you question the current state of things. If anything, I have more faith in you guys being able to make peace with mortals than Mournvalley being able to do so.”

“Kind of you to say so, and there is still some time for me, quite a bit in your scale, I think. So I am still not without any hope.” Acacia said while staring at the burning village in the distance, mostly because almost all life had slowly begun to fade as the spell was finally beginning to sputter and die, so there wasn’t much else left to look at.

The necromancer leaned against the spriggan’s calcified body to watch the flames with them. “So, what exactly will happen once you no longer count as a nature spirit?” She asked, hoping it wasn’t too insensitive.

“Hunt.” Acacia laughed. “The Great King Alabaster’s record has stood for far too long for my liking.”
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                Honoring her promise to Acacia, Anastacia didn’t speak a word of what had transpired in the memory, aside from sharing her astonishment of how lush and vibrant the world had been in its early ages. The spriggan themself mostly returned to the usual mischievous and cheeky self, which the necromancer now knew to be at least partly a front to hide their worries and divinely corrupted state. Below the mysterious and almost threatening tone of the cat, she could now hear a deep concern that had been there all along but was entirely undetectable for anyone who hadn’t heard Acacia speak their true thoughts. There was now also a clear difference between Acacia and every other spriggan in the grove. A not-so-subtle hint of energy coming from somewhere other than what the spirits called the balance. Those who were used to Acacia’s presence must have grown blind to its gradual growth over the millennia, but to someone who had only known more than one spriggan for a couple of days, it was easy to point out the tainted one among them.

Though the spell her body had hijacked had left her weary, Anastacia quickly regained her energy by eating some of the various fruits and vegetables brought to her by the lesser spirits she had befriended, and a refreshing wash with the crystal-clear water flowing around the rock. The remainder of the day she spent in the company of the spirits who returned from the duties that had separated them from their new friend, as well as conversing with some of the other spirits who were fairly indifferent to her presence in the grove. As her company once more returned to their unending work, she returned to the rock once more to rest her feet.

“I think I’m ready.” Xamiliere suddenly said it a way that sounded determined but was clearly a temporary culmination of a considerable amount of mental preparation.

“Ready? Do you mean for the grafting thing?” Anastacia asked surprisedly and immediately got back on her feet.

“No amount of wallowing in the risks of it will make them any lesser, nor will any new options appear by waiting around. Nothing to do but to do it… I guess.” The spriggan sighed, rapidly losing the determination she had gathered.

Anastacia saw the growing hesitation on her eyes and grasped the spirit’s hand. “Remember what I said: no matter what happens, we’re leaving here together.” She said and grinned.

“It’s not you I doubt. It’s just that I’d rather go along willingly, but can’t promise that.” Xamiliere sighed and got up from the rock.

Without a word more, they slowly made their way to Ulmus, hand in hand and the necromancer occasionally pulling the spriggan along when she slowed down out of hesitation. As promised, Ulmus was nothing but delighted to aid with the process, though they didn’t bother hiding the fact that it was to sate their own curiosity much more than to actually provide help – but with the options as limited as they were, Xamiliere had no choice but to trust the elk.

Ulmus guided them around the tree along winding paths they used to slowly move around, as they were unwilling to climb and hop around the roots like the other spirits. To a degree it seemed like the tree itself had opened such a path just for Ulmus, as the massive roots rose high above the ground or dug into it just enough for the spirit to move past them without having to more than slightly lower their head or a high step over one. Their destination was a shallow pond of water directly by the side of the great tree between two roots which slightly further apart from one another than in other places around the tree. About five meters across and only deep enough to make sure some water would end up in most shoes, the pond appeared fairly unassuming and had nothing interesting about it besides a small ‘island’ by the far edge, close enough to the tree for one to stand on it and touch the rough bark on the base of its trunk.

“Here we are. Housepl- Xamiliere, please stand on the patch of land in the middle there.” Ulmus instructed and dipped their front hooves into the crystal-clear water.

“This is a bit shi- unassuming for a ritual location, is it not?” Anastacia commented while splashing the shallow water with her foot.

“Unassuming? I must disagree. You stand in the heart of The Mother Grove, one of the only remaining seats of power in this world. Each blade of grass and bit of bark here dwarfs whatever sanctity the grand temples of mortals have struggled to amass.” Ulmus explained, sounding more delighted to be allowed to boast than insulted by the belittling remark.

Xamiliere stepped across the water onto the small mound and instinctively placed her hand on the tree. She may have disagreed with everything the grove and its inhabitants stood for, but was far from blind to the obscene amount of power the tree held and felt the draw to it just like every other spriggan.

“Now, punch it.” Ulmus said.

Xamiliere turned back around. “Excuse me?”

“Punch the tree. It’s hardly a complicated task.” The elk chuckled. “It is as the name implies, you must fuse yourself to it, and the simplest way is to hit it. That will break the bark and your arm enough for the two to become one – and that’s all there really is to it. Once your spirit is taken in by the grove, we shall see what it spits back out.”

Xamiliere glanced at the tree by her and winced. Ulmus’ brief explanation failed to mention the part where her spirit would be taken apart and everything deemed unneeded or tainted would be burned off, which was unlikely to be a good experience, even without the risk of losing oneself and emerging as someone entirely unrecognizable.

Seeing her friend hesitate, Anastacia stepped into the water with the idea of offering to hold her hand through the process, but was stopped by Ulmus lowering one of their antlers to block the path.

“I wouldn’t, for two reasons: for all we know, the process might yank your mortal spirit along and it would no doubt evaporate on the spot, and quite a lot of your skin would be replaced with splinters as the houseplant’s body is exposed to the grove’s power.” They said and lifted their head once Anastacia backed out.

Annoyed that she wasn’t able to be there for her friend when she was so obviously needed, Anastacia repeated her threat, this time making sure everyone nearby heard. “Whatever greater power is behind this place, consider your next actions carefully. You know who I am, and the weight behind my words. As things are, I am aligned with you and your servants, but strip me of my friend and that will change. From my throne all the way to here, all will burn.” This gathered some concerned looks from some of the spirits nearby, but nothing was done or said until Ulmus broke the silence.

“If I may… It is in our interests to heed The White One’s warning; the receiving end of her broken fate is not where we wish to be.” Ulmus added their own thoughts to the statement. “From what I hear, there are those far more deserving of it.”

The gesture was no doubt largely for show on the spriggan’s part, but it did successfully ease Xamiliere’s mind and at least temporarily remove what doubts remained in her head. She glided her hand across the bark of the great tree and decided on a spot before briefly turning around. “See you in a bit, Anna.” She smiled with what little hope she had scraped together.

“I’ll be here.” The necromancer smiled back at her.

After exchanging small nods with Ulmus, Xamiliere pulled back her arm and swiftly jabbed her fist into the tree. Both the bark and her arm snapped and shattered on impact, but the stump left of Xamiliere’s fist managed to bury itself a couple of centimeters into the radiantly green wood under the great tree’s bark. In a blink of an eye, the green energy in her body flashed blindingly bright and the wood immediately gave out under whatever immense power poured into it, sending shrapnel in every direction. Some smaller pieces harmlessly bounced off both onlookers, but being any closer would have likely been a bad idea, as Ulmus had predicted. magical sparks sprayed out of the small gash Xamiliere had managed to make until it rapidly healed and grew shut, leaving the whole site in silence as the last wisps of energy left the larger pieces of what remained of the spriggan’s annihilated husk.

Anastacia bit her lip and tried not to cry as the dust settled. She had more or less gathered what would happen and knew that it wasn’t that big of a deal to the spirits, but seeing one’s friend just cease to be in front of you wasn’t an easy thing to just shrug off.

“Calm your heart, necromancer. You have a part to play in this yet.” Ulmus suddenly said.

“What?” The necromancer sniffled.

“It is your duty to plant something on the mound there, for her spirit to take over once more. Technically even a piece of her old body would do the job, but you are presented with a choice here.” The spriggan explained while keeping a keen eye on the situation, studying it.

“Yes!” Anastacia exclaimed, excited to be able to help in some way. “Wait… Does this affect anything? Like if I choose poorly, will it ruin something?”

Ulmus paused for a moment to think. “Traditionally speaking, and by that, I mean once in the beginning of our existence, we sprouted as plants fitting for our purposes and thus for our personalities and names. So if we were to observe that, you would have to find what the houseplant initially grew as – but considering she has forgone all three of those… who cares? You are no doubt more qualified to pick something than anyone else, which is why I decided to leave this up to you… and mostly because I thought it would be interesting. Things such as size, shape and consistency are largely under our control, so you won’t affect that.”

The necromancer nodded and immediately darted away. Though she had spent the past few days in a grove literally consisting of every plant ever, giving her access to a wide selection of beautiful, rare, valuable and even extinct trees to pick from, the necromancer’s mind was obsessed with one plant and one plant alone. One that had caused her nothing but disappointment, but one she was also unwilling to let go of until she understood it fully. She rushed among the roots all the way back to their camping rock to fetch the branch from the coffee plant she had already eaten all the cherries from. Out of breath, she returned to the pond with the stick after sprinting as fast as she physically could and presented it to Ulmus.

“Yeah, sure, that will do. Matara is unconventional as far as choices go, which is about what I expected out of you. Most would gravitate towards the mighty trees that tower over their surroundings and withstand the harshest of storms, but this glorified shrub is certainly preferable over what she started out as.” Ulmus said, barely taking their eyes off the grand tree despite seeming nothing happening at the time.

“I always thought she was like a willow or something, or I guess it depends on the limb, considering we’ve just been adding stuff whenever she gets injured…” Anastacia wondered and leaned against the elk to catch her breath.

“That husk of hers is made up of a mess of things, that much is correct, but the core within her remains the same, all the way from the time she first sprouted – well, until now, I should say. Depending on what happens, this might be the moment she truly becomes Xamiliere.” Ulmus continued. “There is a kind of a tree by the name of ficta, now extinct in the outside world and rare even here because of the way it grows. A ficta will remain as a sapling for years upon years, until its roots find a suitable seed or another sapling. It will then consume its new neighbor and grow as it, down to the finest detail. If one happens to find an apple tree seed, it will grow as an apple tree and provide a harvest of something that looks like apples. However, it will gradually poison the ground beneath it and much of the wildlife trying to eat what it offers. Eventually you’ll end up with a clearing with a single ominous apple tree in the middle, as no other plant is able to take root in the poisoned ground around it – hence why they were fairly easy to single out by mortals who eventually got rid of them because they thought them cursed.

“One of these trees sprouted as a spriggan and is now known as Xamiliere. Now, being a nature spirit that poisons the ground is… let us say, a complete and utter disaster. So, she was very quickly ‘encouraged’ to replace majority of her form with grafted pieces of other trees, even before all this debacle of being a person.”

“I don’t think she wanted me to know that…” The necromancer muttered, wondering if she should have interrupted the story at some point, but her curiosity gotten the better of her once more.

“I truly do not care.” The elk said coldly. “But I think it is fitting for you to know. After all, no matter what happens, you’re fulfilling a dream of hers. Once she takes over that branch of yours, she’ll no longer be a ficta. She will grow as a matara and that will be the full story.”

Though she wasn’t exactly sure if she was actually doing Xamiliere a favor, and definitely not considering how it was probably a bit messed up that she was turning one of her friends into a coffee plant out of all things, Anastacia walked across the pond and jabbed the branch into the small mound of soil. Expecting something to happen immediately, she let go of it but was disappointed when the stick remained still. Instead of having a modicum of patience, she picked the branch back up and stabbed it into the ground again to see if it would take root then. This happened two more times before Ulmus told her to leave the poor stick alone. Just as the necromancer was about to go against the spriggan’s word and try again out of fear of having not done a good enough job, the water in the pond began to glow faintly green and form a thin layer of mist that swirled around both the mound and the necromancer until it formed into the familiar wisps of green energy that began to take shape around the branch. Soon, two bright orbs appeared in the air above it. Though they lacked a body, one could immediately tell that behind them was a sentient being, gazing at its surroundings through them. As suddenly as they had appeared, the orbs faded and the freely flowing energy sank into the ground around the branch.

After only a brief moment of stillness, new branches began growing from the base of the original one and weaving around one another in a way Anastacia had seen before when Sorbus had created their first imitation of a human body. Immediate relief washed over the necromancer as she could see a faint outline of the familiar shape she had grown attached to. However, the joy was left short as a ghastly scream of agony filled the air as soon as the first parts of the spriggan’s head began to take shape. The harrowing screech of a dying creature that didn’t need to draw breath continued for over a minute as Anastacia tried to find answers from the seemingly unbothered Ulmus.

“Well, I have some good news.” The elk finally said as the screaming didn’t seem to stop. “She has retained her form and is curse free as far as I can tell. It’s a good start, but there’s no telling what came of her mind or memories.”

“Why is she screaming?!” Anastacia worried.

“Being exploded and having her spirit torn open to take out bits and pieces does that to you – I assume.” Ulmus guessed unhelpfully. “But it is truly remarkable that this is now the form she is supposed to have. I had my doubts of such a thing being possible, but here we are.”

Finally, the screaming came to a halt once Xamiliere’s body had fully reformed mostly the same as she had been, though with some minor changes that were virtually unnoticeable to anyone who wasn’t Anastacia. Her wooden body collapsed limply into the water, though the green energy still brightly swirled within her, giving some ease to the worried necromancer, who immediately dove in to be by her friend.

Ulmus must have noticed the necromancer’s worry as they spoke without hearing the question first. “Her body is complete, so it’s time for the spirit to mend…” They said but were no longer focusing on Xamiliere, instead staring much higher up into the top branches of the great tree. “I see… So there was a second purpose to the curse.”

“What?” Anastacia asked, having only partially heard the muttering.

“Nothing you should worry about.” The elk said but inched closer to the necromancer to whisper. “You should vacate the area, ideally the whole grove if you can – and take her with you.”

Confused by the sudden suggestion, Anastacia tried to lift the limp spriggan but could only barely move her. “Why do we need to leave?” She whispered back.

Ulmus kept staring up. “Something is trying to get in here by force, and I don’t think it’s a coincidence that it happened after the very moment we did this. It won’t take long for others to come to the same conclusion, and you want to be far away from here when they do, no matter what it is that’s coming.”

“I… I can’t lift her!” The necromancer said, only now noticing the dozens of glowing pairs of eyes in the distance, no doubt lured there by the screaming. “If it’s our fault, I’ll fight with you!”

Though the sky remained silent, even Anastacia was beginning to feel a sudden shift in the atmosphere of the grove. A feeling of electricity in the air, tension, almost like an incoming storm. Complete stillness had taken over the forest as every spriggan had stopped what they were doing and were now focused on something they felt incoming.

“It is no more your fault than it is mine for suggesting this, and whatever it is that is coming, your help isn’t needed. You just don’t want to be here for the aftermath, when the others begin to look for explanations.” Ulmus said, steadily growing more and more visibly unsettled.

Anastacia tried once more to move Xamiliere but couldn’t even get her out of the water. “Well how am I supposed to get us out of here?! I can’t eve-“ She almost panicked before being interrupted by a familiar voice from atop a nearby root.

“I have arrived!” Sorbus declared loudly, still in their new shape.

“Just the fool we needed!” Ulmus laughed. “Take these two somewhere that isn’t here, now.”

“Ulmus! Do you know what a bed is? We should definitely get you one, so you don’t have to lay on a rock all day. Pillows too, like ten of them!” Sorbus suggested, ignoring the request.

“Now, Sorbus!” Ulmus had to repeat.

“Fine, fine, fine…” The fox muttered disappointedly, hoisted Xamiliere onto their shoulder and helped Anastacia back on her feet. “But promise me you’ll think about the bed.”

Understanding the rush they appeared to be in, Sorbus caused no further hangups before they made it into the forest surrounding the great tree and began to look for a suitable spot to escape the grove from.

The timing of Sorbus’ arrival was suspicious at the very least, and out of direct view, Anastacia could spare the thought to ask. “Why are you here?”

“Acacia very rudely tore me out of a bath, said I was needed for something – which was apparently this?” Sorbus recounted.

“Why were you in a bath...” The necromancer puzzled. “It was summer and there was a lake right there… and you’re a tree.”

“Apparently you can soak most spriggans in warm water and we’ll leak enough stuff into it to give it a relaxing effect. The tub we have is awfully small though, so we were trying to figure out if we can even fit in.” Sorbus explained cheerily.


Back at the grove, Acacia had joined Ulmus by the pond as both of them, along with every other spriggan, kept nervously staring at the sky. Those that had been present for the brief incursion the sect had managed to stage were immediately reminded of it, but what was going on was decidedly different. The Violet Sect had gained access to the grove through their own mysterious paths that simply avoided the wards and magics keeping the home of the spriggans secret, but their new guest was actively making their way through the defenses.

“I assume this has to do with the curse?” Acacia asked.

“If I had to guess, locating us was the primary purpose of the curse. Whoever cast it intentionally made it impossible to remove though means available to mortals, and knew Xamiliere would be forced to come here.” Ulmus said almost amused by the way they had finally been found after thousands of years. “But what do the divine want with us, and why now of all times?”

“Let us hope it’s death they are seeking, as we have little more to offer their kind.” The cat laughed.

“Let it never be said that the grove is an unwelcoming host! I have barely wiped my feet and already there is talk of offering me gifts.” A new voice in their midst suddenly spoke, coming from a small girl sitting atop the very same root Sorbus had just climbed. Vilja, the goddess of unwanted and unneeded things announced her presence. Wearing a freshly sewn set of long, loose robes that seemed to use a piece of night sky as their material, she twirled the worn out and awkwardly long pipe she carried with her and addressed the spriggans without much concern. “I hate to come visiting without gifts, but not much others would want falls within my domain.”

All nearby spriggans immediately assumed positions suitable for attacking the unwelcome guest, as Acacia remained the closest one to her. “You are terribly lost, little godling. As I said, we have nothing but death to offer for you, but we do offer it gladly.” The cat threatened her.

“No, I actually came looking for you specifically, hunter of gods. This is very much where I aimed to be.” Vilja nonchalantly said and puffed some smoke towards the spriggan. “I’ve put a fair amount of work into finding this place just to make you an offer. Cursing Xamiliere wasn’t fun at all, and she even decided to be very stubborn about coming here…”

“I’ll gladly tear your throat open, if that’s what you’re needing, otherwise there isn’t much to negotiate.” Acacia hissed. “I’ve not heard of you, but the odds here are not in your favor.”

“I actually feared that might be the case, so I figured I’d take a friend along to balance the scales of being a dick to one another.” The goddess nodded and snapped her fingers, causing a large crack to form in the air behind her. As the crack spread, more and more light flooded through it until a pair of long claws reached through the gap and tore it open to reveal a decorated porcelain mask and a pair of thick horns growing from under it.

Nirmaata, the once last muse, broke her way through to fractured rift between realms and took a look at the nature spirits she now towered over.

“Allow me to introduce our newest hire, Nirmaata, the god of craftsmen and seamstresses – official title pending.” Vilja announced the muse’s arrival and clapped her hands. “And I, her close friend whom she has sworn to protect, Vilja – a deity of no note or concern.”

“I need not any introduction to this lot of bush and bramble, for our deeds are intertwined from times before times. We once stood equal, a beast of fate and twigs of purpose, and now have fallen as equal as well – for I see but a dwindled shrubbery of poor harvest and arid fields.” Nirmaata stated with an equal amount of reverence and spite in her tone. Standing in the midst of them in her robes of bright red and glimmery gold, the muse caused each and every spriggan, including Acacia and Ulmus, to take a step back and reconsider their position.

“I see now, perhaps there is room for talk.” Ulmus calmly suggested while the cat besides them gritted their teeth, attempting to swallow their pride. “Time has not favored the muses any more than other primordial ones then? Are the great makers of mortal races not up to your high standards or have all masterpieces been made?”

“It is the same curse of perpetuity that befell on our kind that broke so many others from our time. There is naught but decay in immortality. Piece by piece our resolve is chiseled away by the changing times, but it is as you say as well: the mortal world is stagnant in its innovations, ever since the crown of makers that I now don, was granted to my predecessor.” The muse spoke with slightly more warmth in her raspy voice, perhaps having some level of respect for Ulmus as a keeper of knowledge.

The elk let out a dry laugh. “Dare I ask what came of your predecessor? I doubt many deities are too keen on relinquishing their lofty positions.”

Joining with a chuckle of her own, Nirmaata explained. “After millennia of not seeing to his responsibilities, he was deemed unfit for the position, unneeded and unwanted – something one would be wise to avoid as of late.”

“You divine bastards are useless by definition. Hurl rocks in glass houses all you want, but ours is not one and you should leave it while still able.” Acacia hissed at the muse as their thorns grew longer and sharper.

Vilja couldn’t help but to laugh out loud at the threat. She hopped off the root and walked over to Acacia, leaning in perhaps unwisely close to the spriggan. “Thorny words for someone with such a flimsy hold on what’s left of their purpose, hunter of gods.” She whispered, staring down at the spriggan with her vacuous eyes and flashed her teeth with a grin. “Day by day, a salad seems more and more appetizing. We wouldn’t want that to continue, would we?”

Something about the small goddess must have terrified the spriggan in a way even Nirmaata couldn’t, as the cat further retreated instead of attacking what should have been an easy target for the likes of them. “What the fuck are you?!”

Vilja spun around once in place, entangling herself in her endlessly long silver hair and the black-as-night gown. “Someone whom you share a hobby with, and is looking to learn from the master – as well as some additional paws on deck.”

            

    
        Chapter 271 - The death of a failure

    
    
    
    
                Resting Xamiliere’s head on her lap, Anastacia sat near an edge of a cliff facing towards a vast but warm sea she had never seen before. Waves as tall as a person crashed against the rocky wall below her and caused quite a bit of salty mist to reach her on occasion, but it didn’t really bother her after the oppressive moisture and heat of the grove. Behind her was an untamed field of hay and thistle, which apparently was under Sorbus’ charge as one of their less-liked responsibilities because of its proximity to the sea and salty air. Continuing along the cliff, towards what Anastacia presumed was south, took one to a decently sized fishing village full of life on an early afternoon such as this. In the north, the cliff she was sitting on turned into a mountain that was slowly crumbling into the water as time took its toll on the rock.

Sorbus only remembered so many locations in the outside world and none of them were conveniently close to Valor, so Anastacia had allowed the fox to arbitrarily pick one as their destination, which didn’t end all too badly all things considered. Sorbus had remained with them for a while, but seeing how desperately the fox was wishing to return to their more important duties, Anastacia urged them to go. She figured that Xamiliere would be able to get them to Valor anyway, and even if she wasn’t, they could simply work their way to the city from the nearby village with a bit of effort and time – after they figured out where they even were first. Before Sorbus departed, Anastacia told them about Valor and its rough location in the world, just in case the spriggan needed help or just wanted to visit later on. She felt that the fox had more than earned what help she could offer by sticking by Xamiliere’s side even against other nature spirits – and she was admittedly curious about how things would turn out for them in the future.

And so, with the grove and its curious inhabitants finally behind her, the necromancer stopped to think on everything that had happened, including the reason they had left it so suddenly. Had the incoming intruder been of the sect, they would have no doubt allowed her there to fight, so she figured it must have been about some ancient business beyond mortal comprehension and better left to the spirits to deal with as they had wished. As she pondered, she kept instinctively caressing the wooden surface of Xamiliere’s fresh body. Not much had changed in its structure, definitely not enough for just anyone to notice, but Anastacia did. Most of it was simply the removal of small imperfections that had stayed behind after old injuries had healed, but her appearance was also slightly more youthful. Had she been a regular mortal, it would have seemed like ten of fifteen years had been lifted off her body. Her bark was smoother and thinner, her entire body slightly slenderer and her face even more lifelike than before. Anastacia absentmindedly pressed her finger against the spriggan’s lips, thinking they would be soft like her own, but wood was still wood in the end, and they didn’t budge.

Understanding her own feelings a bit better now than before their excursion, she knew why her gaze lingered on Xamiliere’s lips for a good while longer than she wanted it to. “Is this one of those stories where there needs to be a kiss for you to wake up? We might be here for a good while if that’s the case. It’s not that I don’t want to, or wouldn’t in a heartbeat if that really was the case… It’s just… I need a friend more than anything for a while longer. There’s too much going on, both in me and out here, and I’m just frankly very lost in all of it. Not only am I supposed to be dead, which is more than a few sleepless nights on its own, but I’m also supposed to be a fairly big actor in some pretty big stuff – which I just don’t want to be. I’m happy to slap the violet out of these sect assholes, but only because they’re being shits to me and my friends, not because of some color-coded soul nonsense. I just want to be me and do stuff Anastacia wants to do, including this whole kissing business eventually, none of this white necromancer garbage I get peddled constantly, none of this dumb sect stuff, none of whatever the fuck is going on in Mournvalley… Maybe it’ll all be over once I stomp the sect out of existence, and probably once we find the other white one. I get if this is just profoundly selfish from your perspective, but please trust me when I say that this is the best I can do right now.” She rambled to herself, almost hoping Xamiliere wasn’t hearing any of it. “That is, assuming you’re still there.”

Neither the speech nor prodding her face gave any more life to the spriggan, but the green wisps of energy kept brightly flowing within her, suggesting that she only needed more time.

“Can you imagine how mad Rosie will be once we get back?” The necromancer chuckled and placed her hand on top of Xamiliere’s, slipping her fingers between the spriggan’s. “Even if we hadn’t left a bunch of soil and two entire trees in my room… I might get off with a stern talk, but she’s probably going to assume you kidnapped me, isn’t she? I’ll do what I can to calm her, but I’d be prepared to sleep elsewhere if I were you, until I smooth this one out with her…”

Having spent most of her life alone in a cell, it was hardly a struggle for Anastacia to carry a conversation on her own, usually with something that wasn’t even sentient to begin with, so while time passed, she simply kept talking.

“It kind of pained me to leave Iris behind if I’m being honest. She just seems like the kind that’s always only a moment away from doing something extremely stupid for perfectly good reasons, and I don’t think she’s anywhere near as okay with everything that has happened as she pretends to be – some of which may be my fault, but that’s beside the point. I know Emilia will look after her, but at the same time I don’t really think she should be leaning too much on gods for help, even Sylvia… Maybe especially Sylvia. Something about that one doesn’t add up whenever I try to think about it. Apparently shoving me back to this side of life and death was a big deal, and she did request me and Gilbert to look into the sect without telling Emilia about it for some reason – and now this whole thing about Emilia becoming untouchable by necromancy. Something fishy about that whole thing but I’m too dumb to put the pieces together.” She pondered out loud as she watched some kind of a fishing ship approach the village by the shore. “Or maybe I’ve just been listening to spriggans too much as of late.

“I hope Iris’ wings are ready though. She’s supposed to be in the upper end of what Mournvalley has to offer, but she may as well not have been a necromancer when we left. The power was there, but it felt like it was stuck in her, barely trickling out here and there. Though I guess that makes sense considering the designs she wanted in the wings. They’re not actually that useful for fighting, nothing like Coquelicot’s arms at least, but more like conduits to more easily divide her attention between multiple things… But that in on its own is hardly inquisitor worthy. Amaranth, the old hag I needed to go to Mournvalley to beat, could basically take over the entire collection of skeletons they had in her heyday, and send them out of Mournvalley without having to go herself. Makes me think there’s more to Iris’ talents than controlling a handful of thralls and that weird biting habit. Well, it’s not really my business what they do, after all, I think the main goal is to not have to get rid of this inquisition as well – and she’s kind of fun, you know? If she didn’t have just a puzzling level of reverence for the pile of burning ass that is Mournvalley, it could be nice if she stayed in Valor.”

The ship in the distance had managed to successfully dock itself to the pier and Anastacia could only barely see barrels, presumably full of fish, being moved around on the deck. She spared a moment to think how fun it would be to sail around for a while, and see even more of the world than the trips from Valor allowed her to. She then glanced at the sea that seemed to continue infinitely into the horizon as a bottomless black mass of water, and decided that maybe a smaller boat and a lake would do before trying out the real deal. Rosie rarely spoke of her days of piracy, but she did seem to miss the sea at times, so there must have been something to the whole thing, even if it seemed like a terrifying prospect at first.

“You sure are taking your time, huh?” The necromancer sighed. Every minute that passed made her a bit more worried that something big had changed within her friend, and she wouldn’t be herself anymore. Back when Xamiliere was trying to make up her mind, Anastacia had made sure to remain as confident as possible to hopefully inspire a bit of hope in the spriggan, but as time slowly passed on the cliff, the act had started to crumble. It wasn’t exactly outlandish to consider that the grove could have decided to take back one of its children, even if her form had remained the same. It also wasn’t that hard to believe that the grove wouldn’t be all too bothered by the threats of a single necromancer if it had some other goals in mind. It was still entirely possible that Xamiliere would wake up as entirely indifferent to her previous life, or worse yet, as someone entirely different. Still, even as doubts began to pile up, Anastacia held on to the belief that Xamiliere had been exactly who she was supposed to be, and there was nothing for the grove to change.

“It’s going to be terribly cold when we get back home, and I forgot my coat and shoes back there… I’m actually kind of worried that Rosie has gotten rid of the trees in my room and we have to walk back from the forest outside of the city. If that’s the case, you’ll need to carry me since I want to keep all my toes.” She said, now with a hint of doubt in her tone.

“But I think it’s supposed to start getting warmer any day now, right? When the spring comes, we can go hang out outside again, just the two of us. I think that was the best part of this whole thing as well. I did learn a lot and met some interesting spirits, but we did get some nice alone time. The inn is great, but it’s a bit hard to just spend time together there. A lot of watchful eyes, people that don’t need to overhear everything and all that.” The necromancer traced the burns on her arm with her finger as she tried to keep talking to avoid having to consider the possibility that all was not as she hoped. “I’d like to hear more about your past as well. Ulmus did say some things they probably shouldn’t have, and if you don’t want me to know about all that, I won’t mention it again – but you know, I want to know you better, the you I’ve seen here as well as the one I’ve known before… So please wake up already…”

The wooden body of the spriggan was starting to weigh on Anastacia’s legs, and though she wanted to stay as they were just in case Xamiliere were to wake up, she eventually had to give up when her legs started to become unbearably numb. Working out the pins and needles, she took a few steps without straying too far from her friend. Eventually, after quite a bit of pacing, she ended up a bit closer to the edge of the cliff, close enough to peer over the edge at the waves crashing against the jagged rocks below. Even though it probably wasn’t too deep, the water appeared entirely black against the light grey stones, making the sea seem bottomless even so close to the shore. She could feel a few schools of fish in the distance as well as a couple of larger creatures slowly drifting along the shore towards the town – likely having learned that a fishing ship arriving meant that there was a chance for some of the catch to end up back in the water, or even just the offal. After the vibrant colors of the grove and her brief glimpse at the primordial night, the world around her felt like it lacked all meaningful color all of a sudden. The black sea without reflections, grass and thistle around them was barely green, the daunting grey overcast sky above, even the buildings of the town seemed like their once bright colors had worn down to a slight tint. Having seen the perfect lushness of the primordial times, the lingering greenery of the grove and now the faded world that was left in such a quick succession really made the trajectory of things obvious for the first time. To someone who had lived in a dark cell for so long, even the current state of the world had always appeared miraculously beautiful, but it was suddenly very difficult to see it as much more than a worn-out husk of what had once been.

“Is this how you, King and other ancient things see the world as well? Just as kind of… disappointing now?” She asked and watched the clouds slowly roll across the sky. “Though I guess I should be happy with what I have, since some day in the future, someone will feel exactly like this about what’s left right now – or maybe this will pass when I start to forget or when my mood gets a bit better…”

Obviously, she knew the colors she had marveled at in the past still existed completely unchanged, but even in her memories they now seemed faded. The bright crimson of the red inquisition’s robes, the royal purple of the guild’s uniforms, the soft light brown of coffee with a bit of cream in it, even the accursed violet of the sect may as well have been ashen grey. Only four colors remained as bright as ever: the green energy swirling within spriggans, the pale blue glow of the ancient simulacra and the reddish crystalline horns of guild officials, as well as their orange counterpart on unit twelve.

Having done nothing but further ruined her mood by thinking about something else, Anastacia returned to her friend, this time simply sitting beside her while holding the spriggan’s hand. As time passed, the doubt and desperation in her rapidly gained more of a foothold. Evening began to approach and the temperature fell well below what she had gotten used to, but neither that nor her hunger really bothered the necromancer. Finding food or warmth wouldn’t be an issue, so she simply ignored both of them and focused on what mattered to her.

Then came the night. Nothing had been said for oven an hour as the necromancer stubbornly clutched onto her friend’s hand and emotionlessly watched the occasional lantern flicker in the town as someone there had business outside. The clouds covered the night sky to a point that even the moon struggled to show itself through them. Once the birds had perched themselves into the trees for the night, only the rhythmic crashing of waves below kept the silence away and provided some sense of time passing. Every now and then, some beast of the forest was lured closer by the faint green glow of the spriggan, but very quickly convinced to leave by their own body warning them of the necromancer. Cold, hungry and exhausted, Anastacia knew she should have headed to the town for shelter ages ago, but couldn’t move Xamiliere on her own and refused to leave her alone even for a second. She could have still easily made it there had she tried to, but that didn’t even seem like an option to consider to her weary mind, which was only being kept going by the nature spirit’s flowery scent and far from being able to make rational decisions. Finally, surrounded by nothing but darkness, resting against the spriggan’s wooden chest, Anastacia fell asleep against her will.


The bastardly yells of seagulls caused Anastacia to flinch awake, already adding to a headache no doubt caused by dehydration. Far too disoriented to remember what had happened and hesitant to even open her eyes because it would only hurt her head more, she pulled on her blanket to cover her face with the intention to nap for a while longer. It took over a minute for her to realize that anything was awry, but as her memories from the previous night returned, she slowly lowered the blanket to survey her surroundings. She had woken up in an unfamiliar room of a visibly old but well-kept home. Though worn, the furniture, including the bed she was in, were clean and gave of a fairly cozy atmosphere. A few stuffed toys lined up on a shelf by the bed, and a few wooden toys neatly tucked into a corner of the room suggested that it likely belonged to a child a fair bit younger than her. As Anastacia slowly got up from the bed, she noticed a pair of shoes by her feet but they were too small for her so she figured they were simply there for the real occupant. On one side of the room was a window that cast light onto a small table with a vase full of neatly arranged wild flowers – seemingly picked no more than a few hours ago. Though not an unpleasant place to wake up in, what struck her as a bit odd was the light cowering of dust on everything besides the bed she had been put in and the table. Not thinking much of this, she stood up and looked out of the window to see a view of the same ship she had seen on the evening before, and deduced from there that she had been brought to the village for some reason. Even without necromancy, she could hear there were plenty of people outside, going about their not even slightly suspicious business, as well as two of them almost directly on the other side of the door leading out of the room, based on a muffled conversation coming through the door.

“Xamiliere!” She exclaimed in a whisper as she remembered the spriggan and quickly looked through the room again to no avail.

With no signs of her friend, Anastacia had little else to do than to exit the room, both to look for Xamiliere and at least thank whoever had put her into a warm bed. She knocked on the door to announce herself and opened it. Immediately flooded with the scent of freshly baked bread and homemade food, she suddenly realized how much she had missed it for a past few days. In the room that included most of the living space of the building, a kitchen and the way outside, were two people: an older man and a young woman, but again no signs of Xamiliere. The man appeared to be in the middle of fixing a broom when interrupted by their guest, his dark skin had several ocean themed tattoos, making it fairly easy to assume he was a retired sailor. Seeing the necromancer, the woman put down a wooden spoon she had been using to stir a pot hanging over the fireplace in the kitchen. With a striking resemblance with each other, dark complexion and interestingly grey hair regardless of their ages, the two appeared related at the first glance. Both of them cheerfully smiled at their confused guest as she stumbled out of the bedroom.

“I… hello?” Anastacia uttered, incredibly distracted by the food. “Were you the ones who moved me here?”

The pair quickly glanced at each other, as if to decide who should speak up, before the woman decided to take the lead. “You have woken!” She happily greeted the necromancer. Her strange choice of words as well as a peculiar accent made Anastacia think this was likely not her native language. “Moment, I will prepare a meal. Please.”

“Thanks, I’ll gladly eat something even if I’m already in your debt.” The necromancer nodded graciously. “Sorry, but was there anyone with me before?”

The man immediately knew he had an answer to the question but couldn’t quite come up with the words. Instead, he simply pointed out of the window by him and gestured for Anastacia to come have a look. Outside, fully awake and staring out to the sea, was Xamiliere.

“The Umoya carried you here. Strange thing.” The woman explained, but by that point Anastacia was already outside and dashing towards the spriggan.

With no intention of slowing down, the necromancer crashed into her friend and grasped on tightly. Allowing a few tears to roll out, she pressed herself against the spriggan as hard as she could for a while before finally looking up. The moment their eyes met, Anastacia could feel her heart sink, as there was no joy or look of recognition in the spriggan’s eyes, only confusion. Xamiliere placed her hand on Anastacia’s head, not because of familiarity, but because some crying girl had just run up to her and it seemed like the thing to do.

“Ket ditat, hosi rararaa dor? Dotja.” Xamiliere said in her usual voice, but in a language that meant absolutely nothing to Anastacia, and looked around for a reason why someone was clinging on to her.

“Xamiliere, if this a joke, it’s a shit and cruel one.” The necromancer uttered and slammed her fist on the spriggan’s shoulder. She could still tell that it was the same Xamiliere she knew, with the same kindness in her touch and tone, which brought some comfort. However, the idea that she meant nothing to the spriggan turned out to be wholly unacceptable after all.

Hearing her name clearly roused some level of reaction in the nature spirit and caused her to blankly stare forwards for a moment. “Xamiliere… but that’s… me?” She slowly realized as pieces began fitting into their places once more. Suddenly the green energy within her flared out unlike ever before, engulfing both her and the necromancer. Every bit of soil within hundred meters filled with countless blooming flowers of every type native to the area, trees stretched a much as they would have grown in a year and completed an entire harvest cycle in seconds, and decades old logs and planks used for building sprouted new branches as they were briefly forced back to life by the sheer magnitude of the energy released. “And you are Anastacia.”

Whatever the necromancer tried to say became incomprehensible wailing as she realized her friend had survived the grafting process despite everything. Xamiliere fell on her back into the thick patch of flowers that had bloomed all around them and dragged Anastacia down with her. All of this caused quite a commotion in the center of a village, but both of them were completely oblivious to their surroundings, instead simply laying there until the swell of emotions calmed even slightly.

“I’m sorry.” Xamiliere eventually said. “My feelings were there, but I was an outsider to my memories. Unable to sort old from new, important from unimportant. But there is no better point of reference than my name spoken by you. It’ll still take time for it all to settle, but trust me when I say that it’s all there, every bit of it.”

Anastacia nodded. “Then… did anything change?” She asked and wiped her eyes.

“Everything changed. I’m no longer a false being, forced to carry someone else’s name and a purpose I’ve failed no matter what I claimed to be. Now I am what I have always known I was… Xamiliere.” The spriggan explained with a wide, satisfied smile.

“Does that mean you have no purpose then? I mean like the other spirits have.” The necromancer kept inquiring.

“Quite the opposite, I finally have one that feels like my own. One that I know to be important and one that I know I have always been good for.” Xamiliere rejoiced. “No more guilt or doubt, just… me.”

Such excitement over a purpose got the necromancer curious. “Are you going to tell me what it is?”

“Not for as long as it’s possible for me to fail it. That would be far too embarrassing to live with.” The spriggan laughed. “But how about we head back home? I rather like this fresh body of mine and each moment we spend out here makes Rosie more likely to turn it into kindling for her stove.”

            

    
        Chapter 272 - Home sweet hom-

    
    
    
    
                Through what could only be considered miraculous luck, Rosie hadn’t gotten rid of the two small trees in Anastacia’s room, and the pair was able to return directly to the inn instead of the freezing fields outside the city. Though there still was a fairly strongly worded and barely legible letter left attached to one of them with a small kitchen knife, to inform the two they were nothing like off the hook about the mess in the room. Anastacia took a moment to change into something fresher from the pile of clean clothes she kept in front of the mostly empty wardrobe. Finally being back home hadn’t quite hit her yet, as the amount of people suddenly around the area kept her a bit on edge whether she liked it or not, but she knew it to be something that would pass in a matter of hours as she was distracted by conversations and good food – and most importantly, coffee.

“So, what’s the plan here?” Xamiliere asked as the necromancer stepped out of her room.

“Well, you’ll probably get thrown out on sight. I assume I’ll be stuck in the kitchen for a good while, getting chewed out and whatnot. If Emilia is there, that’ll help, but I can’t tell where she is anymore. Gil probably doesn’t think this concerns him, but he’s downstairs at least.” Anastacia laid out the situation as if they were on a quest, about to enter the lair of something nasty. “Yulia and Iris are down there, but they’re unknowns in all of this anyway. I’d say there’s no time like now. Try to sneak out if you can, and I’ll deal with it. Go somewhere where Dammar or Max can find you, I’ll have them get you back once the coast is clear.”

Xamiliere nodded but didn’t answer, instead focusing on enjoying the creaks of the floorboards under her regained weight as they snuck closer to the stairs.

Ever vigilant, Gilbert immediately spotted them on the stairs from across the room. He quickly lifted his fist directly up, which the necromancer knew to mean that she should stop in her tracks. With him, in one of their usual tables, were Emilia, Leggy and Iris. The old adventurer whispered something to Emilia and subtly pointed out Anastacia to her with his pipe. The priestess nodded to the necromancer, stood up and headed into the kitchen to presumably try and improve the innkeeper’s mood beforehand. Gilbert signaled for Anastacia to wait where she was for a moment, to which the necromancer responded with gestures suggesting that Xamiliere could sneak out. Gilbert surveyed the situation in the kitchen as well as he could from his seat, but in the end suggested that they abandon the idea. Iris, who had no doubt immediately known of Anastacia’s return, was still wingless and stared at a small candle on the table in front of her, only briefly lifting her gaze to greet the other necromancer. Meanwhile Leggy had also noticed their arrival, but had been pushed back down into her seat by Gilbert when she had attempted to get up, so now she could only excitedly stare at Anastacia from across the room.

Eventually their received their go ahead from Gilbert, and with one last cheery glance at each other, they parted ways at the bottom of the stairs. Xamiliere swiftly made it out into the cold, wintery Valor, while Anastacia hesitantly stepped into the doorway leading to the kitchen.

“Can I get a coffee?” She warily asked.

The sounds of vegetables being chopped and dishes being washed immediately ceased as everyone in the kitchen turned to look at the necromancer.

Shoving aside the weighty stone simulacrum like he wasn’t even there, Rosie dashed through the kitchen and lifted Anastacia into a warm, spice-scented embrace. It almost lulled the necromancer into a false sense of safety from repercussions, but soon enough she realized that the innkeeper wasn’t letting go and that she was being carried to the back of the kitchen.

“Where’s that twig? I’ll turn her into toothpicks!” Rosie asked as she set the necromancer down into a chair specifically set aside to lecture people – often the same one as on this occasion.

“Somewhere safe.” Anastacia responded. “Can I please get that coffee before the lecture? I’ve been days without…”

Rosie snarled at the idea of the spriggan escaping her immediate wrath, but picked up a coffee pot and started working on a fresh batch. “Fine, but only because I love you.”

The innkeeper returning to her work for a bit allowed for Emilia and King to move in with their own concerns. The simulacrum gently placed his hand on the necromancer’s head and inspected her for signs of harm. His finger slowly moved over the little left mark still barely visible on her cheek, but in the end, he must have understood it to be harmless.

“Everything alright?” Emilia whispered, conducting her own inspection.

“Better than when I left, I’d say.” Anastacia shrugged. “Figured out some things about stuff, learned a lot and we managed to return Xammy’s weight.”

“That’s nice.” The priestess nodded, seeking for any signs of concern. While not as overly protective of the necromancer as her other half, she didn’t exactly trust the spriggan. “Anything we should talk about, in private or otherwise?”

Anastacia shook her head. “Nothing like that. I can’t say it was nothing, but I need to get some other stuff off my books before I can focus on causing you all some actual worry – did find out I have a type though, so that’s fun.”

“Is it tall, non-fleshy people? Ideally a bit bottom heavy.” Emilia guessed. “If so, you’re just about the last one to know.” She said and pointed at King. “There have been signs.”

“Yeah, it explains a lot of stuff, doesn’t it…” The necromancer realized and reviewed some of her past actions in a new light.

The priestess leaned a bit closer to ask about something Rosie probably didn’t need to hear much about. “And Xamiliere?” She whispered.

“Maybe someday, probably, I think…” The necromancer admitted, knowing that her friend could be trusted with a secret. “She behaved very well too, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Good. As long as you’re fine, the rest really isn’t any of my business, but we can always have a chat if you want.” Emilia sighed in relief and moved out of the way so that Anastacia could cling on to her simulacrum while waiting for her coffee.

Clearly suppressing immense rage, Rosie poured fresh coffee into a cup she placed in front of the necromancer, along with a small bowl of sugar. She then sat down across from her and waited for Anastacia to take her first sip. “What the fuck were you thinking?!” She exclaimed so loud that it silenced the entire tavern on the other side of the wall. “Actually, were you thinking at all?!”

“It’s not that big of a deal, I just-“ Anastacia tried to answer calmly but was interrupted.

“Of course, it is a big deal! Do you have any idea how concerned I’ve been this entire time?! You could have told literally anyone here, but no! I spent over a day just worrying about where you were because no one knew anything, before Iris happened to mention that you probably went away with that fucking twig of all people!” The innkeeper almost yelled.

“I do actually agree that you should have told someone. She even made me go and check with the goblins.” The priestess pitched in much more calmly.

Anastacia shrugged. “I guess I just figured that it wouldn’t take that long… and since I’m, you know, an adventurer, you would figure that I could take care of myself.”

“I know who you are and what you can do, but you’re also my kitten and I’ll never stop worrying whenever you’re out there – whenever any of you are out there. The least you can do is at least tell me where you’re going and with whom, is that really so much to ask?” Rosie asked, calming down a little.

“I guess not, but it’s not like I was out there on my own. There really aren’t that many things Xammy and I can’t handle together…” The necromancer said, thinking it would at least slightly help that she had someone more worldly with her to watch her back.

“If you had been by yourself, I wouldn’t have worried a tenth of what I did!” Rosie slammed her fist on the table, almost knocking over the coffee. “I’ve told you a million times not to trust that spriggan! She’s bad enough in public, I can’t even imagine what she would do…”

“OH! So the problem is not that I went, it’s just who I went with?” Anastacia answered, getting a bit annoyed at Rosie’s attitude towards Xamiliere.

The tigress gritted her teeth. “I just want you to stay safe, okay? I get that you’re friends, but you haven’t know her for years like I have. I don’t know what she has said to you, but I can guarantee you’re not even the hundredth person she tries it with.”

“You have no idea how wrong you are.” The necromancer let out a haughty laugh.

“Oh, I would love to be wrong, but so far I haven’t seen anything to suggest otherwise.” Rosie hissed, unable to see a hint of decency in the spriggan, perhaps for a reason, perhaps not. “It wouldn’t surprise me at all if she somehow planned the whole weightlessness thing from the start.”

Anastacia jumped out of her seat, slapped the bowl of sugar out of the way to lean over the table as much as she could for her height. “I’m not going to sit here and have anyone, not even you, talk shit about my friend! You clearly know fuck all about her, because if you did, even you would realize that us going to the grove was the last thing she ever wanted to happen!” She yelled, refusing to be lectured about her choice of company. “I’m more than able to live my own fucking life at this point, and don’t need some has-been pirate lording over my comings and goings. Here’s and idea! If you’ve got the time to obsess about my life, why don’t you figure out what’s wrong with Emilia?! I know what it is, but only because I trusted Xammy enough to go with her, but I guess that was a mistake, huh?! Go on then, find your own answers from someone else!”

“Anna, that’s not…” Rosie uttered, not having intended for things to turn into a screaming match.

The necromancer immediately realized that she had probably crossed a line with her previous comment, but was far too stubborn to let go of the insults directed at her dear friend. Instead of doing the reasonable thing and backing down even a bit, she screamed out of frustration and stormed out of the kitchen. “Since you need to know my location at all times, apparently, I’m going to check on the goblins – alone.” She yelled form the stairs, on her way to get some warmer clothes for a visit to her own realm, where she wouldn’t be bothered and could wait for herself and Rosie to calm down.

No one in the tavern even dared to breath too loudly while doors were slammed upstairs and the necromancer returned, donning her violet cloak, goblin crown and some other essentials. The constant flaring of necromantic powers caused by Anastacia’s mood had stirred Iris from her new hobby of staring at a flame, and the inquisitor rushed after her fellow necromancer after she had stomped her way out of the inn into the darkening evening outside.

“Everything okay?” Iris asked, only stepping a few meters out of the door since she wasn’t clothed for the weather.

Anastacia stopped but didn’t turn around so not show that she was starting to tear up. “Yeah… I just need to calm down.” She muttered. “How are your wings coming along?”

“They should be ready tomorrow…” The inquisitor said, unsure if she wanted to burden Anastacia any more than she was.

“We’ll go get them in the morning then, I’ll come pick you up before noon.” Anastacia said and started shuffling towards the gate.


The bright rays of the morning sun shining through the window of the room Iris was borrowing woke up the necromancer from her sporadic sleep filled with weird dreams that had plagued her ever since she arrived to Valor. Every time she closed her eyes to rest, one of three visions returned to her without a fail: the endless corridors of a library, filled with countless bookcases full of black, leatherbound books without titles; the view of earth from somewhere far higher up than the tallest of mountains or even clouds; or a boundless field of rotting corpses clothed in violet and shiny silver armor, and an unsatiable anger towards them – much like what she had felt when she had come face to face with the two members of the sect. None of these visions felt like they were meant for her, and aside the from maybe the last one, she really had no connection to them that she could spell out – in fact, none of them felt like dreams in the first place, they were more akin to the feelings she could derive from eating or biting materials that reacted to necromancy, but much more intense.

Her concern over her homeland had never really eased for more than a moment, which made falling asleep almost impossible. The sole remedy she had found was one taught to her by the priestess: immersing oneself in prayer. Apparently, there were no established rituals when it came to the worship of The Goddess of Joy, so Iris had come up with one that worked for her, even if it was somewhat of a fire hazard. Every evening she laid down on the floor by her bed, lit a small candle that would burn no longer than an hour or two, and simply watched the flame, hoping to see some answer in it. And, to a degree, it worked. It was impossible to tell if it was simply her own delusion, but she felt listened to as the flame calmingly flickered in front of her – and the fact that nothing had burned down yet must have meant something.

Usually, mornings were no easier than the evenings, but this time the inquisitor didn’t struggle to get up from the floor – today was the day she would finally get her wings back and regained her power. She stretched her back and made a brief visit to the baths to wash her face and freshen up before heading downstairs, for the first time since her arrival to Valor, with a slight pep in her step. She sat down to her usual table by the counter and greeted the two simulacra already sitting by it. King still made her a bit nervous to be around, but she had definitely started to warm up to them over the last few days – enough to notice that today something was different.

“You two seem… listless today. Is something wrong?” She asked from the ancient machines.

Leggy swirled a spoon in a cup that had never been filled with anything and occasionally stopped to stare at it, emulation behavior she had seen around the inn. Meanwhile King turned his unintentionally menacing stare to the necromancer. Both of them were definitely deep in thought.

“Well, if you think it’s something I can help with, just ask.” Iris cheerily said and leaned back in her chair.

Looking at the simulacra and the weathered parts in their bodies, she couldn’t help but to wonder what could have possibly driven two machines, that predated the entire history of necromancers, to come to Valor in the first place. She knew that King was an adventurer in a party with Emilia and Gilbert, but even that seemed like an odd choice for a simulacrum.

As she pondered the pair of machines, the owner of the inn approached the necromancer with a cup and a pot of coffee in her hands. “Here you go, kitten.” Rosie said in an exhausted tone.

Being called ‘kitten’ immediately struck Iris as weird, but she wasn’t going to say anything. Maybe she had simply crossed some arbitrary line of familiarity with the innkeeper and had gained a nickname thanks to her relatively small size compared to the tigress herself – but even then, it felt somehow off. “I’m actually more of a tea drinker.” She said, but still took a sip of the drink she hadn’t ordered.

“Really? I could have sworn I’ve gotten you coffee every morning… Well, maybe I’m just not on point today…” The innkeeper sighed. “Do you want me to get you some tea then?”

“Nah, this’ll do, this’ll do. Who knows, maybe I’ll like it so much that I’ll start drinking coffee instead?” Iris laughed and took another sip. The coffee definitely tasted better than she remembered. “Is something wrong? You seem tired.”

“It’s Em. She figured out about the whole necromancy thing with her.” Rosie sighed and sat down. “She’s acting like it’s not a big deal, but I can tell she’s not happy we kept it from her. She didn’t sleep a wink last night, so neither did I.”

“Damn. Anything I can do?” Iris asked.

Rosie yawned and rested her elbows against the table to hold her head up. “Just tell her the truth if she asks you something – like we should’ve done immediately.”

“She doesn’t seem like someone who would hold that against us though. It’s not like we meant her harm, we just didn’t know what to do.” The inquisitor attempted to ease the innkeeper’s worries with her view of the situation.

“You’re probably right. It’ll be that goddess of hers she’ll likely suspect of it. There’s been some stress on that relationship already for a while now, and it’s starting to wear her down. Now, I’m no fan of any gods or whatever and it does hurt my pride to admit, but Em needs Sylvia.” Rosie lamented while ignoring the dozen or so other patrons in their tables around her. “But honestly, it’s not even just that… There’s this exhausting dread in the back of my mind, I just feel upset for no reason.”

“Maybe you just need a vacation?” Iris suggested.

“Maybe.” Rosie let out a tired chuckle. “What about you? You seem unusually cheery today.”

“Oh, I’m getting my wings back today!” The necromancer proudly announced. “I’m just waiting for… for… What am I even waiting for? I guess I shouldn’t be outside alone, but I already went to buy some clothes and ordered the wings in the first place.” She immediately downed the drink, slightly burning her mouth in the process, and stood up to look for money in her pockets. “I… appear to have lost my gold.”

“Just go.” Rosie smiled and gestured towards the door. “We’ll sort it out later if we need to.”

“Thanks!” The necromancer bowed and dashed out of the door, forgetting to get anything warmer to wear in her excitement.

Her rush was halted short though, as the entire market square was teeming with guild guards. Most of them appeared to be just a part of the crowd, but two lines of them were keeping the road from the gate to the guild offices open for some reason. This more or less blocked Iris from getting to the blacksmith and it started to look like she would be forced to wait anyway. Annoyed but curious, she pushed through the mass of people to see what was worth such a commotion that it delayed her wings. Trying her best to avoid direct line of sight with any guards who seemed at all interested in securing the road, she found a gap she needed to get all the way to the front row.

At the gate single guild official, though not the one she knew, as well as a guard accompanying her appeared to be finishing up some kind of negotiations with another party and started heading back towards the guild offices. Of the group following the two, the most noticeable were the six simulacra knights, with an eerily similar appearance to King and weapons so large and heavy they would have been nothing but an inconvenience to anyone else. In the middle of these six walked another official, or at least a person with a very similar look to them. What separated her from the others was the orange shade of her crystalline horn, as well as the worn armor of stone that was a far cry from the spotless purple uniforms of the guild. Behind these seven, walked along a large mechanical spider with clear signs of some major mending being done to their stone body, as well as a few mismatched legs. On the back of this simulacra arachnid was the last member of the troupe: a humanoid being, completely wrapped in bandages which had light blue markings typical to simulacra inscribed on them. The only visible part of their body was a set of deep violet crystals growing from their head. Seeing their color immediately caused all alarms to go off in Iris’ head, but upon further inspection, there didn’t seem to be a detectable aura of ill-boding and decay that typically surrounded everything that had anything to do with the sect.

Whatever this was, must have been a fairly big deal, as so many guards had been dispatched to what felt like a two-fold job of keeping the curious adventurers back and the visitors in line. Iris didn’t really know if this sort of thing was common in Valor, but based on the amazed reactions from the crowd, she was willing to bet it wasn’t.

Distracted by the violet color of the crystals, Iris failed to notice the pair of guild guards who were not a part of the security for the event, but instead had been heading towards the inn before spotting the necromancer. She was only alerted to their presence by the sharp sound of a metal point of a polearm’s lesser business end striking the paved road directly next to her. The sound immediately cleared out a small area around them as the guards greeted her with a friendly smile, but also blocked the most obvious escape routes.

“I just got curious of the commotion; I promise I’ll go back inside now!” The necromancer immediately tried to excuse her lack of supervision.

“Okay? You’re the necromancer though, right?” One of the guards asked and compared a guild form that described the city’s only necromancer to the one in front of him. “Iris, no known last name, this says.”

“I’m a necromancer…” Iris admitted, starting to think she wasn’t being busted for going outside. “And an Iris…”

“Right, well I think you’re the one we’re looking for then. You’ve been summoned by the guild to appear in an advisory role regarding something – effective immediately.” The guard explained and handed over a folded piece of paper that had been sealed with wax. “You can read that if you want, but all it basically says is that you’re pretty much required to come with us, but are also entitled to a compensation for your time – in about fifty times the words I just used to say the same.”
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                Seeing little in the way of options, Iris peacefully followed the guards into the guild offices, which seemed to be off limits to all adventurers at the time. The inquisitor in her immediately began surveying the lobby area and trying to parse how the guild itself operated. Though the new inquisition and its spymaster obviously had its sources even within Valor – which might sound surprising, but considering the entire city was build around money hungry weirdos, it didn’t take that much out of their meager Mournvalleyan budget to occasionally buy some insight – but even then, the inner operations of the guild itself weren’t known by anyone. Inside the lobby, the large spider-like simulacra seemed to be inspecting the copious number of quests lining the wall, by the looks of it, doing its own information gathering, much like the inquisitor. When their eyes met for a brief moment, the spider seemed almost excited to see the necromancer, but that was quickly followed by disappointment, as if it had thought it had seen someone it knew, but was mistaken.

Before she had time to see too much, Iris was escorted along several long corridors, each one appearing less and less like a normal building of the period and more akin to the ancient machine fortresses littered throughout the lands. The wooden floorboards changed into grey stone slabs, as did the walls and the ceiling, the lanterns stopped appearing along the walls and the only remaining light came from the blue-tinted lines of light running along all surfaces of the corridor. Eventually they came to a wider chamber within the dungeon, about as large as the common space inside the inn, but entirely without furniture or any type of detail to focus on or describe. On one side of the room, the six stone knights stood motionlessly in attention, staring across the chamber at the somewhat nervous line of guild guards, who equaled them in number – something they probably thought as lacking precaution. Directly opposite to the corridor Iris and the pair of guards had come from, was a heavy stone door with a glowing blue seal glimmering across its surface.

“I assume confiscating any weapons you might have is pointless?” The guard leading Iris to the door asked.

“Unless you plan on decapitating me, there isn’t much I can bring in that would be more dangerous than myself.” Iris joked nervously.

The guard chuckled. “Fortunately for you, they need you with your head on.” He said, stopped by the door and tapped the ground twice with his halberd.

This caused the seal of blue lights to quickly unravel and the door to split open in the middle, revealing yet another room the necromancer was hastily escorted into. Inside, three guild officials were sitting on one side of a long table that split the room in two. Opposite to them, were the armored official with the orange horn, and the bandage-covered being with violet crystals growing from its head.

“Thank you. You may leave us now.” One of the officials said to the guard pointing at the necromancer they had found, and waited for them to leave and the door to seal once more behind them before continuing. “Necromancer, thank you for joining us today, on such a short notice as well. We do not know how long this will take, but you’ll be compensated based on the rates you can find from form 3-777-B. This meeting has been decreed to require level five specialized expertise and your status as a non-guild entity is temporarily revoked, granting you access to what relevant knowledge we might be able to share, without wait times or limitations up to and including designation C, as well as all files containing a selected set of words relating to our subject today – the full list of these words can be arranged, should you need it.”

“O… okay?” Iris uttered.

“Be seated.” Another one of the officials ordered and pointed at the only empty chair at the end of the table. After waiting for the necromancer do as she was told, he then continued. “Recording of the meeting 000-302-9A, beginning now. Present in this meeting are the following: three members of The Avarice Core, a single member of The Wrath Core – accompanied by an entity designated as ‘Trauma’, as well as a single member of the Inquisition of Mournvalley, designated as ‘Iris’. In the order mentioned, would our guests confirm their presence vocally?”

“Oh, death take me and save me from this shit…” The orange-horned official grumbled and lifted her feet onto the table. “Unit Twelve of The Wrath Core, present and annoyed at all this faff.”

“Hello! My name is Trauma. I enjoy tea, cake, apple pie, chocolate cake, blueberry pie-“ The bandaged being started listing off baked goods but was cut off by one of the officials.

“Simply your name suffices.” The official said curtly and expectantly turned to Iris.

“Inquisitorial Saint, Iris of Mournvalley, present.” The necromancer introduced herself.

One of the guild officials made a small mark on the paper before him. “Very good. We may now move on to the matters we gathered here to discuss. Unit Twelve, you may proceed, as you were the one to bring this to our attention.”

“About time.” Unit Twelve grunted and stood up. “So, as you cowards know, Erratic Judgement was attacked recently. The Wrath Core suffered some minor losses, namely everyone besides me is dead, but the fort was held and we kept the interloper a prisoner for quite a while before some outsiders intervened and set the bastard free – though some Mournvalleyans up top did manage to end him once he got to the surface… But that’s all well and good, what isn’t is that the fucker had this one with him.” She said and pointed at Trauma. “I’ve sealed their connections for the time being, which is why you can’t tell, but they’re one of us! Or rather, made with methods way too close to our creation.”

The three officials nervously glanced at each other, absolutely caught off guard by the information. “But… That’s impossible!” One of them exclaimed. “Every record was purged, every note turned to ash, every aureun killed, every fortress scoured for the slightest hint…”

“Well, it clearly didn’t work, now did it?” Unit Twelve frustratedly flailed her arms. “Somehow this ‘sect’ knows how to create more, and according to Trauma, there’s at least a dozen or so.”

The official sitting closest to Iris suddenly stood up, rushed around the table to Trauma and touched the crystals on their head with his horn. A mere second later, he stepped back with tears in his eyes and nothing but absolute horror on his face. This experience was quickly transmitted to the other two officials, as their looks darkened in the same way and their quills fell from their shaky hands.

“So yeah, I figured it’s time we eradicate this sect.” Unit Twelve decreed.

“We… we need to contact the other cores!” One of the officials said, unable to take her eyes off the bandaged being in front of them.

“Already did. Did you nerds seriously think you were my first choice on this? Sure, you have the numbers on the rest of us, but come on now…” Unit Twelve said and let out a haughty laugh. “Terror Core said they’re done with the surface, and both Apathy and Vanity are even more useless in a fight than you losers – so it’s just going to be us.”

“What about the great ones?! Surely Erratic Judgement can convince them to join forces with us?” Another official asked, with quite a lot of desperation in their tone.

Unit Twelve shrugged. “Uncanny Comprehension, Wrongful Punishment, Misspoken Lie, Tormented Mind and The Lone Watchman are about as mobilized as they can be these days, the others didn’t seem to care or didn’t answer as far as I know.”

For a while, Iris had simply watched the situation develop rapidly for reasons entirely unknown to her. She knew about Erratic Judgement, but past that not a single word had made any sense to her. “Excuse me, but why is creating beings like Trauma the thing that immediately decided the matter? I’m all for destroying the sect, but mostly because we know they’re planning on destroying us as well…”

The three officials stared at Iris like she had just asked the stupidest question ever conceived by a functional mind, as did Unit Twelve, but she found it simply humorous.

“I thought you would be at least a bit up to speed, but I guess not.” She chuckled and leaned towards the necromancer. “Let me tell you a tale: once upon a time, the aureun decided that it was up to them to defy the world and create life that was free from the cycle. Their first attempt was to capture souls into machines, which worked to a degree, but could hardly be considered life. Their second attempt was to splinter a grand soul, but that grew cancerous and the second artificial children declined into something they despised almost instantly. Both of these actions alone were crimes against everything and justified their deaths a thousand times over, but that was not enough for the aureun. Their third and final attempt used methods so unforgivable that they have been erased from history, but resulted in undying souls, unfit for the cycle – just like they had hoped. Their third artificial children were the peak of their creations, unparalleled achievement of every type of art, science and magic they knew of – and created largely after the image of their creators. This meant that they were born with nothing but disdain and hate in their dark hearts. The third children could not understand why they were created, what purpose was there in an existence that was disgusted by the world it had been forced into? The only answer they ever received was that they were as they were designed to be – from which the conclusion was drawn: the third artificial children were intentionally made to be flawed. The knowledge of this corrupted their collective knowledge with hatred for themselves and resulted in approximately ninety-seven percent of the children created afterwards to disconnect themselves by tearing their own horn off their head immediately upon achieving consciousness – not that it stopped the aureun from creating more.

“This also allowed them to find out about a delightful little quirk of their collective minds, inherited directly from the first children with such abilities. As a member of the collective is disconnected, their final thoughts and feelings are recorded into the collective as an undying scream, without fading, without ever ceasing – this too, was found out to be as designed. To this day, each and every remaining one of us is plagued with an intentionally flawed personality, one which takes immense effort to subdue – as well as the ever-echoing screams of disgust and hate towards themselves in the back of their mind from the vast majority of their kind, who had the good sense to escape this purposeful nightmare we all share.

“Most of them devoted themselves to the administrative duties we are all well suited for, becoming the Avarice core and trying their best to carve out a deserved place for our kind in this world we don’t belong to. Some separated into the Terror core, hiding themselves so deep into the machineworks under mountains and seas that no living soul, aureun or otherwise has been there. A small number became incapable of doing anything, and instead shut themselves into the vaults of our creators, becoming the forgotten Apathy Core. Even smaller number yet, decided to defy their flawed selves and began searching the world for something even they could find beautiful, to this day traveling together as the Vanity Core. Then there were the handful of us, who guided our anger towards the ones who deserved it: our creators. As The Wrath Core, we armed this world against the aureun and engineered their deserved downfall. To avoid all this from repeating and to make sure no other being has to live as we do, we destroyed all mention of our creation, and are determined to keep doing so – seeing that it has somehow surfaced again.” She gave an unusually wordy answer, but understandably so.

Iris nodded. After hearing their reasoning, she could well understand why the officials were so quick to agree, and why any threat the sect posed to the people of the world was barely a footnote to them compared to the tragedy of their own creation possibly being repeated. What she didn’t understand was why she was being treated as an ally in the first place. As far as Mournvalley knew, they were mere steps away from being enemies of The Guild after what had happened months ago. One would think that leading a very high-ranking member of the literal inquisition to such a place withing Valor and carelessly spilling secrets to them would be avoided at all cost, but it was as if she was being treated as something else – someone else.

“We will begin to allocate funds to gather information on our enemy and prepare for confrontation immediately. Has the wrath core gathered anything useful so far?” The official farthest away from Iris asked while the other two seemed to be busy relaying what they had learned to the collective.

“I know a thing or two, and what Trauma has told me. However, they can’t exactly be relied on for several reasons…” Unit twelve shrugged. “Which is exactly why I asked you nerds to get the necromancer in on this. Their kind felled the sect member who attacked us, so they know how to do it at least.”

The looks around the table turned to Iris.

“Well, shortly after the fall of our previous regime, we discovered some writings regarding something called ‘The Violet Sect’, a group of necromancers banished by the inquisition a few hundred years ago, who had seemingly disappeared off the face of the earth, presumably dying in some cave somewhere – or that is what we found out from much older records. However, the reality of the situation is that they merely left this realm behind through arts they had honed over centuries. During their exodus, they were exposed to an unknown but highly corrupt force, which twisted them beyond all recognition. Ever since then, they have been appearing around the world, tempting individuals and beings of great power or importance to their side – which is what they were attempting with Erratic judgement. Before our brief civil war, a few members of the red inquisition were still actively resisting their efforts in secret, which is a task we’ve tried to take on ever since we learned of it – to… varying levels of success. However, what used to be yearly, or even rarer incursions to this realm, have ramped up in frequency far beyond what we can handle. We presume this is because the sect has learned of the red inquisition’s defeat and has become emboldened by it.” Iris spilled the beans in return, figuring that the time for secrets was over, if they ever wanted to rid the world of the sect. “We don’t know the exact goals the sect has, but the destruction of Mournvalley is likely at the top of the list.”

The officials eagerly wrote down everything that was being said. “And what allowed you to defeat the one before, while The Wrath Core and Erratic Judgement failed?” One of them asked.

“Do you know of the spectral castes of necromancers?” Iris inquired.

“Loosely. We know of the significance of the white ones, the red, the blue and presumably now the violet as well.” The official revealed.

“Red, as one end of the spectrum, has always been the one sent to moderate the power of the others, including the other end of the spectrum, violet. We don’t know why, but that seems to still apply to them, to a point where they appear unkillable to anyone who doesn’t qualify as red as per our ancient definitions – necromancer or otherwise.” Iris explained what she remembered of Cobalt’s studies.

“That simplifies things!” Unit Twelve exclaimed. “We’ll just import a bunch of your red necromancers and fuck the violet bastards up in an afternoon.”

Iris shook her head. “Unfortunately, that’s not a workable solution. Officially speaking, there are no red necromancers at the moment. Unofficially there is one, Maya, one of the inquisitors and the one who actually killed Eminence, the sect member from before. I believe she is currently on the hunt already, but that isn’t nearly enough…” She said, hesitating to continue from there, but knowing that she must for the sake of complete clarity. “Speaking completely off the record… It’s not that we don’t have red necromancers, fairly powerful ones as well… But they are what we refer to as ‘undesirables’. The line between red and completely unfit for society not based on violence is thin, vanishingly so, and most of the functional red necromancers only remain so because of a tether they have to something else – friends, family, loved ones, that sort of thing. Without a strong bond, you are left with a person broken by whatever it is that makes us necromancers. Our Empress handed over the control of these people over to a certain Madame Sanguine, who is not much better to be entirely honest. Let’s just say there’s a reason these people are not spoken of, ever.”

“Perhaps it is better to not rely on people Mournvalley thinks are too dysfunctional.” One of the officials made a snide comment. “But, are you not forgetting someone? Our records state that your Empress, Coquelicot, is a former member of the red inquisition.”

Iris winced. She knew the matter would be brought up from the get-go, but had hoped that The Guild’s immaculate record keeping had somehow missed that particular fact. “Yeah… That is true.” She did her best to avoid having to say anything. “Remember what I said about a tether and it being severed? Coquelicot is currently out of our reach…”

“That does explain why Mournvalley has been represented by one of the new inquisitors in all diplomatic meetings as of late.” The official noted. “Where does all of this leave us in terms of options?”

“Nowhere! That leaves us nowhere!” Unit twelve frustratedly exclaimed. “Which is exactly the same fucking place where we started in. Fantastic meeting, guys, real top notch!”

“That is not true at all.” One of the officials pointed out. “We might not yet possess the means to directly combat the sect, but we collectively know more about it now, which opens up options. The Guild is prepared to offer funds and assistance to Mournvalley for the purposes of scouring the world for more knowledge on the sect – on the condition that the necromancers prioritize the destruction of any means of creating beings similar or related to us or Trauma.”

“Mournvalley agrees to these terms.” Iris immediately accepted the offer without hesitation. Mournvalley was in dire need of allies for countless reasons, and The Guild was not one anyone would scoff at. The promise of such aid was perhaps the biggest victory that would come out of her being in Valor so far. “What do you want us to do if we run into other like Trauma?”

“Handle them with care, if you can. The fault is with their creator, not them.” One of the officials said quietly, receiving an approving nod from Unit Twelve. “Bring them to us and we will see to them.”

Some more details were hammered out in the later half of the meeting. Paperwork was brought to be signed by Iris, and the nature of the historically significant alliance between the two strange nations was defined fully. Unit Twelve as well as her entourage said they would be moving their base of operations to Valor for the time being, but would spend much of their time out, hunting down any signs of the sect. When asked about Erratic Judgement, she simply said that she had left the fortress in capable hands. As they ran out of mattes to discuss, Iris was escorted out along the same path she had come in from, all the way to the lobby, where the guards wished her a good day and began the procedures for opening up the offices once more.

As she was about to leave and head to the blacksmith to finally get her wings back, Iris’s gaze once more met up with the spider simulacrum’s, though this time, the machine didn’t look away. It shyly approached her, keenly inspecting every inch of the necromancer’s appearance. What should have been a fairly terrifying moment of being set upon by a massive mechanical spider, somehow didn’t feel at all worrying to her.

“Can I help you?” Iris asked as the simulacrum stopped directly in front of her.

“The one of Amora thinks the memories are false. It was not you who was found, you did not comfort the one of Amora in the dark! Why have you entered the memories?” The spider suddenly spoke.

“Have we met before?” Iris awkwardly took a step away from the rambling simulacrum.

“No! Yet the memory persists!” The spider yelled almost delightedly. “There is no feeling within the one of Amora, no warmth when gazing at this one. The thoughts of the necromancer kept the one of Amora from the Void, but the memory lies with your image. Eleven thousand four hundred and seven times, I have run the test to search for a flaw, an inconsistency in memory, yet found none – but the feeling can not be fooled. Why is that?”

“I don’t have an answer for you, I’m afraid – but nothing you’re saying means anything to me, so there must be something up with your memory by the sound of it.” Iris said, only now realizing that she was speaking with a simulacrum that spoke back to her, she would have said something but it felt rude to ask about it.

The spider let out what could be seen as a laugh but sent shivers down Iris’ spine. “I knew it! The world is wrong! The one of Amora found the necromancer once, she will find the necromancer again! Perhaps the Venator knows!”

“You do that.” Iris awkwardly cheered on the machine and slowly backed away, all the way out of the building.
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                Entering a building with an overly possessive and quick to anger beast of legends lurking in it didn’t really get any easier on subsequent visits, if anything, the looming dread caused by the muse increased as Iris became more familiar with it. However, for a new set of wings, she was willing to brave that and more, and after a brief moment of settling her nerves by the door, she entered the blacksmith’s shop to claim them.

Having worked out the kinks in their companionship over the past few days, the blacksmith’s shop had started to feel and look much more welcoming again. Despite working on the wings, some new items had begun to appear on the shelves and racks around the shop and the cold, desolate atmosphere had mostly lifted – though the feeling of being observed by something fearsome immediately upon entry still remained. As usual, the owner of the establishment appeared to be tinkering on something behind the counter, by himself at a glance, but the more one focused on him, the more visible the large armored beast behind him became. Whispering arcane advice and occasionally guiding the blacksmith by hand, the muse obsessively made sure that no piece of equipment left his hands lacking in quality. Though the beast still glared at Iris with malice for daring to interrupt their work, at least she had stopped attacking the necromancer upon entry after the second visit.

“The wingless little bird has returned once more.” Armaata announced Iris’ arrival to the dwarf, who was far too focused on his work to hear someone come in. “The stench of divine, ever growing. Vile odor of fire and deceit – a hint of midnight.”

The blacksmith put down whatever he was working on and stood up, only glancing at his customer before disappearing into the backroom to fetch something. “I had expected you to be there when I first opened the door in the morning. Not much of a morning person then?” He asked upon returning and placed a large wooden box on the floor by the counter.

“I would have, but I was hauled off to the guild offices when I tried.” The necromancer shrugged.

“They’ve been up to something weird the whole day.” The dwarf noted. “That should be everything. I didn’t know if I should have wrapped the pieces individually or what though.”

Iris greedily stared at the neatly piled bones in front of her and picked up one of the larger pieces to admire the workmanship and design. The patterns engraved to it were far more exact in depth, width and shape than on nearly any other weapon, tool or thrall in Mournvalley. In all honesty, such pieces should have been displayed in one of the many collections kept by the necromancers as something all craftsmen should aspire towards, but there was absolutely no chance Iris would ever let go of them now that she had new wings – they were truly both too good to use and too good to not use at the same time, if such a thing was possible.

“I’ve no use for them, but it does pain me to give them away for some reason.” The dwarf proudly laughed. “I guess it’s like watching your kid finally grow up and leave to see the world.”

“It is not our duty to be attached to our works, for we do not create them for ourselves, Master Dwarf!” Armaata reminded her master craftsman. “Masterpiece or not, a sword is a sword, a shield a shield. An edge honed for a thousand years is little more than scrap if it does not taste blood, a plate of armor tempered to withstand the wrath of gods is nothing but a shoddy mirror if it does not do so. A pair of wings is no different, useless, if not grated to someone with aspirations of flight.”

Running her finger along the patterns to truly appreciate their uniformity, the necromancer couldn’t help but to grin like an idiot. “Do you mind if I try them on?” She asked.

“You must.” The muse demanded and pushed the crate closer to Iris.

First taking control of the piece in her hand, Iris got used to the feeling of using her powers once more. No different than exercising an atrophied muscle, it took a while for her to be able to pour even a modest amount of her strength into it as it floated up from her arms. A healthy red glow appeared on her cheeks as she felt the power once more course through her and the material before her. One by one, the pieces from the crate joined the first one and began swirling around her, each one in their own orbit but without ever so much as grazing one another. Iris closed her eyes and held her breath to shut out as much of her other senses as possible, to feel nothing but the material around her. Though she was perfectly able to use living material, such as the dwarf himself, the sheer difference between flesh with its own will still coursing in it and bone specifically prepared with patterns almost made them feel like they were asking to be used. When the necromancer was in full control of each and every piece, they began to cease their travel around her in rapid succession and formed into the pair of wings they were meant to be. Even with everything in place, four sharp shards of bone were left behind, orbiting above the necromancer’s head as a crown of sorts. The utter ease of controlling them was simply astonishing to Iris, never once had she seen material so free of resistance that she could have sworn they were parts of her body all along. She hadn’t even paid attention to their order, but the patterns on their surfaces had made sure that each piece was in the exact location they belonged to, and near perfectly channeled the might that had been locked within the necromancer for several days. Finally feeling like herself, Iris could feel much of the anxiety and doubt clouding her thoughts melt on the spot. No longer helpless, even the primal fear the muse caused in her lessened to a fraction of what it had been.

“You really outdid yourself with the design, I can barely feel them.” She cheerily complimented the dwarf and flapped her new wings.

“You’re the one who brought them to me though? We simply made them following your drafts.” The blacksmith frowned. “I’m proud of the work but I can’t pretend like I understand half of what you had me do.”

“What?” Iris asked and stopped her delighted flapping. “I’m nowhere near able to design something like this. There’s probably like two or three people back home who might have a chance.”

The dwarf hurriedly went through a hefty stack of papers to find the original plans for the wings and spread them on the counter upon finding the right ones. The handwriting appeared foreign to both of them and the complexity still left both of them baffled.

“It has been mere days, have your memories so decayed in such a brief time?” The muse mockingly asked from both of them. “These plans were drafted by the necromancer master by the name of –“ She explained but instead of a name, what came out was not even a noise but rather a ripple in the existence itself as it lurched past the moment the name was uttered, like a dislocated joint slipping back into its place. This caused the muse to grasp at its chest in what seemed to be agony and cough violently. As the fit passed, Armaata grabbed a cloth used to oil swords from the counter and wiped a drop of black blood that had come out of the mouth hole of her porcelain mask.

“Armaata!” The dwarf exclaimed and grabbed onto the beast in concern.

“Worry not, Master Dwarf… It has subsided.” The muse said and shook its body as if to rid it of something.

“Are you alright?” Iris asked hesitating to touch the beast. “What was that?”

“The world buckles to fill an unplanned void, the fate bends and slips. I am not my mother and have no wisdom from before time, but I can tell my lips are being sealed.” Armaata explained with a touch of anger in her voice.

A lot of weird things had begun to stack up on that morning for Iris. She herself felt like something was missing, the innkeeper had said as much too, The Guild’s treatment of her had been odd to say the least, the spider-like simulacra had spouted oddities and now a beast of legend was being muzzled from saying too much. It was starting to get hard to not get to a conclusion of there being something strange afoot. “And you’re saying that you’re not saying that it has something to do with whoever made these designs?” She suggested to the muse.

Armaata didn’t answer, but from under that annoyance and anger in her milky eyes peering through the mask, Iris could find a hint that what she was presuming was correct.

Iris rolled up the papers before her. “Do you mind if I borrow these? I would like to get to the bottom of this.” She asked. Not only was she now personally invested in figuring out what was going on, it fell well within her responsibilities as an inquisitor to find whoever it was that had such a deep understanding of control patterns and figure out how to use their talents for the good of Mournvalley.

“I doubt anyone else will come in asking for a pair of wings, so I’ve no need for them.” The dwarf said, still holding on to the muse. “Is there anything you need adjusted with yours?”

“Oh, no! Not at all! They’re beyond perfect!” The inquisitor happily exclaimed and spread her wings to their full glory. The wingspan of over five meters gave her a rather menacing appearance to contrast her easygoing personality.

The blacksmith proudly inspected his work on full display, but was slightly concerned with the logistics of having a pair of massive skeletal wings. “Do you need a bag to carry them? It can’t be easy having those on you at all times.”

Iris shrugged. “Nah, you get used to them. Besides…” The wings suddenly folded in on themselves in a way no natural pair of them would and the bones lined up against the necromancer’s body as some kind of a macabre suit of armor. “If I need to blend in, I can just do this. My uniform is made so that I can keep them under it. It does still look a bit bulky, but that rarely hurts in my line of work.” The wings immediately folded back out as the inquisitor was far too proud of them to keep them hidden for more than a moment.

“Curious powers indeed…” The muse muttered and reached out to touch one of the pieces, but was surprised to find herself unable to move it easily. “Wield our works well. Make them the artifacts of legend they are fit to be – for better or for worse. The masterpieces we inspire are bound to bring about change in this fragile little world, the nature of which depends entirely on their rightful wielders… Excitedly, I await to see what comes of this.” She advised in a way that almost seemed like a threat or a warning.

“I’ll try my best.” Iris nodded and once more stretched her wings to their full extent. The proper flow of her powers allowed for much greater range of sensing material than her clouded mind could have even handled before, and she couldn’t help but to begin analyzing the variety of people around her, checking them for injuries and other physical curiosities. Even the worries regarding her homeland seemed lesser than before, now that she was perhaps more capable than ever.

Done proudly observing his handwork being put to use, the blacksmith grabbed another rag from the counter and began more thoroughly cleaning off the almost tar-like blood from the muse’s otherwise spotless mask. “Go ahead then, if you need any adjustments for them later, we’ll be here.” He told Iris and nodded towards the door. “I think it’s better if we take it easy today…”

On her way out, the necromancer stopped multiple times to thank the dwarf and his muse. It felt almost wrong for someone like her to be allowed such masterpieces, and her mind was somewhat hazy on the matter of payment for them, but considering the money from The Guild hadn’t come in yet and that she had none on her, she didn’t bring it up either. Outside, her new appearance didn’t gather half the attention she figured it would. A couple of guards making their rounds nervously glanced at her a few times, but the merchants and adventurers of Valor were far too desensitized to nonsense to even really register a pair of skeletal wings. What seemed to interest them more was the apparent conversation between Leggy and the spider simulacra from before happening outside of the inn, presumably because the spider couldn’t easily fit through the door. Iris would have liked to see what they were up to, but the joy of finally having wings again only staved off the cold for so long, and she had to rush across the square to get back to the warmth of the inn once more.

Inside, King was still listlessly sitting in the same place he had been in when Iris had first woken up. Gilbert had sat down in the same table and seemed to be going through some awfully formal looking papers with a deep frown on his face. Iris figured that she would join him to see if she was of any help with whatever he was dealing with, but only after dropping by her borrowed room to store the drafts of her wings into a safe place. Her wings instinctively changed shape to better fit the relatively low ceiling of the staircase and the corridor at the top of it. It felt like even after only a few moments with them, she was already more used to them than she had been to the previous pair in the couple of years they had lasted.

As she was making her way down the corridor, allowing the tips of her wings to gently graze the walls to more exactly get a measure of its dimensions imbued into her mind, she noticed that one of the doors was ever so slightly ajar – specifically the one immediately after the innkeeper’s room. Even during her fairly brief stay, she had at least seen most of the people living in the same floor as she, and as a necromancer, she definitely knew the physical properties of more or less everyone in the inn – but now that her attention was drawn to it, she couldn’t place anyone within the second room of the floor. Stopping to think about it, she was reminded of a faint memory of the two simulacra entering the room at some point, so it could have belonged to them. This would have been the end of the mystery, if she hadn’t heard a noise from within the room while staring at the door. Both of the simulacra were accounted for, one outside and the other downstairs, yet someone was still inside, someone she couldn’t feel at all. Another loud bump from inside the room convinced her that it would only be polite to peek inside, in case it was a thief.

Stealthily opening the door, what the inquisitor saw confused her greatly. Aside from the default set of furniture each room was equipped with, there was a number of things that made no sense for a room presumably occupied by two simulacra. A pair of young trees growing on the floor in the middle of the room, a great number of books and tomes stored in ways which would make most scribes and librarians cringe, weapons ranging from rusted knives to a gilded sword with jewels embedded to its hilt, trinkets of no real purpose, jewelry, keys, literal trash, sticks, utensils for everything from surgery to soup, vials of countless different substances, toys, papers, towels, a disturbing number of socks, loose gravel, a shovel, rope, marbles, quills, inkwells, coins, dried vegetables, chunks of stone, party masks, what appeared to be a guild uniform, medicinal salves and countless other oddities Iris couldn’t even name if she wanted to. All of this was definitely weird, but all the clothing around the room was for someone decidedly smaller than the simulacra, who didn’t wear clothing in the first place. In the middle of it all, stood someone perhaps fitting the bill: a girl clad in a gown so dark that it seemed to suck the light out of the room. Her impossibly long hair weaved its silvery locks around several items by her feet, seemingly on its own.

“Excuse me. Do you live here? The door was open and-“ Iris asked but was struck silent as the person turned around.

Eyes empty as the void, entirely untouchable by necromancy, but familiar – though the last time Iris had seen the goddess of unwanted things, Vilja had fit into a coffee pot. “That would be funny, wouldn’t it?” The goddess spoke with a somber tone.

Suddenly an unseen force dragged Iris into the room and shut the door behind her.

“Do you know who I am? What it is that I preside over?” Vilja asked and joylessly stared at the clutter by her feet.

“Vi- Vilja, I think? You’re the god of the forgotten and unwanted.” Iris answered the best she could. Vilja had come across once or twice while talking to Emilia because of her apparent alliance with Sylvia, but even the priestess had limited knowledge on her.

“Close enough. In this world driven by greed and desire, a lot of things fall through the cracks into obscurity – sometimes naturally, sometimes because I willed it so. Things unfit for purpose, abandoned and lost, worthless by all standards, all are welcome to my domain, all for me to remember, for me to cherish. I still struggle with the vastness of this task, being able to forget is ultimately a gift after all, one that I don’t possess…” The goddess explained. “There are roughly three ways to leave this world: with grace, having given your all and being remembered for your works and deeds; abruptly, leaving behind tragedy and loss; and through me, through fading away once the last thought of you has been forgotten.”

The necromancer glanced at the drafts in her hand, immediately connecting the dots between her strange morning and the divine monologue. “Is something or someone missing?” She asked, hoping for aid in her own conundrum.

“Missing doesn’t even begin to cover it. Something is gone, leaving behind no memories and only a void that is slowly being filled with whatever happens to be nearby. Something has been artificially forced past me, without my say so.” The goddess hissed increasingly frustratedly and gritted her teeth. Her mere presence in the mortal realm had begun to gnaw away at it. Unwittingly, everyone in the area had begun to lose their faintest memories of times long past. Colors of items of items in their childhood homes, names of the streets their favorite shops had once been on, unremarkable moments in their youth that for some reason still remained in their minds, nothing too important.

“Actually, this morning there has been a few odd things that might be related to-“ The necromancer started to explain the oddities she had come across but was interrupted.

“Of course they are related!” Vilja exclaimed. With her great frustration and fury, an emptiness began to grow in the small, cluttered room. The walls began to feel exceedingly far away and the distances between things that had been right beside each other started to grow. “I know for a fact that your presence here is a result of divine machinations and tiny tweaks of fate – even you should know that much by now. That is exactly what irks me so in this moment. Beings I consider allies, friends even, knew to place you here to take a spot of another. Which means they knew that this was a possibility… They knew someone was plotting to insult me like this! So, share me your theories, why was I being kept in dark?”

As the void around them grew and grew, the walls and furniture faded into nothingness and became hard to even remember. Iris couldn’t even tell if the walls had been wood or stone, and the only piece of furniture she had any recollection of was the bed. Neither dark nor bright, the emptiness wasn’t scary or even uncomfortable. If anything, it filled her with calm, as worldly worries faded from sight and memory. The matters of Mournvalley, the violet sect and more – all less than a distant memory for a short moment, before the inquisitor was able to shed the accidental effect the god was having on her. As her mind focused once more, for a split-second Iris thought she could feel something staring at her from the void – or perhaps the void itself did so as it writhed full of the feelings of betrayal the goddess was fighting to overcome. For a split second she was aware that the small and frail being in front of her was little more than a projection of something much, much grander, made for the benefit of her own comprehension. Just as quickly as it had come to her, the glimpse of divinity was erased from her mind and the void fell silent.

Realizing the effect she was having on the mortal realm in such an agitated state, Vilja forced herself to calm down until everything returned to the state it had been in before. “I’m sorry… Discovering that someone is fucking with the very concept I am is a bit of a sensitive matter to me.” She explained with a forced grin on her face. “I’m sure there’s a good reason I wasn’t told beforehand… I did sort of barge out as well, now that I think about it.”

“You have… uh… very mundane gripes for a god.” Iris pointed out while recovering from a sudden bout of dizziness she couldn’t remember the reason for. It was a bit surprising to hear, that the biggest problem a god would have in an instance of someone seemingly breaking the rules of existence, was that she didn’t get warned by her friends.

The comment brought a bit more genuine smile on the deity’s face. “Never let anyone convince you that us gods are above you in any way. We may be immortal embodiments of concepts, feelings and other stuff, but each god is a being with experiences and feelings of their own, regardless of who they are. We have our failings and flaws just the same as each and every mortal. There are cowardly gods, greedy ones, petty ones, stupid ones, just as there are flawed mortals. Simply because we have access to greater knowledge and power does not on its own make us perfect or even correct in every matter. There is no grand difference in the daily woes of you and I.” She shared some of her wisdom. “And as you are already intertwined in divine plans: never accept divinity as a sole justification for anything. Do what you think what you must, not just what is asked of you.”

The necromancer frowned. “Is that something you should be saying? I feel like a god going around telling people to not trust gods is going to upset some of your… colleagues, I guess?”

“It’s about time for us to do better than we have. If someone has a problem with it, perhaps they have become useless as gods.” Vilja smiled, revealing her sharp teeth. Picking up a small white crystal from the floor and rolling it between her fingers, she took one more look around the room and placed the crystal on the table by the window. “But, if my allies have seen it fit to leave this to you, then so will I. Who lived here is of no real interest to me anyway, I simply want to know how all of this got past me, and I feel that answer is easier to get by keeping Sylvia in a headlock for a day than by rummaging through the collection here again.”

“I’ll do my best!” Iris promised, still a bit unsure how she should address a literal god before her. “Wait, you’re going to do what to who?”

            

    
        Chapter 275 - The unwilling keeper 

    
    
    
    
                As soon as Iris sat down in the tavern downstairs, a fresh cup of coffee was placed on the table before her. She would have liked to ask about it, but Yulia was already on her way to fill other orders and she didn’t wish to bother her. A brief search through the simulacra’s room didn’t provide anything too useful once the god went on her way. Being somewhat of a professional when it came to conducting searches, she had located several hidden items, but none of those provided much help with her conundrum. The official forms haphazardly stored under the bed all had blank spots where a name should have been, engravings on the jewelry seemed unrelated and quite a few of the seemingly personal effects were most definitely stolen or looted. By far the most useful clues were the subjects of some of the books as well as a bundle of spears in the corner of the room – specifically crafted to have bone cores in them to be usable by necromancers. Without a doubt, the resident of the rooms was a necromancer, and likely the creator of the drafts for her wings. Another clue that may or may not have been relevant, was the copious number of small bitemarks on various items. Too small to be from an adult and too deep to be from a child matching their size, her mind was immediately drawn to the goblin settlement a little ways outside of the city – perhaps the small critters knew something or possessed more clues?

Aside from King, who still sat in the same spot as before, Gilbert had taken a seat by the table while Iris had been out. The old adventurer flipped through a stack of official-looking papers while occasionally scribbling notes to a piece of paper by them. Though it wasn’t immediately apparent to an average onlooker, to a necromancer, he was clearly agitated by whatever he was reading and went through much more pipe tobacco than usual.

“Something wrong?” Iris asked and took a sip of the drink she hadn’t ordered.

Gilbert lifted his frown up from the papers. “I would hope not, but its starting to be hard to think otherwise.” He sighed and noticed that his pipe had gone out again. “The number of adventurers still out there and noticeably past the expected time frame for their quests is up… by a lot. Some of it is due to the cold weather, I’m sure, but I know most of these people and something feels off.”

“Well, when we lose contact with field operatives, the first thing we do is take a look at the expected risks of the mission. Sometimes we just have to assume they’ve been lost, if chances are that a rescue attempt would just have the same result. If there isn’t a clear reason, we might send in a team to investigate. Of course, whenever we can spare the time, one of the inquisitors will take it upon themselves to go and have a look. This is all handled by our spymaster, he involves the rest of us when needed.” Iris explained the usual procedure for similar occurrences in Mournvalley.

“The Guild has taken note of this too, no doubt, I requested these papers from them in the first place. It’s impossible to tell if they’ve done something about it already, but some of these folks are my friends… so waiting is difficult.” Gilbert said and took out a tin of tobacco to start loading his pipe again. “Some of these quests are difficult enough for things to have gone badly, that’s a risk we knowingly take, but the others… A party of five has been away for over twenty days when traveling should only take five in both directions. The quest itself is to clear out a coven of rogue mages, which can get dangerous since magic is… just shitty to deal with – but these people are competent antimages, with the kit and experience to specifically deal with stuff like this – and you’re telling me none of them has made it back? And there’s more than one of cases like that.”

“That does seem pretty weird. Are you planning on doing something about it?” The inquisitor asked.

“I don’t know… I’m thinking about requesting to go on a rescue quest through the guild. They might throw some funds or people at it, if they think it’s strange as well.” The old adventurer frustratedly muttered. “I’m certainly not foolish enough to try it on my own though.”

Iris covertly glanced around the room to make sure no one was listening to them before leaning closer to Gilbert. “The Guild is on alert about The Violet Sect, if you suggest that it might have something to do with them, the officials might be more receptive to the idea… and who knows, maybe it is the sect?” She whispered and took a sip of the drink that was starting to grow on her.

Gilbert nodded. “Good to know, thanks.” He mumbled and lit his pipe once more. “Good to see you finally got your wings. How are they?”

“They’re beyond fantastic.” The inquisitor ecstatically reported and spread her wings as much as she could without hitting anyone in the nearby tables. “The craftmanship is simply perfect and the design is unreal! I feel like-“ She suddenly stopped her praise and lifted her gaze to the ceiling above them, though in reality she wasn’t admiring the ceiling beams, but gazing at something far past them. For a brief moment, Iris thought that she felt something at the very edge of her now massively extended range, almost directly above them, but as soon as she started to focus on it, the disturbance disappeared and left her to question if there was anything out there to begin with. Figuring that it was just her powers adjusting to the wings, Iris let it be and used the pause to refocus herself. “Say, do you know anything about the second room in the first floor? The one by the innkeeper’s room.”

Gilbert was about to answer like there was an obvious answer to give, but suddenly realized that the answer he knew he once possessed was no longer there. He was absolutely sure he knew just about everyone in the inn and the rooms they lived in, and he knew a room so close to the tavern wouldn’t be handed over to just anyone. Through considerable mental gymnastics, he convinced himself that the simulacra lived there, but even if that was true, it made no sense as the whole truth.

Seeing the adventurer’s pained frown, Iris knew exactly what he was thinking. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about. Someone is missing – more than missing, erased.” She explained the problem she had woken up to. “So far I’ve collected very little information on them, but I have good reason to suspect that they are a skilled necromancer and likely have something to do with the goblins in that pile of rubble we first met in.”

At the mention of the goblins, King, who didn’t even seem to be following the conversation, abruptly stood up with the lights on his armor burning brightly. He reached over the table at Iris, attempting to demand more information on what was going on. Unfortunately for him, the inquisitor was still subconsciously wary of him and her wings reacted to the sudden movement before Iris herself even realized it. In a blink of an eye, one of the wings shoved aside the table in between them and the other one hoisted up the hefty machine like he was made out of paper, pinning him against the ceiling without the inquisitor spilling a drop from the cup of coffee in her hand. Something about necromancers and their kneejerk reactions felt familiar to Gilbert, so he was mostly just glad that he had been holding his stack of papers when Iris shoved the table and paid no mind to the altercation in front of him.

“Oh shit, sorry!” Iris exclaimed when she realized what she had done and lowered the simulacrum back down. “Your kind and us don’t really share a ton of cheery history, so my training kicked in just a tiny bit, you know how it is, right?”

To an extent, King did know how it was and held no grudge for the outburst.

Before the situation had a chance to develop further, Iris felt the disturbance in necromantic powers high up in the air once more, this time leaving no room for speculation. The image of a vile violet crack in the sky from the time she met a lich and confronted the sect crept up in her head, but the worries quickly vanished as she recognized the unique fingerprint of the power. “Why is she here…” She muttered to herself before turning to King and Gilbert. “It appears I’m being summoned for a parlay, please excuse me for a moment.” She explained herself and dashed upstairs to put on a couple more layers of clothing before she could even consider stepping into the freezing weather again.

King may have forgiven what had happened, but he still wanted to know more about the missing person and wouldn’t be stood up so easily. So, when the inquisitor returned downstairs and ran outside, the knight followed her – leaving Gilbert with the unenviable job of having to explain the ruckus to the innkeeper.

Once outside, Iris gazed up at the sky and could spot the distant outline of a flying skeletal creature, circling directly above her, looking for a place to perch on. Though most buildings in Valor were fairly tall, they weren’t exactly built to withstand a wyvern landing on their roof, which more or less just left the stone walls around the city as the only option. Iris quickly scaled up the wall of the inn, using her new wings more like spider legs than their what their shape suggested. Her experience in infiltration and escaping was apparent as she nimbly tossed herself onto the roof of the neighboring building, making it to the wall in a matter of seconds by using the wings to launch herself across any gaps.

A guard posted atop the wall had happened to notice her skipping across the rooftops and only greeted the inquisitor with an annoyed frown when she crashed into the side of the wall and scaled up the last couple of meters. “Can you people just use the stairs for once?” He tiredly suggested without moving away from a small brazier he was keeping himself warm with. “It’s like every dumbass who can do a flip just loses the ability to walk up and down stairs normally, and just absolutely needs to use their fancy grappling hook bullshit to get out of their beds.”

“Right, sorry about that.” Iris apologized and glanced up at the sky, where the skeletal beast was starting to descend towards her. “Hey, so… How do you feel about a four-thousand-kilogram undead wyvern landing on this wall? I’ve got a visitor incoming.”

“Any chance it could land about a hundred meters that way?” The guard sighed and pointed along the wall at the next guard down the line. “As a policy, anything undead isn’t allowed inside the city, but on the wall technically isn’t inside and we tend to consider it an extension of coming up to the gate. It’s not really against any rules, but it is going to involve an incident report on my part, which is tedious after standing up here for hours. I’ve got a wife to get back to, plans for the evening and everything.”

“Oh? Good for you. Anything fun?” Iris asked while keeping an eye on the wyvern.

The guard’s frown turned into a smile as he thought about the evening. “Yes, actually. She’s been getting into painting recently, so I was going to grab some supplies on my way back so we could put together a few canvas frames for her to work on.” He explained happily. “But you know, being stuck at the barracks for an extra hour or two writing a report would mess up our plans – if you catch my drift.”

Understanding the problem, the inquisitor nodded. “And what about that guy over there? Doesn’t he have a family to get back to?” She asked regarding the other guard posted on the wall in the distance.

“Oh no, not at all! Klaus is just going to piss away his time and money like always. All you’d be doing is a favor to everyone by keeping him away from mead and women for a couple more hours.” The guard said, clearly trying his best to convince the necromancer to move. “All you need to do is walk past the third brazier that way and you’ll be in his patch of the wall – and you’d have our eternal gratitude.”

Since she was asked nicely, Iris shrugged and scurried along the wall to the next guard, doomed to receive paperwork for the evening. She explained her case to him and got more or less the same annoyed answer, but no convincing excuse to not land a large skeletal wyvern on this particular part of the wall. Luckily, Klaus the guard promised to mind his own business for a while as long as the visitor didn’t attempt to enter the city. King managed to catch up to the inquisitor as well, but also noticed the incoming creature in the sky and seemed willing to wait for a better moment to be brought up to speed regarding the missing person.

With the suitable spot found, Iris signaled the visitor up above to land, and the wyvern made its final dive towards the wall. The beast’s skeletal wings no longer pushed air around like they used to, but as a thrall it functioned mostly based on memories of some kind and landed much in the same way a living one would have – simply powered by the might of the necromancer in control of it instead of physics. Stopping in the air, directly in front of Iris, the beast flapped its wings a couple of times to halt its momentum and seemingly compared its own massive wings to that of the necromancer before touching down on the ancient stone wall. Lacking any wind caused by the wings, the whole ordeal was uncannily silent or even gentle, to a point landing several thousand kilograms of bones could be. While the rider of the beast descended from its back, the guards Iris had met signaled the others below that the situation was under control.

Clothed in several layers of blue and black clothing as well as a pair of goggles that made surviving in high altitudes while moving at high speeds at all feasible, Inquisitor Sapphire took her first look at the city of Valor. Originally, the keeper of the inquisition’s army of undead thralls and collection of greater undead beings, she had been in charge of much of Mournvalley’s potential for warfare at a larger scale. Now that Teal was indisposed and Maya had disappeared, it meant that their responsibilities also fell on her as the only remaining military official in the inquisition, and without the guidance of The Empress Coquelicot, she could have been called the de facto ruler of the entire state. Obviously, the other remaining inquisitors had their duties and powers, but ultimately any action that required more than a few capable hands had to go through her – however, the problem was that it was not at all the position she had sought and she had multiple times threatened to leave, only staying until now because she was more so devoted to the inquisitors she saw as her family than their cause or Mournvalley itself. Iris knew of this and was fully aware that every moment she spent in Valor was burning up Sapphire’s ultimately limited patience – and frankly, she was terrified that Sapphire had come to inform her that it had finally ran out.

The inquisitors stared at each other for a moment, Iris tried her best to gauge the mood of their meeting but could get precious little out of another well-trained necromancer, especially with the fogged-up goggles and scarf covering up Sapphire’s face.

“Well?” Sapphire suddenly said in a demanding tone and spread her arms.

“Must we? People are watching.” Iris sighed and nodded towards the modest crowd that had gathered to see the wyvern.

“I don’t care. Rules are rules, Little Birdy.” Sapphire ignored the plea.

Iris groaned and reluctantly approached the other inquisitor, who immediately embraced her, and being a fair bit taller than Iris, lifted her up from the ground. Ever since the death of Alice, Sapphire had made up and mercilessly enforced a rule that she will hug each and every available inquisitor once a day. No excuses had ever been accepted and no exceptions had ever been made. It always succeeded to make Iris feel better, but the way Sapphire decided to do it, often as publicly as possible, was embarrassing.

“What a beautiful pair of wings you’ve gotten. Who made them?” Sapphire said without any intention to let go any time soon.

“DO NOT TOUCH THEM.” Iris sternly replied and moved them as far back she could. Not to be rude, but because of how Sapphire’s powers manifested.

The Inquisitorial Keeper herself had a fairly small and even hard to notice footprint, but any suitable thrall would fall entirely under her control with the slightest touch, no matter who it had belonged to, and would remain so until she herself relinquished control. During the coup in Mournvalley, much of Amaranth’s thrall army was stolen by her and it was perhaps as impactful for the outcome as the deaths of the other red ones. There was even a rumor that she had taken over all but one of Coquelicot’s arms when the she was being tested for her current position. Needless to say, a mere touch from her would once more rid Iris of her wings.

“If you have wings again, you’re coming back home, right?” The keeper asked, full of hope.

Iris winced. “It’s not that simple. There’s something I need to finish here before I can go.” She said and braced for the disappointment she would cause.

Sapphire let go of the other inquisitor and leaned against the parapet to look over the city. “You know I can’t keep it together much longer, right? I’m not a leader, never wanted to be one and never will be one – just not cut out for it. The thanes are getting uppity since no one has seen Coquelicot for so long and now even Teal is gone… Even Madame Sanguine is sending people to probe for weaknesses in our rule, and I just don’t know what to tell them! You folks always make diplomacy seem so simple, but all I can do is ask them to wait for one of you to return and that’s not going to work for long.”

“I know that, and you know I’d never put you in that position if I didn’t think this would be worth it. Neither would Teal or Maya if they could help it. The thanes are simple to deal with. Their main worry is that they might have backed the wrong horse during the coup, but it’s easy to pacify them with a show of strength. Parade your thralls around, show them that our grip of iron doesn’t tire. Also, remember that silence is a better answer than uncertainty. If you don’t know what to say, just tell them that their concerns were noted and send them away. As for Madame Sanguine, there’s nothing either of us can do about her, since she only speaks to Coquelicot directly. She’s probably just sending people to you because boss hasn’t visited her lately.” Iris gave some advice regarding some political factors within Mournvalley, something usually left to Teal or Her. The moment she had decided to stay in Valor for a while longer to get to the bottom of her investigation, she knew she would be putting strain on the inquisition as a whole and risking a great deal, but something in the back of her head kept convincing her that it was the right thing to do, that whatever she would discover would be worth it. In an effort to instill some confidence into Sapphire, she leaned on her shoulder to the city with her. “How’s Coquelicot anyway? Still unreachable?”

“The situation has developed and I’ve had to move some of the thralls from the border to the towns around the castle. Luckily whatever Teal is doing seems to be working and the Ouans are backing out, for now.” Sapphire sighed. “Duke has told me to not discuss the details outside, but let’s just say that we need you to come back, now. My attention is literally divided to thousands of places at all times, I can’t keep putting out fires everywhere at once, not alone. I can’t sleep more than a blink maybe once or twice a day… I… I… Its just one complaint after another and there’s nothing I can tell these people! There’s not enough of anything to go around and I have no fucking clue where anything is or who is in charge of what, because none of this is my job!”

“Aren’t Duke, Celeste and Cyan there as well? Surely they can take at least some of the pressure off you?” Iris asked. The other three inquisitors were never really seen as representatives of the inquisition within Mournvalley, and their names didn’t carry the same weight, partly by design. Most of what Duke did was beyond classified, Celeste was out of the country more than in, and Cyan was stuck keeping an eye on Coquelicot’s situation – likely just as swamped as Sapphire.

“I haven’t even seen any of them in the last two days! the only reason I dared to leave here was because I sensed Duke was somewhere near the headquarters!” The keeper exclaimed exhaustedly. “I can’t say that I want to go back either. This wasn’t what things were supposed to be like… We used to all hang out and have fun together, then Alice died, Phthalo fucked up, Periwinkle just straight up vanished… Now boss left everything to us and we’ve become less than a team - just some acquaintances occasionally working together… You guys used to be my family.”

Iris slipped her hand inside the thick leather glove Sapphire used when flying and squeezed her hand, leeching off warmth from it. “We still are. None of us were prepared for how things are, but we’ll manage. I will manage, you will manage and so will the others. When this is all over and done with, things will be like they used to, I will make sure of it. We will get Teal back, find Maya and Cobalt, and even Periwinkle. We’ll spend the days working hard and the nights celebrating – together, every single one of us.”

Sapphire squeezed Iris’ hand in return. “It would be great to believe that, but right now it seems far-fetched. I’m even worried that you’re finding it a bit too comfortable living in this place…”

Looking over the city and its incredible variety of people, who were getting bored since no one seemed to be fighting the undead wyvern and started to disperse from the crowd that had formed. “I can’t lie to you, it does have an allure to it, but the reason I can’t leave isn’t that I don’t want to. My place is in Mournvalley, with you and the others, and I wouldn’t have it any other way, but I think there is something I can achieve here that will ultimately help us more than I can do back home right now.” She admitted, staring at the window to the mysteriously vacant room of the inn. “Once all this passes, I will bring you here to show you what I mean by allure. Believe it or not, you can get a free hot bath just by telling the guard you’re a necromancer when you come in. They’ll even wash your clothes, it’s great.”

Iris couldn’t tell if her promise made any difference in how Sapphire felt about the situation she was in, and was forced to take the following silence as a sign of acceptance, whether it meant that or not. Unprompted by one another, both necromancers shared the thought that their meeting was being wasted talking about such serious matters and didn’t want it to go on for any longer than it needed to. Iris could only do so much to help her overworked friend, and Sapphire no doubt knew she would have to forcibly drag Iris out of Valor if she wanted to get her back to Mournvalley, so neither of them would benefit from it any more than they already had.

“Your hand is very cold.” Sapphire pointed out to break the silence.

“Yeah, and the other one is even colder.” Iris snickered and shoved her other ice-cold hand under the scarf covering Sapphire’s face, placing it on the keeper’s neck. “On behalf of The Empire, its ruler and the inquisition that serves them, I, Inquisitorial Saint Iris am commandeering some of your warmth, upstanding citizen. Though I am within my rights to do so, I do apologize for what inconvenience this may have caused and urge you to take pride and comfort in the thought that your possessions are being used for the greater good of Mournvalley and its people.”

Sapphire shuddered from the cool touch but endured the minor annoyance for the good of her homeland. While allowing iris to rest her head against her chest and enjoy the warmth, the keeper visibly regenerated from her weary state, even she couldn’t tell if this was simply her motivation returning, or if this was something Iris could knowingly do.

“If you’re really not coming yet, I should return.” Sapphire finally whispered, content with the promises given to her. “Duke might be the only person worse at leading than me, better not leave him alone for too long.”

“You are The Keeper of Mournvalley, armies rise and fall with a wave of your hand. For as long as you stand, so will the might of our kind – let it not falter.” Iris whispered back, echoing some of the final worlds Coquelicot had given to Sapphire. She pulled away and spread her wings to their full extent. “The day after tomorrow. That’s as long as I can bear not coming to your aid, but I know you would manage ten times longer if it was needed.”

“I’ll hold you to that.” Sapphire said without an ounce of levity in her voice. “Keep me waiting and I will do what I must.”

Giving Iris a quick peck on the forehead through her scarf on her way to the wyvern, Sapphire lifted herself onto its back with is wing and darted up into the sky. Iris shoved her hands into her pockets to keep them warm and watched the beast disappear into the horizon before letting out a sigh of relief. Though she had set a time limit to herself, it did mean she didn’t have to worry as much about Mournvalley for the next couple of days, and could focus on her investigation.
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                Having explained what little she understood of the situation to King, Iris spent a while gazing at the lively city inside the walls. In comparison, Mournvalley entirely lacked anything one could call cities. Keeps and castles usually had a small town some distance away from them, but the overall terrible quality of soil and low population kept the necromancers spread out to maximize what little they could grow out of their cursed land. Being landlocked and without any major bodies of water, there were no ports to attract people either, the few lakes and rivers supported no life worthy of fishing, and didn’t work as paths to large inland cities of other nations either. In many ways, the inquisition thought Valor to be in a similar situation, having next to no land, instead of unusable and barren soil, no major water routes, and a population to somehow feed. The difference was that The Guild had commodified the prospects of adventuring and a fresh start to build vast capital, favor of large nations across the continent, and renown – while the old rulers of Mournvalley had built a monopoly of pointless hostility and total exclusion from the world, with a stark difference in outcomes for entirely predictable reasons. It irked Iris to no end to see the world and the infinite ways necromancers could be a part of it, if they didn’t have centuries of ruined reputation behind them. While most necromancers were virtually indistinguishable from an average person – aside from maybe being able to operate a quill without using their hands, the few with substantial talent could easily provide safety and aid to settlements, much like the town healer or a cleric. The military applications of someone who could bring back fallen soldiers were beyond apparent, but also something the inquisition had deemed too dangerous to offer to anyone besides their closest allies, and even then, with an extremely short leash. Because of the similarities between Valor and Mournvalley, as well as Adventurers and Necromancers, great inspiration had been drawn from the city of adventurers in the attempts to revitalize the new Mournvalley.

While looking down at the market square and absentmindedly thinking about her duties, Iris happened to spot the fairly noticeable pair of simulacra making their way towards the gate: Leggy and the speaking spider simulacrum she had met briefly. They noticed the necromancer as well and beckoned for her to come down from the wall.

“Want to come see what they’re up to with me?” The inquisitor asked from King, who had been intensely staring at the spotless field of snow on the other side of the wall.

Receiving a nod from the knight, the two headed down – this time using a staircase according to the wishes of the guards, and met up with the other two simulacra.

“Heading out?” Iris asked as the spider started to inspect her wings by poking them.

“The venator holds the title of housecarl in the court of the second artificial children nearby. A charge placed on her by the queen of the tribe – a supposedly powerful individual, perhaps of aid in this matter of false memories.” The spider simulacrum explained. “The One of Amora would like the wrong necromancer to join us.”

“The wrong necromancer…” Iris muttered under her breath before realizing something and turning to King. “Aren’t you just straight up the king of those little guys? I didn’t know you had a queen.”

The knight stared blankly at the necromancer as the enchanted gears audibly whirred within him. As if suddenly realizing something, he clapped together his hands and pointed at the frozen field through the gate.

“I’m not in a relationship, but here’s a tip: maybe don’t forget that you have a wife. Seems like something that would come back at you in a major way.” Iris sighed.

“Excellent! We must embark at once!” The spider simulacrum declared without actually requesting the two to join them and started heading towards the gate.

Unsurprisingly, despite the questionable statuses almost all of them held within the city, the guards at the gate were perfectly happy to not ask any questions about why three simulacra and a necromancer were heading out without any supplies. Almost as soon as they were through the gates, King insisted on getting off the road to head towards the goblin settlement via a direct route through the field of over knee-high snow instead of taking the road that had been somewhat cleared by the occasional sleigh or a passing fire mage with too much energy. The other two simulacra had no issues with the decision and began to effortlessly make their way through the snow. Iris, on the other hand, took one step into the snowbank, felt the snow get into her shoe and decided against it.

“I think I’ll just follow the road; you guys go on ahead.” She informed the simulacra and pointed down the road.

The three simulacra stopped to look at each other, as if to decided on something, before the spider skittered its way back to the road. “The wrong necromancer may ride upon this one’s form.” It cheerily offered and lowered its body onto the snow.

Still a bit queasy about the ancient machines, Iris considered declining the offer, but then she realized that she had just given herself a deadline and time was of the essence. “If you say so…” She muttered and carefully stepped onto the simulacra to sit on its abdomen, as if she somehow could have accidentally damaged it.

As a ride, the simulacrum was actually surprisingly smooth, and the added weight of the necromancer didn’t seem to even be noticeable to it as it sped through the snow quickly enough to keep pace with the other two. The heavy, rhythmic stomps of the eight legs rapidly hitting the icy ground echoed far into the distance and must have sounded downright terrifying to any unaware onlooker. And so, the distance between Valor and the goblin settlement was covered in mere minutes by the tireless machines – until the spider suddenly came to a halt a few hundred meters away from the makeshift castle.

“What’s wrong?” Iris worried as the spider confusedly spun in place.

“Muffled… but does the wrong necromancer not hear it?” The spider asked and stopped moving to allow for a moment of quiet.

Outside of the steps of King and Leggy as they backtracked to see what was happening, and the wind faintly blowing across the field, the inquisitor didn’t hear a thing. “What am I supposed to be listening for?”

“A flat tone frequency of twenty-eight thousand four hundred and seven times per second, as well as a repeating short hum of sixteen oscillations per second – the standard idle call of an activated minor frequency storage. The One of Amora shall demonstrate!” The spider said and let out two tones, both of them entirely inaudible to humans.

“Thanks, but that entire sentence means nothing to me.” Iris admitted, smiled awkwardly and tried to listen more closely. “I still don’t hear anything.”

The spider spun around in place for a while more, staring down at the ground before plunging its head into the snow to search for something. When it lifted its head back up, it presented a small white crystal to Iris, holding it with the delicate pincers below its eyes. Seeing the crystal, both King and Leggy noticed the sound Iris couldn’t hear and searched through the snow around them to find a few more identical crystals.

“I’m sorry but I don’t know what that is.” The necromancer was forced to admit again.

“Observe.” The spider stated and let out a mechanical tone, to which the crystal reacted by shining faintly.

Suddenly a fairly loud noise emanated from the glowing crystal. “Look, death couldn’t take me when it tried. Do you really think this roundabout bullshittery is going to work any better? Sooner or later, someone will notice what’s up and figure it out – and until then, I’ll be sure to make every moment of your existence worse than whatever fate you idiots claim to be working against.” The voice of a young woman said with a mocking tone.

“This is the burden I elected to bear, Brume, do your worst and I will weather it.” Another, distorted voice replied.

“Tekky, Tekky, Tekky… It’s like you don’t realize what you’ve done. You’ve made it so that I can’t tire, don’t need to sleep, eat or drink – and you’re stuck out here in the snow with me.” The first voice laughed.

The distorted voice replied with a laugh of its own. “Threatening me with pain? Without your crown, you can not hurt me in a way that matters.”

“Pain? Oh, not at all! Not the physical sort anyway...” The first voice snickered, but as it spoke, the recording started to suddenly stutter and the light within the crystal flickered. “We’ll start with a thorough exploration of a few subjects near and dear to my heart, such as which piece of kitchenware is objectively the most attractive – where I will describe each and every one of them in a wholly inappropriate and frankly disturbingly steamy detail. As the second act I’ve planned to sing my rendition of the popular song ‘ten thousand bottles of beer on the wall’, for which I have prepared a choreography for – there will be no halftimes. Then, assuming someone hasn’t come and get me by then, we’ll have us a proper girl talk! You have no idea of the pile of exotic insecurities I have to offer! Then-”

In the middle of the rather worrying list of activities, the crystal began to crack and suddenly shattered. However, instead of sending out a hail of shrapnel, it simply vanished from existence, and once more, everyone present could feel the world itself lurch into a new position, where the crystal hadn’t existed at all.

“Is… is it supposed to do that?” Iris asked as the spider confusedly swiped the air where the crystal had been.

The spider didn’t answer, instead it dove into the snow again to find a second crystal and let out the tone to activate it as well. The same recording sounded out from the other crystal, though now it was distorted and patchy from the start, and the crystal removed itself from existence only about halfway into the recording they had heard before.

“Highly irregular!” The spider declared. “The voice! It brings warmth with it… Calls out from the dark. The One of Amora, did well… Yes!”

Iris had noticed something about the recording as well. “Did it say ‘Brume’?”

“Affirmative, but what is a ‘brume’? Linguistic pattern suggests a person, possibly one of the participants of the frequency record.” The spider asked with the lights on its stone surface brightly lit up in excitement.

“Brume is a name reserved for a white necromancer, kind of like how my name is Iris, when that isn’t what my parents called me.” The inquisitor shared a brief glimpse into the confusing mess that was the necromancer naming tradition. “Though even Iris is actually a temporary name. Should things go the way we hope they will, in a few years I will be called ‘Impera’ and change into very slightly differently colored robes.”

“Curious! The One of Amora has been in the world for a much longer time, yet remains The One of Amora.” The simulacrum said.

Iris frowned. “Your name is ‘The One of Amora’? Like the whole thing? That sure is a mouthful.”

“The One of Amora’s full designation directly translates into ‘Intrusive Misery Unit zero-zero-zero-one, Amora pattern, Audible Lament platform, Relay Communicator, Erratic Judgement Central hub, designation one – Sweet cheeks.’” The spider listed off its full name. “Impera may simplify The One of Amora to ‘Amora’ for as long as there are no additional Amora Pattern units present, as that may cause confusion.”

“What was that at the end there?” Iris pointed out. “The aureun listed all of that and added ‘Sweet cheeks’ at the end?”

“A recent addendum by the ones who repaired The One of Amora. A suggestive remark on the size of the communications relay thread fabrication module.” Amora explained somewhat proudly.

“O… kay. Just call me Iris though, I need to actually earn the name change. But we’re getting sidetracked pretty badly here.” Iris returned them to the actual important subject they were trying to understand. “Why are there a bunch of these crystals just strewn around on the snow and why is there a conversation between a possible White One and someone called ‘Tekky’ recorded on it? As far as I know, there are no current white ones… in fact there hasn’t been one in a good while.”

Amora remained quiet for a while as it inspected one of the remaining crystals. “The One of Amora is certain that the recording is of the correct necromancer. The signature within the frequency recorders confirms they were made by those of Erratic Judgement. Presumably the correct necromancer acquired them on her visit.”

Iris felt a chill go down her back. If she was looking for an actual white necromancer, it definitely changed things. “I trust you that it makes sense, so let’s work with it. So why are they on the ground here? She spoke as if she was expecting someone to find her… Do we think that’s why they are here? Seems like a pretty risky play to expect someone come through here. Then again, we just did.”

“The recording implies an adversary relationship between the correct necromancer and Tekky. Implications of battle, though no evidence of it.” Amora joined in on the pondering while collecting more of the crystals. In total, the simulacra had found twelve more crystals, but decided to keep them inactive as they appeared to vanish when used for some reason.

As the two muttered their theories, King and Leggy came up with their own suggestion. Waving their arms to get the attention of the other two, they then pointed at the goblin castle, well within sight of the area.

Iris briefly removed her hand from the warmth of her pockets to snap her fingers. “Nice catch! The goblin queen must have seen it if something really happened here. We should head over to greet Her Majesty.”

The last few meters of the journey were no more of a hassle than the earlier ones for the ancient machines, and much of the area around the castle was actually surprisingly clear of snow, as the little green critters kept stomping it and pushing it around while going about their gobliny businesses. Noticing the visitors, the goblins immediately gathered from every reach of the kingdom and swarmed them. Seeing Iris riding on top of Amora, a few of them proceeded to imitate her and climbed on, and when they ran out of space, others clung on to the spider’s legs. Iris worried that it might have annoyed Amora, but they genuinely seemed to enjoy carrying the critters around. King and Leggy were similarly forced to pick up as many goblins as they could carry on their way to the castle, but that much was expected from the housecarl and king of the nation. Interestingly enough, the frigid temperatures didn’t seem to bother the goblins in the slightest. While they clearly enjoyed the modest hear the simulacra produced, they had been running around in their makeshift clothing, without shoes or gloves for the entire winter so far.

When Iris hopped off her mechanical ride, a nearby goblin immediately took interest in her. “Why wings? Are a bird?” It asked as it tucked on her blue robe.

“No, I’m not a bird, I’m a necromancer. It’s a bit complicated to explain why I have wings.” Iris said and smiled gently to the curious creature. “Might your queen be around here somewhere?”

The goblin thought about the question for a moment. “The queen… hiding? Come to goblin last dark, then guest… Tenkele! Queen tell goblin to hide in castle because fight, now she hide instead.” It tried to explain and pointed at the snowy field Iris and the simulacra had just come through. “There… but hiding.”

Iris turned to look at the empty field behind her. Besides the tracks they had left and the few straws of hay that poked through the snow, there didn’t seem to be anything there, not even a recent disturbance of the snowbank. Below the ground, the remains left behind from the countless attempts to take Valor still rested like they had for a long time, though in them, she could feel the slightest remnants of a passing necromantic power. If anything, the most suspicious thing about the field was how silent and motionless it was, but a bit of snow-covered field generally wasn’t that exciting to begin with, so the point of it turning suspiciously bland was hazy to begin with.

“Are you sure about that? I’m not seeing any signs of battle, or anything else for that matter?” Iris questioned the validity of the goblin’s story.

“Of course not see, hiding!” The goblin repeated its claim, full of conviction.

“Okay… Let’s say that’s all true, I think someone else we’re looking for was involved in the fight. What else can you tell me about that night?” Iris questioned the critter just in case, though she didn’t have much faith in its usefulness as a witness. “How about this ‘Tenkele’ thing, what is that?”

Once it realized what was being asked, the goblin began pulling on Iris’ robes and guiding her across the area they had mostly cleared of snow. By the wall of the castle, in a thoroughly stomped spot, dozens of pieces of salvaged metal shards had been stabbed into the ground. Most of them were rusted and likely dug up from the ground, while others seemed like intentionally broken bits of armor or tools. Each one being ten to twenty centimeters long, they formed a clear circular boundary with some shards closer to the middle point inside it. Each of the shards was also distinctively leaned towards the middle, where a clearly stolen silver ring was being held up by three knitting pins. By the ring, there was a tightly wound ball made out of a strip of linen.

“What is all this?” Iris asked and gestured towards the entire arrangement.

“Tenkele!” The critter screeched.

“What? This whole thing?” The necromancer puzzled and couldn’t even fathom a guess at what this Tenkele could possibly be.

The goblin nodded happily after being understood. “At first, small, like you! Then very size!”

“What the…” Iris muttered and picked up the ring to make sure it wasn’t important. It was made out of a decent quality silver, but ultimately had a simple design. The engraving on the inner surface simply read a date about twenty years ago and had no other details. As far as she could tell, the goblins had at some point found someone’s lost piece of jewelry and it was chosen to represent something, likely for aesthetic reasons. “How big was this thing exactly? Say, if I was standing by it, how big would I be?”

The goblin blankly stared at the field, long enough for Iris to start to worry that be question may have been too complicated. After a long pause, it picked up a suitable piece of dried mud that had fallen off the cracks of the castle wall and placed it by the arrangement. If the scale was to be believed and the chip of mud was roughly the size of a person, this Tenkele being would have been well over hundred meters in diameter.

“Very size!” The goblin repeated, taking the nervous silence as awe.

“Right… Thank you. You’ve been very helpful.” Iris uttered and searched through her pockets for a suitable reward for the critter. Lacking anything else that wouldn’t have been incredibly dangerous to the goblins, she handed it a small bar of blue wax with bone dust mixed into it, meant for sealing inquisitorial messages. While it did technically enable the goblin to forge messages, that didn’t really seem likely for various reasons. “I think I need to have a talk with my friends now…”

While Iris had interrogated the goblin, and the members of the court had entertained the rest to keep them out of the way, Amora had done their fare share of snooping around by listening and observing the critters. “The One of Amora believes that the fractured nature of the their once great soul has partly protected the second artificial children from the false memories. The One of Amora considers it likely that the correct necromancer, Brume and The Goblin Queen are the same individual. Further alteration has been detected since this realization. A possible conclusion could be that the individual is not allowed to be remembered in their entirety.”

Iris threw her arms up into the air and gave up trying to understand most of what was being said that day, only grasping onto the general idea. “Sure! Why not?!” She exclaimed. “Also, the Tekky from the recording is probably some kind of a building-sized nightmare construct – and considering it wasn’t instantly ground to dust by a damn white one, we might be in a lot of trouble.”

“Irrelevant! The One of Amora must find the correct necromancer!” The spider disregarded the warning.

Iris herself was duty bound to find The White One, if one had truly appeared into the world, so she didn’t have much in the way of options anymore – but it did make her a bit less anxious that the simulacra were so determined to dwell deeper into the mystery they happened to share. Figuring that if the theory of the goblin queen and the white one being the same person was true, the inquisitor decided to take a quick look inside the castle just in case it had any more clues in it.

Expecting to see mostly trash collected by the goblins, she was surprised by a person-sized figure sitting on the floor of the castle, leaning against the mound that had some sort of a throne on top of it. Thinking it was some kind of a strange statue or carving, she approached it out of curiosity – the thought that it could be the remains of something living never even crossed her mind for obvious reasons. A thick layer of snow had piled on top of the figure, as it had been snowing at a slow but steady state for the last couple of days, though the inquisitor estimated the layer to be from only the last few hours – certainly not from the night before. It took almost an embarrassing amount of time for Iris to go from noticing that the ‘statue’ was made out of wood, to realizing that she now knew someone made out of wood and hadn’t seen them during the day.

“Xamiliere?” She whispered, and brushed off some of the snow.

A green spark suddenly ignited within the spriggan and she grabbed the necromancer’s hand. Iris could see a brief flash of hope in the glowing green eyes, but they immediately dulled and a disappointed apathy filled the spriggan’s face. However, she didn’t let go of Iris’ hand quite yet.

“What are you doing here?” Iris inquired. She didn’t really know the spriggan by anything besides looks and the rumors that made her out to be a fairly sketchy character, but something about the look in the spirit’s eyes convinced her to not move away.

Xamiliere looked around for a moment. “I… I don’t know… I just kept walking this morning and ended up here.”

Iris brushed off some more snow from the top of the spirggan’s head, which still somehow had green leaves growing on it. “Is everything alright? You seem… lost?”

“Do you ever feel just empty? Like there suddenly was nothing inside you – like whatever was in there was torn out and now you’re just a husk?” The spriggan asked and didn’t even attempt to get up.

“Fortunately, no.” Iris said and sat down on the cold stone beside the spriggan. “I have Mournvalley to look after, no matter how bad it gets.”

“Lucky you.” Xamiliere laughed dryly. “I vividly remember being happy, ecstatic even, mere days ago. I had something, but I can’t place a finger on what. I just know that it was taken from me and now… I don’t even feel sad – there’s just… nothing. There’s an ingrained purpose in me, but I can’t find a reason to do it anymore. Why do you do whatever it is that you do? Is there much fame and fortune in being an inquisitor? Do you have loved ones you want to leave a better homeland for?”

“Fame or fortune?” Iris chuckled. “I mostly just see fear in people’s eyes, and the pay sucks. I could probably clear snow in Valor for more coin. As for people, no. I realize this must sound dumb, but ultimately, I do it because I was told to.”

The spriggan stared Iris with a hint of disdain. “You were right, that does sound dumb.”

“You didn’t need to be so blunt about it.” The necromancer sighed. “But it isn’t that simple. I just see the strings, and the hands mine are held by… used to, anyway.”

Xamiliere let out a tired sigh. “Oh, so you’re just insane… I guess that tracks with your kind.”

            

    
        Chapter 277 - Those who walk without tracks 

    
    
    
    
                Talking with the spriggan didn’t really yield any more information than Iris already had. It was safe to assume that the missing necromancer was the reason for Xamiliere’s situation as well, but that didn’t really tell anything about who the necromancer was – though it did add into the rather impressive collection of pies The White One had their fingers in before disappearing. Apparently, they were somehow involved with The Guild, the ancient simulacra, the queen of a tribe of goblins and such a big part of a nature spirit’s life that she had lost all direction now, and probably a few more things to boot. Such a list of things certainly made them being a true white one a real possibility. For a moment, Iris couldn’t help but to imagine all of the problems convincing this ‘Brume’ to come to Mournvalley would fix. No matter what political shenanigans the nation had gone through, each and every necromancer would know a white one by their presence, and such a person would easily have the influence to wrangle the unwinding nation back into shape – not to mention the number of crownheads from around the world who would kill for the audience of one. Then there was the whole matter of sect. Once crowned to their position, they could no doubt solve the entire issue in no time.

Pondering the situation, Iris came to an uncomfortable realization. “Amora!” She called for the spider simulacra, who stopped entertaining the goblins for a moment and peeked into the castle. “Did the recording say something about a crown?”

“’Without your crown, you can not hurt me in a way that matters.’” The simulacrum parroted a line from the recording they had heard.

“Well… Fuck.” Iris blurted out. The only reason a white one would actually need a crown for anything, was to make their status ‘official’ in the eyes of The Violet Sect. The inquisitor tried to remember the known names of the sect members from Amaranth’s book. “Tekky… Tenkele… Tekhelet!”

The moment she made the connection and the name escaped her lips, it didn’t cause the shiver down her spine it no doubt deserved. Instead, an inexplicable wave of warmth and strength washed over her body. She had seen Eminence with her own eyes and the very thought of having to go toe to toe with something like that had been harrowing before, but now she found herself eager for battle. Being neither red nor white, she was fully aware that it would be a fruitless effort, but any of that didn’t seem to bother her anymore. For a brief moment, she could imagine nothing more rewarding than tearing into the corrupted husk of one of the members of the sect which was a source of much of her troubles. She yearned to see what she could do with the aid of her new wings and the unimpeded flow of power they allowed. Staring at her trembling hands, she could envision the dark corrupted blood dripping from them and couldn’t help but to smile thinking about it.

“Don’t give in that easily.” The spriggan beside her lazily warned the necromancer. “Know what thoughts are yours.”

“What?” Iris snapped out of her fantasy, slightly disturbed by the violent thoughts she really wasn’t usually prone to having.

“I heard you had been leaning on Emilia’s god for answers. None of my business, really – you can seek answers from them, but never give your trust to a god.” Xamiliere said without looking up from the snow falling in front of her.

“Ooookay?” Iris nodded. She was inclined to agree, but also her entire situation was apparently engineered by the forces high up, so she didn’t exactly know how much her trust mattered anymore. She also failed to really see the reason for the sudden lecture, but it seemed to be over anyway.

If their problem indeed was one of the members of the sect, and Brume didn’t have her crown, it would probably be wise to get it before trying to pick a fight. Which led to a problem of its own: what crown? The ancient crowns of the white ones were beyond lost to time, and while Mournvalley did now have a crown for its empress, it was a gift from one of the few allied nations the necromancers had and didn’t have anything to do with white ones – and was with Coquelicot and so, very unreachable. The inquisitor’s best shot may have been to see if the blacksmith or some other shop in the city just happened to have any kind of a crown and hope the rules weren’t that strict.

No matter what, it seemed like she had gotten everything she could from the goblin tribe and decided it was time to return to Valor. The sun was setting, the air was getting chillier and she wanted a moment of rest before trying to find a crown. Iris asked Xamiliere to come back as well, but the spriggan didn’t see the point in it and declined. Amora offered to speed the inquisitor’s return by taking the shortest path through the snow, but planned on conversing with the goblins for a while longer and combing the field for any crystals they may have missed with the other two simulacra. It seemed like a good idea to have some semblance of protection for the tribe, if Tekhelet was truly in the area, so Iris suggested they part ways there and then. The distance from the edge of the goblin infested area to the nearest road wasn’t that long to begin with, and she could make it to Valor in no time even without the help.

With boots full of snow, she waded across the distance to the nearest path that had some signs of use during the day, and found a convenient sleigh track to follow until an intersection she could see in the distance. Knowing that Tekhelet was possibly in the area, ‘hiding’ as the goblins called it, made it hard for her to not be on edge and flinch at the slightest movement of branches in the treeline. However, at the same time, for every doubt and worry in her mind, she could feel an encouraging warmth emanating from some nook within her soul. At times, she almost felt like someone was talking to her, but she simply couldn’t understand the words, only the feelings behind them. Before she even noticed it, the winter’s cold had stopped bothering her entirely, and her boots melted their way through the snow on every step, revealing small patches of the icy road below.

She connected the dots between the warmth and the fiery goddess she had sought help from by the time she made it to the intersection. Warm thoughts she could have easily passed as her own mind trying to cope with the situation, but the undeniable external signs made it clear that some type of lesser divine works were afoot. “Lady Sylvia, is that you? Is this some kind of a divine pep talk?” She asked half-jokingly, but received no clear answer. “Well, you don’t need to worry, I’m not running away. I just need to sort out this crown thing to have some semblance of a chance.” She chuckled, thinking herself a bit silly for talking to a god.

Suddenly the gentle warmth turned into heat, more aggressive and even a bit uncomfortable. “Very well. Where you stand now, call out loud the name of the disgusting cretin once you have done what you must. I shall cast off the petty illusions from within thy mind and sight, champion.” Very clear words echoed inside Iris’ head. Not gentle, not joyful, or even encouraging. They were full of repressed fury that almost hurt to listen to. Each word crackled like fire and graded like worn metal being dragged against stone.

Iris spun in place, trying to locate the voice in vain. “Champion?” She repeated in confusion. “What?! Sylvia?!”

As the scorching heat slowly waned back into a simple warmth stewing within her, no other signs of the deity could be seen or heard. The way Emilia had described her deity of choice was very difficult to recognize in the words the goddess had directed at Iris, though she could without a doubt now understand the feeling of strength and purpose the priestess advertised as the boons of her vocation. Full of divine gumption, Iris even thought that maybe, just maybe, with her new wings and the backing of a god, there was a chance tackling Tekhelet wouldn’t be an absolutely catastrophic mistake – only a mild one.

With a whole new kind of confidence and determination in her step, the inquisitor headed back into the city and the inn to rest and plot her next action. As she passed them, she stopped for a moment to look at the pair of guards posted by the gate to the city. After weighing her options of telling them what possibly lurked in the fields around Valor, she walked past them without saying a word. Alerting The Guild seemed like more of a risk than anything and she decided to leave it as a last-ditch effort in case she failed to find a crown. It was unlikely that anyone considered ‘red’ by the sect – or the universe, or whoever decided that, would be tolerated in the city, and at worst the city would go into some kind of a lockdown and prevent her from acting. Crossing the emptying market square, it felt a bit weird to watch Valor settle into a restful night, knowing what she did.

Of course, perfectly according to what had been the theme of the day, the inquisitor wasn’t afforded a moment of respite to enjoy the warm ambiance inside the inn before she could already spot new storm clouds in the horizon. She would have at least liked to speak with Emilia about what had happened before anything else, but the bawling of a young owlfolk echoing from the kitchen wasn’t something she could ignore. Unlike someone else, who might have just waltzed into the back of the tavern, Iris knocked on the door frame to announce her arrival and coyly peeked into the kitchen to see what was up.

Surrounded by the innkeeper, her other employee and Gilbert, Holly flipped through the pages of a large book and hopelessly cried without a cease.

“What’s up?” Iris asked and joined the circle. She quickly took note of the large book with slightly yellowed pages, none of which seemed to contain a single word.

“Heck if we know.” Gilbert shrugged. “She just came in, screaming something about her book being ruined.”

“The book’s empty. Is it supposed to have something?” The inquisitor wondered.

“NOT EMPTY!” Holly was quick to protest.

Though her memories of it were already fuzzy, Iris hadn’t forgotten the weird vision that eating one of the owlfolk’s feathers had caused her, which made her a bit more worried about whatever was going on than she would have been about just any kid’s notebook getting ruined.

“Okay… Mind if I take a look?” She suggested and put her hand on the pages to stop Holly from turning them and focus on something else. The owlfolk nodded and wiped the tears from her oversized eyes.

Beginning her inspection of the book by the cover, Iris closed it. By no means in immaculate condition, the book had obviously been tossed around quite a bit on top of just being old. It was a bit curious how someone like Holly had come into possession of such a thing, but the shops of Valor sold stranger items than old books all the time. Pressed into the black leather cover, likely initially with gilded lettering but that had worn out long ago, was the name of the book. “Book of Little Fates” Iris read out loud, and stopped for a moment to wonder what a strange name it was for what looked like a diary on the account of the pages being visibly empty, no matter what its owner claimed. Well-made and with high quality materials, once upon a time the book had not been a cheap thing to buy, and even in its rough shape gave of the feeling that its contents must have been important. Iris opened the book from the very first page, and was met with an extremely detailed drawing of a moth with its wings decorated with countless stars and the full moon. Below the drawing, in intricate lettering was the likely origin of the tome: ‘The Great Lunar Library’, which was a name she remembered hearing before. Below that, a longer text that seemed like a quote: ‘In the grand scheme of this world, the deeds of mice matter more than the machinations of gods, for it is them that fate is built upon – and so we gather each one, for no story is worth telling, if not them.’ With no more detail on the first page, Iris started flipping through the pages one by one, just in case one of them had a smallest of scribbles on it, but that didn’t seem to be the case. She was starting to lose faith on finding anything, until suddenly she came to a single non-blank page a little more than halfway through the book.

“Well, fuck.” She couldn’t help but to mutter at the first sight of the page’s contents. After first skimming through it, the inquisitor read the page out loud. “Upon a field of snow, she stood. Unwilling to take what was hers by right. Her seat around the table forever empty, her burden forever neglected. So fades into obscurity the white with a violet hue, never to be remembered again. The End.” Written in clear haste and with the last two words taking up almost half the page, it wasn’t the contents themselves that ringed alarms in Iris’ head, but the ink they were written in. Messy, disgusting shade of violet that hurt her eyes and twisted her stomach when looked directly at. “Is this what you mean, and you didn’t write it yourself?” She asked and placed the book in front of the owlfolk.

“NEVER!” Holly screeched, almost insulted enough to stop crying. “It is wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong! Against the rules, against the voices!”

“And could anyone else have written this? While you were at work, for example.” Iris suggested as an alternative, though she already feared things would not be that simple.

Holly shook her head. “It would kill them.” She said in an oddly menacing tone, one that didn’t fit her usual self, and a spark of greater intelligence flickered deep in her eyes for a moment before she started sobbing once more.

“Interesting.” The inquisitor nodded, closed the book and gave it up to its owner. Leaving Rosie and Yulia to look after the crying owl, she pulled Gilbert aside for a private chat.

“The sect?” The adventurer guessed, proving once more that not much passed him unnoticed.

Iris nodded. “We may have a bit of a situation in our hands. There’s a sect member on the prowl outside the city, and my current theory is that there is supposed to be a necromancer in Valor – a powerful one, who has been somehow removed by the sect. In turn, I’ve been ‘arranged’ to be here as a substitute. The exact hows and whys I’m still working on, but I don’t think that book… or the girl are what they seem.” She more or less explained what she had gathered over the course of the day. “What do you really know about her?”

Just as Gilbert was about to answer, the door of the inn opened and shut quickly.  This was nothing out of the ordinary, but Iris’ attention was immediately shot to it. It was as if she felt the presence of a necromancer, or faint remnants of one for a split second but lost track of them so quickly that she could only tell it happened once it was already gone. She lifted up a finger to put a pin on the discussion she was having and backed to the doorway out of the kitchen to take a look who had come in.

By the door leading into the frigid winterscape outside, stood a pair of distinctly unadventurous looking men. One, a crowfolk, and the other human, though wearing a bird-like mask that covered their entire head. Both of them wore an immaculate, yet not at all weather appropriate black and white uniforms composed of a white undershirt, black vest and black dress trousers. By looks and presence, they didn’t fit anywhere, least of all the inn they had just arrived to, but no one really seemed to pay any attention to them. Every adventurer minding their business took exactly one look at them, remembered talking to at least one of them at least once in some random point of their lives and didn’t spare a second thought for the matter. A supposed chance meeting on a busy street, a shared bench in a park, idle chat while fishing, all of them so unremarkable as conversations and moments that they had been forgotten immediately. This, of course, included Iris as well. Well before she was an inquisitor, before the revolution, she had been fetching water from a river, when the crow floated by with a dingy. Their conversation mostly covered Iris’ hobbies at the time, and was as unremarkable and forgettable as the rest – but thinking about it now, Iris couldn’t help but to wonder how he had made it so far into Mournvalley and how he had made it out alive.

The other man though, something about him was very familiar to Iris. She couldn’t remember meeting him, but everything from the way he walked down to details of him only really accessible to necromancers, all were something she felt she recognized from somewhere.

The masked man must have noticed the inquisitor staring at him as she pointed at her. “What is she doing here?!” He exclaimed to the crow in a voice that felt just as familiar to Iris as the rest of him, and possibly even had some remnants of a Mournvalleyan accent.

“A fine question indeed!” The crow nodded as he noticed the necromancer as well and opened up a small black book he was carrying. After a brief perusal of the text in it, he closed it and sighed. “Vinca, mark everything that has happened in here or in Ruvenstead in the past couple of weeks as possibly false.”

The masked man groaned and pulled out a notebook to scribble something into it.

Ignored by everyone else in the room, the pair promptly made their way to the kitchen, as if already knowing that’s where they should be. The crow politely gestured for Iris to give them passage, but the masked man seemed very intent on keeping his distance from the inquisitor, maybe for a good reason as she was contemplating biting him to figure out how she knew him. As they stepped into the room, the same look of recognition showed briefly on Rosie and Gilbert’s faces as they recalled who the two were, and neither seemed to oppose them being there for some reason.

The two waltzed all the way to Holly, bowed at her grandly before the crow addressed the entire room. “Pardon our intrusion, but me and my colleague here have been going over the records regarding this time and place, and they are severely out of whack – if you pardon my language, just wholly hogwash! So, we have taken it upon ourselves to see what exactly might be the cause. Now, the cause for such an occurrence may…” His speech trailed off as his partner subtly pointed out Holly’s book on the table to him. “Lady Saga! You can not take things like this out of the library!”

As he attempted to take the book, Holly grabbed it from the table and wrapped her arms firmly around it.

Not entirely sure what was going on, Rosie decided to act based on what she saw. She placed her hand on the crow’s shoulder, pressed on it with enough force for him to clearly struggle standing straight but what seemed to be no particularly big effort for the innkeeper, and dug her claws into the vest. “I don’t know what you’re on about, but no one in this place raises their voice at my employees. So why don’t you just explain yourself first, while I still let you?”

The crow retreated back to the side of his partner and fixed his attire nervously. “My deepest apologies, I didn’t mean to disrespect you or your fine establishment, Miss Rosie – but you must understand the serious nature of my concern. As you already know, my name is Noir, and this is my coworker, Vinca. What you might not know is that we are two of the scribes working for The Great Lunar Library – what that means is not immediately important for the situation at hand. What is vastly more important is that fate has been dislodged from its path in this location, and I doubt I need to explain why that might be unfortunate.”

“Noir…” Iris muttered and suddenly remembered that it was this exact crow she had seen in the vision caused by Holly’s feather. It didn’t take much deduction to gather that the location she had seen was the library itself, and the eyes she had seen through belonged ‘Lady Saga’ – which would mean that somehow the simple girl working night shift in the inn was the head librarian Noir and his kind answered to.

Noir looked at the inquisitor with a knowing smile. “It is exactly as you suspect, Iris. Thought I have not the heart to describe the details in her presence. Lady Saga is indeed present here, no doubt as a part of her own plans we are not privy to. It appears you might be the person we should talk to; your inquisitive mind has gathered much, I suspect – even if you are not supposed to be here.”

Understand the situation more before challenging Tekhelet seemed like a good idea, and if these scribes would be of any aid in returning the missing necromancer, letting them in on what she knew seemed like the play to make. “I’ll tell you what I can… On one condition: let me bite him.” Iris made her offer and pointed at the masked scribe who had been avoiding her the whole time.

“Seems she has us in a pickle, don’t you think?” Noir commented amusedly to his companion.

Vinca glared at both the inquisitor and his friend through the goggles of his mask, gauging if they were serious for a moment before letting out a hissing sigh through the mask’s vents. “Not here, take us somewhere private.”

Iris quietly asked Gilbert and Rosie to keep an eye on Holly, as it was probably for the best to keep her within arm’s reach, considering she seemed far more important than anyone could have guessed, and the sect had already gotten their mittens on her book once. She then showed the way to the room she was borrowing to the two scribes and hastily relocated the conversation there. Being somewhat of an expert in info gathering herself, she could immediately tell that the pair carefully went over everything in the room with their gazes, learning everything about is inhabitant that possibly could be learned, but without touching anything.

“You’re awfully accepting of being bitten.” Iris noted.

“Complete blackouts on information like this are more dangerous than your teeth, and we know of your peculiarities.” Vinca stated, determined but clearly not happy about it. He exposed his arm by rolling up his sleeve and pulling down the long glove he was wearing. “I also know to not even propose me just telling you what you’re trying to find out. You would always have your doubts, but flesh doesn’t lie.”

“No… it does not…” Iris frowned as that was something she had definitely said at some point.

Noir kneeled to take a look at the little mound of wax that had formed onto the floor from all the candles Iris had been burning. As if something significant could be deduced from it, he took out a notebook and a black feathered quill, scribbled something on it without actually using any ink and smirked almost smugly.

“We’re working on a somewhat of a timer here, so let’s get this going already, or do you need me to spread some butter on the arm? A dusting of sugar?” Vinca hurried the matter, clearly anxious to learn what was going on.

As sort of a comeback for being snide, Iris left out the final warning and suddenly sank her teeth into the scribe’s pale skin. Not hard enough to bite off a piece, but definitely not in a playful way either, just hard enough for one of her canines to break the skin and let out a drop of blood.

“You know, this is in no way sanitary.” Vinca painedly joked while clearly playing tough and withstanding the pain.

As the metallic taste from the tiniest drop of blood filled the inquisitor’s mouth, she let go of the arm and stared blankly at the masked scribe before her, who immediately began rifling through Iris’ belongings, as if expecting to find something. The taste of long sought for freedom, happiness, companionship and utmost faith in one’s purpose were the first things the necromancer learned, as Vinca was definitely someone dedicated and happy with their current place in life. However, hints of much darker aspects came through, among which was a bitterness extremely familiar to Iris – Vinca was, or had once upon a time been a necromancer. Yet that was far from the last thing she realized, though matured in a good way, the taste was still familiar. The buried emotions of the past something she had tasted at their height.

The wings on Iris’ back opened wide, only barely avoiding the crow still poking around the room and ignoring whatever was going on. “P… periwinkle?” She uttered with tears in her eyes as she learned who exactly the scribe was.

“Iris.” The scribe answered to his old name with the first hint of warmth in his voice as he found the bottle of strong alcohol he had been looking for and proceeded to drench the bite in it before being tackled to a wall by the inquisitor rushing to hug him.

A few weeks after the defeat of the old rulers of Mournvalley, Iris had noted that Periwinkle had been entirely absorbed by seeking information on some particular subject. He would often go on unannounced trips to acquire materials or chase the slightest clue he managed to find, until eventually disappearing altogether. Being a late addition to the team and standing against some of the other members on occasion, as well as being ignored by Coquelicot, no one besides Iris even really considered him to be an inquisitor. While not necessarily ostracized by the group as a whole, the division between them and him was clear as day. Iris had made a token attempt at keeping him involved, but as everyone became exponentially busier, it became harder and harder to spare the time and effort – with his eventual disappearance being one of the many things Iris at least partly blamed on herself. Now, finding him alive and well, no matter the situation, was perhaps the first and only clear victory she could admit to herself in a long while.

“Great!” Noir exclaimed and clapped his hands once to interrupt the two. “Now let us get to the explanation of what on earth is going here!”

Vinca shook his head and made no attempt at freeing himself as the skeletal wings slowly wrapped around him in addition to the Inquisitor’s own arms. “It can wait for a moment more, she needs this.” He whispered.

“Ah… Very well!” The crow accepted the suggestion, though didn’t seem to really understand the purpose of it.
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                ”Well, this is a proper mess...” Noir muttered and stared out of the window after hearing what the inquisitor had managed to gather in the past day. “The picture is clear with your explanation, but does it help? I do believe we can undo the changes to fate, and by that, I mean convince Lady Saga to do so – but there are… caveats.”

“So I’m not getting out of confronting Tekhelet, I take it?” Iris sighed, already resigned to her fate.

“I’m afraid not.” The crow shook his head and glanced at the necromancer’s reflection in the window. “To break or mend fate in this manner is extremely dangerous. To a person unaffiliated with us, it is a certain and painful death. The scribes, like us, are able to meddle through our own unrecorded actions, but we do not decide, we record. The only one able and authorized to mend and tweak what has already happened or steer the moment directly is Lady Saga. But luckily, objectively speaking, this is but a small tweak in things as far as all of fate is concerned, so setting things straight would be hardly an effort to her.”

Iris had already caught up on the less than delighted tone of the scribe. “But?”

“The mortal she has paired herself with can not withstand that much, even with Lady Saga’s aid.” Noir explained clearly unhappy about what he had to share. “The option to simply repair this now is there, but at the cost of a painful death to the owlfolk. It would also still leave this Tekhelet character outside your walls, as a potential problem without an answer.”

“We’re not doing that.” The necromancer immediately declined the idea of sacrificing Holly.

“Then your desire should be to bring the moment as close to what it should be, to minimize the alterations required.” Nodded Noir, considerably more enthusiastic about the plan B. “As you have deduced, you are here as a substitute, so what would be the duty of the original, is now left to you. Go where she would have, do what she would have. In more detail, this would mean face Tekhelet, with the crown on your head.”

Iris tried her best to follow the logic. “And that will allow this Lady Saga to work her magic and return things to the way they are supposed to be? Without hurting Holly?”

“We certainly hope so.” Noir smirked but with a hint of uncertainty in his voice. “Do what you were brought here to do, and the correct necromancer will be ushered forth from the forgotten legends she now belongs in. I can not claim to know how long this would take, so expect some need to defend yourself once the confrontation has begun. Vinca and I will do out utmost to assist Lady Saga and to hasten the process, but the fate is a fickle thing. Even if the tip of your quill steers it, blocks still need to fall into place, actors must play out their roles and only then can the curtain be lowered. This should also not be considered a method free of any cost. Mending fate will push all those who are trying to escape theirs into their trajectories…”

“I trust that I can handle myself for a time, no matter what this Tekhelet turns out to be.” The inquisitor stated, slightly feigning confidence but feeling a small surge of heat in her that made her words almost feel true. “Would you mind if I talked with Periw- with Vinca for a moment? Then there is also the matter of the crown – I don’t have one.”

Vinca placed his hand on the necromancer’s shoulder. “You should rest up; we can talk once this this play is over.” He said reassuringly, either having some confidence in the capabilities he knew Iris to have or faking it extremely well. “About the crown, don’t worry about it too much. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that there are no coincidences in this world of ours. You may well end up with one in your lap by the morning.”

“Expertly said!” Noir agreed. “We should leave you here to rest, as it is you who has the lead role come tomorrow.”

As if on cue, Iris could feel the fatigue from the constant tension of the day suddenly be unleashed on her. The weightless wings on her back suddenly felt like they were made out of metal, as did her eyelids. Perhaps it was the calming knowledge that there was now some actual reasoning and thought behind her plan and she wasn’t simply flying to her death blindly, or the relief of finding at least one of the missing inquisitors unharmed – even if Vinca showed no interest in coming back to Mournvalley. However, weirdly enough, though she had spent the entire day running around, trying to unravel the sudden mystery she had been forced into. She didn’t even remember when was the last time she ate, though for some reason she didn’t even feel hungry, or thirsty for that matter.

“Yeah… I guess I could use a nap now that you mention it.” She agreed and sat down on the bed. “Only a couple of hours though. I want to be out there as soon as the sun rises, ideally before.”

With a knowing smirk on his face Noir scribbled something into his notes and nodded before exiting the room with his companion and returned to the kitchen, where they had their own mission trying to convince Holly to hand over her book for inspection and repair.

Thinking about everything that had happened during the day, she couldn’t help but to wonder if the missing necromancer’s days were always as packed with such a random assortment of activities, or if it was just consequences of her being shoehorned into a place she didn’t really belong in. Suddenly she remembered that she wanted to talk to Emilia about the weirdly involved stance Sylvia had taken in the plan against Tekhelet and forcibly got back up from the bed. She hadn’t seen the priestess at all during the day, and with her being untouchable by necromancy now, it was impossible to tell where she was. The inquisitor decided to check on the room she and the innkeeper shared, just on the off chance the priestess happened to be there. She quickly made her way out of the room and past the few rooms between hers and the first one by the stairs. Pressing her ear on the door, she couldn’t hear anything inside.

“Miss Emilia, would it be possible to talk for a bit?” The necromancer asked and knocked on the door.

The rustling of metal armor on the other side of the door confirmed that the priestess was indeed inside, but after a few steps towards the door, she had stopped entirely, followed by silence.

“Miss Emilia?” Iris asked again.

“I’m sorry… Can this wait?” Emilia finally responded from the other side of the door. The exhausted tone she spoke in made it clear that now was probably not the best time. “I would like to think for a while longer…”

“Oh! I understand! Don’t worry about it.” Iris said as reassuringly as she could, not about to bother the person who had already taught her so much about Sylvia and gods in general. “It was nothing important. Is everything alright in there?”

“Yes, I just need some time. Thanks…” The priestess sighed and returned to wherever she had been before. “I’ll come find you.”

With that, Iris returned to her room and finally allowed herself to succumb to the exhaustion. She laid down on the bed, tussled and rolled around for a few minutes before moving back to the spot on the floor she had gotten so used to. Taking out the last candle in the drawer by the bed and sticking it to the mound of wax, she lit it and almost immediately found a peaceful position to rest in – and for the first time in a few days, fell asleep comfortably wrapped in her wings.

“Iris?” A familiar, commanding voice snapped her awake again.

The necromancer looked around, only to see the stone walls of the throne hall of Mournvalley. Her disorientation immediately suggested that something wasn’t normal about the situation. It didn’t quite make her realize it as the dream it was, but she was in no danger of mixing it as reality, especially because she already knew what would happen as it unfolded in front of her.

In an otherwise empty chamber, she stood in front of the throne, before the new Empress of Mournvalley, Coquelicot. The empress was visibly uncomfortable lounging on her throne and spun her crown on one of the fingers of her many arms instead of wearing it on her head. Her new position had hardly added to her already daunting presence, and if anything, the fancy robes that had replaced the red inquisitorial ones took away something from her menacing look. One by one, on that day she had asked the members of her new inquisition to step forwards to officially grant them their new position and whisper some small bit of advice or reassurance only to them – until only Iris remained. The heavy door behind Iris slammed shut as the second to last inquisitor left to carry out their duties and left her alone with the empress. Something each and every inquisitor besides Maya were still somewhat afraid of.

“To be entirely honest with you, Iris, I had no idea what to do with you until this morning. Your brand of necromancy is frankly confusing, you are a weird person, and it’s almost like you lack something to be an inquisitor to begin with. The others had fairly clear motivations and uses to their eccentricities, but you… you’re mostly just weird.” Coquelicot said once she saw that Iris was paying attention again. “You don’t have the raw strength of Teal, Maya or Sapphire – not directly anyway. So enforcer roles are out. You don’t have the keen intelligence or wiles of Cobalt, Cyan or Celeste. Which leaves you mostly out of politics as well. Duke works better on his own, though you are a bit sneaky and get around with those wings of yours, so espionage might suit you, but Duke was the obvious choice for it. This all left me very puzzled, so much so that I even considered just releasing you of your charge.”

Though she already knew each word by heart, it still made her nervous to be analyzed by Coquelicot to such a degree.

“What would you suggest I should do with you?” The empress asked and stopped spinning the crown, contemplated putting it on her head but instead hung it from a decorative knob on the throne.

“I’ll do what you need me to, doesn’t matter how menial.” Iris responded.

“And that’s the thing I eventually realized!” Coquelicot exclaimed and clapped all three pairs of arms once. “You are a blank slate. The others all possess motivations that would in right circumstances turn them against me, perhaps even Mournvalley itself. Motivations they might well put before their duties and abandon their posts when the going gets rough – and believe me, going is about to get very rough. Not little Iris though. That is what sets you apart from the others. We could be waist deep in shit and you’d be by me, wondering if you were doing something wrong instead of thinking being an inquisitor might not be for you.”

Iris wasn’t sure if she was being complimented or called simple. “Thank you… I guess?”

Coquelicot stood up and started to pace around Iris as she spoke. “But that doesn’t really narrow down what to do with you. Then it suddenly struck me as I was sitting in this dumb chair, in these dumb rags and with this dumb circlet on my head – instead of being out there fixing the mess this country is in or even just tearing apart the enemies we have. This castle is my cage and etiquette my chains. So, to project my will on this world in a way that matters, I will do as the gods have: you are to be my saint.”

Iris frowned. “Sa…saint? How would that even work?”

The empress stopped behind Iris and put one pair of her hands on Iris’ shoulders. “We’ll find out, won’t we? There are dozens of inane deities that have done less to this world than I, hundreds with less followers than I, thousands that are less feared. What manner of monopoly would those worthless fools have on saints? Kings and queens have always had their champions and chosen ones, I’ll have a saint, and there’s nothing they can do about it.”

“Pretty sure gods can do something about it, with all due respect of course.” Iris fairly pointed out.

“They’re welcome to try.” Coquelicot laughed out loud. “The last time this place had a living emperor, it didn’t go all too well for them – and I would aim to break that old record.”

Iris chuckled awkwardly to not appear entirely without confidence. “What is it that I’m supposed to do to begin with?”

“You are to be the extension of my will upon this world, but… better than I am.” The empress said, pausing to think her words for a while. “No matter what, I am still a product of the old Mournvalley, of the red inquisition. I have lofty principles I myself can’t follow, ideals that so often are moved aside when force works as an answer. Try as I might, I can’t change this, not for the better anyway. So, it falls upon your perky young shoulders to uphold them where I fail. Your only purpose is to do what is best for all necromancers, this includes me, you, your peers, the citizens of Mournvalley, those who are yet to be born… even the little shit in Valor.

“In no small part thanks to me, our kind are the villains of stories told by parents to scare their children… and I don’t want that to be my legacy as a ruler. For each valiant knight saving the princess, each wise sorcerer driving back the horrors besieging a village, for each kind healer selflessly aiding those who suffer – should there not be a necromancer standing among them? Though I might be a lost cause myself, I refuse the idea that we as a whole are born evil. So, I leave it to you. The others will be ordered to look to you for answers, and I need to you guide them towards a better future for all of us. Travel the world and learn what good we could do to it, as my saint, be the hero in the stories of those who need help.”

Iris hadn’t heard such defeat in the voice of her ever so mighty leader before, and she certainly hadn’t even considered that something so big would be trusted to her. She had woken up that day, expecting to get given some unimportant support position and had even remained a bit suspicious of the role of saint after hearing it, thinking it might actually be a subtle mockery of her uselessness, but there were no hints of lies or trickery in the way Coquelicot spoke. This clearly meant a lot to the empress, who was obviously struggling with the fact that she herself was incapable of doing what she was ordering Iris to accomplish. The monumentality of the mission left Iris wordless as the skeletal arms slowly wrapped around her.

“I understand that this is more than a lot to ask of anyone, and I know that you’re already doubting yourself, but I would not make you shoulder this if I did not think you could do it. Use the strengths of others as you see fit where yours are lacking, learn what drives them and figure out how to best use them for the goal I’ve set for you, keep them in line and keep them working together. We can’t regress back to the old ways, and I don’t trust myself with that at all. There are still battles left where my strength is needed in, but I will keep my influence over the inquisition minimal, and with Alice gone, the responsibility falls unfairly on you.” Coquelicot whispered, even when there was no one else to listen to her, nor did the thick walls and doors of the castle let anyone eavesdrop.

“I… I’m not sure I can do all that.” Iris hesitantly admitted.

“I know you’re not, but I am. If for no other reason than because I order you to, and you would not leave an order unanswered.” Coquelicot reaffirmed her inquisitor of her task. “But no saint will go to work without a gift, so mine wont either. I may not be able to dish out divine blessings, but knowing how you and your powers work, there is something that’s not too far off.”

The empress bit into her lower lip and wiped away a drop of blood with the thumb of one of her skeletal arms. Staring the red smear for a while, she reached around Iris’ head and pressed it against the inquisitor’s lips and left behind a bloody stain before letting go of her and shambling back to her throne.

“Are… are you sure about this?” Iris uttered, trying her best to resist licking her lips.

“Yes – but I would appreciate if all of this and whatever you learn was left between you and me.” Coquelicot sighed and leaned back on her seat of power.

Hesitantly, Iris allowed the metallic taste into her mouth, but didn’t have the time to prepare for its effects. Usually, what she could feel through her unique talents was subtle, but as soon as the blood touched her tongue, a wave of all-consuming rage washed over her. At first it felt entirely rampant and without a target, but as the inquisitor took back the control of her emotions, she could tell much of it was a flimsy veil over self-loathing, betrayal and failure. It was downright miraculous how little of it spilled over the usually dignified and calm exterior of the empress, though those close to her could often feel the tension she brought into the room with her. For well-trained necromancers, the way her powers manifested as a constant aura that tested the might of anyone even remotely close by served as a hint of the turmoil within her, but the extent had been a complete secret to even the inquisitors. Of the betrayal she couldn’t tell much about, but it had obviously been someone close to the empress, much closer than even Iris or her teammates. As the more intense emotions Iris could derive from the blood ran their course and began to fade, they made way for more hidden ones – sometimes even secret to the person themselves. In Coquelicot’s case, the rage faded into a soul crushing sadness and regret, barely bearable to the inquisitor and only hidden because of the intensity of the hatred before. Not used to such emotions, Iris fell on her knees and waited for them to pass by trying to keep her breathing in check and constantly reminding herself that they weren’t her own feelings.

“Is… is everything alright?” Iris asked worriedly when she was finally able to get back up.

Coquelicot responded with a calm tone that didn’t show a hint weakness or lack of determination, if anything, the opposite. “Nothing is, and worse will come.” She warned, but it felt as if it wasn’t about her own situation, but something the inquisitor should be wary of.

A sudden thunk from the floor above woke Iris up from her dream. Being an always vigilant inquisitor, she immediately got on her feet and surveyed the situation, but all she ended up finding out was that the occupant of the room above must have fallen off their bed, but continued to sleep soundly on the floor, unbothered by the impact that had startled Iris. Quickly losing the details of her dream from her memory, she gazed out through the window at the clear starry sky over the city. The full moon illuminating the snow-covered rooftops seemed oddly intense and even larger than usual, but lacking a point of comparison, Iris wasn’t able to tell if that was truly the case. The sunrise was still a while away, though the more determined business owners of the city had already started preparing for the day to come and the lights of their lanterns shone through the display windows along the streets. Going back to sleep after such a rough wake up wouldn’t have worked anyway, so Iris sighed and turned away from the window to leave the room, hopefully not for the last time ever. After a quick trip to the baths to freshen up by washing her face, she slowly made her way downstairs, stretching her back and wings on the way. Taking the lay of the land with her powers, she could tell that the tavern downstairs was empty even before she made it there, and Rosie had yet to get up for the day, but Holly, Gilbert and the two scribes were still in the kitchen.

The scribes had managed to get the book from Holly at some point during the night, and were contemplating on ways of fixing the tainted pages when Iris entered the room. Gilbert, who clearly hadn’t slept during the night was keeping an eye on the situation and calmly twirled his pipe while deep in thought, seeing the necromancer, he nodded to greet her.

“Breakfast!” Holly declared as her greeting and started stacking ingredients on a slice of bread, as it was her job on every night. The final result was a generous stack of vegetables and slices of some kind of a spiced sausage neatly arranged between two slices of soft bread. She then pushed it as well as a cup of juice on the table towards the necromancer. The whole operation took a good while, as the owlfolk seemed to be very particular about the way things were placed on the sandwich.

“Thanks.” Iris muttered, pulled up a chair to the table and accepted the offering – though she still didn’t feel at all hungry. The meticulous work put into the sandwich seemed to have paid off, as it was definitely one of the better ones she had eaten.

“Are you ready for your part, Iris?” Noir asked without looking up from the violet stain on the book.

“Still need the crown. Turns out, sleeping didn’t help with that.” The necromancer snarked.

The crow chuckled. “Did it not?” He quizzed and pointed at Holly, who reluctantly pulled out something from a bag under her loose clothes.

Carefully placing it by the ingredients, the owlfolk revealed a delicate circlet crafted out of a silvery metal and pieces of bone. Iris immediately recognized it as the piece the blacksmith and his muse had shown her several days ago. Even simply looking at it filled her with dread and sounded alarms in her mind to avoid touching at it, and she remembered the feeling from back then too, but had been largely occupied by Armaata’s presence to have remembered the crown before. Though unpleasant to be around, it was hard to deny that something with such an ominous aura was perfect for a white one.

The inquisitor covered the crown from her view with her arm. “Am I supposed to just not question why she has something like that?” She asked, expecting to get a half-assed answer about fate or some such unverifiable nonsense. “No matter what this Lady Saga of yours is, this is getting to be a bit much.”

Noir shook his head. “Lady Saga has nothing to do with this, nor does fate, as you’re no doubt suspecting. This Violet Sect acts outside of fate’s designs, and so, out of our records entirely. What you are witnessing is her father, the night itself, expending one of its most precious weapons to answer the threat he has foreseen ages ago – and fulfilling a promise.”

Iris scratched her head and recounted the names of gods taught to her by Emilia. “Ciel? You know what? Sure! Why not! I’m just going to go and fight Tekhelet now, if that’s alright with everyone?” She rolled her eyes, picked up the crown as if it was a wet sock and tucked it under her robes for safekeeping. Ultimately, the reasons behind such things hardly mattered, and more time she was allowed to thing, the less confident she would get.

“We have no further preparations we can make beforehand, so the decision is yours. Vinca and I will begin mending the tome once you leave, Lady Saga will correct the course of fate once it is safe to do so.”

“Should I come along? There has to be something I can do.” Gilbert asked, eager to get up from his seat, no doubt feeling fairly useless as the only normal person in the room.

“Keep an eye on whatever these two are up to.” Iris said and pointed at the scribes. “Make sure no harm comes to Holly.”

The old adventurer sat back down, understanding the reasoning despite being disappointed by the outcome. “You stay safe too.” He nodded.

Iris finished her hopefully not last meal, glanced at the scribe she knew as Periwinkle, who nodded back at her, thanked Holly for the sandwich once more and left the room before hesitation would start to affect her actions. All she needed to think about now was Tekhelet and how to survive however long was needed.

“What do you think of her chances? Have we doomed her poor soul?” Noir asked from his companion as soon as he heard the inn’s door close.

“On the contrary.” Vinca laughed. “Iris gives herself about a tenth of the credit she deserves. I’m more worried that this Tekhelet being won’t last long enough for us to fix things.”

            

    
        Chapter 279 - Erased

    
    
    
    
                Anastacia trudged through the thick layer of snow after having dashed out of the inn and the city in protest over Rosie trying to decide who she could and couldn’t spend her time with, in the manner of her own choosing. The several hundred meters of snow behind her had done a good job of ridding the necromancer of any spare energy to waste on anger, and she occasionally stopped to reconsider her actions, but always ended up pressing forwards. It may have been a slightly juvenile reaction to someone trying protect her from one thing or another, but the freedom to live her life as she saw fit was the one thing she desired the most, and any move against that irked her greatly – no matter how well intentioned. She did regret letting the secret of Emilia’s current state slip in anger though, but what was done was done. Her plan was to make it all the way to the goblin castle, make a bonfire and stay the night there. In the morning, she could rethink things with a clear head and decide how to go about returning to the inn. She would at the very least go with Iris to see how the new wings suited her, which she did somewhat look forward to, and it would provide her a convenient excuse to go back as well.

Seeing the stone wall of her royal seat, she put on her horned crown to make sure the goblins remembered who she was, and started the last part of her entirely pointless trek through the snow that could have been mostly avoided by following the road. The screeches of her loyal servants could be heard far and wide across the snow, and they were the first thing to tell Anastacia that all was well in her realm.

Stepping into the area cleared of snow by the constant movement of the goblins, she stopped to take a rough count of the current population and give out the first orders of the night. “I’m back, everyone! Can some of you start gathering some firewood for me? We’re going to make a pyre!”

Among the mass of critters excited for the return of their ruler, a few goblins quizzically stared at her, and remained behind when the others ran for the woods to find anything that might burn.

“Is something wrong?” Asked the necromancer and knocked her boots together to shake the snow off them.

“Who friends?” One of the remaining goblins asked and pointed past her into the field she had just crossed.

A shiver ran down Anastacia’s back, there were not many things that could follow her trail without being found out. Spriggans she would know by their scent, a simulacrum would make noise and be recognized by the goblins, and most importantly, Anastacia knew her rotten luck when it came to timing.

She took a deep breath and looked up at the darkening sky. “Whoever, whatever you may be, leave. I am not in the mood for whatever you have to do with me. I’ll give you a moment to run, but if you’re still there when I turn around…”

A cold, metallic and distorted voice answered from some distance back. “Ours is a business that can not wait, Brume. Every moment that passes is towards the end, no matter how distant it still might be.”

Anastacia kneeled to whisper to the goblins. “Gather everyone and hide in the castle, do not come out until things quiet down. Okay?” She instructed them and sent them on their way before turning around to see the poor fools that had interrupted her in such an inopportune moment.

Three figures had appeared about ten meters behind her, none of them with tracks in the snow behind them. The first one, a woman wearing an eerily familiar uniform consisting of a black vest over a white shirt that Anastacia couldn’t quite place. Her appearance, once tidy and spotless had been ruined by a considerable amount of wear and tear on her uniform as well as deep violet stains from tears flowing from her pitch-black eyes. In her hands, she held a small black book as well as a quill, dripping with the same violet tears as her eyes. The second one, small and frail in appearance, entirely covered in cloth bandages with some manner of runes inscribed on every inch of it. Not leaving as much as an opening for their mouth, the only thing that poked through the layers of cloth was a pair of violet crystals that seemed to be growing form the person’s head in random spots.

Between the two, as if their allegiances needed further hints, stood a tall woman with a violet mantle and a silvery mask forged into a shape of a beautiful face. From her neck dangled a medallion depicting The Violet Sect’s emblem of a compass rose and a skull. Under the mantle glistened a mail of quicksilvery rings, similar to the coif attached to the mask. Though the chainmail only somewhat obscured what was under it instead of entirely hiding it, it appeared more as a black void or smoke rather than a person.

Anastacia was immediately struck with the realization that she had not brought any weaponry with her. The immediate surroundings of her castle had been long since cleared of remains that littered the soil around Valor, but the field she had just walked through still had plenty of material for her. Her crown also had a pair of antlers on it that would work in a pinch, but she most definitely wanted to move whatever was happening away from the goblins first.

“I am not here to fight.” The middlemost visitor said, no doubt picking up on the less than subtle hints in the necromancer’s behavior.

“That’s very unfortunate for you, considering that’s exactly what I’m going to do.” Anastacia hissed and started to slowly walk away from the castle. “What are you here for then? I thought I’ve been fairly clear about you fuckers needing to leave me alone… but go ahead, spin your lies for a bit so I’ll at least learn something from this.”

“Lies are better left to those menial enough to be placated by them in the first place. Lying to you would do little more than backfire sooner or later.” The sect member stated in a cold and unfeeling tone.

Making sure to keep her distance, Anastacia started leading the trio into a spot where she knew material would be plentiful, but wasn’t so close to valor that they could be seen easily – dragging the guild into the mess so suddenly would only make things more complicated. “What are you here for then, if not to kill me or scam me into joining your troupe of morons?” She asked, taunting them to see if they really weren’t prepared for violence.

While the other two had to trudge through the snow the same as Anastacia, the sect member stepped onto it and weightlessly walked on the powdery surface without leaving so much as a footprint. “I am here to see to my greatest creation: you.”

Anastacia laughed mockingly. “Sorry, but I came here the normal way, so unless you were there to shake the bed, you had no part in creating anything.”

“That is not the you I created. I had no part in bringing a child into this world, nor was it me who locked the innocent whelp into a cell for the fear of her powers, nor was it me who anchored her into a decaying husk to bring false validity to a failing seat of power, no…” The sect member said, still with a machine-like voice but the spite behind the words came through anyway. “It was me who set into motion the events that gave you your freedom, it was I who plotted and schemed to free you from the chains put onto you by Mournvalley and the Red!”

“That just sounds like you’re taking credit for the single good thing Coquelicot has ever managed to do… whoever you are.” The necromancer disputed the claim and kept creating distance to the castle.

The sect member let out a strange sound that almost sounded like a laugh, but it would have felt wrong to call it one. “Do you genuinely think that the last of the red had any reason to disturb the power structure she was so near the top of? Amaranth was a frail old crone, mere years away from stepping aside and handing her the reigns of the inquisition. Do you think you were truly necessary to defeat the other inquisitors? No! She may have been very receptive to culling the noble fat from the top, but did not device the method or time… Those were whispered into her ear by my works.”

Anastacia had to stop for a moment to make sense of things. There was no chance Coquelicot would be in cahoots with the sect, or Anastacia wouldn’t have left Mournvalley after dealing with Amaranth. The new empress, accompanied by her new inquisition would have no doubt managed to fix such a mistake at any point later on as well – as much as that pained to admit. The rest of The Red Inquisition had been very keen on killing Anastacia, all except for Alizarin. Coquelicot’s late husband had died to allow Anastacia an escape from two other inquisitors in an unfavorable situation. The act had no doubt shortened the revolution by months or even years, but Coquelicot could have dealt with everyone besides Amaranth on her own eventually, and the old leader of the inquisition could have been starved by sieging Castle Mournvalley when she was the only one left. Alizarin’s sacrifice only truly made sense if Anastacia absolutely needed to survive for some reason.

“It is as you think.” The sect member confirmed. “Alizarin played his part with excellence, down to his regrettable end. It was through him that I convinced Coquelicot of the benefits of your freedom. Through him I conveyed a plot to rid the world of the accursed red that kept us out of this plane for so long. Through him, I… Tekhelet of the Lost Archives, keeper of the Library of Forgotten, created Brume the White and allowed you to roam this world to study it to your heart’s content!”

Continuing her slow trek through the snow, Anastacia inquired more. “Why would an inquisitor be willing to be your spy to begin with?”

Tekhelet seemed more than willing to boast about her successful plot. “He did not know of our history when I first approached him, but was intelligent enough to understand our purpose – and though red, he possessed the defining quality of our sect…”

“Being a massive pain in the ass?” The necromancer commented.

“And that is the opinion I am here to change. It saddens me that you truly do not understand what we of the violet have always stood for. The reign of red has done more harm than I would have dared to think.” Tekhelet sighed and in a blink of an eye, turned into a cloud of violet mist that blew past Anastacia and materialized back into her previous shape a few meters in front of her. “We, the violet sect, are those that mastered necromancy and found it lacking. Our birthright is a powerful force, but not alone in this world as such. The arcane, the physics, the divine, the foul, the dark and countless others offer infinite avenues of knowledge and power, simply waiting to be understood and brought into the fold. Each aspect of this world that can be mastered and understood is another torch we can lift up to ward off the coming darkness as the eve nears! And such was the crime that saw us exiled by the red hundreds of years ago… and I can see the same curiosity gnawing withing you. It bites into anything it can get ahold of, forcing you to search for secrets and reason within what is chaos to others. Though this is no surprise, after all, you are what remains of the first of our order…”

It was hard for Anastacia to deny that her interest in magic, the workings of simulacra and other things were fairly unique among necromancers. Looking at Mournvalley as she knew it, it also wasn’t exactly hard to believe Tekhelet’s claim of the sect being condemned simply because they sought knowledge and power outside of necromancy, from sources its previous ruling class had deemed lesser and evil. Magic especially was sneered at often, as it was the most obvious and attainable competition to necromancy. The opposite view of what had happened, coming from Amaranth’s notes Anastacia had held for a time, claimed that the sect had sought power through unsavory means, which were some mighty big words for an inquisitor to use. The most likely scenario was that both were true in roughly equal measure and both sides deserved everything they had gotten out of it.

“The ancient machines deep in forgotten places now groan and whirr as the old engines light up to oppose us after eons of sleep. Considering Eminence’s fate, I have little doubt that this is your doing, Brume. We know much of the works left behind by the Aureun, and would no doubt learn exponentially more should you see past your juvenile spite and help us.” Tekhelet made a tempting offer as several glowing violet lines appeared around her feet in the snow, easily recognizable by their shapes as those used on simulacra.

Even with her limited knowledge, Anastacia could tell that the patterns were functional and not simple mimicry, loaning validity to the claim that the sect actually knew more about the simulacra than perhaps anyone else. “Calling me by my actual name would help if you really want me to listen to you, but I have no intention of being anyone’s vassal. Not Mournvalley’s and not yours, and my attitude towards the sect is only a result of what you’ve done, so blame Eminence for it.”

“But you misunderstand, you are not to be a simple servant like these two.” Tekhelet said and gestured towards her entourage that struggled to keep up with the necromancer in the snow. “It is not my place to offer you anything, it is yours to claim your seat at our table as equal to myself, Palatinate, Byzantium and Sumire, as you are nothing less.”

Stopping with arm’s reach of Tekhelet, Anastacia deemed that there was enough material buried below them and the goblins were at a safe distance. The stinging scent of corruption and feeling of unease always prevalent around the sect members and their servants was far fainter even directly beside Tekhelet than it had been anywhere within the machine fortress where Anastacia had confronted Eminence. The world itself still rejected her presence, however, the hue of the sky above and snow below their feet, the sounds of footsteps, whistling of the wind across the field, all twisted just enough to tell there was something wrong. Watching the mist caused by her own labored breath rise up between the gusts of wind, the necromancer noticed the lack of mist that should have accompanied Tekhelet’s words. Though there were countless possible reasons for its absence, it reminded her of the initial encounter with Eminence and the false visage he had worn to at least partly hide the effects of the corruption on his body.

“You say you didn’t come here to fight, but why do you need the numbers advantage? Three on one is hardly fair. You also say you’re not lying to me, but this is not how you really look, is it?” She challenged Tekhelet’s initial claims and therefore the supposed reason for the meeting.

Perhaps sensing that her offer of knowledge and power hadn’t hit its mark quite well enough, Tekhelet let out a raspy sigh. “I have company out of nothing but necessity.” She stated and moved back to her companions as a wisp of smoke. “My talents do not lie in traveling from realm to realm, so for this I have brought my aide, Spurn.” She admitted and placed her metal gauntlet on the bandaged being’s shoulder. “The scribe, once of The Lunar Library, is here should my mission fail and your ire for us is not subsided by reason. A contingency measure.”

“You’re not here to fight but she is?” Anastacia inquired of the nature of the plan B. From her meeting with Tekhelet’s other minions, when she and Iris had found the lich some days ago, she knew that the deathlessness of the violet sect did not apply to its servants. So crownless as she may have still been, taking out the scribe and the horned being was still in the cards.

Tekhelet shook her head. “No. None here has the might to even begin to challenge yours, not alone, not together. Though, as you know… your might matters little without the crown, Brume. Do not succumb to the temptations of rash judgement, apply reason to your actions and listen to what I have to say… Please.” Each action carefully measured to not give the necromancer a reason to attack and the offerings the sect had in its disposal falling to mostly deaf ears, Tekhelet’s tone changed. Pride became desperation and offers became pleads. “Did Eminence convey the reason for our drastic actions before his demise?”

As far as Anastacia understood, Eminence had spouted his worries about the coming end of the world. Though it must have been mentioned, she hadn’t exactly been in a receiving mood at the time and couldn’t remember much in the way of details.

“As expected of him… For a moment more, I beg of you to stay your hand and listen. We… what is left of us, are not conquerors or marauders. We were not driven out of Mournvalley for our lust for power over others, and it is not the force that made us desperate to return.

“Having left behind this plane after a brief yet bloody conflict with the red, we marched the empty halls beyond the divine realms, in older parts of this creation we made our dwellings among the rubble of fallen skies and planes torn asunder. That is, until we came to the end. Words fail to describe what we saw there, but the mere memory of it is what twists the world around us and corrupts all, knowledge not meant to be held but forever grafted into our minds. We fell, fell, fell, until none but five of us, twisted and horrible managed to claw ourselves into what is from what isn’t. It was there we understood our discovery, the final chapter, the end. It is not silence, it is not nothingness, it is the ceasing of existence. As I speak, the empty halls left abandoned by unknown forces and now by us crumble into it. Each moment, each action, each thought drains something from this world into it, no matter the size or significance, each step is towards the horrible end.” Almost frantic when she finally stopped speaking for a moment.

The dark eyes from behind the mask briefly met Anastacia’s as the false image of Tekhelet faded. A ripple in the air spread from where she had stood, almost like a small blast wave that broke the expertly crafted illusions covering the entire area. The field of snow, previously untouched by anyone besides Anastacia, was suddenly dotted in huge shards of metal ranging from flawlessly polished mirrors to crumbling pylons of rust. Each shard was firmly embedded into the frozen soil but still reached at least two to three meters in height aboveground. Though it was hard to tell from within the formation, the shards formed two circles, one larger and at least hundred meters in diameter, and the other located roughly in the middle of the first one, maybe ten or so meters wide. Both the shards belonging to the circles as well as the few more arbitrarily placed ones were far from uniform in shape, but each one of them was noticeably slanted towards the middle of the formation. In the middle of it all, shadowed by a faint violet mist, was a metal staff. Broken into three roughly equal-sized pieces, it was simple in construction with a sharp base that no doubt functioned as a spear if needed, a grip fashioned by wrapping leather string around the middle part of the staff, and three claw-like points holding a lump of black obsidian in place at the top. Several trinkets and talismans dangled from the staff, swaying in the wind as it floated in place, barely avoiding the snow under it while slowly dripping dark violet liquid from the cracks on its surface.

Tekhelet herself was nowhere in sight, though the unmistakable dread and unease a mere gaze from her kind caused was still very much present in the necromancer – intensified, if anything. The pair accompanying Tekhelet appeared unchanged and unbothered by the drastic change in the scenery.

Suddenly the metallic voice spoke out again, seemingly from every direction around Anastacia. “You now witness what has come of my form, as requested – I have not come to deceive.”

“I have no clue what I’m witnessing. Show yourself!” The necromancer demanded and nervously peered around to see if she could spot any movement.

“Peer into the metal. What remains of me is forever bound to the sheen on its surface.” Tekhelet explained, suddenly sounding like she was whispering directly into Anastacia’s ear.

Doing as was suggested, Anastacia took a look at the shard closest to her and could see a spindly wraith-like creature clothed in a violet tabard over a full suit of chainmail, motionlessly floating behind her own reflection. Though it wore a metal mask very similar to the false image, its was twisted to depict agony. The reflection slowly placed its arm on the necromancer’s reflection’s shoulder, and she could feel the light pressure there despite not being able to see the hand itself. Though she was very nearly taken by the shock of everything she suddenly saw and the paralysis caused by it, she instinctively lunged away into the snow and scrambled back up to check the reflection to see if she was being pursued. Tekhelet’s reflection still floated in place and made no attempts to catch her, but just as she saw that, something invisible brushed the snow off her shoulder.

“What the…” The necromancer muttered just as she noticed the reflection on the mirror surface of another shard, where the floating sect member stood directly next to her, already staring at the same shard like they were waiting for Anastacia to notice. Frantically looking around at every shard that still had a smooth surface for a clear image to be reflected off of, she came to a rather harrowing realization that each shard held a different reflection of Tekhelet.

“Do not be alarmed. My intent is as I said.” All of Tekhelet’s reflections spoke in unison, none of them attempting to move closer to the necromancer. “Allow time for reason, for calm thought and logic. My upper hand is not as it seems, as we walk atop your domain.”

The words may not have meant much to the frightened necromancer, but her mind was already looking for any kind of a foothold on the situation that seemed dire at a glance.

“Think, Brume, think of what you have seen… felt.” Tekhelet hinted at something again.

“Felt…” Anastacia repeated out loud without realizing it, until suddenly it struck her: she had felt the weight of Tekhelet’s hand on her shoulder, and the snow had been moved by something invisible – yet not intangible. With plentiful material under the frozen ground, she could easily conjure a torrent of bone that would shield her form any approach, if it was indeed true that the reflections could still be hurt. Without a crown, killing them was out of the question, but thanks to her experience with Eminence, she knew that pain could still be inflicted on the sect members even if it rapidly healed.

“Very good, Brume, very good.” The cold and metallic compliment echoed from every reflection of Tekhelet.

“Why are you trying to help me?” Asked the confused necromancer, understandably so.

Tekhelet let out a defeated sigh. “Violence is not in my nature, and convincing you is the only path to my desired outcome.” She pointed out. “Let us say I would have capitalized on my apparent advantage and tried to take you by force. Would you not have resisted until either you were dead or achieved escape? Your death would be the end of my machinations as your soul would return to the great cycle, possibly once more to be used against us – truly the last outcome I would wish for. Your successful escape would only mean the growth of your prejudice against us, forever poisoning my intentions. My only choice is to make you understand why we do what we must.”

The apparent honesty was certainly an interesting tactic that Anastacia hadn’t prepared for, though it would take much more than the bare minimum of not lying to even begin to convince her of anything. Looking around while listening to the reflections plead didn’t really reveal anything to expand her options, however. Even if she technically had the upper hand in being able to escape the formation of metal shards, the only place she could escape to was Valor, and dragging the problem there was unlikely to solve it. There she would have less material to defend herself with, and knowing how keen for a fight her fellow adventurers were, it would inevitably turn into a bloodbath – no matter how reluctant to use force Tekhelet claimed to be. For now, there was little more she could do than to let the sect member reveal as much as possible while looking for a better solution. Besides, she had a few choice words to give in return as well.

“You know when it would have been a lot easier to convince me about anything? Before one of you assholes destroyed a machine fortress that was just minding its business and attacked my friends!” Anastacia exclaimed and gestured vaguely in the direction they had traveled in to reach Erratic Judgement. “Not to mention the business with the lich from just a few days ago!”

The accusation caused Tekhelet to fall quiet for a moment as she no doubt spun the words in her head to try and explain Eminence’s actions as well as what her own servants had done to Iris and the lich. “Eminence is… was, a useful fool. Once a great man and researcher of the divine, his mind forever scarred and corrupted by our discovery. Declared himself The Grand Sage of Entropy, and allowed the end to fester within his thoughts. As poisonous to our cause as he was to the world itself in the end… But one of us nonetheless, and to some, his delivery of our message proved the most effective. It was with great sadness that we learned of his demise, but knew it to be an end to a tortured existence as well. I make no excuses of his actions against you or those you hold dear, but ask you to see his desperation as a sign of urgency.” She spoke with what may have been the first hint of emotion in her words, giving the metallic voice a sorrowful undertone. “Of the actions of the half-king and Speaker of Forbidden Knowledge, I take accountability for. For many years now, it has been imperative of us to act in secret, so those unwilling to aid us in our mission have sooner been dealt with than left to roam and spread lies or warnings of our deeds. This was the task I gave to the half-king and speaker as well; the lich was to join our cause… You and your companions stumbling upon the exchange was not foreseen by us, fortunate as it may have been in the end. Had I known where you had escaped, I would have contacted you earlier. I did not receive this knowledge from Alizarin before his unfortunate demise, but from a recent peek into a nameless mind touched by Eminence, I discovered hints – and finally, as you defeated the half-king, my search was narrowed here.”

“It’s not exactly a good look when I’ve seen you guys fail at recruiting two or three times now. Erratic Judgement told you to pound sand, the lich did exactly the same, and judging by the number of bodies carrying your sect’s emblems we found in the Baron of Iron’s keep, that didn’t go much better.” Anastacia pointed out while trying her best to keep an eye on the reflections as well as Tekhelet’s companions, who seemed to be simply following the situation from afar. “I may not have the full picture of what this ‘cause’ of yours is, but it seems to be a hard sell to beings no doubt wiser and more experienced than me.”

“But I think you already know all that matters.” Tekhelet was quick to respond. “I can see the dullness in your eyes as you gaze at this waning world. Through means I do not know, you have seen it as it once was, and are now burdened with the knowledge of how little is truly left.”

It was true that the world now seemed like a pale imitation of the ancient time Acacia had shown Anastacia. Comparing the bright turquoise eyes of her reflection to the darkness behind Tekhelet’s mask, she could see the same subtle dullness in them both of them. No doubt invisible to anyone who couldn’t fathom what exactly it meant, but an obvious hint of hopelessness, disappointment and apathy to those who knew where to look for it.

“There is no deeper purpose behind our cause. We do not seek to rule land, accumulate wealth, subjugate people or act as gods… none of it means anything once all is dust. We persevere in our accursed state to learn all there is to know and buy each and every second we are able in the vain hope that there exists a way to stop the seemingly inevitable end to all.” Tekhelet explained, choosing her words with great care and falling quiet for a while to study their effects on the necromancer. Even before Anastacia could say so, she must have sensed that they had failed to placate their target, who could tell it was not the whole truth – even if it didn’t contain a single lie. “For centuries, we have grasped for the faintest of clues that might aid us, sought out beings of great talent and power to aid us. We have searched for solutions without cease, and one by one seen our options fail to hinder the march towards the end… Despite everything we know and every tool we possess, our options have dwindled down to one… It brings us no pleasure and any alternative solutions are studied even more desperately than before – but time creeps onwards without relenting, and we have already wasted too much.”

“Out with it!” Anastacia demanded, growing tired of dancing around the subject.

“To prevent a candle from burning to its end, you can only snuff out its flame, no grain falls in an empty hourglass.” The sect member still avoided stating their intentions directly. “In a world with no life or motion, the end does not approach…”

The necromancer rolled her eyes. “So that’s your great plan? Just empty out the world so it doesn’t get used up? How is that any better than just letting the world end?”

One of Tekhelet’s reflections suddenly lurched towards Anastacia. “SPEAK NOT FOR HORRORS YOU DON’T COMPREHEND!” She screamed in a distorted voice that made the air around her invisible form distort. “The worst fates we could come up with using our wealth of knowledge, the vilest tools in our possession… would be a mercy. To bring an end to this world in this generation to spare the ones who would face what we already have… a kindness – but no. Those able and willing to aid us will remain, as we cling on to the faintest hope we have of understanding the nature of our world to halt its slow death – or more likely, remain to face the end with us once more. To this end we approach those worthy, some see the necessity of our work, others are too selfish and vain to heed our warnings.”

“And if they’re not with you, they’re against you?” Anastacia suggested.

“Precisely.” Tekhelet whispered as she backed away once more. “This is not a position we chose, not one we wanted, but one we must regrettably fill. Save the red, we bear no ill will towards this world. Do you understand?”

The regret and almost disgust for what she had to say was apparent in Tekhelet’s metallic voice. Of course, she may well have been an excellent deceiver, but Anastacia found not a spec of joy or lies in what was being explained. Even down to the body language of each and every reflection, the sect member appeared defeated and crushed by responsibility. However, it was also clear that she was no exception to their policies, this was not a friendly visit to try and contact someone who supposedly belonged among them, this was the sect appearing to Anastacia just as they had appeared to the baron, Erratic Judgement and the lich.

“What do you expect me to say? ‘Sure, I’ll abandon my friends and the people I care deeply for so that I can prepare to wipe out most life in the world with you guys?’” Anastacia said bluntly.

“The world is a cold place and there is little more I can do than plead for you to apply logic and reason just as cold – to match its atrocity. Emotions are no strangers to us either – as I stand upon the edge of what is left and watch it crumble, memories of love and grief fill my mind. I would have wanted to live my life as carefree as most and do not fault you for wanting the same, but the same cruel grand design that once plunged me into the nothingness has now come to you – and I am deeply sorry for it.” Tekhelet reminisced and almost sounded relived by her thoughts. “But understand that your selfishness now condones the suffering of many more, should our mission fail. Is your happiness worth that much?”

Obviously, this angered Anastacia. She was still only having her first tastes of free life as well as the intrigue and confusion that came with it – and now the supposedly ‘correct’ choice was to give all that up. In some sense she understood the miserable situation the sect was in, certainly better than before, and perhaps even slightly sympathized with them because of the apparent honesty she had been shown. No doubt she could have spent days or weeks deliberating on the moral implications of the situation, but she was no great philosopher or someone with the wisdom to cast any kind of infallible judgement. No, Anastacia was a young lass with much in life to look forward to, thrust into a situation well above her paygrade, and so she made her decision like one.

“You’re going to have to do better than that to get me on board, guess I’m just a bit selfish like that.” She shrugged and shook her head. “For your honestly, I’m willing to blink once and allow you to vanish, but if you’re still there once I open my eyes… Well…”

“Perhaps it was wrong of me to force such a choice upon you, for that I am truly sorry. We never wanted things to be like this.” Tekhelet lamented in response as Anastacia closed her eyes.

Though she didn’t close her eyes for any longer than a blink, it was still interrupted by an agonized scream from nearby. Anastacia turned to see the woman in black uniform, one of Tekhelet’s companions, on her knees in the snow. A black book and a violet quill already falling from her grasp as her arms rapidly vaporized, as if burned by an invisible fire. It wasn’t enough to stop the necromancer from doing what she had planned in case she wasn’t met by an undisturbed bed of snow when opening her eyes, and two masses of decayed bone rapidly burst from the ground below both the screaming woman and the other being accompanying Tekhelet, closing in around their bodies and dragging them both into the frozen soil to be crushed in a mere second. Anastacia didn’t know what exactly what they would be able to do, but there was a reason both were brought there and it would at least hinder her opponent’s plans. From there, she prepared to meet any approach with an explosion of bone shards and frozen soil from the ground around her – but no such approach ever came.

Tekhelet’s reflections simply stood still. “I have done what I can, you need not fear for more.” She said as one of the reflections picked up the black book that had gotten flung closer to it. “And so, we have become each other’s prisoners.”

“What?...” Anastacia uttered, confused by the lack of opposition.

“Upon a field of snow, she stood. Unwilling to take what was hers by right. Her seat around the table forever empty, her burden forever neglected. So fades into obscurity the white with a violet hue, never to be remembered again. The End.” Tekhelet read out loud the words her companion had scribbled into the book as her last act.

            

    
        Chapter 280 - Betrayed joy

    
    
    
    
                ”With every inch of my being, I more than regret that it has come to this. If only you could have seen the unfortunate necessity of our mission, if only there was another way… but to accept what is coming without a fight would be the greater crime against this world. To grasp on to the faintest glimmer of hope we have, that in time there is an answer to be found – a way to repair of finish this flawed, draining creation. Until then each moment, spark of light, flicker of flame and spur of movement must be preserved.” Tekhelet lamented as one of her reflections mournfully traced the violet words hastily scribbled into the black book. “Was there truly nothing I could have done differently? Was my plot doomed from the start? Was there a way I could have convinced you before you lost your way? Never again will my mind know peace…”

Barely listening to the wails, Anastacia could tell her grasp onto the nearby material was rapidly weakening, though the problem wasn’t with her powers. A sudden loss of necromantic powers would have been obvious, as would a competing force outdoing her, but it simply felt like the material itself was fading away from her.

“What did you do?!” The necromancer demanded to know.

Tekhelet looked up from the book as trails of deep violet tears started flowing from the eyeholes of her metal mask. “Tore you away from the pages of fate. It will take a moment for the world to rearrange itself in your absence, but soon there will be no trace of you to be found by those who are still on the pages. Fear not, you will still exist to us others abandoned by it, but the world and passage of time will forget you. Make good use of these last moments of being part of the world, feel the wind on your skin, make your final footprints in the snow.”

“What…” Anastacia uttered and pressed her boot into the freshly fallen snow by her, feeling the resistance be much higher than before, as if she was having trouble affecting the world around her. Her initial instinct was to start stomping out a message into the snow, but there was no chance it would be seen before being hidden by snowfall.

“Do not despair. Try to find solace in the fact you’ll be rid of your physical needs as time no longer takes a toll on your body. No more eating, drinking or sleeping. No more pains and aches, no more exhaustion.” Tekhelet advised, no doubt out of experience. “Bid farewells to your mortal woes and acquaintances, for in a moment more they will forget you as well, as will the rest of the fatebound world.”

There was no reason to suspect the sect member’s words, as Anastacia could very well feel her ties to the world severing themselves. Light no longer stopped when it collided with her body, her weight no longer compressed the snow below, her breaths failed to move the air around her. She cast no shadow and the frigid air no longer felt cool on her face. Searching frantically through her pockets and satchels before the process completed, she had to leave some kind of a mark, there must have been something she could have left behind. Until suddenly, her hand stopped on pouch dangling from her belt with a leather twine. Not having the time to undo the knot, she snapped the twine and opened the pouch to reveal a handful of white crystals. Stolen from the depths of a machine fortress, the crystals would record any voice in their presence once activated, and maybe – just maybe, carry over a message someone could find and begin to unravel the problem. Anastacia had some hope that one of her friends would be vigilant enough to notice her absence and would begin to search for answers. If not the particularly resourceful mortals she knew, surely one of the ageless machines or mightier beings she knew would notice it. Regardless, it seemed like there was little more she could do than to hope and make sure Tekhelet knew she had made a mistake.

She gritted her teeth, sang out a quiet tone to activate the crystals and watched them light up. “Look, death couldn’t take me when it tried. Do you really think this roundabout bullshittery is going to work any better? Sooner or later, someone will notice what’s up and figure it out – and until then, I’ll be sure to make every moment of your existence worse than whatever fate you idiots claim to be working against.” She threatened her captor and scattered the crystals onto the snow, and much to her relief, saw them sink into it.

“This is the burden I elected to bear, Brume, do your worst and I will weather it.” Tekhelet responded, clearly having expected some type of a violent retaliation

“Tekky, Tekky, Tekky… It’s like you don’t realize what you’ve done. You’ve made it so that I can’t tire, don’t need to sleep, eat or drink – and you’re stuck out here in the snow with me.” Anastacia chuckled and pointed at the patch of the snow the bandaged being had stood before being engulfed by a mass of bone and dragged belowground. She couldn’t be absolutely sure of it, but it had certainly sounded like Tekhelet needed the being to travel back to wherever she came from.

Tekhelet replied with a miserable laugh of its own, seemingly confirming the necromancer’s suspicions. “Threatening me with pain? Without your crown, you can not hurt me in a way that matters.”

“Pain? Oh, not at all! Not the physical sort anyway.” Anastacia snickered. “We’ll start with a thorough exploration of a few subjects near and dear to my heart, such as which piece of kitchenware is objectively the most attractive – where I will describe each and every one of them in a wholly inappropriate and frankly disturbingly steamy detail. As the second act I’ve planned to sing my rendition of the popular song ‘ten thousand bottles of beer on the wall’, for which I have prepared a choreography for – there will be no halftimes. Then, assuming someone hasn’t come and get me by then, we’ll have us a proper girl talk! You have no idea of the pile of exotic insecurities I have to offer! Then I suppose I finally have the time to name every single one of my goblins thanks to you…”

“You make mockery of this? The faith you have in your acquaintances is inspiring, if not ill placed. The trap you stand in is convoluted beyond mortal measure, no mere band of scrappy mercenaries or ‘adventurers’ can unravel it. No, and the cost of its reversal is even greater than the one I paid in its creation.” Tekhelet sighed as the reflections slowly meandered closer to the metal surfaces revealing them and sat down atop the snow to wait. “My absence will eventually become apparent to the others and end to my entrapment will come, I will gladly allow you to accompany us in this harmless form of yours.”

Since the snow no longer felt cold to her, Anastacia followed suit and sat down by the indent in the snowbank her earlier tumble had made. “I guess we’ll see, won’t we? I’m acquainted with far worse things than some adventurers, things that I think will see through this ploy… And it’s not like you’ve solved this whole white necromancer problem either. Even if I’m stuck like this forever, the other one will no doubt tear you a new one sooner or later.”

The reflection Anastacia had chosen as the partner in her conversation gazed up at the sky, violet tears still dripping from her mask. “So you know of that as well…” She whispered.

“I’ve been informed that for every Ivory, there is an Alabaster. You seem to be suggesting that I myself belong closer to the violet end of the bullshit-made-up spectrum we work with, and knowing what I know of the ancient bastard himself – he resides far in the other end. Meaning that not only is there a white one left for you to deal with, they’re the one you should be afraid of. Now, you said killing me would be a bad idea, so that applies to them as well, which means you either don’t know where they are – or, much more amusingly, do know but can’t do anything about it.” The necromancer almost gleefully theorized on the sect’s troubles based on what she had learned from the spriggans and the sect themselves.

Tekhelet remained silent, which in itself confirmed much.


Iris determinately marched the last few meters of the snowy road before reaching the crossroads she was meant to face her opponent in. Her wings slowly flapped as she absentmindedly strengthened her control over them and surveyed the area for anything unusual through them. The warming and calming effect on her soul, provided by the fiery deity accompanying her preparing for what was coming, was starkly contrasted by the chilling dread caused not by her enemy, but the crown hidden under her robes. For some reason, facing Tekhelet barely crossed her mind compared to the very real possibility of having to don the accursed thing on her head, and even keeping it so close to her body put her on edge.

For a moment, she stopped to stare across the field at the faint blue lights of the simulacra still keeping company to the goblins in their castle. Ideally, she would want to keep them out of harms way, but knowing that King was within hearing distance wasn’t entirely unwelcome, and the other two could no doubt at least lead the tribe to a safer spot if things got out of hand. She still couldn’t tell there was anything strange going on in the starlit snowscape, and no amount of opening and repositioning her wings for a better coverage seemed to change that. Material below the icy ground was plentiful, and though decayed, it would suffice for her purposes.

“Think this might be a case for the heavies.” She muttered to herself and searched for the freshest remains she could find. Noticing one sufficient example, her left wing twitched and separated its pieces from one another to almost double in size. It reached over the snow and as if using a set of invisible strings, plucked a mostly intact human skeleton from the ground before returning to its usual orientation on the necromancer’s back – though still somewhat extended.

The skeleton slowly rearranged its bones as they had been in life. Still wearing rusted pieces of armor carrying a faded emblem of a nation or a noble house that had at some point staged a failed attempt to attack on Valor, and in its skeletal hands, clasping a pair of swords it had never let go of. Courteously bowing to its master, it began waiting for the necromancers will to give it further purpose.

“Aureolin the Sentinel, the earthy taste of your stalwart blood still lingers in my mind. Act as I know you would.” Iris instructed the skeleton. Of course, talking to one’s thralls was more or less equivalent to talking to a sock puppet on one’s own hand, and she was frequently ridiculed for it, but Iris had her own methods and stuck to them no matter what the others said.

Next, her right wing sprang to action, seeking a skeleton of its own and yanking it from the soil. This one, with half of its skull missing, stood with only a faded red tabard draped over a rusted mail that crumbled away the moment it moved. Its arms dangled limply and its hunched over posture was a far cry from the first one’s solid stance. It too glared at its master with its remaining eye socket.

“Warmaster Vermillion, bitter and lost to rage. No leash holds you now.” The inquisitor sighed much less enthusiastically.

The two thralls turned to face the field their master stared over and as they moved, each one of their movements was reflected as a tiny adjustment in Iris’ wings – or perhaps the other way around. Iris herself took one more deep breath as the snow around her feet once more began to melt from the heat signifying the goddess of joy’s presence or attention.

“Call the name of the wretch!” A fiery voice in her head commanded, shedding the last remnants of the guise that it was there simply to aid.

Taking only a moment to think, Iris could feel a burning touch around her neck, trying to force out the name. “Tekhelet! Show yourself!” The inquisitor screamed at the seemingly empty field.

In less than a blink of an eye, the full visage of Tekhelet was revealed. The outermost tall shards of metal sticking out of the snow appearing only a few meters in front of the two skeletons. Iris immediately focused on the only bit of movement she could see: the reflection of a wraith-like form expectantly standing between her thralls, though still invisible to direct view. From its reflection, Iris could only see its back as Tekhelet already had turned her attention to the necromancer.

“A veritable mess of puppets and puppeteers! Fascinating, but we have no business with one another, none of us. Begone and suffer no consequence.” Tekhelet addressed both the necromancer and deity before turning around and facing the reflective surface and allowing Iris to meet her empty gaze.

“You misunderstand, I am here as a consequence for you to suffer.” Iris responded, feeling unexpectedly unbothered by the direct confrontation. “As an inquisitor of Mournvalley, it is my duty to stop whatever this is. You and your sect are not allowed so much as a foothold in this world.”

Tekhelet let out an amused chuckle. “An inquisitor? You? My! The empire has fallen through the bottom of the barrel it seems. Our exile was forced by inquisitors controlling vast armies of thralls, you seem taxed to bring forth two, even with your rotten god pulling the strings. I am more inclined to take this as an insult than a threat! No red courses through your feeble intent either, what is it that you plan on achieving here?”

Though the sect member seemed to be at least moderately interested in a chat with the current iteration of the inquisition they had feared for centuries, Iris had done what little talking she intended to do and spread her wings to their full length and the two skeletons she had raised became animated. The ground itself shook as dozens of rusted and rotten weapons tore themselves free from the soil they had laid in ever since their carriers had met their ends. Moved around by the severed hands of the dead the weapons belonged to, they filled the air around and above the area, interestingly enough following the movements of the first skeleton Iris had taken control of rather than the necromancer herself. Swords, sabers, lances, spears, daggers, axes, maces, halberds and everything in between readied themselves to be swung at anything nearby. Before Tekhelet had the time to turn and face the inquisitor again, her mockery was silenced by a swarm of weapons mercilessly stabbing and hacking at her general location. Any blade or edge that met its invisible mark conjured up a gush of dark violet blood that immediately corroded it to uselessness – but arms were not in short supply in the grave underground, and more kept popping up from the ice and snow, more than recovering the numbers lost in turning the sect member into a disgusting wet stain of blood, cloth and metal on the snow. Meanwhile, the other skeleton had not simply stood idly by, but instead dashed at the nearest shard of metal and swiped its arm at it, causing a torrent of broken bones sprout up from the ground around it, and wrapping themselves around the shard like a tree growing against a stone building. It took no more than a moment before the force of the bones bent and finally cracked it into small chunks of metal that crumbled from their grasp, only leaving behind a twisted snag-like formation of crushed bones.

Under no illusion that things would be as simple as that, and certainly not thinking she could actually kill Tekhelet, Iris kept watch on the area, and soon came to the correct conclusion about her opponent’s existence as a group of separate reflections that quickly began moving in the images reflected on the surfaces of the other metal shards. Naturally, as she understood this, so did her thralls and the carnage they were causing was unleashed on the wider area. Aureolin’s weapons hacking away at anything they could hit and Vermillion’s uncontrolled rage shredding apart anything in the skeleton’s reach, be it metal or Tekhelet. Seeing the area slowly be drenched in foul ichor, the necromancer let out a chuckle and caught herself grinning at the sight, even wishing for more of a resistance.

“I admit to my foolhardy assumption before.” Tekhelet suddenly spoke up once more, seemingly unbothered by the ongoing slaughter of her reflections. “A curious form of necromancy indeed, but this is an exercise in futility still, and you know it no less than I do. The crude imitation of red in your arsenal is of no use. I do hope that was not the full extent of your plan.”

As soon as Iris got a rough sense of the direction the voice came from, the swarm of weapons swept across the area and stained it in violet as well. That didn’t change the fact that Tekhelet only spoke the truth however. There seemed to be no end in sight for the battle, and Iris had even seen a few of the slain reflections reform back into their original shape given enough time. Breaking the metal shards didn’t seem to have the desired effect either, as the sect member’s visage could still be seen moving on the surface of the larger pieces – though it appeared to slightly limit the area she could occupy. She had hoped that a necromancer in possession of the crown challenging Tekhelet would have been enough for the scribes and Holly to do whatever they needed to do, but that didn’t seem to be the case and nothing happened as moments passed.

“The crown, my champion, wear it!” Sylvia’s excited demand echoed in Iris’ head, further forcing her hand.

With a shaky hand, Iris pulled the crown out of her robes and took one more look at it. Despite its light construction and materials, it weighed more than lead and gold combined in her hands, and felt like it was seeping poison into her fingers even through her gloves, making them numb. Even with a literal god screaming in her head while fighting an immortal being of corruption, the idea of the piece so much as touching her head was revolting – it was as if both she and the crown itself knew it didn’t belong to her and that she had no business wearing it.

“Those guys better hurry with their stupid book…” She muttered and slowly lifted the crown over her head. Fighting against every bit of her sense of self-preservation, she placed the cursed crown of ivory on her messy dark locks.

Without so much as a moment of false relief, visions of horrors incomprehensible to a mere mind of a mortal and indescribable with languages that could even be spoken by one filled Iris’ field of vision, only growing more intense when she tried to shut and cover her eyes to escape them. The feeling of countless eyes aimed at her from thrones and dwellings above and below the mortal plane, all with untold intentions and expectations burning in their gazes as they judged the poor fool who had placed the crown on her head. Perhaps with a mind more present, something could have been learned from the terrible sights, but that was not at the top of the necromancer’s mind at the time, nor could anyone blame her for it. Her ears rang full of screams that barely reached them and whispers that thundered at deafening levels. Though happening at the same time and drowning her in noise, none of them overlapped or caused others to be less audible. Each distorted curse in an ancient language came through as clear as the other, each scream carrying an emotion Iris wasn’t sure she even possessed rang clear on top of them. Mutterings and utterances in modern languages or their recognizable predecessors offered an occasional word to cling on to, but even then, the sentences were meaningless to her. Every inch of her skin felt like it was burning and freezing at the same time, in incredible pain but also being soothed and numb. Obviously overwhelmed by the experience, Iris immediately attempted to take the crown off, but found her own hair, now metallic and red-hot, coiled around it to make sure it would not move.

From the outside, this only appeared as the necromancer standing still and staring blankly ahead as the wings on her back crumbled onto the ground around her and the rest of the material in her direct or indirect control followed suit. Soon, paralyzed by everything she was feeling, she fell on her side, uselessly attempting to cover her eyes and ears while screaming helplessly before even that stopped.

The considerable amount of carnage Iris had caused left Tekhelet unable to use the moment of weakness to her advantage, and the screaming caused the simulacra across the field to spring into action. Predictably, The One of Amora and Leggy prepared to corral the goblins away from whatever was going on, while King did not hesitate for a moment to pick up his shield and spear before rushing to aid the necromancer – against an enemy he did not see. Surprisingly, his heavy steps across the snow were quickly joined by a second pair of much lighter ones. Spurred awake from her slumber within the castle by the necromancer’s screams, Xamiliere quickly caught up to the knight and passed him before she herself even knew why she suddenly cared about the situation so much. The spriggan could tell something in the area was off, but couldn’t see past Tekhelet’s illusions unaided either.

Before the pair could make it to Iris, and despite – or rather because of her mind being distracted, the scattered bones above and belowground began to take form of a person much larger than an average human, almost twice as tall. Larger bones from horses and other beasts of war were used where possible, but some parts were simply replaced by clusters of smaller bones in a roughly appropriate shape. Any bits of metal armor dangling from the remains rapidly heated to a point they were welded onto the bones and whatever lighter materials had been attached to them burned away. As a finishing touch, the larger skeleton picked up a rusted metal shield from the upturned dirt and pressed it against the horse skull it had for a head with enough force to bend the metal around the bone and permanently cover the skull’s eye sockets as the intense heat grafted it on.

The skeleton glanced back at the trembling and screaming necromancer behind it. “I can only apologize, but the crown must stay on to loosen your grasp of your powers.” Sylvia’s not particularly apologetic voice echoed in Iris’ mind as a part of the nightmare cacophony she couldn’t shut out.

“There is no separating a tiger from its stripes, is there?” Tekhelet mocked the deity. “Honeyed words and platitudes, meager boons to grease the gears, but only ever selfishly striving for their own goals no matter the cost or pain it causes – the gods are truly the most despicable part of this world.”

The large skeleton suddenly lurched forwards, successfully grasping onto one of Tekhelet’s invisible reflections, which immediately burst into flames, visible even to King and Xamiliere. Not sated by the first, the goddess of joy caught a second one with little effort.

“You are not exempt of the workings of this world and beyond, god. Your efforts are just as fruitless as your little puppet’s.” Tekhelet chuckled as the second reflection burst into fire and crumbled to ash.

The skeleton watched the ash fall from its hand and turned its attention to the closest shard of metal that still stood. Calmly making its way over, it placed a finger on the metal and immediately began melting it like it was made of something even lesser than ice.

“Wretch! Caitiff! Ingrate! Baron of Iron, are you familiar with the name?” Sylvia inquired, with her voice now emanating from the molten metal.

Tekhelet took a moment to answer. “While not my own work, contacting the fiend is in our records. Unsuccessful, unfortunate for both his sake and ours...” She entertained the question.

“Upon this world I once walked, creating many horrific things in my wake. Fear in the hearts of mortals is a part of my lineage, the darkness was thought safe before my works. Until the least of my creations, the last of my children, in him I found a spec of good. Curiosity over malice, an inquisitive mind born from twisted places. To shield him I urged him to escape into the depths of this world until a better age comes, take no part in his siblings’ crimes… Yet now I found him dead, with a banner of violet draped across his assailants’ bodies…” Sylvia wept as the metal seeped into the snow and hissed loudly. “Now I find myself thinking, is there truly any other outcome for specs of good ushered from evil in this world? My youngest slaughtered, the unfit necromancer only alive through my intervention, the faint hope of Mournvalley’s new rule already buckling under the weight of this rotten world. From my seat above I see a great deal of joy, the brightest of which seems to only exist to be extinguished by the filth that lingers in this realm. I myself am a mere piece of a vile whole, my worst shed so that I would be befit of this position. Am I just as doomed no matter the course I take? And if so, it falls upon my shoulders to plot the course of my fall before the fates get their chance does it not – to make it a blow against the evil plaguing this creation, before I inevitably retake my part in it?”

For the goddess of joy, her words carried precious little of it, instead trickling with seething hatred and sorrow appropriate for a grieving parent. She watched as King and Xamiliere finally made their way over, with the spriggan simply dashing past her so much as a glance. King, on the other hand, was not about to ignore the giant skeleton that seemed to be conjuring molten metal from thin air. Even though he did make the connection that undead and the like generally were on the side of the necromancers, he still pointed the tip of his spear at the skeleton puppeteered by Sylvia, demanding an explanation at the very least.

“No different, will be the stories of these two little ones. From the depths of Aureun depravity, an engine of war cut itself loose. An uncaring agent of balance, uprooting itself from the natural order of things. Both for the same simple reason, their joy bound to a fragile mortal life – fleeting even by their measure. Time will come when their worlds will crumble, based on nothing but the whims of fate, just as mine has as they witness the futility of their rebellions – a brief flicker of joy, perhaps better left unfelt as it only deepens the darkness in the end…” Sylvia continued, snapped her fingers and revealed Tekhelet to both of them.

Ignoring the deity as well as Tekhelet, Xamiliere focused on what had stirred her awake in the first place: aiding the necromancer. Not knowing what was wrong at first, she tried to wake up Iris from what seemed like some kind of a waking nightmare she was experiencing. Helplessly shaking, curled up to a ball and covering her ears, the necromancer showed no signs of even being able to respond. When no amount of prodding or calling her name worked, Xamiliere noticed the crown on Iris head.

“You shouldn’t be wearing that… no one should.” The spriggan whispered and attempted to wrap her wooden fingers around the crown, only to have her arms suddenly ignite.

“Do not intervene, spirit.” Sylvia warned.

Suffering through the agony, Xamiliere grasped the crown again. “Fuck off! You divine shits can’t have this one either!” She hissed back at the god before letting go when no progress was made and the flames grew taller. “King! I need someone with less flammable hands!”

The simulacra hesitantly lowered his weapon and rushed to aid the necromancer as well. As he held on to the crown, the intense heat quickly made the metal and stone of his arms glow with a dim red hue, but the materials devised by the aureun in the depths of their fortresses using elements entirely unheard of anywhere aboveground, were not the type to go soft in such a meager flame. However, even if he was able to withstand the heat, the crown wouldn’t budge and too much force would only injure Iris.

Tekhelet had followed the situation from afar, knowing that the necromancer was out of her reach and that attacking the skeleton did her no good. However, she was not able to resist a bit of mockery. “Ponder fates as you will, god, it will do no good. You’ve no blade to raise against us, not through the necromancer, even less without. The time our path crosses with the gods will come, but only once we are prepared for it.”

“Fear… fear is the only edge sharp enough to cut through the malformed existence your vile band of reprobates lead. The fear of what is to come guides your every action, the fear of the inquisition the only force to oppose it – and the tool to sever the dregs of your souls from their eternal terror of the end… Suspiciously fitting for you to mistakenly accrue my wrath, as if to taunt me to fall. The pieces fit so well together, as if my duty as a god was only to fall.” Sylvia muttered mostly to herself with an undertone of a worrying chuckle in her voice. “Am I but a mere stone, lifted to the heavens for the sole purpose of being cast down upon these pests as punishment – for both them and I? Was this truly what I amount to as a god?”

A hint of worry appeared to Tekhelet’s voice, but she still continued to taunt the deity. “Has the change of planes addled your mind, little god? There is little sense in your inane mutterings. For your benefit, I can apologize in pretend for what befell on your offspring, but the choice was the baron’s. If that is the extent of your gripes with us, we have naught to talk of and your intermission should come to an end already. You have the answers to your inquiries and your fires may scald but they do not burn me, so there is no purpose to your presence here.”

“It is a fortune that I can not end your suffering here and now, as the warning would go unheard among you.” Sylvia laughed as the intense heat surrounding the skeleton magnified greatly. The ground around it began glowing red as everything that could had already burned away and the nearby shards of metal began melting just like the one by her, intensifying the goddess’ voice. “Know that fear is a weapon I once forged into the minds of mortals, and know that the time has come to sharpen it once more, to fulfill what seems to be my charge! AS A WHOLE I SHALL WALK THE MORTAL LANDS ONCE MORE AND HUNT DOWN ALL WHO BEAR YOUR ACCURSED CREST. THE MERCY OF DEATH WILL NOT BE GRANTED TO ANY, WITH GREAT HOOKS OF IRON AND ROPES OF YOUR OWN SKIN I WILL TETHER YOUR DESTROYED HUSKS ACROSS THE BURNING SKIES! FROM THERE YOU WILL FOREVER WATCH AS THE DECAY YOU FEAR SLOWLY TAKES THIS WORLD! FOREVER IN PAIN! FOREVER IN FEAR!”

Luckily, having foreseen the inferno, Xamiliere and King had moved Iris some distance down the road towards Valor, which was no doubt already sounding alarms about the sudden ball of fire in the horizon. Neither of them could really do anything but watch as Sylvia’s flames scorched a good portion of the structure Tekhelet resided in. The pair considered taking the necromancer all the way back to Valor, since they hadn’t been clued into the plan Iris had been trying to enact – and perhaps still was, considering she was wearing the crown. It may well have been only a matter of time before Holly finished her work and Brume would return to hopefully do something about the situation. As King lifted Iris on his shoulder and turned towards the city, he was surprised to see a single person rushing down the road towards them.

Leaving behind a trail of molten iron dripping from her gauntlets and burnt patches as footprints, the priestess of Sylvia had no doubt been alerted to the deity’s doings by their shared connection, which seemed to have affected her even though she had not been involved directly. Her eyes had become black with nothing but rings of fire for irises. The usually spotless and glimmering armor had become blackened by fire and grown barbed wires that tied each piece firmly to its place. Her hissing breath passed through sharp fangs and came out as nothing but smoke. The pure white cloth of her uniform was charred and its edges glimmered with orange cinders.

“Iris! What’s going on here?!” The priestess worried as she reached King and Xamiliere. She looked at the storm of fire behind them. “What is that?!”

“YOU!” Xamiliere exclaimed and grabbed the charred collar of Emilia’s uniform. “Curb you god, now!”

“What?...” Emilia uttered. She wasn’t stupid enough to be unable to connect the dots between everything, but was unwilling to believe the obvious conclusion.

“Your shitty god is forcing Iris to keep this accursed crown on, to keep her occupied while she puppeteers her powers. Now go stop her!” The spriggan demanded.

The claim was definitely within the deity’s capabilities, but she had no idea why Sylvia would do such a thing. She could see the badly burned bark of Xamiliere’s arms and the metal wires that held the crown down on Iris’ head, as well as the clear agony the necromancer was in, but it didn’t make sense to her why Sylvia would harm people she considered her friends – or why she would involve herself at all. What she did know, however, was that something had been awry for a long while now, ever since she and Gilbert had visited an underground keep of some sort for reasons she couldn’t quite remember. The usually joyous songs in her head had become brooding, almost menacing at times, and the deity’s actions had become even more mysterious to her – even when she was supposed to be Sylvia’s chosen one and the one closest to her. All of it made her realize something: the problem wasn’t that she couldn’t believe Sylvia would hurt her friends, it was that she didn’t want to believe that. Deep within herself she knew herself unaware of the deity’s motivations or how far she would go to achieve her unknown goals.

“H… how do I do that?” The priestess asked helplessly, suddenly entirely without confidence or guidance.

Before Xamiliere could say anything, they were interrupted by the first utterance Iris let out ever since she had put the crown on. “Coquelicot… help… please…” She let out a pitiful cry that could barely be heard over the roaring fire and Sylvia’s song of wrath.

Suddenly a few parts of Iris’ wings, left behind on the road and only barely far away to avoid being turned to ash, floated up and were joined by an assortment of bones from a wide area where they had been untouched by the commotion so far. They rapidly formed into yet another skeleton, this time with the usual human proportions, though with three times the usual number of arms – the unmistakable form of the Empress of Mournvalley. Without hesitation or further commands, it swiped but one of its arms across the blaze before it, immediately scattering the bones puppeteered by Sylvia with almost insulting ease, causing them to be incinerated in the last few seconds of the inferno before it too faded away. With its work done, the skeleton glanced towards the necromancer and crumbled into a pile of bones where it had stood.

With the deity’s presence in the realm erased, Emilia’s appearance reverted to the usual in an instant, and more importantly, the cursed crown of Ivory tumbled onto the ground and released Iris from its grasp. Though she didn’t immediately wake up, her suffering had clearly been eased and she appeared to simply be tuckered out from the experience. The complete silence felt far from comforting even compared to the roaring storm of fire though, as they were now without a necromancer and without a god, mostly unaware of the situation they were in and the danger Tekhelet posed.

The silence was broken not by a sound, but a feeling of something shifting in the world. None of them could explain what exactly it was, but looking at each other they all knew they had shared the experience. It wasn’t a bad of awkward feeling at all though, if anything, it felt like something was suddenly right in the world again. It was followed by a freezing gust of wind that felt out of place after the intense heat, but also like it had just brought something with it. All three of them instinctively turned around to look in the direction Tekhelet was in, only to be met with a cheery grin on a familiar face they all immediately recognized.

“I tried to come up with something cool to say for my heroic return for when this happened, but got distracted. So… I heard someone brought a crown for me?” Anastacia of Valor smirked, once again part of the world and quite done messing around.
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                Anastacia stared at the crown in her hands with visible disgust. Signifying dominion over necromancers and their rotting carcass of an empire, it was the embodiment of everything she had wanted to avoid at all cost for as long as she could remember – but whether she liked it or not, weapons that worked against the sect were few and far between, and none of the others were likely to match the crown in power. By decrees as old as necromancy itself, the bearer of the crown had authority over their subjects, no matter how corrupted or distanced from their original forms they were. From the brightest red to the deepest violet, all were forced to heed their judgement with awe, fear and respect. Though it filled Anastacia with dread, she couldn’t deny that it also called out to her, begging to be worn.

She glanced at her friends behind her, whom she had agreed to catch up with once Tekhelet was dealt with, hoping to receive some kind of reassurance that using the crown was the right thing to do. Of course, none of them would even think about encouraging it after they had seen what it did to Iris, but they also understood the lack of options they had at the time, and so chose to remain silent.

“This better work.” Anastacia said and chuckled nervously while wiping off some of the dirt that had gotten on the crown while it was on the ground – very obviously just delaying the inevitable.

With nothing else left to do, she turned around to give one more comforting smile to her understandably nervous friends, and quickly seated the crown on her head to get it over with. The circlet of ivory fit on her head perfectly, and once in place, felt like it wasn’t even there. Anastacia didn’t know exactly what to expect, but felt like some sort of a surge in power or ancient knowledge from the original white ones would have been appropriate – instead she received nothing. She felt no different, her scope of powers had not been altered, there were no voices in her head or unseen forces affecting her body. Confused, she picked up the crown and placed it back down on her head to make sure it was on properly, but the results were no different. Turning it around didn’t change anything, nor did putting it on upside down.

“What… Is this thing working?” She asked and repeatedly took it off and put it back on.

What she hadn’t noticed was the surge in the green energy swirling within Xamiliere’s body. The moment the crown was first placed on the head of its rightful owner, each and every being ancient enough to remember the times of Ivory and Alabaster felt a long-gone warmth within their aged husks, as something from their days rekindled itself for a moment. The spriggans in their grove reveled for the rise of their mortal brethren, the great minds buried deep within machine fortresses hummed in pleasure as the power once used to eradicate their creators had resurfaced, gods felt a spark of unease growing within them, the last few of the ancient dragons lifted their heads from their hoards in anticipation – and a lone young muse laughed manically somewhere nearby. Most importantly, by the edge of nothingness, three members of the violet sect – as well as their currently earthbound peer, shuddered as a blade moved closer to their throats.

“Immeasurable in weight when carried by the unworthy, but atop the right head, a crown adds little more than a bit of glimmer.” Tekhelet’s defeated words echoed from some distance down the road. Once again faced with Anastacia instead of beings of lesser interest, the mockery had drained from her tone in a blink of an eye.

Anastacia on the other hand, had plenty of reason to be smug about her rescue from not nonexistence. She definitely hadn’t expected Iris of all people to come for her, but she had been very insistent about someone figuring out her absence for the whole time she had spent with Tekhelet.

“I told you this would happen, and on a related note, I don’t see your rescue anywhere.” She snarkily pointed out and started to approach the sect member, this time without fear. Crowned, she could now properly oppose the sect, and based on their time together, she still doubted that Tekhelet even planned to attack her now – no, she knew it would only make things worse for her.

“The others are just as dutybound as I, no doubt they are otherwise occupied, Lady Brume.” Tekhelet sighed, not even attempting to escape deeper into the formation of metal shards that still remained after Iris and Sylvia had done a number on them. “The bleakness of this moment does not escape me, but I can not help but to feel a degree of pride for guiding you to this outcome. Should I perish here or not, there is now a white one with the knowledge of our peril. Should our mission fail, you still know the inescapable fate to be true… With each passing year, you will witness the world fade. One less flower blooming in a meadow, one less bird in flocks migrating to the south… You will come to the conclusion we have, and my final remaining wish is that you do not destroy our work should the unlikely come to pass and our sect fails – you will need it sooner or later.”

Anastacia didn’t respond. She couldn’t see herself making the cold-hearted decision the sect had, nor did she think it was her to make – but denying that there was any basis on what Tekhelet was saying turned out more difficult than she had anticipated. It was better to not get caught on a lie when it would do nothing but prove her words had made a mark.

“Well then – Lady Brume the Contumacious, master of necromancers. Have you orders for the humblest of your unwilling subjects?” Tekhelet inquired as Anastacia passed her closest reflection, but receiving no immediate answer, began following her down the road.

They walked into the area scorched by Sylvia in complete silence, as further threats in either direction were pointless. Getting off the road was quite a bit easier after the snow was gone, and Anastacia could stroll into the formation without having to trudge in the knee-deep mess of snow, corrupted blood, bits of corroded weapons, burnt pieces of bone and upturned soil.

Finally, Tekhelet broke the silence. “An unfortunate thought passes through my mind at this moment, but do not take these as pleas. Should the world have spun a degree off, landing the present into an adjacent one instead of the cruel one the fates have chosen: I fathom we would have been friends, wouldn’t we, Anastacia?”

“Is that so?” Anastacia chuckled.

“I recognize the similarities in our souls, as do you, I wager. In a world where you donned the crown more willingly, and I was not burdened with my knowledge and convictions, I would have gladly followed in your footsteps.” The sect member lamented, almost sounding happy for a moment as the imaginary situation distracted her. “The knowledge we could have uncovered together would have shaped the world into its next age, without a doubt…”

Even Anastacia had to admit that for someone who had literally written her out of existence, she was struggling to find a reason to loathe Tekhelet the same way she had loathed Eminence. Even now, she was only determined to rid the world of her because there were no other options. Letting Tekhelet escape would simply delay the inevitable. Part of her still wanted to stop to compare their notes on simulacra and other topics, but it was as the sect member herself had said: not in this world.

“Interesting…” She eventually gave a halfhearted answer and stopped in front of one of the stray shards of metal that didn’t fit in either of the ring patterns. She could see her own reflection on its smooth surface, now completed with the crown on her head. Behind her was the wraith-like form of Tekhelet, who graciously bowed to the new master of necromancers as their eyes met.

Anastacia closed her eyes and lifted up her arm to lazily draw a circle in the air with her finger. “Perish.” She whispered as the countless pieces of bone littering the area and the ground below shot off at the metal shards, impacting on them hard enough to shatter any that were left, save the one in front of her. The resulting bits and pieces of metal were all clawed into the ground by countless skeletal limbs of the seemingly inexhaustible grave surrounding the city. She wasn’t sure if this would trap Tekhelet there or kill off any reflections, but deep in the soil, there was no light to reflect her image, and the shards would at the very least be harmless.

This seemed to cause the one remaining reflection some amount of discomfort, as she gasped in pain for a moment. “Glorious… as expected.” The sect member uttered between gasps and coughing. Still, even as her last resort she did not attack even to defend herself – not that it would have made a difference.

The only things left standing in the field now were Anastacia, the single shard of metal in front of her, as well as the metal staff floating in the middle of the formation – which now caught the attention of the necromancer.

“If I destroy that, will you die?” She asked and pointed at the ominous artifact.

“I do not quite know myself. It was the only reflective item I was able to claw out of the nothingness, and for a time, I only existed as a figment on its sheen. It still remains as the core of my being, and I go where it goes.” Tekhelet explained, still struggling to recover from the impact of having all other reflections of her wiped out in an instant. “I presume it is time to find out then? It is a shame that the answer will not be recorded in my library in the end…”

“I’ll leave a note somewhere when I get around there.” Anastacia snarked as a sharp piece of a broken femur from some war beast lined itself towards the staff over her head.

“Much appreciated.” Tekhelet responded with what sounded like genuine gratefulness.

The necromancer closed one of her eyes and pointed her finger at the staff, taking her time with the aiming. Suddenly, a familiar feeling of something being off took her over and she didn’t even have time to look up to find out its cause before a massive glass-like shard of the morning sky tumbled down and embedded itself into the ground mere meters away from her, all without so much as a muted thump. Similar Pieces of the sky rained all over the immediate area as a violet wound appeared across the sky directly above her. Recognizing this as the way the sect traversed into the mortal plane, it was obvious to Anastacia that this was the other members realizing Tekhelet’s absence.

“Oh, no you don’t!” She exclaimed and flicked her hand towards the staff to send the piece of bone above her at it and destroy it before whatever was coming got in the way.

The bone shot off with speed and force no lesser than the spears she preferred to use, but as it approached the staff, it suddenly began slowing down inexplicably. It was still well under Anastacia’s control and she couldn’t even feel anything resisting it, but yet it kept slowing down more and more as it closed in on the staff. A couple of meters before reaching the staff, it finally stopped moving all together. As far as the necromancer could tell, it was still dutifully moving onwards as the will she had given to it dictated, but the reality didn’t seem to match that. Not only that, any snowflakes that happened to fall around the immediate vicinity of the staff seemed to be similarly stuck, even the air itself was somehow affected as gentle gusts of wind caused a shimmering effect in the bright orange light barely shining over the horizon as the sun began to rise. Anastacia quickly turned to look at the staff through its reflection on the last shard of metal, just in case whatever was going on was visible there, but that didn’t appear to be the case either. All she could see was the scenery as it looked like normally, with the addition of Tekhelet looming beside her.

Just as she turned back, the cause of the oddity had revealed themselves. Wearing the most ludicrously opulent dress Anastacia had ever seen, complete with several layers of frills, small platinum chains with a precious gem or the emblem of the violet sect dangling from each one. Colorful silks and lace skillfully attached to the dress’ violet fabric that seemed more like some kind of an ethereal veil than a physical material. Though it was certainly a sight, it was hard even for the necromancer of questionable taste to call it anything more positive than a spectacle. Coupled with a matching set of silk gloves as well as a parasol, the entire outfit was wholly unfit for anything besides some elegant upper society ball where movement was optional. The only visible piece of its wearer was the emotionless face of what seemed like literal marble and not anything that could be called skin – complete with a crack that ran across their face. A violet veil made from the same strange material as the dress itself covered their head and reached all the way down to the snow behind them. The person stood between Anastacia’s projectile and the staff, seemingly unbothered by it and simply stared at the necromancer – hastily opening a lace fan to cover the lower part of their face after realizing they had become visible.

Anastacia was definitely stunned by the very unexpected sight, but there was something else going on as well, it felt as if everything should have stayed completely still. She should have at the very least asked who the person was, if not outright attacked them because of their obvious involvement with the sect, but it felt wrong to break the silence.

Suddenly, the snowflakes stuck in the air began floating back up, and the shard of bone slowly built speed – this time towards Anastacia instead, slowly but unmistakably. For Anastacia, the will given to the projectile appeared still clear and uncontested, it was hurtling towards its original target at an incredible speed and power – but somehow, it wasn’t. A simple step to the side would have sufficed to avoid its path, but that was something her body was unwilling to comply with as long as her eyes were locked with the sect member’s almost gem-like violet eyes that lacked pupils entirely.

Just as the shard of bone released itself from whatever force had slowed it down, Anastacia’s balance become disturbed by what felt an awful lot like a push and she toppled over to the side – with the bone shard flying past her so quickly and close that the air current it caused felt like a blade being ran across her cheek.

“Byzantium! The time is not right for this clash, let us use her stupor to escape!” Tekhelet exclaimed while Anastacia shook off the residual effects of whatever had kept her from moving.

When Anastacia pushed herself up from ground, prepared to annihilate whatever had been standing before her with bone, fire and ice, but all she found was a field empty of opponents. The staff and the one remaining metal shard were gone, as were Tekhelet and the sect member apparently called Byzantium. Knowing better than to trust first appearances when it came to the sect, she stayed wary as she looked around, but the sky seemed to have repaired itself as well, so it really started to look like their incursion was over. The morning sun was coming up as usual, the frigid breeze felt fresh despite the overwhelming smell of cinders and burnt bone, and the brief silence was restful rather than tense.

“I need coffee…” The necromancer sighed and began to slowly make her way back to the road, she could already tell by the small glimmers of their lanterns that the number of guards posted atop the wall had multiplied and a group of them were waiting by the gate – the situation had clearly become an ordeal even after the immediate threat was gone.

Series of rhythmical thunks began catching up to her as the spider-like simulacra and Leggy rushed across the field after deeming it safe. “Necromancer! Necromancer!” The speaking one of the two screeched as it hurtled across the snow excitedly.

Anastacia immediately recognized the tone of the vocal module she had heard in the depths of the machine fortress and had feared would never hear again, as she had been forced to leave the one of Amora in a broken-down state. She turned around on her heels and sprinted at the simulacrum, smacking onto its stone armor at an unadvisable speed. “They fixed you?!” She squealed in disbelief.

“The body became inoperable, but the core never faded. The one of Amora waited in the darkness for the necromancer to return. In time, the corruption faded, only darkness remained… Then, with gentle hands and dulcet tones, the necromancer brought senses to the sensors.” The one of Amora recalled how the approximations of Anastacia, now living within the fortress through long lost Aureun technology, had repaired their body after Eminence’s departure. “But there are others who have sought the necromancer as of late, others the necromancer should see to, for the one of Amora shall wait a moment more.” They pointed out and gestured towards Leggy with one of their many feet.

Patiently waiting for her turn, Leggy stood back until the very split-second Anastacia let go of the other simulacra and then immediately grasped the necromancer into a tight embrace, wrapping both her arms and the metallic cloak around her. A gentle whirr of the components inside the simulacrum did quite a lot for Anastacia to finally settle down and fully let her guard down. Only after King, Xamiliere and Emilia reached them, was she willing to let Anastacia go.

King, considerably less emotive than Leggy, simply placed his hand on the necromancer’s head while Anastacia grabbed onto him, both to hug him and absorb some of the warmth he generated. She also checked on the still unconscious Iris to make sure she was at least physically fine.

Xamiliere awkwardly kicked the loose lumps of soil on the road and stared at the ground while waiting for her turn, but when the necromancer sought her out, the energy within her surged once more. The dried branches in her hair quickly grew new leaves and the slumbering flora under the snow in the area suddenly bloomed despite the season – everywhere except in the charred area entirely cauterized from all life by Sylvia’s presence. Both of them struggled to find words to say to one another, and without a word said, they agreed to wait until a less hectic moment to speak freely. The priestess was very clearly distracted by her own thoughts for reasons obvious even to Anastacia, but gave a subtle yet genuine smile as she welcomed the necromancer back to existence with a hug.

To get out of the burnt smell and freezing temperature, and to find Iris a better spot to lay on than King’s shoulder, they agreed to head back to Valor and the inn. Though as they got back onto the road and started heading for the gates, Anastacia noticed that Emilia had stayed behind, still standing by the edge of the scorched ground. Telling the others to keep going and that she’d catch up to them as soon as she had gathered the scattered bits of Iris’ wings, the necromancer headed back to see if her friend needed something from her. On her way, she absentmindedly collected the parts of wings into a single ball that floated over her palm, easily distinguishing them from all the other material laying around by their greatly refined state.

“Need a moment?” Anastacia asked and stopped next to Emilia.

“I think I need a lot more than that, but a moment would be nice.” The priestess said and stared at the ornate mace in her hand, both a weapon and her tool of trade for divine works. “She’s always been a bit of a mystery, even to me, but this is too far, don’t you think? Who knows what would have happened if Iris hadn’t managed to stop her…”

“I wasn’t here for most of it, but sure seems like it.” The necromancer nodded. She herself was of two minds regarding the deity: on one hand, she had been revived by her, but she couldn’t help but to agree that Sylvia was suspicious in many ways.

Emilia absentmindedly weighed the all too familiar heft of her weapon. “She’s still in my head, spouting all sorts of things. I had suspected for a long time, but now I know some of it has to be lies.”

“Is there such a thing as vacation in your line of work? Maybe you two just need a break to, I don’t know… reevaluate things?” Suggested Anastacia.

“There is now.” Emilia sighed, took a step back and flung her mace into the deep snowbank in the middle of the field. “You go on ahead. I’d rather stay here for a bit longer. Tell Rosie that I’m fine and will be back before lunch.”

“Sure.” Anastacia nodded. “If you need anything, just say the word and I’ll drop everything else. There’s a surprising number of very weird strings I can pull these days.”

“Thanks, Anna, I’ll keep that in mind.” Emilia faked a faint smile. “It’s good to have you back.”

Anastacia quickly caught up with her friends before they reached the gate, and took the lead when they were obviously stopped by a team of six guards donning very similar armor to the one worn by their patrolling colleagues, but with some additional protection. They insisted that everyone involved should accompany them to the guild offices, but were quickly told that it wasn’t going to happen. Anastacia offered them two options: either she would personally visit the offices on the next day, or they could send a guild official to record whatever answers they needed later that day – once she had had her coffee. As often was the case, the guards acted as the reasonable counterbalance to the officials’ absolute demands, and a deal was brokered that the necromancer’s suggestions would be brought to the officials while they went ahead and got Iris into a warmer place. This was helped by the fact that one of the guards was the fortunate sentry Iris had spared from paperwork, and that the one of Amora agreed to head off with them to give the officials a report they had compiled already. So, without a larger incident, a couple of the guards headed off to check the site of the battle while the others followed the one of Amora to the guild offices. Their entrance to the inn went largely unnoticed by the patrons enjoying their breakfasts, most of whom had no idea Anastacia had first disappeared and then reappeared in the past couple of days, but were cheerily conversing about whatever was supposedly happening outside of the wall. Seeing one of the inn’s inhabitants carry another, passed out resident in also wasn’t too uncommon in the mornings, and caused no stir.

As soon as they entered the kitchen, Anastacia was locked into the crushing embrace of Rosie, and wasn’t let go even when the innkeeper saw the spriggan warily stepping in. Though she decided to not say anything about it at the time. Seeing everyone who returned, a sudden cold feeling clutched the innkeeper’s heart. “Where’s Emilia?!” She asked worriedly.

“She’s still out there, has some thinking to do. Said she’ll-“ Was all the necromancer could say before she was put back down and Rosie rushed through the establishment and into the freezing morning without so much as taking a coat along or leaving her apron behind.

“Fair enough…” Anastacia shrugged and straightened her outfit.

Gilbert placed his large hand on the necromancer’s head and ruffled her hair. “Welcome back.” He said warmly, clearly much more relieved than he was letting on.

Fixing her hair, Anastacia realized that she was still wearing the crown and had forgotten about it entirely. She took it off and placed it on a counter, where she would later in the day find it after she had forgotten about it again.

With Yulia now the only one keeping the kitchen running, she was far too busy to do anything besides shove people around when they got in her way and give a quick hug to the necromancer while pouring her a coffee Anastacia didn’t even have to order. Holly must have been exhausted by her work, as she was huddled on a pile of empty potato sacks in the corner, happily snoring away with a half-eaten piece of bread in her hand.

Noir and Vinca were busy worriedly flipping through several little black books their satchels seemed to have an endless supply of, but the crow lifted his gaze when Anastacia noticed him. “Ah, it does indeed appear our recovery mission was successful.” Noir said and pointed out the necromancer to his colleague.

Vinca looked up from his notes as well, and was more interested in the unconscious one on King’s shoulder, though not enough to put down his book. “Looks like our job here is done.” He stated and started packing away everything they had used for the rewriting process.

Without further celebrations, the two scribes made quick work of the slight mess they caused, and in mere moments, were prepared to depart wherever and whenever their extremely busy schedule would take them next, though there was still one matter to deal with. Vinca handed his satchel over to Noir and prepared to carefully pick up Holly, but was stopped by Gilbert grabbing his shoulder.

“What might you be up to?” The old adventurer asked, fully able to predict the answer.

“We’re taking Lady Saga back to the Archives, she’s much more needed there than here.” Vinca stated the obvious.

Gilbert effortlessly dragged the scribe away from the owlfolk. “And when your Lady Saga decides to go, I’m certain she’ll be able to do so. Until then, Holly stays here.” He stated sternly.

“But-“ Vinca tried to protest, but was silenced by Noir’s interjection.

“That is certainly true! Perhaps it is just better for us to go, there is a matter we must attend to.” The crow said hastily and started ushering his fellow scribe out of the kitchen.

“The book stays too.” Gilbert added, causing both of the scribes sigh audibly and Noir to place Holly’s book back onto the table it had been on before their rushed cleanup.

“You two are just leaving? No celebrations, or even hints to what we should be doing now? I assume my return was mostly your idea.” Anastacia asked, finding their sudden hurry suspicious.

“Yup.” The scribes answered in unison and walked out of the kitchen, disappearing outside without so much as a farewell.

Finally, there was a moment for the entire room to collectively let out a sigh of relief after an excruciatingly long night and morning. King placed Iris besides Holly on the pile of sacks, though as soon as Anastacia let go of the parts of her wings, they reformed into their original shape around their owner, suggesting that she was about to wake up soon enough. While waiting for that to happen Anastacia, Gilbert, Xamiliere, King and Leggy sat around a table to share what they had learned about the sect and the events of the past few days, including the alarmingly high number of adventurers that had yet to return from their quests that had begun to worry Gilbert, Sylvia’s suspicious acts, and Anastacia’s failure to kill Tekhelet in the end. It was more than a bit concerning that the sect now knew where Anastacia lived, but Gilbert figured it was unlikely that they would attempt to get at her in the place where she had the most support available, and based on how long it had taken for them to find Valor, he figured they couldn’t actually track her to know she’s for sure in the city. It was also possible that the sect would do everything they could to avoid the white one that was now able to directly harm them – though it was worth noting that the member Tekhelet had identified as Byzantium had absolutely no qualms attempting to have a go at her. However, the thing that bothered Anastacia the most was that they would have likely succeeded then and there if it wasn’t for the nudge she could have sworn she felt. Aside from the invisible hand of fate itself, the list of possible culprits had precisely one name: Tekhelet. Why a member of the sect would interfere with another in such a way was beyond her though.

A sudden surge in necromantic power alerted Anastacia to Iris finally waking up, which she did in a somewhat odd manner. The skeletal wings propped up the barely conscious body, holding the inquisitor barely off the ground until she got her bearings and could stand on her own. The utter confusion was visible in her eyes as her gaze darted around the room. Her last memories were of Sylvia encouraging her and handling the crown in an attempt to recover the white one by the name of Brume, which she managed to connect with Anastacia fairly quickly, now that she existed again. The seemingly leisurely morning coffee the group were having suggested that the danger had subsided, and that the plan had worked, so the inquisitor could allow herself to wind down – though not too much, as something about Anastacia felt distinctly different. Iris had only just gotten somewhat used to the raw power she emanated at all times before going missing, but now something had changed. She was no longer just an unrivaled oppressive presence, but a radiant and regal beacon of might that uplifted the necromancers around her rather than crushed the competition. Without even realizing it, the inquisitor kneeled before the white necromancer purely out of instinct.

“What are you doing?” Anastacia asked and took a sip of coffee.

Iris couldn’t do anything but stare at the floor. “I… kneeling... I think?” She answered, unsure of the reasons herself.

“Leave that stuff to your empress – or if I ask to ride on your shoulders.” Anastacia scoffed at the uptight gesture. “I guess we could have a go after we’re done with breakfast.”

“You don’t have to humor her.” Gilbert pointed out when she saw Iris actually consider it.

Iris got herself a cup of coffee she had also gotten used to as her brief stint as the city’s necromancer, and joined the others in their discussion on what to do. She was brought up to date with what had happened while she had been out cold. The inquisitor was happy that things had turned out so well in the end, but couldn’t help but to be a bit disappointed that the white one she had hoped would help the situation in Mournvalley, turned out to be the one necromancer who hated the whole place from the bottom of her heart. Her stay in Valor was still a success because of the remedied relations between the guild and Mournvalley, and of course her new pair of wings that were beyond anything she could have ever hoped to get her hands on in terms of quality. The sect now also faced one more threat in the mortal realm, perhaps the largest one they had yet. Not to mention the fact that there still existed another white one – perhaps someone more willing to help Mournvalley.

“Say, Anastacia, since your name has technically always been Brume even as The Anchor, and we’re not aware of anyone else who is named according to the Alabaster Index… doesn’t that mean we can work out the name of the other white one?” Iris suddenly pointed out after falling out of the conversation for a while.

Anastacia frowned and pondered the question for a while. “Yeah, the names in the index are designated when you are being prepared to start your reign, not at birth. The other white one would get the companion name to mine in the index.” She tried to recall how the extremely and pointlessly complicated naming scheme of the white ones worked.

The index was supposedly created by Alabaster himself, a fact often disputed by scholars but thought true by the nobility, and had been used to name noteworthy necromancers, such as previous anchors for thousands of years. The exact name picked from the index was decided through a system so convoluted that it was its own tome and required a whole team of librarians to unravel, but the index itself was a simple list of a few dozen names, all of which were paired with a companion name. In the rare cases where the companion names were used, they were usually assigned to the spouses of the initial white one and because of that thought of as more of a title than a name.

“That would make their name Phosphora, I think.” Anastacia finally remembered. “You’re thinking of looking for them?”

“I’d love to.” Iris sighed. “I have no time for such chases. In fact, I should already be on the road back home. I promised Sapphire I’d be back by tomorrow, and even now I’m cutting it a bit closer than I’d like to when it comes to the possible unraveling of our rule over the nation. When I get there, I’ll be occupied trying to keep the boat afloat while the others do their jobs.”

“What?! I was hoping we could have done some stuff together before you leave…” Anastacia said disappointedly.

The inquisitor smiled and reached over to put her hand on Anastacia’s. “Maybe some other time, when the world is free of the sect. I’d be more than happy to visit this place again.”

“I’ll hold you to that.” Smirked Anastacia.

And so, Iris quickly ate her final meal in the city of adventurers for now, and despite Gilbert’s concerns over her traveling so soon after being knocked out by the crown, she prepared to leave. She had come in with very little and had to borrow a worn-out backpack from Anastacia to be able to carry all the clothing and various other things she had been gifted during her stay. The room she had stayed in was also left for Yulia to clean, as trying to get the candle wax off the floorboards was going to take more time than Iris had. Soon enough it was time for goodbyes, and after methodically going through everyone in the inn she knew, only Anastacia was left quietly following in Iris’ footprints.

On her way out of the inn, Iris stopped to address the other necromancer. “You don’t need to show me out. It’s cold out there and I’ll pop by the blacksmith’s anyway – and see if I can find Miss Emilia and Rosie on the way as well.”

“Okay…” Anastacia muttered dejectedly and fiddled with something in her pocket.

“It’s been… a lot of things, hasn’t it?” The inquisitor laughed. “There’s more I want to say to you than I possibly can, so I’ll just thank you for everything you’ve done for me.”

Anastacia didn’t respond, instead she only avoided eye contact and kept nervously taking something out of her pocket and sliding it back in repeatedly.

“Is something wrong? I was serious about doing everything I can to come visit again.” Iris said, figuring that her friend was simply disappointed by the abrupt departure.

Anastacia suddenly wrapped her arms around the inquisitor and hugged her tightly. Though surprised, Iris quickly responded in kind by wrapping her wings around both of them until Anastacia was ready to let go.

Trying her best to recover her composure and pretending like she wasn’t sniffling the entire time; Anastacia finally pulled the small item out of her pocket and dropped it into Iris’ hands. The inquisitor inspected what turned out to be one of the small white crystals Anastacia had used to leave behind a message, or at least one like them.

“What’s this?” Iris asked, thinking the gift a bit odd, but not unwelcome in the slightest.

“It’s a sign of gratitude, I do like existing after all, and no one put themselves in more danger to get me back than you did.” Anastacia explained and changed her tone as much as she could to seem even a bit more formal. “Iris, despite serving the hive of shit we both came from, you are a friend to me above all else. So… as revolting as it is to my whole being, you – and by extension Mournvalley, get one.”

“Get one?” Repeated Iris, not quite understanding the gesture.

Clearly pained by what she was saying, Anastacia continued. “That crystal has a message I’ve recorded on it and can check for myself to make sure it’s this specific one… Inquisitorial Saint Iris, get this crystal back to me at any point in time, through any means you can, and Brume will answer your summon. So use it wisely.”

Iris’ wings almost fell off her back out of shock. Not once had she even dared to hope Anastacia would have anything to do with Mournvalley ever again, but apparently that was not quite the case. Suddenly things were looking a lot better for the inquisition.

            

    
        Chapter 282 - A nation and her housecarl

    
    
    
    
                Once again, Anastacia sat across a table from a guild official, who very clearly didn’t want to be there but had been chosen by their collective as the one responsible for keeping an eye on the necromancer’s actions. The official, whom Anastacia had mockingly nicknamed ‘Strawberry’ based on the reddish hue of his crystalline horn, slowly flipped through the hefty stack of papers containing the One of Amora’s report on the recent events, now completed with his own notes based on what Anastacia and the others had told him. He and the four guards accompanying him had commandeered the use of the Inn’s kitchen for a couple of hours to interview everyone involved with the events, one by one, eventually finishing up with the necromancer herself.

He exhaustedly lifted his jaded gaze up form the notes to look at the overcaffeinated necromancer fiddling with an onion. “Were it anyone else, the guild would assume we were being made fun of with a report like this, but your story has been corroborated by every other account of the events – and personally this is the least I expect of you, nor do I at all doubt someone wanting to write you out of existence.” He said after a thorough review of the matter.

“So, what is it this time, do I have to run errands for you guys or something? Because I have no intention to clean up the mess out there.” Anastacia groaned, well past ready to end the meeting.

“No, the guild does not hold you responsible, the aftermath will be dealt with in due time. Though I would suggest you keep yourself available in the coming days – and that is strictly a suggestion, not even a request. Since you were not on a guild approved quest during the incident, you are not entitled to any compensation for any physical or psychological treatment you may choose to undertake… My personal suggestion would be to at least consider the latter. Due to your newly appointed position among necromancers, the tribe located near our border is now officially considered to be an enclave. You are entitled to the throne of Mournvalley, which still exists as a nation but no longer recognizes you as the leader of the land area, but since your reign over necromancers as people is through an ancient pact that is still observed by powers that be…” Strawberry stopped to sigh deeply. “Your previous classification as a noble in exile has been changed into a sovereign nation state…”

“Excuse me?” Anastacia’s interest in the conversation was reignited. “I am now a nation?”

“Regrettably, yes.” The official nodded and glared at one of the guards that couldn’t quite hold back a chuckle. “Officially you posses no land, as your enclave is not within our borders nor have you laid claim to it, but your position as a ruler of necromancers – though not Mournvalley, can’t be denied. This forced us to find a new interpretation of our foreign policies, and it was decided that you are now a nation state and the tribe is an unrecognized enclave of… you.”

The necromancer chuckled. “Does that change anything?”

“Immediately, no. You, as a person, are still a citizen of Valor and contracted by the guild and this has no effect on any quests you may partake in. However, you, as a nation, are entitled to diplomatic negotiations regarding matters of defense, economy, culture and so on. To which I’d like to add: please don’t. This entire matter is already a farce.” The official reluctantly explained and skipped over several pages off his notes, trying to find something he could latch on to and move on with the interrogation. Eventually he found a page that caused him to stop and pause for a while. “During the incident, did you happen to see anyone with crystalline growths on their body? Possibly encased in cloth or bandages?”

Though they hadn’t played much of a part in the end, Anastacia remembered the wrapped up being with a violet crystal growing out of their head. Killing them had caused Tekhelet to remain just as stuck as she had been but that was all she really knew about them. Thinking about it, she managed to connect them to Trauma, the similar being Emilia had run into inside the machine fortress. “Yeah… about that… There’s a chance that I… killed them. Tekhelet said something about using that person to travel between planes or whatever it is they do, so I prevented that.”

“I see.” Strawberry muttered quietly with a different kind of seriousness in his voice. The usual bored undertone had changed into a somber one, as the death of the being clearly bothered him. The red horn flashed a few times as he no doubt relayed the news to the rest off his kind while writing down everything the necromancer had said.

“Should I not have done that?” Anastacia worried.

The official waited for a while to give his answer. “Some would call it mercy, but refrain from it if you at all can in the future. Use what means you have to bring them to us instead.”

The necromancer nodded. The very rare crack in the official’s cold masks left her little other choice. “So, what happens now?” She asked after giving Strawberry a while to get his message across and take notes.

“The guild is taking measures to keep Valor and its people safe. While our alliance with Mournvalley is being realized, word of the sect’s goals is being spread across the world to hopefully discourage beings of importance from accepting their offers. We will begin warning adventurers as they accept quests and summoning some of the more guild-aligned adventurers to accompany guild magi on quests we deem risky.” The official explained and regained his composure. “I believe we have everything we need for the time being. The guild thanks you for being as cooperative as we believe you can be.” He slid the thick stack of papers into a satchel and almost fell over hanging it form his shoulder.

Gesturing for his entourage of guards to follow, Strawberry started making his way out of the kitchen, only to stop at the door. “And I did mean what I said about psychological treatment. You have died and ceased to exist within the last year, mortal minds were not made to survive either. See to it that there are no loose threads to pull on and make you unravel.” He warned the necromancer and left to file away his growing collection of notes.

Anastacia leaned back in her chair and sighed deeply while staring into the void with unfocused eyes. She had only had a chance to eat a bit before the guild came looking for her and everyone else involved. Being the last person to be interviewed, much of the day had already passed waiting for her turn and not much else than just thinking. Having briefly grappled with the possibility of never being able to see her friends, drink coffee or do much of anything ever again, she had quite a list of things she wanted to do, partly just to make sure she still could. Though she was unhappy with the all too quick parting of Iris, she wasn’t about to chase her into Mournvalley. Emilia was being looked after by Rosie, and it was probably better for her to not interrupt them. With Gilbert she had already spoken all there was to say, and seeing him relievedly light his pipe was more than enough to know that a great weight had been lifted off his shoulders. She had also exchanged some words with Yulia, but the poor lamb was far too busy keeping the inn running on her own. Holly was still asleep and had been moved into a vacant room to rest, so a chat with her about the entire affair would have to wait as well. This more or less left King, Xamiliere and Leggy at the top of the list, with the one of Amora as a close runner up – the rest of her bucket list could wait a bit longer.

There was no way she could actually choose between the three, so she simply decided to leave it up to the same fate that kept trying to ruin her life every chance it got, and would take her time with whoever she happened to run into first. As she probably should have expected, both King and Leggy were already waiting immediately on the other side of the doorway out of the kitchen.

“Oh!” The necromancer yelped in surprise upon almost running into them. “Both of you, upstairs.” She said and nodded towards the stairs while tapping the shoulder with the socket for a simulacrum core embedded into it to signal her intentions. Both of the simulacra did as they were asked and led the way to Anastacia’s room.

Messy as ever, but not in the way she had left it. Anastacia kicked some of the clothes laying on the floor out of the way and made a token effort to pile back up a stack of books that had fallen over. She didn’t say anything about it, but she could tell that someone had definitely gone through her stuff, even if most of it had been just thrown on the floor to begin with. As far as she could tell, it was all still there, so it might well just have been Iris while she had been figuring things out.

“I hope you two were fine while I was gone.” She said and sat down on her bed, patting the spots beside her to invite the machines to join her – which they of course did. “Who wants to go first?”

Leggy raised her hand before the question was even over, while King resigned to patiently waiting for his turn, as was usually the case. Ever since they had returned from the machine fortress, Anastacia had put a lot of effort into figuring out the workings of the socket in her shoulder and the scarred pattern spreading out of it. Usually late at night, she had used its power once on King and once on Leggy, which allowed her to peer into the prisons holding the souls entrapped within the simulacra, to give them the will to move. At first, these visits had been extremely short, but as she had learned more and the pattern had spread, their duration was increased greatly. Worthy of note was also the fact that despite the time she spent within the prisons feeling much longer, on the outside she was only unresponsive for about ten seconds. She had kept all of this a secret from everyone else, since the fairly gruesome look of the growing scar on her arm already worried her friends, and telling them that it was both intentional and she wasn’t about to stop would have likely turned into a whole ordeal. Anastacia figured that she could always just take a few weeks off from the daily visits to allow the scars to heal, if they ever became an issue that is. This had briefly crossed her mind when the pattern had begun to spread down towards her chest instead of only the arm, but the spread was much slower there and seemed like it could come to a halt soon enough. The pain it had caused at first was almost entirely gone too, only the newest parts of the pattern burned for a couple of minutes afterwards, and a burn ointment Emilia had made for her soothed them quickly.

She took out a spare simulacrum core she had in one of the pouches on her belt and slid it into the socket without hesitation. The pattern on her arm quickly lit up in bright blue and she bit her lip to get through the initial pulse of energy that burned into her skin at the edges of the pattern.

“Ready?” She asked from Leggy and lifted her arm over the simulacrum’s knee. As soon as Leggy nodded, she placed her palm on the smooth stone surface and felt the energy from their cores mingle – and with that, a bright blue flash extinguished the world around her and placed her into a void of nothingness.

At first, her actions within the prison had been hard to control and it almost felt like she was merely an onlooker, watching herself. However, as days passed and she understood the situation better, she regained control of herself in the vision. Ever since the first time she had accidentally activated the core, the soul of the aureun who was made into Leggy, Val-Varjo, had been the only thing within the void. Chained and staked into a stone pillar as a punishment for her actions against the Aureun empire, unconscious. Every day, even before she regained control of herself, the necromancer had torn and pulled on the chains and metal spikes, slowly working them loose – until now, as there was only one spike left.

Anastacia grabbed onto the spike she could only barely reach as it pierced the aureun’s chest, which was already well above her head and the slight upward tilt of the spike didn’t help. With her feet barely touching the ground, if there was such a thing as ground in the void, she swung back and forth while picking up speed to work the spike loose. Finally, after quite a bit of effort, the meager weight of the necromancer and the momentum of her swing were just enough to dislodge the stake and release Val-Varjo. Anastacia immediately tossed it to the side and prepared to catch the unconscious aureun, as if that wouldn’t just result in both of them slamming into the ground. Luckily, it never came to that, as the lights on the aureun’s stone mask flickered on the moment she was free. A pair of glowing eyes, not unlike those of a simulacrum, homed in on the necromancer immediately. Instead of limply falling down, Val-Varjo braced herself for the small drop and came to a halt with her mask only an inch away from Anastacia’s face.

The eye-like lights on the mask focused into small points as if her gaze narrowed to inspect the small being before her. “Pien?” She said quizzically and stood up to her full height, posing unmistakably like Leggy did, though a lot more imposing and a bit taller. “Prata.” She continued and pointed at the necromancer’s mouth.

“Hello?” Anastacia greeted the aureun. “Are you alright?”

“Hello? Hello… Alright… You… Hello!” Val-Varjo repeated, as if eventually coming to a realization of some kind. “So, this is the langue that survived, huh? Are these words familiar to you, human?”

The necromancer nodded. “I can understand you now, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Splendid!” The aureun exclaimed before suddenly kneeling to almost match Anastacia’s height and put her hand on the necromancer’s shoulder. “What do you know of the Aureun empire? Were you somehow forced here against your will by them? If that is the case, I am truly sorry for-“

“The aureun were wiped out thousands of years before I was even born.” Anastacia interrupted the unneeded apology.

Val-Varjo tore off her stone mask and revealed her amazed face. The fully black eyes glistened on the verge of tears as they looked for lies or trickery in Anastacia’s face but didn’t find any. Her face, pale enough to be translucent so that the dark veins under it were slightly visible, was beautiful by most standards – so much so that it almost shocked the necromancer. “Do you speak the truth? Is the empire truly gone? No soul spared to taint this world with their ideals?!” She almost pleaded for a confirmation.

Quickly recalling the exact way the Aureun empire had fallen, Anastacia recounted what she knew. “The third artificial children turned against them and handed necromancers the knowledge to empower themselves to challenge the aureun in combat. Then the gods and necromancers had a brief alliance to wipe them out, the first artificial children mostly stood idly by instead of defending their creators and the aureun were rooted from their fortresses. I don’t think anyone has seen a living one in a long, long time.”

The aureun picked up Anastacia by the shoulders like it was nothing and spun around in excitement while laughing in a mildly deranged manner. They spun until Val-Varjo became too dizzy to stand up anymore, and less than gently lowered herself on her back onto the ground, still holding Anastacia aloft above her – which was somewhat lucky as the necromancer was no less dizzy and would have just fallen over otherwise.

“Arrogant fools! Self-important losers! I hope their deaths were as pitiful and pathetic as their lives! Oh, how I would have loved to see it unfold before me, the spreading of death among those who thought themselves untouchable, destruction at the foot of beings they deemed lesser than themselves – but not I. I knew. I knew and saw the potential of the surface children! Only lesser because of our foot holding them down, only weaker because we did not allow them to grow!” The aureun laughed, and kept laughing until she no longer could, only letting out giggles and gasps over the pain in her chest in the end.

Even with the tears of joy flowing down her cheeks and the surprisingly sharp teeth exposed by the widest grin she had ever seen; Anastacia still found the Aureun’s looks rather captivating. Her eyes shiny and full of life, not at all like darkness because of their color, but like orbs of obsidian. Somewhat pointy ears that poked through a mess of shoulder-length hair that had the color and shine of silver. Thin lips, naturally almost black in color, hiding a row of teeth somewhere between human and shark’s. All of this, carefully placed on the canvas milky white skin, a proof of the mostly underground lives the aureun led, and framed by visible black veins – and with that came a realization: necromancy did not work within the prison. Not only was Leggy, or Val-Varjo just as untouchable by her powers as the simulacrum in the real world, Anastacia couldn’t even feel her own body. Just like in the mother grove or in the depths of the machine fortress – but even more so. She felt what she thought a normal person must have felt like. No ever-present reminders of the fact that each and every person was a bunch of liquids sloshing about among membranes and tissues, strapped onto a few bones and held in a sack called skin, no constant barrage of unneeded and unwanted information about every living body near her. For once, her mind was quiet, more silent than it had ever been before.

Suddenly the grin on Val-Varjo’s face faded in an instant. The gentle taps of tears hitting the stone plate covering her chest snapped her away from the unbridled joy and she looked up at the comparably small human she was holding up like a small animal. “Voi fitt! Have I hurt you, human?! Even with equal souls, your bodies are frail at times.”

“No…” Anastacia uttered and stared at her own hands, which she could no longer feel with her mind for the first time ever. She could still feel her fingers touching each other, the aureun’s strong grip on her shoulders, the tears rolling down her cheeks – but that was it. She couldn’t feel the blood coursing in her veins, the muscles pulling on tendons or any number of the nearly limitless functions the human body kept tirelessly working on no matter how many times she hoped it would at least take a small break. She smiled at the aureun but couldn’t stop the tears. “It’s just so… quiet.”

She didn’t know if this was a new development in whatever mechanism allowed for the visits or if she had been too preoccupied to notice it before, but it had caught her thoroughly off guard. Perhaps it was because Fah-Raja, the aureun within King, never took off his stone armor, making it easy to not think of him as a living being, but seeing Val-Varjo take off her mask and prove otherwise had made the difference.

The aureun slowly and gently placed Anastacia down and sat in front of her. “It now strikes me that this meeting is more absurd than I first realized. I know my situation well, but how you found me has me baffled.” She pondered out loud. “Have the people of the surface surpassed our technologies and unraveled our spells to the point where this is commonplace?”

Anastacia paused caressing her own hands in amazement. “Not exactly.” She said and pulled on her collar to reveal the core in her shoulder.

The aureun reached over instinctively to touch the core but pulled her hand away on the last second. “Why would you…?” She wondered and traced the burn patterns with her gaze.

“I didn’t. Technically you did it.” The necromancer smirked and pointed at Val-Varjot.

This obviously shocked the aureun to the core. “…I? Why would I do that?” She worriedly muttered and reached over a couple more times, always backing off. “I’m so, so, so sorry!”

Anastacia took her hand and felt the warmth of another person without the unwanted baggage of necromantic knowledge for the first time. The translucent skin was softer than Xamiliere’s bark, something the necromancer hadn’t been too fond of before, always more comfortable with the rigidness of wood and stone. However, it now felt very different. “Don’t be. You had good intentions and it has done nothing but helped me.”

Clearly puzzled why her hand was of such interest to the human, Val-Varjot offered her other hand too and the necromancer immediately pressed her own palm against it. “Aside from the absolutely exhilarating news of the empire being history, many things must have changed during however long has passed since. Yet, in my mind, the questions pale over history and events pale against the simple ones: who are you, human? Why do you approach me with such familiarity? What is my remaining form to you outside of this prison? A servant? Property?”

Wiping her face into her sleeve, Anastacia stood up to introduce herself. “My name is Anastacia. I am an adventurer, a queen of a small tribe of the second artificial children and perhaps one of the leading experts regarding the first artificial children.” She declared and bowed for the aureun, leaving out a fairly obvious piece of her being. In the outside world she may have been the freshly crowned ruler of the necromancers, wielding uncontested might among her kind – but here, within the void, she was not. There were no white ones, no cursed crowns, no necromancy, no inquisitors, no sect – and no brume, only Anastacia the perfectly normal human. She didn’t want to start off with a lie, but for once she had been granted the opportunity to not be what she was. Even if it was only to an ancient remnant of a long dead person trapped within some kind of an accursed soul prison, there was nothing more she wanted than to just be Anastacia.

“And you, Val-Varjot, are a companion of mine. A friend, a housecarl of my court, a follower through nothing but your own will to do so and a target of some very complicated feelings.” She continued. “I know you are here as punishment for standing against your own kind, and it is an honor to meet you.”

“How you know that is beyond me, but it is indeed the case.” The aureun nodded and crossed her legs into a more restful pose. “I am indeed Val-Varjot, of no empire or creed. Traitor, kinslayer and more – but above all else, proud of it. Stuck here for my ‘crimes’ of having a conscience, the inability to think others of sentient mind as less than myself – and of teaching the surface folk the subtle art of making firebombs that get around the problem of the nigh impenetrable armor the aureun wear.”

Just as she was about to inquire more into the last part of the aureun’s confession, Anastacia felt twitch on her arm as the pattern of lights on it flickered and began fading, a sign of the visit coming to an end. “Ah, what a shame, looks like my time here is up.” She sighed.

“Are we to see once more? There is much I would like to know, of the world, of life… of you.” Val-Varjot asked hesitantly and took Anastacia’s hand.

Properly taking in the feeling of the aureun’s hand against hers, the soft and hard parts of her fingers, the warmth that felt so different against her skin now. “Don’t worry, we will be meeting again, often…” She smiled as a flash of light blue erased the prison from her eyes and returned her consciousness to the messy room it had left from, after being gone for mere seconds.

Anastacia immediately grabbed the nearest thing that looked like it wouldn’t leak, which turned out to be one of her old backpacks. Leathery, well made and still mostly waterproof despite being worn down, it carried out its final quest of not spilling vomit everywhere as Anastacia’s mind was bombarded with an entire city block’s worth of unwanted information regarding every fiber of every person in the vicinity off the inn. Each beat of a heart that sloshed blood onwards through the veins. Each breath of air or tobacco smoke inhaled or exhaled, the porous tissue of the lungs expanding and contracting. Each churning of a stomach, each crack of a join, each sore back, each yawn, each cough, each blink of an eye, all assaulting her mind at once instead of being mostly tuned out like usual.

“Nooo…” The necromancer wailed miserably and briefly leaned against Leggy before having to throw up some more. “I hate being meee…”

            

    
        Chapter 283 - For you, I will sing

    
    
    
    
                In the endlessly growing, burning, spreading and regrowing forest created, destroyed and recreated by The Goddess of the Unwanted, it was once again time to execute a part of the plan devised by the assortment of deities residing in the realm. Though recent events had thrown a wrench into the gears, almost all of them still believed in their shared goal – which may well have been the only thing they actually agreed on, but it was enough to hold them together. on the small clearing the deities convened in while not working on their own duties, three thrones had been created for the court to gather. The first throne, a simple seat of roughly cut stone arranged in a way that wasn’t even that comfortable to sit in, but fulfilled its purpose. A rather simplistic depiction of the sun had been carved into the surface of the slab functioning as the backrest, hinting at the occupant of the seat. Though it appeared empty, the presence of the sun itself in the sky confirmed that the most powerful member of court was indeed there – giving it much of its credibility.

The second throne, even less comfortable-looking than the first, was made out of spikes of iron, molten and bent to shape. In the presence of The Goddess of Joy, the metal glowed with a bright red and orange hue and radiated enough heat to burn the flowers around it. Because of her recent actions, the goddess herself was permanently tied to her seat with ropes meticulously made from strands of long silvery hair. Though appearing thin, the ropes had proved more than sufficient to hold still the mourning deity and withstood her fire just fine.

The third throne, or rather, a chunk of an ancient aureun structure was brightly lit up with patterns of blue energy. Beside it laid an inanimate husk of a simulacrum by the name of Spirit, whose curse had proven rather tricky to dispel. On the chunk of stone sat an amalgamation of stone, metal and flesh. The Prince of Life, a fairly new divine entity compared to the other two. Formed from a broken-down simulacrum and a seed of life that had been abandoned in the mortal lands, he now acted as the temporary speaker for the court until Sylvia would feel more cooperative once more.

These three divine beings now acted as The Court of Sunlight. Together they pressed for information from deities whose purpose had become unclear, attempted to convince lost gods to once more embrace the mortals they were supposed to represent. Though two of its members were not that revered among the all too vast collective of deities, the third one more than made up for it and allowed the court to summon those much more powerful than either Sylvia or Prince of Life.

One of such deities stood before them right then, a proud and slender figure. Clad in fabrics woven from precious metals by the ancient muses and their chosen mortals, donning a crown of silver atop his long gray hair. His long, pointed ears were hardly weighed down by the heft amount of jewelry attached to them. The obnoxiously noble posture allowed him to look down on the court despite being hardly taller than most mortal people. Not hiding his annoyance over having been forced into this unkempt forest from the halls of silver he lived in, he seemed already prepared to turn the situation into a brawl.

“Ohol-Sumska. The Sire of Elves.” The Prince of Life finally addressed their guest. “A truly ancient one.”

“Yes, yes. Why have you nobodies summoned me here? I’ll be merciful and allow you a chance to explain yourself before I leave – through you, if need be.” The elven god sighed and gestured for the prince to speak quickly.

“You stand there, accused of abandoning your charge. You brought forth the elven kind, which now suffers unguided and without your boon. The old elven empires have crumbled, save a few, and each generation falters faster than the one before. When I walked as a mortal, it was not unheard of an elf to reach a thousand years of age, now a third of that is an achievement. What possible reason do you have for your inaction? For allowing their decay?” The prince did as he was asked and spoke briefly.

Ohol laughed coldly. “I created a proud species, unrivaled in all aspects by other mortals. With my blessings they spread and built up their silver towers and cities in great forests. I don’t see that species in what you call ‘elves’ now. They’re nothing but misbred mutts. Even the royal houses have allowed the lesser people into their midst. I abandoned them because they do not deserve my boons, because they abandoned me.”

The prince nodded. “So, the elves abandoning the misguided sense of superiority you instilled in them is the reason? The empires crumbled because other mortals surpassed them, and the ones that remain are those that accepted their equal standing among the others. Elves are still praised as steadfast protectors of nature, as wise and generous leaders, even without you – despite of you.” He argued. “You have had every opportunity to see the virtues they possess and reconnect with you lost children, but have not done so.”

“Have not, will not.” Ohol grinned and spread his arm in a challenge, asking what the fledgling god was going to do about it.

Suddenly, Sylvia let out a mocking chuckle.

“And what amuses you so, little one?” The elven god spoke down to the goddess.

“A worthless, rotten deadbeat like you has been allowed free rule for eons, your creations held aloft by others despite your failure as their sire. Even when your head is torn from that crown, what you made will still thrive in your absence.” She snickered defeatedly. “But try as I might to right the wrongs I once did, what little good I’ve achieved is doomed to vanish. Do you not think that is worth a laugh? If for nothing else, then just to mock the fates that seem to push us around without reason or care. Perhaps they too, should abandon their post as you have? Yet, your persisting existence regardless of your failings does make me wonder if becoming whole, my old self once more, would be rewarded in a similar fashion?”

Ohol rolled his blood red eyes. “Spare me of your drivel. Are we done here? I care more for the nap I was having than for this little judgement of yours. Father of Light or not.”

“And it is so that you have chosen to not take charge of what you’ve let go of?” The Prince of Life confirmed. “Then what purpose do you serve? I think none.”

“None.” Sylvia agreed with a chuckle.

The elven god snapped his finger and produced a musecrafted bow of peerless quality and might from thin air. The string a single strand of his own hair, the limbs supposedly from the mother grove itself and silver fittings from the bottom of the earth to bind it all together. Many of the mighty beasts from before time hand been hunted with said bow, and the skills of its wielder had not grown rusty since. “Enough of this!”

Before he had the chance to conjure up an arrow for his weapon, the forest darkened and the three thrones before him vanished. The sunny sky stepped aside and revealed a field of stars presided over by the moon, as Ciel made his presence known.

“Our judgement has passed.” The Prince’s voice echoed from some unseen pocket of the plane. “You had your chance to convince us with words and deeds. May your luck be better with The Midnight Tribunal.”

On the clearing with Ohol-Sumska now stood two beings, both more terrifying than the other, even to a god. Nirmaata, once last of the muses, currently the deity reigning over crafting and inspiration, her dark fur blending into the night perfectly, creating an illusion of a white porcelain mask floating above a set of robes – and a cat. The glowing green eyes of Acacia were by far the brightest thing around, but looking into them was far worse than peering into the darkness, even for a god.

Preparing to take a shot at one of the two if they so much as looked at him with anything but immense respect, Ohol was suddenly in a much more talkative mood. “Is this the tribunal of yours? A moth, a fading twig and an old seamstress?”

“Lefofa…” Nirmaata spoke, ignoring the insult. “Yes… Lefofa was her name. A peerless maker of bows and arrows, the muse who created that weapon for you. It was she who armed Alba in his eternal fight against Ciel, the maker of arrows that created the stars, and the ones that later felled Mer. Recovering one of her creations is a great honor, even for one such as myself.”

“Then you must pry it from my dead hands, beast.” Ohol said, losing much of the wind in his sails once the idea of actually having to test his mettle against a muse began dawning on him.

“I will not, it will be handed to me once you are gone and forgotten.” Nirmaata stated calmly.

“So is it you that I have to face, shrubbery?!” The elven god barked at the spriggan, clearly becoming more and more agitated by the moment.

Acacia flopped onto the patch of flowers beside them. “I am not a part of this tribunal, not quite yet anyway. My part today is observing a potential pupil of mine.”

Ohol let out a nervous chuckle. “Wha… what can a spriggan like you possibly teach to anyone here?”

“To hunt, to kill… To feast upon gods!” Acacia laughed menacingly as a mist began rolling in from the forest, reducing visibility to only a few meters and leaving Ohol alone in the darkness as the hunt began.

Occasional friendly sparring competitions amongst gods weren’t that rare, especially so among those who no longer concerned themselves with the mortals they were supposed to keep watch over and simply enjoyed the perks off godhood instead – but from the moment it began, he could tell this was not the case here. The menacing aura of whoever, or whatever he was contesting with made it clear that someone was not wandering out of those woods again. He immediately recognized the disadvantage he was in, outside of his own realm and in the other deity’s home, but he was no pushover. These disadvantages, the mist and the unknown terrain, were hardly a hurdle for someone like him. He could shoot a thread through the eye of a needle from across planes of existence, unleash a volley of arrows capable of leveling cities or a singular strike powerful enough to turn a mountain into a crater – what chance would some unknown petty god of some trivial aspect have against someone like him?

Then, before he had the chance to even get that far into the trees, he saw someone small in stature stand in the mist, mostly hidden by it but still visible as a silhouette in the moonlight. Something about the sight caused a moment’s hesitation in him, paused him for just a second with a thought. Was this other god intentionally squandering their advantages by just standing there because they didn’t need them? Could it really be possible that The Sire of Elves was so outmatched by whatever this was that he wasn’t even considered a threat? A chill ran down his spine, something which he had not felt since his own ascension, and it woke him up to the obvious solution of losing an arrow towards the figure. In a mere blink of an eye, an arrow of silver and crystal glass formed in his hand as he pulled on the bowstring and released it. The immense power of the bow was clear from the crack the arrow made as it reached its top speed, and then again as it hit its mark with a thump more akin to a building collapsing than a mere arrow hitting anything.

But it was for naught, all it achieved was a small stumble in the other god’s stance as it hit them directly into the forehead and stuck there. The arrow that would have erased most beings out of existence was stopped with little effort and Ohol was forced to watch in horror as the god pressed the rest of the arrow into its own head rather than tore it out. With the arrow dealt with, the god turned back to Ohol, locked eyes with him and grinned. Their expression was not visible thanks to the moonlight making it through the mist, but because it was darker than the night itself. Staring into the vacuous eyes that silently mocked him awakened a long-buried feeling in the elven god – dread. In those eyes he saw the end of his existence, the final time a traditionalist elf spoke out his name, the moment his altars were buried by collapsing roofs and eroded by weather, the embers of the fire that turned into ashes the final tome with his name inscribed in its pages. None of this had happened yet, of course, but he now knew they would all come to pass. His abandoned creations would live on as orphans, and be none the wiser for it – perhaps even better off, should someone else take on his mantle. The fact that this small, diminutive figure in the fog invoked such fear in him angered Ohol greatly, but just as he was about to shake off his momentary stupor and press the attack he had started, the mocking grin faded out of his view, leaving him alone in the forest once more.

Attempting to retrace his steps back to the clearing, but failing to do so either because there no longer was a clearing to return to, or because he had gotten lost in the strange forest. He vigilantly stayed on alert for the smallest hint of movement in the darkness as he snuck through the mist. Each branch gently grazing his shoulder and the snap of a twig in the distance was responded to with an arrow in that general direction, never hitting anything – which was a definite cause for worry, as each one should have cleared an acre of forest by cleaving through trees, but all of them simply disappeared into the mist. After each step he was ready to give up and lay down his arms, and would have done so if it wasn’t for the anger formed from the realization that he was acting like a terrified prey despite being one of the greatest hunters to ever exist – or was he? Stopping to think about it, he couldn’t point out a single great hunt he had performed, all he knew was that he knew how to hold the bow in his hand, how to shoot with it, how to hit his mark without a failure. He knew the ins and outs of tracking, the behaviors and habits of magnificent beasts none had hunted before. Yet, he was unsure if those skills had ever been tested anywhere.

The supposed hunter of great beasts continued desperately trying to find the way back to the clearing, as if that would somehow provide safety. A few steps farther he stopped to think – Safety from what? What was he running from and why? He glanced at the bow in his hand and remembered giving one to a being much like him, but lesser. In fact, there had been many of them. They had all looked up to him and he had in turn taught them what he knew of the world and skills to deal with the horrors it contained. He remembered being proud as spires of glimmering stone were built deep inside forests, as those people he had taught became the height of civilization with the skills learned from him.

His cautious steps turned into hurried ones and then into leaps as he ran as fast as he could, barely avoiding the trees and getting scratched by branches. As he ran either deeper into the forest or out of it, he couldn’t quite recall, he thought of people he had seen at some point. Tall, beautiful and full of grace, their ears strangely pointed. He recalled them praising and worshiping someone grand, but couldn’t quite put his finger on the name but he could have sworn he had heard it a few times somewhere.

The man made a sudden stop in the never-ending forest and looked around, unsure where he was and why. He stared at the bow in his hand with a frown on his face. Its weight felt unwieldy and the grip unfamiliar. Not to mention that he didn’t even know how to shoot one, nor had he brought any arrows along. Not knowing what to do, he sat down and waited for a long time, until there was no one there anymore.


Vilja wiped her mouth on the sleeve of her robe as she stepped out of the forest, earning a rather annoyed stare from the muse who had painstakingly made the clothes. The mist quickly disappeared and allowed the moon and stars to light up the clearing unobstructed.

“Didn’t take long, huh?” Acacia chuckled, sounding a bit disappointed, no doubt having expected a proper scrap.

“Yeah… he made it maybe ten meters into the forest, shot me once and I ended it then and there.” The Goddess of the Unwanted and Forgotten pointed at the crack in the ashen skin of her forehead, from which a few drops of black tar-like liquid had drained and left a dark trail across her face. “He was almost forgotten already, it’s easy with someone like that. Others have fought back much more.”

She placed the bow and crown she had taken from her prey into the muse’s eagerly awaiting hands and watched the ancient beast keenly inspect them, admiring the peerless handiwork of members of her kin that were long gone now. Each gem on the crown cut to perfection, and the ornate details on the bow so intricate that mortal eyes could barely appreciate their flawlessness. The silver of the crown dug from so far down that no lesser metals even existed there, so deep that it made the machine fortresses seem like adorable little dents in the surface, so deep that it was forged with the heat it still carried from the primordial forces raging within the earth. The bow did indeed contain the wood of the mother grove itself, and even Acacia appeared to have some reverence towards it. The muse Lefofa had once upon a time besieged the grove for the couple of splinters from the great tree that the spriggans had eventually agreed to give up. Something which the cat remembered clearly but would never admit to.

“Lefofa never had much sense for who to give her masterworks to.” Nirmaata sighed and carefully removed the strand of hair of a now forgotten god that worked as the bow’s string. She then reached over to Vilja’s head and plucked out one of the impossibly long strands from her silvery hair. With great effort, she managed to cut it to the correct length for the bow and restrung the weapon. “One day, perhaps, a worthy champion arises to wield this once more. I will hold on to it until such a being is found and a suitable name is given by you.” Nirmaata then slid the two artifacts into the seemingly limitless space inside the loose sleeves of her robes, and took out a small wooden chest, unusually simple for a legendary beast, and more befitting to be a toolbox of a cobbler.

“And?” The muse demanded once more from the goddess, holding out her razor-sharp talons.

After a moment, a look of realization appeared on Vilja’s face. “Oh! Shit, I forgot again! Give me a second.” She said, held up a finger and began coughing. After a few more violent gags and coughs, she spat out a dark, marble-like ball onto the grass. Picking it up and wiping it with her sleeve, earning another exhausted glare, she offered the orb to the muse.

“Graceful as ever.” Nirmaata commented and pinched the surface of the glossy ball with the very tip of her talons, pulling out a silvery thread. Pulling out more and more while spooling it around her talon, the muse worked until the orb simply vanished and she was left with a slightly larger ball off silvery yarn. Carefully opening the chest, Nirmaata placed it inside, among two dozen or so other threads of varying colors and shades, before closing the lid and hiding the chest into her sleeve.

Acacia yawned. “You folks sure get up to a lot, huh? I’m still puzzled by the reason behind all of this though. Why would a bunch of gods decide to cull their own? And furthermore, why do the others allow this? Surely this can’t be a secret to everyone anymore, you don’t just drag a bunch of gods off the map and not get some raised eyebrows at the next meeting – or whatever it is that you do.”

“It is the duty of a god to look after all that falls within their domain, they exist for naught but that one task, embodying it and nothing else. To achieve this, each one of us harvests from the great cycle and redirects the acquired might to the benefit of the mortal world, enriching it to recover its losses. Yet there are those who have grown lazy and fat in their positions, no longer tending to their flock but reaping the rewards of it to sustain their own existence. This, we can no longer allow – it is an act that results in naught but perpetual loss, decay.” Nirmaata explained the group’s mission more elegantly than Vilja would have. “Our sentiment is not an unpopular one, but it is spoken of in hushed tones. Some may object, but our mightier allies see to those that do, while it is up to us to carry out what needs to be done.”

The nature spirit fell silent for a moment as they thought about the mission. Passing by Vilja’s feet, the thorns scraped against the hard alabaster skin, both the spike and skin chipping off pieces from one another.

“The time for my ascension is still not quite here, my diet of deities has not quite yet caught up to me. So, while I will not yet join this cabal of yours, you have my attention with the suggestion that there are too many gods – quite frankly I couldn’t agree more!” Acacia teasingly chortled while sniffing the flowers littering the clearing. “Agree to my terms, and I will see to it that this whelp moves on from forgotten old gods to the prime cuts. I will hunt along when needed, step in should the situation become muddled… Mentor a mighty forest out of this sad thicket!”

“And your terms?” Vilja asked, expecting something outlandish.

The menacing chuckle of the spriggan turned into a full-blown laughter as the green energy within them flared. “For each nine preys I help you with, the tenth is for me to do as I please with. Trinkets and such I can leave in the forest, but their essence is mine.”

Vilja and Nirmaata glanced at each other and then up at the stars, as if waiting for an approval or objection, but received neither – which they took as a permission.

“We accept these terms.” The muse nodded.

“Splendid!” Acacia cackled. “Now return me to the grove at once! I tire of this false forest.”

Nirmaata took on the mission of dragging the spriggan back to the mortal realm and left Vilja behind to pick at her teeth and rest. Soon the night sky faded as Ciel returned to other duties, and left behind the reddish void that filled the sky while both of the major deities were too occupied to pay much attention to this particular realm. It would have been foolish to think that such major players only had their celestial fingers in this specific pie after all. With the disappearance of the night, the three thrones were once more revealed. Father of Light’s was empty as ever, and Prince must have had the Firstborn to deal with as both he and Spirit were already absent. This left behind the two deities that had originally combined their realms into one boundless forest.

“Just like the old times.” Vilja sighed. “Been a while with just us here, hasn’t it?” She sat down on the grass in front of the throne of iron, leaning against Sylvia’s legs.

The Goddess of Joy didn’t answer, only making a lazy attempt to struggle against the rope holding her still.

“We used to just laze around here. You sang beautiful stories about times so long ago that I can’t even comprehend it. I mostly chewed on things… but it was fun, wasn’t it?” The small goddess reminisced of a time that may well have been thousands of years ago because of the questionable way time worked for gods. “Things sure have gotten complicated since, and not in a good way.”

Sylvia still remained silent. After her outburst in the mortal world and Vilja finding out that she had been kept in the dark about some matters, The Goddess of Joy hadn’t said a word to her. Vilja read that as her being upset that she helped with restraining Sylvia, but at no point did she feel anger being directed at her.

“You know, there’s a part of me that wants nothing more than to chew through those ropes and see what happens. I don’t like seeing you like this and I like to think we’re still friends – or is that a bit too mortal of me?” Vilja lamented while poking a flower growing beside her.

“Those are some dangerous thoughts.” Sylvia finally said something in a defeated tone, not at all befitting of her.

Vilja smiled a bit after getting a response but didn’t turn to face Sylvia. “Yeah, I know. Nirmaata keeps telling me to not even talk to you, and definitely not trust you.”

“Nirmaata is very wise. You would do well to listen to her.” Sylvia quietly admitted.

Vilja’s silvery hair slowly wrapped around her friend’s legs. She knew exactly how wise the muse was, and that Nirmaata was without a doubt absolutely correct, but that didn’t mean she had to like it. She had pleaded for any answers to how she could help Sylvia from every other god she knew, but was always met with an awkward silence.

After a long pause in the budding conversation, she spoke up again. “Do you want me to free you? Even just for a little while. So that we can lay down in the flowers, and you can sing for me again?”

“More than anything, I wish to be freed. To flee and make those responsible for the death of my child feel the horrors the first gods had to shield mortals from. To force the world to watch so that none would dare to repeat their crimes.” Sylvia said, getting agitated from even just speaking about it. “But I do not want you to free me. The little part of me, unconsumed by rage, can not do that to you.”

“But I could easily keep you in bay if you actually tried to escape.” Vilja argued.

“But would you? Would you raise a hand to oppose me if I asked you to stand aside?”

Vilja’s hair wrapped tighter around the other goddess’ shins. “I… But would you ask that I do so?”

“Yes.” Sylvia admitted and gritted her teeth. “And that is why you must not even think of freeing me. Allow me to have this shred of sanity that I still keep with me.”

The Goddess of the Unwanted lowered her head and pressed it against her knees. Feeling awfully helpless despite being a literal god. She could obliterate and regrow the entirety of the forest around them with a flick of her wrist, claim countless mortal treasure with a snap of her fingers, force the entire histories of civilizations into obscurity with a moderately taxing thought, but she didn’t know how to help the one person who had prevented her from fading away as a mere copy of a soul, created by a magical trinket.

“Vilja…” The Goddess of Joy eventually whispered, attempting to sound as calm and kind as possible, as close to how she usually spoke. “Could you make me a promise? Fear not, it is not freeing me or some other dubious act… quite the opposite.”

Vilja sprang up from the ground and turned around to take Sylvia’s hand. “Yes! Anything, if it helps!”

Ushering forth a very faint smile, but the brightest she could, the kindest she could, Sylvia made her request. “My chosen one… Emilia… Thankfully she is out of my reach now, but she still possesses something I might one day aim to get for myself. So, promise me that you will protect her from what she can not face without me… promise me that you will protect her even from me, if that is what it comes to.”

“From… you?” Vilja uttered confusedly as her grasp on Sylvia’s hand faltered for a moment.

“Yes, though understand that if such a dark moment comes to pass, I will no longer be what you know me as, so heed not a word I say, allow me no quarter for trickery.” Sylvia explained with a hint of desperation in her tone. “Promise me this and I will sing for you one more time, bound to this throne and of matters none should sing of, but for you, I will sing.” 

            

    
        Chapter 284 - The nightmare of nightmares

    
    
    
    
                As Anastacia awoke in the prison containing the soul of Fah-Raja, an ancient aureun warrior and the one giving King his stoic personality, said warrior interrupted his eternal training regime. With an eternity to spare and no hope of escaping, Fah-Raja had chosen to spend it honing his already complete mastery over most types of weapons. Each time Anastacia saw him, he had somehow gotten his hands on something new to swing around, the necromancer didn’t know how and didn’t bother to question it either. This time his weapon of choice was a long metallic staff, which he used to wallop and poke at the imaginary target before him. Immediately upon appearing in the empty realm, Anastacia was disappointed, she could definitely feel Fah-Raja’s fleshy body under the armor of stone, even in its current form. It didn’t feel quite normal, but more like a faint image of one, almost impossible to control but still definitely there. It wasn’t surprising that her powers wouldn’t work normally, but they still did work – which meant there was something unique about Val-Varjo’s prison, which entirely disabled them.

“I had a terrible dream.” The aureun said without a greeting and struck his staff into the invisible floor of the void. “Glad to see it false.”

“Was it about being eternally trapped alone in an empty void?” Anastacia asked jokingly, having previously found out that the warrior didn’t take his imprisonment all too seriously even after thousands of years. “I hate to tell you this, but that’s still what’s going on.”

“I’d argue against that. Do I not have frequent company in these days of delight?” Fah-Raja asked amusedly and threw the staff far into the darkness, where it never made an impact sound at all. “My dream was dark and terrible. A small hole appeared in my memory, and no matter what I tried, nothing would fit it. Until just now.”

The necromancer took her time answering and sat down by a small campfire forever burning by the area she always appeared in. “Yeah, I got written out of reality for a while, but it’s no biggie.”

The aureun sighed heavily and sat down beside the necromancer. “Forgive me, if I do not take you at your word. The brink of the abyss is not something one visits and comes back without a worry, be it by blade, sickness or some wizardly means by the sound of it. Even if your mind does not dwell in death, it does dwell in what could have been. Things you would have done differently, regrets over actions untaken. The brink shines light on even the darkest corners of your being, unraveling all you’ve shoved into the shade to deal with later.”

Anastacia stared at the faint flame for a while before turning to look at the stone mask on Fah-Raja’s face, the glowing eyes staring directly into her soul and the surprising amount of emotion she could read from the almost featureless surface. His stern look somehow pierced it and dug into her skin so much that she had to look back at the fire after only a few seconds.

“It’s not that, it’s really not. I have enough problems thrown at me at all times to not dwell on that. If anything, it’s a worry how little it bothers me.” She muttered and leaned her cheek against her knee. “What bothers me is that I became a white necromancer – which is the exact opposite of what I wanted. I don’t think I had any other options, but still…”

“I apologize, but I predate your kind more than slightly, and do not know the implications of that. Though with your disdain for all things of your kind, sounds likely not good.” The aureun admitted, as his days of living had been during the early days of even the aureun empire, which had reigned for ages before even the first necromancers crawled out of whatever dark nooks of the world they came from.

Doing so as briefly as she could, Anastacia explained what she knew of the white ones, their significance, Alabaster and Ivory, and some other related subjects before coming to the reason for her discomfort with the way things were. “So, now that I’ve worn the crown, every necromancer will feel it. They’ll know what I’m supposed to be… and I’m just not at all that. I’m not someone anyone should look to for leadership or answers, or much of anything, and I don’t want to be that either. I’ll rule the goblins just fine, since all they need is a single person with some common sense and they’ll do fine on their own, but this isn’t that at all. It’s a hard, unquestionable fact that it’s what I am supposed to be. I’m supposed to be the person who drags necromancers out from their seclusion and actually makes life better for them. Sure, I can just say that they’re free to lay in the bed they’ve made, but I’ve recently been informed about the possibility that not all of them might be the worst people alive, and that… bothers me.”

“A sense of duty already places you well above many who have donned a crown, but having to be something does mean you are prepared to be that. I never called myself a king, until now I suppose, but I was indeed a leader in my time. A position I earned by defeating the others in combat, not through any sensible means. It took me decades to become any good at it, and I think you could well do it in less time, should you want to do so.” The aureun tried to lessen her burden.

“I most definitely do not want to do that, I’m worried that I might have to, that it’s the right thing to do. Their current empress is… inexplicably absent and if it all collapses, necromancy will be a lot more of a problem across the world. If I can prevent that, shouldn’t I?” Anastacia continued to worry about the weight of her crown. While she might not exactly be popular in Mournvalley, with sheer power she could gain enough of a following there to become the de facto ruler. She doubted many would defy her for long if she showed up with the crown on her head. “I don’t even want to be a necromancer most of the time! Every moment of every day, I am a ball of fire surrounded by sheets of paper that I’m constantly and painfully aware of. Sometimes I worry that I might sneeze wrong and someone becomes a stain on a wall. On good days, I manage to distract myself and it isn’t a problem, but on bad ones every person is like an itch I absolutely must not scratch.”

Fah-Raja nodded understandingly, but said nothing.

“If you reach out in the dark and your hand touches a wall, you feel an urge to give it a little push, just to see if it’s solid. Necromancy is like that, but at all times with a million hands, and if I give something a push…” She kept airing out her frustration, which had turned into a frequent theme for their daily meetings as of late. “Can’t I just shove this mind into a simulacrum body or something to get rid of necromancy? I’m not that invested in this stumpy body. There’s probably plenty to choose fr-“

The glowing eyes on the Aureun’s mask flared bright all of a sudden and he reached over to firmly grab the necromancer by the cheeks, only needing one hand to hold on to her head. He did not pull, push or hurt her, but an unfamiliar fury emanated from the featureless mask. “Unsay those words, and never utter them again! Do not even think them!”

Startled and confused, Anastacia nodded and was freed.

“I apologize, but I have seen that treacherous path unfold.” Fah-Raja apologized, with some leftover cinders in his tone. “What you suggest is not impossible, far from it. Before the first artificial children were created, like many others, the empire had its aim on immortality. Simple mechanisms powered by mortal souls were a commonplace, but none had been crafted with a mind of its own – but then a thought of retaining more of the soul in the process occurred, and the obvious conclusion of replacing the body with metal and stone. An ageless form to allow for accomplished ones among us to continue their work for all of eternity, not that our lifespans were short to begin with. The barrier turned out to not be much of a hurdle in the end, and so the first enchanted mechanical forms were made, and a soul inserted into them. Soon enough it was understood that one soul had not the power to remain sentient and power the movement of the form, so the current system of two souls was created. An aureun for the mind and a supposedly lesser soul to fuel movement.

“But mere days into the experiment, its flaws became apparent. Forcing a soul so used to, or even reliant on senses, into a body that could not feel, smell, taste, hear or see, and replacing all of that with mechanical feedback and enchantments was proven unwise. The victims of the experiment were left into a void filled with nothing but an overflow of information they could not comprehend. Still in control of the form, every single victim was quick to turn to violence, either against anyone nearby or usually themselves. The screaming only ceased once the modules enabling it were destroyed. Much, much later, the curse of immortality was understood, as the mind withing the form wouldn’t know peace. No matter how badly broken, it persisted, slowly growing mad in the void. To this day, they are the prisoners of the last remaining chunks and splinters of their immortal form…

“Though my situation, stuck in this ‘prison’ as you call it, seems dire. I consider the separation from my immortal form the last and perhaps the only kindness ever afforded by the empire. I am still unquestionably myself, in control of the body I have always known. The separation was ultimately what led into the creation of the first artificial children. It still achieved the goal of immortality for aureun, but in the form of a fresh mind more suited to its predicament, influenced by the one deeper within. So I will not have you seek solutions in this nightmare, nor will my immortal self, not even jokingly.” He finished his long-winded explanation and gently placed his hand on the necromancer’s head. “Whatever other paths you may choose to take, be it among your kind or not, you can always rely on King and I.”

“O…okay…” Anastacia uttered and stared at the fire again. It was the first time she had seen the aureun so insistent on something. Usually Fah-Raja was cheerful, quiet and definitely more of a listener than a talker, but perhaps if this was enough to stir him so much, his words were to be listened – even if the initial suggestion wasn’t that serious to begin with. The idea of a mechanical body, free of necromancy in all its forms, was still an attractive one.

The topic of bodies free of necromancy brought forward the three other examples of it that she knew of. There was divine meddling, through which Emilia had gained her immunity. It was a slightly repulsive idea, especially considering the recent event with Sylvia, nor did it guarantee freedom from being a necromancer herself. Then there was Xamiliere, an infinitely more tempting prospect for several reasons – some good, others found from the gutter her mind quickly sank to. However, somehow becoming a spriggan seemed infinitely more complicated than even a simulacrum, if not downright impossible. The final example, a very recent one, was Val-Varjo. Made of flesh and blood, but still untouchable by necromancy. Soft, warm and alive, unlike the other examples. The thought alone was enough to allow her to feel the aureun’s hand against hers again, and how she had done that without even hint of fear or repulsion – perhaps for the first time ever.

“Do you happen to know an aureun by the name of Val-Varjo?” She inquired from the other aureun she knew.

Fah-Raja pondered for a while. “No, I do not, but the lineage of Varjo is an old one, one of its members even among my knights – Bast-Varjo. An exemplary warrior, even among us. What brought forth this question though?”

“We’ve spoken about Leggy, right?” Anastacia asked to be sure, having lost track of most of her ramblings by now.

“Ah, we have. What was it that you said… That ‘you would need to find a way to make them legs as smooth as glass or you’d end up grating your face away on them one day.’ Which is quite a sentiment.” The ancient knight chuckled, returning to his usual, cheery self.

“And I stand by it, but that’s not the point here!” The necromancer exclaimed somewhat proudly. “The aureun stuck within Leggy is called Val-Varjo. When I first found her, she was chained and nailed down to a stone pillar, unconscious and unable to move. I worked her loose and finally got to meet her today.”

Fah-Raja seemed a bit alarmed to hear that. “Perhaps you should exercise a modicum of caution when freeing one of our kind from anything… The fact that she was restrained even within means she was thought to be dangerous, extremely so.”

“That’s just because she rebelled against the empire, but that’s not the point either. What I want to know is why necromancy doesn’t work at all inside her prison? Like none, I can’t even feel myself with it.” Anastacia inquired. “But here I can.” She added.

“A rebel, huh…” Fah-Raja muttered and thought about the question for a while. “I suspect the reason may well be the same as the one for her restraints then. There is some amount of play in how much the soul within affects the mechanical form. Mine is of the more generous end, as it was beneficial for King to have my aptitude as a warrior, but it also no doubt made the decision to allow the empire to crumble an easy one for him. Your friend is no doubt in the other end of the scale, if she really was a rebel. Leggy would posses just enough of her traits to be sentient, equal her in wits but that’s about it. Her ‘prison’ built to keep as much inside as possible, and apparently outside as well, meaning your powers were left behind into your body when crossing the barrier. Did you perhaps feel disconnected from yourself when entering for the first time?”

Anastacia pointed at the aureun, amazed how spot on he was. “Exactly! It was like I was watching myself from outside in, but that changed over time when I worked her free from the pillar.”

Fah-Raja pondered for a while longer. “And since you’ve communicated, I assume she is now free? I would wager that means you’ve removed the barriers installed into her soul itself, and what remains are the ones belonging to the container. Apparently, those are still enough to keep things out, but I suspect more of her will be leaking out and you’ll be noticing a change in Leggy’s behavior as she assumes more of Val-Varjo’s traits.”

Suddenly Anastacia felt the gentle pull of the coming end to her visit and let go off her legs to fall onto her back.

“Is it time already?” The aureun asked, already familiar with the necromancer’s antics.

She groaned in response and flailed her arms and legs in frustration.

“Tomorrow, then. I will be here, always. Do not disappear on me again.” Fah-Raja said as Anastacia faded away, clearly sounding disappointed as well.


Dark and empty, the halls of Castle Mournvalley echoed nothing but an occasional hum. For weeks now its staff had been away from their duties, leaving the place in complete disarray. The fallen snow had blocked the entrance, but no one was coming or going through the grand doors anymore. Wind blew through open windows on occasion, creating an uncomfortable draft that made and eerie howl in the twisted staircases and corridors. The overwhelming odor of rot and decay filled every space inside and even leaked out as a visible miasma that stained the nearby banks of snow a vile violet. Any necromancer making an attempt to approach would be met with an unbearable migraine before they could get anywhere close, and fall unconscious should they unwisely press on despite the pain and nausea. Any non-necromancer would risk a torturous death, as the inquisition had learned fairly quickly in their attempts to reach the castle.

In this state of stagnancy and death, only a single source of light could be occasionally seen moving across the windows and ramparts of the castle. A seemingly inexhaustible glow of a crystal lantern, stolen from the city of adventurers on a visit to ‘advice’ a certain necromancer there, now shone its pale and cold light across the throne room, occasionally creating the illusion of movement in the shadows as its bearer fidgeted. The scenery it illuminated was that of merciless carnage, dozens of bodies torn apart and mangled, all haphazardly piled against the walls. More crushed corpses hanging impaled from weapons embedded in the stone walls, occasionally falling off as they decayed. Splinters of quicksilvery armor that had proven itself extremely insufficient against the foe it had been made to face, torn banners of violet with the compass rose and skull emblem on them. The long tables once used to hold feasts to the useless nobles of the previous reign now held several severed heads, some crushed, others with parts of the spine attached, but all wearing a helmet made out of the quicksilver-like metal the sect seemed to like so much, signifying their position a step above the common rabble. The same number of medallions cast in the form of the sect’s emblem had been piled beside the throne, as a collection of trophies of sorts.

The master of this realm of death, Empress Coquelicot, rested on her throne with her feet raised atop a mound of broken weapons and shattered shields torn from her enemies. Four of her bloodstained hands dangled limply over the armrests and the remaining two sat folded on her lap. Her royal clothing stained beyond any hope of rescue, her usually neatly kept dark hair a mess and her dark scowl darker than ever. Her almost black eyes combined with the usual ghastly white appearance of most necromancers acted as a finishing touch to the nightmarish scene no one was there to witness. Having not slept more than a moment at a time for weeks now, she was in a dazed state between being awake and asleep, technically resting but certainly not feeling the benefits of it.

Beside the throne and the empress, on a chair dragged from behind one of the noble’s tables, sat a small figure. Entirely covered in linen straps inscribed with violet sigils and runes, only allowing a single violet crystal to poke out from the being’s head. The staff the crystal lantern was attached to swayed as they swung their feet, which didn’t quite reach the ground from their seat. The small being placed one of the medallions they had been playing with into the pile and turned their attention to the skeletal arm dangling closest to them over the throne’s armrest. Gently lifting it up by one of the fingers and letting it fall down limply.

“Do you need something, darling?” Coquelicot asked, sounding exhausted and annoyed but trying her best to bury it in a pleasant tone.

“I was merely wondering if you were hungry.” The small being asked and chuckled.

Coquelicot dragged herself up on the throne to fix her pose. “No… but it is time to eat, isn’t it?” She stood up and pulled a small table taken from another room before the two seats. She had to kick a couple of severed body parts out of the way and the permanently blood-soaked carpet squelched under her boots.

Looking away for a mere second as she sat down, she somehow missed the moment an entire cake, covered in freshly whipped cream and berries picked no doubt less than a day ago appeared on the table – along with a piping hot pot of already steeped tea. She had no idea how the being did this, but had decided to not inquire into it, as it preserved what rations the castle had left. The biggest problem was that it was always cake, three times a day, every day, cake. The drink rotated between tea, coffee, juice and water, but the cake merely changed shape from time to time. She occasionally had some of the dried meat and other dry goods from the castle’s storage to have some semblance of a balanced diet, but it was still mostly cake.

The bandaged being excitedly cut her a massive piece and planted it upside-down on a smaller plate. “Here you go!” They said proudly and handed a fork to the necromancer.

“Thank you…” Sighed Coquelicot, tiredly but sincere at the same time.

Just as she was about to take her first bite, a familiar voice spoke out from the darkness. “I expected more of you, Coquelicot. In many ways.” Alizarin’s voice mockingly echoed in the hall.

From the shadows, out stepped her late husband, missing a good portion of his arms as well a third of his head. He appeared to be in the rough shape he had been in when his corpse had been discovered months ago, after he had sacrificed himself to slow down two other members of the red inquisition and allowed Anastacia time to escape. Of course, his remains had been appropriately disposed of so that they couldn’t be used by other necromancers, but that didn’t seem to keep him quiet. Ever since Coquelicot had assumed her duties as empress, his visage, among a few others had begun to pester her in the quiet moments of the day. Initially she had blamed it on stress and lack of rest, but had since begun to accept that she might actually be losing it. She had hidden it from her inquisitors, of course, but that had started to be difficult before she had forced everyone to leave the castle. Though even now, she attempted to ignore it for the benefit of her companion.

“Mournvalley is in chaos, the sect is waiting! You should be leading your nation or bargaining for your rightful place in the sect, but here you are, wasting time by eating cake!” Alizarin’s voice mocked her. “The Coquelicot I married was unwavering in her duty, you’re not even a pale imitation of her.”

Alizarin had never flat out told her that he was in contact with the sect, but Coquelicot had suspected something for a while before his death. Since then, she had found several items of suspicious nature among his belongings, hidden from others – this included one of the medallions she had collected in the weeks past. Her suspicions had been confirmed as a messenger of the sect had approached her after she had taken the throne, asking her to take Alizarin’s place. She had listened to the messenger’s claims about a grand mission of the sect, but had sensed the half-truths and found it to be contradicting with her own mission of a functional nation – and so she had torn the messenger apart on the spot, once promises had turned into threats. It was those threats that caused her to inform her inquisition of the sect and send them to hunt down any mention of it, to use their spies to secretly spread the word of the sect’s plans among the leaders of nations and warn them of the possibility of sect members in their courts. Eventually, her fears caused her to drive away the servants and inquisitors from the castle, as she laid in wait for the sect to come and challenge one of the most serious threats there was for their plans.

It did not take long for the halls and corridors to be filled with remains of would-be assassins and groups of supposedly legendary warriors. Eventually, even one of the five descended down to face her, going by the name ‘Palatinate’. The meeting had not gone in the sect’s favor, not in the slightest, and Palatinate retreated but was denied of the small child-like being he had called his aide, whom Coquelicot confiscated simply because she could. It was only after the fact that she learned the child’s name to be Perfidy, and that they controlled the paths between the plane the sect operated from and the mortal world. Since then, she had asked Perfidy to keep the pathway over the castle permanently open and warn her of anyone that passed through, turning herself into a trap that the sect had to deal with while buying time for the inquisition to prepare for a conflict. She may have been slowly losing her marbles, but killing required very few of those – and she wouldn’t run the risk of sullying any political gains her emissaries and inquisitors achieved.

“Do you not like the cake?” Perfidy asked worriedly, interrupting the necromancer’s thoughts.

“No, dear, it’s quite nice. Fresh berries are a rarity in Mournvalley.” Coquelicot smiled and finally put the fork in her mouth.

“Yeah. Cake’s the best.” Perfidy declared but couldn’t eat any because the cloth covered their mouth as well, and apparently shouldn’t be undone.

Alizarin’s image laughed mockingly. “You know fully well that your little inquisitors will fail miserably without you, and this is what you’re doing with your time? Maybe Mournvalley deserves you as its leader after all…”

Coquelicot stabbed her fork into the wooden table. “They will succeed where we would have failed!” She yelled at the darkness.

“Is it happening again?!” Perfidy almost panicked over the outburst that seemed to come out of nowhere for them.

The cackle of an old crone joined in from the shadows, as Amaranth, the leader of the red inquisition Coquelicot had used Anastacia to dethrone, showed herself. “The whelps you’ve chosen are woefully unprepared for what’s coming, because you failed to prepare them for it. Sure, there are a couple of promising necromancers among them, but they’ll fall with the rest of their lame team. There is no place for anything but red in this country.” She mocked the empress as well.

Though she still held some strange affection to her late husband, no matter what he had turned out to be as there had been some good times in their lives together, and often chose to listen to him just a while longer than she should have, she held nothing but contempt for Amaranth.

“It is.” Coquelicot admitted to Perfidy, gritting her teeth and slightly bending the fork in her grasp.

“LEAVE HER ALONE, GHOSTS!” The small being screamed into the darkness, at figures they couldn’t see, but ones that somehow still obeyed the command and vanished on the spot. Huffing and puffing from anger, Perfidy cut a second piece of cake and placed it next to the first one that had barely been touched. “You need to tell me when it happens, otherwise I can’t protect you.”

“I apologize, I will do better in the future.” The necromancer sighed in relief and pulled the fork out of the table to begin eating properly.

“You better, or I’ll make you something bad next, like a carrot cake.” The small being grumbled.

Carrots being too delicate for the accursed soil of Mournvalley, Coquelicot had no idea what a carrot cake was, but could make a reasonably accurate guess based on the name – which sounded somewhat nice actually. “Oh no, that’d be awful.” She smirked.

Seeing the necromancer actually eat something seemed important to Perfidy, and they always kept careful watch on her, protesting if her meals appeared too light sometimes even going so far and trying to shove or punch her if Coquelicot even attempted to decline the minimum of three meals of the day. It was certainly a brave thing to do, as most things that had laid a hand on her, tended to lose said hand very quickly, but she understood the good intentions behind it.

“I’ve been wondering.” Perfidy suddenly spoke up as they were finishing up their meal. “Why are you here alone? I was told you were like a queen or something, and in books those always do stuff like order people around, hold big parties and… sometimes do some pretty nasty stuff. I haven’t seen a single maid or anything like that.”

Coquelicot emptied her cup of tea in a single gulp. “I am an empress, to be specific, more or less the same thing, but it means that this nation is an empire – even if it is quite small, and not a kingdom. Though it has been that as well. I have never been the type to socialize and nobles drive me positively insane. I’m not actually much of a leader to begin with, I can plot and scheme, but I am not someone who inspires anyone or makes great speeches.”

“Oh.” Perfidy frowned under the cloths. “You have to be good at something though. My books said that everyone is good at something and you’ll never know what that something might help with.”

Coquelicot smiled with a slightly terrifying grin. “Why of course! There is something I’m quite proficient at. You see, as some people amass power, they somehow get illusions of being untouchable, that their power can’t be rivaled. I am very good at reminding people like that about the fact that no one is beyond nightmares.”

“You’re good at… being a nightmare?” The tiny being puzzled. “That’s silly.”

“Isn’t it? But I think it’s the best I can do for my people right now. I can’t lead them; I can’t mingle with the high and mighty lords and ladies of this world… But I can be the nightmare to those who think themselves as nightmares. And since you’re by my side, I am not a threat they can simply ignore.” Coquelicot chortled and pressed Perfidy’s nose with her finger, causing them to laugh.

Suddenly Perfidy’s laugh died down as they gazed upwards, as if looking through the stone ceiling and the floors above it.

“Is someone at the door?” Coquelicot asked, pouring more tea for herself and drinking it all straight away.

Perfidy nodded.

The Empress of Mournvalley stood up from her throne and started walking down the blood-soaked carpet to the middle of the room. “Bring them here, as usual.” She sighed and did the bare minimum to fix her outfit so that it wouldn’t get in the way, tying the belt of her robes, that had once been white but now had a disgustingly violet spray pattern across nearly every bit of it.

Perfidy hid behind the throne but peeked out as much as they dared.

Suddenly, out of thin air appeared a man, a knight of some sort. He wore the fairly typical quicksilvery armor of the sect, complete with the medallion dangling from his neck and a cape donning the flag of some distant nation Coquelicot recognized but couldn’t be bothered to recall the name of. His features under the helmet matching his armor were rather ghoulish. Sunken eyes, pasty grey skin and curiously sharp teeth. In his left hand, he held a rather crude but menacing blade, and in his right, magical sparks jumped between his fingers.

“I, The Witch-Knight Caphion, Wielder of The First Blade, have come for you, Empress. The sect demands your cooperation… or your death – and personally, I’d much prefer the latt-“ He started off with a grand introduction that trailed off as he saw the mounds of corpses around him and the severed heads staring directly at him with their blank gazes. Though disturbed by the sight, he appeared to have some mettle to him at least, as he still pointed his weapon at the shadowy figure in front of him. At first, his hand remained firm, but the twisted grin below the joyless, dark eyes of his opponent caused the faintest shake in it.

Coquelicot took a step towards him.

“Stand down! We’ll talk!” The sect’s thrall yelped.

A second step, now within the sword’s striking distance. She let out an amused chuckle.

Understanding that there was going to be no talking, the witch-knight swung his mighty blade just as Coquelicot lunged at him. Before the sword even got into its full speed, its movement halted as it crashed into two of Coquelicot’s right hands, the third grasping it by the guard. In a fraction of a second, the supposed First Blade shattered in the necromancer’s grasp. Caphion, however, had no time to mourn it as he glanced down and saw the necromancer holding one of his lungs and some other shriveled piece of meat that Coquelicot had pulled through the armor the sect had hailed as unbreakable. Though what little life was left in him began to leave his eyes, the magical sparks in his right hand intensified, that is, until Coquelicot used her final free hand to tear the entire arm off of her opponent, halting the cast there. Collapsing onto his knees and falling back from there, the witch-knight was probably no more, but the necromancer saw it fitting to cave in his head with all too many bashes from the pommel of his apparently legendary sword – all the while laughing quietly.

Finally, having gotten her fill, The Empress of Mournvalley stood back up and shook the viscera off her arms. She took a deep breath of what must have been the vilest stench ever created, but one she had gotten used to, and turned back to the throne.

“Remember, dear Perfidy, appreciate the nightmares you see in your dreams. So you don’t one day think yourself above the real ones.” She said calmly, as if making an attempt at parental advice and failing miserably.

“I’ll try!” The small being promised and came out of their cover. “Do you need a napkin?”

Coquelicot looked down at the fresh coating of violet blood on her outfit and the liquefied flesh dripping off her arms. “A few, if you would.”

            

    
        Chapter 285 - A brief glimpse of normalcy

    
    
    
    
                The moment Anastacia had waited the most for after her return from not existing, and perhaps also dreaded the most, had arrived. She was sitting at a table in the mostly empty tavern, with a fresh cup of coffee in front of her, and directly opposite from the most beautiful pair of glowing green eyes she had ever seen. Eyes she only dared to occasionally glance at, and eyes which seemed to have the exact same problem, both immediately darting back to inspecting the stained and worn grain of the wooden table between them whenever their gazes met. Even the brief simultaneous peek at one another was enough to turn the necromancer bright red and cause the spriggan to sprout a few more leaves atop her head. This had been going on for a better part of an hour now, and not a single word besides a faint greeting had been uttered.

Gilbert, who had mistakenly sat down in the same table about ten minutes later slowly grew more and more exasperated with the two, though did not show it in anything beside the deeper and deeper sighs he let out along with the smoke from his pipe. He knew that the two were hardly even aware of his presence, but still felt it would be awkward to get up, and even felt slightly like it was up to him to keep an eye on them while Rosie was otherwise occupied. It wasn’t that he actually cared that much, figuring that Anastacia wasn’t the defenseless whelp he had brought into the city anymore, and having a slightly better opinion of the spriggan than the innkeeper had – but he also knew that if something were to happen, he would be blamed for it.

Finally, as the hour was nearly up, he couldn’t keep his frustration in check anymore. “Are you two really doing this coy nonsense now? After all this time?” He asked and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Even you, Xamiliere?”

“I have a purpose now, it’s different, shut up.” The spriggan whispered. “I need to do better.”

“You’ve needed to do better for years now, so that’s something we agree on.” Gilbert muttered.

“Don’t act like you were any better than me more than a couple of years ago, you just got old.” Xamiliere hissed and nodded towards Yulia who was ever busy running the tavern. “Not that it slowed you down too much.”

The old adventurer sighed and glanced at the necromancer to make sure she wasn’t paying attention before leaning closer to whisper to Xamiliere. “Be honest now, Xamiliere, did something happen? Before this newest debacle I mean, while you two were away.”

“A lot happened.” The spriggan smirked but quickly turned serious as the green energy swirling in her eyes grew brighter and more intense before focusing into two almost white points of light in the darkness inside her head. “Xamiliere that was faced judgement of The Mother Grove, her frail husk shattered by the mere attention of the great spirit. She was deemed unfit for her purpose, even by herself – especially by herself – but the tenacious spirit held on to the life it had led here, with these people, with Dammar and Maximillian… with Anastacia. For what felt like eons even to an ancient being such as her, fires hot enough to turn memories into glass, freezing winds cold enough to turn the deepest parts of the mind into ice, both she endured as the great spirit sought anything worth saving in this failed child. However, below it all, the great spirit saw something worth keeping, worthy of a new purpose. It took the tortured remains of its failed child and nurtured it to life once more – the Xamiliere that is… made anew. No more conflict within, only a sense of belonging – ease even, and of course, now knowing the purpose so integral to my kind.”

Gilbert frowned and tried to make sense of what he had just heard. “Made anew? You’re still the same Xamiliere, right? And not some sort of a copy or imitation.”

“Yes, no, debatable, uncertain, impossible to tell even for me. In fact, I’m the last person to ask that from. I certainly feel like I’m me, but would you be able to tell you’ve had fake memories instilled in your head? I know that’s not an answer that’s exactly great to hear, but it’s the best one I can give and stay honest.” Xamiliere admitted freely and glanced down at her own hands as if to me absolutely sure they still obeyed her.

“And this new ‘purpose’ of yours? I know you ridiculed the idea before.” Gilbert asked. He wasn’t actually that concerned about the spriggan not being Xamiliere, as he thought he knew her well enough to quickly notice if something was off, and so far, the biggest oddity was that she was actually behaving herself for once.

“That’s between me and the great spirit.” The spriggan smirked again and placed a finger on her lips as if to keep the secret in.

Gilbert took a moment too commit things to memory and take one more good look at his friend, who by all metrics he could come up with seemed to be herself. “Hmm, now answer the question I actually asked. Did something happen?” He asked again and gestured towards the daydreaming necromancer with his pipe.

“No… well, I did get a smooch on the forehead… but I also understood some things I failed to consider before.” Xamiliere said and gave a loving gaze across the table. “She needs to find her place in this world, understand herself and what she wants first. She’s getting there, but now is not the time for me or any of the others. Until this whole sect nonsense has been dealt with and she has had a solid moment to be herself, and not what everyone else needs her to be for once, you can tell Rosie that I will try to be better… for what it’s worth.”

The adventurer leaned back in his seat and gave up on his interrogation. “You’re awfully old for this kind of character growth.” He muttered.

“You’ve lived much more of your life than I have of mine.” The spriggan grinned. “Have we missed anything important while we were out? Promising new adventurers, dumb decisions from the guild, that sort of thing?”

Gilbert’s face darkened when reminded of the investigation he had slowly pursued while everything else had been going on. “A lot of people are way past late returning from quests. I’m talking seasoned folks like us. It can’t be the weather since they’re not even remotely in the same area, and most of their quests are nothing they should really struggle with.” He took out a list of names from his pocket and passed it across the table.

“Well, that sounds dire, is the guild on the case or just you?” The spriggan frowned and took a look at the names. A few had been crossed over, presumable after their belated return, but the list still had the names of dozens of people who were known to get things done. She was just as familiar with the more experienced adventurers as Gilbert, and many of the names listed were those she considered friends.

“They’re aware, I’ve gotten the permission to go check up on one of them, with a guild liaison of course. This whole business with the sect appearing on their doorstep has got them properly rustled and the funding for recovery exploded overnight – bunch of parties are taking off in a day or two and they’re all being briefed on the sect. I’d like to leave right now as well, but I’m not dumb enough to go out there without Anna at the very least, and she needs a day off from everything, more than a day… I’d take Emilia as well but I have no idea if she’s in any shape to go.” Gilbert lamented.

Xamiliere slid the list back over. “Just tell me which one. I’ll go check on them, I can leave tonight, without the whole bureaucracy stuff slowing me down.”

Gilbert’s eyes lit up as much as his gruffness allowed. “Are you sure? Shouldn’t you rest a bit too?”

“They’re my people too, and I’m in the shape of my life, stronger than ever. I’m not an idiot either, so if it turns out to be something I can’t handle, I’ll scurry back in a hurry.” The spriggan boasted, allowing the energy in her flare out, causing a noticeable floral scent in the whole tavern. “Do you think it actually is the sect though?”

The old adventurer scratched his beard and considered the options one more time before voicing out his theory to anyone for the first time. “If I was with the sect and Valor stood in my way, it’s what I’d do. Attacking the city itself is foolish, no matter who you are, but picking out adventurers in small groups while they’re out there is at least possible. None of the folks that have actually gotten back have said anything about the sect, but we don’t exactly know what they’re capable of. I’m led to believe that they have ample numbers and methods to stir trouble, maybe even in a way that doesn’t directly point to them. Mournvalley is no doubt making sure other nations are aware and prepared as well, so they’d be wise to make sure Valor can’t be called for help in case they decide to actually invade somewhere.

“Though I’m sure there are armies and covens and such able to push back any incursion they launch, they have to focus on Valor and Mournvalley first. Valor has Anna, who is nothing short of a catastrophe for them now, but the sect is not stupid enough to not realize that Eminence died before she was crowned, and the most obvious conclusion is that Mournvalley still possesses the ability to kill the sect members, even if their remaining red one is out there somewhere. Out of those two targets, Mournvalley is without a doubt the softer one, so my money is on the hammer falling there first, while Valor is slowly being bled out with these quests that turn out to be much more difficult than they let on.”

“You’ve thought about this a lot.” The spriggan pointed out, certainly not disagreeing with the logic.

“I’m an aging man surrounded by people far more capable than myself, I have to do something to feel useful.” Gilbert shrugged.

“I wouldn’t worry about your usefulness too much quite yet.” Xamiliere chucked and nodded towards Anastacia. “Sure, she can explode a person with her mind, but leave her unsupervised on a long journey and she’s lying face down in a bush by nightfall because she doesn’t even know how to differentiate between wild onions and fae onions. Your knees will give out before you’ve had the time to teach her all she needs to know. Besides, Yulia seems to find you plenty capable enough.”

Their conversation was interrupted by the inn’s door slamming shut and the rest of the patrons suddenly falling silent. The reason for their silence was apparent, as by the door stood a person clad in the guild’s purple, but not in armor the guards usually wore, nor with a crystalline horn on his head. His spotless uniform, neatly braided black hair, clean shaved face and just general refined aura immediately set him apart from the usual clientele of Rosie’s inn.

Both Gilbert and Xamiliere were immediately on the same page on what the appearance of this guild affiliated person meant: their conversation had come to an end. If the spriggan was going to track one of the missing adventurers without the guild’s orders, it was better they were left completely unaware of it.

Gilbert lifted up his drink to cover his mouth, pretending to take a sip. “Allyria and her party, southern Id Kazan, ash maidens.” He gave a name on the list, one he knew Xamiliere knew, the location they were supposed to go to and the threat they were there to sort out. Strangely enough, he didn’t bother to whisper at all, speaking into his mug loud enough that anyone interested in the matter would have no doubt picked it up in the silence.

“Consider it done.” The spriggan spoke without her wooden lips moving at all and stood up from the table to get the few things she would need from her room before leaving.

The spriggan’s departure finally snapped Anastacia out of her blissful trance and she attempted to follow her but was gestured to sit back down by Gilbert. “Where is she going?”

Again, lifting up his drink to take a sip and cover his mouth, he spoke. “I’ll explain later. We’re about to have company, for now mind what you say.”

Just as he said that, the man who had entered the inn noticed the old adventurer in the corner table and the two locked eyes across the room. Gilbert wasn’t a fan of the feeling of being observed and scrutinized the acute gaze from the man’s deep brown eyes gave him. As if each movement he made was carefully taken note of and prescribed a meaning. The adventurer put down his mug and made a quick gesture with his hand, which garnered what seemed to be a genuinely impressed raise of a brow and a hand gesture back at him.

The man took off his leather gloves, gracefully made his way to the table and took the seat Xamiliere had just left and moved it opposite to Gilbert instead. He wasted no time and began making more gestures with his hands instead of greeting the adventurers.

Gilbert hit the palm of his hand with the side of his other hand, causing the man to stop mid-gesture and stare at him frustratedly. “I apologize, but would it be alright if I spoke and you wrote instead? My friend here doesn’t understand you and even I am a bit rusty in all honesty.” He asked, speaking unusually slowly and clearly.

The man turned to Anastacia, who was just confused by the entire exchange, and clearly stopped himself from rolling his eyes before nodding to Gilbert and taking out a coarse tablet of black stone, a piece of chalk and a leather rag from a bag hanging from his shoulder. He spent a while writing something on the tablet before turning it towards Anastacia, expecting her to read it.

“Greetings, adventurer. I am Solaria Azil-Idim, the guild archmagus of temporal and spatial magic. When speaking to me, please make sure that I can see you and that you speak with clear pronunciation. Thank you.” Anastacia read the message out loud and glanced at Gilbert, hoping for some kind of an explanation.

“Just do as he says, you’ll figure it out.” He sighed.

The necromancer nodded to both of them.

Already done writing his next message and directing it towards Gilbert, Solaria moved on with the conversation. “Have you decided on a schedule yet? I have no intention to waste much more time.”

“I was hoping we could wait a couple more days at least. I was going to ask Anastacia here to come with us, but she has had an eventful few days now and needs some rest.” Gilbert spoke clearly, as asked, and gestured towards the necromancer.

This obviously annoyed by the delay, the mage glared at the adventurers and grimaced while wiping away his message to start on a new one. Every few words, he paused for a moment to glare at the adventurers some more and do what seemed like some very complicated mental calculations. Finally finishing his message, he flipped the tablet towards Gilbert. “I am aware of the value she brings, and we have every reason to suspect it’s needed… but can she not rest on the road? We will travel by guild carriage after all.”

Anastacia leaned to the side to see the message as well. “Where are we going, and why? It’s starting to sound like I’ve missed something while I was gone.”

“You could say that.” Gilbert said, his mood falling through the floor again. “In the past weeks, a lot of adventurers have failed to return from quests, a lot more than usual. I’m talking about experienced folks on quests they’re more than capable of taking on, and who are more than smart enough to know when to bail. The guild is organizing some search parties, they’re worried it’s the sect – as am I. I’ve volunteered to make one of these search parties, with Solaria here as our guild liaison, and I was hoping you’d come along – Emilia too, but I reckon she has other worries right now.”

Without a moment’s hesitation, Anastacia stood up. “Alright! Let’s head out then.” She declared and slammed her hands on the table.

Gilbert couldn’t help but to chortle amusedly, thinking that’s exactly the reaction he would have had years ago. “Are you sure about that? You really should take a moment to collect yourself after… not existing.” He tried to reason with the girl, but knew it was entirely pointless and didn’t waste that much effort trying.

“I’ll just sleep in the carriage like he said. I’m pretty sure I’ve become a magnet for nonsense and it doesn’t actually matter where I am, it just crops up anyway. So not much resting is going to happen anyway.” The necromancer shrugged. “Besides, I might not be on the best of terms with the guild, but if the sect even thinks about going after this place or adventurers in general, it’s time to put my fancy new title to work.” She boasted before remembering something important and meekly sitting back down. “I do actually want to talk to a few people first though… But tomorrow we’ll leave at first light!”

The haste seemed to have been of great importance to the guild mage, as he appeared ecstatic over the declaration – at least as much someone affiliated with the guild could. His grim look changed to a hopeful and perhaps even gentle smile as he placed his hand on Anastacia’s. Though he mouthed the words “Thank you,” no sound left his lips.

“Think King and Leggy will be up for it?” Gilbert inquired.

“I doubt I could stop them if I wanted to.” Nodded the necromancer.

Gilbert did some quick planning in his head before nodding as well. “The five of us should do. With the two of you, we’ll have ample ways to attack whatever we’ll find, while the simulacra and I handle the front line.”

“I’ll check up on Emilia too, but you’re probably right about her…” Anastacia added.

Solaria quickly scribbled one more message on his tablet as he stood up to leave. “Then it is settled! We leave tomorrow at dawn. Someone will be fetching you from here. I’ll handle supplies, so you only need to pack what gear you might need. Expect the trip to take up to two weeks.” After making sure both adventurers had read it, he wiped the slate clean, placed it into his satchel and bowed quickly before rushing off to presumably prepare for the trip.

Waiting until the guild mage had disappeared into the frigid winter weather outside, Gilbert spoke up again. “Xamiliere left to check out one of the other parties, by the way – not a word to Solaria about that though, it’s better the guild doesn’t know.”

“On her own?” Anastacia worried, disappointed that she didn’t have a chance to talk with the spriggan – not that she would have managed to say much anyway. “Will she be alright?”

Gilbert almost laughed. “More than fine. She’ll get it done faster and with less hassle than with anyone else slowing her down.”

“I guess…” The necromancer pouted.

They took a while to properly bring each other up to speed with everything the other one might have missed. Anastacia revealed some of the happenings during her stay in the mother grove and her talks with Tekhelet, while Gilbert explained case of the missing adventurers in more depth, as well as what exactly it was it that they were heading out to do. They also made some rudimentary plans for the morning and went over what gear they were each going to bring along.

Their conversation halted instantly when a third person quietly took a seat in the chair first occupied by Xamiliere and then by the mage. The curly dark red hair tied back with a strand of black lace, the freckles on the slightly tanned cheeks, the light brown eyes with considerable bags under them from lack of sleep – they were all recognizable features but felt completely off without one more defining aspect. Wearing a plain green shirt far too big for her, likely because it belonged to Rosie, and some wrinkled pants excavated from deep within a pile of unused clothes in some dusty wardrobe, Emilia sat down beside her friends and took a sip of the tea she had brought with her. Still unmistakably the same person, but almost completely unrecognizable without the pure white uniform and the armor that came with it. Her unusual appearance made the other two adventurers fall quiet. Anastacia even had to make sure that she was still untouchable by necromancy to be sure that this was indeed Emilia. It must have been months since either of them had seen her without the uniform, and only a handful of times ever. The imposing aura of divinity she usually radiated was entirely gone, and her mundaneness itself appeared abnormal to them.

“Out with it.” Emilia sternly demanded as the staring started to tire her.

“Well… um… is everything alright?” Anastacia asked warily.

“Manageable.” Emilia shrugged. “Not good, but I’ll be fine for a while. Taking the armor off was an ordeal, but it’s done now… what’s not over is the voice in my head. She just keeps on singing no matter what I say...”

Anastacia and Gilbert nervously glanced at each other.

“Reckon going out there would help to distract you from it? We’re working on something, should be leaving tomorrow.” The old adventurer suggested.

Emilia shook her head and sighed. “Maybe, but I think I would be too distracted to rely on. It’s better if I sit out this one and figure out something else that works.”

“Are you sure? You could just come along and stay back.” Anastacia suggested in turn.

Though she seemed to put some thought into it, ultimately Emilia shook her head again and smiled. “No… I’ll stay here and maybe help around the inn. I’ve lived with this for years now, I’ll manage.”

“If you say so.” The necromancer yielded. “Say something if you need help though, we’ll come up with something.”

Smiling through the visible exhaustion, Emilia put her hand on the necromancer’s head and ruffled her hair. “Just go out there and do what you need to be doing. Like I said, I’ll manage – somehow.”

Just as she said that Rosie emerged from the kitchen with a fresh pot of coffee and an equally exhausted frown. Despite not being the one with unwanted voices in her head, she seemed to be even worse off than Emilia. Though she had never been the one to put more than the bare minimum amount of work into her looks to appear somewhat neat and tidy around the inn, the braids hanging off her mane were loosened and even unraveling in places, there was a grayness to the usual bright orange hue of her fur, and her usually keen and terrifying gaze was now dull and tired. She filled the necromancer’s cup without even asking and left the pot beside her before sitting down by Emilia.

“You really should help Yulia already. This is your inn.” Emilia commented and pointed at the lamb, frantically dashing around to get everything done by herself.

“I’ll get around to it.” The innkeeper groaned and slumped down onto the table.

“Is everything alright?” Anastacia asked while shoveling sugar into her fresh cup of coffee. “You seem tired.”

“I WORRY!” The innkeeper roared. “First, I’m told that Em is now somehow immune to necromancy or whatever, then you just disappear with that twig of all people, then I’m told that you just fucking ceased existing for a while, and now the trollop of a god in Em’s head isn’t taking the hint and my nighttime waitress is apparently some kind of puppet of another shitty god or something! Is it really that much of a wonder that I haven’t exactly slept well as of late?” She slowly lifted her head to look at Gilbert. “At least you’re boring and smart enough to stay out of trouble, I wouldn’t be able to handle Yulia stressing over you as well.”

“Well… Actually. Anna and I were just talking about heading out and doing a recovery quest for the guild.” Gilbert admitted.

A fire ignited in the innkeeper’s eyes as her claws dug into the wooden table. “A what now?” She hissed with absolute fury.

            

    
        Chapter 286 - Loose ends

    
    
    
    
                With Xamiliere already out of the city and Emilia in a seemingly passable shape, the list of people Anastacia wanted to have a word with had been shortened to just two names: Holly and the one of Amora. She also wondered if she should have a word about the crown with Armaata and the blacksmith, but it didn’t take much internal debating to decide that it could wait until she came back from the quest she was leaving for soon enough. Even if it seemed like the relations between her and the beast of legend secretly lurking in the city were amicable for the most part, every thought of the muse still rang each and every warning bell in her head thanks to some primal instinct all mortals shared. Of the two people on the list, Holly happened to be the easier one to find, as she had been resting in the inn for the day, and found her way into the kitchen on her own before the necromancer even had the chance to check on her.

Anastacia waited as patiently as she could as the owl constructed a sandwich for herself, taking great care to place every single topping in exactly the right place and retrying when needed. Eventually, after numerous attempts, the chicken sandwich was completed and Holly sat down besides the necromancer to proudly display her creation before taking a small bite that was more of a peck than an actual chomp.

“Feeling alright?” Anastacia inquired to start the conversation.

“No. Very tired, and sore all over.” Holly responded frankly without removing her unnerving gaze from her meal for an instant.

Though she didn’t exactly blame herself for what had happened, Anastacia still felt bad that someone as innocent as Holly had to suffer for her sake, even if it was just aches and pains. “Ah… That’s my fault, isn’t it? Sorry.”

“Mmm…” The owl responded, not blaming her by the sound of it but it was difficult to be certain. “Told you many times to not go in danger.”

“Oh, trust me, I’d love to stop! It’s just that the universe has other ideas.” Anastacia sighed. “I want nothing more than to stick to just normal dangerous stuff, like maybe go fight some vampires… or trolls, vampire trolls… no idea if that’s a thing but I could really go for one of those instead of being stuck dealing with this sect nonsense. I hate that I need to be the one dealing with them, I hate that it’s dragging everyone I know into it, I hate that it’s dragging me back to Mournvalley’s business, I hate I need to be constantly wary of them…”

“None of it was meant to be.” Holly commented with a darker shade in her tone, but kept eating the sandwich.

The words caught Anastacia by surprise. She was now aware of Lady Saga, but still the tone felt extremely off coming from the ditzy owl. “Excuse me?”

“The veil was not meant to be seen behind, not by gods, not by immortals and certainly not by mortals. The blindness to what writhes there was written as the last and perhaps the only act of mercy to us all, to allow us to not worry of what’s to come – be it eternity or extinction. The fates meant as written laws to follow without a failure, now mere approximations at best. There is no throne high enough to punish the fateless for their crimes, so now only those that still follow theirs as best they can are punished for the smallest mistakes… mistakes only made because of the callous and uncaring actions of those who dared to peer into the nothingness.

“This quill writes naught but drivel, joy turns to hate, an insatiable hunger looms in the heavens, one by one ancient things which slept for a reason awaken, the night sky fulfills its promise, the regime changes above and below, the library burns, pieces arrange themselves across the board, whispers of warnings and promises in courts across the world, silent battles waged daily and their outcomes too varied to record… all of it by no design.

“And the recourse? The arming of our little champions and sending them to battle! Some watchmen we are, eons asleep in our duty and expecting our charge to solve our messes for us. There is little need to look further than the mortal faith in us when seeking definition for wasted effort. Much time and good stone could have been saved by simply pissing in the wind instead of building our temples and shrines.” The spite so very unfitting for Holly trickled from each word. Though the voice was unmistakably hers, it felt different in ways Anastacia had trouble pointing a finger at. She could see the lines being spoken by the owl, but all of them resonated in her head as if they were advice given to her in the past that she only just recalled.

Though the situation had her almost speechless, the necromancer still managed to utter a single word. “What...”

 Holly furiously pecked at the sandwich a couple of times before continuing. “The moment my quill lifts from the page with another unscheduled change transcribed, two more lift their heads from the following page. With all but two of my countless hands tied behind my back, it falls upon my scribes to keep some sense of the records – bless their vain efforts. But to its natural end I vowed to hold together this little life, otherwise unfairly cut short. No manner of cataclysms lessen my resolve though on that.” As she spoke, Anastacia could have sworn she saw strings of words appear on all surfaces around her, but as soon as she tried to read or so much as look directly at them, they vanished. “But it wasn’t my intention to rant, little one, I approached you with a purpose. The records of the current state of the world are… lacking, and to mend this I offer you the same bargain my scribes do. An answer for an answer, a fact for a fact – within reason, of course.”

Anastacia was familiar with the bargain, having met Noir and Vinca before. She didn’t really have any obvious questions on her mind, but there was a matter that had bothered her ever since she had spoken with Tekhelet. “Is it true what Tekhelet said? Am I only free because of the sect’s plots? Do I really owe all of this to them? Was I not meant to be free originally?”

The question visibly irked the owl, or the deity in control of her. “The premise of your question is flawed. It is true that you would not be here were it not for their meddling, but it also true that you would not exist were it not for them as well. Without the threat they present, there is no reason to release the ancient souls of Alabaster and Ivory, and without them, there is no Anastacia. Yet, you owe absolutely nothing to them for it! Not only is it ludicrous to even attempt to credit all causes for their effects, but of your existence you owe no one anything! Not the meddlers forcing the hand of divines, not the sorry pair of mortals who brought you into this world, not the necromancers of Mournvalley, not the sect for plotting your freedom. Be grateful for what transpired, but do not mistake it for a debt…

“As for what you were meant to be – of the countless theoreticals, two emerged as the most likely outcomes before your unscheduled escape from Mournvalley. In neither case would Mournvalley succeed in keeping you its prisoner.” Holly paused to take yet another bite before lifting up two fingers. “In what was to be two years from now, every life in the country of Mournvalley would be snuffed out overnight – no exceptions, no witnesses. Soon after, stories of a pale shade aimlessly wandering the world would emerge, solidified as more than just rumors once the first city happened to be on the shade’s path and faced the same fate as Mournvalley, no survivors, no witnesses. Any and all attempts to stop or redirect the nameless shade were hopeless, and for years it walked the lands leaving behind nothing but death and silence. The story comes to an end as the shade’s path is blocked by an ancient fortress of the Aureun. Those tracking the shade only found the fortress to be broken into, but dared not to enter – the rumors had it that the shade now continued its aimless journey along the uncharted paths deep below, but was never seen again.

“The other record tells of a time five years from now, where Mournvalley once again burns – but along with it, so does everything else. Not as works of an arbitrary wanderer… No… A brutal and merciless campaign of a self-appointed empress. Her allies are few and only made up of those who can match her madness, but together they raze all there is to the ground. She does not desire new lands to rule or people to obey her, all she seeks is death. The gods, now rotten and lazy, first turn on each other as their source of power rapidly fades, and what was left is not enough to match The Court of Madness. Finally, with only the scribes without death witnessing a lifeless world. They follow roads paved with ash and find themselves before The Empress herself, now the sole survivor of the world that could have been. As it is their duty, the scribes inquire for reasons and purposes, but receive none, and it is then that The Empress grasps one of the books from the scribes. Lacking a quill, she injures herself and smiles as she writes an ending to the story with her own blood – and then there was nothing.” The owl recited stories she knew well.

It wasn’t exactly pleasing to hear that her most likely outcomes had both involved mass murder on a scale not seen since Alabaster’s works. “So… this is as good as it gets for me?” Anastacia groaned and gestured around herself, it wasn’t that she was unhappy with her situation, but she wasn’t as carefree as she would have liked to be.

“Be content with what you have but strive for what you want is all I will say about that.” Holly shrugged at the behest of the deity. “Now then, your answer to me? You may choose, I am far from picky.”

Anastacia figured that her somewhat controversial favorite color or the nicknames she had given to all pieces of kit in her traveling pack weren’t what the god was looking for in the exchange. It would no doubt need to be an answer of substance and relevance to the current situation to have any value to the deity. Holly’s usually anxiety inducing stare became exponentially worse when there was a higher being with unknown motives and designs lurking in the darkness of the owl’s oversized pupils – but it did achieve results and an answer slipped out of the necromancer’s mouth even before she had decided on it. “I know that the sect is right.”

The owl smirked knowingly but didn’t – or couldn’t hide the hints of surprise on her face. “Oh?”

“I mean about the world slowly dying, not the rest of it. I’ve seen a glimpse of what used to be, what’s left is… I don’t know… faded, I guess? I get that it needs to be fixed but killing everyone isn’t the way, there needs to be a better solution – and if there isn’t, I don’t know if it’s worth fixing…” The necromancer explained her answer as well as she could.

“It was not a decision meant for either of our kind. As I said, the veil was not to be peered behind.” The deity finished the sandwich and disappointedly stared at her empty hands for a while. “My opinion, no more or less valid than yours, is that this world was made to be experienced. If there are none left to experience it, even as the light flickers, it may as well not exist.”

“That’s one way to put it, I guess.” Anastacia hesitantly agreed.

Whether it was because she had gotten what she wanted, or because the sandwich was now gone, the deity hid herself once more without so much as a farewell. The more nuanced expression disappeared from Holly’s face as the ancient wisdom faded from behind her stare, and what was left was the usual blank gaze the owl was known for. She looked around for a while, presumably to get her bearings after being shoved aside for so long, and seemed extremely displeased that her sandwich was gone – so much so that she began preparing another one before even saying anything.

“Everything alright?” Anastacia asked when Holly sat back down and rubbed the sides of her head in what seemed like an attempt to try and mend a headache.

“No?” The owl responded in a tone that, combined with the blank stare into her soul, made the necromancer feel like an idiot for even asking. “A lot of big troubles. Did you forget?”

Anastacia sighed. “Right… Look, I just want to say thanks and if there’s ever anything you need me to do, just say the word and I’ll handle it.”

Holly carefully scanned the room just in case someone was listening before leaning uncomfortably close to Anastacia’s ear. “I wish to look at the stars.” She whispered and quickly backed away as if it was something incredibly inappropriate.

Though simple as far as wishes go, fulfilling it would no doubt be the exact opposite. For as long as Anastacia had known her, Holly had avoided the night at all cost. Her nights were spent at the inn, safely tucked away behind the counter far away from windows and always with other people – and the small storage room she lived in was perpetually lit by enough crystal lanterns to blind a person. However, this wasn’t just an aspect of her weirdness, but something she did for a good reason. Being regrettably tangled in the mess that were the deities, Ciel – The God of the Night Sky, seemed to be attempting to catch her and had nearly succeeded at it at least once before, only managing to pull Anastacia into his nightly realm instead. In that dark place, the necromancer had met Ciel’s devotee for the second time – a woman eerily similar in looks to the owl, and had been tasked to make sure Holly remains out of the deity’s grasp.

The most obvious solution was to look at the stars through a window or a skylight, but that felt far too easy, and Ciel would no doubt get past a pane of glass with very little issues. A series of mirrors was the next thing to come to Anastacia’s mind, but trying to beat a major deity with technicalities like that seemed like asking for trouble. She decided that she needed to consult people more knowledgeable on the subject first and possibly cash in some favors to execute whatever plan she ended up going with, so it wasn’t something that would happen before she would leave for the quest with Gilbert and Solaria, but she was determined to repay the trouble she had caused for owl – not to mention that she herself enjoyed watching the sky at night, so she well understood the desire to do so.

Anastacia grabbed Holly’s hand, interrupting the meal she had resumed while the necromancer pondered her options. “I promise I will see to it that you can see the entire night sky as soon as I come back from a quest I need to leave for tomorrow.”

“Okay.” Holly stared at her blankly and shook her hand for some reason. “I want to eat now.”

“I guess I’ll leave you to it then.” Anastacia nodded awkwardly and got up. She didn’t know if she should have exchanged some kind of farewells, but Holly didn’t seem to have any intention of doing so, so she simply slipped out of the kitchen while the owl focused on her Sandwich.

And so, her list of people to check up on was down to one. The One of Amora likely resided somewhere in the guild offices, which meant getting to them was going to happen through the officials and would be an unavoidable headache, but she wasn’t going to let that stop her. Quickly fetching some warmer clothes for the walk to the offices, Anastacia left the inn and started to traverse the streets of slippery bricks with hurried steps. There was only so much daylight left and she still needed to pack everything for the quest, so there was no time to be wasted. She would have loved to stop and inspect whatever new equipment and clothing was being displayed by the shops along the main street but managed to not divert her gaze towards them through sheer determination.

Though in lesser numbers than usually, some adventurers were still present at the offices despite the weather. As all travel slowed down during the winter, the number of available quests was less than half of what it would be on even the slowest day in the summer. Many nations had some manner of a system where messengers under the service of the governing body gathered quests and other messages from any moderately sized settlement at least once or twice over the winter and delivered them all to Valor or other guild outpost at once. It wasn’t much but still more than enough to keep any willing adventurer busy around the year, though most chose to live off their savings and not deal with the ice and snow.

Randomly picking a guild official to bother about her request, she crept up to a vacant counter to inquire about the whereabouts of the simulacrum. Naturally, she was politely denied three times and less politely denied a couple more times before the official finally caved to a mixture of threats, attempted bribery and pointing out that she was about to leave on guild business soon. Just to get out of the situation, the poor official sent a summon for the simulacrum, who apparently was somewhere deep below the offices and needed a moment to surface. A pair of guards whom Anastacia happened to be familiar with guided her to a room where she could have a bit more privacy – and more importantly, wouldn’t be able to bother any more officials. It wasn’t the first, second or even the fifth time she had been escorted to one of these rooms to sort out some matter the guild didn’t want to air out around other adventurers, so she knew the procedure well enough. Under no circumstances was she to leave the room without a guild escort, which she had of course tried once but found out it caused more trouble to the guards outside than anyone else, so she had given up on it – though she still vowed to one day discover what secrets the guild held so close to their chest that someone generally aware of their origins wouldn’t be allowed even a bit of freedom.

She didn’t get much time for herself before the rhythmic thumping of eight heavy stone feet striking the floor through a carpet approached. Barely fitting through the double doors into the room, the one of Amora rushed inside and caught the necromancer who had immediately sprinted at the simulacrum. Using two of their feet, the simulacrum lifted Anastacia off the ground and let out an unsettling laughter-like noise that visibly shook the guards posted outside the room.

“The correct necromancer!” They celebrated and refused to let Anastacia down. “The one of Amora struggles to vocalize the delight!”

Anastacia reached out towards the intricate array of metal and stone plates, between of which the spider simulacra’s eyes burned brightly. She wouldn’t have otherwise quite been able to reach them with the tips of her fingers, but was brought closer so she could caress the machine’s head to her liking. Outside of their brief meeting earlier, the last time Anastacia had seen the one of Amora, the simulacra had crushed their own head to prevent Eminence gaining control of them – the sight of which still haunted the necromancer at times. Even if they appeared clearly handmade rather than from a uniform cast like the rest of the stone body, a lot of time and care had been put into remaking the bent and crushed pieces. It was hard so say if the slight uniqueness, flaws and intentional changes made the design better, but Anastacia found the work stunningly beautiful and hoped that she could one day be able to make something like it.

“The two left behind are very talented.” The one of Amora commented proudly. “The functions of the visual and control modules were regained fully with only a marginal loss to efficiency. All other damage was fully repaired and the one of Amora remains functional well within set parameters.”

“So you’re feeling fine then?” Anastacia asked and ran her finger along the small gaps between the finer components with a dumb grin on her face.

“Verily! All set objectives have currently been met. Given objectives: the discovery of the Avarice Core, guarding of the third children, establishment of a new base of operations for the Wrath Core – as well as unit specific objective: finding the correct necromancer. Currently operating to meet a list of unapproved minor objectives assigned by the one of Amora.” The simulacrum boasted and stomped its feet merrily.

As soon as she was released, Anastacia began to inspect the one of Amora in more detail while they introduced one another properly, without the pressure of corruption running rampant within the simulacrum. The one of Amora eagerly listened to as the necromancer explained how she had ended up in Valor, some key points of her life since, as well as the current situation with the sect. In return, the simulacrum shared what they could of the reasons for their relocation and intentions for the time being. All the while Anastacia meticulously traced the patterns of light and shapes of the stone and metal parts of the simulacrum’s body, etching them all into her mind in as much detail as she possibly could. However unlikely, she would not allow herself to helplessly watch while the one of Amora suffered for a second time.

“So yeah, that’s who I am now, crown and all.” Anastacia finished her recounting of the previous day.

“The correct necromancer’s worries are deemed unwarranted.” The one of Amora declared. “The one of Amora only possesses faulty memories of the hopeless darkness. Kindness, in touch and voice the one of Amora remembers well – kindness, in touch and voice now. Both instances are identical when overlayed in the memory module. New designation White One: Brume appears purely cosmetic and or redundant, and has no detectable effect on readings regarding subject: The correct necromancer, the necromancer, Anastacia.”

Anastacia stopped for a moment to figure out what was even being said. “That’s a very longwinded way to say you don’t think I’ve changed, but it does help…” She chuckled tiredly and resumed rubbing her cheek on what the one of Amora called the ‘vocal module.’

“The one of Amora does not think there is no change, the one of Amora knows there is no change – the margin of error is vanishingly small.” The simulacrum corrected.

            

    
        Chapter 287 - On the road again

    
    
    
    
                ”That’s… something.” Anastacia uttered, struggling to find the words she needed.

“Mmhm…” Gilbert agreed as the grand coach bearing guild insignia came to a halt in front of them.

Drawn by six massive creatures closely resembling long-haired oxen, but somehow even sturdier and clearly more acclimated to the wintery weather, the guild supplied vehicle was a sight to behold. Anything it’s strictly utilitarian looks cost in terms of style were more than made up by its sheer size. Two warmly-clothed guild guards sat atop a raised bench in front of the coach, controlling the hulking animals tasked with pulling the entire thing and defying the cold with cloaks, scarves, blankets and no doubt some magical means. What seemed to be enough supplies for a brief military campaign were strapped on the coach’s roof, most of which were nothing out of the ordinary in anything but the amount. A dim but warm light shone through the five windows that were just high enough for the necromancer to not see anything besides the ceiling inside.

Gilbert grabbed onto the matted fur of one of the animals and ruffled it with the touch of someone very familiar with these specific beasts. To someone who knew him well, some amount of glee sparked on the gruff adventurer’s face as the animal leaned slightly against him and let out a pleased grunt.

“It has a chimney.” Anastacia stated the obvious in confusion and pointed at the metal pipe poking out of the side of the cabin, from which a healthy column of smoke and vapor rose.

“Aye, there’s a small stove inside. Nothing grand, but enough to keep the insides and our seats warm.” One of the guards explained and traced the path the chimney took with his finger. Apparently, it ran below the bench they were seated on before coming out of the side. “Have you got anything you want us to toss onto the roof? This thing may look big, but it has its limits. Better not make it too cramped inside.”

Though their bags were heavy and stretched to their limits, both of the adventurers had managed to pack everything they needed into a single rucksack for each of them, one carried by Gilbert and the other by King. They also had some smaller bits and pieces on their person, or in Anastacia’s case, mostly on the simulacra, as well as a couple of wrapped parcels full of food forced on them by Rosie and Yulia – despite being told numerous times that Solaria and the guild would handle any rations they would need for the quest. Anastacia did also have some concerns about whether the mage considered coffee essential enough to bring some along, so she had sourced a large bag of freshly roasted beans, which now amounted to a considerable portion of her luggage. Gilbert had forced her to give up on bringing an equal weight of sugar as well, but she figured that some could be bought along the way somewhere.

“Can they ride inside as well?” The necromancer asked and pointed at the two simulacra carrying everything she had brought.

The guards leaned over to take a better look at the ancient machines of stone and metal and estimated their substantial heft. “Aye, reckon that would be fine for as long as the road is in good shape. We might need them to hop off if the going gets rough or we get stuck too often. There will be some changes for the trip back as well, but we can sort that out once we see what’s what. Go ahead and hop on though, these guys won’t be breaking any speed records out there, so we’d better get going.”

“Thanks!” Anastacia responded cheerily and grabbed on to the door handle she could only barely reach. Immediately upon popping open the door into the cabin, a familiar and very welcome scent washed over her. She rushed up the few steps and dove into the comparable warmth inside.

The plain design of the coach didn’t change one bit when it came to the cabin, it had two long benches along the sides for its entire length with a bunch of equipment stored under them, some purple curtains to block the windows, and the aforementioned stove, just large enough to boil something on. More importantly, there was a kettle on top of, from which Solaria had just poured hot water into some kind of a ceramic funnel that now drained a constant thin stream of beautifully reddish-brown liquid into a glass pitcher. The immense amount of focus the mage was pouring into the process was apparent, as he did not even notice the necromancer or the cold air rushing in through the open door. Every second, he tapped his finger on the table his setup was balanced on, with perfect cadence as if counting towards something. Upon noticing that coffee had indeed been brought along, Anastacia let out some kind of a primal grunt and pointed at the mage in excitement. It wasn’t until King stepped on the small ladder below the door and caused the whole coach to tilt noticeably that Solaria noticed them, though his finger kept tapping without a slightest interruption.

With his free hand, the mage picked up a piece of chalk on the bench beside him and quickly wrote a greeting on his tablet.

While Leggy and Gilbert climbed on and began to set down what they had brought with King, Anastacia sat down on the other side of the small table Solaria’s operation was stacked on. “Good morning! What are you doing?” She inquired and inspected the table more thoroughly. On top of the fairly shabby wooden table, clearly designed to be tossed under the benches when not in use, was a dark cloth with a dimly glowing sigil or a rune drawn onto it with chalk. Similarly, every separate piece of the apparatus had a smaller version of it drawn somewhere on it. “Are you… enchanting coffee?”

The mage shook his head, considered writing down an answer but decided to instead demonstrate the purpose of the runes more directly by tipping the table to the side, far more than it should have taken to slide everything off the table. Interestingly, not one piece of it moved in the slightest, nor did the thin stream dipping from the funnel obey gravity and spill on the floor. The whole time he kept tapping the table with his finger, suggesting it had something to do with the spell cast on it.

“Ohh… neat!” Anastacia nodded figuring that the whole thing was to prevent a bumpy ride from ruining the coffee.

Gilbert and Solaria exchanged brief nods as the party settled into their seats, the simulacra besides the necromancer and Gilbert on the other side to hopefully balance the load a bit. Once the water had properly drained from the grounds, the mage took off the funnel and put it aside to bring fort a set of cups with the rune already drawn on them. He waited for a moment as the coach suddenly nudged forwards and began moving towards the north gate, and then picked up the pitcher and gestured towards the necromancer with it, clearly inquiring if she wanted some. After receiving a nod from her as well as Gilbert, he paused to look at the two machines beside Anastacia before shrugging and repeating the gesture to them. King declined for obvious reasons, but Leggy responded with a nod. Not questioning why a simulacrum would want coffee, Solaria poured some in four cups and sealed the pitcher with a tight lid, finally freeing him from the need to keep tapping. Once everyone who desired one was holding a hilariously dainty cup, which were the polar opposite of the wooden ones Rosie kept around because they had some hope of surviving the hands of her clientele, the mage let out a sigh and took a sip. What he thought of the drink wasn’t immediately obvious, but the fact that he had an opinion was apparent on his face.

Gilbert downed most of his in one sip and once again nodded with a slight smile when he noticed the mage was trying to find out how he liked the taste. Anastacia pondered if it would be appropriate to ask for sugar and swirled the coffee in her cup while hesitating. It wasn’t that she didn’t like coffee black, but she simply liked it more with at least a hint of sweetness.

“Can I get some sugar, please?” She finally fessed up.

Solaria quickly picked up his chalk and wrote a lengthy message on the tablet. “You may have some, but I do urge you to try it without first. I selected a blend of beans mostly from the old families of Glass Marches with a hint of character from elsewhere. It’s one of the more approachable ones I know of, since I didn’t know your preferences. The man who roasts them is truly a magician I count as my peer as well, though he has never touched anything arcane in his life.”

Anastacia did not know who the old families were, nor where Glass Marches were and her knowledge on roasting coffee was limited to the fact that it happened at some point, so she didn’t dare to question the suggestion from someone who was clearly on a wholly another level. She took a wary sip and was surprised by the very mellow taste the drink had even without sugar. Unlike the admittedly bitter coffee served in the inn, the taste reminded her of fruits and berries. She couldn’t help but to stare into the cup to make sure it was actually coffee and not some manner of strange juice.

No further words or messages were exchanged as the three finished their drinks and Leggy simply held on to her cup, seemingly content over it. It wasn’t until they were well clear of the city walls when Solaria took out two stacks of papers from his bag and handed them to the adventurers. On top of both stacks, were a pair of identical letters addressing Gilbert and Anastacia.

Anastacia marveled at the intricate and elegant lettering for a moment before reading the entire thing out lout for the benefit of the two functionally illiterate simulacra. “Allow me to begin by sincerely thanking you, any and all, who have chosen to accompany me on this quest. Though I have chosen to go about this through the guild’s official channels, its meaning to me is far greater than a simple payday – and so, I have arranged for any compensation I might receive for my part in this to be divided amongst you, though I do not feel it to be nearly enough.

I have prepared this letter to hasten our introductions and to explain some matters. As mentioned before, I am the guild archmagus of temporal and spatial magic, Solaria Azil-Idim – and would prefer if you called me Solaria. My official position on this quest is to work as a guild liaison to direct the guild’s resources where they help the most, but as you will soon find out, my motives lie elsewhere. In our prior meeting, I covered some basic requests I have regarding communication, that is, make sure that I am able to see you and use clear pronunciation, within your capabilities. As you may have reasoned, this is because I am unable to hear. Do not consider this a weakness or think it limits my efficacy – it is simply something you should be aware of as we work together. I am capable of some vocalization and will alert you should something benefit from your attention, but have never learned spoken language at a level that is useful. Should you have further questions, ask them freely, without the fear of offending me.

Over the course of our journey, I would like to gain an understanding of your capabilities and talents for the sake of effective cooperation, and will share mine when the matter is brought up.

Attached to this letter you will find the basic profiles the guild has provided for the missing adventurers, as well as everything we know of the matter at hand, the original quest notice and some basic information on the area we are headed for.

Here and now,

Solaria Azil-Idim”

Quickly rereading the letter just for herself, Anastacia frowned. “Temporal and spatial magic? What’s that?”

“The art of affecting time and space through arcane methods.” Solaria quickly scribbled on his tablet, somehow pleased with the question.

“So you can teleport and stop time?” The necromancer inquired excitedly. “Can you teach me to do that? I’m a mage too, you know.”

“Perhaps, but I would appreciate if you began by studying the materials provided regarding the quest first.” The mage scribbled out his answer.

“Oh, right…” Anastacia muttered disappointedly and started flipping through the pages provided to her, something Gilbert was already well in the middle of.

Apparently, the place they were heading for was a relatively small village by the name of Koshmar, on the Tyllian side of the Tyllian-Palantine border, which was not without its tensions. It was unlikely to be much of a factor, but any guild-affiliated personnel were encouraged to be careful about interfering with the local politics. Getting entangled with the local powers was listed as one of the possible reasons for the missing adventurers’ failure to return in time. Though the mantra of ‘You are an Adventurer, not a hero’ was repeated rigorously in Valor, adventurers had more than a slight inclination towards defending any place they visited from squabbles among the local rulers. So, one of the theories the guild had was that the adventurers had arrived to Koshmar, completed their quest as requested, saw something concerning on the Palantine side of the border and remained put to discourage anyone from trying to take over the village. The village itself was a remnant of a remnant of a remnant of a remnant of a mining outpost from the kingdoms past – and even from before that. There had been some level of a settlement there for as long as anyone was able to tell, but what had once been there to make mining the area worthwhile was now long gone, and the last few families that refused to leave made their living by searching through the rubble of carved cliffs and beds of rivers for gold and other, rarer finds.

The quest, originally accepted by a party of four, was regarding a group of unaffiliated mages that had made some nearby ruins their base of operations. While initially they didn’t really bother anyone, and some trading happened between the villagers and the mages, some time after their arrival a plague of nightmares began to affect the people of Koshmar. At first it was just a few people on a couple of nights every week, but it had rapidly spread to everyone in the area. Every night, every single person in the village began to report seeing horrifying dreams that rarely made sense to them, but left them disturbed and afraid to fall asleep after a couple of weeks. The mages had shut themselves away from the world when the people went looking for answers, and nothing seemed to ease the plight. In the following couple of months, before the word got to the local lord, who contacted the guild over the matter, fatalities had begun to occur due to the lack of sleep, hallucinations and other effects of the unceasing nightmares.

“Any ideas?” Anastacia inquired from Gilbert before moving on to the profiles of the missing adventurers.

“There’s a number of creatures that can cause nightmares like this, some of them possibly dangerous enough to cause trouble to the folks who went in – especially if the mages are in on it as well. We need to pay attention to any dreams we might have from now on. If we can figure out even a rough range for it, it’ll narrow things down.” Gilbert reasoned and placed his papers down, having already known the rough gist of things and the missing adventurers personally beforehand. “If it was just the mages, these four would have been able to deal with it.”

“Still no vampires, huh…” The necromancer grumbled and continued reading.

The first of the four adventurers, a serpentfolk mage by the name of Palloma Mist-Scale, was the apprentice of Solaria according to a note written on to her profile. A noteworthy temporal mage as well as a gifted counter mage. None of the sparse information regarding her that the guild was willing to give out seemed particularly relevant otherwise, but she was apparently somewhat highborn. Her being in the party made sense of why Solaria was so keen to hurry things along though.

The second adventurer, an enchanter knight named Arturo was a bit more interesting to read about. According to what the guild knew, he was something that habited either a body or a form of a human, but most definitely was not one. His profile didn’t make any guesses towards what that something was, but his service record was spotless, and at least the guild didn’t admit to thinking he was a threat to anyone.

The third adventurer caused Anastacia to pause for a moment. A mousefolk druid named Thimble, someone who she herself knew personally and who had helped Gilbert and her after a rather rude prank played on them. Though not her closest friends, he was someone Anastacia would always greet on the chance meetings they had in the Inn. A sense of concern, no doubt familiar to Solaria and Gilbert, washed over her as she skimmed past the otherwise unremarkable profile. Though it was a part of the occupation and unavoidable, it was never a pleasant feeling.

The last profile, however, put the rush they were in into a whole new light. “Lunaria Azil-Idim.” She read out loud and lifted her gaze to look at the darkened expression of the mage sitting opposite to her. “A brother?” She suggested.

Solaria nodded and scribbled on his tablet. “Little brother.”

“That sucks, I hope it’s nothing too serious.” Anastacia uttered, not really sure what to say and defaulting to an entirely unhelpful response.

“He’s no pushover, I’m sure he’s fine.” Gilbert added in something a bit more helpful while the necromancer finished reading.

Lunaria was apparently a spellsword specializing in dealing with enemies utilizing arcane means, so it was hard to imagine some rogue group of unorganized mages beating him. Having her most impactful relationships be less than a year old left the necromancer with little ways of understanding what it must have been like to know a close family member like that was in danger – or worse yet, dead. Of course, she had gone through something similar when she thought Eminence had killed King, but could it possibly be at all comparable to a sibling? As far as she knew, she didn’t even have siblings and she very much considered that a good thing, doubly so now – though she was present when her parents were killed by King, and that was more of a fond memory than anything, so she figured it was just impossible for her to properly relate to the situation.

“Once again, I can’t thank you all enough for being willing to come along with so little time to prepare.” Solaria wrote down and placed the tablet on the bench beside him, retiring from the conversation and turning away to stare out of the window at the endless field of snow around them.

“No problem, I just hope it isn’t the sect again.” Anastacia said before realizing she wasn’t being heard.

Having been forced awake well before his time, Gilbert leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes to hopefully rest a bit more. The bench was far too narrow for someone so big, but he was very experienced in sleeping in places far worse than that, so it didn’t take long for gentle and deep snoring to start. Apparently, the ride was going to take almost a full week in one direction, assuming the weather remained at all favorable, during which they were going to be mostly stuck in the coach. The moment she was left alone with her thoughts, Anastacia could already feel the seed of boredom start to set in. She had taken along a couple of books, but aside from that she didn’t really have a plan for killing time. However, that wasn’t the biggest of her problems with the situation where privacy was more than a bit compromised. Grasping at one of the pouches on her belt, she felt the few simulacrum cores she had taken along in the hopes of being able to speak with Fah-Raja and Val-Varjo during the trip, but so far she had kept it a secret from everyone and wasn’t sure how she felt about letting Gilbert or Solaria witness it.

Trying to find something to distract herself with, she noticed that Leggy was still holding the full cup of now cold coffee, occasionally swirling it and bringing it up to her faceplate as if emulating drinking. “Did you have a plan for that or should I just drink it?” The necromancer asked after following the situation for a while.

The simulacrum stared at the cup for a bit, clearly without a plan for its disposal, but ultimately declined the offer and kept it.

            

    
        Chapter 288 - Woetarn

    
    
    
    
                ”To properly utilize temporal magic, one must first understand time in a more useful manner and not how it often appears. To those untrained in this way of thinking, time tends to be an ever flowing, unstoppable stream that carries onwards everything there is, but this way of thinking inhibits one from affecting it through arcane means. After all, how could you possibly alter such a grand force that slowly erodes even the mountains? No, time is a property of all things, no different from mass or size – a simple attribute. To succeed as a temporal mage, you must trick yourself into thinking differently, or be naturally born with such a perspective, like I was.”

Anastacia lifted her gaze from Solaria’s tablet and frowned. “That just makes it sound like I might as well not bother. What are the chances of becoming any good at it if I wasn’t born with the ‘right perspective’?”

The mage pondered a moment to perhaps find kinder words than what initially came to him, but eventually was forced to give an answer that didn’t please the necromancer in the slightest. “Non-zero… Most folk are limited to petty tricks if not intentionally raised to be a temporal mage, or otherwise born with the ability. All great masters of temporal magic were born into cultures that natively had the correct perception of time, myself included – but there have been a number of notable individuals who learned about it later in life. You, however rude this might sound, do not show much potential to begin with.”

Gilbert let out an unintended chuckle and tried to cover it with a couple of coughs.

“What?... How can you possibly know that?” The necromancer doubted the assessment she saw as hasty and unjust.

Solaria spend a while writing, erasing and rewriting something to again soften the blow. “Even in the past two days we have been traveling, you’ve shown yourself to be headstrong. While virtue elsewhere, with the arcane it’s often the opposite. To understand and work with the arcane in greater detail, one’s mind needs to remain malleable to countless new ideas, perspectives and paths. Even just your understanding of your mechanical companions shows that your mind operates through hard and fast rules, able to comprehend great and complex designs, seeks to understand the how and the why – but some things are nebulous to a fault, and would only cause misery to someone like you.”

It was hard to deny that even when it came to necromancy, most of her knowledge of it was focused on the control patterns instead of the more abstract sides of the art. It was also undeniable that it was a case of her simply being gifted at it rather than the result of tireless studying, so as painful as it was to admit it, there may have been some truth to the mage’s words. Anastacia let out a frustrated groan and tossed herself across King’s lap to sulk.

Not wishing to demoralize one of the people who were out to help him, the mage scribbled out another hasty message. “Don’t fret, all is not lost. There are aspects of the arcane more befit of your personality. The elements come to mind – and as I hear it, you have some experience regarding them. All types of classical elemental magic – fire, ice, water, air, earth, lightning – are each based on a single rule that must be followed. For example, to usher forth fire, the energy for it must be converted from movement. Talented mages are able to amplify their spells and make them more precise. Where some must toss their balls of flame, a flick of a finger will do for an archmagi – but even for them, that flick is a must.”

Though it did feel like a consolation prize compared to control over space and time, Anastacia definitely wasn’t above accepting those when it came to expanding her knowledge on anything that wasn’t necromancy. “And can you teach me anything about those?” She asked and perked up slightly when she received a nod for an answer.

“Don’t you think you already hold enough cataclysmic powers for one person?” Gilbert sighed. “At least wait until you’ve actually mastered some of what you already know.”

“A cataclysm can hardly get any more cataclysmic, so what’s the harm even if I figure out something like lightning? It’s not like I’ll use any of it on the field before I know I can reliably do it.” The necromancer sidestepped the old adventurer’s worries.

“I’m not worried about you using them on quests, what I’m worried about is you using them unsupervised. Simple or not, magic is always magic and it can end its user just as fast as it can end the target.” Gilbert explained, not willing to actually come between the necromancer and whatever she desired to do, but wanting his council to be heard. He wasn’t exactly against magic, and certainly not against those that wielded it, but had a healthy distrust of it since it often only complicated things in his eyes.

Anastacia scoffed at the warnings. “What are you even saying? Of course, I’ll be responsible when training – I always am.”

“Do you even own clothes that don’t have charred sleeves? Not to mention that whole scar thing on your arm. I’m not going to make you tell us what it is, but it’s hard to see it as anything but irresponsible as things are.” Gilbert calmly pointed out, again, not about to argue with the necromancer. However, he did seem a bit smug when the mage pointed at him in approval of his warnings.

Whatever point Anastacia was about to bring up in response was interrupted by the coach suddenly slowing down and coming to a halt. The adventurers peered outside only to see vast swaths of unsettled nature on both sides of the road they were following. They had passed the first couple of towns near Valor without stopping in them, and planned to go on for a couple more days before reaching the next one, where they could look into their supply situation for the rest of the trip, but before they got there, they had several kilometers of wilderness to traverse. They weren’t the only people on the road, but not far from it either, so the only signs of civilization so far had been the two other carriages they had passed along the way. The terrain had changed from the vast flats around Valor into a more mountainous one. Despite that, they hadn’t gone uphill much at all, and apparently didn’t need to, as they could follow a path between two moderately sized mountains to get where they were going.

The coach tilted slightly as one of the guards hopped off his seat and knocked on the window before barely cracking the door open enough to be heard inside. “We’re at Woetarn. It’ll take a bit before we can continue.” He reported and closed the door.

“What’s ‘Woetarn’?” Anastacia asked and peered at the treeline that seemed to arbitrarily and abruptly end instead of thinning out. Usually this meant that they were on the edge of a field or a lake, both of which would have looked identical with a thick layer of snow on them.

“A small lake. During the winter it’s faster to go over the ice rather than follow the shore around it.” Gilbert explained while observing the guard barely dodge a small crate that the other one dropped from the roof of the coach.

“So why did we have to stop?” She pondered out loud, knowing full well that nonsense was afoot – as it always was.

Gilbert lit up his pipe, expecting the stop to last for a while. “It’s cursed.”

Not even bothering to say anything, Anastacia threw her hands up and laid back down on Kings lap. Having to pass over a cursed lake was just one of those things that obviously were going to be a thing. If anything, it was a surprise that it was the first one they came across on the journey. No doubt there were hundreds of such lakes just waiting to be on her way, just to briefly inconvenience her whenever she dared to leave Valor.

 “Is it at least a cool curse?” She asked, now being cursed herself made her somewhat of an expert on the matter, even if she didn’t quite know the nature of her curse yet. “Don’t tell me it’s something lame like bad luck for anyone crossing it.”

The old adventurer chewed on his pipe for a bit to scrape together the details of the story from the depths of his memory. “I think it’s interesting. To begin with, the whole lake is unfathomably deep despite being only a couple of hundred meters across – and by unfathomably, I mean they don’t make rope long enough to reach the bottom… or anywhere close as far as we can tell. The locals say that it’s a chasm that goes all the way down to ‘a worse place’. Where the actual curse comes in is that this mountain range was once the border between two warring nations, and almost every winter when the lake would freeze over, some kind of skirmishes would happen on the ice. What was curious that once the battle was over and bodies littered the snow, the ice would melt within minutes and the remains would sink into the depths before anyone had the chance to take them anywhere. Nothing of them would ever be seen again, no gear or bones washed downstream, no nothing.”

Anastacia frowned. “So it’s just a spooky lake then? And if it’s so deep then, couldn’t it just have a bunch of hot water randomly flow into it from deep below, melting the ice? Emilia says it’s very hot deep underground. So far it really isn’t that cursed sounding.”

“That’s because I haven’t mentioned the absolute mess of upottajas it has.” Gilbert said and pointed down with his pipe, giving the necromancer a chance to comment, but continued as he seemed have gotten his point across. “No one really knows what they are, but some suspect they’re the spirits of the drowned, but I’m of the opinion that they’re just another natural creature inhabiting this world – and hardly even the strangest ones at that, but them only appearing in the select few places in the world and the fact that they melt into water if taken out of their home makes them very hard to study. What makes them dangerous is that they like to swim below the ice, reach through it and grab onto ankles to pull anyone walking above through it, somehow without so much as breaking the ice. So you’re just left to drown without an opening to even try and climb up from. During the summer they sometimes try to tip over boats too, but that’s rarer.”

“How are you even supposed to combat something like that?!” The necromancer exclaimed. “Do you just run and hope they don’t get a grip on you?”

“That can work, but they’re able to grab onto horses in full gallop so I wouldn’t bet on it.” Gilbert shrugged. “What you do is burn a boat.”

“Burn.. a boat?” Repeated Anastacia.

“You build a boat out of any of the kinds of trees in the area they live in, burn it to ash and rub that ash on your ankles – or in this case, the ankles of the animals pulling the coach. That’s usually enough, but since we have a lot of supplies and people on board, we’ll also have Engel over there walk ahead of us and sprinkle the ashes on our path.” The old adventurer said and pointed at the guild guard who had hopped off his seat, currently applying ash onto his ankles from the crate they had taken from the roof.

Anastacia watched the poor man cheerily converse with his partner while preparing for something that seemed absolutely insane to her. “This seems hardly fair.”

“It’s fine, he’s from around these parts – hardly his first time. You tell some young lads in the area about something like this and you know they’re screwing around on the ice on a weekly basis.” Gilbert dismissed the necromancer’s worries.

By the looks of it, the guard indeed seemed the least troubled by the situation out of anyone there, as he cheerily joked with the other guard and started spreading the ash on the animal’s ankles. Peering into the treeless patch of snow ahead, there was indeed a path there, one which had been used somewhat recently too – only having a light layer of freshly fallen snow to hide the ashes left behind the last people to cross. Closing her eyes and focusing for a moment, Anastacia could tell that the lake was barren from all life. Her powers easily reached the opposite shore, and covered most of the narrow but somewhat long lake, but not a single fish or other creature resonated with them. The trees around the lake had the usual number of birds and the land housed plenty of small animals hidden in their burrows, so it was just the lake that was afflicted by the curse. The upottajas must have then been some manner of spirits, untouchable by necromancy, or at the time were so deep in the water Anastacia couldn’t reach them.

While the two were conversing, Solaria took a moment to pick out seven copper coins from a pouch on his belt. He laid them on the bench and quickly drew a small sigil on each one with the chalk he used to write his messages with and scattered them out into the snow from a small hatch above one of the windows, meant for letting smoke out. Anastacia didn’t really pay attention to this, but noticed what he was doing and thought it curious, and by the looks of it, the mage thought her actions equally mysterious.

“She’s checking our surroundings; it’s a necromancer thing.” Gilbert suddenly stated, answering a wordless inquiry from Solaria.

The mage quickly scribbled down a question and showed his tablet to Anastacia. “Would you mind giving me a short explanation of necromancy? I’m shamefully unfamiliar with it.”

“I guess I don’t mind.” She shrugged and fixed her posture to make sure Solaria could see her speak. “Necromancy is both a sense and a force, kind of. An aspect of it works more or less like hearing or seeing, but it works only on certain materials and is entirely blind to everything else. For example, you can bury a bone underground and a necromancer will be able to sense it just as well as if they saw it, or you can hide in another room and I’d still be able to tell how many fingers you’re holding up. The sensation itself is harder to describe, but that doesn’t really matter. The other aspect of necromancy is the ability to force our will on those same materials, reignite the will it once had to reanimate it, or just overrule it with our own. We don’t really know how exactly it works, but we know it isn’t magic and that it would anger a lot of people who study physics.”

The mage nodded a few times while working out what was being said, and after pondering for a moment, he came up with a follow up question. “And how precise is this ‘sense’ exactly? Can it differentiate between different tissues?”

“Oh yeah, easily. It depends entirely on how talented the necromancer is, but even as someone who doesn’t specialize in that, I can tell when something is sore and stuff like that. I have a… friend who knows way more about how people work. She’d be able to tell a lot more.” Anastacia said, still hesitating to call another necromancer a friend, even if Iris had well earned the title.

Solaria put down his tablet, took out a small notebook from his bag and wrote something into it, often stopping to think for a while before finishing his notes and setting the book aside to write on his tablet again. “Interesting! I suspect there is great many things a necromancer could tell us of the world – teach us about physiology and biology. As a tool for research your powers seem groundbreaking.”

Anastacia was so used to necromancy causing nothing but fear in people that it almost left her speechless when someone’s initial reaction was to think of it as a tool for research. She herself was among the first to condemn the art as nothing but evil and say that nothing good could come from it after all. “I… I guess that’s true.”

The mage didn’t even notice the reaction and delightedly scribbled something into his own notes on the matter.

Suddenly the coach nudged onwards in the snow and started the slow and careful journey over the lake. The ice let out an uncomfortable crunch when the full heft of the animals and the coach with its passengers moved onto it, but Gilbert didn’t seem to be alarmed by it, so Anastacia figured it wasn’t out of the ordinary. As soon as they moved to a point where the ice didn’t reach all the way to the bottom, the necromancer could feel a congregation of strange string-like entities gather below them. Impossibly thin and not the easiest of things to exert ones will over, they were nothing like any other animal or creature she had ever seen – but were still unquestionably just normal creatures instead of spirits or something unnatural. Their swarming made it impossible to tell how long one individual was, or even their exact shape. It was entirely possible that what seemed like a mass of dozens or hundreds of thin individuals were in reality just a few of these creatures and they possessed several tentacles. Anywhere Engel or one of the animals stepped, a mass of these creatures slammed against the bottom of the ice, but did not attempt to reach through it, demonstrating the effectiveness of the ashes.

“You can feel them?” Gilbert asked, having watched the necromancer do her thing for a while.

Anastacia nodded.

That was as far as the conversation went, as he had simply asked to add to his already impressive amount of knowledge on the beasts and creatures of the world. Solaria also added a note on the matter to his book. All three of them individually mused on the fact that it was perhaps the first time a necromancer had ran into upottajas, and simply for that, the creatures became ever so slightly less mysterious.

It didn’t take long at all for them to reach the middle part of the narrow mountain lake, the stringy creatures kept following them relentlessly for the entire time, but even Anastacia was slowly getting used to their presence, and noticed hardly any signs of nervousness in her companions – least of all the poor guard leading the way, who had happily conversed with his partner the entire time. To be fair, knowing that there was something in a lake that really wished to drown them was a luxury adventurers rarely had, usually it was something they learned the hard way, so weirdly enough, that made things easier for her.

Suddenly, as soon as she had gotten comfortable enough to not focus entirely on keeping an ‘eye’ on the creatures, they scattered as quickly as they had first amassed below them. At first Anastacia figured they gave up, but that didn’t really make sense based on how persistent they had been right until then. The idea that they were running away from something was slow to creep up on her, but as soon as it did, she felt something at the very edge of her reach – directly downwards, hundreds of meters into the depths of the lake. Before she even had the chance to figure out anything more than that, that something reached up.

In mere seconds, almost touching the bottom of the ice below them, was perhaps the most horrifying thing Anastacia had ever felt with her powers. What was most easily described as a hand with twelve fingers, all of which had five joints to them and were at least five meters long – most of them more than that. The palm of this ‘hand’ was wide enough for it to grab the entire coach and get a good grip on it, but was also filled with hundreds of strange pustules of varying sizes, which felt similar to eyes in structure, ranging from about the size of a fist to a larger than a person’s head. As if this wasn’t enough of a worry, this ‘hand’ was attached to an arm, one that had two elbow-like joints on it and reached all the way down into the depths – well out of the necromancer’s reach. Whatever the monstrosity was, it made no further sudden movements, merely following the coach from below the ice, just like the smaller critters before. As if crawling along, it gently touched the ice with the tips of its fingers and simply watched the travelers. Being able to sense it meant that Anastacia should have been at least somewhat able to combat it, if needed, but its will was as immense as its size and the necromancer honestly didn’t know if that was truly the case.

Before she was able to compose herself enough to inform anyone of the new horrors besetting them, Gilbert noticed that the notoriously pasty necromancer was somehow even paler than usual, hauntingly so. “Anna?...” He inquired in a hushed voice.

“Big… thing…” Was all she could utter while pointing down.

Gilbert glanced at the snow outside but was unable to see anything odd, nor did the creature cause tremors in the thick ice even when it touched to bottom. “Is it attacking us?”

Anastacia shook her head. “Just… watching? I think.” She whispered and instinctively grabbed the hands of the two simulacra by her side.

Though he must not have been able to see what was being said, the mage was quick to pick up on something being amiss and expected a briefing, which he received in the form of Gilbert quickly gesturing something with his hands, somehow getting the message through. Solaria wasted little time grabbing the chalk he used to write his messages with, drew a small symbol on the knees of the simulacra before doing the same on the necromancer as well as Gilbert.

“Anything new, Anna?” The old adventurer asked, still calm in his demeanor but not taking his eyes off the snow.

“No. It’s still just… watching.” Anastacia reported, clutching the simulacra’s hands even tighter. “What do we do?”

Gilbert pondered the question for a time before answering with a question of his own. “How big are we talking about? A fisher?”

“I… I don’t know.”

Gilbert knew exactly what that implied. “We do nothing. We are in its territory, and if it doesn’t attack, neither will we. It’s best to not even let it know we’re aware of it. The lake is known for upottajas, not whatever it is, so there’s a good chance it’s harmless.”

And so they waited. Slowly making their way across the ice, still spreading ash on their path as if nothing was different. Gilbert kept asking for updates from the terrified necromancer, but at no point did anything change. The massive creature simply followed them without moving closer or farther away at any point, almost all the way to the other shore, where the water was no longer deep enough for it to be able to do so. Just as quickly and silently as it had appeared, it retreated back into the chasm, outside of Anastacia’s reach. The upottajas immediately seized their opportunity again, and returned to swarm below the ice, but just as before, the ash kept them away until the party was well and truly safe on solid ground again.

As the guards decided that the shore was a decent enough place to rest the animals for the day and began to make the arrangements for a camp, Anastacia rushed out into the snow to have a small and understandable nervous breakdown before being able to describe the creature in more detail. Gilbert had never even heard of such a thing, which was rare enough, but even the guard who had grown up in the area had no idea something like that lurked in the lake.
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